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            Prologue

            Haller Creek, Montana—Seventeen Years Ago

         

         Stupid horse,” ten-year-old Finn Monroe muttered after he was tossed from the saddle. He slumped in the tall grass by the edge of Haller Creek, his backside thoroughly bruised, his faded jeans soaked.

         Free of its inexperienced rider, the roan gelding, Beau, stepped into the creek to drink.

         Mackenzie Monroe, Finn’s adoptive father, brought his own mare to a halt and dismounted. “Old Beau throw you again, son?”

         “I’m not your son.” Finn’s knee-jerk response was spoken through clenched teeth.

         His older brothers, Ben and Sam, might be fooled by this rancher’s soft words and kind eyes, but Finn knew better. He’d been through enough foster homes to know that sooner or later every adult he trusted would eventually turn on him. If they weren’t rationing food as punishment for some infraction of their cherished rules, they were writing scathing reports about his foul language, his unwillingness to handle the required chores, or his quick-trigger temper. And one, a hulk of a bully named Horace Fredlubber, had actually used his fists on him, leaving Finn so bloodied that he had vowed he would do whatever it took to escape that hellish existence.

         And now here he was. In the middle of Nowhere, Montana, expected to muck stinky stalls and herd dumb cattle. Today he was being forced to ride to high country on the back of a horse that wouldn’t follow behind the others and constantly veered off the path to make its own way. Finn had been slapped in the head with low-hanging branches, had nearly toppled headfirst down an embankment, and was now soaked clear through, while his brothers were far ahead, playing at being cowboys and laughing like loons.

         Mac reached out. “Give me your hand, Finn.”

         “I don’t need your help.” Ignoring the outstretched hand, he got to his feet and let out a string of curses at the discomfort of waterlogged jeans weighing him down.

         He enjoyed a moment of satisfaction at the frown that appeared on Mac’s handsome face. His adoptive father had made it clear he wouldn’t tolerate coarse language in his presence, and to reinforce the issue, saw to it that a chore was added each time one of the boys violated that rule.

         “You’ll take Sam’s chore tomorrow. Mucking stalls.”

         “Yeah. Sure. Bring it on.” Finn knew it wouldn’t be long until this man would be like the others before him, resorting to physical punishment when he’d had enough.

         Mac reached out and Finn ducked, only to realize the man was just taking hold of the horse’s reins, which were dangling in the water.

         Seeing the boy’s reaction, Mac deliberately kept his tone easy. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen Finn and his brothers brace themselves for physical punishment, something that was abhorrent to Mac.

         “Beau’s testing you, Finn. A horse can sense a novice rider. If you want him to do things your way, you need to learn how to be firm without yanking on the reins and hurting him. Each time you pull too hard, he’ll go the other way just to show you he’s bigger and, therefore, in charge.”

         “He’s always going to be bigger than me. How can I ever take charge?”

         “By learning patience. Try liking him. Animals respond to kindness. Then give him a chance to like you, too.” Mac paused before adding, “I see something special in you, Finn.”

         “Yeah? What?”

         “A bright, inquiring mind.”

         “I’d rather be as big as Ben, and as tough as Sam.”

         “Being smart is even better than being big and tough.”

         “Why?”

         “Because a smart man can win every fight without resorting to violence. When you use that brain instead of your fists, you’ll win every time. Just ask Zachariah York about the many battles he’s won in the courtroom.”

         Finn thought about the lion of a man who lived with them and used big, fancy words that only a genius could understand. “That fussy old geezer?”

         “That fussy old geezer is one of the most brilliant lawyers in the country. And he never had to resort to his fists to win a case.”

         Leading Beau to dry land, Mac surprised the boy by tethering the animal before choosing a sunny spot in the grass to sit, as though he had nothing more important to do than sit and talk.

         Mac whipped off his wide-brimmed hat and wiped an arm across his forehead before glancing up. “A good day to ride. Look at that. Not a cloud in the sky.” Mac waited until Finn followed his lead and settled in a warm, dry spot. “My wife, Rachel, used to say a day this perfect was proof that God’s in His heaven and all’s right with the world.”

         Finn shot him a quizzical look. “What the fu…” He caught himself in time to avoid another chore. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         “I like to think it means that on a day this perfect, we can trust that there’s a Higher Being watching out for us.”

         “Yeah?” Finn’s scowl deepened. “Where was your Higher Being when horrible Horace Fredlubber was beating me senseless?”

         Mac went very still, as he always did when one of his boys revealed a hint of the unbearable pain they’d endured before coming into his life. These three brothers usually guarded their secrets like hoarders, and Finn, the youngest, most of all.

         Mac chose his words carefully. “I believe that even at our lowest point, when we feel we can’t take anything more, goodness finds a way. Maybe it’s just a hint of a smile when our eyes are filled with tears. Or maybe it’s three ragged boys, bent on stealing, who showed a glimmer of light in the darkness.”

         Something in the way he spoke had Finn looking at him more closely. “Oh, man. Are you crying?”

         “Even grown men cry, son.” Mac swiped an arm across his eyes and got to his feet before offering a hand to Finn.

         This time the boy accepted his help and stood quietly while Mac pulled himself into the saddle and led Beau toward Finn.

         Without a word Finn mounted.

         As he followed behind Mac’s mare, Finn found himself comparing the life he had now with the life he’d lived before coming to this ranch. It was true that he and his brothers were expected to work alongside Mac and the three old men who lived here. Roscoe Flute was an ancient cowboy. He only had a couple of teeth, but he had a killer smile—and he seemed to always be smiling. Otis Green was a black man from the south side of Chicago, who should have been a fish out of water on a ranch in Montana but managed to fit right in, raising a variety of fruits and vegetables in his carefully tended garden behind the barns. And Zachariah York was a prim and proper retired lawyer who did most of the cooking, while the others handled the ranch chores. Mac called the old man brilliant. Finn decided to pay more attention to what he had to say.

         Finn had to admit that here in this place he and his brothers routinely did things a city boy like him had only dreamed of doing. But they were constantly exposed to something else they’d never had before—books and respect. Teasing and laughter. So much laughter that sometimes Finn forgot for hours the miserable life he’d left behind. The laughter was contagious. He found himself wanting more of it.

         As for the books, he often got lost in them, especially if Zachariah was the one reading aloud before bedtime.

         There was a gentle kindness in this place. A special kind of respect for one another he’d never experienced before.

         He was intrigued to learn that Mac thought he had a good mind. Nobody had ever encouraged him to be smart. Was it possible he could one day be as smart as Zachariah?

         Maybe, Finn thought as he caught up with his brothers, he’d give his adoptive father and life as a rancher a real chance.

         Hell, what did he have to lose?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Haller Creek, Montana—Present Day

         

         Finn Monroe unlocked the door to his law office and tossed his battered attaché case on the desk. He then removed his fringed buckskin jacket and draped it on the back of his chair. Both the attaché and the jacket had been gifts from his mentor, Zachariah York, when Finn had passed the bar. They’d been the old lawyer’s trademark and were now Finn’s daily uniform, as was his longer-than-typical hair. He figured if Zachariah could look like a lion in court, he could, too.

         He’d begun his practice here in the little town of Haller Creek by accepting every legal request that came his way, from an arrest for impaired driving to settling neighbors’ property disputes. Recently he’d snagged the attention of the national media by winning a case against the county for the largest monetary award ever, for a rancher who had suspected county officials were blocking his herd’s access to his water supply. There was now talk of submitting Finn’s name for a city office, even though he insisted it wasn’t his dream.

         Finn ignored all the background noise of politics and continued to go about his business.

         Hearing the door open behind him, he glanced over his shoulder.

         “Mr. Monroe?”

         The feminine voice was soft, tentative.

         He tried not to stare, but the women who usually came to his little office here in Haller Creek didn’t look like corporate executives.

         Instead of boots, denims, and a T-shirt, she wore heels, a sleek dress, and a matching jacket. Her blond-streaked hair fell in soft waves around a small, heart-shaped face. Except for the nerves that had her wringing her hands, she was almost too perfect to believe.

         To put her at ease, Finn stepped around his desk to offer a handshake. “My friends call me Finn. Finn Monroe.”

         “Jessica Blair.” She paused and tried to smile. It had her lips quivering. “My friends call me Jessie.”

         “Nice to meet you, Jessie. You’re not from around here.”

         “I grew up in Arvid. It’s a little town about a hundred miles from here.”

         He nodded. “I’ve heard of it. Lots of great cattle ranches. Did you grow up on a ranch?”

         “Yes. My aunt Nola, Nolinda Blair, raised me on her ranch after my parents died when I was five. She’s the only family I’ve ever had.”

         “You’re lucky to have family willing to take you in. It sounds as though you love her a lot.”

         Her eyes filled, and Finn had to resist an unnatural urge to wrap his arms around her and offer her comfort.

         Instead he indicated the chair facing his desk. “Why don’t you sit and tell me why you’re here.”

         As she sat, she said, “Please, give me a minute.”

         He rounded his desk and took a seat facing her. To give her time, he asked the first question that came to him. “Is your aunt’s ranch big?”

         Jessie nodded. “Big enough to provide a comfortable life for us, and for four previous generations of Blairs.”

         “I bet she and her husband needed a big family to keep it all going.”

         “Aunt Nola never married. There were just the two of us. And a team of loyal wranglers who’d been with her for years.”

         “So you worked the ranch with her?”

         “I did until I left for college. And even then, I came back every chance I had, and every summer. I’ve always loved living on her ranch.”

         Seeing the glint of fresh tears, he gave her time to compose herself. “I know what you mean. My family has a ranch outside of town. When I’m not here, I’m at home on a tractor or riding in the high country with the herds.”

         Her eyes brightened. “You’re a rancher? Then you understand how important the land is.”

         “I do.” He folded his hands, hoping to ease her into the reason for her visit. “If you grew up in Arvid, why are you here?”

         “When I went on the internet and researched the town of Haller Creek, yours was the only law office listed.”

         “Why Haller Creek?”

         “My aunt mentioned it. She said that’s where her new wrangler had once worked.”

         “Does your aunt want me to look into this wrangler’s background?”

         She shook her head. “I’m here because…” Again that threat of tears. When her lower lip quivered, she bit down before speaking. “I believe my aunt is in some sort of serious trouble. All because of a smooth-talking cowboy. She’s disappeared without a trace.”

         
              

         

         Finn let out a slow breath. “So your aunt’s missing?”

         She nodded.

         “And this wrangler…?”

         “Wayne Stone.” She lifted a handkerchief to her nose as if she’d just smelled something distasteful.

         “Wayne Stone is the smooth-talking cowboy?”

         Another nod while she twisted the handkerchief around and around her fingers.

         “Have you gone to the police with your suspicions?”

         “Yes.” She lifted her head. “They looked into it. They said the marriage was valid, and there was no sign of foul play.”

         “Wait a minute.” He held up a hand to stop her. “Marriage? When did your aunt marry him?”

         “Two weeks ago. Even though she barely had time to get to know him.”

         “That must have been a surprise. Did she tell you about it before the wedding?”

         “She called me the day they were getting married, on the way to town. She said after the wedding they were leaving for a honeymoon. And there hasn’t been a word from her since.”

         “I’m guessing your feelings were hurt that she waited so long to let you know.”

         “This isn’t about my hurt feelings.” A big tear rolled down her cheek and she brushed it aside. “It isn’t like Aunt Nola to do something like this. This is completely out of character.”

         “It may not be usual, but a woman has the right to share her life with someone. And going on a honeymoon isn’t a crime.”

         “You don’t understand. She couldn’t bear to be away from the ranch for more than a few days at a time. And now she’s been gone for two weeks without a word. I just know something’s wrong.”

         Finn steepled his hands on the desk. “Miss Blair, you don’t need a lawyer. If the police won’t help, and you want to pursue this further, I’d suggest a private detective.”

         “I hired one.” She dug into her pocket and held out a business card.

         Finn took it and read the name. “Matthew Carver. Retired FBI agent.” He looked over at her. “Are you happy with his work?”

         She nodded. “He called to say he had some news. He sounded…agitated. We were supposed to meet yesterday.”

         “Let me guess.” Finn sat back, folding his hands atop the desk. “He never showed up, and you realize he skipped town with your money.”

         “No.” Another tear slipped out and she brushed it aside. “He was involved in an accident on the interstate. He’s dead, and whatever information he had for me died with him.”

         Finn experienced a little tingling at the base of his spine—a sure sign that he was beginning to get sucked in. “A good investigator would have kept notes. Could you call his office and ask his assistant…”

         “I called. Her name is Bev, and she’s his wife. She was so grief-stricken she could barely speak, but she said when his belongings were returned to her, his briefcase containing all his notes was not among them.”

         The little tingling got stronger.

         Finn sat staring at the woman across the desk, mulling the consequences of what he was about to do. If he took this case, he’d be up to his eyebrows in work that could keep him from helping friends and neighbors in need of legal counsel.

         Still, there was that tingle.

         And the fact that she was just about the prettiest woman he’d ever met.

         He dismissed that out of hand. He wasn’t stupid enough to let important work pile up while he pursued some ridiculous story for the sake of a pretty face.

         Was he?

         Yeah, maybe he was.

         And right now, though he could think of all the reasons why he should send her packing, the only thing that mattered at the moment was getting a chance to know more about the fascinating Jessica Blair. And maybe, just maybe, he could help her.

         “I’ll need a lot more information than this.” He lifted a packet of documents from his desk drawer and passed them to her. “I’d like you to fill these out. If I need more, where can I find you?”

         She took in a deep breath. “I checked into the Dew Drop Inn on the interstate last night so I could find you first thing today.”

         “Okay.” He shoved back his chair. “While you answer everything on these pages, I’ll head on over to Dolly’s Diner and bring back coffee. How do you take it?”

         “Two sugars and two creams.”

         He grinned. “So you like a little coffee with your cream and sugar.”

         That remark brought a half smile to her lips.

         As he started down the street, he was chuckling to himself. He’d figured that a woman with a figure like that would never let sugar past her lips.

         His smile suddenly dissolved when he realized it may not be the only wrong impression he’d had. As he began to put time and distance between them on the walk to Dolly’s and back, he began to question his rash decision to take this on.

         Jessica Blair could turn out to be a jealous, vindictive relative who’d just discovered she’d been locked out of a hefty inheritance. And though her nerves looked real enough, she could be nothing more than a really good actress playing on his sympathy.

         
              

         

         “Two creams. Two sugars.” Finn set the lidded cup on his visitor’s side of the desk before taking his chair and picking up the completed pages.

         As he started to read, he looked up. “You’re an accountant?”

         “A certified public accountant with Ayers and Lanyer in Bozeman.”

         At the mention of one of the state’s biggest firms, he lifted a brow. He would have pegged her for something in the public eye. Modeling. TV news.

         “I’ve taken a leave of absence until my aunt is found. My boss isn’t exactly happy about it.”

         Finn nodded. “Then there’s no time to waste. I’ll begin by running a check on Wayne Stone. If he worked on ranches in Haller Creek, he should be easy to find. From time to time I employ a detective, Basil Caldwell, also a retired FBI agent, and I trust him to be thorough and discreet. He should have something for me by the end of the day. Can you give me a number where I can reach you?”

         She spoke the numbers, and he entered them in his cell phone before giving her his number as well.

         “As soon as I hear from Basil, I’ll call you with the information.”

         For the first time her smile wasn’t forced or nervous. “Thank you, Finn. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

         “Don’t thank me yet. The police could prove to be right, and we’ll find we don’t even have a case.”

         She touched a hand to her heart. “I don’t care what the police think. I know I’m right. And I know when your detective starts checking, he’ll know it, too. I’ve lived with my aunt long enough to guarantee she would never willingly be gone from her ranch this long.”

         Finn watched her walk out the door before sitting down to continue reading through the papers she’d filled out. Her handwriting was easy to read. He wished he could say the same for the woman. He wouldn’t be the first person to lose perspective because of a pretty face. But what he liked even more was that she had a good mind to go with the looks. Anyone working for Ayers and Lanyer had to be sharp. But that didn’t mean she was to be trusted. He intended to reserve judgment until he found out more about Jessica Blair and her aunt.

         If he’d learned one thing since going into this business, it was the fact that a good mind and a pretty face could mask a greedy heart.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Finn tossed his attaché case on the passenger side of his truck before heading back to his family’s ranch.

         The little town of Haller Creek was bustling with people happy to be outdoors. Winter in Montana was always blustery, but this particular year had been long and bitter. Now the hillsides, covered with snow just weeks ago, were showing signs of green. Cattle were being herded to higher elevations, where they could soon feast on lush grass. The wranglers who tended them had replaced their heavy parkas with rolled shirtsleeves.

         Springtime was a season of hope, and nowhere more than here in Montana.

         When he arrived home, he noted the line of vehicles parked alongside the back porch and found himself grinning. As always, his oldest brother, Ben, and his wife, Becca, had managed to make it out to the ranch for supper. And that was a good thing, especially since Penny, his middle brother Sam’s new bride, was just about the best cook in the entire state. Ben, Haller Creek’s sheriff, was happy about that because Becca was taking cooking lessons from Penny. Ben claimed he didn’t marry Becca for her cooking skills, and it was true that they were madly in love, but Finn figured good cooking couldn’t hurt.

         Ben and Becca were currently building a new home on a parcel of land on the family ranch. Until it was ready, they still lived in town in her rental house.

         Sam and Penny were planning on doing the same, but they were still in the talking and planning stage, and still living in the main house.

         The old red van parked alongside the barn belonged to Mary Pat Healy, and that meant she’d just returned from another road trip. Mary Pat, the county’s social worker, nurse, and homeschool advisor, visited every isolated ranch in the district during the year, dispensing equal amounts of advice, comfort, and hugs to the many ranch families who held her in highest esteem. She’d been a friend to their family since before Finn and his brothers had come here to live as Mac’s sons.

         As Finn walked up the porch steps, he could smell the amazing scent of pot roast and cherry pie and was reminded once again of how happy he was that his brothers’ wives enjoyed cooking. Though he had no intention of following their lead, the women who graced their family were much better cooks than Zachariah, who had formerly assumed most of the kitchen duties.

         Now Zachariah could concentrate all his energy on assisting Finn whenever he had to prepare for a particularly challenging trial.

         The first to greet Finn was Archie, Ben and Becca’s dog, wriggling with delight. Finn knelt to scratch behind the big brown mutt’s ears and was rewarded with wet kisses.

         “About time you got here.” The shiny sheriff’s badge on Ben’s shirt winked in the light as he clapped a big hand on his brother’s shoulder. “We’re holding supper for you.”

         “Nice of you, bro.” Finn tossed aside his attaché case bulging with papers and rolled the sleeves of his white shirt before accepting a longneck from Sam.

         Otis Green and Roscoe Flute tramped into the mudroom and washed up at the big sink before strolling into the kitchen, to greet the others.

         Archie rushed up to greet each member of the family as they entered, expecting to be petted. He wasn’t disappointed. The entire family lavished him with love. He dashed over to Zachariah, whose lion’s mane of white hair framed a handsome, weathered face.

         “Welcome home, Finnian.” Like the others, Zachariah paused and leaned down to run a hand over the dog’s head as he stepped out of his room to join the group. “Good dog, Archibald, old boy.”

         Finn glanced around. “Where’s Dad?”

         Zachariah pointed. “Mackenzie is in the parlor, no doubt going through the mail as always, sorting the bills.”

         Finn strolled into the other room and found his father frowning over a letter in his hand, his pencil stuck behind his ear.

         “Another bill?”

         Mac Monroe looked up, his frown easing at the sight of his youngest son. “A legal document of some kind.”

         He handed it over.

         Finn read through it. “This is from the county, ordering you to remove stray cattle that have migrated onto the southern rangeland that’s been declared off-limits, or the owner is threatening you with a stiff fine. Were you aware of any cattle straying from our property?”

         Mac shrugged. “It’s news to me. But I can’t deny it until I check it out. If it’s true, it can’t be any significant number of cows. Most of the herd is still in the east meadow.”

         “But the county wouldn’t issue an order like this unless there was a complaint. Who would complain about our cattle roaming on land that has been unused for two decades?”

         Mac shook his head. “I don’t know any more about this than you do, son. But I’m hoping you’ll file an official legal response.”

         “You can count on it. There’s nothing I like better than the chance for a good fight.” Finn folded the document and dropped an arm around his father’s shoulders. “Come on. Time to eat.”

         As they ambled into the kitchen, Mac managed a smile. “I was so caught up in that letter from the county I forgot to ask how your day was, Finn.”

         “It was…interesting.”

         His pause wasn’t lost on the others.

         Becca, Penny, and Mary Pat looked up from the stove, where they were busy stirring gravy, carving the roast, and lifting rolls from the oven.

         “Okay.” Ben, filling glasses from a pitcher of ice water, gave a grunt of laughter. “Now that you’ve got our attention, what’s that supposed to mean?”

         As they took their places around the table and began passing platters of roast beef and creamy mashed potatoes and a big bowl of fresh garden greens, Finn shrugged. “I had a visit from a mystery woman who said her aunt has gone missing, and she fears for the old woman’s safety at the hands of a smooth-talking cowboy.”

         Ben gave a grunt of laughter. “Shouldn’t she be calling me?”

         “Yeah. She said she’d already gone to her local police in Arvid, and they couldn’t find any reason to investigate.”

         “Arvid?” Ben nodded. “I know the chief there. Frank Tyler. Isn’t this woman a long way from home?”

         “Yeah. This is where the cowboy claimed to have worked before meeting her aunt.”

         “So why hire a lawyer? Why not an investigator?”

         Finn shrugged. “She hired a private investigator. He turned up dead in a one-car accident after phoning to say he had some news.”

         “One car?” Ben’s law enforcement antenna went up a notch. “Was alcohol involved?”

         “Apparently not. It was after midnight. He is suspected of falling asleep at the wheel.”

         “So the police won’t bite, and a private investigator has an accident. And this woman’s crying foul play?” Ben looked around at the others. “This sounds like the plot of one of those B movies. Are you sure you want to take her on? What if she turns out to be some crazy airhead hoping to become the next reality TV star?”

         Sam was shaking his head and grinning. “Or a lunatic swearing that aliens abducted her poor old auntie.”

         Finn accepted a platter of beef and helped himself before passing it to his brother. “Or she could be afraid and in need of my help. At any rate, she got my attention. I contacted Basil Caldwell and asked him to see what information he could gather on a cowboy named Wayne Stone.” He glanced around the table. “Does that name ring a bell?”

         The others shook their heads.

         “Okay. Tell me, bro.” Sam was grinning. “I’m going to ask the obvious question here. Is this woman good-looking?”she used 

         “Oh yeah.”

         At Finn’s admission, he saw the looks being exchanged. “Okay. So she’s better than good-looking. But there was just something about her story that got to me.”

         “I’m betting she shed a few tears.” Ben shared a grin with his wife.

         “And she had this little-bitty breathless voice that quivered with every sentence,” Sam added.

         When Finn’s eyes narrowed slightly, the teasing ramped up.

         “Oh, Finn. Please help me.” Ben used his best falsetto.

         “My hero.” Sam put a hand to his heart, and then to Finn’s forehead. “Hey, bro, I think you’re running a fever. You’re really hot for this girl.”

         Really getting into it now, Ben winked at Becca. “I’m thinking we should refer Finn to old Doc Higgins.”

         His mention of the town’s ninety-year-old psychiatrist, who still showed up at eight thirty every morning at his office in the Haller Creek Medical Clinic, had the entire family joining him in laughter.

         Even Finn couldn’t help himself.

         “I know.” He shook his head. “I keep telling myself it’s not that pretty face that had me volunteering to take this on. But she really did have the tears and the whispery voice and…” He shrugged. “I guess you had to be there.”

         “Good thing we weren’t,” Sam deadpanned. “Or the whole bunch of us would be seeing Doc Higgins tomorrow.”

         
              

         

         Finn sat at the kitchen table with Zachariah, drinking his last cup of coffee and going over details of the day’s strange meeting.

         “There was just something about her that had me believing that her aunt really is in danger.”

         “You said yourself, Finnian, that you were dazzled by her.”

         “But I wasn’t knocked unconscious.”

         The old lion merely smiled. “A woman like you describe has a way of stealing a man’s mind. Even the most brilliant among us, my friend, who believe we’re immune to such things.”

         “I know she could be a really good actress. But I had the feeling that what she most wanted was for someone to believe her, after the police were so quick to dismiss her claims.”

         “And then there’s the private detective.”

         Finn nodded. “Dying in an accident right after calling to say he had news. She said he sounded excited.” He lifted his hand, palm upward. “No. She used the term agitated. She said he sounded agitated.” He turned to Zachariah. “That’s when I knew I wanted to look into this a little more.”

         “I’ll admit I’m intrigued along with you. I’m sure, if this wrangler was employed in any of the ranches around Haller Creek, Basil will have his records by morning.”

         “That’s what I figure, too. As you told me when you first recommended him, when Basil Caldwell starts digging, there isn’t a rock big enough to hide any dirty little secrets.”

         Zachariah smiled. “I’ve known Basil for more than thirty years. He’s the best in the business.” He pushed away from the table. “I’m heading off to bed now, Finnian. I look forward to hearing how your meeting goes with Basil.” He paused. “I don’t believe you told us the young lady’s name.”

         “Jessie. Jessica Blair.”

         “Jessica Blair. A pretty name. Good night, Finnian.”

         “’Night, Zachariah.”

         As Finn made his way upstairs, he thought of Jessica Blair, probably already asleep in one of the dingy rooms of the Dew Drop Inn, the only motel within twenty miles of Haller Creek.

         It was hard to imagine a smart, beautiful woman staying at the Dew Drop. But then, everything about Jessica Blair seemed improbable.

         Like Sam had said over dinner, it was like the plot of a bad B movie that very quickly emptied the theater.

         Except that, Finn thought with a grin, he’d already decided to stay until the closing credits rolled.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Finn was fast asleep when the ringing of his phone broke the stillness of his room.

         “Yeah?” Through a fog of sleep, he heard his brother’s voice.

         “Finn. Ben here. I’m at a motel on the interstate. The Dew Drop Inn. Know it?”

         “Um.”

         “I hope that’s a yes, because there’s a woman here who asked me to call you.”

         It took Finn a moment before the words made sense. “Jessie? Jessica Blair?”

         “That’s the one. Your new client. There’s been a fire.”

         “A fire in her room?”

         “In the motel. Looks like the entire place is destroyed. The volunteer fire department is here now. An inspector will determine where and how the fire started. But for now, I have Jessie and a handful of cowboys who were lucky to make it out with the clothes on their backs. I’ll be taking them to my office until they decide where to go.”

         Finn cradled his phone between his shoulder and chin while reaching for a pair of jeans. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

         “Good.” In an aside Ben added, “I can see why you went brain-dead. Even with soot on her face, she’s a knockout. And if you tell Becca I said that, you’ll be dog meat, bro.”

         The line went dead.

         Finn swore as he dressed and raced down the stairs to his truck. He made it to town in half the time it usually took.

         Jessie was sitting in Ben’s office, wrapped in a blanket, hair wild and tucked behind her ears. She looked small, frightened, and alone, causing something in Finn’s heart to twist.

         “Hey.” He stepped inside and tried for a smile. “You okay?”

         “I’ve been better.”

         “Were you able to salvage anything?”

         She held up her purse. “My phone, driver’s license, credit cards. Only because they were under my pillow. I kept them close because the motel was…sort of creepy.”

         “Well, there you go. You followed your instincts. And the best thing of all, you’re alive.”

         “Yeah.” She hugged the blanket around her.

         Ben stepped in, shaking his hat against his leg. “You made good time.”

         “Where are the cowboys?”

         “I took them to the Fisher Ranch to be put up in the bunkhouse since they’re scheduled to start later this week.” He glanced toward Jessie. “I thought, since Miss Blair’s car burned, she might like to try that bed-and-breakfast out at the Potter place. Billy Joe and Frieda aren’t open for business yet, but I know they’ve got the rooms finished.”

         “Maybe another time. I think for tonight I’ll just take Jessie back to the ranch.”

         “Okay.” Ben turned to Jessie. “Is that all right with you?”

         She nodded as though speaking would be too much effort.

         “You’ll need clothes. The Haller Creek Aid Society keeps a supply on hand for emergencies.” Ben nodded toward the door. “One of them is here now with a box of supplies.”

         He held the door as a tiny, birdlike woman stepped through the doorway. “’Morning, Mrs. Gaddy. Sorry to wake you.”

         “’Morning, Sheriff Monroe. You’re not responsible for the time an emergency strikes.” It appeared that she’d tossed a parka over her pajamas. Her feet were encased in work boots, and her bed-head hair and round glasses gave her a comical appearance. But there was no doubt she’d been through a situation like this before and was ready to take charge.

         She glanced at Jessie. “You poor thing. Getting caught in a fire can leave a mind and body scrambled. You follow me.”

         As she led the way to the back room, Jessie meekly followed.

         A short time later the two women were walking arm in arm, and Jessie was dressed in a simple denim shirt and jeans rolled to her ankles. On her feet were scuffed sneakers. In her hand was a heavy denim jacket.

         Mrs. Gaddy paused at the door. “If you need anything at all, you call me. Our Haller Creek Aid Society is prepared for any emergency. Don’t you be a stranger now, Jessie.”

         “Thank you, Flo. And be sure to thank the folks who donated all this, too.”

         When the older woman was gone, Ben turned to Jessie. “Are you all right with spending the night at our ranch?”

         “Yes. That will be fine.”

         Ben nodded. “Well then, if you’ve got all you need, I’ll swing by sometime tomorrow for your statement. For now, try to get some rest.”

         “Thank you, Sheriff.”

         Finn took Jessie’s hand and led her from Ben’s office to his truck, parked just outside the door.

         Once inside, he cranked up the heat before starting along the main street.

         “That had to be scary.”

         “Yes.” Her voice was soft in the darkness.

         “Did the smoke alarm wake you?”

         “I guess. No. Wait. Maybe it was somebody pounding on my door.” She took in a breath, as though it was too much effort to speak. “I’m not sure. One minute I was asleep, and the next I was awake and smelling smoke and seeing flames shooting through the ceiling. When I ran outside, my rental car was on fire. I’ll have to call the rental agency in the morning.”

         “The most important thing is that you’re okay.” He reached over and put a hand on hers.

         Very deliberately she pulled her hand away and clutched her hands together in her lap. In a very small voice she said, “This was no accident.”

         He looked over. “You’re suggesting that someone would risk the lives of everyone in that motel just to scare you?”

         “Maybe he doesn’t want me scared. Maybe he wants me…dead, and doesn’t care how many others are hurt along the way.”

         Finn thought about that and drove the rest of the way in silence, his eyes narrowed on the almost deserted highway.

         Now that Jessie had said aloud what she was thinking, he couldn’t dismiss it out of hand. A missing aunt who had always loved her ranch. A savvy private detective now dead. And a motel fire that almost killed many, including the frightened young woman who insisted that all of it was the result of foul play.

         When they arrived at the ranch, Finn helped Jessie out of the truck while she clutched her purse, the only personal item left to her, like a lifeline.

         Inside, though it was barely past dawn, the household was bustling with activity. Penny and Mary Pat were already cooking breakfast while the men were about to head toward the barn for morning chores.

         When Finn and Jessie stepped into the kitchen, all conversation came to a screeching halt. All heads turned toward them.

         Finn kept a hand on Jessie’s arm. “Everybody, this is Jessica Blair. Jessie, this is my family. My father, Mac; my brother Sam; his wife, Penny; Mary Pat Healy; Zachariah York; Roscoe Flute; and Otis Green.”

         “Your…family?”

         Sam, the family tease, was grinning. “Careful. There will be a test to see how many names you remember.”

         While the others chuckled, she managed a weak smile.

         “I’m afraid Jessie’s been through an…incident that left her pretty shaken.”

         As Finn explained about the motel fire, the two women gathered around her.

         “Are you hurt?” Mary Pat asked gently.

         “No, I’m fine.”

         “Thank heavens you were able to make it out safely. And with your things,” Penny added.

         Jessie glanced down at herself. “These aren’t mine. Mrs. Gaddy from the Haller Creek Aid Society brought a box of clothes. I escaped in…” She paused, clearly embarrassed. “What I’d worn to bed.”

         “Oh, you poor thing.” Penny turned to Mary Pat. “Why don’t we take her up to the guest room and help her settle in?”

         As they started away, Zachariah hurried to the stove and began stirring something so it wouldn’t burn. One by one, the men made their way to the mudroom and pulled on old boots and jackets before heading out for barn chores.

         When they’d gone, Zachariah poured a mug of coffee and handed it to Finn. “So this is your new client. I can see why you were dazzled, Finnian.”

         “I think she’s feeling overwhelmed right now. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I brought her here. I’m glad Penny and Mary Pat were here to lend a hand.”

         “It’s always helpful to have a woman’s touch in a crisis.”

         Finn stood, holding the cup but not drinking.

         “What is it, Finnian?”

         He seemed to shake himself out of a mood before looking over. “On the way here, Jessie said she believes the fire was intentional. And that she was the target.”

         “What do you think?”

         Finn shrugged. “I guess we’ll know soon enough. The fire department will ask an inspector to determine whether it was deliberate or accidental.”

         “That isn’t what I asked. What do you think, Finnian?”

         He took a long sip of coffee before saying, “I realize lightning can strike twice. Twice can be coincidental. But I don’t like the odds of there being this many accidents happening to one person, unless it’s by design.”

         
              

         

         Penny and Mary Pat led Jessie upstairs to the guest room.

         Jessie stood in the doorway. “Whose room is this?”

         “I used to be in here, before Sam and I married.” Penny gazed fondly around at the big bed with a white down comforter and a salmon-colored throw at the foot, and the pretty rug in tones of pink and aqua. “I loved this big old room when I came here. I loved looking out that window at the hills filled with cattle.” She held out a hand to Jessie. “The best thing about this room is that it has its own bathroom through that door.”

         Jessie brightened. “I could use a shower. I reek of smoke.”

         “Of course. You’ll find everything you need in there. And in here…” Penny crossed the room and opened a closet door. Inside it was filled with feminine clothes. “Take whatever fits you.”

         “I couldn’t…”

         Penny caught her hand. “Sam and I have the room down the hall while we’re having our new house built. I store all my clothes in here, and I can’t possibly wear all of them. Please, I insist, take whatever fits you.”

         Jessie’s eyes filled and she blinked hard. “Thank you.” She turned to include Mary Pat. “Thank you both.”

         As the two women stepped from the room, Mary Pat called, “When you’ve showered and dressed, come downstairs to the kitchen. As soon as the men finish their morning chores, we’ll have breakfast.”

         Jessie managed a smile. “Thank you.”

         As soon as the door closed, she walked into the bathroom and shed her borrowed clothes before stepping into the shower.

         She didn’t know how long she stood under the warm spray, using soap and shampoo to wash away the acrid stench of smoke and fire.

         Afterward she rummaged through Penny’s closet and helped herself to a T-shirt and denims.

         Finn’s sister-in-law was close enough in size that Jessie was able to easily wear her clothes by rolling up the jeans to her ankles.

         Feeling almost human, she stepped out of the bedroom and made her way down the stairs to the kitchen, where the wonderful fragrance of freshly ground coffee lifted her spirits even more.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Jessie stood in the doorway, watching as Mary Pat and Penny filled platters with ham, eggs, and fried potatoes. Zachariah fed bread to a toaster until a basket was filled with toast.

         Finn, freshly showered and dressed for a day at the office, was removing little pots of jam from the counter and setting them in the middle of the table.

         It was a scene that brought a lump to her throat as she thought of the similar breakfasts at her aunt’s ranch, except that it had always been just the two of them.

         Oh, Aunt Nola. Where are you? What’s happened to you? Are you safe? Hurt? Are you…?

         She took in a breath, pushed aside her troubling thoughts, and started forward. “Let me help.”

         She lifted a pitcher of freshly squeezed orange juice and began filling tumblers before placing them on a tray.

         “Thanks, Jessie.”

         At Mary Pat’s words she looked over with a smile. “The juice was always my job at my aunt Nola’s ranch. I’d bought her an electric juicer and she thought that was the greatest invention. Before that, she’d used one of those glass…” Her words died when she spotted the aged glass juice squeezer on a counter. “Oh, you have one just like Aunt Nola’s.”

         The three women shared a laugh while Penny explained, “I found it in a cupboard, and Mac said it belonged to his mother. I’ve been using it ever since he insisted he wanted everything of hers to be enjoyed.”

         “That’s sweet.” Jessie circled the table and set a glass of orange juice in front of each setting.

         When she paused beside Finn, he accepted a glass and gave her a smile. “Isn’t it amazing what a shower and a change of clothes can do?”

         “Yeah.” She returned his smile. “I’m feeling almost human again.”

         “Well, you look great.”

         “Thanks.” Jessie found herself stumbling over the word, which wasn’t at all like her. But seeing Finn with his family, and glimpsing the warmth and humor and love among them, had just added a dimension to Finn she hadn’t expected. She was glad to hear the bustle of the arriving family in the mudroom, giving her a chance to turn away, effectively hiding the heat that stole over her cheeks.

         The men washed up at the big sink, then circled the table while Zachariah filled coffee mugs and the others carried platters of steaming food to the table. When all was ready, they took their places around the table and paused to join hands.

         Jessie’s hand was engulfed in Finn’s and she glanced over in surprise.

         He nodded toward Mary Pat, who said, “Bless this food and all who are gathered here, before we once more travel our many roads.”

         For some strange reason her words brought a lump to Jessie’s throat and she ducked her head.

         Beside her Finn said softly, “You okay?”

         “Yeah. Fine.” She turned away to accept a platter of scrambled eggs and was grateful to allow the conversation to flow around her.

         
              

         

         Midway through breakfast Finn stepped away to take a call on his cell phone.

         “Yeah, Basil. What do you have for me?”

         “Sorry, Finn. After a thorough check of the county records, nobody by the name of Wayne Stone has a record of working any of the ranches in or near Haller Creek. Want me to move to neighboring counties?”

         “No. Not yet. Maybe she got the name wrong. I’ll see if my client has a photo of him.”

         “All right. I’ll be glad to follow up on any further leads you get.”

         “Thanks, Basil.” At a sudden thought Finn asked, “Did you happen to know a retired FBI agent named Matthew Carver, who was a private investigator in Arvid?”

         “I didn’t know him personally, but I knew of him. I heard he lost his life in an accident recently.”

         “Any chance it wasn’t an accident?”

         After a brief pause Basil said, “Not that I’ve heard, but I’ll ask around.”

         “Thanks. I’ll be in touch.” Finn disconnected and returned to the kitchen in time to hear Sam agreeing to ride to the south pasture with Mac.

         Mac turned to Finn. “As soon as Sam and I have a chance to investigate whether or not any of our cattle have strayed onto the property, you can send off a response to that letter from the county.”

         Finn nodded. “I’ll take care of it, Dad. But I can’t see the harm in a few cattle straying onto land that hasn’t once been used for rangeland in all the years I’ve been here.”

         Mac shrugged. “Maybe there’s a county employee who gets paid to travel around and watch for strays encroaching on county property.”

         Finn’s recent court battle against the county had opened his eyes to just how far public officials would go to retain the status quo. His voice rang with indignation. “Even so, this doesn’t belong to the county. That southern land is privately owned by Ellen’s widower.”

         “By a man nobody has ever seen,” Sam added.

         “Still.” Mac’s eyes took on a faraway stare. “It was my mother’s wish that the land be set aside for any of Ellen’s heirs.”

         In an aside, Finn said to Jessie, “Family business. I’ll explain later.”

         She merely nodded.

         Sam was the first to push away from the table. “Great breakfast, Money.” He kissed his wife’s cheek.

         Jessie turned to Finn. “Money?”

         “Penny’s name before she married Sam was Penny Cash. The minute they met, he started calling her Money.”

         Jessie was smiling at the look of love that passed between Sam and Penny.

         Sam started out the door. “Okay, Dad. Time to roll. Will we drive a truck, or take horses?”

         Mac pulled himself back from his thoughts to say, “Let’s ride. It’s been years since I’ve been on that southern strip of our old ranch. I’d like to see it close up.”

         “Horses it is.” Sam started toward the mudroom. “I’ll saddle them. You take your time.”

         Mac trailed behind. “I’m capable of saddling my own horse, son.” He turned at the door. “I’ll see you all at supper.” His gaze settled on Mary Pat. “Will you be here?”

         She nodded. “I won’t be on the road for another day or two. I promised Penny I’d help with dinner again tonight.”

         “Good. Tonight, then.” His smile bloomed as he turned away.

         Finn suddenly turned to Jessie. “Do you have a photo of Wayne Stone?”

         She shook her head. “No. I never had the chance to even meet him.”

         “Do you think your aunt would have any at her ranch?”

         “She may. I couldn’t say.”

         “How would you like to drive over there?”

         “Today?”

         He smiled. “Now. It shouldn’t take us more than a couple of hours to drive over and back.”

         She got to her feet. “I’ll get my purse.”

         When Jessie started toward the door, Finn turned to Mary Pat and Penny. “We’ll still make it home in time for that special supper you’re planning.”

         Penny looked up from the stove, where she’d retrieved the coffeepot. “Who says it’s going to be special?”

         “If you and Mary Pat are cooking, it’s bound to be special.”

         She crossed the room and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “That just made you my favorite brother-in-law for the day.”

         He laughed as Mary Pat hurried over to give him a hug before saying, “You do know how to charm.”

         “I’m not the only one.”

         At her arched brow he leaned close to add in a stage whisper, “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way Dad lights up whenever you’re around.”

         “Does he now?” The older woman patted his cheek. “That just might earn you an extra dessert tonight.”

         Zachariah, Roscoe, and Otis, still seated at the table, burst into laughter.

         It was Otis who said, “Leave it to the youngest to figure out the easiest way to get what he wants.”

         “I had very good teachers.”

         The three were still laughing as he walked from the kitchen.

         A short time later he returned with his attaché case. Jessie followed, purse in hand, ready for a road trip.

         
              

         

         As Finn drove, he picked up the thread of conversation left unexplained at the breakfast table.

         “The family business I mentioned concerned my father’s sister, Ellen. She was sixteen when she ran off with a wrangler on the family ranch. Her parents went through a range of emotions when their only daughter left without a word. They expected her to return any day, but when she didn’t, her father disowned her. After he died, Mac’s mother changed her will, deeding the southern portion of the ranch to her daughter or, in the event of her death, any heirs. Shortly after her death, a notice arrived from the county, advising that Shepherd Strump, Ellen’s widower, was claiming the land and ordering Mac and his family to steer clear of it. And to this day, though nobody has ever showed up to work the land, Dad has abided by the county’s order.”

         “Why didn’t your grandmother leave any of the land to you and your brothers?”

         Finn frowned. “I should explain. Ben, Sam, and I are adopted. We came along years after all this nasty family business.”

         “Adopted.” She turned to look at him. “The three of you are so in tune with your father, I’d have never guessed.”

         “You should have seen us when we were new here.”

         “Were you scared?”

         “We were angry, mean, foul-mouthed delinquents, ready to fight anybody who got in our way.”

         “You’re kidding. How could mean, foul-mouthed troublemakers morph into a sheriff, a lawyer, and a rancher?”

         “Through a lot of hard work on Mac’s part. Looking back, I’m amazed by his patience and love. He and those three old guys probably had a lot of sleepless nights over the three hell-raisers living under their roof, but in the end, we all became family.”

         “I noticed. Despite the differences, you’re all so relaxed and happy.” Jessie sighed. “I had that with Aunt Nola. I really thought it was an unbreakable bond.”

         Finn couldn’t resist reaching a hand to cover hers. It was cold, he noted, despite the sunshine streaming through the truck windows. But this time she didn’t snatch it away.

         “Maybe when we get to your aunt’s ranch, you’ll discover this was all some kind of mistake, and she’ll be there, eager to tell you all about her honeymoon.”

         She gave a deep sigh. “Oh, Finn, I hope you’re right. But she hasn’t phoned me or answered my calls. Not once. Still, I want to believe I’m wrong. I wake up every morning thinking this will be the day she’ll call and invite me over to meet her new husband.” Her voice trembled slightly. “And we’ll all live happily ever after.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Jessie pointed. “You’ll leave the interstate at that crossroads up ahead. Turn left onto the asphalt road and follow it for a while.”

         Like every native of Montana, Finn knew that a while could mean a mile or more than twenty. It didn’t matter. The area wasn’t heavily populated, unless you counted the herds of cattle darkening the hills around them. The ranches here were few and far between, with vast rangeland separating them.

         After following the road for several miles, he could see a sprawling ranch house in the distance. Drawing closer, he could make out the barns and outbuildings, and a graceful white two-story house with a wide porch encircling two sides of the main portion of the house.

         “Your aunt has a fine, sturdy house.”

         Jessie nodded. “My great-grandfather built it. Aunt Nola lived her entire life with her parents, caring for them in their old age, just as they’d cared for their parents. After they died, she cared for the ranch in the same way.” She sighed. “She loved this place too much to ever leave it willingly.”

         “Hold on now. Let’s not jump the gun.”

         Jessie nodded and leaned forward as Finn turned the truck into the long, circular driveway and came to a halt at the front door.

         She didn’t wait for him, but stepped out and headed toward the back porch. Over her shoulder she called, “We never used the front door except for company. That leads to a big parlor. This door leads to the heart of the house, the kitchen.”

         He trailed behind her and watched as she sailed up the back steps and twisted the door’s handle.

         The door didn’t budge.

         He saw her shoulders slump as she fished in her pocket for her key. A moment later she opened the door and stepped inside, with Finn behind her.

         “Aunt Nola.” Even while calling out her aunt’s name, Jessie was shaking her head. “If she was here, the door would be unlocked. I’ve never known Aunt Nola to lock the door unless she was heading to town. And even then she left it unlocked more often than not.”

         As they walked through the rooms, Finn noted the bright, airy windows free of curtains or drapes, offering an unobstructed view of the rolling hills beyond. The furniture was old but elegant. In the parlor, two wing chairs sat on either side of a stone fireplace. A sofa had a handmade afghan draped over one arm. In the dining room an oak side table displayed fine china and crystal and an oak dining table big enough to seat a dozen guests.

         As they climbed the stairs to the bedrooms, he noticed the walls were decorated with a dozen or more framed photographs of ancestors, many of them bearing a resemblance to Jessie.

         Finn paused. “Is this you?”

         She turned back to study the framed picture of a little girl with golden curls and a missing front tooth, holding the hand of an auburn-haired woman wearing overalls and rubber boots.

         “That was my first year here on the ranch.” She pointed to a photograph above it, with a handsome man and a beautiful woman holding a baby between them. “And that’s me with my parents.”

         Upstairs she showed Finn her old bedroom, where more photos covered the top of a six-drawer dresser. While he remained to study them, Jessie moved down the hall to her aunt’s room.

         A few minutes later he found her there, kneeling by the open closet door.

         “What do you have there?”

         She looked up. “Aunt Nola called this her treasure chest.” She picked up a simple shoebox stored among a cluster of leather boots and similar boxes, before carrying it to the bed.

         She removed the lid. Inside she found an old photo of her aunt, auburn-haired, green-eyed, and smiling for the camera.

         After rummaging through the articles, she gave a sudden gasp. “This is new.”

         “How do you know?”

         “Because I’ve never seen it before. And I’ve seen all my aunt’s treasures.”

         She handed over the photograph and Finn studied the same woman as in the earlier photos. But this woman’s hair was now threaded with gray. She wore simple denims and a plaid shirt, the sleeves rolled to her elbows. The man beside her was long-limbed in his faded jeans and cowboy hat. His arm was around her shoulders in a proprietary way. And though she was looking at him, he was staring straight into the camera, eyes narrowed in thought.

         “Could this be Wayne Stone?”

         Jessie gave a shrug of her shoulders. “I wish I knew. But I do know it wasn’t here a month ago. On my last visit home Aunt Nola asked me to bring down her treasure chest. She had an old photo of my father—her brother—she wanted me to have. And I went through everything in this box until I found it. I know this picture wasn’t among them.”

         “Good. We’ll take it along. If we can identify him as Stone, maybe Basil can find someone in Haller Creek who will recognize him.”

         He motioned toward the wranglers who could be seen in the hills with the herds. “Why don’t we talk to some of your aunt’s old employees and see if they can shed any light on her disappearance.”

         Jessie replaced her aunt’s shoebox in the closet and tucked the photo in her pocket before following Finn down the stairs.

         Out in the barn they saddled two horses and headed toward the hills.

         As they rode, Finn couldn’t help noticing the sleek cattle, the well-maintained outbuildings.

         “Your aunt took good care of her inheritance.”

         “She was a rancher to her core, and so proud of everything her family had worked for.”

         As they came up over a rise, they spotted a range shack and a cluster of wranglers on horseback.

         Finn glanced at Jessie. “Do any of them look familiar?”

         “No. But Hugh Jenkins, Aunt Nola’s foreman, often takes on extra help in spring and again in the fall.” She led the way toward the group of horsemen before dismounting. “Hello. I’m Nola Blair’s niece, Jessie. Is Hugh inside?”

         The wranglers glanced at one another before one of them said, “I don’t know anyone named Hugh.”

         “Hugh Jenkins. He’s ranch foreman here, and has been for the past twenty or more years.”

         “You’d want to talk to Ken Kyle. He’s the one who hired me.”

         Another wrangler nodded. “Kyle hired me, too.” He pointed. “He’s up there with the herd.”

         Jessie pulled herself into the saddle and she and Finn rode in silence until they reached the top of the hill, where a flat meadow was crowded with cattle.

         After inquiring about Ken Kyle, they were directed to the far side of the herd.

         “Ken Kyle?”

         At Jessie’s question, one horseman separated himself from the others and lifted his wide-brimmed hat. “Yes, ma’am. I’m Ken Kyle. What can I do for you?”

         “I’m looking for Hugh Jenkins, the longtime foreman here.”

         He shrugged. “Sorry. I just started here a couple of days ago. I don’t know anyone by that name.”

         She glanced at Finn before saying, “Mr. Kyle, my name is Jessie Blair. I’m Nola Blair’s niece.”

         He gave her a blank look.

         She tried again. “Nola Blair owns this ranch.”

         He shook his head. “Sorry. I don’t know anyone by that name. I was hired by a man named Wayne Stone, who said he was the owner of this place.”

         She slipped the photo from her pocket. “Is this Wayne Stone?”

         He barely glanced at the photo. “Sorry. I never met my employer.”

         “Then how did he hire you?”

         “Over the phone. He said he got my name from Ron Eberly, who just recently sold his ranch and was about to let all his wranglers go. His offer was too good to pass up.”

         Finn asked, “How are you and the wranglers paid?”

         “We’ll get a check in the mail. Instead of being paid once a month, like most ranchers do, Mr. Stone promised it will arrive every Friday. With a deal like that, it was easy for me to hire a slew of wranglers looking for work.”

         Finn took one look at Jessie’s face and knew he needed to get her away from here before she broke down.

         “Thanks, Ken.” He offered a handshake. “I’d like to give you my card. If the new owner shows up, or his wife, would you give me a call?”

         The cowboy shrugged and accepted the card. After reading it he looked over. “Why is a lawyer asking questions about the owner of this ranch? I hope we’re not facing any legal troubles.”

         Finn gave him an easy smile. “Miss Blair here is worried about her aunt. She’s been gone since her marriage to Wayne Stone. She’d really appreciate knowing whenever her aunt returns safely home.”

         “Sure thing.” The cowboy tucked Finn’s card into his shirt pocket before saying, “Nice meeting both of you.”

         “You, too, Ken. And thanks for the information.”

         Finn turned his mount toward the distant ranch house, and Jessie did the same.

         They rode across the meadow in silence.

         When they reached the barn, they unsaddled their horses and turned them into stalls, forking feed and pouring water into troughs before making their way to Finn’s truck.

         As he drove away, he saw the way Jessie turned her head, studying the house with a sadness she couldn’t hide.

         He reached over and took her hand. “I know this is all too much to process in one big gulp. But hang on, Jessie, and we’ll sort through this.”

         She looked down at their joined hands before turning to look at him. “Do you really think so? Or are you just trying to humor me?”

         “I’m a lawyer. My job is to weigh all the facts as I gather them, and try to make some sense of them. Right now, I’m as confused as you are. But I’m beginning to think there’s something very wrong here. If you’re willing to trust me, I’ll walk with you through this maze and we’ll come out the other side.”

         “But will we come out the other side whole? Or will I be forced to accept this…this stranger as the legal owner of my aunt’s ranch?”

         “That’s the million-dollar question.” He squeezed her hand. “I hope Wayne Stone finally shows his face. And I hope, when he does, your aunt has simply fallen hard for a good guy. But if he turns out to be a scam artist, or if she’s been harmed in any way, you have my word I won’t rest until he pays.”

         “But look how brazen he is. He just walked in and took over another person’s lifelong property without a fight.”

         “Oh, he’ll have a fight on his hands if he doesn’t have the answers to your questions. I guarantee you that. Because there’s nothing I like more than a good knock-down, drag-out brawl. I just happen to do my fighting in a courtroom.”

         She was silent for the longest time before saying softly, “Thank you.”

         “I haven’t done anything yet.”

         “You believe me. You’re the first to do that. You’ll never know what it means just to have you on my side.”

         Finn stared straight ahead. “I guess I’d know a little about that. When I was a scared, angry kid, I thought the whole world was against me. Then I met Mac, and he let me know he would stand by me, no matter what. Knowing that changed my whole world.”

         He turned and met her direct gaze. “Everybody needs to know they have somebody on their side, Jessie.”

         He shot her one of those sexy smiles that did strange things to her heart. “So, my advice to you is”—his tone changed to a teasing drawl—“you stick with me, little lady, and we’ll get to the bottom of this mystery.”

         She found herself laughing despite her worries. “That’s really cheesy, Counselor.”

         “But it made you smile.”

         She nodded and turned to stare out the window. Finn looked over to see Jessie lean her head back and close her eyes.

         It may have been the emotional toll she’d been enduring, or simply the soothing motion of the vehicle as it ate up the miles back toward Haller Creek, but he soon heard the sound of her soft, even breathing that told him she’d found some escape in sleep.

         He took the opportunity to study her as she slept. Her hair fell over one eye, drifting like a cloud against her cheek.

         It was true that his first impression of her had been that she was almost too pretty to believe. But it wasn’t her physical beauty he was thinking about now. There was a sadness, a vulnerability in her that touched a chord deep inside.

         He understood what it meant to need someone to believe in you. But more than that, he knew how lost a person could be without family. It had been the separation from his brothers all those years ago that had left the deepest scars. With Ben and Sam by his side, he could face anything. Without them, he’d felt the weight of the world on his young shoulders.

         Such a heavy load for Jessie to carry on those slim shoulders, he thought as he studied her. And for some reason he didn’t want to probe too deeply, he felt a real kinship with this woman who had burst into his life with a wild tale and sad, trusting eyes.

         He knew there were those who would call him a fool for getting involved in this whole crazy story. After all, the authorities who dealt with such things on a regular basis had already discounted her fears. Still, he couldn’t agree with them. In fact, the more he looked into this, the more he began to believe. Or was he talking himself into something because he really wanted to believe her? It was easy to care about Jessie. Despite the air of sophistication, there was a simple goodness in her that tugged at him.

         Hearing alarm bells going off in his mind, he looked away from her and turned his attention to the road.

         Time to remind himself of one more fact. He was a lawyer. She was his client. And he couldn’t mix business and pleasure.
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