
Chapter One 

			Wickenburg, Arizona

			April

			 

			Kelsey Brunel propped her dusty boots on the wooden rail, sipped her last mug of coffee for the day, and watched the two-year-old midnight black colt in the corral opposite the ranch house snort and fuss. She could swear he was glaring at her.

			“Still put out, are you?”

			She’d spent most of the morning trying to convince Rebel, so named for his contrary nature, that a saddle was not a torture device. She smiled and rubbed the sore spot on her thigh where she’d landed on a rock, courtesy of His Highness out there.

			“You can carry on all you want. I’m a lot more stubborn than you.”

			“More than any animal or person, I’ll wager,” a gravelly voice behind her said as the screen door swung open with a screech before slamming shut.

			“I’ve been meaning to fix that damn door,” Kelsey said.

			Her father appeared beside her and leaned against the porch post, his hands shoved into the pockets of his worn tan canvas work pants. A lifetime of hard work under the Arizona sky had aged him past his sixty-eight years. His hair had once been the color of hers, jet black and just as unruly. But now tufts of gray stuck out from under his sweat-stained cowboy hat. Her stomach tightened. The set look of his squared-off jaw, another feature they shared, indicated he was chewing over something he wished he didn’t have to talk about. The first time she’d seen that look had been the day he’d delivered the worst news she could ever imagine. 

			She steeled herself for some kind of bad news now. Was he sick? Had one of the hands been in an accident? Had they lost one of their irreplaceable stock? “What’s going on?”

			“I don’t know any way to say this but straight out,” he said with a hint of heat. “Kelsey—I sold the ranch.”

			Kelsey heard the words but couldn’t make sense of them. “You did what?”

			“I sold the ranch. To some developers.” His words were choppy, as if he wished they’d disappear into the air. “A resort owned by some people with more money than brains. A lot of money. They’re gonna turn it into a spa or something.”

			Kelsey shot out of her chair so fast it almost tipped over. The sound of her boots on the wooden porch floor echoed like rifle shots in the quiet late afternoon. “Are you out of your mind?”

			When her father didn’t answer, Kelsey stopped dead. “You made some kind of deal for our ranch without talking to me about it?”

			“Now, Kel honey, let me explain.”

			Kel. He only ever called her that when he was trying to railroad her into believing something or hoping to get her to see his way.

			You won’t even miss her in a few weeks, Kel honey.

			Don’t you worry, Kel, I’m done with the drinking.

			We’ll have that little loan paid off before you know it, Kel.

			A wave of fury nearly choked off her voice. She’d heard that tone from him before, too. The one that said he was sorry he’d missed her birthday or her first competition ride or some other first because he’d been busy working. Busy drunk, was what he hadn’t said. She took a long breath. Those days were behind them. But this?

			“Explain?” she said through a clenched jaw. She’d never get anything out of him if she lost her temper, but holding back a flood of curses took all her willpower. “There is no explanation that makes what you did right. Just—tell me why.”

			“Kelsey.”

			She ignored the look on his face. The one that said she was about to step across the line. The line of respect she never crossed, not even when she despaired that he’d ever keep his word when he claimed to have had his last drink. “How could you do this behind my back? This is my home, my life, we’re talking about.”

			Her father looked away. “I needed the money.”

			“For what?” Kelsey snapped, the anger and fear more than she could contain. The Red Sky Ranch had to be worth tens of millions of dollars. What had he done that he needed that kind of money? “Dad. Answer me.”

			“It’s none of your business.”

			“The hell it’s not!” Kelsey balled her fists to hide the trembling. This couldn’t be happening.

			“Don’t talk to me like that,” he said, annoyance replacing the conciliation in his tone.

			“What do you expect?” Kelsey replied. “You’ve cut my legs right out from under me. Did you expect me to just say, Yes, sir, it’s fine by me that you’ve just destroyed my whole life?”

			“It wasn’t your decision.”

			“Well, it’s pretty damn obvious that you think so. And how it affects me didn’t cross your mind either.”

			“Of course it did.”

			“Bullshit.” Kelsey was as surprised as her father by the outburst. She rarely ever swore in front of him and never at him. But she’d never been in this position before. Everything she loved, everything that mattered to her, was suddenly coming apart, and she was helpless.

			“You blindsided me, Dad. Like a damn coward.”

			“Kelsey,” her father began, a pleading note replacing the anger in his voice, but she didn’t want to hear any more.

			“When do we have to be out?” She sounded on the edge of dangerous, and that was how she felt. The thought of leaving the ranch behind tore her soul apart.

			“The fifteenth.”

			“What? That’s less than a month. Deals like this don’t happen that fast.”

			“They had cash. No need to get the banks involved to slow things up.”

			“They paid cash?” Kelsey did a quick calculation in her head. There had better have been a lot of zeros in the purchase price. Not expecting an answer, she asked anyway. “How much did they pay?”

			“None of your business.”

			“You didn’t give it away, did you?”

			“None of your business.” His tone was much harsher this time.

			“It is my business,” she snapped. Or at least she’d thought it was. “Did you at least get Harrison involved?”

			“I don’t need an attorney—or you—telling me what I can and can’t do.”

			“You didn’t, did you? What the hell is going on? You owe me an explanation.”

			“I don’t owe you anything. I didn’t ask you to come back here.”

			Kelsey staggered at her father’s words, the pain worse than if he’d actually struck her. She’d returned after college because this was her home, because she loved this land, this ranch…him.

			“And don’t think you’re getting any money from the sale.”

			“The money—” Kelsey stopped midsentence. Another blow from the man she loved, and who she thought loved her. This bad dream had turned into a nightmare.

			She turned her back on him, jumped down from the porch, and stormed across the yard to the barn. She needed to get away. To…think. There had to be some way to change what couldn’t possibly be true. First, she needed to put distance between her temper and the man who had completely changed her life.

			The hinge on the barn door squeaked as she pulled it open and stepped inside. The late afternoon sun slanted across the hard-packed earth floor, leaving the stalls and rafters in comforting shadows. The smell of horse, hay, and leather was familiar and calming. Several horses stuck their heads out over their stall doors, curious about their unexpected visitor, their ears perked and alert.

			Kelsey walked past Zippy, a twenty-two-year-old paint, followed by Hope, a Belgium draft, then Apache, Moody, and Sugar. There were nine other horses in this barn and an additional nine in the adjacent one. During a typical week, they used six to eight of the animals for guests for the horseback riding activities. Staff rode four others while supervising the events. That allowed ample time for all the horses to be well rested between outings. Kelsey knew the personality and temperament of every horse and was personally responsible for matching horse and rider.

			She stopped in front of Adira, a seventeen-year-old Belgium draft, and pulled a peppermint from her pocket. She was still amazed how a simple treat or piece of a carrot could make a horse feel special and loved. She took the halter off the hook to the left of her stall, unlatched the door, and stepped inside.

			“Hey, baby girl, how was your day?” Kelsey moved slowly, keeping her voice calm and soothing. Horses could detect a fly landing on their bare back and just as easily sensed the mood of those around them. Just now, she simmered inside—a combination of anger, hurt, and betrayal—but she wasn’t about to inflict those feelings on her horse.

			Adira deserved nothing but love and affection—just like all the others at the ranch—but Kelsey had a soft spot for her. She’d been rescued from a kill pen eighteen months earlier and had been Kelsey’s baby ever since the transport truck had dropped her and another frightened, malnourished horse, Angus, off by the side of the road in the middle of the night. Adira had numerous medical issues and had almost died twice, but after a dozen visits by the vet, solid nutrition, and months of patience, she was thriving. Now she was Kelsey’s horse. Or maybe it was the other way around.

			Kelsey continued talking to Adira in a soft voice about nothing much as she buckled the leather halter with Adira’s name embossed on a brass plate on the side. The familiar motions and aimless conversation helped quiet the roaring in Kelsey’s head and eased the constriction in her chest. After leading Adira outside and giving her a quick but thorough brushing, Kelsey saddled her, mounted, and with a slight click in her throat and a nudge of her boots, walked her out of the paddock area toward the south gate.

			In the coolness of the April afternoon, with the sun on the downside of the day and shadows creeping in, she was glad for the duster she’d grabbed from a peg on her way out of the tack room. The sky flamed in breathtaking shades of orange and purple against the Black Hills mountains. Some might take the heart-stopping sunsets for granted after a lifetime in the desert, but Kelsey never would. No wonder countless artists and songwriters had attempted to catch the magnificence of the fire in the sky. The Red Sky Ranch lay in the heart of those spectacular mountains, peaks, buttes, and plateaus. Kelsey couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Her throat tightened at the thought of the unimaginable, and she pulled her focus back to the beauty around her.

			As she rode deeper into the desert, her boots and jeans brushed against the prickly pear and ocotillo cactus, and their needles made their way onto her legs.

			“Should have worn my chaps,” she grumbled. “Tenderfoot mistake.”

			Her mind had not been on what she was about, still reeling from her father’s announcement. Pronouncement, more like it. As if her opinion about her own damn life didn’t matter. And what did he expect her—them—to do without the ranch? Move to town? She snorted. Not damn likely.

			There had to be a way to undo what he’d done—she had to find it.

			Adira picked up her pace, sensing where they were headed, where Kelsey needed to be. It was her place. Where she went to think, to empty her mind, and to heal. More than a few times she’d traveled this way with tears threatening to stream down her cheeks. The first time had been when her mother had left and her father had gruffly said she was never coming back. Kelsey’d been seven. There’d been other heartaches—girlfriends and lovers she’d lost or left before she’d figured out relationships weren’t for her—that she’d healed on this well-worn path. But nothing like this pain.

			“Whoa, girl.”

			Adira halted instantly, and Kelsey swiveled in the saddle, the creak of leather the only sound as she took in the land around her. Red Sky Ranch land as far as she could see. The ranch itself was just visible on the horizon—the main house with eight guest rooms on the second floor, two bunkhouses holding a maximum of eight guests each off to the left, and spreading out over two acres in the rear, six casitas, one of them hers. Other guest amenities included a pool, clay tennis courts, and the critical features, at least in Kelsey’s view—the four open air corrals, tack room, and two barns housing their trail horses. A dozen or more wranglers depending on the season—several of whom doubled as blacksmiths and farriers—three cooks, and Kelsey and her father made up the staff.

			Twenty thousand acres that had been in her family for five generations. Her great-great-great-grandfather had settled on land thought to be uninhabitable, but he’d seen the potential and built a thriving cattle ranch. The generations after him expanded the enterprise. When economics made running cattle unprofitable, her grandfather had seen the future and transformed the ranch into one of the most highly successful dude ranches in the country. Reservations at the Red Sky were often booked a year in advance by people coming from all over the world. What was the plan now? Would those reservations be canceled with little to no notice? Would the Red Sky Ranch even be a ranch by the end of the year?

			Had her father given any thought to their reputation? And what about the people who counted on them? Many of the staff had been at the ranch since before Kelsey was born, and they, too, were impacted by her father’s decision. How did a fifty-six-year-old cowboy like Rubin, their lead trail hand, build another life?

			The tears she’d been fighting streaked her cheeks, and she swiped at them impatiently. She ignored the pain that made every breath an agony. She wasn’t about to let everything she cared about just slip away.

			“God damn it, Dad. Why did you sell the ranch? And how the hell do I undo this disaster?”

			




Chapter Ten 

			“Let her go,” Elizabeth said to Olivia as Kelsey Brunel stalked away. Maybe a few minutes would cool the anger brewing in Kelsey’s hot dark eyes. Hot as in furious, and hot as in sexy. Kelsey Brunel—who she would not think of as Sky or in any other way associate with the previous night—was more than a little hot in a rough-and-tumble cowgirl way. If Elizabeth was interested in getting down and dirty, with emphasis on the dirty. Which she was not. She only liked to sweat in the gym or in the bedroom. The former was unavailable, and the latter out of the question. Oh wait, she hadn’t even needed the bedroom, had she? Oh no—she’d been happy to get sweaty and a lot of other things in a parking lot in the middle of nowhere. Something she’d like to forget and hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since tearing out of the parking lot.

			So unlike her to do anything so reckless. Risky on multiple levels, not to mention she could have been arrested, for God’s sake. She could not begin to imagine what her father’s reaction would have been, and it definitely was not something she wanted to think about. She’d spent her entire life proving to him she was worthy—of being a Sutton, of being loved. Of not being an embarrassment to her image-conscious family because she was different.

			Elizabeth shook off the cold chill the memories brought with them. She was not that desperate child any longer—even if she’d been desperate last night. Her heart had begun hammering the instant she’d seen Sky—Kelsey Brunel—standing on the porch of the property she, as the embodiment of Sutton Properties, now owned and was responsible for transforming. The woman she had fucked in the dark shadows of a parking lot. A woman she never expected to see again. The woman who instantly stirred the same visceral reaction as she had the first time Elizabeth had seen her—arousal that spread through her like hot lava.

			There was nothing to be done about the whole mess now. She, for one, planned to treat it exactly as it was—an almost anonymous casual encounter. What else could she do? What could she say? Sorry your father sold your home out from under you? Really a shame he didn’t bother to tell you about the fine print? Sorry I accepted your offer for a quick screw and then turned out to be the last person you wanted to see again?

			God, what would Kelsey say when they came face-to-face without an audience?

			Elizabeth could just imagine it. Hi, remember me? I picked you up at the Last Stop, we dirty-danced, then fucked in the back parking lot. Want to take a tumble in the hay barn this time?

			“Are you all right?” Olivia asked too quietly for her words to carry the thirty feet to where Kelsey now leaned against the ATV, arms folded over her chest, staring back at them.

			Elizabeth forced a smile. “Of course. I’ve dealt with much more difficult people than a pissed-off rancher. Remember Istanbul?”

			Olivia rolled her eyes. “Don’t remind me. I’m just surprised you’re being so reasonable when she’s got no grounds to complain. Or resist getting on board.”

			“Apparently she’s been left out of the loop,” Elizabeth said, knowing just how painful that could be. She took a breath. “But you’re right. I need to get her cooperation or get her out of the way.”

			But first she needed to stop seeing Kelsey and immediately thinking about their encounter. Or, worse, remembering the sensation of Kelsey’s hands on her body when they danced, the heat of her fingers as they caressed her bare skin, and her warm breath on her neck when she climaxed. Only, God, she was beautiful. Even without her lust-filled haze and the flattering lights of the bar, Kelsey was stunning. She had that fresh-air look and a body honed by hard, physical work. Elizabeth’s fingers tingled as she recalled the firm muscles under smooth skin and the texture of her short, silky curls running through her fingers. Like last night, Kelsey’s gaze was direct, her eyes as green as fresh cut grass.

			Elizabeth’s skin burned as Kelsey, still staring, looked her over from the top of her boots to the flat brim of her gaucho hat. Somehow, Elizabeth managed to keep her breathing relatively normal and summoned the composure she’d spent a lifetime honing. She didn’t intend to let Kelsey know how much her presence made her heart pound—made everything inside her pound. And she certainly wasn’t going to let Kelsey’s attitude interfere with business.

			“Give me a minute,” Elizabeth said to Olivia and walked over to Kelsey, who straightened with a wary look as she approached. Elizabeth met her gaze, unperturbed by the heat directed her way. “I’m not sure what your problem is with this, but your father advertised this property for sale, and my father bought it. Simple as that.”

			“There is nothing simple about it.”

			Damn, but Kelsey was hot when she was, well, hot. Fierce and passionate. Just the way she fu—

			Elizabeth focused. “You didn’t know about any of this this, did you?”

			Kelsey hesitated a moment too long before answering. “Of course I did.”

			“Don’t bullshit me, Kelsey. I can smell it like I just stepped in it.”

			“Eww,” Olivia said from beside her.

			“After the fact,” Kelsey finally admitted.

			Elizabeth sighed. “Well, that makes two of us who had no idea what their fathers were up to.”

			Olivia coughed, a subtle reminder not to give anything away. Information was power.

			Elizabeth usually agreed, but not this time. “But here we are, and we have to make the best of it.”

			Kelsey took one step closer and stopped abruptly, emanating controlled fury. “We are not in the same place. Not even close. You’re going to make a lot of money, which you probably don’t need, and I got fucked. It’s as simple as that.”

			Elizabeth said nothing as Kelsey climbed into the ATV and started the engine. At least she didn’t drive off without them.

			And I got fucked. Her words brought every minute back in living color, and Elizabeth wanted to do it again. And several more times after that. She was in trouble if she didn’t get hold of this situation.

			“Let’s go,” she said to Olivia. “We have a tour to finish.”

			“You’ve got your hands full with this one,” Olivia muttered.

			This was one of those rare times Olivia didn’t know the half of it.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			A tall, thin, tired-looking man in worn jeans, boots, and a long-sleeve green button-down shirt stood on the porch of the main house when they returned. The brim of his hat hid his eyes. Elizabeth climbed out of the ATV and walked over to him, hand extended. She didn’t really need an introduction. Kelsey looked just like her father, although a far less world-weary version.

			“Mr. Brunel, I’m Elizabeth Sutton.”

			“Ma’am.” He didn’t shake her hand but tipped his hat in greeting instead.

			Elizabeth recognized the signs of a long-term drinker in the pallor of his skin, unlike the golden brown from the Arizona sun of his daughter, and the broken blood vessels across his nose. The dullness in his eyes told his story. Whereas Kelsey stood tall, defiant, and proud, this man was stooped and defeated.

			“My associate, Olivia Martinez. We’ve been touring the ranch with your daughter.”

			Red Brunel still hadn’t said anything. The only acknowledgment was another slight nod toward Olivia.

			“Mr. Brunel, may we step inside? We have a lot of ground to cover.”

			“Out here is fine.”

			Like father like daughter. Stubborn.

			“All right, Mr. Brunel.” Elizabeth stepped onto the porch uninvited. She was tired of taking the low-key approach and being met with one roadblock after the other. And though she wouldn’t admit it, she was hot, thirsty, and more than a little off-stride from seeing Kelsey again. But all that would have to wait. She was done with diplomacy. “Are you going to be staying on during the transition?”

			“Won’t be staying. I’ve already cleared out.”

			“You did what?” Kelsey asked, hustling onto the porch.

			“Stay out of it, Kelsey. This isn’t about you.”

			Elizabeth saw the look of shock cross Kelsey’s face. How could a man be so heartless?

			“Mr. Brunel, there is no reason—”

			“Do you have any questions for me?”

			Elizabeth had dozens, but she wouldn’t get any answers from this man. “Your daughter was kind enough to show us around, but—”

			“Then she can answer anything else.” He headed toward a blue truck parked nearby. A small pile of boxes thrown into a haphazard jumble filled the bed. Kelsey hurried after him.

			“Dad, what are you doing? You’re just leaving?”

			“You have a college degree, and you can’t figure it out?”

			Elizabeth and Olivia exchanged looks. What the hell was happening here? Her understanding had been that Kelsey was intimately involved in every aspect of running the Red Sky. She assumed that included the sale. It certainly didn’t look like that by this conversation. No wonder Kelsey was furious.

			Olivia whistled softly behind her. “What a jerk.”

			The tension was thick as summer in the South when Kelsey returned to the porch. She was pale, and Elizabeth thought she saw tears in her eyes. Her father was an arrogant, self-serving ass at times, but he stopped short of outright cruelty. Red Brunel was in a class by himself.

			“Excuse me, Kelsey.” A stout, middle-aged woman with beauty parlor hair and a baby-blue apron with voluminous pockets covering a calico dress hovered in the doorway. “Should I be making any changes in the dinner schedule?”

			Kelsey took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. She turned to Elizabeth, her face void of any emotion, her eyes cold steel. “Ms. Sutton, our head cook and house manager, Charmaine Duval. Charmaine, Ms. Sutton is the new owner of the Red Sky.”

			A look of complete shock crossed Charmaine’s face, then she forced a smile and said, “Ms. Sutton, a pleasure to meet you.”

			“And you as well, Ms. Duval. This is Olivia Martinez.” From an early age, Elizabeth had vowed she’d be very different than her parents. They would not have given Charmaine the time of day other than to answer her question. They never would have introduced any of the help to a visitor. Elizabeth hated it when her parents called their house staff the help. The staff were people hired to do a specific job, and they did it with the same pride, dedication, and effort as any worker employed by Sutton Properties. Just because they worked in and around their house did not make them any less important. With a glance at Kelsey, she added, “I’m sure Kelsey will explain the changes to you and the rest of the staff as soon as she can. In the meantime, please consider everything to be business as usual.”

			A look of relief passed over Charmaine’s face as she nodded to Olivia, then looked back and forth between Elizabeth and Kelsey.

			“Will you be staying for lunch, then? All the other guests will be out,” Charmaine added.

			Elizabeth looked at Kelsey. Typically, she would have stepped in and answered, but she deferred to Kelsey instead. Instincts told her she couldn’t bulldoze her way into getting Kelsey to cooperate. Not her usual style, but where Kelsey was concerned, nothing appeared to be usual for her. Olivia gave her another raised eyebrow, what-are-you-doing look, but she just smiled.

			“Yes, thank you, Charmaine,” Kelsey answered. “I’ll be back to talk to you in a bit. We’ll get everything sorted soon.”

			Charmaine hurried back inside, probably thankful to leave. Elizabeth wished she could disappear as well, but the day’s business was far from done. She followed Kelsey inside.

			The cool air conditioning was a relief, and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust from the bright midday sun.

			“This is lovely,” Olivia commented.

			Elizabeth had been watching Kelsey’s ass as she strode across the room. Her jeans weren’t designer, or even all that tight. But she filled them out in a way that said the body inside was built for hard work. She already knew how good those legs felt between hers.

			With supreme effort, she looked away and focused on her surroundings. She took in the worn but gleaming hardwood floors, scuffed from what she assumed were hundreds of pairs of boots over the years. The furnishings were desert Southwest, the dark leather furniture sturdy and functional. The couch was flanked by solid end tables and two large recliners that faced a matching loveseat. A massive fireplace dominated one wall, the large river stones climbing from the hearth to the tall ceiling. Dark, almost black beams ran the length of the large room. Several rugs gave the room a warm, comfortable feeling. A set of wide stairs led to the second floor. At the far end opposite the entry, a massive dining room table with seating for at least twelve sat under a large chandelier. Off to one side, five smaller round tables each provided seating for two to four people and a little more privacy. The room looked like it belonged in an old western TV show her father had watched when she was a child. She wondered for an instant if that was why he’d bought this place, but then discounted it. Her father was not the nostalgic type.

			“Thank you,” Kelsey finally said to Olivia’s compliment. “Charmaine takes care of everything inside the house. Marie is Charmaine’s daughter—she’s probably in the kitchen now—and she helps with the cooking for major meals. Buck is the outside cook.”

			“Outside cook?”

			“When we do overnighters.”

			“Like a chuck wagon?” Olivia asked.

			“Something like that, yes.” Kelsey smiled although she looked like she didn’t want to. “The suites are this way.”

			Kelsey stopped in front of the first closed door to their right. She pulled a card key out of her back pocket, flashed it over the lock, and opened the heavy wooden door. “Right now, this is the only room that’s not occupied.”

			Elizabeth had never seen anything like it other than in pictures. The room was twice the size of a king suite in a luxury New York hotel, with a fireplace holding stacked logs fronting a sitting area at one end. A sand-colored leather couch and matching chair atop a large rug with earth-toned geometric designs defined the open seating area. Pillows covered in Southwestern fabrics added a splash of color. A round wooden coffee table stood in the center, a large candle in a red glass globe in the middle, waiting to be lit.

			Despite the understated elegance and unique design choices, Elizabeth’s attention immediately jumped to the four-poster king draped in a colorful Southwestern spread that dominated at the opposite end of the large space. Six accent pillows leaned against a large wooden headboard, with matching nightstands on either side. A six-drawer dresser sat against the wall with a larger mirror on the wall above it. Windows on either side provided a sweeping view of the desert and mountains beyond.

			An image of her and Kelsey in the middle of the bed, covers in disarray, flashed in her head. She was on her back, Kelsey’s mouth between her legs, their reflection captured in the mirror over Kelsey’s shoulders.

			“Beautiful,” she murmured.

			“We think so,” Kelsey said.

			A nudge from Olivia brought her out of her reverie, and she found Kelsey watching her curiously. Despite her best efforts, she felt color rise to her cheeks. “The bathroom?”

			Kelsey waited another beat, her gaze still searching Elizabeth’s, then turned and walked toward a door on the far side of the seating area. “Through here.”

			Mercifully, Elizabeth managed to make it through the rest of the facilities walk-through without another relapse into sexual fantasy. Not an easy chore with Kelsey nearby. She must radiate some kind of pheromone. Elizabeth had never before been so aware of another woman’s presence, nor in such a constant state of arousal. Finally pulling her mind out of bedroom activities as they walked back downstairs, she asked, “What are the amenities and activities guests can select while they’re here?”

			“We have a range of packages that allow guests to choose their accommodations, meal plans, and resort activities according to their desire to have an adventure vacation or a relaxing, unstructured experience. They can select overnight camping, day hikes, or longer horseback excursions. Or they can choose from the spa facilities and stay poolside.”

			Elizabeth walked to the window. “What about golf?”

			“What about it?” Kelsey asked.

			“Where do the golfers go to golf?”

			“There’s a public course a half hour away,” Kelsey said, looking uncomfortable for the first time.

			“You’ve got the perfect terrain for one right out there,” Elizabeth said, pointing out the window.

			“Yeah, well,” Kelsey said, “that takes a lot of money to build.”

			Elizabeth looked toward Olivia. “Add it to the plans. When will the construction crews arrive?”

			“Done,” Olivia muttered, entering something on a handheld device. “One week.”

			“I want a proposal by then,” Elizabeth said.

			“Done,” Olivia repeated.

			Kelsey stared. “Just like that?”

			“That’s what we do.” Elizabeth met her gaze. “Is there anything else?”

			Kelsey held her gaze. “We have the romance package.”

			“Consisting of?”

			“We provide wine, chocolate-covered strawberries upon arrival. We give them a picnic basket with another bottle of wine, a couples massage, and a choice of a horseback ride at dusk or dawn, a Jeep tour, or a hot air balloon ride before a private dinner on the patio. With champagne, of course.”

			“Of course,” Elizabeth murmured, her pulse beating faster.

			What they’d shared could not be described as romance in anyone’s imagination. However, she could easily envision them having a moonlight drink in a hot tub before moving into one of those enormous beds, where they would not get a minute’s sleep. Imagining Kelsey’s hands on her, in her, making her come over and over and over… She suppressed a shudder.

			“I think that’s enough of a tour for the moment,” she finally said. “I’ll want a look at the books after lunch.”

			“The books,” Kelsey said flatly.

			“Yes. Is that a problem?”

			Kelsey shook her head. “Would it matter?”

			Elizabeth smiled wryly. “I’m afraid not.”

			




Chapter Twelve 

			Lunch was worse than awkward, and the afternoon was about to get worse. Within the span of ninety minutes, Kelsey had met the woman who was taking over the ranch, been formally introduced to that same woman who just happened to have fucked her senseless the night before, and watched her father drive away to who knows where, leaving her stranded and swinging in the wind. She hadn’t really seen him to notice if he’d been drinking that morning, but judging by the smell of him as he’d passed her on his sprint to his truck, he had apparently found his way back to the nearest bottle.

			And next on this hit parade was an afternoon spent looking at finances with Elizabeth Sutton.

			“Would you like some more lemonade, Ms. Sutton?” Marie asked.

			“I’m fine, thanks, Marie—and just Elizabeth is fine.”

			Kelsey narrowed her eyes. What the hell was that? Elizabeth had no trouble asking a near stranger to use her first name. What was she expected to call her, seeing how Elizabeth seemed to reserve Ellie for her one-and-done fucks? Ms. Sutton? Elizabeth? Damned if she was going to ask.

			“Am I to make up a room for you and Ms. Martinez?” Marie asked Elizabeth after shooting a quick glance at Kelsey.

			Kelsey’s heart skipped. She hadn’t even thought about where Elizabeth and her sidekick would be staying. Who was Olivia, anyway? Elizabeth had yet to say exactly what her role was. Suddenly, another wave of nausea crashed into her. Was Olivia her girlfriend? Wife? She looked at Elizabeth’s hand. No ring on the I’m married finger. Olivia’s was bare as well. Not that that necessarily meant anything. Plenty of people didn’t wear wedding rings, especially if they were going to fuck strangers in dark parking lots. The dull headache Kelsey had woken up with pounded harder.

			“No, thank you, Marie. We have reservations in town.”

			“Actually, Ms. Sutton,” Kelsey struggled to keep from choking on her words, “this is your home now. Any rooms you require can be made available.”

			“Actually, Ms. Brunel…” Elizabeth hesitated, slowly wiping her mouth with the napkin from her lap before folding it neatly on the table beside her plate. “It belongs to Sutton Properties.”

			“And you are Sutton Properties,” Kelsey countered, making her point.

			“Not precisely,” Elizabeth replied with annoying composure. “On a personal level, we do not evict individuals from their homes. The transition is staged for precisely that reason. You should have adequate time to make alternate arrangements.”

			Alternate arrangements. Kelsey clenched her fists under the table. “Which doesn’t change the fact that I have no choice, does it?”

			Olivia rose abruptly as the atmosphere in the room sparked with all that wasn’t being said. “I want to get a look at the stables.”

			“Barns,” Kelsey corrected, holding Elizabeth’s gaze. “We call them barns out here. Ask for Andrea, one of the wranglers. She’ll show you around.”

			“Thank you. Elizabeth, text me if anything comes up.”

			“I will.” Elizabeth sat back in her chair as Marie cleared the table. When they were alone, she said, “Ms. Brunel, I can understand your situation.”

			“You know nothing about my situation,” Kelsey interrupted sharply. “And damn it, call me Kelsey.”

			“You’re right. Kelsey. I do know that you’re angry and looking for someone to blame. I can’t do anything to change that.” Elizabeth leaned forward. “I have a job to do here. So do you. You are now an employee of Sutton Properties.”

			“Yes, you have made that perfectly clear.” Kelsey hadn’t been anyone’s employee for years. Technically, she supposed Red had been her boss, but she’d always thought of them as partners. She wouldn’t make that kind of mistake again. With anyone.

			“I would appreciate it, then,” Elizabeth said, ignoring the sarcasm in Kelsey’s tone, “if you could take me to the main office so we can get a look at the up-to-date finances.”

			“Main office.” Kelsey rubbed her face with both hands. “That would be my fath—Red’s room, I guess. He has a kind of office there.”

			“A kind of office.” Elizabeth’s eyebrows rose.

			“Look, Ms. Sutton—”

			“Oh, for God’s sake…” Elizabeth shot a glance toward the open doorway to the kitchen. “Call me Elizabeth.”

			“Elizabeth,” Kelsey said, “not Ellie.”

			Elizabeth’s expression cooled. “No, not Ellie. Not now or in the future.”

			Kelsey stood. Well, that made things very clear. She worked for Elizabeth Sutton, and she would not be having mind-blowing sex with Ellie again. How she’d manage either, she had no idea.

			She’d been on an emotional roller-coaster ride since the minute she’d recognized Elizabeth, veering between despising her and everything she represented to craving the passion and reckless desire Elizabeth had stirred in her. She wanted her gone, and she wanted to stroke her until Ellie pleaded with her to make her come again. She wanted the touch of Ellie’s lips on her neck as Ellie teased her into another blinding orgasm. And worst of all, she didn’t want to be feeling any of it.

			“I’ll take you to Red’s room,” Kelsey said. Maybe then Elizabeth would leave her in peace to run the ranch for the time she had left.

			* * *

			Elizabeth squeezed the bridge of her nose. She’d been staring at jumbles of numbers for a good two hours. Jumble was the only word for it. Red Brunel had obviously never heard of something as simple as QuickBooks. He kept a ledger of sorts—an honest-to-God ledger in a big, green leather-bound book with lined pages, columns of figures, and chicken-scratched notations. Some of which were indecipherable.

			“Can you make out what this is?” Elizabeth pointed to another scribble next to a number. Math was her forte. She’d always been able to recognize numbers, do complex calculations in her head, and remember rows of numbers without difficulty. Fortunately, most of the notations in Red’s books were single words that she’d been able to recognize as names.

			Kelsey, who sat on a stool next to her, leaned closer to look. “Where?”

			They’d been at it the better part of the afternoon. And Elizabeth struggled through most of it, trying not to be aware of Kelsey so close. But she smelled good. Like sunshine on a hot day. “Here.”

			“Um,” Kelsey muttered, then, “that looks like pay part…next…month?”

			“I guess that’s just his note to himself.” Elizabeth leaned back and looked at Kelsey. “This isn’t good news.”

			“Why aren’t I surprised,” Kelsey said, the usual edge in her voice missing.

			Kelsey looked defeated, something Elizabeth hadn’t seen in her before, and it pulled at her. She had no way of making any of this easier. What had been done was done. She had others to answer to, not just her father. Sutton crews would be arriving to start work on building new additions, upgrading those that existed, and expanding the outdoor facilities. All of that was in the works, or would be soon. There was no going back for any of them, her least of all.

			She’d had a wild, unbridled, incredible few moments with Kelsey Brunel. And that was done as well. She couldn’t see any way forward but to put that encounter firmly in the past. One not to be revisited.

			“Well?” Kelsey said. “Are you going to tell me what all this means?”

			“He didn’t bring you in on any of the financial aspects of the ranch?”

			“If he had, do you think I would have been so poleaxed by this takeover?” Kelsey said bitterly. “He was always in charge. I guess I never thought to question how things were going, but…”

			“But what?”

			Kelsey sighed. “There were little things. When I talked to him about expansion, things like that golf course you mentioned, he’d get this look—like there was something he didn’t want to say. It was always we’ll see how things go with him.” She grimaced. “Maybe I should have pushed harder. Maybe then he would have told me about this crazy idea he had to sell the whole place to you.”

			For the first time, her rancor didn’t seem directly aimed at Elizabeth, and Elizabeth didn’t see any point in correcting her again that Red Brunel had sold the Red Sky Ranch to Sutton Properties, not to her. Instead, she said, “It probably wouldn’t have made any difference. He wouldn’t have told you about any of this.”

			“What,” Kelsey said tightly, “has he done?”

			Elizabeth leaned back and sighed. “To put it briefly, there’s no money.”

			“Sorry? What?”

			“The ranch accounts are empty and have been for a while.”

			“What about the sale money? The money to pay the employees?”

			“As near as I can tell, and we’ll need our forensic accountants to look over these books, whatever money your father got from the sale is gone. He’s been running on a deficit for months—likely close to two years. He’s been using all the profits after essential expenses for quite some time to pay off something else. Loans, perhaps?”

			“Loan sharks, more like it,” Kelsey said grimly. “I knew he gambled, but I never thought…”

			She shot to her feet, shoving the stool back so hard it tipped over. “No wonder he made a quick sale. If I’d paid more attention, maybe I could have stopped this from happening.”

			“Kelsey—” Elizabeth began, but Kelsey was already gone.

			* * * 

			Kelsey needed a few minutes with Adira to settle her mind and ground her in what mattered most—taking care of the ranch. She set about grooming her, which Adira probably thought was odd, if she thought about it at all, and let the familiar motions soothe some of her pain and confusion. Her chest hurt with every breath, while the rest of her seethed with the restless energy that usually sent her looking for sex. Except she’d just left the woman she wanted to have sex with, and she really, really did not want to think about Elizabeth Sutton in any way at all.

			Sure, okay, she’d been stunned when she’d first seen Elizabeth at the bar. She was gorgeous—and more than that, she radiated power. Why wouldn
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