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			To my family
With love

		

	
		
			Praise for Jill Gregory

			“Gregory’s heroine is a breath of fresh air with her whip-smart commentary and charismatic confidence, and her leading man is the perfect sparring partner, making for a duo as captivating as Hepburn and Tracy.” —Booklist on Once an Outlaw

			“Few authors have command of the West like Jill Gregory . . . Adding a true feeling of the era and the setting is a gift. Jill Gregory has that gift and we are lucky to have her share it with us.” —Romantic Times on Once an Outlaw

			“You will be enticed from the first chapter . . . You will cry and cheer for these wonderfully beloved characters, who will do nothing less than capture your heart . . . Jill Gregory has done it again. Her talent shines through in this sensually captivating novel—she shows us once again that love can conquer all.”  —Rendezvous on Cold Night, Warm Stranger

			“Jill Gregory’s western romances always pack a wallop. Cold Night, Warm Stranger is true to form. Strong characters that engage readers’ emotions and an action-packed story with a powerful plot make this a not-to-be-missed western.”  —Romantic Times

			“A western version of Romeo and Juliet . . . This is a who-done-it with strong elements of suspense . . . but the emphasis is definitely on the romance. This book has wonderful, tender scenes . . . Jill Gregory creates not only a very human hero and a likeable heroine but also very evil villains with interesting motivations.” —The Romance Reader on Never Love a Cowboy

			“Sensual . . . Enjoy Never Love a Cowboy . . . A western, a suspenseful mystery, and a good book. Combining grit, sensuality and a cleverly plotted mystery takes talent.” —Romantic Times

			“Refreshing characters, witty dialogue and adventure . . . Just This Once enthralls, delights, and captivates, winning readers’ hearts along the way.” —Romantic Times

			“Here is another unforgettable story that will keep you captivated. She has combined the Old West and the elegance of England into this brilliantly glorious tale. The characters are undeniably wonderful. Their pains and joys will reach through the pages and touch your heart.”  —Rendezvous on Just This Once

			“Always You has it all . . . Jill Gregory’s inventive imagination and sprightly prose combine for another bellringer.”  —Rendezvous

			“Compelling . . . definitely a winner!”  —Affaire de Coeur on Always You

			“A sure-fire winner . . . remarkable . . . A delightful romance with both tenderness and tough western grit.” —Romantic Times on Always You

			“A wonderfully exciting romance from the Old West. The plot twists in this novel are handled expertly . . . It’s great from start to finish.” —Rendezvous on When the Heart Beckons

			“A fast-paced Western romance novel that will keep readers’ attention throughout. Both the hero and heroine are charming characters.” —Affaire de Coeur on Daisies in the Wind

			“A charming tale of dreams come true. It combines a heartwarming love story with an intriguing mystery.” —Gothic Journal on Forever After

			Praise for ROUGH WRANGLER, TENDER KISSES

			“This is the first Jill Gregory book I’ve read, but if the rest of her tales are as well told as this one, I’ve got many hours of great reading ahead of me.” —The Oakland Press

			“Jill Gregory crafts stories against the backdrop of the Wild West and creates characters that are so real they are easy to understand and empathize with. She bases her romances on how her characters learn to trust in the power of love to heal and ease away the pain of the past. Her faith in love renews our own. Thank you for this invaluable lesson, Ms. Gregory.” —Romantic Times

		

	
		
			Prologue

			SHE LAY STILL AND COLD IN A GRAVE DUG BY HER killer, a grave carved deep and hidden into lonely ground. No one had ever found her. No one had ever missed her. No one had ever mourned her—except for one.

			Rain, snow, and storm had besieged the place where she rotted, and years had passed. And the dark secrets she took with her had long ago seeped like her very blood into the earth.

			But the secrets were not dead. Secrets never die. They waited to emerge, like moldering worms squirming, crawling to the surface. Her secrets would be told.

			Three men had used her. One killed her. And one wept for her.

			Now he was dead too.

			The wind on autumn days seemed to carry her voice. A voice that whispered above the rush of the creek, above the rattle of the crimson leaves. It whispered one word. Always the same word.

			Murder . . . 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			IT HAD RAINED THE DAY KATY TEMPLETON LEFT HER family ranch in Thunder Creek, Wyoming, for a new life far from all of her childhood memories, and it rained the day she came home. Pouring, gunmetal-gray rain that tumbled in violent sheets, soaking the towering Laramie Mountains and drenching the grazing lands all through the beautiful winding bluegrass country where she’d spent the first eighteen years of her life.

			The first fourteen of those years had been happy, carefree, and sunny—the last four hell on earth. The girl who’d left was running away from the pain of loss and loneliness that had left her shaken and reeling inside, a pain that made her never want to look back—but the woman now returning was trying to find something she’d lost. She wasn’t sure what it was or where she’d lost it, she only knew that when her mother called her in New York on Sunday morning and told her about her grandmother getting pneumonia and Bessie’s Diner all boarded up and closed, about her parents’ planned trip to Paris, their first vacation in fourteen years, which her father was all set to cancel, it had seemed like the only right thing to do was go home.

			Home. What did that mean anymore? Katy wondered wryly as she wheeled her bag through the Natrona County airport in Casper. For the past few years, home had been too many places—and she didn’t really belong to any of them. She wasn’t sure she belonged here either, not anymore, but she was needed, at least for a while, and so she had come.

			But the moment she saw her father striding toward her, his grim face looking grayer, sterner, and even more downcast than usual, a knot tightened in her stomach and she wondered if this was really what she needed after all. Dad hadn’t been the same since the accident, since Matt died, and neither had she. Actually, nothing had. Certainly not Thunder Creek.

			That’s why she’d left.

			But Gram needs you, and so does Mom, she told herself—and in a way, her father did too. He was going to take Mom to Paris if they both had to drag him by the boots kicking and screaming all the way.

			The image of her plump little ash-blonde mother dragging Big John Templeton by his boots had her grinning even as she dropped her bag and threw her arms around her father.

			“Hi, Daddy, you didn’t have to come. I told you I could rent something.”

			“Reckon I can pick up my own daughter when she comes to town,” he grunted. Their hug was brief—he broke it first, as always withdrawing from any physical or emotional contact beyond the bare minimum. His gray eyes, the color of the rain torrenting down, squinted at her beneath his hat, taking in her aqua silk sweater and chic black skirt, the delicate diamond drop at her throat, as if wondering where this strangely citified creature had come from.

			“You look mighty fancy,” he grunted.

			“I hopped a plane straight from work.”

			“When are you going back?”

			“When I’m good and ready.” She spoke evenly, then softened her words with a smile that had beguiled bankers and CEOs in half a dozen states and a few European capitals. Almost, Big John Templeton smiled back, but he managed to swallow the urge just in time. He gave another grunt and seized the handle of her wheeled bag in one calloused fist.

			“Let’s go, your mother’s waiting to see you. But if you think your being here is going to make me go on that damned trip, you can just turn around and scoot back on that plane.”

			We’ll see about that, Katy thought, but merely fell silently into step beside him, sensing this was not the time to argue. She’d inherited her father’s iron will and felt herself every bit a match for him, but she’d also learned to pick her battles and when to fight them. And the moment she set foot in Natrona County was not the right moment to fight.

			So instead she tried to let herself adjust to the rapid change of her surroundings, going from her twenty-fourth-floor corner office that looked out on a sea of glinting skyscrapers and roaring traffic, to this wide open landscape with rain sheeting down upon prairie, hill, and mountain, from jammed streets to open spaces so broad and deep they dazzled and gripped the heart, from the smells of sweat and garbage and perfume and hot dogs from the corner vendors to the smell of damp earth and greenery, of air so sweet and pure it could make you drunk faster than a shot of Johnnie Walker—and to the company of the grim, weathered man who drove the pickup with the same fierce concentration he reserved for picking out just the right quarter horse to purchase at auction and negotiating shipping rates for his cattle or oil.

			Big John Templeton was a superb rancher and businessman, and a friend to most everyone in Thunder Creek, except a few fools he’d no more give the time of day to than he would sit in a cow pie. But in the husband department, Katy reflected with a sidelong look at his stony profile, he needed a good kick in the ass, and she was going to give it to him.

			That was only one of the reasons she’d come home. The other was Gram and the diner.

			“How’s Gram?” she asked as they headed outside toward the pickup. It was still pouring but far be it from Big John Templeton to put up an umbrella. He had his hat after all, a big gray Stetson with a black band around it, and the water ran in rivulets from the wide brim. “Did the antibiotics kick in?”

			“They’re helping some. She’s holding her own. But she’s still too weak to get out of bed.”

			Katy had tugged her mini-umbrella from her tote bag and snapped it open, almost wincing as she thought of her robust grandmother, who always smelled like a black currant pie and who was used to scampering around the diner faster than any of the waitresses forty years her junior, now laid up in bed, struggling to breathe and to clear the pneumonia from her lungs.

			“She’s going to be all right, though, isn’t she?” As they reached the truck and she swung the door open, she caught the tightening lines around her father’s mouth as he loaded her bag and eased his six-foot frame in beside her.

			“Hard to say. She’s getting on.”

			“Daddy, she’s only seventy-five. That’s not so old.” Dismay and apprehension made her voice shake, and Katy struggled for the cool control she’d mastered over the past ten years, the control Seth Warfield had expected in his wife, his partner in business and in bed.

			“Her heart isn’t what it used to be. Better brace yourself before we get home. You haven’t seen her in a while.”

			He eased the truck forward even as she snapped on her seat belt, realizing with a little shock that what he said was true. How long had it been since her last visit home? Two years? Three?

			She’d left Thunder Creek when she went off to college, intending never to come back, not to live anyway, and she’d stuck by it. Except for a few visits at Christmas or Thanksgiving, or for her mother’s birthday, she’d been a stranger to the Triple T ranch where she’d grown up, keeping in touch with her parents and Gram by phone, and of late by e-mail, but rarely returning to the big stone ranch house set in the shade of Thunder Creek, or to the town where Bessie’s Diner stood on a sun-dappled street near Krane’s Drugstore and the real estate offices of Turnow and Barnes.

			Coming back hurt too much. Home and the town were full of memories. Memories of Matt. And for a long while the pain of losing him had been like a whip on the back of a horse, making her want to run, run, and keep running.

			Now the pain was a sorrow that lived in her heart. Deep and abiding, but it no longer drove her. Something else drove her. Another death, so different from the accident that had claimed her brother, yet so familiar in the agony it caused, in the biting, throbbing loss that swallowed and destroyed and pervaded everything else, coloring the world a mottled and sickening gray.

			That death, and her divorce and the general falling apart of what had once appeared a perfect marriage, a perfect life, had driven her back home, where she was needed, and where, strangely enough, she needed to be.

			At least for now.

			It took them nearly two hours to reach the ranch, two hours of steady driving on rain-slicked roads that twisted through sagebrush scented hills and valleys. By the time they drove up the long gravel road that opened onto the two-story house Big John’s father had built, and glimpsed the barns, stables, corrals, paddocks, and various other outbuildings all spread upon the valley floor in the shadow of the Laramie Mountains, Katy was exhausted.

			She’d gone into work at seven-thirty this morning, trying to finish up as many projects as she could before her leave of absence began, and after the hurtling cab ride to the airport, her flight to Salt Lake City where she’d changed to a Skywest plane for Casper, and the long, mostly silent drive beside Big John through the rain-gouged countryside, she felt drained and weak-limbed. But something happened as they pulled into the wide circular driveway before the house. Something happened just as Mojo came bounding out onto the porch barking frantically, and then her mother stepped outside, a dishrag flung over her shoulder, behind her the lights of the square windows glowing yellow against the thickening dusk.

			The rain stopped, and for a moment a beam of sunlight shone in the gray-green sky. It was near dinnertime, and the sun would set soon, but for a moment its silvery glow lit the huge old house and the thick pines behind it. And it lit the beaming face of her mother and Katy felt something slide off her shoulders, something dark and heavy and old, and her heart lightened in a blink as she threw open the door of the truck and ran up the porch steps.

			“Mom!” She flung her arms around the woman who gave a gasp of happy laughter and embraced her in a hug that smelled of sourdough bread and corn. “It’s so good to see you.”

			And it was. She hadn’t seen her mother, seen any family, since she’d lost the baby, since the divorce. An overwhelming flood of emotions surged through her, emotions she’d sought to keep stifled for longer than she could remember, and she suddenly had to fight back tears.

			It felt so good to be home.

			“The steaks’ll be done in a twinkling, so if you want to change before supper, now’s the time,” her mother declared. “And I’ve got corn on the cob and your favorite honeyed butter for the sourdough rolls.” Then her mother added in a whisper straight into her ear, a whisper no one else could hear, “So glad you’re home, Katy.”

			And then the rain started again and they ducked inside, leaving the cold, wet night behind them. Big John Templeton sat and watched them from the cab of the truck, his throat tight as the two women, one tall, leggy, and lanky, a sophisticated beauty with hair the color of wild dark honey, and the other short and agreeably plump, wearing blue jeans, a big plaid shirt, and tennis shoes, disappeared into the glowing warmth of the house where once four of them had lived as a close and loving family.

			He patted Mojo’s silky black head and then retrieved Katy’s wheeled bag, hefting it up the porch steps as the rain fell harder and night began its stealthy descent from the mountains.

			 

			“Gram?”

			Stepping into the dimly lit room that had once been the “company” bedroom, and that her grandmother had moved into several years ago, Katy stared at the motionless woman in the bed. The first thing that struck her was that Bessie had lost weight—a great deal of weight. Tucked beneath a crisp white sheet and a pale blue cotton coverlet, her grandmother looked as pale and fragile as an antique wisp of lace. The iron-gray hair that ringed her square-jawed face looked dull and lifeless, and her normally ruddy skin had a pasty sheen to it that made Katy’s heart clench with dismay.

			“C-come in, girl, and don’t look so scared.” Gram’s voice sounded thin and dry, not at all like her usual crisp staccato. Each word seemed to take an effort. “I . . . never did bite and I’m not about to start now.” She broke off into a fit of coughing—hard, violent coughing that racked the body that had somehow, since Katy had last seen her, become spindly, the body of a tired old woman. Katy took a deep breath and hurried forward.

			“Well, Gram, even if you did bite, you know you wouldn’t scare me,” she forced herself to say with a bright smile. Moving to the side of the bed, she clasped the sun-freckled hand that had first shown her how to whisk an egg, how to sprinkle just the right amount of pepper and garlic on a five-pound meat loaf. She held that hand as Gram coughed and groaned, and tried to catch her breath, then as the coughing subsided, the old woman with Big John Templeton’s sharp gray eyes leaned her head weakly against the pillow.

			“Never could scare you, Katy girl,” she muttered, and the glint in those tired eyes held approval.

			“Mom said you hardly ate anything tonight. I wanted to know if you’d like some banana cream pie.”

			“All I want is to sit up and look at you proper. Help me, please. This damned pneumonia’s made me weak as a kitten.”

			Katy propped the pillows beneath her and lifted her by the shoulders until she was leaning against them.

			“Stop . . . looking so worried. I’ll be all right. It’s just going to take some time. You didn’t need to come all the way here. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do than keep company with a sick old lady like me.”

			“Actually, Mel Gibson was busy tonight, so I figured, why not go to the ranch and bother Gram?” Grinning, Katy seated herself on the side of the bed, pleased by the snort of laughter her words evoked. “Honestly, I think you’re all falling apart without me. So I’d better pay a little more attention,” she said lightly.

			“Hmmm. Who’s paying attention to you? You’re thin as a shoelace.”

			“I’m fine, Gram.”

			“And there’s something in your eyes. You’re not happy, Katykins, don’t try to fool me.”

			“I’m fine, Gram. Nothing stops a Templeton woman, you know that.”

			“Hmmmph.” Gram turned slightly and started to reach out a shaking hand for the glass of ice water on the bedside table. Katy handed it to her and waited silently as she sipped from the long white straw, the glass trembling a little in her fingers. She handed the glass back to Katy, licked her dry lips, and studied the girl’s face as she returned the glass to the table.

			“It’s that ex-husband of yours, isn’t it? Ran off and had himself an affair, didn’t he?” Indignation shook her voice. A series of coughs overtook her and it was a moment before she could speak. “Right after you lost that baby.”

			“Gram—”

			“Regular skunk, he was. No sense moaning over him, he’s not worth it. And he certainly wasn’t worthy of you.”

			“I’m not moaning over Seth, Gram.” Katy swallowed. It was partly true. She’d never want him back, not after what he’d done, after everything that had happened, but . . . it still hurt. Hurt like hell. Her own failure in judgment hurt perhaps more than anything.

			“The divorce has been more complicated than I’d like, what with dividing up the business and everything, but—”

			“And he married that little bimbo he was carrying on with, didn’t he?”

			“Gram. Bimbo? Now, really.” But there was a strain to the sound of her laughter.

			Gram’s eyes were still sharp, despite the pneumonia, despite the weakness pervading her body. They missed nothing, Katy realized as her grandmother’s gaze seemed to x-ray her face . . . and maybe even her heart.

			“And she’s pregnant now, so your mother tells me.”

			“Mom talks too much.” It took all her efforts to keep her tone light, her expression pleasant. The memories of Seth, of losing the baby they’d tried for so long to conceive, of his affair and the subsequent divorce, burned her still with sharp fire. The loss of her baby hurt the most, it stung, and burned, and tortured, causing more agony than anything she’d ever known, except the loss of Matt. Katy knew that losing the tiny life that had been growing within her was something she’d never get over, that there was an emptiness inside at the core of her soul that would never be filled. Her marriage to Seth she’d dismissed as a failure and a stupid mistake, but losing the baby . . .

			The pain still cut like glass and she knew it always would.

			“Listen. Don’t waste your energy worrying about me, old lady,” she told her grandmother in a voice that shook only a little. “I came here because I’m worried about you.”

			Bessie Templeton stared at the granddaughter who had worked side by side with her in the kitchen and dining room of Bessie’s Diner since she was old enough to ride a bicycle. Katy had changed before dinner into a loose white cotton sweater, jeans, and boots, but she still looked a far cry from the pigtailed, scraped-kneed monkey who had cooked and served and washed dishes at the diner every chance she got. She was a true beauty now, Bessie observed, her heart swelling with pride and with pure bursting love, and she was smart too—yet still down-to-earth, not snooty like the Winters girl who had gone off to Columbia and come back only once—for Christmas—with a fancy degree in medieval studies, looking down her nose at the folks back home. Katy was a good girl. And she deserved better than what she’d got from that fancy-schmancy husband of hers.

			What she saw beneath the surface of her granddaughter’s striking gray-blue eyes bothered Bessie. There was more than a hint of sadness, and a kind of wariness too, like a high-spirited filly who’d been broken in rough and knew the feel of the whip. But with time, Bessie told herself, that old intense sparkle just might come back.

			Losing the baby, and her husband on top of that, may have shaken her to her core, but she still had her head up, her spine and shoulders straight. She’s too strong to get beaten down for long, Bessie concluded, and slowly her lips relaxed into a thin smile.

			“Worrying about me is a waste of time. I’ll either lick this damned pneumonia or I won’t.” But as Katy began to protest, concern crossing her face, Bessie swept on, imperious as a queen.

			“It’s your mother you ought to concern yourself with. Your father wants to cancel that Paris trip of theirs. Says it’s because of me. Ha.”

			“It isn’t. That’s silly. I’m here now and I’ll look after you—and the ranch. He just needed an excuse,” Katy said quietly.

			“That’s right. My boy or no, John’s a fool. Giving up on life. Giving up on everything, everything but the ranch. Your mother’s been looking forward to this trip more than anything. So—you going to let him get away with it?”

			“What do you think?”

			Katy met her grandmother’s eyes and held her keen, searching glance. Her own blue-gray eyes were calm and intent.

			“I think it’s a good thing you came back.” Gram sagged back against the pillows again. “I’m tired now. Think I’ll sleep awhile.”

			“That’s an excellent idea. I didn’t mean to tire you out.” Mom had warned her not to stay too long. For a moment she scanned Gram’s face anxiously, fearing that it looked even more drawn than before. She turned and hurried toward the door, but even as her fingers touched the knob, her grandmother’s voice stopped her.

			“You heard about the diner?”

			Katy turned back. “I heard it’s closed.”

			“I guess that’s the end of it.” Bessie spoke bravely, but Katy didn’t miss the slight quaver in her voice. “I opened that place more than forty years ago, when your grandfather died, and now it’s . . . the end.”

			“Like hell it is, Gram.”

			Bessie blinked at her from the pillows. “There’s no one to run it, Katykins. That Daffodil Moline who works for me can barely carry a tray without dropping it, she can’t—”

			“I will.” Katy’s smile glowed brighter than the small lamp on the bedside table that reflected Gram’s face. “That’s one of the reasons I came home. I want to reopen Bessie’s Diner. Keep it going until you’re strong enough to come back. If you want to come back.”

			For a moment there was stunned silence. “You . . . have a job. In New York. Your own restaurant . . . a chain of them . . .”

			“Bessie’s Diner comes first, Gram. It will always come first.” Katy spoke softly. She felt an odd wrenching in her heart as she saw the hope and wonder, and at last, the feeble flicker of happiness in her grandmother’s face. Whatever the diner meant to her, it meant ten times more to Bessie.

			“I’ve taken a leave of absence. An indefinite leave of absence. It’ll give me time to figure things out—and get the diner open again and humming with business. Don’t you worry about a thing. Bessie’s Diner will be waiting for you good as new as soon as you’re ready to go back to it.”

			“I . . . well . . . bless you, Katy. I don’t know what to say.”

			Her throat ached as she saw the shimmer of tears in Gram’s eyes. She came back across the room and leaned down to kiss her grandmother’s forehead, as the old woman clutched and then squeezed her hand. “Get some sleep,” she whispered. “If Daddy thinks I can’t be trusted not to get you all stirred up, we’ll never get him out of here.”

			She was rewarded by a thin cackle of laughter as she slipped out the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			THERE WERE NO VOICES WAFTING FROM DOWNSTAIRS as Katy made her way to her own room, breathing in the clean cedar and lemon and cinnamon scent that belonged to this old ranch house. It smelled good. Familiar and natural, like a combination of the outdoors and a big, cinnamon-crusted pie. The house echoed with the soft sound of her boots on the varnished wood floor. She guessed her father would be in the den reading the Wall Street Journal, a shot of whiskey on the table beside his green leather easy chair. He probably had the TV on, a game show or sitcom, with the volume turned down low. Big John liked to accomplish more than one thing at a time. Her mother, with all of her ranch book work and housework done for the night, had been working crossword puzzles in the kitchen when Katy had come up to see Gram. She’d had a cup of coffee and a dish of strawberry ice cream on the table beside the laptop she used to check on words or places she didn’t know. And the Paris for Dummies guidebook had been on the corner shelf with all of Mom’s cookbooks. Its pages looked well used, the edges bent, and the cover no longer glossy.

			If Mom wants to go to Paris, she’s going, Katy thought, her lips compressing as she switched on the light and closed her door, then unzipped her bag and began unpacking.

			Aside from her laptop, she hadn’t brought more than a few of her belongings: some pants, shirts, a pair of jeans, and two sweaters, along with a sundress, and a pair each of sneakers and sandals. Most of her clothes and other belongings she’d had shipped. And even more had been left in her apartment on the Upper East Side. She was subletting it indefinitely to her secretary’s niece, who’d just landed her first job in New York as an account manager at American Express. But Katy didn’t want to think about New York or about her apartment, or about anything having to do with the Rattlesnake Cafe Company. There would be headaches enough tomorrow when Seth got wind that she’d flown the coop.

			Katy had been practicing the words “Talk to my lawyer” all the way home on the plane.

			Tomorrow she’d no doubt have to put them to good use. But tonight, just for tonight, she wanted to savor her first night back. And not think about anything except taking care of Gram, getting her parents off for their vacation, and reopening Bessie’s Diner.

			She walked to the window and stared out at the dark night lit by a myriad of stars so bright they burned blue in the sky. The Laramies were only a charcoal shadow on the horizon, and the foothills that veered up from the lush grazing pastures of the Triple T ranch were phantom silhouettes in the night. But the sounds of insects and unseen animals in the brush were real and vibrant, and so was the fresh, cold wind sweeping down across the corrals, and up into her bedroom window, billowing the white lace curtains.

			She thought of all the nights she’d sneaked out this window, latching onto the limbs of the willow tree, and shimmying down to the ground to go exploring with her best friends, Margie Birch and Smoke MacIntyre. Sometimes they rode their bikes to Eagle Point, sometimes they hiked to the creek and set up a tent, pretending they were a posse waiting to pounce on the rustlers or poachers that now and then plagued Thunder Creek and nearly every other ranching community. But most times they tried to either follow or find Matt and his best friend, Jackson Brent, on their far more daring adventures.

			Matt and Jackson were four years older and far wilder in both imagination and nerve. They’d meet other boys for midnight poker games in the cemetery, smoke cigarettes, and go night swimming in the creek. Once they “borrowed” motorcycles from two members of the Hell’s Angels who were passing through town and had parked their Harleys in the lot outside the Tumbleweed Bar and Grill. Matt and Jackson spent several boisterous hours racing each other up and down the dirt road that led up to Jackson’s father’s ramshackle old house.

			Sheriff Harvey had paid Big John Templeton a visit after that. And Matt had been grounded for five days, and had to miss the freshman football tryouts at Thunder Creek High. It was the spring before he entered high school and he was already taller and broader than most other boys his age—except Jackson. For two years he’d talked of little except making the team, and suddenly he wasn’t going to be allowed to try out. So naturally he’d argued and protested and begged Big John to let the grounding start the day after tryouts. But Big John had refused to back down, and, tight-lipped and determined to do the right thing, Dorsey Templeton had backed her husband.

			But Matt Templeton, handsome, straight-A student, talented artist, and the boy voted most popular in his junior high class, was not for nothing known as a golden boy. The coach of the varsity team had heard about the middle school’s star player, and he allowed Matt to try out after everyone else. He’d reserved a place for him on the team. And the rest had been history. Matt had been quarterback, Jackson (who’d never been punished for the motorcycle incident and had tried out on the regular date) had been the defensive tackle, and together all through high school they’d ruled on the football field—and just about everywhere else.

			Just looking out at the night, Katy could almost see Matt and Jackson bounding out to Jackson’s old pickup truck as they had so many times, laughing and hollering, in a hurry, always in a hurry either to get to the diner for hamburgers and shakes before Gram closed up for the night, or to pick up Allison Pritchard, Matt’s girlfriend, and whichever girl of the moment had caught Jackson’s eye. Or to go off and paint houses or barns or fences, whatever anyone wanted—Matt’s idea of a way to earn extra money for college.

			Their little painting business had kept them more than busy that last fall of their senior year. Gazing out the window, Katy found herself clenching the delicate curtains. If only they’d washed cars instead, she thought, her throat aching. Or dug fence posts. Or worked at Slade’s gas station. If only Jackson Brent had never asked Matt to take his place painting the Jenssens’ barn that last night, all because he wanted to go to the drive-in with Holly Sue Granger. If only Matt had stayed home instead, and never fell off that ladder . . . 

			A sweeping sadness shot through her. She still missed him. Probably everyone who’d ever known him still missed him, but not like his family did. Not as much, as deeply. Funny, she’d never minded being called Matt Templeton’s kid sister. She’d been honored. There’d never been anyone like him—no one as smart, as funny and good-natured, as talented at pen-and-ink sketches or wildlife drawing. And certainly no one as full of ideas and plans for the Triple T ranch, for the future.

			And there never would be again . . .

			“Honey, mind if I come in?”

			Her mother’s voice outside the door dragged Katy at last from the window and the moving ghosts she’d seen below, and back to the present. She crossed the room with quick strides.

			“Not a bit. Finish your crossword puzzle?”

			“Every line.” Her mother grinned smugly. “Did you know that a musical form often used for the final moment of a concerto is called a rondo?”

			“Can’t say that I did.”

			“You didn’t know your old mother was so smart, did you?”

			“I know you’re smart, Mom. You’ve done all of the books for the ranch since you and Daddy got married and I don’t think you’ve ever once not balanced the checkbook.”

			“Well, once, there was a problem, but it was the bank’s mistake.” Dorsey Templeton strolled inside and glanced around the room, which still looked exactly the same as it had the day Katy left for college. The Templetons weren’t big on change. She seemed to realize for the first time that the shelves of stuffed animals, horse show trophies, and the poster of Tom Cruise in Top Gun, along with the faded yellow coverlet and throw pillows in Thunder Creek’s high school colors of green and blue, didn’t exactly suit the elegant young woman who was part-owner of one of the country’s most successful restaurant chains. A young woman who had been written up in Newsweek as one of the top twenty-five businesswomen of the year.

			“We really should fix up this room—especially if you’re going to stay awhile,” she mused. “I should have thought of that before. Maybe I can drive into Laramie next week and—”

			“Next week? Mom, you’re going to be in Paris next week.”

			Her mother shook her head. “Your father’s made up his mind. He was never crazy about traveling out of state, always thinking something terrible would happen here when he was gone—”

			“Because of Matt.” Katy sighed. “The two of you being in Butte at that horse show had nothing to do with Matt falling off the roof. And Daddy knows it.”

			“I’m not so sure he does.” Dorsey shrugged. “Or maybe he’s just superstitious. Over the years he’s taken it into his head that if he leaves, disaster’s going to strike this ranch, or someone, something he loves. Now with Bessie being sick, that seems to him like a message: Don’t go to Paris. And with Cleo having problems, he probably thinks if he dares leave—”

			“Oh, no, what’s wrong with Cleo?”

			Her mother sank down on the bed. “She’s in foal, but there’s complications. When we were trucking her in from the back thousand acres, there was an accident, and the trailer overturned. She had a lot of lacerations, and she’s healing, but still . . . there’s a danger of placental detachment. Especially since she lost two prior foals.”

			“I remember.”

			Katy sank down on her narrow single bed. Cleo was her favorite horse on the ranch, the horse she’d practically raised from the time she was a foal until she was two years old. A beautiful chestnut brown cutting horse, with four white feet and an unusually sweet disposition.

			“Poor Cleo,” she murmured. “When is she due?”

			“Sometime in the next three to five weeks. There’s no reason we shouldn’t be back from Paris on time, unless she’s early, or something goes wrong. But of course your father’s taken it into his head that if he leaves, Cleo’s going to lose her foal, or Bessie’s going to have a relapse and need to go into the hospital, or the cattle will all come down with foot-and-mouth disease. Or that some other disaster will befall us.”

			She tapped her head. “It’s all up here, but there’s no reasoning with the man.”

			“Looks like I’ll just have to convince him that I won’t let anything happen to anyone or anything while he’s gone.”

			“You can try.” Dorsey sounded doubtful. “I already told him if we don’t go, he can sleep in the den for the next month. You know what he said?”

			Katy wasn’t sure she wanted to. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’d he say?”

			“He just laughed. And told me there’s no way I could go more than two nights without him sleeping beside me and he wasn’t going to make me suffer like that. Said I’d just be punishing myself—and he wouldn’t allow it. The conceited old bull.” She burst out laughing, a mixture of amusement and ruefulness in her tone. “But he’s right, damn it. Heaven help me, I do love that man, despite his hard head and that gloomy puss of his. If he can’t bring himself to go, well, then we won’t go. At least not right now. Maybe in the fall, after Bessie’s better and Cleo’s had her foal.”

			But Katy saw the wistfulness in her mother’s eyes and vowed silently not to let Big John off the hook that easily. He might be stubborn and superstitious, and feel like everything would fall apart at the ranch if he set foot on a plane, for—heaven forbid—a pleasure trip, but he did love his wife with all of his being, and it was time he started acting like it.

			Not that I’m exactly an expert on love and marriage, Katy acknowledged ruefully, as she emptied her sneakers and a pink satin lingerie bag from her suitcase and zipped it shut. She’d thought Seth loved her too. She’d thought their marriage would last forever. Yeah, right.

			Well, she might have been young and stupid once, but not anymore. She was twenty-eight and she no longer believed in the tooth fairy, stars in your eyes, or happily ever after. At least not for herself. She’d decided on the day she filed for the divorce that from that moment on, when it came to her own life, she’d stick to what she knew best, what she was good at: running a restaurant her own way, cooking to her heart’s content. She’d steer clear of men and all the trouble they caused, and keep her life simple and uncluttered.

			Just the way she liked it.

			As if reading her thoughts, her mother spoke in an overly casual tone. “So . . . your divorce. It’s been three months now since everything was finalized. Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine, Mom.” Katy spoke lightly, but her mother’s gaze missed nothing, and caught the tensing of Katy’s shoulders, the way her mouth compressed. She also caught the hollow note in her daughter’s voice. Inwardly, Dorsey cursed Seth Warfield, not for the first time.

			“I know how rough the past year has been for you. I wanted to fly out, Katy, and be with you . . . when you lost the baby . . . and when you found out about . . . about the affair, but . . .” Dorsey shook her head sadly. “You said you didn’t want me to come. You didn’t seem to want any company.”

			“I needed to get through it myself, Mom.” Katy spoke quietly. “Some things you just have to tough out.” She took a deep breath. “And I did. I’m fine now.”

			“Just a little ragged around the edges, maybe?”

			“A little.” Katy met her mother’s worried gaze and smiled. “But not much.”

			“Well, being home with family and old friends will put you to rights. Margie can’t wait to see you. She and Lee just had their second little boy two weeks ago. The first one’s two now and a holy terror, but cute as a button. Oh.” Dorsey sucked in her breath. “Sorry.”

			Katy ignored the pain that had thrust like a dagger through her heart at the mention of her childhood friend’s babies. She was happy for Margie, truly happy, but that didn’t mean it didn’t still hurt like hell to think about babies and bibs and booties and remember the precious little life she’d lost less than a year ago.

			“It’s fine, Mom. I’m glad for Margie.” She closed the dresser drawer and came back to sink down on the bed, gazing at her mother, who held a stuffed monkey Matt had won for Katy at a county fair. “I’ll pay her a visit tomorrow. I definitely want to meet the holy terror.”

			“Luke Dillard stopped your father in town yesterday and asked about you. He’d heard from Smoke that you were coming home.”

			“How is Luke?” Still an asshole in stud’s clothing? she wondered, but didn’t say it aloud. When she was a sophomore in high school and Luke was a senior, they’d served on the homecoming committee together, and he’d asked her to the dance. Afterward he’d seemed to feel he was entitled to more than just a good night kiss. A whole lot more. She’d had her hands full fighting him off in the woods off Bear Trail where he’d parked the car. And then, to make matters worse, Jackson Brent had come along . . .

			The only person she’d be more loath to encounter than Luke Dillard was Jackson Brent. But at least she didn’t have to worry about that. Jackson had moved away a few months after the homecoming incident—which had been just fine with Katy. Every time she’d seen her brother’s best friend, pain sharp as shrapnel had sliced her heart. Just the sight of his handsome, hard-planed face had served as a bitter reminder that if he hadn’t been itching to get Holly Sue Granger into the back of his pickup at the drive-in that night, Matt never would have been at the Jenssens’ barn. He wouldn’t have fallen off that ladder. He’d be alive today.

			“Luke’s divorced now,” Dorsey chattered on. “Dixie moved to Denver—I hear she’s remarried—but he never has. So far. And do you remember Wood Morgan, the oldest of the Morgan boys? He was a year ahead of Matt in school. He’s been running the Circle M since old Odell died. He’s thinking of turning a ten-thousand-acre parcel on the north side of the creek into a dude ranch . . .”

			They chatted comfortably for a while, her mother filling her in on the doings and gossip of Thunder Creek until with a yawn she took herself off to bed.

			It was after ten. Katy considered getting ready for bed too, but she rarely went to sleep before midnight. And even then, sleep was usually a long time coming. Tonight she wasn’t sure if she’d get much sleep at all. Tomorrow she’d have to face the town of Thunder Creek, everyone who’d known her since she was a baby, everyone who’d known her as Matt Templeton’s kid sister. She’d have to face the questions, the stares, the drawn-out reminiscences of how much she’d grown, changed, of how she ought to best get on with her life. In small towns, everyone had an opinion about everyone else and often felt entitled to voice it.

			But she couldn’t avoid it—she’d have to go take a look at Bessie’s Diner and see what needed to be done before it could be reopened.

			Yet that was tomorrow, and tomorrow was still hours away. She wasn’t quite ready to face those long silent hours tossing and turning in her bed, nor was she ready to endure the dreams that sometimes woke her, leaving her staring bleakly at the ceiling, longing for morning to come.

			She took one glance at her old bed with its school pillows in green and blue, and headed for the door.

			The night was dark as sin. The rain had ended, but there were no stars, no moon to light the way, only scudding clouds and stillness. But Katy knew the way to the horse barn blindfolded, and she reached it without once stumbling or doubting. She opened the door and stepped inside, surprised to see a light on.

			Perhaps Daddy had the same notion I did and came to check on Cleo.

			“Daddy?”

			There was a rustling sound, the faint scrape of boots on straw. Not her father. Her father would have answered her right away. Her heart leaped with a sudden jolt of fear.

			“Who’s there?” she demanded, and took a swift step toward the pitchfork that hung on the barn wall only a few feet away.

			But suddenly a man stepped out of the shadows near the first stall and grasped her arm before she could yank the pitchfork off its hook.

			“Whoa, there. You won’t be needing that.”

			The man who gripped her arm was definitely not Big John Templeton. He was even taller—a rangy six-foot-two of lean and coiled male muscle. His hair was dark as the night outside. His face was hard and handsome, and so familiar it made her flinch with remembered pain.

			“Jackson Brent,” Katy gasped. She shook off his hand, her eyes narrowing in the close dimness that smelled of horses and leather and hay. She gave him a push back, instinctively, to give herself space, as anger and pain surged through her. “You left town years ago. What the hell are you doing sneaking around our barn?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“SORRY. I DIDN’T MEAN TO SCARE YOU.”

			Jackson held up both hands, palms out, as if to show her he was harmless. His voice was low and steady, and every bit as deep as she remembered. That deep drawling voice, she recalled, had seemed to enchant all of the girls at Thunder Creek High School. Almost as much as his cool blue eyes and lazy, sexy smile. “Take it easy, Katy.”

			“Just answer me. What are you doing here?”

			Those blue eyes, the color of gunsmoke, watched her impassively. “I came to look in on Cleo.”

			“And why would you do that? Cleo’s no concern of yours. You’re trespassing.”

			One eyebrow cocked. “You’re jumping to conclusions.” He spoke quietly. “Why don’t you just simmer down and let me explain?”

			Something in his tone touched the quivering anger beginning to unravel within her and she quickly coiled it into a tight, compressed ball once more. She wasn’t fourteen anymore, she reminded herself, as she’d been when Matt died. She wasn’t going to lose control the way she had after the funeral, crying and shouting, ordering Jackson from the house when he’d come, all silent and pale, to pay his respects. She blinked, pushing the image from her mind.

			The last time she’d seen Jackson Brent hadn’t been much better. It was equally humiliating, in a different way. That had been the night Luke Dillard had cornered her in his Chevy at the edge of the woods. Tried to corner her, she corrected herself grimly, and pushed that memory away too.

			From one of the stalls came a soft whicker, and from another she heard the restless movement of hooves.

			“Explain then,” she told him, forcing herself to use a more level tone.

			“I’m Cleo’s vet.” Jackson pretended not to notice the shock that widened her eyes. He eased his shoulders back against the stall and went on in that low, deep voice she couldn’t help but remember. “She’s had a tricky pregnancy and I stop in every chance I get to monitor her. In this case, I just finished sewing up the Andersons’ dog. Old Clancy got hit by a car on Lost Wolf Road tonight. He was lucky, though—he’s going to be fine. But since the Andersons’ place is only a few miles down the road, I swung by to check on Cleo.”

			“You’re a vet? Cleo’s vet?” Incredulity ran through her. “But I thought you moved away.”

			“I did. I moved back. Six months ago. Want to make something of it?” He smiled as he said the words, as if trying to coax a returning smile out of her, but Katy couldn’t smile. Not at this man. Just looking at him brought back swarms of memories. Memories of Jackson and Matt, of their adventures, their schemes, their girls—and now, too, she remembered all the slobbering strays that used to accompany them in the back of the pickup truck. “Jackson and his strays,” her mother always used to say, shaking her head. But she’d said it fondly. Her mother’d always had a soft spot for Jackson Brent.

			“I guess you have a right to move back if that’s what you want.” She shrugged, and raked a hand through her hair, shoving it back. It felt warm in here. Too warm. Though Jackson Brent, his wide shoulders encased in a hooded blue sweatshirt, didn’t seem to have noticed.

			“How is she?” she asked crisply.

			“Who?” Jackson had been studying her while she took in everything he’d said. His gaze had swept over her sweater and jeans, her hair, the contours of her face, and now he sounded distracted. No doubt shocked that Matt’s kid sister is all grown up, she thought in irritation. Married, divorced, everything.

			Katy frowned as he continued to stare at her blankly. “How is who?” he asked again.

			“Cleo.” She brushed past him, walking down the line of stalls to the third one. Cleo stood there, gazing back at her, her solemn brown eyes bright and knowing. Even in the dim light, the mare’s chestnut coat glistened. “Do you remember me, sweetheart?” she asked softly, reaching out to let the mare sniff and nuzzle her hand.

			“This pretty lady’s having a hard time of it, but she’ll be all right.”

			“She will? You’ve dealt with something like this before?” The words came out more sharply than she intended, as if she was questioning his competence, but he merely nodded and went on in that easy way of his.

			“Plenty of times. It’s not all that uncommon. I mean, there’s no guarantees—the accident was serious, and her history is troublesome, but I’ve been doing transabdominal exams every week and so far, so good. With the right care, and a little luck, she should come through the birth just fine. I intend to give her all the right care.”

			“And . . . the foal?”

			“The same. I’ll be on call whenever I’m needed and I can get here fast.”

			Katy stroked the mare’s mane, wondering if she knew something was wrong, wondering if she was worried about the new life she carried inside her. The ache that was always there intensified inside her as she smoothed her hand through Cleo’s mane. She herself had had no clue that anything was wrong—she’d had a normal first trimester, when the danger was supposedly the greatest, and then at the end of her fifth month, after she’d already felt life, felt the tiny kicks and quivers, there had come the cramps, the pain, the loss . . .

			She drew in her breath. “You’re going to be fine, girl,” she whispered. “Just fine.”

			Jackson went into the stall and knelt in the straw to retrieve his stethoscope and electronic thermometer. He stuffed them into a small black satchel, moving with agility and efficiency, and purely male grace. His tall athlete’s frame appeared hardier and tougher even than she remembered. A day’s growth of heavy beard darkened his jaw, and the burly, laughing boy who’d whooped and hollered in the pickup truck with Matt could barely be detected in the brawny, cool-eyed man who paused before leaving the stall to rest a big, gentle hand on the mare’s neck. All that dangerous handsomeness remained, perhaps even intensified by the years. Jackson Brent exuded dark, sexy masculinity—the broad shoulders and sharp cheekbones, taut muscle and powerful sinewy strength—in contrast with the surprising gentleness in his speech and manner. That gentleness was startling in a man who looked as physically formidable as he did. He looked so solid, so strong, and so potently male that any woman within ten feet of him would have to look and look twice.

			Katy had no doubt women still went wild over him just as the girls had in high school. But at least she knew she was immune. All she could think when she saw him was that it was too bad he hadn’t grown up a little sooner, that he hadn’t been responsible enough to follow through that October night fourteen years ago, the night he’d promised to paint Bob Jenssen’s barn.

			“Rest up, sweetheart,” he told the mare. “I’ll be back to make sure you follow doctor’s orders.” He strode from the stall, glancing at Katy. “You staying?”

			She nodded, stepping aside so he could pass her without touching. “Do you have a cell phone or a pager or something? In case something happens while you’re out on calls?”

			She said it as if she doubted he would, and his eyes met hers with a touch of amusement. “I’ve got both. Your dad has the numbers. You want them too? I have a card here . . . somewhere . . .” He began digging through his jeans pocket, but Katy shook her head.

			“Don’t bother. I’ll get it from him.”

			She realized how abrupt she sounded, bordering on rude, but she didn’t know what to do about it. Jackson Brent stirred up the worst in her. The worst memories, of a time that was both precious and lost forever, of a grief that might not have been, of her own furious, uncontrolled behavior after the funeral. She just wanted him to leave.

			“You still hold it against me, don’t you?” He halted, his feet planted apart. His gaze was riveted on her. “Tell the truth, Katy. I can see it in your eyes.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous—”

			“It spooked you, seeing I was back. Even after all these years.”

			“I was surprised, that’s all. The last I’d heard you’d moved away. I came out here tonight because I didn’t think I could sleep and I wanted to be alone and—”

			“And seeing me brought everything back to you. Matt, that night.”

			“Yes . . . no . . . I . . .”

			“You still blame me.” His jaw jutted out. “Fair enough. I still blame myself,” he added coolly. “So we’re even.”

			“I don’t blame you, Jackson. Not anymore. It’s just hard, that’s all. I wasn’t prepared to see you, not tonight. I’m not that same child who lost control at her brother’s funeral,” she assured him. “That was a long time ago.” But her voice quavered for a moment, and she had to fight the threatening rush of emotion. With an effort, she continued in a cooler, steadier tone that almost precisely matched his. “I know in my head that none of it was your fault. It was an accident, pure and simple. I had no right to blame you, so I hope . . . I hope you’ll forgive me. You have every right to be here, to live here, to take care of Cleo, but—”

			“But the sight of me makes you sick.”

			She flushed and shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

			Jackson Brent met her gaze squarely, his eyes darkening with some emotion she couldn’t quite read. “You didn’t have to.”

			An uncomfortable silence fell between them, broken only by the sounds of the horses shifting, breathing in their stalls. Jackson studied her for one brief moment, then strode toward the door. As he pushed it open he glanced back at her, his face shuttered. “We’re bound to run into each other now and again in town, but don’t worry, Katy. I’ll do my best to stay out of your way.”

			And with those words he was gone, vanished into the chill, dark Wyoming night with only the echo of his footsteps and the clean leathered scent of him to remind her he’d been there at all.

			Katy sank down on a bench and let weariness flow through her. Weariness of body, weariness of spirit.

			She hadn’t counted on Jackson Brent being in Thunder Creek when she’d decided to come back, but she’d just have to get used to it. She’d come back here for her own sake, for Gram, for her family—and to sort out her pathetic excuse for a life, and she wasn’t about to let Jackson Brent or anyone else chase her away.

			So deal with it, she told herself as she leaned back against the hard wall of the barn, listening to the soft sounds of the horses snuffling, shifting in their stalls.

			He said he’d stay out of your way.

			And she sure as hell planned to make things as easy as possible on both of them and stay out of his.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“KATY! KATY TEMPLETON, HOLD IT RIGHT THERE.” Smoke MacIntyre dashed across First Street and grabbed Katy in a bear hug just as she stepped out of Gram’s Blazer in front of the diner. He’d gained thirty pounds since high school and his once-skinny frame was now softly padded in the stomach, but not much else about Smoke had changed since the days that he and Katy and Margie had been best friends. Except that now he had a beard and a paunch, and there were a few early silver strands mixed in with his thick brown hair.

			“Hot dog, it’s good to see you. You’re gorgeous, Katy. If I weren’t a happily married man I’d be falling over my feet in love with you.”

			“You’re not so bad yourself, Smoke.” She grinned at him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “How’s Ellen?”

			“She keeps me on a short leash, that woman. Lucky for her, I like it that way.” His chuckle was the same, low and hearty. “Did your folks tell you yet about the barbecue?”

			“What barbecue?”

			“Saturday is my parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary. Ellen and I are throwing a big party for them at our place next Saturday night. You come, and I’ll consider letting you in on my secret recipe for spicy barbecued steak.” He winked at her. “You’ll be wanting to put it on the menu at Bessie’s Diner. I figure you can call it Smoke’s Special Spicy Steak.”

			Katy laughed. “I’ll think about it.”

			“About putting it on the menu or coming to the barbecue?”

			“Both.” Katy punched him in the arm. “I wouldn’t miss it, Smoke. Want me to bring something?”

			“Just yourself, Big John, and Dorsey. Don’t suppose Bessie will be up to it?”

			Katy shook her head.

			“So what’s going on with this place?” Smoke turned and scanned the Closed sign on the front of the diner. “Do you think she’ll be coming back here or you going to sell it or what?”

			“I’m not selling Bessie’s Diner. It stays in the family.”

			“I heard that Tammie Morgan was eyeing it for some new gift shop she wants to open. Wood’s already talked to your dad about buying the space.”

			“No one’s turning Bessie’s Diner into a gift shop.” Least of all Tammie Morgan, Katy thought. The idea of her old high school rival selling knickknacks and snow globes in her grandmother’s diner made her want to spit—or kick somebody.

			“What does she need with a gift shop? I heard she and Wood are turning some of their back acres into a dude ranch. I’d expect that big an operation would keep her occupied.”

			“Yeah, well, from what I hear, Tammie got it into her head that the tourists coming out to the place might want to do some shopping in town. Souvenirs, gifts
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