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			Dedication

			For my husband and children. Thank you for always supporting me and hardly ever complaining that dinner is late and the house is a mess. Kids, I hope I’ve shown you that with courage and a lot of hard work you can make your dreams come true, whatever they may be.

			Thank you to my amazing editor, Amanda Bergeron, and my incredible critique partner, Lia Riley. I appreciate all you do. I’m so blessed to have you both in my life and along for this amazing ride.

			Thank you to my fans, who make this all possible. I hope you love my Montana Men—­Gabe, Blake, and Dane—­as much as I do.
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			Chapter 1

			New York City

			Three long days without a word. No call. Not even a text. Ella stared at her phone, willing it to ring. She tapped her finger on the screen and stifled the urge to call Lela for the hundredth time that morning.

			The coffee shop buzzed with activity. ­People headed off to work with their lattes and scones. She sipped at her caramel macchiato, reading over the newest projections on her laptop for the cosmetics line debuting in March. The numbers looked promising.

			Ella jumped when her phone vibrated on the table. She snatched it up and read the caller ID.

			“Finally.” She swiped the screen to accept the call. “Lela—­”

			“Where have you been?” Uncle Phillip’s demand surprised her.

			Why did Uncle Phillip have Lela’s phone?

			Ella opened her mouth to answer her uncle’s question, but he spoke first.

			“I oversee the estate. You answer to me.”

			“Twisting the truth again, Uncle. Ella and I sign off on everything,” Lela said, her tone unusually sharp. “You’re just a watchdog, there to ensure we adhere to the terms of the will. You have no real power, but you’ll do anything to steal it away, won’t you?”

			What? Ella had never heard her sister talk to their uncle in such a disrespectful and spiteful way, or anyone for that matter. Why did her sister call and not say anything to her? Maybe she’d pocket dialed?

			“Lela, it’s me. What is going on?” Ella got no response. Uncle Phillip continued to speak over her.

			“You have no idea what you’re talking about, my dear.” Uncle Phillip’s soft voice belied the steel in his words. “Don’t make me ask again. Be a good girl and tell me where you’ve been.”

			This time, her sister answered, but didn’t explain a damn thing. “Uncovering your dirty secret. I know what you did,” her sister accused.

			Secrets?

			Butterflies in Ella’s stomach fluttered like a flock of birds taking flight. The uneasy feeling she’d carried with her these last days intensified.

			Ella gathered up her laptop and notebook, stuffing them into her oversize tote. She dumped the dregs of her coffee in the trash on her way out the door. The penthouse was only a block up from her favorite café where she had breakfast every Tuesday when the house staff had the day off. She kept the phone to her ear and headed home to find out what the hell was going on.

			“You won’t get away with this.” Lela’s voice rose in pitch. It took a lot to rile her sister. Whatever Uncle Phillip had done touched a nerve.

			“Whatever you think you know doesn’t amount to anything without proof.” Her uncle used that chilling, yet utterly calm voice.

			Ella picked up her pace, sensing the escalation of the situation into something more than just an argument about company business. She pulled her bag close to her side under her arm and ran for her building, knocking elbows and shoulders with other pedestrians. No time to apologize, she ignored their outraged remarks.

			“Oh, I have the proof.”

			Proof of what?

			“You’re lying.” Uncle Phillip let out a nervous laugh.

			“You wish.”

			Ella passed her building’s doorman and ran for the elevator, pushing the button three times, frantic for the doors to open.

			“Where is it? Show me.”

			Come on. Come on. The elevator doors finally opened and she rushed inside and pressed the button for the penthouse. Ella prayed she didn’t lose the cell signal and drop the call. She only ever got one bar in the elevators.

			“You think I’d be fool enough to bring it here? To you? I’ll see you in jail before this day is over.”

			“I’ll see you in a grave first.”

			The ice in her uncle’s tone frosted Ella’s heart. The evil laced there erased all trace of the man she knew. He meant those ominous words.

			Lela gasped and let out a startled shriek. Ella didn’t want to believe her uncle actually struck Lela, but that’s what it sounded like.

			“What. Did. You. Find?”

			“Everything,” Lela sputtered.

			What? What are you talking about?

			“If you’re lying to me—­”

			“Let me go. It’s over. There’s nothing you can do. I can prove you did it.”

			Did what?

			“Don’t look at him,” Uncle Phillip snapped.

			Him? Who else is there?

			“Please, do some—­”

			“He’s not here to help you, you stupid girl. He works for me. Everyone works for me. You should have left well enough alone.”

			Lela shrieked again. Ella’s heart dropped into her stomach.

			“This is your final chance. Tell me where it is and I’ll make this quick. Refuse and I’ll take my time. You’ll know the meaning of the word ‘pain’ when I’m done with you.”

			Touch her and I will make you pay.

			“Go to hell.”

			“Where is it, you little bitch?”

			“You will pay for what you’ve done. I’ll never cave.”

			“Tell me what I want to know, and maybe I’ll show you mercy.”

			“You won’t . . . get . . . away . . . with this,” Lela stammered, something choking off her words. “The truth will . . . roll out. Come out.”

			Something about the way she said it the first time struck Ella, but her mind couldn’t process anything right now. She slammed her palm against the elevator doors, wishing the damn thing would hurry up.

			Please, Lela, get out of there.

			“Last chance. Where did you hide it?”

			The intensity in his voice sent a shiver up Ella’s spine.

			The elevator doors finally opened. She ran down the hall to her door, shoved it open, and nearly tripped over the suitcase Lela left in the middle of the foyer. Where had she been?

			Ella shoved the cell phone in her purse and turned toward the voices coming from the other room.

			“If you won’t help me, I’ll find someone who will.”

			Who is she talking to?

			“Uncle Phillip, please. Put the gun down.”

			“Where. Is. It?”

			“I’ll never tell you where I hid it.”

			Ella ran across the living room toward the open library doors. Her gaze locked on her uncle’s outstretched arm, the gun in his hand level with her sister’s chest. Her father’s bloodred ruby pinky ring winked in the morning light streaming through the windows.

			“Tell me,” her uncle yelled.

			“Never.”

			“Then you’re of no use to me anymore.”

			The crack of the gunshot stopped Ella in her tracks. Her sister’s eyes went wide when the bullet plowed into her chest. Blood blossomed over her cream-­colored sheath dress, like some gruesome poppy. Lela wilted in slow motion into a heap on the floor. Her legs kicked in a quick jerk, and she never moved again.

			Ella stood frozen, rooted to the spot just outside the library doors, her gaze fastened on her sister’s lifeless green eyes.

			“Damnit, we needed her alive,” a man she couldn’t see said from inside the room. It took her a second to place the voice. Detective Robbins.

			What is he doing here? Why didn’t he help?

			Self-­preservation kicked in and she scurried to the side of the door before the men off to the side saw her. Hands shaking, her stomach in knots, a whirlwind of thoughts circling her mind, but nothing explained why her uncle killed her beautiful sister. It couldn’t be, she denied the stark reality. She leaned over and spied through the crack between the open door and frame.

			Uncle Phillip knelt next to Lela and touched his finger to her bloody neck. “If I’d had more time, I could have gotten her to talk.”

			“You mean if you hadn’t lost your temper.”

			Ella’s heart broke into a billion sharp pieces that slashed her soul to shreds. Her other half—­gone. The emptiness engulfed her. She covered her mouth with both hands to hold back the scream of pain rising up her aching throat. Her eyes filled with tears, and Lela’s face, the same one Ella saw in the mirror each morning, swam in front of her.

			Uncle Phillip stood, tugged at one shirt cuff and then the other to straighten his crisp white shirt. Her father’s ruby cuff links sparked with a glint of light from the overhead chandelier. He ran a hand over his more gray than dark brown hair, smoothing it back. Composed again, he turned to the door. Her breath hitched and stopped. She thought he saw her. His next words startled her even more.

			“The stupid girl doesn’t know when to quit.” He pulled a handkerchief from his gray slacks pocket and wiped his sweaty face, devoid of wrinkles thanks to his many trips to the dermatologist for Botox injections.

			“You’re lucky she called me. That she saw me as a friend.”

			“Did she tell you what she found?”

			“No. She asked me to meet her here. Her confidence in whatever she had on you convinced me to take her seriously. If she actually had something and shared it with anyone, you’ll go down for everything.”

			“Don’t think you won’t fall with me,” her uncle threatened.

			The detective moved forward, blocking her view of her uncle, and stared down at Lela. “What do you want to do with the body?”

			Lela was a body. Bile rose in Ella’s throat.

			Her uncle clinked open a crystal decanter at the bar across the room, pouring himself a drink of the expensive bourbon he preferred. She prayed he choked on it.

			“Give me a minute to think.” The ice in his voice melted and turned less definitive and more hesitant.

			“We need to find that evidence. If it falls into the wrong hands—­”

			“Shut up.” Her uncle sounded as out of control as she felt. Her insides in chaos, not a single thought of what to do taking shape in her mind.

			“We need to retrace her steps over the last few days. Find out where she went. Who she saw. We’d have the state attorney and FBI banging down the door if she gave the evidence to anyone. She hid it somewhere. We need to find out where and get it.”

			“Easier said than done. She was smart.”

			“Not smart enough to pull this off. She contacted you without ever considering your association with me. She was naive.” He toed Lela’s still body with his Italian leather shoe.

			“Our business arrangement has been mutually beneficial, but if you think I’ll be your patsy, you’re wrong. So, think, damnit, where would she hide the evidence?”

			“I don’t fucking know.” Her uncle slammed the empty glass down on the desk. “But Ella might.”

			“Do you think Lela told her what she uncovered?” Detective Robbins asked.

			“No. Ella asked me and the staff several times if Lela came home or called. I’m almost certain Lela worked this out on her own and left her recalcitrant sister out of it.”

			“Almost certain isn’t good enough. Why the hell didn’t you cover your tracks better?”

			“I did.”

			“If you did, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

			Ella needed to call the police and have them arrest these two for killing her sweet, gentle sister. But the police were standing right there, helping destroy her life.

			The room was silent for a moment, and Ella was certain they’d hear her ragged breathing. She jumped when her uncle spoke again.

			“Detective, let me tell you a story.” Uncle Phillip’s voice went eerily calm. “Our studious, prim Lela earned her master’s degree and worked as an executive at the company to satisfy the terms of the will and earn her place at Wolf Enterprises. Sadly, her Princess Party Girl twin sister barely made an effort, working in the mailroom and every other odd job at the company. While it satisfies the general terms of the will for them to inherit and take over the company on their upcoming twenty-­fifth birthday, Lela’s carried the weight and shouldered all the responsibility for the business.

			“Lela finally had enough and confronted her sister right here in this room. Ella, party girl that she is, had been out all night and was high, not at all in her right mind. The fight escalated. Ella knows I keep a gun in my desk drawer. She grabbed it and shot Lela. She panicked, but somehow had the wherewithal to try to cover it up, making it look like a robbery gone wrong. With Lela gone, she will inherit the company and other Wolf assets.

			“It’s heartbreaking, isn’t it? Such a pity. Lela had such a promising future. I couldn’t be more heartbroken.

			“Set the scene, Detective, and then find Ella. Take her to a hotel. Not a dump, but not extravagant either. She’s hiding out. Make the place look like she’s been on a bender, drinking, doing drugs. The pain and grief send Ella over the edge. She ODs. No one will question it. Use your contacts in the police department and morgue to prove what happened . . . make the evidence show Ella murdered Lela.”

			“This is more than I signed on for,” Detective Robbins said.

			“Don’t think you’re so indispensable. There are plenty of others on my payroll in this town, higher up the food chain than you, that would do my bidding without blinking.”

			“I’ll get it done. I’ll need to use some of those contacts to pull this shit off.”

			“You know who to use to make this clean. I want all the evidence, reports, and public perception to corroborate the scenario I’ve outlined.”

			Uncle Phillip knelt by Lela and used his handkerchief to remove her diamond stud earrings. The ones their mother always wore. He unclasped Lela’s bloody necklace with the pendant of a heart made out of roses that matched Ella’s. Ella reached up and wrapped her trembling fingers around the one against her chest and sighed. Lela’s ring came next. Ella had given her the emerald encircled with diamonds for their twenty-­first birthday. The night they shared a quiet dinner in an exclusive uptown restaurant and planned their future and fulfilling their parents’ wishes and dreams for them.

			She took a step forward to snatch back the ring and everything else her uncle took from them. She wanted to claw his eyes out and see him in a grave. Not her sister. Not Lela.

			Uncle Phillip handed the bundled items to the detective, except the bloody locket.

			“What are you going to do with that?” The detective indicated the gold necklace her uncle tucked away in his pocket.

			“Don’t worry about it. Do your job. The one I pay you extremely well to do.”

			Her uncle went to the bar, grabbed a towel, and wiped down the gun. He wrapped it in the towel and handed it to the detective. “The household staff knows I keep this gun in the top drawer of my desk. Unlocked. Easy enough for Ella to take it and use it on her sister. Plant it, along with the drugs and alcohol, at the hotel room. Make sure the report shows Ella’s prints are on the gun and it is a ballistic match to the bullet in her. Tomorrow morning the staff will arrive for work and discover the body. You’ve got until then to find Ella and kill her.”

			Ella had wasted enough time. She needed to get away. Fast.

			Her gaze fell on her dead sister. Her soul pleaded with Lela to wake up and make this all just a bad dream. But Lela remained motionless on the floor.

			Ella backed away from the door, walked a wide arc around the living room to stay out of their line of sight, and rushed back to the foyer.

			“What the hell is that?” the detective asked.

			“Lela called someone.”

			Oh God, they found her phone.

			“Shit. She called her sister.”

			The panic squeezed her gut tight. If they discovered her, she’d be dead. Ella grabbed her sister’s suitcase, coat, purse, her own tote, and slipped out the door, closing it with a quiet snick of the latch. Maybe she’d find a clue in her sister’s things.

			She rushed to the elevator, hoping to outrun the detective before he came after her. She took the elevator down and walked through the lobby and out the door. The doorman took the coat draped over her arm. “Let me help you with that, Miss Wolf.”

			She mechanically stuffed her arms in the sleeves of Lela’s favorite cobalt blue coat—­she’d forgotten her own in her rush out of the coffee shop. Her sister’s scent brought tears to her eyes. She blinked to keep them at bay. The doorman hailed her a cab, and she tossed her stuff in the backseat and slid in, checking the front of her building to be sure the detective hadn’t come down and spotted her escape.

			“Where to?”

			Ella couldn’t think past the fear and grief eating away at her insides. She didn’t know where to go or who to turn to that she could definitely say wasn’t in her uncle’s pocket. Detective Robbins would check with all her friends. She couldn’t risk going to one of them and putting them in danger.

			Her gaze fell on her sister’s suitcase and the baggage tag still on the handle. She didn’t know the BZN airport code. The purse lay on her lap, her fingers clutching it in a death grip. She made herself relax and unzip the bag. She found the airline ticket voucher inside. Bozeman.

			Why did you go to Montana?

			They hadn’t been back to the family ranch since their father died in a plane crash when they were fourteen.

			“Where are we off to?” the driver asked again, pulling her out of her dark thoughts. A plan started to form.

			“LaGuardia airport.” She barely choked out the words.

			She’d retrace her sister’s steps, find out what she’d been doing the last three days, where she went and who she saw. She’d find the evidence Lela died for, and God help her uncle when she did.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			Three Peaks Ranch, Montana

			Gabe Bowden put the quarter horse through its paces around the corral, stopping him short to make an abrupt turn, then pulling on the reins to make him back up. All in all, he liked the horse’s attention and readiness to follow commands. His brother Blake trained the animal well. The horse would be a fine addition to his new ranch and a big help with the cattle due to arrive in six weeks. Gabe couldn’t wait to take over Wolf Ranch. He’d worked his ass off to earn the money to buy the place. Once the deal closed, he’d have everything he ever dreamed: the huge spread with wide-­open meadows, rolling hills, rivers snaking out over the land, grass as far as the eye could see for the cattle. A livelihood he could depend on, and a legacy he’d leave to his kids. If he ever found a woman and had some kids.

			After Stacy left him standing at the altar all alone, turning her nose up at his little ranch, the plans he had to build it into something more, and a quiet life as his wife and the mother of his children, it couldn’t be just any woman. He needed to find the right woman. One who wanted the same kind of simple but meaningful ranch life he wanted. Since he bought Wolf Ranch, he had a hell of lot more to offer now than he did when Stacy left him.

			Finished getting a feel for the horse, he rode over to the rail and stopped next to Blake and dismounted. He ran his hand over the horse’s flank.

			“You did a fine job with this one. Where’d you find him?”

			“He’s one of Ross’s.”

			“Something about that guy puts me off. Don’t get me wrong, his horses have the bloodlines, but I don’t like the way he runs his ranch.”

			“Me either, but you asked for the best I could find. Sully is gentle, attentive, a hard worker, and a fast learner. He’ll suit you.”

			“Sully? You named him already.”

			“I’ve spent the last six weeks training him. I couldn’t keep calling him horse.” Blake grinned and patted Sully on the white patch on his brown forehead. The horse leaned in and closed his eyes, completely enamored and content with Blake. Gabe had to admit, his brother had a way with horses.

			“How do you like it here at Three Peaks Ranch?” Gabe asked.

			“I love it.”

			Though Blake trained quarter horses for cutting cattle, he was making a name for himself training Thoroughbred racehorses.

			“The partnership with Bud working out? It’s been a few years, you ready to get your own place?”

			“Naw, I like it here. I’ve found exactly what I wanted and more.”

			“I’m glad you’re happy, man.”

			“You must be chomping at the bit to get into the Wolf place.”

			“I can’t wait.”

			“I still can’t see you rambling around that huge house.”

			“It’s the stables and pastures I’m more interested in.”

			“Please, that house is beyond awesome.”

			Yeah, it certainly would appeal to that elusive wife he kept looking for.

			“Did you get it cleaned out like the owner asked?”

			“Get this, I’ve dealt solely with Phillip Wolf, but Lela Wolf showed up the other day.”

			“What’s she like? Spoiled rich girl?”

			“Hell if I know. I only spoke to her for a ­couple of minutes. I met her in the driveway. She wanted to know what I was doing there. When I told her Phillip requested I put the contents of the house in storage, she told me to leave the place alone and tore out of there. You’d have thought the hounds of hell were after her.”

			“So you didn’t pack the house?”

			“No, I did. Moving trucks showed up fifteen minutes later.”

			Blake frowned. “Why didn’t she want you to touch anything in the house?”

			“She didn’t say.”

			“Did you tell her you own the place now?”

			“I don’t own it until escrow closes in nine weeks. That’s the deal.”

			“Did you tell her that?”

			“She didn’t give me a chance. Come to think of it, she thought her uncle sent me to find her.”

			Blake frowned and narrowed his eyes. “That’s strange.”

			“I had my orders from her uncle and delaying the inevitable seemed stupid. The stuff sat in that house for the last ten years untouched. ­People like them, from the city, more money than they know what to do with, they don’t care about all that land. Hell, Travis Dorsche took over running their prime cattle, and that guy’s just this side of worthless, and they don’t give a shit. So, yeah, I cleaned out the house. When the deal goes through they’ll still have all that stuff sitting in the lockers Phillip rented. With those ­people, it’s out of sight, out of mind.”

			“Too bad you didn’t get the cattle as part of the deal. That would have saved you some big bucks getting the place set up.”

			“Tell me about it.” Gabe rolled his shoulders to ease the ache.

			“Still sore.”

			“I’m too old to be riding bulls and roping calves. I’ll leave that to Dane.”

			“You won the bull-­riding championship. Again.”

			“It felt good to beat our little brother one last time. I got the last of the seed money I needed to pay for the cattle.”

			“When do you expect delivery?”

			“The day I move in. Things will be tough the first year. I sank everything I have into this deal, but after that, sky’s the limit.”

			“You’re on your way.” Blake gave him a thump on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s load this guy and get you moving. The snow will pass us by here, but you’ll meet it head-­on. It’ll be sunset in another hour.”

			Gabe led Sully to the gate Blake held open and walked him straight to his truck and trailer. He unstrapped the saddle and pulled it off, handing it over to Blake, who took it inside the stables to put it on the rack. Blake walked out carrying a brush and handed it to him. Gabe tossed the saddle pad Blake’s way, and his brother caught it and took it back inside too. Gabe shook his head and thought of them back on their parents’ ranch, always working together to get the chores done. He missed those days. Now that they were all scattered—­Caleb down in Colorado with his new wife, Summer; Dane traipsing all over Texas, Arizona, and Nevada riding rodeo; and Blake here—­it wasn’t often they all got together at one time. He missed being with his brothers. Maybe Blake was right about him rambling around that big house alone.

			He thought often these days about having a wife and kids. Seeing Caleb last month with his pretty bride, how happy they were together, made him think of finding someone special, instead of someone just for tonight, or this week, or this month. Tired of roaming, he wanted to settle down to a normal ranch life like his parents shared and Caleb found with Summer. The life he planned to have with Stacy before it all fell apart.

			Blake slapped him on the back, bringing him out of his thoughts.

			“Go anywhere interesting in that mind?”

			“Just thinking about Caleb and Summer.”

			“Never seen two happier ­people.”

			“Me either. Maybe that will be us someday.”

			“Let’s hope,” Blake said, surprising him with his candor. Whenever they talked about women it was to razz each other or brag about some conquest. They never talked about getting married and settling down.

			Gabe brushed Sully down before leading him into the trailer and changing out his bridle for the halter. With the horse settled into the trailer, Gabe stepped out, closed the gate, and faced Blake.

			“What do I owe you for the feed and training?” Gabe pulled out his wallet, but his brother put his hand on his arm.

			“Call it a housewarming gift from me to you.”

			“It’s not necessary,” Gabe tried to argue.

			“It’s a gift. I can’t wait to come out and see your new place once you get settled.”

			“I’ll probably need some help when the cattle arrive to get them into the right pastures.”

			“I’m there. Just give me a call, and we’ll set it up.”

			Gabe gave his brother a hearty hug and smack on the back. He wanted to stay, take his brother out for a beer and some food, but sunset came early this time of year. Just after four in the afternoon, it’d be dark in another hour.

			Gabe sat in the cab of his truck and started the engine, cranking the heater to ward off the cold. Thirty-­three degrees, the temps would plummet come dark. With the snow coming, he needed to get home without delay.

			“Hey, drive careful. Sorry you’re getting off to a late start.”

			“My own fault. I wanted to spend time with you.”

			“I’ll see you soon. If not, definitely in six weeks when you take over the Wolf spread.”

			“See you then.”

			“Was she pretty?”

			Taken off guard, Gabe narrowed his gaze and asked, “Who?”

			“Lela Wolf.”

			He didn’t even have to try to recall that heart-­shaped face, those green eyes, the sweep of her light brown hair over her eyebrows and tucked behind the curve of her ear. She smelled like a field of lilies.

			“Yeah, she’s pretty.” Gorgeous. Stunning. Unforgettable. Fragile, but he caught a glimpse of steel when she found out about him clearing the house and ordered him to stay out.

			“Maybe she’ll come back.”

			Gabe smirked at his brother and shook his head. Blake gave him a lopsided grin, obviously reading that Gabe indeed thought she was more than just pretty. Gabe hit the gas and left his brother in the dust, but not the thoughts he’d had of a beautiful woman in a blue coat with a face he couldn’t forget.

			Gabe concentrated on the slick road. Due to the earlier rain, he slowed down considerably on the back roads. When he hit the highway farther north, rising up toward the pass, the rain turned to snow and slowed him even more. Way past schedule. The sun had set nearly an hour ago and visibility was getting worse by the minute along the two-­lane road. If he didn’t have to worry about the horse and trailer, he’d make better time. By morning, he’d need a snow plow to clear the roads if this kept up all night. Right now, it didn’t look like the snow would stop anytime soon.

			Tired after a long day and in need of a hot drink, he scratched at his rough jaw and thought about all he needed to do when he got home. Settle Sully into the stall he’d prepared in the stables that morning. Crack open a ­couple of cans of stew for a late dinner and make a pot of coffee. Grab the clothes he kept tossing over the seat and take them to the laundry room. Tomorrow, he’d do all the laundry. He’d get the guest room cleaned up in case Dane dropped in for another visit.

			His phone rang, and he checked the caller ID. Speak of the devil. He hit the button on his steering wheel for the hands-­free to answer.

			“What’s up, Dane?”

			“Checked out your Black Angus beauties at my buddy’s place.” His brother’s voice filled the truck cab. “Man, those are some prime beef cattle.”

			“They ought to be for what I paid,” Gabe grumbled.

			“Like I said, they’re a bunch of beauties. Get them certified organic and you’ll make a killing.”

			“Well, it’s going to take some time, but once I get the certification and the breeding program up and running, I hope to start turning a decent profit.”

			“I confirmed the delivery and verified all the records and bloodlines for the cattle. You’re good to go, man.”

			“Thanks, Dane. You saved me the trip down to Nevada. How’re things going with you?”

			“Rambling around, kicking ass on the rodeo circuit. I’m ranked number two behind Kurt Collins.”

			“You’ll catch him.” Gabe had all the confidence in the world his brother would not only catch Kurt but beat his ass by the finals. Dane wanted that prize money and a chance at setting up his own place.

			“No doubt. Gotta run, man.”

			“Hot date?”

			“Always. You should try it sometime. You spend far too much time alone with your horses.”

			“Horses are less trouble than women.”

			“Women smell better.”

			Gabe chuckled. “I’ve got other priorities right now.”

			“Doesn’t hurt to have some fun.”

			“You’re having plenty enough for me and half the men in Montana.”

			This time Dane laughed. “That’s for sure.”

			“So go have your fun.”

			“You used to come out with me. I miss those days.”

			“I don’t.” After Stacy, he’d left his ranch and rambled around on the rodeo circuit, chasing the thrill of the ride and every woman he could get his hands on, until he woke up one morning with another buckle-bunny beside him and no idea what her name was. He didn’t care. She’d scratched an itch, but left him empty. They all did. He’d used them to fill up the emptiness inside him that grew with every meaningless encounter. He’d needed the thrill of the conquest, knowing he could seduce a woman into his bed. But he woke up and realized that’s all they wanted from him, because that’s all he had to offer. If he wanted to build a life with a woman, he’d have to have something more to offer than meaningless, mindless sex. So he came home to build something he could be proud of, a life someone would want to share with him.

			“I miss hanging with you, but not the reckless lifestyle. I’ll leave that to you, bro. See you when the cows come home.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			Dane clicked off. Gabe couldn’t wait to see Dane when the cattle arrived. Dane promised to help him get things set up on the ranch.

			Gabe didn’t hold back the smile, thinking of Dane, his wild-­at-­heart brother, and Blake, living his dream, training racehorses. Gabe worked his ass off over the last three years to pull together the money he needed for his ranch, to buy the cattle, and finally have everything he ever wanted. Still, Dane’s words rang in his head. Have some fun. Seemed he’d forgotten how to do that these last years living alone at his place, barely going into town for more than supplies. When it came to the women, a few new ones had moved to town, but mostly they were the same faces he’d seen growing up, and none of them appealed.

			He wanted something different. Something new. Someone who challenged him.

			Eyes the color of spring grass, the same ones he’d thought of ever since he saw her, floated into his mind.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			Ella spent the cab ride to the airport trying to hold herself together and devise a halfway decent plan. She dug through her sister’s purse for any other clues and came up with nothing but a drawing of the heart-­shaped locket they both wore. Lela had drawn tiny roses, one after another, to form the heart around their initials, L.W. and E.W. She’d drawn an arch over the heart with a rosebush on both sides. Lovely. Her sister always had a talent for doodling.

			Ella held the paper to her heart, closed her eyes, and let the overwhelming sense of loss engulf her. She’d never see Lela again.

			Aside from the slip of paper, her sister’s wallet, keys, her favorite scarlet lipstick, a half-­eaten bag of airline peanuts, and mints, nothing told her what her sister had done over the last three days, except rent a car. She carefully tucked her sister’s things back into the purse.

			Why Montana, Lela?

			She squeezed the bag to release her pent-­up anger. Something odd pushed against her fingers. She set the bag back on her lap and checked inside again. Nothing accounted for what she felt, so she ran her fingers over the lining and felt the outline of a rectangular card. Her sister had carefully slit the seam by the zipper and used double-­sided tape to hold it closed. She pulled the lining free, revealing the fake ID tucked inside. Her sister had pilfered Ella’s fake driver’s license, which she’d bought off an artist friend who turned out to be an excellent forger of paintings and documents when the money was right. Eighteen and looking to get into some of the more exclusive clubs in the city, she’d bought the ID under an assumed name. It came in handy when she didn’t want to be Ella Wolf.

			If her guess was right, her sister used Ella’s license to buy a plane ticket under the false name and rent a car. Why the secrecy? Why the need to be someone else and not leave a trail?

			Whatever her sister was up to, Ella vowed to finish what she started. She too would see her uncle behind bars—­or in a grave—­for killing her sister, and whatever other heinous crimes he’d committed. The man deserved a hell of a lot worse for what he’d done.

			She thought of all those things she and Lela had talked about doing now that the next chapter of their lives was about to begin. Run the company. Travel to distant lands and explore the world. Fall in love with the right man. Get married. They’d serve as each other’s bridesmaids. Have babies. Live full lives until they were old biddies drinking tea and sharing photos and stories of their grandchildren.

			She swiped the tears away as easily as her uncle had taken away that future.

			In six weeks, she turned twenty-­five, and if she didn’t put her uncle behind bars, and he succeeded in framing her for Lela’s murder, he’d take over the company and holdings her parents left to Ella and Lela. He’d get everything and have the power and money to get away with murder.

			Never going to happen. Not as long as she still had a breath in her body.

			“We’re here. What airline?”

			Ella checked her sister’s ticket stub, the one breadcrumb she’d left. “United.”

			The cab pulled up in front of the departures terminal. Ella didn’t hesitate. The sorrow filled her, but with her grief she felt a profound sense of purpose. She marched up to the ticket counter, handed over her fake ID, and booked a flight to Bozeman, using the cash she gathered between her bag and her sister’s, which left her with little more than five hundred dollars.

			The flight didn’t leave for two more hours, but she’d get to Bozeman by three in the afternoon. She hoped to get to the ranch to begin her search for whatever her sister discovered before it got dark.

			The monotony of the security line only gave her more time to think. She didn’t want to let her mind take her back to the penthouse library and her sister’s lifeless eyes, but the scene played out again and again in her head. She couldn’t stop it.

			So many what-­ifs came to mind. She second-­guessed everything she did and didn’t do. What if she stepped in to help her sister? Why didn’t she call the police? What if she found the evidence her sister said she had and it still wasn’t enough to arrest him? What if he got away with killing her sister?

			She passed through the security line in the automatic fashion everyone else did, following the person in front of her. She ignored the stares and whispers. If the grief felt this heavy to carry, surely it showed on her face, because she couldn’t even muster a fake smile to make others believe she was okay. She’d never be okay. Not ever again.

			Shoes back on, cell phone and her laptop packed back in her bags, and free to roam the terminal and walk to her gate, she made one last stop at the ATM. Between her debit and credit cards, she managed to withdraw twenty-­five hundred dollars. If her uncle tracked her to the airport with the withdrawals, he still wouldn’t know which flight she took, thanks to the fake license.

			After ignoring the other passengers on the plane and crying herself to sleep, she awoke just as the plane touched down in Bozeman. She exited, ignoring the stewardess’s sympathetic look, and followed the other passengers to baggage claim, where she picked up her sister’s bag. Without the ability to use her credit card to rent a car, she hopped into a cab.

			“Where you headed, miss?” The older man gave her a concerned glance in the rearview mirror. She caught her haunted reflection. She should have stopped at the restroom to clean the smeared makeup under her eyes from crying.

			“Home.” The ranch had been her favorite place as a kid. Large, looming mountains stood as the backdrop to the stone and timber house with the huge windows. She’d loved the rustic, comfortable feel of the house compared to the elegant penthouse her parents kept in New York.

			“What’s the address?”

			“Uh, sorry. Forty-­two Wolf Road.” Since her father bought the property and paid for all the utilities and the road they built out to the house, he used his favorite number for the address and named the road after the family.

			“I’m not familiar with it,” the driver said, punching the address into his GPS. “That’s quite a drive. There’s a storm up past the town of Crystal Creek. I can get you there, but you’ll need to stay overnight in town, or find someone with four-­wheel drive who can get you through the back roads.”

			Resigned and at the mercy of the gathering storm clouds in the distance, she nodded her agreement.

			She used the long drive out of Bozeman’s wide valley to clean herself up with the makeup wipes she found in her sister’s toiletries that she dug out of the small suitcase. Eyes puffy and red, she’d never win a beauty contest, but she looked and felt better.

			The drive relaxed her, unlike the turbulent flight. She hadn’t eaten since last night, lost her appetite completely this morning seeing her sister murdered, but now her hollow stomach ached. Maybe if she took a minute, had some coffee and a snack, she could think straight, take the edge off her raging headache, and figure out what to do next.

			How far would her uncle go to find her?

			Easy, he’d hunt her down.

			“Where can I drop you, miss? This rain’ll turn to snow up where you’re headed.”

			Lost in her own dark thoughts, she hadn’t seen the rain pouring down in sheets, or heard the fierce wind whipping against the car. She checked out the small town around them and spotted a coffee shop next to a motel. If she couldn’t find someone to take her to the ranch tonight, she could at least get a cup of coffee, a meal, and a warm room.

			“Please drop me at the coffee shop. I’ll find my way from there.”

			“You got it.”

			She paid him the sixty-­two dollars for the ride, plus a tip, and collected all her belongings.

			“I’ll help you out, miss.”

			“No, don’t get wet on my account. I’ll manage.”

			Grateful, he smiled at her in the rearview mirror. “Suit yourself.”

			Lucky for her, he pulled up close to the front door, but even in that short distance, her hair and shoulders got drenched. Thanks to the deep puddle she stumbled in, her suede ankle boots were not only ruined, but soaked through. A gust of wind pushed her through the front door. She shoved it shut and turned to face the room; many of the patrons’ gazes found her. She felt like a bedraggled wet cat with her hair dripping down her face and neck. She wiggled her freezing toes inside her wet socks and took a deep breath and let it out. Nothing she could do about it now.

			She took a seat at the nearly empty counter and dumped her tote and purse on the seat beside her. A waitress bustled over from the two older gentleman at the other end and asked, “What’ll it be, honey?”

			“Coffee, please.”

			“Special’s the meat loaf and mashed potatoes. We got a pot of broccoli cheddar soup and some nice warm bread if you’d like.”

			“I’ll take the soup and bread. Thanks.”

			“You okay, honey?”

			“No. No, I’m not. But I will be,” she vowed, thinking of taking down her uncle. Better to think about that than her sister’s cold, dead body lying on the library floor.

			The waitress, Bev according to her name tag, poured her a mug of coffee and set a bowl filled with creamer cups in front of her. “I’ll have your order in just a minute. You just sit there and get warm.”

			Ella slumped in the chair and wrapped her frozen hands around the mug, hoping that one day soon her insides would warm again and she’d feel something other than frozen fear and cold hate for her uncle.

			Bev set a steaming bowl of soup in front of her and a plate of warm bread rolls with a plastic cup of butter. Ella slit the side of the roll and slathered butter inside to melt. She did the same with the second roll. By the time she scooped up a spoonful of the soup, the smell had started to work on her. One bite of the sinfully thick and rich, creamy concoction and she nearly felt human again. Her insides warmed. She took a big bite of the roll. Melted butter dripped down her chin. She wiped it away with her paper napkin and quietly worked her way through her meal, the loss of her sister keeping her head in a mind-­numbing daze.

			Finished, she looked around for the first time. Besides the seats at the counter facing the cooking area, a row of tables draped in red-­and-­white-­checked tablecloths with four chairs around each ran behind her down both sides of the diner. Past those and along the outside wall were booths with worn red vinyl seats. Overhead pot lights cast a soft glow over the room. Above her and along the rest of the counter were drop pendant lights with red glass shades. Nice. Country cute.

			While she ate, customers trickled in, filling nearly every table and booth. Only a handful of seats remained available at the counter. She needed to decide what to do for the night.

			Bev dropped by and held up the coffeepot. “Refill, honey?”

			“No thanks. I need to get home, but in this weather I’m not sure there’s a taxi or other means to get me there.”

			“Where you headed, honey?”

			“Wolf Road out off 191.”

			“You’re going way out there?”

			“Yes, but I don’t have a car. Do you know how I can get there?”

			Bev looked over her head at a gentleman paying his bill at the small counter by the door. “Hey, Travis. You headed home?”

			“It’ll be slow going in the snow, but yeah. Why?”

			“This nice lady needs a ride out to Wolf Road. Can you take her on your way?”

			“Well, now, it’s past my way, but I can certainly take the pretty lady where she needs to go.”

			Ella eyed Bev with apprehension about leaving with a stranger. Especially one with unwashed hair, four days’ worth of beard stubble, and a rip down the front leg of his grease-­stained Carhartts.

			Bev patted her hand on the counter. “Don’t you worry none. He’s mostly harmless.”

			“Come on now, Bev, you know I’ve been sweet-­talking you for years.”

			“It’s never worked with me, or any woman I know,” she shot back, laughing.

			A few of the other customers barked out a laugh and a crude comment about Travis’s nonexistent love life. He smiled and took the good-­natured ribbing in stride.

			“Trust me, honey, he won’t bite. If you don’t go now, who knows how long it will take you to get there, what with the way the weather changes around here.”

			Bev had a point. The rain had given way to a soft but steady snowfall. Pretty; Ella wished her sister was here to see it. They’d so loved the snow and coming to this part of the country. They’d sit in the huge living room window at the ranch and stare at it for hours, playing with their dolls or a game of chess. She’d loved to beat her sister at Chinese checkers. The memory made her eyes glass over. She blinked the tears away. Plenty of time to grieve later. Right now, she needed to get to the ranch and find out what her sister had been doing here.

			“If you don’t mind, I’m happy to pay you for your trouble.”

			“No trouble at all to drive a pretty lady wherever she wants to go.”

			“Thank you. I really appreciate this.”

			She gathered her belongings, paid her bill, leaving Bev a generous tip, and followed Travis out of the diner into the frosty weather. The sun had set and the snow fell against the backdrop of the dark night, highlighted by the diner and city lights. The snow quickly covered her hair and clothes. She shook as much off as she could before climbing into Travis’s truck cab. The smell of sweat, dirt, and manure, along with the stench of tobacco from the beer bottle in the cup holder filled with chewing tobacco spit, assaulted her nose. Her stomach lurched. She wrinkled her nose and cracked the window to let in some fresh air.

			Travis slid behind the wheel and gave her a leering smile. She sat up straight and folded her hands in her lap, her bag and tote stuffed at her feet. She sighed out her relief when he pulled out of the parking lot onto the main road and headed out of town. Though the heater in the old truck worked, it barely took the edge off the crisp air coming in through the cracked-­open window. She gave up the fresh air in favor of warmth, especially with her wet hair and feet.

			She finger-­combed the wet strands away from her face, trying to get the last of the ice out. Travis took his gaze from the road to roam it over her from head to foot.

			“So, what brings you to these parts? You don’t look like you’re from around here. Where are you from?”

			She wondered if he’d shut up and let her answer. Not that she wanted to, but if keeping him talking kept him from staring at her breasts and his eyes on the icy roads, she was all for chitchat.

			“I flew in today from New York City.”

			“I took you for a city girl.”

			What gave her away? The suede boots. Her too thin slacks and sweater. The full-­length coat more suited for a night out to dinner in the city than a snowstorm.

			“Why are you headed out to Wolf Ranch? Wolfs haven’t been back since the plane crash. I heard they might sell the place. Is that why you’re here?”

			The pain of her parents’ death felt as raw today as it did when she was fourteen. Today, though, that pain mixed with the loss of her sister and the dreams they’d had for their future together, finally taking the helm of all their parents left behind.

			“Um, yes,” she choked out. “The company sent me to check on the house. For the family.”

			“Are they thinking of selling?” he asked again.

			No way would she ever sell the house. In her mind, it held all the memories of her and Lela with their parents. Those were the happy days when her father didn’t work and her mother didn’t rush off for luncheons with friends. At the ranch, it was just family.

			God, how she missed those simpler times.

			“No. The ranch will always belong to the Wolf family.” Well, to her. She was the only one left.

			“That’s what I thought. So, how long are you staying? Did they ask you to check on anything else besides the Wolfs’ home?”

			That sounded odd, but she didn’t know what else her family owned here besides the house. If memory served, they’d only ever come to spend vacations together, riding the horses in the spring and summer and skiing in the winter.

			“Right now, my only concern is the house. Why?”

			“No reason. Just making conversation.”

			The tires rolled on over the road and she focused on the fluttering snow and hoped they didn’t hit a patch of ice and crash. That would make her uncle happy, and the last thing she wanted to do was please him in any way. No, she planned to destroy him one way or another. He thought she’d spent the last years of her life fooling around and playing the party girl. Well, he didn’t know who he was up against, and his ignorance and indifference to her would serve her well.

			“I am so tired of the cold. Once the sun goes down, temperatures plummet this time of year.”

			“I guess I should have packed my warmer coat,” she said lamely, turning to the side window and rolling her eyes. Nothing about this guy appealed to the senses. Unpleasant to look at, his gut hung over his waistband, and his overstretched shirt rode up on his hairy belly. His ruddy cheeks and nose made the rest of his face look pasty white. If that wasn’t enough, he needed a shower. Bad. But the way he kept looking at her made the creepy crawlies dance up her spine and over her skin. She hoped the roads stayed clear enough for them to make it to the ranch quickly. “How much farther is it?”

			“Only about another twenty miles. Don’t worry. We’ll make it. I drive through thicker stuff than this all the time.”

			“It’s just I’m cold and I can’t wait to be inside so I can warm up by a hot fire.” She only hoped the house still had the electricity turned on and wood for the fireplace. Either way, being at the house would be better than sitting next to Travis.

			“If you’re cold, come on over here, darlin’. Ol’ Travis will keep you warm.” He reached over and traced his fingers over her shoulder and down her arm.

			“Really, thank you, but I’m fine.”

			“You’re all wet, ain’t ya?”

			She didn’t like the suggestive way he said “wet.” It made her feel as dirty as the look in his eyes.

			“Best way to get warm in weather like this is to use each other’s body heat. Lord knows this old truck’s heater can’t keep you as warm as I can.”

			While she thought of a response, he reached over, grabbed her thigh, and pulled her leg closer to him. Too intimate and totally inappropriate. Fear washed through her chest, and she gasped, swatting his hand away. “Stop that.”

			All he did was chuckle, but she didn’t find any comfort in the creepy sound.

			“Come on, honey, scoot on over here and give ol’ Travis a little somethin’, somethin’.”

			“Look, I’m not interested in anything but a ride.”

			“I’ll give you the ride of your life.”

			After the day she had, her trepidation turned to anger. “Really. This is how you think women want to be treated?”

			“The way I see it, honey, you’ve got two options, me and this truck, or that there snowstorm.”

			Trying to appeal to his sense of decency, if he had one, she said. “What will sweet Bev and all those other customers back at the coffee house say when they find out you dumped me on the road?”

			“All they’ll know is what I tell them. That I fucked the hot chick in the front seat of my truck.”

			“Not a single one of them will believe I gave into your charms, big guy.”

			“Think you’re something special, do you?” He reached for her again, but she smacked his hand, stinging her fingers and hopefully his hand as well. He pulled back from her, but checked the mirrors and slammed on the brakes in the middle of the deserted road.

			“If you haven’t noticed, bitch, we’re alone out here. No one will know if you and I did the nasty, so stop all this fussing. Come here and show me some appreciation.”

			“All I want is a ride. I’m willing to pay you for it, but I am not sleeping with you to get it.”

			“Just a little somethin’ for my trouble.” He reached for her again. This time his fingers dug into her thigh. He pulled her closer, leaning in to kiss her.

			She leaned back, out of his reach, and pushed at his shoulders with her hands. The fear returned. Her heart thundered against her ribs. “Travis, stop. You don’t want to do this. You don’t even know me.”

			“I know you’re probably the most beautiful woman who will ever come through here, and I want you.”

			“Well, you can’t have me, you bastard. Let me go.” Her voice pitched high. Her nails dug into his hand, and his fingers clamped around her leg. Since he kept pulling at her, she unlatched her seat belt, turned her legs toward him, brought her feet up, and smashed them down into his lap, her heels digging into his groin. He bellowed in pain like a half-­mad bull.

			She scooted back into the door and turned back to sit in her seat properly, her feet tangled in her bag strap. What am I going to do? She stared out the window; nothing but empty land quickly disappearing below a blanket of white snow. Not a building or another car in sight.
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