






This had to work.



He couldn’t imagine the alternative.


Zach had made mistakes—he would be the first to admit them. But he had paid dearly for them. Could he make it right with her? What were the chances that Cassidy would ever be able to find it in her heart to forgive him?


Well, he would just have to do his best. He had to do everything to make this work. To take this chance.


To see if somewhere inside this hurt, self-protective woman still remained any shred of the one person in the world who had seen something in him worth loving.
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Chapter 1



Forget bad hair days. Cassidy Harte was having a bad everything day.

The ancient commercial-grade oven had been giving her fits since lunch; the owner of the small grocery in town had messed up her order, as usual; and her best assistant had decided to run off to Jackson Hole with a hunky, sweet-talking cowboy.

And now this.

With a resigned sigh, she set the spoon down from her world-famous, scorching-hot chili bubbling on the stove and prepared to head off yet another crisis.

“Calm down, Greta, and tell me what’s happened.”

One of the high school students Jean Martineau had hired for the summer to clean rooms and wait tables at the Lost Creek Guest Ranch looked as if she was going to hyperventilate any second now. Her hair was even spikier than normal, her eyes were huge with panic behind their hornrimmed glasses, and she was breathing harder than a bull rider at the buzzer.

“He’s here. The new owner. A whole week early!” she wailed. “What are we gonna do? Jean and Kip took the guests on a trail ride before dinner, and there’s no one else here but me and I don’t know what to do with him,” she finished on a whimper.

Is that all? From the way the girl was carrying on, Cassie would have guessed a grizzly had ambled into the office and ordered a cabin for the night. “It’s okay. Calm down. We can handle this.”

“But a whole week early! We’re not ready.”

It was pretty thoughtless of the Maverick Enterprises CEO to just drop in unexpectedly like this. But the man hadn’t done anything in the usual way, from the moment his representative had made Jean Martineau an offer she couldn’t refuse for her small guest ranch in Star Valley, Wyoming.

All of the negotiations had been handled by a third party—the few negotiations there had been, since the company hadn’t so much as raised an eyebrow at Jean’s seven-figure asking price.

She turned her attention back to Greta. “We’ll just have to do our best. Don’t worry about it. Maverick has made it clear it wants the ranch pretty badly. The company has already invested buckets of time and money into the sale. As far as I know, it’s basically a done deal. Even if we tried, I don’t think we can possibly blow it at this late date.”

The girl still had the wide-eyed, panicky look of a calf facing a branding iron. “You know how much I need this job. If he doesn’t like the service here, he could still fire every single one of us after Maverick takes over. I don’t want to go back to making ice-cream cones at the drive-up.”

True. And Cassie would really hate to lose her job cooking meals for the guest and staff at the ranch. Finding a well-paying job she was qualified for in rural Wyoming wasn’t exactly easy. Especially one that included room and board.

She knew she could always move to a bigger town but she didn’t want to leave Star Valley. This was her home.

If she had to, she knew she could really go home, to her family, but the idea of crawling back to the Diamond Harte appealed to her about as much as sticking one of those branding irons in her eye.

Besides that, she loved working at the Lost Creek. These last few months on her own had been so rich with experiences that she couldn’t bear the idea of losing it all, just because some spoiled, inconsiderate executive decided to drop in on a whim.

She sighed. What a pain in the neck. He’d ruined her plans. With a twinge of regret she remembered the great menu she had planned for the new boss’s first night at the ranch—rack of lamb, caramelized pearl onions and creamed potatoes, with raspberry tartlets for dessert.

Tonight’s dinner was good, hearty fare—chili, corn bread, salad and Dutch-oven peach cobbler—but it was nothing spectacular. It would have to do, though. She didn’t have time to whip up anything else.

“You have to help me,” Greta pleaded. “I don’t know what to do with him and I’m afraid I’ll ruin everything. You know how I get.”

Cassie winced at the reminder. Two weeks before, the president of a fast-food chain from back east had rented the entire ranch for a family reunion. In the midst of a severe case of nerves, Greta had ended up accidentally short-sheeting his bed, leaving out towels altogether and overcharging his credit card by a couple of extra zeros. Then at breakfast she’d topped it off by spilling hot cocoa all over his wife.

“Where is the new guy now?”

“I left him in the gathering room. I didn’t even know which cabin to put him in, since that doctor and his family have the Grand Teton for another two nights.”

Their best cabin. Rats. “What’s left?”

“Just the Huckleberry.”

One of the very smallest cabins. And the one next to hers. She blew out a breath. “That will have to do. He can’t expect to drop in like this and have the whole world stop just for him. Check to make sure the cabin sparkles and then send one of the other wranglers up the trail after Jean. I’ll go out and try to keep him busy until she gets back.”

With a last quick stir of the chili—and a heartfelt wish that she were wearing something a little more presentable than jeans and a T-shirt with her favorite female country band on the front—she headed for the gathering room.

It didn’t matter what she was wearing, she assured herself. He was probably a rich old man who only wants to play cowboy, who wouldn’t notice anything but the ranch unless a stampede knocked him over. He had to be. Why else would his company go to so much effort to buy the Lost Creek Guest Ranch?

The ranch consisted of a dozen small guest cabins and the main ranch house that served as lodge and dining hall. The centerpiece of the split-log house was the huge two-story gathering room, with several Western leather couches set up in conversational groups, a huge river-rock fireplace and a wide wall of windows overlooking the beautiful Salt River Mountain Range.

At the doorway Cassie found the new owner standing with his back to her, gazing out at the mountains.

Okay, she was wrong.

This was no pudgy old cowboy-wannabe, at least judging by the rear view.

And what a view it was.

She gulped. Instead of the brand-spankin’-new Western duds she might have expected, the new owner wore faded jeans and a short-sleeved cotton shirt the same silvery green as the sagebrush covering the mountains. Dark blond hair touched with gold brushed the collar of his shirt and broad shoulders tapered down to lean hips that filled out a pair of worn jeans like nobody’s business. The long length of faded denim ended in a pair of sturdy, battered boots built more for hard work than fashion.

Whoa, Nellie.

By sheer force of will she managed to rein in her wandering thoughts and douse the little fire of awareness sparking to life in her stomach. What in the world was the matter with her? She wasn’t the kind of woman to go weak-kneed at a pretty, er, face. She just wasn’t.

Standing in a hot kitchen all day must have addled her brain. Yeah, that must be it. What other excuse could there be? She couldn’t remember the last time she had experienced this mouthwatering, breathless, heart-pumping reaction.

On some weird level, she supposed it was kind of comforting to know she still could. For a long time she’d been afraid that part of her had died forever.

Still, it was highly inappropriate to entertain lascivious thoughts about her new employer, tight rear end notwithstanding.

She pasted on what she hoped was a friendly, polite smile and walked toward the man. “Hello. You must be from Maverick Enterprises,” she said. “I’m Cassidy Harte, the ranch cook. I’m afraid you caught us by surprise. I apologize for the delay and any inconvenience. Welcome to the Lost Creek Ranch.”

Oddly enough, as soon as she started to speak, the man completely froze, and she saw the taut bunching of muscles under the expensive cotton of his shirt.

For one horrified moment, she wondered if he was going to ignore her. When she was within a half-dozen feet of him, though, he finally began to slowly turn toward her.

“Hello, Cassie.”

The world tilted abruptly, and she would have slid right off the edge if she hadn’t reached blindly for the nearest piece of furniture, a Stickley end table that, lucky for her, was sturdy enough to sustain her weight.

She couldn’t breathe suddenly. This must be what a heart attack felt like, this grinding pain in her chest, this roaring in her ears, this light-headedness that made the whole room spin.

Even with the sudden vertigo making her feel dazed and disoriented, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. In a million years she never would have expected him to show up at the Lost Creek Guest Ranch after all this time.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” her former fiancé and the man who had destroyed her youth and her innocence asked her with that same damn lopsided smile she’d fallen in love with ten years before.

She gulped air into her lungs, ordered oxygen to saturate her brain cells once more. Still gripping the edge of the oak table, she finally forced herself to meet his gaze.

“What are you doing here, Zack?”

Zack Slater—ten years older and worlds harder than he’d been a decade ago—angled his tawny head. “Is that any way to greet me after all these years?”

What did he want from her? Did he honestly think she would embrace him with open arms, would fall on him as if he were a long-lost friend? The prodigal fiancé?

“You’re not welcome here,” she said, her voice as cold as a glacial cirque. She had ten years of rage broiling up inside her, ten years of rejection and betrayal and shame. “I don’t know why you’ve come back but you can leave now.”

Get out before I throw you out.

For just an instant she thought she saw the barest hint of a shadow creep across his hazel eyes, then it slid away and he gave her a familiar, mocking smile. “Funny thing about that, Cass. Welcome or not, I’m afraid I won’t be leaving anytime soon. I own the place.”

Her heart stumbled in her chest as instant denial sprang out. “No. No, you don’t.”

“Not yet, technically. But it’s only a matter of time.”

Owned the place? He couldn’t. It was impossible. Fate couldn’t be that cruel. She wouldn’t believe it.

“I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing this time,” she snapped, “but you’re lying, something we both know you’re so very good at. How stupid do you think I am? Maverick Enterprises is buying the Lost Creek.”


Again he offered nothing but that hard smile. “And I’m Maverick Enterprises.”

She wouldn’t have been more shocked if he’d suddenly picked up the end table still supporting her weight and tossed it through the eighteen-foot window.

Zack Slater and Maverick Enterprises? It wasn’t possible. Jean had done her research before she agreed to sell the ranch. She might be in her seventies but she wasn’t some kind of doddering old fool. According to the papers provided by the lawyer who had brokered the deal, Maverick had more investments than Cassie’s oldest brother had cattle—everything from coffee-houses to bookstores to Internet start-ups.

The one common thread among them was that each business had a reputation for fairness and integrity, things the man standing in front of her would know nothing about.

“Nice try, but that’s impossible,” she snapped. “Maverick is a huge operation, with its fingers in pies all over the West.”

“What’s the matter, Cass? You don’t think a money-grubbing drifter who could barely pay for his own wedding might be the one licking the apple filling off his fingers?”

She scowled. “Not you. You never had any interest in business whatsoever.”

“Sorry to shatter your illusions, sweetheart, but it’s true. Do you want the number to my office so you can check it out?”

In the face of his cocky attitude, her assurance wavered. This couldn’t be happening. He had to be lying, didn’t he?

“Why should I believe anything you say?” she finally snapped. “You don’t exactly have the best track record around here. I made the mistake of trusting you once, and look where it got me.”

He shifted his gaze away, looking out at the mountains once more. After a moment he turned back, his expression shuttered and those long, dark lashes shielding his vivid eyes.

“Would it help if I said I was sorry for that?” he asked quietly.

For what? For leaving her practically at the altar…or for asking her to marry him in the first place?

She gazed at him, words choking her throat like Western virgin’s bower around a cottonwood trunk. Did he honestly have the gall to stand in front of her and apologize so casually, as if he’d simply bumped shopping carts or pulled in front of her in traffic?

She thought of her oldest brother and those first days after, when Matt had walked around in a state of dazed disbelief. Of a tiny, frail Lucy, just a few months old, wailing shrilly for the mother who would never come back.

Of her own shock and the agonizing pain of complete betrayal, those days and months and years when she knew the whole town looked at her with pity, when the whispers behind her back threatened to deafen her.

Sorry? Zack Slater could never be sorry enough to make right everything he and Melanie had destroyed.

“You’re about ten years too late.”

Zack winced inwardly at the bitterness in her voice, though it was nothing more than he expected. Or than he deserved.

He wanted to kick himself for blurting that out so bluntly. He should have slowly worked up to his apology, waited until she had time to get to know him again before he tried to explain away the decisions he’d made that summer.

But since the moment she had walked into the vast room with its cozy furniture and spectacular view, his brain seemed about as useful as a one-legged chicken and he had to fight with everything inside him not to reach for her.

And wouldn’t that have gone over well? He could just picture her reaction if he tried to pull her into his arms. Knowing Cassie, if he tried it, she would probably scratch and claw and aim a knee at a portion of his anatomy he was fairly fond of.

She said he was too late for apologies, for explanations. He hoped not. He really hoped not, or all his work these last few months would have been for nothing.

Before he could answer, she drew herself up with the unconsciously sensual grace that had been so much a part of her, even as an eighteen-year-old young woman just growing into her body.

Eyes glittering with fury, she faced him. “I don’t know what kind of scam you’re trying to pull here, Slater. But I’ll warn you, Jean is not some feeble-minded old lady to sit by and just let you waltz in and swindle her out of the ranch she has loved all her life. And even if she were, you can bet, I’m not. Jean has people who love her, who look out for her. Whatever twisted scheme you’ve come up with, you won’t get away with this.”

At that, she stalked out of the room, her wildflower scent lingering behind her.

He blew out a sharp breath. So much for a warm welcome. Not that he’d expected one. But then, he’d never imagined Cassie would be the first one to greet him when he arrived, either. He’d thought he would at least have had a little more time to prepare for the shock of seeing her.

She had changed.

What had he expected in ten years? Time didn’t stand still except in his entirely too-vivid imagination. There, Cassidy Harte had remained as fresh and innocent as she’d been at eighteen, when she had stolen his heart with her mischievous smile and her boundless love and her unwavering loyalty.

That Cassie—the one who had haunted his dreams for so long, through the dark months when he had nothing else—had worn her hair long, in a sleek ponytail he used to love to pull from its binding and twist his fingers through.

Sometime during the long years since, she had cut it off. He wondered when, and felt a little pang of loss he knew he had no right to.

Her hair was still as dark and luxurious as it had been ten years ago—as glossy and rich as fine sable—but now she wore it in a sexy little cap that, on any other woman he might have called boyish.

There was nothing remotely boyish about Cassidy Harte, though. From her high cheekbones to her full lips to her body’s soft, welcoming curves, she was one hundred percent woman.

Her eyes were the same. Blue as the spring’s first columbine, fringed by long thick lashes that didn’t need any kind of makeup to enhance their natural beauty.

Ten years ago those eyes would have softened when he walked into a room, would have lit up with joy just at the sight of him. Now they were hard and angry, filled with a deep betrayal he had put there.

This had to work.


He shoved away from the couch and turned back to the mountains, looking out at the magnificent view with the same yearning he imagined was in his gaze when he looked at Cassie.

It had to work. He couldn’t imagine the alternative.

He had made mistakes—he would be the first one to admit them. But he had paid for them, and paid dearly. Could he make it right with her? What were the chances that she would ever be able to find it in her heart to forgive him, after the hurt he had caused her?

Slim to none, he figured.

He rubbed a hand over the ache in his chest. He would just have to do his best. No matter how tough, how seemingly insurmountable the task might seem, he had to do everything he could to make it work.

No matter the risk, he must take this chance.

To see if somewhere inside this hard, angry woman still remained any shred of the one person in the world who had seen something in him worth loving.








Chapter 2



It was true. All of it.

To her shock and dismay, it turned out he was telling the truth this time. By some sadistic twist of fate, Zack Slater was indeed the CEO of one of the most powerful companies in the West—and the man who would be signing her paycheck from here on out.

What kind of warped sense of humor must Somebody have to mess up her life so completely? Just what, exactly, had she done to deserve this?

She tried to be a good person. She didn’t lie, didn’t cheat on her income taxes, didn’t swear—much, anyway. She obeyed the Golden Rule, she was kind to the elderly and small children and she really made an effort to go to church as often as she could manage. And for all her effort, this is what she got?

She should have raised a little hell when she had the chance.

Jean Martineau, steel-gray hair yanked back into her usual ruthlessly tight braid, frowned at her with concern in her snapping brown eyes. “I had no idea, Cassie. I swear I didn’t. The man who signed the papers went by William Z. Slater. Other than the last name bein’ the same, why would I have any reason to think for one minute that he might have anything in common with Zack Slater, the no-good drifter who caused Star Valley’s biggest scandal in years?”

Thank you so much for bringing that up again. Cassie pounded out more of her emotional uproar on the hapless ball of dough for the next morning’s sweet rolls. At this rate, the poor things would be as tough and stringy as cowhide.

“It’s not your fault,” she assured her friend and employer slowly. “I’m sure he concealed his identity on purpose.”

But why? That was the question that had been racing through her head all afternoon. If this whole thing wasn’t a scam—and apparently it wasn’t—why would Zack put himself to so much trouble to buy a small guest ranch that would probably never be more than moderately successful? It didn’t seem like the kind of savvy investment a fast-track company like Maverick Enterprises would make.

The ranch was geared toward families, with plenty of activities for all ages. Jean had the philosophy that children needed to be exposed to the history of the West, to what life was like on a real working cattle ranch, in order to preserve appreciation for the old ways.

To that end she tried to keep her rates affordable, well within range of the average family’s vacation budget.

Cassie would hate to see Zack come in and turn the ranch into some kind of exclusive resort for the rich and famous, like some of the other guest ranches in the area had become. It would be a shame, not to mention take a huge investment in capital.

But why else would he want it, especially when he had to know he wouldn’t be welcomed back by many of the good people of Star Valley?

And why all the secrecy?

Maybe for that very reason—if Jean knew he was the one buying the ranch, she never would have agreed to the sale.

Cassie pounded the bread one last time, wishing it were a certain man’s lean, masculine, treacherous features.

“I can try to back out of the sale, if it’s not too late.” Jean didn’t sound very confident. Her frown cut through her wrinkled, weather-beaten face like sagging barbed wire.

Cassie shook her head. “You won’t get another offer to match the one Maverick made for the ranch.”

“Well, I can get by without the money.”

Maybe, but both of them knew Jean wouldn’t be able to run the ranch much longer, at least not with the same hands-on approach she had always maintained. Some days her arthritis was so bad she couldn’t even raise her arms to saddle a horse.

“I can’t let you back out of the sale,” Cassie said gently. “Not on my account. I’ll find a job somewhere else. Wade Lowry is always after me to come cook for the Rendezvous Ranch.”

Jean touched her shoulder. “I’d hate to lose you. I wouldn’t be able to find anybody else with your gift in the kitchen.”


“I’m sorry,” she said helplessly. “I can’t work for him. Surely you understand that.”

Jean squeezed her shoulder, then stepped back to lean a bony hip against the table. “The past is past, honey. Nothing you can do to change what happened ten years ago. You got to move on.”

It was so much like the lecture Matt always used to give her, she wanted to scream. “Maybe I can’t change the past. But I also don’t need to have it thrown in my face every day when I go to work.”

“True enough. Can’t say as I blame you.”

Still, the disappointment in the feisty rancher’s eyes gnawed at Cassie’s insides. Guilt poked at her. Leaving right now in the middle of the ranch’s busiest season would create a bundle of problems. Jean would have to find someone else fast to fill her position, which meant she would have to take time from the ranch’s guests for hiring and training someone new.

She wavered. Maybe she could stick it out a little longer, just for Jean’s sake.

Then she thought about working for Zack, having to see him regularly. Ten years ago she had been nothing short of devastated when he jilted her. She had worked hard during the intervening years to get to this place where she had confidence again, where she could see all the good things about herself instead of constantly dwelling on what it was she had lacked that had driven the man she loved into the arms of her brother’s wife.

Seeing him all the time, working for him, was bound to undermine that confidence. She couldn’t do it. Not even for Jean.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

Jean shrugged and managed a weathered smile. “We’ll just have to make the best of a bad situation. That’s all we can do. Now, it’s been a heck of a day. Why don’t you go back to your cabin and I’ll finish up here?”

“No. I’m almost done. You get some rest.”

Jean touched her shoulder again. “Good night, then,” she said, then hobbled from the kitchen.

After her boss left, Cassie quickly finished her prep work for breakfast, then turned the lights off and walked out of the kitchen toward her own cabin next to the creek.

She considered her little place the very best perk of working for the ranch. It was small, only three rooms—tiny bedroom, bathroom and a combined kitchen and living room—but all three rooms belonged to her.

For another few days, anyway.

The cabin was more than just a place to sleep. It represented independence, a chance to stand on her own without her two older brothers hovering in the wings to watch over her, as they had been doing for most of her life.

She was twenty-eight years old and this was the first time she had ever lived away from home. How pathetic was that? She had never known the giddy excitement of moving into a college dorm and meeting her roommates for the first time or the rush of being carried across the threshold of a new house by a loving husband or repainting a guest bedroom for a nursery.

She didn’t like the bitter direction her thoughts had taken. Still, she couldn’t help thinking that if it hadn’t been for Zack Slater, her life might have turned out vastly different.

She had just graduated high school when he blew into her life. She had been young and naive and passionately in love with the gorgeous ranch hand with the stunning gold-flecked eyes and the shadows in his smile.

To her amazement he had seemed as smitten as she. The fierce joy in his face whenever he saw her had been heady stuff for a girl who had never even had a serious boyfriend before.

Right from the beginning they had talked of marriage. He had wanted her to finish college before they married, but she couldn’t stand the idea of being away from him for four long years. She had worked for weeks to persuade him that she could still attend college after they were married, that he could work while she went to school since she had a scholarship. After she graduated, she would work to put him through.

Finally she had worn down his resistance. She flushed now, remembering. Maybe if she hadn’t been in such a rush, had given him time to adjust to the idea of settling down, he wouldn’t have felt the need to bolt.

But he did, taking her dreams—and her brother’s wife—with him, and leaving Matt a single father of a tiny baby.

What else could she have done but stay and try to repair the damage she had brought down on her family? If she had the choice to do all over again, she honestly didn’t think she would change anything she had done after he left.

She sighed and let herself into the cabin, comforted by the familiar furnishings—the plump couch, the rocker of her mother’s, the braided rug in front of the little fireplace. She had made the cabin warm and cozy and she loved it here.

Functioning more on autopilot than through any conscious decision, she walked into the small bathroom and turned on the water in the old-fashioned clawfoot tub, as hot as she could stand. When the tub was filled almost to overflowing, she took off her clothes and slipped into the water, desperate to escape the unbelievable shock of seeing the only man she had ever loved, after all these years.

Taking a bath was a huge mistake.

She realized that almost as soon as she slid down into the peach-scented bubbles. Now that she didn’t have her work in the kitchen to keep her busy, she couldn’t seem to fix her mind on anything but Zack and the memories of that summer ten years ago, memories that rolled across her mind like tumbleweed in a hard wind.

The first time she had talked to him—really talked to him—was branded into her memory. He had worked at the Diamond Harte for several months before that late spring evening, but she had been so busy finishing her senior year of high school that she had barely noticed him, except as the cute, slightly dangerous-looking ranch hand with the sunstreaked hair and that rare but devastating smile.

Matt liked him, she knew that. Her oldest brother had raved about what a way Zack had with horses and how he worked the rest of the ranch hands into the ground. And she remembered being grateful that her brother had someone else he could trust to run things, while he had so many other worries on his mind.

Melanie had been in the advanced stage of a pregnancy she obviously hadn’t wanted. Never the most even-tempered of women, her sister-in-law had suddenly become prone to vicious mood swings. Deliriously happy one moment, livid the next, icy cold a few moments later. Her brother definitely had his hands full, and she was grateful to Zack for shouldering some of that burden.

Then, in late May, the week after her high school graduation when the mountain snows finally began to melt, Matt had asked Zack to take a few of the other ranch hands and drive part of the herd to higher ground to graze. Because it was an overnight trip, they would need someone to cook for them, and Cassie had volunteered, eager for the adventure of a cattle drive, even though it would be a short one.

When she closed her eyes, she could see every moment of that fateful trip in vivid detail….

 

She loved it up here.

With a pleasant ache in her muscles from a hard day of riding, Cassie closed her eyes and savored the cool evening air that smelled sweet and pure, heavy with the rich, intoxicating perfume of sagebrush and pine.

The twilight brushed everything with pale-rose paint, and the setting sun glittered on the gently rippling surface of the creek. Hands wrapped around her knees, she sat on the bank and listened to the water’s song and the chirp and trill of the mountain’s inhabitants settling down for the evening.

She would miss this so much in the fall when she moved to Utah for college. The campus in Logan was beautiful, perched on a hill overlooking the Cache Valley, but it didn’t even come close to the raw splendor of the high country.

This was home.

So many of her most pleasant memories of her parents were built on the firm foundation of these mountains. Every summer and fall on the way to and from their grazing allotment they used to camp right here where the creek bowed. Her mom would cook something delicious in a Dutch oven and after supper her dad would gather her and Matt and Jesse around the campfire and read to them out of his favorite Westerns.

She smiled softly. Her memories had begun to fade in the six years since her parents had died in a wintry roll-over accident, but she could still hear Frank Harte’s booming voice ring through the night and see his broad, callused hands turn the pages in the flickering firelight.

She missed them both so much sometimes. Matt did his best. Both her brothers did. She knew that and loved them fiercely for working so hard to give her a good, safe home for the past six years.

Matt had only been twenty-two, Jesse seventeen, when their parents died, and she knew a lot of men would have figured a grieving twelve-year-old girl would have been better off with relatives or in the foster care system. Their aunt Suzie over in Pinedale had offered to take her in, but Matt had been determined they would all stick together.

It must have been so hard for him. She thought of how rotten she’d been sometimes, how often she’d snapped at him when he told her to do her homework or make her bed.

You’re not my mother and you can’t make me.

She owed him big-time for putting up with her. Someday she would have to find a way to repay him.

She sighed, resting her chin on her knees. She was reluctant to leave this peaceful spot, even though she knew she should probably go check on the stew and see if the ranch hands had eaten their boots yet.

When she walked away from camp a half hour earlier, Jake and Sam Lawson had been snoring in their tent in a little before-dinner nap after beating the brush all day. But they were probably awake now and wondering where she’d wandered off to.

She smiled at the thought of the two bachelor brothers, who were in their early sixties and had worked for the ranch her entire life. They treated her like a favorite spoiled niece, and she loved them both fiercely.

And then there was Slater.

A whole flock of magpies seemed to flutter around in her stomach whenever she thought of the lean, hard cowboy leading the cattle drive. This was the longest she had ever spent in his company, and she had to admit she had spent most of the day watching him out of the corner of her eyes.

The few times he’d caught her watching him, he had given her that half smile of his, and she felt like a bottle rocket had exploded inside her.

He made her so nervous she couldn’t think straight. What was it about him? She’d been around cowboys all her life and most of them were simple and straight-forward—interested in horses, whisky and women, not necessarily in that order.

Zack seemed different. Despite the way he joked with the older cowhands, there was a sadness in his eyes, a deep, remote loneliness that probably made every woman he met want to cuddle him close and kiss all his pain away.

She rolled her eyes at the fanciful thought. If a woman wanted to kiss Zack Slater, it wasn’t to make him feel better. He was totally, completely, gorgeously male, and a woman would have to have rocks for brains not to notice.

Well, she couldn’t sit here all night mooning over Zack Slater. Not when she had work to do.


Just as she started to rise, the thick brush ten yards upstream on the other side of the creek begin to rustle with more than just the breeze. A few seconds later, a small mule deer—no more than a yearling doe, probably—walked out of the growth and picked her way delicately to the water’s edge. After a careful look around, she bent her neck to drink and Cassie watched, smiling a little at the ladylike way the doe sipped the water.

The deer so entranced her that she almost missed another flicker of movement, again on the opposite side of the creek, at the halfway point between her and the deer. She narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out what other kind of animal had come to the water, then inhaled sharply. She caught just a glimpse of a tawny hide and a long swaying tail as something slunk through the brush.

A mountain lion!

And he had his sights on the pretty little doe.

Even though she knew it was all part of the rhythm of life—hunter and hunted, another link on the food chain and all that—she couldn’t bear to watch the inevitable.

She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then changed her mind and jumped to her feet, waving her arms and hollering for all she was worth. As she’d hoped, the doe lifted her head from the water with one panicked look, then bounded back into the trees with a crash of branches.

“Ha, you big bully,” she said to the cougar. “Find your dinner somewhere else.”

The big cat turned toward her and she could swear there was malice in those yellow eyes. With a loud, deep growl that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention, the animal turned, his long tail swaying hypnotically.

Uh, maybe drawing attention to herself with a cougar on the prowl wasn’t exactly the best idea she’d ever had.

“Nice kitty,” she murmured in a placating tone. “Sit. Stay.”

The big cat paced the bank on the other side, staying roughly parallel to her. For the first time Cassie began to feel a real flicker of fear, suddenly not at all sure the eight-foot-wide creek would be enough of a barrier between them if the cat decided she made a better snack.

Moving slowly, she scooped up a softball-sized rock, just in case, and began backing toward camp and the men.

She had only made it a few yards when the cat tensed his muscles as if to spring back into the brush. Before she could breathe a sigh of relief, he turned at the last minute and spanned the creek in one powerful leap. With a strangled shriek, she threw the rock but it only glanced off the cougar’s back before landing in the water with a huge splash.

Cassie didn’t wait around to see if her missile found a target. She whirled and took off for camp, heart racing and adrenaline pumping through her in thick, hot waves. The cat was gaining on her. She knew it and braced, expecting jagged teeth to rip into her flesh at any second. This was it, then. She was going to die here in these mountains she loved, all because of her stupid soft heart.

And then, when she thought she could almost smell the predator’s breath, fetid and wild, and feel it stir the hair at the back of her neck, a gunshot boomed through the twilight.

For an instant time seemed to freeze and she became aware of the total silence on the mountainside as the echo died away. A few moments earlier the evening had buzzed with activity but now nothing moved except the soft wind rustling the new leaves of the aspens.

She stopped, gratitude and relief rushing through her, then shifted her gaze to see which of the ranch hands had come to her rescue. She wasn’t at all surprised to see Slater just lowering a rifle.

What did surprise her was the yowl behind her. To her shock, the cat wasn’t dead, just royally teed-off. Apparently he decided he’d had enough of interfering humans. With a last angry screech exactly like one of the barn cats tangling with the wrong cow dog, the mountain lion skulked back into the trees.

She whirled back to Zack. “You missed him!”

“I shot into the air.”

“Why?” she asked, incredulous.

He shrugged those broad shoulders. Despite the fierce need to pump every ounce of air to her oxygen-starved cells now that the danger had passed, her heart skipped a beat at how big and strong and wonderful he looked leaning there against a rock. “I saw you scare away his prey. You can’t blame the guy for going after the consolation prize.”

She stared at him. “You were going to let him take a chunk out of me just because I didn’t want to watch him kill a poor, helpless deer in front of me?”

“Naw.” He grinned and she began to feel a little shaky. “I probably would have gotten around to shooting him once he caught up to you.”

“Well, that’s comforting.”


He only laughed at her snappish tone. “You okay?”

“Swell. Thanks so much for your help.” The panic of the moment, coupled with the fact that she hadn’t had time to eat anything since breakfast, combined to make her feel a little light-headed.

Zack walked closer to her, then frowned. “You’re shaking.”

“I think I need to sit down.”

To her complete chagrin, she swayed and would have fallen over if he hadn’t suddenly moved as fast as the cougar had—and with exactly the same lithe grace—and reached for her.

He guided her to the soft meadow grass. “Here we go. Just sit here for a minute until you feel more like yourself.”

She hissed in fast breaths between her teeth, thinking again of that terrible moment when she thought her number was up. Remembering it wasn’t helping calm her down, any more than having Zack Slater crouching so close.

She knew she was trying to distract herself from her scare but she couldn’t help noticing his hard mouth, just inches from hers. A little wildly, she wondered what it would be like to have those lips on hers, how he would go about kissing a woman.

“Deep and slow.” His voice broke through her thoughts, and she stared at him, suddenly terrified he’d read her mind.

“Wha-what?”

“You’re going to hyperventilate if you keep breathing so fast. Slow down a little.”

Wrenching her mind away from any thoughts of the man’s kisses, she focused once more on the cougar. “Do you think he’ll be back? We should watch the calves.”

“I think between the two of us, we’ve probably scared him clear to Cody by now.”

They sat there for a moment longer until she felt she had enough control of herself to return to camp.

To her amazement Zack had stuck close to her all evening, as if afraid she might have some delayed reaction to almost becoming cat bait. He was sweetly protective, even insisting on going with her to bury the remains of their food from any wandering bears.

Later they sat around the campfire long after the Lawson brothers had gone to bed, talking softly while each glittering star came out and the wind mourned through the tops of the pines and the fire hissed and sputtered.

She told him of her parents and her grief and how tough it had been after their deaths. He shared snippets of his own childhood, of moving from town to town with a saddle bum for a father and of being on his own since he was fifteen.

And then, when the campfire burned down to embers, he walked her to her tent, pushed her hair away from her face with a work-hardened hand and softly kissed her.

It had been worlds better than anything she could have imagined. Sweet and tender and passionate all at once. Just one kiss and he had completely stolen her heart.

That had been the beginning. They were inseparable after that and had tumbled hard and fast into love. It had been the most incredible three months of her life, filled with laughter and heady excitement and slow, sexy kisses when her brothers weren’t looking.

Until it ended so horribly….

 

Cassie came back to the present to several depressing realizations. The water in the tub was now lukewarm, bordering on cool, and any bubbles had long since fizzled away.

And, much worse, silent tears were coursing down her cheeks as she relived the past.

Oh, cripes. Hadn’t she cried enough tears over Zack Slater? It was a waste of good salt. The man wasn’t worth it ten years ago, and he certainly wasn’t worth it now.

She climbed from the tub, wrapping herself in a thick towel, then splashed her face with cold water to cool her aching, puffy eyes. She hadn’t indulged in a good, old-fashioned pity party for a long time, and she figured she must have been long overdue. But enough was enough. Now that it was all out of her system, she could move on.

She put on her robe and decided on a glass of milk before bed. Just as she was opening the refrigerator and reaching for the carton, she heard a knock at the front door.

Rats. It was probably Jean coming to check on her one more time. The last thing she wanted was to have company, with the mood she was in tonight. She thought about ignoring it, but the knocks only grew louder and more insistent. Gritting her teeth, she looked out the small window at the cabin next to her, thinking of the man who now stayed there.

The man who now owned the whole blasted place.

What if he decided to venture outside to investigate the commotion? She didn’t need another encounter with him today. Swearing under her breath, she went to the door and swung it open, then her breath seemed to tangle in her lungs.

Well, she didn’t have to worry about Zack coming out to see who was banging on her door, since he was the one standing there, fist raised to knock one more time.








Chapter 3



As he’d expected, she didn’t look exactly thrilled to see him. Her eyes turned wintry, her mouth went as tight as a shriveled-up prune, and her spine stiffened, vertebrae by vertebrae.

Even so, she looked so beautiful he had to shove his hands into his pockets to keep from reaching for her.

She must have only just climbed out of the bath. Her still-damp hair, a few shades darker than normal, clung to her head, and she had wrapped herself in a silky robe of the palest yellow. The delectable smell of peaches wafted to him on the cool, early-summer breeze, and his mouth watered.

Framed in the light from inside her cabin, she looked warm and soft and welcoming, just as he had imagined her a thousand times over the years.

Her voice, though, was as cold as her eyes. “What do you want?”

Just to see you. To hear your voice again. He shifted his weight, alarmed at the need instantly pulsing through him just at the sight of her. He would have to do a much better job of controlling himself if he wanted this plan to work.

“I just spoke with Jean.” Despite his best intentions, his voice came out a little ragged. “She said you tendered your resignation.”

He didn’t think it was possible, but that prune-mouth tightened even more. “What else did you expect?”

“I expected you to show a little more backbone.”

She stared at him for several seconds. In the porch light her eyes looked huge, those dark lashes wide with disbelief, and then she laughed harshly. “Oh that’s a good one, coming from you. Really good. Thanks. I needed a good joke tonight.”

Okay. He deserved that. He had no right to lecture her about staying power when he had been the one who walked away just days before their wedding. Still, that was a different situation altogether.

He plodded gamely forward. “So you’re just going to walk out and turn your back on Mrs. Martineau when she needs you?”

Her gaze shifted to some spot over his shoulder. “Jean has nothing to do with this. You’re the new owner. That means I’m turning my back on you.”

“We need to talk about this.”

“No, we don’t.” She started to close the door, but his instincts kicked in and he managed to think fast enough to shove a boot in the space. Still, she pushed the door hard enough to make him wince.

“We don’t have anything to say to each other,” she snapped.

“I think we do. Come on, Cass. Let me in.”

After a long pause where she continued to shove the door painfully against his foot, she finally shrugged and stepped back. He followed before she had a chance to change her mind.

Inside, he saw the cabin’s floor plan matched his. Here, though, it was obvious Cassie had decorated it to suit her personality. It was warm and comforting, with richly textured rugs and pillows and Native American artwork covering the walls.

Cassie was a nurturer. She always had been, even as a girl just barely out of high school. She used to talk about her brothers raising her, but he had spent enough time with the family to know she took as much care of them as they did her. The Hartes looked out for each other.

The cabin reflected that nesting instinct of hers.

He smiled a little at an assortment of whimsical, ugly, carved trolls filling an entire shelf above her mother’s rocking chair. She’d been collecting them since she was a girl and he recognized several new ones since he had last seen her collection.

He narrowed his gaze, looking closer. Where were the little kissing trolls he’d given her as a gift during their first month together? He couldn’t see the piece here with the rest of the figurines.

He almost asked her what she’d done with it—why she hadn’t set it out, too—but then clamped his teeth against the question. He had no right to ask her. Even if she burned it and flushed the ashes down the toilet, nobody would have blamed her.

“This is nice,” he murmured instead.

“You must live in some grand mansion somewhere, now that you’ve hit the big time.”

He thought of his cold, impersonal apartment in Denver, with its elegant furniture he was never quite comfortable using. Her little cabin held far more appeal.

“Not really,” he answered. “It’s a place to sleep and that’s about it.”

There was an awkward pause between them, and he thought about the little trailer home they’d planned to buy in Logan while she finished school. She had decorated it in her head a hundred times, talking endlessly about curtains and furniture and wallpaper. He had even gotten into the spirit of things, something that still amazed him. Neither of them had cared how cramped the little trailer would be. They were too excited about starting their lives together.

She finally broke the silence, her expression stony and cold. “Can we skip the small talk? I’ve had a long day and need to be up at five to start breakfast over at the lodge.”

He pushed away his memories. If he wanted this to work, he had to focus on the present. “Okay. Let’s get down to business. I don’t want you to quit.”

“What you want hasn’t mattered to me for a long time, Zack.”

He ignored her clipped tone. “From all the research my people did before we made the offer, we know that the food at the Lost Creek is one of the main draws of the ranch. In just a few months you’ve developed quite a reputation for delicious, healthy meals.”

He paused, waiting for her to respond, but she remained stubbornly silent. After a moment he went on. “I want to build on that reputation. Use it as a selling point. That’s been one of my goals for the ranch from the beginning.”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Zack. You didn’t really think I would stay here and work for you, did you?”

At his continued silence she gazed at him for a moment, then her jaw sagged. “You did! I can’t believe this!”

He had hoped. Now he realized how completely foolish that had been. “You used to be the kind of woman who would never back down from a good fight.”

Her mouth hardened again. “I used to be a lot of things. Ten years is a long time. I’m not the same person I was then. I’ve become much more choosy about the things I’m willing to fight for.”

“And your job isn’t one of them?”

“I won’t lie to you. I like working for the Lost Creek. Jean is a sweetheart and gives me all the freedom I could ever want to create my own menus. But I would rather take a job cleaning truck-stop toilets than stay here and work for you.”

He deserved everything she dished out and more. He knew it, but her words still stung.

“Is there anything I can say to change your mind?”

She shook her head firmly and he chewed the inside of his cheek. He hadn’t wanted to play this card but she was the one folding way too early in the game. “Fine,” he said, his voice cool and detached. “I’ll let Jean know in the morning that Maverick will have to pass on the ranch.”

Her eyes widened, and that stubborn little jaw threatened to sag again. “You can’t! You’ve already signed papers. Jean already has a check.”

“Earnest money, that’s all.” He refused to let the shocked outrage in her voice deter him. “We had thirty days to reach a final decision on the sale. I’ll just tell Jean I’ve changed my mind.”

“You’re willing to walk away from the whole deal just because I refuse to work for you?”

“I’m a businessman, Cassie, as unbelievable as you seem to find that. The food you provide is an important component of the ranch’s appeal to its guests. Who knows what kind of an impact your resignation will have? I don’t want to take that risk.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Do I look serious?” He brushed an imaginary piece of lint off the sleeve of his shirt while she continued to gape at him.

“This is blackmail,” she hissed.

“Call it what you want.” He smiled as if his whole world wasn’t riding on this moment.

“You bastard.” Her voice quivered with fury.

Her reaction cut deep, but he only smirked. “You think I’ve never been called that before?”

“I’ll just bet you have.”

“I never would have made it this far without a thick skin.”

“Just like every other snake in the world, right?”

Her eyes were bright with anger, and hot color flared high on her cheekbones. He wanted to reach across the distance between them and kiss away her anger, wanted it so badly his bones ached with it. He clamped down hard on the need for some kind of contact—any kind—between them.

“Think what you want about me—”

“Oh, I do. You can bet I do.”

He went on as if she hadn’t interrupted him. “But as far as I’m concerned, you’re part of the package deal.” He paused. “However, I can understand your reluctance, given our unfortunate history.”

She snorted. “Unfortunate, my eye. The day you ran out on me was the luckiest day of my life.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched. “I’m trying to be reasonable here, Cassie, but you’re not making it very easy.”

She remained stubbornly silent.

“As I was saying,” he said, “I understand why you might want to find a new position. So I’m willing to make a deal with you.”

“What kind of deal?” Suspicion coated her voice like a thin sheet of ice on a puddle.

“You stay the thirty days until the sale is finalized, and Maverick won’t back out. In the meantime you can hire someone as your replacement, someone who can learn your menus and build on your success.”

“And what do I get in return, besides the oh-so-appealing pleasure of your company?”

The Boy Scouts probably would have laughed themselves silly if he’d ever tried to join up, but he certainly believed heartily in their motto about being prepared.

Through a little casual conversation with Jean during the negotiations for the guest ranch, his lawyer had learned Cassie’s job at the ranch was always considered temporary between the two women, that she was saving for a down payment on the diner in town.

Why she didn’t use some of the vast Diamond Harte resources was beyond him, but in this case her typical dogged determination worked to his advantage.

“Stick it out for thirty days, and I’ll give you a bonus of five thousand dollars.”

Only the slightest flicker in her gaze betrayed that she had even heard him. “I don’t want your money.”


He shrugged. “Then stay for Jean’s sake. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you it will probably be a long time before she’ll see another offer as good as the one we’ve made.”

Not just a long time. Never. Cassie drew in a breath, trying to gather the thoughts he seemed to scatter so easily. Maverick had offered far more than the appraised value for the ranch. And who knew when Jean would even get another offer? The ranch had been on the market for a year already with little to show for it but a few nibbles.

He had her backed against the wall, and he damn well knew it. Would he be ruthless enough to make good on his threat to renege on the deal, even knowing he would hurt a sweet, feisty woman like Jean Martineau in the process?

Yes. She didn’t doubt it for a second.

She wasn’t stupid enough to buy his argument that the ranch’s reputation would suffer without her. She was a good cook but there were plenty of others who could pick up right where she left off. No, he wanted her here for his own sinister reasons. She couldn’t begin to guess what they might be. Just thinking about his motives made her stomach flip around like a trout on the end of a line.

On the other hand, Jean was her friend. She had been kind to her and given Cassie a chance to prove herself, when all she had for experience was ten years spent cooking for her family’s cattle ranch.

How would she be able to live with herself if the deal fell through because of her?

Anyway, what did it matter who signed her paycheck? She probably wouldn’t even see him during that thirty days. The president and CEO of Maverick Enterprises most likely didn’t have a spare second to spend hanging around supervising a dude ranch in western Wyoming. He would probably be here for a few days and then crawl back under whatever rock he’d been hiding under.

The realization cheered her immensely. She could handle a few days. She was a strong and capable woman. Besides, he didn’t mean anything to her anymore. Any feelings she might have had for him so long ago had shriveled up and blown away in the endless Wyoming wind.

“Ten thousand dollars,” she said promptly. With that much, she’d have all she needed to make the down payment Murphy wanted.

“You really think you’re worth that much?”

She refused to let him see her flinch at his words. “At least.”

“Okay. Fine. Ten it is.”

She had never expected him to agree. The very fact that he did left her as wary as a kitten in the middle of a dogfight. “One month, then. For Jean’s sake.”

At least he didn’t spin her platitudes about how she wouldn’t regret it. Instead his dazzling smile sent a chill of premonition scuttling down her spine. She ignored it and held the door open for him to leave in a blatant message even Zack Slater couldn’t disregard.

After a pause he sent her another one of those blasted smiles and obediently trotted for the door. As he walked out into the cool June night toward his own cabin next door, she couldn’t help wondering if she had just made the second biggest mistake of her life.

 

He was already up and dressed when he heard her leave her cabin an hour before sunrise.


From his comfortable spot in the old wooden rocker, Zack listened to the squeak of her screen door, her footsteps on the wooden planks of her porch, then her sleepy, muffled curse as she stumbled over something in the predawn darkness.

He grinned into the hidden shadows of his own front porch. His Cassidy Jane had never been much of a morning person. Apparently, she hadn’t changed much in the past decade.

His smile slid away. Wrong, he reminded himself again. Maybe she still wasn’t crazy about getting up early, but she was no longer the same girl he had loved ten years ago. Everyone changed. He couldn’t come back after so long and expect her to have waited for him in suspended animation like some kind of moth trapped in glossy amber.

She was a different woman, just as he had changed drastically from that wild, edgy ranch hand. The only thing they shared was a bittersweet past ten years old.

But last night in her house he had seen glimpses of the girl she had been, like some kind of ghostly reflection shimmering under deep, clear water. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear. The stubborn jut of her chin as she had argued with him. Those luminous blue eyes that showed every emotion.

She was the same but different, and he wanted to find out all the ways she had changed over the years.

He would see this through. He had come too damn far to back down now. If nothing else, he could at least explain to her why he had left. He owed her that much.

On impulse, he rose from the comfortable old rocker and followed her on the gravel pathway toward the lodge, maintaining a discreet distance between them.

The early-morning air was cool, sharp and sweet with pine pitch and sagebrush. He inhaled it deeply into his lungs, listening to the quiet. He had missed this place. More than he realized, until the day before when he returned.

He bought his own ranch in the San Juans a few years ago and he escaped to it as often as he could manage, but it wasn’t the same. Western Colorado had never felt as comfortable to him as Star Valley.

As right.

The months he spent working the Diamond Harte were the best of his life. Not just because of Cassie, although he had watched her and wanted her for a long time before that fateful trip into the high country when he had kissed her for the first time.

Cassie was a big part of his bond to this place, but there was more. Her brother Matt had treated him well, far better than any other man he’d worked for over the years.

Wandering ranch hands without their own spreads generally had a social status roughly equivalent to a good cow dog. He’d become accustomed to it as a boy following his father from ranch to ranch across the West. He didn’t like it but he accepted it.

At the Diamond Harte, everything had been different. Zack had been given more responsibility than he’d ever had before. He’d been treated as an equal, as a trusted friend.

And he had repaid that trust by abandoning the boss’s sister a week before their wedding.

He frowned and pushed the thought away, concentrating instead on moving quietly several yards behind her. By now they had reached the lodge. Instead of going in the main door, Cassie slipped around the back of the big log structure and unlocked a door on the side, going straight into the kitchen, he assumed.

After a moment’s debate as to the wisdom of another confrontation with her so early in the game, he gave a mental shrug, twisted the knob and walked inside.

He found her standing across the large, comfortable kitchen with her back to him, her arms reaching behind her as she tied on a crisp white apron.

She didn’t bother looking up at his entrance. “I’m glad you’re on time this morning, Greta. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us for breakfast if we’re going to do this right today. As much as I would love to serve a steaming bucket of slop to Zack Slater, I can’t do that to Jean.”

He paused several seconds, then couldn’t resist. “I appreciate that,” he drawled. “How about we save the bucket of slop for tomorrow? I think I’d prefer bacon and eggs this morning.”

She whirled around at his voice, her blue eyes going wide. Color soaked her high cheekbones but she didn’t apologize, just tilted her chin a little higher as her cool beauty punched him hard in the gut. “You’re up early.”

He leaned a hip against one of the wide counters. “I spent too many years as a ranch hand. Old habits, you know. It’s tough for me to sleep past six these days.”

“It’s only half past five,” she pointed out. “You have another half hour to laze around in bed.”

“Must be all this fresh, invigorating mountain air.” Or something.

“Well, I’m afraid you’re too early for breakfast.” Her voice was sharp as she reached for a metal pan on a shelf. “We don’t start serving until seven.”

“I can wait.”


She studied him for a moment, then pursed her lips together. “If you’re starving, there might be a few muffins left over from yesterday. And the coffee will be ready in a few moments.”

Despite the grudging tone of voice, her words still reached in and tugged at his heart and he saw another ghostly reflection of the woman he had loved, the soft-hearted nurturer who hated to see anybody go hungry on her watch. Even him.

“I’m fine,” he assured her. Better than fine. He thoroughly enjoyed watching her bustle around the kitchen, even though her movements were jerky and abrupt, without her customary elegant grace.

His presence unnerved her. He could see it in the way she fumbled through drawers and rummaged blindly in the huge refrigerator.

Under ordinary circumstances she probably knew this kitchen like she knew her own name, but you’d never be able to tell by her movements this morning.

He found it very enlightening to see her composure slip. Enlightening and entertaining.

Somewhat ashamed of himself for finding secret pleasure in the knowledge that he could fluster her so much just by invading her space, he straightened from the counter. “Can I help you do something?”

She peered around the chrome door of the refrigerator to stare at him. “You mean like cook?”

He shrugged. “I have been known to rattle a few pots from time to time.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Why would the CEO of Maverick Enterprises volunteer to cook breakfast for ten hungry families?”

Because the CEO of Maverick Enterprises has spent ten years mooning over the chef. “Maybe I’m bored.”


“Don’t you have some kind of leveraged buyout or hostile takeover to mastermind somewhere?”

“I’m all leveraged out this morning. And I’ve found takeovers to be generally much less hostile once I’ve had my morning coffee.”

She didn’t return his smile, just watched him with that suspicion brimming out of her blue eyes. Finally he decided not to argue with her. Instead, he picked up a knife and went to work cutting up the green peppers she’d pulled from the refrigerator.

“Am I doing this right?”

She watched him for a moment, a baffled look on her features, then she shrugged. “You’re the boss. If you want to play souschef, don’t let me stop you. Dice the pieces a little smaller, though.”

She returned to rifling through the refrigerator, and they worked in silence for a few moments, the only sounds in the kitchen the thud of the knife on the wooden cutting board and the delicate shattering of eggshells from across the room.

He had a quick memory of other meals they had cooked together, when he had been free to sneak up behind her if the mood struck him. When he could wrap his arms around her and lift her long, thick hair to plant kisses on the spot right at the base of her neck that drove her crazy, until she would turn breathlessly into his arms, the meal forgotten.

They had ruined more than one meal at the Diamond Harte together. He smiled at the mental picture, and of the slit-eyed look her older brother would give him when he would come in and find something burning on the stove and the two of them flushed and out of breath.

Not caring for the direction of his thoughts or the awkward silence between them, he looked for a distraction, finally settling on what he thought would be a benign topic of conversation.

“So how’s your family these days?” he asked.

The egg she had just picked up slid out of her fingers and landed on the floor. She made no move to clean it up, just stood across the kitchen staring at him with her eyes murky and dark.

He only meant to make a casual inquiry. What had he said? “Was that the wrong question?”

“Coming from you, yeah, I’d say it’s the wrong question.” With color again high on her cheekbones, she snapped a handful of paper towels off a roll and bent to clean up the egg mess.

He set the knife down carefully on the cutting board and frowned at her. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not allowed to ask how your brothers are doing these days?”

She rose, her eyes hard, angry. “I will not let you do this to me, Slater. I can’t believe you have the gall to show up here after all these years and act like nothing happened.”

While he was still trying to figure out how to answer that fierce statement, she shoved the paper towel in the garbage, then returned to cracking eggs with far more force than necessary.

“My brothers are fine.” Her voice was as clipped as her movements. “Great. Jess is the police chief in Salt River. He and his fiancé are planning a late July wedding. Matt remarried a few months ago, and he and his new wife are deliriously happy together. She’s a vet in town and she’s absolutely perfect for him.”

He wondered about the defiant lift to her chin as she said this, as if daring him to say something about it. “So he and—what was her name? Melanie, wasn’t it?—aren’t together anymore?”

She didn’t say anything for several moments. At her continued silence, he looked up from the cutting board and saw with some shock that she was livid. Not just angry, but quaking with fury.

The woman he’d known a decade ago rarely lost her temper, but when she did, it was a fierce and terrible thing. He only had a second to wonder what had sparked this sudden firestorm when she turned on him.

“No, they’re not together anymore.” Her voice sounded as if it was coated with ground glass. “They haven’t been together since you ran off with her.”

He blinked at the cold fury in her eyes. “Since I what?”

She turned away from him. “I’m really not in the mood for this, Slater. I have too much to do this morning if I’m going to feed your guests.”

His own temper began to spiral. “The hell with the guests. I want to know what you’re talking about. Why would you say I ran off with Melanie?”

“Hmm. Let me think. Maybe because you did?”

“The hell I did!”

“Drop the innocent act, Zack. People saw you. Jesse saw you. The two of you were making out in the parking lot of the Renegade. There are variations on the story but from what numerous people told me, she was climbing all over you like the bitch in heat that she was, and you weren’t doing much to fight her off. Before Jess could beat the living daylights out of you, you and my darling ex-sister-in-law climbed into your truck and drove off into the sunset, never to be seen in Star Valley again.”


His mind reeling, he scrambled to come up with something to say to that stunning accusation.

Before he could think past the shock, the side door swung open and the teenager who had greeted him the day before with such dumbstruck inadequacy whirled in, tucking a T-shirt into her jeans as she came.

“Sorry I’m late, Cassie. I slept through my alarm again.”

The kitchen simmered with tension, with the fading echoes of her ridiculous claims. The idea that he would take up with that she-devil Melanie Harte was so ludicrous he didn’t know where to start defending himself.

“No problem, Greta. You can take over for Mr. Slater. He was just leaving. Isn’t that right?” she challenged him, her lush mouth set into hard lines.

He wanted to stay and have this out, to assure her he would rather have been hog-tied and dragged behind a pickup truck for a couple hundred miles than go anywhere with Melanie. He didn’t want to do it in front of an audience, though. And since he couldn’t figure out a polite way to order the poor girl out of the kitchen, he decided their shoot-out could wait.

“This isn’t over,” he growled.

Her eyes were still hot and angry. “Yes, it is, Zack. It was over ten years ago. You made sure of that.”

He studied her for a few moments, then set the knife down carefully on the cutting board and walked out of the room before he said something he knew he would regret.

 

As Cassie watched him leave, a vague unease settled on her shoulders like a sudden summer downpour.

Why did he seem so astonished when she told him she knew he left with Melanie? Was he honestly dense enough to think they could both disappear on the same night and nobody would be smart enough to put two and two together and come up with four?

He had definitely been shocked, though. That much was obvious. He couldn’t have been faking that dazed, dismayed expression.

She shrugged off the unease. She had too much work waiting for her, to sit here trying to figure out what was going through the mind of a man who was a virtual stranger to her now.

“Do you want more green peppers?” Greta asked.

She saw that Slater had diced a half dozen, far more than she really needed for the huevos rancheros. “No. That’s plenty. Why don’t you start putting together the fruit bowl?”

While Greta moved around the kitchen gathering bananas and strawberries and grapes, she kept sending curious little looks her way. Cassie ignored them as long as she could, then finally gave a loud sigh. “What?”

Greta yanked a grape off a cluster and popped it into the bowl. “Just wondering what that was all about. What’s the story with you and the new boss?”

For a moment she was surprised at the question, then she realized the teenager would have been only a child a decade ago, too young to hear about the biggest scandal in town. “Nothing. No story.”

Greta raised her eyebrows doubtfully. “What were you saying has been over for ten years, then?”

She didn’t want to talk about this. Especially not with someone who had a reputation for garbling stories until they had no resemblance whatsoever to the original.


On the other hand, Slater’s return was a rock-solid guarantee that the whole ugly business was going to be dredged up all over town, anyway. She might as well get used to answering questions about him. “It was a long time ago,” she said tersely. “We were engaged, but it didn’t work out.”

There. That was a nice, succinct—if wildly understated—version. It seemed enough for Greta. “You were engaged to the CEO of Maverick Enterprises?”

“Like I said. A long time ago.”

“Wow! That’s so romantic. Maybe he came back to try to win your heart again.”

When pigs fly.

“I strongly doubt it,” she murmured, then tried desperately to change the subject. “When you’re done there, you can start squeezing the orange juice.”

Greta wasn’t so easily distracted. “For what it’s worth, I think he’s gorgeous. Like some kind of movie star or something.”

Gorgeous he might be. But Cassie didn’t have the heart to tell the starry-eyed teenager that beyond that pretty face, Zack Slater was nothing but trouble.

 

She was telling the truth.

Two hours later Zack poked at a runny omelette and half-cooked hash browns with his fork, trying hard to pretend he didn’t notice the sullen whispers and the not-so-subtle glares being thrown his way by the Salt River locals.

When he had lived here before, Murphy had a well-earned reputation for good, hearty meals. Either the service and the menu had drastically gone downhill or Murphy was saving all the edible food for his other customers.


He supposed he was lucky to get anything, given the overwhelmingly hostile atmosphere in the diner.

When he walked into the café—with its red vinyl booths and mismatched paneling—the breakfast conversation of the summer crowd had ground to an awkward halt like a kid cartwheeling down a hill and hitting the bottom way too fast.

At first he figured everybody focused on him only because he was a new face in town. It was a sensation he was well acquainted with after spending most of his life being the worthless drifter who would never quite belong.

By the time the waitress slammed a menu down in front of him, the tension in the diner still hadn’t eased a bit, and he began to suspect the attention he was receiving had its roots in something else.

So a few people remembered him from a decade ago. Big deal.

Soon the whispers began to reach him, and it didn’t take long to hear his name linked with Melanie Harte’s.

Cassie hadn’t been making it up. Judging by the reaction at Murphy’s, everybody in town thought he had not only had been chicken enough to run out on his sweet, loving bride-to-be less than a week before the wedding but that he’d stolen her brother’s wife in the bargain.

The one taste of greasy eggs he’d managed to choke down churned in his gut.

Son of a gun.

He had known that leaving so abruptly a decade ago would cause a scandal, that Cassie would be hurt by it. He’d had his reasons for going, and at the time they had sure seemed like good ones.


Hell, when it came right down to it, he hadn’t really been given much of a choice, had he?

At the time—and in the years since—he had tried to convince himself that leaving was the least hurtful option. He was going to break her heart eventually. He knew it, had always known it, even as they had planned their future together.

This way was best, he’d decided. Better to do it quick and sharp, like ripping off a bandage.

But he would have stayed and faced all the grim consequences if he had for one moment dreamed everybody would link his disappearance with a twisted, manipulative bitch like Melanie Harte.

What the hell were the odds that they both had decided to run off on the same night?

Cassie would never believe it was only a coincidence. He couldn’t blame her. He had a hard time believing it himself.

Giving up on the eggs, he sipped at his coffee, which was at least hot and halfway decent. Of course, Murphy and his glowering minions probably hadn’t had time to whip up a new pot of dregs just for him.

What was he supposed to do now? Going into this whole thing, he’d been prepared for a tough, uphill climb convincing Cassie to give him another chance.

To forgive him for walking out on her.

Tough was one thing. He could handle tough, had been doing it his whole life.

But he’d never expected he would have to take on Mount Everest.

Maybe he ought to just cut his losses and leave. He had plenty of other projects to occupy his mind and attention. Too many to waste his time on this hare-brained idea.


This little hiatus from company headquarters was playing havoc with his schedule. Maybe it would be best for everyone involved if he just handed the Lost Creek over to one of the many competent people who worked for him and return to what he did best.

Making money.

He sipped at his coffee again. Why did the idea of returning to Denver now seem so repugnant? He had a good life there. He’d worked damn hard to make sure of it. He had a penthouse apartment in town and a condo in Aspen and his ranch outside of Durango.

He had a company jet at his disposal and a garage full of expensive toys. Everything a man should need to be happy. Yet he wasn’t. He hadn’t been truly happy since the night he drove out of Star Valley.

“You want anything else?” The waitress stood by the table with a coffeepot in her hand and surliness on her face.

Yeah. He wanted something else. He wanted a woman he couldn’t have. Was there anything more pathetic?

“No. I’m finished here.”

“Fine. Here’s your tab. You can pay the cashier.” She yanked the ticket from the pocket of her apron and slapped it down on the table, then turned away without an ounce of warmth in her demeanor.

Okay. So this little junket into town had established he wasn’t going to be welcomed back to Star Valley with open arms by anyone. He fingered the tab for a moment, tempted to climb into his Range Rover parked outside and just keep on driving.

No. That’s what he had done a decade ago, and look where it had gotten him. He wouldn’t give up. Not yet.

He could show Cassidy Harte—and everybody else in town, for that matter—that his stubborn streak would beat hers any day.

With new determination he slid out of the booth, reached into his wallet and pulled out a hundred, just because he could. He left it neatly on top of the ticket then walked out the door, leaving the whispers and glares behind him.

The morning air was clean and fresh after the oppressive atmosphere inside the diner. It was shaping up to be a beautiful summer day in the Rockies, clear and warm.

He nodded to a man in uniform walking through the parking lot toward him, then did a double take.

Hell.

Cassie’s middle brother, Jess, was walking toward him, fury on his features. Great. Just what he needed to make the morning a complete success.








Chapter 4



Uncomfortably aware of the patrons inside the café craning their necks out the window to watch the impending scene, Zack straightened his shoulders and nodded to the other man.

Hard blue eyes exactly like his sister’s narrowed menacingly at him, and Jesse folded his arms across his chest, a motion which only emphasized the badge pinned there. “Slater.”

“Chief,” he answered, remembering that Cassie had told him her brother now headed the Salt River PD.

The other man stood between him and his vehicle and showed no inclination to move out of the way as he stood glowering at Zack. Yet one more person who wasn’t exactly overjoyed to see him turning up in Star Valley again.

Zack couldn’t say he was surprised. For while he hadn’t known Jesse as well as Matt, Jesse had at least tolerated him.


Even so, neither brother had been exactly thrilled at the developing relationship between their baby sister and the hired help—a penniless drifter without much to his name but a battered pickup and a leather saddle handed down from his father.

Although they hadn’t come right out and forbidden the marriage, they hadn’t been bubbling over with enthusiasm about it, either. He hated to admit their attitude had rubbed off on him, making him feel inadequate and inferior.

He’d gotten their unspoken message loud and clear. Their baby sister deserved better.

Jesse had been a wild hell-raiser back then. Hard drinking, hard fighting. In a hundred years Zack never would have expected the troublemaker he knew ten years ago to straighten up enough for the good people of Salt River to make him their police chief.

Of course, the fact that Jesse was a cop didn’t mean a damn thing. Not around here. Zack knew more than most that a Salt River PD uniform could never completely cover up the kind of scum who sometimes wore it.

He shifted, wary at Jesse Harte’s continued silence. Either he was gearing up to beat his face in or he was going to order him out of town like a sheriff in an old Western.

The irony of history repeating itself might have made him smile under other circumstances.

And while he was definitely in the mood for a good, rough fight, he had a feeling Cassie wouldn’t appreciate him brawling with her cop of a brother on Main Street.

If he had learned anything after ten years of building a successful business from nothing, he’d learned that sometimes diversion was the best course of action. “I understand congratulations are in order,” he finally murmured, stretching his lips into what he hoped resembled a polite smile. “When’s the big day?”

Jesse continued watching him with that stony expression. “Next month.”

“Lovely time of year for a wedding.”

The other man had apparently contributed all he planned to in the conversation because he didn’t respond. Zack finally gave up. “Nice talking to you,” he murmured coolly, prepared to walk through him if he had to.

Jesse stepped forward, shoulders taut and his face dark. “You’re not welcome here, Slater.”

Big surprise there. He felt about as wanted in Salt River as lice at a hair party.

Jesse took another step forward, until they were almost nose to nose. “Now, why don’t you make this easy on yourself and everybody else? Just go on back wherever you came from and forget about whatever game you’re playing.”

He tensed. “Who says I’m playing a game?” he asked, even though he was. It was all just a risky, terribly important game.

“I don’t care what you’re doing here. I just want you to leave. No way in hell will I stand by and let you hurt my family again.”

The hands he hadn’t even realized he had clenched into fists went slack as he remembered what people thought of him. What Cassie thought of him. That he had run away with Melanie, destroying her own dreams as well as her brother’s marriage.

What a mess. Damn it, Melanie had left a new baby, no more than a few months old. He remembered a sweet little thing with dark curly hair and big gray eyes who had immediately stolen her aunt Cassie’s heart.

Melanie had abandoned her husband, her baby daughter, her whole life here in Wyoming. And everybody thought she did it because of him.

No wonder the whole town despised him.

“I’ll be keeping an eye on you,” Jesse muttered. “You screw up one time—drive one damn mile over the speed limit—and I’ll be on you like flies on stink. I’ll tie you up in so much trouble you’ll be begging me to let you leave town.”

He didn’t doubt it for a minute. “Good to know where we stand.” He offered a bland smile but wisely refrained from holding out his hand. “Nice seeing you again.”

Since the police chief still showed no inclination to step aside and let him pass, he finally moved around him and headed for his Range Rover.

Leaving would be the easy thing, he thought as he pulled out of the parking lot and headed on the road back to the Lost Creek. The smart thing, even. But he’d taken that route once and lived with the guilt and self-doubt for a decade. He wasn’t ready to do it again.

Not yet, anyway.

 

Cassie hung up the phone in her small office off the main kitchen of the ranch and fought the urge to slam her forehead against her messy desk three or four dozen times. If she received one more call about the scene in front of Murphy’s between Slater and Jesse that morning, she was afraid she couldn’t be held responsible for the consequences of her actions.

She had a whole afternoon of work ahead of her, planning menus and ordering supplies, and she didn’t have the time—or, heaven knew, the inclination—to sit there listening to salacious gossip.

What had Jesse been thinking to confront Zack in front of the most popular hangout in Salt River, where he could have optimum visibility? As if all the busybodies in town needed a little more fuel to add to the fire. She was sure the grapevine was just about buzzing out of control over Zack Slater’s triumphant return.

It all made her so furious she wanted to punch something. She had spent ten years trying to live down the past, hoping people were starting to forget the scandal.

Hoping she was starting to forget.

And now here he was again, stirring them all up like a boy poking at a beehive with a stick.

Still, Jess had no business pulling his protective, big-bad-cop act in front of Murphy’s. She could just picture him scowling and threatening, trying to intimidate Slater into leaving town.

As if he could. She leaned her head back in her chair with a grimace. Two of the most stubborn men she had ever known going at it like a couple of bull moose tangling racks.

And Slater. She blamed him even more. None of this would have happened if he had stayed clear of town.

Why did he have to go into Murphy’s for breakfast, anyway? Didn’t he think the food at the Lost Creek was good enough for him? He was sure willing to pay a heck of a lot of money for it.

With a stern reminder, she caught herself just before she could build up a good huff. She didn’t really give a flying fig what Zack Slater thought of her food. He could eat at Murphy’s three meals a day if the mood struck him. It was none of her business. She ought to be grateful to him for staying out of her way.


She forced her mind back to her work and dialed the number to the small grocery store in town. Alvin Jeppson, the owner and produce manager, was a good man. She’d gone to school with one of his five daughters and Al had coached her ponytail softball team several years running. Maybe it was all that cheering he did back then—or maybe just the din created by five daughters—but over the years he had become a little hard-of-hearing.

In typical stubborn Western male fashion, he refused to turn his hearing aid up loud enough, which resulted in some interesting twists whenever she tried to purchase supplies from him.

When he picked up the phone, she automatically raised her voice several decibels. “Mr. Jeppson, this is Cassie Harte at the Lost Creek. I need to check on my order.”

She smiled while Alvin greeted her with warmth and affection. The smile faded to a grimace when he immediately launched into a diatribe against that “no-good cowboy who done her wrong” daring to show his face in town again.

“If he turns up in my store, he’ll wish he hadn’t. I can tell you that much for darn sure.”

She had a quick, undeniably gratifying mental picture of old, deaf Mr. Jeppson whacking Slater with a can of cream of mushroom soup. “Like it or not, it looks like he’s going to be the new owner of the Lost Creek,” she said loudly. “You’re going to have to do business with him.”

“What’s that? You say I’m going to have to learn to swim? What does that have to do with anything.”

“No! I said you’ll have to do business with him when he takes over the ranch,” she repeated in a near-shout.

“I won’t do it. Not after the way he treated you and your kin. He can buy what he needs over in Idaho Falls and that’s that.”

Even though she was touched by his loyalty, she knew Jeppson’s couldn’t afford to give up the guest-ranch account. She was about to tell him so when her shoulders began to itch and she sensed someone standing behind her in the doorway. She swiveled slightly and spied a pair of worn jeans covering long, muscled legs.

They ended in a pair of scuffed boots that had definitely seen better days. She knew before her gaze traveled up the rest of that frame who was standing in her doorway leaning against the jamb.

How long had he been there? She felt hot color climb up her cheeks, grateful he couldn’t hear Alvin Jeppson’s diatribe against him. “Mr. Jeppson, I’m going to have to go. I just wanted to let you know there was a mistake on our order. I need two hundred pounds of potatoes, not tomatoes. Potatoes,” she enunciated carefully. “Idaho russets. Yeah. That’s right. I’ll send someone to pick them up this afternoon. Okay. Byebye.”

She hung up while he was still ranting about the injustice done to her by the man standing in front of her. It would probably take Alvin at least five minutes to realize she was no longer on the line.

She swallowed hard and turned toward Slater, cursing her pulse for jumping at the sight of those hard, masculine features. “If you’re looking for something to eat, there are box lunches in the refrigerator,” she said curtly. “We never fix a formal meal for lunch since most of our guests are busy with sight-seeing or riding around the ranch.”

He continued watching her out of those gold-flecked eyes like a cat ready to pounce on a helpless mouse. “Thanks, but I’m not hungry right now.”

“No. I imagine you had your fill at Murphy’s, didn’t you?” She couldn’t resist the gibe any more than she could keep the bitterness out of her voice.

He didn’t respond other than to raise an eyebrow. “News travels fast.”

“This is Salt River, Zack. What else did you expect? I imagine phones started ringing the moment you passed the city limits sign yesterday, and they haven’t stopped since.”

“So you’ve probably heard I had a little chat with big brother number two.”

“Yes, I heard. Repeatedly.” She glared at him. “Congratulations. The two of you and your little contest have now replaced Peggy Carmichael and her hernia operation as the biggest news in town.”

“Well, that’s something,” he murmured, his voice dryly amused.

She wanted to ask what they had talked about, since none of her informants had been close enough to hear the conversation, but she figured she could guess. “It’s a good thing Jesse wears a badge now, or you’d be smiling with a few less teeth from now on.”

He demonstrated his still-intact dentistry by flashing her a devastating grin. “I think it’s fair to say he was still sorely tempted to take a swing or two at me, badge or not.”

The smile faded as suddenly as it appeared. He was silent for a moment, his face solemn, then his gaze met hers. “And I would have deserved it.”


Before she could answer that startling admission, the phone rang again. She gazed at it with loathing, wishing fiercely that she could ignore it. The last thing she wanted to do was try to appease someone else’s prurient curiosity about Zack Slater in the presence of the man himself.

It might be important, though. Maybe Alvin needed to double-check something. Something that couldn’t wait.

She glared at the phone for a few more seconds but finally picked up the handset after the fourth ring. “Yes?” she asked, her voice sharp enough to slice through concrete.

“Cassie? Is that you?” a deep voice asked, and she barely managed to choke down her groan.

She definitely wasn’t in the mood for this. She almost thought she would prefer talking to the worst gossip in town rather than Wade Lowry right now.

“Yes, Wade,” she murmured, her voice as stiffly polite as an army cadet. “How are you?”

Out of the corner of her gaze, she saw Slater stiffen suddenly, but she didn’t have a chance to figure out why.

“You’ll never believe what I heard at the bank this morning,” he exclaimed, shock and dismay in his voice.

“Oh, I’m sure I will,” she murmured.

He went on as if he hadn’t caught her sarcasm, which was probably exactly the case. “I heard Zack Slater is back in town. Is it true? Have you seen him?”

“Yes. And yes.” She’d seen way too much of him in the last twenty-four hours for her sanity’s sake.

“How does he have the nerve to show up around here again after everything he’s done?”


“That’s something I’m sure you’ll have to ask him,” she murmured, surprised by the depth of his outrage. She and Wade were friends and had dated on and off for the past few years, but she would never have expected the bitter fury in his voice when he talked about Slater.

“You can be sure I’m going to do exactly that if I see him,” her would-be champion answered.

He continued in the same vein for a few more moments, apparently expecting little more than monosyllabic responses from her. Good thing, since she couldn’t come up with anything more intelligent to offer. Not when Zack stood in the doorway, arms crossed over his muscled chest as he blatantly eavesdropped.

She was more than a little annoyed with herself for finding the conversation so awkward and for the low, subtle tension that always seemed to draw her shoulders back whenever she talked to Wade.

He was a very nice man. Considerate, decent, hardworking. The very antithesis of Zack Slater.

He had made it clear several months earlier that he wanted more from their casual relationship, and she was furious with herself that she couldn’t manage to drum up more feelings than friendship for him, no matter how hard she tried.

Wade would be perfect for her. They shared common interests, common background, common goals in life. He was good-looking and even owned his own very successful guest ranch just a mile or so from the Lost Creek.

If she married him, she could have his entire modern kitchen at her disposal. Could probably have free rein doing what she loved for the rest of her life.

But the no-good-cowboy-who-done-her-wrong currently standing behind her, listening to every word, had left a gaping hole in her heart that no one else had ever been able to fill.

Wade began to wind down, and she forced herself to pay attention as he reached what she discovered was the real reason for his call. “One of the repertory companies in Jackson Hole is doing a production of Shenandoah. It’s getting fairly good reviews for a small theater, and I’ve got tickets for Sunday night. Would you be interested?”

His voice was tinged with a faint hesitation that only intensified her self-disgust. These days Wade offered each invitation with the wariness of a child whose fingers had been slapped one too many times, but who still couldn’t help hoping this time he might be able to reach the cookie jar.

What was worse? she wondered. Continuing to turn down his tenaciousness in the hope that he would eventually give up? Or dating him when she knew she would never be able to feel anything more than friendship for him?

She opened her mouth to decline once more, then she caught sight of Zack leaning against the door frame, looking lean and tawny and gorgeous. The heartless, cheating son of a gun.

She jerked her gaze back to her desk and winced as she heard her next words tumble out. “Sure,” she told Wade. “Sounds like fun.”

An awkward pause simmered across the line and she knew he was taken aback that she had agreed but he quickly recovered. “Great. Show starts at eight. I’ll pick you up at six and we can have dinner first. Will that work?”

“Yes. Oh, no. Wait a minute.” Her Sunday commitments jostled through her memory. “I’ll be having dinner at the Diamond Harte on Sunday with my brothers. We always do.”

“Oh.” The disappointment in his voice was painful to hear.

She caught sight of Zack again and swallowed her resigned sigh, trying to inject enthusiasm in her voice. “We can eat early and finish up by six-thirty. Why don’t we skip dinner together and just go to the show? You can pick me up at the ranch.”

The polite thing would be to invite him to dinner with her family but she didn’t want anybody—especially not Wade—getting the wrong idea.

“That would be great. I’ll spend the rest of the week looking forward to it.”

“Me, too,” she lied. “I’ll see you then.”

As soon as she hung up the phone, Zack uncoiled from the wall to loom over her. “Big plans?”

“A show in Jackson.” She busied herself pretending to tidy up her desk, just to give her hands something to do.

Zack was quiet for a moment, then his mouth tightened. “I don’t want you going anywhere with Lowry. Call him back and tell him to forget your plans.”

It took several moments for the sheer audacity of his words to pierce her brain. When it did, she could do nothing but stare at him. “Excuse me?” she finally managed to exclaim.

“He’s trouble. Stay away from him.”

“Trouble? You’re warning me that Wade Lowry is trouble?” She didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. She thought she had been as angry as she’d ever been that morning in the kitchen, but when it came to Slater she was discovering all her emotions were on a short fuse, just looking for any excuse to come brimming to the surface.

“I’m serious, Cass. I don’t want you going out with him.”

“And I don’t want to be the topic of dinner conversation at every house in Star Valley tonight because you showed up again,” she snapped. “Here’s a little life truth for you, Slater. One I learned the hard way. We don’t always get what we want.”

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “What would you think if I told you Lowry is one of the reasons I left town?”

She eyed him skeptically. “If I believed you—which I absolutely don’t—I would probably think I should just run over to the Rendezvous right this minute and give Wade a big, sloppy, wet kiss for doing me the biggest favor of my life.”

His face went completely still, and she thought she saw a glimmer of hurt in his gold-green eyes. For one terrible moment she had to fight the urge to apologize to him. As if she had anything to be sorry about in this whole awful mess!

“Stay away from him,” Zack finally growled. “I don’t trust the man. You shouldn’t, either.”

He turned on his heels and walked out of her office, taking with him any soft feelings toward him she might have been crazy enough to entertain for even a second.

Furious with the blasted man and with herself for being such an idiot about him, she picked up the paperweight shaped like a chef’s hat that Lucy had given her for Christmas. With all the strength and technique Alvin Jeppson had tried to drum into her head through those years of coaching, she threw it as hard as she could at the door frame where Slater had just been leaning.


It bounced off with a loud thud, leaving a big, ugly nick in the wood, then clattered to the floor.

She’d chipped it, she saw when she went to pick it up. Just a little on one side, barely noticeable, but still, tears pricked behind her eyelids. She blinked them back. She refused to cry over a silly little paperweight, even though it had been a gift from her beloved niece.

And, damn it, she wouldn’t cry for Zack Slater, either.

 

He had no business here.

In Star Valley, at the Lost Creek, and especially not camped out on the front porch of Cassie’s cabin. The porch swing chains rattled as he shifted position, watching moonlight gleam like mother-of-pearl across the gravel pathway leading to the main lodge.

Why wasn’t she home? The dining room had closed more than an hour ago and all the guests at the ranch were either taking an evening ride around the lake or playing board games at the main lodge or relaxing in their cabins.

So where was Cassie? If these were the kind of hours she kept, he was going to have to do something about it. It wasn’t healthy, physically or mentally, no matter how much she loved her work.

He heard his own thoughts and grimaced at the irony. He was a fine one to talk. He’d spent just about every moment of the past ten years pouring his blood and sweat and soul into Maverick, trying to make it a success.

The magnitude of what he had accomplished still sometimes made him sit back in wonder. The kid of a dirt-poor drunk had no business wheeling and dealing with the big boys.


While he listened to the night seethe and stir around him, he thought of the strange, twisting journey that had begun when he left Salt River a decade earlier. He had wandered aimlessly for a while, then had joined up on the rodeo circuit, looking for a bit of quick cash.

Amazingly enough, right out of the gate he’d won a couple of fairly decent bronc busting purses, fueled more by reckless despair than any real skill on his part. He wasn’t aware of any kind of conscious plan at the time, but some instinct had led him to him plow the money into investments that had paid off.

He had turned around and invested those dividends again, then again and again, hitting big on just about everything he turned his hand to. Much to his surprise, he discovered he had an uncanny knack for predicting market trends. Through that knack, a lot of hard work and a few mistakes along the way, he had built Maverick into a huge, highly successful company.

By all rights, he should be deliriously happy. He had just about everything a man could want. Everything he’d ever dreamed about.

Hell, more than that. A decade ago, he hadn’t had any dreams. Whenever he pictured the future—something he didn’t like to do much back then—he figured he would turn out just like his father, a penniless drifter always looking to see what was over the next hill.

Cassie had given him the rare and precious gift of faith. She had believed in him, had seen potential he’d never even suspected lurked inside him. Even after he left her, he had cherished that gift. Without it, he probably would have lived out that prophesy and become just like his old man.

Yeah, he had just about everything he’d ever wanted.

Except Cassidy Harte.


He gazed out at the moonlight, remembering the silk of her skin and the slick, incredible heat of her mouth under his. Even after a decade, the memory of her enthusiastic, wholehearted response to his touch was still as strong and as vivid as it had been the day he drove out of town with his heart shredding into little pieces.

The way things were going, he had a fairly strong feeling he would never again taste her mouth or feel those small, competent hands caress him. He blew out a breath, cursing again the tangled whims of fate.

Why the hell did Melanie have to leave the same night he did? It would have been hard enough trying to explain everything to Cassie, trying to make things right again, without the onus of trying to explain away the unbelievable coincidence.

Maybe he should give this whole thing up. Just go on back to his life in Denver and get on with things, forget about trying to repair the damage of his decisions.

He fiddled with a loose link on the swing’s chains. He didn’t want to give up. Not yet. He needed to talk to her, at least. He owed her an explanation that was ten years overdue.

He had tried to tell her earlier in the afternoon. That’s why he had gone in search of her after his dismal trip into Murphy’s, to set the record straight. He’d gotten a little sidetracked, though, when he had overheard her on the phone with Lowry.

Fierce jealousy hadn’t been the only emotion curling through him when he pictured the two of them together. He didn’t like the idea that Cassie could ever be mixed up with scum like Lowry.

He sighed and shifted in the swing again. Jealousy hadn’t been the only emotion but it had been by far the strongest. Even though logic told him he had no right to be jealous—absolutely no claim over her—he had about as much control over it as he did that moon up there.

He leaned his head back, watching the path for some sign of her and listening to the chirp of crickets, the tumble of the creek behind the cabins, the far-off whinny of a horse….

He must have dozed off. He wasn’t sure how long he slept but he awoke to find her propped against the porch rail watching him, her arms folded across her chest and her face in shadows.

“Hi.” He heard the sheepishness in his voice at being caught in a vulnerable moment and tried to clear it away. “You’re late.”

The moon slid from behind a cloud, and he saw her raise an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize I had a curfew.”

“You put in long hours. Too long. Is it like this every day?”

“No. Not usually. Claire Dustin, one of the wranglers’ wives, usually helps out with breakfast but she’s in Bozeman catering her sister’s wedding this week.” She paused. “I’m thinking she’ll make a good replacement for me. I’ll talk to her about it when she gets back Monday. If she’s agreeable, I can start training her right away.”

“That eager to be gone, are you?”

She said nothing for several moments, then straightened from the porch railing. “I’m tired, Slater. As you said, it’s been a long day. To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure I have enough energy left to tangle with you again tonight.”

“I don’t want to fight. I just want to talk to you. Explain a few things.”


“I don’t think I have the energy for that, either.”

He should just let her go inside and sleep. But he didn’t want this ugliness between them any longer. Not if he had any chance of clearing it away. “Please. Sit down.”

She was quiet for a long time watching him across the width of the porch with only the night sounds between them—the cool sigh of the wind, the crickets’ chatter, the creek tumbling along behind the trees.

Just when he began to fear she would ignore him and march into her cabin, she blew out a breath and slid onto the swing next to him.

Now that she was there, he didn’t know where to begin.

“Gorgeous view from here,” he finally said, which wasn’t at all what he wanted to talk to her about. Still, it was the truth. He could see the Salt River Range behind them. Even in mid-June, the mountains still wore snowcaps that gleamed bluish white in the moonlight.

The Lost Creek had a prime location on a foothill bordering national forest land. From here he could see small glowing settlements strung along the Star Valley like Christmas lights.

“I like it,” she finally murmured.

“I would have to say it’s almost as nice as the view from the Diamond Harte.”

“Almost. Not quite.”

The pride in her voice for her family ranch made him smile. Although he knew she wouldn’t be able to see much in the darkness, he could feel the heat of her gaze on him. What she could see apparently displeased her because her voice was curt when she spoke. “I’m tired, Zack. What did you want to talk about?”


This wasn’t the way he wanted to do this, with her already testy and abrupt. But it didn’t look as if she was going to give him much of a choice.

“I’m sorry about this afternoon. About Lowry.”

“You should be.”

He winced at the residual anger in her voice. He wasn’t sorry for warning her about the bastard, just that he had gone about it the wrong way.

She didn’t give him a chance to explain. “I find it unbelievably arrogant that you think you can blow back into town like nothing happened and start ordering me around,” she snapped.

“I don’t think that.”

“Don’t you?”

“No!”

“Let’s see.” She ticked off his shortcomings on her fingers. “In the thirty-six hours since you showed up again, you have blackmailed me to keep me from quitting my job, you have once more dredged up old, painful gossip about me all over town and you have commanded me not to go out with a man I’ve known most of my life. Seems to me you’re working pretty hard to control me.”

Put so bluntly, he could understand why she would be more than a little annoyed with him. Maybe he had been a little heavy-handed since he’d seen her. What other choice did he have, though?

“I didn’t come to fight with you, Cass. We need to talk. I’d like to clear the air between us.”

“I really don’t think that’s possible.” Her voice was small and maybe a little sad, which gave him some hope.

“Will you let me at least try?”

She remained silent, which he took as assent. Where to start? he wondered, gazing out at the mountains. At the crux of the matter, he figured.

“I didn’t leave town with Melanie.”

She froze, stopping the swing’s motion mid-rhythm. “We went over this earlier. I don’t want to hear it again.”

She started to rise but he held a hand out to keep her in place, brushing the denim of her jeans as his hand covered her leg. She jerked away from his touch but stayed in the swing beside him, which he took as a good sign.

“Please. Listen to me. I know you’re going to find this an amazing coincidence—hell, I have a hard time believing it myself—but I left alone. I swear it.”

“So how did Melanie leave town? Teleportation?” A thin shear of skepticism coated her voice. “Her car was left in the parking lot of the Renegade. She was last seen climbing into your pickup truck, then the two of you were observed going at it inside the cab like a couple of minks. Are you saying everybody else who saw you two drive off together was lying?”

“No. They weren’t lying. We did drive off together.”

She made a hmmph kind of sound and folded her arms across her chest. He sighed. This was going to be much harder than he expected.

“You know what Melanie was like. She was wild. Out of control. That night she was drinking like a sailor with a three-day pass and throwing herself at anybody in sight. I offered to give her a ride home because I knew she was too drunk to be safe behind the wheel of a car. When she climbed into my truck, she attacked me.”


“Oh, you poor helpless man. I’m sure that was just terrible for you.”

“It was, dammit! I couldn’t stand her. I was engaged to marry the woman I loved and didn’t want to have anything to do with someone like Melanie Harte.”

Cassie remained stubbornly silent, her arms folded tightly, and he knew with grim certainty that she didn’t believe a word he was saying.

“She kissed me,” he tried again. “Started grabbing me as soon as she climbed into the truck. I told her to stop. I thought she was going to behave herself but as soon as we pulled out of the parking lot, she started all over again. Eventually I told her I would just leave her on the side of the road if she didn’t cut it out. She laughed and said I wouldn’t dare, that if I did, she would tell you I put the moves on her.”

His memory of this was hazy because of what had happened later that night but he tried his best to reconstruct it. “I laughed at her. I told her you’d never believe it. She was crazy that night, though, and wouldn’t stop. About the third or fourth time she tried to grab my crotch, I pulled over just outside the city limits, yanked her out of the truck and drove away, to hell with being a gentleman. That’s the last time I ever saw her. I swear.”

She didn’t answer for several moments. When she spoke, her voice was subdued. “And somehow in the middle of all that, you just decided to keep on driving, right? Tell me, Zack. When did you decide you weren’t really in love with me? When did you realize you couldn’t stomach the idea of being married to me and decided running was a better option?”

Was that what she thought all these years? Of course, he answered his own question, his heart aching. What else could she have thought?

“It wasn’t like that, Cass,” he murmured, wondering how much to tell her about the other events that had unfolded that night. Ten years later it all sounded so inconceivable, even to him.

Who would she be more willing to believe the worst about? People she has known and cared about all her life or the man she had spent years believing had betrayed her in the worst way possible?

He didn’t want to make her have to choose. Truth was, he was afraid where he would stack up. But he had to give her some kind of explanation. If he didn’t, the past would remain an insurmountable wall between them and she would never let him through.

“After I dropped Melanie off, I drove back to the Diamond Harte, then started to feel a little guilty about dumping her out like that in the middle of nowhere. Once I cooled off, I realized I couldn’t leave her alone in the dark to find her own way home. I imagined her falling into the river or something else terrible happening to her, so I turned around to go look for her.”

“And did you find her?”

“No. I just figured somebody else must have given her a ride. But while I was looking for her, I stumbled onto something else. Something illegal.”

“What?” She sounded every bit as skeptical as he expected.

“When I didn’t find her on the main road, I thought she might have wandered off in the wrong direction so I decided to look along this gravel road near where I dropped her off. I was feeling pretty guilty by then, when I saw a little puddle-jumper Cessna landing in a field a mile or so down the road. I figured they must have had to make some kind of emergency landing so I went to investigate.”

“And?”

“It wasn’t an emergency. It was a planned drop site. The plane was delivering a large shipment of cocaine. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time and stumbled on a crew transferring it from the Cessna to a truck.”

She was silent for a moment then she began to laugh, low and rich and full of disbelief. “Okay. You might have had me going there for a moment but this is too much. What kind of idiot do you take me for? This is Star Valley, Slater. I’ll admit, I’m not naive enough to think we don’t have any illegal narcotic use in the valley but certainly not enough to make it some drug smuggling hub.”

“Maybe not here. But I imagine there are plenty of tourists and movie stars just over the mountains in Jackson Hole who wouldn’t care how their drugs arrived as long as they had a ready supply.”

“Assuming I believe you—which I don’t—it still doesn’t explain why you just decided to take off. Why not go to the police? Someone would have helped you.”

Oh, yeah. Salt River’s finest would have helped him, all right. Helped him right into a five-to-life prison sentence for drug smuggling. He doubted Cassie would believe the depth of corruption in the small-town police department. Hell, he still had a hard time believing it and he had witnessed it firsthand.

Trying to figure out the best way to answer, he gazed out at that sliver of moonlight on gravel and the shadows beyond.

She wasn’t ready for the whole truth, he thought, so he slipped her something a little more palatable. “Back then I didn’t trust a man in uniform the way you did. Call it cynicism or whatever you want. I suppose I could have gone to someone, but I really didn’t think anyone would believe me.”

“Why not?”

“I knew what people said about me. What everybody in town was saying. That I was some kind of gold digger after your share of the ranch.”

“Nobody really thought that.”

He studied his fist resting on the armrest of the swing, not willing to shatter that last illusion of hers. She had been a sweet, loyal eighteen-year-old girl in love who hadn’t wanted to see what everyone was saying behind her back.

He suddenly missed that girl fiercely.

“Maybe not. Maybe that’s only how I interpreted things. Like I said, I guess I was too cynical. I thought I would end up in jail if I came forward. That I would take the fall.”

Not that such a conclusion had just sprung into his head out of the blue. After he’d been beaten so badly he could hardly move by four masked police officers wielding billy clubs and pistol butts, he’d been given the message loud and clear. Leave town or go to prison for drug smuggling.

What else could he have done?

“So you decided it would be easier to just leave, to hell with me and all our plans.” Her voice was low, bitter, and ripped through his heart like a ricocheting bullet.

“Either way you would have despised me, whether I walked out or whether I stayed and ended up in jail. I figured leaving would be the best thing I could ever do for you.”

“How thoughtful of you.”

This time her bitterness made him wince. “Cassie—”

“Let me ask you one question. Why on earth would you want to marry a woman you thought so little of?”

“I thought the world of you! I loved you!”

She was the one shining light in a life that had been gray and colorless before their paths collided.

“You couldn’t have loved me. You didn’t even know the first thing about me.”

“Sure I did.”

“If what you say is true—if you really did stumble onto some drug ring and were afraid of taking the fall for it—you should have known that you didn’t have to run. I would have stood by you, no matter what happened. No matter what anybody said about you.”

He tried to see her expression in the dim porch but her face was just a pale blur in the moonlight. “I thought I did the right thing. I didn’t want you to have to endure the shame of having your fiancé arrested the week before the wedding.”

“What do you think would have been worse for me?” Her voice was just barely audible above the sighing wind. “The shame of you being arrested on some trumped-up charge that any good lawyer could have beaten? Or the shame I’ve lived with for ten years, of believing you preferred my brother’s wife to me?”

Aw, hell. He closed his eyes against the pain lodging thick and heavy in his chest.

“If I’d had any idea everyone thought I jilted you to run off with Melanie, I would have come back and faced any consequence. I’m so sorry you had to deal with that.”

“And that’s supposed to mean something to me now, after all this time?”

“I don’t know. I hope so.”

She rose from the rocking chair and stood over him, a slender shadow in the night. “You still left, Zack. Whether you left with Melanie or not. You still left without a note or a phone call or anything. You owed me that much, at least.”

She was right. He had wanted to call her a thousand times that first year but had always stopped before dialing the number. A clean break would be best for her, he had rationalized. She would move on with her life and forget about him.

Find someone better.

It sounded good in the abstract. Noble and selfless, even. But he had faced some fairly ugly truths about himself a long time ago. He hadn’t refrained from making contact with her out of some high-minded desire for her to heal. He’d been a coward. Pure and simple. Afraid that the moment he heard her soft voice, he would turn around and head back to the Diamond Harte like a compass finding north.

“I’m tired, Zack,” she finally said into the silence. “As I told you, it’s been a long, hard day.”

She moved past him for the door, and he felt his last chance with her slipping through his fingers. He stood and reached out to grab on to something—anything—and found the soft, bare skin of her forearm.

“I’m sorry I hurt you, Cass,” he murmured. “I never wanted to do that. I thought I was protecting you.”

Now that they were face-to-face, he could see the fatigue on her face, the purplish circles under her eyes. He wanted to smooth a hand over that tousled cap of hair. To hold her on his lap and tuck her head close to his chest and listen to her breathe against him while she slept.

His gaze locked with hers, and he realized some of what he was feeling must have shown in his expression. Her mouth opened just a little, and a breathy little sound escaped.

He could no more keep from bending toward that mouth than he could yank the moon from the sky.

If he’d been thinking at all, he would have expected her to jerk away when his mouth met hers. Knowing Cassie, he might have expected at least a slap or a knee to the groin. Heaven knows, he deserved all that and more.

She didn’t lash out at him, though. Instead she whispered another of those little sighs and her lips softened under his.

He kept the kiss gentle. Slow and tender. Nonthreatening. A shadowy remembrance of other kisses.

She leaned into him just for a moment—just enough for his blood to begin singing and his body stir to life—and then she wrenched away from him so abruptly her elbow caught the door frame with a hard whack.








Chapter 5



She wasn’t sure exactly when awareness slipped over her like a chilling mist.

One moment she wanted to weep from the tenderness of his kiss, from the unbelievable wonder of being in his arms once more. Of tasting his lips and feeling his skin and absorbing the taste and smell of him that had haunted her dreams for so long after he left.

The next, her spine stiffened, her muscles tensed, and she wrenched away. The impact of her elbow hitting wood jarred her completely back into reality.

Damn him for kissing her like that.

And damn her right along with him for allowing it.

“Don’t touch me again.” She meant to sound strong and determined, but she heard the quaver in her voice and cursed herself for her weakness.

“Cassie —”

“I’m serious, Slater. You want me to stay and work here, fine. I’ll stay. We made a deal, and I, for one, always try to keep my word. But I don’t want you near me.”

She didn’t wait for him to answer, just opened the door to the cabin and hurried inside before she did anything else stupid. Inside she slammed the door and stood for a moment, then slumped to the floor, one trembling hand covering her mouth that still burned from his kiss.

She felt stunned, immobilized by shock. As if every illusion she had ever had about herself had just disintegrated into a fine, chalky dust.

What just happened here?

Had she really just let Zack Slater kiss her? Not just let him, she corrected herself with dawning horror. She had been a willing participant, had wanted to dissolve in his arms like sugar in warm water.

She closed her eyes, remembering the heat of his mouth, the strength of his arms around her. The overwhelming sense of rightness, of belonging, that had seeped through her skin—through her bones—like spring sunshine.

As if she were home again after a long and treacherous journey.

What the bloody blazes had come over her? She blew out a shuddering breath. There was nothing right about kissing Zack Slater. It was wrong in every single definition of the word.

Her hands trembled as she pressed them over her face. Where was her pride? Her self-respect? Her sense of self-preservation, at least?

She meant what she said. She couldn’t allow him to touch her again. Especially now that she realized her body still responded to him with all the enthusiasm of dry tinder to a match.


She wouldn’t let him do this to her again. She had worked too hard the last ten years to become someone she could like and respect again. Now, when she finally felt as if she could hold her head high again, that she was a strong and capable woman—not that needy, trusting girl who had given her heart so completely—Slater had to turn up again.

She thought of the unbelievable story he had told her, sick to realize how desperately she wanted to believe him. It would still sting to know he chose to leave her rather than give her the opportunity to prove to him she loved him enough to stand behind him, no matter what happened.

It would still hurt, yes. But at least she wouldn’t have to live with the constant, deep, burning shame of knowing he had preferred a woman like Melanie to her.

She let her hands drop and shuddered out a breath. She wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t. The story was too outlandish. Too contrived. He and Melanie must have been carrying on a sordid affair, just as everyone had said. Melanie made no secret of her desire to leave Star Valley, and she had finally found someone willing to take her.

Cassie leaned her head back against the door. She couldn’t believe him. She had to stand strong and solid as the mountains she loved. Ten years ago Zack Slater had left her bruised and broken, had nearly destroyed her and her family and had turned her into the laughingstock of Star Valley. She couldn’t forget all that just because of a few self-serving words of explanation and a soft, tender kiss that left her yearning for something she could never regain.

She wouldn’t let her heart be vulnerable to him.

This time she might not survive.


 

“So are you going to tell us how you’re really dealing with all of this?”

In the big, comfortable kitchen of the Diamond Harte, Cassie looked up from the potato salad she was throwing together. Though her sister-in-law, Ellie, had been the one who asked the question, she and Jesse’s fiancé Sarah were both watching her with identical expressions of concern on their faces.

She knew exactly what they were talking about but she wasn’t at all in the mood to get into it right now, so she pretended ignorance, even though she knew it wouldn’t fly with them for long. “Dealing with what?”

“Come on, Cass,” Ellie muttered. “You know what I mean. With that man showing up again after all these years!”

Here it comes. She sighed. She should have known she couldn’t get through the regular Sunday afternoon Harte family gathering without Zack Slater starring as the main topic of conversation.

Trying to avoid the question as long as possible, she looked out the window where her brothers, beer bottles in hand, went through the strictly male ritual of manning the steaks on the grill. She almost wished she were out there with them.

But whose inquisition was she more willing to face? Her stubborn brothers’ or that of their equally persistent women?

Finally she turned back to the table, pasting a smile on her face that probably fooled nobody. “I’m fine. Really. I can’t say I’m thrilled Slater has the gall to come back and I’m not crazy about everything being dredged up again, but I’m coping.”


Sarah’s green eyes darkened with sympathy. “This must be so difficult for you. I can’t even imagine it.”

A quick image of their soft, late-night kiss of earlier in the week flickered through her mind. Difficult didn’t even come close to describing the tumult shaking around her psyche since Zack Slater had shown up at the Lost Creek Ranch, rich and self-assured and as gorgeous as ever.

“I’m coping,” she repeated, as blatant a falsehood as she had ever uttered.

She was fairly certain her friends saw through it, but they loved her too much to call her a liar to her face.

Instead Ellie stuck her chin out with a pugnacious tilt. “I know I, for one, would love to spend an hour or two locked in a room with the man, giving him a piece of my mind. Turning up again after all these years as if nothing had happened! How does he dare show his face around here?”

She remembered the regret she thought she’d seen in those eyes that night on her porch as he had told her his version of events. If he were telling the truth—that he hadn’t left with Melanie—he had been judged unfairly.

It was one thing for a man to get cold feet about his wedding and decide to bolt. Better before the wedding than after, most people would say.

It was quite another if he took off with someone else’s wife in the process.

But he couldn’t have been telling the truth. Where else would Melanie have gone?

She looked out the window again at her brothers. Matt stood at the grill ready to turn the steaks, smiling at something Jesse must have said.

She adored both of her brothers, but she and Matt shared a special bond. After their parents’ death when she was twelve, he had been the only authority figure in her life and she loved him deeply for taking on the responsibility of a young girl when he could easily have handed it off to someone else.

Deep in her heart she had always suspected he’d married Melanie in the first place to provide Cassie with a more normal home life than just that of an impressionable girl living with her two young bachelor brothers, one of them a wild hell-raiser.

He had never said as much—and he never would, she knew—but deep down she had always feared she was the one responsible for his disaster of a marriage.

Guilt washed through her as she realized she had given very little thought to Matt and how he must feel to have Slater back in town.

His marriage to Melanie had been over a long time before Zack Slater entered the picture—that much had been glaringly obvious—but it still couldn’t be easy for Matt to live in the same town with the man everyone believed had run off with her.

No, she corrected herself again, angry at the part of her still clinging to that wild, foolish hope. The man who had run off with her brother’s wife. She couldn’t forget that. She wasn’t ready to give up ten years of betrayal just because Zack claimed their mutual disappearance on the same night had been strictly coincidental.

“What has Matt said about Slater coming back?” she asked Ellie, her voice subdued.

Her sister-in-law shrugged. “Not much. He’s upset about it of course, but mainly I think he’s worried about you.”


“Still, it must sting his pride a little bit to have all those old, ugly bones dug up.”

Ellie’s mouth tightened. “I don’t think he had much pride left when it came to Melanie.”

She couldn’t dispute that. Cassie knew there were plenty of folks around Salt River who thought Slater did them all a big favor by taking away Matt’s wild, troubled wife.

The silence in the kitchen was broken by Sarah ripping open a bag of chips and pouring them into a serving bowl. “What puzzles me,” she said with a thoughtful frown, “is why the man would come back to Salt River at all. I would think anyone with a kernel of sense would stay as far away from here as possible. He had to know he wouldn’t exactly be Mr. Popular. Not with all the lives he hurt when he left. He must have a very good reason to come back. Either that or he’s crazy.”

“Maybe that’s it,” Ellie said, crunching on a chip. “Maybe he’s bonkers. Or maybe he’s just a heartless bastard who doesn’t care about who he’s hurting by coming back.”

Cassie remembered that flash of vulnerability she thought she’d seen as he had kissed her, and had the sudden, insane urge to defend him. He wasn’t crazy or heartless. She opened her mouth to say so, then clapped her lips shut again.

She wouldn’t defend him. Anything she said was bound to be misinterpreted by her family.

Why had he come back, though? It was a darn good question. One she was ashamed to realize she didn’t have the courage to explore.

“Can we change the subject?” she finally asked. “Those steaks out there smell delicious, but I’m afraid I won’t have much of an appetite if we keep talking about Zack Slater.”

Sarah was quick to apologize. “Don’t mind us,” she said softly. “We’re just a couple of nosy old busybodies.”

“Speak for yourself,” Ellie said with a teasing grin. “I’m not old.”

The conversation quickly drifted to other subjects, especially Sarah and Jesse’s upcoming nuptials. But even while Sarah described the dress she had finally picked out and the shower Cassie and Ellie were throwing her in a few weeks, Cassie couldn’t shake the memory of that breathless moment on the porch right before Slater had kissed her.

They were discussing the menu Cassie planned to serve at the wedding dinner when her nieces burst into the kitchen, dusty and sunburned from their favorite activity, horseback riding.

The girls were a contrast in appearance—Dylan red-haired like her mother, with freckles and a snub nose, and Lucy with curly dark hair and big gray eyes. But they were partners in crime in just about everything. They’d been best friends since Ellie and Dylan moved to town the summer before and had connived and schemed to bring their parents together.

Cassie had a feeling they also secretly took credit for bringing their fourth-grade teacher, Sarah, together with Jesse.

She shuddered to think what would happen if they ever decided to turn their fledgling matchmaking skills in her direction.

“We’re starving,” Dylan moaned dramatically. “When are we gonna eat?”


“Yeah,” Lucy chimed in. “I’m so hungry I could eat my boots.”

“From the looks of it, those boots have been in places I don’t even want to think about,” Ellie said. “Why don’t you take them off in the mudroom and then scrub all that barn grime off your hands and faces?”

They groaned but quickly obeyed, then both reached for the potato chip bowl at the same time. Before they could reach it, Cassie whipped the bowl behind her back with a grin. “Nope. Neither one of you is getting anything to eat until you give me my hug.”

This time they obeyed without the groaning. She put the bowl back on the table and gathered them close. Dylan was quick to return to the chips, but Lucy lingered in her arms and Cassie planted a kiss on the top of her dark curls, smelling shampoo and sunshine.

All too soon Lucy pulled away and Ellie stepped into the breach. “Why don’t you girls help carry some of this food out to the picnic table and tell your dad and uncle to hustle with those steaks?”

Cassie watched the girls obey, trying hard to ignore the sharp little niggle in her heart.

It shouldn’t still bother her. Not after all these months. Everything had changed now that Matt had married Ellie. Lucy had a different family now—a stepmother and a sister. The four of them had forged a loving family and she couldn’t be happier for them.

But she still couldn’t help an aching sense of loss that pinched her heart every time she was around her niece now.

After Melanie left, she had taken over caring for Lucy. What else could she have done? There was no way Matt could handle a three-month-old infant by himself and run the ranch, too.

And giving up her college plans and devoting herself to her niece hadn’t been completely unselfish on her part. She had needed the distraction, a firm purpose, something to help restore her shattered self-esteem. She found it in mothering the poor lost little baby.

For nearly ten years she had been Lucy’s mother in everything but name. She had held her chubby little hands when Lucy took her first fledgling steps, she had cuddled her at night and read her bedtime stories, she had nurtured her when she was sick. She had given the little girl all the love in her heart and had it returned a thousandfold, with sticky kisses and tight hugs and whispered secrets.

Everything was different now. She had moved away to give Matt and Ellie space to build their new life together. It was the right thing to do, she knew. But a part of her still grieved to know Ellie was the one who now heard those secrets of Lucy’s, who now received those sticky kisses and tight hugs, while she was relegated to the role of maiden aunt.

Now Jesse and Sarah were getting married, and she knew it probably wouldn’t be long before they added their own little branches to the Harte family tree.

She would love their children, just as she did Lucy and Dylan. She would spoil them with presents and take them to the movies and baby-sit so their parents could have a night on the town.

And she would always be on the outside looking in.

She ground her teeth, angry at the direction of her thoughts. She was childish to think such things, even for a moment. Her family loved her. She had absolutely no doubt about that. Lucy loved her. Their hearts would always be knit together by those ten years she had nurtured her niece. Nothing could change that.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Sarah asked in her quiet voice while Ellie was occupied loading the girls up with plates and silverware.

Cassie pushed away her thoughts and summoned a smile. “Sure. I’m fine. Just hungry.”

Sarah didn’t look convinced, but to her relief, her future sister-in-law was too tactful to push her on it as they finished preparations for dinner.

As usual, the meal was noisy and rambunctious, full of heated debates, good food and plenty of laughter. Cassie joined in, but a part of her sat back, watching her brothers with the women they loved.

Matt and Ellie never seemed to stop touching each other. Ellie’s hand on Matt’s arm as she made a point. Matt’s quick caress of his wife’s shoulder as she leaned back in her chair. A soft kiss when they thought no one was looking.

It still amazed her to see her big, gruff oldest brother teasing and smiling at his spunky little wife.

Jesse and Sarah were the same, and she whispered a quick prayer of gratitude that her middle brother had finally realized he deserved better than the wild, bubble-headed party girls he usually dated, that he had been wise enough to latch on to someone as soft and good as Sarah.

She was jealous of them for their happiness. All of them. For a few brief months she had known that same deep connection with Slater, but she was terribly afraid she would never find it with someone else. The knowledge had her picking at her steak and barely touching the homemade ice cream Dylan and Lucy had churned.

She had a good life, she reminded herself. Thanks to Slater, in just a few weeks she would have enough money to put the down payment on Murphy’s and finally realize her dream of running her own restaurant. She would have purpose in her life again. Direction.

“You gonna eat the rest of that?” Jesse asked, gesturing with his spoon toward her melting ice cream.

She grinned at her bottomless pit of a brother. And wasn’t it just like a man that for all he ate, he never gained an ounce of fat, just hard muscle? “What will you give me if I let you finish it off?”

“How about a ride in my police Bronco with all the lights and sirens blaring?”

“Ohh. As tempting as that sounds, I just don’t think my poor heart could stand so much excitement.”

Jesse pondered for a moment. “How about I let you keep Daisy while we’re in Vancouver for our honeymoon?”

She laughed, looking toward the shade of the sycamore where his big golden retriever lounged with Dylan and Lucy. “Again, a very enticing offer. But I think your baby would be happier here on the ranch where she can chase the cats and play with the cow dogs. Is that the best you can do?”

“Come on, Cass. Your ice cream is just sitting there going to waste, melting all over the place. Why don’t you just tell me what you want?”

She hadn’t want to bring this up in front of the rest of the family but she couldn’t pass up the chance. “Promise you won’t make any more scenes in town like the one in front of Murphy’s this week with Slater, and it’s all yours.”

Jesse glowered, all teasing forgotten. “I can’t make a promise like that. I should have pounded the bastard’s pretty-boy face in.”


She glowered right back. “It’s not your battle to fight, Jess.”

“The hell it isn’t.”

“All you did with your little chest-pounding demonstration was stir up more gossip. You’re not helping anything.”

“I’m not about to sit by and let him hurt you again.”

“I can take care of myself,” she snapped, even though she wasn’t at all sure of that, as evidenced by her response to that slow, sexy late-night kiss.

Before Jesse could argue, Matt broke in. “Neutral corners, you two. Looks like we have company.”

From here she could see the long, curving driveway into the ranch and she recognized Wade’s truck kicking up dirt as he roared toward the house.

“Who could that be?” Ellie wondered.

Color climbed up her cheekbones. “Um, that would be my date.”

“Who?” Jesse asked suspiciously, and she fought the urge to dump the rest of her melting ice cream in his lap.

“Wade Lowry. We’re going to a show in Jackson. You have a problem with that?”

Jesse made a face but didn’t say anything. She knew he and Wade didn’t get along, something to do with the days when Wade worked for the police department.

“That’s great!” Ellie interjected, with just enough enthusiasm to make Cassie wonder if her family thought she had zero social life. Which was basically the truth. “You should have invited him to dinner.”

She made a noncommittal sound, heartily glad she hadn’t. “I’m sorry I can’t stay to help clean up.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ellie said. “Just go have a great time.”


She rose from the picnic table and plopped her bowl of what was now plain vanilla cream without the ice in front of Jesse. “Here you go. Enjoy.”

And that’s just what she would do, she thought as she walked out front to meet Wade. She would do her best to enjoy their date and try to summon more than just friendly feelings for him.

She wanted to grab for happiness where she could find it, not spend the rest of her life pining for something she could never have again.








Chapter 6



This was getting to be a bad habit.

Zack sat on the little front porch of his cabin, uncomfortably aware he was lurking in the corner like some kind of peeping Tom. He had pushed the comfy rocking chair as close to the wall as he could without the rockers hitting it. Nobody could see him, he assured himself as he watched the small driveway for any sign of Lowry’s pickup truck.

He wasn’t spying on her.

He wasn’t.

He was simply savoring the quiet of the night, enjoying a beautiful cool summer evening in the mountains, with the fresh, intoxicating smell of sage mixed with pine, and the stars twinkling overhead in a vast glittering blanket. He was only enjoying the soothing sounds of the crickets and the creek and the soft wind tinkling the wind chimes Cassie had hung on her porch.

Right. Who was he kidding? He had been sitting out here all evening trying to convince himself his motives were pure, even while one part of him kept watch like a nervous father for Cassie to return from her night out.

He had maintained his solitary vigil while the ranch guests returned in pairs or small family groups to their own cabins after a hard day of recreating. Now, just past midnight, the ranch was mostly quiet. Peaceful.

Even with this edginess that forced his gaze toward the driveway a dozen times a minute, he still found himself enjoying it.

A barn owl hooted somewhere in the night, a low, mournful call, and a few seconds later it was answered from one of the big cottonwood trees near the creek.

At least somebody wouldn’t be alone tonight.

He found himself smiling at the whimsical thought but sobered quickly. He, on the other hand, was still alone. Always alone, just as he’d been from the age of fifteen, except for that brief, magical time when his life had merged with Cassie’s.

Before he could dwell on that grim reminder he saw headlights flash into the driveway and shifted a little deeper into the shadows.

Lowry drove a late-model pickup truck with a fresh wax job that gleamed in the pale moonlight.

Zack watched him climb out and hurry toward the passenger side to open the door for Cassie, ever the gentleman, and Zack had to clench his hands into fists to keep from marching down the steps and slugging the bastard.

Cassie hopped out of the truck with what he thought might be just a little too much eagerness, as if all she wanted was to be home.

Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on his part.

No. Everything about her body language spoke of a woman who wasn’t eager for any post-date clutch. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her sweater and walked briskly up the walk toward her cabin.

“I had a great time, Wade,” she murmured when they reached the steps to her porch. “Thank you for inviting me.”

Lowry edged a little closer, and Zack went completely still so he could hear his next words.

“We need to do this more often,” Lowry murmured, and Zack didn’t realize he was holding his breath until he heard her make a little noncommittal sound in response.

“Well, good night,” she said, somewhat breathlessly. “And thanks again.”

Zack couldn’t help his smirk as she hurried up the steps of her cabin as if she wanted to put as much distance as possible between them. His smirk faded quickly when Lowry bounded after her to the door.

In the gleam of the porch light she had left burning, Zack could see her unease. Her shoulders were tight, and she was already reaching to unlock her front door.

She might have made it through the door unscathed. He would never know. At that moment he leaned forward slightly for a better view, and the rocker squeaked on a loose floorboard under his feet.

It was just a tiny sound in the night, no louder than the wind rubbing two limbs together, but she whirled her head toward his cabin. Though the lighting was dim, he was fairly certain her eyes narrowed suspiciously at the corner of darkness where he lurked.

When she turned back to Lowry, her smile was unnaturally bright, with none of the hesitation that had been there before. “I really did have a wonderful time, Wade. I know the Applewood Players in Jackson are performing a melodrama this summer. I’ve heard good things about it. Maybe we could go sometime.”

Wade looked slightly dazzled. “I’d like that.”

After an awkward pause he angled his head and Zack held his breath, knowing with grim certainty what was going to happen next. Sure enough, the bastard leaned down and brushed his lips against Cassie’s.

It wasn’t a long kiss, only a few heartbeats, but it went on long enough that Zack was forced to curl his hands into fists on the armrests to keep from throttling both of them.

He wasn’t sure through the haze of green over his eyes which of them broke it off. The next thing he knew, Cassie had unlocked her door slicker than spit on a griddle.

“Have dinner with me this week.”

“I don’t know,” she answered, and he wondered if that breathy note in her voice stemmed from reaction or nervousness. “My schedule’s pretty full for a while. Jean wants everything to be perfect for…for the new owner, plus I’m going to be busy training my replacement.”

“When is your next day off? I’m flexible. We can work around your schedule.”

“I’ll have to let you know. Good night, Wade,” she finally said with firmness, then slipped inside her house, leaving her clean wildflower scent floating in the air, torturing him even across the distance between their cabins.

Lowry stood on the porch for just a moment, then bounded down the porch steps, whistling cheerfully as he climbed into his pickup. He revved the engine a little too much, then drove away.

Zack stayed in his dark corner a few moments longer, wondering when he could safely get up and go inside without her hearing him. He was still mulling it over when her door opened again and she peeked her head out.

“You can come out now. He’s gone,” Zack called softly. He only meant to tease her a little, but he immediately realized he had made a severe miscalculation in judgment.

His old man always warned him not to yank a barn cat’s tail unless he was in the mood for some damn good scratches.

With both hands, she shoved open her screen door the rest of the way then marched down her steps and up his until she loomed over him, angry tension in every tight line of her body.

“How was the show?” she snapped. “See anything interesting while you were lurking out here in the dark?”

He leaned back in the rocking chair with a grin. “To be honest, it didn’t look real thrilling from here. But then, I wasn’t the one with Lowry’s tongue down my throat, either.”

The sound she made was somewhere between a growl and a cussword. “What are you doing out here, Slater?”

He shrugged. “Can’t a man sit out on a warm summer evening and just enjoy the night?”

“You have no right to spy on me.”

He assumed an injured tone. “Spy? Why would I want to do that?”

“Beats me. Why do you do anything? Why come back to Star Valley in the first place? Why go to so much trouble to buy the Lost Creek? Why force me to stay and work for you?”


Because I’m still crazy about you, after ten years. He heard the words in his head and shifted in the rocking chair, swallowing them back.

“I like it here,” he muttered. “I’ve always liked it here.”

“No. It’s more than that. You’re up to something. Why not just admit it and tell me what it is you want?”

What would she say if he told her what he wanted was to pull her into his lap right now and show her a real kiss, not that thing Lowry gave her?

Since he was pretty sure she wouldn’t appreciate it, he opted to change the subject. “How was your date?” he asked instead.

She was quiet for a moment, her eyes narrowed as she studied him. “Fine. The musical was good.”

“And the company?” he couldn’t resist asking.

“None of your business, Slater.”

Every instinct in him warned him to hold his tongue, but his next words slipped out, anyway. “I thought I told you it wasn’t a good idea to go out with him.”

“And I thought I told you I don’t give a damn what you want. Good night, Slater.”

She whirled to go, but he reached out and grabbed her arm before she could march back down the steps. “Just be careful around him, okay? I don’t think he’s the nice guy everybody seems to think.”

She slid her hand from his loose grasp. “You’ve been gone for ten years, Zack. You don’t know Wade at all. And you don’t know me, either.”

He watched her walk back into her cabin then purposefully move about the place yanking every curtain closed.

That barn owl hooted again but this time there was no answering call.

The silence made him feel more alone than ever.


 

She was cutting radishes into flowery garnishes the next afternoon when Jean walked into the kitchen, her gray hair yanked into its regular braid and a smile on her weathered face.

“Hear you went into Jackson with Wade Lowry last night to see a show. Have a good time?”

She sighed. She had answered that very question half a dozen times already that day. Why was it she couldn’t even buy a new toothbrush without everybody hearing about it?

“They have a talented group this year, even though those college kids seem to get younger and younger every year.”

“Time marches on, whether we want it to or not.”

True enough. Just that morning she had ruthlessly yanked a solitary gray hair from among her short dark cap like a gardener after weeds. Maybe that’s why she couldn’t seem to shake this black mood. It surely didn’t have anything to do with her snoopy next-door neighbor or the insane urge that had come over her the night before to kiss that smirk right off his face.

“Anyway, it was very professionally done,” she said, hastily dragging her mind from those dangerous waters. “I was thinking maybe some of the guests might enjoy an outing into town one of these nights. You could probably get a good rate on tickets for a large group.”

“Good idea. Maybe I’ll try to set something up next week.” With a long sigh, Jean settled into a chair and plucked one of the radishes from the tray, then popped it into her mouth.

It was so rare to see the Lost Creek owner—well, the lame duck owner, anyway—sit down for any length of time that Cassie set down her knife and studied her boss carefully.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

Jean shrugged. “Sure. Just fine.”

“How are you feeling, really?”

The older woman was quiet for a moment and Cassie ached for the weary frustration flickering through those steely gray eyes. “I won’t lie to you. Some days are better than others. Without this damned arthritis I’d feel half my age.”

No matter what she might think about Zack Slater, she couldn’t forget that Jean really didn’t have a choice about selling the ranch to his company. She wasn’t sure if he would be ruthless enough to make good on his threat to back out of the sale if she didn’t stick it out for a few short weeks, but she couldn’t take that chance.

“Just think.” She summoned a smile for her friend. “In a few months you’ll be in San Diego with your daughter and can take it easy just soaking in the ocean breezes.”

A spasm of worry tightened the older woman’s features. “I suppose. If everything goes through with Maverick and young Slater.”

“Has there been a problem?” Cassie asked carefully.

“Don’t know. He’s a man who plays his cards pretty close to his chest. Hard to know what he’s thinking.”

Wasn’t that the truth? There was a time she thought she knew him as well as she knew herself. She could see now exactly how foolish and young she’d been. Age had taught her that people could be married for years and still keep a large chunk of their souls to themselves.

“You know,” Jean went on pensively, “I couldn’t figure out at first why he wanted the ranch, but the more I see him around the place, I think I’m beginning to see it.”

Cassie hated the curiosity prowling through her. At the same time she couldn’t quite manage to control it. “What have you figured out?”

“I don’t think it’s about money at all. I think he loves it here. I think maybe he feels he belongs.”

Cassie chopped so hard she mangled the pretty little radish flower under her hands. Zack Slater would never belong. Not at the Lost Creek, not in Salt River, not in the entire Star Valley. He couldn’t.

Jean was wrong. It had to be the money. He was a greedy opportunist who knew a good deal when he saw it. And if he could find a way to hurt her in the bargain, so much the better.

She opened her mouth to say so but shut it again. She had no call to hurt Jean’s feelings. If the woman wanted to believe Zack’s motives for buying the guest ranch were so pure, Cassie didn’t have the heart—or the cruelty—to disillusion her.

Besides, after their agreement ended in just three more weeks, he would have no more hold on her than their shared past. What he did wouldn’t concern her at all.

“Anyway, the reason I stopped by is to ask how you’d feel about going up with the cattle drive tomorrow. I was planning to go as camp cook but I’m just not sure I can manage it, the way I’ve been feeling the past two or three days.”

The idea held instant appeal. She hadn’t gone on an overnight ride into the mountains since the previous fall’s roundup at the Diamond Harte. The thought of a night spent breathing clear, high-altitude air seemed exactly what she needed to make some order of her chaotic thoughts.

She could have Matt bring her favorite mare over from the ranch and her pack tent and camping supplies.

“What about the meals here while I’m gone?” she asked, warming quickly to the idea.

“Claire can cover for you. Most all the guests have signed up for the roundup, anyway. I know it’s short notice, but it would really help me out.”

“No problem.” She was already running through possible menus in her head. “I can easily put together all the supplies this afternoon.”

Since the roundup would leave before first light in the morning, she spent the rest of the afternoon planning the four meals she would need to fix, then carefully loading the necessary ingredients into large panniers to be carried by two packhorses.

While she worked, eager anticipation curled through her like black-eyed Susans on a fence, lifting their cheerful faces to the sun.

If nothing else, a trip into the mountains would help put some distance between her and Slater. And maybe a little physical distance would be all she needed to keep the blasted man from invading her thoughts every fifteen seconds.

 

Cassie stepped back and surveyed her handiwork in the pale early-morning light while the sturdy packhorses nickered softly to each other and to the other mounts being saddled for the trip.

“Does the load look even to you?” she asked Marty Mitchell, one of the oldest of the Lost Creek wranglers. A horse that wasn’t loaded right would tire too quickly on the climb into the mountains.

He spat a wad of chew on the ground. “Far as I can tell. You sure you remembered everythin’?”

“I think so.” She did a quick mental inventory. She was probably forgetting something—she usually did on the Diamond Harte cattle drives, anyway—but she had double-checked her list as carefully as possible the night before.

“The dudes are rarin’ to go.” Marty spat another wad of chew to the ground. She followed his gaze and saw that Jean had been right the night before. While she’d been finishing with the packhorses, most of the Lost Creek guests had shown up and were being matched by one of the other wranglers with appropriate mounts for their riding skills.

“Those two are gonna be trouble,” Marty said, pointed to a pair of towheaded twins, a boy and a girl a few years younger than Lucy and Dylan. The twins wore matching Western regalia—vests, chaps, and jaunty little red cowboy hats—and looked as if they were ready to come to blows over a pretty black-and-white speckled pinto pony.

As Cassie watched, ready to step in as peacemaker, the girl took matters into her own hands by shoving her foot into the stirrup of the pony they both obviously wanted, gripping the saddle pommel and mounting up before her brother had a chance to blink.

Cassie grinned.

“You would appreciate such a dirty trick,” a low voice murmured in her ear. In an instant her blood turned to ice and then just as quickly to molten fire.

She whipped her head around, and dread clutched her stomach when she saw Slater leading one of the Lost Creek geldings, a big, muscular blood bay. Zack wore jeans, a denim jacket and a battered Stetson, and the horse he led was outfitted just like the others, with a bedroll, tent and all the supplies a person would need for an overnight stay in the mountains.

She found herself made speechless by the implications.

He couldn’t be going on the cattle drive. Fate wouldn’t be that cruel to send the two of them into the same circumstances that had brought them together in the first place a decade ago.

How could she possibly spend two days with him in the mountains? She couldn’t. Her mind raced around in circles trying to figure out a way to escape the inevitable.

Even as she wildly examined her options, she knew she had no way to get out of it. She was trapped, just as surely as a wildcat treed by a pack of hounds. She had promised Jean she would do it and she couldn’t back out now. Her assistant couldn’t handle the trip on such short notice, and she had seen by the trembling exhaustion on her friend’s face the day before that Jean simply wasn’t up to it.

It was far too late in the game to find anyone else.

Had Jean known Slater planned to ride along? Or had he only decided to join the expedition when he found out she was going, as part of his general plan to torment her?

“What’s the matter? You look surprised to see me.”

Surprised was far too mild a word. Horrified fit much better. “Doesn’t the owner and CEO of Maverick Enterprises have far more important things to do with his time than go with a bunch of greenhorns on a mock cattle drive?”

“I can’t think of a one,” he answered with a small smile and a funny look in those hazel eyes.

He held her gaze for just a moment longer than necessary, until heat soaked her cheeks and she had to look away. Her gaze landed on his mouth, and for one crazy instant she could remember nothing but their brief kiss the week before on her porch.

Not just that kiss, but a hundred others. Slow, drugging kisses that sent her blood churning through her veins. Quick ones that made her heart flutter like a trapped bird in her chest.

Once she had known that mouth as well as her own, had tasted every inch and savored every curve and hollow.

Her insides trembled in remembered heat. She closed her eyes, willing him to disappear. When she opened them, he was—to her everlasting regret—still standing beside her, reins held loosely in his hands and looking as gorgeous as ever.

“If you need some suggestions for what to do with yourself, I can come up with plenty,” she snapped.

His grin only added to his looks, she was disgusted to admit. “I’m sure you could, sweetheart,” he answered, then swung into the saddle with a power and grace that left her a little light-headed.

It was going to be a very long two days.

 

She tried her best to pretend Zack Slater didn’t exist throughout most of the day.

It wasn’t easy, especially since she and her string of packhorses brought up the rear of the haphazard group that stretched along the wide trail like worry beads.


From back here, she had an excellent rear view of him riding ahead of her. Not that she was paying the least bit of attention. She most certainly was not. But if she had been, she might have had a hard time not observing how the blasted man still sat in the saddle as if he had been born there, loose and easy and natural.

She didn’t notice, though. Any more than she saw the way the bright summer sun gleamed off that tawny hair under his hat like August wheat or the way his smile flashed at something one of the Carlson twins said to him or the way her breath seemed to catch in her chest every time he turned around and speared her with a hot look from those murky gold-flecked eyes.

He didn’t exist, she reminded herself. Instead of focusing on him, she tried to turn her attention to the thrill of a cattle drive—even a light version like this one, where there were almost more drivers than cattle.

The Lost Creek guests loved this, living out their own version of the movie City Slickers. Jean didn’t keep a big herd at the Lost Creek, maybe one hundred and fifty head. Not like the Diamond Harte, with its herd four times that size.

Jean moved her Herefords only about twenty at a time. Half the summer was spent moving them up to higher ground, the other half bringing them back to the ranch in small groups so that guests throughout the season had the opportunity to participate in a cattle drive.

The formula seemed to work, to the exhilaration of all—except maybe the somewhat bewildered-looking cattle.

It was exciting, Cassie had to admit. Even though she had always participated in the Diamond Harte roundup on a much more massive scale, this was still fun—the bawling of the cattle, the creak of saddles and jangle of tack, the barking of the three low-slung cattle dogs who did most of the actual work.

What was there not to enjoy? They were on a wide trail—a Forest Service fire road, really—surrounded by spectacular scenery: fringy Douglas firs, white-trunked aspens with their pale-green leaves fluttering in the breeze, and wild carpets of wildflowers spreading out in every direction.

She breathed in the scent—of horse and sagebrush and mountains. It was a smell so evocative of summer she had to smile. Oh, she had missed this. She wasn’t going to let Slater ruin her delight in something she had always loved.

She was so busy trying not to pay attention to him that she didn’t notice that he’d pulled away from the rest of the group until he was coming toward her.

She stiffened in the saddle enough that Solidad grew fractious, both at Cassie’s sudden tension on the reins and at the presence of the big bay Slater rode.

“Easy, girl,” she murmured, but she wasn’t sure if it was a message aimed more at herself or at her mare.

Now beside her, Zack gestured toward the ranch guests whooping and hollering and yippy-cay-aying. “Not quite like a Diamond Harte cattle drive, is it?”

She looked for derision in his eyes, in his voice. To her surprise, she found none, just genuine enjoyment. It reminded her of what Jean had said the day before about his motives for acquiring the ranch.

“It’s what keeps people paying the big money to stay at the Lost Creek and all the other dude ranches like it. Traditions like this and the romance of the Old West.”


“It’s not hard to understand why the ranch is such a success. Who wouldn’t enjoy this?”

How in the heck was she supposed to ignore him when he flashed that smile in her direction?

She tried not to acknowledge the heat sizzling through her or the way her legs suddenly trembled in the stirrups.

“I figured the kind of slick, high-dollar guests Maverick Enterprises is planning to bring in probably won’t have time to bother with something as noisy and smelly as an old-fashioned cattle drive. What with all those facials and massages, right?”

She heard her words, snippy and childish, and wanted to yank them back, but they lay between them like the rocks strewn across the trail.

He tipped his Stetson back and speared her with a glittering look. “Is that what you think? That I’m going to turn the place into some kind of ritzy spa?”

“How should I know? It’s not my business, anyway. A few more weeks and I’m gone.”

That funny look appeared in his eyes again. He opened his mouth, but she had the feeling he changed his mind about whatever he was going to say and chose another topic instead.

“I like the Lost Creek just the way it is,” he said after an awkward moment. “I wouldn’t have decided to buy it otherwise. Once my company takes over, I don’t expect we’ll make many changes.”

She pondered that surprising snippet of information while they rode abreast through the dust kicked up by the small herd a hundred yards ahead of them now.

She wanted to study him, to gauge his sincerity, but she wasn’t exactly sure she trusted herself to spend too much time looking at him.


Riding so easily in the saddle in his battered Stetson and Western clothes, this man seemed to have appeared right out of her memories. It was too easy to forget old heartaches and pretend she was riding once more beside the lean, hungry cowboy she had loved so fiercely.

No. She wasn’t going to think about that. Casting about for another topic of conversation, she remembered what Jean had said the day before. “What made you decide to buy the ranch?” she asked, before she’d really had time to think the question through.

He frowned as if disconcerted by the question. “What do you mean?”

“There are probably a dozen other guest ranches for sale across the West. Why the Lost Creek? Why come back to Star Valley after all this time?”

He was quiet for a moment, then tilted his head and studied her, his eyes as bright as jade under the shade of his hat. “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

She blinked at him, suddenly wary. “Figured what out?”

The power of his smile snatched the breath right out of her lungs. “I came back for you, Cassidy Jane.”

Before she could absorb the sheer stunning force of his words, a confused dogie broke away from the main herd and headed into the sagebrush. Zack spurred the big bay and took off after it.

She watched him go, not sure whether she should be furious at his shocking admission.

Or scared to death.

 

Okay, he’d screwed up. Big-time.

At their campsite on the shore of a small mountain lake rimmed by sharp, white-capped peaks, Zack split his time between helping the Lost Creek wranglers as they set up camp and sneaking little looks at Cassie preparing the evening meal.

He knew he was staring at her but couldn’t seem to help himself. She moved like water—graceful and smooth and fluid.

And every time she caught him looking at her, she flushed brighter than the red-hot embers of the campfire.

He had made a tactical error of major proportions. He never should have opened his big mouth about his true reasons for coming back. He should have just bided his time, let her get to know him again. See if, by some miracle, she might be able to trust him again.

Now she was jumpier than a grasshopper on a hot sidewalk.

He hadn’t meant to tell her so bluntly, but the truth had just slipped out when she’d asked him why he returned to Star Valley.

Well, part of the truth, anyway.

How could he tell her he had never stopped loving her? How the memory of those few months he’d spent with her had been burned into his mind and had set the course for his entire life?

By the world’s standards he was a successful man. He had money, he had power, he had influence. The dirty, white-trash kid in hand-me-downs had yanked himself up by the proverbial bootstraps and made something of himself.

Ten years ago he was nothing. Or that’s what he felt like, anyway. Now when he walked into a room, people sat up and took notice.

But it wasn’t enough. Nothing he did had ever seemed enough since he’d left Star Valley and Cassidy Harte.


She didn’t want to hear that from him. He had seen the shock in her eyes. Hell, it went beyond shock. Her pupils had widened with something close to horror.

Could he blame her? A decade ago he had left her heart shattered, the subject of gossip and speculation.

Zack knew what small towns could be like; his father had carted him through enough towns from Montana to Texas. He knew damn well how the scandalmongers had probably circled around her like a howling pack of wolves, just waiting their turn to gnaw at her.

She had every reason to be bitter.

He was crazy to think he could make right in just a few precious weeks what he’d done to her. How could he make her see past his desertion and the terrible wrong he had unwittingly done her by leaving the same night as Melanie?

He might have had a chance if people thought he’d just taken off, gotten cold feet and wandered off to greener pastures. After all, he was the son of a drifter, a rambling man.

But there was Melanie. It was a far different matter for everyone to believe he’d taken her along for the ride.

Where was the blasted woman? he wondered again. He had already contacted the discreet team of private investigators he used to see if they could get a lock on her current whereabouts.

If he could find her, she could corroborate his story—that they hadn’t run off together and it was just lousy timing that they’d both decided to leave Salt River on the same night.

So far the investigators had come up dry. They couldn’t seem to find any trace of her after she left the Star Valley.


Anyway, even if he managed to locate her and somehow drag her here, what reason would Cassie have for believing Melanie, anyway, when she obviously had no inclination to think he was telling the truth?

With a sigh he finished hammering the final tent stake and stood back while two of the Lost Creek wranglers quickly shoved in the poles and erected the structure.

“Thanks for your help, Mr. Slater. I think we can handle it from here.” Like everybody else, Kip Dustin, the lead wrangler, couldn’t seem to look him in the eye as he offered the words.

Zack ground his teeth at the “Mr.” business. All the wranglers—hell, all the employees of the Lost Creek—teetered on an awkward, precarious line, torn between loyalty to Cassie and showing proper respect for their new boss.

“Call me Zack,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir,” the wrangler mumbled, his big ears going red under his slouchy felt Stetson.

He didn’t want to make the man uncomfortable. He only wanted to be clear that he didn’t expect to be treated any differently from the rest of the guests on the trip.

One of the other wranglers called out a question to Dustin about a couple of the horses, and the man escaped with alacrity to answer it.

With most of the work setting camp finished, Zack was left with little else to do. While they waited for the evening meal, some ranch guests had headed down to the small mountain lake to fish with tackle supplied by the ranch. Since he hadn’t brought along waders or his own custom-built fly rod, the idea of drowning a worm didn’t hold much appeal.


Others were holed up in their tents, probably stretched out on their sleeping bags as they tried to relax sore muscles unused to spending a hard day’s work in the saddle.

He knew if he retired to his tent, he wouldn’t be able to think of anything but the woman twenty feet away who was bustling about cooking. He’d rather sit here and watch her, he decided, and settled back against a tree trunk.

He loved looking at her.

With her face a little rosy from the sun and her short cap of dark hair tousled from the breeze, she looked sexy and mussed, like she’d just come from a lover’s arms.

He closed his eyes while memories haunted him of watching her sleep tucked against him, her breathing deep and even and a soft smile on her face as she nestled closer.

She had loved him so generously, without reservation, throwing her whole heart and soul into it. The first time he had kissed her, in the hushed silence of the night on that other long-ago cattle drive, she had looked at him with dazed delight in her eyes.

“Wow!” she had said in a breathless voice. “So that’s what all the fuss is about.”

He remembered laughing roughly and giving her another light kiss on the tip of her nose. After she had gone inside her tent, he had stood outside for a long time under the moonlight studying the vivid red marks on his palms where his nails had dug into skin to keep from devouring her.

He opened his eyes, chagrined to realize he had clenched his hands into fists again just at the memory.

He jerked his mind from the past and saw that the Carlson twins, Maddie and Max, were now pestering her at the camp cookstove, apparently bored with fishing.

Their parents were among those resting in their tent. He suspected it had more to do with taking a short break from the twins’ incessant chatter than with aching muscles.

He sympathized with them. The twins were two ferocious bundles of energy. Their blond curls that had looked so shiny and clean that morning were now coated with dust, and they each had pink cheeks that would probably be a full-fledged sunburn in the morning.

They looked hot and dusty and cranky. He rose with some vague idea of rescuing Cassie from their clutches, though he didn’t have the first clue where to begin.

As he drew closer he could hear them bickering about who would be able to eat more peach cobbler. Cassie stepped in before the argument could get more heated. “I could use a couple of strong hands to bring me more water from the spring to purify. There might be a cookie reward in it. Anybody interested?”

They both jumped at the chance, bickering now about who could carry more water without spilling it. She handed them each a blue-speckled enamelware coffeepot, and they rushed eagerly down the trail toward the cold spring at one end of the lake.

“That ought to keep them occupied for fifteen minutes or so,” he murmured.

Her shoulders stiffened and she looked up at his approach. “I can only hope.”

“You’re good at that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Cooking Dutch-oven potatoes? I’ve had plenty of practice.”


“I meant with the kids. You’re a natural.”

“I’ve had plenty of practice with that, too.”

He was confused for a moment, then remembered. “That’s right. You helped your brother with his little girl. Lucy, right?”

“Yes.” For a moment he thought she might have forgotten his presence. Her mouth curved into a wistful little smile while she peeled and sliced potatoes in a steady rhythm. She was so preoccupied that she didn’t seem to notice when he picked up another knife and began doing the same.

“Is she as much of a handful as those two?” he asked after a moment of working beside her.

The smile became more pronounced. “She was always the sweetest little girl. So loving and eager to help. She still is, but now that she has Dylan for a stepsister and partner in crime, I have a feeling Matt and Ellie are in for one heck of a wild ride.”

“You miss her, don’t you?” he asked quietly.

Her hands went still. “Why would I miss her? I see her all the time. Every Sunday at least, when we all get together for dinner.”

Though she spoke with casual acceptance, he thought he saw a deep ache in her eyes. This was boggy, tricky ground, made even more treacherous by her stubborn refusal to listen to him about Melanie. Still, he longed to comfort her. Or at least to acknowledge her pain.

“It’s not the same, is it?”

“No. It’s not the same.” She was quiet for a moment, the only noise the solid thunk of the knife slicing through a potato. Her expression softened, her columbine-blue eyes turned thoughtful. “For nine years she was my child in everything but name. I taught her to read and to do cartwheels and to always tell the truth. I suppose in some ways she’ll always be the daughter of my heart.”

The softness vanished as suddenly as it appeared and her movements became brisk, even though he thought he saw just the faintest sheen of moisture in her eyes. “Anyway, now she has Ellie and Dylan. The four of them are a family. A wonderful family. And Ellie couldn’t be a better mother to both girls.”

His heart twisted for her, for those tears she wouldn’t shed. Despite her brave talk, it couldn’t have been easy to leave the Diamond Harte. To leave the child she had nurtured and loved for ten years into another’s care.

He knew all about walking away and how it could eat away at a person’s soul.

He almost reached out and pulled her into his arms, but he knew she wouldn’t welcome the sympathy or the gesture. “She was lucky to have you,” he murmured.

The sloshy ground he’d been worried about suddenly gave way. Her gaze narrowed as she seemed to remember who, exactly, she was talking to. “I didn’t have much choice. Thanks to you and Melanie, there was no one else, was there?”

The fragile moment of shared intimacy shattered like a bird’s egg toppling from a high tree, and he mourned its loss.

“I didn’t leave with her, Cassie. What is it going to take to convince you?” He set down the knife and sighed, more defeated than angry. “I couldn’t look at any other woman but you. I still can’t.”

She hitched in a sharp breath, and for a moment their gazes locked. Awareness bloomed in those blue depths like the carpets of wildflowers they had ridden past earlier in the day.

He wanted to kiss her.

He had to kiss her.

The urge to step forward and take her in his arms trampled over him with more force than a hundred bawling Herefords. Before he drew breath enough to move, though, two bickering voices heralded the return of the Energizer Bunny twins.

“We brought your water, Miss Harte,” Maddie reported, arms straining to carry the full coffeepot.

Cassie jerked her gaze away from his, her color high. “Thanks,” she said to the twins. “I really appreciate your help.”

“Max spilled some on the trail but I didn’t. I didn’t spill a drop.”

“Did so,” her brother argued.

“Did not! I was way more careful than you.”

Because she looked about ready to pour the rest of her water all over her brother—and because he had a feeling Cassie would prefer to dump the other pot on his head—Zack intervened. “I was just going to see how the fish are biting at the lake. Anybody want to come with me and help put the worms on my hook?”

“That’s so easy!” Max exclaimed, showing off a couple of empty holes in his grin where a tooth used to be. “My dad showed me when I was just a little kid.”

He swallowed his smile at that. “All right. The job is yours, then. Fifty cents for every worm you put on the hook for me.”

“Wait!” Maddie exclaimed, not to be outdone by her brother. “I know how to put worms on hooks, too!”


He pretended to consider. “I don’t know. I think one fishing guide is probably enough.”

She looked so disappointed he had to relent. “All right. You can each take turns. And then when we come back, Cassie, here, will fry up all our trout for us, right?”

She sniffed, but he thought he detected just a hint of a smile wrinkling the corners of her eyes. “I’m fixing barbecued chicken and potatoes tonight. If you’re in the mood for fish, you can fry them yourself.”

He whistled as he walked down to the lake followed by two little chattering shadows. He was making progress with her, he knew it, despite the occasional bumps along the way.








Chapter 7



Hours later Cassie sat on a fallen log at the lakeshore, listening to the darkness stir around her.

Night creatures peeped and chirped, small waves licked at the pebble-strewn shore in a steady, comforting rhythm, and a cold wind whistled in the tops of the pines. All of it was punctuated by the occasional soft slap of a fish leaping to the surface for a midnight snack.

She huddled in her denim jacket, unwilling to face the warm comfort of her sleeping bag just yet even though she knew she was crazy to linger out here in the cold.

The rest of the Lost Creek guests and wranglers had turned in long ago. She had watched the last flashlight flicker out inside a tent at least fifteen minutes ago.

And still here she sat.

A gust of wind whistled down the mountain toward her, and she shivered. If she wanted to sit up all night, she could at least stir the glowing embers of the campfire back to life and enjoy its warmth a little instead of lurking down here at the water’s edge alone.

But there was something restful about watching that pale spear of moonlight gleam across the rippled surface of the lake. Something soothing, calming.

Heaven knows, she needed anything peaceful she could find.

She wouldn’t be able to sleep. Even as tired as she was after a long day on the trail, she recognized her own restlessness far too well to think she might even have a chance, not with all these thoughts chasing each other through her mind.

And every single one of them centered on the lean, dangerous man sleeping a hundred feet away.

Damn him. Damn him straight to the burning hell he deserved for shaking her up like this. He had no right to say what he had earlier in the day. To mention so coolly that he had come back for her—as casually if he were talking about the low-pressure system building over the intermountain West or how his favorite baseball team would fare in the conference championships this year.

What did he expect from her? That she could just blink her eyes and make the past disappear, all the heartache and loss and disillusionment she had suffered because of him?

She drew a ragged breath. Why was she letting the blasted man tangle up her thoughts like fishing line jumbled into a pile? Zack Slater could say anything he wanted. He could say he came back to Salt River to plant palm trees down Main Street for all she cared. She felt nothing for him. Nothing but anger and the echo of a long-ago hurt.


She closed her eyes to the night and huddled lower in her jacket. Who was she kidding? A part of her wanted to do exactly that—snap her fingers and make the past disappear. To recapture that magical summer when the world stretched out in front of them, full of joy and promise.

There were invisible ties between them. She had felt them tug at her even over the ten years since she’d seen him last. Since his return, they wound tighter and tighter, until she was beginning to fear she would never be able to break free.

Maybe it was because he was the only man she had ever slept with. The only one she had ever wanted to be with.

How pathetic was that? She had remained faithful to a man who had deserted her.

Not that she’d ever dreamed he would come back. She had dated in those ten years. Not a lot—she’d been busy with Lucy, after all—but she had been out more than a few times over the years.

But nothing serious. Nothing lasting. She had never made love with any man but Zack Slater.

Her first and her only.

Back then he had been as cautious about intimacy as he was about everything else, wanting to take things slowly. Finally, with the single-minded purpose only an eighteen-year-old girl in love can claim, she had decided to take matters into her own hands.

On her suggestion, they had taken his pickup up the network of dirt roads crisscrossing the foothills overlooking Salt River, looking for the perfect spot to watch the town’s annual July Fourth fireworks display. She had packed a picnic of sorts. Fresh strawberries. Crusty French bread. A bottle of wine she had been forced to ask the clerk at the store to pick out for her.

All carefully designed with seduction in mind.

She felt ridiculous that it had come to that, to seducing her own fiancé. They were getting married in less than a month. She had her dress picked out, the flowers had been ordered and she was in the middle of addressing all the invitations.

But while they had done just about everything else together, from sweet, tender kisses to long makeout sessions in his pickup that left them both trembling with need, Zack had stubbornly refused to take things all the way.

He wanted to wait, he said. She had to be sure.

“You’re so young,” he had said with those rough, callused hands tracing bare skin just above her hip. “I don’t want your brothers or anybody else saying you rushed into this just because of this…heat between us.”

In those miserable weeks and months after he left, she finally realized that even then he must have been having doubts that he would be able to go through with the wedding. His feet must have already been chilling in his boots even as she set out to remedy her lack of experience.

At the time, though, she had known only the frustration of thwarted desire and had finally convinced herself to take matters into her own hands.

She had loved Zack Slater. Completely and forever. They were going to spend the rest of their lives together and she wanted to take this natural step with him more than anything. So she had packed a thick blanket and her seductive food and suggested they drive above the town lights, where they could watch the fireworks away from the noisy, boisterous crowd.

She closed her eyes now and could see it as vividly as that morning’s trail ride.

The evening sky was streaked with purples and reds as the sun began to set in a blaze of glory. After driving around for a while, Zack had finally parked his battered old pickup on a plateau high above the valley.

She sat next to him, her nerves dancing. She wanted to do this. Wanted it more than she wanted her next breath. But she had to admit she was also scared to death.

“Does this look like a good spot?” he asked.

“Yes,” she mumbled through a mouth that suddenly felt full of dusty rocks. “I think so.”

He spread the thick blanket in the bed of the truck, then lifted her up easily with those powerful hands that could touch her with such breathtaking tenderness.

He seemed a little distant at first, maybe picking up on her own nervousness, but as the sky began to darken and the stars came out one by one, they both began to relax. They laughed and talked and fed each other strawberries.

When she produced the wine and the plastic cups the clerk at the liquor store had graciously provided, he raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

He must see right through her, she thought, a blush scorching her cheeks. All this time she thought she was being so clever, he knew exactly what she was planning.

She knew they would get around to kissing eventually—they couldn’t seem to be within a few feet of each other without their mouths connecting. Still, the stubborn man let her set the pace.


She laughed and chatted the way she had every other time they’d been together, even while her insides shivered every time she looked at those hard, chiseled features and felt the heat of his gold-flecked eyes on her.

She was right in the middle of a breathless story about the time she’d been caught skinny-dipping with her friends in the mayor’s pond by the mayor and his wife, who had obviously come down to the pond with the same idea, when Zack suddenly yanked her into his lap.

“I can’t take any more,” he murmured against her mouth, and she tasted wine and the sweetness of the berries. “I’ve got to kiss you.”

“Who’s stopping you?” she murmured back, and was rewarded with a fierce, possessive kiss. The shivers in her insides turned to devastating earthquakes of awareness.

That kiss had led to more. And more.

She could remember every second of that night. Every gliding touch, every drugging kiss. Before long, the buttons of her lacy shirt slipped free, and those wonderful hard hands found her unbound breasts.

“No bra tonight?” he murmured against her neck with a surprised laugh.

“It’s the Fourth of July,” she said on a gasp as his fingers danced across a nipple. “My own little celebration of freedom.”

“I’m not sure this is quite what the Founding Fathers had in mind, but hey, I’m as patriotic as the next guy.”

Her laugh turned into a gasp when he slid down her body and drew the nipple into his mouth, sending shock waves rippling through her. He had never gone this far and she knew this was it.

While he licked and tasted her skin, desire exploded inside her, building and building until she was afraid she would shatter. Finally she couldn’t stand this aching tension. She reached down and cupped his hardness through the thick material of his jeans, her fingers fumbling with the button fly so she could really reach him.

He groaned and shoved against her hand for a moment, then eased away, flopping back on the blanket to stare up at the sky. “Stop. Slow down.”

She sat up, her shirt still unbuttoned and her long hair flying loosely around her face. “Why? I’m so tired of slowing down! I love you, Zack. We’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. This is right. Why do we have to wait?”

She leaned over him, and this time she kissed him with all the fierce love in her heart. “I love you, Zack Slater,” she murmured. “I will never stop loving you.”

With a groan, he fisted his hands in her hair and devoured her mouth. Lit by only the moonlight and the last glowing rim of sun streaking the mountains, he quickly removed the rest of her clothing.

Though July, it was chilly at this higher elevation, and she shivered a little as a cool wind kissed her bare skin. But only for a moment. Then he covered her with his hard, muscled body and the shocking, incredible sensation of his naked flesh against hers warmed her completely.

She clutched him to her tightly and kissed him while a thousand sensations burned themselves into her brain. He had been so careful. So gentle. Even though she could feel the need trembling through him, feel the strength of his arousal against her, he still moved slowly.

She was far from naive about what went on between a man and a woman but she wasn’t prepared for Zack Slater and that dogged determination of his. He took his dear, sweet time, touching every inch of her skin, until she was ready to weep from frustration.

Finally his hand slid between her thighs, to the slick, aching center of her need. She shattered apart instantly, crying out his name.

While her body still pulsed and trembled, he knelt over her. “Are you absolutely sure, Cass? We can still wait.”

She groaned and bit his shoulder hard enough to leave two little crescent-shaped marks. “Yes! I’m positive! Will you just do it?”

With his glittering hazel gaze locked with hers and his hands crushing her fingers, he entered her slowly, carefully, just as the first booming fireworks exploded far below them in town.

They spent the next three weeks finding every opportunity they could to be alone together. Each time they made love was more incredible than the last, and those invisible bonds tightened even more.

And then he’d left.

Something stirred behind her in the brush, and Cassie jolted back to the present, horrified to feel the wet burn of tears in her eyes. She swiped at them with the sleeve of her denim jacket, furious at herself for dredging that all up again and for the low thrum of remembered heat that had burrowed under her skin while she relived those moments in his arms.

With the instincts of one of the small, scurrying creatures of the night, she sensed who was coming long before she saw him. Maybe it was his scent of cedar and sage carried by the breeze. Or maybe it was just the hum and twang of those bonds between them.


Whatever the reason, by the time he broke through the brush to her spot by the lake, all her defenses were firmly in place.

“You should be in bed, Cassie. Aren’t you freezing out here?”

“It’s not so bad,” she answered, relieved that her voice only trembled a little.

The wind whistled through the pines as he stood looking at her. “May I join you?” he finally asked.

No. Go away and leave me in peace. “I was just about ready to turn in.”

He reached out as if to touch her arm, then checked the movement. “Stay a moment with me. Please?”

She studied his features, wishing the moon were full so she could see him a little more clearly. Every instinct warned her that lingering here would be dangerous, especially when her thoughts were filled with the remembered passion between them and the feel of his hands upon her skin.

But she couldn’t walk away.

Oh, sweet mercy. She couldn’t leave. What was wrong with her? She hated Zack all over again for the ache in her throat, the heaviness in her chest. For breaking her heart into tiny jagged pieces, which she still couldn’t seem to make fit back together completely.

He sat beside her on the wide log, sending out an ambient heat that seemed to seep through her jacket. She wanted to burrow closer to that warmth, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough to thaw the cold that had been inside her for ten years.

They sat in silence for several moments, lost in the night and the past. He was the first to break it.

“I thought I could forget you,” he murmured.


She stiffened at his quiet words. She didn’t want to hear this. The urge to run back to the safety of her tent was overwhelming, but pride and something else—an unwilling compulsion to know—kept her glued to the log.

“I wanted to forget you,” he went on. “That was my plan. Move on to the next town, bury myself in hard work and forget all about the Diamond Harte and Star Valley and the pretty blue-eyed girl with the long brown hair and the smile that could make me feel a hundred feet tall.”

“Why?”

The word was wrenched out of her, and she hated herself for asking it and hated him more for forcing her to ask. Why did he want to forget her? Why had he left in the first place?

“Survival,” he answered, his voice grim. “It was sheer torture remembering those nights I held you in my arms. Remembering all the dreams we made together and the future we planned. Somehow I ended up on the rodeo circuit. Those first few months after I left, I think I probably spent more time in the bottle than sober.”

She pictured him ten years younger, desperate and drunk. “If you were so miserable, why didn’t you just come back?”

“I almost did a hundred times. But I knew nothing had changed. I was still the wrong man for you.”

She bit her tongue to hold back the bitter words that wanted to flow out like vinegar from a spilled bottle.

“I tried my damnedest to forget you. But I couldn’t. For ten years I remembered the way you always smelled like wildflowers. The way you tucked your hair behind your ear when you were concentrating on something. The way your mouth would soften like warm caramel when I kissed you.”

He finished on a murmur, his voice just a hush, barely audible above the wind. The low timbre of it reached deep inside her, plucking at those strings only he had ever found.

She shivered, not from the cold this time but from a slow, achy heat she didn’t want to face.

“Is that supposed to matter to me?” she snapped, to cover her reaction. “That once in a while you spared a thought for the stupid, naive girl you left behind?”

“Not only once in a while. Much more often than that.”

She drew in a shaky breath. “Slater, you could have tattooed my name across your forehead for all I care. It still wouldn’t change the basic fact that you left.”

His mouth tightened. “I had reasons. I told you that. At the time it seemed like the best decision all around.”

“Oh, right. I almost forgot. Salt River’s evil drug cartel that was going to arrange things so you were thrown in jail.”

“Damn it, Cassie. I’m telling the truth. I was threatened with exactly that. Ask yourself this. How would you have faced your friends, your brothers, if the man you planned to marry went to prison?”

“We’ll never know, will we?”

He opened his mouth as if to say something, then snapped it shut again. An uneasy silence descended between them again, and he picked up a stone and skipped it into the lake, where it bounced five times, one more than her own personal best. Where the stone hit water, ripples spread out in ever-widening circles that shimmered in the moonlight.


“I figured you’d be long married by now to some prosperous rancher,” he finally said. “Even though that was what I wanted for you, I hated picturing you with a house and a husband and a pack of kids.”

She had to close her eyes at the raw note in his voice. She wouldn’t let him get to her. She couldn’t.

“When I found out you never married, that you were working at the Lost Creek, I realized I had to come back to find out why.”

Why had she never married? Because no one else had ever asked her. Maybe someone might have if she hadn’t always constructed an invisible wall of protection around her wounded heart that no man had ever been able to breach.

“Wait a minute.” Her attention finally caught on his words. “How did you find out I never married?”

In the moonlight she thought she saw his color change slightly, and he refused to meet her gaze, looking out at the water instead.

Finally he shrugged. “I sent out private investigators. You weren’t very hard to find.”

Of course she wasn’t hard to find. She had never gone anywhere. All her life, the only time she had been beyond a hundred-mile radius of Star Valley was the time she and Lucy spent a week with Matt at a stock show in Denver.

She hadn’t been anywhere, hadn’t done anything, hadn’t lived beyond the insular world she had known all her life. The world had marched on in the last ten years—just look at how much Slater had changed—while she had stayed behind, forever frozen in ice.

Waiting for him.

No. No she wasn’t. She denied it vehemently. She had done what she had to do, stayed and raised her niece and helped her brother. She couldn’t regret that.

She loved it here. She had a good life. Good friends, her family. Once she bought Murphy’s in town, she would have everything she had ever needed.

Still, her face burned and she wanted to press a hand to the sudden slippery self-disgust flipping around in her stomach like one of those trout.

It was far easier to focus her anger at him. “You sent hired dogs after me?”

He grew still, his eyes suddenly cautious over her tone. “Cassie…”

“Am I supposed to be flattered by that?”

“You’re not supposed to be anything.”

“So that’s why Maverick decided to buy the Lost Creek. You found out the ranch was for sale and figured maybe I was, too.”

“No. Of course not.”

“I don’t care how much money you have, Slater, and I never did. You’re the only one who cared about that. If you bought the ranch with some crazy, misguided idea that I would fall back into your arms, you’ve wasted your money.”

Now she wasn’t cold anymore. She was burning up, an angry inferno, and she embraced the heat. She only prayed it would blaze hot enough that the little part of her still clinging to the past would burn away into cinders.

She rose and glared at him. “I was stupid enough to fall for you once, Slater. You can be damn sure I won’t make the same mistake again.”

She whirled and marched away, leaving him sitting by the small mountain lake, watching after her.








Chapter 8



Zack lay in his sleeping bag, watching his breath puff out in little clouds in the cold predawn air.

He hadn’t slept more than an hour or two all night, and those had been restless, tortured with dreams of her. In one, she had been standing above him on a high glassy tower flanked by hundreds of giant steps, each taller than he was. Every time he tried to hoist himself up and managed to make it within a few steps from her, she moved a little higher up the tower.

Forever out of reach.

The dream’s symbolism didn’t escape him. He huffed out a breath, grimly aware that he’d messed this whole thing up from the day he came back. What had seemed like such a great idea in Denver—doing everything he could to persuade her to give him another chance—now seemed quixotic in the extreme.

How could he undo the past? Even if he had the power to do so, she wouldn’t let him close enough to try healing the wounds his desertion had inflicted on her spirit.

His presence here was torture for both of them. He was beginning to see that. She wanted him to leave so she could get back to the life she had made for herself.

And he wanted to stay so badly he ached with it.

He should just give up. Cut his losses and go on back to Denver. Every time he considered it, though, he remembered the way she had responded to his kiss earlier in the week. The way she shivered if they accidentally touched. The color that climbed her cheeks whenever she caught him looking at her, as he knew he did far too often.

She wasn’t immune to him. She’d be lying if she said she was. Even if her mind and her heart couldn’t see beyond his past sins, her body was more than willing to forgive and forget.

If only he could manage to convince the rest of her that he deserved that forgiveness.

Or convince himself.

He sighed and rolled over just as he heard the zip and rustle of someone climbing out of a tent nearby.

Cassie.

It had to be. As camp cook she was probably trying to get a head start on breakfast before the rest of the guests and wranglers woke up.

Without stopping to debate the wisdom of confronting her again so soon after their encounter the night before, he moved quietly. He slipped his jeans on over the thermals he’d been wise enough to pack, grateful once more that he had remembered how cold it could get in the Wyoming mountains, even in June.

He shoved his boots on quietly, then grabbed his denim jacket and Stetson.


Outside in the frosty mountain air, he saw her crouched at the fire ring, busy trying to coax the embers back to life. She wore a forest-green ranch coat but her head was bare, her short-cropped dark hair tousled and sexy from sleep. He imagined it would probably look exactly like that after making love all night.

A low groan rumbled in his chest as his unruly body stirred at the mental image. After a moment of fierce concentration, he managed to force it away and offered what he hoped was a harmless smile.

If he expected a smile in return—or any sign at all that she was happy to see him—he was doomed to disappointment. She glowered but went back to work trying to kindle a blaze.

Undeterred, he stepped closer. “Need help?”

For a moment he thought she was going to refuse his offer, then she shrugged and rose to her feet. “Knock yourself out. I need to get some water for coffee.”

He took her place, then watched as she grabbed a small bag from inside her tent, then picked up one of coffeepots. She flipped on a flashlight against the early-morning darkness, then disappeared through the trees toward the lake.

She hadn’t left matches for him, he noted with a wry grin. And the embers were as cold as her heart.

Little brat. Did she expect him to rub a couple of sticks together? Joke’s on you, sweetheart, he thought, and dug into the pocket of his jacket for his lighter. A few moments later he had a nice little fire snapping to ward off the chill.

A slightly ridiculous sense of pride glowed in him as brightly as the flames while he warmed his hands in the heat emanating from the fire.


When she returned a few moments later carrying the coffeepot filled with water, her hair was wet and under control, her face damp and clean.

A memory flashed through his mind of that first cattle drive they went on, the one that had started everything between them. He had been amazed and intrigued that she had somehow managed to stay fresh and clean and pretty even when trail dust covered everyone else in a fine layer.

He had noticed the boss’s younger sister long before then—how could he not?—but he had kept those very facts uppermost in his mind. She was the boss’s sister. And she was young.

He was far too wise a man to mess up a good job over a girl, no matter how pretty and fresh she might be. Besides that, she was far too young and innocent for a rough man like him.

Still, on the trip he had seen another side of her. She had been funny and gutsy and mature beyond her years. And she had looked at him with a wary attraction in her blue eyes that he had been helpless to resist.

She still looked at him that way, whether she was conscious of it or not. That, more than anything else, kept him in Star Valley when he knew damn well he should have given up and gone back to Denver days ago. As soon as he found out about Melanie.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and approached her at the big four-burner propane camp stove, with its prep counter and griddle. “What else can I do to help?”

“Nothing. Everything’s under control here.”

Except me, he thought. “Can I get you more wood for the fire?”

She shrugged, which he took as assent. He spent the next few moments gathering a few more armfuls of wood. By the time he returned, the enticing aroma of coffee and sizzling bacon reached him.

None of the other guests or wranglers had ventured out yet, he saw. Cassie still stood at the camp stove, mixing together ingredients for flapjacks, and she barely looked up when he returned to camp. He set the wood atop the dwindling pile and joined her.

He longed to kiss that pink, sunburned nose but he didn’t want a spatula covered in batter across his face so he contented himself by just leaning back against a tree trunk and watching her graceful movements.

“Do you remember that first cattle drive we went on together?” he finally asked. “You and your cougar friend?”

She paused for just a fraction of an instant in stirring the pancake mix. “I remember.”

“I think that’s the moment I fell in love with you,” he murmured. “When you faced an angry mountain lion with your chin out and that smart mouth of yours going a mile a minute.”

When she returned to the batter, her movements were brisk, almost agitated. “Shut up, Slater.”

He moved closer, until he was only a few feet away. She edged away as far as she could without her post at the stove. He was making her nervous, but he didn’t care.

He was desperate, fighting for his life here.

“That’s when I fell in love with you,” he repeated. “On that trip. But I knew even that first time I kissed you by your tent that there wasn’t a chance for us. Not then.”

“And not now,” she snapped.

“I had nothing to offer you. No money, no prospects. Nothing to provide you the future you deserved.”

Her eyes were hard blue flames in an angry face. “And just because you’re Mr. Big Shot Businessman now, because you have enough money to buy whatever you want, you think that’s going to make a difference to me? That I’m shallow enough to care? Are you honestly arrogant enough to think I’ll just fall into your arms now that you’ve so magnanimously decided to return like some kind of damn conquering hero?”

He couldn’t keep his hands away from her another second. He reached out and curved a finger along the silky skin under her high cheekbones, aware he was taking the biggest chance of a life filled with risky choices.

“Not because of the money,” he said quietly, his heart beating a mile a minute. “Because you never stopped loving me. Any more than I ever stopped loving you.”

She froze at his words and stared at him, her eyes huge and stunned. A small, distressed sound escaped her mouth, and he moved faster than that mountain cat she’d confronted to catch it.

He kissed her tenderly, gently, trying to show her the fierce emotions in his heart. At first she remained motionless under the slow assault, then, just when he was beginning to feel a little light-headed from holding his breath, her hands crept around his neck like tiny, wary creatures coaxed out of hiding.

With a hushed sigh, she settled against him, and her mouth softened under his. He wanted to shout in triumph. Wanted to grab her tightly against him and mold her body to his, to devour that soft, sweet mouth.

He didn’t want to send her running back for cover, though, so he forced himself to keep the kiss slow and easy while his blood sang urgently through his veins.

She wanted to weep from the tenderness in his kiss and from his words. She wanted the soft, devastating kiss to go on forever while the sun burst above the mountains, bathing them in its warmth. She wanted to stay right there for the rest of her life with his hands cupping her face and his mouth soft and gentle on hers.

When he eased away, both of their breathing came in shallow gasps. “Don’t lie to me, Cassidy Jane.” His voice was low, compelling, and his hazel eyes gleamed with an emotion she didn’t want to acknowledge. “No matter what happened ten years ago, you still have feelings for me, don’t you?”

She blinked at him as reality came crashing back. Dear heavens. He was right. She did. Part of her had never stopped loving him, even when she hated him.

Heat soaked her skin, and she wanted desperately to escape, to hide away until she could come to grips with this horrifying realization. Before she could, she heard two high-pitched voices already bickering, then the zip of a tent flap. An instant later the Carlson twins burst out into the clearing.

She barely had time to step away from Zack before their mother crawled out of the tent after them.

“Is that bacon? We’re starving! When will it be ready? Can we have some?” The twins punched questions at her in rapid succession.

The jarring shift from the sensuous, dream-like encounter with Zack to the very real demands of two nine-year-olds left her disoriented. She blinked at them for a moment, then quickly composed herself.

She had long practice with hiding her feelings, after all. Even from herself.


“Yes, it’s bacon. And if you each wash your hands with one of those wet wipes, I might let you snitch a few pieces now, before breakfast.”

The next hour passed in a rush as she prepared pancakes and hash browns and pound after pound of bacon to feed sixteen people. She welcomed the hard work, grateful for something to keep her mind away from Zack and the stunning truth he had forced her to finally admit to herself.

While she was occupied with cooking and cleaning up breakfast and then reloading the food supplies, the Lost Creek wranglers broke camp. The sun was still low in the east when the group began the trail ride back to the ranch.

Without the excitement of the cattle to prod along, the guests were far more subdued during the ride back. Even the dogs plodded along without much energy.

Cassie didn’t mind. She had far too many thoughts chasing themselves through her mind to concentrate on anything but a slow, easy ride down the wide trail.

After that cataclysmic kiss, Zack’s low words had unleashed a flood of emotions that still whirled and cascaded through her. She thought she had been able to exorcise him from her heart after he’d left. But with just a few words, he had shown her how foolish and naive she was for clinging to that notion.

She still loved him. Had never stopped. Now what was she supposed to do about it?

Absolutely nothing, the cautious side of her warned. She couldn’t afford to do anything about it.

“You know who he is, don’t you?”

Cassie hadn’t noticed Amy Carlson, the twins’ pretty, frazzled-looking mother, had fallen behind the rest of the riders and was riding abreast of her. The twins were up closer to the line, being closely monitored by their father and a couple of the wranglers.

She followed the woman’s gaze right back to Zack riding ahead of them in that loose-limbed way of his and felt a blush climb her cheeks as she realized she must have been staring at him.

“Who?” she asked, pretending ignorance.

Amy made a fluttery gesture with her hand. “Mr. Gorgeous. Zack Slater. I just about died when I recognized him at the ranch the first night we arrived, eating in the dining hall just like the rest of us mortals.”

“I know who he is.”

“Besides being every woman’s secret fantasy, the man is close to a legend in Denver,” Amy went on. “Every single thing he touches seems to turn to gold. I read a piece on him in the business section of the Post. It was fascinating stuff.”

She had always thought him fascinating, even when he’d been a rough-edged ranch hand. Though she suddenly discovered she desperately wanted to hear about the life he had made for himself, she didn’t want to appear too obvious. “Really?” she asked blandly.

Amy didn’t appear to need much encouragement. “He keeps to himself for the most part. Reclusive, almost. I never see his picture on the society pages. But he has this really gorgeous apartment in Denver and a big ranch in western Colorado. According to the reporter at the Post, although he keeps it a secret, he’s also a big-time philanthropist who gives huge amounts of money to all kinds of pet projects. A couple of alcohol rehab centers. The children’s hospital in Denver. A mentoring program for kids living in abusive situations.”


Alcohol rehab centers? Abused children? The little crack in her heart widened even further.

Zack had never wanted to talk much about his childhood, even when they were engaged. He had no family left, she knew that. His mother had died of cancer when he was six and his father hadn’t taken her death well. From what she had pieced together, Zack’s father had packed up his little boy and carted him from ranch to ranch across the West, never staying long in one place.

Zack had finally struck out on his own when he was just fifteen, although he had never told her why he dropped out of high school or left his father somewhere in Montana.

He had mentioned one time, almost in passing, that his father used to drink too much. She wondered now if his father had been a mean drunk. If he had taken his frustrations with life out on his son.

Was that the reason Zack had preferred the hardscrabble life of a rambling cowboy to staying with his father?

She wanted to rub a hand at the sudden ache in her chest for that young boy. He had passed a high school equivalency test before she met him, she knew, but it had still bothered him that he hadn’t graduated in the traditional way or gone on to college.

He had considered himself uneducated, rough.

She thought of what he had said the night before, that he hadn’t been the kind of man she deserved a decade ago.

She hadn’t cared a thing about his education level or his bank balance. She had loved his solid core of decency, his honor and his sense of humor. His inherent kindness. The way she always felt cherished and protected in his arms.


A hundred things about him were far more important than what he had or had not accomplished with his life.

But with stunning clarity she finally realized that the things she had considered inconsequential had been anything but to Zack.

She jerked her attention back to Amy Carlson and her recital of his success.

“But why am I telling you this?” Amy said with a rueful smile. “You probably know all about the mysterious Zack Slater.”

Ten years ago she thought she knew him. Now she wasn’t so sure. “Why would you say that?”

Amy sent her a knowing look. “The two of you have something going, right?”

More heat soaked her cheeks. “What do you mean?”

The other woman grinned. “I have the two eyes God gave me, sugar. I saw the way you two were looking at each other this morning before breakfast. You were both putting out enough heat, I was afraid for a minute there you were going to start a forest fire. Besides that, the man hasn’t stopped watching you for longer than a few minutes this entire trip. I’ll tell you, there are plenty of days I’d trade both my twins plus my left arm to have a man like Zack Slater looking at me like that.”

Cassie barely resisted the compelling urge to see if he was watching her now. “You’re mistaken. We don’t have a relationship. We…knew each other a long time ago. That’s all.”

“Well, if I’d had half a chance with a man like him before I met my Paul, you can bet I would have grabbed hold with both hands and not let go for all the pine needles in Wyoming.”

That’s exactly what she wanted to do, she realized with sudden panic. He was asking for another chance. And, heaven help her, she wanted desperately to give it to him.

But how could she? She wasn’t that heedless, optimistic eighteen-year-old anymore—that girl who was confident that everything would work out exactly as she wanted.

Ten years ago she had gone after what she wanted with single-minded purpose. She’d decided she wanted Zack Slater, and she hadn’t been about to let anything stand in her way.

Not even him.

She had pushed them both into a relationship, then into an engagement. Maybe if she hadn’t been in such a headlong rush—maybe if they had taken more of a chance to build a stronger foundation—he wouldn’t have run.

She had been a different person then. What had happened to that reckless, spirited girl who took chances, who embraced every day with boundless excitement and joy?

A few weeks ago she might have said Zack Slater destroyed her when he left.

Now, as she rode along the trail lined with towering spruce and ghostly pale aspen, she faced some grim facts about herself. She had let that girl wither away, until she had become a cold shell of a woman afraid to take any chances for fear of something going wrong.

So terrified of being hurt again that she never let herself dream.

That’s why she hadn’t made an offer on the café in town yet. Heaven knows, she had enough money from her share of the Diamond Harte revenue over the years that she could have paid cash for the café the day she moved away from the ranch.

Taking the job at the Lost Creek had just been a stall tactic.

She sat a little straighter in the saddle, stunned by the realization. She forgot about the raw beauty of the mountains around her as the cold truth settled in her chest. She had been too afraid of failure, of taking chances. Zack hadn’t done that to her. She had done it to herself.

No more. She wasn’t going to hide behind the past anymore. Excitement began to churn through her like the creek still swollen with runoff. She was obligated to stay at the ranch for another few weeks, but after that she would start negotiations with Murphy. By the end of the summer she would have her own restaurant.

After her brother’s wedding in a month, the cute little rental Sarah lived in would be available. Maybe she could take over Sarah’s lease—or even make Bob Jimenez an offer to buy it.

Suddenly the day seemed brighter, the air more fresh. She could do this. She wanted to be that fearless girl again.

And Zack. Did she dare take a chance with him, too?

With her heart pounding hard, she thought of the sweetness of his kiss that morning, the thick emotion in those green eyes. He hadn’t been lying when he said he still cared about her.

Trying again with him would take a huge leap of faith. Could she trust him to catch her on the other side?

 

Zack sat on his favorite chair on the porch watching the stars come out one by one and trying like hell not to spend too much time watching the windows of the cabin next door for an occasional shadow to move past the closed curtains.

What was the matter with him? He was turning into some kind of sick and twisted voyeur, hoping to catch even a glimpse of her. Where was his pride? His dignity?

He didn’t have much of either left when it came to Cassidy Jane Harte.

Going along on the cattle drive the day before had turned out to be a complete bust. He was no closer to regaining her trust today than he’d been a week ago when he first arrived at the ranch.

He sighed into the darkness and thought of the stacks of messages Jean Martineau had handed him as soon as they rode back to the ranch. Claudia, his very competent assistant, was frantic to have him back in Denver, with a dozen projects needing his urgent attention. He couldn’t keep putting off his return to real life.

He hated to admit defeat at anything, but he was beginning to think this was a battle he couldn’t win.

The thought left an acid taste in his mouth. The future stretched out ahead of him, stark and lonely and colorless, but he didn’t know what else he could do to change it.

If only he could find Melanie. But one of the messages from Claudia contained another worthless report from his P.I. So far it looked as if the woman had either changed her name and moved out of the country or had been abducted by aliens.

He was betting on the aliens at this point.

Either way, he figured he was damned. If he couldn’t find her, Cassie would have to take his story on blind faith. He couldn’t see that happening anytime soon.


The only bright spot about the cattle drive had been the way she’d responded to his kiss that morning. He had seen awareness and some deeper emotion flicker in her eyes before she had shielded them with her lashes and surrendered to him.

He shifted in the chair, remembering the sweetness of her mouth and the fluttering of her hands against his chest. She hadn’t been exactly bubbling over with enthusiasm during the kiss—hadn’t participated much at all, really—but she hadn’t poured hot coffee on him, either. That had to count for something, right?

And a few times on the ride down the trail, their gazes had met and he thought he saw something else there besides anger and disdain. A different light. Softer, somehow.

No. That was probably only wishful thinking on his part. He hadn’t seen her since they arrived back at the ranch several hours earlier, when she had treated him with the same cool reserve.

Her porch light suddenly flickered off, leaving only a soft glow through the window. Damn. Now she was going to bed before he had a chance to come up with any kind of half-rational excuse to knock on her door in the middle of the night.

He should do the same. He hadn’t slept much all week, and his muscles ached from two days in the saddle. Still, something kept him planted here, watching the stars and regretting the past.

With a sigh he planted his hands on the armrest of the old rocker and prepared to rise, when he suddenly heard the squeak of hinges. An instant later his breath caught and held somewhere in the vicinity of his throat as she stepped out onto the porch.

Though her porch light and his were both out, he could see her clearly from the soft light still on inside her cabin. Her hair was damp around the edges as if she had just stepped out of the tub, and she was wearing a loose, flowing white cotton robe that glowed iridescent in the moonlight.

He opened his mouth to greet her, then paused for just a moment, struck by the stunning picture she made. Sensual and sweet at once. Wistful and wanton. As he watched her move to the porch railing, he couldn’t seem to remember how his voice worked. All he could do was stare, his throat dry, as she leaned out and gazed up at the vast glittering night sky, her attention fixed on the same stars he had watched appear.

What was she wishing for? he wondered. He would give anything to know, to be the man she shared her secrets with.

He couldn’t sit here like this, lurking in the corner and watching her in such a solitary moment. Remaining silent was an unconscionable invasion of her privacy.

“Hey,” he finally called out, his voice sounding rough and ragged to his ears.

She froze for an instant, then turned toward him with something like resignation in her eyes. “Zack. Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

“Probably. The night was too gorgeous to ignore.” And so are you, he thought, and unfolded his length from the rocker to go to her. When he joined her at the railing, he was heartened considerably when she moved aside to make room for him.

For a moment they were silent, both contemplating the mysteries of the heavens, then she sent him a sidelong look. “Why do we always keep meeting in darkness?” she murmured.

He was going to say something flip, but stopped and gave her question a little deeper consideration. “Maybe it’s easier facing each other and ourselves at night than in the harsh glare of daylight.”

She lifted one slim, dark eyebrow. “That’s very philosophical, Slater. And surprisingly insightful.”

He shrugged. “I’m just chock-full of surprises, Cassidy Jane.”

“Yes. I’m beginning to see that,” she murmured.

Just what did she mean by that? he wondered. Before he could ask, she spoke again.

“I heard quite an earful about you today from Amy Carlson on the ride down the mountain. She read all about you in the business section of one of the Denver papers, apparently.”

“Oh, no.” His oath was low and heartfelt.

Her soft laugh drifted over him like imported silk. “It was very educational, I must admit. I never would have pegged you for such a philanthropist.”

“Have I just been insulted?” he asked, with an inward curse at the business reporter at the Post for being so damned good at his job and ferreting out that closely held secret.

She laughed again. “I don’t know. Maybe. Sorry. You know, in all these years, I just never pictured you as a pillar of the community, giving bundles of money away like some modern-day Robin Hood.”

He couldn’t control the sudden tension rippling through him. He hated talking about this. What the hell was the point of giving anonymous donations if they weren’t going to stay that way?

So what if he contributed to a few causes he cared about? That didn’t make him any kind of hero. Just a man with astonishing good luck in a lot of ways that seemed hollow and unimportant unless he could share that luck.

He blew out a breath, turning away the conversation before it became any more uncomfortable. “How did you picture me?”

“Oh, plenty of ways. All of them very creative, you can be sure. I believe staked out naked on an anthill somewhere with buzzards circling around your head was always a personal favorite.”

He heard the humor in her voice. But he also heard the thin thread of pain woven through it, like a pale, out-of-place color on a rich tapestry. Regret washed over him again, bitter guilt that he had been the cause of that pain.

He shifted to face her, leaning a hip on the railing. A wild yearning to reach out and caress that face, to touch her soft skin, welled up inside him. He almost did it but checked himself at the last moment, afraid she would shy away from him like an unbroken colt.

“I never meant to hurt you, Cassie. I should have hightailed it out of Star Valley the minute things started to get serious between us. Before everything went so far.”

She didn’t answer him, just watched him out of those solemn blue eyes that had always seen deep inside his soul.

“I thought about leaving a hundred times but I couldn’t do it. For once in my godforsaken life, something right had happened to me. Something real and beautiful. I was too selfish to give that up—to give you up—even though I knew I would end up hurting you in the end.”

“But you did give it up. You left and you never looked back.”


“I left,” he allowed. “But I’ve spent every day of the last ten years looking back, Cassie. Knowing I made the biggest mistake of my life walking away from the only woman I have ever loved. And wondering how I could ever make it right with her again.”

After he finished speaking, her eyes turned murky and dark. A second later one fat tear slipped out. Dismayed, he stared as it caught the moonlight, wanting to call back whatever he’d done to make it appear.

His Cassie hardly ever cried. He couldn’t bear this, the heavy, unforgiving weight of knowing he had hurt her. Not just once, but a thousand times over the past ten years. Self-disgust filled his chest, his throat, even as he had to force himself not to reach for her.

She didn’t want him here. He was only hurting her more every day by his stubbornness.

“Don’t cry, sweetheart. Please. I’m sorry. I should never have come back. I’ll leave in the morning, I promise. I won’t bother you again.”

She swiped at the tear and glared at him. “Don’t you dare walk away from me again, Zack Slater. Not when I was just trying to gather the courage to give you another chance.”

He froze, afraid to believe what he thought he just heard her say. It took every ounce of energy within him to remember to breathe. “You mean that?”

“I must. Why else would my legs be shaking?”

A shocked joy exploded inside of him, fierce and bright and buoyant. He drank in her tousled beauty, wanting to burn every second of this into his brain.

Her smile trembled just a little, like a small, tender wildflower in a mountain breeze. With a groan, he reached out and clasped her face in both hands and lowered his mouth to hers.


He kissed her slowly, reverently, savoring every inch of her mouth. She kissed him back, this time with no hesitation or wariness. Her lips moved under, opened for him.

Welcomed him home.

He wanted to weep from the torrent of emotions gushing through him. This was where he belonged. Right here, with her arms around him and her mouth soft and giving beneath his.

This was where he had always belonged.

Entwining his hands in her sexy little cap of hair, he deepened the kiss. Her breathy sigh of response acted on his already inflamed body like a rush of hot wind on a grass fire.

Her arms pulled him closer, then closer still, until he could feel her soft curves through the thin cotton of her robe. He folded her against him, marveling again at how perfectly they fit together.

Gradually, through the haze of joy and desire engulfing him like coastal fog, he realized she was shivering against him, ever so subtly but enough to make him draw away. “Is that from the cold or from nerves?”

She blinked at him. “What?”

“Your legs aren’t the only thing shaking, sweetheart.” He looked closer and realized she had come outside with no shoes. The wooden porch slats must be freezing beneath her bare feet.

“No wonder you’re trembling. Here, let’s get you inside.”

He picked her up and opened her door. The soft glow inside came from a trio of slim candles she had left burning on the mantel.

“You didn’t have to do that. I’m not helpless.”


“I know. You’ve always been so strong and determined. It’s one of the things I love most about you.”

Strong? He must have her mixed up with another woman. She had been anything but strong in those days and months after he had left, when she had kept herself from shattering apart only because Matt and poor Lucy needed her.

In the intervening years she had cowered in her safe little life like a rabbit in a hole. And like that rabbit, while she might have felt free from the danger of heartache in that insular world, she had also been slowly starving to death.

Depriving herself of the very things she needed to survive.

Even knowing that—even with the vow she had made to herself that morning—she didn’t feel very strong right now. A low, constant fear hummed through her but she refused to give in to it.

The simple truth was, she believed him. About Melanie. About the crime ring he stumbled onto. About how he thought he was doing the right thing for her by leaving.

She would never agree with the choice he had made. But that morning as they had ridden through the mountains where she had fallen in love with him so long ago, she had finally come to understand it.

Maybe he had to leave so that he could finally learn to see himself the way she always had—as a good, decent, honorable man who deserved whatever happiness life had in store for him.

The candles’ glow burnished him in gold, catching in his hair and the gold flecks in his eyes. That beautiful, sculpted face she had loved for so long.


She smiled suddenly. She could be stronger than fear.

She would be.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him fiercely. He remained still for one instant then he groaned and dragged her against him, his mouth ardent and demanding as he pressed her down to the plump cushions of her couch.

Eventually kissing wasn’t enough. It had been too long and her emotions were too raw, too close to the surface. She gasped when his hand shifted from the skin at her hip until he was barely touching the curve of her breast. Heat pooled in her stomach, in her thighs, and she arched against him.

He groaned against her throat and trailed kisses along her jawline, then back to her waiting mouth while his fingers touched her.

Oh, dear heavens, she had missed him. Missed this. The fire and the closeness and the sweet churn of her blood.

Only with Zack had she ever felt so stunningly alive, and she wanted it to go on and on forever.

His fingers danced over her nipple, and the shock of it was like leaping into an icy mountain lake without testing the waters first. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath, and for a moment she was afraid she was in way over her head.

“Zack, stop,” she gasped.

The slow torture of his fingers stilled instantly. Wariness crept into his eyes.

“I’m just not…I don’t think I’m ready for…for more. Not yet.”

He gazed at her for a moment, his eyes glittering, then he drew in a ragged-sounding breath. “I can understand that. I’m sorry. I’ve just dreamed of touching you for so long.”

He stepped back from the couch and raked a hand through his sun-streaked hair. When she saw his hand trembling slightly, she had to admit to a certain completely feminine sense of power.

“Thank you for understanding,” she murmured. “We rushed into things before. I don’t want to make that mistake again.”

“You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” With a lopsided smile he reached out and grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. “Slow and easy. I can handle that.”

He kissed her forehead and wrapped his arms around her tightly. At the feel of that hard, muscled body against her, she suddenly wasn’t so sure “slow and easy” would be enough.

 

The next week was as close to heaven as she could imagine.

The pace of life in the Lost Creek kitchen didn’t slow at all just because she and Zack were busy rediscovering each other. She still put in long hours cooking for the ranch guests, ordering supplies and training Claire Dustin to take over for her.

Zack was busy, too. Although he didn’t put it in so many words, she had a feeling his continued absence from his business interests in Denver was causing problems, because a few days after that momentous kiss at her house, he moved his office to one of the extra rooms in the ranch, installing computers, phone lines and a crisp, efficient, somewhat snooty assistant named Claudia.

While she devised menus and tested out recipes, his days were filled with conference calls as he ran his little empire in absentia.

And it was an empire, she was coming to realize. It was one thing to know in the abstract that Zack had built his own very successful business from the ground up. It was quite another to watch him in action, with his sleeves rolled up and a pair of wire reading glasses perched on the tip of his nose as he talked on the phone about capital outlays and IPOs.

She had to admit she found the contrast between the rough-edged cowboy she had known and this high-powered executive very sexy.

Even with their respective workloads, they still tried to spend every available moment together. In the past week they had managed to squeeze time to go riding together several times, to take moonlit hikes into the mountains around the ranch, and the night before they had taken a drive through the massive splendor of Grand Teton National Park to have dinner at Jenny Lake Lodge inside the park.

Although they spent long, drugging hours kissing and rediscovering each other, he always stopped before things went too far. While she was touched—and amazed—at his restraint, she was also growing increasingly frustrated.

She was falling for him again, and hard. A part of her still quaked at the thought, but the rest of her couldn’t deny that she was happier than she had been since she was that fresh-faced eighteen-year-old girl head over heels in love.

Just now they were on their way to the Independence Day parade in Salt River, set to begin in just under fifteen minutes.

She had almost said no when he’d suggested it after breakfast that morning. Not because she didn’t want to go—the small-town parade was usually one of the highlights of her year—but she was fairly sure gossip about poor Cassidy Harte and her long-lost fiancé was still running rampant around town. She wasn’t sure if she had the fortitude to face the inevitable stares and whispers.

Small-town life definitely had certain advantages over living in a big city. But the endless buzzing grapevine—where everyone thought they had a God-given right to dabble in everybody else’s business—wasn’t among them.

Most people in Star Valley still believed Zack Slater had run off the week before their wedding with her brother’s wife. What would they think when they saw the two of them together?

Trying not to pay attention to the butterflies step kicking in her stomach, she folded her hands tightly together. She didn’t care what anyone said. She was strong. She could handle a few stares and whispers.

If she was going to show up in the middle of the Independence Day parade with Zack Slater, she wasn’t going to have much of a choice.








Chapter 9



It wasn’t quite as bad as she had feared.

Once they’d walked the short distance from their parking space to the parade route, her nerves had settled somewhat. They still received their share of raised eyebrows, and she could hear more than a few whispers behind their backs. But no one was outright rude to them.

Either Zack didn’t notice or he didn’t care. He placed a hand at the small of her back as they looked for a spot to watch the parade, both to guide her and to stake his claim, she suspected.

He looked gorgeous, as usual, in weathered boots, faded jeans and a tailored short-sleeved navy cotton shirt that stretched over the hard muscles of his chest. Her mouth watered just looking at him as he set up the folding lawn chairs they had borrowed from the Lost Creek at an empty spot in front of the grocery store.

She settled into the chair and tried to put the murmurs and prying looks out of her mind, content just to bask in the moment.

She enjoyed all of Salt River’s little celebrations—from the summer concerts in the park to the homecoming football game to the Valentine’s Day carnival at the elementary school—but the Independence Day parade was always a highlight.

Folks here took their patriotism seriously. They hadn’t been sitting for five minutes when one of the elderly American Legion members rushed over with a couple of small flags for them to wave along with everyone else.

Cassie smiled as she took it, scanning the crowd for some sign of her brothers. She couldn’t see them and wasn’t sure if that little fact relieved her or disappointed her.

Jesse would be busy directing traffic away from Main Street, she remembered. But Matt and Ellie and the girls were probably planted somewhere along the crowded parade route, Sarah watching along with them.

She hadn’t seen them in a week. Guilt pinched at her as she realized how isolated she had become from them, how she had ducked out of their regular Sunday barbecue and had declined Ellie’s invitation to go to the annual rodeo with them later that night.

Although she winced at the realization, she was too terrified about their reaction if they saw her with Zack. She still hadn’t told her family the two of them were in the slow process of renewing their relationship. She couldn’t. Not yet.

She might have forgiven Zack for walking away ten years ago but she was fairly certain her overprotective brothers wouldn’t be so quick to let bygones be bygones.


Not when it came to Zack Slater.

But since they were nowhere in sight, she didn’t have to worry about it right this minute. She had a parade to enjoy.

Half an hour later she was smiling at the antics of a couple of clowns who looked remarkably like Reverend Whitaker and his wife when she happened to glance at Zack. He was watching her intently, an odd light in his hazel eyes.

Heat soaked her cheeks. “What’s the matter?”

He gave her one of those soft, beautiful smiles that made her catch her breath and feel more than a little light-headed. “Nothing. I just like watching you.”

What was she supposed to say to that? She could feel more heat crawl up her cheekbones and figured she was probably as red as the stripes on her little flag.

“You belong here, don’t you?” he asked quietly.

“Jeppson’s? Well, I do spend plenty of time inside yelling out my produce order.”

He smiled, then turned serious again. “No, I mean all of it. Salt River. The whole small-town thing. You’re very lucky.”

“Lucky? Because I’ve never been anywhere in my life?”

“Because you’re part of this and it’s a part of you. You belong,” he repeated.

She narrowed her gaze, giving him a closer look. That odd light in his eyes was envy, she realized. He was envious of her? A woman whose entire life had been spent within a sixty-mile radius? Who couldn’t walk a block through town without having to stop and visit with at least three or four people along the way and who had to schedule at least an extra half hour for any shopping trip just because she knew she was bound to run into someone who wanted to chat?

Zack had never had any of that. She was barely aware of the high school band passing by with its enthusiastic rendition of “Stars and Stripes Forever.” Instead she remembered his childhood. His drunk saddle bum of a father with the itchy feet, who had dragged his young son from ranch to ranch across the West, never content to stick long in any place.

Zack had gone to nine different elementary schools, he had told her, in six different states.

He had never experienced this. The sense of continuity, of community. Of being inextricably linked with something bigger than yourself. A wave of pity for him crashed over her, and she wanted to gather him close in her arms right there in front of everyone and cradle him against her.

“You belong in Denver now,” she offered. “You have a big apartment there and your business. Oh, and your ranch in the San Juans. You belong there.”

He was quiet for a moment, then he gave her another of those slow, serious smiles. “I’ve never felt as much at home in either of those places as I do right here in Salt River when I’m with you.”

Unbearably touched, she felt the hot sting of tears welling up in her eyes. She blinked them back and reached across the width between them to place her hand on his where it rested on the arm of his lawn chair. He turned his hand over and clasped hers, and they stayed that way, fingers locked together, for the rest of the parade.

She always grew a little melancholy when the last float passed by, when people gathered up their little flags and their lawn chairs and headed home. It was the same ache that always settled in her chest as she watched the last leaf fall from the big sycamore outside her window at the Diamond Harte at the knowledge that she wouldn’t see another until spring.

Where would she be a year from now when the parade again marched down Main Street? Would the man who sat beside her still be a part in her life? Or would he march on just like the parade?

Her chest felt tight and achy at the thought. She knew she was going to have to face that possibility, but right now she didn’t want to think about anything beyond the moment.

“So what’s next?” he asked as they packed up their own chairs and began the trek back to his Range Rover. “Do you have to hurry on back to the ranch to fix dinner?”

“No. Jean told all the guests they were on their own today. I think most of them were coming into town for the Lions Club barbecue later.”

“So you’re free for the rest of the day?”

She nodded. “What did you have in mind?”

His grin somehow managed to be mischievous and seductive at the same time, something only Slater could pull off. “Well, if I had a pickup truck, we could always take a picnic up in the mountains later and make out while we watch the fireworks.”

An instant image of their first time together flashed through her mind and an answering heat curled through her stomach. Drat the man for stirring her up like this right on crowded Main Street!

“What’s that old saying? If wishes were horses then beggars would ride?”

He laughed. “Not a horse. A pickup. I have this sudden, overwhelming compulsion to buy a truck. Where’s the nearest dealership?”

“Matt always buys his ranch vehicles in Idaho Falls. It shouldn’t take more than an hour to pick out a truck, right? I should think we can make it there and back before the fireworks show with time to spare.”

He stopped dead and stared at her. She met his gaze squarely, wondering if he could correctly read the message in her eyes. She was ready to move forward, to take the next step with him. The sooner the better, as far as she was concerned.

“Are you sure?” he murmured, as if he could read her thoughts.

With a slow smile she nodded. An instant later he dropped the folded lawn chairs and yanked her into his arms, right in the middle of town, and lowered his head for a fiery kiss.

She would have stood there all afternoon just basking in the hot promise of that kiss—with no thought at all for where they were and who might be watching—if a carload of teenagers hadn’t chosen that moment to drive past honking and catcalling.

With a flustered laugh she broke the kiss. “Whoa.” That was the only coherent thought she could put into words.

Before he could answer, she saw his gaze sharpen on something behind her. Fearing one of her brothers had stumbled onto them, she turned and saw with relief that it was only Wade Lowry.

Her relief was short-lived.

Wade stepped forward, his hands clenched into fists and his handsome face twisted with anger. “I heard the rumors but I couldn’t believe they were true. How can you stand to be seen with this…this son of a bitch after what he did to you?”

She blinked, stunned by his words, his animosity. A regular churchgoer, Wade hardly ever used profanity. It was so out of character that she didn’t know how to answer him.

Why would he be so furious? Was it jealousy? Maybe he thought they had more of a relationship than they did. She went out with him occasionally but she had always tried to be clear that she wasn’t interested in anything more serious with him. He was her friend. She hated the idea that she might have hurt him.

“Wade—” she began, but he cut her off.

“He took Melanie away! She never would have left if it hadn’t been for him.”

She blinked, disoriented by his words. Melanie? This was about Melanie? Had Wade been one of the many men ensnared in her sister-in-law’s twisted, sticky web of destruction?

She couldn’t believe it. The man she knew was far too decent and principled to sleep with another man’s wife, no matter how alluring she might be. But the emotions in his eyes told a different story. Of betrayal and loss and something else she couldn’t recognize.

“Wade, he didn’t leave with Melanie,” she said gently.

He turned his anger toward her, and she drew in a shaky breath at the force of it blazing at her. “Of course he did! Everybody knows that! People saw the two of them go. Your own brother saw them leave together!”

Zack stepped forward. “You know exactly why I left town ten years ago, don’t you, Lowry? And it wasn’t because of some imaginary tryst with Melanie Harte.” Zack’s voice was sharp, his eyes suddenly as hard as granite.

Wade stiffened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m sure if you put your mind to it and thought real hard, you could probably figure it out.”

“You’re crazy. Everybody knows you ran off with Melanie. The only mystery is why a woman like her would be willing to settle for a no-account drifter like you.”

“That’s what I might have been then,” Zack murmured, pure ice against Wade’s fiery anger. “But not anymore. Now I have money and power. And a very long memory.”

Wade flexed his hands into fists, looking as though he was ready to lash out any second and turn the verbal confrontation physical.

She could just imagine Jesse’s reaction as Salt River chief of police if he had to come break up a fight between the two men. She huffed out a breath, furious with both of them—Wade for starting it and Zack for tossing fuel onto the fire.

“This is ridiculous. You two are not going to brawl in the middle of Main Street. Not if I have anything to say about it. I’m sorry you’re upset, Wade. I don’t know what was between you and Melanie. That’s your business. Just as what is between Zack and me is mine.”

She didn’t give him time to respond, just grabbed on tightly to Zack’s arm. “Come on, Slater. If we’re going to make it to Idaho Falls and back, we had better hurry.”

He looked down at her as if just remembering her presence. With one last stony look at Wade, he opened the door to his glossy Range Rover for Cassie, then climbed in and drove away, leaving the other man standing in the street glaring after them.

They were almost to Tin Cup Pass before she finally lost patience with his continued silence. “Okay. Spill it. What was that all about.”

He gripped the wheel. “You tell me. He’s your boyfriend.”

She barely refrained from slugging him while he was driving. “He’s my friend. You want to tell me what you have against him?”

He said nothing for several moments while yellow lines passed in a blur. “I’m fairly certain he was one of the men I saw that night unloading that airplane full of drugs,” he finally said.

She stared at him. “Wade? You’re telling me you think Wade Lowry was part of some vicious criminal operation? A drug smuggler? That’s impossible! You must be mistaken.”

“Why?”

She could give him a hundred reasons. A thousand! Wade was a kind and gentle man. A little stuffy, maybe, but generally considered to be one of the nicest men in town.

She was struggling to put it into words when she suddenly remembered something else. “It’s impossible! Ten years ago he was on the other side of the law. He was an officer with the Salt River PD.”

He kept his eyes on the road but his mouth hardened. “So were the rest of them.”

Her jaw sagged. “What? You’re telling me the Salt River Police Department was running drugs?”

“I don’t know about all of them. There were only four men there that night, all wearing masks. The only one I recognized for sure was Chief Briggs. He was the one giving the orders.”

She didn’t find that such a stretch of the imagination. Jesse had told her enough horror stories about his predecessor that she could certainly believe Carl Briggs would have been capable of anything. He had been completely dirty, as crooked as a snake in a cactus patch.

Briggs had been under indictment on multiple counts of corruption five years earlier when he’d dropped dead of a heart attack.

Jesse was still trying to repair the damage Briggs had done to the small police department’s reputation during his tenure.

But Wade? The image of him involved in any kind of criminal enterprise just didn’t fit the man she knew. “You said they were all wearing masks,” she said slowly. “So you can’t be sure Wade was there.”

“Not one hundred percent,” he admitted. Damn, he wished he could remember that night more vividly, could put faces and names to the men who had so gleefully taken turns beating him.

If he could, he would find a way to even the score now that he was no longer that no-account drifter Lowry had called him. What was the saying? Vengeance was sweeter when it was savored. He would love to be able to savor a little delayed justice.

His memories were just too hazy, though. He only had vague impressions of Briggs ordering one of the men to cuff him. Then the chief had circled around him a few times, just for intimidation’s sake, before offering him three choices that were really no choices at all.

They could kill him right then and bury him deep in the mountains surrounding Star Valley where nobody would ever find him.

They could let him take the rap for the drugs.

Or he could leave Salt River and never come back.

Cocky bastard that he’d been a decade earlier, he had spat in the chief’s face. Briggs had eased back on his heels, his pale blue eyes narrowed.

“Boy, you just made a big mistake,” he murmured softly, then had ordered the other men to finish him off.

They had all taken turns beating on “Cassie Harte’s pretty-boy boyfriend” who stuck his nose in the wrong place.

He must have passed out from one too many kicks in the head. His last thought before he had surrendered to the pain had been for Cassie.

When he regained consciousness, he’d been alone. No plane, no handcuffs, no Briggs. Only his beat-up truck and a note staked to the ground in front of him that said only five words. “Jail or bail. Your choice.”

He had no doubt in the world Briggs could make a charge of drug smuggling stick against him. He wanted to stay and fight it. But then he thought of the expression he would see on Cassie’s face if she saw him behind bars. The hurt and the dismay. The disillusionment.

He couldn’t make her endure that kind of shame. She deserved better than to have to go through that.

She deserved better than him.

It had taken him a good fifteen minutes to make his shaky way into the driver’s seat of his old truck and start it up, pain shrieking through him with every second from what he would later learn had been a half-dozen broken ribs, a concussion and a shattered elbow.


He had a vague memory of that drive out of town, how he’d decided to head south toward Utah. He had known he was leaving Cassie forever, and his heart had cracked into sharp little pieces that gouged him just as painfully as his broken ribs.

“Where did you go?”

He blinked back to the present, to the soft, beautiful woman beside him who had suffered the consequences of that decision. “What?”

“Just now. You looked like you were miles away.”

“I was remembering. Regretting. I should never have left. I should have stayed and fought Briggs.”

Her eyes softened and she reached across the vehicle and touched his arm. “You would have lost. He might have killed you.”

“Maybe. But at least I would have known I tried.”

“Small consolation that would have been to you in your grave. No. I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but I’m glad you made the choice you did.”

He stared at her, taking his eyes off the road for several beats too long. When he realized he had just narrowly missed hitting a reflector pole, he yanked the Range Rover into the nearest pullout and shoved it into Park.

“How can you say that? Running out on you was unforgivable.”

“No it wasn’t. You broke my heart when you left, I won’t lie about that. But broken hearts eventually heal, even if they never quite fit together perfectly again.” She was quiet for a moment, then she grabbed his hand. “If you had been killed, Zack, I never would have recovered.”

 

After her low admission, he didn’t say anything for several moments, just gazed at her with a bemused kind of wonder in his eyes, then with a muffled groan he reached for her.

The kiss was soft and sweet and so full of tenderness she melted against him, her bones dissolving inside her skin.

They had shared dozens of kisses in this last week. Hundreds of them. But she sensed something deeper in this embrace, as if they had both crossed some invisible line.

A heavy tractor trailer passed them, and its wake rattled the windows of the Range Rover. Zack groaned and pressed his forehead against hers. “I don’t deserve you.”

“You deserve whatever you want out of life.” She touched his cheek. “You always have.”

“You’re what I want. Whether I deserve you or not.” He drew away suddenly and shoved the Range Rover into gear. “Come on. Let’s go buy a pickup truck.”

A little disoriented by the shift in the conversation, she blinked at him. “You’re serious? I thought you were only teasing!”

His lopsided grin left her as breathless as his kiss. “Sweetheart, I wouldn’t joke about something as important as this.”

Driving with one hand, he grabbed her fingers suddenly with the other and pressed a kiss on her palm. “Seriously, Cass. I know nothing I do will bring back the last ten years. But I’d like to re-create at least one thing from that time.”

“You’re crazy! You can’t just walk into a dealership at two in the afternoon on the Fourth of July and walk out with a new pickup truck!”


“Watch me.”

She did just that. Not that she had much choice. The sales manager at the small dealership didn’t quite know how to deal with an immovable force like Zack Slater with his mind set on something.

The two of them—Cassie and LeRoy Thomas, his nametag read—just stood back and watched, while Zack quickly perused the inventory on the lot.

“What’s your favorite color?” he asked her at one point while he peered under the hood of one big beast.

“I don’t know,” she answered helplessly, unable to believe he was actually doing this. “Um, I like the sage color of this one.”

She didn’t think he would appreciate the observation that when he stood next to it, the color perfectly matched the green flecks in his eyes.

“Sage it is, then,” he said, poking his head up. “LeRoy, my friend, let’s talk.”

A half hour later, after some hard-core negotiations that made her head spin, Zack was the proud owner of a hulking three-quarter-ton pickup with all the extras and a price tag that left her feeling slightly ill.

He took her to a late lunch at a pizza place in Idaho Falls. On the way out of the restaurant he offered her the choice of driving home the new truck or the sleek Range Rover.

Home. She really liked the sound of that. Pretending to consider, she cocked her head, looking at both vehicles in the parking lot. “You take the truck,” she finally said. “It’s your new toy.”

He grinned with such boyish excitement that she fell in love with him all over again.

She loved Zack Slater. The sweetness of admitting it to herself flowed through her like pure honey.


She loved his strength and his laughter and his decency.

As certain as she was that this was right between them—that she wanted to take this next step with him—by the time they drove under the wooden Lost Creek Ranch sign, her nerves were stretched thin, her body taut with restless anticipation.

When she parked the Range Rover next to the shiny new truck that gleamed in the late afternoon sun, she was chagrined to realize her hands were shaking, just a little. She climbed out, then shoved them in the pockets of her jeans to hide her nerves.

“Let me just grab a couple of…of quilts.” She felt herself blush furiously. “I’m afraid I, um, don’t have any strawberries.”

“That’s okay.” He smiled. “Strawberries aren’t what I’m hungry for, anyway.”

Her mouth went dry and she had to grab the railing of the porch steps to steady herself. He followed her up the steps, and she was almost painfully aware of him as she unlocked the door.

Inside her little cabin he seemed to take up all the available air, leaving her breathless and a little dizzy.

She cleared her throat. “I’ll just grab those quilts.”

She turned away and nearly jumped out of her skin when he reached out and rested a strong hand on her shoulder. The heat of his fingers scorched through the soft cotton of her shirt as he turned her to face him.

His eyes were intent, searching, and she knew all her sudden anxieties must be glaringly obvious on her far-too-transparent features.

“Do you want me to leave?”

She shook her head fiercely.

“We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for. Slow and easy, remember? That’s what I promised. I meant every word. We don’t even have to go anywhere. We can sit right out on your porch swing and watch the fireworks from here, okay? You can always make me go jump in the cold stream out back if I start misbehaving.”

While he spoke, her nerves slid away. She had nothing to be afraid about. Not with Zack. A soft smile captured her mouth at the sincerity in his eyes. He probably would march right to the stream out back if she commanded him.

“You are a very sweet man, Zack Slater,” she murmured.

He snorted. “You know me better than that. I just want to do everything right this time.”

“So far you’re doing a pretty darn good job.” She smiled again, sultry this time, and stepped forward to press a kiss to his strong jaw where a hint of late-afternoon shadow rasped against her mouth. She liked it so much she kissed him again. And once more.

He stood motionless while she tasted his skin and meandered her way to his mouth. He wanted slow and easy. She could give him slow and easy. She brushed her lips across his, then back again with leisurely attention to every centimeter of his mouth.

His eyes fluttered closed and he leaned into her. Under her hands, his heart pounded hard and fast in erotic contrast to the unhurried pace of their kiss.

He seemed content to let her take the lead in the kiss, and she reveled in the heady power of his response. As she explored his mouth, she could feel the hard jut of his arousal at her hip, feel his breathing accelerate, grow labored.

When she gripped a handful of shirt and licked at the corner of his mouth, he groaned and parted his lips slightly, just enough for her to slip her tongue inside. But still he didn’t move.

She knew the exact moment when his thin hold on control snapped apart. One moment he was motionless under her sensual onslaught. The next, he shuddered and his arms whipped up, twisting in her hair as he gripped her head and ravaged her mouth.

With a sigh of surrender she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body to him.

She couldn’t wait another hour, another moment, another second. She wanted him now, right here.

The dying sun sent long, stretched-out shafts of light through a break in the curtains to dapple the furniture and wood floor as she grabbed his hand and pulled him into her small bedroom.

He dug his boot heels into the floor just inside the doorway, his eyes intent and searching on her face. “Are you sure, Cass? There’s no going back after this.”

She smiled. “I couldn’t be more sure than I am right this moment. Kiss me, Slater.”

His mouth quirked a little at the order but he promptly obeyed, his hands busy untucking her shirt and exploring the sensitive skin above her hips. She shivered as those hard, rough hands moved closer to her breasts, to her nipples that ached and burned for his touch.

The next few moments were a flurry of buttons and snaps and zippers yanking free.

Finally no barriers remained between them. All her nerves came fluttering back like a flock of magpies to chatter noisily at her.

No man had ever seen her naked except him, and that had been a decade ago. She was suddenly painfully aware of all her imperfections, every single extra calorie she had ever indulged in over the years.

He didn’t appear to notice. At least not judging by the stunned expression on his face.

“I thought I remembered everything about you in exquisite detail,” he murmured. “Every curve, every hollow. I can’t believe I forgot the sheer impact of the whole package.”

“Oh, stop.” Hot color saturated all those curves and hollows as he gazed at her with stark longing in his eyes.

He grinned. “Get used to it, sweetheart. I’m just getting warmed up.”

She decided the only way out of this was distraction. “That’s too bad,” she murmured. “Because I’m already very, very warm. And getting warmer by the second.”

“Let’s see.” He stepped forward and kissed her, skimming one sneaky hand from her shoulders down her back to the curve of one rear cheek, pulling her against him. She gasped as fluttery little nerve impulses rocketed through her everywhere her skin brushed his.

“Mmm. You’re right. Very warm,” he murmured against her mouth.

They stood that way for a long time, wrapped together and rediscovering each other while the room darkened around them.

At last he lowered her to the bed. His hands were strong and hard and clever. He knew exactly how and where to touch her—where to linger, where to tease with fleeting caresses.

She closed her eyes, lost to the swirl of sensation and the steadily building heat he stoked so adroitly. When she opened them, she found him watching her, his eyes heavy with passion. Their gazes locked and stayed that way while his hands caressed her intimately. A restless, aching need gripped her and she curved into his fingers, nearly crying out from the tangle of emotions that bound them so tightly.

Still watching her, he lowered his mouth to hers. The kiss was fierce and possessive and demanding—and she found it every bit as arousing as his hands on her flesh.

“Please,” she begged, unable to stand the slow, exquisite yearning another instant. His thumb stroked a particularly sensitive spot just then, hidden in folds of flesh, and she sobbed his name as she climaxed in a wild tumble of color and light and sensation.

He entered her while her body still seethed and shivered. She gasped as tight, unused muscles had to stretch to accommodate his size.

Muscles corded in his neck as he eased deeper. She wasn’t sure if his growled words were an oath or a prayer. “You’re so tight.”

“I’m sorry. I just haven’t done this in a…in a long time.”

He froze, his hot gaze piercing the soft, satiated fog enveloping her. “How long?”

She flushed and focused on the hard blade of his collarbone. “Oh, ten years. Give or take a month or so.”

He blinked but not before she saw the stunned disbelief in his eyes. “You haven’t been with anyone at all?”

Did they have to talk about this right now, when she could hardly find her breath? When he was invading every inch of her soul? Apparently so. She knew that stubborn look in his eyes and knew he wouldn’t let it drop.

“I’ve been a little busy raising my niece,” she retorted. “When was I supposed to fit in any torrid sexual encounters? In between changing her diapers or before I picked her up from school? I’m sorry. It just wasn’t a priority.”

The stunned look in his eyes began to give way to something else. Something that looked like an awed kind of wonder. “It shouldn’t matter to me. It doesn’t. I would have understood, Cass, if you had been involved with someone else. You had every right.”

“Yes, I did. I just don’t view making love with someone lightly. It was…never the right situation with anyone else.”

“And this is right, isn’t it? Between us?”

She nodded, helpless to do anything else.

“I love you, Cassidy Jane.”

The gruff words stole what little breath remained in her lungs. If she’d had any left, it wouldn’t have lasted long as he surged deeply inside her, his body taut and hard.

She gasped and rose to meet him, clinging to him as the need spiraled inside her again with each deep, steady movement.

“I love you,” he repeated, and the words sent her soaring over the edge once more. An instant later he followed her with a low, exultant moan.

While she floated, featherlight, back to earth, he switched their positions so she was sprawled over him, listening to his ragged breathing while his hands stroked her skin.

A few minutes later, just as she thought she might be able to think straight again, she heard a tremendous boom and saw a sparkle of red and gold through that slim spear of open curtain.

She gasped. “Oh no! We’re missing the fireworks!”

His hand curved over her hipbone. “I wouldn’t exactly say that.”

“But your new truck. You wasted all that money for nothing!”

Hard muscles rippled against her as he shrugged. “We’ll use it next year. Make it our own annual tradition.”

Would they have a “next year” together? She wanted fiercely to believe it. But even here in the sanctuary of his arms, she couldn’t shake the niggling voice warning her that nothing lasts forever.

She had learned that lesson all too well.

In the meantime she needed to do all she could to protect whatever tiny remnants of her heart he hadn’t already snatched for his own.

 

It worked.

He couldn’t believe she was here, in his arms. That his weeks of planning, of hoping, had paid off.

Zack watched her sleep, fascinated by the steady rise and fall of her chest under the sheet, the fluttering of her eyelids, the little half smile that played around her mouth.

She was here. And she was his.

He had to be the luckiest son of a gun who ever lived. When he arrived at Salt River three weeks ago, he figured nothing short of a miracle could have convinced her to give him another chance.

Heaven knew, he didn’t deserve one.

Yet here she was, warm and soft and cuddly as she slept curled against him.


Somehow she had turned to that steely core of courage inside her and taken a huge leap of faith into his arms. He could only guess what it must have cost her. If she had left him a decade ago like a thief in the night—without any kind of explanation—he wasn’t sure he would be so willing to let her back into his life. Especially if he believed all that time that she left with another man.

She was a far better person than he was. He had always known that. Loving and generous and sweet.

For a man who had lived most of his life in a hard, unforgiving world, was it any wonder Cassidy Harte had been irresistible?

She was still irresistible, even though the years had changed her. Now that optimistic, artless girl had become a woman. A little less optimistic, maybe. A little more wary, but still as loving and generous as she had been when he lost his heart to her.

He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. Not to wake her, simply because he still couldn’t believe she was here.

She stirred, then her eyes fluttered open. A dazed kind of smile tilted that luscious mouth a little as their gazes met, then color flared across her cheekbones.

“What time is it?” She tried to peer around him to her alarm clock.

“Early. About four-thirty.”

She groaned and buried her head under the pillow. “I have to get up in an hour to make breakfast.”

“Or, since you’re already awake, we could find something more interesting to do for an hour.”

She pulled the pillow away and squinted at him. “You’re inhuman. I figured four—or was it five?—times would be enough for you.”


He couldn’t stop the pure, sinful smile stealing over his mouth. “No. I’m very, very human. And I don’t think I will ever get enough of you.”

The disgruntled look in her eyes began to fade as he reached for her. It didn’t take him long to make it disappear entirely, replaced by soft, dreamy desire.

Afterward, he held her tight, her head tucked under his chin.

“Marry me, Cassie.”

The words slipped out of him like horses over downed barbed wire. Why had he blurted it out like that? So much for waiting, taking the time and effort to repair the damage he had done by leaving her.

He could tell the words shocked her. She went deep-water still and slid away from him. “Wha-what?”

He couldn’t go back now—it was too late for that—so he plodded gamely forward. “I love you. I never stopped loving you. I fell for you all those years ago. For ten years the memory of that time has stalked me. Haunted me. I love you. I want to marry you.”

She jumped out of bed as if the sheets were ablaze and scrambled for a silky robe tossed over a chair.

Panic skittered around her, through her. “Don’t do this to me, Zack. This is not fair. You can’t just blow back into town and expect everything to be the same.”

“I don’t. I hope we can build something even better than what we had before.” He sat up, the sheets bunched at his hips and that wide, hard chest bare, looking so gorgeous her mouth watered. She jerked her gaze away, to something safe like the pale-pink dawn breaking outside her bedroom window.

How could he throw this at her? It was far too much, far too soon. She was still a little light-headed about having taken this giant step and spent the night in his arms.

“Slow and easy. Wasn’t that what you said?”

“Yeah. That’s what I said.”

“This is not slow and easy! This is jumping straight from hello to picking out china patterns together. I…I need more time, Zack. I’m sorry. I’m just not ready yet.”

A cold, hard knot of terror lodged in her throat at the very idea of committing to a future with him. She was being a yellow-bellied coward and she hated herself for it.

But the cruel lessons of the past were just too ingrained in her psyche.

She had a sudden memory of a pretty little blue heeler her brother Matt bought at a livestock auction a few years ago. The dog’s previous owner must have been one mean son of a gun because she quailed, her belly slunk low to the ground and her tail between her legs, whenever Matt tried to work with her.

It had taken months of hard work and patience before her brother could gain the dog’s trust.

She knew exactly how that poor bitch felt right now. So afraid to let down her guard. To believe this was any more than just another vicious trick—an outstretched hand that concealed a harsh stick.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I’m not ready.”

“You still love me, though. Admit it.”

She shoved her hands in the pockets of her robe to conceal their trembling. “Sometimes love is not enough. Ten years ago I might have thought it was. But I know better now.”

He was silent, his expression resigned, regretful. “You think I’m going to leave you again, don’t you?”


She wanted to deny his words but she couldn’t. Until this moment she hadn’t realized just how afraid she was that he would do exactly that.

Her silence spoke far more loudly than words. He nodded. “Okay. I won’t pressure you, Cassie. I’ll wait. We have the rest of our lives.”

She wanted so fiercely to believe him.

But still she cowered.








Chapter 10



The nervous jitters fluttering through her before the Independence Day parade nearly a week earlier seemed like tiny rippling waves in a spring breeze compared to this tidal wave of terror.

Cassie shifted in the leather passenger seat of Zack’s new truck, adjusted her seat belt, tried to find a comfortable spot for her trembling hands.

Everything’s going to be fine, she assured herself, trying hard not to give in to the fierce urge to gnaw her lip to shreds.

“You okay?” Zack asked, with such calm serenity she wanted to punch him. Hard.

Just dandy. She blew out a breath. “No. No, I’m not okay.”

He sent her a reassuring smile. “Relax. Everything will be fine. We’ll all try to get along.”

“Right. Relax. You spent maybe six months with my brothers and that was ten years ago. I’ve lived with them my entire life. I know exactly what they’re like. Everything is not going to be fine.”

They were on their way to Sunday dinner at the Diamond Harte, and she wouldn’t have been more terrified if she were standing barefoot in a nest full of rattlers.

The whole thing had been her idea, she was chagrined to admit. She wasn’t sure what kind of evil demon had planted this seed in her head, but she had blurted out the invitation a few days before when she had been lying in his arms, sated and relaxed.

They had both been spending a lot of time in that condition in the last week. Not that she had any regrets. It had been incredible, far better than her memories of before. They laughed together, they talked together, they did everything but broach the subject of the future.

Friday was supposed to have been her last day at the Lost Creek under the terms of their agreement, but neither of them had given it much thought, too wrapped up in rediscovering each other.

“Do you want to forget it?” Zack asked her now. “I could just drop you off and make myself scarce for a couple hours if you want me to.”

She blew out a breath. Matt and Jesse both knew she was bringing Zack to dinner. She had called them the day before to warn them. It wouldn’t have been fair to just spring it on them out of the blue.

They knew she was seeing him again, and neither was happy about it. She winced remembering their identical, very vocal reactions to the news when she had called them.

But she knew if she and Zack had any future at all—that future she didn’t want to think about—they had to confront the past first.

“No,” she answered firmly. “We’re going to have to do this eventually. We can’t keep hiding out from them like we’re holed up in Robber’s Roost waiting for the posse to catch up to us. One of these days my brothers are going to see that I’m all grown up and can live my own life. Make my own decisions.”

“How bad can it be?” He grinned. “I’ll let them each punch me around a few times—I figure I deserve at least that much for breaking their baby sister’s heart—then we’ll all have a beer and move on.”

She slugged his shoulder, more for the cocky grin than his words. “Don’t even joke about it. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. I’m fairly fond of that pretty face of yours. I’d hate to see my obstinate brothers mess it up.”

He grabbed her hand. “Don’t worry about your brothers, I can hold my own. Physically or otherwise.” He kissed the fingers he held. “Everything is going to be fine, Cass. Just watch.”

If she closed her eyes, she could almost believe him.

 

The Diamond Harte was exactly as he remembered it—big and sprawling and as brightly polished as a prize rodeo buckle.

Of all the ranches he’d seen in the years his father had dragged him around like a worn-out saddle, the Harte ranch stood out in his memory as one of the cleanest, most efficient operations he’d ever had the pleasure of working.

They pulled up in front of the ranch house, a massive stone and log structure that had always intimidated him a little. Immediately two little dynamos—a redhead and a tiny brunette with long dark hair—hopped down from a swing on the front porch and rushed to their vehicle.


Before he could play the gentleman and open the passenger door for Cassie, they did it for him, all but climbing onto her lap.

“Aunt Cassie! It’s been forever since we’ve seen you!” the darker one exclaimed. He looked closer at her and immediately saw Melanie Harte’s silvery-gray eyes looking back at him. This one must be Lucy.

“I know, sweetheart. I’m sorry I didn’t make it last week for dinner. I’ve been really busy at work and with…with things.”

“Guess what? Maisy had kittens. They’re all black-and-white except one that has ginger stripes. Do you want to see them?”

She laughed. “I will later, okay.” She gestured toward him. “Zack, these beautiful creatures are my nieces, Lucy and Dylan. Lucy, Dylan, this is Zack Slater. A friend of mine.”

He smiled. “Hi, ladies.”

Instantly the girls’ enthusiasm switched off like a burned-out bulb. The happy welcome in their eyes faded, and they nodded politely to him, their faces stiff.

Obviously, they had heard about the evil Zack Slater who had blown back into town to ruin their beloved aunt’s life once again.

If he couldn’t win over a couple of ten-year-olds, he was in serious trouble with the rest of her family. He was racking his brain trying to come up with something harmless and friendly to say when Cassie beat him to it.

“Where is everybody?”

“Mom and Sarah are in the kitchen,” Lucy said. “Dad’s checking on one of the horses down at the barn, and Jesse’s not here yet. He had some stuff to do at the police station and said he’d be a little late.”


Cassie lifted an eyebrow. “On Sunday?”

“Sarah said he was waiting for a fax or something. She said it was something real important.”

Zack pulled their contribution from behind the seat—a heavy, cast-iron Dutch oven filled with the makings for Cassie’s world-famous blueberry cobbler and a huge plastic container loaded with pasta salad—then he followed her up the porch steps and into the ranch house.

Inside, he heard the low, musical murmur of women’s voices as they neared the kitchen but it stopped in midnote when they walked into the big, airy room.

One woman stood at the professional stove stirring something while the other sat at the table husking corn-cobs. Their eyes turned wary, the way the girls’ had, when they saw him.

Beside Zack Cassie fidgeted and cleared her throat. “Sorry we’re a little late.”

“You’re fine. Matt hasn’t even started the charcoal for the steaks yet,” the shorter of the two women said.

With a nervous smile Cassie introduced him to the women. Ellie Harte, Matt’s new wife, was an older version of her daughter, small and slender with auburn hair and sparkling green eyes. Sarah, who was apparently brave enough to be willing to marry wild, reckless Jesse Harte, was tall and willowy with a long sweep of wheat-colored hair.

Their expressions were polite and curious but far from friendly. Unless he found a way to break the ice, he could see they were all in for a long, awkward afternoon.

“What can I do to help?” he asked as Cassie moved containers around in the big refrigerator to make room for her salad. “I can fire up the charcoal if you’d like.”

“Matt gets a little territorial when it comes to his barbecue,” Ellie said.

Then he was probably real testy about breaking bread with the man he thought had taken his wife. Zack winced. Maybe Cassie was right to be so nervous. Maybe they should have put this off a little longer.

No. There was no sense in waiting. He owed Matt an explanation and an apology and he might as well get it over with. Not here at the house, though. If the man wanted to take a swing at him, he wouldn’t do it in front of the nervous eyes of the women and Zack didn’t want to deprive him of the chance. He figured he owed him that, as well.

“I think I’ll just take a stroll around and see how much the ranch has changed in the past ten years.”

“I’ll come with you,” Cassie offered.

He shook his head. “Why don’t you stay and visit? I’d rather go alone.”

She sent him a searching look, then nodded and squeezed his hand in gratitude or for luck, he wasn’t certain.

He found Matt Harte with his elbows resting on the split rail of a corral fence watching a filly canter around inside.

Cassie’s oldest brother, the man who had raised her from the age of twelve, narrowed his gaze as Zack approached but said nothing, waiting for him to make the first move.

He had always liked and respected Matt Harte. The man had nerves of steel and the best natural horse instincts of anybody Zack had ever met. It didn’t surprise him at all that in the past ten years the Diamond Harte had become world-renowned for raising and training champion cutters.

That didn’t make what he had to do any easier.

He joined Matt at the fence. “She’s a pretty little thing, isn’t she?” he murmured, nodding toward the filly.

“Yeah. She’s shaping up to be a real goer. I thought her gait was a little off this morning but she looks like she’s fine now. Ellie said as much but I had to check for myself. I guess I should listen to my vet more often.”

They lapsed into an awkward silence. Zack didn’t have the first clue where to begin.

“I know you don’t want me here,” he finally said.

Matt turned around and leaned against the fence, elbows propped on the rail and his expression shuttered. “If I had my way, you’d just ride right on back out of town the way you came.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

He received only a grunt in return and sighed. This was much harder than he’d expected. “Look, you can think whatever you want about me for walking out on your sister. You couldn’t think any worse of me than I do of myself for that. But I didn’t leave with Melanie. I swear it.”

Matt gave him a sidelong glance as if testing his sincerity. “So you say. But you still left.”

He nodded. “I had my reasons. I thought they were good ones at the time.”

“And now?”

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I don’t think I was ready to be the kind of man Cassie deserves.”

“And I’m supposed to believe everything’s different now? That you’re not going to get itchy feet in a few days or a few weeks and walk away from her again?”

“To be blunt, Harte, it really doesn’t matter what you believe. Just what she believes.”

Matt muttered a pungent oath. “I’m not going to let you break her heart again. She grieved over you for a long time. Too damn long. And I know she blamed herself that Melanie ran off and left me with Lucy so tiny.”

His chest ached at the words. “I owe Cassie more apologies than I can ever give for hurting her. I’d like to spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to her. And I’m also sorry I betrayed your trust in me. You were a man I liked and respected. Even if I hadn’t been engaged to Cassie, for that reason alone I never would have touched your wife.”

He paused. “I drove out of town alone ten years ago, Harte. I know you don’t believe me and there’s not a damn thing I can do to prove it, but it’s God’s honest truth.”

A muscle worked in the other man’s cheek as he gazed at the ranch house. “You’re right. I’ll never really know if Melanie left with you or not. It doesn’t really matter. If not you, she would have latched on to some other saddle bum to take her anywhere but here. All I know is she walked away and never looked back. Just like you did.”

Although he felt about as uncomfortable as a short-tailed bull in fly season talking about this with another man—and Cassie’s brother to boot—he plunged forward. “I love your sister. I never stopped loving her in all these years. I hope as a recently married man maybe you can understand a little about that.”

He paused, feeling his ears redden while Matt appeared to become suddenly fascinated with something on his boots. “I want to marry her,” he went on gamely. “But I won’t come between her and her family. You and Jesse mean too much to her.”

If Matt was surprised by that, he didn’t show his hand.

“I know the past is always going to be there between the two of us. Maybe you’re always going to wonder if I’m one of the men who messed with your wife. I can swear up and down that I didn’t, but if you don’t think you can get beyond that, do you think you can just pretend, for Cassie’s sake? Hate me all you want on your own time. But can we at least try to be polite to each other around her?”

The other man was silent for several moments then he shrugged. “Let’s see how you treat her first. Now what’s this I hear about you running a spread near Durango? Cattle or horses?”

Zack breathed out a sigh of relief. He couldn’t exactly say Matt had welcomed him back with open arms. But he hadn’t shoved his face in the dirt, either.

“Cattle,” he answered. “Only a couple hundred head. It’s beautiful country there but not as beautiful as Star Valley.”

As the conversation shifted from women to the far more comfortable topic of ranching, he relaxed a little.

One brother down, one to go.

 

With her stomach still snarled into knots, Cassie stood on the wide flagstone patio watching Zack and Matt leaning against the corral fence, deep in conversation. If only they were a little closer, she might be able to read their lips.


“What do you think they’re talking about?” she asked Ellie.

Her sister-in-law shaded her eyes with her hand to follow Cassie’s gaze. “I don’t know. But at least nobody’s throwing punches yet.”

“It’s early in the game,” Sarah put in. “Wait until Jesse shows up.”

Cassie groaned. “You two are not helping.”

The quiet, pretty schoolteacher who had captured Jesse’s wild heart was immediately apologetic. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I was only joking. For what it’s worth, Matt has too much control to punch anyone, and I made Jesse promise to behave himself. Everything will be fine.”

Why did everybody else seem to think that but her? She huffed out a breath. “So, um, what do you think?” she asked, anxious for her friends’ opinion.

“About what?” Ellie asked, her eyes dark green with teasing laughter.

“About him.” she said impatiently. “Zack.”

“He seems very polite,” Sarah offered.

“He must have plenty of sand in his gut to walk right out first thing and face Matt,” Ellie added.

Sarah cocked her head, her expression thoughtful as she gazed at the pasture where the two men stood admiring the horses. “And I have to admit, I can see why a woman might find him moderately attractive,” she said.

Ellie snorted. “Moderately attractive. Right. That’s like saying Matt is moderately stubborn. The man’s beautiful. Movie-star gorgeous, Cass.”

“He is, isn’t he?” She smiled as the tremors in her stomach changed from nerves to that familiar achy awareness.


After a moment Ellie touched her arm, her green eyes worried. “But gorgeous and good for you aren’t the same thing at all. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Did she? No. She was still scared to death whenever she thought about the future, but she was beginning to feel the first fledgling stirs of hope.

“I still love him,” she said simply. “I never stopped.”

Ellie studied her, that anxious look still on her face, then it faded away as she smiled. “Then that’s good enough for me.”

“Me, too,” Sarah piped in, with uncharacteristically poor grammar but with a sincerity that brought tears to Cassie’s eyes.

“Thank you. Both of you.” On impulse, she hugged them both, grateful once more to fate for handing her such wonderful sisters and friends—and that her brothers had been smart enough to snatch them up.

“Just be careful,” Ellie murmured.

Oh, it was far too late for that, she thought. She was way beyond careful. When she stepped away from the embrace, she decided her curiosity couldn’t wait any longer “I think I’ll just go see for myself what they’re talking about.”

“Tell your brother to get up here and start the coals, or it will be midnight before we eat.”

She hummed a little as she walked down to the corral, her heart suddenly much lighter than it had been driving to the ranch. Maybe Zack was right. Maybe everything would be fine, after all.

When she reached the men, Zack’s smile of greeting warmed her to her toes. She slipped her hand into his and was met with a look of surprise, then deep pleasure at her gesture that told him she wouldn’t hide their relationship behind her fear.

“Your wife sent me to tell you to start the coals,” she told Matt. “Those steaks aren’t going to grill themselves.”

Matt’s relaxed grin took her by surprise. She might have expected thick tension between the two men with their history, but they seemed to be getting along like a couple of hogs rolling in mud.

“Yeah, she’s a bossy little thing, isn’t she?” he answered, looking toward the house and his wife with such an expression of joy and love on his face that tears burned behind her eyes.

Was it happiness she felt for her brother and his bride? Or envy?

Whatever, she blinked them back as he headed toward the house. “What were you two talking about?” Her voice came out a little ragged around the edges, but Zack didn’t appear to notice.

“Oh, this and that. I told him I’m interested in buying this little filly for my ranch when she’s trained. He told me he’d think about it.”

“Did you…did you talk about Melanie?”

“Yeah.”

She frowned impatiently at him. “And?”

He shrugged. “I told him I didn’t leave with her, but he’s a hard man to read. I think he’s far more concerned about you than about Melanie at this point. I tried to assure him my intentions toward you are honorable.”

“Oh. That’s really too bad,” she teased.

His laughter sounded rough. “If I had my way, I’d drag you back into that barn over there, find a nice soft pile of hay and then…” He whispered something in her ear that sent heat rushing through her like the blast from a welder’s torch.

She shivered in reaction, but before she could answer, raised voices sounded on the patio, destroying the moment. With a groan of resignation, she eased away from the sultry promise of that low voice in her ear.

“That would be brother number two. The hotheaded one. Your hay pile idea sounds like a very smart one. Let’s go.”

She yanked his hand to lead him toward the barn and outbuildings, but he shook his head, gripping her fingers. “Come on, sweetheart. We’ve come this far. Don’t chicken out on me now.”

She blew out a breath. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

Squaring her shoulders, she walked beside Zack toward the house, her hand still wrapped in his. They were almost to the patio when Jesse marched out to meet them.

She had expected him to be angry, but the sheer cold fury in his eyes stunned her.

“Get away from him, Cass,” Jesse growled. “Right now. Go on into the house.”

An answering anger flared and she stepped forward, chin out. “I haven’t taken orders from you since I was fourteen years old. I’m not about to start now.”

“Do it, Cassie.”

She was dismayed—and disgusted—to see dark violence in his eyes, etched into his features.

“Forget it,” she snapped. “You’re a little old for settling things with your fists, don’t you think? Not to mention the fact that around here you’re supposed to be upholding the law, not shattering it.”


“That’s exactly what I’m doing. Slater, I’m going to have to ask you to come with me down to the station.”

Zack’s laughter held little humor. “You’re arresting me for dating your sister? Don’t you think that’s a little extreme?”

“I’m not arresting you for anything. I just have some questions to ask you.”

Cassie stepped between them. “Stop it. This is ridiculous. We’re here to share Sunday dinner with the family, and that’s just what we’re going to do. If you have a problem with that, Jess, maybe you need to go eat somewhere else.”

 

Zack certainly didn’t need Cassie to fight his battles for him but he was absurdly touched that she stood up to her brother, chin up and her hand still in his, clenching as if she was ready to take Jesse on if he made one wrong move.

He wanted to kiss her right there, but he had a pretty strong feeling that that wouldn’t go over well given the current climate.

He glanced toward the wide flagstone patio where the rest of her family gathered and the first flickers of unease stirred to life in his gut.

Something was wrong.

Seriously wrong.

Matt and his wife both looked stunned, their faces ashen, and the other woman—Jesse’s fiancée, Sarah—looked as if she was ready to cry.

He jerked back to the heated conversation next to him. Cassie was still upbraiding her brother for his lack of manners and his immaturity.

He held a hand out to stop her. “What’s going on?” he asked slowly. “This isn’t about some personal vendetta, is it?”

The police chief’s voice was hard as a whetstone. “No. I’m investigating a homicide, Slater. And right now you’re my prime suspect. I need you to come in for questioning.”

Beside him, he felt Cassie jerk her shoulders back. “A homicide? Are you crazy? We haven’t had a homicide in Salt River in years.”

“Right. This one is about ten years old. Remember that skeleton Ron Atkins found a few months ago in the foothills of his ranch? The state crime lab was finally able to make an identification.”

A feeling of dread settled over him. “And?”

“And Matt wasted his money getting a divorce in absentia. Apparently he’s been a widower all these years. The bones belonged to Melanie.”

The color leached from Cassie’s face. “Oh, no.”

“After her fingerprints were found on some of the items found with her body, the state crime lab ran dental records and they matched perfectly. No question it was Melanie.”

 

She was going to be sick.

The smell of charcoal and starter fluid wafting from the grill suddenly seemed greasy—the heat of the afternoon too heavy and oppressive—and she pulled her hand away from Zack’s to press it to the churning of her stomach.

Melanie was dead. Murdered. She could hardly believe it.

She had hated her manipulative, amoral sister-in-law passionately even before she thought Zack had run off with her, but she had never wished her dead.


All these years when she thought of Melanie it had been with malice and hateful anger for the future Cassie thought she had stolen from her. And all these years, the object of her hatred had been dead, buried in a shallow grave just a few miles away from the Diamond Harte.

Her stomach heaved again and she had to breathe hard to battle back the nausea.

She shifted her horrified gaze from her brother to Zack and found him watching her with an odd, stony expression on his features. It was only after she looked closer and saw the deep shadows of hurt in his eyes that she realized she had subconsciously stepped away from him as if she couldn’t wait to put as much distance as possible between them.

She wanted to apologize but she was afraid it was too late.

“I didn’t kill Melanie.” He addressed his words to Jesse but his gold-flecked eyes locked with hers. “What motive would I possibly have?”

“That’s something I’m sure we can discuss down at the station.”

“I don’t think so.”

Jesse stepped forward, and she recognized the barely restrained violence simmering under the surface of his calm. “I don’t believe that was a request, Slater.”

“You really think that gives you enough evidence to arrest me, only because I was the last person seen with the woman a decade ago?”

A muscle flexed in Jesse’s jaw but he didn’t answer, which she supposed was answer enough.

“In that case, as I said, I’ll have to pass,” Zack murmured, his voice dripping with irony. “I’m always happy to cooperate with the law. I’ll answer any questions, but unless the rules have changed since the last time I heard the drill, I believe I have the right to an attorney present for our little chat. I can send my plane to Denver for him and have him here in a few hours. Would that be convenient for you?”

She recognized his statement for what it was, a not-so-subtle reminder to Jesse and everyone else—including her—that he was no longer the dirt-poor ranch hand he’d been a decade ago, that he had money and influence now and wouldn’t be railroaded into a murder charge.

Jesse looked as if he couldn’t wait for an excuse to take a swing at him, but Matt stepped forward and rested a warning hand on his shoulder.

The motion jarred her out of the dream-like, surreal state she’d slipped into.

Matt. And Lucy. Dear heavens. How was this going to affect them? Her stomach shuddered again, and she tasted bile in her throat. Poor Lucy. Though she and Matt had tried to shield her as much as possible, children at school whispered to each other. She knew they did.

It had been hard enough on Lucy to believe her mother had abandoned her. Now, when she finally had a real family, all the talk about Melanie would resurface and Lucy would be hurt all over again.

She blinked when she realized Zack was speaking to her in a cold, distant voice she hated.

“I’m sure you can find a ride back to the Lost Creek, Cassie. If you’ll all excuse me, I need to make some phone calls.”

He turned on his heels, leaving stunned silence behind him. For a moment—only a moment—she was torn by conflicting loyalties. Her family would need her. Matt and Lucy would need her.

But she couldn’t let him leave. Not like this. She turned to follow him, but Jesse grabbed her arm.

“Let him go,” he ordered.

“Back off, Jess.”

She and Sarah both said the words at exactly the same moment, only Cassie snarled like an angry bobcat while Sarah just murmured them in her soft, compelling voice.

She was pretty sure Jesse responded more to Sarah’s request than her order, but she didn’t wait around to thank her after he let her go. With her heart pounding, she raced around the house and caught up with Zack just as he was climbing into the shiny sage-green pickup she had picked out for him.

She skidded to a stop and stood there for a moment, scrambling for words.

“I’m sorry,” she finally whispered, the only thing she could come up with as shock and misery choked her throat.

His expression was grim, closed. “For what? Believing I could be capable of murdering Melanie?”

She wanted to say she didn’t believe it. That she could never believe it. But she had to admit that a tiny dark corner of her heart—the raw bruise that had never completely healed, had never been able to completely forgive him for leaving her—raised ugly doubts.

He had been the last one seen with Melanie. Jesse and others had seen them kissing outside the Renegade and then they had driven off together. Who knew what might have happened after that?

She’d been tempted to wring Melanie’s neck more than a few times herself for what she’d put Matt through in their short, stormy marriage.

No. She swallowed hard. The tender man who painted her toenails and held her so gently and blew raspberries on her stomach would never use violence against a woman.

Never.

She couldn’t believe it.

“I know you couldn’t have killed her,” she said firmly.

“But a part of you wonders, right? Unless your brother comes up with another suspect in a hurry, part of you will always wonder.”

She opened her mouth as if to deny it, then closed it, shattering his heart into a thousand tiny pieces.

How could he blame her? Ten years ago he had broken her heart, had left her without a word. He couldn’t blame anyone but himself if she had a hard time believing him after he betrayed her so completely.

He couldn’t blame her but he also knew he couldn’t live with a woman unable to trust him. They couldn’t build a future on something so flimsy, or it would crumble to dust in the first hard wind.

A bitter laugh threatened to choke him. Hard wind, hell. This accusation of murder was a tornado coming out of the blue.

“I told you what happened that night,” he said gruffly. “She came on to me, I turned her down. I couldn’t let her drive home in her condition and I didn’t want to leave her drunk at the Renegade at the mercy of any unscrupulous cowboy who came along. I tried to give her a ride home. When she wouldn’t let up, I finally kicked her out of my truck. Whatever happened to her after that is anybody’s guess. I didn’t kill her.”

Even as he said the words, deep down in the pit of his gut, he knew differently. He was as responsible for her death as if he’d been the one who pulled the trigger.

She must have run into trouble after he’d driven away. He should never have left her unprotected and alone on the road, no matter how much she might have provoked him.

A good man, a decent man, never would have abandoned a woman alone in the dark.

A no-account drifter, on the other hand, would do just that.

“Go on back to your family, Cass,” he said gently. “This will be tough on them. They’re going to need you.”

She glared at him, but there were tears gathering in her eyes. His Cassie, who hardly ever cried. His heart wept along with her.

“Damn you, Zack. Don’t you do this to me again.”

“Do what?”

“Push me away. Make my decisions for me. You didn’t give me the choice to stand beside you once. Don’t do it again.”

He couldn’t drag her through this kind of ugliness. He had to push her away, no matter how badly he wanted to yank her against him and bury her head against his chest.

If he listened hard, he could almost hear the sound of his dreams shattering around his feet. The future stretched out ahead of him, bleak and empty. A vast gray expanse without her laughter and her sparkling blue eyes and the miracle of her love.

He had never deserved any of it. All this time he thought the money and power he’d spent a decade accumulating had made a difference, that he would finally be worthy of her.

But she was right all this time. Everything he had accomplished didn’t matter at all.

He would always be the worthless son of a drunk saddle bum. And now he was under suspicion for murder.

No. It was better this way.

“Goodbye, Cassie. I didn’t say that before and I’m sorry for that. I should have.”

He slid into the truck but her outstretched hand kept him from closing the door behind him.

“You’re…you’re leaving?”

“Not right away. But I’m going to be busy for a while trying to fight this, then I’ll be heading back to Denver. I’m sure you won’t want to stay at the Lost Creek anymore now that the sale has gone through. Claire is capable of taking over for you—you’ve more than fulfilled your part of our deal. I’ll send your check here.”

“I don’t want your money.”

Tears seeped from her eyes, trickling down her cheeks into the corner of her mouth. Everything in him cried out to reach for her, but he knew he couldn’t.

If he did—if he touched her—he wouldn’t be able to let her go.

“Take it. Open your café. Be happy.”

At his words, her outstretched hand curled into a fist and she pressed it against her stomach.

He closed the door of the truck and started it up, then drove away from the Diamond Harte without looking back.


 

This was the sort of day she usually loved.

Cassie stood at the sink in the modern kitchen of the Rendezvous Ranch, gazing out the window at the rain drizzling down outside. The sky was dark for late afternoon, the trees dripping heavily.

When she was a girl, her mother used to call these stormy summer afternoons “do nothing” days and that’s exactly what they would do. Curl up on the porch swing with a book or play go-fish at the kitchen table or scavenge through each item in the cedar chest that always graced the foot of her parents’ bed, brimming with history.

Those days had been rare and precious, when she could have her busy mother to herself. She closed her eyes, remembering soft hands, a tender smile, a lap just perfect for cuddling in.

Her parents had died when she was twelve, on the cusp of becoming a woman. She used to wonder if being without her mother during those critical teen years had somehow left her broken, a puzzle with a few pieces missing.

Growing up in a household of big, macho men, she had never had anyone to give her advice about being a girl. About how to talk to boys and what to wear and how to fix her hair. As a result, she had treated most of the boys she went to school with just like she treated her brothers. She hadn’t known any better. And they had responded in kind, considering her just one of the gang.

Maybe that’s why Zack had so completely swept her off her feet. He’d treated her like a woman, even from the beginning.

No. No matter what had happened in her past, she somehow knew that she would have fallen just as hard for the tawny, dangerous cowboy with the sweet smile.

If her mother hadn’t died in that crash, what advice would she give now to her heartbroken daughter?

Forget him and move on? Or go after him, even though he wanted nothing to do with her?

Ten years ago if she had the first inkling where he might have gone, she would have gone after him, no question about it. But she had changed over the years.

This time she knew exactly where he was—still hunkered down at the Lost Creek since Jesse had ordered him not to leave town until he was either arrested or cleared in Melanie’s murder.

She might know where he was, but she couldn’t go to him. Not this time.

He didn’t want her beside him.

No matter how she tried to convince him she knew he had nothing to do with Melanie’s death, he still pushed her away. She thought she knew why—once more his damned nobility gave him some stupid, misguided notion that she deserved better than a man under suspicion for murder.

There was no one better. Why couldn’t he see that? Zack Slater was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

She sighed and watched the sky weep while her heart wanted to cry right along with it. The rain she usually loved only reinforced how miserable and off-kilter she felt here.

It was kind of Wade to offer her a job at the Rendezvous, but she missed the Lost Creek. She missed her little cabin. She missed Jean and Kip and Claire and Greta.

Most of all she missed Zack.


“Something smells good in here.”

The deep voice interrupted her reverie, and she looked up to see her new employer in the doorway wearing a long rain slicker and Stetson. He looked ruggedly handsome, like something out of a cologne commercial, and she wondered a little desperately why she couldn’t have fallen in love with someone like him.

Despite Zack’s claim that Wade might have been involved in whatever he’d stumbled onto the night he left Salt River, she still couldn’t believe it.

Wade was nice and safe, and he wouldn’t have made a habit of crushing her heart like it was made of toothpicks.

She managed to summon a smile. “Beef and barley soup and homemade bread. I know it wasn’t on the week’s menu we worked out, but it seemed just the thing for such a drizzly day.”

She thought she saw just a hint of irritation flicker across his dark eyes, then he smiled. “That sounds perfect. I’m sure the guests will understand about the change in plans.”

She cleared her throat, suddenly uncomfortable. “I’m sorry. I guess I should have cleared it with you first.”

“No, it’s fine.”

At the Lost Creek she had enjoyed full autonomy in the kitchen. If she had wanted to serve cold cereal for dinner, Jean would have just laughed and gone along with it. But she was learning that Wade liked to have a hand in every aspect of his guest ranch.

She couldn’t really blame him. While only a few miles away on horseback from the Lost Creek, the Rendezvous was in a completely different stratosphere when it came to its guests.


Wade’s ranch catered to a far more exclusive clientele than the Lost Creek.

While Jean tried to bring in young families and older people—average folks yearning to experience the romance of the Old West for a while—the Rendezvous attracted movie stars and Wall Street tycoons and media moguls. Movers and shakers who wanted to be close to Jackson without the annoying crowds.

Her humble beef and barley soup had probably been a lousy idea. Big surprise there. She hadn’t done a single thing right since she came here.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

Wade waved one hand dismissively while he removed his Stetson with the other one. “Don’t worry about it. How are you settling in?”

Somehow she managed to find another smile. “Fine. Your kitchen is wonderful.”

Wade studied her for a long moment until she began to squirm, then he smiled. “I hope this doesn’t sound too forward of me but I designed it with you in mind. I always knew you would end up here, one way or another.”

Okay. This was getting a little creepy. What was she supposed to say to that? She didn’t have the heart to tell him the Rendezvous was just a brief resting place on her journey to her ultimate goal. As soon as the dust settled from this ridiculous murder charge against Zack and he left again, she would make an offer on Murphy’s.

She would, she assured that hateful little voice raising doubts in her mind. She just needed a little more time.

“You made the right decision coming here.” Wade moved behind her to grab a bottle of imported water from the refrigerator. “Distancing yourself from that…that son of a bitch Slater was the right thing to do. I tried to tell you he was no-good. Sooner or later, he’ll be arrested for murder. That kind of ugliness should never have to touch you.”

He reached out and rested his hand on her shoulder, and she fought the instinct to flinch away.

What on earth was the matter with her? Wade had been her friend for a long time. She shouldn’t have this edginess around him.

“I’m not so sure about that arrest,” she finally said, compelled to defend Slater even though he clearly didn’t want her involved. “If Jesse had enough evidence against him, Zack would already be in jail.”

“He will be. Just wait. If there was one thing I learned when I was on the force, it’s that the wheels of justice roll slowly sometimes. But Slater will get what’s coming to him. I guarantee it. He’s going to find out we don’t let men like him get away with killing innocent women around here.”

Melanie? Innocent? A raw laugh almost escaped her throat, but she swallowed it back just in time, somehow sensing Wade wouldn’t appreciate the irony. More than likely he would be horrified at her callous attitude toward her late sister-in-law.

Before she could answer, Wade changed the subject. “What are you planning for dessert?”

The shift in conversation so disoriented her that it took her several moments to gather her thoughts. “I, ah, I’m not sure.”

A little frown wrinkled his tanned forehead. “Oh. Well, I’m sure it will be something delicious. I’ll check back later. Remember, dinner is at seven sharp.”

After he shoved his hat on and left, she gazed out once more at the gloomy late-afternoon sky. Dear heavens, she hated it here. She wanted to go home. Not to the Diamond Harte, to the Lost Creek. And to Zack.

Her fierce longing to see him again—to talk to him, to assure herself he was okay—was a physical ache inside her, grinding away at her spirit.

She forced her attention back to dinner. She needed to come up with something spectacular for dessert to make up for the soup disaster, and she didn’t have any time to waste wishing for the moon.

At the Lost Creek she would have served jam and butter with the homemade bread, but she suspected that wouldn’t win her very many points here.

What about crêpes Suzette? They were relatively easy to make and always generated excitement, what with all that flaming brandy. It might be a little extravagant as a counterpoint to the soup but maybe a little flash wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

So, brandy. Where could she find some? She did a quick mental inventory of the kitchen supplies she had seen throughout her week of working at the Rendezvous. Wade kept the spirits tucked away in one of the higher cupboards, didn’t he?

She had to pore through several before she found it. There. Tucked away in a corner of the kitchen, on the top shelf with several other bottles. She pulled a stool over and climbed up, immediately spying the orange liqueur she would also need.

She was just reaching for the decanter of brandy when she spied something else in the rear of the cupboard.

A box, no more than six inches long and maybe four inches deep. Small and wooden, it seemed out of place amid the richly colored bottles.


The wood was smooth, cool in her hands as she picked it up and she heard a clink and rattle from inside. What might be inside? Someone’s forgotten bank stash? Heirloom jewelry? A secret diary?

Her dark mood momentarily gave way to curiosity as she remembered those rainy days spent with her mother pawing through the old cedar chest.

This box was also cedar, the kind a woman might keep treasured letters inside. As she worked the catch and lifted the lid, the evocative smell wafted to her.

She closed her eyes, once more in her parents’ bedroom looking at old photographs and bronzed baby shoes and bits of lace pillowcase her grandmother had tatted as a new bride.

This box was lined in red velvet, she saw when she opened her eyes again, the contents obviously precious to someone.

Why? she wondered. It was jewelry all right, but instead of old cameos and pearls that might have belonged to someone’s ancestors, at first glance it seemed to be nothing but cheap costume jewelry. A gaudy necklace, spangled bracelets, a pair of dangly earrings.

She had seen these things before. She blinked, racking her mind to remember where. A long time ago. Someone she knew had owned similar pieces.

She couldn’t think who or where or when until she moved them aside and saw something else at the bottom of the pile of trinkets. A photograph, facedown, with no writing on the back.

She pulled it out, and nervousness skittered down her spine like a closet full of spiders.

With trembling hands she turned over the picture, then gasped.


It was a Polaroid of a woman she knew all too well, with dark curly hair and troubled gray eyes.

Melanie.

She wore a tight, flashy dress along with every one of the items in the box.

And judging by the pool of blood puddling under her head and the empty look in those gray eyes, she was very, very dead.








Chapter 11



She stared at the box in her hands, vaguely aware of the drumming of her pulse, her rapid, shallow breathing.

Her mind raced, trying to figure out what it meant. Why would this be here, tucked away in the kitchen of the Rendezvous Ranch? Had Wade somehow been involved in Melanie’s death? Was this box some kind of grisly souvenir?

Her vision dimmed at the thought, and she had to step down from the stool before she toppled to the ground.

What other explanation could there be?

Zack had tried to warn her about Wade, but she hadn’t listened. Now she saw his claims in an entirely different light. Had Wade really been involved in the drug ring Zack said he’d stumbled on the night he left? Had he been one of the men who had brutally kicked and beaten Zack before ordering him out of town?


She had struggled to believe Zack’s claims. The idea of a mild-mannered, kind man like Wade—a pillar of the community, active in church and civic responsibilities—wrapped up in something so ugly seemed ludicrous.

It didn’t seem so outrageous now.

She stared at the picture in her hand, at that beautiful face with the wide, empty eyes, and her stomach churned.

Had Melanie been linked to the drug activity Zack claimed to have seen? She wouldn’t have been surprised to know her sister-in-law had been abusing drugs. It fit the pattern of an unhappy, self-destructive woman.

Melanie hadn’t died of an overdose, though, but of a bullet to the brain. Had Wade put it there?

She began to shiver. Why, in heaven’s name, would he have left this here tucked away in a back cupboard of his kitchen? He must have known she would eventually find it.

Maybe that’s exactly what he wanted.

A chill gusted over her, colder than any January wind. Why? Why would he possibly want her to see this?

No. This must be some kind of hideous mistake. The logical, rational corner of her mind still couldn’t imagine Wade could be capable of this. A box full of costume jewelry wasn’t proof of anything.

The picture, though. That was a fairly damning piece of the puzzle.

Jesse. She should call Jesse. He would know what to do. Hands shaking, her breathing ragged, she rushed to the phone hanging on the kitchen wall and dialed her brother’s cellular number.


She was just punching in the last number when the door opened. She froze, her finger poised above the five, and the box in her other hand just as Wade walked back into the kitchen.

In one quick movement, she shoved the box behind her back and hung up the phone.

“Did you forget something?” she asked, hoping he couldn’t hear the panic she tried to hide behind a thin, crackly sheen of false cheerfulness.

He narrowed his gaze at her, looking from the phone and then back to her. “Is everything okay? You’re looking a little pale.”

“Fine. Everything’s just fine.” Breathe, she ordered herself as her knees started to wobble.

“Are you sure? Maybe you need to sit down.”

“No. I promise, I’m fine.”

If anyone in her right mind could consider ready to jump out of her skin any minute now at all close to fine.

“Am I interrupting something?”

“No. I was…was just trying to figure out what to fix for dessert.”

“That’s why I came back. I had a couple of suggestions for something to serve after your, uh, delicious soup.”

If she hadn’t been so terrified, she would have been offended by that not-so-subtle dig.

“I was thinking a cheesecake might be nice. Or some kind of torte. I believe we have fresh raspberries.”

She made a noncommittal sound, willing him to leave the kitchen. When she didn’t answer beyond that, his gaze narrowed. “Are you sure you’re all right, Cassidy? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”


Maybe because she had. “No. I…I’m fine. Just a little tired.”

“What do you have there?”

“Where?”

“Behind your back. What are you hiding?”

She shuddered out a quick breath, her mind scrambling. “It’s, um, a surprise. For dessert.”

He fingered his hat. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not really all that fond of surprises. Why don’t you just tell me what you’re planning?”

“Crêpes Suzette,” she blurted out. “It’s one of my specialties.”

“Oh.” He smiled. “That sounds very elegant. Very French. I don’t believe we’ve ever served that at the Rendezvous. Okay. Good. I’ll see you at dinner, then.”

To her vast relief he started to walk back out of the kitchen. She forced her breathing into a slow, measured cadence. But just before he reached the door, he stopped, his head turned toward the liquor cabinet.

To her horror she suddenly realized the door to the cupboard was still wide open, the stepstool in front of it. There was nothing she could do to hide either at this point.

If he was indeed the one who’d stashed the gruesome little box there, he would know she had discovered it.

He turned back to her, his mouth suddenly grim, then walked closer. “What are you hiding?” he repeated.

“Nothing. Just…nothing.” She was too frightened to come up with anything more coherent than that.

“Oh, dear. This is a problem. You found it, didn’t you?”

“Found what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You were never a very good liar, Cassidy. You shouldn’t have gone snooping around. It wasn’t very polite.”

She tried one more time to bluff her way through. “I’m not lying. I was…was just looking for some brandy for the dessert. For crêpes Suzette you pour brandy over the crêpes and set them ablaze. It’s really quite dramatic.”

His sigh was resigned. “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave, now that you know.”

“I don’t know anything. I swear.”

“You’re a smart woman, Cassidy. That’s one of the things I’ve always admired about you. That and your lush beauty. You’re like a rare rose blooming in a weed patch.” He reached a hand out and traced one finger down her cheek, and it took every ounce of strength to keep from flinching. “We could have made a wonderful team together.”

Even though her stomach heaved and she was very much afraid she was going to be sick all over him, she mustered a smile. “We still can.”

“It’s too late for that. Far too late. You shouldn’t have gone snooping.”

He was crazy. He had to be. He left the box there in plain sight, where anyone could have stumbled on it, then he accused her of going searching for it. Real fear began uncoiling inside her. He wouldn’t let her leave. Not after this.

“You’re very much like her.”

“Like who?” She barely paid attention to him as her mind chased in circles trying to come up with an escape route. There were two doors in the kitchen, one to the back porch of the lodge, the other to the dining room. She mentally scanned her options and decided her chances were better outside.


He would be on her in a second, though, unless she came up with something to delay him.

“Like Melanie,” Wade went on, his voice conversational, as if he were talking about something benign, mundane.

“I loved her. I never wanted to hurt her.” His sigh sounded wistful, melancholy. “We were going to leave Star Valley. Make a new start, just the two of us. I was working on getting the money.”

“By dealing drugs with Carl Briggs?”

She hadn’t meant to say that, it just slipped out. Wade’s dark eyes widened with surprise for just a moment, then his expression hardened. “How did you know about that?”

She didn’t answer, just tried to focus on escaping.

“That bastard Slater told you, didn’t he? He doesn’t know how to keep his mouth shut. I knew we should have finished him off that night.”

She swallowed hard as his words confirmed everything Zack had said and more.

“Carl and me and a few of the other boys had a good thing going,” Wade went on, apparently not expecting any involvement in the conversation from her. “We were the middlemen. It was a perfect setup. Who would have suspected a podunk small-town Wyoming police department was a distribution hub for the intermountain West? We could have gotten away with it forever. Then that night everything went wrong.”

He glared at her as if it had all been her fault.

“First that no-account drifter of yours turned up where he had no business, then I came home to find Melanie at my place in town, drunk and acting crazy. She wanted to leave that night. I told her I needed a few more weeks to come up with enough money. She said she couldn’t wait, that she had to get out of town and didn’t have any more patience for what she called my stupid little schemes. She shouldn’t have said that.”

His expression darkened until she hardly recognized him as the same kind, decent man she had always believed him to be.

She cleared her throat, compelled despite her own instincts of self-preservation to hear of Melanie’s fate. “What happened?”

“I had to prove to her I was onto something big, to convince her to wait just a few more weeks, so I showed her the blow still in the truck. We were delivering it the next morning to our contacts.

“If she had only stayed quiet, everything would have been fine. But she started going on about how she wanted in. If I refused, she said she would go public with the whole thing and expose us all.”

A vague plan began to form in her mind, and Cassie began edging toward the stove, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

To her relief, he seemed to be too wrapped up in the past. “I tried to shut her up, but she kept going on and on about how she deserved my share since she took pity on me and slept with me.”

He closed his eyes as if to block out the memories, and Cassie took advantage of his distraction to step closer to the stove.

“I didn’t know what else to do. She wouldn’t shut up. She even picked up the phone and said she was calling the sheriff right then. I knew if she told anybody, Carl would kill me for showing her the merchandise. I pulled out my gun, just to scare her. She laughed at me and kept dialing.”


“So you shot her.”

He opened his eyes as if he were surprised to see her still there.

“I shot her. I didn’t want to. I cried the whole time I dug that grave out at the Atkins place. I loved her. I never wanted to hurt her.” His lips narrowed. “I don’t want to hurt you, either, Cassidy. You shouldn’t have gone snooping around.”

“You shouldn’t have left this in the back of the liquor cabinet, then, where anybody could have stumbled on it.”

She held out the photograph, and for a moment he froze, then he reached out and snatched it from her, examining the grisly scene as if it was a Monet water-color.

“Wasn’t she beautiful?” he murmured. “Like an angel.”

She chose that moment to move, while he was distracted by the picture. In one motion, she picked up the heavy stockpot of soup—the soup he had been so disdainful of—and hurled it into his face.

As the boiling liquid hit him, Wade screamed a terrible, high-pitched scream and went down on his knees, his hands over his face. She knew this was likely her only chance for survival so she didn’t wait around.

In seconds she had rushed out the back door. Although she knew it was costing her precious time, she quickly hefted one of the sturdy Adirondack lawn chairs on the back porch and wedged it under the door-knob as a further delaying tactic, then took off running.

The sky had darkened even more, and after just a few yards she was soaked and shivering in her jeans and sweatshirt.

A short distance from the house she caught a lucky break. Wade had left his horse tied up to a hitching post near the driveway, obviously intending to ride out again after he finished nagging her about dessert.

The horse was skittish as this strange, dripping-wet woman ran up to him out of nowhere. He whinnied and danced around on his lead, but Cassie hadn’t spent her whole life around horses for nothing. She grabbed the reins firmly and wasted a few more valuable seconds trying to calm the animal with soft words.

When the fractious horse was finally under control, she quickly mounted. Although the stirrups were set for Wade’s much longer legs, she dug the heels of her sneakers into his side. The horse apparently got the message and the two of them hurtled off through the rain.

She wasn’t conscious of any kind of plan beyond escaping whatever grim fate Wade had in store for her. But as the horse galloped away from the Rendezvous, she realized exactly where she was heading.

To the Lost Creek.

To safety.

To Zack.

 

It was over.

Despite the steady drizzle, Zack nudged his mount a little higher up the trail above the Lost Creek, loath to leave the mountain just yet. He wanted one last look at this place he had come to love so much—at the bright, shining future he had cupped in his hands for only a few precious moments before it had trickled through his fingers.

He was leaving in the morning at first light, Jesse Harte’s edicts about not leaving town be damned. His lawyers could wrangle over the particulars. Until the county prosecutor determined there was enough evidence to charge him, they had no legal basis to keep him here.

And he couldn’t stay any longer.

It was too painful being so close to Cassie, to know she was just through the trees at her new job working for that son of a bitch Lowry. Just a few miles away but forever out of his reach.

For a few magical weeks she had been his again. The world had gleamed with promise. Possibilities. He closed his eyes, his mind filled with images of her: laughing at something he said, her smile wide and her eyes bright; bustling about the heat of the ranch kitchen with flushed cheeks and that look of concentration on her features; her body taut beneath him, around him, as he made love to her.

He should have known this time with her wouldn’t last. It had been a chimera, a fleeting glimpse at something he could never hope to own.

The identification of Melanie Harte’s remains—and the subsequent wide net of suspicion cast on him—had effectively shattered that future.

The irony of the past didn’t escape him. He had left her a decade ago in an effort to protect her from a no-good son of a bitch like him. He was doing the same now.

Once more he faced charges for a crime he didn’t commit—this time for a heinous crime against a member of her own family—and the injustice of it made him want to climb to the highest spot he could find and shake his fists at the sky.

So close. He’d been so close to grabbing the prize, the only thing he had ever wanted. A home, a place to belong, with the woman who had owned his heart since she was just eighteen.

And now he had nothing. Less than nothing. A few memories that cut his heart like a fresh blade.

He drew in a ragged breath and dismounted at a spot where the trees thinned. Below him the Star Valley spread out, little clusters of population surrounded by acres and acres of farms and ranches.

The dark clouds overhead saturated the valley with color. The countryside looked fresh and clean and verdant.

A place where he would always be an outsider.

He couldn’t stay anymore. If Jesse Harte wanted him here to face charges, he could damn well charge him with something or cut him free. This had been just a brief, wonderful interlude that ended in disaster, and now he needed to get back to his real life.

His solitary, empty, colorless life.

He sighed, fighting the primitive urge to keep on riding until he reached the Rendezvous, then toss Cassie over his saddle and ride off into the mountains with her.

No. He couldn’t. He had to head back to the Lost Creek, to spend one more night at the guest ranch he now owned and didn’t know what to do with.

He didn’t feel right about turning around and selling it to someone else. Not when he had promised Jean Martineau he would care for her ranch with the same care she had always given it.

He would just have to hire someone to run it. Would Cassie consider the job? he wondered, then discarded the idea just as quickly. She would excel at managing the place, he had no doubt about that whatsoever. But he could never ask her to work for him on a permanent basis, even if he thought for a minute she might even consider it.

What a mess. He’d been so damn sure his plans to woo her again would eventually succeed that he hadn’t planned for failure at all.

With another deep sigh of regret, he shoved his boot in the stirrup and swung into the saddle. He spared one last look at the pristine valley below before nudging the horse back down the trail.

He had only ridden a hundred yards when he heard something crash through the undergrowth on the trail ahead of him, hidden from view by the thick brush. Moose and elk often frequented the thickly wooded area. They were about the only thing big enough to make that kind of noise, he thought, then he heard a high whinny and the unmistakable sound of a horse at full gallop.

Damn. What kind of idiot takes a muddy, steep trail like this at such a pace? Either the animal was out of control or its rider had some kind of a death wish.

He spurred his own mount as fast as safety dictated to catch up with the rider. As he burst around the bend, he saw a muscular buckskin being urged hell-for-leather down the trail. At first he thought the rider was a foolish boy who had been caught out in the weather unprepared, judging by the lack of rain gear and the short dark hair plastered to his head.

Then, as the rider turned around to see who followed, Zack had a quick impression of delicate, pale features, and realized the rider was no boy.

It was Cassie. And she looked scared to death.

He thought for a moment she was going to keep hurtling down the mountainside, but she finally reined in the buckskin. The horse skidded to a stop then stood, sides heaving, while Zack caught up with her.

He dismounted and rushed to her, his arms out. She slid almost bonelessly into them, stumbling when she reached the ground. She would have fallen if he hadn’t held her so tightly to his chest. He realized she was trembling, from cold or shock, he wasn’t sure, and his gut clutched with dread.

“What is it? What’s happened?” Urgency sharpened his voice.

Her voice sounded dazed, thready. “He killed her. We have to get out of here. I think I heard him following me.”

She tried to pull away from him, her face tight with fear, but he held her fast. “Who? Slow down!”

“Wade. He…he killed Melanie. I stumbled onto proof at the Rendezvous. I tried to hide it from him, but I couldn’t and he…I think he was going to hurt me, too. I threw a pot of soup at him and ran. All I could think about was coming here, to the Lost Creek. To you.”

His arms tightened around her, and she rested her cheek against his chest only for a moment, then drew back frantically.

“We can’t stay here. I think he’s crazy. Who knows what he’ll do if he finds us. Come on. We have to get to the ranch and call Jesse.”

And she needed to get out of this rain and her wet clothes before she caught pneumonia. Already he could see signs of hypothermia in her bloodless lips and dazed expression. He pulled off his oiled slicker and wrapped her in it. She was trembling so much he didn’t think she would be able to stay in the saddle much longer. “I think you and your horse are both done for. You can ride with me.”

She opened her mouth as if she to argue, then closed it again, obviously deciding there wasn’t time.

Grateful for the strength of the big, rawboned bay he’d been riding since his arrival at the ranch, he mounted first, then reached down and helped her up behind him. She clung tightly as he urged the horse down the trail, the buckskin plodding tiredly behind.

She wrapped her arms around him, soaking in the heat that emanated from his powerful back. Although deep tremors still shook her body, for the first time since that gruesome discovery—no, for the first time since the week before, when Jesse had growled out the news about Melanie’s death and Zack had pushed her away—she began to feel safe and warm again.

As they rode, she explained her discovery to him, about stumbling onto that terrible box and the story Wade had told her of Melanie’s death.

“How did you get away?” he asked, shifting in the saddle so he could see her through the gathering darkness.

She winced. “I, um, threw a pot of hot beef and barley soup on him and ran out the door.”

“Soup? You threw soup at a man threatening to kill you? A man who has already murdered at least one person who stood in his way?”

Feeling warmer by the second, she clenched her teeth at the stunned disbelief in his voice. “Yeah, I know. It was a waste of good soup. How about the next time a murderer comes after me, I’ll ask you first before I make any kind of move to protect myself?”

Before he could answer, they heard a loud rustling in the thick brush twenty yards or thirty yards ahead of them. Both horses alerted, tails raised. With a soft command to the bay, Zack reined in the horse, his head up like a tawny mountain lion scenting danger.

Although there was a good hour of daylight left, the steady rain created a thick, misty curtain that limited visibility. All she could hear was the heavy pounding of her pulse and the musical drip of raindrops plinking off the leaves.

“Is it Wade?” she whispered through the fear in her throat.

He squeezed one of her hands wrapped around his middle. “I’m not sure. Probably not. A man doesn’t quickly recover from having a pot of beef and barley soup hurled at him.”

He gave her that lopsided grin she loved so much, then it slid away. “Damn. I wish I’d brought a revolver with me.”

A revolver? Did he really think he might need a weapon? She had never wanted to put Zack in danger. All she had been thinking about was escape. Now her mind reeled with a dozen scenarios, each more grim than the last.

After a moment they heard nothing else down the trail so Zack cautiously urged his horse on. Before they could make it even ten yards, Wade stepped out of the brush, holding a shiny black handgun aimed right at them.

Cassie swallowed a shriek, and her grip tightened convulsively around Zack.

All signs of the benign, friendly man she had known had disappeared, replaced by an angry stranger. Wade’s face was a dusky red, as if he had spent way too much time in the sun. Odd, since it was so cloudy. It took her several seconds to realize he must have been burned by the soup broth.

“Oh, this is perfect,” he drawled. “It couldn’t be more perfect. I can take care of two problems at once.”

Horrified, Cassie stared at him. What had she done? She had led Wade right to them, now here they were unarmed and completely at his mercy. Dear heavens. She should have escaped to the Diamond Harte. It was several miles farther, but Wade wouldn’t have been able to storm into the ranch house.

And even if he had managed to catch up with her, at least Zack would have been safe.

“How did you find me?” she asked, and cursed her voice for trembling.

“It wasn’t hard. When you stole my horse, I knew you would come here. To him. Slater.” He said the name like the vilest curse. “Besides, you left a trail a mile wide for me to follow. I just can’t figure out why you’re still so hot for him after what he did. I would have been so good to you.”

“Like you were for Melanie?”

The words tumbled out before she could swallow them down, and she winced. When would she ever learn to shut her big mouth?

If possible, more color suffused his face. “You don’t know anything about that. I loved her.” He gestured emphatically with the hand holding the gun, and she held her breath, waiting for the bullet to dig into her flesh. Or worse, for Zack to be hit.

He appeared to be struggling to regain control. A moment later he pointed the gun at them again. “Get down. Both of you.”

Inside the circle of her arms, Zack’s already taut frame tensed even more. “Why?”


“I’m the one with the gun. Because I said so, damn it. Now get off the damn horse.”

Her legs were shaking just like the rest of her, and she had to grip Zack’s hand tightly to keep from falling as she dismounted. Once she reached the ground, he climbed down from the horse to join her, then moved in front of her, shielding her body with his.

Wade noted the gesture with a cold smile. “You really think you’re going to take me on? It looks to me like I’m the one holding all the aces here. My Colt .45 trumps your bare hands any day.”

The bare hands in question clenched convulsively. This must be horrible for Zack. Forced to stand helplessly and do nothing while they both literally stared death in the face.

Wade pointed the gun at Zack suddenly. “Cassidy, you tie up the horses. Mine, too. We wouldn’t want them to wander back to the ranch and raise any suspicions. Oh, and make sure those knots are tight, too, unless you want to watch your loverboy die right here.”

With cold, shaking hands, she obeyed then stood aside while Wade double-checked her knots.

“All right. Now walk,” Wade ordered, his voice hard.

“Where are you taking us?” Zack asked.

She suspected even before Wade answered.

“There’s an old, abandoned cabin between the Rendezvous and the Lost Creek,” he said. “Jean and I keep it maintained for the tourists to see what an authentic Western homestead was like. It’s the perfect place for a lovers’ tryst.”

His laugh raised her hackles. “And for a lovers’ spat.”


They walked single file through the heavy timber on what looked like little more than a deer trail, Cassie in the lead, Zack a few steps behind her and Wade coming up the rear, his gun trained on them both. Even with the warmth of Zack’s oiled slicker, she was still wet and cold.

What did it matter if she was shivering? She was going to die in a few moments, anyway.

“So you’re going to kill us both and make it look like a murder-suicide?” Zack broke the silence, his voice almost casual. She marveled at his grit—how was he so calm when she could barely make one foot move in front of the other?

“That’s the general idea.”

“You used to be a cop. I’m sure you’re aware those kind of crime scenes aren’t easy to fake.”

“I’ll make it look good. Trust me. It won’t be too hard. Everyone knows you and Cassie are on the outs now, that she and everybody else think you murdered Melanie. I’ve got the proof right here.”

Eyes focused on the trail ahead of her for some kind of weapon, she barely heard a thump as he patted the pocket of his slicker. He must have brought the box with Melanie’s picture and her jewelry.

“Your poor grief-stricken brother will be smart enough to put it together, Cass. The minute the police chief sees this in your cold, dead hands, he’ll know you found evidence that your lover killed Melanie. Even he’ll be able to figure out you must have confronted Slater with it, forcing him to kill you. Then, unable to live with his crimes, he turned his gun on himself. It’s very romantic, really. The perfect setup.”

It was perfect. Given his overwhelming animosity toward Zack, Jesse would be quick to jump to such a conclusion.

She couldn’t let Wade get away with it, she thought fiercely. Not only because she didn’t want to die here on this cold, rainy mountainside, but for Zack’s sake.

It wasn’t fair. He had been unfairly blamed for too many things, only because he was an outsider.

Through a break in the trees she saw the outline of a structure ahead and knew they were almost at the old cabin. They didn’t have much time. She had to figure something out.

She was just wondering if she could create a diversion long enough for Zack to get away when he coughed behind her. She surreptitiously turned her head to look at him and their gazes met. The sun had almost slipped behind the mountains to the west but she had enough light left to see him mouth a single word to her.

Run.

She stumbled on the trail, then righted herself with a small, emphatic shake of her head that sent drops of rain flying from her wet hair. No. She wouldn’t leave him here at Wade’s mercy, even if she had more than the slightest chance in hell of escaping.

Turning her gaze back to the trail for some kind of a weapon, she felt rather than heard his resigned sigh.

An instant later the world erupted into a flurry of motion. She felt something shove her off the trail—Zack, she assumed, trying to get her out of harm’s way. She rolled through the slippery grass and looked up just in time to see Zack smash his elbow into Wade’s face. The other man sagged to his knees from the impact, blood spurting wildly from his nose, but he didn’t drop the gun.


While Wade still reeled from the unexpected attack, Zack dived in low, hoping to catch him off guard. For long terrible moments the men grappled for the weapon. They were evenly matched, both hardened by years of ranch work. Wade was an inch or two taller and maybe thirty pounds heavier, but Zack didn’t have an ounce of spare flesh on him.

Besides, he was fighting for his life. For their lives.

She crouched in the wet grass for long moments while the two men fought for possession of the revolver. Without even really focusing on it, she managed to pry a rock the size of a frying pan out of the mud and waited for a chance to use it as a weapon if she had to. It was slick and heavy in her hands and she only prayed she could hang on to it.

She wanted to help—do anything—but she was afraid whatever she did might distract Zack enough to give Wade the advantage.

Zack seemed to be gaining the upper hand. They were locked so closely together she couldn’t tell exactly what was happening, but she could tell Wade was hampered by the blood still gushing from his nose. With one powerful lunge, Zack tumbled him to the ground, his hand on the wrist holding the gun. They rolled again until both of them were covered in mud and she could no longer see the gun.

Wade was tiring, she realized. Zack almost had him overpowered.

And then the gun went off.

Her breath tangling in her lungs, Cassie could only stare at the two men still snarled together as the echo of the gunshot boomed across the mountainside.

Which one had been hit?

She felt a scream build up inside her an instant later, when Zack slumped over on his back, a crimson stain blossoming across his chest. The breath she had been holding escaped with a hollow gurgle and she swayed, her vision dimming around the edges.

Wade stood over him, wiping the blood that still seeped from his broken nose with the back of his hand. “Stupid bastard,” he growled, his breathing ragged.

The words and the angry disdain behind them spurred her to action. Praying for strength, she hefted the stone high above her head and rushed toward him, bringing the heavy weight crashing down against his head with her last ounce of energy.

It struck with the same hollow, thumping sound of a car driving over a pumpkin.

He crumpled to the ground, out cold, and she snatched the gun out of his motionless hand, then rushed to Zack.

The wound was bleeding profusely, seeping out in all directions, and she did her best to stanch the flow with his sweater.

Dear God. Please let him be all right.

“Why did you have to be such a damn hero?” she growled.

His breathing was irregular, and beneath his tan, his face wore an unnatural pallor. He grabbed her hand and his grip was weak. “Cass, I’m sorry.”

“For what?” she asked.

“For making you cry. I hate making you cry.” He coughed and more blood bubbled out of his wound, then his eyes fluttered shut again and stayed that way.

“You are not going to die,” she vowed, only vaguely aware of the tears seeping down her cheeks to mix with the rain. “I’m not letting you leave me again.”


She had to get him dry and go for help but she knew she didn’t have much time. Wade could wake up any moment. He wouldn’t have the gun since the cold weight of it was tucked into the waistband of her jeans, but he could still finish Zack off if he regained consciousness before she returned with help.

Although she knew it would take precious moments, she knew she had to secure him somehow. How? she wondered, near frantic. The horses! Zack’s horse and the buckskin both had coiled ropes hanging from their saddles.

With fear for Zack coursing through her veins, she ran down the deer trail, slipping and sliding through the mud in her haste. When she reached the horses, she grabbed as much rope as she could find, then untied the reins of Zack’s big blood bay and vaulted into the saddle.

He was much more surefooted than she had been as they rode up the narrow trail toward the cabin.

She wanted to rush to Zack first but she could see that Wade was already beginning to stir. He hadn’t regained full consciousness and she contemplated hitting him again with the rock. But it was one thing to bean a man who had just shot the man you loved. It was quite another to strike an inert figure who was still only half-conscious.

Before he could come back all the way, she quickly shoved him over with a knee in his back and trussed his hands together behind him, deeply grateful for all the time Matt had spent with her teaching her how to hitch a good knot.

She left him with his face in the mud while she tied his legs together then used the other rope to bind him to the nearest tree, a sturdy pine.


Only after he was secured could she turn her attention to Zack. She skidded toward him, sick to see how much the angry red stain on his sweater had spread in the five minutes she’d been gone. “Zack. Come on. Wake up. We’ve got to get you to the cabin so you can stay dry while I go for help. Please! Wake up.”

Her breath came out in heaving sobs when he didn’t even flutter his eyelids and she whispered a plea for help. What could she do? Even on a good day, she didn’t have the strength to drag two hundred pounds of hard-muscled man that far—especially not one bleeding heavily from a gunshot wound to the chest.

And this had not been a good day.

She had to get help fast, but she couldn’t leave him here like this in the rain. Her mind whirled through her options for a few seconds, then she somehow managed to haul him a few feet until he lay under the spreading branches of a nearby spruce tree.

He didn’t move at all while she situated him but she blocked her mind from the very real possibility that his gunshot wound might prove fatal.

She wasn’t going to let him die.

Quickly rifling through the bay’s saddlebags, she found the emergency survival kit Jean always insisted the Lost Creek guests rode with. Inside among the other supplies was a thin plastic rain jacket and an emergency space blanket.

She worked as fast as she could, wrapping his own slicker—the one he had lent her—around him along with the rain jacket, then she constructed a primitive rain shelter over his upper body by draping the silvery material of the blanket over the branches just above his head.


That would keep the worst of the rain away from him, at least.

It was only after she finished that she realized her vision was obstructed not from the elements but from the steady tears that still coursed down her cheeks.

The next fifteen minutes passed in a blur as she bowed low over the horse’s head and raced through the darkness toward the Lost Creek. Fortunately, Zack’s horse was as eager to be home as she and he knew the trail far better.

By the time she reached the ranch, the adrenaline rush that had carried her through the last hour, since that horrible discovery in Wade’s kitchen, began to ebb. Every muscle in her body strained and ached and she could barely manage to breathe past the cold ball of helpless dread lodged in her throat.

At the ranch she was baffled to see several police vehicles parked out front, Jesse’s Bronco among them. How had he known? she wondered as she burst up the stairs and into the lodge with her last ounce of energy.

Her brother was standing just inside the door, surrounded by what looked like the entire Salt River police force. His face went slack with shock when he saw her.

“Please. I need help.” It was the only thing she could manage to say through her racing lungs.

Jesse rushed to her, taking in her bedraggled state and the blood and muck she knew was smeared all over her soaked sweatshirt. “Cassie. What the hell happened? Are you hurt?” His eyes sharpened with anger. “Where is he? Where is that son of a bitch? If he hurt you, I swear I’m going to rip him apart with my bare hands.”

She blinked, finally realizing how odd it was to find him at the ranch. He had no way of knowing what Wade had done.

“What are you doing here?” she managed to ask, her voice weak and raspy.

“I’ve come for Slater. No way in hell was I going to let the bastard skip town. I finally managed to convince the county attorney to file charges against him for killing Melanie.”

She gazed at her brother’s hard, angry features. Of course, she thought hysterically, what else would he be doing? He was here to arrest Zack, who even now lay bleeding to death because he had stepped in front of a bullet.

For her.

The trauma and terror and terrible fear that had been nipping at her heels finally caught up with her.

She began to laugh, a bitter, grating, horrible sound. “You can’t arrest him, Jesse. Not if he’s already dead.”








Chapter 12



He awoke to grinding, white-hot pain just below his left collarbone and the disorienting sensation of knowing he was in a completely unfamiliar place.

It had to be some kind of hospital. The walls were white, clinical, and he could hear the whoosh and beep of medical equipment. He looked down and saw a bandage wrapped around his chest.

What happened? Where the hell was he?

He closed his eyes, trying to remember what might have brought him here. For a moment he had only brief fragments of memory. Images, really.

Cassie.

A rainy mountainside.

Lowry…

He hitched in a breath as memories tumbled back like hard stones being thrown at him. Lowry. Cassie. A bitter struggle.

Where was she? Had she been hurt?


He had to find her! He struggled to rise, but a steady hand suddenly held him down. “Whoa there, cowboy. You don’t want to move too much, I promise, or you’re going to find yourself in a world of hurt.”

A man with a steely gray buzz cut and a white coat stood over him writing on a clipboard. He knew this man. He squinted, trying to place him, then it came to him. Old Doc Wallace at the Salt River Clinic.

He swallowed, aware suddenly that his throat felt as if he’d gulped down a plateful of desert sand.

“Cassie,” he managed to rasp out.

The doctor gestured with his thumb toward the door, where Zack thought he heard raised voices.

Hers, he realized. Sweet relief coursed through him. She couldn’t have been hurt too badly if she was outside his door yelling at someone. He thought he heard the words owe and apology and pigheaded.

“Who else?” he asked.

Doc Wallace rolled his eyes. “Whole damn town, seems like. Her whole family got here right after they brought you in. I believe Chief Harte is the one being, uh, reprimanded out there. Jean Martineau and most of her Lost Creek staff showed up a few minutes ago. I think the police officers who rode up that mountain after you and Lowry are still hanging around. You’re quite the hero. Lowry, in case you’re wondering, has a concussion but he’s being treated at the sick bay over at the jail.”

Zack closed his eyes again, remembering those terrible moments on the trail when he was sure the son of a bitch was going to kill them both. When he had known he wouldn’t be able to save her.

“Cassie’s okay? You’re sure?”


“More scared than anything. She had a mild case of hypothermia but she’s fine.”

The doc finished scribbling in the chart, then closed it with a wry smile. “Since you haven’t bothered to ask about yourself, I’ll tell you anyway. You are one lucky cowboy. I don’t know how but that bullet missed just about everything important. You lost a lot of blood but you’re stable enough now that I can send you on to Idaho Falls for surgery.”

Surgery. Great. He grimaced. He hated hospitals, always had. But they sure beat the alternative—bleeding to death in the muddy mountainside above the Lost Creek.

As if he’d read his thoughts, the doc gestured toward the door to the trauma room. The shouting had died down, Zack noted. “That’s one hell of a woman you got there,” Wallace said. “You never would have made it if she’d had one ounce less grit.”

Zack wanted to correct him but he didn’t. Yeah, Cassie was one hell of a woman. He would never argue there.

But she wasn’t his.

He remembered her kneeling next to him, tears coursing down her cheeks, and his chest felt tight and achy from more than just a lousy bullet hole.

“She’s itching to come in,” the doc said. “You up to a visitor?”

He nodded and kept his gaze trained on the door for the next few moments, trying not to focus on the pain, until she opened it cautiously, peeking around the door.

He was startled to see a whole crowd milling around outside behind her. What were they all doing there? An instant later she slipped inside the door, then closed it behind her, shutting out the noisy waiting area.


Her eyes looked red and puffy, and smears of shadow underscored them. She looked tired, he thought with concern. If he hadn’t felt so weak himself, he would have ripped out this damn IV line and climbed right out of the bed so she could lie down for a few minutes.

Unfortunately, he had a sneaking suspicion he would end up on the floor if he tried it.

For all her fatigue, she moved quickly to his side. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve tangled with a couple of bull moose.” His voice sounded rough, raspy, and he cleared it before continuing. “The doc says I should be fine once they patch me up.”

“Oh, Zack. I’m so glad.” To his dismay, two tears slipped out from her spiky dark lashes and were quickly followed by several more.

He grabbed her hand and wrapped his fingers tightly around it. “Hey. Don’t cry. Everything’s okay.”

“I was so afraid you wouldn’t make it.”

He squeezed her fingers. “The doc says I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t been there.”

“You wouldn’t have been shot in the first place if not for me! I’m so sorry I dragged you into it.”

He breathed deeply of her wildflower scent. “Don’t say that. I don’t want to think about what might have happened if he had found you alone.”

“I would have figured something out,” she mumbled.

“Yeah. More beef and barley soup.”

Although he knew it wasn’t wise, he couldn’t restrain himself an instant longer. With his good arm he reached out and snagged his fingers in her hair, then brought her face to his. Her mouth tasted sweet and pure and he wanted to stay there forever just drinking her in. “Thanks for saving my life,” he murmured.

She sniffled, and more tears slid down her cheeks. “Right back at you.”

She edged away, grabbing a tissue off the small table next to his bed. “Jean tells me you were planning on leaving tomorrow.”

The hurt in her eyes stabbed at him like a sharp scalpel. “I had to go, Cassie. I’m sorry. It was too hard staying here with the way things were between us.”

“The only reason for that was because of your stubbornness! You’re the one who pushed me away.”

Only because he was trying to protect her, just as he had pushed her off the trail to safety so he could take on Lowry. He didn’t know how to answer, so decided to keep his mouth shut.

After a moment she spoke again. “So Doc says you’ll probably have to spend a few days at the medical center in Idaho Falls. Will you be heading to Denver when you get out?”

Did she want him to go? Was this her way of telling him to get lost?

“I don’t know. I guess that’s something I’ll have to figure out.”

“Well, let me know when you make up your mind.”

The scalpel twisted a little harder. “I will.”

“Good.” She paused. “I just want to know what forwarding address to give my family.”

He stared at her, his vision a little gray around the edges. The damn medications must be making his head fuzzy. “What did you just say?”

She gazed back with an innocent expression. “You don’t really think I’m going to let you just ride off into the sunset again, do you?”


He cleared his throat. “Cassie…”

“No. I’m sorry, Zack, but this time I’m sticking to you like flypaper. Wherever you go, I’m going right along with you. Denver. Durango. Timbuktu. It doesn’t matter.”

Dazed by her conviction, he could only stare at her for several long moments. “You would be willing to leave your family?” he asked when he could find his voice again. “Star Valley? Everything you love here? All for some no-account drifter?”

She shook her head emphatically. “No. But I would leave in a heartbeat for you.”

Gripping his hand tightly, she brought it to her chest, where he felt her heartbeat strong and true beneath her shirt. “I love you, Zack Slater. I have never stopped loving you. When I saw you lying so still on that mountainside, I realized nothing else matters but that. Whatever happened in the past can stay there for all I care. We have the rest of our lives ahead of us and we can build whatever kind of future we want.”

“What do you see in that future?” He found he was suddenly desperate to know exactly where she was heading with this.

“Simple. We’re going to get married and have babies together and live happily ever after.”

Oh, hell. He felt the sting of tears behind his own eyes as wave after wave of love for her washed over him, purifying him, healing him. He could see that future vividly, and he wanted to reach for it so fiercely he trembled with it.

“Is that a proposal?” he managed to ask through the joy exploding inside him.

She smiled that slow, sweet Cassie smile that had haunted him for so long, for all the years and miles between them.

“No, Slater,” she murmured softly against his mouth. “It’s a promise.”
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