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      November 8th

      

      Kay Donovan put a Rolaid in her mouth as she was ushered from the waiting room into U.S. Marshal Paul Morel’s private office. She’d talked to Marshal Morel before along with the special agent from the FBI who had walked her through all the procedures.

      After she’d turned over all her information to the FBI, including copies of the accounts, they’d arrested her former boss, drug kingpin Vincent “Vinnie” Rizzo. Then it was decided that she should disappear until the grand jury testimony, which was when she first met with Marshal Morel.

      Several months ago, after the death of her best friend due to an overdose of heroine laced with fentanyl, she’d decided to turn over evidence against her boss. He was the drug supplier for New York’s East and South sides and who she blamed for Julie’s death.

      Under New York’s new bail law, he was out after being arrested for distribution and racketeering. Kay had been shocked when the judge set a $5,000,000 bail. Not because it was so high but because he shouldn’t have gotten bail at all, in her opinion and that of the FBI.

      But he wasn’t arrested for murder…yet.

      Kay wasn’t a fool. This decision put her at great risk. Vinnie would place a contract on her head to keep her from testifying. But she didn’t have a choice. She’d had her head in the sand for long enough.

      U.S. Marshal Paul Morel came around his desk and held his hand out. “Miss Donovan, please sit down.” He pointed at the leather chair in front of his desk and then took his seat behind it.

      She sat and then set her purse on the floor beside the chair.

      Marshal Morel was at least six feet tall, with auburn hair that was turning silver on the sides and dark blue eyes.

      “The information you’ve provided has allowed us to arrest Vincent Rizzo. He made bail, as you know, and the grand jury hearing is in three months. Normally we would put you into a hotel to keep you safe until then. But I have another idea that will keep you safe and let you have some freedom. It is, after all the season for charity. I don’t want to have to put you in what amounts to solitary confinement for Christmas.” His brows formed lines between them for a moment. “Can you cook, Miss Donovan?”

      She leaned back in the chair and crossed her polyester clad legs. “Yes, I can cook. It’s one of my hobbies. Why?”

      “I thought I read that in your file.” He closed a file folder. “Anyway, I’m placing you on a cattle ranch in Montana as the new cook and housekeeper. The owner there is a personal friend of mine. His name is Ryan Evers.”

      She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “Not of Evers Manufacturing?” Good grief. How am I supposed to act around a billionaire?

      He smiled. “One and the same.” His smile faded. “But he doesn’t like for people to know about his family because then they don’t see him, just his money. Trust me when I say I know he’s capable of keeping you safe. He’ll also know some of your background, such as who he’s protecting you from so he can take precautions.”

      “Thank you. I understand and I appreciate the information. I’ve never been to Montana before or met a billionaire before. When do I leave?” Or a number of other firsts. I’ve never cooked for more than three people before. I’ll have to adjust recipes but that’s easy enough.

      He stood and came around the desk and held out his hand. “Now. You’ll take nothing with you. Give me your driver’s license, credit cards and Social Security card if you have it on you. You may keep your cash. And I need your phone. I don’t want anyone to be able to trace you or for you to get the idea to call a friend. Better safe than sorry.”

      She took her wallet out of her purse and emptied it of everything except her cash and then handed over her phone, too. “I hope you have clothes for me somewhere.”

      The man finally smiled. “Yes, Miss Donovan. We have two suitcases full of clothes for every occasion you might need as the cook on a working cattle ranch. I didn’t think you would have appropriate clothes and I couldn’t take the risk of anyone seeing you leaving with suitcases.  We also have blue jeans, a sweater and tennis shoes for you to put on now. My assistant has chosen the clothes for you. I hope you like what she’s bought.”

      I hope they’ve included a coat. I’ve seen pictures of Montana and they get lots of snow. New York gets cold, but doesn’t usually get much in the way of snow.

      He walked around the desk, opened a drawer and removed an envelope. “I also have new identification, social security and credit cards in the name of Kaylie Smith.” He walked back around the desk to her and handed her the envelope. “That is who you are now. Remember that. Kaylie Smith. Kay Donovan is dead as far as anyone is concerned. You can’t contact your family or friends ever again.”

      Kay took the packet and placed it in her purse. “You already know my mother and grandmother are both deceased. The only reason I kept working for Vinnie was because of my mother’s hospital and nursing home bills. I couldn’t afford to quit. I worked too much to have very many friends and Vinnie killed the only one who meant anything to me. As to the clothes, I’m sure as long as it fits, it will be fine.” She popped another Rolaid in her mouth, chewed and swallowed.

      He clasped his hands in front of him on his desk. “They will fit as well as your clothes do now since we took the measurements from your current wardrobe.”

      Her eyes widened. “When? I’ve never let anyone into my new apartment. I didn’t want Vinnie to know where I was. I left just about everything in my old place so it looks like I just disappeared.” Not even a man. How sad is that? I haven’t had a man in my apartment since I broke off my engagement with that cheating snake Matt. Then it dawned on her and she felt violated. “I didn’t need to let them in. They let themselves in, didn’t they?”

      He nodded. “Yes, they did. And you helped us by moving and giving the impression you did. Now we’re making sure you do disappear…at least until it’s time for you to testify before the grand jury.”

      She nodded, took a deep breath and then released it. “Okay. I guess I’m ready.”

      A woman, wearing a black pantsuit entered the room.

      “Ah, good. My assistant, Ms. Greer, will escort you to the jet that will take you to Twin Bluffs, Montana and a whole new life…at least for the next three months. Try and enjoy the time there. You’ll be back here in no time. Get used to your new name. You are Kaylie Smith. You’re from Kansas and have worked as a cook before. Understand?”

      “I’m Kaylie Smith and I’m a cook,” she lifted a brow. “Extraordinaire. Trust me, I’ll make sure the folks at this ranch have never eaten better. I like to cook, and I’ll be good at this job.”

      Agent Morel smiled. “Keep to your story and you’ll be fine. We’ll pick you up the day before you’re due in court.” He pulled a card from inside his jacket. “This is my private number if you should need to reach out for any reason. Ryan also has this number.”

      She took the card, placed it in her purse and then stood. “Thank you for your help with this. I only know I need to stop him. He’s a dangerous man and he killed my best friend.”

      He stood. “Tell me, Kaylie, would you have come forward if not for the death of your friend?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. To be honest, probably not. I’m not a crusader or activist. I’m just an accountant who finally took a stand…who finally had enough because it affected me directly. Julie was a beautiful, talented woman and didn’t deserve to die for one stupid mistake.”

      “No one does.” He extended a hand. “Good luck, Kaylie.”

      She shook his hand. “Thank you. I’ll see you in three months.”

      Ms. Greer escorted Kaylie to the Newark airport where she was put on a private jet with two non-descript gray suitcases.

      “Good luck to you, Ms. Smith,” said Ms. Greer.

      “Thank you.” She climbed the steps to the plane and prepared for her new life.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan Evers stood just inside the terminal door. He met the jet at the Bozeman Yellowstone airport on a private runway away from the main airport with its hustle and bustle of thousands of passengers flying to and from places unknown. The waiting room he was in served only this private runway. He’d pick up his new cook, Kaylie Smith and take her back to the ranch. The only reason he agreed to harbor someone in WitSec was as a favor to Janice’s brother, Paul, a U.S. Marshal.

      He understood from his conversations with Paul that this woman was in a lot of danger. The man she was testifying against would kill her in a heartbeat if he could find her. Ryan waited and watched as the plane came to a stop and the stairs were rolled over to it.

      A young woman with a killer figure stepped out of the plane. He watched her as she descended the stairs. She wore tight jeans, a bold red sweater and tennis shoes. Her hair was in waves and when she turned to talk to the flight crew, he saw it was down to her waist. He’d like to run his fingers through that mass of black silk.

      Good grief where did that come from?

      When she reached the bottom of the steps, she headed toward the terminal building followed by two men, each with a large gray suitcase.

      He stood with his Stetson pulled low on his head…waiting.

      The woman stepped through the door and looked around. When she saw him, she smiled and walked up to him.

      “Mr. Evers?”

      “Yes, I’m Ryan Evers. You must be—”

      She smiled. “I’m Kaylie Smith, your new cook.” She held out her hand.

      He looked down at her hand and enveloped it in his. It was so small and delicate he was afraid if he really shook it, he’d break it. He gave her a small shake and then pulled his hand back and put it in his jeans pocket.

      “Here are your suitcases, Ms. Smith. Have a great stay.” The steward from the plane set her suitcases next to her.

      “Thank you, Phillip. I appreciate your help.”

      The man doffed his cap to her and went back through the doors to the airplane.

      If Ryan’s information wasn’t wrong, they would immediately refuel and return to New York and they appeared to be doing just that.

      He returned his gaze to Kaylie. “Is this all your luggage?”

      “Yes, just these two.”

      “Fine. Follow me.” He took one suitcase handle in each hand and rolled them out of the airport. His truck was parked across the street as close to the door as he could get. When they reached the sidewalk, he lowered the handles, picked up the suitcases and crossed the street to his black, four-door, Ford F-350 dually, pickup truck. He looked at it now and wished he’d washed it, but he wasn’t expecting a beautiful woman…anything but, actually. He figured she’d be in her late fifties with gray hair and glasses. Why he thought so, he didn’t know, but Paul hadn’t said anything to change his expectations.

      He set the suitcases in the backseat and then helped Ms. Smith into the passenger’s seat.

      “The road to the ranch is pretty rough.” He pulled out the seatbelt for her.

      She took it and buckled it. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He walked around the front of the truck and got behind the wheel. After buckling his seat belt, he pressed the ignition button and backed out of the parking spot.

      He watched the road, driving through the country with the mountains on the west and the plains on the east. He loved it here. He glanced her way and wondered if it was anything like she’d seen before. Probably not, she was a city girl. New York. Couldn’t get much more city than that.

      “Thank you, Mr. Evers for this job. I appreciate you taking me on this way.”

      “It’s fine, no trouble. I would recommend you stay away from the cowboys. They’ve all been with me for at least a year, but I can’t guarantee their behavior.”

      She turned toward him. “I’m not here looking for love, Mr. Evers—”

      He turned his gaze toward her for a moment. “Ryan.”

      She stopped midsentence. Her eyebrows furrowed causing lines between them. “What?”

      He shrugged. “Call me Ryan, not Mr. Evers. That’s my dad.”

      She nodded, but her mouth was in a flat line.

      “Fine. Ryan. I’m not looking for love or even to make friends. I just want a place to live and cook and be happy for a while.”

      “So, I gather.” She’s scared, as well she should be. If I was in her shoes, I’d probably be frightened as well. I have to admit, she’s awfully brave going up against a drug kingpin like she is.

      “I’ll cook and clean for you. That’s all.”

      “Fine.”

      She turned and looked out the windshield. “Fine.”

      They didn’t say anything else until he turned onto the road to his ranch.

      Kaylie grabbed the handhold above the door and held on tight. “You weren’t kidding about this road. Good grief. You need a truck just to traverse it. A car would bottom out.”

      “Exactly. You shouldn’t need to go anywhere, but, if you do, I’ll take you. I don’t want you getting lost, anyway. Deal?”

      She bit her lip. “Deal. Will you show me your ranch when we arrive?”

      “Sure. There’s not much to see. I keep horses and cattle. I don’t have milk cows or chickens. We buy our milk and eggs at the grocery store like everyone else.”

      “Good because I don’t know what to do with fresh milk or eggs that aren’t in a carton.”

      “Okay. Good.”

      She turned her attention back to the road and didn’t let go of the handhold.

      He looked over and saw her knuckles were white where she held on. If she kept that up, he’d have to help her release her hand when they arrived at the house.

      Ten minutes later, he pulled into the yard, up next to the door that opened into the kitchen and stopped.

      He looked over at her, enjoying the sight before he had to play employer again. “Are you all right?”

      She slowly unfolded her fingers and lowered her hand to her lap, where she rubbed and pulled on each one. She looked up at him. “My fingers went to sleep, though how with all the bouncing we did, I haven’t any idea.”

      “I’ll be around to let you out.” He hurried to her side of the truck.

      She’d unbuckled herself and, when he opened the door, she put out one foot and practically fell out of the cab.

      He caught her and pulled her close, letting her slide down his body to land on her feet. “Are you okay?”

      She looked up and blinked several times. “What?”

      He grinned. “Are you okay? Can I let you go?”

      “Oh.” She stepped back. “Yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

      “It’s all right. Happens to most folks the first time out here.” He pointed toward the side door. “Go on in. I’ll bring your suitcases.”

      She nodded and headed for the door.

      Ryan stood and watched her until she was inside, then he shook his head and pulled her suitcases out of the backseat, wondering what kind of fool he was for taking on this latest project of Paul’s.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylie looked at the large, white, two-story house as they approached. The trim and the shutters were dark green. The front had a double entry door, and a chimney was on the right end of the house, but Ryan drove around to the left side and let her out.

      After nearly falling out of the truck and into Ryan’s arms, she walked through the door and into the kitchen. It was beautiful and open, with a large oak table that seated sixteen. The counters were all black granite and on the island in the middle of the kitchen was a triple sink with the center one being a work area with a garbage disposal.

      There was an electric glass cooktop with a microwave over it and dual ovens on the wall next to the cooktop. The French door refrigerator stood next to a door that she was sure was a pantry, and on the other side of the fridge was more counter space with cupboards above and below. All the appliances were brushed stainless steel and beautiful. They’d never show one fingerprint. She grinned.

      It was her dream kitchen and she couldn’t help but smile.

      “I take it the kitchen pleases you?” the deep voice sounded behind her.

      After a sharp intake of breath, she turned toward her new employer. The man was entirely too good looking, with brown hair, just a little below his collar and the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. His square jaw was covered with about three days’ growth of stubble, like so many men wore today. The whole package was way too male for her comfort. “Sheesh, you startled me. I was too busy drooling over your kitchen. I couldn’t have asked for a nicer place to work.” She grinned.

      His mouth ticked up on one side. “I’m glad you like it. Your room is right off the kitchen, this way.” He went out of the room toward the interior of the house and opened the first door on the right.

      She followed him and entered the bedroom coming to an immediate halt.

      The bedroom was beautiful and quite large with a king-sized bed in an oak frame with head and foot boards that were carved with woodland scenes. The six-drawer dresser with a mirror on the back had the same type of scenes carved in the drawer fronts as did the five-drawer chest on another wall along with the door to a walk-in closet.

      The bedspread and throw pillows matched the curtains which had red roses and green vines on a pinky-beige background and covered the only window. An overstuffed chair, end table and floor lamp were situated below the window. During the day, the light through the window would be perfect for reading. She wondered if she’d get a chance to try it out.

      All of this was so different than the little apartment she’d had in New York. Heck, her entire apartment was only about twice the size of this room. Things were so expensive in New York, even having an apartment alone with no roommates was an achievement.

      Ryan brought in her suitcases and set them against the bed. “I’ll give you some time to unpack and then we can talk about your duties while you’re here.”

      “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” Especially since I have no idea what I’ll find in the suitcases. “It shouldn’t take too long and then I can start preparing dinner. Do you know what you want? Were you already planning something?”

      “We usually have steak on Fridays. We’re a simple group of men. There are baking potatoes in the pantry, steaks and salad makings in the fridge.” He looked down at his watch. “The cowboys won’t be in for dinner for another couple of hours so you should have some time to yourself to get situated.”

      “Do you have something planned for dessert?”

      “No. None of my previous cooks were bakers.” He stepped closer and lifted a brow. “Are you a baker, Kaylie?”

      Her heart pounded in her chest like she’d just run a marathon and she was sure he could hear it. “I’ve been known to bake a cake now and then. Would you like one, if I can find the ingredients in your pantry?”

      “I’m sure the cowboys would enjoy it…if you have time.”

      She smiled. “I probably do. I’ll unpack and then we’ll see. Do you grill the steaks outside?”

      “Usually. A large gas grill is out on the back patio. Have you grilled before?”

      “To be honest, no, but I can probably figure it out.”

      “I’ll show you and do the steaks tonight. You can do the potatoes and the salad. Next week, you can grill the meat, too. Deal?” He held out his hand.

      She looked down at his hand and then back at him. Smiling, she took his hand and shook it. “Deal. How long has your previous cook been gone?”

      He put his hands in his back pockets. “About three months. I was doing it myself, but to be honest, it’s a lot of work and I don’t want to do it anymore. Paul’s request came at an opportune time. Well, I’ll be back in about an hour.”

      “Perfect. That will give me a chance to look around.”

      He left, closing the bedroom door after him.

      She sat on the bed before her legs collapsed and fanned herself with her hand. What in the world have I gotten myself into? I can’t become involved with anyone now. My future is so up in the air I can’t possibly consider romance no matter how nice or handsome Ryan is.
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      Kaylie unpacked the suitcases and it was like Christmas. All new clothes, underwear and even shoes, including two pairs of pumps to go with the two dresses, one for casual wear and a little black dress for dinner out, though she couldn’t imagine she’d be wearing that one, and a pair of cowboy boots. She wondered what she’d wear those for, but she figured they were probably appropriate footwear on a ranch.

      After she’d unpacked, she went back out to the kitchen and took stock of available ingredients. She found the makings for a chocolate cake and proceeded to mix the batter and bake one for dinner. She was surprised he even had powdered sugar for the frosting.

      Once the cake was in the preheated oven, she took the open bag of potatoes and washed all of them. Then she oiled them and wrapped them in aluminum foil before turning on the other oven and putting them in to bake.

      She’d wait until later to put the salad together and she’d make her special homemade oil and vinegar dressing. She popped another antacid into her mouth.

      When everything was ready to go, she decided to explore the house. The main floor had her bedroom and bath, plus a half bath across the hall from her room. Following the hall, she found what looked like Ryan’s office. He had a dark wood desk, leather chair, a leather sofa and two walls full of bookshelves. A large window with dark blue drapes and white sheers was along the third wall.

      The living room was last and featured huge picture windows that overlooked a massive porch that was about ten feet wide and ran the length of the front of the house.

      Looking out the window, she saw more open land than she’d ever seen in her life. The landscape was dotted with patches of snow and purple mountains stood like sentinels in the distance with bright white peaks. The muddy driveway was a long, brown ribbon running down the middle of two parcels she assumed were pastures since it looked like hundreds of cattle roamed in both of them. Three rows of barbed wire held up by sturdy looking posts formed the fence along either side of the driveway.

      The living room boasted a television that was at least eighty inches. Definitely a single man’s house. It was in front of a sofa with blue swirls on a cream-colored background. On either side of the sofa sat a leather recliner and an end table was between the chairs and the couch.

      On the last wall was a fireplace made of rock with a pretty mountain landscape painting on the wall above the mantel.

      She was tempted to go upstairs and look around but decided she’d see it soon enough when she was cleaning.

      Back in the kitchen, she checked the potatoes and made a pot of coffee, happy to find decaf in the pantry. It was too late to think about drinking regular coffee, though her nerves would probably keep her up anyway.

      Ryan returned in about an hour and washed up. He looked at Kaylie. “Would you pull that tray of steaks out of the fridge, please?”

      “Sure.” She came back with a tray with more than a dozen T-bone steaks on it. “I put all of the potatoes from the open bag in the oven. I figured if there was an extra one or two, you probably have men who would enjoy the extras.”

      He laughed. “Very true. I have a couple of men who no matter how much they eat, they’re never full.” He looked over at the counter next to the sink. “I see you found the ingredients for a chocolate cake. My men will be thrilled.” He lifted a brow. “As am I.”

      She grinned. “You have a sweet tooth? Interesting information. The old saying is that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. You seem to be the proof of that.” She suddenly realized what she’d said and felt totally embarrassed. “Not that I’m interested in your heart…or any other organ of yours, for that matter.” Kaylie knew she blushed but couldn’t, for the life of her, think of anything to prevent it.

      Ryan stared a moment and then burst out in laughter. “No need to worry on that account. I think my heart is safe.”

      She slowly shook her head. “Sometimes the things that come out of my mouth…anyway, I think there are sixteen potatoes. How many are you expecting for dinner?”

      “With you and me, there will be eleven. Five of the men are out at the south ranch and won’t be back until tomorrow morning.”

      “I thought if there were extra potatoes and the men don’t eat them, I can make hashbrowns in the morning.”

      He leaned down and looked around before whispering. “I think we’ll save the extras. Hashbrowns sound great. And there are three extra steaks for those that are extra hungry.”

      She laughed at his antics. The man was a nut. “Okay, I’ll do that before I set them out. I also found a couple of loaves of French bread that I’ll make into garlic bread. Dinner is very simple tonight.”

      He nodded. “Simple is what I do best and since I’ve been doing the cooking, everything is simple.”

      Dinner turned out to be quite boisterous. The nine men introduced themselves and then proceeded to act like she imagined brothers would act at the dinner table.

      “Hey,” said one lanky cowboy with bright red hair. “That’s my steak. Isn’t that right, Kaylie?”

      She laughed. “I’m not getting in the middle of this.”

      “That bread is mine,” said a cowboy who was built like a fireplug. Short and stout. But he had the nicest smile and his blond hair was just a little long, like Ryan’s.

      Kaylie looked over at Ryan.

      He sat back, arms crossed over his chest and a grin on his face as he watched his men.

      This is the kind of household she’d always dreamed of. Large and boisterous but loving, too. She could tell that these men cared about each other. She guessed they had to because when they were out on the range, you had to be able to count on the other men you were with.

      “You all can take your plates to the sink, please and then we’ll have dessert.”

      “Woohoo! Did you see that chocolate cake?” asked Boyd.

      She remembered him because she’d worked with a young man by the same name for a while in New York.

      “Maudie never made dessert and Ryan sure as heck didn’t,” laughed another.

      “She sure didn’t,” said Rex.

      He was the oldest of the cowboys. He was definitely a silver fox. Kaylie could see herself falling for him but she wasn’t about to fall for anyone, not with her lack of a certain future.

      She stood, went to the counter and grabbed the dessert plates she’d placed there. Forks were already on the table. Then she went back to the counter, got the cake and brought it to the table where she cut it into a dozen equal, or as equal as she could make them, slices. She placed one on a plate and the men passed it around until everyone had a piece.

      After dessert was served, quiet reined as everyone was content to simply eat.

      Afterward, the men all thanked her, took their plates to the sink and left.

      “That was amazing.” Kaylie sagged in her chair. “They’re all so nice.”

      Ryan nodded. “They’re a good group and work well together. They watch out for each other but don’t take any…well, you know what…from each other.”

      Kaylie chuckled. “Yes, I know. I used to work with a lot of men.” She rolled her eyes. “I shouldn’t say that, should I?”

      “You have to be able to talk in generalities about your past. Everyone has one. As long as you don’t say anything specific, you should be fine.”

      “Thanks. I needed to hear that. I wouldn’t wish for anyone to be in my shoes. It’s a lot harder than it sounds like it will be.”

      “I know.”

      She furrowed her brows. “How would you know? Have you ever had to pretend to be someone else? And why would you have to do that?”

      “Yes, I have and I can’t tell you why.”

      “Oh. The only reason I can think of that you couldn’t tell me about is because you were a spy. Were you?”

      Ryan just smiled.
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        * * *

      

      That night after she finished cleaning the kitchen, Kaylie walked out to the living room intent on selecting a book to read. She would have played games on her phone if Marshal Morel hadn’t confiscated it with all her identification and credit cards. Then she decided she’d take a look at the stars. She couldn’t see any in Brooklyn…too much light pollution. But out here, the sky should be spectacular.

      She’d been told the weather that day was unseasonably warm for Montana, and she’d only needed a sweater earlier in the day. She decided to sit outside and take a look at the stars, then get a book. But apparently when the sun stopped shining, the temperature plummeted. She turned to go back inside and get a coat when Ryan’s voice came out of the shadows.

      “Come sit with me.” He leaned forward from the porch swing to turn on a lantern at his feet.

      His voice was deep and made her tremble inside. She swallowed hard and looked inside before turning back toward him. “I’d probably be better off going in and planning meals, but…sure for a bit.”

      Kaylie walked in front of him and sat as close to the far armrest as she could. “This is actually nice, even with the fallen temperature.”

      He nodded. “I like coming out here in the evenings and just breathing. It doesn’t matter if it’s summer or winter…unless there’s a blizzard. I’m not completely crazy.”

      She laughed. “I’m glad to hear it. Ryan, I know you know why I’m here.”

      “I know some of your background. Paul said you only needed a place for about three months. Is that right?”

      She nodded and waved her hand. “Yes, then I’ll be out of your hair.”

      His eyelids dropped a bit and he looked her up and down. “You’re not in my hair. I’ve never had a better chocolate cake or such a pretty cook and housekeeper. I was expecting someone twice your age.”

      She laughed. “I hope you’re not too disappointed.”

      He chuckled. “Fishing for compliments?”

      Kaylie tilted her head. “Maybe. You offering?”

      “Maybe. All right, I’m very happy you’re young and beautiful. I expect the men to start finding reasons to visit the house and you. Now that they’ve seen you, it will be hard to keep them away.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not worried about it. I’ve worked in an all-male environment before. I know how to handle them.”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “I’m sure you do. We should probably go inside. It’s getting colder now. Winter is upon us whether the calendar says so or not.”

      “This isn’t bad at all. You should see the winters we have back home.” She stopped and covered her mouth with her fingers. “I probably shouldn’t say that should I. You’re probably not supposed to know anything about me.”

      “Don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me. I wouldn’t have agreed to do this favor for Paul without knowing something about you.”

      As her breath whooshed out of her, she sagged. “Oh, thank goodness. I’m lousy at keeping secrets.” She cocked her head. “If that’s the case, then why were you expecting someone older?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t ask about what you looked like. I cared what or who I might need to protect you from.” He stood and held his hand out to her.

      She accepted it. Her hand felt so small in his. She felt every one of the callouses on his palm. She wondered if he felt her heart racing. There was something about his touch that set her on fire. Whoa, girlfriend. What am I doing?

      He turned off the lantern, walked to the door and held it open for her.

      Kaylie walked into the living room. “Oh, that makes sense.” She walked over to the bookcases and began looking for a book to read. She picked up a book called Louisiana Longshot by Jana Deleon. “I’ve read her before. She’s hilarious. This isn’t the kind of book I would have expected to find on your bookshelves.”

      He shrugged and his mouth was a flat line. “It’s my former fiancée’s. She loved her, too. And you’re right, she’s a very funny writer.”

      The smile left his face and he almost frowned. She didn’t think now was a good time to ask about his fiancée. Obviously, she wasn’t in the picture any longer, for whatever reason.

      “I think I’ll take this to bed with me. What time do you want breakfast?”

      “We usually have breakfast at six. Coffee needs to be made by five. Also, so you know, I have one man at each door with instructions to let no one pass.”

      She nodded. “Thank you. I’ll set the alarm on my phone.” She tucked the book under her arm and stopped. “Wait, I don’t have my phone anymore.”

      “No worries. You’ll find an alarm clock in your bedroom, on the nightstand. Would you like to watch some TV?”

      She shook her head. “I’m a little jet lagged, so I think I’ll turn in. It’s two hours later according to my body. How about a rain check?”

      “Sure. I understand having been in your shoes plenty of times. Jet lag sucks.”

      She laughed. “That’s succinct but accurate. Goodnight, Ryan.”

      “Goodnight, Kaylie.”

      She turned and headed down the hall to her bedroom. She wanted to look back to see if Ryan watched her but didn’t dare because if he was, she’d die of embarrassment at being caught looking. She could just see that sexier-than-anyone-had-a-right-to-have smile on his face.

      Entering her bedroom, she switched on the light and then closed the door behind her and leaned against it for a minute. She hadn’t been this attracted to anyone in a long time. Maybe not ever. When was the last time? Even her ex-fiancé, Matt Peterson, hadn’t sent her heart racing like it had tonight.

      Ryan’s eyes, the color of the deepest part of the ocean, had bored into her and seemed to see every secret she was hiding. Had he seen the way her hands shook when they were on the swing? Could he hear her rapid breathing as she tried valiantly to catch her breath just sitting next to him?

      She was being silly. She set the book on the nightstand on the left side of the headboard, closest to the door. Then she undressed and put on the silk nightgown she’d been provided. She ran her hand down the sides of her body and the difference between this and her normal cotton gown was the smooth way her hands slid down the gown. The silk against her skin made her feel beautiful. She’d never had something so nice.

      And it fit like it was made especially for her. Whoever had done the shopping for her clothes had gotten the size right, though none of her nightgowns had ever fit like this. She went through the closet and the drawers of the bureau and pulled out clothes for tomorrow. She didn't want to have to decide in the morning, when being on time was essential. She found a pair of sandwashed jeans and a blue cotton shirt that had princess seams to accommodate her ample chest without being too big at the waist.

      Kaylie looked at the belt coiled in the drawer like a snake and decided against it—too conservative for her tastes. Was she trying to impress Ryan? The jeans looked tight enough to make her legs look longer and tucking in the shirt would emphasize her tiny waist. Yes, she definitely was. It had been too long since she’d been looked at as a desirable woman. Her engagement ended more than two years ago and she hadn’t been with anyone since.

      The pantsuit she’d worn to the U.S. Marshal’s office today didn’t do that. Not that it looked bad but it was too much like work. Vinnie had insisted she dress for business every day, even Saturday because he could call her in at any time. Except Sunday. Vinnie never worked on Sunday and she usually wore sweats while she did her laundry and her housework.

      Today, when she’d dressed to go see the marshal, she thought she should be business like, so she’d worn the suit. Or maybe it was because she didn’t have much except business clothes. One pair of ripped jeans and a couple of t-shirts she’d gotten at concerts she’d attended with Julie. She wished she had those, just for the memories.

      Now that she had her clothes for tomorrow laid on the chair beneath the window, she wondered if she was ready to spend the next three months with a man like Ryan Evers. A man who made her weak in the knees just by looking at her.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Kaylie was up at four and she showered and dressed. She headed to the kitchen and found a note on the counter.

      Kaylie,

      We forgot to discuss the menu for breakfast. We usually have scrambled eggs, bacon or sausage, biscuits, coffee, milk and orange juice. Make enough biscuits to have three for each man. Tomorrow everyone will be here. That will be fifteen men and you.

      I suggest you make two pots of coffee, put them in the thermal carafes in the bottom cupboard to the right of the sink and make a third pot. You’ll have to make three more pots before breakfast is over. Coffee is expected to be available all day for the men to drink whenever they come in.

      Thanks,

      Ryan

      She huffed out a breath. This would be a big meal with all the men there. She put the note down and started the first pot of coffee. Opening the top cupboard to the right of the sink she snagged a cup and set it next to the coffee pot. Then she found the carafes and set those on the counter.

      After the coffee was started, she found the largest mixing bowl in the cupboard and then pulled the ingredients for biscuits from the pantry. She turned on both ovens and proceeded to bake two sheet pans full of the quick bread. She had enough dough left to make another dozen biscuits, found a third cookie sheet and put the biscuits on it and into the second oven.

      “Looks like you’ve got everything under control.”

      She screamed and spun toward him. “Ryan! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      He raised his hands, his shirt only buttoned halfway up his chest. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t meaning to sneak up on you.”

      She waved at him to lower his hands. “Sorry. I guess I’m a little on edge. This whole situation has me so upset I’m eating Rolaids like they were candy.” She closed her eyes and took some deep breaths.

      “Soon it will be over. In the meantime, you don’t have to worry while you’re here. I’ll make sure nothing happens to you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “How can you make that promise? You’re just a rich man with a ranch.”

      He laughed. “Oh, my Kaylie, I’m so much more than that, but I can’t tell you now. Maybe some time down the road.”

      Sighing, she nodded. “I know. If you told me you’d have to kill me.”

      He grinned and cocked a brow. “Something like that.”

      “Well, I better get started cooking. It will take a while to pull this all together by six.”

      “Do you want some help? I am here but to serve.”

      She shook her head. “I think I’ve got it now. The biscuits were the most time consuming.” Turning, she looked toward the stove and the ovens on the wall. “And they’re almost done.”

      “All right. I’ll go do my morning chores.” He finished buttoning his shirt, grabbed his coat from the mud room off the kitchen and walked out the back door.

      She’d enjoyed looking at the hard chest that peeked from beneath his shirt.

      What is the matter with me? I have got to get my emotions under control. I can’t be screaming every time someone enters the room. He’ll think I’m insane…and so will I.
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      The next day after breakfast, Ryan showed her the ranch.

      “I guess we’ll start with the barn.”

      “Let me get my coat.”

      “Sure.”

      She came back into the kitchen. “I’m ready.”

      He held the back door open for her. “Let’s go this way, it’s closer.”

      Kaylie walked outside and waited until he’d closed the door.

      Ryan took her hand and they walked out to the barn.

      Inside, he switched on the lights.

      “For some reason, I always thought barns didn’t have electricity.”

      He laughed. “In the olden days, but this farm is as modern as I can make it. Including electricity in all the out buildings. Come outside, I have something I think you’ll enjoy.” He walked toward the back of the huge building and out through the door there.

      Sitting outside was a small two seat helicopter.

      Her eyes widened and she fisted her hands and ran in place. “You have a helicopter! Your own helicopter!”

      He grinned. “Yes, I do. Do you want to go for a ride?”

      “Do I ever? I’d love to.”

      He took her hand again. “Let’s go.”

      They ran toward the aircraft.

      Ryan helped her in and made sure she was buckled in. Then he went around and climbed into the pilot’s seat.

      “You really know how to fly this?”

      “I do.”

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’ve wanted to ride in one forever.”

      “Now you can…whenever you want. Just let me know.”

      She kept the smile plastered on her face knowing that she’d be leaving in a few short weeks. She couldn’t get involved with Ryan. Heck, he was a billionaire. Not just his father, but him in his own right. She read up on him as much as was available on the plane ride here but she didn’t remember if he inherited from his grandfather or maybe it was a gaming company he’d sold or whatever, she didn’t care. She wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      He took the helicopter up and flew around the area.

      “How much of this property is yours?” She asked over the whap-whap-whap of the helo’s blades.

      “All of it. I have about twenty-thousand acres here and I don’t use but half of it for cattle. I’m trying to grow trees on part of it, to reforest the land and I grow hay and alfalfa on some of it to feed the cattle in the winter.”

      “Wow. I don’t know what to say. I’ve never known anyone with their own helipad before.”

      He laughed. “All that and the thing that impresses you the most is this little helicopter. Why am I not surprised?”

      She shrugged and laughed. “What can I say? I’m a simple girl with simple tastes.”

      He looked at her, rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Simple tastes, huh? We’ll see.”

      Now what in the world did he mean by that?

      They flew around for about an hour, he showed her the area with the trees, then flew to the south ranch.

      “The south ranch is another whole operation.” He had to yell over the sound of the helicopter blades. “It’s smaller because the beef is organic and much more expensive to raise.”

      She yelled back. “But don’t you sell the cow for more money, too?”

      He nodded. “But not for as much as you would think, given the price in the store.”

      He finally landed right where they’d taken off from.

      Kaylie was exhilarated and excited. Her insides were dancing. She’d never done anything that was so much fun and she learned a lot about his operation.

      “Is this the only ranch you have?”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because your organic operation seems pretty small compared to what I believe you could be doing if you had more land devoted to that kind of cattle operation.”

      He shrugged a little and put his hands in his front jeans pockets. “You’re right, I do. I have a ranch in Colorado about half this size and another one in Texas that is bigger than this one.”

      She grinned. “I knew you couldn’t do anything halfway and the operation at the south ranch is definitely halfway. You had to be doing more.”

      “You’re right. We do testing here and then apply it to the other ranches. What combination of hay, grass, and alfalfa is the best for the heaviest cow? Or the best marbling or leanest meat or whatever they need to know to make the operation a success.”

      “Someday, I’d like to see the south ranch from the ground.”

      “Maybe someday but not now. Not when I’m supposed to be keeping you safe. Speaking of which, I’m keeping the men posted only at night because I’m with you during the day. Okay?”

      “I’m okay with that. I know how to shoot a gun. My dad taught me when we lived in Colorado.”

      “Have you shot one since?”

      She looked at the ground. “Maybe.”

      “I hope you never have to use it but you need to know how to handle a gun.”

      She placed her hand on his arm. “This isn’t your fight. It’s mine. I need to be prepared.”

      He gave her a single nod. “You’re right, you do. I’ll fly us out away from the ranch buildings and we can practice. Tomorrow. Not today.”

      “That’s fine. Tomorrow.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning Ryan flew them out to where he’d set up a firing range.

      She waved her arm taking in the range. “Looks like you use this often.”

      “I have to keep up my skill set.”

      “Yes, I suppose you do. I just wish it wasn’t because of me.” She turned toward the copter to get her ear protection.

      He stopped her. “I don’t keep this just for you. I use this range at least once a week, every week, all year long.”

      She nodded. “Got it.”

      “Good. Now here’s your weapon.” He pulled a 9mm Glock from his waistband. “Ever use one of these before?”

      She nodded. “I might be a bit rusty though.” She released the clip, checked it, then replaced it. Then she checked to make sure a bullet was loaded, ready to go. “I think I’ve got it.” She grinned. “I’ve been taking lessons for a long time. I’m very familiar with the Glock. I have one of my own…well, I did have one, before all this happened.”

      Ryan threw his head back and laughed. “You are quite entertaining. Let’s shoot.”

      Kaylie hadn’t had so much fun in a long time. Testing her skill against Ryan was fantastic even though he could outshoot her with both hands tied behind his back, she still had a great time.

      When it was time to go, she climbed into the helicopter like she owned it, put on her seatbelt and grinned at him as they took to the air.

      The trip back was over too fast and soon they were landing behind the barn. She’d been here all of three days and it already felt like home. Suddenly, she realized she was in danger of becoming too attached to Ryan. He was just her protector and she needed to remember that.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylie had been on the ranch for two weeks and all of the cowboys seemed happy with her efforts. As time passed, she’d gotten much less anxious. She was able to get breakfast finished and then clean the house while having something simple like stew or chili simmering on the stove for lunch. Then she’d make cornbread or biscuits and toss together a salad just before serving. And she always had a dessert, since most afternoons she baked between bouts of reading. She was enjoying the heck out of Jana Deleon’s Miss Fortune series.

      That afternoon, she decided that even though she was getting more reading done than ever, she needed something more. She’d baked six cherry pies yesterday and had three of them left for tonight.

      She hadn’t been in the attic yet so she thought this would be as good a time as any to check it out and maybe start cleaning it up. She’d never been in an attic that didn’t need cleaning.

      She pulled down the stairs from the uppermost hallway and walked up them. At the top of the stairs was a string for the lights. She pulled it and when she saw the boxes stacked on shelves and neatly labeled, her eyes widened. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting but it wasn’t total neatness.

      She started reading the labels on the boxes and was delighted when she found Christmas decorations. This was her favorite time of year, and she knew Ryan didn’t have time to put them up, so she hauled all the boxes down to the living room and spent the afternoon decorating.

      He had a small fake tree that was perfect for the coffee table, and she found lights, garland and tinsel. She decorated the living room and was feeling very pleased with herself. In the last box underneath the silver garland made from tinsel, she found two stockings. Ryan and Janice.

      Janice must be his former fiancée. She doubted he’d want that one up so she just hung his.

      She stood back, hands on her hips, and grinned at her handiwork. The room was beautiful. It looked like Christmas had finally arrived in the Evers’ house.

      “What have you done?” Ryan roared behind her. He stomped around her and began tearing down everything she’d just put up. He knocked over the tree, breaking lights and decorative glass balls.

      Kaylie’s heart pounded and her stomach knotted as she stood back her eyes widened as she watched him destroy everything she’d done.

      “Get out. Now. Go.” He stood, his back to her and his hands fisted at his sides.

      Her eyes watered, and she ran to her room. She sat on the bed, and the tears could no longer stay at bay. They rolled like rivers down her cheeks. She covered her face with her hands and rocked back and forth.

      She didn’t know how long she cried—until her tears dried up and she was totally wrung out. At some point, she’d lain on the bed and curled into a ball while she wept.

      A knock sounded on her door.

      She sniffed and rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, then rose, went to the door and opened it slowly.

      Ryan stood there, his hands in his front jeans pockets. “May I come in?”

      “I don’t know if I should let you, but I will.” She opened the door wide and stood back. “I’ll call and be relocated. I can’t stay with someone as volatile as you apparently are.”

      He entered, then ran his hand behind his neck. “Kaylie. Please. Don’t leave. I came to apologize. You had no idea that I hate Christmas or why. May I sit?”

      She pointed at the chair under the window where she read. It was also on the other side of the bed from her.

      He sat and rested his elbows on his knees.

      She sat on the bed. “You wanted to talk. So, talk.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t want to listen, but I don’t want you to leave.” He paused for a moment and then took a deep breath. “Janice and I were engaged for two years and had planned on a Christmas wedding. My folks and siblings were flying in, as was her brother. Her parents live in Twin Bluffs, so they only had to drive. It was to be a small ceremony, with only our families present.

      “Janice had spent the day after Thanksgiving decorating the living room, much as you did today.” He looked up and gave her a small smile.

      Then, as if it was too hard to keep smiling, he looked back at the floor.

      “She was coming here on Christmas Eve. We were spending it together, then opening gifts on Christmas morning and we’d be getting married in the afternoon. She was hit by a drunk driver on her way here and was killed instantly.” He fisted his hands. “The drunk suffered some minor cuts and scrapes. They said he was too drunk to tense up and that’s what saved him. He didn’t even remember getting into an accident, much less killing someone.”

      Her heart sank, and her chest ached. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I’ll take it all down before I go.”

      He walked over and sat on the bed beside her. “I don’t want you to go. Let’s put the decorations back up. It’s time I started living in the now and not in the past.”

      “I don’t know. You—”

      “I’m sorry. Truly. Don’t leave.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek

      She blushed. Her pulse raced and her stomach turned over. “You shouldn’t do that.”

      With one knuckle he lifted her chin and turned her head toward him.

      When she looked up, he lowered his head and with his lips just a breath away, he whispered, “I know I shouldn’t, but I’ve been dying to do this since you got off the plane.” He took her lips with his and kissed her gently, deepening the kiss when she put her hands on his shoulders.

      He pulled her close, making their bodies as intimate as possible given the way they were sitting. Finally, he pulled back and rested his forehead on hers. “How about we put the decorations up together? Then later tonight, I’ll light the fire and the tree and we can sit on the carpet with smugglers and watch the fire.”

      Kaylie pulled back and sat up straight. Her lips tingled and felt swollen. She placed her fingers on them and they even felt swollen to her fingers. When was the last time a kiss had left her lips in such a state?

      “What are smugglers?” She kept her fingers on her lips, enjoying the sensation.

      “Hot cocoa with peppermint liquor in it.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh my. Are you trying to get me drunk to take advantage of me?”

      His brows lifted and he shook his head. “I don’t want to take advantage of you, not now, not ever. I just want us to enjoy the fire, the decorations and each other. If you don’t want the peppermint, we won’t have it.”

      “No, I think it sounds delicious. And sitting in front of the fire will be fun. It will be like sitting around a campfire.” Then she paused and her eyebrows became slashes over her eyes. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      He straightened and took her hand in his. He began making slow figure eights on her palm. “I’m sure.” Then he looked her in the eyes and his lips turned up in a slow smile. “And what would a city girl like you know about a campfire?”

      She looked down at her hand, her body tingling as she watched him move. Then she looked up and saw his smile. She lifted up her chin. “We lived in Colorado until I was about ten. Dad loved camping and fishing and hunting…everything that had to do with the outdoors. Then Dad died and Mom moved to Brooklyn to be close to grandma.”

      “How did you get involved with Vincent Rizzo?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You seem to know an awful lot about my case for just helping out a friend.”

      He had the good grace to redden a little. “Okay, truth. I’m thirty-six and was a Navy Seal for four years before the CIA recruited me to be a field agent. I did that for eight years and now I’m retired here, to this ranch. Paul thought my background would be useful and I could keep you safe. How old are you, Kaylie?”

      She took a breath. “I’m thirty. Why?”

      “Just curious. I guess I wanted to know if I was robbing the cradle.”

      She laughed. “Definitely not. I was engaged for almost four years. When I found out he was cheating on me, I broke it off. That was two years ago. So, since you’re here, what about your business?”

      He frowned. “Let’s finish this in the kitchen or living room with a drink.”

      She nodded. “Okay, kitchen it is. You probably want something stronger, but I’ll get us some tea and we can sit at the table until we’re ready to tackle the decorations.”

      “Sounds good.” He stood and extended her a hand.

      She took it and rose from the bed, then she headed for the kitchen.

      Ryan followed her. When they reached the kitchen, he sat at the table.

      Kaylie got them each a mug of hot tea and sat across the table from him. “Now you were saying about your business, Evers’ Manufacturing?”

      He blew on his tea. “You’re thinking of my dad’s company. It’s more than manufacturing now, I don’t even know what all he’s into. I was never interested in that part of it.” He placed his hands around his cup. “When I was about fourteen, I came up with some ideas for video games. My dad backed me and we formed RE Gaming. The games sold like hotcakes. I designed several more games. Combat games. Racing games. Role playing games. Anything that would appeal to a teenage boy. I did that all through college and then when I joined the Navy, I sold the company, with my dad’s blessing, for two point five billion.”

      Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened. “Two. Billion. Dollars. Wow, I’m impressed. It never would have occurred to me that RE Gaming was you.”

      He smiled. “I named it like that so it wouldn’t be associated with Evers’ Manufacturing. I was never interested in my dad’s business, but interestingly enough, my sister, Sophie, is. He’s been grooming her to take over when he decides to retire. She’s ready and she’s good at it. She’s always been serious about learning, first everything at school—she graduated high school at fifteen and went to college after completing many of her classes online. By the time Sophie entered college as a junior, she was seventeen and it wasn’t so traumatic for…” He paused and grinned. “The other students. But she’d done enough classes already that she graduated at the end of that year. She was always ahead of the other kids. I’m so proud of her and so are my parents.”

      She laughed. “I bet she still intimidated them with her intellect if not with her young age.”

      He nodded and then took a sip of his tea. “That she did, but she was still very popular. She’s pretty, smart, athletic and makes friends easily.”

      Kaylie smiled. “Sophie sounds like someone I’d like to meet.”

      “I know you’d like her.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “I’d like to get to know you better. And I’d like to show you I’m not the man you saw a little while ago.”

      “But you are that man.” She pulled back her hand and shook her head. “You are also the man who is sitting here, talking rationally. I worry about that kind of temper. What if I do something again that you don’t like?”

      He huffed out a small breath and sighed. “I don’t normally have a temper.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and her mouth formed a flat line. “Really? Could have fooled me.”

      “I know it looks bad, but I couldn’t have had that temper and do what I did in the Navy. I was a sniper. I’m telling you this in confidence and because I trust you, and I want you to trust me. I continued that work in the CIA until I couldn’t do it anymore because I wanted a normal life. A wife and kids.” He reached across the table and took her hand again. “What about you, Kaylie. Do you want kids?”

      My first boyfriend had a temper and actually hit me once. That was the end. I promised myself I’d never get involved with a man with a temper. Admittedly, Ryan isn’t the same and given what I know now, it’s not likely to happen again. His grief is what caused his outburst and now that we’re through that, I feel like I might be able to trust him. And, didn’t Dad teach me that everyone deserves a second chance?

      Kaylie lifted her brows, surprised he’d ask her this after knowing her such a short time, yet she wanted to answer. She sighed and let out a breath. “I’d be lying if I said I don’t. I want all those things.” She opened her hands to the sides in front of her. “Husband. Two point five kids and a dog with the white picket fence.” Then she laughed. “And probably a trampoline in the backyard that it will terrify me to see the kids on.”

      He chortled. “Then why get it?”

      She blinked a couple of times and then shrugged. “Because they’ll want it and I’m a pushover.”

      Ryan shook his head and laughed. Then he wiped his eyes and looked at her. “Well, I’m not a pushover. I had a nickname in the Navy. It was the equivalent of hard posterior.”

      Her eyes widened. Is he talking about marrying me? I admit I’m hugely attracted…but marriage? Stop it Kaylie. You’re putting the cart before the horse and probably reading things into his words that he doesn’t mean. Just ignore them.

      Ryan changed the subject. “Well, if we’re going to get that tree and those decorations back up before midnight, we’d better get started.”

      Deciding this was safer than continuing the last line of conversation, she answered. “We have about an hour before I have to make cornbread and get dinner ready.”

      “I’ll start with the tree since I’m the one who messed it up.”

      Kaylie gave him a small smile. “Good. I’ll get the mantel and the stair railing.”

      By the time she had to prepare dinner, they were nearly done. She took his stocking and walked to the fireplace. As she started to hang it, she felt Ryan touch her arm. She turned and eyed him.

      He furrowed his brows. “Don’t. I don’t want that up.” His voice was a whisper.

      Kaylie knew he was thinking of Janice and wanted to comfort him. Suddenly, she wrapped her arms around his waist.

      His arms enveloped her.

      They stood like that for a while. Just holding each other with no agenda, at least on her part, other than to support him.

      Finally, she stood back. “I better make that cornbread. The cowboys will be hungry.”

      He nodded and let her go.

      She turned and headed toward the kitchen.

      “Kaylie.”

      She stopped and looked his way. “Yes?”

      “Thank you for not leaving and for getting me out of the past into what I hope is a great future.”

      She smiled and nodded. “You’re welcome.” Then she continued on her way.

      I wonder if I also helped him see me. Will he want me to come back after I testify before the grand jury? Maybe to begin a new life for both of us?
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        * * *

      

      Vinnie Rizzo called all his lieutenants to his office along with his consiglieri.

      He paced his office behind his desk. “I want her found. She can’t be hiding that far away. Use your contacts in the government and find her." He sat and then pounded his fist on the desk. “Well? What are you waiting for? Go! Richard, you stay.”

      His consiglieri, Richard Wainwright, sat in front of the desk. “What can I do for you, Vinnie?”

      “You can make sure I stay out of prison. I’m out on bail now but if she testifies, I’m in real trouble.”

      “If she does, there is little I can do. She has the books to back up her testimony. She might even have more than that, since she was present at several of your meetings. She has the information to get you put away for a long time on manslaughter and racketeering charges.”

      Vinnie paced behind his desk, in front of the large picture window that looked down on Manhattan from the sixty-fifth floor of the Chrysler building. “You think I don’t know that. Find her, Richard. Put a price on her head. Fifty thousand. Alive. I want to make her suffer.”

      “All right. Consider it done.” He stood, picked up his briefcase from the floor, turned to leave and then turned back. “I suggest you make plans to leave the business temporarily…just in case.”

      Rizzo waved him off. “I’ve already done that.”

      Richard nodded. “Good. I’ll keep you apprised of any developments.”

      Vinnie came around the desk and took Richard’s free hand in both of his. “Thank you. Are you coming to Sunday dinner?”

      He covered Vinnie’s hand with his free one and smiled. “Of course. You know I can’t resist Mama’s spaghetti and meatballs.”

      Vinnie laughed and released him. “No one who’s had them can. I just hope she’ll pass on the recipe to Maria before she dies.”

      “You and me both.” Richard left.

      Vinnie sat and then called his contact in WitSec. They had to know where she was and, when he found her, he’d make her pay.
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      December 3rd

      

      Kaylie was restless. She looked out the window above the kitchen sink and saw lots of cattle. She had just over six weeks left before she testified and she was already tired of hiding. Christmas was almost here and she wanted to just be a regular person again. Not Kay. She was now Kaylie, forever, but that wasn’t so bad. Kaylie was having a much better time than Kay would be. Vinnie had probably put a price on her head but if she followed instructions, she should be safe, but what about after the hearing? What would she do then? Would the bounty still be on her?

      Ryan was at the table enjoying his second cup of coffee and reading the paper.

      She needed to do something. “Ryan, would you teach me how to ride a horse?”

      He folded his paper and looked at her. “Sure. That’s a good skill to have on a ranch. I should have thought of it myself. When do you want to learn?”

      She slammed a fist into the air. “Yes! I want to learn now. Today.”

      He gazed around the kitchen. “Are you done in here?

      She nodded. “I am. Do I need to wear anything special?”

      He looked her up and down. “I don’t suppose you have a pair of boots with a heel, do you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. I guess whoever did my shopping thought cowboy boots would be good for a ranch. I’ll go put them on.” She hurried to her room and traded her tennis shoes for the boots. They fit like a glove and were comfortable, which surprised her.

      Her boots clicked on the wooden floor as she returned to the kitchen. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Ryan checked out her spanking new boots. “You’ll get those dirty. Hope you don’t mind.”

      Kaylie shook her head. “Nope. That’s what they’re made for.”

      He grinned. “Well, okay, then. Let’s go. Grab your coat, a hat and gloves. It’s cold outside and will be colder still up on the horse.”

      She took her parka off the hanger on the wall by the back door, pulled a stocking cap from a coat pocket, and then followed him outside.

      The weather was brisk, but they hadn’t had much in the way of snow. That made getting around easier, but was very bad for the water supply. Montana was in a drought, and they needed the snow badly.

      As they walked to the barn, she kept her hands in her coat pockets for warmth. She had gloves but they were leather and unlined, she thought they might be specifically made for riding and holding the reins. They were included with her parka and hat.

      When they reached the barn, Ryan opened the large doors and then turned on the lights.

      They went to the stall with a white horse with a golden mane.

      “He’s beautiful.”

      Ryan smiled. “She’s a Palomino. This color is rare, so she doesn’t get out in the pasture much unless she’s being ridden. She’s called Goldy, is very gentle and she’ll be perfect for your first ride.” He opened the gate and brought her out into the middle aisle.

      Kaylie stood back. “May I touch her?”

      “Of course. She loves to have her ears scratched. Like this.” He scratched her ears and then between them and on down around her jaw.

      Kaylie walked up to the horse. “Hi, Goldy. I’m going to scratch your ears. Please don’t bite me.”

      Ryan laughed. “She’ll love it. Trust me.” He came behind her and lifted her hand to the horse’s head. “Here you go. Now just scratch all around.”

      She did as he said, and the horse nickered.

      “See? She likes it. She just told you so.”

      Kaylie grinned and moved her fingers around her jaw and under her head. Then she petted her down the front of her head and over her nose. “Oh, my gosh. Her nose feels like the softest velvet.”

      He nodded. “I know. Wait until you feel the nose of a foal. It’s even softer. You just want to kiss it all the time.” He laughed, then grabbed a round metal thing with a handle.

      “What is that?” She pointed to the tool in his hand.

      Ryan lifted the object. “This is a curry comb. I run it over her back to make sure there’s nothing on her back that will irritate her when I saddle her. After this, I’ll brush her to remove what I just stirred up.”

      He curried the horse and then brushed her. Then he grabbed a blanket from a sawhorse across from the stall.

      “I’ll saddle her today, but I want you to watch. First, place the blanket on her back. This will protect her from the saddle.” He placed the blanket and smoothed out all the wrinkles. “Next, put the left stirrup in the saddle. I usually hook it over the saddle horn. Then lift the saddle and set it on the horse’s back. Cinch the straps under her belly very tight. I don’t want the saddle to come loose while you’re riding.” He put the left stirrup down. “Usually, I bridle them first, but I got ahead of myself today, so here is how to bridle her.”

      He placed the bridle on her teeth, which she’d closed. He rubbed the metal on her teeth and she opened her mouth and he placed the metal behind her back teeth. He pulled the bridle leather over her ears and buckled it loosely behind her jaw. Then he pulled the reins and criss-crossed them over her neck.

      “There you are. You’re ready to ride.”

      She clasped her hands together. “I’m ready and not even scared…well maybe a little.”

      “This first time, I’ll help you up and then get the stirrups the perfect length for you. Then next time you can mount by yourself. Go take hold of the saddle horn and the back of the saddle.”

      She did, and it was a stretch to do so.

      Ryan came behind her and with his hands on either side of her waist, he lifted her into the saddle. Then he adjusted the stirrups so they were the right length for her to ride. He looked up at her and brushed his chin whiskers with his fingers. “You’re legs are shorter than I thought. You might not be able to lift your foot into the stirrup. Let’s see. Lean down to me.”

      She turned her body to face him, leaned over and closed her eyes.

      He lifted her to the ground, but he didn’t let her go.

      Her eyes popped open, and she realized he’d pulled her closer.

      “I like the feel of you in my arms.” His eyelids closed a little.

      Bedroom eyes, they called them, and boy did he have them in spades. At this moment, he could ask her to burn down the house and, as long as he kept his hands on her, she would.

      But she’d much rather he kissed her.

      He must have read her mind, because he lowered his head and took her lips with his in a soul-searing kiss.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and angled her head to take the kiss deeper. Her heart pounded and she tingled all over. Her body seemed more alive than it ever had.

      By the time she stepped back, she was so out of breath she might have just ran a marathon. It was the best kiss she’d ever had. “Oh, my gosh, how do you do that? Every kiss is better than the one before.”

      He grinned. “I have help. The lady in question is a great kisser, and so responsive.”

      She lowered her gaze and gave him a small smile. “You know, this isn’t a good idea. I don’t know what my future is. I can’t get involved.”

      Ryan took off his cowboy hat and then ran a hand through his hair. He looked her up and down again. “I know. I can’t either. So, okay, outside I have a mounting block. Let’s have you use that.”

      The mounting block had a couple of steps on one side, and she walked up them to the top.

      Ryan positioned Goldy so the left side of the saddle was next to the mounting block. “Okay, hang on to the horn and bring your right leg over the saddle until you’re seated.”

      She did, and it was much easier than trying to lift her foot up a gazillion feet to the stirrup. “That’s great. Now what?”

      He led Goldy back into the barn. “Now you’ll just sit there until I get Star saddled.” He let Goldy’s reins rest on the dirt floor of the barn. “Don’t worry she won’t go anywhere.”

      Kaylie watched as he did all the same things to Star that he’d done to Goldy. Then he came over to her, picked up the reins and handed them to her. “We’ll ride around the corral first to get you used to the horse and being in the saddle.” He opened the back doors of the barn before mounting, then he led the way out into the corral which was between the barn and the helipad.

      Goldy followed Star at a gentle walk.

      Kaylie loved the swaying of the horse and the feeling of freedom that came from riding her.

      Once in the large corral, Ryan picked up the pace to a fast walk.

      Then the gait changed to one where she bounced all over the place.

      “Ryan!” Her voice jumped with the horse. “Ryan, I don’t like this.”

      He laughed. “No one does. This is a trot, and you need to learn how to ride in all the gaits a horse has, including this one.” In a little while, he touched Star’s side and the horse sprang into a much smoother gait.

      Not that Kaylie would release her death grip on the saddle horn, but she found it much easier to stay in balance now. “What is this one called.”

      He rode abreast. “This is a lope, and it’s the best gait for both horse and rider. The horse can maintain this speed very easily, and you can stay on for much longer without having to get off and stretch your legs.”

      “What happens when I’m out and there is no mounting block to use?”

      “Then you’ll use my hands. I won’t let you out of my sight and definitely not out to ride by yourself for some time, regardless of how well you can ride. It’s not safe at least until after you testify.” He slowed the horses to a walk.

      “Maybe not even then. I can never go back to being who I was. I’m Kaylie Smith now and forever, but it’s worth it to get that piece of…” Her lips formed a straight line. “Dung…off the street. I’m not naïve enough to believe that someone won’t just take his place, but he’ll be gone. One down and my friend can rest in peace.” Her eyes teared up and she swiped them with a palm.

      He regarded her as he rested his left hand on the saddle and his right on his leg. “Would you do it again, even if you had to go through all this hoopla again?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “In a heartbeat.”

      He nodded. “You’re a good person Kaylie Smith. I’m glad you’re my friend.”

      Her eyes widened and her eyebrows shot up, then she thought about it for a moment. “We are friends, aren’t we? It’s difficult to realize we’ve become friends in such a short time.”

      “I think we’ve become more than friends. Or, at least, the possibility is there. I don’t want you to leave.” He guided his horse closer, then reached over and placed a hand on her leg. “I want you to come back after you testify, and I want you to let me go with you when you do. You won’t be safe until after you give testimony. Maybe not then. I can protect you. I want to protect you.”

      She swallowed hard. I could so easily fall in love with you, Ryan Evers. Maybe I already have because I’ve never felt this way about anyone. But it’s so wrong. “I can’t make promises. I don’t know what WitSec will do or if they’re even responsible for me after the hearing.”

      He straightened in the saddle and put a little room between their mounts. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I just wanted you to know where I stand, which is firmly beside you.”

      She gave him a small smile. “Thank you. You can’t imagine how much better that makes me feel.”

      After their ride in the corral, Ryan opened the gate into the pasture. “Come on, we can see some country while you practice your riding.”

      He walked them straight out into the pasture, past the helicopter and toward the mountains.

      Cattle meandered around, looking for food and pulling up whatever they could find.

      She pointed at the cows. “What do they eat when there is no grass?”

      “We feed them hay. We truck it out every day. It’s a laborious process, but we have to feed them. That’s why part of my land is planted in hay, so I don’t have to pay the outrageous price for it at the feed store.”

      “That makes sense, but it seems like it would be a lot of work to harvest the hay and then store it. Where do you store it?”

      “See those large cubes covered with tarps? Those are stacks of hay bales. When it’s time for feeding, we just go to one of them, load up the truck with bales and take it out to where the cows are.”

      “How many cows do you have?”

      “About two thousand, give or take. The amount of land I have in pasture could support more than that but I don’t want to abuse the land. I try to be a good steward of our Mother Earth. After all, it is the only home, we have.”

      She tilted her head and made a quarter circle before nodding. “That's the truth.”

      “Do you feel like a little loping?”

      “Yeah, I think that would be fun.”

      He took off and Goldy followed closely.

      Once they were past the trotting phase, Kaylie loved it. It was such a feeling of freedom. She laughed.

      Ryan whooped and hollered. Took his cowboy hat off and waved it in the air.

      She held the reins with her right hand and the saddle horn with her left and was amazed she was still hanging on. Suddenly, she heard a loud crack.

      Ryan must have heard it, too. “Follow me. Quickly.” He turned the horses and galloped back to the house as fast as he could while keeping an eye on her.

      He’d left the corral gate open and rushed through it directly into the barn.

      Goldy followed Star as close as she could.

      “Ryan? Was that a gunshot?”

      He frowned and reached for her.

      She leaned down.

      He swung her down from the saddle.

      “Yes, and whoever fired on us was either very far away or a terrible shot. Thank God.”

      “A shot?” Suddenly she thought she’d be sick. Her stomach lurched and knotted. “That means Vinnie’s found me, doesn’t it?”

      He clenched his jaw and nodded. “Probably. For now, we have to get to the house as fast as possible. I believe we made good time coming in and we’ll have some lead time to get to the house, but we’ll have to run. Are you ready?”

      “What about the horses?” Her heart ached for the animals.

      “I’ll come back for them. Right now, we have to get you inside.”

      He was standing tall, solid, seemingly afraid only for her. She felt safe as long as he was with her.

      She grabbed his arm. “You can’t leave me alone in there. What if they come while you’re here?” She saw his jaw flex.

      “I’ll have a couple of the men come and take care of the horses. These people are looking to shoot you, not my cowboys.”

      Kaylie nodded. Now, she was mad. “You saw that I know how to use a gun. Let me have the Glock I used when we went shooting.”

      He gazed down at her, then took her by the shoulders and crushed her to him. “I hate the thought of you carrying a gun, but I’m not such a jerk that I would insist I can protect you. I don’t know how many men he’s sent. All of my men are armed. I’ll get out my sniper rifle and use the scope to see if I can find them. Then they’re mine. But when we get inside, I’ll get you my sidearm.”

      They ran back to the house, locking the door after they were inside.

      Ryan went to his study and came back to the kitchen with the Glock and a full box of ammo. “You shouldn’t require all this, but I don’t want you running out when you need it.”

      She took the gun, turned and pointed it at the floor while she checked the load. She made sure one was in the chamber and the safety was off.

      He jutted his chin toward the gun. “Like it or not, I want you to be safe more than anything. What I don’t know is how he found you. But I’m calling Paul immediately. I will have answers.”

      Vinnie has to have a snitch in the government. How else could he find me? And now that he’s found me, what does he have planned for me? Will he kill anyone, Ryan or one of the other men, if they get in his way?
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      In the kitchen, Ryan pulled his cell phone from his pocket and punched in the speed dial for Paul Morel. His body hummed with anger.

      Paul answered on the first ring. “Ryan. What’s happened? Why are you calling?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “You tell me, Paul. Kaylie and I were shot at about half an hour ago.”

      Paul let out a long breath and a string of curse words.

      “I should have called you as soon as I found I had a mole but I wanted confirmation. I’m sorry. Here’s what I know. Vinnie Rizzo has put a bounty on Kaylie’s head. Fifty large. Also, there’s been a leak in my office. My assistant, Joyce Greer. She was addicted, and her supplier works for Rizzo. I believe she told them where Kaylie was…before they executed her.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Paul. But my only concern is Kaylie. How many are coming?”

      “We just received confirmation of three boots on the ground at the Bozeman airport. I can tell you the men they sent are good. You need to be on your best game. And Vinnie could have sent more that arrived before we were aware.”

      Ryan looked out the kitchen window and scanned the mountains behind the barn for movement. “We’ll be ready. Are they working together? Will they come at us one at a time or all three together?”

      “As far as we know, they have worked together for Rizzo before, so I expect them to work together now.”

      “Send me everything you have on them. I want to know them inside and out. I want to know what they ate for breakfast and where they went after.”

      “Kaylie’s in the room, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Because you’re moderating your words for her and not cursing.”

      Ryan smiled and looked over at her. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “I get it. She’s special. Why do you think I wanted you to protect her? Getting Rizzo off the street is huge, and Kaylie is the only one who can do that. I know it, you know it, Kaylie knows it and, more importantly, Rizzo knows it. That’s why he’s so determined to eliminate the threat.”

      “What about a deposition?”

      “No can do. The judge won’t allow it on a case of this magnitude. She wants the accuser in court. Kaylie, agreeing to that, makes her perhaps the bravest woman I’ve ever met. I know men who wouldn’t meet Vinnie Rizzo in court.”

      “I agree. She’s the most amazing woman I’ve ever met since Janice. Now, send me the info on those three guys. I need to find their weaknesses.”

      “Just sent it.”

      Ryan’s phone beeped. “It’s here. Gotta run. I’ll be in touch.” He pressed end and examined the information Paul sent. These men were dangerous individuals. Working together, they’d proven to be lethal. Ryan needed to figure out a way to stop them.

      He punched speed dial for Rex’s phone.

      “Rex here. What do you need, Boss?”

      “I need every man here ASAP.”

      “On it.” Rex disconnected.

      Next, Ryan called 911. “This is Ryan Evers. I have three men here on my ranch that are trying to kill me, please send help as soon as possible.” He gave them directions to his ranch and then ended the call.

      Hopefully the cowboys and the police would get there in time.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylie watched Ryan as he spoke to Paul Morel about the shooter. From the side of the conversation she could hear, it sounded like Vinnie had sent people after her, which meant he’d put a bounty on her head. She knew those guys were good. She’d cut them checks for previous bounties. She’d put her head in the sand as to what the bounties were for, even though she knew someone had probably died. She didn’t have any choice. Her mother’s hospital bills had already taken her grandma’s house and Kaylie couldn’t let her mother go to a state-run nursing home. Those places were awful.

      She’d convinced herself the people Vinnie’s men went after were bad guys and needed to be dealt with. So stupid. Why was I so stupid? I overlooked it until it was me he put a bounty on.

      Ryan ended the call and had barely put his phone in his back pocket when a text came in. “I need to print this information out. Would you come to the office with me?”

      “Certainly.” She held the Glock pointed at the floor. “Do you have a holster for this?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the office, too.”

      “Good.” She walked back with him after double-checking to make sure the kitchen door was locked. The front door stayed locked unless company was expected.

      In the office, he pulled the waist holster from a drawer on his desk and extended it toward her. He held it for a moment before releasing it. “I hope you don’t have to use this.”

      She set the gun on his desk and put on the holster. Then she shoved the gun into it and snapped the safety strap into position. She regarded him. “I hope I don’t either. I’ve never shot at a live target before.”

      He walked around the desk and took her in his arms. “You haven't said if you’ll stay after this is over.”

      Kaylie leaned back in his arms, knowing he wouldn’t let her fall and gazed up at him. “I’ll stay. I have to know where this thing between us is going.”

      “Good.” He released her. “Let’s get set up. I don’t know how much time we have. Paul didn’t say when they landed in Bozeman, but it’s not that far to Twin Bluffs and we know they’re close enough to take a wild shot at you.”

      She nodded. “Let’s go.” She loved him. When or how it happened she didn’t know, only that she loved him and would be by his side through hell and high water. Nothing could take her from him and certainly not Vinnie Rizzo, regardless of the number of assassins he sent.

      Now, if she could just stay alive long enough to tell Ryan she loved him.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylie watched the front while Ryan took position in the kitchen. She stood to the side of the picture window, making sure to keep most of her body behind the wall. No way was she becoming a target for them.

      Even with her vigilance, the men came up the side of the porch keeping out of Ryan’s line of sight and hers, as well. The two of them simply couldn’t watch enough of the house to keep them in sight and Ryan’s men hadn’t come in from the pasture yet. It was just the two of them, alone against the assassins.

      When would the cowboys get there? Where were the police? Did they have to come from Bozeman or Twin Bluffs?

      The first pounding on the door made her jump and turn toward it, waiting for them to come through. Suddenly, the picture window shattered, and one of the men somersaulted into the house.

      Kaylie had her weapon ready but aimed at the door. He stood and before she could get a shot off, he shot her in the right side. Her side burned and though the shot didn’t kill her, it disabled her, forcing her to drop her weapon. She dropped to the floor and crawled toward her Glock, grabbed it and shot the man who’d shot her. She didn’t miss.

      He dropped like a stone and didn’t move.

      Three more men jumped into the room through the window. One of them unlocked the door and opened it wide.

      Ryan ran in from the kitchen and shot one of the men. He fell to the floor and didn’t move.

      The two remaining men returned fire from behind the door. The first man picked her up, fireman style, and ran out of the house. She knew she covered most of his back and Ryan wouldn’t risk hitting her, even with his skills.

      She struggled to get away but the man held her too tight.

      Both assassins ran to a waiting SUV.

      Where had that come from? Why didn’t she hear it? The men must have walked in, but why didn’t she see them?

      Paul had said only three assassins had come on the journey to Twin Bluffs. Obviously, he was wrong. There were four because one was still in the SUV on the passenger’s side.

      The man shoved her in the backseat, jumping in with her. While the third man jumped in the driver’s seat.

      “Oww.” She thought she’d pass out. The sudden sharp pain from being practically tossed in the backseat, was almost too much. She turned and watched Ryan out the window.

      He fired from the porch, but the glass was bullet proof.

      The SUV drove off, down the long driveway full of ruts and holes which didn’t seem to bother the driver at all. He never slowed the vehicle.

      Kaylie pressed her hand on her side and then brought it in front of her. It was bloody…fresh, bright red blood, yet the pain had eased some. She must be in shock. She knew the other two assassins would never be bothering anyone again. She’d shot the first one and Ryan, the second which was why Vinnie sent four. Distractions. Cannon fodder. Expendable. That’s what these men were. Useful only if they got Vinnie who he wanted. Her.

      She wasn’t about to be taken without a fight. Her hands were free. She patted the slender, brown-haired man on the shoulder.

      He turned toward her.

      Kaylie reared back and let go a swing to his nose. She heard the cartilage break.

      He screamed and grabbed his nose with his left hand and backhanded her with the right.

      She slumped against the door.

      There was a man in the passenger side of the SUV. He turned and faced her.

      Kaylie’s eyes widened, her body trembled and her pulse raced. She looked into the smiling face of Vinnie Rizzo.

      “Hello, Kay.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryan cursed and ran to his truck and turned over the ignition. Nothing. What the heck? He popped the hood and got out. When he lifted the hood, he saw the problem. He was missing two sparkplug wires. He had a spare set in the garage but the helicopter would be faster.

      He’d specifically left the driveway rough so he wouldn’t be bothered by anyone like a reporter. Now, he’d watched the SUV fly over the ruts like they didn’t exist and he wished he’d paved it so he could follow faster.

      He knew even if he caught the SUV his ‘copter was too small to be a threat to such a large vehicle. He took his binoculars from the back seat of his truck and climbed onto the roof. He saw the SUV at the end of his driveway and watched to see which way they turned when they reached the highway.

      They turned right and he knew they were headed to the airport. But he also knew the ‘copter would reach the airport before they did.

      He grabbed his rifle from the truck and ran for the helicopter, jumping the corral fence and then running again until he reached the aircraft. All he cared about was Kaylie. She’d been hurt. How bad? Would they get her medical treatment? What was he thinking? Of course not. Rizzo wanted her dead, but obviously not right away, so Ryan still had a chance to save her.

      He lifted off and headed toward the airport. He dialed 911 on his way and explained the situation. He had to prevent Kaylie from getting on that plane.
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        * * *

      

      She swallowed. “What are you doing here, Vinnie?” She did her best to keep the tremor from her voice.

      “Why, Kay, you know why I’m here.” His smile disappeared. “I did everything for you. Hired you when you were just a kid. Taught you the ropes. Let you move up in the organization until you were my head accountant. Why did you turn on me after all I did for you?”

      She lifted her chin. “Because you and your drugs killed my best friend. Julie wasn’t a druggie. She made a mistake and tried it at a party. But you cut your dope with fentanyl, and it killed her. How many people have you killed, Vinnie? How many? Do you even know?”

      He shrugged. “There are always casualties, but they are within acceptable limits, so I don’t pay much attention.”

      She narrowed her eyes, and her nostrils flared. “Acceptable limits! You’re evil, you know that?” Kaylie looked around her. With one man driving and the second one next to her, she didn’t have much hope of getting free. Still…she tried her door. She’d jump if she could. Hope nearly died with the realization that the door was locked and she had no way out until they stopped.

      Vinnie threw back his head and laughed. “You didn’t think I was that careless now, did you Kay? Of course, the door is locked. You can’t escape me.” Then he snarled. “You’re naïve to think that anyone cares about drug users. They die. End of story.”

      He lit a cigarette. He blew smoke in her face.

      She turned her head to avoid the smoke and then scoffed. “What will you do with me? Are you taking me back to New York?”

      “Maybe.” He pursed his lips, then turned and looked out the windshield. “Maybe I’ll just shove you out at 30,000 feet.”

      At the glee she heard in his voice, her blood ran cold. Please, Ryan, help me. I don’t want to die.

      She tried to keep up the bravado, but her right side was burning and even though the bleeding had slowed, it hadn’t stopped.

      Her breathing was becoming shallower. Every breath now hurt her side. “Aren’t you concerned about me bleeding all over this car? The police will know I was in it.”

      He shrugged and then turned to face her again. “Why should I care? It’s not my car.”

      “Where do you rent an SUV with bulletproof glass?”

      “I didn’t rent it. I borrowed it from a…friend.” He hedged and leaned to stare out the back window.

      She took a breath, as deep as she could, trying not to move her right side where she was shot. “Who on Earth has friends with bulletproof vehicles?”

      “People who are afraid of being shot. This man used to work for me. I used him to confirm your location. I didn’t trust the assistant to the head of WitSec. She was a junkie. She’d have said anything for her fix. Enough talking. We’re at the airport. Your time on Earth is limited.”

      “Why don’t you just shoot me?”

      He reached back and grabbed her by the chin…his fingers dug into her flesh. “I need to have you disappear without a trace. Nothing to find. Then no one will believe your previous statements, because you disappeared rather than lie on the witness stand.”

      She narrowed her eyes, glaring at him. “I wouldn’t have been lying and you know it.”

      “I do. You’d be telling the truth, which is why you need to disappear in a puff of smoke. Like you never existed.”

      Her eyelids were getting heavy, and she knew she was about to pass out. “You’ll never get away with this, Vinnie. I’m your Waterloo.” I have to keep him talking. I can’t pass out yet. I know Ryan will come for me.

      Vinnie narrowed his eyes and his accent became more pronounced. “Waterloo? What are you talking about? What’s a Waterloo?”

      She shook her head. “You’re the most uneducated man I think I’ve ever known.”

      Vinnie lifted his hand as if to smack her. “You shut up. One more word and you won’t make it out of this car before we set it on fire.”

      “Ah, that’s how you’ll get rid of the DNA. Not just mine, but yours, too.”

      “That’s why I don’t care if you bleed all over everything.” Vinnie looked at the man next to Kaylie.

      The man who had shoved her into the car and then sat looking straight ahead and not saying a word during the entire conversation between her and Vinnie, even when she’d broken his nose.

      “Get her out of here and onto the plane.” When the man didn’t move fast enough for Vinnie’s liking, he pointed a gun at him. “Don’t make me replace you already.”

      The man popped out his door and came around to her side. He pulled her out and stood her against the car while he prepared to lift her and throw her over his shoulder.

      Suddenly, a shot rang out and the silent man went down.
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      Kaylie didn’t move, her heart was in her throat and her eyes filled with tears. Ryan was here. How could he have gotten here so soon? The helicopter. He must have flown it here. It didn’t matter how, only that he was here. He’d really come after her. But was it because she was the job? Or did she mean something more to him, like he did to her?

      She tried to stand up straight, but it was just too much work and she slid down the outside of the SUV until she was seated, leaning her back against the rear tire of the vehicle. Much better. Now, if she could just stop the pain and the feeling of a heavy weight on her side. But Ryan was here. She would be okay.

      The door was still open and the man whose nose she’d broken was dead. She realized he was armed, could she reach his weapon before Vinnie took off?

      Just as she leaned forward to retrieve the gun, the SUV slammed into gear and roared away. For about twenty feet.

      If she hadn’t been leaning forward, she would likely have been pulled under the car. As it was she was knocked a little forward and her shirt tore as she rolled on the tarmac.

      Ryan shot out the two front tires.

      The SUV swerved, and the driver lost control. The vehicle rolled a couple of times landing on its top.

      Kaylie got on her hands and knees, then gritted her teeth to control the pain as she crawled to get the gun. She finally reached the dead man, though he wasn’t but six feet or so from her, it seemed to take forever to get to him. Her side was killing her, and her weakness was increasing. She opened his suit coat and found his shoulder holster, then she pulled out his Glock and held it up toward the SUV.

      Vinnie was crawling out the window, but the driver wasn’t moving.

      “Stay where you are, Vinnie. Do you hear those sirens? They’re coming for you. And I mean to let them get you.”

      “You don’t have the nerve to shoot me,” he sneered as he stood and turned away.

      She fired in front of him. “I really don’t want to shoot you, but you should know, I’ve been taking lessons for years now. I’m very, very good with this particular firearm.”

      He turned toward her, his eyes widened and then narrowed. “I don’t believe you.” He turned back toward the airplane and started to walk.

      She shot him in the back of his right thigh.

      Vinnie fell to the ground, gripping his leg. “You shot me!”

      “I warned you.”

      “But you shot me!”

      She rolled her eyes. Her breathing was shallow and she needed help. She needed Ryan. “I warned you. Now, just lie there and bleed until Ryan gets here.”

      Ryan came up beside her, his sniper rifle slung over his shoulder. “I’m here, Kaylie, and the police are here, too, along with an ambulance.”

      She reached up and touched his face. “You came for me.”

      He took her hand and kissed the palm. “Always.”

      Oh, my goodness. He kissed my bloody palm. “I don’t think I can take any more of this, Ryan. I’ve discovered I don’t like being shot.”
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        * * *

      

      Because she was still on all fours, Ryan stooped and picked up Kaylie in his arms before she pitched forward onto the tarmac.

      The City of Bozeman police pulled up and ran over, weapons drawn.

      Ryan immediately stopped. “I’m Ryan Evers. I called you. This woman is Kaylie Smith, and she was kidnapped and shot by the man she just wounded, Vincent Rizzo.” He jutted his head toward Vinnie, who lay on the ground by the overturned SUV. “Please, let me get her into the ambulance and then I’ll answer any questions you have while the EMTs do their preliminary tests. But when they are ready to go, I’ll be with her, and you’ll have to get the rest at the hospital.”

      An officer with brown hair, sunglasses and wearing a black uniform with sergeant’s stripes, walked up to Ryan. “That’s fine, Mr. Evers. We were also contacted by a Paul Morel with the U.S. Marshals, and he verified your identity and that of Miss Smith.”

      “Great. If you’ll excuse me.”

      “We still have some questions for you—”

      “And I’ll give you the answers at the hospital.” He walked to the ambulance.

      Two EMTs brought out the gurney.

      Ryan placed Kaylie on it. He brushed a lock of her hair from her face. He leaned over and kissed her, then whispered. “You’ll be okay. Then we need to talk.”

      The blonde woman EMT put a hand on Ryan’s arm. “We need to take her now, sir.”

      He nodded. “Of course. I’ll meet you at Bozeman Health.”

      “Yes, sir. On our way.”

      Ryan watched the ambulance take off.

      The sergeant walked over. “So, are you that Ryan Evers? From Evers Manufacturing?”

      “I am.”

      “That explains a lot. We don’t often get requests from billionaires to stop a kidnapping at the airport.”

      “I’d appreciate it if my name could stay out of your reports, and you leave it that the request came from the U.S. Marshals Service.”

      “I don’t see why I can’t accomplish that.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt. “What do you want to do with that bit of trash?” The policeman jutted a thumb over his shoulder at Vinnie.

      “I suppose he has to go to the hospital, but can you take him the long way? Or you probably should call another ambulance. I’d keep him handcuffed, if I were you, until the Marshals Service picks him up. From what I understand, he’ll be tried on racketeering charges, manslaughter and now he can be charged with kidnapping, too.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be able to come up with a few more if they need them, unlawful entry to an airport, discharging a weapon in the city limits. Just small potatoes for a guy like Vincent Rizzo.”

      Ryan frowned. “How do you know who he is?”

      “We got an APB not even an hour ago.”

      Ryan nodded and took a card from his wallet. “Good. I need to get to the hospital now. If you need anything, you can reach me at this number.” He handed the card to the policeman.

      “Do you have a way to the hospital? You can’t take that helicopter.”

      “I always keep a vehicle at the airport. It’s a habit I learned from my father. So, if you don’t mind, I’ll leave now.”

      “You go on. We’ll take care of this riff-raff.” He pointed at Vinnie.

      “Thanks.” Ryan ran to his business truck which was parked on the far edge of the private terminal. Then he probably broke every traffic law he could in order to reach the hospital before they put Kaylie under for surgery. He had to tell her he loved her before she decided to leave and go back to New York to wait for the trial.

      He arrived at the hospital too late. He wanted to slam his fist into the wall, but he took several deep breaths and calmed himself.

      Kaylie was being prepped for surgery.

      He sat in the waiting room hoping for any information. Ryan tried to read. Heck, the magazines were only a year old.

      Finally, he set the Good Housekeeping Magazine aside and paced the waiting room. He was the only one there, so he first paced circles around the room and then from one wall to the other and back. He’d started on the magazine again when a female doctor appeared. She was in her scrubs with a white overcoat. Most of her gray hair was captured in a disposable white hat and she still wore booties on her feet.

      “Are you Ryan Evers?”

      “Yes.”

      The doctor held out her hand. “I’m Doctor Conroy. Miss Smith said you are her fiancé and we are to give you her status.”

      Ryan turned his eyes skyward and said thanks. “Yes. So how is she?”

      “She’ll be fine. The bullet didn’t hit anything vital. I want to keep her in the hospital for a couple of days. When she goes home, I don’t want her to lift anything over five pounds. But other than that she’ll be fine to do just about anything else.”

      Ryan grinned. “I’ll take care of it. She won’t have to lift a finger.” I know how long it takes to recover from a gunshot wound, but I’ll make sure Kaylie takes all that time and doesn’t push it like I always did.

      Doctor Conroy smiled. “Good. It was nice to meet you, Mr. Evers.”

      “You, too. Doctor Conroy.” He held out his hand. “Thank you for the good news.”

      She nodded, shook his hand and then turned and went back into the hallway and through a security door.

      Ryan could have jumped for joy, instead he took out his phone and called Paul.

      He answered on the second ring. “I’ve been sick with worry. How is she?”

      “She’ll be fine. The surgery went well, and she’ll be able to come home in a couple of days.”

      “Good. I’m very glad to hear it.”

      Ryan ran a hand through his hair. “I want her to stay with me.”

      “That’s probably a good idea. I can’t imagine traveling before her stitches come out would be a good idea.”

      “I want her to stay after that. I don’t believe Rizzo will send anyone else but if he does, I’ll be ready. I know what to expect. Once he gets out of the hospital here, he’ll have to be arraigned here for the kidnapping charges.”

      Paul was silent for a moment. “About that. Rizzo never made it to the hospital. He got someone to put him on his plane, he’s back in New York and I doubt New York will turn him over to Montana.”

      “You’re kidding me, right, Paul?”

      “I wish I was, my friend. That’s another reason I want her to stay with you. We can send men to stay with you. I can—”

      “Don’t do anything yet, Paul. I have to talk to Kaylie first. I want her to be safe. I need for her to feel safe, and she might not feel that way here or with me anymore.”

      Silence reigned for a few moments before Paul spoke. “You fell in love with her, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. How can you tell that over the phone?”

      “I can hear you nearly dripping with anxiety that I might say no. But I’m not. I think staying put is the best thing she can do. I agree that Rizzo will not come for her himself. He did that already and it didn’t work. I’d like to say that it will be because he’s in police custody, but he won’t be. And if he sends others, I believe you will be ready for them. You have a vested interest in her now that others won’t have. I can move her to another town, but she’d be on her own for the most part. I’m not sure there aren’t other leaks in the Service.”

      Ryan pumped his arm. Yes. “I agree.” His voice remained calm.

      “Then I’ll let you go. Be careful. I assume you will escort her to the trial.”

      “Of course. I’m not letting her out of my sight until this is over, and maybe not then, either. She’ll probably get tired of my shadowing her.”

      “Well, better that than the alternative.”

      “Agreed.”

      A nurse walked into the waiting room.

      “Have to go. The nurse is here.”

      “All right. Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.” Ryan pushed end and pocketed his phone.

      “Mr. Evers, you can come back now. She’s recovering nicely.”

      Ryan followed the nurse. She was older, had silver hair and was not in surgical garb, but pretty purple scrubs.

      She stopped at a bed with curtains all around. “Call me if you need anything.” She turned toward Kaylie. “Miss Smith, do you need another warm blanket? I know recovery is cold.”

      Kaylie shook her head. “No, I’m fine, but thank you.”

      Ryan saw her pallor and the brightness in her eyes. He could have kicked himself all the way to Florida for having let her get shot. He walked over to the bed and bent down to kiss Kaylie.

      She turned her head away.

      He frowned and realized she blamed him for her wound, as she rightly should. He settled for kissing her forehead. He backed up and sat in the chair. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t sound fine.” I want to reach over and comfort her, but in her current state of mind, she wouldn’t appreciate it. Why would she claim me as a fiancé and then be so standoffish now?

      “I’ve just been in surgery because I was shot. How do you think I’m going to feel?”

      “I know you’re feeling scared right now. If Rizzo can find you here, he can find you anywhere. Am I right?”

      She looked away. “Maybe.”

      “Kaylie. I’m sorry I let you down. Paul’s assistant was an informant for Rizzo. She was a user. Unfortunately, after she gave him the information on you, they did away with her.”

      She snapped her head back toward him. “They killed her?”

      He nodded and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “Yes. She was of no more use to them, so Rizzo had her eliminated.”

      Kaylie closed her eyes. “All he does is destroy people.” She opened them and looked straight at him. “He has to be stopped.”

      “He does. I agree. And you’re the only one who can do it.”

      She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “Oww.” She quickly uncrossed them. “I shouldn’t do that. It pulls on my stitches and hurts like the dickens. I’ll still testify.”

      “Kaylie, I know I didn’t protect you like I said I would. I’m so sorry for that.”

      She reached over to him and gave him a small smile. “I’m sorry I’m so grumpy. I don’t blame you, I really don’t. I’m just afraid he’ll come again.”

      “Paul doesn’t think so, but if he does, we’ll be ready. I’m stationing one of my men at the front and back doors twenty-four hours a day. No one gets in or out unless they’re known to us. And I’ll give them permission to shoot anyone who tries. Plus, I’ll be with you twenty-four/seven. I’m not letting you out of my sight. Which brings me to another topic.”

      She lifted her brows. “What’s that?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know how to say this and it’s all right if you don’t feel the same, but I love you, Kaylie Smith. I want you to stay with me. I want you to marry me.”

      Her eyes widened. “Marry you? You do realize I just came out of surgery, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I know, but marry me anyway. I know it wasn’t a very romantic—”

      “I hope the anesthesia has worn off but, yes. Yes. I’ll marry you. Ryan, I love you, too.”

      He stood and leaned over until his lips were just a whisper from hers. “Thank you.” Then he kissed her deeply, putting all his love into this one kiss. He was pleased when she kissed him back.

      When he pulled back, he smiled.

      She furrowed her brows. “What do you mean…thank you?”

      “You saved me, sweetheart. Saved me from becoming old and withered and alone. You brought me back to life.”

      She tilted her head just a little toward him. “Oh, Ryan. You did the same for me. Not only did I believe Vinnie would kill me, but if he didn’t, I didn’t know what I’d do after the trial. I think WitSec would’ve relocated me again, but nowhere I loved more than here.”

      “When do you want to get married?”

      She wrung her hands in her lap. “I’ve always dreamed of a Christmas wedding, but I know you and Janice were supposed to get married then. So you pick the date.”

      His smile never faltered. “I think that would be great. Believe it or not, I’m the one who wanted the Christmas wedding. Before she died, we both loved Christmas. It was one of the things that brought us together. And even if I didn’t love it, I’d want to marry you then. I think Janice is looking down with a smile and a kiss farewell, knowing that I’m better than okay since I met you.”

      Tears welled up in Kaylie’s eyes. “That’s great. If you were in love with her, she must have been a great person.”

      “She was.” He cupped her cheek. “But you are, too. I figure you’ll get your stitches out the day before Christmas. You know it will be a small wedding. Just the cowboys at the ranch and if you don’t mind, Janice’s brother.”

      “Sure. I’d like to meet him.”

      Ryan laughed. “Honey, you already know him. He’s Paul Morel, your WitSec handler.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You never told me that. Yes, I’d like very much for Paul to be here.”

      “Good. I think he’ll like that, too.” He bent over and kissed her.

      A gentle kiss that grew deeper and deeper.

      Finally, he pulled back. “I love kissing you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I love for you to kiss me.” Kaylie thought, even as she lay there with a bullet wound and sorer than she’d ever been, that she was the luckiest woman alive. She’d determined to do the right thing and she’d found her heart, her other half, the one man in the world made especially for her.

      Life was bliss.
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      Christmas Day

      

      Kaylie had gotten a dress at a little boutique in Bozeman and the wedding was at the ranch in the living room. The window was replaced and the room was thoroughly cleaned by a private company. The furniture was moved temporarily to the barn to make room for folding chairs which were set up with an aisle in the middle.

      Ryan had bought just about every yellow and peach colored rose in the City of Bozeman, because the colors were her favorite. He’d had the driveway graded so everyone could easily get to the house.

      She’d taken Paul aside.

      “Will you walk me down the aisle and give me away to Ryan?”

      He smiled and took Kaylie’s hands with his. “Nothing would make me happier.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ryan invited his parents and his sister who brought her fiancé, much to Ryan’s surprise and pleasure. He wanted Sophie to be as happy as he was.

      Paul walked her slowly down the aisle toward Ryan.

      He looked so handsome. He was wearing a black western style suit with a white shirt that showed off his tanned skin. He wore a bolo tie, black cowboy boots that were polished to a high shine, and a new black Stetson.

      Just looking at him made her giddy.

      Ryan smiled the entire time she walked down the aisle.

      Reverend Bailey presided over the ceremony. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here in the sight of God and in the presence of these witnesses to join this man and this woman in holy wedlock. Who gives this woman to marry this man?”

      Paul took her hand and laid it in Ryan’s. “I do.”

      “Good. Be there anyone here who sees reason why they should not be joined as one this day?” The reverend looked at the audience members. “Good. Now, do you, Ryan James Evers, take this woman, Kaylie Smith, to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer for as long as you both shall live?”

      Ryan grinned. “I do.”

      The reverend turned to Kaylie. “Do you, Kaylie Smith, take this man, Ryan James Evers, to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer for as long as you both shall live?”

      She grinned. “I do.” Her voice was louder than she intended.

      A couple of the cowboys chuckled.

      Reverend Bailey smiled at her benevolently. “Do you have rings to exchange?”

      “I do,” said Ryan.

      The reverend smiled. “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Ryan held her left hand and said, “With this ring, I thee wed.” He placed a gold anniversary ring with diamonds and emeralds in full circle, on her ring finger. Then he lifted her hand and kissed her ring and finger.

      “Kaylie? Do you have a ring?” asked Reverend Bailey.

      “I do.” She pulled the wide gold band off her right thumb and placed it on the ring finger of his left hand.

      “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      She grinned up at Ryan. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Reverend Bailey smiled wide. “Then by the power vested in me by the Lord God Almighty, The City of Twin Bluffs and the State of Montana, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Ryan took her face between his palms and lowered his head. “I love you, Kaylie Evers.”

      His kiss was soft and tender, before he claimed her deeply, reverently.

      He pulled his lips away, rested his forehead against hers and smiled.

      Butterflies dive bombed her stomach, but she smiled at her husband. Husband—Ryan was her husband. “I love you, Ryan Evers. Forever and a day.”

      As they looked out the window, snow began to fall, first slowly and then faster and it didn’t matter. They were warm inside with their family and friends. Kaylie thought sure, for just a moment, she felt warm air kiss her skin.

      Be happy.

      She looked around for someone whispering to her then she looked up. Julie? Janice?

      “What’s the matter, love?” Ryan came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.

      “You’ll laugh.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      “I could swear that Julie…and Janice…told me to be happy. I heard their whispers and felt their kisses on my cheek. I know it sounds crazy—”

      He placed two fingers on her lips. “Not crazy. It sounds like a Christmas miracle to me. We got their blessing from the two people who mattered most to us in this world. I’d say we’ll live up to their wish for us. We are happy.” He leaned down and kissed her gently. “Now and forever, my love.”

      Kaylie reached up and cupped the face of the man she loved. Her friend, her lover and her husband. “Now and forever.”
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      February 6th

      Courthouse for the Southern District of New York

      

      Kaylie was more nervous than she’d ever been in her life. Today she’d have to tell the judge everything she knew about Vinnie’s operation.

      Suddenly, Ryan took her left hand and kissed the top. “You’ll be fine. I know telling you not to be nervous is futile…but don’t be nervous.”

      She burst into laughter. “How do you do that? Make me laugh and suddenly, the world tilts back and everything will be fine? Hmm, how?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a gift.”

      “That it is.”

      The courtroom door opened. “Kaylie Evers.”

      “That’s me.”

      Ryan walked her to the door. There were no spectators allowed in the room with the grand jury.

      Kaylie went in alone. The bailiff escorted her to the witness stand. She stayed standing.

      “Please raise your right hand. Do you solemnly swear or affirm that you will tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”

      Kaylie swallowed hard. “I do.” Her voice wasn’t very loud. She trembled and sat before she fell.

      “Mrs. Evers. Were you previously known as Kay Donovan?”

      “Yes.” She wrung her hands and then rubbed them on her skirt because they were sweaty.

      “Did you work as an accountant for Vincent Rizzo?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Were you responsible for keeping two sets of books?”

      “Yes, I was.”

      “What were they for?”

      “One set was for the legitimate businesses Mr. Rizzo owned. The pizzerias, Italian restaurants, and car dealerships. The second set was for all the transactions relating to his narcotic business…from buyers to sellers.”

      Kaylie testified for several hours and when she was finally released with no questions from any attorney remaining, she held her head high and walked out of the courtroom.

      Ryan and Paul were waiting for her.

      Her husband enveloped her in his arms. “I’m so happy to be done.”

      Paul stepped up and took her hand. “Thank you, Kaylie. I’m sure your testimony was perfect and that it will send Vinnie to prison for a long time.”

      “Hopefully, this judge will not give him bail.”

      Paul shook his head. “I don’t think she will. She’s pretty hard-nosed on drug related offenses.”

      “Good.” Kaylie gazed up at Ryan. “Can we go home now?”

      “Do you want to go to dinner while we’re here in New York?” he asked.

      “Nope. I want to go home and cook in my own kitchen. I can prepare any dish they have in any of these restaurants if I have a recipe.”

      “Well, you heard her, Paul. We’re heading home.”

      Paul laughed. “That I did.” He pulled Kaylie into his arms and gave her a bear hug. “I’m glad you’re my almost sister-in-law.”

      “So am I,” she said. Then Kaylie stood on her tiptoes and still had to have Paul bend down so she could kiss his cheek.

      Ryan shook Paul’s hand. “See you soon, my friend.”

      Paul clapped him on the back. “Soon.”

      Ryan and Kaylie walked out of the courthouse and into the limo Ryan had waiting. They went to the Newark airport, boarded Ryan’s private jet, and buckled up for take-off.

      After the plane had leveled off to cruising speed, they unbuckled and sat together on the leather sofa.

      “Would you like some champagne or a glass of wine?” He asked as he kissed the left side of her mouth and then the right side.

      “No, thank you. I think I’ll have some apple juice.”

      Ryan kissed her lips, then frowned and reared back holding her by the shoulders. “Apple juice?”

      She nodded and smiled. “I’m expecting.”

      His eyebrows raised. “Expecting? We’re having a baby?” He paled.

      “That’s right, in seven-and-a-half months.”

      “A baby.” He kissed her. This time the kiss was soft and gentle. “I can’t believe we’ll be parents. You and me. Mom and Dad.”

      “Yup. Us. Believe it.”

      “I love you, Kaylie, with all my heart.”

      “I do you, too, my darling. Forever and a day.”
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      June was a bad month for Shavon Montgomery. Her beloved sister, Sophie, was murdered by her jealous husband and then the coward took his own life. That left eighteen-month-old Georgie an orphan and now Shavon’s responsibility. She looked in the rearview mirror and saw that Georgie was still asleep. The baby was probably as tired as Shavon.

      She loved her niece but had never planned on raising her. This put some of Shavon’s plans off and others ahead. For instance, she’d planned on leaving the Chicago law firm at the end of the year and moving to Twin Bluffs, Montana, ten miles from Bozeman, where her great-grandmother had lived until six months ago. She’d died not long after Sophie.

      Great Grandma Nora hadn’t changed her will to reflect Sophie’s death, so she’d left Shavon and Sophie her house…and her money. An old Victorian mansion that Shavon and Sophie had visited for three months every summer, while their parents traveled the globe digging up dinosaur bones. Shavon had come until she was eighteen and entered college, ten years ago. The last time she’d been there was a couple of months before Grandma Nora had died, to tell her about Sophie.

      With Sophie gone, Shavon was now a very rich woman and she’d give it all away just to have Sophie here with her.

      Now, she would live in the house with Georgie. Hopefully many guests would come and stay as well. Shavon wanted the B and B open by Christmas. She knew people would wonder why she’d want to operate a B and B if she was wealthy enough to never work again. The answer was a simple one, she’d always wanted to own and operate a B and B. She was living one of her dreams.

      Shavon looked in her rearview mirror again. Georgie was still sound asleep in her car seat. Shavon smiled. She looked just like her mother, with white-blonde hair and the bluest eyes. The same color as Shavon’s own eyes. They all received them from their Grandma Nora. They were a deep blue, like the deepest part of the ocean as seen when the sun was high in the sky. A clear, clean blue which no other color muddied.

      Shavon looked around and marveled how different the landscape was compared to the skyscrapers of Chicago. She looked for a familiar landmark…the rock pillars at the end of the driveway to the mansion. She knew she was near the turnoff for Nora’s place.

      The trees obscured the driveway and she nearly missed it even though she’d been there recently. Of course, she’d nearly missed it then, too. The rock pillars at the end of the driveway were almost completely fallen down…or been knocked down. Another thing she needed to repair or replace. Sighing she turned right onto the driveway and drove the quarter mile to the house.

      Grandpa Ben’s father, Ralph, built quite a long way outside of Twin Bluffs, which had been little more than a mining camp when they built. Ralph had made his money in the gold rush in California. He didn’t hit gold, as in the mineral, but had hit gold as a grocer in Sacramento.

      When Ralph heard about the 1863 gold strike in Virginia City in the Montana Territory, he sold his grocery store and moved his wife to Twin Bluffs. There he built his wife her dream home—a ten-bedroom mansion several miles from town. They’d planned on having lots of children but were only blessed with Shavon’s great grandfather Ben.

      Ben married Nora and just as his father had before him, he planned to fill the mansion with children. But they too were only blessed with one child and not until late in life, Shavon’s mother, Estelle. Nora had been nearly forty-two when Estelle was born. Ben was fifty.

      She supposed in some ways that was a good thing because now that Sophie was gone, she didn’t have to fight with anyone about what she wanted to do with the house. Sophie wouldn’t have cared. She would have joined in on the venture.

      Now that home would be Shavon and Georgie’s. Shavon wanted to turn the mansion into a bed and breakfast, but knew the house needed some updating. And she knew she would have an uphill battle for guests. The tourist industry in Twin Bluffs wasn’t huge and those that did come, like hunters and fishermen, didn’t usually stay at a bed and breakfast. But she had to try. She’d always wanted to own one and now was her chance.

      Several of the bedrooms in the house were small, but she hoped that could be rectified by combining bedrooms or knocking out closets or something else. She wouldn’t know for sure until she looked at the house with renovation in mind and not as the beloved home of her grandmother.

      Whereas the home had been miles outside of town when it was built, now it was barely outside the city limits. The location was perfect for a B and B.

      The driveway was rutted and bumpy. It would need to be graded and gravel put down for it to be usable by regular vehicles. Maybe a lot of people in Montana drove SUVs, but that didn’t mean her guests would..

      The bumpiness of the road woke up Georgie. Her corkscrew curls went everywhere but mostly formed a white-blonde halo around her face.

      Shavon looked in the rearview mirror. “Hello, sweetheart. How’s my baby girl?”

      “Mama.” Her eyes filled with tears and her mouth turned down in a pout. “Mama.”

      The baby girl’s tears broke Shavon’s heart. She looked over her shoulder. “Ah sweetie, I know you miss your mama. I do, too. But we’ll do the best we can together. You’ll see. Everything will be all right.”

      Georgie’s bottom lip quivered.

      Shavon pulled to a stop in front of the house. Once upon a time, a butler would have greeted her, but the butler left when Grandma Nora passed on. She’d been 105 and still sharp as a tack.

      Grandma had understood when Shavon had come to tell her Sophie had been killed the previous week. The first words out of her mouth had been, “That asshole did it, didn’t he?”

      When Shavon confirmed that he had indeed murdered his wife, Grandma just sighed.

      “I wish I’d been able to convince her to leave that bastard and come here. But I might as well have been talking to a wall. Sophie wouldn’t hear anything bad about Bruce Vinson. I know you tried as hard as I did.”

      And she had. The last time he beat Sophie, she pointed out his cheating, his unreasonable attitude about her working and about most everything having to do with Sophie being outside of the house. He was completely paranoid about her meeting and falling in love with someone else.

      Shavon hoped she would find someone else, but Sophie only had eyes for Bruce, right up to the day he’d killed her. And she’d kept her real situation a secret from Shavon. If she hadn’t maybe Shavon could have saved Sophie, but she’d never know now.

      Shavon hated secrets. Seemed the people she cared for the most had felt it necessary to keep secrets from her. And it cost her. First Steve, her ex-fiancé and then her sister, Sophie.

      That was in the past and she needed to stop thinking about it. Now she needed to raise Georgie. She would teach her to be a strong woman and not let any man, or anyone else, take advantage of her or abuse her. Shavon would make sure what happened with her mother didn’t happen to Georgie.

      Shavon was bone tired. That was the longest ten hours of her life. She couldn’t wait to get as far away from Denver and the memories there as she could. She got out of the car, placed her hands on her lower back and stretched backwards. My God, that feels good. I need a massage but that is something that won’t happen for a long time.

      She unbuckled Georgie from her car seat.

      “Hi, baby girl. How are you? I bet you’re hungry and need changing. It’s been a long time since our last pit stop.”

      Georgie sniffled and Shavon felt like every terrible person she’d ever known for making the baby wait to have her diaper changed.

      “Okay. Let’s go inside.” She lifted Georgie out and carried her up the steps, across the wide, covered porch to the front door which she opened and walked inside.

      She’d left Grace in charge when she’d driven to Denver for the last time to get Georgie.  That had been a week ago. Shavon picked up Georgie from Social Services after going through a custody hearing and fighting off Bruce’s sister for custody. Shavon was a lawyer and no way would she lose the most important case of her career—winning custody of Georgie. After picking her up, she’d gone to the local Walmart and bought new clothes, diapers, bottles, food, everything she could think of that Georgie might need.

      She didn’t want anything from Sophie’s apartment. She’d had absolutely nothing Shavon wanted, except Georgie. Once she had her and finished shopping, she’d driven back to Twin Bluffs, though not at such a furious pace. The drive was about ten hours. They stayed overnight in Buffalo, Wyoming, left there the next morning at six and after stops for food and gas they arrived home about ten-thirty.

      Shavon was hungry. She’d skipped breakfast, the hotel had breakfast included, sweet rolls, toast and waffles. No protein. Nothing that would stay with her. It was all empty calories and she skipped it. Shavon promised herself she’d stop in Sheridan for breakfast. By the time they reached Sheridan, Georgie was asleep and Shavon didn’t want to wake her so she drove on.

      Now that they were home Shavon felt like a huge weight was off her shoulders.

      The housekeeper, Mrs. Grace Underhill,  had been with Grandma Nora for longer than Shavon had been alive. She hurried down the hall to the living room from the kitchen. Grace was probably in her early-to-mid-sixties, with beautiful white hair, sparkling green eyes and a laugh that was infectious. She’d watched Shavon and Sophie grow up. The house wouldn’t be the same without Grace who, luckily for Shavon had agreed to stay on when Grandma died.

      “Here, now. I didn’t hear you drive up. Let me get that diaper bag, and you can carry Ms. Georgie to her new room. As you wanted, I’ve gotten the downstairs bedrooms ready to go. You’re in the main bedroom and Miss Georgie’s in the adjoining room. The beds are installed. A crib and a twin bed in her room and a king bed in yours.”

      Shavon kissed the older woman on the cheek. “Thank you so much, Grace. I do so appreciate it. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Can you grab my overnight bag, too. It’s the small bone colored satchel.”

      Grace blushed. “You’re welcome, honey. Sure, I’ll grab that and the diaper bag and bring those in first. Then I’ll get the rest of your bags. You go on and change the little princess.” She sniffed the air. “I’d say she needs it.”

      Shavon laughed. “She’s needed it for about ten or so miles, but I was so close to home, I didn’t want to stop. I guess I should have, but the sweet thing didn’t complain once. Luckily, I have everything I need to change her in that diaper bag. I have lots of bags in the hatch, too. We did some shopping before coming home.”

      She huffed out a breath. “I didn’t take anything from Sophie’s except the diapers and a couple of outfits that I’d given her for Georgie. I didn’t want anything else. Sophie gave me the necklace Mother had given her on my last visit six months ago. If I’d known then what would happen, I’d have pulled her out of there kicking and screaming if I had to.”

      “Ah, honey. Sophie didn’t want you to know. She knew what you would do and that’s not what she wanted.”

      “I don’t believe she wanted to die either.” Shavon’s voice broke. “But look what happened.”

      Grace walked over and hugged Shavon. “You did what you could. Everything Sophie would let you do and that’s all you could do. Now just love Georgie and raise her to be a strong, smart woman but not a fearful one. Do you understand what I mean?”

      Shavon looked at Georgie, so like her mama. “Yes, I know what you mean and I’ll do my best.”

      “Good, you go change that baby and I’ll get the stuff from the car.” Grace started out to the car but turned back. “You’ll learn about changing her and lots of other things about babies. If you can smell it, it’s time to change her. Sometimes the odor is just gas but most often it’s not. Go on in now.”

      Shavon started toward the door then stopped and turned back. “Oh, did the furniture I ordered arrive yet?”

      Grace looked around the open hatch. “Some of it. The twin beds, some bookcases, three dressers, six nightstands and a new sofa and chairs for the living room.”

      “Good. I’ll have to take a look,” She looked down at the baby in her arms. “After I change Miss Georgina.”

      Shavon carried Georgie into her bedroom. The room was down the left hall from the living room which was in the middle of the house. It was next to Shavon’s bedroom, which they passed on the way to Georgie’s. The rooms had a connecting door.

      The right hall had the dining room, library, Shavon’s office and the kitchen.

      Shavon had told Grace to do what she wanted with Georgie’s bedroom and Grace had outdone herself. The walls were covered with rainbows, unicorns, and mermaids. The carpet was blue to match the sky and the ceiling. The crib had a pink comforter with mermaids that matched the ones on the walls.

      When Grace came in carrying the bags from Walmart, Shavon turned toward her. She was a terrific woman and Shavon was so grateful she decided to stay on.

      “Grace, this is wonderful. Did you do this all yourself?”

      She laughed. “Oh heavens, no. I’m not this talented. I found a carpenter, as you asked me to do. The young man was available and so I hired him. He also likes to paint as well as being a terrific carpenter. You’ll be pleased, I promise.” Grace turned to leave the room but turned back. “Oh, he also needed a place to live, so he and his son are in bedroom number four upstairs. It has two twin beds and worked out perfectly.”

      “Grace, do you think having an unmarried man living here with us is the best idea? Won’t that cause gossip? I don’t want to be on the receiving end of such gossip before we’re even opened.”

      The older woman placed her hands on her hips. “Shavon Montgomery don’t be such an old fuddy-duddy. This is the 21st century. Those worries went out with the 20th.”

      Shavon sighed. “You’re right.” She was overcompensating for Sophie’s problems and not allowing any man within 200 feet of her because of them. She knew she was being ridiculous but found it hard to be any other way.

      She carried Georgie over to the changing table and put on her little safety belt that kept her from rolling off. After she removed the dirty diaper, she threw it in the trash can and grabbed a new one from the top drawer of the attached dresser. Grace had everything set up perfectly.

      Georgie laughed and kicked, then pounded her legs on the table, then grabbed at her feet with her hands and kicked some more. She laughed and babbled. “Mummummum.”

      “What are you saying, baby girl? Hmm? Can you say Auntie Shavon?”

      “Shron.”

      “Shavon.”

      “Shron.”

      Shavon laughed. “I guess that’s close enough.”

      “I’d say she did pretty good,” said a deep baritone voice behind her.

      Shavon screamed. Her heart beating a hundred miles a minute she turned. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Brody James, the carpenter Grace hired.” He held his hand out. “I’m sorry I frightened you. Truce?”

      She held up her hands. “I have to wash these first.” He had the most amazing eyes, almost aqua rimmed with a black line around the iris. He seemed to be happy just looking at her. She hadn’t had that reaction from someone since Steve and that didn’t end well. Steve kept secrets. Secrets that destroyed their relationship. But she wouldn’t think of Steve. She would remember that this man worked for her and that was all. Her heart slowed and her mouth turned up on one side. Then she smiled. “Truce.”

      “My son, Davy, is with Grace in the kitchen. He’s fascinated with your daughter, and he hasn’t even met her yet. He’s never been around other small children.” He nodded toward Georgie. “ I hope you don’t mind if they get to know each other. When you’re done, of course.”

      The way he stared at her…she shouldn’t stare back, and yet she couldn’t look away, either. “I don’t mind at all. Georgie is my niece, not my daughter, and it will be good for her to have someone more her size to play with. And it will allow me to get some work done, too. I’m an attorney, but I plan on doing a lot of the cleaning and painting myself, so I should be thanking you.”

      He chuckled. “It looks like we are benefiting each other. That’s the perfect arrangement.”

      “Yes, I guess we are. I wanted to talk to you about the job you did in this room.” She unbuckled Georgie from the table and set her on the floor. “There you go, baby girl.” Shavon stopped and sniffed the air. “Mmm. I smell cookies. Shall we go find a cookie? I bet Grace has some fresh ones, just for you.” She looked around at Brody. “And your son, too.”

      Georgie toddled toward the door.

      “That would be very nice. I hope that she has some for his father, too. Grace’s cookies and her other treats, as well, are terrific. I’ve never had such good sweets to eat.”

      “We better follow her so she doesn’t get in trouble. I want to talk to you about this room, too.” She turned toward the door and walked after Georgie.

      He cocked a brow. “What about it?”

      She pursed her lips, to keep from smiling. “Come let’s go to the kitchen.” When they got to the kitchen she sat at the table. The kitchen, though aged, was well equipped. When you entered from the living room an oval oak table sat with five chairs and one highchair. Across from the doorway was the sink and counters. Next to the sink was the dishwasher. At the right end of the counter was the refrigerator. In the corner was the door to the pantry. To the right of the pantry was more counter and the glass-topped stove.

      At the left end of the counter was the door to the back yard. The wall had pegs on it for coats and below the pegs was the chair from the table to make room for the highchair.

      In the kitchen, Grace was pulling a fresh batch of cookies from the oven. She set those on the range top and turned off the oven. “Come, my darlings,” Grace walked to the counter where a plate of cookies sat. “I have cookies and milk for you.”

      A dark haired boy, who looked to be a carbon copy of his father, ran to the table from the counter where the cookies were and sat at the table.

      Georgie ran after him.

      Shavon stood, grabbed her baby girl and then lifted her high into the air and then kissed her on the cheek. “You want in your highchair so you can have a cookie?”

      Georgie pointed at the highchair. “Down.”

      After she sat Georgie in her highchair, she buckled her in and pushed back the tray toward the baby. Then she walked to the sink and washed her hands before returning to the table. “Okay, Grace, I think we’re ready

      Grace carried a tray of cookies to the table and set them in the middle. Then she got plates, napkins and glasses. Last she brought out a carton of whole milk.

      Brody took one of the plates and placed a large chocolate chip cookie on it, then put the plate on the table in front of his son along with a napkin. He grabbed a second plate and napkin, then picked up a cookie for himself.

      Shavon took a plate, napkin and two cookies. One of the cookies, she broke into smaller pieces and put them on the tray of Georgie’s highchair.

      Shavon looked over at the boy. “And what’s your name?”

      “Davy.”

      Shavon smiled. “Davy is a nice name for a boy.”

      Brody smiled. “He’s named after my wife’s grandfather. He was my wife’s favorite person in the whole world.”

      Shavon turned back to Davy. “How old are you?”

      “Five.”

      “Wow, you’re very grown up for five.”

      The boy smiled. “My dad says the same thing.”

      Grace got one of Georgie’s sippy cups from the upper cupboard by the sink and returned to the table. Then she filled it from the carton of milk and gave it to the baby girl.

      Grabbing for the cup, Georgie missed and knocked it over sending it tumbling to the floor.

      Thank goodness for screw-on lids. Shavon picked up the cup and put it back on the tray.

      Brody raised a brow. “Aren’t you going to wash that lid?”

      Shavon looked over at Georgie and shook her head. “The lid is fine. It won’t hurt her if it’s got a germ or two. She needs them to build her immunity. I mean, I don’t want her to go eat dirt, though I wouldn’t be too upset if she did, but she can’t become immune to everyday germs if she isn’t exposed to them.” She took a bite of her cookie followed by a swallow of milk. “Which is also the reason she eats peanut butter and loves it. Sophie, her mother, didn’t believe in not letting her get dirty, so I don’t, either…within reason. By the way, I love what you did, in her room, and I was wondering if you would paint murals in all the bedrooms?”

      Brody swallowed before answering. “I can probably do that before the completion date in six months. You were planning on being open by Christmas, correct?”

      Shavon nodded and then wiped Georgie’s mouth. “I want to have a real old-fashioned Victorian Christmas open house. I figure if people see how beautiful the house is, they might want it for a wedding venue as well.”

      Brody stood and went to the cupboard for a cup, then went to the coffee maker and filled his cup before returning to the table. “We should discuss what repairs you want done first. I know the floor, the stairs, and handrails on the porch all need to be replaced. The roof has places that need new shingles and the kitchen needs to be gutted and redone. What else would you like updated?”

      Grace sat next to Shavon at the table, got a plate and cookie before pouring a half glass of milk. “I knew you’d love what he did to that room.”

      “Dad, can I go play? Maybe the baby can come with me. I’ll only go to the living room.” Davy’s plate was so clean it could have been put back in the cupboard instead of the dirty dishes.

      “I picked up some toys and put them in a large basket in the living room that they can play with,” said Grace.

      “It’s okay with me if it’s okay with Shavon.” He looked over at her.

      Shavon smiled at the boy and then stood. “I think that’s a fine idea. Georgie will like that.” She unbuckled the baby and picked her up. Then she walked to the sink and washed Georgie’s face and hands with a paper towel before setting her on the floor.

      Davy put out his hand to the baby.

      Georgie took it with her left hand and put her right thumb in her mouth.

      The children walked out of the kitchen.

      Shavon looked over at Brody. “Back to our discussion. I want sliding doors on the closets, that will give the rooms more space. Do you think bookshelves can be built into the walls? Also, I’d like a couple of the smaller bedrooms combined to make one nice-sized bedroom.”

      Brody shook his head. “Not all of the walls will take to bookshelves. You’ll lose valuable space if you do. Instead, I’d put the bookshelves above the headboards so it looks like the headboards are part of the wall. If you want me to, I’ll make the changes to the room Davy and I are in, so you can see the effect.”

      She looked at her hands where they were clasped on the table. “If I might ask, where is your wife?”

      Grace stood and cleared the table taking the empty dishes to the sink. She left the cookies on the table.

      He clenched his jaw several times before saying through gritted teeth. “She died.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I’m not but thank you.”

      Based on the flat line of his mouth, Shavon was sure there was more to the story. She’d have to wait and see if he shared more with her. And what if he didn’t? Grace might know, she’d ask her.
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