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			          	Chapter One

			THE HIGH-SPIRITED NEWSPAPER boy spread the Saturday edition of the Cascade Herald on the bakery counter and pointed to the bold block-letter headline MARRY HER AND WIN.

			“Look Jenny, you made front page!”

			Jennifer Leigh O’Brien couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t tear her gaze from the scandalous stomach-turning print. Marry her and win?

			“I sold a hundred papers the first hour,” the twelve-year-old continued. “By dinnertime I’ll have enough money to buy the bike Karen’s family is selling on page ten.”

			Jenny glanced at the nearly empty canvas news bag slung over Josh Hanson’s shoulder, then at the compassionate face of her older friend, Sarah, who owned the bakery.

			“They’re placing bets on who I will marry?” Jenny’s thoughts darted back to the one time she’d come close to marriage. Disaster! “And they announced it in the newspaper?”

			Sarah set down a tray of fresh-baked cinnamon rolls. “You know how this town loves a good bet.”

			“Why can’t they bet on the size of Reverend Thornberry’s prize tomatoes, or how much of Levi MacGowan’s home brew will be consumed at the Fourth of July fair?”

			Sarah sighed. “Because people are always more fascinated by the actions of other people.”

			“The café is filled with people waving fistfuls of money,” Josh added. “There’s even men we’ve never seen before.”

			Men who would try to flirt with her!

			Jenny drew in a sharp breath and searched the store for a weapon. The last thing she needed, or wanted, was a man’s attention, or any attention for that matter. Why couldn’t they leave her alone?

			She moved toward the broom propped against the bread cart. Grasping the long yellow handle like a baseball bat, she gave it a test swing. “Mind if I borrow this?”

			Sarah’s eyes widened and the lines on her forehead doubled as she hurried around the counter of donuts, biscuits, and scones. “Jenny, you can’t be thinking of—”

			She nodded. “I’m going over there.”

			“What on earth for?”

			“I have to stop them.”

			“With a broom?” Josh laughed. “Cool.”

			“But you’ve avoided the café on every trip into town for six years,” Sarah said, twisting the hem of her apron. “Why go over there now?”

			Jenny shot her a look over her shoulder as she walked toward the door. “To let those idiots know they can’t mess with other people’s lives.”

			AFTER WAITING TWENTY minutes to get in, Nick found a seat on the far side of the Bets and Burgers Café.

			Everyone was talking about her. Three men in front of the gas station took turns boasting who Jennifer O’Brien would find more attractive. At the bank five people withdrew funds to bet on who she would marry. Then, on the street in front of the bakery, Nick paid a newspaper boy for a copy of the Cascade Herald, with the headline MARRY HER AND WIN.

			This certainly threw a wrench into his plans. He hadn’t expected the young woman to be a celebrity. How could he possibly hope to win her heart when every other man in town was trying to do the same?

			He spread the newspaper on the café table and took another look at the photo beneath the headline.

			Rob Murray had been dead wrong. Miss O’Brien was anything but a fat, hairy inbreed with missing teeth. In fact, she had beautiful teeth, a big bright smile. Nice features.

			He thought about what he had to do and a weight lifted off his chest. He might actually enjoy this.

			A short, balding, red-faced man stood behind the café drink counter writing on a giant chalkboard. One of the men called out his name, identifying him as the owner, Pete.

			“Twenty on Ted Andrews and fifteen on David Wilson,” Pete announced. “Anyone else?”

			“Those two don’t have a chance,” said a man at the table to Nick’s right. “I bet my money on Charlie. He has a way with the ladies.”

			A blond-haired waitress with bright cherry-red lipstick targeted him from across the room and made her way over with her order pad and tray.

			“Can I get you anything?” she asked, wetting her lips with her tongue. “Coffee? Steak sandwich? My phone number?”

			“Beer,” Nick said, brushing her hand off his shoulder, “and a date with Miss O’Brien.”

			The waitress’s expression soured, and a small dent formed between her manicured brows. “Everyone wants to waste their money on her, when they can have me.”

			“And they can have you for free, right, Irene?” added a man with sandy hair who dropped into the chair beside him. “You can bring me a beer, too. Whatever you got on tap.”

			Irene’s full lips pushed into a perfect pout and she left to get their order.

			The sandy-haired man laughed and introduced himself as Wayne Freeman. Taking a pack of cigarettes from the rolled-up sleeve of his T-shirt, Wayne nodded toward the frenzied betting scene at the back of the building.

			“Jenny won’t marry any of them.”

			“Why not?”

			“Just look at them,” Wayne said, gesturing toward the men. “They’re all the same. Like a herd of sheep. Any man who wants to win Jenny will have to do something to get her attention. Something to set himself apart from all the rest.”

			“Like what?” Nick asked, hoping the man had some ideas.

			Wayne waited until his cigarette was lit, then leaned back in his chair, making it creak like a rusty car door. “I’ve been a hired hand on her ranch for the last two years and I still wouldn’t know.”

			“You work for her?”

			Wayne nodded. “The O’Briens took me in after I lost everything I owned to my ex. I work the fields, look after the cows with the other hands, and they give me food and a pillow for my head. Jenny has a big heart, but she hasn’t been interested in romance since she was jilted.”

			“Everyone’s been jilted at one time or another. Maybe she hasn’t met the right guy.”

			“Maybe,” Wayne agreed, “but whoever wants to marry her will have to take drastic measures to win her over.”

			Nick thought about all the beautiful, dazzling young women he had dated in the past. They would do anything for jewelry, a press photo, and a little one-on-one attention. Handling women was like handling a business deal. They might pretend to play hard to get at first, but in the end they all negotiated.

			His tension eased and he crossed his arms over his chest. Just because this girl rode horses and lived out in the country didn’t mean she was any different.

			A woman was a woman after all.

			JENNY STOMPED ACROSS the main street of the rustic two-block town wishing she’d brought her shotgun. Or perhaps a bulldozer to knock the sleazy café and all its slimy bet-wagering occupants back into the infernal snake hole they came from. But even that wouldn’t be good enough. Maybe the only thing to wipe the Bets and Burgers Café off the eastern slopes of the Washington Cascades this afternoon would be an old-fashioned keg of dynamite.

			She narrowed her gaze on the handful of men socializing on the wooden-plank porch in front of the café entrance.

			“Marry me,” David Wilson called out as she approached, “and I’ll split the money with you fifty-fifty.”

			As if she would ever marry him, a man three years younger whose intelligence was on a par with his hound dog! Stepping onto the porch, she gave him a wide berth.

			“I’ll recite poetry every night,” Kevin Forester promised.

			Some might appreciate it, but she wasn’t the poetry kind of girl. Just straight-up honesty would suit her better than flowery words rolled off a sugarcoated tongue.

			Ducking under his arm, she avoided his intended blockade, circled the colorful Native-American totem whose tribe once inhabited the area, and ran into Charlie.

			“Marry me, Jenny,” Charlie Pickett sang in a rich tenor, “and I’ll dedicate my first recorded song to you.”

			Music wasn’t exactly her thing either. She had nothing against it, but Charlie wasn’t interested in pleasing her, he only sang for himself. Who knew? Maybe someday he’d be famous. Then he’d leave town like so many others and never miss the ranching community he left behind.

			“Out of my way, Charlie,” she said, giving him a hard push aside. “Let me through.”

			“Marry me and I’ll help ye find the gold.”

			Gold? What gold? Jenny turned toward the familiar wheezing voice and old Levi MacGowan winked at her.

			Jenny raised her brows. “Are you proposing to me, too, Levi?”

			“You bet I am,” he announced with a thump of his cane. “I figure I got as good a chance as the rest of them.”

			“Didn’t you just hear your grandson David propose to me?”

			“Yeah, but I’m better-looking than he is.”

			David Wilson smirked. “Grandpa, you are too old for her.”

			“And you’re too young,” Levi said with a frown. “You’d best leave her be.”

			The cane slipped from Levi’s hand and Jenny latched on to his arm so he wouldn’t fall.

			“See what a good wife you’d make?” Levi crowed.

			“A good wife is more than a support post,” Jenny countered, and retrieved the hand-carved wooden stick for him.

			“Ouch!” Levi chuckled. “Feisty, today, are we?”

			“Sorry, Levi. You know I love you,” she said, and her tone softened, “but these other men—”

			She clenched the fiberglass handle of the broomstick she carried with a grip that could break a mountain beaver’s neck. Only a high-stakes bet could bring this many people out at one o’clock on a hot Saturday afternoon. Heart hammering, she drew a deep breath and walked through the café door.

			“Thirty dollars on Kevin,” someone inside shouted.

			“Fifty says Charlie can get Jenny to marry,” yelled another.

			The run-down café hadn’t changed since she’d last stepped foot in it six summers ago. Pete Johnson was still taking bets. His daughter, Irene, still sashayed her hips as she waited on the men and women sitting at the dozens of rough-hewn cedar tables. The same raucous laughter interrupted the music from the overhead stereo. And the same bitter taste gathered at the back of her throat. Yep, nothing had changed, except she wasn’t as young this time, wasn’t as weak, wasn’t as naïve.

			“One hundred dollars on Ted Andrews,” Pete bellowed as he faced the chalkboard. “Only a brave man can slap down that kind of cash.” Then the café owner turned to search the crowd for more bets.

			And spotted her.

			“Pete, don’t you dare duck behind that counter,” she said, and pinned him with a sharp look.

			The short, bald-headed man responsible for the wagers straightened from his abrupt half crouch. “Come to see who’s in on the bet?”

			“No.” She marched toward the back of the room and raised the broomstick she’d borrowed from Sarah’s Bakery. “I’ve come to teach you a lesson.”

			“Jenny!” Irene shrieked, running to grab hold of her arm. “Don’t do it!”

			She shook off the trashy, promiscuous blond and her mind reeled with horrific memories of the bets they’d placed six years earlier. Bets that left her standing at the altar alone. Bets that led to Irene’s presence in her former fiancé’s bed. Bets that kept her from wanting to enter the café ever since.

			Until today.

			Using every ounce of her strength, Jenny swung the broomstick across the top of the counter, shattering the dozens of drink glasses into a million glimmering pieces.

			The accompanying high-pitched crash was so loud it was a wonder the mirrors on either side of the chalkboard didn’t decide to jump off the walls and shatter with them. Beer, soda, and glass sprayed across the floor. Women gasped. And the men closest to the counter jumped back, swearing and cussing like the untrustworthy, self-serving pigs she knew them to be. Then a bewildered hush ricocheted across the café as every pair of eyes focused their questioning gaze on her.

			“Here you are, Pete,” she said, and handed him the broom. “You’ll need this to sweep up the mess.”

			Pete scowled. “You’re going to have to pay for this.”

			She pointed to the chalkboard advertising her name. “The money from your bets should cover the damage.”

			Pete’s face reddened. “That’s not fair.”

			“Fair?” She scanned the scores of unapologetic faces, both male and female, that surrounded her. “You call making bets on my life fair?”

			“I should call the sheriff,” Pete warned.

			“Go ahead,” she retorted. “And I’ll have you shut down for illegal gambling. Or maybe I’ll convince him to put me in solitary confinement. That would put an end to your bets.”

			“Heck, Jenny, we all know your financial situation,” Pete said with a shrug. “Now that the bank has given you a deadline, you’ll have to marry to save Windy Meadows. And we’re just placin’ a few friendly wagers on who we think the lucky man is going to be.”

			“I don’t need to marry anyone.”

			Pete continued as if he hadn’t heard her, “So far we have four main contenders: Charlie Pickett, Kevin Forester, David Wilson, and Ted Andrews.”

			“Don’t forget about me,” old Levi cackled from the other side of the room.

			“And Levi,” Pete amended, and the crowd broke into laughter.

			Jenny pursed her lips. “I can just take in another investor.”

			“The last one took off with half a year’s profit,” yelled Charlie from the doorway.

			Okay, so she’d lost out big on that one. She’d made a mistake. But there were other ways to save the ranch.

			“I can sell off equipment at the upcoming auction.”

			“Your father sold everything he could before he died,” Kevin said. “You don’t have anything left.”

			“I have the steers” She lifted her chin. “And the horses. I came into town today to hand out flyers advertising the guided pack trips I plan to lead up Wild Bear Ridge.”

			Pete’s brow quirked. “You think pack trips will save Windy Meadows from foreclosure?”

			“Four generations of my family are buried on that land,” Jenny said, emphasizing each word. “Do you think I’m going to let anyone take them away from me?”

			“You might not have a choice,” David said, coming through the door behind Kevin and Charlie. “Unless you find the gold.”

			Gold? Jenny frowned. David’s grandpa Levi had also mentioned gold. “What gold?”

			“The gold your great-great-grandfather discovered on the property,” Pete explained.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Pete pulled a printed page from behind the counter. “It’s right here in this entry of his journal.”

			Jenny stared at the piece of paper. It was a photocopy of a page from her great-great-grandfather’s journal, all right. One of the old dusty volumes she’d loaned to the town historian the week before.

			Pete pointed to the writing. “Ole Shamus O’Brien says here that the other guys found gold along the river bordering your property, but he found a gold mine. The entry is dated October twelfth, eighteen eighty. A week later, he passed away from pneumonia, and we’re all guessing the gold is still there.”

			“If there was a gold mine hidden at Windy Meadows, I would know about it. I’ve covered every inch of that land and I—”

			Right before the barn fire took her father’s life, he’d dug five holes on the far side of the property, toward the eastern border. He’d said he wanted to plant trees. Trees he never bought. Did her father know what was in her great-great-grandfather’s journals? If he believed a gold mine was on the property, wouldn’t he tell her?

			“Is that why everyone wants to marry me?” Jenny demanded. “To get the gold?”

			What had she been expecting, that one of the men actually held feelings for her? Secretly loved her? Of course they didn’t love her. They barely knew her.

			She’d kept her distance from most boys since Ted Andrews stuffed a lizard down her jacket back in grade school. From that day on, she’d realized the male gender couldn’t be trusted. And the one man she’d thought had been different had only reinforced her opinion when he slept with Irene Johnson on their wedding day. Nope, the only men she could count on were her daddy, God rest his soul, and her uncle Harry and cousin Patrick. Family.

			She knew better than to let her emotions take hold of her, but she couldn’t help it. If there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was deception.

			“You’re despicable. All of you. Anyone with any decency at all would loan me the money I need to save my land. But no. Here you are placing bets. And why? Because you believe there’s a stupid gold mine on my property.” Her whole body shook with rage. Fire burned through every pore of her skin. “If you want something to believe, believe this—there isn’t any man here who can get me to marry!”

			A tall, dark-haired man she had never seen before emerged from the crowd and slammed a green check down on the table beside her.

			“Ten thousand dollars says you’ll change your mind.”

			Jenny stared up at him. He topped her by at least six inches. Then she glanced down at the numbers scrawled on the check. A wave of openmouthed gasps rounded the room, followed by a single resounding, drawn-out whistle.

			“What?” she demanded. Was this a joke?

			“Ten thousand dollars says that within five weeks you’ll marry me.” Pushing back the brim of his black Stetson, he looked into her eyes with an expression of pure confidence.

			“You—you must be out of your mind.”

			“I’ve never been more serious.”

			“So if I don’t marry you, and I win,” she said, flustered by the way his silver-gray eyes studied her, “I get your ten thousand.”

			“Yes.”

			“And if you win ... ?”

			“I get you.”

			Her body lurched with an involuntary start, and she struggled to regain her composure. “What’s your name?”

			“Chandler,” he said, never taking his eyes off her. “Nick Chandler.”

			“You’re on.”

			She accepted his challenge with outward calm, but her stomach twisted into a lasso of knots as Pete laid out the rules.

			“The bet ends Saturday, July thirteenth, at one o’clock in the afternoon. Winner takes home the check. Agreed?”

			Jenny hesitated. “Thirteen is an unlucky number.”

			“Not for me,” said the man by her side.

			Jenny locked eyes with the dark-haired stranger. “Even if you were the most charming man on the face of the earth, there’s no way I’d ever agree to marry anyone in just five weeks.”

			“Sometimes,” Chandler said, arching his brow, “five weeks can seem like a lifetime.”

			Jenny knew she wouldn’t be able to keep up her bravado much longer. She needed to run away. Fast.

			She turned to leave, but a hand on her shoulder spun her around, and she found herself pressed up against her newly acquired opponent instead.

			Her first thought was to reach down and draw out her boot knife, but before she could react, his warm lips brushed across her own.

			What perverse, mind-warping insanity led her to think she could stop the bets? Here it was, six years since the last time her name was on the chalkboard, and she hadn’t learned her lesson. She was still humiliating herself in front of everyone in this confounded café!

			“My money’s on Chandler.” Old Levi MacGowan’s voice rang out as more gasps and guffaws erupted around them.

			Jenny pushed away from the brash newcomer and retaliated with a slap. A hard slap. She caught her breath as the left side of his tanned face turned a glorious dark pink.

			Chandler didn’t flinch. The hit must have stung like the spines of a devil’s club plant, yet it didn’t stop him from smiling at her or looking at her with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

			With all the courage she could muster, she held her head high and walked out the door.

			Nick stared after her, transfixed by her fleeing image. She wore no makeup. She didn’t need to. With her eyes flashing like a dark blue thunderstorm and her auburn hair whipping around the room every time she turned her head, she was a natural beauty. But it was the look of concern flickering across her face after she smacked his cheek that caught his attention. And the uncertainty in her eyes as she walked away.

			The ranch hand he’d met earlier that day slapped his back and placed a congratulatory beer in his hands. “Bolder than a bugling bull elk in rut,” said Wayne Freeman, shaking his head. “A little too bold, if you ask me.”

			Nick grinned. “Care to bet on that?”

			“Not if I want to keep my job.” The sandy-haired man nodded toward the door. “You just butted horns with my boss.”

			AFTER CHECKING INTO the Pine Hotel, the only one in the flea-sized Northwest town, Nick went to his room and called N.L.C. Industries. He glanced at the clock while listening to his cell phone ring, calculating the time difference between the East and West Coasts. It was after four thirty in New York but his vice president, Rob Murray, would still be there, even on a Saturday.

			“Did you meet with the O’Brien woman?” asked Rob, his tone anxious.

			Nick rubbed the left side of his face. “Yeah, we just had our first encounter.”

			“And?”

			“She may take a little more time than I anticipated. Instead of a weekend, I might have to stay out here in Washington a few weeks.”

			“Weeks? What if, after all that time, you still can’t sweet-talk the land away from her?”

			“I might have to do more than sweet-talk. When I got here I learned I’m not the only one interested in getting my hands on her property. Some of the locals are willing to marry her for it.”

			“Marriage?” Rob repeated. “You can’t be serious.”

			“I don’t see any other way. If I don’t marry her, someone else will. Then we’ll never get the land.”

			Nick recalled the honest emotion racing across the redheaded beauty’s face. Jenny O’Brien was not like any of the other fake, flirting, foraging females he’d dealt with most of his life. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything phony about her, something he found irresistibly refreshing. It also made him feel like a first-rate jerk for having to deceive her.

			“Why you?” asked Rob. “Isn’t there someone else who can seduce the woman?”

			“No one I can trust to get the job done right.”

			“Of course,” Rob said, his voice lit with amusement. “So who’s going to run the company while you’re gone?”

			“You are. Think you can handle it?”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“I’ll do what I can from here on my laptop, but I might not be able to check in with you every day. And, Rob?”

			“Yes?”

			“Don’t put your feet up on my desk. This is only temporary.”

			Rob laughed on the other end of the line. “Got it.”

			Next, Nick punched in the number to his younger sister, Billie. Now that he’d gained Miss O’Brien’s attention, he needed a way to get close to her. Wayne Freeman had unknowingly given him a pretty good idea how to do it, and he was going to need Billie’s help.

		

	


	
		
			
			          	Chapter Two

			JENNY LEANED FORWARD in the saddle as Starfire prepared to jump. Her fingers firm and steady on the reins, she pressed her knees to the horse’s sides. Starfire’s muscles bunched beneath her and a moment later, they sailed into the air, not as high as they used to, but still clearing the gate by half a foot.

			No doubt about it. The best remedy for stress was a good ride. Starfire landed and the wash of emotion that swept over her was similar to the relief she felt when an airplane touched down on the runway. Relief, not because she was afraid of flying but because she was home. On Windy Meadows property. Where everything was familiar. Everything was safe.

			Jenny brought the thoroughbred’s pace down to a slow trot, and headed straight for the stable.

			The long wooden structure housed eighteen stalls, a wash area to bathe the horses, and a wonderful oversized tack room. Besides the multitude of hooks and cabinets full of horse equipment, the tack room was filled with her favorite photos, trinkets, and best-loved treasures.

			She could sit in the tack room for hours, leaning against a comfy bale of hay, reading a book or dreaming of her next adventurous trail ride up to Harp Lake. Countless times when she was little, she’d sneak out of her bedroom late at night and sleep here, in this special place, instead of her own bed.

			As she slid out of the saddle, the sweet smell of horse and hay soothed her senses like her own personal brand of aromatherapy. Neighs from the other horses blended together to sing her favorite song. Their friendly faces greeted her with warmth and understanding.

			Why couldn’t the townspeople understand her resolve to keep the ranch? Hadn’t they ever loved anything so much it would kill them—rip out their heart and soul—to let it go?

			And why did they think marriage was the only solution to her financial dilemma? Maybe they expected her to be like the other young women who either kicked off their cowgirl boots on the way to the city or married the first guy who asked them to dance.

			She wouldn’t sell Windy Meadows. And she wouldn’t hitch herself to a man she didn’t love, no matter how good a dance partner.

			The audacity of that conceited, dark-haired man to bet he could convince her to marry him. Nick Chandler had no idea who she was or what she liked or didn’t like. He didn’t know her past, or her present hardship, or her dreams for the future.

			And what kind of man kissed a complete stranger? He appeared to be in his early thirties and was dressed like the other ranchers, wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and a black Stetson hat. But instead of dirt, sweat, and leather, he smelled like a new shirt straight from a Fifth Avenue store. And when he touched her ... his hands were smooth. Too smooth to have done much ranch work. Could he be a city slicker out on vacation?

			Whoever he was, he’d foolishly bet her ten thousand dollars, and the temptation to acquire some easy money had been too hard for her to resist. All she had to do was avoid the man for the rest of June and the first two weeks of July and the ten thousand would be hers. Half her bank debt.

			Combined with the money she received from the pack trips, she’d be debt free a full month before her end-of-summer deadline. Wouldn’t that surprise everyone?

			Staying beyond Chandler’s reach for five weeks would be easy enough. He couldn’t pursue her if he never came into contact with her. She’d just stay on the ranch. There was a ton of work that needed to be done, and she couldn’t afford to take time off to go into town anyway, even for church.

			Jenny sent up a little prayer hoping God would forgive her and make the days fly by faster than usual. Then after she won the bet, Nick Chandler would go back to wherever he came from.

			Where did he come from?

			She’d love nothing better than to stay outside with the horses all day, but duty called, and a stack of bills waited for her in her father’s office.

			Jenny trudged up the back steps to the house and picked up the first envelope on the dark mahogany desk. Another buyout proposal from N.L.C. Industries. A quick toss into the trash can took care of that one. The next set of bills took more time.

			Competition from other countries had caused the value of beef to drop and the change in climate patterns had also taken its toll. Yes, profits were down—way, way down—and she wasn’t certain how to cut costs. She’d ridden horses most of her life and dabbled in medicine. She didn’t have a degree in business. Why, if her father were still alive...

			She swallowed hard. If her father were still alive, he would be the one struggling to operate Microsoft Excel and balance the ranch’s profit-and-loss statement.

			Two hours later, Jenny shut off the computer and frowned at the sudden rise of voices below. Someone was talking to her uncle Harry and it didn’t sound like any of the ranch hands.

			She leaned her head through the open second-story window and spotted a blue Ford pickup parked outside—a rental from the looks of it, because no one she knew could afford a truck with so much shine. The chrome finish could dazzle a blind man.

			A thread of panic laced her steps as she hurried downstairs. Had N.L.C. sent another corporate front man to make her an offer in person? After waving a shotgun in the last guy’s face, she hadn’t expected them to return.

			Ready to ambush the intrusive company representative with a verbal assault, she nearly ran straight into the young woman with short caramel-colored hair coming through the back door of her kitchen.

			“Who are you?” Jenny asked.

			“Billie.”

			She stared at the Yankee baseball cap and black Budweiser T-shirt the woman with the small boyish frame was wearing.

			And the blue luggage in her hand.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“No idea.” Billie scowled and pushed past her. “But right now I’m taking my suitcase to my room.”

			Did Uncle Harry invite this tomboy character here? And if he did, why didn’t she know about it? Shaking her head, Jenny left the kitchen and went outside.

			She took three steps across the porch—and locked gazes with the same silver-gray eyes she’d spent most of her sleep-tossed night trying to forget. She froze, her breath caught in her chest.

			No. It couldn’t be.

			The dark-haired man with the black Stetson tipped the edge of his hat in greeting. Her uncle Harry turned and motioned for her to join them.

			“Jenny, I’d like you to meet—”

			“Chandler.”

			Saying his name was like chewing sour huckleberries on an empty stomach. The unpleasantness went way down.

			“I’ve just hired him to be our new ranch manager,” Harry said, sticking the shovel he was holding into the ground.

			“What?” She began to feel claustrophobic, like the whole world was closing in on her. Which is an odd feeling when you live on a hundred acres. “But Harry, you are the ranch manager.”

			“And you need me to accompany you on the pack trips. We need someone to look after the ranch for us, Jenny, and Nick’s our man.”

			“Th-that man,” she stammered, “bet ten thousand dollars he can get me to marry him.”

			Harry turned and leaned on the handle of the shovel. “Is that right?”

			“Yes, sir,” Nick Chandler informed him, clearly not intimidated by Harry’s hard, scrutinizing look.

			Jenny stared back and forth between them, breathless, and waited for her uncle to throw him off the ranch. Any minute now ... any second...

			The corners of Harry’s pale blue eyes crinkled, and he let out a hearty chuckle.

			“Good luck, son,” he said, extending his hand.

			Chandler shook it. “Thank you, sir.”

			Jenny gasped, unable to believe her ears, and Chandler shot her a mischievous grin.

			“So who is the girl in the house?” she asked, and her voice not only cracked but rose an octave.

			“My sister Billie.” Chandler’s voice was deep and smooth.

			“Billie’s going to cook for us,” Harry explained.

			“Harry,” she said, and stepped off the porch, “can we talk about this?”

			Chandler’s gaze followed her. His expression dared her to try to change Harry’s mind. She returned his look with one of her own. One that said Watch me as she pulled her uncle away.

			Harry Fisher, her mother’s brother, had come to live at Windy Meadows after his wife’s funeral, when Jenny was ten. Her father, who believed Harry possessed an impeccable ability to judge character, put him in charge of hiring the other ranch hands and never once questioned his choice of men. And neither had she. Until now.

			She couldn’t allow Harry to keep this man on the ranch, but she had to be careful not to step on his authority, either. Harry took great pride in his decisions and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

			“I didn’t know you were planning to hire anyone,” she said, keeping her voice soft so Chandler couldn’t hear.

			“I wasn’t,” Harry admitted. “Nick just showed up. He asked if we needed an extra hand and the more I talked to him, the more I thought about it.”

			“But ranch manager?” Jenny asked. “Do you really think he’s qualified for that position?”

			Harry put a big, burly arm around her shoulders.

			“He’s more than qualified. He and his sister grew up on their grandfather’s ranch in Upstate New York, and Nick used to ride rodeo.”

			This isn’t working, Jenny thought, and bit her lower lip. She needed to change tactics.

			“Harry, you know what a financial mess we’re in. How can we afford to hire someone right now?”

			“I’m going to give him my salary.”

			“But—”

			He put up a hand to silence her protests. “What do I need money for? I have a bed to sleep in at night, food in my belly, breath in my lungs.”

			“We could use your salary to save the ranch.”

			Harry shook his head. “Nick can help us save the ranch. He has a degree in business.”

			“A degree doesn’t mean he’s good.”

			“My gut instinct tells me he is.”

			“What about his sister?” she demanded.

			“Nick says Billie is epileptic and he’s responsible for her. He promises she can cook and help out in the stable for free if we let her stay here with him.”

			“She’s another mouth to feed.”

			“Ah, but not a big one.”

			Jenny peeked over Harry’s shoulder as Nick Chandler and his tiny sister took more luggage out of the truck. Their contrast in size was so great, she wouldn’t have believed they were related except for the identical silver-gray eyes.

			Harry followed her gaze. “I gave them the two extra bedrooms upstairs.”

			“You invited them to sleep in the house?”

			“Well, I couldn’t have Billie sleep in the bunkhouse with the men. It wouldn’t be right.”

			“Okay,” Jenny said, and threw up her hands. “Why can’t Chandler sleep in the bunkhouse?”

			“He says he needs to stay close to his sister at night.” Harry shrugged. “Says she has nightmares.”

			“Nightmares,” Jenny repeated, and pursed her lips. She didn’t believe a word of it.

			Billie appeared to be about her own age. Twenty-eight? But the young
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