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Dedication


For my Little Stink. The path ahead is rocky and rough but always trust in your heart. You know where you belong. Don’t ever give up on your dreams no matter what anyone says.
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Chapter One


“I GOT ANOTHER call from Brendon, Jessie. We can’t keep pouring money into Heart Fire without some sort of income. If you won’t take in guests right now, you need to think about selling a few of the horses.”

Jessie Hart held the phone away from her ear, taking a deep breath and trying to contain herself before she blasted her brother with the anger bubbling like lava in her chest. How many times did she need to explain that she didn’t care what their accountant said or how many times he called, the horses weren’t ready to be sold yet? She couldn’t rush them. These were abused horses, for goodness’ sake. Several of them were still recovering, psychologically as well as physically, from the mistreatment they’d faced. She couldn’t just sell them to the highest bidder and wash her hands of the situation.

Justin was a veterinarian; he should understand. Why couldn’t he see how much this meant to her? She just needed a little more time to figure out how to turn the ranch into a rescue facility; she couldn’t give up and go back to running the property as a dude ranch now. Maybe she should just explain what she and their father had been planning, how he’d agreed to let her turn the ranch—at least part of it—into a horse rescue. But Justin had always seen it as another waste of time, a drain on the family finances. In his own words, horses were a money pit unless she was buying and selling quickly.

“I don’t tell you how to run your vet clinic, so don’t tell me how to run my ranch.” She clenched her jaw, barely able to stem the flow of angry words before her mouth got her into trouble again.

Justin sighed. She could picture him, rubbing his temples the way he always did when he was growing impatient with her.

“I’m not telling you how to run it, Jess, but we need to figure out something. Right now, my clinic is the only thing keeping your ranch in the black. I can’t keep delaying buying new equipment in order to fund a place that used to turn a profit.”

“I bet you didn’t ask Julia to sell any of her dogs,” Jessie snapped, instantly regretting her quick temper. It was her worst trait, the one thing her mother had left her that she wished she hadn’t. It wasn’t fair to drag her sister or her service dogs into this argument.

She didn’t need to hear the words come from his mouth to know what he was thinking: Julia wasn’t the one driving the family ranch into ruin; Jessie was.

“No, I didn’t.” Justin’s voice softened, the way it did when he was trying to soothe terrified animals in his vet clinic. Jessie was beginning to feel a bit trapped herself. “Maybe it’s time to think about taking in guests again. It’s been months since Mom and Dad—”

“No!” She couldn’t give up her dream, not yet. This plan had been in its first stages when their parents were killed in the car accident. She had to see it through to fruition. She just needed to buy herself a little more time to figure out how to get cash flowing into the ranch again. Maybe she should sit down and talk with Brendon about getting another loan. If nothing else, it would get her brother off her back.

The thought sent shivers of dread up her spine. She couldn’t stand the creepy way Brendon watched her every move, as if he owned her. He’d always been overly possessive, but lately he’d been dropping by unannounced and following her around the ranch. He’d never wanted to be around when her parents were alive. She certainly didn’t need him stalking her now.

“Then will you please take my advice and talk to Nathan? I’m sure if I call him, he’ll help out. He’s been all over the news for the last five years, turning huge corporations around. He’s a financial genius.”

“I don’t need help from some—”

Justin sighed. “Yes, we do, Jessie. You could at least talk to him—see what kind of advice he offers.”

She’d spent too long trying to forget Nathan Kerrington. She didn’t want to think about how it had felt to be in his arms and the longing that had sent her young heart falling hard for a man who didn’t belong in her world. She didn’t want to think about the last time she’d seen him, climbing into the truck with her brother on their way back to college. Or the way he’d promised to stay in touch, to come back the summer after graduation.

What a stupid, naïve girl she’d been at eighteen. She had never heard from him again after that. Two weeks after returning to college, Nathan had moved out of the apartment he shared with Justin and never spoke to either of them again. According to Justin, the only reason Nathan gave for ending their friendship was that it was for the best.

She refused to ask for Nathan’s help. She’d rather punch his rich kid face. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell her brother that. He had no idea what happened between Nathan and her that summer. No one did. She should have known better when he’d asked her to keep their relationship a secret until he talked to Justin about it.

Jessie sighed heavily into the phone. “What does some stuffy CEO know about running a horse ranch?”

“This isn’t a regular horse ranch though, is it? It’s a dude ranch, a resort, Jess. At least, it would be if we had guests.”

“Don’t start again, Justin. I’m doing the best I can.”

“Then let me help. Let Nathan help.”

She wasn’t sure why she was letting him talk her into this. The last thing she wanted was a stiff Wall Street tycoon wreaking havoc on her ranch, especially one who lied, used people, and then threw them away. She didn’t need that kind of help. She couldn’t risk Nathan flipping the ranch on its head and leaving her worse off than before.

She wasn’t going to allow Nathan to tell her how to run the ranch that she’d been working with her parents for years. She and her two siblings were born and raised on this ranch, cutting their teeth on snaffle bits and western saddles. She knew and loved every inch of the two-thousand-acre spread, even if only a third of it was hers to operate now.

Jessie inhaled deeply, trying to settle the anxiety twisting in her gut. She also couldn’t let her siblings down again. Justin and Julia loved the ranch just as much as she did. She might run the daily operations of Heart Fire Ranch while her brother ran the vet clinic and her sister headed Heart Fire Training, but each of them held a one-third partnership in the other businesses. If one was having trouble, they all were. And right now, Jessie was the one on the edge of financial ruin. She was the one single-handedly destroying the legacy their parents had spent their lives creating. She was beginning to believe that was her only area of expertise—letting everyone down.

She couldn’t let her siblings suffer so she could chase her dream of turning Heart Fire Ranch into a horse rescue and rehabilitation facility. Even if the thought of running Heart Fire as a dude ranch again made her skin crawl. She had only done it because it was what her parents wanted. When she was a teenager, they had needed her help. Justin and Julia had wanted to go to college, but she’d stepped up. Still she had always hated the constant influx of people who saw her way of life as a novelty. She would much rather work with people who understood her love for the animals. Not just city slickers looking for a vacation retreat. Unfortunately, her dreams and sense of pride weren’t paying the bills.

“Fine,” she finally agreed. “Call him. I’ll hear him out, but only because I love you.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. He’s flying in on Friday. I’ll tell Bailey to clean one of the guest cottages this week and pick him up at the airport.”

“Wait, what? He can’t stay here. You said talk, not have him come for a visit.”

“He offered, and I’m not about to turn down a chance like that. Besides, he was my best friend.”

“Some friend, Justin. You haven’t spoken to him since your senior year of college. He bailed on you, remember?”

“And I’m sure he had his reasons for leaving. I have to go. Mrs. James just brought in that damn cat again. I’ll come by later.”

“No, wait! He can’t stay here.”

The click of Justin disconnecting the call was confirmation that he had gone ahead and done what he wanted without asking her again. Irritation burned in her chest. Her idiot brother had actually invited Nathan out to her ranch without asking her. Jessie shook her head. Just because she rescued horses didn’t mean she wanted a jackass on her ranch.

NATHAN KERRINGTON SCANNED the arrivals hall of the Sacramento International Airport as he waited for his luggage to come around the carousel. Justin had promised to send someone to pick him up, but he had no idea who he should be watching for. He prayed it wouldn’t be Jessie. After the way he’d left things with her, he was surprised she’d even agreed to him coming. Not that he could blame her. He owed her an apology, at the very least, but how did you apologize for taking a woman’s virginity then abandoning her? Hallmark didn’t have a card for that.

He’d done what he had to protect her, but it didn’t change the fact that he’d hurt two people he’d cared about. He hoped that saving Jessie’s ranch might prove to her he hadn’t meant to hurt either of them. Eventually, he was going to have to tell her the truth: how his father had been prepared to use his wealth and influence to destroy her family’s business, just to maintain control over his son. But Jessie had never been the forgiving type. Nathan pushed aside the memories of the curvaceous eighteen-year-old girl who’d stolen his heart and searched the terminal for a friendly face.

Nathan half-expected to see a ranch hand waiting for him with some dirty pickup truck belching out smoke and country twang. Justin would do it just to drive him crazy. He couldn’t help but grin as he thought about the trouble they’d caused in college. When he’d initially moved into the residence hall and found out his roommate was a hillbilly country boy, Nathan had cringed. Back then, neither would’ve guessed they had anything in common, let alone that they would become inseparable. At least, until his father realized he could use the friendship to twist Nathan to do his bidding. It wasn’t the first time his father had tried to use people Nathan cared about to get his way, but turning his back on Justin and Jess had cost him more than any other.

He reached for his Balenciaga bag, slinging it over his shoulder, and looked around the nearly deserted airport. Arriving at two in the morning wasn’t his usual style, but something in Justin’s voice told him this matter was urgent, so he caught the first flight out. He rubbed his eyes, feeling the grit behind the lids.

What he wouldn’t give for a limo and a nice aged scotch right now. He took a few steps toward the front doors, wondering where his ride was, when he saw the young girl, barely awake in a plastic chair. With her hair pulled back in a ponytail, ripped jeans, and worn T-shirt bearing the name of a band he didn’t recognize, she reminded him of a street-smart version of his little sister.

She looked too much like Justin to not assume she was family. She rose when he walked toward her. “Nathan?”

He narrowed his green eyes. “Yes, and you are?”

She thrust out a hand. “I’m Bailey. Justin asked me to come pick you up.”

He crossed his arms, wondering if he was really going to let this teenager drive him to the ranch or if he should just call a cab. “How old are you, sixteen?”

She cocked her head to the side and glared at him, planting her fists at her hips. “Almost twenty-two, thank you very much.”

Nathan quirked a brow at her tone. The girl had spunk; he’d give her that. Few people dared talk to him the way she did, and he grinned, feeling like Dorothy. This wasn’t his Kansas anymore. He was definitely out of his element. “I’m sorry. But don’t sweat looking young, kid. You’ll love it when you’re my age.”

She eyed him skeptically. “Because you’re so ancient, right?” She headed for the front doors, pulling the keys from her pocket and spinning them around her finger, leaving him no choice but to follow. “And, don’t ever call me kid again, if you know what’s good for you.”

“I remember you.” Nathan chuckled at her spirit and hurried after her, his long legs eating up the distance between them quickly. “You were that skinny cheerleader who followed Justin and me around when I stayed at the ranch that summer.”

She stopped midstride and spun back toward him. Nathan almost ran into the back of her, catching himself with his hands on her shoulders. At the sudden stop, his bag swung forward and banged against her ribs, knocking her back a step. “Slow down, Wall Street. We’re not in a hurry, and we’ve got a long drive ahead of us.” She eyed him, taking in his gray Armani suit. “Justin says you’re some kind of genius.”

Genius wasn’t the term he would use. Leave it to Justin to exaggerate. He was pretty successful at restructuring flailing businesses, and it had become something of a niche for him as a consultant. But he was used to financial renovations, not rebuilding them from nothing. From the sound of things, Jessie needed a small miracle. He wasn’t sure about all the details but, according to Justin, after their parents’ death six months ago, the dude ranch had sunk into the red.

“Not the way I’d put it.”

Bailey laughed. “What kind of genius wears that to a dude ranch? I mean I thought I’d seen a lot of people come and go on the ranch but you beat them all.”

He arched a brow and, for the hundredth time in the last few hours, regretted caving to Justin’s request. He didn’t belong out here. A horse ranch didn’t fall into his wheelhouse of expertise. The summer he’d spent here, he’d been completely useless until Justin had taught him how to use a hammer and nails to help mend fences. Stacking hay and building corrals didn’t take a business degree to figure out, but the Harts had welcomed him anyway. He owed Jessie, and from the worry he’d heard in his friend’s voice, there wasn’t time to waste.

He followed Bailey across the street to the short-term parking lot. She pressed a button on her key fob, and he heard an alarm chirp in the distance and a truck roar to life. Nathan’s brows shot up on his forehead. If the truck had an autostart function, it was fairly new. His cynical nature immediately kicked in as Bailey unlocked the enormous black four-door 4×4. Nathan dropped his bag on the immaculate leather seat in the back before climbing in.

“Nice truck,” he said, hoping Bailey might provide him with a little more information. If this was a recent purchase on behalf of the horse ranch, it might be indicative of Jessie’s spending habits and explain the trouble she was in. He didn’t remember Jessie being a diva, but it had been nearly eight years. People changed. He sure had.

“I wish it was mine.” She hopped into the driver’s seat and slipped the key into the ignition. “But when Uncle Colton’s truck died on Jessie, my dad made sure his dealership gave her a great deal on this one.”

“So, your father owns a car dealership?” She nodded, glancing his way as she maneuvered onto the highway. “Do you work for him? Or Justin?”

She frowned, watching the traffic. “I’m sort of all over the place, wherever my cousins need me. Today, that meant cleaning your cabin at the ranch and picking you up. Most days, I’m at Justin’s clinic.” Bailey glanced his way and waved a hand dramatically. “I guess you could say I go wherever the wind blows.”

The sarcasm in her voice wasn’t lost on him, and Nathan let the conversation drop as she turned off the main highway and headed out of town. There was no sense in alienating his best informational resource within the first hour of this trip.

“Do you mind if I turn on the radio?” he asked. AC/DC blared in the cab, and Nathan hid the smile that wanted to creep to his lips. Not exactly what he’d expected from the petite girl in worn cowboy boots, but obviously she was more like Jessie than he first expected and just as full of surprises.

He couldn’t help but smile as he thought about the first time he’d seen Jessie giving a group of wannabe cowboys a lesson in manners when they’d dared to catcall her. Like Bailey, she had an indomitable spirit and a smart mouth to match. With her fiery temper and quick laughter, she’d kept him on his toes all summer. When she wasn’t teasing him about trying to learn something new like fixing fences and building a lean-to, she was tempting him with her sweet lips and quiet sighs in the darkness. Like a lightning storm, their time together had been electric and exciting but too short-lived.

He’d allowed his father’s threats to cloud his judgment and let her slip through his fingers. By the time he’d realized what he’d given up, it was too late.

Nathan sighed. He’d burned his bridge with Jessie a long time ago. He’d been shocked when his secretary told him Justin Hart had called, but even more flabbergasted when he mentioned that Jessie wanted his help. Knowing Justin as well as he had, the fact that Nathan’s face had never been beaten meant Jessie hadn’t told him about what happened between them.

Maybe she’d never cared about him the way he thought she had; maybe she’d moved on. Maybe she’d never even thought twice about the fact that he’d never called. If she’d held a grudge, she never would have allowed Justin to reach out to him at all. He tried to convince himself this job would be easy. If he could pinpoint the issue quickly, he could be back in New York before the weekend. And maybe this was all wishful thinking.




Chapter Two


JESSIE HEARD THE crunch of tires on the gravel driveway and stepped onto the porch of the enormous log home. Her parents had raised their family here, in the house her father had built just before her brother was born. The scent of pine surrounded her, warming her insides. Even after her brother and sister had built houses of their own on either end of the property, she’d remained here with her parents, helping them operate the dude ranch and training their horses. She inhaled deeply, wishing again that circumstances hadn’t been so cruel as to leave her to figure out how to make the transition from dude ranch to horse rescue alone.

Leaning against the porch railing, she sipped her coffee and enjoyed the quiet of the morning. When a teen girl walked toward the barn to feed the horses, she lifted her hand in a wave. The poor girl was spending more time at the ranch than away from it these days, since her mother had violated parole again, but Jessie loved having her here. Aleta’s foster mother, June, had been close friends with Jessie’s own mother, and she understood the healing power horses had on kids who needed someone, or something, just to listen. Now that Aleta was living with June again, she was spending a lot of time at the ranch.

Jessie looked down the driveway as Bailey drove her truck closer to the house. She could just make out Nathan through the glare on the windshield. The resentment in her belly grew with each ticking second at the sight of him. Clenching her jaw and squaring her shoulders for the battle ahead, Jessie walked down the stairs to meet Justin’s former best friend and the man who’d broken her heart.

The truck pulled to a stop in front of her, and Bailey jumped from the driver’s seat wearing a shit-eating grin. Jessie narrowed her eyes, knowing exactly what that meant—she was in for a week of hell from this pain-in-the-ass, penny-pinching bean counter.

She didn’t understand why he’d insisted on returning to the ranch. If Justin hadn’t begged her to give Nathan a chance to help, she would have been perfectly content never to speak to his lying ass again.

She watched him turn his broad shoulders to her as he removed his luggage from the back seat. When he faced her, Jessie was barely able to contain her gasp of surprise. After he left, she’d avoided any mention of Nathan Kerrington like the plague, going as far as changing the channel when his name was mentioned on the news. She’d been praying that the past eight years had been cruel, that he’d gained a potbelly, or that he’d developed a receding hairline. She pictured him turning into a stereotypical computer geek.

This guy was perfection. Well, if she was into muscular men who looked like Hollywood actors and wore suits that cost several thousand dollars. Every strand of his dark brown hair was combed into place, even at six in the morning, after a flight from New York. There wasn’t a wrinkle in his stiffly starched shirt.

His green eyes slid over her dirty jeans and T-shirt before climbing back up to focus on her face. Memories of stolen kisses and lingering caresses filled her mind before she could cast them aside. His slow perusal sent heat curling in her belly, spreading through her veins, making her feel uncomfortable. Was he just trying to be an ass? If so, it was working. She felt on edge immediately, but she wasn’t about to let him know it. She crossed her arms over her chest and kicked her hip to the side.

“Nathan Kerrington. You’ve got some brass ones showing up here.”

A smile slid over his full lips, as if he’d expected this reaction from her. If she wasn’t so irritated by his mere presence, she might have thought it was sexy, but under these circumstances, it only made her palm itch to smack him more than it already did. He probably wasn’t lacking when it came to female attention, but he must have forgotten Jessie didn’t fawn over him the way most women did. She didn’t care how much money he was worth, what family he came from or how attractive he was. As far as she was concerned, he’d shown her his true colors a long time ago. She hadn’t stroked his ego before and she wouldn’t now.

“Hi, Jessie.” She narrowed her eyes as he covered the few steps separating them, holding out his hand. His eyes slid over her again but this time she felt the heat rise to her cheeks as his gaze lingered on her lips. Her body responded to his nearness without her brain’s permission, warming instantly as he moved closer. She felt the butterflies in her stomach wake at the thought of taking his hand.

“You look . . . amazing. It’s been a long time.”

“Not nearly long enough.” Ignoring his outstretched hand, she turned her attention to Bailey. “Can you show him to the cabin? I’m sure he’d like a chance to change and freshen up.”

She eyed his suit and wondered at his choice of apparel. He knew as well as anyone how dirty the ranch could get. Unless he was just trying to flaunt how much he’d accomplished since walking out on her. Nathan arched a tapered brow, and she saw annoyance simmering just below the surface, a state she was sure was foreign to him but that she was thrilled to trigger. He took a deep breath and met her gaze with an animosity she hadn’t expected.

What did he have to be annoyed about? She was the one being forced to be hospitable. She would have preferred this entire matter be done via e-mail or a conference call. He and Justin were the ones who’d insisted on Nathan coming back to point out her failures in person. As if she didn’t already know her many shortcomings. Let him be irritated. She was, too.

“Jess,” he began, taking a deep breath. “I’d like to get started right away. I was hoping to remedy your predicament as soon as possible and get back before this weekend.”

Jessie glared at him, allowing herself the luxury of a momentary fantasy where she walked down the steps and slapped the arrogant smile from the bastard’s face. She hadn’t wanted him here in the first place. He was more than welcome to turn around get on the first plane out of Sacramento.

She reined in her whim and mimicked his self-important tone. “Mr. Kerrington, please don’t feel any obligation to stay at all. In fact, in light of how much work I have to do here on Heart Fire Ranch, I’d suggest you stay with Justin, a hotel in town, or simply to head to where ever it is you plan on going next. I didn’t ask for your help with my predicament, and I don’t want it either.”

Jessie glanced at Bailey, who was pinching her lips together in an effort to hide a smile, before looking back at Nathan. His eyes flashed with indignation, but the emotion disappeared just as quickly, as if her tirade was only a minor annoyance. The slick smile and formal speech were back on his lips in the blink of an eye.

“While I appreciate your candor, your brother did invite me, and as a vested party in the success of this ranch, he does have the right to request my intervention.”

It rankled her that, from the sound of things, Justin had divulged the details of their parents’ will to this man already. She’d specifically told him to wait until they could discuss it together. She didn’t understand why Justin refused to figure this out as a family. Nathan had already proven he couldn’t be trusted. Just because Justin forgave Nathan didn’t mean she had.

“Then by all means, discuss his vested interest all you want, with him. I have work to do and a ranch to run. Bailey can show you the way to your cabin. Lunch is at one sharp. Be there or go hungry.”

Jessie spun on her heel and headed for the barn, not giving him a chance to respond. She wasn’t about to give this pompous, arrogant city slicker the satisfaction of having the last word. Not this time.

It didn’t matter that her body was practically aching to be touched by him again. She had locked her heart away a long time ago, and she wasn’t about to let Nathan near it again.

JESSIE HURRIED TO the barn, intent on getting as far away from Nathan as possible. She wasn’t sure what to think about the reaction his presence had stirred in her. She hated Nathan. At least, she thought she did. But how could you hate someone who made your insides quiver and your entire body weak with just a look? She looked up as Aleta led one of the older, very pregnant rescue mares into the aisle way and clipped the crossties to both sides of her halter.

“Hey, Jess. What was that all about?” Aleta jerked her chin toward the barn door.

Jessie turned to see Nathan heading toward the biggest of the log cabins on the other side of the barn. Cabins once filled with paying clientele now sat empty, like a miniature ghost town, reminding her of how she was failing her parents. What would her father say if he could see what she had done to his ranch? Jessie glanced toward the hay room, where the supply was dwindling and she had no money to replenish it. The grain and supplements were getting low as well. At least when her parents had been here, they’d been able to run the ranch and bring in the income to support her attempts to rehabilitate the horses. Soon she would have several ready to be sold to new homes, but she just needed a little more time. If Justin had already spoken with Nathan, it was unlikely that she’d get it. They’d probably turn the ranch back into a resort in a week, and that would be the end of her dream.

“New guest? He’s a hottie!” Aleta’s comment broke through the worries swirling in her head like wasps.

“Just a nuisance.” She brushed her hair back over a shoulder. “And he’ll be here for only a few days, I hope.”

Jessie grabbed a currycomb from the caddy and began to rub down the other side of the mare as they groomed her together. She was trying hard to ignore Aleta’s comment about how attractive Nathan was.

She glanced up as he walked past the barn, carrying an expensive leather bag slung over one shoulder as he chatted with Bailey. His green eyes glimmered with humor, and his smile seemed genuine. He was still just as good looking as he’d been at twenty-two, but he was too clean-cut now for her taste. At least, that was the story she vowed to repeat to herself until she believed it.

When Nathan had first stolen her heart at eighteen years old, he’d had a five o’clock shadow coloring his jaw, and his dark good looks had practically melted her in her cowboy boots. When he turned those green eyes on her, she could almost feel the sizzle between them. It had taken every bit of self-control she had not to drag him into one of the empty cabins and find out what she’d been holding out for. She’d flirted with him, trying to get his attention, but he’d ignored her, pushing her away in some misguided sense of loyalty to Justin. At first.

That first kiss from him nearly set her on fire.

She didn’t see anything left of the mischievous boy who’d stayed on the ranch to help that summer. In his place was an overconfident, arrogant ass. She hated that she was only fueling his ego by asking for his help.

Still, she thought, he did fill out that expensive suit nicely. And if those broad shoulders and trim waist were any indication of what lay below the material . . .

“Nuisance, huh?” Aleta’s eyes twinkled with merriment.

Jessie tossed the currycomb back into the grooming caddy, embarrassed at being caught fantasizing about the jerk. “Don’t you mess with me, young lady, or I won’t let you stay here tonight. I’ll call June to come pick you up now instead of after breakfast.”

Aleta laughed off Jessie’s threat. “Sure you will. We both know you’re a softie. Besides”—Aleta shrugged a narrow shoulder—“you love me too much to try to get rid of me.”

Jessie stuck her tongue out at the teenage girl. Aleta had seen too much of the shady side of life in her short fifteen years, but in spite of her mother’s drug use and her own run-ins with the law, she had a sense of humor and a sweet, feisty spirit that she showed when she was at the ranch and working with the horses. It was at Aleta’s suggestion that Jessie had begun to invite other troubled teens out to the ranch to help out in exchange for riding lessons.

A smiled tugged at the corners of Jessie’s lips. “Well, you don’t have to be so cocky about it,” she teased. “I’m going to go get lunch ready. We have a couple more horses coming in late tomorrow, so can you get three stalls ready?”

“Sure. Want me to turn Gilly out with the other mares?”

“Yeah.” She patted the mare’s shoulder. “Put her in the nearest pasture, and we’ll bring her back in as soon as I evaluate the others tomorrow. Once I know what sort of temperament I’m dealing with, I’ll know how many stalls we’ll have left.”

“You got it, boss.”

Jessie laughed at the girl’s enthusiasm. One of the things she loved and envied most about Aleta was her ability to ignore the garbage life had thrown at her and let it fall from her too-thin shoulders. Jessie hoped she could learn the same lesson. Since her parents’ accident, life had thrown nothing but refuse her way, and she was having a hard time wading through it. Dealing with Nathan Kerrington was going to be just one more stink pile to get past in order to move forward with her dream.




Chapter Three


NATHAN WASN’T SURE what he’d expected from Jessie’s lunch invitation. Maybe pork and beans flung at his head as he walked through the kitchen door? Whatever assumptions he’d made, he hadn’t expected to see Jessie rocking out in the kitchen to music pumping through her earphones, as she made enough sandwiches to feed a small army. She cut into another and laid the halves on a tray to her left as she belted out a country song he’d never heard before. Something about a woman going home to load her shotgun. A nervous tremor coursed through his belly. It sounded too much like a personal anthem, and he worried, with their past and her attitude upon his arrival, the song might prove prophetic.

She hadn’t noticed him yet, so he leaned against the doorframe, enjoying the show. He didn’t remember ever hearing her sing before. She had a great voice, rich and smooth, mellow yet seductive. She twisted her hips, gyrating in time with the song, and he had to admit, what she lacked in height, she made up for in sex appeal. Jessie was a tiny thing, petite but athletically built, with curves that could make a grown man cry. His eyes traveled down her back to her narrow waist and rounded hips. Nathan couldn’t help but notice how well her rear filled out the denim of her jeans.

He felt the desire he’d buried years ago reawaken. He pushed himself from the doorway, trying to cast the feeling aside. If her ice-cold welcome was any indication, his chance at wooing Jessie was long gone. He tried to be grateful for her noticeable animosity. If nothing else, it made it easy to remember the only lingering feeling on her part was loathing.

Besides, he tried to console himself, Jessie Hart isn’t your type—at least not anymore.

His last girlfriend, a sleek, waifish model, was the type of woman he’d grown accustomed to spending his nights with—a woman who could stay on his arm at any function, engaging and beautiful but demanding nothing more than a good time and a few connections to further her career. No emotional risk there.

He couldn’t deny that had always been a problem with Jessie. She left him feeling too much. His father had seen it and exploited it, demanding Nathan to help him doctor his campaign finances or else see Jessie’s family business ruined. While there was something irresistible about this feisty cowgirl dancing around the kitchen, he couldn’t allow himself the freedom to explore it. Nor did she seem to want him to.

“There you are!” Nathan spun in surprise as Justin smacked his shoulder and walked past him to grab one of the sandwiches, tugging the cord to Jessie’s headphones. “Hey, Jess. Can’t stay too long. Nathan and I have an appointment right after lunch with Brendon Gray.”

She pulled the other earpiece out and smiled up at her hulking brother. “Already? Sit and—”

As soon as she saw Nathan standing in the doorway, her eyes changed. The deep blue he’d lost himself in for a whole summer instantly hardened to ice.

“Please, have a seat.” Her formal tone left Nathan certain where he stood.

Jessie carried the tray to the table, her eyes sliding over him judgmentally. It wasn’t a foreign exchange. In his line of work, people often evaluated his qualifications and likelihood of success by how expensive his suit or the watch encircling his wrist was. But he’d never felt lacking while wearing a Rolex and Armani. Jessie’s appraisal made him feel inadequate, as if she pitied him. It irked him that this cowgirl could get a rise from him when millionaires hadn’t been able to. Even after changing into a casual outfit of Balmain jeans and a polo shirt that probably cost more than this ranch grossed each month, she still had a way of making him feel like he was lacking. He arched a brow, daring her to comment, and saw her lips pinch together into a thin line.

Jessie looked away from the doorway, ignoring Nathan. “Where’s Julia?”

“Waiting for one of her dogs to get picked up by its new handler, a little boy with autism. She told us not to wait to eat because she’d be late.” Justin reached for a second sandwich, oblivious to his sister’s annoyance with Nathan’s presence at the table. “What are you waiting for, Nathan? Dig in.”

Nathan reached for one of the sandwiches, wondering again what sort of hell he’d just gotten himself into. He was used to catered meals, expensive wine, and high-rise buildings, not ham sandwiches in the kitchen of a log cabin.

“Want a beer?” Justin asked him, and Jessie eyed him expectantly, ready to pounce regardless of his answer.

“Water is fine.”

She stood and reached for a glass from the cabinet, filling it from the faucet. No ice, and she didn’t even bother to turn the faucet to cold.

He reached for the glass as she slid it in front of him, and when his hand touched hers, he felt a tingle of electricity. She jerked her hand away from his as if he’d just shocked her, spilling water on the table.

“Sorry,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes and watching him warily as she slowly eased back into her seat.

Nathan took a long drink of the lukewarm water, if only to spite her, and used a napkin to wipe up the puddle on the table.

“I’d like a beer!” Bailey strolled in, immediately breaking the tension in the room, smiling from ear to ear as she winked at Nathan.

She plopped down beside him at the table and reached for one of the sandwiches. Her energy was contagious and Nathan bit back a grin. At one time, this was how Jessie had acted around him—vivacious and full of life.

“You’re still on the clock at the clinic, and I need you after lunch, so no,” Justin scolded.

“Party pooper,” she muttered under her breath.

Nathan choked on his water as Bailey chuckled, slapping his back. “Relax, Wall Street. It might not be Voss but it’s not that bad. Straight from the well.”

Jessie rolled her eyes at Bailey. Irritation seemed to seep from her, directed pointedly at Nathan. “Can we get this over with? I have stalls to get ready.”

“For what? Please, tell me you didn’t take in more horses,” Justin said.

She chewed the bite of sandwich in her mouth slowly and tipped up her chin. “Okay.”

“Okay, what?”

“Okay, I won’t tell you.”

A shadow of a smile played at the corners her lips. Bailey didn’t even bother to hide her mirth and laughed loudly. Nathan had seen Justin lose his temper enough in the past to know Jessie was treading on very thin ice. She wasn’t just tempting her brother, she was outright poking a bear of a man with a temper to match, and it made him wonder if the years had made her stupid or just incredibly brave.

“Jessie,” he growled through clenched teeth. “I thought I told you—”

“And I told you to let me handle it.” She leaned back in her chair, not looking the slightest bit worried about the impending eruption from Mt. Justin. The air practically sparked with the tension. “I’ve got this,” she assured him.

“You don’t have this. Unless you’re on a mission to put us all in the poor house, there are too many useless mouths to feed and not enough hay to do it.”

“I don’t recall asking you for money.”

“And, yet, I don’t recall you turning it down when I offered,” Justin countered.

“I know what I’m doing,” she insisted.

“Then why am I here?” Three sets of eyes turned toward Nathan.

Nathan was used to moving when his instinct directed him. Usually it meant hanging back and supervising operations, watching for opportunities others might miss, not jumping headfirst in to a hornet’s nest of sibling drama. Jessie’s blue eyes grew even colder, her sharp glance cutting.

“Good question.” She glared back at her brother. “Why is he here? What can he do that we can’t manage on our own?”

Nathan wasn’t about to sit back and let this slip of a woman insult him. She might have every right to be angry with him for what happened in the past, but his business acumen was above reproach, and he was proud of the success he’d achieved in the past few years.

“Well, for one thing, I can look at your books and see where there might be corners you can cut. My goal is to make sure that you’re operating within the optimal tax benefits, legal structure, and primarily, making the best business decisions possible for every dollar spent.” Nathan crossed his arms and locked eyes with her. “And I’m damn good at my job.”

“Modest much?” Jessie quirked a dark brow, not bothering to hide her distaste.

“Just statin’ facts, ma’am,” he teased, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

This was where he was most comfortable, on the offensive. He didn’t want to make her mad, but he needed her to realize how serious her situation was. This wasn’t about his past mistakes; this was about her future. However, he had to admit it was a thrill to push Jessie’s buttons, making her eyes spark with blue fire. To make those perfect lips round in outrage. What he wouldn’t give to kiss her again.

Nathan cleared his throat, forcing himself to concentrate on the reason he was here. “We need to sit down and talk with your accountant to get a clear perspective on your finances. Justin and I are doing that later today, right?” He looked to Justin for confirmation. “And we need to talk about what you’re each planning for this ranch.”

“I can’t put everything here on hold to chat. I barely have time to train the horses after I’ve finished with barn chores.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t be bringing in more,” Justin muttered under his breath.

Jessie rose, glaring at him before marching toward the kitchen sink, the island between them. Nathan could see by her defensive stance that she was fighting the desire to escape the conversation altogether.

He saw Jessie pull out her cell phone and frown at the screen. “Crap,” she muttered.

“What?” Bailey looked at the phone screen as well. “Go. Justin and I will clean up lunch.”

Whatever she saw on her phone must have been important, because Jessie snatched her keys from the hook by the back door and hurried out the front door to her truck. He heard the roar of the diesel engine and the crunch of gravel as the massive tires rolled down the tree-lined driveway.

Nathan raised a hand to his temple, rubbing at the headache beginning to form. “We are never going to get anything accomplished this way.”

He had a life to get back to in LA and, if Jessie didn’t become more cooperative, this job was going to last forever.

“Don’t worry.” Justin laughed, pulling out his cell phone. “We’ll take a trip into town to meet with Brendon today, get that out of the way. Then we can have a drink and catch up.” He cocked his head and frowned. “Loosen up. I don’t remember you being such a tight-ass in college. Maybe you need this visit more than you think.”

Yeah, the way I need a hole in my head.

JESSIE HATED SITTING outside the principal’s office. She hadn’t liked it that time she’d been caught cutting class in high school, and she hated it even more now. She shook her head and frowned at the sixteen-year-old boy seated beside her, his long hair draped over his eyes. “What in the world were you thinking, Michael? Vandalizing the locker room?”

“I told you, it’s Ice.”

“Really? Ice?” She sighed. “Because you don’t have enough trouble in your life right now without getting involved with that gang again? They’re bad news and going nowhere.” Jessie glanced through the window where two other students sat, their wrists handcuffed behind their backs. “You’re not like them.”

He eyed her through his shaggy bangs. “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

“Quit doing what your brother tells you to and start living the way you want. Do you want to end up in jail like him? You told me you wanted out, remember? I know you don’t want to be part of a gang, so why would you even take part in their initiation? You’re better than this.”

Luckily, the office door opened, ending their conversation. Two deputy sheriffs escorted the other street-tough teens toward patrol cars she’d seen parked in front of the school. Ellie, Jessie’s friend and Michael’s foster mother, was next, followed by the principal. Ellie looked tired, much older than her twenty-eight years, as she turned her eyes toward the pair.

“Come on, Michael, let’s go.” Jessie could hear the exhaustion in Ellie’s voice as she shook the principal’s hand and thanked him for his help with the police.

Michael stared after the other boys before turning back to her. She could read at least a thousand questions in his eyes, but he left them unspoken. “You mean, I’m not—”

“No, you’re coming with us. So let’s go,” Ellie ordered, raising her voice slightly.

Jessie stood, following her exasperated friend to her truck, watching as the police cruiser pulled away from the curb. She still wasn’t sure whether Ellie had asked her to come because she simply needed moral support or if there was something else on her mind. She waited, knowing Ellie would make her intentions clear soon enough.

Michael’s shoulders slumped forward as he opened the passenger door and tossed his backpack to the floorboard.

“Take your things with you. You’re going home with Jessie tonight,” Ellie instructed.

“What?”

“What?” Jessie repeated, as confused as the teen.

“I’ll be out later, but I think some ranch work might help Ice put things into perspective while he’s suspended from school. Don’t you agree, Jessie?”

Jessie bit her lip as understanding dawned. If Ellie wanted to teach the boy a lesson, she could come up with plenty of chores to accommodate her. “I have fences to be mended, and there are always stalls that need cleaning.”

Ellie gave her a grin and a quick wink. “I figured as much.” She turned back to Michael. “You head out and get started. I’ll be out later, after I get off work.”

The boy opened his mouth to protest, but Ellie held up her hand. “Don’t say a word! You’re lucky you’re not in the back of that patrol car with those two boys after the stunt you pulled today. You’re getting off easy with just three days suspension. So, show some gratitude.”

Jessie could see his jaw clenching. He was at that age where everything set him off. He wanted to fight the system and declare his independence, but he hadn’t realized yet how far was too far. Today he’d crossed the line when he’d vandalized the locker room. At least he hadn’t pushed as far as his older brother had, landing him in prison for armed robbery.

Ellie had taken Michael in—an impressionable boy who looked up to his troubled older brother—and offered him the world, but she could only do so much as a foster parent. The choices were still his to make, and thanks to his brother’s influence, he was making bad ones.

“Come on,” Jessie threw her arm around his slim shoulders and gave him a quick squeeze. “We’re getting in three new horses tomorrow. You can help me get ready for them.” She saw the light return to his eyes. “Besides, Grady’s been missing you.” At the mention of the old gelding, she saw Michael try to hide a smile.

“Fine,” he sighed. He heaved his shoulders dramatically, but Jessie didn’t miss the relief in his eyes.

Jessie pulled out her phone to let Justin know they would have two more people tonight for dinner.

How did she manage to go from being alone last night to having a packed house before lunch? Nathan’s arrogant grin filled her mind. How was she going to explain having two juvenile delinquents at the ranch when Nathan started asking questions?




Chapter Four


NATHAN SAT AT the kitchen table of the cabin Jessie had relegated to him, staring down at the countless documents her accountant had compiled. Besides an external hard drive filled with account information, more payable than receivable, there were loans, both personal and business, as well as the will from her parents. Since Justin hadn’t really talked about his parents’ death, Nathan knew he would have to press one of them for details eventually. Reading the will now, he could see none of the Harts fully understood the value and desirability of their property.

With two thousand acres split equally between them, each of the siblings had been given a portion of the property to use for separate business ventures, yet the entirety remained in joint ownership. Wading his way through the legal jargon, grateful for his years in law school, he finally found what made them think they had more than a familial interest in one another’s businesses. Each business was run as a separate entity, meaning that Jessie was in full control of the dude ranch portion of the property and could operate it however she chose. But, because of the way their parents had structured it, if one business went under, the others were forced to compensate or help fund it. According to the documents, their father insisted they keep the property whole, or it was to be sold in its entirety. In other words, if one failed, they all failed.

“Colton, what were you thinking?” he muttered to himself. The knock at the front door interrupted his thoughts. “Come in.” He looked up in time to see Justin peer around the entrance.

“Aren’t you coming for dinner?”

Nathan glanced at his watch and looked out the window to see the sun setting behind the tall pines. He hadn’t realized how much time had passed since he’d started looking into their finances. He slid the will into a folder and rose from the small table. “Would you mind if I borrow your truck to head into town and grab a burger?”

Justin laughed. “Afraid of the pip-squeak? When did that happen?”

“I’m not afraid. I’d just rather avoid getting my head served to me on a platter.”

“Yeah, sorry about that. She’s not happy you’re here.”

“That’s a bit of an understatement.”

Nathan moved to the sink, wishing he’d thought to buy groceries when they’d been in town earlier. He grabbed a glass from the cupboard stocked with dishes for guests and filled it with water from the tap.

“Didn’t you talk to her before you invited me? Maybe if you would’ve explained why I was coming . . . ”

“I tried.” Justin brushed past him and opened the refrigerator. “I even gave her a list of things to get you. See? But Jess has a temper and thinks this should be a family matter.”

Nathan bent down and stared at the fully stocked refrigerator, complete with a six-pack of his favorite beer, sandwich fixings, fresh produce, and dairy. There was enough food to feed him for at least a week. Guilt hovered over Nathan’s head like a rain cloud, and he wondered if Justin still would have apologized if he knew what had transpired between Jessie and Nathan. He would have to confess the truth to Justin eventually. But not quite yet.

They’d barely spoken in the last eight years. He wanted to renew their friendship on a good note before he jumped off that ledge. Once he’d helped Jessie, it would be easier to confess the truth to Justin. He reached for two beer bottles, holding one out to Justin, wondering if he really trusted Jessie not to poison him.

“So, she’s taking her frustration out on me instead of you?” Nathan had no doubt Jessie’s ire had more to do with his silence after leaving and his reappearance now than it did with Justin.

“Trust me,” Justin assured him with a laugh. “You’re getting the PG version. I’ve been chewed out several times for even suggesting she call you. Be glad you’re staying out here instead of one of the guest rooms in the house.”

“Yeah, that makes me want to join you for dinner.”

Nathan tipped his head back, enjoying the yeasty brew as it slid down his throat, warming his belly. At least, he wanted to believe it was the beer and not the memory of the last time he’d been alone in the house with Jessie. He hadn’t prepared himself for this onslaught of memories. It wasn’t like him not to be ready for every possible scenario, but he’d been too busy equipping himself for her hatred to think that feelings of his own might resurface.

Not that he didn’t deserve her anger. He’d had eight years to set the record straight and should have done so as soon as he’d worked his way from under his father’s thumb, but there was more to her anger than simply a failed summer romance.

“She’s overreacting a bit, wouldn’t you say? I mean, most people don’t enjoy having their finances scrutinized, but wouldn’t the possibility of saving this place be enough to make her at least somewhat civil?”

“Jessie’s always had a chip on her shoulder about you. I think she had a crush on you that summer and when you never came back . . . ” Justin took a long draw from his beer and shrugged. “But who knows. Ever since our parents were killed in that car accident, she’s been working herself to the bone trying to keep this ranch in the black, but she won’t admit that she can’t do it alone. Everyone sees that except for her.” He tipped back the bottle again, finishing off the last swallow. “It’s turned into this vicious cycle
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