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Prologue

 

 

The email arrived just before bed.  Rennie had been expecting it and took a deep breath before clicking it open.

Dear Miss Davidson,

My aunt’s attorney has undoubtedly filled you in on the reason for this letter. He has assured me that the best solution to the problems facing us would be to marry. I had no prior knowledge of the terms of my great-aunt Marjorie’s will, but her attorney has made it clear that its conditions are entirely legal. The restrictions that the inheritance comes jointly to us only in the event that we marry each other within a year were shocking to say the least. Knowing how I feel about matrimony, I’m even more astounded at my aunt’s restrictions than you must be. Her attorney has suggested that if we choose to fulfill the terms of the will we view a marriage between us as strictly a business arrangement. He urges us to take the necessary steps to settle the matter.

I know he has discussed the situation with you. In hopes that you are amiable to the suggestion, I am writing to inquire if that is the case. To make sure my aunt’s attorney has not misled you, I must tell you Silver Creek Station is in Australia’s outback. We have a successful cattle operation with many amenities. However, the nearest town is over an hour’s drive distance. My aunt mentioned her dear friend, your grandmother, many times in her letters. She told us how the ranches in the arid part of Texas were similar to the stations around here so you should have an idea of what it’s like here.

My brother and his wife died six months ago. I have had the care of their child, Kerry, since then. She’s not yet two. Her grandparents are now demanding custody of her. I want the child raised here at the station and am willing to do whatever I need to in order to make sure she has a happy home. While the thought of inheriting half of Aunt Marjorie’s estate is appealing, more importantly I want a mother for Kerry.

Love is not a requirement in an arrangement such as this, but I will insist on loving kindness for Kerry. She is in dire need of a woman’s influence. In exchange for your loyalty to my family, I will provide a home for you all your life.

Your share of the inheritance is, of course, yours to spend as you like.  I believe the money would help with your grandmother’s care.

If you are interested in pursuing this odd arrangement, please let me know. As you probably can gather, time is of the essence. If I hear in the affirmative, I will make the necessary arrangements.

Yours, Hunter Bradshaw

There it was, laid out plain as day. Now the final choice was up to her.


Chapter One

 

 

I’m not ready, Rennie Davidson thought in panic, butterflies tripping in her stomach. Stepping from the small twin-engine plane into the shimmering heat of the Australian day, she gazed unseeingly at the empty land surrounding the small airport. Beyond was the small town. She licked her lips, feeling the heavy pounding of her heart. What was she doing here in Boolong Creek, Northern Territory? Was she out of her mind? It wasn’t too late for second thoughts, was it?

Smoothing her shoulder-length honey-blond hair back from her heated face, her blue eyes wide and glazed, she was slightly surprised to find that her fingers were trembling. She quickly balled her hands into fists. Taking a deep breath, she looked around once more as if the barren landscape could offer an escape. 

She didn’t have to go through with it. 

She blinked. Really, what choice did she have? Nothing had changed. Of course she had to go through with it. It was business, pure and simple. And she desperately needed the money for her grandmother.

Seeking some relief from the sun’s rays, she walked around the side of the solitary terminal, hugging the shade. Stepping around a man leaning insolently against the drab terminal without giving him a glance, her thoughts a thousand miles away, she wondered when she’d be picked up. How much longer did she have to get her nervousness under control?

“Rennie Davidson?” a firm voice asked behind her right shoulder.

She swung around. 

The tall, well-built man leaned casually against the weathered wood of the small airport building, studying her from beneath the wide brim of his hat. She took in his broad shoulders, his strong brown neck rising from the open throat of the blue shirt he wore.

Fascinated by the sight before her, she let her eyes drift down his body. Muscular brown arms were crossed casually over his chest, his shirt-sleeves rolled up. His hips were narrow, his legs powerful in faded jeans, one bent as he rested his foot against the weathered boards of the small building. Dusty leather boots encased his feet. 

She brought her gaze up to clash with his and she could feel herself grow almost giddy.

“Yes,” she replied, moving to stand warily before him. “I’m Rennie Davidson.” 

She was suddenly glad she was wearing her trim navy blue pants with a crisp, frilly white blouse that added a touch of femininity, glad she’d brushed her hair before leaving the plane. For a moment she wanted to impress the man in front of her.

“I’m Hunter Bradshaw,” he said lazily. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

Rennie looked into his clear gray eyes. His dark skin looked like seasoned teak, bronzed by the hot Australian sun, weathered by the winds. His light eyes were startling with his tanned face and dark hair, but it was a combination she immediately found fascinating. His voice was deep and strong and wonderful with his Australian accent.

Rennie wondered briefly if she’d missed something. She shook her head to clear it, to see if she had matters confused. This was Hunter Bradshaw? This self-assured, confident male who stood before her positively radiating strength and sexuality? Tall, dominant, commanding, he was nothing at all what she’d envisioned. How could he not have already been married?

His great-aunt had been right on the good-looking part, she thought, clutching at sanity. He was gorgeous.

“I said I’d come,” she replied as her thoughts spun into a hundred different directions.

He offered his hand. Rennie hesitated only a moment before taking his firm grasp. His fingers were hard and calloused, warm and firm. She felt a shock of awareness course through her at his touch, every nerve-ending quivering, her heart racing. Stepping back nervously, she almost yanked her hand free, clenching her fingers into a fist, her breathing curiously unsteady.

She wanted to step away, escape the magnetism of his eyes, the pull of attraction she unexpectedly experienced. Even with Stuart she’d never been so aware of herself as a woman, so aware of the sheer maleness of a man. She couldn’t possibly marry him; he’d overwhelm her in an hour!

Hunter Bradshaw topped her by several inches. While she was tall, he had to be well over six feet. The width of his muscular shoulders did nothing to minimize his stature. His bush hat was pulled low on his face, shading it from the sun, but she saw his eyes study her and the heat within her continued to build—a strange intoxicating heat that made her so very glad she was a woman.

“You’re not what I expected,” he said as his glance skimmed across her cheeks, touched on her lips and moved down to scan her body. 

Without any indication of what he was thinking, he pushed away from the wall and started toward the plane, his gait loose and smooth. Assured, as if he owned the whole territory.

“We’ll collect your luggage and then have some lunch. We still have another hour’s drive to the homestead,” he said. 

As he began walking he yanked his dusty hat lower.

Rennie turned to fall into step, wishing she had sunglasses to shelter her eyes from the strong glare of the noontime sun, to offer her some measure of protection from the penetrating gaze of the man beside her. Promising herself she’d pick up a pair as soon as possible, she hurried to keep up with his longer stride.

“What had you expected?” she asked. 

Was he disappointed? Did he want to call off the arrangement? Was he changing his mind or still determined to continue with their plan? 

Her own doubts returned. Were they foolish to make a marriage of convenience in this day and age? Who would expect her to carry through with it? 

Yet, perversely, she didn’t want him to change his mind.

He shrugged, reaching the plane, lifting her cases from the ground where the pilot had placed them. 

“I didn’t expect you to be so pretty for one thing,” he said, frowning.

That caught her by surprise. He didn’t appear to notice she was as tongue-tied as a teenager as he led her to a rusty, battered, dusty utility truck. Was it a compliment? He didn’t appear to like the fact. 

He noticed her hesitation as he nodded toward the vehicle.

“Bloody impossible to keep anything clean when the dust rises. I use this around the station, on and off road, so it looks the worse for it. But the inside’s clean.”

She nodded, watching as he easily tossed her heavy suitcases into the back, wondering if he was now asking himself why he’d agreed to send across the world for a woman he’d never met. 

From what she could see, Rennie thought Hunter Bradshaw would have no difficulty in getting a wife. It was more likely he’d have trouble keeping the women away.

His looks were dynamic, his manner assured and assertive. Perhaps, having met her, he’d changed his mind. 

Illogically, in light of her recent doubts, Rennie fervently hoped this was not the case. And her promised share of the inheritance had nothing to do with it.

Hunter helped her into the cab. She was glad for the protection of the cotton trousers—she could burn her legs on the scorching vinyl seat. When he climbed in he turned slightly in his seat to study her. Rennie returned his regard gravely, unwilling to let him know how her heart raced or of the heat that raged through her.

“There’s a nice little place here in town that serves lunch; we’ll eat and discuss things before heading for the station.”

“That sounds fine—Hunter.” 

She was pleased with the way she had said his name, so casually. Pleased that her voice hadn’t cracked with the tension that was so tight she was afraid she’d shatter. Perhaps he wouldn’t guess how awkward she felt, how suddenly unsure of herself and the entire situation she’d become.

His lips tilted in a half-smile as he put the car in gear. He’d guessed.

Eagerly she looked around the town as they drove through, interested in all she saw. There was one main street, paved, but with dust so thick it looked like a dirt road. Several businesses and shops lined the street, though few people were on the sidewalks. A two-storied department store dominated an entire block. She glimpsed some houses down the side-streets, their gardens offering a bright spot of color. All in all Boolong Creek was a small place.

And she didn’t see water anywhere. Where was the creek?

Hunter pulled up before a small place called Mattie’s. Upon entering, Rennie recognized how popular it was. The pub was almost full, only one or two tables were vacant. Hunter led the way to one in the back which would afford them some degree of privacy. He nodded and spoke to several people in passing but didn’t stop to talk at length to anyone or introduce her.

Rennie scanned the room when they sat, her blond hair falling a little over her cheeks, sheltering her from Hunter’s penetrating gaze. Acutely aware of him as she had never been so aware of another, she wanted to give herself some breathing space—needed it.

A waitress came to take their orders, chatting easily with Hunter. Again he didn’t introduce her and Rennie’s belief that he’d changed his mind was strengthened. If no one knew her, or why she’d come, there’d be less talk when she left. She looked up as Hunter ordered, wondering what he’d told people here. Did everyone know he’d sent to America for an unknown bride?

“Give us meat pies, chips and something cold to drink.” 

He didn’t ask Rennie what she wanted, confidently ordering for both of them.

She flashed him a sharp look, wondering if he was always so sure of himself and others. If that was the case, how could he agree to an arranged marriage, even as a business arrangement? He didn’t have the look of a man that could be made to do anything he didn’t want.

The waitress returned quickly with their plates. Rennie was grateful. She found the silence growing between them daunting. But she was determined not to be the one to break it.

When the first pangs of hunger were satisfied, Hunter broke the silence. 

“Your trip was all right?”

She glanced up, awareness shimmering through her at his proximity. The table wasn’t much protection from his potent attraction. She wasn’t used to reacting so strongly to a man. Taking a deep breath, she tried to gain a measure of control. She’d opted for this solution and she’d see it through if it killed her.

“Yes, thank you. Thank you for sending me the ticket.” 

Glad to hear that her voice was strong, she sat back in her chair and regarded him thoughtfully.

He nodded, his eyes narrowed as he stared at her. 

“The situation’s awkward, isn’t it?” he asked forthrightly.

Color stained her cheeks, but she didn’t pretend to misunderstand him. 

“Yes...I’m not sure—”

He interrupted, not unkindly, “I’m not all that sure myself, now that the reality is here. I thought Americans were an independent lot. Yet you’re here ready to marry a man you just met.”

Looking around the room, stalling for time, Rennie wondered how to respond. She hadn’t expected such a forthright attitude. Somehow she’d hoped he’d gloss over things a little. Finally she looked back and met his gaze, then picked up a chip and studied it, as if unsure what to say next. 

“I need the money I’ll get by marrying you. And the thought of being a mother to a little girl who needs one is very appealing. I realized that there could be worse things.”

“Ah, so I’m a bit above the fate worse than death?”

“I—um—want to be needed.” 

She hadn’t meant to insult him.

“And Kerry and I need you.” He nodded as if he understood. “So it’s not entirely the money?” Skepticism laced his tone.

“No, though in all honesty the thought of turning that amount down would give anyone second thoughts.”

 She grinned nervously, a dimple touching the soft skin of her cheek. Then she grew serious again. 

“The money is essential if I’m to obtain the medical care my grandmother needs. I believe I wrote you she is quite ill.”

“That explains why the urgency for the money. How did she feel about you coming here?”

“Excited for me,” Rennie replied thoughtfully. “She and your aunt Marjorie were such close friends for so long, she feels she knows you. And she likes the idea of me mothering the baby. I’m to send pictures.” 

She already missed her grandmother. She’d been the only stability in a lifetime of being shunted from place to place.

“I think I ought to make sure you understand the situation,” he continued, leaning back in his chair, watching her closely. 

His silvery eyes seemed to touch her very soul. 

“My grandfather lives with me at the homestead. When Alex and Tessa died, little Kerry came to live with us. Her other relatives, Tessa’s parents, are now fighting for custody. Alex named me as guardian, and I want to raise his daughter. But the child needs a mother. The courts want a stable home for her. If I can’t provide it, they’ll award custody to Tessa’s parents.”

She nodded. There was more to Hunter’s wanting to marry than just the money, as well. A child’s future was at stake. It made the idea of a marriage between them seem less cold-blooded, less mercenary.

He paused a moment, glanced around the restaurant, then back, obviously making up his mind to continue.

 “But I’m not looking for a short-term solution. If you’re planning to marry, get your money and then skip, forget it. I want someone for Kerry at least until she’s grown. I’m looking for permanence.”

Rennie nodded, her eyes wide. She hadn’t thought much beyond getting married. Of course he’d want the stability of a long-term relationship for the little girl. And Rennie wouldn’t want to subject little Kerry to the kind of disruptions she’d experienced in her life. 

She was committed, for the next twenty years, at least. She took a breath. It was almost overwhelming. Had there been another solution, she’d have chosen it in a heartbeat.

“I didn’t agree to come here for a few days, to get married and leave. I’ve arranged to have everything I own shipped here. My suitcases are only part of my things. I’m not here for a short time,” she said firmly, a determined light in her blue eyes. 

She’d ransomed her future for the chance to help her grandmother. But she’d abide by her decision.

He studied her for a long moment, his eyes impaling hers. 

“I never planned to marry once Alex married Tessa. I thought they’d see to the future generation, have plenty of sons. But that changed with the car crash. Kerry needs a woman, a mother. For her sake, I’ll provide a mother.”

“And for the money,” she added.

“That’s part of it, of course. But I also want to maintain Silver Creek Station. There’s work to be done and it’s costly,” he replied.

Rennie nodded. She’d known this before she came. Not about his grandfather living with them, but the rest.

“I’ll do my best to be a good mother.”

“You ought to know up front I don’t believe in love. It’s a fantasy for starry-eyed women and insipid poets, so don’t plan on flowers and candy,” Hunter continued, his eyes steady as he looked into hers. “I don’t feel it fair to marry someone who might come to care for me more than I would for them. Imagine herself in love with me. Or expect wildly romantic evenings. Ours would be strictly a business arrangement.”

She nodded again. 

“Do you know why your aunt would make such a will?” she asked.

 She was still puzzled by the terms that had left Marjorie’s vast fortune to herself and this man only if they married each other.

“Aunt Marjorie was always trying her hand at matchmaking. Even from Texas. You came highly recommended.” He smiled mockingly. “I understand you like a quiet life, know something about cattle from working as an accountant for the cattleman's association in Texas, aren’t into wild extravagances, and you’re a good cook, and housekeeper.” 

He stopped, a scowl growing as he became aware of Rennie’s expression.

She glared at him.

“I didn’t get a recommendation for you. Maybe you’d like to register your good points before we go any farther.” 

He made it sound as if he had picked her out of a catalog.

“Look, let’s get one thing clear. Neither of us would be marrying if it weren’t for my aunt Marjorie’s inheritance, right? So far this arrangement brings us both something we want. You get the money to help with your grandmother, I get a mother for Kerry. As long as we keep that in mind, we’ll brush along and everything will work out.”

“It sounds to me as if you want more than brushing along with this arrangement, talking about permanence,” she snapped in reply.

He leaned over the table and grabbed her wrist, his fingers hot and hard against her delicate skin. 

“My family isn’t noted for its long-lived marriages. My grandmother died young, my mother deserted my father when Alex was just a baby, and Tessa left Alex just before they were killed. I plan to break the trend. I expect this marriage to endure until one or the other of us dies of old age. Is that clear?”

“Perfectly.” 

A frisson of anxiousness  swept through her. She hoped she could stay. What if she was as unstable in relationships as her mother? 

“I’ll give you no cause to end it. Can you say the same?” she said more bravely than she felt.

His grip loosened and slowly he traced his thumb across the fine veins exposed in her pale skin. 

“I’ll give no reason to end it.”

She looked down at his hand, shivering slightly at the response that raced through her. Her pulse sped up, her blood heated as if his hand were a candle. He had big hands, tanned, strong, hardworking; she’d felt the calluses against her fingers earlier, could now feel the slight abrasion of his thumb against her own smooth skin. It was easier to study his hands than look at his face, meet his gaze. He was strong and sturdy and overwhelmingly masculine. 

She’d be his wife, yet not have to worry about him falling in love. He’d been clear on that. She licked her lips, not finding the thought as distasteful as she’d thought she would. As she flicked him a glance an appalling thought flashed through her mind. Did she have to worry about herself falling in love with him?

“I came all the way from Texas so I guess that’s as good a commitment to this business arrangement as any,” she said, her voice sweet and soft compared to his Australian twang. 

She wanted to make sure he knew she was planning on holding to the business aspect of their situation. Her heart sped up again at the mere thought of marriage and she tugged her hand away, lest he feel her increased pulse-rate.

“Fine. I’ve made arrangements for the wedding. We can be married this afternoon.”

Were butterflies going to be permanent residents in her stomach? she wondered. They’d flared again at Hunter’s words. 

True, she’d committed to marry him, so there was no reason to delay, but she had thought somehow that she’d have a few days to get to know him first. 

Yet what would that accomplish? She really didn’t want to get married at all, but the unexpected chance to help Gram was too important to miss. Still, she’d never expected to be married as soon as she got off the plane. He was talking about being married in a few minutes!

“Any problem?” he asked, raising an eyebrow, as if attuned to her sudden uncertainty, her reluctance. Could he read her mind?

She shook her head, taking another chip and dipping it into the ketchup, hoping desperately that she looked calm and confident. 

“No problem. I’m surprised you wanted to get married today. You received all the paperwork I sent?” Copies of the formal documents were in her purse.

He nodded. “It’s a long drive to the station. I’ve already taken off most of today. I don’t want to have to come back into town for a while,” he explained, his gray eyes studying her, his gaze roaming over her face, her shoulders, touching the swell of her breasts.

Rennie wished he wouldn’t stare at her. She felt vulnerable beneath his penetrating gaze. And she didn’t like her own reaction every time he looked at her. The glimmer in his silvery eyes evoked sensations that threatened her precarious balance.

“A good practical reason for getting married today,” she agreed, thrusting away the small pang of disappointment that he couldn’t even take time from the station another day to come in for a wedding. His own wedding. 

She glanced down at her travel-worn outfit, and then across at his work clothes. Somehow she’d expected a bit more formality at her wedding. She thought of the white dress she’d bought. Should she mention it? Probably not. He’d think she was trying to romanticize the situation and she already knew he was scornful of such ideas.

“I have a car at home you can use. You won’t be tied to the homestead, Rennie, if that’s worrying you. But I don’t have time to be traveling back and forth here, or into Sydney or Darwin for nightlife. I run the station. I can’t be away for long.”

“I didn’t expect night life. I’ll pull my weight in this arrangement, you don’t need to worry about that. You were clear in your emails about what to expect. Anyway I’m not used to bright lights and nightclubs.” 

The only times she’d reveled in a glamorous night life had been with Stuart. She now equated that lifestyle with men like him, men she wanted to avoid.

“You won’t get it here. Tessa used to nag Alex incessantly to move to Sydney, complaining that Silver Creek Station was the back of beyond and boring.”

“You mustn’t find it so,” she said. 

Was he comparing her to Tessa?

“No, but Tessa came from Sydney and felt that the excitement of the big city was infinitely preferable to the routine of a cattle station in the outback. Any other questions before we go?” 

Hunter had finished eating and picked up his hat.

Rennie had a thousand questions, but none that couldn’t be answered over time. None that had to be answered before they married.

Married! 

She took a deep breath, the meat pie sitting like a rock in her stomach. She’d been committed since she left Texas. There was no holding back now.

“No other questions. I’m ready.”

An hour later Rennie sat beside her new husband as he drove east on the two-lane sealed road. The ceremony had been brief and brisk. She glanced at the shiny golden ring on her finger, surprised that he’d bought her one, and even more surprised that it fit. How could he have known her ring size? 

The ceremony had been unlike the lavish wedding she and Stuart had planned, but suitable enough for the business arrangement that was between her and Hunter. Though she hadn’t expected to be married so casually and so hurriedly, she’d none the less made her vows with all sincerity, determined to make him a good wife. 

She’d show him she could be depended upon. She felt a bit like a bought bride, but knowing her grandmother would be given the finest care made it all worthwhile. 

She should be counting her blessings that the opportunity had even arisen. The money that would come to her upon this marriage would assure her grandmother the best care possible. There was every chance of a complete recovery. 

Rennie owed that to her grandmother and was happy to be able to repay her in some small way for all the older woman had done for her.

Her eyes drifted from the ring to study the man beside her. Her husband. He looked the same as when she’d first met him a couple
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