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It’s her mansion; he’s just there to clean it.

Entrepreneur Sean Manley’s dream to make a name for himself in the luxury resort business bit the dust... bunnies. And peacocks. And llamas. 

The estate he planned to buy at rock bottom price is now filled with a menagerie run by its eccentric heiress. Because of a lost poker bet, he has to clean up after them.

Livvy Carolla can’t wait to unload the mansion and the family baggage that comes with it. She just has to get through the stupid treasure hunt required by her grandmother’s will. The hunky maid’s offer to help makes it less of a chore, but Livvy doesn’t realize Sean’s playing a different game.

If all’s fair in love and war and poker, how can they both win when the cards are stacked against them?

What happens when three irresistibly sexy brothers lose a poker bet to their enterprising sister? They get hired out for her housecleaning venture. Now, the Manley Maids are at your service. Satisfaction guaranteed. It’s what a woman wants...
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Sean Patrick Manley stared at the straight flush, nine high, in his hand. He really hated that he was going to win this game. Oh, he didn’t mind taking his brothers to the cleaners, but taking his hardworking sister’s money wasn’t anything to gloat about. Still... she had asked...

“All in.” He kept his poker face steady and slid the balance of his chips to the center of the table.

Bryan and Liam raised their eyebrows, but Sean didn’t say a word. Mary-Alice Catherine had wanted to play “like one of the boys” and this was how they played: cutthroat. No slack because she was a poker novice—or their younger sister.

Bryan glanced at his cards, flicking the edges as usual. Distracting habit, which was obviously why Bryan had affected it. “I’m in.” He stacked his remaining chips alongside Sean’s pile.

Sean hid his smile. He didn’t mind taking Bryan’s money.

Liam leaned back in his chair and tapped the back of his cards with his index finger, unreadable as ever. “Mary-Alice, are you sure—”

“Don’t, Liam,” Mac said, bristling as usual at the use of her given name. “Play the hand as you normally would.”

Liam tapped his cards. “Fine.” His stack joined the pile.

Sean eyed it, then his brother. He could never tell with Liam.

Mac chewed on her bottom lip and fidgeted in her chair. Sean almost felt bad for her. Almost. But she’d bugged them enough to get in on their game. They’d tried to tell her that she couldn’t afford the stakes, but she wouldn’t listen. So, to shut her up once and for all, they’d let her in, figuring that once she lost the figurative shirt off her back, she’d stop bothering them. There were some things sisters just weren’t supposed to be a part of.

“Okay, so how do I raise you guys if I don’t have enough chips?”

“Mac, just put the rest of yours in. Don’t go upping the ante. You can’t afford to lose any more.” Sean smiled at her.

He was surprised when she tossed him a look of pure anger. Who knew she had it in her? She’d always cajoled them into doing her will as a child. The fact that she’d been treated like a princess all her life by them, her knights chivalric, probably had something to do with it, so this behavior was out of character for her.

“Just answer the question. What rules do you guys have for that?”

Bryan ruffled his cards again. “We throw something big in. Like Sean’s place for a week or my Maserati or Liam’s island getaway. Since you don’t have anything comparable, just call.”

Mac looked at her hand again, now nibbling on the opposite corner of her mouth. She swept a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m raising all of you.”

Sean started to protest, but Bryan raised his hand. “What’s the wager, Mac?”

Mac placed her cards face down on the green felt in front of her. “If I lose, winner gets four weeks of housekeeping for free.”

“And if you win?” Liam asked.

Mac folded her hands over her cards. “If I win, you each owe me four weeks’ work, free of charge, for Manley Maids.”

“What? Are you crazy? I’m not going to be someone’s maid for four hours, let alone four weeks.” Bryan rammed back in his chair as if someone had electrified the poker table.

“Oh, well, if you don’t think you can beat me...” She looked at Liam.

Liam studied her through narrowed eyes. “Four weeks, huh?” He tapped his cards. “I’ll call. With the Kiawah place for the same time period.”

Sean studied Liam. A bluff? Nah. The rent for the vacation home wouldn’t break his brother, but Liam wouldn’t risk servitude. He had to have a winning hand. If it was better than his straight flush, Sean would only be out the cash and the hotel stay, not be in danger of putting on an apron. “Me too. A week at the resort when it’s up and running.” If it got up and running, but he wasn’t planning on losing. Not with this hand. And not the resort either.

Bryan looked at the three of them as if they’d lost their minds. “So, one of us is going to end up with two vacations, maid service, and the use of a Maserati for four weeks?”

“Unless I win,” Mac said, drumming her nails on the felt. Typical newbie response. She was too anxious.

“You calling?” Sean nudged Bryan with his elbow.

“Hell yeah.” Bryan threw a full house onto the table. “Come to Papa.” He reached for the pile of chips.

“Hold on, Bry.” Liam flicked his hand to the table. Four threes stared back at them. “Sorry about that, Mac.” Liam stood.

Sean wasn’t surprised about not getting an apology from Liam. The brothers each had had their turns winning. The money was immaterial; they enjoyed outplaying each other and getting together once a month. But Mac...

Still, he had to set Liam straight. “Good hand, Lee, but not good enough.” Sean flourished the straight flush.

“Shit.” Liam sat back down.

“Son of a bitch.” Bryan always insisted on having the last word.

Only Mac didn’t react. But at least there’d be no question of her joining them again.

Sean started stacking the chips, planning when he could take off long enough for the vacation he’d just won from his brother. Sooner rather than later, since there wasn’t much he could do on the Martinson project until the whole inheritance mess was finalized.

Silence descended on the table as he stacked the chips. Over three grand. Not bad.

His brothers were trying not to look at Mac. Sean, too, but he did catch the flicker of her lips. Probably trying not to cry. Yeah, a grand was a big deal to Mac, especially when she was pouring everything she had into her cleaning business. Maybe he’d slip it to her when Liam and Bry weren’t looking.

“Sorry, Mac, but that’s how the game’s played.”

“Yeah, Mac. We warned you,” Bryan added.

“I know.” She cleared her throat. “It’s just...”

“What, Mac?” Liam leaned an elbow on the table.

“It’s just that... doesn’t a jack beat a nine?”

“Jack?” Liam’s face turned green.

Sean’s stomach turned to ice. “Jack?”

Bryan’s mouth opened, but, for once, he was speechless.

“Yes. Jack.” Mac fanned her cards onto the table. Five hearts, in ascending order.

Jack high.

“I believe, dear brothers, you all need to be fitted for Manley Maids uniforms.”
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The doors to Hell—aka her familial estate—were wide and welcoming.

Well, there was a first time for everything.

Livvy Carolla jerked her duffel out of the back of the Baja and slung it over her shoulder, flouncing the bottom of her peasant skirt around her, which sent the peacock that was meandering around the well-manicured lawn of her grandmother’s estate scurrying to safety.

Who had peacocks roaming their lawn in suburban Philadelphia as if they were maharajahs or something?

Her paternal blueblood relatives, that’s who.

Home sweet freakin’ home. Wouldn’t Daddy dear pitch a hissy if he knew she was here?

There was some satisfaction in entering the old man’s lair. Especially now that it was hers.

Who would’ve believed it? That her reputation-protecting, society-conscious, paternal grandmother would outlive her reprobate of a son and leave it all—all—to the granddaughter she’d barely acknowledged.

Mr. Scanlon, the estate’s attorney, had assured her that all she had to do was fulfill the stipulations in the will over the next two weeks, and the house and the accompanying funds would be hers to command.

Ah, the irony. Her grandmother, from what her mother had told her in a rare lucid—make that sober—moment before Livvy had been taken away, had threatened to disown her own twenty-year-old son who’d dared impregnate a barely-high-school-graduate from the wrong side of town with zero money to her name and less than zero prospects other than trapping the local rich boy in the oldest way possible.

So Merriweather Martinson had swooped in and finagled a way (translate: bought Mom off) into gaining custody of Livvy, who, at the tender age of five, had wanted nothing more than a loving family with food on the table since Mom wasn’t capable of the latter and Dad had been, well, absent was a kind description. Then there was the car accident that had taken him from her life for good.

So Livvy had found herself shipped off to boarding schools without so much as an acknowledgment of their blood ties or a kind word from her new guardian. Hell, the woman had never even cracked a smile, and Livvy’s letters begging for some kind of a connection, a visit, a trip home, something, went unanswered.

Except for that one time when she was seven. That was it. The old lady had allowed her one visit, and then Livvy had never wanted to return.

Yet here she was. All by virtue of that very same grandmother who’d wanted nothing to do with her. Too bad Mom wasn’t alive to see it, but then, the twenty-four-year-old single parent hadn’t done much in the way of keeping in touch after selling her child, er, signing over custody, so perhaps Mom wouldn’t really care that Livvy was back at the scene of the crime.

Ah, but it was water under the proverbial bridge. She’d survived, managed to keep herself employed, and lived her life on her terms. If not for a stipulation in Merriweather’s will, she wouldn’t even be here.

But here she was, so best to get on with it.

Taking one last bite of her apple, she gazed up at the monstrosity. That was how she’d always thought of this place. The Martinsons, her father’s family, were ancient English nobles who’d immigrated back in the eighteen hundreds, apparently bringing half their English manor with them, complete with mullioned Tudor windows and carved oak doors the size of elephants. Stone lions guarded the drive, and the gargoyles on the roofline blended into the backdrop of gathering clouds. Ominous. Foreboding. She’d been overwhelmed on so many levels during that one visit, and her feelings hadn’t changed. The place was ostentatious. Overdone. Obscene.

And now it was hers.

Livvy tossed the apple core into the flower bed—good compost—and grabbed Orwell’s travel cage from the back seat, being careful the cover didn’t allow any glimpse of the scenery. The African Grey went nuts when he was caged outside, so what the loudmouth didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her ears.

She hiked up the white marble steps to the front door, her boots leaving scuffmarks. Oh well. Something for the butler to do.

“Hello?” She pushed open the door to an empty hallway. Strange, twenty years ago the butler—Rupert? Jeeves?—had guarded the door like a mother bear. Clearly, things had slipped since her grandmother’s death.

Grandmother. The word felt odd. Livvy closed the doors, realizing she’d never really thought of the old woman as her grandmother. But, technically, as the bearer of the worm who’d knocked up her mother then took off at the first sign of pregnancy, that was who Merriweather Knightsbridge Martinson was.

“Anyone home?” Livvy peered around the massive foyer, vividly remembering the burgundy and cream striped walls crammed with gilt-framed, musty paintings of portly ancestors trussed up like Easter eggs. It’d probably been centuries since anything had changed here. These people were so hung up on their heritage that she could feel the heavy mantle of Martinson ancestry forming a chokehold around her throat.

Not that she’d have anything to do with it. They hadn’t wanted her as a child; she sure as hell didn’t want them as an adult.

“Hello? Rupert? Jeeves?” What was his name? She stepped further into the silent entranceway.

“No Rupert or Jeeves here.”

She jumped as a guy walked out of the doorway on the left. Tall, dark, and yummy, with the body of an Olympic athlete and the face of one of their gods, he had wavy black hair that swept the top of his collar and set off a pair of eyes so blue they might have been fake—except there was nothing fake about this guy. From the set of shoulders that appeared to have been created solely for the purpose of wrapping strong arms around a woman, to washboard abs that had her mouth watering, to legs with muscles that strained the seams of his pants, this guy was all man.

“What can I do for you?”

There was probably a lot he could do for her. And to her, and with her...

“Who are you?” She tugged the front of her blouse closed over her camisole, but it was kind of hard to do one-handed.

“Who are you?” he shot back, hefting a... vacuum? ... in his hands.

“I asked you first.” What was he doing with a vacuum?

“You... what?”

“Uh, I mean...” She tossed her curls and raised her chin, trying to make herself appear taller. Not that she was ashamed of her height—or lack thereof—but it helped when she was feeling out of her element. And she definitely was, because being in this place, with a hot guy holding a vacuum cleaner, was so foreign she wouldn’t be surprised if she had fallen down Alice’s rabbit hole. “I, um, asked you a question.”

“And?” He set the canister down, then leaned on the wand attachment.

“And I’d like an answer.”

“And I’d like to be hanging out on a tropical beach, but we don’t always get what we want now, do we?”

“You know, you’re pretty cheeky for the pool boy.”

“In case it’s escaped your notice, this,” he rattled the wand, “is not a skimming net. It’s a vacuum cleaner.”

“So that makes you, what? The maid?”

He glanced away. Score one for her.

“Look, who are you and what do you want? I don’t have time to stand here all day.” His jaw was doing some furious ticking.

“Why? Got some shelves to dust?”

Red crept up his neck from where his mint green polo shirt opened in a V, revealing some nice curly black chest hair just to the left of the insignia...

Manley Maids.

Oh, man. He was the maid. This was just perfect!

“Look, miss. Is there something you need?”

Uh... yeah. She bit her lip trying to swallow a smile. Her grandmother obviously had had one hell of a sense of humor. Maybe it wasn’t such a good thing she’d never gotten to know the old battle-ax. “Okay. Sorry. It’s just that I’m Livvy Carolla and I was looking for the guy who runs this mausoleum.”

“You’re Livvy Carolla? Olivia Carolla?”

She hated that name. Olive, Oliver Twist, Olivia Fig Newton-John... The nicknames hadn’t been fun. Boarding school “chums” were simply better-dressed playground bullies.

“I prefer Livvy. And, yes, that’s me. Why?”

Pool Boy—Maid Man—groaned.

“Hey, really, it’s not cause for a meltdown. The name’s Livvy and I need to see Jeeves. Rupert. Whatever.”

“It figures,” muttered Pool Boy, er, Maid Man.

She wished he was the pool boy—much better uniform. “I’d like to get settled, so if you could point me in his direction, I’d much appreciate it.”

She set Orwell’s cage on the floor to readjust the strap of her duffel. A few feathers and seed husks puffed out from beneath the cover to scatter on the floor.

“Hey, I just cleaned that,” Pool Boy said.

“You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not.” An eyebrow went north. “And it was a pain to do, so if you wouldn’t mind cleaning that up, I’d appreciate that.”

He looked so indignant. “Okay, Mr. Belvedere, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll clean up the mess if you tell Rupert I’m here.”

“Sorry, lady, right now it’s just me, and, well, me.”

“You.”

“Me.”

She raised her eyebrows. She’d been working on raising just one, but so far that trick had eluded her. “So, you’re running the place then?”

“Princess, running this place is nothing compared to what I do in real life.”

“Oh? So this is some fantasy you’re acting out? Not quite the maid’s outfit that typically goes along with that sort of thing, but whatever floats your boat. Just don’t call me Princess.”

“Sorry.” Pool Boy scratched his chin. “Okay, so here’s the deal. The will pensioned off every single employee. Right down to the ten-year-old newspaper delivery boy. No one’s here but me. And now you. And as I understand it, you’re now in possession of this, what’d you call it? Mausoleum?”

She nodded, her amusement tempered. Everyone was gone? Was this some challenge the old battleaxe was issuing from the grave? Something to make Livvy prove she was worthy of the Martinson name?

Or to prove she wasn’t?

Well, she wasn’t about to jump to that woman’s tune, especially not in death. In fact, Livvy was glad everyone was gone. That way she wouldn’t have to fire them when she sold the place, which she would do as soon as she found out what stupid stipulations her grandmother had come up with to force her to live here for two weeks.

Okay, so maybe she was still jumping a little bit to the woman’s tune. But not for much longer. Soon she’d be home free with millions to do with as she wanted. And she wanted to do so much good with them. Unlike her illustrious so-called family.

“So.” Livvy hiked the duffel onto her shoulder and knelt to scoop the feathers into her hand. “This changes things. I was hoping the butler could show me the ropes, but I guess that’s not happening.” She repositioned the duffel as she stood.

“The only ropes I’ve seen are tying back some curtains in the living room, though I think there’s a real bellpull in the chapel tower,” said Hot Guy With A Vacuum.

“Yeah. It rings obnoxiously early, too.” Oh how she remembered waking to it one Sunday morning. She still couldn’t believe there was an actual chapel on the other side of the property. That seemed more than a little overboard even for her family.

Pool Boy smiled. “Actually, it’s been quiet since I got here. No one to ring it.”

She shared the smile. “A plus to the situation. Very good. Well, in that case, why don’t I get my stuff upstairs”—she hefted the duffel and cage—”then I’ll come back down and we can chat.”

“Sure. Fine. I’ll be in the...” He flicked his hand toward the far corner. “Whatever that room is, finishing up.”

“Okay. See you then.”

“Fine.” He turned around.

“Uh, hey?”

“Yeah?” He looked back over his shoulder. Man, the way those pants hugged his butt...

“Your name? I didn’t catch it.”

“That’s ’cause I didn’t toss it.”

“Funny. So what is it?”

“Um... Sean.”

“Well, Um Sean, I’ll see you in a bit.”

Sean felt her eyes on him all the way through the door.

Her gorgeous amber eyes. On a five–foot-nothing body of screaming sex appeal with more curves than a racetrack, lips ripe for kissing, a face that’d put Helen of Troy to shame, and all the attitude to back it up.

How was he supposed to kick her out of this place when his first instinct was to drag her over to the closest piece of furniture, rip those gypsy clothes off that delectable body, and devour her for hours on end? Grab those auburn curls that tumbled down her back like an invitation and wrap them around his fist, arching her neck so he could—

Sonofabitch. The private eye he’d hired to investigate the will’s stipulations hadn’t mentioned that the granddaughter was a babe.

He also hadn’t mentioned that she’d be moving in, or that they’d be the sole inhabitants of Casa Martinson. He’d thought living in was a good idea when Mac had gone over the job’s specs, but now...

Sean set the vacuum down and headed to the curio cabinet. With the way he reacted to her, he’d better find out what those stipulations were and soon. Failure was not an option. This property was going to make his name in the resort industry and validate everything he’d been working for. He was banking on it, to the tune of millions of dollars in revenue.

His Heritage Corporation bought historic buildings, most in disrepair, and brought them back to their former standard and beauty as bed & breakfasts. So far, it’d been a win-win situation. Localities loved saving their old buildings, and he loved the bottom line.

But his dream had always been to be bigger. He wanted luxury resorts. He wanted to be the destination in this part of the state, with an eye toward growing into other areas. To be as successful in his career as his siblings were in theirs.

The Martinson property was his chance to start expanding the company. The next tier of his dream. And as long as there was a chance to make it happen, he wasn’t about to call it quits.

So when Merriweather had thrown the wrench in, jeopardizing his name, his bank account, and his brothers’ money, his back was to the wall. He had to buy this place at the below-market-value price she’d promised or he’d lose everything. He really didn’t need her change of heart or his sense of misplaced lust screwing this up.

Screwing was a bad word choice.

Sean replaced the porcelain statues in the glass-fronted case, careful not to ding them against each other. There were some prize pieces here. What in God’s name had possessed the woman to leave this place to a granddaughter she’d never acknowledged? According to the detective, Mrs. Martinson hadn’t sent even a birthday card to her only living descendant. No contact even when her son, Olivia’s father, had died. Talk about cold. He hadn’t had a doubt that his plan would pan out as she’d promised.

Yet there was obviously no figuring what was in someone’s mind at the end of her life. And the old woman was thorough, dammit. His lawyer had tried to find some way to break the bequest, but no dice. It was airtight. Olivia Bombshell Carolla held all the cards.

The poker reference was ironically appropriate.

He’d thought Mac’s win was a homerun when he’d seen the Martinson name on her client list. He’d jumped at it; if Lady Luck had given him the means to secure the place for himself, he wasn’t one to question her.

Until now.

Because with millions at stake, a babe for a boss, and just under three weeks to kick her out of her home, instead of being lord of the manor, he was the freaking maid.
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Winding through the indoor maze of corridors that made up the second floor, Livvy paused to glance out one of the arched windows. Yep, the outdoor maze was still there. She’d gotten lost in the hedgerow monstrosity during that one visit all those years ago. The thing still creeped her out, just like the rest of this place. She couldn’t believe she was descended from these people. If not for Mom’s fling with the local rich boy on summer break, she wouldn’t be.

That maze had to go. Along with the free-range peacocks. Peacocks were notoriously nasty and she did have her babies to consider.

But Pool Boy? She’d keep him around a while. There was definitely something to be said for eye candy.

She placed her bag and Orwell’s cage in the first room she found after climbing the curved staircase, the Blue Room, or some other bland misnomer, she was sure. Pale-blue-to-the-point-of-being-white curtains against cream walls, cranberry carpet and gilded French Provincial furniture so ornate it was a testament to Pool Boy’s cleaning expertise that dust bunnies hadn’t set up colonies in the curlicues.

She removed the cover from the cage, bracing herself for the parrot’s rendition of “Just a Gigolo”, his favorite wake-up song. She gave him some water and herself a quick once-over in the Roman bath of a bathroom to remove travel ick from her face, buttoned her blouse, then headed out to take a look at The Inheritance.

At the top of the stairs, she took one step down and stopped. She looked at the banister, glancing around and smiled. No one would know and, for all intents and purposes, this was her house, right?

Right.

In the dimming rays of daylight streaming into the foyer through a massive oval window, Livvy hiked her skirt between her thighs and slung one leg over the banister. She unbuttoned her blouse so she could get a good grip on the banister, looked behind her, then shoved off.

The rush tickled her tummy like her hair did her cheeks as she sailed down backwards. She’d wanted to do this every day of the ten she’d stayed here during that long-ago visit, but with a butler whose face could’ve out-wrinkled a raisin and a housekeeper whose disposition made a lemon seem sweet, there’d been only one opportunity. And Dragonlady had caught her.

Livvy reached the bottom without incident, banister surfing being one good skill she’d learned in boarding school. Dragonlady. Funny, she’d forgotten that nickname for the woman.

At the bottom, she landed on one foot and started to swing the other over the banister, but her skirt tangled in her combat boot. She grabbed hold of the closest spindle, twisting it as she tried to prevent herself from falling, while simultaneously attempting to unlatch the fabric from the rivet before one or both ripped.

Apparently her banister surfing skills were a bit rusty. Thankfully, though, no one was around to witness them.

The door to the whatever room opened and out stepped Um Sean.

Figured.

“You didn’t really slide down, did you?” His laughter did not detract from his hot-guy saunter across the marble floor.

“Sure I did. What kind of kid wouldn’t want to do that? I finally got the chance.”

He bent down to unhook the hem of her skirt while she did a mad scramble to make sure all pertinent parts were covered.

Sapphire eyes met hers through the spindles, his glance resting briefly on the turned one. “What would Grandmama say?” He stood up with a tsk-tsk and set the baluster to rights.

“Well, what Grandmama doesn’t know won’t hurt her, now will it?” Shrugging, Livvy yanked the strap of her camisole back into place and crossed the edges of her blouse over her stomach.

“So, Um Sean.” She tried a dignified march down the last step to the black-veined white marble floor, wishing she was wearing something more glamorous than combat boots. “What exactly are your duties around here? Have you been running this place for Merriweather for long?”

Sean slid his hands into the side pockets of the cotton work pants. “Long? No. Running the place, well, that’d depend on your definition of running it.” He swept his hand toward the far corridor. “You want something to eat? I was just going to get lunch.”

“Works for me. Lead on, MacDuff.” She swept out her hand for him to precede her.

“Princess, it’s Irish, not Scots.”

Black-haired, blue-eyed, sexy, skin-shivering Irish.

They passed an old suit of armor her grandmother’s former housekeeper, Mrs. Tidwell, had told her was haunted. Someone had probably rigged the thing to move its arm with fishing line or something to scare the old sourpuss. Livvy remembered being terrified of the housekeeper as a child. Merriweather certainly had had a lot of old cronies around her back then. Old cronies and no children.

That one visit had been enough. Funny that she was now the sole beneficiary. She hadn’t expected it, though she’d be the first to admit Merriweather owed it to her.

Oh, sure, the self-appointed matriarch had picked up the boarding school bills, but Livvy wasn’t talking about what, to her grandmother, had been a mere pittance. No, the woman owed her for Mom’s untimely, sauce-induced demise, brought on by the free time the kiss-off money had afforded her after Merriweather’s attorneys had swooped in to take custody of Livvy.

Livvy shoved that nightmare back into the farthest closet of her mind. The worst part had been that she’d known what was going on—even at the tender age of five when they’d packed her off. If only Merriweather had given her a semblance of love. Hell, pity would’ve been something, but the silent indifference had gnawed at her all those years. Why wasn’t she good enough to be called a Martinson? What sin had she committed? Why take the anger at her parents out on her, an innocent victim from all parties involved?

There’d been no answers, and after a while Livvy had stopped asking the questions. Stopped writing letters. Stopped hoping to belong. Instead, she’d found the determination in her soul to make a different life for herself. And once all the Is were dotted and Ts crossed, she’d have the money to invest in proper facilities and equipment to make her organic bakery products and to give herself the life she’d always wanted, Martinsons be dammed.

The archway into the banquet hall, aka the dining room, took longer to traverse than the entire farmhouse where she lived.

“Memories?” A deep voice behind her yanked her from her thoughts.

The toe of one of her boots caught the heel of the other. Memories. “I guess you could call them that.”

The arched door leading to the kitchen was ajar. Tsk-tsk, indeed. Jeeves/Rupert had never allowed the door to be unlatched. Why, the kitchen was where the help did all the nasty work. He’d always made sure to secure that door whenever she’d skipped in for a treat.

Or maybe he’d been under orders to keep her contained. Who knew, but with the family’s wish to keep the heir’s little indiscretion from becoming tabloid fodder, it certainly was feasible.

Livvy pushed the door open the rest of the way.

Oh, hell. The kitchen had been updated.

She stepped onto the polished oak floor that was a couple hundred years old and covered now by what must be a dozen coats of polyurethane. Wax didn’t give off that shine. Wax also wouldn’t protect the floor from the thousands of pounds of stainless steel appliances now ringing the walls. Sub-Zero, Wolf, Bosch, Viking... The high-end products gleamed at her. Granite countertops, speckled black, with double ogee edges. A baking-level prep counter with a wagon wheel of copper pots hanging over head. Mini fridges and ice maker. Sinks of all sizes, and two six-burner commercial-grade ranges.

The original room-sized fireplace still graced the back wall and through the window on the back door she saw the herb garden was still thriving.

With all this new equipment and the best of the old kitchen, she could have the perfect place to make her breads and pies. It’d be heavenly to have this much workspace, and with the herb garden so well established, she’d have her own organically grown ingredients to be able to—

Livvy stopped mid-stride. She had to halt this train of thought before it left the station. The only thing she’d be able to do was sell the place. Period. She didn’t need a thing from her grandmother and the family that had all but disowned her the moment she’d been conceived, except the money the sale of their pride and joy would bring.

Sean tried not to bump into her when she stopped, but his momentum carried him forward. He caught her as she stumbled. “Olivia? What’s wrong?”

Not a damn thing, his hormones answered. She smelled of lavender soap and apples and something way too feminine for his state of mind.

“Huh?” She swung around to look at him, a wine-colored curl catching on the tip of her nose, and Sean found himself drawn to her eyes.

Confused, vulnerable, a little lost... Then there was a sexy quirk to a kissable mouth that was entirely too close for his comfort—

Back away from the enemy, Manley.

His brain was on board with that, but the rest of him was staging a mutiny. Back away? Right.

“Sean?” Her voice was soft as she licked her lips, her slim hand gripping his arm.

If his name were whispered like that in the middle of the night, he’d have no defense.

“Did you want something?” She peered up into his eyes.

Oh he wanted all right.

“Uh, lunch. You want lunch?” Damn these flimsy pants—his body’s reaction wasn’t easy to hide. Mac really needed to change the uniform. Jeans would be better.

Or that suit of armor.

He headed to the counter, hoping the granite would cool him down. But then he looked back at her, her hair fanning out as she spun around to follow him, her curls tumbling over one shoulder to drape across the prominent curve of her breast, and Sean found himself battling the granite for the title of Hardest Thing In The Kitchen.

He strode to the Sub-Zero fridge, turned his back to Olivia, and hoped an arctic blast would take care of the problem—but, of course, the problem followed him over.

“Is food shopping on your list of duties?” She peered around him.

The half-empty jar of ketchup, two eggs, and a hot dog mocked him. “I was planning to get to it,” he spat out. “No one sent a list of your likes and dislikes, Olivia, so I figured I’d wait for you to get here. I think there are a few frozen dinners in the freezer.”

“The name’s Livvy. Unless you want to go back to being Pool Boy.” Livvy opened the upright freezer beside the fridge. “A chicken pot pie?” She picked up the package. Perfectly arched eyebrows headed skyward as she looked at him. “This is what you’re subsisting on? Forty grams of fat, sodium tripolyphosphate, monosodium glutamate, liquid and partially hydrogenated soybean oil, mono and diglycerides, sodium benzoate... Do you want me to continue reading about the clogging of your arteries?”

“What are you, some kind of a health nut?”

“I find that term extremely offensive, you know.” She crossed her arms, making her curves all the more prominent. “Just because I’ve decided not to fill my body full of chemicals doesn’t mean I’m nuts. People who eat additives, preservatives, and whatever other poisons big-time corporations put into their food”—she punctuated the last word with air quotes—”are the crazy ones.”

“So what do you eat? Lettuce and tofu?”

“No. I eat normally. And so do my customers. All natural products with no hormones, no preservatives, no pesticides, just food as nature intended. Organic.”

Customers. Ah, yes. Princess Olivia Bombshell Carolla—Livvy—was a wannabe farmer. Sean had had a good laugh over that. A co-op living, organic baker-slash-farmer had inherited the Martinson fortune; a fortune made of and invested in any number of companies that’d have her running for the hills when she read their portfolio.

He pulled a carton off the shelf. “You’re welcome to the eggs.”

“Styrofoam? Why not just toss mercury into the ground while you’re at it?” She spun around, giving him a quick glimpse of sexy leg beneath the skirt. “Do you have any idea—oh! They’re here!”

Sean shook his head at the change of subject. It was like trying to follow a hummingbird as it darted from flower to flower. “Who’s here?”

“My babies!” She skipped over to the back door, flinging it open with no thought to the chink the brass handle would put in the countertop behind it.

Sean never moved so fast in his life. Mrs. Martinson had spent a small fortune—no, make that a large fortune—updating this kitchen. It was one room he wasn’t going to have to touch when he took over. As long as he could keep Livvy from destroying it until he got her out of here.

But... babies? She had kids?

Sean shook his head. That detective had a lot to answer for. Nowhere had the guy made mention of children. Christ. How the hell was he supposed to throw a woman with kids out of their ancestral home?

Millions of dollars, Manley.

Oh yeah. That’s how.
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Almost tripping on a brick that had unwedged itself in the winding pathway, Livvy reached the truck just as the driver climbed from the cab.

“Where do you want them, ma’am?” He handed her a clipboard.

Livvy ran down the list, making sure her neighbor Kerry hadn’t forgotten anyone. She signed the delivery slip and glanced at the ominously cloudy sky. “There’s a barn just down this lane. I’ll ride with you and we can unload there.” The barn had been the first thing to pop into her mind when Mr. Scanlon had called her out of the blue with the news of her grandmother’s passing and The Inheritance. How well she remembered escaping the gloomy Wuthering Heights-ness of the house all those years ago for the sweet-smelling barn with all those horses and cats.

She hopped into the cab and smoothed her skirt over her legs. The driver had made good time. She hadn’t expected him for another hour or she would have changed into jeans already.

She shrugged. If the “kids” ruined her skirt, she was finally in a position to afford a new one.

The barn, backlit by a gray sky, was just as she remembered, down to the hibiscus in the flower beds beside both doors. Who landscapes a barn?

The same people who had free-range peacocks.

Those free-range peacocks darted out from the back of the building and ran across the lawn.

Cedar shingles topped the stone building that, with the same arched mullioned windows as the house and dove gray shutters, could pass for a homey cottage. Her babies were going to get the star treatment.

The driver backed the truck up to the barn doors, then went around to the tailgate and pulled out the ramp. Livvy followed, remembering the last time she’d been here. The stalls, all ten of them, had been filled with hay, and the windows along the back let in lots of fresh air and sunshine. The Martinsons had dabbled in horse breeding, though those assets had been sold off before Merriweather had gotten ill. Pity. Livvy wouldn’t have minded horses, but since she wasn’t keeping the place, it was a moot point.

“Ya got leashes or anything, ma’am?” the driver asked.

She shook her head, smiling. “Just let them out. They’ll mind me.”

They’d heard her voice. The doors swung open to a chorus of grunts and brays and bleats as the mini farmyard version of Noah’s ark emptied into the yard. Kerry was sending the dogs later. They tended to nip the sheep’s heels when excited, and the trip here would most definitely excite them.

The ram and his ewes rumbled down the ramp, followed by their babies. Her own next generation. How she loved their soft wool coats that would eventually end up matted and dingy like their parents’. She hated that part, but their dingy wool kept them in hay.

She picked up Buttercup and rubbed the lamb’s cheek against her own. Three days between the trip to the law offices and their arrival here seemed like a lifetime to be apart from her little family. Buttercup bleated and stiffened her legs. Mama Daisy gently butted Livvy’s thigh. “Okay, Dais, here you go. I just missed you guys.”

The goats kicked out of the truck next, followed by the alpacas. Rhett spat at her, which was not unexpected. He usually spat at her. Scarlett followed right behind him. The hembra had become more subservient since Livvy had caught them “in the moment.” Hopefully there’d be baby alpacas this time next year, though with The Inheritance, the price their fleece would bring was no longer the big issue it had been.

The gaggle of geese and ducks waddled out behind to form their ritual circle around her for their feed. She had to shuffle through to the truck to grab one of the feed bags, but pretty quickly everyone was munching away happily, the squawks giving way to contented pecking. Well, okay, Calypso might have just taken a bite out of Calliope’s wing, but that wasn’t anything new.

Once the birds settled down, Livvy climbed into the back of the truck. Sure enough, there sat Reggie on his blanket in the crate, his black snout rooting around in the folds. She wondered how many dog biscuits Kerry had hidden there to keep him content for the ride.

“Come on, Reggie. Let’s get everyone settled.” The potbellied pig snorted at his name, then clambered to his feet, his harness jingling with the bells she’d hung there. Reggie thought he was a cat. And he’d actually learned the stealth of a feline, but, sadly, lacked the grace. The bells warned her before he pounced—on her, on the furniture, the lily pads in the pond back home...

She grabbed a pair of chicken pens, lifting the clucking birds out of the truck, and clicked her tongue to herd the menagerie into their new home before the storms that were predicted for today—and the gray sky attested to—hit.

The driver, a larger feed bag tossed over one shoulder, opened the barn door, and he and Livvy came to an abrupt halt.

Someone had filled the barn not with hay, but boxes. Stacks and stacks of cardboard boxes. Floor-to-ceiling, taped and labeled as if it were a warehouse. Wooden crates containing blanketed and shrink-wrapped lumps that looked like furniture filled every stall, and the aisle along the front was cluttered with lawn furniture. Mice would be hard-pressed to find a nesting spot, never mind the menagerie she’d brought.

“Uh, ma’am? Are there pens around here somewhere for whatever used to be in that barn? I have to get going. More deliveries to make.”

Pens. Of course. Around back were open-air pens. She’d have to find some tarps to construct a temporary shelter—or grab the bedspread from the Blue Room—but the pens would have to do in a pinch.

While the driver unloaded the rest of the feed bags onto a stack of benches just inside the barn door, she herded the animals around to the back. Pens wouldn’t be the Ritz, but then they hadn’t exactly been living like kings at the other place.

Except it didn’t look like they’d be living anywhere because there were no pens.

Her kids were going to have to go back home. Livvy closed her eyes and tried to come up with someone she could ask to take care of them for her while she was stuck at this place. But the list was the same as the one she’d come up with before arranging to bring them here: no one. Kerry helped some, but he and Sherwood had their own farm to run. Same with Sheila and Marci and Jenny. Richard had scooped up all the college kids for his vacation before she’d had the chance. Life was busy for their co-op community and caring for her animals would only burden everyone else.

Watching the driver and his truck head back down the lane, Livvy plunked her butt on the manicured lawn, made springy by what she was sure was a zillion dollars’ worth of chemicals so that the darn thing looked like a golf course, crossed her legs beneath her, and rested her chin in her palm.

Green for acres. Artistically placed, white-shingled gazeboes. An ornamental pond with gurgling waterfall. Pergolas covered in wisteria above wrought iron café sets. Topiaries in the shape of mythical creatures. All this land and not a useful thing to be found. All for show.

Why was she not surprised?

Reggie came over and snuffled in her ear, his usual greeting when they were at home on the sofa. She scratched him under his chin. Reggie closed his eyes, hunkered down, and stretched out his neck, grunting with pleasure.

The sheep started rooting around the grass, followed by the goats and the alpacas. Livvy jumped back to her feet, dislodging Reggie’s chin from her knee. She did not want the animals ingesting whatever poison had been spread on the lawn. She herded them back toward the front of the barn, trying to figure out her next move.

Maybe they could sleep in the chapel. After all, there was precedent. Two-thousand-plus years of precedent, so it wasn’t as if God had anything against sharing a place to sleep with a bunch of barnyard animals.

Then a black cloud edged over the top of the barn with a rumble of thunder. They wouldn’t make it to the chapel before the storm hit.

She had no other choice. Only one place left to go.

Sean climbed off the ladder. No way was he taking those drapes down. They looked harder to put back up than an entire pallet of rafters on a hip roof.

He reached the bottom of the fourteen-foot ladder, then eased it down onto its side, careful to miss the loveseat he’d moved before setting it up. The magnificent dimensions of the room would allow for great entertaining opportunities once the renovations were complete. This space, with its French door access to the slate patio, would make the perfect reception room for an intimate wedding. The landscape designer he’d had look over the place had suggested moving one of the gazebos from the croquet lawn close to the patio so the ceremonies could be accommodated in the event of rain.

Sean retrieved the rolling cart and angled the ladder onto it. Even with his pickup truck just outside, he didn’t want to heft the awkward thing even a few feet and risk dropping the ladder or damaging any of the millwork. Now that he’d finished up with the ground floor rooms on this side of the house, he’d get this ladder back to his truck, then move upstairs where the ceilings were a little lower. With another whole half of a mansion to clean, he was going to need the entire month to finish this place.

He maneuvered the cart and ladder to the patio doors, thankful for the rain holding off—and for the twenty-foot wide terrace. The slate out there needed some touch up, but he knew just the guy for it. Provided, of course, he ended up with this place.

Jesus. How the hell was he going to get her out of here? The poor, discarded bastard child with a chip on her shoulder had just walked through the door of the family bastion, reclaiming it for herself. She wasn’t going to leave for just any reason. And he had to be careful he didn’t get himself fired before the rest of his time was up.

He had to become her new best friend. Charm her, befriend her, become her buddy. Play Working-Man to her Wronged-Heir. Us-Against-The-Family. Make them kindred spirits. Cajole her into thinking he had her best interests at heart. None of which would be a problem. The problem would be when he found out what those damned stipulations were and had to beat her at them.

The idea hadn’t sounded bad about an hour ago. He wasn’t into losing his brothers’ money, but he hadn’t met her then. Now she was a living, breathing woman. With kids.

Damn it all. Who would’ve thought Merriweather Martinson had a heart buried somewhere beneath the layers of starched collars and fur stoles?

Sean unlocked the French doors and wheeled the ladder through. Maybe once he ran Livvy off and got this place up and profitable, he’d give her a monthly stipend. She’d have money to fix up that ramshackle farm she called home, and he’d feel less guilty for sending her and her kids away. A win-win for everyone.

The eruption of barnyard sounds should have warned him it wasn’t going to be that easy.
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Sean spun around at the commotion, shocked to see an unruly crowd of birds and farm animals headed his way. With one boot-shod gypsy running alongside them.

He stood there, disbelieving—and appreciating—until something hit him in the shin. Sonofabitch!

Sean tore his gaze from the stampede to see a gray-horned head backing up for another shot at his leg. A goat?

Feeling like an inept matador, Sean sidestepped the annoyance, managing to keep from tripping over the large white duck on his right, but getting a shoulder clipped by a llama.

A llama.

A llama that was running into—

“No!” Sean twisted around and ran back into the room he’d just spent the better part of the last day and a half cleaning, only to find two goats on the white loveseat, another chewing the edge of the rug, and the stupid llama literally preening in front of the glass cabinet.

And was that what he thought it was in front of the sideboard? Oh, God, it was. At least the duck had dropped that little “gift” on the marble, not the carpet—not that the goats would care.

“Oh, no!” Livvy’s distress call was weaker than the one he wanted to utter.

The furniture was going to have to be re-upholstered, and if that llama scratched its ridiculous neck on that cabinet one more time, it’d knock it over. And forget about the goats. The rug was a write-off in all of fifteen seconds.

He turned around just in time to see the rest of Noah’s ark waddle through the doors. Including a pig.

A pig. Who the hell had a pig?

Well that was a no-brainer. Obviously it was the woman around whom the hounds—okay, goats—of Hell were congregating.

“Rhett, stop that!” Livvy yelled, swatting at the llama. Rhett. It figured. “Dodger, get off that settee right this minute!” The goat looked up from the fringed pillow it was denuding with a flicker of its eyelashes, then went right back to munching. “Calliope! No! Outside! Outside!”

Yeah, Calliope the goose wasn’t paying attention. Or didn’t care.

Not that it mattered anymore. The rug was toast.

Livvy ran onto the rug, shooing and kicking, her skirt flouncing all over the place.

The animals just dodged her and found something else to ruin.

Sean looked from the chaos to the ladder on the patio, and quickly came up with a plan.

He ran outside, bypassing the ram that tried to nail him in the nuts, then dragged two wrought iron settees across the porch and butted the sides against the house. Then he maneuvered the ladder cart up against them and stuffed the cushions into the escape holes, creating a makeshift corral. All he had to do was get the Pied Piper to lead them out.

“Livvy! This way,” he yelled over the chorus of squeaks, honks, and brays.

Livvy flipped a swath of curls out of her face when she peeked over the back of the llama she was pushing and relief shone in her smile. “Good idea.”

One by one, she shooed, hustled, or carried the animals through the French doors. Sean then closed them and barricaded them with his body to keep the hellions from running back in.

It took a good ten minutes, and more of the Aubusson rug than could ever be repaired, but all of the creatures were soon ensconced in the improvised pen.

Livvy leaned against the door next to him, her curves heaving way too much for his liking.

Well, no, that wasn’t exactly true. He definitely liked. But he definitely didn’t need to be liking.

“Thanks,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “I don’t know what came over them. They’re normally fine in the house.”

“You let them in your house?”

“Well, not as a general rule. But when my barn was leaking during a hurricane, I didn’t really have a choice. Other than the necessary, um, calls of nature, they behaved quite well.”

“Yeah, well, looks like they forgot their manners today. And what gives with the menagerie?”

“They’re my pets.”

“They’re barnyard animals, not pets.”

“Why can’t barnyard animals be pets?”

“You want me to agree that having a pig is like having a dog?”

“Actually, Reggie’s more like a cat than a dog.”

Sean gritted his teeth. “Same difference.”

“Not a cat lover, I see.”

“I’m more of a dog person.”

“Good. The dogs will be here soon.”

More insanity? “Lucky me.”

“Look, Pool Boy.” She poked him in his side and it hurt, dammit. “It’s my house and they’re my animals. Live with it.”

“Did you see what they did to that room? Is that how you want to live? Your ancestors didn’t build a barn out there for nothing, you know.”

“Leave my ancestors out of this. I don’t care what they did, or what they want. It’s my place now and if I want the goats to have a playground in the reception room, it’s no business of yours.”

“You can’t honestly say that you’re going to allow those animals to destroy all that antique furniture.”

“Why do you care?”

“I care because...” Uh, yeah, good question. What was his answer going to be? “Because it’s my job to take care of this place. I just finished cleaning that room, you know. Now it’s a disaster.”

She closed her eyes, shaking her head. When she opened them, Sean saw a hint of laughter sparkling in those amber eyes. “Sean, Sean, Sean. You really need to lighten up. It’s just stuff. They’ve been cooped up in a truck for hours. If the barn were empty, they could’ve unwound out there, but someone stuck a load of boxes and furniture in there. I didn’t have any other place for them to go
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