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Prologue

Copper Creek, Montana—2002
            



Where do you think you’re going?” Bear MacKenzie looked up in surprise as his fourteen-year-old son, Whit, headed toward the mudroom of their ranch house carrying a blanket roll, his bulging saddlebags tossed over one shoulder.
         

“Up to the highlands.”

“All by yourself?”

“I’m going with Brady.”

At the mention of the ranch foreman, Bear shook his head. “Brady Storm’s the finest worker I’ve ever known. But he doesn’t need to play nursemaid to some green kid while tending the herd.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a kid, Pop.” Whit didn’t even break stride.

“Hold on now.” Bear was out of his chair and heading after him, stopping Whit at the back door. “You see that snow out there, son? It may be just starting here, but up in those hills it could already be five feet deep or more. You could be stranded up in that range shack for weeks.”

The boy shrugged. “So?”

“What in the hell will you do up there all that time?”

“Same thing I do here at home. Instead of barn chores, Brady and I will be making repairs on the shack and checking on the herd.”

“And at night?”

“Maybe we’ll get roaring drunk.” Seeing his father’s red-faced reaction, he was quick to add, “I’ve got a deck of cards, some board games, and a couple of books, Pop. I’ll have plenty to keep me busy.”

Bear studied his younger son, who had grown increasingly withdrawn since his older brother, Ash, had left after a particularly nasty fight. No one had heard from Ash since, and with each passing month, Whit had begun spending more and more time up in the hills with the herds.

Bear turned to his wife, who had listened to the entire exchange in silence. “I hope you can knock some sense into your son’s thick head.”

Willow bit back the smile that curved her lips. Whenever Bear got his anger stirred, the boys became “her” sons.

“I think Whit’s head has been knocked enough. Let it be, Bear.”

Temper flared in Bear’s eyes. “You don’t care that your kid could be trapped in the hills?”

“He’s ready for whatever comes his way, Bear. A blizzard isn’t going to rattle Whit any more than it would throw you off stride.”

“We’re a family. He should want to be here with his parents…” Bear looked at his wife and then at his own father, Maddock MacKenzie, seated in his wheelchair, stirring something on the stove. “With his grandfather.”

Willow kept her smile in place. “Maybe he needs a break from all of us.”

At her words, her father-in-law, Mad, turned to shoot her a knowing look.

“That would be my guess, too, lass.” To his son he added, “A lad of his age needs some space. Especially now that Ash is gone. Let the lad flex his muscles, son.”

Bear threw up his hands. “You’re both nuts.”

At the back door, Whit called, “See you.”

The door slammed behind him as he ran to the waiting truck, driven by Brady Storm. He tossed his things into the backseat, and they started away, hauling a horse trailer. If the snow in the highlands was too deep to navigate, they would abandon the trailer and ride their horses the rest of the way up the mountain.

Brady glanced over. “Why the long face?”

“Another fight with Pop.”

“What was it this time?”

Whit scowled. “He thinks I’m some kind of baby who can’t take care of myself in a storm. He thinks I should want to spend my time at home with him.”

Brady’s tone was low and conversational. “Your dad knows you’re no baby, Whit. He knows for certain you can handle whatever nature throws at you. I’ve seen the pride in Bear’s eyes when he brags that his sons are tough and independent. But it has to gnaw at him whenever he feels you’re abandoning him.”

“I’m not Ash.”

“No, you’re not. But just remember that Ash hasn’t even left word where he’s settled. And now you’re taking every opportunity to put as much distance between yourself and your father as possible.”

“And why shouldn’t I? I’m sick and tired of Pop’s temper. There’s never any praise for what I do right, but there’s plenty of hot temper and curses and fists when I mess up.”

“I know, son. But I know this, too—Bear loves you and Ash with every ounce of his being. Every time you leave, he thinks he’s losing you the same way he lost Ash. And though he loves you and wants you to stay, he doesn’t know how to say it without sounding too soft. All he knows, all he’s ever known, is how to use his voice and his fists as weapons. And though he’s tamed the wilderness and turned it into one of the most successful ranches in Montana, he doesn’t know how to tame his own nature.”

“So I should just stick around and take it? Is that what you’re saying, Brady?”

“I’m saying that Bear sincerely believes that the only way to succeed in this harsh land is to be tougher than everyone else. He’s told me a hundred times or more that that was the first lesson his own father had taught him. He’s just doing what he was taught to do. But you can change things.”

“How? By resorting to my fists to show him how much tougher I am?”

Brady watched the plume of snow in his side mirror, searching for the words this wounded kid needed to hear.

“There are other ways to be tough, Whit. Look at your mom. Strangers may think she’s all soft and pretty, but she’s the strongest woman I know. She counters your father’s temper with words, not fists. That’s because she’s smart and steady and not at all bothered by his knee-jerk reaction to the problems of life. She sees the tender side of Bear MacKenzie that he doesn’t want the world to see. So try to bide your time, son, and figure out how to get him to show you that side of his nature. Okay?”

When the silence stretched out between them, Brady turned. Whit was staring out the side window. In profile, his jaw was clenched, his brow furrowed. His fists, held tightly in his lap, revealed the depth of his misery.

Growing up was always hard. Growing up a MacKenzie caused its boys to become men before they were ready.

Brady Storm knew a thing or two about that.


	

    
	
		
Chapter One

MacKenzie Ranch—Today, Early Spring
            



Whit MacKenzie pushed the last of the hay from the flatbed truck before parking at the mouth of Stone Canyon, where he’d left his horse tethered. Satisfied that the cattle milling about in the snow had enough to keep them alive for the duration of the blizzard that had come roaring in across the mountains, he mounted Old Red, his favorite roan gelding, and headed toward the range shack in the distance.
         

The cabin was one of several spread out along the farthest perimeters of the sprawling, thousand-plus acres that made up the MacKenzie ranch. These cabins had been built in remote locations to accommodate the wranglers who tended the giant herds of cattle that summered in the high country. Equipped with a wood-burning fireplace, a generous supply of logs, and enough canned and dried food to last a month or more, it was the perfect shelter from the unexpected spring snowstorm that had already dumped eight feet of snow and didn’t look as though it would end any time soon. Besides the snow that blanketed these hills, there was the wind, howling like a monster, creating giant snowdrifts that slowed horse and rider’s pace to a crawl. Whit found himself wishing he’d brought along a snowmobile instead of Old Red as he faced into the blizzard, pulling the brim of his hat low before hunching deeper into his parka.

He’d spent all of his life here in Montana. Whether the temperature soared to a hundred or dipped to twenty below zero, Whit MacKenzie knew no fear of the elements. Snow in April or September and wildflowers popping up before spring had a chance to melt the frost were as natural as breathing.

Despite his parka and wide-brimmed hat, he couldn’t ignore the bone-chilling cold and the snow lashing his face like shrapnel. The thought of a warm shelter and the bottle of good scotch he would splash liberally into his coffee as soon as he settled in had him smiling. After nearly twenty hours of never-ending work, his body was desperate for sleep. He couldn’t wait to slip out of his frozen clothes and into one of those thick blankets that covered the bunk beds.

Some cowboys couldn’t bear the isolation of the hills, preferring instead to share a longneck and a bowl of gut-burning chili at Wylie’s Saloon with the rest of the wranglers from neighboring ranches. That, and the promise of a quick tumble with one of the hot chicks who waited patiently in town for the weekend rush, was all they needed to get them through another week of endless chores.

For a loner like Whit, time away from his big, loud family was as necessary as food. And as tempting as one of his grandfather’s steaks cooked to perfection on the new grill he’d had installed in the ranch’s giant kitchen. Without question, Whit loved his family. His mother, Willow, and grandfather, Mad. His brother Ash and Ash’s wife, Brenna; his half brother Griff, who he’d never met until this past year; and Griff’s new bride, Juliet, and her two little boys, Ethan and Casey. Ever since the murder of their father, Bear MacKenzie, the family had drawn even closer. But maybe because of their closeness, he cherished his alone time more than ever. Especially now that both Ash and Griff had gone all lovey-dovey, obsessed with their wives, and in Griff’s case, two adopted sons. It was, Whit thought, one more reason he was never falling into the love trap.

In the lean-to that abutted the cabin, he unsaddled Old Red and toweled him down before filling troughs with feed and water. Grabbing up his rifle and saddlebags, he trudged around to the door of the range shack and leaned a shoulder into it. Just as he did, he caught the unexpected whiff of wood smoke.

Inside, he dropped the saddlebags and rifle on the floor before turning to secure the door.

“Move a muscle, you’re dead.”

He felt the press of something hard between his shoulder blades at the same instant he heard the whispered words.

“What the hell…?”

“I said don’t move.”

It was too late. On his lips was a snarl of rage as he turned to face his attacker. The beam of light from a flashlight momentarily blinded him. He lashed out with a fist, sending the flashlight clattering to the floor. “You’d better not miss on your first shot because there won’t be a second…”

Now that the blinding light had been deflected, the words died in his throat. The weapon was a broom handle. And the one holding it was a woman, wrapped in a blanket, thick blond hair tumbling over her shoulders and down her back in a riot of tangled curls. Her eyes, more green than blue, were wide with absolute terror.

His blood was too hot to cool, despite what he saw. In one smooth motion, he knocked the broom aside, then pulled away the blanket to assure himself she wasn’t hiding a weapon underneath.

Too late, he realized his mistake. There was no weapon, and no way she could be hiding anything. Beneath the blanket he saw only the tiniest bikini briefs and a nude lace bra. And an expanse of pale firm flesh that had his throat going dry as dust.

Her eyes blazed, and he could have sworn he felt daggers aimed straight at his heart.

Her words were pure ice. “Okay. You’ve looked long enough. You make one move toward me, Cowboy, I’ll rip your head from your shoulders and feed it to the wolves.”

It was the sexiest voice he’d ever heard. Low, sultry, breathless. Sheer bravado? he wondered. Or calm, cool anger?
         

Never in his life had Whit backed away from a fight. And though the MacKenzie temper already had him by the throat, the look of her, like a cat poised to pounce, had laughter bubbling up instead of the expected anger.

“You and what army, honey?”

She tossed her head, sending that wild mane flying. “I’m not your honey. And if you think I’m just going to stand here and let some lecherous drifter…”

His hand shot out, gripping her wrist so firmly her head jerked back and her eyes went wide with undisguised terror.

“I warned you…” Her words died in her throat when he dragged her close.

“I heard you.” His voice was little more than a growl. “Now I’m warning you. I’m tired. And I’m mad as hell. You’re trespassing on my land. This is my range shack. You have one minute to explain why I shouldn’t throw you outside in that blizzard and let the wolves have a tasty little meal tonight.”

When he released her, she rubbed her sore wrist while backing away. “First I need my clothes…”

“Don’t bother on my account.” With a half grin of appreciation, he watched as she turned away and snatched at a makeshift clothesline strung across the upper bunk, retrieving a pair of denims and a plaid shirt.

Whit couldn’t help admiring the air of dignity about her as she slipped into the jeans and covered herself with the shirt, buttoning it clear to her throat before turning to face him.

He picked up the discarded flashlight and set it on the small kitchen counter, and noted the way she put the distance of the room between them, while her gaze darted to his rifle on the floor, then back to his face.

“Don’t even think about it,” he warned.

She stood, ramrod straight, her head high, her chin lifted like a prizefighter.

He watched her through narrowed eyes. “I didn’t see a vehicle outside. And the only horse in the lean-to is mine. How’d you get up here?”

“I…walked.”

“From where?”

“A friend’s ranch.”

“This friend have a name?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Okay. We’re done.” He tossed his parka over the back of a wooden chair and, carrying his rifle with him, stormed across the room.

Turning his back on her, he sat on the edge of the lower bunk and eased off his boots with a long, deep sigh, grateful that she already had a fire burning on the hearth.

She was so startled, she started toward him, then froze. “What are you doing?”

He never even looked up. “Making myself comfortable…in my cabin.”

“But you can’t…” She paused and tried again. “Look, I know you said this was your place and—”

“It is my place. And I’m here for the night.”

“Can’t you just go back to your ranch?”

He did look up then, his eyes reflecting the weariness he was feeling. “In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a blizzard raging out there.”

“Are you calling this little storm a blizzard?” She stalked to the door and pulled it open. A wild gust of wind snatched it from her hand and sent it slamming against the wall. Within seconds, snow billowed inward, dusting the floor at her feet.

With a look of disbelief, she stared at the alien landscape outside. Everything was buried beneath mountains of snow. With great effort, she forced the door shut and locked it before turning to face him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…” She took in a breath. “I know I should leave, but I don’t see how I can.”

Whit shrugged. “Looks like we’re stuck with each other until it’s safe to travel.”

He crossed to the small kitchen counter and dumped bottled water into a coffeemaker, along with a measure of ground coffee from a package, before setting it on a grate over the fire. Soon the little cabin was filled with the wonderful aroma of brewed coffee.

“Want some?”

At her nod, Whit filled two cups and opened the bottle of scotch, pouring a liberal amount into his coffee.

“Want a splash of this?”

She shook her head.

“Suit yourself.” He handed her the cup and leaned a hip against the small wooden table as he took a long, satisfying drink.

As the warmth snaked through his veins, he looked up to see her watching him.

Though he was far from feeling human, he managed a smile. “My name’s Whit. Whit MacKenzie.”

“Cara Walton.”

“We’ll talk in the morning, Cara Walton. I’m afraid if I don’t crawl into that bunk right now, I’ll be asleep on my feet.”

He drained his coffee and placed the empty mug in the sink before crossing to the bunk beds.

The blankets on the lower bunk were mussed, indicating that his uninvited guest had been sleeping there. No matter. He didn’t have the energy left to climb to the top bunk.

There was no energy left for modesty, either.

Without a thought about the woman, he shucked his wet denims and plaid shirt, tossing them over the back of a chair to dry.

“Sorry, Goldilocks. I’m reclaiming my bed. You’ll have to make do up there.” He nodded toward the upper bunk.

Rolling beneath the covers, he lay the rifle beside him, closed his eyes, and fell into an exhausted sleep.

  


Cara stood across the room, reeling from the assault on her senses. First there had been the sudden appearance of this stranger in the dark of night and their terrifying scuffle.

She rubbed her wrist. He could have easily snapped her bones like twigs. She should be grateful to still be standing.

She began pacing. What were the odds that somebody would stumble on this cabin in the middle of nowhere? Not just somebody, but the owner. Wasn’t this just her luck? And why should she be surprised? Everything that other people took for granted seemed just out of her reach. In the past year, when she’d thought things were turning around, even the simplest things had been flipped upside down. All her dreams, all her plans snatched from her grasp. She knew she ought to be feeling scared, vulnerable, overwhelmed. Instead, all she was feeling was a deep well of anger.

She turned, crossing her arms over her chest. She’d thought this little cabin in the middle of nowhere might be her sanctuary, at least until she could sort out her future. And now this cowboy shows up just in time to send her packing yet again.

She bit her lip as she watched and listened to the man in the bunk. Her bunk, she thought with a rush of annoyance. She couldn’t believe he was actually asleep. One minute he’d come rushing in like a tornado and the next he was out like a light. But at least that gave her time to think. To plot her next move.

She’d heard the wind howling outside the cabin, of course. But she’d been so sound asleep, she’d never bothered to get up and check on the weather. Who would have predicted a blizzard in early April? Judging by the amount of snow she’d spotted out the door, it could be up to the roof by morning.

That little trick of Mother Nature’s would require a change of plans. She couldn’t just slip away while the intruder slept. That meant she might be forced to spend a day or more in these tight quarters with an arrogant, hot-tempered cowboy.

She finished her coffee before turning toward the bunks. First things first. She would sleep while he was sleeping so she would be fresh in the morning and better able to stay one step ahead of him.

As she switched off the flashlight and climbed the rustic ladder to the upper bunk, she smiled grimly. Wasn’t it just her luck to be trapped in the wilderness with a stranger, who, if that introduction was any indication, had a nasty temper and the muscles to back it up.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


As was his custom, Whit awoke instantly. Without moving, he took a moment to gather himself. The mattress of his bunk wasn’t nearly as soft as the one at home, but he’d slept on worse. In his years with the herd, he’d often slept on the ground, cushioned only by his bedroll. If a man worked hard enough, he could sleep anywhere, under any conditions.
         

He heard the soft sigh of the woman in the bunk above him and the slight movement as she rolled to her side. Cara Walton. He could smell her in the blanket. On his pillow. A really pleasant scent. Not the sweet, cloying perfume favored by some of the girls in town, hoping to overcome the smells of sweat and horses and wet leather that pervaded Wylie’s Saloon. He breathed it in and found himself grinning. Delicate. Like wildflowers on a spring morning.

Not that he was going to be fooled by that scent. This was no delicate flower. He didn’t care what she smelled like. And he wasn’t going to let himself think about that amazing body he’d viewed under the blanket she’d worn like a suit of armor.

Who was Cara Walton, and what in the hell was she doing way out here?

Just how long had she been holed up in this range shack? As far as he knew, none of the wranglers had used this place for months, not since the herd had been rounded up last autumn.

She’d appeared genuinely terrified about sharing this space with him, and yet she’d put up a good fight. A good actress? Or an act of desperation? Whatever was going on with her, he’d figure it out sooner or later.

He’d been too weary to hear her story last night. In truth, he could barely recall sliding into the bunk. He’d been dead on his feet and ready to collapse.

But today was a new day. And after a good night’s sleep, he was a new man. He’d grab some grub and about a gallon of coffee, and then he’d be ready to deal with the weather and the woman, both of whom seemed full of surprises.

  


Cara awoke to the wonderful aroma of coffee. After the night she’d put in, tossing and turning in the upper bunk, she felt vaguely disoriented as she pulled the covers over her head. Then, as she heard the door slam and felt the quick rush of cold air that shivered over her, she sat up with a start.

The cowboy. Whit MacKenzie.

She’d gone over and over again in her mind the story she would tell him. By the time she’d finally given in to sleep, she was satisfied that it would work.

She descended the ladder and hurried into the tiny bathroom to prepare for the day while he was outside.

She’d never showered and dressed in such haste, but since coming here she’d learned that there was nothing like freezing cold water to turn a shower into a torture chamber. She would have taken a pass today, but she wanted to look casual and disinterested by the time the cowboy walked in.

She glanced at her reflection in the mirror over the sink and shuddered. With no makeup, and no way to dry her hair, she looked like something out of a horror flick. Not that it mattered. She certainly didn’t need to impress this backwoods bozo, even if he was good looking. But, she cautioned herself, she needed him to believe her.

She winced before muttering, “Yeah. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.”

She stepped out of the bathroom just as the door was opened on another blast of frigid air.

Whit’s arms were filled with logs. He used his hip to nudge the door shut before crossing to the fireplace and depositing them on the hearth, where he knelt to add more logs to the already blazing fire.

When he was done, he stood and wiped his palms down his pants before turning. “Hey. Morning, Goldilocks.”

His obvious good humor caught her by surprise. His use of that stupid nickname, however, had her smile turning to a frown. “If I’m Goldilocks, I guess that makes you one of those smelly old bears.”

When she got no reaction from him, she added, “I see you’ve been busy.”

He nodded as he removed his parka and hung it on a hook by the door. “The first rule of ranching: Start your chores early if you want to stay one step ahead all day.”

“And you like staying ahead of the game?”

Another quick nod. “You bet. It’s a MacKenzie law.”

He walked to the tiny kitchen and hauled powdered eggs and canned ham from a cupboard before rummaging around in search of utensils.

She found herself staring at the ripple of muscle beneath the sleeves of his shirt. “Is there something I can do?”

“Not unless you can cook.”

“I cook a little. Enough to get by.” She bent down and retrieved a skillet. “How do you like your powdered eggs?”

“Any way you can fix them.” He retrieved a loaf of bread from his saddlebags. “I’ll make the toast.”

Cara set the ham in the skillet on a rack over the blazing fire. Then she began stirring powdered milk, water, and half a dozen different ingredients into the egg mixture before pouring it into a second skillet.

A short time later the little cabin was filled with the most wonderful, mouthwatering scents.

Whit carried a plate of toast and jelly to the small wooden table before pouring two mugs of coffee. He handed one to Cara and watched as she sliced the steaming ham before turning the bubbling egg mixture onto a second plate.

He carried the ham while she carried the eggs. He held her chair before taking the seat across from her.

She was caught off guard by that little touch of courtesy. It wasn’t at all what she’d been expecting from the owner of this cabin, who’d found a squatter taking up residence.

Whit filled his plate and tucked into his breakfast. He didn’t say a word for long minutes while he emptied his plate, then filled it a second time and emptied that as well. Finally he lifted his coffee to his mouth before smiling.

“You lied.”

Her hand bobbled and coffee sloshed over the rim of her mug. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He met her worried look. “You said you cook enough to get by. After tasting those eggs, I’d say you do a lot more than get by. Anybody who can turn powder into something that tastes like heaven is a miracle worker.”

She relaxed and gave him a smile. “Actually, I’ve done a good bit of cooking.”

He nodded and stabbed at a last bite of egg. “Where’d you do this cooking?”

“A little town called Minerva, Montana. Ever hear of it?”

He shook his head.

“Neither has anybody else. Minerva’s so small, if you hiccup, you miss it.”

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Miss it?”

She sat back, fiddling with her spoon. “I used to think that if I could just get out of Minerva, I’d never look back.”

Whit watched her. “Copper Creek isn’t much of a town either, but I’d miss it if I left.”

“Then you’re one of the lucky ones. When I left Minerva, I promised myself I’d never be back.”

“Where’d you go when you left?”

“All over Montana. College, then jobs at a dude ranch, and finally a job at a ski resort.”

He chuckled. “I guess you were eager to leave Minerva but not the state of Montana.”

“Maybe I’m a country girl at heart.”

She set aside the spoon and looked up to find him watching her a little too carefully. “Tell me about your ranch.”

He sipped his coffee, aware that she was trying to change the subject. “It’s big. We raise cattle. It takes a whole lot of work. What else would you like to know?”

She noted his sarcasm. “Did you grow up here, working the ranch?”

“Yeah. My grandfather had a ranch next door. After his accident, he moved in with us and merged his land with ours.”

“What kind of accident?”

“A truck on a slippery road. It flipped, and by the time he was rescued, he needed a wheelchair.”

“That sounds tragic.”

“It’s not a tragedy if you deal with it. Mad deals. He’s always dealt with whatever life throws at him.”

“Mad?”

“Maddock MacKenzie. He’s Mad to everyone.”

She chuckled. “Just as long as he isn’t mad at everyone.”
         

“Sometimes he is. There’s a lot of bluster in the old man. The MacKenzie family is known for a hot temper. But once you get past that, he’s got a heart of gold.”

“Is that true of all of you?”

He shook his head. “Just the others. I’m the heartless one. But Mad…” Whit grinned. “Despite his sharp tongue, he wears his heart on his sleeve.”

“So you don’t mind having your grandfather living with you?”

“Mind?” He grinned. “When he moved in, he took over the kitchen from our long-time housekeeper, Myrna Hill.” Whit arched a brow. “You’d like her. The two of you have something in common. You’re both good cooks. But so is Mad. He’s self-taught, and he makes a mean pot roast.”

That piqued Cara’s interest. “So there’s more than you and your grandfather and a housekeeper? How many does he cook for?”

Whit paused. “Let’s see. My mom and two brothers and their wives, plus little Casey and Ethan. They’re my newly acquired nephews. Our ranch foreman and any of the wranglers who are spending the night in the bunkhouse. Oh, and any friends or neighbors who happen to stop by. Most of them arrange a visit in early evening so they’re sure to be included in our supper plans.”

“So many people. Sounds as though the MacKenzie ranch is a pretty popular place.” She paused. “You didn’t mention a father.”

Whit’s smile faded. “He’s dead. He was shot almost a year ago. The coward who shot him in the back hasn’t been found yet. But he will. We intend to see that he pays for what he did.”

“I’m sorry.” She stood and began gathering up the dishes, aware that her question had struck a nerve.

Whit surprised her by rounding the table and taking the dishes from her hands. “You cooked. I’ll clean up.”

He carried them to the sink and filled it with dish soap and hot water from a kettle he’d warned over the fire. Without a word, Cara removed a clean dish towel from a stack in a drawer. Stepping up beside him, she began drying the dishes and setting them in their proper cupboards.

Standing this close, she became even more aware of him. Of the muscled arms as he washed each dish. Of the size of his big, work-worn hands. Of the way he towered over her. Her head barely reached his shoulder. “I bet you don’t wash dishes at home.”

He grinned. “You’d win that bet. The kitchen is Mad and Myrna’s territory, and they guard it jealously. None of us would ever dare to intrude.”

“Do you know how to cook?”

He glanced over. “I won’t ever starve. But it’s pretty basic stuff. Steak and eggs. Toast. Coffee. When I’m up here in the hills with the herds, I don’t much care what I eat as long as I have something that fills me up.”

“What do you do when you’re way up here, away from civilization?”

“Play poker with the wranglers. But I prefer being alone so I can think. Watch the stars. Read.”

Her head came up sharply. “You read?”

He gave a wry laugh. “From the expression on your face, I guess that means you figured I’d just look at the pictures.”

She joined in his laughter. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything. But I didn’t think reading was something a cowboy would enjoy.”

“This cowboy loves it.”

“So do I. Sometimes I just want to get away from people.”

“To read?”

She nodded. “I love it, too. But sometimes I just want to write.”

“What do you write?”

“Just…stuff.” She turned away, ducking her head.

He drained the soapy water and dried his hands on her towel before starting across the room. “I’m going outside to get another armload of firewood. It doesn’t look like this storm is going away any time soon.”

Cara simply stared at his retreating back.

He hadn’t asked her how she happened to be here, or where she was going, or anything about her personal business except where she’d been born.

Strange. And as if that wasn’t enough, he’d been relaxed, fun, and a real gentleman.

Not that she was complaining. She would take this Whit MacKenzie over last night’s angry version any time.

Still, it wouldn’t do to let down her guard. From the look of him, she had the impression that this rugged cowboy could go from sweet to snarling in the blink of an eye. And she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the MacKenzie temper he’d boasted about.

Cara decided that two could play this game.

As long as he was making nice, so would she.


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


Whit swung the ax and felt the blade bite into the log. It felt good to breathe the frigid air deep into his lungs while he worked up a sweat. The smooth, easy rhythm of chopping firewood allowed his mind to work overtime.
         

The nervous, jumpy-as-a-cat female he’d encountered last night was gone this morning, replaced by a composed, rather pleasant woman. She hadn’t lied about being able to cook. Anybody who could take powdered eggs and turn them into a feast had a gift for cooking. Still, though she may have passed the cooking test, she had yet to pass the truth test.

He’d thought about grilling her over breakfast, but he’d been sidetracked by the surprisingly good food. Now, fortified, he figured he’d let her stew while he took care of the basics. Once he laid in a supply of firewood and checked on Old Red, he’d find a way to engage her in an in-depth conversation. And she had better offer him a plausible explanation for what had brought her here, to the middle of the wilderness.

As far as he could figure, she had to be on the run. If she turned out to be an ax murderer, he’d turn her in to the authorities. If she was running for her life…He grinned. He’d still turn her into the authorities. For her own good.

When he’d chopped enough wood to get them through the day and night, he made his way to the lean-to and filled Old Red’s troughs with feed and water.

Then he lifted as many logs as his arms could hold and trudged through waist-high snow to the door of the cabin.

Inside, he breathed in the scents of wood smoke and coffee and found himself smiling as he deposited the firewood on the hearth. Turning, he wiped his hands on his pants.

“You look happy, Cowboy.”

He glanced over at Cara, who was filling two mugs with fresh coffee.

“I am.”

“I don’t know too many men who would be happy spending hours in snowdrifts, chopping wood.”

“Then you don’t know too many ranchers.” He hung his parka on a hook by the door before crossing to the tiny kitchen area. “This is one part of my life that never gets old. My herd is safe and well fed. I’ve got food and shelter and a warm fire. Add to that a pot of fresh coffee”—he lifted his mug in a salute to her—“and life couldn’t get much better.”

“Is your life always this simple?”

He thought about that while he drank. “It’s not complicated. Whether I’m up in the hills or working on the ranch, my life revolves around my family and the whims of the weather.” He fixed her with a steady look. “How about your life? Simple or complicated?”

She looked away. “Not as simple as yours, I guess. But not very complicated.”

“So hiding out in the middle of nowhere, in a cabin that belongs to strangers, is your idea of not very complicated?”

She turned and met his look. “Score one for you, Cowboy.”

He drank again and topped off his mug before crossing to the fireplace. “I’m not looking to score points. I’m looking for the truth. You said you were born in Minerva and moved around the state. Where’s your home now?”

“I…don’t actually have one at the moment.”

“Where were you living before coming here?”

“In a condo at a ski resort.”

“It’s a big state. Where, specifically?”

“Ghost Mountain. A…friend’s place.”

Whit raised a brow. “Pretty pricey digs. You must travel with some high rollers.” When she didn’t respond, he frowned. “How did you happen to go from Ghost Mountain to Copper Creek?”

“I was on my way to see someone.”

“And you just happened to get sidetracked along the way? How did you get to these highlands, with no transportation? And what are you doing way out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“So many questions.” She took in a breath and crossed the room, settling herself in one of the chairs in front of the fire. She drew her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. “I got up here to…your”—she emphasized the word—“cabin by walking. Of course, there was no snow, so it wasn’t as impossible as it sounds.”
         

“How long ago?”

“I’ve been here eight days now.”

He nodded, his face a study in concentration.

Seeing it, she gave a puzzled frown. “You don’t seem surprised. What’s that look about?”

His mouth relaxed into a grin. “At least I know that much is the truth.” Before she could ask more, he added, “The trash can out back is full of empty cans and boxes. When my wranglers stay here, they have orders to carry the trash home with them, so it isn’t tossed around by wild critters. And a few minutes ago you knew where to find clean dish towels. You knew exactly which cupboard held the various plates and bowls. You didn’t learn that in a day.”

She swallowed, even more aware than ever that she wasn’t dealing with some brainless hick.

“So you’ve been here for eight days, after climbing to the highlands. Did you have a destination when you started?”

She looked away. “No.”

“But you were in a hurry to get as far away as possible. What were you running from?”

“Not what. Who.” Her voice lowered. “I’m running from a man.”

“An angry lover? An ex-husband?”

“No.”

“Who, then?”

“I don’t know his name.”

“Uh-huh.” He folded his arms over his chest. “Okay. What do you know about Mr. No Name?”

“Not much, except that he’s evil and I believe if he finds me, he’ll do his best to keep me from telling what I saw.”

“What did you see?”

“I didn’t actually see him do anything wrong, but I heard him threaten another man.”

“Threaten what?”

“To make him sorry if he told what he knew.”

“Did Mr. No Name say what the other guy knew?”

“No.”

“Who was the man Mr. No Name threatened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where did this happen?” His tone lowered with annoyance. “And don’t tell me you don’t know. It’s beginning to sound like an old-time comedy act.”

She almost smiled before biting her lip. “Just outside a town called Red Rock.”

Whit nodded. “I know Red Rock. About a hundred miles from Copper Creek. Where were you and these two men when you overheard this threat?”

“I was standing on a rancher’s porch, hoping to ask directions. I was lost, and my rental car’s GPS system quit on me. The door between the porch and kitchen was open, and two men were standing in the kitchen. One was white-haired and wearing overalls and a plaid shirt. I figured he lived there. The other was wearing a suit and tie and certainly didn’t look like a rancher. The white-haired man was upset about something and started calling the other man a thief and a liar. That’s when Suit-and-Tie grabbed him by the front of his plaid shirt and said he had two choices—keep his mouth shut and take the money or go to the police, who would never take his word over that of a man of the law. But if the old man tried to report him, he would find himself the victim of a ‘terrible accident.’ His words, not mine.”

“What did you do while all this was being said?”

“I was upset. I started to turn away, and both men heard me and stepped apart. I ran to my car. When I got there, I realized that Suit-and-Tie had run after me. Just as I started to drive away, he grabbed at the open window of my car and caught a handful of my hair. I looked over and saw his eyes, and I was so scared I floored the gas pedal and drove away. But he saw my face. He knows what I look like. And I know, without a doubt, if he sees me again, he’ll do whatever he can to keep me from repeating what I saw and heard.”

Whit’s voice was as calm as hers was agitated. “And you know all this because…?”

She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I saw his eyes. They were…they were pure evil. So evil, I think he’d even kill me to keep me quiet.”

“And how did all of that happen to bring you here?”

“I was driving as fast as I could through Red Rock, where I got stopped by a police officer for speeding. When I tried to tell him why I was going so fast, I had to pass a Breathalyzer to prove I was sober.”

Whit grinned. “I’m not surprised. It’s a hell of a far-fetched story. What was his reaction?”

“He told me Suit-and-Tie couldn’t be a lawman around there. He was the only officer in Red Rock besides the chief, and neither of them wore a suit and tie in their lifetime, except to weddings and funerals. Then he calmly told me that if I wanted to protest the fine, I could hire a lawyer and appear the following week before a judge.”

“So you paid the fine.”

She nodded. “I didn’t see that I had any choice. I couldn’t spend a week in Red Rock.”

“Why?”

“I had to get out of there. I was afraid that Suit-and-Tie was tailing me.”

“Tailing you? I guess that proves one thing. You watch a lot of cop shows on TV. All right. You paid your fine. By check?”

“Cash. It took almost all I had left, and then I got out of town as fast as I could.”

“And then?”

“I was looking for a place to spend the night when I saw Suit-and-Tie again. He drove past while I was waiting for traffic to clear, but when he spotted my car he turned around. I saw him in my rearview mirror and knew I had to disappear. I drove like a maniac until I lost him. Then I turned onto a dirt lane and just kept driving until I ran out of gas.”

“At which point you started walking up a mountain until you found this place?”

She got to her feet and began to pace. “When you say it like that, it sounds stupid. But honestly, I was so afraid of seeing those evil eyes again, that’s what I did. The dirt road I was following led to an old abandoned ranch. When I realized there was nobody around to help me, I just left my car where it was and called the car rental agency to tell them the approximate location of their car. They said there would be an additional fee on my credit card for picking up the car. I figure by the time they’re through with additional fees, my bank account will be maxed out.”

“And you got here by…?”

“Walking. I just kept walking up these hills. And here I am.”

Whit studied her before biting back a smile. “That’s good, Goldilocks.”

Her head snapped up. “Good?”

“You tell a whale of a tale.”

“But you don’t believe it.”

“Not a word of it. But you told it really well.”

“Thanks.” She gripped her hands together and gave a sigh of annoyance. “I had all night to rehearse.”

“Yeah. That’s what I figured.” He carried his mug to the coffeepot simmering over the fire and filled it before turning. “Okay. So you’re here for whatever reason, which you don’t care to share with me, and now that you’ve been found out, what’s your next move? Is there a Plan B?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have one.”

He glanced out the small window, where a curtain of snow was falling. “I’m sure by the time we’re able to leave, you’ll figure it out.” He managed a lazy smile. “All that work has me revved. How about a game to pass the time?”

She had the look of a deer in the headlights before she composed her features and shot him a glare guaranteed to freeze a man’s blood. “Sorry. I’m not into games, Cowboy.”

When he realized her misunderstanding, he muttered, “You must have been hanging out with some pretty bad dudes.” He crossed to a cupboard and held up a deck of cards and a board game. “I was talking about poker or Scrabble. You play, don’t you?”

She looked so relieved, he couldn’t help smiling.

“I played when I was a kid.”

“Even better. Let’s start with Scrabble.” He took a seat at the wooden table and opened the board before digging into a bag for a handful of letters, laying them out in front of him. “How about a penny a point?”

“I don’t have any money left.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’d be happy to accept your IOU. It’ll make it more interesting.” He studied the letters. “Take a seat. First one able to make a word gets to start.”

As she sat and reached into the bag of letters, a slow smile touched her lips and she grabbed a pencil and pad of paper. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Cowboy, but just for the sake of honesty, I’ll keep score.”

“Suit yourself. I should warn you, though. I’m considered something of an expert around the bunkhouse.”

“Oh, I’m sure those brainy cowboys are a real challenge.” Her tone was as smug as his.

  


Whit stared at the board as Cara carefully laid down her last letters. “What’s that?”

“Abacus. It means—”

“I know what it means. How’d you get another A?”
         

“I just dug one out.”

He looked down at the X and Z in front of him. He’d been hoping for a vowel, and now the bag was empty. “I guess I’ll have to declare you the winner. Again.”
         

“Let’s see.” Cara began tallying up the points before looking over with a triumphant smile. “You owe me seven dollars and twenty-five cents.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to check those figures.” He circled around the table and bent over her shoulder.

As he did, she breathed him in and felt a quick little flutter of nerves. For the past hour she’d been forced to sit across the table from him, watching those midnight blue eyes narrow in concentration or crinkle with joy whenever he came up with an impossible word. She’d been absolutely enthralled at the range of emotions that crossed that rugged, handsome face. And it was handsome, made even more rugged with the growth of dark hair on his cheeks and chin.

“All right. The numbers tally.”

He dug into his pocket and counted out the money, dropping it on the table in front of her. “You play this game like a pro. I thought you said you hadn’t played since you were a kid.”

“What I said was I played this game when I was a kid. I’ve also been known to pass the time beating boyfriends at it when they started thinking they were smarter than me.”

He shook his head. “I’ll give you this. You’ve got a way with words, Goldilocks.”

“You’re not bad yourself, Cowboy. I expected you to be easy, but it was a challenge just to keep up with you.”

“Uh-huh.” He chuckled. “Goldilocks, any time you’d care to sharpen your vocabulary, just let me know.”

“You do the same.”

He stretched his arms over his head. “All this competitiveness has made me hungry.”

She looked over, trying not to stare at those long, lanky legs accentuated in the faded denims and that muscled torso and flat stomach. “Tell you what. We could play one more game, double or nothing. The loser makes dinner.”

He shot her a look of surprise. “You never quit, do you? Especially since you’re on a winning streak.” After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded and took the seat across from her. “Okay. Loser makes dinner.”

They bent over the board, each studying the letters they’d fished out of the bag.

“I’ll start.” Whit set out the word sexy.
         

Her eyes rounded. “An S and a Y. You’re good, Cowboy.”
         

“Maybe I’m inspired by my opponent.”

She looked up sharply. “I’m not sure how to take that.”

“You’re the one who’s good with words. Are you going to tell me you don’t know you’re sexy?”

She felt her cheeks grow warm.

A moment later she laid down the word hot.
         

His smile grew before he set down the word body.
         

She couldn’t stop the grin that tugged on her lips. “Is this some kind of message?”

“You can’t blame a guy for trying.”

She set out four letters that spelled uh uh.
         

He looked at the words, then into her eyes, crinkled with laughter. “Nice try, but that’s not a word.”

“It is when I say it firmly. Read my lips, Cowboy. Uh-uh.”

Despite the laughter, she felt his gaze narrow on her mouth. Though he remained perfectly still, she could feel a shaft of heat slice through her veins.

Silence stretched between them.

Finally he leaned back, reminding her of a sleek panther eyeing its prey. “Okay, Goldilocks. I’ll give you a pass. But just this once. And only because you’re making the game a real challenge.”

An hour later, Whit pushed away from the table. His tone was more than a little grumpy. “Since I’m cooking tonight, what’s your pleasure?”

“Why don’t you surprise me?”

“You surprise me, Goldilocks. You’re good.”

“Thanks. You’re not bad yourself. A few more lessons, and you might even manage to be a challenge.”

A challenge? While she took her time putting away the board and letters, Whit studied her backside as she reached into the cupboard.

He didn’t even mind losing. He’d just spent the most enjoyable hour sparring with a woman who continued to intrigue him.

Who the hell are you, Cara Walton? And what delicious mystery are you hiding?
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