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Chapter One

Rafe only became aware of the time that had
passed when discomfort finally filtered into his mind. He shifted
his position then, still staring unblinkingly at the ramshackle
house perched on the slight rise in the center of what looked like
a debris field, waiting.

This time he was actually going to get a
look at her before he left, size her up, see what he could make of
her and what sort of challenge she represented.

It, or rather she, was the one glitch in an
otherwise perfect setup.

And he’d been searching for a very long time
for something like it, something as close to perfect as could be
found before they invested a lot of time, effort, and money.

The location was perfect for the casino they
planned to build … with plenty of land left over for homes for the
current tribe and expansion for future generations.

Perfect except that this falling down old
Victorian didn’t fit in with the ‘décor’ they had in mind—sitting
as it did right beside the most ideal location for the casino.

And occupied by a non-tribal member.

There wasn’t another solitary sole occupying
the land that formed a perimeter around the parcel—nothing but
fields or woods—most of it state owned and unlikely ever to come up
for sale.

Irritation flickered through him.

Sheer perfection except for this old
eye-sore.

He really, really didn’t want to start a new
search.

Beyond that, he knew for an absolute fact
that it was highly unlikely he would find anything as perfect as
this parcel of land was.

But word was the owner had stubbornly
refused all offers for the place.

He had trouble believing she’d had to turn
down many.

But she’d damned sure refused his.

A screen door screeched, jerking him from
his introspection and he focused on the opening just as she
emerged.

The scent that wafted across the yard to
where he stood just within the shelter of the trees that made up
her orchard was like a jolt of heart stimulant. The organ executed
a hard jump in his chest and began a faster rhythm—as if he’d
launched into a run.

The flicker of dark red hair caught by a
stray breeze and wafted aloft like a fragile flag snagged his gaze
and then drew it downward to the face it framed.

Nice. Above average pretty, but not
beautiful enough to draw men like flies and spawn an ugly nature to
go with the pretty package.

Her figure, well he could only guess at
that. She was wearing overalls that only touched her at the
shoulders—only a sports bra under it, though, and that made Rafe
junior stand up and crane for a closer look.

The urge to join her in the yard was so
overwhelming that he broke into a sweat with the effort to remain
perfectly still.

Disconcerted by his reaction, he was torn
between two equal forces—the urge to retreat and the urge to
approach.

His reason reasserted itself as she
disappeared into the barn.

He retreated.

He needed distance to think.

Fortunately, he hadn’t gone far before it
dawned on him that he had the perfect excuse for introducing
himself.

* * * *

Two eggs!

Hannah looked at the six hens pecking at the
corn she’d just tossed to them with a sense of outrage. “Two measly
eggs? Six of you and that’s the best you can do to earn your
keep?”

Shaking her head, she shoveled another scoop
of cracked corn for her ducks and headed out of the barn.

The last thing she’d expected was to come
face to face with a tall, dark stranger when she stepped out of the
barn. Her feet grew roots. Otherwise her immediate reaction was a
reflexive, allover jerk/spasm. She threw the corn, the scoop, and
the eggs up in the air, sucking in a sharp breath and uttering a
squawk like one of her chickens—except louder—all within a
millisecond of discovering a potential threat.

Her survival instincts were spot on!

The man backed off a step, holding his hands
up palm outward in a gesture of non-threat.

Sputtering and slapping at the dust
particles and corn coating her, Hannah eyed the man warily, her
heart hammering in her chest and ears loud enough to deafen her.
The gesture calmed her enough to stand her ground—especially since
her feet hadn’t gotten the memo to run anyway—but she wasn’t
settled by a long shot.

“What …?” she managed to gasp, struggling to
jog her brain into functioning above the level of a slug.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Startle? That was putting it mildly! “Can …
can I help you?” she asked, struggling to be polite. The urge to
laugh struck her as her hammering heart slowed down a bit and her
brain grasped the likelihood that there was no threat. She uttered
a half embarrassed half hysterical giggle as her mind replayed the
scene.

He smiled faintly in response and her heart
went wacko again.

This time because it hit her squarely
between the eyes that he was as stunningly handsome as a movie
star.

God! THE most gorgeous man she’d ever seen
in her life walks right up to her and she looks like pure hell!

“I just noticed there was work going on here
and thought I’d see if you could use one more.”

One more, Hannah thought blankly, feeling
her jaw slide to half mast?

She didn’t realize it had until she sucked
in a damned gnat! She coughed, sputtered, struggled with the urge
to hack the frigging thing up! And finally just swallowed and
shuddered.

Maybe he hadn’t noticed? When she recovered
enough to check, he was gazing off into nowhere.

“This is … quite a place you have here.”

Uncomfortably certain he’d seen the gnat
incident but happy to pretend he hadn’t just like he was, she
looked around and winced inwardly. “It will be when I’m done,” she
said stoutly. “I’ve just barely gotten started.”

He nodded and studied her assessingly. “You
planning to flip it?”

It took her a minute to process the question
… coming from that gorgeous pair of lips in that deep, spine
tingling voice. “Uh,” she said to stall for time while she figured
out what he was asking. “No. That isn’t the plan anyway.” She
uttered a deep sigh and scanned the area again. “The plan was to
restore it to its former glory. This was my grandparent’s place.
They raised me ….” She shrugged. “I guess I sort of see it as a
tribute to them. Plus I grew up here after my folks were killed and
….”

He looked away again, giving her a moment to
collect herself.

Sensitive, Hannah noted absently, polite,
respectful. How such a hulking man could seem completely
unthreatening boggled her mind. But she felt … almost
comfortable—like she knew this man she’d never set eyes on
before in her life.

Which she certainly shouldn’t given
the fact that the man was so gorgeous she was about to OD on
hormones!

But she did not want him to go away
again!

If all she got the chance at was staring and
drooling, she wanted to be able to stare and drool!

She had no clue of just how prophetic that
observation would prove to be, but she dismissed it at the time. “I
… uh … I wouldn’t be able to pay much. What sort of work can you
do?”

* * * *

Rafe’s mind was made up when he met her gaze
again.

He wanted this woman and he damned well
meant to have her if he had to go rogue!

Which he might, given that she was
human.

“I’m pretty good to very good in everything
to do with construction—or renovation. I’ve done a little or a lot
of just about everything. And I wouldn’t need much … if I could
sleep in your barn. Actually, room and board and anything you could
spare in cash would work for me. My truck’s in hock. Broke down and
needed some major repairs so I’m stuck here a while.”

“The barn!” Hannah exclaimed in horror
before she considered it, instinctively turning to look at the
ramshackle building.

He chuckled. “I’ve camped out a bit. I think
I can handle it.”

Hannah felt her face heat with belated
embarrassment—for both of them. Gorgeous or not, she just wasn’t
comfortable with the idea of sharing her house with a complete
stranger—who was passing through! And, regardless of what he’d
said, she was even less comfortable with the idea of him sleeping
in her horrible barn.

She did desperately need a little help,
though.

And it sounded as if he was pretty desperate
himself, poor thing!

“Give me a little while to collect myself
and think about it, ok? I’m a lot more awake than I was before I
came out of the barn, but my brain is still at speed this early in
the morning.”
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