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      This bundle contains the first two books in The Stones of Heart Falls series. The Stone siblings: Caleb, Luke, Walker, Ginny, and Dustin have been fighting to keep the Silver Stone ranch going ever since an accident took their parents away too young. Four brothers and one sister own and run the land just outside the tiny town of Heart Falls in south central Alberta. There’s a whole lot of lessons to learn along the way to happily-ever-after.

      

      
        
        The Stones of Heart Falls

        A Rancher’s Heart

        A Rancher’s Song

        A Rancher’s Bride

        A Rancher’s Love

        A Rancher’s Vow

      

      

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date with releases, please sign up for my newsletter!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A RANCHER’S HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      This cowboy has given up on love, but the new nanny might just make him change his mind. The first in a brand-new series from New York Times bestselling author Vivian Arend.  

      

      Caleb Stone is wearing too many hats and it’s making him crankier than usual. He’s a cowboy, a father, and the head of his large family—and has been since tragedy claimed his parents over ten years ago. The ranch is struggling, but it's the title of single dad that’s got him tangled up in knots. He needs a full-time, live-in nanny at the Silver Stone homestead in Heart Falls, Alberta, to help with his two little girls, but the woman about to arrive on his doorstep? Tantalizing, tempting, and trouble with capital T’s.

      

      Tamara Coleman doesn’t regret the choices that led to losing her job, but she definitely needs a fresh start. When a friend recommends her for a nanny position in a new town, she swears this time it’ll be different. No more acting on impulse—except sexy, gruff Caleb is exactly the kind of man who pushes all her buttons. And what’s more, it’s so much fun to push his in return. Sparks fly between Tamara and her gorgeous boss, but she can’t risk her position, and he doesn’t dare risk his heart.

      

      With two people fighting their true natures, something’s going to give. Luckily, there’s more than one way to capture a rancher’s heart.
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        October, Silver Stone ranch

      

      

      Caleb Stone ran like hell.

      He wasn’t prone to moving at high speeds, and he sure didn’t think jogging was a thing any red-blooded man did for entertainment, but at that moment, running wasn’t about anything except survival. Caleb tucked in his chin, pumped his arms and drove his feet into the ground, sprinting full-out toward the nearest fence.

      Two feet away he dove, thrusting his hands forward to propel himself through the metal railings.

      He went down hard, body slamming into the dust and mud outside the pen.

      The furious bull on his heels jerked to a stop inches from the fence, snorting a final warning. The beast glared between the rails as if daring Caleb to step back into his territory.

      Check out the new bull, will you? Caleb could hear his brother Luke’s request. Fine. The beast was checked, and it appeared he was wildly cranky and not too pleased with his new owners.

      “Impressive bit of flying.”

      Caleb rolled to stare at the sky, ignoring the pain in his body. If he lay there for long enough, his annoying baby brother might find something better to do.

      Unfortunately, good sense didn’t come in large packages amongst his five younger siblings. Neither did the concept of showing a man mercy when he was down.

      Dark brown eyes in a familiar, yet younger version of his own face stared back as Dustin leaned over, his amused smirk far too broad considering the kid was only nineteen, a full sixteen years Caleb’s junior.

      Caleb raised a brow, deliberately offering as little emotion as possible. As if he were lying on his backside because that was exactly where he meant to be. “Need something?”

      Dustin shook his head before changing his mind and nodding. “Luke’s looking for you. He’s in the main barn.”

      Caleb got to his feet, clenching his teeth to keep from moaning as a sharp pain shot through his ribs. Nothing was broken—that sensation was familiar to him as well. He’d only banged and bumped himself this go-around, but no way he was going to give any of the young punks he worked with the satisfaction of knowing how much taking a tumble had begun to hurt.

      He wasn’t old. Thirty-five wasn’t old, damn it.

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” He checked his watch then eyed Dustin. “How come you’re not working?”

      Dustin grinned. “I am working. Luke’s got me doing fence checks for the rest of the afternoon. You were kinda on the way to where I left the quad.”

      His little brother—the kid was as tall as Caleb but still had a few years of filling out to do—adjusted his hat then sauntered off, whistling. Moving slowly, but at least in the right direction.

      Caleb recovered his own hat before heading the opposite way, picking up the reins from where he’d ground-tethered his horse. He swung a leg over her back and turned toward the barn.

      Dustin wasn’t a bad kid. For all Caleb’s concerns about having to raise his siblings after his parents had died suddenly in a car crash, they’d all turned out pretty good. A little more reckless than Caleb appreciated. Like Walker, brother number three, who was currently on the circuit risking his fool neck.

      Though, they were all fools. Ranching was a potshot—success subject to the whims of weather and the ever-changing price of livestock. There were no guarantees at the end of the day.

      The only certain things were chores and bills.

      Luke joined him as he entered the barn, his far too astute brother giving him a close once-over before grinning. “What’d you think of the new bull?”

      Caleb held his expression in check. “Seemed sound enough.”

      Luke nodded. “I thought he was moving a little uneasy. Slightly lame on the foreside.”

      Not that Caleb had noticed, but then it was hard to judge a beast’s gait while fleeing for your life in front of the working end of the horns rather than admiring from a safe distance.

      “Keep an eye on it,” he ordered. “What’s up?”

      Luke’s easygoing smile faded. “I’ve been double-checking our feed supply, and depending on how hard a winter we get, things might get tight. We’re running more head this year, and with the floods two springs ago, we lost a lot of ground.”

      Caleb let his brother talk him through what they had stockpiled, but he couldn’t remember enough details from the previous year to give a firm answer off the top of his head. “All the records are in the office. I’ll check them, but at this point there’s not much we can do except hope for the best.”

      Luke nodded. “Just thought I should mention it.”

      The two of them paced through the main barn in companionable silence. The familiar posts and beams that formed their playground growing up was now a base that provided their adult living.

      “The new nanny gets here today, right?”

      The topic Caleb’d been trying hard not to obsess over—the upheaval in the household about to take place. While he was desperately happy there would be someone to help take care of Sasha and Emma, Caleb was damn sure this was the worst-great idea he’d ever agreed to.

      Those little girls were his sunshine and light. Now nine and seven, it had been four years since he and their mother had divorced. Sasha had accepted the change with stoic resignation, but Emma had gone quieter than before. She’d never been a huge chatterbox, but now she rarely spoke, and never to strangers.

      Still, they knew he loved them—he made sure of that each and every day. Hiring a full-time nanny was supposed to fill in the missing gaps and help keep everything in their worlds spinning right.

      That made the coming awkwardness bearable, because Tamara⁠—

      Yeah, it was going to be awkward.

      “Said she’d be here by evening.”

      Luke nodded. “You must be looking forward to having a woman around the place again.”

      Caleb held his tongue as he headed to the nearest horse and bent to check its hooves so he didn’t have to look his brother in the face. Tamara Coleman, the soon-to-arrive nanny, was most definitely a woman to look forward to. Bold yet feminine, just the way he liked. Soft edges and bright spark, luscious and…and he adjusted position uncomfortably.

      Didn’t that just figure? The first woman to tempt him since his wife had left, and she had to be the most hands-off prospect around.

      He stuck to the facts. “It’ll be good to have her here. The girls need a woman’s touch in their lives. God knows I’m not the one to give it to them.”

      Luke snorted but he didn’t move, waiting until Caleb had to put the hoof down or look like a fool.

      The instant their eyes met Luke shook a finger at him. “You might not have a woman’s touch, whatever the hell that means, but those girls love you. You’re a damn good daddy to them, so don’t go putting yourself down. It’s not your fault you’ve had to be both mom and dad.”

      “I appreciate the good word, but the truth is a guy can only go so far raising a couple of little girls. And now that Ginny and Dare are gone⁠—”

      His sister and foster sister had done more than they ever should’ve since his wife left, but they’d both moved out earlier that fall. One to travel, one to set up her own home.

      “You’re doing the right thing getting a nanny in full time.” Amusement danced in Luke’s eyes. “I’m just saying your girls aren’t the only ones who’d appreciate a woman’s touch right about now.”

      Luke’s comments were cutting him to the core. Caleb and Tamara’s first meeting had been brief, but memorable. Mostly because he spent the nights after their encounter tangled up in lustful dreams. Long, dark brown hair, flashing eyes, curves that didn’t quit. Curves that made him daydream about learning her so thoroughly he could move over her with his eyes closed.

      Would Caleb appreciate the woman’s touch right about now?

      Fuck.

      Caleb ignored the answer he wasn’t about to give. “This is not about having a woman in the house for anything other than being a nanny. Make that clear to anyone who says otherwise.” Although he was bull-shitting himself pretending the thought of Tamara being around wasn’t enough to make his libido kick into overdrive. “I don’t want her spooked off before we even give this a chance.”

      “You won’t spook her—you’re solid and predictable.” Luke smacked him on the shoulder. “I’ll make sure I remind the hands again, and I’m taken, so you’ll just have to warn off Walker when he gets home. Oh, and Dusty.”

      “She’s nearly thirty,” Caleb drawled. “You really think she’d be interested in Dustin?”

      “He may be young, but he’s a Stone.” Luke waggled his brows. “The ladies like us.”

      Caleb resisted rolling his eyes. “You’re so full of shit.”

      Luke just grinned harder.

      A quick check of his watch poked Caleb into action. “I need to get moving to finish before the girls are home from school.”

      His brother considered. “You know what? I’ll take a break and meet the bus. I haven’t seen the girls in a few days, and I’ll be gone next week. Let me take care of them. Once you’re done working, go grab a little freedom before you have to get your new employee all trained up.”

      New employee. God.

      Caleb wasn’t sure if it was a blessing or curse, but he nodded. “Spaghetti sauce is in the crockpot, so you don’t need anything⁠—”

      Luke waved a hand. “I can figure it out,” he said easily. “Ginny and Dare aren’t the only ones who’ve spent time taking care of your kids.”

      An arrow of guilt shot straight through Caleb, the barbs on the shaft slicing hard.

      Luke must’ve seen him cringe. “Hey, that wasn’t a complaint. I’m damn glad to spend time as Uncle Luke. But you should go before I change my mind and make you do my chores in exchange.”

      Caleb slapped him on the shoulder in thanks.

      He finished a couple tasks in the barn over the next hour before using that free time. He let his horse take her head as they wandered toward wherever, thoughts drifting until he realized they were headed to what had to be his favourite spot on the whole Silver Stone ranch.

      Obviously, his horse felt the same way as she glided down to the pool at the base of Heart Falls.

      The land in this small section was accessible from a road off the public highway, and it had been willed over to the community. The family had placed a bench far above the water for people to sit and enjoy the view. On warm summer nights teenagers used the trail to get to the rocks so they could jump into the cool depths, and they’d occasionally ask permission to float down the river that started there and passed through Silver Stone.

      Caleb sat on Lacey’s back and stared over the water, watching the sun glitter off the water’s surface, like sunshine on morning dew. He took a deep breath of the fresh air, and the sound of the falls rolled through him and soothed the tension that had built up.

      As head of Silver Stone ranch, he had to make the right decisions. If he screwed up, they could lose it all, but in that moment right there and then, it was as if the land itself said everything is going to be okay.

      God, he hoped it was true.

      He closed his eyes and took another deep breath, soaking it in. Feeling calm settle into his soul, and it felt good.

      Until it didn’t.

      An unwelcome sensation stole over him. He slid off his horse, dropping the reins to let her graze as he fought with himself.

      How had Luke described him? Solid and predictable? Fah. Code words for old and boring. As if the only reason a woman would be willing to come and stay in his house was because he was safe.

      Which wasn’t all bad. Hell if he wanted Tamara, or anyone else to be scared of him, but⁠—

      He found himself grasping the bottom of his shirt, lifting it over his head as he toed off his boots and stripped. A full-out grin rose to his cheeks. The water would be icy cold. It was probably the last week of the year before snow fell in earnest, but to hell with logic.

      Not known for his impulsive moves? Try this one on for size.

      He stepped to the edge of the rocks and stared into the deep blue depths.

      I bet Tamara would be daring enough to jump.

      The mental tease sent another shot of lust through him along with the naked image of his soon-to-be but very-much-hands-off nanny…

      Jeez, now he needed the ice water to cool the fire in his veins.
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      Considering voyeurism wasn’t one of Tamara’s kinks, she’d had more run-ins with nudity than the average woman. Even now as she sat minding her own business, she had to admit the surprise show was proving spectacular.

      Shadows cast by the towering pines to the west were playing peekaboo with his face, and he was mostly in profile, but even if the man had been in full sun she was far enough away she wouldn’t have been able to spot details like facial features. She had no idea who he was, which meant she didn’t know if she should feel guilty for ogling him.

      He could be a married man, or the Heart Falls Community Church pastor communing with nature—although if that was the local man of the cloth, she was about to have a religious experience.

      Ignorance was one benefit of being new to town.

      It was also a downfall as she’d have all sorts of new to contend with over the next days and weeks. She was mostly looking forward to it. After twenty-nine years in one spot, the idea of a fresh start appealed to her. She was going to miss her family, most of them, but a change had been needed.

      Her mystery man was now naked from the waist up, his face hidden in shadows. Solid muscles flexed in his biceps and chest as he shoved his jeans and the rest to the ground. She wished her observation spot on the trail was a little closer to the pool, because while the view was lovely, it was too far away to offer details beyond generalities. Trim hips, strong thighs. Not an inch of fat on him.

      She pushed her glasses into place and sighed happily.

      Yes, this new beginning was going to work just fine if this was how they did things in Heart Falls.

      The star of her floor show stepped to the edge of the rocks and paused long enough for Tamara to take a final, sweet mental snapshot. In appreciation of the human form, like anyone in the medical field would have⁠—

      As the man threw himself silently into the water, a bitter taste hit her tongue. She wasn’t part of the medical community anymore.

      Fired. Out of a job, and what’s worse, her nursing certification had been revoked. One well-meant but slightly illegal decision years ago, and it was all over. Illegal, not immoral, she reminded herself. Even knowing the consequences, she’d do it again in a flash.

      She watched her current mood-booster take strong strokes across the pool, headed toward the waterfall, as she considered what had really gotten her into the mess. Her impulsive nature, yes. And being too interested in other people’s business. She didn’t think she was a busybody, and she always meant well.

      Only when meaning well went bad, it soured over everyone. Bottom-line, she needed to change her habits. And this was as good a time as any, considering Heart Falls was a clean slate, and all.

      Tamara leaned against the rock behind her, hands resting on her knees. She’d been told about the lookout by her cousin’s fiancée, Dare, who used to live in the area. The same friend who’d gotten her the job she was about to start.

      The trip to Heart Falls passed quicker than expected, and it was too early to show up at the ranch. From what her friend had told her about the lookout, it had sounded like the perfect place to pause for a final get her head on straight opportunity.

      I will change, she swore. No matter how tempted she was to act impulsively in the future, she needed to⁠—

      Down in the pool, the swimming man had lasted longer than Tamara expected. Hypothermia wasn’t something to fool around with, and the water had to be bitterly cold.

      He was headed for the rocks, and she breathed a sigh of relief as he placed a hand on an outcropping and pulled himself up.

      Her sigh turned into a gasp, and she shot to her feet as the man fell backwards and disappeared beneath the surface. She hesitated for a couple of seconds before heading farther down the path, one eye on her footing and the other on the water surface.

      He didn’t come up.

      By the time she got to the bottom of the trail, Tamara was full-out sprinting, racing around the perimeter of the pool to the rocks he’d originally jumped off. She peered into the water, but couldn’t see anything.

      Swear words echoed in her head as panic tried to take control.

      There. Oh my God, there—the hazy shape of an arm.

      Tamara shouted for help as loudly as she could as she stepped out of her runners. She dropped her glasses on top of them then took a deep breath, moving to the edge of the rocks.

      No hesitation. She threw herself off.

      Icy-cold water compressed her chest in a vise. Her face went numb, bare skin tingling as if she were being chewed on by millions of tiny fish with razor-sharp teeth. Panic hovered.

      Had she been worried about hypothermia? Forget that—someone would cut their bodies from the ice years from now like preserved wooly mammoths.

      She peered around quickly, grateful she’d landed close enough to her target to see him. She snatched at the nearby limb, wrapping her fingers around a thick, solid calf, ready to pull him to safety.

      The foot shot out of her grasp straight toward her, connecting with her gut and hip hard enough all the air she’d been holding escaped in a sudden rush. An instant later, stars formed in front of her eyes.

      Her only goal was to get to the surface as quickly as possible, but her arms wouldn’t move. The only thing keeping her from dragging in a lungful of water was she’d been winded hard enough nothing seemed to work.

      The stars were fading from bright white points to dark black holes before she summoned every remaining bit of strength, kicking frantically toward the shimmering surface of the water.

      Her head broke free. She hauled in a breath through the pain. Gasping sounds echoed in her ears even as other noises registered. Someone else was coughing and sputtering.

      Tamara twisted to the right to discover her missing man had made it to the surface. Thank God. She was grateful and cautious. Panicky stranger close by in the water? Not what she wanted to deal with when she could barely breathe herself.

      She lay back and floated, keeping a watchful eye on the dark-haired blur. He was far enough away she could fend him off if he headed her way and tried to take her down.

      It hurt to take a deep enough breath to speak. “You okay?” she forced out shakily.

      A string of growled curses mixed with spitting and sputtering floated back to her.

      Well, then.

      Maybe he was embarrassed at having to be saved, but it was too cold to stay in the pool and deal with the jackass. She headed toward the shore where it would be an easy walk out of the water instead of a climb. No way was she attempting that rock face without her glasses.

      “What the hell were you doing?” His question came from a few feet away as she stumbled to vertical, the water up to her waist.

      Tamara turned to face him, hands rising to her hips. “Saving your ass? By the way, you’re welcome.”

      “Hauling me under water when I don’t expect it is saving my ass?” He took a step closer, his voice going even softer.

      Screw this. Tamara retreated farther up the shore. “You’re hypothermic enough to be delusional. You fell and didn’t come up. You were stuck in the rocks, and I pulled you out.”

      She slowed her pace, squinting toward the ground to follow the smoothest path to keep from stumbling. Dammit, why didn’t she wear contacts instead of glasses?

      The grumpy bastard didn’t respond, just stepped past her. That wasn’t as much fun as it might’ve been considering she was nearsighted enough that once he’d moved more than a few paces ahead of her, his naked butt was nothing but a spectacular blur.

      By the time she made it to the top of the rock, he had his jeans on and was jamming his feet into his boots. They still hadn’t exchanged more than a dozen angry words.

      Fine. She’d put on her glasses and take a good look at the guy so she’d know which ungrateful jerk to avoid in the future.

      “Your shoes are over here,” he grumbled, stepping toward the edge of the rocks.

      “Be careful. My⁠—”

      She couldn’t see it happen, but there was nothing wrong with her ears. Breaking glass had a distinctive sound.

      He swore again. “Why the hell did you leave your glasses on the ground?”

      That was the last straw. Tamara saw red.

      All her resolutions to watch her temper, and all her great intentions to keep a new slate shiny clean here in Heart Falls, burned away under the weight of instant pissed-off.

      “You ever say thank you for anything? Also, you ever consider that when things go wrong, maybe it’s not someone else’s fault?” As she spoke she stepped toward him, anger shoving away the cold. She snatched the tangled remains of her glasses from his fingers, and took one final step so she was close enough to look him in the face as she delivered her closing retort. “Maybe it’s you.”

      His dark eyes burned as he stared back, square jaw set in stone. A trickle of water ran from his hair down his cheek, catching on the rough stubble on his chin. Straight nose, far too sensual lips for a man. It was a familiar face, and not one she could possibly avoid in the future.

      Because it was him. Caleb Stone, him.

      AKA, her new boss.

      Fuck my life.
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      It seemed some things—like acting far too impulsively and putting her foot in it—would never change.

      Still, she didn’t think she was in the wrong, but there was no use fighting a battle she had no way of winning. She needed this job, and if that meant groveling, she would swallow her damn pride and do it.

      Tamara released a harsh puff of air and prepared to cut out her spleen.

      “I wasn’t drowning.”

      His words were a lot softer than she’d expected, and a totally different direction than the “don’t bother to unpack your bags because I wouldn’t trust you with my children if you were the last woman on earth” retort that she’d have understood.

      She stood in shocked silence.

      “There’s a cave near the base of those rocks,” he said, his voice still rumbly but no longer gravel-pit harsh. “Sometimes an air pocket forms in there, and I was checking it out. I had my head above water and was breathing the whole time. Sorry I scared you.”

      Huh.

      “Okay.” She curled her fingers around the skeleton of her broken glasses, and fought to keep a shiver from taking her apart. The physical reminder gave the needed distraction to head the conversation into solid, manageable topics. “You need to get dressed and warmed up. It’s far too cold to be out here half-naked.”

      “Agreed. We’d better both get home as quick as we can.” He caught her by the wrist and took the broken glasses from her fingers. “But I don’t think you can drive without these. Can you?”

      Tamara shook her head. “I have spares in my luggage, so don’t wor⁠—”

      “You’re not hiking the trail blind.” Caleb folded his arms over his chest.

      “I’ll be fine,” Tamara insisted.

      He grunted, then turned and walked away so quickly Tamara was left once again in a foggy blur. She peered around until she found her runners, soft curses escaping as she alternated between stubbing her toes and stepping on sharp-edged rocks.

      Once her feet were protected, Tamara put her head down to pick a path best she could, but every third step another stone tilted, threatening to leave her with a sprained ankle, or worse.

      Suddenly he was back, solid legs forming a wall in front of her.

      “Maybe there’s something to that hypothermia thing.” He’d pulled on his shirt. “Fortunately, my ride can take an extra, and she doesn’t care if you can see or not. Come on, I’ll give you a hand.”

      She expected him to offer a literal hand to hang on to as they crossed to where he had his horse tethered.

      Caleb had other ideas. A gasp escaped her as he scooped her up in a firm hold.

      “I can walk,” she insisted even as her arms flew instinctively to curl around his neck.

      “Too slow. It’s cold.”

      Which effectively shut her up. She spent the next few minutes cuddled against an increasingly warm torso, heat rising between them as she tried to find an angle to hold her head that didn’t leave her staring straight into his face.

      It was better in some ways when he lifted her into the saddle, and in one smooth motion, mounted behind her because then she couldn’t see him.

      But she could feel him. Rock-solid thighs and all the rest, with her body nestled right up against his. Impossible to ignore exactly how much contact was made while riding double.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist, holding the reins confidently in the other hand. Landscape passed as nothing more than fuzzy masses of shades of green. She squinted to try to make out landmarks, but it was nothing but a collection of ranch-shaped blurred objects.

      His fingers were spread across her belly, body moving in an easy rhythm as his horse carried them along.

      With nothing much to see, it was either stay silent or come up with something to discuss. For a few moments she managed to keep her mouth shut. Only the silence made it too easy for her to focus on the rub of their bodies. They were both wet, and yet they could have been straight out of a sauna with the heat generating between them. The horse’s gait created a seductive rhythm that made her feel every moment of her past months of chastity.

      Tamara attempted to change position to open space between them, but all it did was rub her hips against his, and a low growl escaped him.

      She froze.

      He seemed to do a lot of that. The growling business. She didn’t want to think too hard about what it did to her insides.

      She’d opened her mouth to ask some inane question when he beat her to it. “Your truck and trailer. Are they at the lookout?”

      “Truck’s at the top of the hill. Trailer’s at the weigh station.”

      “My sister told you about the falls, did she?”

      Finally, something distracting. Tamara linked her fingers over the saddle horn and held on with a death grip, trying once again to ease their bodies apart the slightest bit. “Dare told me it was pretty, and I figured I had time to check it out before joining you. Is there a reason it’s called Heart Falls? Or is it just named after the town?”

      Caleb hesitated before answering. “If you stand on the rocks where I broke your glasses, the waterfall is the center and the lagoon curves apart into two rounds of a heart.”

      Tamara resisted making a comment about the anatomical incorrectness of calling anything heart-shaped. That kind of humour was usually lost on the nonmedical community. “Sounds a lot more romantic than what most of old-timers would have picked to name a gathering place.”

      The horse sidestepped, and Caleb tightened his grip, pushing a touch too hard where he’d kicked her.

      A gasp of pain escaped before she could stop it.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

      “Just a bit of a bruise.”

      He didn’t say anything more at the time, which was fine by her, and she took the opportunity to change the subject. “Since I’m here early, I don’t mind getting started right away.”

      “I don’t think you’ll be doing much of anything until we find you some glasses,” he pointed out. “We’ll get your truck. I can grab your horse trailer while I’m at it, if you’d like.”

      “Would you? I hate to leave Stormy longer than necessary.” Guilt hit Tamara hard. “I didn’t mean to make extra work for you.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I’m the one who broke your glasses.”

      She sighed. “I’m the one who tried to save you when you didn’t need rescuing. Par for the course, I’m afraid to say.”

      An unexpected chuckle escaped him. “Oh? You go jumping into swimming holes all the time?”

      “More like jumping to conclusions, and yeah, I do a fair bit of that.” She didn’t mention how she’d vowed to change, because her tiger stripes were still firmly in place. “I’m sorry I messed up your quiet relaxation.”

      “You meant well,” he returned easily.

      Which made it worse, since that was exactly what she needed to change.

      He kept talking, his voice stroking her as they rocked together far too smoothly. “We’ll get you home and I’ll show you your room. There’s a shower in there, and you can get warmed up. Before you’re done, I’ll be back with your stuff. You can meet the girls during supper, but I don’t expect you to officially start until tomorrow. We’ll take it as it comes.”

      They were closing in on civilization, the broad shapes of barns and outbuildings becoming visible even with her terrible eyesight. “Thank you.”

      He grumbled for a moment. “You heard Emma doesn’t like to talk, right? She’s not mute, just quiet.”

      “Dare told me. I can handle that.”

      “I don’t want her fixed, or anything. So we’re clear⁠—”

      God. “Who the hell did you have for a nanny before?” Tamara demanded. “Or did one of her teachers spout this bullshit?”

      Caleb sounded relieved and annoyed at the same time as he answered, “One of the babysitters wouldn’t let her eat until she asked for every item out loud. Sasha came to the barns to get me, pissed off as a wet cat.”

      Tamara liked Sasha already. “Good for her. Fixed.” She turned the word into a curse. “Don’t worry about me. I want to help, and I’m not into torturing children.”

      He made a low sound that didn’t say much while saying a whole lot. “I didn’t think you were. My sister thinks the world of you, and that carries a lot of weight. But the girls have gone through a ton of changes in the last couple of months. I don’t expect them to be thrilled you’re here at first. Let’s give it time. Hopefully it’ll work out.”

      He eased back. The horse responded instantly and came to a stop.

      Tamara swung her leg over and prepared to jump.

      Somehow Caleb dismounted first, his strong hands wrapping around her waist as he lifted her from the saddle and placed her on the ground as if she were a child.

      She wasn’t sure why his casual touch was so disappointing. Him ignoring the awkwardness between them was what she needed. This was a job position she was starting, and the last thing she wanted was for him to treat her like a potential date.

      He caught her by the hand to guide her forward. “Three steps up to a landing, then the door.”

      “I’m not that blind,” she said, but she didn’t drag her hand away because she couldn’t see that well, and the last thing she wanted was to fall flat on her face before even making it through the door.

      Tamara didn’t say a word about the fact they were both still wet—it was his house and if he didn’t mind her dripping on the floor that was okay by her.

      She’d clean up when she figured out where the mop was.

      Caleb led her down a hallway—yellow walls reflecting the bright light pouring in the windows—and opened the last door. “This is yours. Bathroom’s the door on the right, and you’ve got lots of closet space. The girls are in the two rooms to our left. I’ll show you the rest of the house later.” He backed up, those dark eyes moving out of her line of vision. “I’ll let you figure it out from here.”

      He was gone before she could say another word, leaving her to find her way through a blur of walls and furniture into the spacious master bath.

      The shower felt amazing. Tamara stood directly under the pressure with it running as hot as she could for as long as she could bear.

      That had gone well…

      Not.

      So much for her good intentions. But maybe this was a better thing—if Caleb’s expectations were rock-bottom, the only direction she could go was up.

      It took some time, but once she’d finished and wrapped herself in an enormous towel, she was feeling mostly human. She leaned close to the mirror, wiping away the fog to peer at her face and drag her fingers through her hair. Until her stuff arrived there wasn’t much more she could do.

      She pushed open the door and glanced into her new home.

      A dark-haired little girl sat on her bed.

      Tamara slid forward, trying not to look too creepy as she moved into close enough proximity to check out the kid’s face. “Hi.”

      No answer.

      Okay. No talking, which according to Tamara’s sources meant this should be Emma. Daughter number two.

      “Do you know if your daddy brought my truck to the house yet?”

      Her lopsided ponytail swung as she shook her head. Then she stared at Tamara intently, her lips turned down, a distressed look in her eyes.

      Tamara took the chair across from Emma. “Is your sister around as well?”

      The little girl’s mouth opened for a second before she nodded.

      “Okay, that’s good. Your daddy said I’m not starting work as your nanny until tomorrow but I did want to meet you, and, here you are.” She held out a hand to Emma. “I’m Tamara. I’m very glad to make your acquaintance.”

      Emma stared at her fingers suspiciously before catching them and giving them a quick shake.

      “Your Auntie Dare told me you weren’t fond of talking, especially to strangers. Your choice, but since I’m new here, I’ll probably need to ask a bunch of questions. I hope even if you don’t feel like answering with words, you can help me in other ways.”

      The little girl’s mouth opened in surprise before she slammed it shut again.

      Tamara paused.

      Hmmm. Something was up. This did not appear to be a little girl who for whatever reason did not use verbal communication. More like a little girl who was trying to pretend she didn’t talk.

      Tamara hid her smile. “Hey, I think I hear noise outside.” She got up and peered out the window. “Look at that. They brought my truck and there’s my horse. Can I ask a favour, Sasha? I’d appreciate if you could grab the bags I left on the passenger seat.”

      Sasha sat motionless for a moment before demanding, “How’d you know I wasn’t Emma?”

      “I think the more important question is, why were you pretending to be her?”

      Brown eyes narrowed evilly before Sasha turned all sweetness and light, bestowing a chilling smile on Tamara. “She’s my sister, and I don’t like people being mean to her.”

      “So you were checking out the new nanny to see if I was a meanie?”

      Sasha nodded.

      Tamara dipped her chin in approval. “Good for you.”

      Sasha gave her an unreadable look.

      “We can discuss this more later, but I do need you to get me those bags. I can’t walk out there in nothing but a towel. One of those girl things, right? You know about that.”

      Sasha’s feet hit the floor. She marched forward, opened the door without another word and slipped out, all the while keeping an intense watch on Tamara.

      Oh, yeah, this was going to be interesting.
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      By the time Caleb got back from grabbing Tamara’s truck, he was chilled to the bone.

      Strangely, he didn’t mind. The wet jeans clinging to his thighs had been enough to counteract the images he had to keep under control. The ride back to the ranch with Tamara nestled in his arms had been a unique form of hell. Why had he listened to his sister Dare in the first place and hired the dangerous creature?

      Right. Because the girls needed a woman around.

      For some reason Dustin was hanging out in the yard instead of by the bunkhouse where he’d moved after graduation last June. Caleb got his attention, tossing him the keys to Tamara’s truck. “Park the trailer by the barn then get her horse settled, will you?”

      Dustin looked over Caleb’s wet clothes with amusement but for once made the right choice and didn’t ask any questions.

      Caleb grabbed the couple of bags off Tamara’s passenger seat and carried them into the house, bumping into Sasha in the hallway.

      “I can take those to the nanny, Daddy,” she offered sweetly.

      “Thanks, pumpkin.”

      She wrinkled her nose when he stooped to give her a kiss, then he escaped to his bathroom.

      He turned on the taps, and hot water gushed out instantly. Tamara must have finished her shower⁠—

      And dammit if those forbidden images didn’t come crashing back. It had been bad enough having her rub against him the entire ride home. He didn’t need to add thoughts of naked skin under hot, steamy water. It was hard to stop them, though, all things considered.

      After his wife left, Caleb had pretty much given up on love. He didn’t need a woman in his life for romantic reasons. Luke could be the dreamer, and Dustin could sweet-talk and romance every young woman in town and the next three counties over if he wanted. Walker could use that cowboy charm of his while out on the rodeo circuit.

      When it came down to it, what Caleb wished for most was someone to warm his bed at night. Blunt, but true. Screw the romantic bullshit, he’d like some sex. It was the one thing he hadn’t enjoyed in a long time, and he damn well missed it.

      But that was not a safe path to wander down when the woman entering his home was so hands-off he needed to consider her his personal kryptonite.

      Moments later he was dressed and hurrying to join his family.

      He took two steps into the room then pulled to a stop.

      Luke sat with Emma beside him at the kitchen island. As usual, the sight of his youngest daughter hit Caleb with the impact of a kick in the gut. A miniature cameo of his ex-wife, except Emma was sweetness and joy. Also, currently frustrated—her blonde curls wiggled as she squirmed on the spot, homework book open in front of her as Luke pointed to something on the page.

      Emma glanced up. Her blue eyes shone and her face brightened with a smile like only she could give, and love melted his heart.

      “Hey, button.”

      She eagerly abandoned her task, slipping off her stool and hurrying to envelop him in a hug.

      He took a moment to enjoy being squeezed by teeny arms before pressing a kiss to her forehead. He rose to his feet to deal with the other unexpected person in the room. “Neat trick, Walker. Last we heard you were miles away. You grow wings overnight?”

      Walker marched forward from the side counter where he’d been making a salad, hand outstretched to grasp Caleb’s. “Got in my truck when the last event was done, and the wheels just carried me home.”

      He shook Caleb’s hand, the smile on his square-jawed face not quite as wide as Luke’s. A shadow lingered in his dark eyes Caleb didn’t remember seeing before, but before he could ask more questions, Walker turned back to his task, speaking over his shoulder. “Luke says he has no problem with me being a slacker for the next couple of months, so I figure this is as good a place as any to hang my hat.”

      “Fine by me. You can slack all that Luke lets you,” Caleb said evenly in return.

      They both knew that meant never. Luke might be the fun brother, but he still demanded people get the job done.

      Caleb glanced at the table then back at his daughter who was making faces at her homework. “Emma, I was going to tell you to put an extra plate out for the new nanny—she’ll be joining us for supper, but it looks as if you already set the table for one more than we need.”

      She pushed away her homework, holding up fingers and counting off without naming names out loud. It was clear she was listing people, and Caleb silently joined in.

      Emma, Sasha, him. Luke, Walker, Tamara…and one more.

      Ahh. “Dustin is going to be here tonight, is he?”

      Emma nodded exaggeratedly, her chin dipping all the way up and down, pleasure returning a smile to her expression.

      Of course Dustin was going to join them, because if there was anything the younger Stone boys liked more than tormenting their biggest brother, it was satisfying their curiosity.

      No wonder the kid had been hanging out close to the house. “I’m going to send him a bill if he keeps this up.”

      Luke ruffled Emma’s curls as he stood, heading to the counter to drain the enormous pot of pasta that had been boiling on the stove. “It’s great he still loves doing things with us. Got to appreciate that—some kids his age can’t wait to get as far away from home as possible. That he only moved into the bunkhouse because he wanted to be more grown up is a good thing.”

      “He gets meals with the bunkhouse. Living completely on his own would require he cook for himself at least part time.” Still, Caleb was smiling as he joined them at the island, slipping an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “You like to spoil your Uncle Dustin, don’t you, little girl?”

      Emma leaned against him, her hair tickling his nose as she held up two fingers, her expression going sad.

      He squeezed her, knowing there was no way she’d speak in the crowded room. Thankfully, he was able to figure out what she was referring to. “I know we’re two less than before. I miss the girls as well. But Auntie Dare will come and visit when she can, and she’ll bring your new cousin Joey with her. And we’re supposed to Skype with Auntie Ginny next weekend. That’ll be fun, right?”

      Emma nodded before sighing heavily and adding another word to her homework page.

      It wasn’t math that got his little girl’s goat, it was language. They had to coax the words from her, whether it was her fingers or her mouth doing the talking.

      Daughter number one rushed into the room like a whirlwind. Ignoring everyone else, Sasha climbed up Emma’s stool and stuck her lips next to her sister’s ear to speak rapidly, soft enough no one else could hear.

      “Hello to you too, Sasha,” Walker said with a chuckle.

      She waved at him without interrupting her secret sharing. The longer she muttered, the wider Emma’s eyes grew.

      Footsteps sounded again, and Caleb braced himself before turning, only to discover Dustin marching into the room. “That was quick.”

      Dustin tossed a set of keys in the air and caught them with one hand, grinning widely as he glanced around the room at his brothers. “She’s got a nice truck.”

      That’s what he said.

      Caleb mentally kicked himself for turning every damn comment about Tamara into something sexual. “You settled her horse already?”

      “Yep.” The next second Dustin shifted on his feet uneasily, looking just as uncomfortable as the girls did when Caleb caught them in a lie. “Okay, I didn’t settle him. Ashton was there, and he said he didn’t mind, so I parked her trailer and brought the truck up to the house. I didn’t want to be late for dinner.”

      Luke pushed past Caleb to place a huge pot of spaghetti on the table, speaking softly as he went. “Because he wants to check out the nanny. Told you so.”

      Lord Almighty, wasn’t that exactly what Caleb needed.

      He chose to focus on the fact that Dustin had been somewhat useful. “Don’t pass off your chores to our foreman, but thanks for parking the trailer.”

      “No prob.” Dustin gave Walker a friendly shove on the shoulder in greeting before dropping into a chair and tipping back to balance it on two legs as he watched everyone else in the kitchen work.

      Walker leaned past him to place a basket of garlic bread on the table, and Dustin snatched a piece as it went by.

      The girls left the island and headed to their seats. Dustin fell into teasing them, his speech garbled as he spoke around the bread he was inhaling.

      “I’m curious too,” Walker admitted, speaking in Caleb’s ear soft enough the girls couldn’t overhear. “About the nanny. Colour me shocked to find you’ll be hosting a woman in the house.”

      His expression was hard to read, somewhere between concerned and teasing.

      “Behave,” Caleb warned. The last thing he needed was for the girls to think there was anything to this nanny business except someone coming to help on a strictly work-type basis.

      A squeal escaped Emma as Dustin poked her. Sasha retaliated, and while they were just playing, the volume rose louder than anyone was supposed to be in the house. “Girls. Dustin—do I have to remind you to use your inside voices?”

      Dustin shoved a huge chunk of bread into his mouth before answering, obviously amused as his words came out muffled. “We got man’ers.”

      “Bad ones.”

      His family. Rambunctious and borderline wild, but he loved them—when he didn’t want to kill them.

      Tamara rounded the corner just as Dustin made a rude face, cheeks puffed out like a squirrel storing nuts for the winter.

      It was childish, but Caleb couldn’t help but feel for the first time that day something had gone his direction.
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      It hadn’t been difficult to find the kitchen. Tamara let her ears lead her toward the noise even as she straightened her spine and mentally prepared herself.

      Didn’t matter that she’d spent years dealing with life-and-death situations, and had even given presentations in front of large groups on various topics during her nursing career. This was different. She was meeting the people she would be living with twenty-four/seven, and they were family. She was the newcomer. She had to fit in, which meant being on her best behaviour.

      If she knew how to pull that off.

      Two steps into the room she paused. This section of the house held an open-design room, with the dining room to the right and the kitchen laid out to the left in an L along two walls. A large island sat conveniently in front of the cooking workspace, a row of tall stools tucked under the overhang.

      She noticed all that in an instant, kind of as a backdrop to the main event which were the faces turning her way. She ignored the male bodies and focused on the two little girls sitting next to each other at the table, motionless as they eyed her.

      Sasha’s expression was guarded as she leaned protectively toward a curly-haired blonde angel of a girl who had to be her little sister. Emma looked confused and worried, teeth digging into her lower lip as she chewed on it, her clear blue eyes examining Tamara intently.

      Something inside Tamara settled with an abrupt click. This was why she was here—for these girls. And no matter that she would never admit how scared she was at having left her comfort zone and being a bit of a fish out of water, putting the job in perspective made it a lot simpler.

      Taking care of the people who couldn’t defend themselves was right up Tamara’s alley. Making sure these kids were safe and happy she could do.

      Which is why after offering them a smile, she glanced toward the four men in the room with more confidence. “I hope that delicious smell means I can convince someone to feed me.”

      The teenager sitting beside the girls jerked his chair to vertical so fast he nearly tipped over. A younger mirror image to Caleb, he chewed around an enormous chunk of food, cheeks flushing red as he raised a hand to cover his mouth.

      Tamara took pity on him and looked the opposite direction.

      She met Caleb’s gaze just in time to see him wiping away a bit of a smirk. His balanced stoic expression returned, and his amusement vanished as if it had never been there.

      He dipped his chin politely.

      Before he could speak, another tall man with unruly red-tinged hair stepped forward, hand outstretched in greeting. “Food and water, if you can imagine. Hi, I’m Luke. Nice to meet you.”

      His smile was full-out welcoming, a twinkle of mischief in his brown eyes as she gave his hand a firm shake. “Nice to meet you too. Tamara Coleman.”

      Luke jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the tallest of the lot who was leaning against the counter, arms folded over his chest. “That one is Walker. He’s just back from time on the circuit, so I don’t know how civilized he is at the moment.”

      “I don’t know why you think you’re funny,” Walker muttered. “I really don’t.” His pitch-black hair and brows with his decidedly less friendly expression combined to make him look a lot more dangerous than the exuberant Luke.

      Butterflies flipped for a moment in Tamara’s stomach before she stepped forward and offered her hand in spite of Walker’s non-welcoming body language.

      He shook her hand briefly before moving to the sink to fill a pitcher with water.

      “You know Caleb,” Luke continued in his self-appointed role of Master of Ceremonies. “And that one over there is Dusty. Don’t worry, contrary to appearances you won’t need to nanny him as well.”

      Poor Dusty’s face was flaming red, and while Tamara understood teasing was part of being a family, she felt sorry for the kid.

      She walked over and extended her hand same as she had to Walker. “While I don’t have any big brothers, I have a bunch of older cousins, so trust me. I understand what a royal pain they are at times.”

      His lips twitched and a little of the tension slipped from him. “Three older brothers and two older sisters—pain and me are well acquainted. And it’s Dustin, if you don’t mind.”

      “Dustin it is.”

      Tamara turned to greet the final member of the family, dropping to her knees to put her head on level with Emma’s. “I met your sister, which means you are Emma. I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.”

      She waited to see what kind of a response she got. She wasn’t about to put the little girl on the spot by offering a handshake and potentially having it shut down.

      Emma tipped her head and looked Tamara over, a little frown creasing her forehead before she lifted her hand and ran a finger along the edge of Tamara’s glasses.

      “Like them? Back when I worked in the hospital I had to wear certain clothes because of a dress code, and sometimes that felt pretty boring. I started collecting all sorts of glasses that were not boring. These are one of my favourite. Wearing them makes me feel like I’m having a summer day, even in the middle of winter.”

      They were sheer fun. Bright yellow frames with a row of miniature blue birds perched along the top.

      Emma pulled her hand back but she was smiling a little.

      “You have more than one pair of glasses?” Sasha sounded amazed. “Auntie Ginny wears glasses, but she only has one pair. Oh, and sometimes she has sunglasses, and sometimes she doesn’t wear them at all.”

      “I have to wear my glasses,” Tamara told her seriously. “Otherwise everything is just a big blur.”

      “Emma and I don’t need to wear glasses⁠—”

      “How about we get everybody seated,” Caleb interrupted. “That way we can see food on our plates a little quicker.”

      Instead of the typical rectangular farm-style table, the dining area of the open floor plan held an enormous circular one laid with cutlery and glasses. Enough seats for a dozen people were arranged around it, the wooden chairs mismatched yet sturdy, and the result was surprisingly homey.

      After a bit of shuffling, Tamara found herself seated in the chair Dustin had abandoned, only half of the big table being utilized. Caleb sat three spots down on the other side of Emma, and Tamara watched with interest as he set to scooping pasta, sauce and salad on the plates stacked in front of him.

      As he finished the first plate he passed it to Emma, who carefully passed it to Sasha.

      When Sasha laid the plate in front of herself and picked up her fork Caleb coughed sternly. “You have someone sitting beside you tonight,” he reminded her.

      It was on the tip of Tamara’s tongue to pipe up that she didn’t mind waiting, but this was his house and she wanted to know what she was getting into. How did they do things in the Stone family, and was she going to fit in…

      No. If she was honest that wasn’t the question. The question was—would she approve?

      She accepted the plate from Sasha. “Thank you. It looks good.”

      “That’s Auntie Ginny’s chair.” A sullen, childish reprimand.

      “Sasha.” A warning sounded in Caleb’s tone. “Auntie Ginny’s in France. I don’t think we need to leave the chair empty for her. Be nice.”

      Sasha looked back at her plate, but she was quiet for only seconds before turning back to Tamara speaking politely, but pointedly.

      “It will be a good supper because Uncle Luke makes the best garlic bread. Daddy makes the best spaghetti sauce. Uncle Walker makes the best salad. Uncle Dusty…” She glanced across the table at where Dustin was waiting patiently for his plate to arrive. “Uncle Dusty…”

      “Uncle Dusty is the best supper-eater ever,” Luke drawled, catching hold of Dustin’s elbow as it jerked toward him.

      Dustin grinned at his niece. “How about Uncle Dustin serves up the best bowls of ice cream for dessert?”

      Sasha looked up at Tamara with a bit of attitude. “Do you know how to cook?”

      “I can make toast,” Tamara said.

      The little girl’s eyes widened. “Is that all?”

      “Maybe a few more things. But toast is my specialty.”

      Sasha looked back at her plate. So quietly there was no way Caleb could hear, she muttered, “We’re going to starve.”

      Tamara fought to keep from laughing.

      Caleb was efficient as he served dinner, and they all had full plates in quick order. No one touched their food, though, until Caleb put the serving spoon down, the final plate resting in front of himself.

      Tamara waited in case the Stones had some other family tradition. But the instant Caleb picked up his fork, it was obvious that was the ready-to-go signal.

      Tamara had no objection. Between the drive and the unexpected dip in cold water, she was hungry enough to do justice to the steaming hot food.

      “Any idea how long you’ll be sticking around?” Dustin asked Walker.

      “Until the new year. I need a bit of a break, so I may as well spend my time with you.”

      Caleb eyed his brother. “Did you take a tumble you need to recover from we don’t know about?”

      Walker paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Do I look as if I took a beating? Don’t worry about me. You’re the one I saw limping as you walked into the room.”

      Shoulders lifting in a gentle shrug, Caleb focused back on his plate. “Wouldn’t be the first time you were black and blue and didn’t say a word.”

      “On a different note, did you girls figure out what you’re wearing for Halloween, yet?” Luke asked. “It’s just over a week away.”

      “I want to be an astronaut, and Emma wants to be a cat. We get to wear our costumes to school all day, and my teacher, Ms. Miller, says she’s going to dress up like Mrs. McGonagall. I think all of the teachers should dress up, but Kelli says some of them take themselves far too seriously to let their hair down and have fun.”

      “Kelli said that?” Luke asked, a smirk twisting his lips as he glanced across the table at Tamara to explain. “Kelli’s one of the ranch hands.”

      Sasha rolled on. “Kelli said she’s going to dress up as a cowgirl, but I don’t think that’s a very good costume because that’s how she dresses all the time.”

      “Ahh. Cowgirl. Now that makes sense.” Tamara made eye contact with Emma. “You know, that’s pretty much what my sister has been for every Halloween as far back as I can remember.”

      Emma leaned across her plate, wonder in her eyes as she checked out Tamara closer. She bumped her shoulder against Sasha.

      “Emma wants to know if you have a Halloween costume,” Sasha claimed before staring pleadingly across the table at Caleb. “Can you take us trick-or-treating this year, Daddy? Can you, please?”

      In the split second before everyone’s attention turned to Caleb, Tamara swore she saw frustration on Emma’s face. She wondered how often Sasha spoke for her little sister and got it wrong.

      Caleb lifted a brow. “Don’t I always take you?”

      “Yes, but I just thought maybe…” Sasha glanced at Tamara suspiciously.

      “Ahh.” Caleb refilled his water glass thoughtfully before he answered Sasha’s unspoken question. “Some of the things you used to do with me, or Ginny, or Dare, you might do with Tamara. That’s what she’s here for—so you don’t miss out on fun stuff if I get too busy. But I’ll always be there for the most important events.”

      Conversation twisted to new topics after that, like Dustin asking Walker for advice on his truck, and Sasha telling her Uncle Luke a long story about one of the ranch dogs who went by the auspicious name of Demon.

      Tamara joined in at moments, but for the most part she listened and watched, trying to learn the rhythm of this new family. They had a kinship and a deep sense of love amongst them, but there was a missing piece as well.

      Growing up on the Whiskey Creek ranch, it had been her and her two sisters with her dad for as long as she could remember. She loved her sisters, and she and her dad tolerated each other, but that same sense of something missing had sent Tamara from working the land to get her nursing degree. Working with her hands to help heal people had been a way to be accepted and appreciated for her skills, and the longer she sat at the table, the more certain she was that this was where she needed to be.

      Settling in at Silver Stone ranch wasn’t going to be completely comfortable. She was pretty sure she and Caleb were going to butt heads more than a few times, but there was something that felt right about being here.

      When the meal was over and they’d finished clearing the dishes, Tamara didn’t fight when Caleb all but dismissed her.

      “The girls and Dustin can do the dishes tonight,” he insisted, ignoring their groans. He looked Dustin in the eye. “Part of being a family—cook or wash, right?”

      His youngest brother sighed heavily, but he hauled a stool into place in front of the sink and plopped Emma up on it with the ease of a well-known routine. “Come on, kiddo. You wash, I’ll dry, and Sasha can put things away. Then you can show me what you got planned for your costume.”

      Moments later, Tamara took a second look around the room and discovered she was alone. Caleb, Walker and Luke had all vanished.

      She wandered back through the house examining the homey touches here and there, some older than others. Gingham fabric curtains framed the tall living room windows that faced to the east, the same frilly material topping the glass window of an exit door to the side of the kitchen, but the fabric was faded by the sun. In contrast, there were bright new cushions on the couches and easy chairs.

      The pictures on the walls were the same, some old, some new, along with the knickknacks displayed on shelves and bookcases. Each shot and item a bit of memory on display, all pointing to events and details she knew nothing about.

      It was strange to be so…ignorant. Uninformed. Tamara wasn’t sure she liked not knowing things.

      She ran a finger over the edge of a gilded frame. Two families next to each other, a family of four and a family of seven. They stood under a tree, with a lake shining in the background. Caleb was clearly recognizable even though he was years younger. The smile on his face far more innocent and lighthearted than she’d seen so far.

      Everything around Tamara held secrets—clues to this family she’d dropped into the midst of. There was so much she didn’t know. Not just about them, but herself. Would Heart Falls be a long stop on the new journey she’d begun, or a short one?

      All she knew for certain was she couldn’t go back, which meant the future was wide open and very, very unclear.
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      Caleb strode into the kitchen after doing early chores and came to a complete and utter stop. Considering it was barely six a.m., the last thing he’d expected was to be greeted by the scent of fresh biscuits and hot coffee.

      He didn’t usually start making breakfast for the girls until after seven, and the hour break he took between chores and when they crawled out of bed was when he caught up on as much paperwork as he could stomach.

      Now not only did the kitchen smell like a bit of heaven, the view was damn good too. His gaze shot like a homing beacon to land on Tamara’s ass.

      In his defense, she was bent over, pulling a pan from the oven, but it was wrong how he couldn’t seem to look away. Sweet curves wiggled at him temptingly, and he stepped behind the island to put something solid between her and his rising erection.

      She stood and twisted on the spot, lowering the pan to a couple of hot pads she’d placed beforehand before smiling enthusiastically. “Morning. I made coffee. You’ll have to let me know how you like it.”

      He was pretty sure he would like anything she was willing to give him. Beyond the obvious.

      Dammit, dirty daydreams meant Caleb was having a hard time remembering how to talk. “What’re you doing?”

      Other than making every hormone in his body percolate past high. Sexy, half-naked woman in his kitchen, cooking breakfast and making him coffee? It was far too tempting to let his imagination go wild.

      Tamara frowned. “Something wrong?”

      Something had to be wrong. Otherwise he would simply have grabbed a cup of coffee and gone on with his day, right? Because the instant his cock eased up control enough to let his brain function the tiniest bit, he realized she was doing what he’d hired her to do.

      Nannies cooked and made breakfast, and that’s all she’d done.

      “Caleb?”

      He’d been standing far too long without answering which just compounded the problem. “You need to put some clothes on.”

      The words came out in a rush. The instant they escaped, he wished he could take them back because number one, he sure the hell didn’t mind the way she was dressed, with her long limbs under what was a perfectly decent knee-length robe.

      Number two, what had been a happy expression on her face slammed closed into something far more guarded.

      He waited for her to call him on his bullshit.

      She didn’t fight, though. Her chin rose, but her response was soft and meek. “Okay.”

      Nothing more as she turned to the oven and clicked off the power.

      That was not what Caleb expected. He had an apology on the tip of his tongue before he noticed that instead of taking the shortest route from the kitchen possible, she’d stepped counterclockwise. A move that would needlessly march her past him.

      He leaned against the island, resting his hands on the surface as he waited to see what was up.

      He should have been a lot more worried than curious, because unlike most women who would turn their back as they passed a man, Tamara faced him. In the brief second as she moved through the narrow space between the island and kitchen chairs, her soft breasts slid across his chest. Her hip brushed his groin, and the whole attack sent his cock into full alert.

      She stepped toward the hallway, the swells of her butt cheeks twitching against the silky fabric of her green robe, and he was mesmerized. Unable to look away.

      A half step before she vanished down the hall, the robe slipped from her shoulders giving him a split-second, tantalizing tease of naked back and a pale blue, barely-there nightie.

      Caleb moved slowly in deference to his unruly erection, stepping to the refrigerator. He jerked open the freezer door and stood there with cold air pouring down as he prayed for strength.

      Stupid ass.

      He closed the door and went to get a coffee, pacing the room uncomfortably. Would she come back, or had he already scared her away?

      But not even five minutes later, when he’d barely settled on the stool by the island, she moved past him briskly, her rigid back to him as she poured herself a cup. A light-blue T-shirt tucked into jeans covered her curves, and when she twisted toward him, he jerked his gaze upward to make sure he was gazing into her eyes and not anywhere else.

      Apologizing was the right thing, but God, it was awkward. “I’m sorry. My comment earlier was out of line.”

      She dropped a spoonful of sugar into her cup then stirred vigorously, staring at the surface. “I’m sorry for overreacting.” She lifted her gaze to his. “It probably doesn’t seem like it considering I keep doing stupid things, but I really want this job to work.”

      Him as well.

      It suddenly struck him— “What happened to your job at the hospital? You were a nurse. Why did you want to become a nanny?”

      She sank her teeth into her bottom lip for a second, and he was damn near shocked. She wasn’t the type to hesitate.

      When she spoke it wasn’t with her usual flair. “Dare never told you?”

      Caleb shook his head. “She’s my sister. I trust her. She says you’re the one for the job, and I believe her, God help me.”

      Amusement lightened her expression as a snicker escaped. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. You really think you need heavenly intervention with me working for you?”

      He needed it to stop dreaming about decidedly non-heavenly pursuits. Like her lips, soft and delicious. And those damn glasses she wore—he’d never realized he had a thing for glasses, but obviously, he did. The ones she had on today were black-rimmed with tipped-up outside edges. The way she peered at him through them made the dirty thoughts rise, along with his cock.

      Which wasn’t completely surprising because it had been a hell of a long time since the thing had gotten attention from anything other than his hand…

      …and this was a direction he needed to avoid heading in the future.

      Tamara spoke in a rush, probably taking his silence as judgment. “I didn’t do anything terrible, but I was hoping to keep small-town gossip from starting before I’d been here twenty-four hours.”

      If she’d been sent by anyone other than his sister, that wouldn’t have been nearly enough. “Dare wouldn’t let you come within two inches of my little girls if she didn’t know everything, and still trust you. I don’t suppose I need details.”

      She visibly relaxed.

      “Dare knows?” he asked, just to be sure.

      Tamara nodded. “We sat down and talked before I came out. I hope you don’t mind, but she also gave me all the details about your family. I mean, the part about how your parents and hers were best friends, and how after the accident you made sure that she got to stay at Silver Stone, fostering her as a sister.”

      The stupid, tragic accident that had taken his parents, Dare’s, and her little sister in one moment. Caleb took a deep breath, the pain still sharp after all these years. “She’d lost enough. I figured she didn’t need to lose all of us as well.”

      “Still, she thinks a lot of you, taking her on when you already had Ginny and Dustin to look after. Making sure that you all got to stay together as a family.”

      “It was the right thing to do.” Caleb met her eyes. “Dare was a good kid who’d been dealt a shitty hand for a sixteen-year-old. I’m glad it worked for her to live with us. And I had help. Luke was twenty, and Walker nearly eighteen.”

      Tamara spoke softly. “It was a kind thing, that’s all I’m saying. I’m sure being in familiar surroundings helped a lot.”

      “I think routine and familiarity was good for us all back then.” There’d been times he’d wondered at the people who jumped from place to place all their lives. “There’s something special about living in one place your entire life, but it’s also a strange sort of burden.”

      She was nodding slowly, fingers brushing the handle of her coffee mug in slow circles. “I went away to go to school, but other than that, I’ve lived in Rocky Mountain House. It feels strange to realize the next time I go to town I won’t see familiar faces at the grocery store.” Her lips twitched. “It also means I won’t be hit on by Samuel Tate. Can’t say I’m going to miss that part.”

      Caleb hesitated in the middle of stealing a not-so-hot-anymore biscuit off the cooling rack. “He an old beau of yours?”

      “He’s an old something, but normally the words on either side of old would be dirty and man. He’s mostly harmless, but a local hazard I don’t mind leaving behind.”

      “I’m sure someone in Heart Falls will be just as annoying.”

      Her half smile slipped into full bloom. “Well, now, you do have a sense of humour.”

      “Never said I didn’t. Just don’t feel the need to poke and tease as much as Luke does.”

      With a firm dip of her head, Tamara pulled over a notepad she’d had ready on the island counter. “I went over the email you sent, but your list of what you wanted me to do on a daily basis was a little bare-bones. I thought I should double-check what you want me to focus on here for the next while.” She glanced around the room. “You mentioned a calendar last night, but I don’t see one.”

      “It’s in the office.”

      She made a few notes on her paper. “If you don’t mind, I’ll set one up out here that we can all see. That will make it easier for me as I get into a routine. Probably make it easier for the girls as well.”

      Caleb brushed crumbs from his fingers, wondering if he could snag another biscuit or if that would be pushing it. “Smart idea. Go ahead and get what you need. We have an account at Independent Grocers that you can charge stuff to. Just get them to phone me for approval the first time.”

      Her eyes widened for a second before she brought it under control. “Now that’s something I haven’t heard in a long time. They let you keep a running tab at the grocery store?”

      “I know Rocky Mountain House is small, but I have a feeling Heart Falls is even smaller. We’ve got some things we still do with a nod and a handshake.”

      “I kind of figured that when my total job interview and acceptance letter was something to the effect of you saying, Fine, show up on Tuesday.”

      Caleb shrugged. “Didn’t see the need to discuss it. You wanted to be here, and the girls need a nanny.

      “List of jobs?” she reminded him.

      He rotated a finger in the air. “Keep this place from burning to the ground or being condemned. That’s all. Your to-do list is whatever that takes. When you cook, make enough for six, and if there’s leftovers we’ll eat them for lunch the next day if my brothers don’t show up at midnight to demolish them. They aren’t usually here. Walker and Luke both have spaces in the bunkhouse, and Dustin moved out there the instant he finished high school. They eat with the hands most of the time, and yes, we have a cook, but his name isn’t Cookie.”

      “You crazy break-with-traditionalists. What is it?”

      “Jalaj Patel, but he asked the crew to call him JP. He’s Indian. We’re the only ranch in the area that serves dahl as often as beans.”

      Tamara grinned before glancing at her watch. “You ready for breakfast? Or do you want to wait and eat with the girls?”

      He rose to his feet along with her, a little uncomfortable as she reached into the fridge and pulled out a container of eggs. “You don’t have to do that.”

      She stopped, laying the food on the counter so her fists could settle on her hips. “Caleb Stone, you hired me to do a job, so let me do it. You want to eat now or later?”

      He ignored the twitch of pleasure that struck to see her standing her ground. “I’ll wait.”

      “What time will the girls be ready for breakfast, usually?”

      “Seven fifteen. Bus picks them up at seven forty-five and drops them off at three thirty.”

      She nodded decisively then basically shooed him from the kitchen. “Go do whatever. I’ll have breakfast at your usual time. If you can be here today, that will help ease us into the routine.”

      He picked up his coffee cup and went to the pot to top it up. “I intended to eat with the girls. You being here doesn’t change that.”

      He added a shot of cream to his coffee before lifting his mug in the air in a salute. No choice but to go and face his office and the paperwork he hated.

      “Caleb,” she interrupted before he left the room. “How do you like it?”

      Sheer willpower kept him from stumbling. “Excuse me?”

      Tamara gestured toward his hand. “The coffee. Is it the way you like?”

      Oh. Coffee, not sex. “I like it stronger.”

      She nodded. “More kick in the pants. Got it, boss.” Then she turned to the fridge and started going through it, moving on with her day.

      Caleb forced himself to move on with his, sliding down the hall to his office with that strange sense that more than just an additional person had entered the house.

      She was a force of nature.
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      Tamara used the next forty-five minutes to finish exploring the kitchen, doing inventory on supplies and starting a shopping list. Cooking for the family wasn’t enough to scare her. She’d spent enough time during her university days taking turns on the chore with her roommates, and later making large batches of stuff to exchange with her friends. Not to mention cooking for the horde of her extended family when they got together.

      She could make more than toast, although the menu would get a little repetitious after a while, but that wasn’t her biggest challenge.

      She had half an hour each morning to figure out more about the little girls, then an entire day to go through before they were home. The empty hours loomed.

      Luckily, she still had this morning to distract her. She went with what was simple. There was a plethora of cereal in the cupboard, plenty of bread and eggs. She set the table with a few choices including juice and cut fruit and the biscuits cooling on the counter.

      Then she sat down with a fresh cup of coffee from a new pot—Caleb was right, she’d made the first batch far too weak—and planned out her day, pretending having open spaces was a complete treat.

      Ten minutes later she looked down at her chore list and laughed. What a bunch of baloney—she could hear her cousins cursing her shitty attitude.

      So what if she was going to be home all day instead of turning up for a shift at the hospital? She had a ton of work to keep the house running efficiently, and ignoring that fact was insulting to everyone who worked at home.

      She closed her notepad with a smack just as Caleb returned to the room.

      He glanced at the table, hesitating before clearing his throat. “It looks good, but we usually eat breakfast at the island. It might be better⁠—”

      Tamara held up a hand. “You’re right. I’m not looking to mess with their routine. It’s enough of a change for me to be here.”

      “I should have warned you.” His shoulders relaxed in relief, and he helped her grab the plates and move them to the island. “If we’ve got more than four for breakfast, we do eat at the table. It’s just that usually it’s only me and the girls, and when Ginny is here, she joins in at the side.”

      “Which side?” Tamara asked, thinking back to yesterday’s faux pas when she sat in Ginny’s spot.

      Caleb’s thoughts must’ve gone there as well. He pointed to the far end of the island. “There.”

      Tamara placed her plate on the opposite end of the counter, moving to adjust the stools. “Then I’ll sit over here. It’s a small enough change.”

      Caleb took his cup and went for another refill, sniffing the new stronger batch she’d made with appreciation before settling onto the stool next to where she intended to sit.

      There was no time to feel awkward because an instant later Sasha and Emma rushed into the room. They tossed their backpacks on the dining room table before they turned and stopped dead, examining Tamara.

      That ever-present suspicion was strong in Sasha’s eyes, as if Tamara was going to sprout horns and grab a pitchfork at any moment.

      Caleb seemed oblivious. He slid off his stool and opened his arms. “I thought you two were hibernating for the winter.”

      They scooted in for a hug before climbing on what had to be their usual stools.

      “Anybody want a fried egg, and if yes, how do you want them?” She pointed at Caleb. “And unless you change your mind all the time, I should be able to get it right after you’ve told me once.”

      Caleb reached for a biscuit and the jam. “Sunny side up, if you can.”

      “Emma and I want ours cooked all the way through, not yucky like Daddy’s.”

      Tamara glanced at Emma but she was reaching for a bowl and the cereal, so Tamara went with it. “Sunny side up, and two not yucky, otherwise known as over-hard. Got it.”

      She put the food together, including one for herself, then joined them. Other than watching Emma make longing eyes at Caleb and her plates, the rest of breakfast went off without a hitch.

      It was the calm before the storm, followed by the mad rush of brushing teeth, gathering school supplies and forgotten homework, then she and Caleb walked the girls to the front road just in time for the yellow bus to appear on the main highway.

      “You have to put the shelter up soon, Daddy. It’s going to start snowing, and we need our castle to hide in,” Sasha informed him.

      “I’ll put it on the to-do list.” He ruffled Emma’s curls and gave Sasha’s ponytail a tug before kissing them both and sending them on the bus.

      The bus driver eyed Tamara curiously before glancing at Caleb. “Going to have snow before the week’s out,” he warned, an echo of Sasha’s words. “Better make sure the girls are bundled up tight.”

      Caleb mostly grunted in response. He gestured to Tamara. “Dan, this is Tamara, the girls’ nanny. She’ll be the one meeting the bus most days. She’s okay.”

      “See you this afternoon.” Dan glanced back into the bus before closing the doors and heading into town.

      A moment later, Caleb took his leave as well. “If you need me, my cell number is on the fridge. You don’t have to worry about lunch. I’ll eat with the crew since it’s Walker’s first day back.”

      He tipped his hat then strode across the grass toward the barns without another word.

      Tamara watched him go, giving in to the urge to admire the view.

      It was a truth that had to be admitted—the man looked good coming or going.
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      Tamara went back to the house and did up the breakfast dishes before exploring the house more thoroughly.

      The second door off the kitchen led into a conveniently located laundry room, two hampers full of dirty wash waiting. She got a load going then checked out the downstairs play area before wandering back through the living room. All the pictures she admired the night before were slightly familiar now, which meant she could look closer. Some of Caleb and his brothers and sister when they were growing up. A few with a couple who had to be his mom and dad.

      Lots of Sasha and Emma when they were young.

      The house was cozy, but well lived in, and most definitely not clean to the corners.

      It was tidy, though, and comfortable, and Tamara couldn’t find very much to complain about. She added a few things to her chore chart, along with a few questions for Caleb.

      She poked her head into the girls’ rooms, just to get the lay of the land. Sasha’s room was a bit of a bear pit, clothing strewn everywhere—it looked as if she’d tried on three or four outfits before getting dressed, like some miniature fashion diva.

      Emma’s room was tiny, with a smaller-than-normal bed and dresser. Her closet was open, and the toys were arranged in neat rows on the shelves, as far from the mess in her sister’s room as imaginable.

      The hall bathroom that the girls shared was somewhere between messy and neat, and Tamara smiled as their unique personalities began to stand out.

      That’s all there was on that side of the house, and she crossed the living space to the wing that extended to the west. Another bathroom—this one filled with the scent of Caleb’s soap, woodsy and sharp in her nostrils.

      The next door opened on an office. She supposed there was a desk somewhere under all the paper and rubbish. A filing cabinet in the corner had a couple doors that couldn’t close because of the paperwork sticking out of the top. There might’ve been a credenza, and a number of chairs, but mostly piles of paper and an astonishing collection of dirty coffee cups.

      Obviously Caleb spent time in here. How he found anything, though, she had no idea.

      She collected the cups without disturbing anything, pulling the door shut with difficulty. Then she hesitated.

      “Ahh, fuck it.” She gave in to the devil of curiosity, pushing open the final door and peeking inside.

      Unlike the previous room, this one was neat as a pin. Bed made as crisp as if he’d been in the military, the entire room was spartan. A dresser as small as Emma’s was topped with a picture of the girls, their arms wrapped around each other, bright faces beaming with a field of wildflowers behind them.

      It was the only decoration in the room.

      The only other thing in the room was a bed, bigger than a single, but nowhere near large enough for a man the size of Caleb.

      She closed the door and backed away without peeking any further, feeling somewhat guilty that, for whatever reason, he’d given her the master suite, including his king-size bed.

      Another thing to include on the list of topics to be discussed.

      Tamara worked until lunch then decided it was time to explore the rest of her environment. May as well check to see how her horse was settling in. She pulled on a pair of boots and a warm coat, dropping a hat on her head.

      She glanced in the mirror by the back door and all but froze.

      A week ago she’d been garbed from head to toe in nursing scrubs. Today she looked more like her older sister than ever, Karen’s cowgirl gear as much a part of her as breathing.

      It felt—strange. Tamara hadn’t dressed like this on a regular basis for over ten years. She still put in her time and helped out with the Whiskey Creek ranch when necessary, but it hadn’t been her life, the ranch business. And yet now, it was, in a way.

      She’d missed it. More than she wanted to admit.

      She strolled outside, saying hello to the couple of dogs who rushed to greet her before guiding her toward the main barn. There were at least a dozen trucks parked near a long, low building to the south that she suspected must be the bunkhouse.

      To the north was a lake, and she found herself intrigued. That was one thing that was different from the territory where she’d grown up. Tamara stopped and pivoted in a slow circle, looking over the land. The mountains were much closer here, sheer and dangerous, the craggy peaks already painted with white, and the cold wind that blew toward her warned Dan’s prediction was right.

      It was nearly Halloween. She could count on one hand the number of times there hadn’t been snow by that point growing up.

      Past the ranch house was a small cottage she assumed was Dare’s, and she wondered if one of the boys would move into it. Just like her cousins did at home, constantly rotating houses so that everyone was as comfortable as possible.

      Her gaze drifted over more outbuildings then danced back to the lake, the shining surface tempting Tamara forward. Not that she needed another dip in icy water, but it was pretty, and she promised herself a chance to walk along the bank, maybe with the girls, that evening.

      Now she headed toward the barn, stepping cautiously as she entered to make sure she wasn’t interrupting.

      The sweet smell of hay struck her like a memory, and she closed her eyes and leaned against the nearest wall, using her other senses to experience the moment. Animals moved slowly, the sound of creaking boards. Somewhere someone was dragging a rake, the scratching sound far more soothing than nails on a blackboard but just as distinctive.

      Yeah, she’d missed this a hell of a lot.

      “I didn’t hear anything about the Stones hiring another woman hand, so you must be the nanny.”

      Tamara snapped her eyes open to come face-to-face with dark brown eyes set in a very young face. The woman wore her brown hair in two tight braids, her cheeks tanned from the sun. She was short, at least six inches shorter than Tamara, who was modestly tall for a woman at five foot eight.

      “I am. Tamara Coleman.”

      The woman shoved a hand forward and shook Tamara’s with a grip worthy of a man twice her size. “Kelli James.” She looked Tamara up and down once before wrinkling her nose. “Those clothes look brand-new. When Ashton said you’d brought a horse, I was hoping you’d actually know which was the working end of a shovel.”

      Tamara let out a snort of amusement. “The clothes are new, but trust me, I know shit when I see it. I can clean it up or dish it out along with the best of them.”

      The irritation in Kelli’s expression vanished between one breath and the next. “Good. I couldn’t take another prissy princess in here, prancing around like some high-strung filly. You want me to show you where we stashed your horse? Ashton found a spot where you can access her without getting in the way of the ranch operations.”

      “That would be great.” She eyed the other woman, then made a judgment call of her own. Kelli seemed the type to appreciate plain speaking, “You don’t look old enough to work here during the day. You playing hooky?”

      Kelli gave her a dirty look. “Twenty-six, thanks so much.”

      “Bullshit. Dustin looks older than you.”

      “Ha. The kid turned nineteen a few weeks ago and figured that meant he was old enough to ask me for a date.” She glanced at Tamara. “He’ll probably ask you too.”

      “Even though I’m so old?” Tamara teased.

      “Now who’s slinging the bull?” They stopped beside a stall, and Stormy came forward, sticking his nose over the gate to bump Tamara affectionately as Kelli came around the side. “He’s a pretty creature.”

      “Stormy is a sweetheart and exactly what I need when I ride.” Tamara brushed her hands on her jeans. “You’re right. All my gear is new. I’ve been working a job off the ranch for long enough it’s been important to have a trustworthy ride for the few days I did get to ride. My sister Karen knows horses, and she picked Stormy out for me a number of years ago.”

      “She picked well.” Kelli ran a hand over Stormy’s nose, petting him affectionately before sneaking a carrot from her pocket and feeding it to him. She turned back to Tamara. “I’ll show you where we put your saddle and the rest of your gear, then if you want, I can take you on a little tour.”

      “I don’t want to keep you from your work,” Tamara protested, wondering how quickly she could get in more trouble with Caleb, stealing away his workers.

      Kelli waved off her protest. “I’m not working right now. I just like to hang around the place. Acting tour guide gives me an excuse.”

      Within a few minutes it was clear Kelli wasn’t exaggerating—she loved Silver Stone, and she knew all its history, and everyone who’d worked there, and all the animals.

      “That one is Cherry Blossom. Ashton figures the last owners were either fat and lazy, or mean and lazy because the horse gets damn skittish when you try to put more than a blanket on her back.” Kelli folded her arms and rested them on the cross post outside the arena where an older man with silver in his hair was walking a horse in circles. “She’s going to be a great ride. I look forward to getting up on her.” She glanced at Tamara before gesturing to herself with a hand. “Me with all my massiveness works well as a starter package for the jittery horses.”

      “You’re not scared?” Tamara knew the answer, but she was interested to see how Kelli would respond because the other woman was turning out to be an absolute crackup.

      Sure enough, Kelli made a rude noise before shining a wide grin Tamara’s direction. “Hell, it’s fun to get up on big things that buck.”

      She winked, and Tamara outright laughed. “We’re going to get along well, you and I.”

      Kelli punched her good-naturedly in the arm then gestured toward the gate. “Want to meet Ashton?”

      Tamara glanced at her watch. “I’d better save it for the next time. I got a few things to do before the bus arrives, and I should do a little more unpacking.”

      “Tomorrow, then,” Kelli said. “If you think you can get away for a couple of hours, I’ll make sure I’m free to take you on a longer tour. We can ride—I’ll take you to Heart Falls.”

      No use in mentioning she’d already seen them, up close and personal like. “I’d like that.”

      Kelli walked with her toward the parking lot. “You moving into the cottage, or Ginny’s room?”

      Oh. That explained why Caleb wasn’t in the master bedroom. “Not the cottage—I need to be in the house to help with the girls. I’m right next to them.”

      She stopped and waited because Kelli was no longer at her side but frozen in position a few steps back, her jaw hanging open. “Ginny’s room is in the basement. Seriously? You’re in the master?”

      Dammit all, that means she had kicked Caleb out of his room. “I guess Caleb must’ve given it up so I could have a private bathroom.”

      In a strangely unlike-her gesture, Kelli looked everywhere but at Tamara as if she were considering hard before speaking, her face contorted with pain before her obvious attempt at maintaining control failed. “Caleb sleeps next to his office. And Ginny refused to move into the master bedroom because she said the lingering scent of brimstone kept her awake.”

      Okaaaay. It seemed there was a whole lot more baggage tied up in this situation than Tamara had expected. “I don’t know that I want you to explain any of that to me.”

      “Which is code for you’re curious as get out, but you’re going to be polite and not go asking for all the dirt your first day on the job?”

      “Pretty much,” Tamara admitted.

      “You’re right. We’re going to get along just fine,” Kelli said with a grin, patting Tamara on the shoulder as she left her at the edge of the parking area. “Those kids deserve a hell of a lot better than they got when it came to their mama, but Caleb is a mighty sweet daddy. That’s all the gossip you’ll get from me for now.”

      Which was more than enough. “I’ll see you after lunch tomorrow?”

      “If no one’s eating at the house, come join me and I’ll introduce you to JP. Then we can ride for a while.”

      Tamara spent the next hour and a half getting everything ready for the evening. She wasn’t a fancy cook, but she knew how to make tasty enough meals that would stick to the ribs and should still interest the girls.

      Speaking of which—she made a batch of cookies. No reason she shouldn’t sweeten the pot at the start of the getting to know you business. Especially since she intended on rocking the boat a lot sooner than they probably expected.

      Dan grinned at her as he opened the bus door, the dogs who’d found their way over to sit with Tamara barking excitedly as they waited for Sasha and Emma to descend. “Hello, new nanny Tamara. Welcome to Heart Falls. You have a good day?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she responded simply. “Have a great afternoon.”

      Sasha stormed past, Emma taking the steps more cautiously.

      Tamara turned her attention to Emma. “Your backpack looks absolutely full. Would you like me to help carry it?”

      Emma was shrugging out of the straps when Sasha came barreling back.

      “Come on, Em. I need to show you something.” She caught her sister by the hand and dragged her forward.

      Emma glanced over her shoulder at Tamara, but she didn’t tell Sasha to stop.

      Tamara walked behind them as they stopped running not even ten paces away from her, Sasha speaking at high speed again. Everything about the situation made Tamara twitch, and she debated if her gut reaction was going to get her in trouble.

      Probably, but who was she kidding? She could set all the goals for self-improvement she wanted, but right here and right now, she had to stick to her first instincts. She wasn’t going to let anyone push around the kids who were her responsibility.

      Not even each other.

      The girls disappeared into their rooms, backpacks abandoned in the hallway. Tamara picked the bags up and carried them into the kitchen, dropping them on the island. Then she leaned against the counter and waited.

      Sure enough it wasn’t long before they both came storming into the room, the same way she and her two sisters, Karen and Lisa, used to after getting off the school bus, starving.

      “Okay, guys.” Tamara brushed her hands as if preparing for action. “We don’t have a real calendar yet, so I put up a piece of paper on the fridge. We’ll write down anything that comes home from school that we need to worry about. If you want to empty your backpacks we can make sure that we’ve got anything new⁠—”

      “Daddy has a calendar,” Sasha interrupted.

      “He does,” Tamara agreed. “And it’s got everything he needs for all the Silver Stone things, and I’m sure it’s got a whole bunch of your school stuff until now, but this is one of my jobs. Like your daddy said, I’m here to make sure you don’t miss anything fun because it’s not up on the calendar.”

      Instead of reaching for her backpack, Sasha folded her arms over her chest.

      So. The battle was engaged.

      Tamara turned to Emma. “If you empty your⁠—”

      “Emma doesn’t want to empty her bag either.”

      Tamara raised a brow. “I wasn’t asking you.”

      Sasha’s voice rose in volume. “Emma doesn’t talk. I talk for her, and she doesn’t want to empty her backpack. And she doesn’t want you to write anything on the calendar, and she doesn’t want a nanny. Neither of us do.”
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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