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      “I’M GOING TO HAVE TO KISS YOU.
AND WHEN I DO, I CAN’T PROMISE I’ll STOP…”


      Marilee stood very still, heart pounding. “How do you know I’ll ask you to?”


      Wyatt stared at her with naked hunger. “Careful. Because unless you tell me to stop, you have to know where this is heading…”


      In reply Marilee stood on tiptoe to brush her mouth to his, stopping his words. Stopping his heart.


      He drew in a deep breath and stared into her eyes. “I hope you meant that.”


      “With all my heart.”


      “Thank God.” Wyatt dragged her against him and covered her lips with his. Inside her mouth he whispered, “Because, baby, I

         mean this.”

      


      This kiss was so hot, so hungry, Marilee felt the rush of desire from the top of her head all the way to her toes. Wyatt changed

         the angle of the kiss and took it deeper until she could feel her flesh heating, her bones melting like hot wax. With but

         a single kiss her brain had been wiped clear of every thought but one. She wanted this man. Wanted him now…
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      PROLOGUE
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      Gold Fever, Montana—1992


      Hang on, Clint.” Twelve-year-old Wyatt McCord hung on the wooden fence at the town’s rodeo grounds, shouting encouragement

         to the cowboy fighting to stay in the saddle of the meanest bucking bronco on the rodeo circuit.

      


      Beside him, his cousins, Jesse and Zane, watched wide-eyed as the rider was tossed high in the air before landing facedown

         in the dirt. While two cowboys in clown costumes distracted the crazed animal, a handler hustled the cowboy through a gate

         to safety.

      


      “Wow!” Eleven-year-old Zane looked properly impressed. “Did you see how close he came to being trampled?”


      “He didn’t stick long enough to qualify.” Wyatt couldn’t hide his scorn.


      “You think you could?” Jesse, at fourteen the oldest of the three, shot his cousin a knowing look.


      “Maybe not now. But I bet a couple of years from now, I’ll do better’n old Clint.”


      Jesse spit in the dirt, the way he’d seen his grandfather’s wranglers do along the trail. “I’ll take that bet. A couple of

         years from now.” He shared a grin with Zane. “And I’m betting we’ll be picking you up out of the dirt and hauling you home

         in pieces.”

      


      “Not me. Haven’t you heard? I’m Superman.” Wyatt watched as the next cowboy climbed atop the rail, preparing to drop into

         the saddle when the gate opened. “I figure if I’m going to carry on Coot’s name, I’d better be good at everything I try. Especially

         in this town.”

      


      “Why bother?” Jesse looked around at the sea of faces in town for the annual rodeo, completely unaware of the cluster of preteen

         girls who watched from a distance, sighing over him and his cousins. “They all figure our grandpa’s crazy anyway. Why should

         we bother trying to impress them?”

      


      “It’s not about them.” Wyatt turned away from the railing as yet another cowboy bit the dust.


      His two cousins followed.


      The three cousins looked more like brothers, with the same dark, curly hair and the McCord laughing blue eyes. They and their

         families shared the sprawling ranch house that was home to three generations of McCords. Homeschooled, they were best friends.

         Their bond, forged since birth, was wide and deep.

      


      “It’s about proving to Grandpa that we don’t feel the same way as the folks here in town do. They might call him a crazy old

         coot, but we know better. Our ancestor’s treasure really is out there somewhere. And we’ve got to be stronger, and smarter,

         so that when the day comes that we can join Coot in his search, we’ll be ready.”

      


      Zane stopped and studied the booth selling corn dogs and chili fries. “I’d be a whole lot stronger and smarter with a couple

         of those.”

      


      Laughing, the three pooled their money and invested in as many dogs and fries as they could afford.


      They sat cross-legged in the shade and polished off their lunch, believing, with all the innocence of youth, that the only

         life they’d ever known could not possibly end, even though the fabric of their family had already begun to unravel. All three

         of them had heard voices, often late at night, raised in protest. Grumblings about too much togetherness. Complaints about

         the restrictions of ranch life. Coot’s once loyal sons were being asked to choose between a father’s lifelong search for lost

         treasure and the needs of wives who yearned for a future far from the Montana wilderness.

      


      Unknown to these three carefree boys, this would be the last rodeo they would share for many years to come.


   

      CHAPTER ONE
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      Present Day


      Wyatt.” Amy McCord turned to watch as her husband’s cousin paused at one of the food booths set up at the rodeo grounds. “You’ve

         already had two corn dogs. Don’t tell me you’re buying another one.”

      


      “All right. I won’t tell you.” Despite his faded denims and scuffed boots, with his hair blowing in the wind, Wyatt McCord

         looked more like an eternal surfer than a cowboy. “But I can’t get enough of these.” He took a big bite, closed his eyes on

         a sigh, and polished off the corn dog in three bites.

      


      Wiping his hands down his jeans he caught up with his cousins, Jesse and Zane, and Jesse’s bride, Amy.


      Their grandfather’s funeral had brought the cousins together after years of separation. Now the three had begun to resolve

         years of old differences and were quickly becoming the same inseparable friends they’d been in their childhood.

      


      Wyatt glanced around. “Where did all these people come from? It looks like half of Montana is here.”


      Jesse grinned. “Gold Fever might be a small town, but when it’s rodeo time, every cowboy worth his spurs makes it here. In

         the past couple of years it’s become one of the best in the West.”

      


      The four paused at the main corral, where a cowboy was roping a calf. While they hung on the rail and marveled at his skill,

         Zane whipped out his ever-present video camera to film the action. During his years in California he’d worked with famed director

         Steven Michaelson filming an award-winning documentary on wild mustangs. Now he’d become obsessed with making a documentary

         of life in Montana, featuring their ongoing search for a treasure stolen from their ancestors over a hundred years ago.

      


      The search had consumed their grandfather’s entire adult life, causing the people who knew him to give him the nickname Crazy

         Old Coot. He’d embraced the name, and in his will, he’d managed to entice his three grandsons to take up his search, no matter

         where it might lead them.

      


      Jesse looked over at a holding pen, where riders were drawing numbers for the bull-riding contest. “There’s one you ought

         to try, cuz.” He laughed at Wyatt’s arched brow. “It doesn’t take just skill, but a really hard head to survive.”

      


      “Not to mention balls of steel,” Zane remarked while keeping his focus on the action in the ring.


      Wyatt merely grinned. “Piece of cake.”


      Jesse couldn’t resist. He reached into his pocket and withdrew a roll of bills. “Twenty says you can’t stick in the saddle

         for more than ten seconds.”

      


      “Make it a hundred and I’ll take that bet.”


      Jesse threw back his head and roared. “Cuz, you couldn’t stay on a bull’s back for a thousand.”


      “Is it a bet?” Wyatt sent him a steely look.


      “Damned straight. My hundred calls your bluff.”


      Wyatt turned to Zane. “You’re my witness. And you might want to film this. I doubt I’ll offer to do a repeat.”


      Without waiting for a reply he sauntered away and approached the cluster of cowboys eyeing the bulls.


      Half an hour later, wearing a number on his back and having parted with the fifty-dollar entry fee, he stood with the others

         and waited his turn to ride a bull.

      


      While he watched the action in the ring he noticed the ambulance parked just outside the ring. In case any fool wasn’t already

         aware of the danger, that brought home the point. But it wasn’t the emergency vehicle that caught his attention; it was the

         woman standing beside it. There was no way he could mistake those long, long legs encased in lean denims, or that mass of

         fiery hair spilling over her shoulders and framing the prettiest face he’d ever seen. Marilee Trainor had been the first woman

         to catch Wyatt’s eye the moment he got back in town scant months ago. He’d seen her dozens of times since, but she’d always

         managed to slip away before he’d had time to engage her in conversation.

      


      Not this time, he thought with a wicked grin.

      


      “McCord.” A voice behind him had him turning.


      “You’re up. You drew number nine.”


      A chorus of nervous laughter greeted that announcement, followed by a round of relieved voices.


      “Rather you than me, cowboy.”


      “Man, I’m sure glad I ducked that bullet.”


      “I hope your life insurance is paid up.”


      Wyatt studied the bull snorting and kicking its hind legs against the confining pen, sending a shudder through the entire

         ring of spectators. If he didn’t know better, Wyatt would have sworn he’d seen fire coming out of the bull’s eyes.

      


      “What’s his name?” He climbed the wood slats and prepared to drop into the saddle atop the enraged animal’s back.


      “Devil. And believe me, sonny, he lives up to it.” The grizzled old cowboy handed Wyatt the lead rope and watched while he

         twisted it around and around his hand before dropping into the saddle.

      


      In the same instant the gate was opened, and bull and rider stormed into the center ring to a chorus of shouts and cries and

         whistles from the crowd.

      


      Devil jerked, twisted, kicked, and even crashed headlong into the boards in an attempt to dislodge its hated rider. For his

         part, Wyatt had no control over his body as it left the saddle, suspended in midair, before snapping forward and back like

         a rag doll, all the while remaining connected by the tenuous rope coiled around his hand.

      


      Though it lasted only sixty seconds, it was the longest ride of his life.


      When the bullhorn signaled that he’d met the qualifying time, he struggled to gather his wits, waiting until Devil was right

         alongside the gate before he freed his hand, cutting himself loose. He flew through the air and over the corral fence, landing

         in the dirt at Marilee Trainor’s feet.

      


      “My God! Don’t move.” She was beside him in the blink of an eye, kneeling in the dirt, probing for broken bones.


      Wyatt lay perfectly still, enjoying the feel of those clever, practiced hands moving over him. When she moved from his legs

         to his torso and arms, he opened his eyes to narrow slits and watched her from beneath lowered lids.

      


      She was the perfect combination of beauty and brains. He could see the wheels turning as she did a thorough exam. Even her

         brow, furrowed in concentration, couldn’t mar that flawless complexion. Her eyes, the color of the palest milk chocolate,

         were narrowed in thought. Strands of red hair dipped over one cheek, giving her a sultry look.

      


      Satisfied that nothing was broken, she sat back on her heels, feeling a moment of giddy relief. That was when she realized

         that he was staring.

      


      She waved a hand before his eyes. “How many fingers can you see?”


      “Four fingers and a thumb. Or should I say four beautiful, long, slender fingers and one perfect thumb, connected to one perfect

         arm of one perfectly gorgeous female? And, I’m happy to add, there’s no ring on the third finger of that hand.”

      


      She caught the smug little grin on his lips. Her tone hardened. “I get it. A showboat. I should have known. I don’t have time

         to waste on some silver-tongued actor.”

      


      “Why, thank you. I had no idea you’d examined my tongue. Mind if I examine yours?”


      She started to stand but his hand shot out, catching her by the wrist. “Sorry. That was really cheesy, but I couldn’t resist

         teasing you.”

      


      His tone altered, deepened, just enough to have her glancing over to see if he was still teasing.


      He met her look. “Are you always this serious?”


      Despite his apology, she wasn’t about to let him off the hook, or change her mind about him. “In case you haven’t noticed,

         rodeos are a serious business. Careless cowboys tend to break bones, or even their skulls, as hard as that may be to believe.”

      


      She stared down at the hand holding her wrist. Despite his smile, she could feel the strength in his grip. If he wanted to,

         he could no doubt break her bones with a single snap. But she wasn’t concerned with his strength, only with the heat his touch

         was generating. She felt the tingle of warmth all the way up her arm. It alarmed her more than she cared to admit.

      


      “My job is to minimize damage to anyone who is actually hurt.”


      “I’m grateful.” He sat up so his laughing blue eyes were even with hers. If possible, his were even bluer than the perfect

         Montana sky above them. “What do you think? Any damage from that fall?”

      


      Her instinct was to move back, but his fingers were still around her wrist, holding her close. “I’m beginning to wonder if

         you were actually tossed from that bull or deliberately fell.”

      


      “I’d have to be a little bit crazy to deliberately jump from the back of a raging bull just to get your attention, wouldn’t

         I?”

      


      “Yeah.” She felt the pull of that magnetic smile that had so many of the local females lusting after Wyatt McCord. Now she

         knew why he’d gained such a reputation in such a short time. “I’m beginning to think maybe you are. In fact, more than a little.

         A whole lot crazy.”

      


      “I figured it was the best possible way to get you to actually talk to me. You couldn’t ignore me as long as there was even

         the slightest chance that I might be hurt.”

      


      There was enough romance in her nature to feel flattered that he’d go to so much trouble just to arrange to meet her. At least,

         she thought, it was original. And just dangerous enough to appeal to a certain wild-and-free spirit that dominated her own

         life.

      


      Then her practical side kicked in, and she felt an irrational sense of annoyance that he’d wasted so much of her time and

         energy on his weird idea of a joke.

      


      “Oh, brother.” She scrambled to her feet and dusted off her backside.


      “Want me to do that for you?”


      She paused and shot him a look guaranteed to freeze most men.


      He merely kept that charming smile in place. “Mind if we start over?” He held out his hand. “Wyatt McCord.”


      “I know who you are.”


      “Okay. I’ll handle both introductions. Nice to meet you, Marilee Trainor. Now that we have that out of the way, when do you

         get off work?”

      


      “Not until the last bull rider has finished.”


      “Want to grab a bite to eat? When the last rider is done, of course.”


      “Sorry. I’ll be heading home.”


      “Why, thanks for the invitation. I’d be happy to join you. We could take along some pizza from one of the vendors.”


      She looked him up and down. “I go home alone.”


      “Sorry to hear it.” There was that grin again, doing strange things to her heart. “You’re missing out on a really fun evening.”


      “You have a high opinion of yourself, McCord.”


      He chuckled. Without warning he touched a finger to her lips. “Trust me. I’d do my best to turn that pretty little frown into

         an even prettier smile.”

      


      Marilee couldn’t believe the feelings that collided along her spine. Splinters of fire and ice had her fighting to keep from

         shivering despite the broiling sun.

      


      Because she didn’t trust her voice, she merely turned on her heel and walked away from him.


      It was harder to do than she’d expected. And though she kept her spine rigid and her head high, she swore she could feel the

         heat of that gaze burning right through her flesh.

      


      It sent one more furnace blast rushing through her system. A system already overheated by her encounter with the bold, brash,

         irritatingly charming Wyatt McCord.

      


      “A hundred bucks, cuz. And judging by that spectacular toss over the rail, I’d say you earned it.”


      Wyatt tucked the money into his pocket. “It was pretty spectacular, wasn’t it? And it worked. It got the attention of our

         pretty little medic.”

      


      Jesse, Amy, and Zane stopped dead in their tracks.


      Amy laughed. “You did all that to get Lee’s attention?”


      “Nothing else I’ve tried has worked. I was desperate.”


      Jesse shook his head in disbelief. “Did you ever think about just buying her a beer at the Fortune Saloon? I’d think that

         would be a whole lot simpler than risking broken bones leaping off a bull.”

      


      “But not nearly as memorable. The next time she sees me at the saloon, she’ll know my name.”


      Zane threw back his head and roared. “So will every shrink from here to Helena. You have to be certifiably nuts to do all

         that just for the sake of a pretty face.”

      


      “Hey.” Wyatt slapped his cousin on the back. “Whatever works.”


      Zane pulled out a roll of bills. “Ten says she’s already written you off as someone to avoid at all costs.”


      Wyatt’s smile brightened. “Chump change. If you want to bet me, make it a hundred.”


      “You got it.” Zane pulled a hundred from the roll and handed it to Jesse. “Now match it, cuz. I was going to bet that you

         can’t persuade Marilee Trainor to even speak to you again. But just to make things interesting, I’m betting that you can’t

         get her to have dinner with you tonight.”

      


      “Dinner? Tonight? Now you’re pushing the limits, cuz. She’s already refused me.”


      “Put up or shut up.”


      Wyatt arched a brow. “You want me to kiss and tell?”


      “I don’t say anything about kissing. I don’t care what you do, after you get her to have dinner with you. That’s the bet.

         So if you’re ready to admit defeat, just give me the hundred now.”

      


      “Uh-oh.” Wyatt stopped dead in his tracks. “Is that a dare?”


      Amy stood between them, shaking her head. “You sound like two little kids.”


      Wyatt shot her a wicked grin. “Didn’t you know that all men are just boys at heart?”


      He reached into his pocket and handed Zane a bill before he strolled away.


      Over his shoulder he called, “I’ll catch you back at the ranch. You can pay me then.”


      He left his cousins laughing and shaking their heads.


   

      CHAPTER TWO
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      Marilee stepped from the shower and turbaned her hair in a towel before slathering her fair skin with lotion. After toweling

         her hair she stepped into a pair of boy-style boxer shorts and tied a cotton shirt at her midriff.

      


      Leaving her damp hair streaming down her back in a riot of tangles, she padded barefoot to the tiny kitchen of her apartment

         and set a kettle on for tea. After rummaging through the refrigerator, she decided her supper would have to be a peanut butter

         and jelly sandwich. She was too tired to bother with a grilled cheese. That would require taking out a pan, turning on the

         burner, and watching to see that she didn’t burn it. Too much wasted energy.

      


      While she waited for the water to boil, she sank down onto a barstool at the tiny kitchen counter. It had been a good day.

         Except for a run to Dr. Wheeler’s clinic with an out-of-towner who needed stitches, there’d been no serious injuries. No broken

         bones. No head injuries. During rodeo time, this was considered a very good day indeed.

      


      Rodeo. The very word had her smiling. She loved the sights and sounds and smells of the fairgrounds. Reveled in the people and

         animals and pageantry. Like the men and women who followed the circuit, she appreciated the athletic ability required to win

         an event. The professionals were superb athletes. But she also enjoyed the pure freedom expressed by the ordinary cowboys

         who showed up year after year just to compete with fellow wranglers. Not for fame, or money, or trophies, but for the pure

         love of the sport.

      


      She loved mingling with the men and women who spent their lives doing the backbreaking work required to keep a ranch going.

         These were the people to whom rodeo meant the most. The same men and women who competed in hog-tying, calf-roping, and bull-riding

         for sport did the same thing all year on their ranches, not for sport but out of necessity. They honed their skills in the

         real world, far away from the glamour of these few days in the limelight.

      


      In many ways this lifestyle was far removed from the life she’d lived growing up. Maybe that was why Gold Fever satisfied

         her so. After a lifetime of enduring the strict military code that had colored her childhood, she felt as though she’d somehow

         stepped into an alternate universe, where the only rules were those she set for herself.

      


      She loved being in charge. Loved choosing the path less traveled by most of her friends. As a girl forced to pull up stakes

         at a moment’s notice, she’d dreamed of putting down roots and staying long enough to really know the people around her. Though

         many of the ranchers in these parts rarely made the long drive to town, they always remembered her name and offered their

         hands in friendship. These were good, hardworking people, and she felt fortunate to live among them and call them friends.

      


      When the kettle whistled, she sighed and heaved herself to her feet. Before she could reach it, there was a knock on the door.


      While she tried to decide which one to deal with, there was a second knock. Curiosity won out, and she chose to ignore the

         kettle and see who was at her door at this late hour.

      


      After peering through the tiny hole, she opened the door. “What are you…? How did you find out where I live?”


      “This is Gold Fever, remember? Everybody knows everything about everybody. I could have asked a dozen people, and they’d all

         know that Marilee Trainor lives in the apartment above the emergency medical garage on Nugget Street in downtown Gold Fever.”

         Wyatt brushed past her and placed a cardboard box on the kitchen counter.

      


      She barely remembered to close the door before following him. “Just a minute. I don’t recall inviting you in.”


      “You didn’t. I invited myself.”


      She stared at the box. “Is that pizza?”


      “It is. But if you’d like me to leave…” He picked up the box and made a move to go.


      “Wait.” Without thinking, she put a hand on his arm. And became instantly aware of the ripple of muscle beneath the shirt

         sleeve.

      


      He paused. “Hungry?”


      Relieved to let go of him, she put a hand to her middle. “Starving. But I was too tired to do much about it.”


      He reached over and lifted the whistling teakettle off the burner. “That’s piercing. How can you stand it?” He turned to her.

         “Now, what were you saying? Did I hear you say ‘Come on in, Wyatt’? ‘I’m so thankful that you came along just in time to save

         me from starvation’?”

      


      Though she wanted to laugh at his silly sense of humor, she managed to stop herself just in time. “I told you I wanted to

         be alone.”

      


      “And you will be. I’m leaving. Right after you guess what’s on the pizza.”


      “I don’t play games.”


      “Your loss. Try to guess anyway.”


      “Why don’t I just peek?”


      As she reached for the lid he put a hand over hers. “First, tell me what you like.”


      There it was again. That sizzle of electricity from the mere touch of him. “All right. I’ll play along. But just to get you

         moving toward the door. The only things I like on my pizza are sausage, mushrooms, green pepper, and onion.”

      


      “Your wish…” He lifted the lid and she stared in surprise.


      “Who told you?” Before he could say a word, she held up a hand. “Never mind. As you said, this is Gold Fever. Ask half the

         town what I like on my pizza, and they could probably tell you.”

      


      “Or, I could be a really gifted mind reader.”


      She couldn’t hold back the laughter. “You could be. But I’ll stick with door number one. What’s in the bag?”


      “Wine.” He lifted it from the slim bag and pulled a corkscrew from his pocket.


      At her arched brow, he grinned. “Just in case you didn’t have one.”


      “My my. What a handyman. You do think of everything, don’t you?”


      “I try. Glasses?”


      “You’re assuming that I’m inviting you to stay.”


      “I’m assuming that you’re as hungry as I am, and that the smell of this pizza is driving you crazy.”


      “You’re right.” She pointed to the cupboard above the stove. “The glasses are there.”


      He filled two stem glasses and handed one to her before leading her to the little sofa across the room.


      “Here. Put your feet up. You’ve put in a long day.”


      “I have. And I will.” She propped her feet on a little footstool and lifted the glass to her lips.


      In his best Anthony Hopkins imitation, Wyatt purred, “A nice little glass of Chianti to go with the fava beans and the body

         I’m about to cut up for you.”

      


      She was still laughing as he rummaged in her cupboards and found two plates. Minutes later he settled himself beside her,

         and they ate and drank in companionable silence.

      


      “Oh.” Marilee sat back with a sigh. “I can’t even tell you what that tasted like. I think I inhaled it.”


      “I know what you mean.” Wyatt filled their plates a second time and topped off their glasses. “Now we can actually take our

         time and enjoy.”

      


      She did. And then followed up with a third slice of pizza before sitting back with a sigh of satisfaction while sipping her

         wine.

      


      She glanced over. “I should be mad. I told you I wanted to be alone.”


      “Okay. I can take a hint.” He started to get up. “I’ll leave you now.”


      “Too late.” She put a hand on his arm. “I’ve already accepted your hospitality. Now I invite you to accept mine.”


      He turned to her with a smile. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


      She studied him, from the wild mane of dark hair to the scuffed boots propped up beside her bare feet on the hassock. “Are

         you always so pushy, McCord?”

      


      “What you call pushy, others might call confident.”


      “A rose by any other name…”


      “Is what you remind me of.”


      She blinked at his sudden change of direction.


      Before she could say a word he merely smiled. “One of those pale English roses, all cool and pink, with drops of dew still

         on the petals.” He leaned close and breathed her in. “You smell like crushed roses.”

      


      “Body lotion.” Her heart was hammering, and that knowledge had color rising to her cheeks. Damn him.


      “I smelled you as soon as I walked in. You had my head swimming.”


      There was that smile again. She’d have called it cocky, except that it was beginning to grow on her. Or else she was a lot

         more tired than she realized. No energy left to fight. Yeah. That was the reason.

      


      “I’ll give you this, McCord. You certainly know how to think on your feet. I’m betting you’ve managed to use that line to

         get all kinds of girls to do your bidding.”

      


      “It’s a curse, but I’ve learned to endure it.” He topped off her glass and then his own. “Would you like me to start some

         coffee?”

      


      “Not this late. The caffeine will have me tossing and turning all night long.”


      “Okay.” He crossed one ankle over the other and leaned his head back against the back of the sofa. “I like your place. It

         looks like you.”

      


      “All prim and tidy?”


      “I was going to say fascinating.” He pointed to the exotic piece of silk displayed in a simple black-lacquered frame hanging

         on the opposite wall, and the ornate shelves displaying a collection of Oriental masks and woven baskets. “Looks like you’ve

         done some traveling.”

      


      She nodded. “An Army brat. I never stayed in one school long enough to learn my classmates’ names. My father said I was getting

         a better education than all those kids who lived in one town all their lives.”

      


      “That’s one way of looking at it. How’d you end up in Gold Fever?”


      She shrugged, uncomfortable talking about herself. “My mother and I came here after… my dad died, because her only living

         relative was here.”

      


      He’d noticed her slight hesitation. Did he detect an issue between Marilee and her father? Or was he reading more into this

         than was here? “A relative? Somebody I know?”

      


      “Reese Trainor.”


      “I didn’t know her well, but I remember that she ran a boardinghouse here in town.”


      “That’s right. She was a third cousin. After she died, my mother moved on to Florida. She wanted me to join her, but I’m glad

         I chose not to.”

      


      “Why?” He was watching her eyes while she spoke. He loved the way they sparkled in the lamplight.


      “Mom’s passed away now, too. I would have been alone again. After a lifetime of traveling, it’s nice to finally sink some

         roots.” She looked over and saw him watching her. “I guess that sounds crazy.”

      


      He shook his head. “Not at all. I’ve been gone a long time, but I never stopped missing this place. The minute I returned,

         I knew I was home to stay.”

      


      “Oh, yeah. On your family’s crazy treasure hunt.” At his arched brow she added, “Big news in Gold Fever.”


      “Why do you call it crazy?”


      “Isn’t that what they said about old Coot?”


      He laughed. “Runs in the family. I take it you’re not a believer.”


      “Not at all.”


      “Even though you were dispatched to Treasure Chest Mountain after Vernon McVicker killed Rafe Spindler and tried to kill Jesse

         and Amy, as well? You still don’t believe there’s really a lost fortune?”

      


      She shivered, recalling the grisly scene when one of the wranglers from the Lost Nugget Ranch was shot and killed by Coot

         McCord’s trusted lawyer, who was in turn brought down by a team of sharpshooters from the state police. It was an ugly, twisted

         scheme designed to derail the McCord family from continuing their search for the lost treasure.

      


      “Maybe your grandfather’s lawyer believed in the treasure. Or maybe he just went off the deep end. Frankly, I don’t care one

         way or the other how the rest of you spend your lives. But I think the whole lost-treasure lore is nothing more than a really

         good yarn.”

      


      “I’ll accept an apology when you’re forced to eat those words.” He looked up. “Speaking of eating, we’re not finished yet.

         There’s dessert in that bag.”

      


      “Dessert?” Her head came up sharply. “What did you bring?”


      “Tiramisu. Guaranteed to be the gooiest, yummiest confection you’ll ever sink your teeth into.”


      “Bring it on.”


      As he got to his feet she carried her wine to the bar and set it aside before putting the kettle on the stove. Minutes later,

         with two huge slices of dessert, they perched on barstools and devoured every crumb before washing it down with steaming cups

         of tea.

      


      He held up his cup. “Decaf?”


      “Naturally. I’d like to get a little sleep tonight.”


      “I know something that will relax you even more than a cup of tea.”


      At his offhand remark she glanced over.


      His lips quirked. “I give really great back rubs.”


      “I think I’ll stick with tea.”


      “Your loss.” He filled the sink with hot, soapy water and proceeded to wash their dishes.


      Marilee picked up a linen towel and stood beside him, drying.


      “Are you always this handy in a stranger’s kitchen?”


      He looked over at her. “I don’t consider you a stranger. But in my travels, I’ve learned that I’m a more welcome guest if

         I clean up after myself.”

      


      “Where have your travels taken you?”


      He shrugged. “I’ve been to a lot of places. Both here in the country and around the world.”


      “Was your father in the Army, too?”


      He rinsed a plate and handed it to her. “Both of my parents suffered from wanderlust. They just had to see every exotic place

         they’d ever read about. I was still a kid when they pulled up stakes and left the Lost Nugget. I turned into the typical rebellious

         teen. I let them know, in every possible way, just how furious I was that they’d uprooted me and taken away my greatest pleasures

         in life. My cousins, who were my best friends. My grandfather, who was my hero. And this countryside, that was as familiar

         to me as these rooms are to you.”

      


      “How did you rebel?”


      He gave a laugh. “Think about every rotten thing a teen can do, and I did them all. Dropped out of school. Experimented with

         wine, women, and song. Explored cults, religions you’ve never heard of, and even lost myself in a few mountains and jungles.”

      


      “I’m sure that got their attention.”


      He shared her laughter. “Yeah. They got the message that I was mad as hell. Thankfully, I finally woke up to the fact that

         it was my life I was about to ruin, and not theirs. I finished college, tried my hand at a few respectable jobs, and made

         my parents proud before they died.”

      


      “I’m sorry, Wyatt. How did they die?”


      His hands stilled. “Plane crash. They were off on another world adventure, this time to South America. When I got the word,

         I had just signed on as a counselor for troubled teens. I tendered my resignation and made a trek to Tibet to meditate for

         a month with some monks. Then I returned to civilization and decided to spend the rest of my life doing exactly as I pleased.”

      


      “And what is it that pleases you?”


      “I thought I’d spend my time wandering the world. Funny how life hands us all these little surprises.” He rinsed the last

         of the forks before draining the water from the sink and drying his hands. “When I got the message that Coot had died, I knew

         I had to come back. And the minute I got here, I knew I was home for good.”

      


      “Just like that?”


      He smiled. “Just like that.”


      “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the chance to find Coot’s lost treasure?”


      “The treasure you don’t believe in.” He shot her a dangerous smile. “I’m sure that has something to do with it. Coot made

         it possible for me to stay, and to feel useful. But I’m not sure now if I could have ever left. The pull of this place has

         always been strong. The minute I returned, I knew I was in over my head.”

      


      “Yeah. Me, too, but probably for a very different reason. You’re here because it’s home. I’m here because I always wanted

         one. And since my parents wouldn’t make one for me, I decided to make one for myself.”

      


      He turned to study her. “Lots of Army brats feel at home all over the world.”


      “I’m sure I could have, too, if my parents had ever tried to make a home for us. My father…” She shrugged. “He was into issuing

         orders and having them followed to the letter. My mother and I were his troops, and when he didn’t like what he saw, we paid

         for it.”

      


      “Your mother allowed that?”


      “My mother bought into it. I doubt she ever made a simple decision in her life without my father’s approval.”


      “And how did their daughter fit into all this?”


      She smiled. “You know that rebel you talked about, who broke the rules and his parents’ hearts?” When Wyatt nodded she added,

         “I fought my whole life for the right to make my own decisions and live with the consequences. It was a long, hard battle,

         with me acting like an out-of-control car and my father the brick wall I kept hitting. Until the day that wall crumbled, all

         I could do was keep revving my engine and dreaming of one day having my own power.”

      


      “And now you have it. Was it worth the fight?”


      “I’ll tell you when I quit fighting.” Marilee hung the damp towel on a hook by the stove. When she turned, she stifled a yawn.


      At once Wyatt turned away. “Time to head back to the ranch.”


      She followed him to the door. “Thanks for feeding me.”


      “Anytime.” He stared at her mouth.


      Seeing the direction of his gaze, she absorbed a jolt that brought a rush of color to her cheeks.


      She leaned in slightly, anticipating his kiss. “ ’Night, rebel.”


      “Good night, Marilee.”


      “My friends call me Lee.”


      “Yeah. That’s what Amy calls you. Lee.” He tried it, then shook his head. “Sorry. I think I’d like to be more than your friend.

         But for now…” He touched his hand to her cheek, then turned and stepped through the doorway. “Good night,… Marilee.”

      


      The way he said her name, soft, almost a whisper, reminded her of a prayer.


      She closed the door and latched it, all the while listening to the sound of his footsteps as he descended the outer stairs.


      Her face felt flushed from his touch. To cool it, she pressed her forehead to the door and listened to the roar of the engine

         as he gunned his Harley. Lights flashed across her windows for a brief moment as he turned his motorcycle toward the distant

         ranch.

      


      She’d been pleasantly surprised by Wyatt McCord. Oh, she’d seen him often in town, hair streaming behind him on his bike,

         or at the Fortune Saloon, surrounded by his family or a crew of wranglers from the ranch. She’d written him off as too handsome,

         too privileged, and probably completely self-absorbed.

      


      Instead, he’d been funny and charming and interesting to talk to. And he was a good listener. She’d opened up to him the way

         she rarely opened up to anyone.

      


      She smiled. It hadn’t hurt that he’d brought her favorite pizza.


      As she switched off the lights and made her way to her bedroom, Marilee decided that she was going to have to change her opinion

         of him. The brash, bold, annoying rebel was a man of many surprises. And the fact that he hadn’t tried to turn his visit into

         an all-nighter was another point in his favor.

      


      He hadn’t even tried to kiss her.


      As she made ready to sleep she had to brush aside the feeling of frustration over that. The truth was, a part of her had wanted

         him to. Another part was afraid he might.

      


      Had she somehow conveyed her feelings to him? Maybe, she thought, he really was a mind reader.


      She was too weary to puzzle over it.


      After the day she’d put in, she was asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.


   

      CHAPTER THREE


         [image: art]


      The morning sky outside the kitchen window of the Lost Nugget Ranch was a clear, cloudless blue when Wyatt swaggered into the

         big ranch kitchen whistling a little tune.

      


      That had the others looking up with interest.


      “Sounds like you had a good night.” Zane turned to his cousin as he helped himself to a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice

         from the counter before taking his seat across the table. “Does this mean you won the bet?”

      


      Their great-aunt Cora, Coot’s seventy-year-old sister, was seated across the table from rugged, white-haired Cal Randall,

         longtime foreman of the Lost Nugget. Cal was devoted to the ranch and to the woman seated across from him.

      


      Though Cora was a world-renowned artist whose wildlife paintings sold for outrageous sums of money, she continued to live

         a simple life in her childhood home, where she was more comfortable wearing her brother’s cast-offs than her own clothes.

         In the town of Gold Fever she was known as an odd eccentric, as out-of-step as her crazy brother had been.

      


      Cora’s head came up, and she studied her nephews with interest. “What bet?”


      Jesse heard the note of disapproval in her tone. Their aunt, who willingly shared her home with her nephews, detested gambling.

         “Wyatt bet me a hundred dollars that he’d be having dinner last night with Marilee Trainor.”

      


      Wyatt gave a smug smile. “I’ll take that hundred now, if you don’t mind.”


      “Not so fast.” Zane glanced around at the others. “What proof do we have that you actually won? For all we know, you could

         have stopped off at the Fortune Saloon for one of Daffy’s greasy burgers before driving back to the ranch.”

      


      “I could have. But then I wouldn’t be able to describe Marilee’s apartment in detail.”


      Amy took that moment to enter the room, looking pretty in fresh denims and a gauzy shirt. She paused to brush a kiss over

         Jesse’s cheek before taking the seat beside him. “I’ve been in Lee’s apartment dozens of times. Go ahead, Wyatt. Describe

         it.”

      


      “Small, efficient kitchen with two barstools.” He arched a brow. “Where we shared tiramisu and decaf tea. Cozy sofa along

         one wall, with a little fancy embroidered footstool. A lot of interesting artifacts collected on her life of travels as an

         Army brat. Exotic silk framed in black on one wall, and lots of masks and baskets on her shelves.”

      


      Amy nodded before saying to the others, “He nailed it.”


      “Yeah. But what proof do we have that he actually ate there?” Jesse shot his cousin a triumphant look.


      “I suppose I could demand an autopsy, to prove what the poor victim ate at her last meal.” That had everyone around the table

         grinning at his outrageous sense of humor. “But since that seems a bit radical, you’ll have to take my word for it. We shared

         a pizza with her favorite toppings—sausage, mushrooms, onions, and green pepper—as well as a bottle of Chianti and, to top

         it off, tiramisu.”

      


      “Be still my heart.” Amy mockingly touched a hand to her heart. “What single woman wouldn’t welcome a man bearing such gifts?”


      Wyatt shot her a killer grin. “My thoughts exactly.”


      “Oh, you’re good, cuz.” Jesse slapped him on the back while Zane handed over his money.


      “Of course, as pretty as she is, Marilee has a flaw.”


      They all waited as Wyatt sipped his coffee.


      “Okay, cuz. Out with it.” Zane leaned forward.


      “She thinks Coot deserved his nickname. She doesn’t believe there ever was a fortune, and that anybody who’s willing to join

         in the search for it is just as crazy.”

      


      Jesse laughed. “Is that all? Hell, half the town of Gold Fever figures we’re all loony. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re

         taking bets to see which one of us crashes and burns first.”

      


      “So,” Zane asked casually, “does this mean you’ve lost interest in pretty little Marilee Trainor?”


      “Not at all.” Wyatt glanced around the table. “I figure I’ll just have to pour on a little more charm until she’s willing

         to see the light.”

      


      “I think I ought to warn you.” Amy nibbled a light-as-air biscuit. “Lee is well-liked by everyone in Gold Fever, and she returns

         the sentiment. She genuinely likes people, and they’re drawn to her. But she’s really careful about letting anyone get too

         close. She guards her friendships, and she’s single by choice.”

      


      “So, you’re saying I’ll have an uphill climb.”


      Amy smiled. “More like an impossible climb.”


      “Thanks for the warning. I love a challenge.”


      Jesse turned to Zane. “This should prove interesting. Maybe we ought to take a couple more bets.”


      Throughout all of this, Cora sat back sipping her coffee and enjoying the easy banter between her grandnephews. When Zane

         and Wyatt had returned to the Lost Nugget Ranch for her brother’s funeral, she’d feared their relationships had been too badly

         damaged to ever be repaired. Now the old friendship they’d once enjoyed had blossomed anew, and they had once again become

         the easy, fun-loving family she’d hoped they could be.

      


      Cal Randall winked at Cora across the table. “Who do they remind you of, Cora?”


      “Coot.” She glanced around, meeting their smiles. “You’re all so much like your grandfather. I find myself thinking several

         times a day how much he would have enjoyed all this.”

      


      “He is enjoying it, Aunt Cora.” Jesse circled the table to brush a kiss over her cheek. “He’s the one who set the terms and

         conditions in his will, and he knew exactly what he was doing. Thrown together again, we had to learn to swim or sink. Nobody

         but Coot would have been so sly. You don’t think he’d leave all this behind without sticking around to watch, do you?”

      


      Cora blinked away the tears that sprang to her eyes before touching a hand to her nephew’s cheek. “You’re right, of course,

         Jess. I feel him here so often.”

      


      “Me, too.” He straightened and caught his bride’s hand. “Come on. I promised you a grand tour of the property.”


      “Tour?” Cora looked puzzled. “I would think, growing up right next door to our ranch, you’d know this land as intimately as

         you do your father’s place.”

      


      “We’re scouting locations to build our own ranch.” Amy blew a kiss to Cora and allowed herself to be led from the room.


      Zane looked around the table. “Why would anyone want to leave this to build their own?”


      Wyatt shrugged. “You think we’re in the way? Maybe the newlyweds aren’t getting enough privacy.”


      Zane winked at his aunt. “Or maybe they’re thinking about adding to the nest.”


      They all saw the sudden light that came into Cora’s eyes.


      Cal got to his feet. “I’m heading up to the north range. Either of you interested in riding along?”


      “I’m up for it.” Zane was on his feet, touching a hand to the ever-present movie camera in his shirt pocket.
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