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            Prologue

            The Old Butcher Ranch—Wyoming

Twenty years previous

         

         You’ll make a fine life for yourself here, Bo.” Egan Merrick clapped a hand on his son’s shoulder while looking around at the old-fashioned furnishings left behind by the previous owner. “Leigh and the boys seem happy here.”

         Bo Merrick glanced across the room at his beautiful wife laughing with his mother, Meg, and his sister, Liz. It warmed his heart to see their close bond. Family mattered to Bo. He and Liz had grown up in their grandfather’s home. It was where his father had brought his bride and where Bo had brought his. Even after the birth of their three sons, they’d continued living on the family ranch. And now, finally, they were enjoying their first taste of their own place.

         “We’re loving it, Pops. When old Wayne Butcher decided to pull up stakes and move in with his daughter in Montana, I figured it was fate. With our range lands adjoining, we’re close enough to share ranch chores.”

         Egan pointed to where Bo’s three sons, Brand, Casey, and Jonah, were playing with a set of ancient wooden trucks left behind by the previous owner. “I can see it’s already starting to feel like home to all of you.”

         “Yes, sir.” Bo nodded.

         Bo and Leigh had hosted a family supper, followed by endless rounds of stories about the early days when Hammond Merrick, patriarch of the family, had become something of a legend in these parts. These were stories none of them ever tired of hearing. The three little boys considered their great-grandfather a superhero. Despite his cantankerous ways, it was plain to see the love between all of them. They were easy in one another’s company.

         The older man stifled a yawn, and Meg stepped closer. “Ready to go, Hammond?” Meg was the only family member who called him by his given name. To everyone else he was Ham. No sweet, cuddly nicknames for him.

         Ham nodded. “Ranch chores start early.” He hugged his grandson’s wife. “A grand supper, as always, Leigh. I thank you.”

         The three little boys gathered around their great-grandfather to share his famous bear hugs before he trailed behind Egan, Meg, and Liz as they made their way to their truck for the drive back to the family ranch.

         As they drove away, Bo drew his wife close. “Life doesn’t get much better, babe.”

         “I was just thinking the same thing.” Leigh brushed a quick kiss over his mouth before calling to her boys, “Time for bed. Let’s head upstairs and I’ll hear your prayers.”

         
              

         

         Six-year-old Brand was asleep, tucked up beside his two younger brothers. Their room was in the attic of the ancient ranch house they now called home.

         Something had disturbed Brand’s sleep, and he now lay listening to the creaking of rotted timbers above his head. His father had said that this house may be more than a hundred years old, but it was sturdy enough to give them shelter until he could finish the new house he was building on the other side of the rickety barn. His pa said they were lucky to be able to buy this ranch, located right next door to his family ranch. By merging the two, the Merrick family would own one of the biggest spreads in Wyoming.

         Just thinking about his ma and pa asleep in the big bedroom downstairs had Brand smiling as he began to slip back into sleep.

         The creaking of the timbers grew louder, and Brand sat up, wondering at the other sound. The wind? If so, it was howling loud enough to blow the house down.

         Through the closed curtains, he saw a strange orange glow, and he rubbed his eyes before slipping out of bed and crossing to the window.

         Fire!

         Flames were licking along the outer wall, and bits of burning wood and shingles were flying through the air, landing like gunshots above his head. He could hear the crackling sound that told him the roof was already on fire.

         “Casey. Jonah.” Brand was shaking his brothers roughly, pulling aside the covers and forcing them both to a sitting position. Though they weren’t yet awake, he started dragging them toward the door. When little Jonah whined and dropped to the floor, Brand picked him up. Staggering beneath the load, he half carried, half dragged his two little brothers down the stairs until they reached the closed front door.

         Leaving them there, he raced to his parents’ room, shouting for them to wake up.

         “Ma! Pa!” He started tugging on his father’s arm until Bo sat up in a daze.

         After a punishing dawn-to-dark workday, it was no wonder Bo had to struggle to focus. There were never enough hours in the day. Sleep was a luxury he often did without. “What’s wrong? Are you crazy, son?”

         “Fire, Pa. It’s up on the roof.”

         Bo was out of bed and stumbling toward the door, all the while shouting to his wife, “Leigh, wake up. There’s a fire.”

         She sat up, struggling to get her bearings. Suddenly she bolted out of bed. “The boys.”

         “They’re okay, Ma.” Relieved that his parents were awake and ready to take charge, Brand raced out of their bedroom and hurried to where he’d left his little brothers.

         Jonah had fallen asleep.

         Casey was sitting beside his little brother, looking completely bewildered by the smoke swirling about the room.

         “Come on.” Brand threw open the big front door and was buffeted by a rush of wind.

         He grabbed Jonah by one hand and Casey by the other, dragging them outside. Despite their protests, he continued dragging them clear across the yard before shoving them into their pa’s truck for safekeeping.

         Unsure whether or not to leave his little brothers alone, he stood shivering outside the vehicle, watching for his parents.

         To a boy of six, the next few minutes seemed like an hour. Finally, after shouting to Casey to stay inside the truck with Jonah, he ran toward the house, shouting, “Pa! Ma! Where are you?”

         At first as he stepped inside, all he could hear was the roar of the fire, sounding like a train bearing down on him. Cowering in the doorway, he cupped his hands to his mouth and continued shouting.

         A flash of lights had him turning as a truck came barreling across a flat stretch of meadow and came to a screeching halt alongside his father’s truck.

         The doors opened and Brand’s grandparents came rushing toward him, followed by his great-grandfather and his aunt Liz.

         Gram Meg wrapped her arms around Brand, gathering him close. “Your brothers?”

         “In Pa’s truck.”

         She gave a cry to Liz and the two turned away, racing toward the terrified little boys who could be seen peering through the windows of the truck.

         Hammond caught Brand by the shoulders. “Your folks?”

         “Inside. I woke them. Then I brought Casey and Jonah out here.”

         Egan started inside, followed by Hammond. The flames were now everywhere, and thick smoke billowed, leaving the entire house in darkness.

         Hammond turned around, pointing a finger-of-God order at Brand. “Go to the truck, boy.”

         “But Ma and Pa—”

         Stern old Hammond hollered, “You heard me, boy. Get out of here. Now.”

         The old man disappeared inside the inferno, and though the need to find his parents was all consuming, it never occurred to Brand to disobey his elders.

         He hurried toward his grandmother and aunt, who were each holding one of his brothers, murmuring words meant to soothe.

         Barefoot and shivering, Brand focused all his attention on the front door.

         A short time later he saw three figures emerge.

         Though Gram Meg tried to hold him back, he wrenched free and raced toward the house to find his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather lying on the ground, coughing and retching.

         “Pa.” Brand knelt beside his father. “Where’s Ma?”

         Bo’s head came up. “She’s not out here with you?”

         “No, Pa.”

         “She told me she was heading up to fetch you boys.”

         “I said they were okay. I had Casey and Jonah with me.”

         “My God. She must not have heard you and went upstairs…” Before Bo could race back into the house, there was a great rush of flames and the roof collapsed inward, sending streams of flaming timbers and glowing embers raining down on everyone.

         Hammond gave his great-grandson a shove. “Run, boy. Get in the truck.”

         Looking over his shoulder, Brand saw his grandfather and great-grandfather dragging Bo toward the shelter of the truck. Twice Bo broke free and darted back toward the fire, and twice he was caught and held until the three men were forced to leap back and watch as the walls caved inward and the house dissolved into a pile of fiery rubble.

         “Leigh!” Bo’s hoarse voice echoed and re-echoed in the night sky as he dropped to his knees and buried his face in his hands, while the others stood by helplessly.

         The sound of his father’s sobs had young Brand frozen in place. It was, he knew, a sound that would remain in his memory forever.

         
              

         

         The endless days that followed were spent at the ranch, where the family did their best to ease Bo and his sons through the pain of loss.

         Though everyone, including the volunteer fire department inspector, said the fire had been fueled by sparks from the wood-burning fireplace, the Merrick family wasn’t fully convinced. When Bo met Leigh Johnson, the great love of his life, she’d been engaged to Des Dempsey, whose father owned the bank in Devil’s Door. When she broke her engagement to Des to marry Bo, the entire Dempsey family turned their backs on the Merrick family, refusing them any of the financing necessary to a rancher’s existence. Since their bank was now closed to the Merricks, Bo had been forced to go far beyond the town to borrow the money he’d needed to buy the old Butcher ranch.

         Bo, Egan, and Hammond were seated at the kitchen table, talking in low tones.

         Bo’s voice was raw with fury. “I haven’t a doubt who did this. This was Des Dempsey’s final revenge.”

         “Now you don’t know—” Hammond’s words broke off.

         Bo turned to see what caused the interruption and caught sight of young Brand standing hesitantly in the doorway. He shoved away from the table and crossed to the boy. “You should be in bed, son.”

         “I can’t sleep, Pa. I want to stay down here with you.”

         Bo knelt and gathered his son close. “I understand, but you need your rest.” He picked up Brand and turned toward the stairs. “Come on. I’ll sit with you until you fall asleep.”

         When he was tucked in his bed, Brand looked up at his father. “Why did Mr. Dempsey cause the fire?”

         “I don’t know. I have my suspicions but…”

         Brand’s voice trembled. “Is Ma never coming back to us?”

         “No, son.” Bo’s voice was tight with grief.

         “Will we ever go home again?”

         Bo sighed. “This will be our home now.”

         “But what about having our own place?”

         “I’ll need my mother and your aunt Liz to help with you and your brothers.”

         “I can help you. We’ll all help.”

         “I know you will. You’re a good boy, Brand. We’ll merge the two pieces of land, and we’ll stay on here. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.” Bo pressed a kiss to his son’s cheek. “We’ll still be a family, only bigger. Sleep now. Good night, Brand.”

         “’Night, Pa.”

         After his father went downstairs, Brand lay awake, trying to sort out all that had happened. His big, strong father had always been the one to crack jokes and tease. Now he looked sad and broken.

         Brand came to a decision. He would help with Casey and Jonah. He would learn all he could about being a rancher, while keeping an eye out for bad old Mr. Dempsey. And someday he would be big like his pa, and he would do whatever it took to ease his father’s sorrow.

         At last he fell asleep to the rumble of masculine voices below. Despite the ache in his heart, he felt a sense of safety here in the home where his father had grown to manhood.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Merrick Ranch—Wyoming. Spring, present day

         

         Hold on, Brand.” Ranch foreman Chet Doyle pulled his mount beside Brand’s and said in a whisper, “Look over there.”

         A band of mustangs melted into the woods and became invisible as two horses and riders crested the hill.

         “I see them.” Lifting his hat to wipe at the sweat that beaded his forehead, Brand nudged his horse forward.

         Ordinarily Brand’s vision would have sharpened at the slight movement of fresh green foliage, and he would have paused to watch the herd disappear. Everyone on the Merrick ranch shared his love of the herds of wild horses that roamed these hills. They were the favorite subject of his aunt’s photographs, featured in glossy wildlife magazines. The love of mustangs had been the motivating force behind Casey’s decision to become a veterinarian, and they were featured prominently in Jonah’s first bestselling novel. But it had been a particularly long day with the cattle in the high meadow, now lush with grass, and Brand was distracted by the pain pulsing down his leg. Even the beauty of the countryside, always such a thrill in springtime, failed to lift his spirits.

         Usually the sight of the Grand Tetons towering in the distance and the Merrick family ranch spread out below, spanning thousands of acres of spectacular hills and valleys, meadows and highlands, would be enough to have him grinning from ear to ear. Today, his handsome face was etched with pain.

         Seeing it, Chet fell silent. The rugged foreman, best friend to Bo and Liz since childhood, had been with the Merrick family long enough to read their various moods. And he’d watched Brand fighting this lingering pain ever since that fall from his mount.

         When the ranch buildings came into view, Brand’s horse, sensing food, lengthened its strides, adding to Brand’s torment.

         “I know you want this to end, Domino. So do I. But slow it, boy.” He pulled on the reins, and the horse fell back to a plodding walk.

         Back at the barn, Brand and Chet unsaddled their mounts and toweled the overheated animals before filling troughs with food and water.

         At the house, they paused in the mudroom to roll their sleeves and scrub away the dust of the trail before stepping into the kitchen, where they were greeted by the chorus of voices that had resounded through this house for a lifetime.

         “Took you long enough, boy.” Across the room, Hammond Merrick looked up from the tray of longnecks being passed by his granddaughter Liz. “We were getting ready to eat without you.”

         Liz shot a soothing smile at Chet and her nephew. “Don’t you believe a word of it. We knew you were on your way.”

         “Thanks.” Brand managed a smile before helping himself to a beer and tipping it up to take a long pull. “You know you can always get started without us. After a day in the hills, even leftovers would be a feast.”

         Beside him, Chet nodded his agreement before quenching his thirst.

         Brand’s grandmother, Meg, touched a hand to her grandson’s arm. “Speaking of feasts, Billy made something special.” Her smile was radiant. “Your favorite. Pot roast with all the trimmings.”

         Brand arched a brow. “You usually ask Billy to make that when you’re about to hand me some bad news.” He gave her a steady look. “What’s wrong?”

         “Wrong?” Meg glanced at her husband, who was frowning.

         “Supper’s ready.” Billy Caldwell, cook for the Merrick family for twenty years, waited until the family had taken their places around the table before passing platters of roast beef, mashed potatoes, carrots and snap peas, and a salad of greens and tomatoes grown right in the little greenhouse alongside one of the barns. A basket of flaky rolls was placed in the center of the big table, along with cruets of balsamic vinegar and oil.

         With a chorus of praise for Billy’s hard work, the family spent the next few minutes holding the platters for one another until all their plates were filled.

         They paused.

         Hammond’s deep baritone intoned the words of the familiar blessing. “Bless all of us gathered here, and those no longer with us.”

         Brand noted the narrowing of his father’s eyes, the only sign of the pain he still suffered at the loss of his beloved Leigh. To this day, Bo was compulsive about checking the many fireplaces in their sprawling ranch house and seeing to it that every fire was banked before going to his bed.

         Seeing how his father poured himself into his work in order to overcome his feelings of helplessness, Brand grew up doing the same. And when age began to slow down the oldest members of their family, Brand smoothly took up the slack. Whether a sudden spring snowstorm or a late-summer range fire, Brand was always in the thick of the action.

         It was just such a storm that had Brand taking a nasty fall from his horse, crashing into a rock, splintering several bones in his right leg. Old Dr. Peterson, at the Devil’s Door Clinic, had sent Brand to a specialist in Casper, who used titanium rods and pins to repair the damage, before recommending six weeks of physical therapy. That had added precious time Brand was forced to spend away from the ranch, and after just four weeks, he’d come home.

         Over their meal, the men talked of the crops and the weather.

         Casey, freshly showered after a long day, buttered a roll. “With a wet spring like the one we’re having, I’m figuring we’ll have a long, hot summer.”

         Twenty-three-year-old Jonah, the youngest, was grinning. “I hope you’re right. The hotter the better.”

         Hammond’s stern face relaxed into a smile. “I can’t remember the last time the range grass was knee-high before June. This promises a good summer and a healthy herd.”

         “And a lot of smelly, sweaty laundry,” Billy muttered, bringing a round of laughter from the others.

         During a lull in the conversation, Brand turned to his grandmother. “I take it you’re saving whatever bad news you have until dessert, hoping to soften the blow.”

         Instead of the usual laughter, she took a sip of her tea before saying, “I can’t help noticing how, since your accident, you’ve been favoring your leg.”

         Under cover of the table, he slid his hand along his right leg, from his thigh to his knee. He frowned. “It’s fine.”

         “It isn’t fine.”

         “Give it time, Gram Meg.”

         She shook her head. “Time’s up, Brand. Dr. Peterson warned you about this when you cut short your therapy in Casper. There was no one in Devil’s Door trained to follow up. Now you’re limping and gritting your teeth when you think nobody is looking. There’s no sense pretending that it will go away all by itself.”

         As if to hold off the approaching storm, Billy began circling the table, serving slices of carrot cake topped with mounds of vanilla ice cream.

         Brand picked up his fork and dug into his dessert. “We’re through with this discussion, Gram Meg. My leg will heal.”

         “Yes, it will. Because I’ve asked Dr. Peterson to send someone trained in physical therapy to come here to the ranch and work with you.”

         He lowered his fork. “A physical therapist? Here? And when do you suppose I’ll have time for such nonsense? Before I muck stalls at dawn? While I’m repairing the wheel on that tractor after breakfast? After I ride herd on a bunch of ornery cattle until dark?”

         “Yes.” She folded her hands in her lap, a sure sign that she intended to dig in and not back down. “Before, during, or after. I don’t care how you make it work. I know only that you will have to make time in your busy day for regular therapy sessions until your leg is one hundred percent healed.”

         “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m no longer that little eight-year-old you and Pops used to hold down while forcing nasty cough syrup down my throat.”

         “Really? You’re acting just like him.”

         Brand lifted his chin, biting back the curses that couldn’t be uttered in front of his grandmother. “I won’t be pestered by some physical therapist asking me to walk on a treadmill or do a series of squats.”

         “He’s already on his way. Dr. Peterson told me that Avery Grant will be here tomorrow. Billy and Liz gave me a hand cleaning out Hammond’s old suite of rooms on the third floor. I’m sure our visitor will be comfortable up there for the next six weeks.”

         “Six weeks?” Brand’s voice frosted over. “You’re wasting his time and mine. Not to mention a whole lot of money for nothing.”

         “No matter. It’s done.”

         He tossed aside his napkin and shoved away from the table. His eyes narrowed on his grandmother. “I can’t believe you’d do this behind my back.”

         “You left me no choice, Brand. Once you started avoiding the issue, I realized I’d have to take a stand.”

         Without a backward glance, he stalked out of the room, his limp so pronounced the entire family could see him fighting to hide his pain.

         After hearing his footsteps on the stairs and the slam of his door on the upper level, Bo turned to his mother. “We can all see that his leg’s giving him plenty of trouble. But the decision should have been his.”

         The older woman gave a nod of her head. “I know. I hate hurting him like this. But my years of nursing training told me he’ll never heal properly without help.”

         Old Hammond pointed with his fork. “I agree with Bo. You crossed a line, Margaret Mary.”

         Bo laid a hand on his mother’s arm, hoping to soften his grandfather’s words. “I realize you’re the medical expert in the family, and I know you consulted with Dr. Peterson before doing this. If it’s any comfort, I agree that Brand needs help. But I also feel it should have been Brand’s choice.”

         Egan rushed to his wife’s defense. “Meg’s just doing what she knows is right.”

         At the sudden silence in the room, Meg gave a long, deep sigh. “Being right doesn’t make it any easier.”

         From the head of the table, Hammond declared firmly, “The deed’s done, thanks to your meddling, Margaret Mary. Now, either our Brand will learn to work with this therapist or decide to fight him tooth and nail. And I wouldn’t blame him one bit if he refused to be bullied into this. In my day, pain was a part of life, especially life on a ranch.”

         It was on the tip of her tongue to remind her father-in-law that times had changed, but Meg held back, having learned after almost fifty years in the family that her response would fall on deaf ears.

         To defuse the situation, Casey turned to his great-grandfather with a grin. “My money’s on a knock-down dirty fight between the two. And nobody comes away from a fight with Brand without being bloodied.”

         Jonah nodded. “I’m with you, bro. I pity this poor stranger who thinks he’ll be able to give orders to our grumpy big brother.”

         The two fist-bumped, while beside them Liz gave a shudder. “As if life around here isn’t crazy enough in spring. I can’t imagine how having a stranger getting in the way can be anything except trouble. But I have to admit, with Brand in such a rotten mood, it should prove to be an interesting few weeks.”

         “Easy enough for you to avoid whenever it gets ugly.” Meg turned to her daughter. “You can drive off into the hills and snap all those lovely photographs. But I’ll be stuck here, mediating between your headstrong nephew and this poor young man sent here to help him.”

         “You could always go along with me and hide out in the hills. I guarantee one thing. You’ll enjoy some spectacular scenery.” Liz turned to Chet. “Are the trails dry enough for me to drive on?”

         He shrugged. The men in this family weren’t the only headstrong ones. This woman, so much like her grandfather, wouldn’t care if her truck got stuck for weeks in the wilderness. Whenever she was ready to escape, she did so without asking any of them for their help. “You’ll have to keep an eye out for runoff. Some of the trails are too soft to maneuver.”

         Jonah arched a brow. “You could always go along with her, Chet. Like a bodyguard.”

         Though the foreman’s expression never changed, a slight flush darkened his neck.

         “As if he doesn’t have enough to do wrangling those herds.” Hammond pointed a fork at his granddaughter. “Why, I was exploring those hills when I was only—”

         “Half my age. I know, Ham.” Liz blew the old man a kiss. “And we’re so glad you did. I can’t imagine living anywhere else in the world than right here.” She turned to her mother. “I think I’ll head out in a couple of days. Want to come along?”

         Meg merely shrugged. “I guess I’ll wait and see how Brand and this therapist get along before deciding whether to stick around or run and hide.”

         Casey was grinning. “I’m picturing this guy Avery with no neck, bulging biceps, and wearing thick glasses.”

         Jonah added, “And carrying a megaphone as he belches out orders for Brand, chained to a treadmill.”

         That had the others chuckling at the image planted in their minds. As they began pushing away from the table, they called their thanks to Billy before going their separate ways.

         All but Meg, who poured a second cup of coffee and sat, brow furrowed, deep in thought.

         She hoped she hadn’t started an all-out war with the hiring of this therapist. Over the years, she’d seen how quickly an ugly incident could get out of control, burning everything in its path, like a range fire.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Avery Grant plugged in the directions given by Dr. Peterson and studied the GPS map before heading toward the Merrick ranch.

         According to the good doctor, Brand Merrick fit the stereotype of every cowboy in this part of the country. Hardworking. Dedicated to family. Also tough. Stubborn to a fault. And absolutely determined to continue working as he always has, despite whatever pain he was forced to endure. A pain he felt compelled to overcome without a therapist, thank you very much.

         “You’ve come highly recommended,” Dr. Peterson had said. “But I doubt you’ve ever had to deal with a fourth-generation Wyoming rancher, who knows nothing but backbreaking, never-ending work that would stagger a giant. When it comes to describing Brand Merrick, I’d call him a man among men. Everyone who knows him respects him. Men and women alike. But he is nothing if not rock-solid in his opinions.”

         “Is that a polite way of saying he’s stubborn, Dr. Peterson? If so, I’ve managed to work with some pretty tough customers. I’ve met men like him who feel their manhood is being insulted every time they have to go through a series of simple workouts, especially when handed to them by a woman.”

         “Avery, forget whatever you’ve learned and just try to figure out a way to get Brand Merrick to work with you without every session turning into a battle of wills. It isn’t that you’re female. His grandmother conveyed his views, apparently shared by his father, his grandfather, and especially his great-grandfather, that accepting help from a physical therapist is a drain on his time.” The doctor’s voice was warm with laughter. “We don’t call Hammond Merrick ‘the Hammer’ around here for nothing. He’s the toughest, most determined old codger you’ll ever meet. And he has nothing but disdain for anything he considers a waste of time.”

         “I’ve heard it all before. But thanks for the warning, Doctor. I’ll do my best to make a believer of Brand Merrick. And his great-grandfather, if necessary.”

         “I wish you well.” Dr. Peterson had been smiling as he offered a handshake. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

         Avery sighed and lowered the window, allowing the fresh spring breeze to blow through the rental car. She’d begun to think her luck had run out. Then she’d received the call to take on this assignment in the middle of nowhere. Even though she was feeling completely out of her element, she was determined to put the next six weeks to good use.

         She’d left home expecting a certain amount of discomfort. After all, the Michigan college town of Rose Arbor, where she grew up and followed her father into medicine, had offered a wealth of intellectual pursuits. Libraries, museums, theaters. The town bustled with shops and restaurants, and though the university buildings were ivy-covered and quaint, the city that grew up around them was modern and high-tech.

         If she were to describe what she’d seen so far in Devil’s Door, she’d call it the exact opposite. Low-tech. A single church, a high school right next door to an elementary school, and both of them single-story buildings with small flower and vegetable gardens. What a concept, she thought with an approving smile. A movie theater, a diner, a small drugstore, a family store that carried new and “slightly used” clothing and household items, a combination hardware and grain and feed store, a small bakery, and a sweet shop. And of course a very busy, very lively bar. The only newer buildings in town seemed to be the bank and a medical clinic. She hadn’t noticed a single fast-food chain restaurant or big-box store.

         Being here, so far from all that was familiar, she felt like the proverbial fish out of water.

         That pretty much described not only this situation but also her life lately. Her father hadn’t held back his disapproval. He’d called her a fool for leaving home to take a job clear across the country, in a little town nobody had ever heard of, in a state with more cows than people. He’d told her in no uncertain terms that she was accepting a job that was beneath his only child’s considerable talent.

         Needless to say, their last meeting had been less than loving. Though he’d tried to be civil, his hug lacked warmth, and he’d told her that whenever she regained her senses, he would welcome her back.

         His rejection hurt. He’d wanted, in fact had expected, his daughter to be his clone. Instead, here she was, clear across the country in Wyoming, hoping to bring the gift of health to yet another patient.

         What had Dr. Peterson called this rancher? She was grinning. Stubborn as a Missouri mule.

         Well, so was she. She’d dealt with plenty of tough cookies. She took pride in her ability to win over even the most hardened patient. She had no doubt her professionalism, her dedication, and her firm-but-gentle manner would win over even this mule-headed rancher.

         There was another reason she’d been eager to take on this assignment, though she wasn’t quite ready to admit it, even to herself. Wyoming was as far away from Michigan as she could get. And right now, for her peace of mind, she needed that distance.

         
              

         

         Following the GPS instructions, Avery turned off the main road and onto a strip of asphalt. Hers was the only vehicle on the road.

         She slowed her car to stare in wonder at the amazing countryside. Miles and miles of the greenest grass she’d ever seen, waist-high and dotted with colorful wildflowers. The hills black with cattle. And set as the backdrop to it all, the snowcapped Grand Teton Mountains, looking so majestic they took her breath away.

         She’d never expected the Merrick ranch to be so close to the mountains. As she rounded a bend, she had her first glimpse of the house. A graceful mix of stone and wood, soaring to three stories and offering oversized windows to better enjoy nature’s view. A wide wooden porch with big, man-sized rockers and gliders encircled the building, offering an invitation to come and sit awhile.

         Avery couldn’t help shaking her head in wonder.

         For some strange reason, when she’d accepted this job, she’d pictured a Midwestern farm. But this was so much bigger, so much more impressive. Like the land, she thought. Like the people who had cleared it and tamed it. All larger than life.

         As she pulled around to the back of the house, she saw several trucks parked one behind the other by the back porch. She turned off the car at the end of the convoy and pocketed the keys before making her way up the porch steps.

         Just then, a tanned, handsome cowboy in faded jeans and plaid shirt came barreling out the door and nearly collided with her before stopping short and catching her by the elbows.

         “Hey. Sorry about that. I wasn’t expecting to find a pretty woman directly in my path.”

         Avery chuckled and pulled back before offering a handshake. “Hi. You must be Brand Merrick. I’m Avery Grant.”

         “You’re Avery?” His smile was quick and easy, adding to his charm. “I’m Casey Merrick. Brand’s my brother. It’s really great to meet you. Come on inside and meet the family.”

         She arched a brow. “Weren’t you racing off somewhere?”

         “Hmm? Oh yeah.” His smile widened. “But now that I know who you are, I’d rather stick around and watch the fire…” He paused and added, “I mean, until you’ve had a chance to meet Brand.”

         He seemed almost gleeful as he held the door and followed her inside.

         It was a big mudroom, with hooks along the wall for hats and parkas, and a shelf below for assorted boots. Across the room was a big sink where a man stood with his back to her, his sleeves rolled to the elbows. The backside of his jeans and shirt were filthy.

         Without turning, he began to shuck his shirt.

         Before he could undress, Casey stopped him. “Uh, Brand, you might want to wait until you’re upstairs to strip. You wouldn’t want to shock our visitor.”

         “What the…” The man turned, and Avery had a quick impression of a man badly in need of a shave. With his shirt open, the muscles of his hair-roughened chest and torso were clearly visible.

         “Sorry. Didn’t see you there.” He stepped closer, and when he smiled and stuck out his hand, that first impression was instantly wiped away. The sweat, the dirt, couldn’t hide the fact that, if possible, he was even more handsome than his brother. “Brand Merrick.”

         “It’s nice to meet you, Brand. I’m Avery Grant.”

         “Avery…” His smile faded. He swung a glance at his brother. “Is this one of your elaborate jokes, bro?”

         “I wish I’d thought of it. But, hey, this is even better than a joke. It’s the real deal.”

         Brand’s gaze narrowed on the woman. “You’re Avery? The…physical therapist my grandmother hired?”

         “That’s me.” She looked from Casey to Brand. “Is there a problem?”

         Instead of an answer, Brand turned his back on her and stepped through the doorway.

         Casey put a hand beneath Avery’s elbow and steered her into the big kitchen, where an army of people were milling about on the far side of the room, talking and laughing and tipping up a variety of drinks, from beer to lemonade.

         Brand’s curt voice cut through the noise. “Gram Meg, your therapist is here.” He emphasized ‘your’ before saying, “Avery Grant. My family. I’ll let Casey handle the introductions.”

         In the silence that followed, he strode from the room, and his footsteps could be heard on the stairs as the cluster of people simply stared after him before turning, wide-eyed, toward Avery.

         A petite woman with soft white hair and an eye-crinkling smile stepped forward. “Well, so you’re Avery. I’m Meg Merrick, Brand’s grandmother.”

         “Meg. It’s so nice to meet you.”

         The woman turned to handle the introductions. “This is my husband, Egan, and his father, Hammond. Everyone, including his great-grandsons, call him Ham. He’ll expect you to do the same.”

         “Egan. Ham.” Avery gave him a wide smile and was surprised by the dark, angry scowl the older man didn’t bother to hide before his gray-haired son, Egan, stepped forward to offer a handshake.

         Meg went on with the introductions. “My daughter, Liz.”

         A blond-haired woman who appeared to be in her midforties nodded. She wore faded jeans and a plaid shirt. Her short hair was tousled, her pretty face completely free of makeup.

         “And this is my son, Bo, father to Brand, Casey, and Jonah. I see you’ve met Casey, and this is Jonah, Bo’s youngest. And this,” she said, turning to include another cowboy, “is Chet Doyle, our ranch foreman.”

         The foreman was lean and muscled with curly brown hair framing a tanned, handsome face.

         Meg turned. “Avery, this is Billy Caldwell, our cook and all-around housekeeper. Billy’s been with us for almost twenty years, and we can’t imagine how we’d get along without him.” She led Avery toward a rail-thin man wearing a spotless white apron over his plaid shirt and jeans. Shaggy hair in a bowl cut framed a lean face with sparkling blue eyes.

         He wiped his hand on his apron before extending it. “Welcome to the Merrick ranch, Avery. Or do you prefer Dr. Grant?”

         “Just Avery. I studied medicine, but I’m not a doctor. Nice to meet you, Billy. Something smells amazing.”

         “Slow-cooked beef stew and biscuits.”

         “My mouth has been watering since I walked in.”

         As she turned away, Casey said teasingly, “Don’t worry about all the names, Avery. We’ll wait a day or two before testing you to see how many you remember.”

         That broke the ice as they began laughing, even as they studied Avery with looks that ranged from amusement to curiosity, and in Hammond’s case, downright hostility.

         Meg took in a breath. “I must admit, you’ve caught us by surprise, Avery.”

         “You weren’t expecting me today?”

         “Oh, yes.” Meg put a hand on Avery’s arm to soften her words. “It’s just that the woman who set up this appointment called you Avery, and I made the wrong assumption that you were a man.”

         “A bookish man,” Casey added with a grin, “with round, owlish glasses and big soft hands. At least that’s how I saw you.”

         Avery could feel her cheeks growing warmer by the minute. “I see. Is this going to be a problem?”

         Meg was quick to give a shake of her head. “No. Not at all. The woman I spoke with assured me you were highly qualified. It’s just that…” She paused before saying in a rush, “Leaving friends and family behind to travel across country, especially since we’re so far from civilization out here, I’d hoped to ease your loneliness by inviting you to spend your after hours hanging out with my grandsons.”

         “Oh.” Avery managed a small smile as the realization dawned. “Doing guy things, I suppose.”

         Meg nodded. “Just so you could relax and form a bond.”

         Jonah, watching with the others, broke his silence. “Don’t worry, Avery. Gram Meg and Aunt Liz have survived all these years without doing guy things like getting drunk at Nonie’s Wild Horses Saloon or engaging in any bar fights.” He arched a brow while looking from his grandmother to his aunt. “At least that I know of.”

         That brought another round of laughter.

         “Oh, I don’t know.” Casey turned to his brother. “Remember that time Aunt Liz got between you and Marcus Canaday when the two of you were rolling around in the dirt exchanging punches? You had a bloody nose and swore he’d broken it. Then all of a sudden there was our sweet aunt to the rescue, and by the time she’d separated the two of you, she had a torn shirt, was caked with mud, and had a black eye for weeks.”

         Jonah nodded. “It was a beautiful shiner.” He turned to Liz. “And you were my hero.”

         She joined the others in raucous laughter.

         Jonah punched his brother’s arm. “And everyone in town was convinced that she’d had a fight with a boyfriend.”

         At that, Liz shrank back before shooting him a dark look.

         Bo put his arm around his sister and squeezed her shoulder. “That’s how rumors get started, little sis.”

         By now, everyone was laughing, including Avery, and without warning, the tension seemed to evaporate from everyone except Liz, who stared at a spot on the floor.

         Seeing her embarrassment, Chet crossed to her and offered her a glass of lemonade.

         From across the room, Billy called, “Dinner’s ready.”

         As the others gathered around the table and claimed their places, Meg suggested that Avery take one of the two vacant seats next to Casey.

         Moments after she was seated, Brand strode in, freshly shaved and showered. Droplets of water glistened in his dark hair. His face without the stubble looked even more lean and handsome than before.

         Without a word, he settled himself beside Avery.

         When his leg bumped hers, she looked over with a smile, only to be met with a scowl.

         As the family began passing bowls of steaming stew and rolls fresh from the oven, along with a garden salad and an array of dressings, the conversation centered on ranch chores.

         At the head of the table, Hammond turned to Casey. “What did you think of that new antibiotic? Did it work?”

         His great-grandson nodded. “So far. I intend to keep watching and recording the results.”

         “Good.” Hammond turned to the ranch foreman. “And those calves? Any more of ’em showing signs of sickness?”

         Chet shook his head. “No new ones since Casey started the treatment.”

         The old man nodded his approval.

         In an aside, Jonah explained to Avery, “Casey recently completed his veterinary studies. Now we don’t have to rely on old Doc Streeter, who was the only vet in this county for years.”

         “I’m sure it’s handy for the family to have their own.” Avery smiled. “And Chet? Is he family, too?”

         “He grew up with Dad and Aunt Liz. He and Dad have been best friends since they were old enough to walk. When Chet came back from three tours of Afghanistan, he was just in time to replace Paddy Clancy, who was as old as Ham.”

         “And how old is that?”

         “He’ll be ninety this year, and still going strong.”

         “Ninety.” Avery gave a shake of her head. “He looks amazing.”

         “Wait till you see him work. He’s up every morning before dawn along with the rest of us and out mucking stalls before breakfast, if we don’t beat him to it.”

         Avery shot the young man a look of surprise. “Are you saying you all get up before dawn?”

         Overhearing, Casey laughed. “We have no choice. If one Merrick gets up, everybody else does, too.” Seeing the look on Avery’s face, his smile widened. “You’ll see tomorrow morning. We Merricks are a noisy bunch.”

         “Thanks for the warning.”

         She was still smiling when she turned in time to see the frown on Brand’s face. Throughout the meal he’d remained silent, allowing the rest of the family to carry on the conversation while he brooded.

         Turning her head, she decided to completely ignore him and do her best to interact with the others.

         Her first rule had always been to never let the patient see a trace of unease.

         Across the table, Jonah called to Casey. “You going to Nonie’s tonight?”

         Casey brightened. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

         “It wouldn’t be because of that pretty little redhead who waltzed in last night with Marcus, would it?”

         Casey merely smiled. “She may have let him buy her a longneck, but she was eyeing me at the bar.”

         “And at the pool table, and on the dance floor, where you made a fool of yourself with Gina and Tina.”

         “Nonie’s twin nieces who bartend,” he muttered to Avery before saying to his brother, “It got the redhead’s attention, didn’t it? Maybe, if she’s there again tonight, I’ll dance with her instead of them.”

         “Maybe if she’s there tonight you ought to ask her name before you ask her to dance.”

         Casey ignored the laughter of the family. “The important thing is that she knows my name.”

         “And knows how lame a dancer you are.”

         Avery joined in the laughter, grateful to have something to serve as a distraction from her unwilling patient beside her, who was making absolutely no effort to hide his intention to ignore everybody.

         She found herself grateful for his two brothers, who were proving to be delightful company and provided the perfect distraction.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         As dinner was ending, Meg turned to Billy. “Since it’s such a pretty evening, why don’t we take our dessert on the back porch?”

         At the cook’s nod of approval, Jonah looked over. “What’s for dessert tonight, Billy?”

         “Fudge brownies and ice cream.”

         Jonah nudged Casey before saying, “Let’s postpone our drive to town until after dessert.”

         The two shared a grin, and Egan chuckled. “Smart move, boys.”

         Surprised and pleased to have the chance to relax outside, Avery joined the others as they settled on gliders and rockers.

         Brand walked out to find all the other chairs and rockers taken. He was forced to take a seat beside Avery on the glider.

         The cook rolled a serving cart onto the porch and began passing around bowls of brownies liberally mounded with vanilla ice cream and topped with hot fudge.

         Everyone fell silent except for many oohs and aahs as they savored the dessert.

         Afterward, sipping strong, hot coffee, Meg turned to Avery.

         “Tell us a little about yourself, Avery. Your family. Your home.”

         Feeling pleasantly content, Avery set her cup on a side table. “There’s just my father and me. My mother died when I was twelve.” She was aware that Brand beside her had become suddenly alert.

         “No sisters or brothers?” Meg asked.

         Avery shook her head. “I’m an only.”

         “Only.” Bo chuckled. “Liz used to want to be an only whenever she thought I was trying to boss her around.”

         “Which was every day.” Liz polished off her dessert.

         Bo merely grinned. “Things changed whenever you wanted me to do your chores so you could sneak off to meet Boyd Crandall.”

         Liz looked annoyed. “Boyd promised to teach me how to whistle through my fingers.”

         “I’ll bet that’s not all he taught you, Aunt Liz.” Casey’s remark brought a round of laughter.

         “I was only thirteen,” Liz protested.

         “That would make Boyd fourteen. A dangerous age with all that testosterone raging.”

         Liz arched a brow at her nephew. “For you, maybe, but Boyd was only interested in teaching me to whistle the way my big brother did, since he’d refused to teach me.”

         “You got that right.” Bo grinned at his sons. “I loved being able to do something Liz couldn’t do.”

         “And now I can, thanks to Boyd.”

         “Show us, Aunt Liz.”

         At Casey’s urging, Liz put her two fingers to her mouth and gave a whistle so loud and shrill it carried to the hills.

         Bo turned to Avery and winked. “Now she’s done it. In no time we’ll have half the coyote population around here coming out of their dens to see what’s up.”

         His father was shaking his head at their back-and-forth. “As I recall, Lizzie, you were always looking to Bo to make things right whenever you were in trouble, or wanted a favor.” He turned to his wife. “Isn’t that about right, Meggie?”

         Meg, seated in a rocker beside his, tucked her hand in his. “You’re right. Liz never came to us. Always to Bo. Sometimes I was almost jealous of the way she trusted her brother over us.”

         Avery sat watching this family and their interactions. Hammond looked stern and regal as the conversation flowed around him. With his slightly shaggy hair as white as snow, and thick white eyebrows that framed dark, piercing eyes, he appeared, to Avery, like a king of ancient times surrounded by his noble family, except that they all wore jeans instead of flowing robes.

         As she looked around, she could see the similarity among all these Merrick men. Well over six feet, with lean, muscled bodies honed from years of hard physical labor. The same piercing eyes that pinned her, making it impossible to look away. All of them with thick hair in need of a trim. But where Hammond’s hair was white, his son Egan had steel gray hair, and his grandson Bo’s dark hair was threaded with just a few strands of gray at the temples, giving him a distinguished look.

         Brand seemed the most like his great-grandfather. Stern. Unyielding. And when he looked at her, he seemed to be taking her measure, which only made her more determined to stand her ground.

         Liz looked like her mother. Petite, a slim, almost boyish figure in faded jeans and a plaid shirt. Her honey hair was short and tousled, most likely because of her habit of running her fingers through it. There was a shyness about her that was endearing. And when she smiled, which seemed rare, her eyes crinkled the same way as her mother’s.

         Meg set aside her empty cup. “Where’s home, Avery?”

         “Michigan.”

         “Are your sunsets as pretty as that?” She pointed to the sun beginning to dip below the top ridges of the Tetons.

         Avery sighed. “We have some beautiful sunsets. But I have to admit we have no mountains to compete with yours. This is simply breathtaking.”

         “That it is.” Hammond stretched out his long legs. “And our Liz has the photographs to prove it.”

         “You’re a photographer?” Avery turned to Liz with a smile. “I’d love to see some of your work.”

         The color rose on the young woman’s cheeks as she stared down at her hands.

         Meg quickly added, “Since you’re going to be here for six weeks, I’m sure Liz will find time to show you.”

         Jonah nudged Casey. “Time to head to town.” He turned to Brand. “Coming with us, bro?”

         Brand, his face in shadow, shook his head. “Not tonight.”

         “Your loss.” Jonah looked at Chet. “You coming?”

         The foreman grinned. “I’ll pass.”

         “Gramps? Pa?”

         As they shook their heads, Jonah said to Casey, “No takers, I guess. Unless you’d like to come with us, Ham.”

         The old man shook his head. “There was a time I wouldn’t have missed watching all the action. But not tonight, boy.”

         Casey saluted the cook. “Great dessert. Thanks, Billy.”

         After calling out their good nights, Jonah and Casey strolled to a truck and took off along the gravel driveway.

         Hammond eased himself out of his rocker and started toward the door. He tipped his wide-brimmed hat in a courtly gesture as he passed Avery, though there was no accompanying smile. “Good night, young lady. I hope you’ll be comfortable here on our ranch.”

         She smiled at him. “I’m sure I will. Thank you for your hospitality.”

         Egan took Meg’s hand. “I’m beat. You coming upstairs, Meggie?”

         Meg nodded before calling her good night to the others. To Avery she added, “If there’s anything at all you need, don’t be afraid to ask.”

         Liz got to her feet and started behind her parents, as though unwilling to be left behind.

         As soon as Liz took her leave, Chet called good night and strolled toward the bunkhouse.

         Bo set aside his empty mug on the wheeled cart. “I’m sure you two will want to talk about some sort of schedule, so I’ll say good night now.”

         Billy followed, rolling the cart with their empty dishes through the doorway.

         As soon as the door closed behind him, Brand broke his silence. “My day starts at dawn and ends at dark. It doesn’t leave room for any kind of schedule.”

         Avery had already planned her remarks, hoping to deflect his negative attitude. “I can’t even imagine how much work it takes to keep a ranch of this size running smoothly. If you don’t mind, maybe I’ll just take a couple of days to observe, and then we’ll figure out something that will work for you.”

         “What would work…” He bit back his words, visibly reining in his temper.

         He stood and paused to look down at her. “I’m sorry my grandmother brought you all this way, but I’m not about to ask my family to pick up my chores while I waste my time doing some…stretching exercises with a coach.”

         Avery sat very still, counting to ten.

         Forcing a smile, she stood to face him, refusing to give him the advantage of towering over her. Even standing, she realized the top of her head barely reached his chin. She was aware of not only his size, but also the feeling of strength and power emanating from him. She thought about what Dr. Peterson had called him. A man among men. The sudden realization of those words hit her with the force of a physical blow.

         “I have no intention of interfering with your busy schedule. But you’ll soon see that there’s a lot more to physical therapy than a few stretching exercises. What I can teach you about simple movements could prove useful for a lifetime.”

         Before he could protest, she turned toward the door, aware that she was taking the coward’s way out by running. But she wanted to make an exit before he could leave her standing alone in the dark. “Good night, Brand. I’ll see you in the morning.”

         
              

         

         Brand was scowling as the door closed behind Avery.

         He turned away, muttering several rich, ripe curses as he limped to the barn. He saddled Domino and led him from the barn before pulling himself into the saddle and turning him toward the hills.

         A fast run in the cool night air was just what he needed to clear his head.

         While he and his mount raced through the tall range grass, he thought about this latest disruption in his life. If that fall hadn’t been painful enough, now he was being asked to revisit the pain. As if some skinny city girl could magically undo all the damage that had been done.

         Old Doc Peterson had sold his grandmother some nonsense that therapy was the be-all and end-all of modern medicine. And now that sweet old lady was gung ho to have her miracle.

         He paused at the top of Fox Hill and stared down at the family ranch below. The house was in darkness except for a light in the window of the upper floor. He could imagine Avery up there, looking around at the simple surroundings and wondering what in the world she’d been thinking, leaving her easy city routine for six weeks on a ranch in the middle of nowhere.

         Slowly, as his anger dissipated, he found himself smiling.

         She’d offered to observe his work before figuring out a schedule. Observe? At predawn while mucking stalls? Riding up to the herds at the hottest time of day under an unrelenting sun? Arriving back at the ranch, hot and sweaty and filthy, hoping for a long shower and a nap, and learning that she was expected to join his family for dinner?

         He was laughing as he turned Domino toward home. Avery Grant had just given him the opportunity to send her packing without uttering a single word against her.

         He would be the perfect gentleman as he invited her into his world. He would smile and nod and be a gracious host as he introduced her to a hostile environment of ever-changing weather, unpredictable emergencies, and a wilderness that refused to be tamed.

         Oh, he couldn’t wait to see how she reacted after a day or two of real life on a working ranch.

         An hour later, as he lay in his bed listening to the faint sound of footsteps one floor above, he fell asleep with a smile.

         There was nothing he liked better than a challenge. Especially when he could already taste sweet victory.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Narrow bands of rose and amber sliced through the predawn darkness.

         As usual, Casey was cracking jokes as he and Jonah trudged into the barn.

         “…and Tina was trying to explain that they’d run out of Jack Daniel’s, and this cowboy kept insisting his name was Mac, not Jack.”

         Jonah gave a shake of his head. “Was he drunk, or just couldn’t hear?”

         “How could anybody hear over the jukebox? It was cranked up so high, I couldn’t hear old Carstairs, who was sitting next to me at the bar.”

         The two brothers were laughing until they spotted Brand in one of the stalls.

         Jonah grabbed a pitchfork from a hook along the wall. “A little early, even for you. What’s up, bro?”

         “Nothing’s up.” Brand tossed a load of dung and straw into a wagon. “Just wanted to get a head start on morning chores.”

         Jonah shared a knowing look with Casey. “Eager to see what the city girl has in store for you, huh?”

         The two grinned.

         Seeing it, Brand’s frown deepened. “I don’t have time for foolishness.”

         “Gram Meg seems to think it’ll be good for you.”

         He huffed a breath as he leaned into his work. “Then maybe Gram Meg can come up with an old injury her therapist can work on. As for me, I want no part of it.”

         Seeing his temper, Casey and Jonah moved into adjoining stalls and decided to give him a wide berth as he worked off his anger.

         
              

         

         Avery awoke with a start and inhaled the wonderful fragrance of coffee from below.

         Slipping out of bed, she hurried into the shower. A short time later, dressed in yoga pants and a crisp white cotton tunic, she ran a brush through her hair and made her way down the stairs toward the kitchen.

         Seeing nobody around, she helped herself to a steaming mug of coffee and sat at the table, waiting for the rest of the family.

         Billy stepped into the kitchen carrying supplies. Spotting her, he gave her a wide smile before setting them aside.

         “Morning, Avery. I’m glad you helped yourself to coffee. Would you like me to cut up some fruit before I start breakfast?”

         “Oh, no thanks, Billy.” She held up her cup. “As long as I have caffeine, I’m fine. When will the rest of the family be up?”

         He began lifting pots and skillets from a drawer. “Most of ’em are already out and about handling chores.”

         Avery nearly bobbled her coffee. “I thought I was the first one downstairs.”

         He chuckled. “You’d have a hard time doing that. I spotted Brand heading to the barn almost an hour ago. Casey and Jonah not long after.”

         Avery inwardly groaned. She’d wanted to observe Brand’s day, to see when she could slide in a session or two.

         She shoved away from the table. “I guess I’ll head to the barn.”

         Billy turned. “Better make a stop in the mudroom and find some cover for that nice white shirt. The same with those shoes.”

         She looked down at her feet. “I didn’t bring any boots.”

         “There are plenty in the mudroom. Just find a pair that fit. And pull an old denim jacket over those things, or you’ll be changing again in an hour.”

         She drained her coffee and set the mug in the dishwasher. “Thanks, Billy.”

         A short time later, wearing a pair of oversize boots and a parka zipped up to her neck, she made her way to the barn. Even before she drew near she was gagging on the smell that permeated the morning air.

         How, she wondered, could ranchers ever get used to this?

         Taking what she knew would be her last good breath for a while, she stepped inside the cavernous barn and paused in the doorway to allow her eyes to adjust to the gloom.

         “…think somebody would come all the way from Michigan to work here?” Jonah’s voice drifted from one of the stalls.

         “Good question.” Casey shrugged. “Maybe there aren’t enough patients in need of therapy in her hometown.”

         “Who knows? Maybe she just wants to see how far she can push some hardheaded cowboy.” Jonah chuckled at his own joke.

         Brand’s head came up sharply. “Well, she’s not pushing this cowboy.” With a vicious oath, he tossed another load of dung and straw before spotting Avery standing in the doorway, looking like a deer in headlights.

         “Sorry. Didn’t know you were there.”

         “Obviously.” She lifted her chin like a prizefighter. “To answer all your questions, I’m part of a team of therapists who are certified to offer our services anywhere in the country in need of us. I’m here because your grandmother found out about us and offered me a very generous salary to fly to Wyoming to try to bring relief to what she described as her ‘much loved grandson’s lingering pain, which he is attempting to hide from himself, as well as from all of us.’”

         After a moment of strained silence, Brand found his voice.

         “That sounds like something Gram Meg would say. I guess I’ve been too hard on her.” He motioned with a shoulder. “If you’d like to get a taste of what we do around here, you can join us in mucking stalls. Or have you been trained to just stand and observe?”

         It was on the tip of her tongue to accept his challenge. Then, seeing the sweat on Brand’s face as he set aside his pitchfork and lifted the wagon loaded with wet, heavy straw, she bit back her response.

         He shoved the wagon out the back door, moving with an ease that was astonishing. Minutes later he returned the empty wagon and resumed his chores along with his brothers.

         Avery stepped closer, directing her words to Casey and Jonah while watching Brand. “Do you do this every morning, even in winter?”

         Casey, always ready to joke, shrugged. “It beats having to diaper all our animals. And even then, somebody would have to change those diapers. And it wouldn’t be their mamas.”

         That had Avery laughing. “Good point. Sorry. I must sound like such an amateur.”

         Jonah assumed a drawl. “Around these parts we call ’em city slickers, ma’am.”

         She laughed again. “Point taken. I just wish I was slicker.”

         “Well, ma’am, I’m thinking I’d call you a looker. You’re easier to look at than the cows up in the hills we’re usually stuck with.”

         “Gee, thanks for that left-handed compliment.”

         At that, they all laughed.

         Avery glanced over to see Brand’s frown morph into a grin. Maybe not a big deal, but it was a start.

         She decided to try again. “I’m not ready to shovel manure, but if there’s something I can do, just name it.”

         Casey nodded toward the empty stalls. “We have to spread fresh straw and fill the troughs before bringing the stock back in. Think you’re up to spreading straw in those?”

         She nodded. “I’ll give it a try.”

         Against the far wall were bales of straw that looked as though they weighed more than a full-grown man. Before she could figure out how she was going to handle one of these, Brand crossed the space between them and jammed an implement into a bale before lifting it with ease.

         She shot him a look of surprise. “Thanks.”

         He looked her up and down. “I don’t think you’re up to carrying this much weight.”

         In the first clean stall he set it down, freed the bale, and handed her a pair of work gloves before walking away.

         She stood a moment, watching as he returned to his work. Without a word, she pulled on the gloves and began spreading fresh straw. As soon as she’d used up all the straw, Brand was there to carry a fresh bale over. By the time she’d reached the last stall, the three brothers had finished cleaning and had returned their pitchforks to hooks along the wall. After filling the troughs with feed and water, they looked around with satisfaction.

         Jonah patted Avery’s arm as he started past her. “You do good work. For a city girl.”

         That had her laughing again. “Thanks, Jonah. I think this city slicker could get the hang of things.”

         “Don’t let the praise go to your head. You’ve just taken baby steps,” Casey said with a grin.

         “You’re right about that.” As she pulled off her work gloves, Brand was beside her.

         “I’ll take those.” He tucked them in his back pocket and put a hand beneath her elbow in a courtly gesture as they walked from the barn. He cleared his throat and squinted against the rising sun. “I hope you can forget what I said earlier.”

         “When you didn’t know I was listening?”

         He nodded.

         “I hope this means you’d like to start over.”

         He gave a shake of his head. “I don’t want…”

         She put a hand on his arm, just the briefest touch, and was surprised by the feel of all those muscles, which caused a flare of heat along her fingertips.

         Just as quickly he gave her a sharp look, and she quickly withdrew her hand before tucking it into the pocket of her parka. “Look, I know having therapy wasn’t your idea. But since I’m here and being paid very good money, I hope you’ll at least give me a chance to prove that I can ease your pain.” At his frown she added, “It will certainly ease your grandmother’s guilt at having brought a woman here, thinking I was a man.”

         He couldn’t control the grin. “Maybe I enjoy guilting her.”

         Avery could hear the warmth in his tone and see it in his eyes as well. “You love her too much to guilt her.”

         “You’re right. Not for long, anyway. But at least for a little while, I intend to milk it for all it’s worth. It’s really kind of satisfying, since she did all this without even consulting with me.” He paused before adding, “If you’re serious about wanting to see what a typical workday is, I’ll be heading into the hills later, if you’d care to join me.”

         Avery knew he could read her stunned surprise. Before she could say a word, he added, “Have you ever ridden a horse? Or would you rather ride in a truck with some of the wranglers?”

         “I know how to ride a horse.” The minute the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to take them back. But she’d fallen into his challenge without thinking.

         “We don’t use fancy English saddles out here.”

         “I can sit a Western saddle.” Oh, she was burying herself and couldn’t seem to stop.

         “Good.” He gave her a sideways look before holding open the door.

         By the time they stepped inside the house and paused to shed boots and parkas and wash up at the big sink, Avery was feeling like a rabbit caught in a trap.

         And wasn’t Brand Merrick the sly one? He’d coaxed her into it without any bait at all, except a challenging look she couldn’t seem to resist.

         She took comfort in the fact that at least he wasn’t as angry as he’d appeared yesterday.

         Suddenly she was feeling ravenous.

         Maybe it was the work she’d done in the barn. Or maybe, she admitted, it was knowing she and Brand had taken that first step in working together toward a common goal.

         Or was he just playing her? The only way to find out was to follow through and see where this took her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Avery was greeted by a chorus of voices as the family stood sipping frosty glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice or draining mugs of steaming coffee.

         When Meg spotted Avery walking in, with Jonah and Casey in front of her and Brand beside her, she couldn’t hide her look of surprise. “Good morning, Avery. Have you been out for a walk?”

         “I walked as far as the barn.”

         “Where we put her to work,” Jonah announced as he reached for a mug of coffee and practically inhaled it.

         “To…work?”

         Casey downed a glass of juice before adding, “Avery volunteered to muck stalls, but we thought we’d ease her into things by giving her the job of spreading fresh straw.”

         “In case you’ve forgotten”—Meg gave her grandsons the hairy eyeball—“Avery already has a job. And it doesn’t involve barn chores.”

         “Her choice,” Casey said with a laugh.

         Avery nodded. “I wanted to get an idea of the type of work my patient does, before setting up a schedule.”

         Liz eyed her crisp white tunic. “You worked in those clothes?”

         Avery grinned. “Thanks to Billy, I wore a parka and somebody’s old boots before heading to the barn. Otherwise I’d be upstairs right now changing into fresh clothes.”

         Billy turned to wink. “You’re welcome, Avery.”

         They exchanged knowing smiles.

         Avery helped herself to a mug of coffee before crossing to where the others had gathered.

         Satisfied that the choice of chores had been hers, the conversation turned to weather, a big factor in every rancher’s life.

         Hammond turned to Brand. “Chet and I were out in the equipment barn. He said you were thinking of working on that tractor later.”

         Brand nodded. “That’s the plan. In fact, Jonah and Casey are going to give me a hand with it before I head up into the hills.” He looked smug. “With Avery. She volunteered to go along.”

         “Chet got a report of a storm heading into the hills. He’s already on his way to join the wranglers.”

         Brand glanced out the window, noting the clouds that obscured the peaks of the Tetons.

         He turned to Avery. “I don’t mind introducing you to ranch life. But these spring storms can get pretty rough. Looks like our plans just changed.”

         The minute the words were out of his mouth, Jonah called, “Let’s get moving.”

         He and Casey started for the door.

         Before they were halfway there, Billy dashed after them, holding out a handled bag. “Here’s your breakfast for the trail. Sausage and eggs on a bun.”

         Brand had already helped himself to a cinnamon roll, oozing warm frosting. As he turned away, he called to the family, “I can’t promise we’ll be back tonight. If the storm lasts, we could be up in the hills for a couple of days.” He shot a grin at his grandmother. “Looks like the verdict will stay out on that miracle cure.”

         Meg pinned Brand with a look. “I never said physical therapy would be a miracle.”

         He didn’t bother with a response.

         Minutes later he and his brothers could be seen leading their horses from the barn before climbing into the saddle and heading across a field of lush grass.

         In the kitchen, Avery exhaled slowly. That pending storm just saved her hide. At least for today. From now on she’d have to be more aware of just how vulnerable she was to accepting Brand’s challenges. Next time, if there happened to be a next time, she’d swallow her pride and admit that she wasn’t up to handling a quick course in Ranching for Dummies.

         
              

         

         “A fine breakfast as always, Billy.” Hammond pushed away from the table.

         Egan followed his father’s lead and set aside his empty cup. “You ready to head into Devil’s Door, Ham?”

         The older man nodded. “I want to talk to Spriggs about the parts for the backhoe.”

         Egan paused to press a kiss to his wife’s cheek. “Need anything in town, Meggie?”

         She nodded. “I made a list.” She turned. “Billy?”

         The cook reached for a notepad and tore off a page. “All set.”

         Egan dropped an arm around Meg’s shoulders. “Why don’t you come along with us? That way Ham and I can take care of our business while you handle whatever you and Billy need.”

         Meg’s smile widened. “I’m fine with that. As long as you throw in lunch, cowboy.”

         Egan chuckled as he gathered her close to press a kiss to her temple. “It’s a date.”

         As the three walked away, Avery stared after them before turning to Liz. “Your parents are so cute together.”

         “Yeah.” Liz picked up a lidded to-go cup of coffee and hurried out of the room, nearly running in her haste to get away.

         Alone with Billy, Avery topped off her coffee and stood by the window, watching as Hammond, Egan, and Meg climbed into a truck and drove away.

         Beside her, Billy nodded toward the moving vehicle. “Egan and Miss Meg are a great couple. Theirs is a real love match.”

         Avery glanced over. “Childhood sweethearts?”

         Billy gave a short laugh. “Hardly. I’ve heard their story a hundred times or more. Miss Meg was studying to be a nurse in Philadelphia when she joined some friends heading to a rodeo in Cheyenne.”

         “From Philadelphia to Wyoming? That’s some trip.”

         “She says she did it on a whim, to ease the pressure of dealing with finals and to escape her overly strict parents.” Billy grinned. “Like you, she was an only child, and she was always trying, and failing, to please them.”

         That struck a chord with Avery. “So, they met at the rodeo?”

         Billy nodded. “She said she watched this handsome young cowboy leading a parade of horsemen into the arena, all carrying flags, and when he glanced her way, she could feel her face burning. Later, when he filled in for an injured friend and agreed to ride a bull, she thought her heart would stop when he was thrown.”

         “Was he hurt?”

         Billy laughed. “Only his pride. But Egan claims the minute he saw Margaret Mary Finnegan, he was struck by Cupid’s arrow. He couldn’t even see anyone else except her. It was a whirlwind weekend, and he managed to find out her plans so he could show up at every event, even dinner, on her last night in town. They said a tearful goodbye, and then a week later he showed up at her home to declare his love. Miss Meg’s father wouldn’t allow him to spend the night under his roof, so Egan took a room at what he called some ‘fleabag hotel,’ and Miss Meg followed him there. The next day she told her parents she was leaving for Wyoming with ‘her cowboy’ and never looked back.”

         “Oh my.” Avery gave a gasp of astonishment. “How brave and reckless of her.”

         “Reckless, indeed. She didn’t even bother to take her exams or to graduate nursing school. Her parents never forgave their only daughter, and they both died without ever seeing her again.”

         Avery put a hand to her mouth. “How horrible. And how sad that her parents carried that anger to their deaths, depriving themselves of the joy of getting to know their grandchildren.”

         “Yeah.” Billy grew thoughtful. “It made Miss Meg more determined than ever to cherish her own family. I’ve watched her through the years become a fierce mama bear about all of them, and especially Brand, Jonah, and Casey.”

         “I didn’t want to ask. Do you mind telling me where their mother is?”

         Billy relayed the story of the house fire and the loss of Leigh, Bo’s wife, and how that event shaped all their lives.

         “Leigh and Miss Meg and young Liz bonded, as the only women in this family, and were best friends. When Leigh died in that fire, everyone lost someone precious.”

         “I’m so sorry.” Avery thought about all she’d learned. “This family history is fascinating. I could listen to it for hours.”

         Billy snorted. “Oh, I guarantee you, once Ham gets started, it will turn out to be hours. He has more yarns about the early days here than the history books.”

         “I can’t wait to hear them all.” Avery hesitated before saying, “Is it my imagination, or is Liz cool toward me?”

         Billy chose his words carefully. “Bo’s wife Leigh wasn’t the only person Liz loved and lost in her younger days. And it’s made her…cautious. Except for family, she doesn’t open up much. She’s especially wary of strangers.”

         “I’m sorry she’s been shaped by loss. Is there something I should know?”

         Billy shook his head. “It isn’t my story to tell. And it isn’t something she ever talks about.”

         “I see.” She finished her coffee and set the cup in the dishwasher. “Thanks for filling me in on some of the family history, Billy. Now it’s time for me to get to work.”

         Billy arched a brow. “What work can you do without your patient?”

         “Now that I’ve met Brand, I can fill in some of the blanks. Height, weight, physical makeup. Even though there are standard routines, I plan each session around the individual patient’s ability.”

         As she climbed the stairs to her upper rooms, she mulled over all she’d learned.

         Every family had a rich and fascinating history, and the Merrick family was no exception. Knowing how tragically Brand and his brothers had lost their mother at a young age, she could better understand that fierce sense of independence she had seen in Brand. It would be a stretch for him to accept help from a stranger, especially if it meant admitting a weakness.

         Still, despite his protests, Brand seemed to have softened his stance, at least a little. Whether or not he was willing to give up a little time to at least see if therapy could help was another matter.

         From what she’d seen of his limp, he was in a lot more pain than he admitted. The proper exercises could lessen that.

         When she reached her suite of rooms, she crossed to the lovely antique rolltop desk and began going over her paperwork.

         Pausing, she dropped the pen and walked to the big window overlooking the magnificent countryside. The peaks of the Tetons were cloaked in ominous clouds. Already the highest peaks were covered in a fresh layer of snow.

         Snow in springtime. The thought had her smiling as a little thrill shot through her. She was far enough from home to feel like she’d landed in an alien landscape.

         She thought about all Billy had told her. She couldn’t wait to hear Hammond’s tales of his early days here in the wilderness. So many family members living together on this vast land, and all with a story to tell.

         The mere thought had her wishing, once again, that she had scads of relatives—aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents—to fill in all the gaps in her own family history. All she knew from her father was that she came from a long line of scholars and doctors. She couldn’t imagine any of them clearing a wilderness and sinking roots in such a challenging place.

         Strange, she thought, how different the Merrick family history was from her own. Yet here she was, doing her best to fit in. And hoping her time here could make a difference.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         As their horses steadily climbed, Casey passed around the egg and sausage biscuits Billy had prepared for them.

         “So.” Jonah pulled his mount alongside Brand’s. “What do you think of your new therapist?”

         He frowned. “Seems to me she’s trying awfully hard to look like she belongs here.”

         Casey polished off a second biscuit. “I thought it was cute the way she offered to help with this morning’s chores.”

         “Cute?” Brand shot his brother a cutting look. “I had half a mind to let her try to lift that bale of straw by herself.”

         “But you didn’t.” Casey exchanged a look with Jonah. “In fact, you were across the barn in a flash. From where I stood, you were acting like Sir Galahad.”

         Brand’s frown deepened. “I didn’t want to be mean. I can appreciate that she’s trying to make this work. But nothing can change the fact that she’s here because of Gram Meg, and I’m the one stuck with pretending to let her help me so she can put in her time and get out of my way.”

         “So you’re not really going to cooperate?”

         Brand gave a bitter smile and thought about the trap he’d set for the city girl before the weather had saved her hide. For now.

         “Like I said. I don’t want to be mean. I’ll do as much as I can. But if she pushes too hard, I can’t guarantee I won’t push back.”

         “Or”—Casey exchanged a look with Jonah—“you could just do as she asks and see if it helps relieve your pain.”

         Brand urged his horse into a trot. Over his shoulder he called, “Maybe she can do something about you. Have I told you lately that you’re becoming a pain?”

         With hoots of laughter, Jonah and Casey caught up with him and then passed him by as they raced toward the herd of cattle in the distance.

         
              

         

         Avery circled around behind the barns and began walking across a meadow. Finding a trail of sorts made by tire tracks, she followed it upward until she reached higher ground.

         Looking down at the ranch, she realized that this would make a perfect exercise track for Brand, once they’d worked out some of the bad habits he’d acquired. From her own therapy, she recalled the first rule. When a limb is injured, a body automatically compensates by putting more pressure on the other limb, often causing pain and inflammation to the healthy part of the body. Brand would need to relearn how to walk, using both legs equally. From experience with other patients, Avery knew his first response would be annoyance that something as simple as walking could be part of the sessions.

         She watched as, far below, Billy stepped out of the greenhouse alongside the barn. In his hand was a basket of vegetables.

         The thought of this man growing the food they ate had her smiling. Though it sounded like a simple thing, she knew that it would take planning and a lot of elbow grease to set up such a process. Planting, weeding, coddling the plants through the stingy winter sunlight, and then starting over again each year. It was proof of how seriously the ranch cook took his responsibilities. And it spoke to something primal in her heart. Maybe because she’d grown up in a thriving city, it was somehow almost romantic to think about coaxing life from the simplest seeds.

         She started across the meadow, following the same path, until she reached the back porch, where Billy was busy scraping carrots and peeling tiny potatoes.

         “Did you build that greenhouse on your own?”

         He looked up. “I had the idea for it for years. But it was Bo and his sons who surprised me with it for my birthday four years ago.” His smile widened. “Best gift ever.”

         “I’ll bet. I hope you’ll let me see the inside one day.”

         “Whenever you’d like, Avery. Feel free. There’s nothing off-limits here.” He placed all the peelings in a paper bag before setting it aside.

         At Avery’s arched brow, he explained. “Compost. I save everything from egg shells to potato peels to toss into my compost pile. Then I mix it all back into the soil to enrich it without having to use fertilizer. These are nature’s fertilizer.”

         He turned and headed inside, calling, “I baked cheese biscuits if you’d like some.”

         “I’d love some.” She followed him through the mudroom and into the big kitchen, perfumed with the wonderful fragrance of baking.

         Billy put the kettle on the stove and placed a couple of biscuits on a plate. When the kettle whistled, he filled a teapot and carried two cups, along with a little tray of cream, sugar, and cinnamon sticks.

         “Thank you.” Intrigued, Avery stirred her tea with the cinnamon stick and breathed in the sweet smell before lifting the cup to her lips and tasting. “I’m afraid my plain old tea will never seem enough now that I’ve tried it your way.”

         That had the cook smiling. “I’m glad. I think everything we eat or drink should be soul-satisfying as well as nutritious.”

         “Soul-satisfying.” She nodded as he passed her the plate of biscuits. “Are you joining me?”

         “I am.” He filled his cup and took the seat across from her. “What do you think of the Merrick ranch?”

         “I’m in awe. It’s so much bigger than I’d expected. And so comfortable. I was preparing myself for something…almost primitive, I guess. A rustic place where I’d be sharing a bathroom with an entire family and setting up my exercises in a corner of the living room.” She blushed. “The rooms I’ve been given upstairs are bigger than my entire apartment.”

         “You don’t live with your father?”

         “No.” She stared down into her cup, idly stirring the cinnamon stick. “With my mother gone, my father sold our house when I left for college and took a place closer to the hospital. After medical school, I found my own apartment.”

         “Your father never married again?”

         She looked over with a laugh. “He’s married to his career. There is not a more driven surgeon at the hospital than Alexander Avery Grant.”

         “Alexander Avery. So, if you’d been a boy, you’d have been a junior.”

         “Though my parents didn’t give me the first name Alexander, I’m still expected to be a junior.” Her smile faded slightly.

         Sensing that he’d hit a nerve, Billy changed the subject. “When will you and Brand begin therapy?”

         “Whenever he can find the time. Since he’s made his reluctance clear, I’m hoping to wait a day or two, just so he can ease into it.” She broke open a biscuit and nibbled. “Oh, these are wonderful.”

         His smile was quick. “Thank you.”

         “How did you happen to become a cook on a ranch? Did you grow up around here?”

         “I grew up in Oklahoma, on a ranch small enough to fit in one corner of this place.” Billy stirred his tea, smiling at the memory. “My grandmother lived with us and oh, how she loved to cook. She would start early in the morning, and by suppertime the house would smell so good that even if you’d just finished a feast, you’d be hungry to try whatever she was cooking.”

         “She was your teacher?”

         He nodded. “After Granny died, and then my folks, I couldn’t maintain the ranch. I was seventeen and learned the hard way about taxes, insurance, supplies, buying good breeding stock. It was all too much to handle, even if my passion had been ranching. Which it wasn’t,” he added with a laugh. “Cooking was my passion. So I sold the place and moved to town, got a job in a diner, then moved on to a big, fancy restaurant.”

         “Did you like it?”

         He shrugged. “It was a living. But the owner had a nasty temper, which he often took out on the staff, and one day he tossed an entire pot of beef stew against the wall because he’d had a fight with his partner. Then he ordered the kitchen crew to clean up the mess. I remember taking off my apron and walking into his office to tell him I’d had enough of his tantrums and was through. He reminded me that his uncle was a big shot in the state government, and said if I left, he’d see to it that I’d never get work in his state again.”

         “Did you?”

         Billy grinned. “I didn’t give him a chance to prove his threat. I drove to the bank, cashed my last check, and then started driving. Days later I found myself in Devil’s Door, Wyoming. I walked into a little diner to ask if they needed a cook. The old guy there said he didn’t need anybody, but he’d heard the Merrick family needed some help at their place, what with all of them living under one roof. I drove here, walked up to Hammond in the barn, who sent me inside to talk to his daughter-in-law Margaret Mary, who hired me on the spot. She told me she’d been cooking for all of them since the fire and homeschooling her three grandsons, and it was all proving to be too much for her.”

         “You told me that a fire took Bo’s wife, but I’m missing a lot of details.”

         Billy sipped his tea. “I wasn’t here when it happened, but I’ve heard the story. Bo and Leigh moved into the old Butcher ranch that adjoined the Merrick property. The Butcher family and the Merrick family had shared rangeland for as long as they’d been in Wyoming. The Butcher house was over a hundred years old, and apparently sparks from the fireplace ignited the roof before burning down the entire place. Bo and the boys escaped and came back here to live.”

         “How terrible for all of them. How old were the boys?”

         “Just little guys. As I understand it, Brand hauled his two younger brothers downstairs and woke his folks before dragging Casey and Jonah outside. The rest of the family living here saw the smoke and rushed over, but they were too late to save Leigh.”

         Avery touched a hand to her heart. “I know how devastated I was losing my mother to illness. I can’t imagine losing her in such a tragic way as a house fire.”

         “Yeah. It left its mark on all of them.”

         Avery leaned forward. “Why did they stay on here? Didn’t Bo want to return to his own place and rebuild?”

         Billy shook his head. “The Merrick family absorbed the land and took down the rest of the buildings, hoping to put that sad history out of their minds.”

         “Do they ever talk about it?”

         “No need to. I’m sure it’s still in their hearts. But the Merrick men put all their energy into work. It’s the great healer for them.” Billy drained his cup. “Speaking of work, I’d better get to mine. Would you like anything else?”

         “No, thank you, Billy. And thank you again for filling me in on a little of the family history.” She set her empty cup in the dishwasher. “And for the record, I’m glad you drove to Devil’s Door looking for work.”

         “So am I. I’ll tell you this. Since starting here, I’ve never looked back.”

         As Avery walked out of the kitchen, she could hear him humming a little tune as he began his chores.

         Everyone, it seemed, had a story. And through luck and a lot of hard work, they were able to write their happy ending.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         Avery paused in her work upstairs.

         This space had been a complete surprise. A small room beside the bathroom had turned out to be a sauna, complete with temperature controls and a long bench for reclining.

         When Avery raved about it to Billy, he explained that the upper floor had once been Hammond’s, until climbing so many stairs proved to be too taxing at the old man’s age. He abandoned the upstairs for a room on the main floor. Since then, these rooms had been used for nothing more than storage until they were cleaned out for her use.

         While he chopped vegetables, he added, “That suite of rooms is a little gem that has been completely overlooked for years.”

         “Billy, this ‘little gem,’ as you call it, would rent for a huge sum where I live. Someone in the family might want to think about moving up there when I leave.”

         That had Billy chuckling. “I can’t imagine who’d be willing to trade their current rooms for it. When Liz was little, her parents spoiled her and gave her a space they called her princess rooms. She may have replaced the canopy bed and twinkle lights on the ceiling for a modern king-sized bed and a walk-in closet, but it’s still a great space. The same goes for all the other family members. A house of this size offers a lot of privacy, no matter how many people there are.”

         Avery nodded. “You’re right about the privacy. The rooms Miss Meg gave me are just perfect.”

         “I’m glad they suit you, Avery.”

         This more than suited her. Besides the big bedroom and adjoining bathroom, there was a second room that she’d decided would be perfect for her sessions with Brand.

         It had probably once served as the elderly Merrick’s office or library. A stone fireplace dominated one wall, with bookshelves on either side, crammed with dusty, leather-bound tomes with titles like Soil Conservation and Utilizing Mountain Snowpack and Runoff. It would seem the Merrick family knew how to tap into the research of experts. What’s more, it would appear they were dedicated caretakers of the land.

         Avery was drawn to the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a spectacular view of the countryside. It must have given Hammond a sense of pride to survey all his hard work from this vantage point. Rolling hills and meadows folded into each other, and all of them dotted with vast herds of cattle. Men moved about on horseback or in trucks, seeing to the million and one chores needed to keep everything running smoothly. One flat stretch of land had been planted, its rows of crops in perfect symmetry. A giant machine could be seen moving between the rows. The head and torso of a lone man inside the cab had Avery smiling. What would it feel like to operate something so enormous? From this distance, the driver seemed as relaxed as a man driving a car on a country road.

         In the distance were the Grand Tetons. The very sight of them had Avery catching her breath. Clouds drifted past, obscuring the highest peaks.

         Did Brand and his brothers climb the mountain? Were they even aware of how awesome their countryside appeared to someone from the Midwest?

         Avery took another look around the spare room with a sense of satisfaction. On her flight here, she’d fretted that she might be forced to work with her patient somewhere in the house that was occupied by other family members. Having this space on the third floor guaranteed that she and Brand could work together without the others stopping by and possibly making him feel defensive about doing simple exercises.

         Exercises. From the little she’d seen, that was the last thing a hardworking rancher needed. The work here on this vast stretch of land appeared to be never-ending, from dawn to dark. And yet, exercise was exactly what was needed to undo some of the bad habits Brand had picked up since his fall.

         She was determined to keep things as easy as possible. She eyed the elastic bands that he could use for stretching his leg muscles. A stool for stair-stepping. A chair. A low bench. Beyond that, they would walk outside, as far and as often as time and weather would permit.

         Satisfied that she’d done all she could, she stepped from the room and started down the stairs. Hearing a text on her phone, she looked down to pull it from her pocket. In that same instant, she collided with Brand, who was just opening the door to his room. Her phone spun out of her hand and landed on the floor.

         “Hey.” Brand’s big, calloused hands instinctively closed around her shoulders, holding her still.

         For the space of a heartbeat, she felt as confused as if she’d run into a brick wall.

         His voice held a rumble of laughter. “I guess since you threw yourself into my arms like this, you’re happy to see me.”

         “I…Sorry.” Struggling to regain her composure, she pushed free of his grasp and took a step back, though her head was still spinning from the impact.

         “You dropped this.” He bent and returned her phone to her.

         Seeing the smudges he’d left on her sleeves, he frowned. “Sorry. I got that pretty little shirt all dirty. I’m just back from the hills, and it’s hot, sweaty work.”

         “There’s no need to apologize. It was my fault. I wasn’t looking.”

         “No harm done. If you’re looking for the family, they’re downstairs in the kitchen.”

         “Thank you.” She managed a smile. “I guess I’ll…join them.” She paused. “Are you coming down?”

         He gave her an answering smile. “If I came down smelling like this, they’d make me eat in the barn.” He shoved open the door to his room. “I’ll shower and change first.”

         As she walked away, he paused and watched until she was out of sight. Stepping into his room, he closed the door and stood a moment, grinning.

         He knew he smelled like a barnyard. Quite a contrast to the woman who’d just sailed right into him, all fresh and sweet-smelling. There was no denying it had surprised the hell out of her, making her look vulnerable. But once she got her bearings, she’d turned back into Miss Prim-and-Proper, I’m-Totally-in-Charge.

         That collision had surprised him, too. He was still vibrating from it. And it wasn’t from the force of their encounter. She weighed no more than a feather, but he could feel every dip and curve of that slender form as it slammed into him. His body had reacted in a purely masculine way.

         He ought to feel bad about leaving his dirty fingerprints on that starched top. But in truth…? If she didn’t watch where she was going, hell, next time he might be tempted to leave his fingerprints all over her.

         Wondering where that thought had come from, he stripped and stepped under the warm spray.

         
              

         

         When Avery reached the bottom step, she paused and put a hand to the wall, waiting for her heart rate to settle.

         Her breathing was ragged, as if she’d just run a marathon. She had to struggle for breath. She wasn’t about to join the Merrick family until she got her nerves under control.

         But why this over-the-top reaction to a simple collision?

         Maybe, she realized, because it hadn’t been simple. Oh, it had been an accident. And it should have been nothing more than a sorry, see-you-later apology. But that had all changed when she’d looked up into Brand’s eyes. Though he’d been as surprised as she, instead of annoyance there had been amusement in his eyes. And then his lips had curved into that sexy grin.

         Was that when she’d felt overwhelmed? Or had it been when he’d pointed out the imprints left on her shirt? Somehow, though he’d tried to make it a joke, there had been an implied intimacy that stirred her blood.

         The very look of him, work-weary, muddy, unshaven, did strange things to her heart. There had been about him a look of solid dependability. Though she’d slammed into him, losing her balance, his quick thinking had kept her from falling. He had the look of a man who would never let a woman fall, no matter the circumstances.

         As her breathing returned to normal, she put a hand to her throat. Bumping into Brand must have rattled her brain as well. That was the only explanation for these nerves.

         Next time, she would be better prepared. In fact, she resolved, there would be no next time. Once was enough. This man was a patient in need of care. Nothing more.

         Feeling more in control, she smoothed down her tunic, took a deep breath, tucked her phone into her pocket, and stepped into the kitchen, where the family had already gathered.

         “Hey, Avery.” Jonah looked up and motioned to the tray of drinks on the counter. “There’s beer, wine, and ice water. Help yourself.”

         “Thank you.” Avery chose a frosty glass of water and settled herself in an upholstered chair beside Hammond’s.

         The elder Merrick gave her a stern look. “What do you think of your rooms?”

         “I love them. Billy told me they used to be yours.”

         He nodded. “I always liked being on the top floor.” Thinking about it, his smile came slowly. “In truth, I enjoyed looking down on the land I’d tamed.”
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