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“IT’S GETTING HARDER AND HARDER 
TO BEHAVE LIKE A GENTLEMAN 
AND KEEP MY HANDS OFF YOU.”

      
      Zane’s head lowered just as Riley’s lifted, and his mouth covered hers. He’d intended it to be no more than a simple good-night
         kiss, but the instant their lips met, everything changed.
      

      
      His arms wrapped around her, drawing her close. While his mouth moved over hers, he could feel her in every part of his body.
         The softness of her breasts against his chest. The press of her thighs to his. The tingle of warmth as her arms slowly lifted
         until they closed around his neck. And clung.
      

      
      He heard her little sigh of pleasure as she offered her lips for more.

      
      Somewhere in his mind an alarm bell went off and he realized that he needed to take a step back.

      
      But not just yet. He wanted, needed, one more taste of her. One more kiss before leaving.

      
      Zane took Riley fully into the kiss and could feel himself sinking into her. Into all that sweetness. And losing himself completely…

      
      
         “A popular writer of heartwarming, emotionally involving romances.”

         —Library Journal

      

      
   
      
      
      To our very own Riley. And to Kelly and 
Courtney, Annie, Nicole, Gabby, Aubrey, 
Macey, Kelsey, and Haley.

      
      And, as always, to my love, my best friend, Tom.
      

      
   
      
      
      
PROLOGUE
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      The Lost Nugget Ranch

      
      Montana, 1986

      
      Hey, guys. Wait for me.” Six-year-old Zane McCord struggled under the weight of the saddle and watched in consternation as
         his cousins, eight-year-old Wyatt and nine-year-old Jesse, started out of the barn on horseback.
      

      
      “We’re heading up to Treasure Chest Butte.” Jesse pulled down the brim of his hat. “Catch up if you can. We don’t have time
         to wait for babies.”
      

      
      From his position in one of the stalls, wrangler Jimmy Eagle watched as the little boy used an overturned bucket to finally
         get the saddle in place. Chubby little fingers struggled to tighten the cinch.
      

      
      It was on the tip of Jimmy’s tongue to offer to lend a hand, but he knew he would be rebuffed. Zane McCord may be the youngest
         of the three cousins who lived here on the Lost Nugget Ranch with their parents and grandparents, but he was already a tough-minded,
         independent little cuss.
      

      
      Minutes later Zane used the same overturned bucket to pull himself onto the back of his horse. By the time he’d cleared the barn, he could just make out two wide-brimmed hats in
         the distance as his cousins’ horses topped a ridge.
      

      
      Half an hour later, when Jesse and Wyatt finally slowed their mounts to a walk, Zane and his pony caught up to them.

      
      “You should’ve waited.” His face was red, his shirt stained with sweat from the broiling sun.

      
      Jesse grinned at Wyatt. “You should’ve asked one of the wranglers to help you with that saddle.”

      
      “Why should I? You don’t ask for help.”

      
      “I’m not little.”

      
      “Neither am I. And I don’t need anybody’s help.”

      
      His two cousins shared a laugh before starting up at a brisk pace.

      
      If they’d thought to leave Zane behind again, they were soon reminded of his steely determination when he urged his pony into
         a gallop to take the lead, leaving them to eat his dust.
      

      
      Hours later the three boys sat on a rock shelf, surveying the lush rangeland spread out before them as far as the eye could
         see.
      

      
      Wyatt polished off the last of the sandwiches the ranch cook had provided. “What’re you going to be when you grow up, Jesse?”

      
      Their oldest cousin never even hesitated. “A cowboy. Like my dad and Coot.”

      
      Their grandfather, called a crazy old coot for spending a lifetime searching this land for a fortune in gold nuggets that
         had been found and then lost by his ancestors, had embraced the nickname. Even his grandsons called him, with great affection,
         Coot.
      

      
      “How about you, Zane?”
      

      
      “Yeah. A cowboy. But I don’t want to work with cattle.” The youngest chugged from a canteen of lukewarm water. “See those
         mustangs?” He pointed to a herd of wild horses grazing across the valley. “I’d love to spend time with them. See if they’d
         trust me enough to let me ride one.”
      

      
      Wyatt chuckled. “You’ve been watching too many movies. People don’t live with mustangs.”

      
      Jesse nodded. “Coot says they eat our crops, trample our rangeland, and steal some of his best fillies every spring.”

      
      Zane got to his feet, shading the late afternoon sun from his eyes. “I think they’re beautiful.”

      
      “Don’t tell Coot that. He says the only thing they’re good for is the glue factory. Come on.” Wyatt pulled himself into the
         saddle. “We’ve got a long ride ahead of us if we’re going to make it home by dark.”
      

      
      As they headed back to the house, Zane trailed behind, his gaze wandering again and again to the herd. He was fascinated by
         the way the stallion patrolled the perimeter, keeping his mares safe from predators.
      

      
      He knew what the ranchers around here thought of mustangs. It didn’t matter. There was just something about a herd of wild
         horses living free on open rangeland that stirred his young heart. Not every creature, he thought fiercely, should be tamed.
      

      
      1992

      
      “Here, now.” Jimmy Eagle had spotted a light on in the barn and ambled in only to find twelve-year-old Zane McCord busy tying a bedroll behind his horse’s saddle. “It’s almost midnight, son. You ought to be asleep up in the big house.
         What’re you up to?”
      

      
      Zane ducked his head, hoping to hide his tears. He was too big to cry. If his cousins found out about it, they’d never let
         him live it down. “I’m leaving.”
      

      
      “I can see that.”

      
      Very deliberately the wrangler forced himself to lean on the rail and assume a relaxed pose. He’d already heard about the
         latest fight between the boy’s folks, Melissa and Wade. For years Wade’s wife had been pressing to leave the ranch and its
         simple lifestyle for a more glamorous life far from Montana. If the rumors were true, this time she’d managed to push Wade
         over the edge, and he’d agreed to take her wherever she chose to live.
      

      
      “Where’re you headed?” Keeping his gaze averted so the boy had time to wipe away his tears, Jimmy stuck a piece of straw between
         his teeth.
      

      
      Zane pulled himself into the saddle. “I don’t know. I just know I can’t stay here.”

      
      As he started out of the barn, Jimmy opened a nearby stall and led his horse into the night air. He had no need of a saddle.
         A full-blooded Blackfoot, he’d spent his childhood on the reservation riding bareback. It was second nature to him.
      

      
      When Zane heard the sound of a second set of hoofbeats, he turned. “You going to try to stop me?”

      
      Jimmy shook his head. “Just figured I’d ride along. That is, if you don’t mind some company.”

      
      “Suit yourself.” Zane dug in his heels and his big black gelding broke into a run.

      
      Behind him, Jimmy’s spotted pony kept up an easy pace as they ate up the miles of rangeland under a full moon.
      

      
      When at last they came to the top of a rise, Zane slowed his mount and slid from the saddle by the banks of the creek. Jimmy
         did the same. The boy dropped down in the dew-dampened grass, choking back the lump in his throat.
      

      
      A short distance away the two horses stood, blowing and snorting from the exertion.

      
      Zane looked up at the moon. “Dad said we have to leave the Lost Nugget. He said he’s been selfish to keep Mom here all these
         years. Now it’s her turn for some happiness, and we just have to suck it up.”
      

      
      Jimmy held his silence, knowing the boy needed to get it all out.

      
      Zane turned to the man who had always been his best friend. “How can I leave here, Jimmy? How can Dad ask me to? I love it
         here. I can’t stand the thought of not being with Coot. With Jesse and Wyatt. With you.”
      

      
      Jimmy took a blow to his heart.

      
      “Oh, Jimmy.” The boy buried his face in his hands and gave in to a fresh round of tears.

      
      Jimmy gathered him in his arms and let him cry until, with a shuddering sigh, Zane pushed away and blew his nose in his bandanna.

      
      A light came into his eyes as a thought struck. “You think maybe I could find a herd of mustangs and just live with them?”

      
      “I suppose you could. If you were older. Right now, you’ve just got to do what your ma and pa want you to do. Whether you
         like it or not.”
      

      
      “But what am I supposed to do in California?”

      
      “Is that where you’re headed?”
      

      
      “Hollywood.” Zane spit the hated word.

      
      Jimmy chose his words carefully. “The way I see it, wherever you’re planted, you’ll need to go to school and do a heap of
         growing up. And when you’re old enough to make your own choices, you’ll have the smarts to make wise ones.”
      

      
      “What if I never get to see you or Coot or this ranch again?”

      
      Another blow, and Jimmy absorbed the pain. He knew exactly how Zane felt. He couldn’t imagine life here on the ranch without
         this boy who had been his shadow since he was little more than a pup.
      

      
      “The good thing about life is that we can’t see what tomorrow will bring. If we did, son, some of us wouldn’t want to live
         another day. But this much I know: You’re tougher and smarter than most. For now, for the next few years, you just have to
         stay the course and endure whatever life hands you. And if it’s meant to be, you’ll find your way home.”
      

      
      He dropped an arm around Zane’s shoulders as the two walked back to the horses.

      
      They rode the entire distance back to the ranch in silence.

      
      By the time the sun rose, the boy and his parents were in their van, heading down the long, gravel road. Away from all that
         was familiar and loved, and toward the unknown.
      

      
      Jimmy Eagle stood in the dust and watched until they were out of sight, and fought back tears of his own.

      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      
      
      [image: image]

      
      Hoo, boy.” Zane McCord grinned when he walked into the big kitchen of the Lost Nugget ranch house and caught sight of his cousins,
         Jesse and Wyatt. “You two look a whole lot better’n those cows I’ve been tending.”
      

      
      Jesse grinned. “Two weeks up in the hills, and you look more like a grizzly than a human.”

      
      Zane ran a hand over his rough beard. “The cattle don’t care what we look like as long as we deliver food in the snow.”

      
      Though spring had arrived in Montana, the mountains were still hip-deep in drifts. A storm had dropped nearly a foot of snow
         the previous weekend.
      

      
      Cal Randall, foreman of the Lost Nugget, turned from the stove where he was filling a mug with coffee. “These late snowfalls
         play hell with the calving.”
      

      
      “Yeah. But the flip side is”—Zane pulled a tiny video camera from his shirt pocket—“I got some fabulous shots of the hills buried in fresh snow. They’ll make a great background for the introduction I’m planning for my documentary. I
         can see the camera panning a vast, snow-covered wilderness, while a voice intones, ‘When Coot McCord died, the town of Gold
         Fever called him crazy for having spent a lifetime searching for the lost treasure of his ancestors. How could anyone in his
         right mind believe one man could find a sack of gold nuggets in such a primitive setting? But Coot’s grandsons pledged at
         his graveside to carry on his search. This, then, is the record of one family’s dream, and the successful conclusion of a
         treasure hunt that began in 1862, at Grasshopper Creek, in the Montana wilderness.’ ”
      

      
      “Sounds great, cuz.” Wyatt punched his arm. “Especially that part about the successful conclusion. The sooner the better.”

      
      “Yeah. Hey, it’s slow going, but we’re all committed.”

      
      Jesse nodded. “I’ve found another piece of equipment I’d like to have shipped out here as soon as the snow melts up in the
         hills.”
      

      
      “Good. I wish we could find a piece of radar that could see through tons of rock.”

      
      The three shared a grin as Jesse added, “If such a thing is ever invented, we’ll be the first to buy it.”

      
      “Hey, Zane.” Jesse’s wife, Amy, stepped into the kitchen. “Welcome back to civilization.”

      
      Jesse and Amy embraced and even when they moved apart, Amy kept her arm around his waist.

      
      “You staying for supper?” she asked Zane.

      
      “Depends. What’s Dandy fixing?”

      
      “Slow-cooked pot roast.”

      
      Their ranch cook had been with the family for more than thirty years, and he knew just how to please a hardworking cowboy. From fiery chili to perfectly grilled steaks, nobody in
         Montana made better meals than Dandy Davis.
      

      
      “I’m definitely not giving up Dandy’s pot roast for Daffy Spence’s greasy burgers.”

      
      At his reference to Daffy, owner of the Fortune Saloon in the nearest town of Gold Fever, the others began laughing just as
         Wyatt’s bride, Marilee, stepped through the doorway and paused to brush a kiss over her husband’s cheek. “Hello, you.”
      

      
      “Hello, yourself.” Wyatt affectionately brushed a lock of red hair from her eye.

      
      Zane turned to Cal with a mock shudder. “There’s just way too much of this newlywed affection going on here. I hope it isn’t
         contagious.”
      

      
      “I wouldn’t worry, if I were you.” Cal shared a laugh with the others. “We’ve seen the way you keep cutting fresh fillies
         out of the herd and then discarding them.”
      

      
      Zane smiled. “So many women. So little time.”

      
      “So I’ve noticed.” Cal grinned. “I think your bachelor days won’t be threatened until you’re old and gray.”

      
      “Like you, Cal?”

      
      The old cowboy chuckled before ducking his head in embarrassment.

      
      It occurred to Zane that the only woman who ever really got Cal’s attention was their aunt, Cora McCord. An artist who was
         a bit of an eccentric, she was more comfortable wearing her brother’s cast-off clothing while she worked in her studio. And
         though her paintings brought fabulous sums of money from art patrons around the world, she remained a simple woman who had
         turned her back on the European art scene to live in her beloved Montana.
      

      
      “Where’s Aunt Cora?”
      

      
      “Off on one of her nature campouts. While a spring blizzard rages.”

      
      Zane heard the worry in Cal’s voice and was quick to soothe. “She’ll be fine, Cal. And if she doesn’t check in tonight, we’ll
         send the cavalry after her.”
      

      
      “I’ll be leading the charge,” the foreman said firmly.

      
      Zane gave him a long look. “Is that a clean shirt in the middle of the day?”

      
      Cal nodded. “Thought I’d clean up for the interview.”

      
      “Interview?” Zane glanced around. “What’ve I missed?”

      
      Cal took a sip of coffee before saying, “With Coot gone, I’m buried in paperwork. I complained to our accounting firm in Helena,
         and they agreed to send me their new hotshot bookkeeper to clean up the mess.”
      

      
      “A hotshot bookkeeper is coming all this way?”

      
      “Schooled in the East.” Cal took a sip of coffee. “Guy named Riley Mason.”

      
      “A city boy?” The cousins shared a grin. “How long do you think he’ll last out here?”

      
      Cal shrugged. “Depends. The last one they sent lasted all of four days before he said he needed to get back to civilization.
         Can’t say I blame him. If he’s used to spending his off-hours at coffeehouses or bars, there’s just not that much to entice
         him into feeling at home here. And after a visit to town, and a night at the Fortune Saloon, what’s left? So I told them to
         send someone who’s not only sharp, but willing to spend a lot of his downtime doing ordinary things like reading or watching
         old videos.”
      

      
      Zane nodded in agreement. “How long would you like him to stay?”

      
      Cal thought about it. “I guess that depends on what he finds. I figure he’s going to need a couple of weeks, maybe months,
         to get everything into a computer database so the Helena firm can handle all those mysterious government forms that need to
         be filled out in triplicate.”
      

      
      “Where will he stay?”

      
      Cal pointed his mug toward the doorway. “He can have his pick of empty rooms. There’s that bedroom next to the office that
         would probably work best.”
      

      
      “If he doesn’t mind living in a cave.” Marilee gave a throaty chuckle. “Maybe you can keep him chained to his desk, Cal. Then
         he can clear up the paperwork in half the time.”
      

      
      “Believe me, I’d be happy to, as long as I wouldn’t have to deal with legal documents ever again. I don’t know how Coot could
         stand doing all the paperwork involved in running this place.”
      

      
      “Good luck with the interview. I’m more interested in supper.” Zane turned away, rubbing a hand over his bristly beard. “Excuse
         me while I head upstairs for the longest shower and shave in history.”
      

      
      He ambled out of the kitchen and was heading through the great room on his way to the stairs when he heard a knock on the
         front door.
      

      
      Since nobody but a stranger would ever use the front entrance, Zane was grinning good-naturedly as he grasped the knob and
         threw open the door to admit the accountant.
      

      
      “Hello.”

      
      Zane knew he was staring, but it took him a moment to switch gears. He’d expected a dark suit and he wasn’t disappointed.
         And a firm handshake, which he returned woodenly. But the image of the nerdy accountant in his mind was replaced by a gorgeous female, dark hair slicked back into a knot at the back of her head, trim figure encased
         in a knee-skimming dark skirt and figure-hugging jacket. And that was quite a figure to hug.
      

      
      Then there was the voice. Soft and breathy, with just a hint of nerves.

      
      “I’m Riley Mason. Are you Cal Randall?”

      
      “No. Cal’s in his office.” Because she was female, and because it came naturally to him, Zane gave her one of his most charming
         smiles. “My name’s Zane. I’ll show you the way.”
      

      
      “That’s all right.” She took a step back, studying him warily. “Maybe I’ll just wait here and you can tell him I’ve arrived
         for my interview.”
      

      
      He realized, too late, that he probably smelled like a barnyard and looked like a trail bum, causing her to be completely
         repelled.
      

      
      “At least wait inside.” He held the door wider, and she was forced to accept his invitation to step inside.

      
      She did so hesitantly.

      
      As she brushed past him, he breathed her in. Her hair smelled like a spring garden. Something light and floral and fresh as
         a breeze.
      

      
      For two long weeks he’d smelled nothing but horses and saddle leather and unwashed wranglers.

      
      Pure heaven, he thought as he gave her one last look. “I’ll go get Cal.”
      

      
      He sauntered away, leaving her standing in the foyer, staring after him.

      
      Riley didn’t relax until the cowboy disappeared along a hallway. She’d known, of course, that the Lost Nugget was a working ranch. But she’d assumed that she would be isolated from the wranglers, since she’d been told they lived in
         bunkhouses scattered across thousands of acres of rangeland.
      

      
      Not that she felt herself above working cowboys. She’d been working since she was fifteen, and she was proud of it. But if
         the men on the ranch looked anything like that one, she preferred to give them a wide berth. There had been a fierce, dangerous
         look to him. Like a throwback to the cowboys of the Old West who could calmly shoot a gunslinger, toss back a glass of whiskey,
         and ride out of town without a backward glance.
      

      
      Silly, she knew. She’d always been cursed with a wild imagination. But being on a ranch in Montana was about as far from her
         comfort zone as possible.
      

      
      “You’re not in Philly anymore, little girl,” she muttered.

      
      She watched the approach of a handsome, white-haired man. Now this was how she’d envisioned Cal Randall, foreman of the Lost
         Nugget. Tall, rangy, weathered, and extremely courtly as he extended his hand.
      

      
      “Riley Mason? Cal Randall.”

      
      “So nice to meet you, Mr. Randall.”

      
      “That’s too formal for my taste. Call me Cal.” He put a hand beneath her elbow. “Let’s go to my office and chat.”

      
      They passed through an enormous room with a four-sided fireplace surrounded by comfortable furniture. The floor-to-ceiling
         windows offered an incredible view of the towering spires of the mountains in the distance. Riley caught her breath at the
         sheer beauty of it.
      

      
      Before she could take it all in, Cal led her along a hallway and paused to open a set of double doors. Inside was a purely masculine retreat, complete with walls of shelves holding an assortment of leather-bound books and yet another
         fireplace.
      

      
      Cal settled himself into a leather chair behind an oversize desk littered with paperwork. He indicated a chair across from
         him and Riley perched on the edge of the seat.
      

      
      Seeing her nerves, he strove to put her at ease. “Tell me about yourself, Riley.”

      
      “I’m twenty-four. Fresh out of college.” She flushed. “I took some time off to work, so that set me back a bit. I’ve worked
         since I was fifteen. Mostly as a clerk in a local store, and at a coffeehouse off-campus. I’m trained in accounting. But I
         have to be honest with you.” She stared openly at the mountains of paperwork that spilled from open file drawers and was piled
         haphazardly on top of every available surface. “I just don’t know how much help I can be until I have a chance to look over
         some of this. It looks—”
      

      
      Cal interrupted. “I know what you mean.” He tapped a pen against the desktop. “It intimidates the hell out of me.”

      
      That had the desired effect, causing her to relax a bit as she matched his grin.

      
      “I’m current with state and federal guidelines on fees and assessments, and even though I haven’t been in Montana long, I
         know I can get up to speed on local issues as well.”
      

      
      She dug an envelope out of her pocket and set it on the desk. “Our firm suggested independent assessments of my work. These
         are the e-mail addresses of my immediate superiors at our Philadelphia firm, and also my college professors who are familiar
         with me. They agreed to answer any questions you might have about my abilities. They were in contact with the firm in Helena
         before I was hired.”
      

      
      She took in a breath. “I’ve been apprised of your business and I’m of course prepared to handle daily sheets and payroll.
         I think I could get all the necessary paperwork ready for our CPA firm in Helena. And though I can’t promise miracles, I’m
         pretty sure I could get most of this”—she indicated the desk—“cleaned up and in some sort of order. But, as I said, neither
         of us will really know what I’m capable of until I take a look at the work you need done.”
      

      
      Cal grinned. “That was quite a mouthful.”

      
      Riley flushed, knowing he had seen through her prepared remarks. She’d rehearsed them all the way out here.

      
      “I don’t value speed nearly as much as I value efficiency. I told the firm that I want someone who will take the time to simplify
         this paperwork and make my job run smoothly.” Cal leaned back in his chair. “And, to make your job a bit easier, I’m prepared
         to offer you a room here.”
      

      
      She seemed surprised. “The firm didn’t say anything about living on the ranch.”

      
      “Is that a problem?”

      
      She hesitated. “Before driving out here, I arranged for a room in Gold Fever, with a lady named Delia Cowling, who was recommended
         by a banker in Helena.”
      

      
      Cal smiled. “I know Delia. Her brother was owner of the Gold Fever bank before his untimely death.” He thought a minute. “As
         you know, the ranch is an hour’s drive from town. Living here could save you time, as well as gas and wear and tear on your
         car.”
      

      
      The way she was chewing on her lower lip told Cal that something was bothering her. “Of course, the decision is up to you,
         Riley. I certainly don’t want you to find yourself in an uncomfortable situation.”
      

      
      She took a deep breath. “I didn’t come to town alone. I have a four-year-old daughter.”
      

      
      “Oh.” It was Cal’s turn to be surprised. “Is your husband okay with the hours you’ll be away?”

      
      Her head came up. “My husband?”

      
      “I figure he’ll be stuck with some of the child care if you sign on for this.”

      
      Riley realized she’d been sitting on the edge of her seat. She sat back in the chair and met Cal’s questioning look directly.
         “I didn’t mean to mislead you. I don’t have a husband. I’ve never been married. There’s just Summer and me.”
      

      
      “I see.” He saw more. Much more. Though the job interview may have unnerved her, questions about her private life were infinitely
         more painful. This was obviously not the first time she’d been asked about her unmarried status. Though she was direct and
         honest, she didn’t volunteer any more information than necessary. Despite her honest explanation, he could see the way her
         chin came up, waiting for him to throw the first punch.
      

      
      “You haven’t said if you’d be willing to live here on the ranch.”

      
      “I… I’d be more than willing, as long as you understand that I’d be bringing along my daughter.”

      
      “That’s fine with me.” Cal stared at the envelope she’d dropped on his desk. “I don’t need to check any further references,
         Riley. Our firm in Helena had nothing but good things to say about your work. That’s good enough for me. So, if you’re agreeable,
         I’d like you to get started as quickly as possible.”
      

      
      His abrupt end to the interview caught her by surprise. She’d expected Cal Randall, once he’d heard about her daughter, to use her references, or possibly her lack of experience, as an excuse to dismiss her. She’d expected him to be
         like so many others who judged her without even knowing her.
      

      
      And he had, she realized. But he was judging her by her work ethic, and not by her personal life.

      
      Cal got to his feet and leaned across the desk to extend his hand. “If you’d like to wait in the great room, I’ll phone the
         firm in Helena and affirm your employment.”
      

      
      She was reeling from the speed with which he’d come to a decision.

      
      She stood and offered her hand. “Thanks for giving me this opportunity, Cal.” She turned toward the door.

      
      “Can you find your way?” he called to her retreating back.

      
      “Yes. I’m fine with it.” Riley closed the door and backtracked until, pausing in the massive great room, she sank into an
         overstuffed chair, feeling a wave of giddy relief.
      

      
      Needing to calm her nerves, she closed her eyes and took long, deep breaths until her heartbeat returned to normal.

      
      Zane was whistling as he descended the stairs and headed toward the kitchen. He’d noted the door to Cal’s office was closed,
         and he wondered about the foreman’s reaction to the new guy, Riley. That had Zane grinning. It was a natural mistake, and
         they’d all been guilty. Who’d have believed the new hire would be female? And so darned pretty.
      

      
      In the great room he came to an abrupt halt. The object of his thoughts was seated in a chair, hands folded in her lap, head back, eyes closed, practicing some sort of deep breathing.
      

      
      Yoga? he wondered.
      

      
      He took that moment to study her more closely, enjoying the way a lock of dark hair had fallen from that prim knot to curl
         against her cheek. Such a pretty, dimpled cheek. Everything about her was pretty. And soft. From the lips, pursed as though
         in prayer, to the gentle curve of her eyebrows.
      

      
      Just then her eyes opened and she caught him staring.

      
      “Hi again.”

      
      At the sound of his voice her eyes widened in recognition. “You’re… the one I met at the front door.”

      
      “Zane.”

      
      “Yes, of course. Zane.”

      
      “When do you get to tackle Cal’s office mess?”

      
      “Whenever he wants me to start.”

      
      “I’d say the sooner the better. Cal doesn’t have much patience with paperwork.”

      
      “That’s what he told me.” She laughed. “Fortunately, it’s what I do best.”

      
      Just then Cal stepped into the room. “You two getting acquainted?”

      
      “Yeah. When does Riley start?”

      
      Cal turned to her. “You’ll need tomorrow to move your things out here and get settled in. Then you can start the following
         morning. How does that sound?”
      

      
      “Perfect.” She offered her hand. “I’d better get back to town now. I have to get the rental car back before closing.”

      
      Cal accepted her handshake. “Rental car? How did you get here from Helena?”

      
      “Bus.”
      

      
      “Well, then, you’ll need some help getting your stuff out here.”

      
      “Oh, I don’t think…”

      
      Zane interrupted. “I’m free in the morning. I could take one of the ranch trucks into town and lend a hand.”

      
      “No. That isn’t neces—”

      
      “Perfect.” Ignoring her protest, Cal gave Riley a smile. “How does eight o’clock sound?”

      
      “Yes. All right.” She turned to Zane. “Thanks for the offer. I’m staying at Delia Cowling’s place. Do you know it?”

      
      “Sure thing.” Zane’s smile grew. “I’ll see you at eight.”

      
      When she and Cal walked to the front door, Zane stood admiring her backside.

      
      Minutes later, when Cal closed the door and joined him, he was grinning like a conspirator.

      
      “Very slick,” Cal muttered as they made their way to the kitchen.

      
      “I was thinking the same thing. Thanks for giving me that perfect opening. It’ll give me a chance to get to know our pretty
         new accountant.”
      

      
      “A word of warning.” Cal paused at the kitchen door. “She’s going to be an employee now, Zane. You make the wrong moves, she
         could sue you for harassment.”
      

      
      “Me?” Zane threw back his head and roared before dropping an arm around the foreman’s shoulders. “When have you ever known
         me to make a wrong move on an unwilling female?”
      

      
      “Willing or unwilling, Riley Mason is off-limits. And if she doesn’t sue your hide, I’ll do it for her.”

      
      “Thanks for that fatherly advice. I’ll keep it in mind.”
      

      
      Zane was still chuckling as he joined the others.

      
      Riley drove the rental car down the long, curving driveway leading away from the Lost Nugget Ranch.

      
      She was still reeling from her second encounter with the cowboy. She’d had to keep from staring at the change in him. Gone
         was the dark beard, the filthy clothes. He’d been freshly showered and shaved, with little drops of water still glistening
         in his hair. Dark hair, she’d noted, that just brushed the collar of his plaid shirt. Long legs were encased in faded denims.
         On his feet were scuffed boots.
      

      
      He had piercing blue eyes in a tanned face that wasn’t so much handsome as commanding. With that killer smile aimed at her,
         it was impossible to look away. But she wasn’t interested in a fling with a cowboy.
      

      
      A man was the last thing on her mind.

      
      But a job…

      
      The magnitude of what had just transpired came over her in waves.

      
      She had the job.

      
      Right this minute, nothing else mattered except that.

      
      She had the job.

      
      This wasn’t just the start of a new job. This was the start of a brand-new life.

      
      A new life, in a place so far away from where she’d begun, nobody searching for her would ever be able to find her or Summer.

      
      Not ever again.

      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER TWO
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      Zane was whistling as he descended the stairs and walked to the kitchen.
      

      
      At the Lost Nugget Ranch, breakfast was an important meal, bringing everyone together before they went their separate ways
         for the day. And, because ranch chores started at dawn, the men had often put in several hours of hard work before breakfast.
      

      
      Jesse and Amy were already seated at the table, along with Wyatt and Marilee.

      
      Cora, who had returned to the ranch sometime during the night, was engaged in a familiar argument with Cal.

      
      “I was never in any danger, Cal.” Cora’s tone was patient.

      
      “So you say. But you admitted that the heavy snow brought down a tree right beside your tent. You could be lying out there
         right now, pinned and gravely wounded, and we wouldn’t have a clue.”
      

      
      “Cal, I always have my cell phone under my pillow.”
      

      
      “A lot of good that would do if you were crushed beneath a tree. The calendar may say it’s springtime, but somebody forgot
         to tell Mother Nature. If it isn’t a tree falling, it could be an avalanche. And there you are, all alone in the wilderness,
         at the mercy of any number of dangers.”
      

      
      Cora gave a long, deep sigh. “You know I’m not going to give up my art excursions. It’s where I do my best work. I love it
         too much to ever stop.”
      

      
      “And I’m not going to stop worrying. I’ve been doing it too long.”

      
      “Now, children,” Jesse said with a laugh. “There will be no fighting at the table.”

      
      That eased the tension as everyone, even Cal and Cora, joined in the laughter.

      
      Jesse turned to Zane. “You look awfully happy this morning.”

      
      Cal sipped orange juice. “Could it be because you’re driving into town to pick up Riley Mason?”

      
      “The new accountant that everyone figured was a man?” Jesse’s remark brought a round of laughter.

      
      “A man?” Cora looked intrigued.

      
      “Because of the name, I guess.” Zane merely smiled as he settled himself at the table. “Actually, Aunt Cora, she’s a real
         looker.”
      

      
      Jesse winked at his wife. “I heard a cowboy say that about Daffy Spence last week. Of course, that was after his tenth beer.”

      
      Daffy and her twin sister, Vi, owners and operators of the Fortune Saloon in Gold Fever, were both stick-thin, and wore their
         purple hair spiked, their eyes ringed with enough jet-black liner to give them the appearance of flirty raccoons. Their age was a source of constant speculation, though one thing was certain. Whatever their birth certificates
         said, they were still young and frisky enough to bed the occasional bartender or willing customer.
      

      
      “Good one, cuz.” Zane slapped him on the back. “It wouldn’t take getting drunk to find Riley Mason easy to look at.”

      
      Something in his tone had the others studying him more closely.

      
      “This sounds interesting.” Wyatt dropped an arm around Marilee’s shoulders. “You thinking of getting better acquainted with
         easy-to-look-at Riley Mason?”
      

      
      “It may have crossed my mind. But just in the interest of good business relations, of course.”

      
      When Dandy began passing around platters of sausage and toast and omelets, Zane turned to Cal, ready to change the subject.
         “I happened to get a look at your office on my way in here. It looks like a tornado blew through. Good thing you’re getting
         some much-needed help with the paperwork.”
      

      
      The ranch foreman ran a hand through his white hair. “I’m buried under a mountain of bank ledgers and legal documents.”

      
      Cora laid a hand over Cal’s. “It would certainly ease your burden if you’d just move into Coot’s suite upstairs. That way
         you could work on some of the books after supper, instead of getting talked into playing poker in the bunkhouse.”
      

      
      Jesse winked at his cousins across the table. “Let’s see. Spend your evenings poring over bank ledgers, or playing poker with
         the wranglers. Hey, everybody knows that boring paperwork wins every time.”
      

      
      Cal chuckled. “Given a choice, I’d rather skip both and be up on the range, especially with spring calving here and the herds
         mired in snow.”
      

      
      “Most of the wranglers are feeling the same way.” Jesse dug into his meal. “They’ve spent way too many hours cooped up and
         can’t wait to get back to the hills along with the herd. Not even a good poker game can hold a candle to that.”
      

      
      Cal nodded. “It’s that old springtime itch. I’ve got it bad.” He turned to the woman beside him. “As for moving into Coot’s
         rooms in this big house, we’ve been over this before, Cora. I’m just not ready. I may fill some of the hole left by Coot,
         but as for the rest…”
      

      
      His words trailed off, but everyone in the room understood his reluctance. His best friend’s things were just as Coot had
         left them. From the wide-brimmed hats and custom-made boots in the closet to the books he’d devoured and the letters he’d
         saved from family and friends, Coot’s presence could be felt everywhere on this vast ranch, but the feelings were strongest
         in his own suite of rooms, where nothing had been touched since his death nearly a year earlier.
      

      
      To ease the tension Jesse abruptly turned to the foreman. “So, where are you going to put your new accountant, now that you’ve
         learned she’s a female? I don’t think she’d be comfortable in the bunkhouse.”
      

      
      Cal turned to Cora. “I was thinking about the room next to the office. But that’s when I thought we were hiring a guy. Now
         that I’ve learned that she has a four-year-old, I’m thinking maybe she’d be more comfortable in Annie’s Retreat. What do you
         think?”
      

      
      Zane looked thunderstruck. “A kid? Riley Mason has a kid?”
      

      
      “Named Summer,” Cal said easily. “Did I forget to mention her?”

      
      “Yeah. You did.” Zane tried to picture the gorgeous accountant in the role of mother. Somehow, the image didn’t fit. And wife.
         Her image blurred a bit more.
      

      
      Cora’s smile bloomed. “A little girl. How sweet. I’m sure she’ll love living on the ranch.” She turned to Cal. “Annie’s Retreat.”
         Her voice turned dreamy. “I remember when my sister-in-law decorated those rooms and turned them into her hideaway. Cal, it
         hasn’t been put to use in years. It’s perfect for a family.”
      

      
      Cal shook his head. “There’s just the two of them. No husband, she told me.”

      
      That sparked Zane’s interest. No man in her life. At least not now.

      
      Cal’s words broke through his musings. “That’s it, then. As long as Cora agrees, it looks like you’ll have to carry their
         things up a flight of stairs.”
      

      
      “No problem.” Though Zane was still reeling from the revelations about their pretty new bookkeeper he managed to say, “Being
         a pack mule is one of my many talents.”
      

      
      That had the others laughing before Jesse said, “Let’s just hope our new accountant has enough talent to clean up the mess
         in Cal’s office.”
      

      
      Cal gave a shake of his head. “I’m not worried. She had excellent references, going all the way back to working at a coffee
         shop near her campus.”
      

      
      That had Cora smiling. “I remember my first job in college.”

      
      “At a coffee shop?” Amy asked.
      

      
      Cora chuckled. “They weren’t popular then. I applied for a job as a waitress in an off-campus bar. I got the job and hated
         every minute of it. I’d rather work alone in the dreariest job imaginable than have to put up with dozens of drunks all demanding
         attention at the same time, especially as it got closer to quitting time. I found myself forgetting drink orders, making mistakes
         on the bills, and spilling more drinks than I could keep track of.”
      

      
      That had her great-nephews smiling.

      
      Wyatt shook his head. “It’s hard to imagine you working as a waitress in some college-town bar, Aunt Cora. Were you wearing
         Coot’s overalls back then?”
      

      
      The older woman put a hand to her hip. “I’ll have you know I was once considered quite a babe.”

      
      While the others were grinning, Cal rushed to her defense. “Still are to me, Cora.”

      
      Then, realizing what he’d just said, his face reddened.

      
      His discomfort wasn’t lost on the others.

      
      Amy and Marilee exchanged meaningful looks, while Jesse, Wyatt, and Zane jumped at the chance to start teasing him.

      
      “Careful, Cal.” Jesse winked at his cousins. “Next thing you know, Aunt Cora will invite you to her studio to pose for a portrait.”

      
      Wyatt chuckled. “Just remember to keep your boots on, Cal.”

      
      Clearly flustered, Cora pushed away from the table. “I’d better get to my studio and finish what I started out at camp.”

      
      Cal got to his feet, grateful for a chance to escape. “I’ll bring in the rest of your things.”

      
      She gave him a tender smile. “Thanks, Cal, but you have enough on your plate these days. I can manage.”
      

      
      “I know you can, but I want to help.” Before she could protest further, he turned and made his way to the mudroom off the
         kitchen, where the custom wagon he’d made for her years earlier had been left crammed with supplies from her latest overnighter.
      

      
      When he was gone, Cora glanced at Amy and Marilee before taking in a deep breath. “One day soon I intend to tackle Coot’s
         rooms and see if I can’t make some order out of them. With the anniversary of my brother’s death looming, I think most of
         his things should be put in storage. That would go a long way toward making Cal feel more comfortable about moving in. And
         I know I’d feel better sorting through Coot’s belongings. I hope I can count on both of you to lend a hand.”
      

      
      Amy spoke for both of them. “You know we’ll help whenever you’re ready to face it, Aunt Cora.”

      
      “Thank you.” She turned away and headed toward her studio in the rear of the house.

      
      Minutes later Cal Randall followed, hauling in her supplies.

      
      When they were alone, Wyatt turned to the others. “I’m glad Cal is getting the help he needs to ease some of the load from
         his shoulders.”
      

      
      Jesse nodded. “I was just thinking the same thing. He’s taken on too much.” He got to his feet. “I’m going to head the first
         group of wranglers up to the high pasture.”
      

      
      Zane glanced out the window, where a thick blanket of clouds had obscured the sun. “If this weather keeps up, we may have
         to skip spring altogether and go right to summer.”
      

      
      Jesse drained his coffee. “I figure this is winter’s last hurrah. By this time next week I’m betting the last of the snow
         will be melting and the high country will be abloom with acres of green grass.”
      

      
      “I’ll take that bet.” Zane whipped out a twenty and slapped it on the table. “I’m betting this latest storm will dump enough
         snow to stick around for two weeks or more.”
      

      
      “Sucker.” Jesse dropped his own twenty and leaned over to kiss his wife. “Baby, I’ll be treating you to a couple of cold longnecks
         on Zane’s money this time next week.”
      

      
      “In your dreams.” With a grin Zane sauntered away, leaving his cousins to stare after him.

      
      In the barn Jimmy Eagle looked up from a stall where he’d been wrapping a mare’s leg. Spying Zane’s polished boots beneath
         new denims and shirt, he leaned on the rail. “You ducking ranch chores, son? You sure aren’t dressed for mucking stalls.”
      

      
      Zane shot him a grin. “I volunteered to pick up Cal’s new accountant in town and help her move her stuff out to the ranch.”

      
      “Her stuff? I thought he’d hired a city boy.”

      
      Zane’s smile grew. “That’s what we all thought. Turns out Riley Mason is a female.” He peered over the stall. “What’s wrong
         with Vanilla?”
      

      
      “I didn’t like the look of a cut on her leg. Treated it with some of my special ointment.”

      
      Zane chuckled. Jimmy’s mysterious ointments were regarded as something of a miracle around the ranch. “I’ve had that treatment
         myself a time or two.”
      

      
      Jimmy nodded and glanced at the scar on the younger man’s jaw. “I thought your mother would horsewhip me when she found out I’d stitched up that cut and treated it without a doctor so you could get back out on the trail with your
         cousins.”
      

      
      “As I recall, I was more concerned with missing an afternoon up in the foothills than I was about splitting my jaw clean open
         in that spill from old Skeeter.”
      

      
      “He was a mean pony.” Jimmy slapped Zane’s shoulder. “You were the only one who could ever ride him.”

      
      “Thanks to you.” Zane shook his head. “I believe you were the original horse-whisperer. Whatever you said to that pony, it
         turned things around. After that, he was as docile as an old plow horse.”
      

      
      “I told him he possessed the spirit of my father’s father, and that it was his duty to make our family proud.”

      
      “That’s what you say now. At the time, Jesse told me that you threatened Skeeter with the glue factory if he ever tossed me
         again.”
      

      
      The old man looked Zane in the eye. “Which one of us do you choose to believe?”

      
      “You’ve never steered me wrong, Jimmy.”

      
      The two men shared an affectionate smile before Zane sauntered away, jingling the keys to a ranch truck.

      
      Zane parked the truck at the curb outside Delia Cowling’s neat white house. On the ride to town he’d had plenty of time to
         wrap his mind around the fact that Riley Mason had a daughter. He’d begun to imagine the fun of teaching the kid to saddle
         a horse and ride across the hills. Four wasn’t too young to start. Hadn’t his old friend and mentor Jimmy Eagle put him on
         a horse’s back as soon as he’d been old enough to walk?
      

      
      He climbed the porch steps and knocked.
      

      
      When Riley opened the door, he found himself staring.

      
      “Hey.” It was all he could manage.

      
      She was wearing skinny jeans and a T-shirt that hugged every curve. Her dark hair fell in soft waves to her shoulders. She
         wasn’t wearing a bit of makeup, and he found himself looking at perfect porcelain skin, laughing dark eyes, and a pale mouth
         rounded in surprise. If possible, she looked even better than she had, all prim and proper, in that business suit.
      

      
      “Hi. We’re just about all packed. Would you like to… ?”

      
      Her words ended abruptly when something careened into Riley’s legs, propelling her forward. If Zane hadn’t caught her, she’d
         have been knocked clear off the front porch.
      

      
      Riley stepped back, gathering as much dignity as she could manage. “Sorry.”

      
      “Don’t be.” His entire body was still tingling from that sudden, shocking impact with hers. He managed a dangerous smile.
         “It was my pleasure.” He looked down at the little girl peering through Riley’s legs. “Now, who’s this?”
      

      
      He found himself staring at a miniature Riley. Big, laughing eyes in a tiny, heart-shaped face framed by a wild tangle of
         dark curls.
      

      
      She was so small. Once again he had to adjust his thinking. Maybe saddling a horse and riding the range wasn’t in the cards
         after all.
      

      
      “This is my daughter, Summer.” Riley’s voice had gone from tense to soft and proud in the space of a heartbeat.

      
      The little girl was wearing leggings under some sort of short skirt, topped off with a denim jacket. In her arms was a floppy-eared
         stuffed dog.
      

      
      He knelt down on the porch so that his eyes were level with the little girl’s. “Hi, Winter.”

      
      She wrinkled her nose. “Not Winter. I’m Summer.”

      
      “Now how did I get that wrong? Hello, Summer. How old are you?”

      
      “I’m this much.” She held up four fingers.

      
      “Four. Wow. You’re almost all grown-up, aren’t you?”

      
      She nodded proudly. “Mama says I’m a big girl, not a baby. What’s your name?”

      
      “My name is Zane.”

      
      “That’s a funny name.”

      
      “Funnier than Winter?”

      
      “Not Winter. Summer.” She glanced up at her mother. “He’s funny.”

      
      “Yes, he is. Did you remember to pack all your toys?”

      
      Summer nodded. “Now can I have a snack?”

      
      “Yes, you may. I thought you could eat it on the drive to the ranch.”

      
      “Okay.” The little girl skipped away.

      
      Delia Cowling walked up behind Riley. “Good morning, Zane.”

      
      “Delia.” He gave the old woman a smile. “I’m sorry you’re losing a boarder.”

      
      “So am I.” She held the door. “Come on in. Their bags are all packed.”

      
      He took in the tiny wheeled suitcase standing alongside the larger one. “That’s everything?”

      
      Riley ducked her head. “We like to travel light.”
      

      
      “I’m not complaining.” He chuckled. “You’ve made my job easy.”

      
      Summer came barreling down the hallway carrying a little bag. “Mama, look what Auntie Delia made me.” She opened the bag to
         reveal a cinnamon biscuit, several raspberry-filled cookies, and a small bottle of water.
      

      
      Riley glanced at the old woman. “What happened to the carrot sticks I cut up?”

      
      “Summer and I nibbled them while you were finishing your packing, dear.” Delia tried for an innocent smile. “But I know how
         long the drive to the Lost Nugget is. A growing child needs her energy, so I thought I’d just add a few goodies.”
      

      
      Before Riley could voice her disapproval Delia opened her arms and gave the young woman a hug. “I’m so glad I had a chance
         to meet you and Summer, though our time together was too brief. If you ever need a sitter, I hope you’ll call on me.”
      

      
      “Thank you, Delia.” Riley stepped back a pace, while continuing to hold the older woman’s hands. “It was so kind of you to
         take us in on such short notice. I won’t forget your kindness.”
      

      
      Delia scooped up the little girl. “Good-bye, Summer. I hope you’ll come back to visit me often.”

      
      “And we’ll have tea and raspberry cookies?”

      
      “Of course we will.” Delia kissed the little girl’s cheek before setting her on her feet.

      
      “And Floppy can have some, too?”

      
      “Floppy will always be invited to tea here, sweetheart.”

      
      Zane thought about the woman he’d known in his childhood as the stern gossip of Gold Fever. In the past year, after the painful loss of her brother, she’d transformed into
         this kindly stranger he barely recognized.
      

      
      Who would have believed she’d be melting into a puddle over one little girl and her stuffed dog?

      
      Riley picked up a child’s car seat and held the door as he hauled the luggage down the porch and out to the waiting truck.
         Summer skipped along behind them, gripping her bag of goodies, her stuffed dog, and a toy shaped like a television remote.
         She paused to turn and wave several times at the old woman who stood in the doorway.
      

      
      Zane stowed the luggage before opening the back door of the truck. “I’d give you a hand with that, but I’ve never dealt with
         a kid’s car seat before.”
      

      
      “That’s all right. I’m used to doing it.”

      
      As she moved past him, he inhaled the fresh, lightly floral fragrance of her perfume, and felt a quick rush of heat that caught
         him by surprise.
      

      
      He watched as Riley deftly inserted the seat belt through the slots of the seat before helping Summer up and into the truck.

      
      With a click of the seat belt Riley turned and found him standing close. Too close. She took a quick step back. “Simple and
         safe.”
      

      
      “So I see. Looks easy enough.” Zane held the front door and waited until she was seated before closing the door and hurrying
         around to the driver’s side.
      

      
      As they started away, both Riley and Summer waved and blew kisses toward Delia Cowling, who did the same.

      
      “Now can I eat my snack?” Summer asked.

      
      Riley turned. “Yes, you may.”

      
      In the rearview mirror Zane saw the little girl unwrap her biscuit and hold it toward the stuffed dog before taking a bite.
         “Mama says I have to share. Isn’t that good, Floppy?”
      

      
      Minutes later he heard questions in an adult voice, followed by answers in childlike tones. A glance in the rearview mirror
         had him smiling. Summer was pressing buttons on her toy, which asked questions about simple things like the color of the sky
         or the sound made by a horse. Each time Summer answered correctly, the gadget praised her, and she in turn would relate her
         brilliance to her stuffed dog.
      

      
      “See, Floppy. The sky is blue. And a horsey says neigh, neigh.”

      
      Zane looked over and shared a smile with Riley. “For a minute there I thought we had a stowaway.”

      
      Riley laughed. “I guess, if you’re not used to being around little kids, the sound of all those strange voices could throw
         you.”
      

      
      “I’ll say. She’s a cutie. Looks a lot like her mother.”

      
      “Thanks.” She turned to study the passing scenery, as though deliberately turning away from any form of flattery. “Once you
         get out of town, it’s really beautiful countryside.”
      

      
      “Yeah. I’ve always loved the look of this part of the country. You have it all. Mountains. Rivers. Meadows. Forests.”

      
      Riley nodded and continued drinking in the scenery, grateful for the chance to stare at something besides the driver. He was
         too handsome. Too charming. Too… distracting, with that dangerous smile and those laughing blue eyes.
      

      
      She had no intention of being tempted by a smooth-talking cowboy, no matter how good-looking he was.
      

      
      They veered off the highway and began the long stretch of road that gradually became gravel and dirt.

      
      She turned toward her daughter in the backseat. “We’ll be at the Lost Nugget pretty soon, Summer.”

      
      “Actually, you’ve been on Lost Nugget property for the past half hour,” Zane corrected.

      
      Riley caught her breath. “I had no idea this was all part of the ranch.”

      
      “The house is just beyond that rise.”

      
      He pointed.

      
      Up ahead the sprawling, three-story house came into view and she caught her breath at the sheer size and beauty of it. “I
         was so preoccupied on my first drive here, I didn’t really appreciate how big it is.”
      

      
      “Biggest ranch in Montana.” Zane couldn’t hide his love and pride. “The original building was started by my great-grandfather,
         then the majority of the place finished by my grandfather and father and uncles.”
      

      
      “You’re”—she swallowed—“a McCord?”

      
      He glanced over with a look of surprise. “I thought you knew.”

      
      “You never said your last name.” Her face flamed. All this time, she’d thought him one of the hired hands.

      
      He was one of them. And that meant he wouldn’t be riding off to join the others. He would be living here. Sharing the same
         house…“Have you lived here all your life?”
      

      
      He shook his head. “There was a long stretch of years when I was away.” He glanced over. “Long story. Maybe I’ll tell you
         some day.”
      

      
      As they drew nearer and then drove around to the back of the house, Riley fell silent, awed not only by the size, but by the
         number of outbuildings. As if the house wasn’t impressive enough, with its three stories and wide, cathedral windows looking
         out on the most amazing vista, there were the barns, each one the size of a football stadium.
      

      
      Zane brought the truck to a halt at the back door and opened the passenger side so Riley could step out and free little Summer
         from her car seat. Staring around with big eyes, the little girl kept hold of her floppy dog with one hand, the other tucked
         firmly in her mother’s. For her part, Riley seemed relieved to have a hand to cling to, as well.
      

      
      As they walked through the mudroom, Zane paused to explain. “Our cook, Dandy, is a stickler for neatness. Anybody who doesn’t
         bother to clean their boots before stepping into his kitchen will get his famous hairy eyeball.”
      

      
      Summer held back. “Mama, what’s a hairy eyeball?”

      
      “The look you get from me when you forget to pick up your toys.”

      
      “Oh.” The little girl smiled at Zane. “Does he take away your snack if you forget?”

      
      “Yes, he does.” Zane kept a straight face as he showed them the big sink, where a foot-operated pedal turned on a giant stream
         of water. “Especially if we don’t scrape our boots or forget to wash our hands.”
      

      
      As he stepped on the pedal, Summer gave a delighted squeal. “Look, Mama. No hands.”

      
      Riley pretended to be amazed. “How did Zane do that?”

      
      Summer shrugged before asking timidly, “Can you teach me?”
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