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Chapter One — A Dinner Guest


Rory Morrissey soared above the property like a hawk, inspecting Glenleighton with eyes as keen as lasers. He leaned further forward in the cockpit and his heart rate kicked up another notch with pure exhilaration. The noise of the Cessna’s engine faded to nothing.


Old Alfred Hamlin’s photographs hadn’t done it justice. In the early evening light the estate seemed wrapped in magic—magic and money. Emerald lawns and undulating gardens surrounded the huge old timber house. Prime grazing land stretched as far as he could see on either side, the grass bleached gold in the height of summer. Plantations and native forest climbed the higher hills. And the Pacific Ocean tossed and twinkled, dead ahead.


He’d been away from New Zealand for sixteen long years. Finally he’d come home. 


A fierce hunger to be master of Glenleighton settled deep in his gut, gnawing and churning, eating like acid. 


He had to have it. It would go a long way toward recompensing him for his banishment and the subsequent loss of his rightful inheritance. 


But one tiny prickle of unease danced down his spine. There’d been no photo of the granddaughter. How intolerable would she be?


 


Alfie Hamlin rubbed her temples as she heard the small plane approach, then veer away, then turn again. It wasn’t Tony Robinson’s helicopter. And wouldn’t be an aerial top-dressing contractor at this time of day.


Could it be their dinner guest checking the place over? Her unease grew stronger. Something was up. Something bad. She could feel it as clearly as she could see her own reflection in the mirror. 


She’d known about Rory Morrissey for several years. Her grandfather had made sure of that with occasional gruff references to his abilities. Now Rory had returned from Texas, and been invited to dinner. Mrs Addison, the housekeeper, had spent the day on a short fuse. Why? It made sense if they were having a dinner party, but he was the only guest. The edgy feeling tickling along Alfie’s nerves grew ever stronger.


Earlier, when she’d collected her grandfather’s afternoon tea cup and saucer from his study, Alfie had been on the very point of daring to ask what was behind the invitation. But at that instant he’d stopped searching through the big bookcase full of farming magazines and skewered her with one of his disparaging glares. 


“Get out of those bloody jeans for once and make yourself look like a woman tonight,” he’d demanded before he hustled her away and closed the door in her astounded face.


What had she done to deserve that? He’d never objected to her wearing jeans while she slogged around the farm for him.


Now she regarded herself doubtfully in the long mirror of her childhood bedroom and pulled a ferocious face.


Would Grandpa consider a blue denim skirt and a new black polo shirt womanly enough for the unknown Rory? Probably not.


Sighing, she stepped out of the skirt, yanked the shirt off over her head, tossed them both on the bed, and stood there defeated.


The plane’s engine noise increased as it made another pass, much nearer this time. Alfie flinched, and gathered her cascade of newly washed hair into a high ponytail, snapping a rubber band on with the ease of long practice. Then she unhooked her bra and slid into the thin-strapped turquoise bridesmaid’s dress from cousin Kate’s wedding in Queenstown. She returned to the mirror and stood twisting from side to side. The skirt swirled around her thighs, and she enjoyed the sensation of the soft fabric whispering over her skin. But the bodice was wrong. The summer V of tanned skin at her neckline looked odd against the paler skin of her breasts and shoulders.


No doubt Grandpa would be displeased. He mostly was. After dabbing on her usual sun-block lip gloss and pulling on flat white sandals, she muttered a soft curse and ran full tilt along the oak panelled top gallery and down the very grand main staircase of Glenleighton homestead. 


The plane had touched down on the airstrip. Alfie slunk through the open kitchen doorway and out into the garden to watch in edgy astonishment as their dinner guest prowled away from it. And prowled was the only word that seemed right. 


Long legs strode across the pasture. His head turned this way and that, inspecting everything around him as though he was a big dark cat on a hunt. She imagined he was lifting his nose, sniffing the air.


He was in no hurry.


Wraparound sunglasses shielded his eyes against the brilliance of the lowering sun, and his partly shadowed face added to his mystery. But Alfie could clearly see his inky hair—brutally short at the sides, but longer on top where it gleamed like jet. 


He was wearing exactly what she’d been forbidden to; jeans and a black shirt. How unfair was that?


They were very close fitting black jeans, riding low on his narrow hips. The western-style shirt stretched snugly around his chest and shoulders, and the angle of the light made him look as though his upper body had been carved from black granite. Hard. Unyielding. 


As he passed the rhododendron thicket where she’d scrambled to conceal herself, all the tiny hairs on her bare arms rose up, then those on her nape and scalp. The tight rubber band on her ponytail screamed to be looser. 


Suddenly the plane’s engine revved again and it wheeled about to face into the breeze, gathered speed along the airstrip, and soared away. So he hadn’t flown himself to Glenleighton? How would he get home?


She stayed hidden, her hand clamped over her mouth until he’d gone by. When she dared to draw breath again, she found she could smell him. A new expensive earthy scent hung in the evening air. She sampled him slowly. Dark spices and exotic green freshness, like she imagined the jungle would smell. Deep and dangerous and full of secrets.


She turned to track his silent purposeful progress along the sloping walkway that led to the homestead lawns, and once he was well clear she followed him, watching and wondering. 


His lazy paces ate up the distance. She sensed the play of strong streamlined muscles and taut sinews beneath the dark denim of his jeans. Well used to evaluating animal flesh, Alfie instinctively judged him a thoroughbred of prime quality. Ideal breeding stock.


And as that unnerving thought hit her, she saw her big silver-bearded grandfather stumping down the front steps and across the lawn, one arm outstretched as if offering to take their visitor’s overnight bag. She bobbed down out of sight behind the rose border.


“Rory, my boy—welcome, welcome,” she heard him boom.


His boy?


 


So this is the girl?


Rory fought to keep his curiosity from showing as she slid, eyes downcast, into the gracious old sitting room. The dry-pine smell of the recent Christmas tree was overpowering, and he was trying not to sneeze. 


The grandfather immediately abandoned his small talk, heaved himself to his feet, and began introductions. “Rory, may I present my granddaughter Alfreida. And this is Rory Morrissey, who you’ve heard me talk about from time to time, Alfie.”


She looked up then, and nodded politely enough to him. Offered a slim hand to be shaken. Somehow made it perfectly plain that a cousinly kiss on the cheek would not be acceptable. And bent to pet the big grey cat which had stalked into the room with her. 


Rory burned at her cool rebuff. She hadn’t even spoken to him. 


“You have a lot to do with the animals here, I guess?” he drawled, just to get a reaction.


“She’s called Dorothy,” the girl replied without looking at him again.


So—a soft husky voice that strummed over his nerve endings like a flick from a chiffon scarf. But her aloof attitude just begged to be tamed. “I meant the bigger animals.”


That brought her eyes up to his. Clear blue-green eyes, fringed with dark lashes, each tipped with gold. She straightened with noticeable reluctance.


“We run mixed beef-and-sheep mostly. Angus cattle—the black ones. We’re not a dairy farm.”


“No, I know that.”


She gave a ‘why-did-you-ask’ kind of shrug and looked down at the cat again. 


Rory decided she was a bad mannered little bitch, undoubtedly spoiled from the day she’d been born. 


He studied her, knowing old Alfred Hamlin was studying him in turn. 


She was tall. Slender. Badly dressed in a shiny frock that seemed strangely formal, and sandals with leaf mould clinging to them. He amused himself by imagining her long blonde ponytail freed and falling down her back in a soft wavy mass. Definitely an improvement. The dress had narrow straps; her arms were bare and lithely muscled. He wanted to take her by the elbows and shake her so he had her full attention. This was too important to mess up.


Still ignoring him, she bent again to stroke the cat as it wound around her legs, and he was granted an unexpected view of gorgeous breasts—a total surprise after her standoffish greeting. 


His groin prickled and he ruthlessly squashed the sensation. But it was good to know she turned him on. It could only help later. 


Frosty. Gauche. Spoiled. Not ideal qualities for a wife, but by God he’d take her to get Glenleighton Estate.


“Champagne!” old Alfred barked, heading for the gleaming mahogany sideboard where there was an opened bottle gussied up with a white napkin around its neck. He took it from its resting place in a silver bucket of rattling ice cubes and began to pour with a less than steady hand into three waiting flutes. 


Rory drew a deep breath, grateful to have a distraction from those enticing breasts, and nearly sneezed as the Christmas tree scent hit him again. “Thought you’d be a whisky man, Alfred?” 


“Any other day, yes. But we always celebrate with champagne at Glenleighton.”


“Celebrate?” the girl asked, still stroking the cat. 


“It’s not every day we have a visitor from the other side of the world. Drink up, drink up. You too Alfie—leave that disgusting beast alone. Make an effort to be sociable, for heaven’s sake.”


She ignored the insult with a slow closing of her deep-lagoon eyes. “Dorothy’s almost due to have kittens.” 


This time she looked up at Rory. The smoky voice, unfettered breasts and candid eyes made him wonder if she was in on the plan. Did she know she was part of a hellish bargain? Was this her way of showing him she might be worth having?


He watched as she straightened and walked across to take her champagne. It was an easy graceful walk, but she kept her eyes cast down as though trying not to annoy her grandfather further. 


He sensed very little affection evident between them. Although she seemed a spoiled princess, plainly Alfred hadn’t done the spoiling. So who?


“Have you always lived here?” he asked.


Another reserved nod.


“Speak up, girl.” 


“Sorry Grandpa.” She flicked a glance toward the old man and then turned back to Rory. “Yes, always.”


“But you went away to school?”


“No, I was home-schooled.”


Old Alfred cleared his throat.


“To university then?”


She looked horrified at that. “No, I’ve always worked on the estate. With the animals.” 


“Alfreida may have lived a sheltered life here but her education was not neglected,” the grandfather insisted, wagging his huge grizzled head. “Her world is as big as anyone else’s.” 


Rory nodded at that somewhat defensive comment. The old boy was quite a salesman, and seemed keen that his plotting bore fruit.


“You’re very lucky to live in such a wonderful place,” Rory said, moving a little closer to her and raising his drink a fraction in a semi salute.


“Yes, I know.” She backed away a half step.


He hid a grimace against the rim of his glass as he sipped. What a little bore she was. No return enquiry about his own background. He could have livened up the conversation with stories about the Springcreek Ranch in Maverick County, Texas, or his family’s old farm down in Southland—but without a flicker of interest on her part, why should he bother?


He sipped. The champagne was excellent, but he’d rather have been offered Scotch. He supposed it was another clue to the grandfather’s personality. You did things his way or not at all. 


Well his way was just fine with Rory. The estate was magnificent; the granddaughter manageable. He’d take both on and bend the girl to his will sooner or later. Surely chilly Alfreida didn’t have much option? 


He could almost taste success. At last he’d regain everything his brother had cheated him out of. Everything and more, because Glenleighton was ten times the property his parents’ old farm had been; Clivedale had been knee-deep in muck and mud and mortgages. There’d been little pleasure there for anyone. Not his mother who couldn’t wait to escape, or his hopeless father, or his less than dedicated brother. Only Rory had truly loved it, and it had been wrenched from his grasp before he’d been old enough to fight for it. Old scores might just be settled after all.


They sat again in the conservative linen-covered armchairs. Rory pushed the fringed cushion into a more comfortable position behind his back and glanced sideways at the girl. She’d crossed her long coltish legs. The cat jumped onto her lap and started hitching the skirt of her dress up with restless kneading she did nothing to stop. 


How long before those legs are wrapped around my hips? 


“To partnerships,” Alfred suddenly proposed, raising his glass.


“To partnerships,” Rory echoed, eyes still on her legs.


“Partnerships?” the girl asked, eyes wide with enquiry.


 


Alfie sipped her champagne in silence, watching as the two men traded pleasantries. The air now smelled positively rank with treachery. What had they cooked up together?


The set of her grandfather’s mouth said ‘I’m taking no nonsense about this’. His bushy silver beard bristled with determination.


By contrast, Rory’s dark eyes remained half closed, and his faint sardonic smile was relaxed. Full of confident expectation. 


She saw him settle deeper into his armchair and stretch his very long legs out in front of him. He lifted an ankle over a knee. The black jeans rode up far enough to reveal an ornate tooled and stitched cowboy boot.


How ridiculous. He’s not in Texas now. 


But she simply had to look. Each time he swallowed, she noticed his Adam’s apple sliding up and down his throat. And the hand holding his glass had long flexible fingers—so different from Grandpa’s fat stubby ones. She dragged her eyes away again and again, hoping he hadn’t caught her watching. And smoothed her hand across Dorothy’s soft fur for comfort.


Fifteen excruciating minutes later Mrs Addison appeared at the doorway and asked, “Are you ready to have dinner served, sir?”


They trooped into the formal dining room with its red damasked walls. Rory pulled out a chair and stood behind it, obviously waiting for her to seat herself. 


“Thank you.” She cleared her throat and stared at the shiny oil painting on the opposite wall. When had anyone ever treated her with such extravagant courtesy? Why had he done that? What was he after?


“You’re very welcome.”


He didn’t sound the least bit Kiwi. His deep voice with its Texan twang grated on her nerves and increased the uneasy sensation in her tummy.


Her grandfather started to carve the huge seeping piece of beef, and then stopped and turned his lizard-like eyes toward her for a second or two.  


“I’ve come to a decision, Alfreida,” he announced. “I don’t want Glenleighton falling out of family hands, so I’ve put a plan in motion to secure its future, and yours.”


“I’d never sell it, Grandpa,” she protested. “Never—I promise.”


“Selling Glenleighton is not your decision to make, my girl,” he snapped, once again hacking away at the beef and forking a red-centred slab onto one of the waiting plates. So red it matched the damask walls. The bile rose in her throat at the sight of it.


Mrs Addison returned with a silver gravy boat and an apology for having forgotten it. She got a snarl in return.


Alfie sat frozen with sudden fear.


“And Glenleighton won’t be sold,” Alfred continued once the housekeeper had closed the door. “I’m gifting it jointly to you and Rory on your marriage.”


Her mouth dropped open, and she gasped so deeply she started to cough. No matter how she tried to drag in deep calming breaths or clutched at her throat, the nervous, hurting, hacking cough persisted. Her eyes sprang wet with hot tears, and she bent her forehead to the tablecloth to hide her shock and mortification.


“You can’t do that!” she finally croaked, jerking her face up and glaring at each man in turn. “I won’t. I absolutely won’t. That’s so chauvinistic I can’t believe you’d suggest it. I’m not some bloody pawn in a game of chess.”


She saw her grandfather’s lips tighten at her language. Rory raised his dark eyebrows but made no comment. 


Alfred Hamlin drew himself up to his full impressive height and glared at her. He emphasized his next words with thrusts of the razor sharp carving knife.


“If you think I’d leave my land to some weak willed milksop of a woman, you’re sadly mistaken. Rory was born and raised to farm. He’s had years of ranching experience. He’ll look after Glenleighton—and you.” 


“I don’t want to be looked after.”


“Think you can look after yourself, do you? Well, your mother couldn’t—running off and falling pregnant at twenty. I’m not having the same thing happen to you.”


The unfairness of his accusation hit her like a hammer blow. “It hasn’t. It won’t,” she protested. “I’m twenty-four, Grandpa, and I’ve more sense than to get pregnant like she did.”


“But just like her, you’re not noticeably looking for a suitable husband,” old Alfred roared, spearing the knife into the roast where it stood quivering like a javelin at the Olympics. “I want you safely married, my girl. It’s the only way you’ll ever be mistress of Glenleighton.”


Alfie surged up from her chair, clenched her teeth, and thrust out her chin. The tendons in her neck stretched tight as guy wires. “I’ll get a lawyer. I’ll prove you’re mad. Senile!” 


And having shown more backbone to the hateful old bully than she’d ever dared to before, she rushed from the room.


“You have one month, girlie,” he bellowed after her.

















Chapter Two — Trip to the Kitchen


Alfie huddled on her bed, pulled her arms tight around herself for comfort, rocked to and fro, and let the tears come. Hell, she hadn’t expected this. A bit of matchmaking maybe, but not a marriage ultimatum. And not to a man as frightening as Rory Morrissey. 


How could Grandpa do it? Didn’t he love her at all? Well, she knew he didn’t. The times he’d shown her any affection were many years in the past.


He’d never had the son he wanted. Never got the grandson he’d hoped for to make up for that insult. He’d grudgingly made do with her mother, and she’d produced only an illegitimate granddaughter for him. 


He’d loved Granny when she was his young bride, but she’d proved to be no healthy broodmare. After giving him one daughter just before turning forty she’d become steadily more delicate—and lived on too long for Grandpa to try again with another wife. And hadn’t the old boy let her know about it! Let everyone know. His wife and daughter and granddaughter all had no doubts about how unsatisfactory he found them.


The evening light faded toward full darkness as Alfie lay slumped against her pillows. Finally she rose, peeled off the turquoise dress and pulled on a soft old nightgown. The fine cotton brushed against her bare skin as it slipped down her body and settled around her in a comforting caress. 


As she released her ponytail and shook out her long hair, her stomach produced a most unladylike gurgle. She’d dashed away from the dinner table in shock, and eaten only a couple of Mrs Addison’s tiny canapés with the earlier champagne. 


Not that she’d felt like eating after her grandfather’s bombshell. More like throwing up—if there’d been anything there to throw.


But now? Yes, she was ravenous. She glanced at her watch. Only nine-thirty. The cowboy was probably still making nice downstairs with old Alfred. She cocked her head and caught the faint click of billiard balls floating through the vast house. The billiard room adjoined the sitting room, and she was damned if she’d risk being discovered. She settled onto her bed again, resigned to feeling hungry, and dozed fitfully until a slamming door jerked her awake. A door slamming far too close.


She lurched up so fast she lost her balance for a few seconds. Groping in the velvet darkness, she found the edge of the bed and steadied herself. What had happened?


On silent feet, she crept across her room and felt for the door handle. Heart in her throat, she turned it and eased the door open a little. The big chandelier hanging from the top storey ceiling cast soft radiance all around the balustraded gallery and down the grand staircase, but no shadows moved, no telltale signs of an intruder were evident.


She checked the time. Eleven forty-five. Everyone should be in bed. So who wasn’t?


As she drew level with the bathroom door it swung open and Rory Morrissey almost knocked her over. Alfie gave a startled scream and Rory swore. They glared at each other, each open mouthed and astounded. 


She recovered first, still on edge with the shock of the slam and the surprise of his sudden appearance. “What the hell are you doing in my bathroom?” 


“I was told it was mine. Geez, this old place needs renovating big time. No en suites?” 


Alfie dropped her hand from her throat. “Who said you could sleep there?”


“Mrs Anderson.”


“Addison.”


“Huh?”


“Her name is Addison.”


Rory shook his head a little blearily and kneaded his left temple with the long brown fingers Alfie had tried to ignore earlier. “Sorry about the door,” he said, grimacing. “Wind caught it. I wanted the drugs cabinet.”


Drugs cabinet, she sneered to herself. You mean the first aid drawer. “Headache?” she asked, without much sympathy.


He nodded slightly. “I’m tired as all get-out. Jet-lagged to hell. And your grandfather can sure put the booze away. He broke out the scotch after that champagne and the dinner wine. You got any Tylenol?”


“Possibly, but that won’t be the brand name here in New Zealand. All the first aid stuff is downstairs in the kitchen anyway.”


“Why?” He squinted up at the glittering chandelier and massaged his temple again before flicking his narrowed eyes back to hers.


Alfie swallowed, still on edge, and only half concentrating. “Because we mostly need it down there for the staff. And because Grandpa insists.”


“And he always gets his way, does he?”


“It’s his house.” She set off briskly toward the staircase but still heard his soft reply.


“Could be ours if you play ball.”


She whirled back toward him. “No way in hell!”


“Darlin’, it’s the offer of a lifetime,” he murmured as he followed her down.


“It’s already mine,” she insisted. “I’m his only obvious heir. His granddaughter. His only daughter’s only daughter. Why should I share it with you?”


“Because the old boy says so. It’s his to give on to whoever he chooses. Whomsoever he chooses if we’re getting legal about the deal.”


Alfie stopped at the bend in the stairs and glanced up at him. “You sound...” She trailed off as the hairs on the back of her neck rose in wary suspicion.


“I sound as though I know what I’m talking about? Done my research, little girl. You do yours and you’ll find the same. No physician worth his salt will judge him senile or incompetent or whatever you call it here in New Zealand these days. He’s as sharp as a tack, and you know it. He’s come up with a deal which suits both him and me, so that’s it.”


She bowed her head in resignation—and found two pairs of bare feet on the richly patterned Axminster carpet. 


Oh dear Lord, I only have my nightgown on. And he has...? Her eyes travelled from his sinewy feet to the hems of crumpled black pyjama pants, and up very long legs to a belly button ringed with dark hair. She didn’t dare look higher. Couldn’t possibly. The shock of the slamming door and her sudden ascent from deep sleep had disoriented her enough that she’d neglected to grab her dressing gown. And he certainly didn’t have one on either. 


Being able to see his belly button guaranteed she’d be able to see his chest and his shoulders, and the no-doubt supercilious expression on his taunting face if she wanted to. Which she most definitely did not.


The piece of him she’d stopped level with was terrifying enough—olive skinned, and dense with hard-packed muscle above his precariously low slung pyjama pants. After the briefest of inspections Alfie tore her eyes away from the thin black fabric and the mysterious bulges underneath. Well, not so mysterious, because she’d spent her whole life on a farm, watching rams tupping ewes, and bull calves growing to maturity, and farm dogs luxuriously licking their own balls.


And he’d seen, because she heard his chuckle as he said, “Might as well get used to me, honey. I’ve got the usual male package, in top working order I promise.”


Alfie’s blood prickled up her neck to set her face sizzling. Hateful man! How could he say something like that? It sounded like he was boasting—as if she’d be the least bit interested.  


She looked resolutely aside. “No concern of mine,” she managed to mutter. She refused to look at him again. At his ‘package’ or his face. From his teasing tone she suspected there’d be a devilish grin twitching at the corners of his mouth.


It was too late now to turn all prim and prissy and dash back up for her dressing gown. There was nothing for it but to brazen things out, so she hurried off down the rest of the stairs knowing she’d still be pink with embarrassment. Then, worried he’d be watching her bottom or breasts jiggling under the thin nightgown, she slowed her pace and folded her arms, just in case.


God! Suddenly she could think nothing but bodies. What had happened to her? Often enough she’d cooled off in the river in her T-shirt and panties if she’d been shifting stock around the estate in midsummer. Well used to the men on the staff, she thought of them as uncles or older brothers, or just didn’t think of them at all. Apart, of course, from Johan. The big German student had got her alone and tried his luck none too gently a couple of years earlier. She’d been glad the dogs were close enough to whistle for, and very pleased when Den instantly dismissed him. 


But she was acutely conscious of this man. He had only to look at her and her skin felt alive and sensitive and jumpy. Her hair swirling around her shoulders made her shiver. Her breasts seemed to be swelling against her arms, and her nipples prickled and peaked with the contact. Soft butterflies now fluttered in her belly, replacing the previous hunger pangs. 


Surely it’s Grandpa’s stupid marriage scheme that’s doing this to me? He’s made damn sure no other man ever got near. There’s no way I’m attracted to this big thief who’s trying to steal Glenleighton off me.


She fumbled for the light switch and snapped on the bright central light in the kitchen, then immediately turned it off again. “Sorry—your head won’t like that.”


And I don’t give a damn about your head, but I’m not giving you a clearer view of me dressed only in this nightgown.


She pulled the door of the big refrigerator open, hoping the light from there would be enough. Not nearly. So she switched on the seldom used strip lighting under a row of wall-hung cupboards, and while it flickered and buzzed into life she indicated the first aid drawer.


“Have a search.” She left him to inspect the contents. Courtesy made her find a tumbler and fill it with ice water for him. She bumped it down on the counter none too graciously, poured one for herself as well, and grabbed a couple of bananas from the big pottery fruit bowl—the fastest snack she could think of. 


Rory had turned away from her, pulling out packets and dressings, and tossing them back in again when they weren’t what he wanted. For a few electric seconds Alfie allowed herself to look at the stranger Grandpa had so casually commanded her to marry. 


His long lean back extended from a line of creamy flesh exposed by the droop of his loose pyjama pants all the way up over an acre of darker skin to spectacular shoulders. He looked frighteningly strong. 


“Do I pass inspection?”


She jerked guiltily. “What?”


“I can see you checking me out in the reflection over there,” he said, nodding toward one of the dark windows. “So do I pass inspection? Do you find me acceptable?”


Alfie knew she’d blushed earlier when he’d mentioned his ‘package’, but her reaction this time was so much more extreme. A hot tide of blood rushed up her neck to swamp her with embarrassment. Warmth slicked disconcertingly between her legs. 


Rory deserted the medicine selection and slowly pivoted, arms held wide, displaying himself to her while she stayed pinned to the floor like a beetle on a board at the museum.


He was darkly tanned, as smoothly fleshed as a newly groomed stallion, belly dusted with a line of black hair that gave way to bumpy ridges of muscle all the way up to his broad chest.


Alfie swallowed, and folded her arms across suddenly heavy breasts.


“I do believe you’d be better for my head than Tylenol,” Rory drawled, sending her a glimmer of a grin in the half light and extending his hands toward her.


Oh no—not going to happen! Her feet finally obeyed her brain. She tightened her grip on the bananas and dashed back up the stairs as fast as her brimming drink allowed.


His soft chuckle and dark murmur of, “Thank you, darlin’,” floated after her.

















Chapter Three — Peaches for Breakfast


Alfie turned the key in her lock with a savage twist. Why had Mrs Addison put him in the bedroom next to hers? 


On Grandpa’s instructions of course, she told herself grimly. There were six other perfectly good spare bedrooms at Glenleighton—all of them further away from this one. 


What did Grandpa expect would happen? That Rory would attempt a sexy little seduction scene sometime in the night, overcome her resistance, and secure the bride he needed as easily as that? Think again Grandpa! She wasn’t a chattel of Glenleighton. Not a chandelier or a Persian rug or a walnut Davenport desk that went with the house.


She snapped off the end of the first banana and peeled the skin away so she could wolf it down. How dare the bloody cowboy ask her what she thought of his body? His long, lean, brown, muscle-quilted body that she hadn’t been able to tear her eyes away from. None of the men on the farm looked like him. Not as tightly packed, or as bursting with danger, even though they had physical jobs and worked really hard. 


She swallowed the last mouthful of banana, tossed the peel into her trash basket, and reached for the second, thinking she should have grabbed a yoghurt instead. Well she wasn’t going downstairs again in case she met him coming up. And she hoped his headache was really, really bad. It served him right for agreeing to Grandpa’s horrendous plan. She ate slowly, listening for further clues.


A door clicked shut. His room or the bathroom? Impossible to tell. But after another ten minutes, and no sounds of running water, she concluded it must have been his bedroom door. She slipped quietly out, washed her face and sticky fingers, brushed her teeth, and finally attempted sleep.


 


Next morning Alfie heaved a huge defeated sigh as she stared at the contents of her wardrobe. There were jeans, jeans, jeans, jodhpurs, jodhpurs, several pairs of shorts, two denim skirts, a pair of tailored grey trousers for ‘best’, ancient track pants, and the bridesmaid’s dress.


There was also the severe black suit she’d bought for her mother’s horrible funeral a year ago.


If grandpa wanted her looking womanly he’d expect her in a skirt, but she wasn’t playing that game. With a grimace of rebellion she pulled the oldest track pants from their hanger. Excellent—pale blue, with fence paint on one baggy knee, a hole in the other, and grass stains over her bottom. She rummaged a crumpled T-shirt from her chest of drawers, smirked at the advertisement for high yield agri-fertilizer on the front, and dragged it on. 


So not sexy. So not attractive. With any luck Rory damn-him Morrissey would give up his putrid little pursuit right away and fly back to Texas, or wherever his last stop had been. 


She confined her fair hair into its customary rubber band, pushed her feet into muddy sneakers, and bounced off along the top gallery and down the staircase, trying to look more confident than she felt.


Only to pull up short when she found her grandfather and the cowboy eating breakfast in the big formal dining room instead of at the table in the sunny nook of the farm kitchen. My— he was getting the royal treatment.


“Alfreida,” her grandfather grated, icy blue eyes spitting sparks of barely suppressed fury as they took in her scruffy appearance.


“Mornin’, Alfreida,” the cowboy echoed. “Taking me touring, I hear?”


“Sorry, no. Drenching cattle this morning.” She waved a hand at her terrible clothes. “Dirty job, even with the pour-ons.”


“Alfreida,” her grandfather repeated, with even more chill in his voice if that was possible. “You’ll change out of that disgusting outfit and give Rory a comprehensive tour of Glenleighton this morning. On horseback or quad-bike—take your pick.”


Alfie blanched and turned her back on them, feeling her bravado ebb away and the all too familiar sensation of helpless frustration return. How could he just order her around like that? Did he think forcing them into each other’s company would achieve some sort of romantic miracle? Fat chance! 


She moved to the big sideboard where Mrs Addison had laid out a selection of cereals, stewed peaches, and two big chafing dishes over small flames—one of fragrant bacon and one of eggs. After her two-banana dinner Alfie had been more than ready for breakfast, but her grandfather’s insistence she acquaint Rory with Glenleighton had stolen all the pleasure from the sunny day. She helped herself to peaches and cereal and returned to the table, pointedly not taking the seat next to Rory where Mrs Addison had laid the third place. Instead she reached across and filched the spoon from the setting and proceeded to eat, eyes avoiding those of the two men.


“We’ll take the quads,” she muttered. “Save the horses for real work.” She put as much emphasis on the word as she dared. Let him think she considered him a waste of time. It was certainly the truth.


“Okay by me, darlin’,” he said, apparently unruffled. “I guess we’ll see some of your horses on the way around?”


“Alfie will see to it,” old Alfred announced. “We had a new foal born last night. A fine little filly.”


“Westwind? Westwind had her foal?” Alfie demanded, sitting bolt upright. Hot tears stung her eyes and spilled down her face. “Why didn’t you let me know she’d gone into labour?”


“Because, young lady, you’d rudely removed yourself from our company,” he thundered. “As you were apparently indisposed, I saw no need to disturb you.”


“But Westwind’s mine.” She leaped from her chair, which caused her spoon to clatter from her plate, scattering peach syrup onto the tablecloth.


“Sit down, Alfreida,” her grandfather bellowed. His snowy beard appeared to bristle with rage.


Alfie clutched the back of the chair. “I’m going to see her. Now.”


“You’ll finish your breakfast in a civilised manner,” he roared. “Then you’ll change your clothes for something more respectable, and then you can take Rory out to see your precious mare. Do I make myself clear?”


She stood poised for flight, desperate to see Westwind and her new daughter.


“Do I make myself clear?” her grandfather repeated—with less volume and a good deal more venom.


Slowly Alfie sat again, retrieved her spoon, and set it back in the plate.


“Yes, Grandpa.”


“The men coped perfectly well. If she’d failed to progress they’d have called the vet in.”


Alfie fumed at the unfairness of it. “But I wanted to be there for her.”


“Then you should have thought of that before you flounced away from the table.”


Finally she couldn’t take it any longer. Couldn’t bear her grandfather’s vindictive treatment, or the dark watchful eyes of the cowboy looking on as though she was a naughty child. She shoved her chair aside again, hurried to the sideboard, wrestled a slice of toast from the heavy silver rack, slapped a couple of rashers of bacon onto it, folded it over into a clumsy sandwich, and raced away upstairs to change.


 


“That was hard on her,” Rory drawled, eyeing Alfred with barely concealed distaste. “If it was her mare, she should have been there.”


“She needs a firm hand, just like her mother did.”


“Even so.”


“Even so, nothing. You’ll need to get the measure of her in a hurry, young man. Get the measure of her, push her into line, and keep her there.”


Rory bristled, and bit down on the sharp reply that sprang unbidden to his lips. He wouldn’t enrage the old chap until the estate had been safely signed over. Which meant somehow getting a ring on the slim angry finger of his hysterical bride to be. Christ, was it even worth it? 


But then he thought of Glenleighton as he’d seen it from the air the evening before and knew he’d do almost anything to be master of it. “Not quite what I had in mind for my future wife.”


“She’ll come around.”


“She’d better. But don’t expect an instant miracle. You’ll need to let me play it my way.”


He forked up the last of his bacon and took brief satisfaction in seeing Alfred’s eyes bulge slightly at being spoken back to.


“Just offering helpful advice,” the old chap blustered.


“Where women are concerned, I don’t need advice.”


Which is certainly true if all I want is a roll in the hay, but persuading that prickly little piece to marry me is going to be a challenge.


He laid his knife and fork on his plate and crossed to the sideboard to set it down just as Mrs Addison bustled in with a fresh pot of coffee in one hand and a replenished teapot in the other. “Nice timing, Ma’am.”


He reached for his coffee cup as she placed the teapot beside old Alfred.


“Serve the boy first,” Alfred snapped.


“I’m happy serving myself,” he told the slightly flushed housekeeper. “If Alfred needs help to pour his own tea, you see to him.”


He caught Mrs Addison’s eye and sensed her struggle to keep a straight face. Good—he could do with allies. He sent her half a grin and enjoyed the suddenly pinched expression on Alfred’s face. Let the old bully see how it felt to be on the receiving end for a change.


 


Frantic to visit Westwind and her new foal, Alfie toed her sneakers off, pushed the track pants down her legs, and kicked them aside. She swiftly chose a pair of jeans and pulled them on, then swapped the fertilizer T-shirt for a plain white one, tucking it in to try and make it look neater. Sneakers again, a lick more sunscreen lip gloss, and she was done. She grabbed her sunglasses, stuffed a long billed red cap on, pulled her ponytail through the gap at the back, and sprinted from her room.


The cowboy waited, lounging against the dining room doorframe, drinking his coffee in unhurried sips. Alfie immediately slowed because his disconcerting brown eyes seemed intent on following her all the way down the long staircase. His gaze caressed her face, and her cheeks warmed. She jammed the sunglasses on. His eyes moved over the T-shirt and it was all she could do not to fold her arms. Then they slid the length of her legs, insolent and intrusive. It was as though he had the power to burn blue denim clean away and leave her naked.


“You want coffee first?” he asked, raising his cup slightly as she reached the ground floor. 


“No thank you.”


“You didn’t get much breakfast.”


“Or much dinner,” she snapped. “Not after Grandpa’s ridiculous announcement.”


“Well, stop a minute and grab something else.”


“Not now. I want to see Westwind. Check she’s okay. See her baby.”


He inclined his head and stepped back through the door to return his cup. She heard him bid goodbye to her grandfather and then he emerged carrying a pale Stetson. 


“You’re not in the wild west now,” she exclaimed with astonishment.


“Mighty bright out there. You won’t get much protection from the sun in that.” He gave her red cap a disparaging glance. 


“Of course I won’t. I keep my stockman’s hat hanging in the back porch.” Why had she put the cap on? What on earth had possessed her? She snatched it off and tossed it onto the kitchen table, then filched an apple from the fruit bowl as she led him through to the back door.


“Fine breakfast, Mrs Addison,” he called over his shoulder as they stepped outside. Alfie couldn’t stop her grimace.


He’s already behaving as though he owns the place.


She took her wide brimmed cotton hat from its customary peg, wound her ponytail up, and crammed the hat down to hold her hair out of the way.


“Shame to hide it,” the cowboy said, settling the Stetson onto his head, and sending her a slow burn of a smile.


He was going to flirt with her? Alfie huffed out an enraged breath and strode through the kitchen garden and out across the yard toward the stables. Then she broke into a wild sprint and left him behind in her dust. 


Westwind’s foal was her business, not his. 


Just as Glenleighton was.


 


Rory followed, sauntering along in the sun and whistling softly. Let the girl have her time with the mare and her new foal. He might even gain a few brownie points for keeping clear. They had the rest of the day to get to know each other, and she couldn’t keep up the ice princess act forever. He hoped. 


He kicked a stone out of his way, watching it bounce along the asphalted surface as the girl’s long legs caught the sun in a blur of blue denim. Some of the potholes had been filled quite recently which gave the place a ‘mend-and-make-do’ air. There’d been no feeling of that in the huge homestead, but now he looked more carefully he saw the signs out here. Paint had peeled from the outbuildings. Palings needed replacing on the fence around the kitchen garden. Weeds grew rank along the sides of a barn. Old Alfred might be a little more desperate than he’d let on. Rory tucked that information away for future reference and allowed himself a slight grin as he breathed in the scents of grass and animals.


A shrill whistle cut through the air, and he saw the girl wave an arm to attract the attention of a balding man who’d just emerged from an implement shed on a quad bike.


“How is she, Den?” Her voice rang loud and clear—no sign of last night’s shrinking violet remained. 


The man chugged across to her and cut the motor. After a few words with him she was off and running again, swinging herself over a gate and sprinting full tilt toward some trees. Rory strode on, keeping half an eye on the girl. The man appeared to be waiting for him, so he picked up his pace.


A beefy fist was thrust out. “Den Bristow,” its owner said, grasping Rory’s hand in a crushing grip and making no effort to hide his surprise at the Stetson, western shirt, and boots. “So you’re the cowboy.”


Rory crushed back long enough to establish equality of masculinity and retrieved his hand. He braced his knees back, and stood to his full six-two, pleased the other man was still seated. “Not any longer, if old Alfred has his way.”


“And if you can persuade young Alfie to have you.”


 “Always supposing I want her.” He held Den’s shrewd blue gaze without flinching.
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