

[image: cover]




A rugged tycoon, a formidable single dad and a world-weary bachelor

Extraordinary men deserve special women



To Wear His Ring



Three dangerously attractive heroes from three favourite authors!



To Wear His Ring

International bestselling author

Diana Palmer

Jan Colley

Wendy Warren




[image: publisher logo]

www.millsandboon.co.uk





Circle of Gold

By

Diana Palmer




DIANA PALMER has a gift for telling the most sensual tales with charm and humour. With over forty million copies of her books in print, she is one of North Americas most loved authors and considered one of the top ten romance authors in America.



Dianas hobbies include gardening, archaeology, anthropology, iguanas, astronomy and music. She has been married to James Kyle for over twenty-five years and they have one son.



Look for a new novel from Diana Palmer, The Maverick, in December 2010 in Desire.



Chapter One

Kasie Mayfield was excited. Her gray eyes were brimming with delight as she sat in the sprawling living room at the Double C Ranch in Medicine Ridge, Montana. There was a secretarial position available on the mammoth Double C, and she had the necessary qualifications. She was only twenty-two, but she had a certificate from secretarial school and plenty of initiative. Besides all that, the position was secretary to John Callister, the second son of the well-known family that headed not only a publishing empire in New York City, but a cattle empire out West.

There was a very interesting story about the ranch in a magazine that Kasie was reading while she waited her turn to be interviewed. The elder Callisters lived in New York, where they published, among others, a famous sports magazine. When they werent in the city, they lived in Jamaica on an ancestral estate. The Callister who had founded the American branch of the family had been a British duke. He bought an obscure little magazine in New York City in 1897 and turned it into a publishing conglomerate. One of his sons had emigrated to Montana and founded the ranch. It eventually passed to Douglas Callister, who had raised the boys, Gilbert and John. Nobody talked about why the uncle had been given custody of both boys and left them the ranch when he died. Presumably it was some dark family secret. Apparently there wasnt a lot of contact between the boys and their parents.

Gilbert, the eldest at thirty-two, had been widowed three years ago. He had two young daughters, Bess, who was five, and Jenny, who was four. John had never married. He was a rodeo champion and did most of the traveling that accompanied showing the ranchs prizewinning pedigree black Angus bulls. Gil was the power in the empire. He was something of a marketing genius, and he dealt with the export business and sat on the boards of two multinational corporations. But mostly he ran the ranch, all thirty thousand acres of it.

There was a photograph of him in the magazine, but she didnt need it to know what he looked like. Kasie had gotten a glimpse of him on her way into the house to wait for her turn to be interviewed. One glimpse had been enough. It shocked her that a man who didnt even know her should glare at her so intently.

A more conceited woman might have taken it for masculine interest. But Kasie had no ego. No, that tall, lanky blond man hadnt liked her, and made no secret of it. His pale blue eyes under that heavy brow had pierced her skin. She wouldnt get the job. Hed make sure of it.

She glanced at the woman next to her, a glorious blonde with big brown eyes and beautiful legs crossed under a thigh-high skirt. Then she looked at her own ankle-length blue jumper with a simple gray blouse that matched her big eyes. Her chestnut hair was in a long braid down her back. She wore only a little lipstick on her full, soft mouth, and no rouge at all on her cheeks. She had a rather ordinary oval face and a small, rounded chin, and she wore contact lenses. She wasnt at all pretty. She had a nice figure, but she was shy and didnt make the most of it. It was just as well that she had good office skills, she supposed, because it was highly unlikely that anybody would ever want to actually marry her. She thought of her parents and her brother and had to fight down tears. It was so soon. Too soon, probably. But the job might keep her from thinking of what had happened

Miss Mayfield!

She jumped as her name was called in a deep, authoritative tone. Yes?

Come in, please.

She put a smile on her face as she clutched her small purse in her hands and walked into the paneled office, where plaques and photos of bulls lined the walls and burgundy leather furniture surrounded the big mahogany desk. A man was sitting there, with his pale eyes piercing and intent. A blond man with broad shoulders and a hard, lean face that seemed to be all rocky edges. It was not John Callister.

She stopped in front of the desk with her heart pounding and didnt bother to sit down. Gil Callister was obviously doing the interviews, and now she was sure she wouldnt get the job. She knew John Callister from the drugstore where shed worked briefly as a stock clerk putting herself through secretarial courses. John had talked to her, teased her and even told her about the secretarial job. Hed have given her a chance. Gil would just shoot her out the door. It was obvious that he didnt like anything about her.

He tossed a pen onto the desk and nodded toward the chair facing it. Sit down.

She felt vulnerable. The door was closed. Here she was with a hungry tiger, and no way out. But she sat anyway. Never let it be said that she lacked courage. They could throw her into the arena and she would die like a true RomanShe shook herself. She really had to stop reading the Plinys and Tacitus. This was the new millennium, not the first century A.D.

Why do you want this job? Gil asked bluntly.

Her thin eyebrows lifted. She hadnt expected the question. Because John is a dish? she ventured dryly.

The answer seemed to surprise him. Is he?

When I worked at the drugstore, he was always kind to me, she said evasively. He told me about the job, because he knew I was just finishing my secretarial certificate at the vocational-technical school. I got high grades, too.

Gil pursed his lips. He still didnt smile. He looked down at the rsum shed handed him and read it carefully, as if he was looking for a deficiency he could use to deny her the job. His mouth made a thin line. Very high grades, he conceded with obvious reluctance. This is accurate? You really can type 110 words a minute?

She nodded. I can type faster than I can take dictation, actually.

He pushed the rsum aside and leaned back. Boyfriends?

She was nonplussed. Her fingers tightened on her purse. Sir?

I want to know if you have any entanglements that might cause you to give up the job in the near future, he persisted, and seemed oddly intent on the reply.

She shifted restlessly. Ive only ever had one real boyfriend, although he was more like a brother. He married my best friend two months ago. That was just before I moved to Billings, she added, mentioning the nearby city, to live with my aunt. So, I dont date much.

She was so uncomfortable that she almost squirmed. He didnt know about her background, of course, or he wouldnt need to ask such questions. Modern women were a lot more worldly than Kasie. But shed said that John was a dish. She flushed. Good grief, did he think she went around seducing men or something? Was that why he didnt want her in his house? Her expression was mortified.

He averted his eyes. You have some odd character references, he said after a minute, frowning at them. A Catholic priest, a nun, a Texas Ranger and a self-made millionaire with alleged mob ties.

She only smiled demurely. I have unique friendships.

You could put it that way, he said, diverted. Is the millionaire your lover?

She went scarlet and her jaw dropped.

Oh, hell, never mind, he said, apparently disturbed that hed asked the question and uncomfortable at the reaction it drew. Thats none of my business. All right, Kasie He hesitated. Kasie. Whats it short for?

I dont know, she blurted out. Its my actual name.

One eye narrowed. The millionaires name is K.C., he pointed out. And hes at least forty.

Thirty-seven. He saved my mothers life, while she was carrying me, she said finally. He wasnt always a millionaire.

Yes, I know, he was a professional soldier, a mercenary. His eyes narrowed even more. Want to tell me about it?

Not really, no, she confided.

He shook his head. Well, if nothing else, youll be efficient. Youre also less of a distraction than the rest of them. Theres nothing I hate more than a woman who wears a skirt up to her briefs to work and then complains when men stare at her if she bends over. We have dress codes at our businesses and theyre enforcedfor both sexes.

I dont have any skirts that come up to mywell, I dont wear short ones, she blurted out.

So I noticed, he said with a deliberate glance at her long dress.

She fumbled with her purse while he went over the rsum one last time. All right, Kasie, you can start Monday at eight-thirty. Did John tell you that the job requires you to live here?

No!

His eyebrows arched. Not in his room, of course, he added just to irritate her, and then looked satisfied when she blushed. Miss Parsons, who has charge of my daughters, lives in. So does Mrs. Charters who does the cooking and housekeeping. We have other part-time help that comes infrequently. Board and meals are provided by us, in addition to your salary. He named a figure that made Kasie want to hold on to something. It was astronomical compared to what shed made working at the drugstore part-time. Youll be a private secretary, he added. That means you may have to travel with us from time to time.

Travel? Her face softened.

Do you like to travel? he asked.

Oh, yes. I loved it when I was little.

She wondered by the look he gave her if he assumed that her parents had been wealthy. He could not know, of course, that they were both deceased.

Do you want the job? he asked.

Yes, she said.

All right. Ill tell the others they can leave. He got to his feet, elegant and lithe, moving with a grace that was unequaled in Kasies circle of acquaintances. He opened the office door, thanked the other young women for coming and told them that the position had been filled. There was a shuffle of feet, some murmuring, and the front door closed.

Come on, Kasie, Gil said. Ill introduce you to

Daddy! came a wail from the end of the hall. A little girl with disheveled long blond hair came running and threw herself at Gil, sobbing.

He picked her up, and his whole demeanor changed. What is it, baby? he asked in the most tender tone Kasie had ever heard. Whats wrong?

Me and Jenny was playing with our dollies on the deck and that bad dog came up on the porch and he tried to bite us!

Wheres Jenny? he demanded, immediately threatening.

A sobbing little voice answered him as the younger girl came toddling down the hall rubbing her eyes with dirty little fists. She reached up to Gil, and he picked her up, too, oblivious to her soiled dress and hands.

Nothings going to hurt my babies. Did the dog bite either of you? Gil demanded.

No, Daddy, Bess said.

Bad doggie! Jenny sobbed. Make him go away!

Of course I will! Gil said roughly, kissing little cheeks with a tenderness that made Kasies heart ache.

A door opened and John Callister came down the hall, looking very unlike the friendly man Kasie knew from the drugstore. His pale eyes were glittering in his lean, dark face, and he looked murderous.

Are they all right? he asked Gil, pausing to touch the girls hair. It was that mangy cur that Fred Sims insisted on bringing with him when he hired on. I got between it and the girls and it tried to bite me, too. I called Sims up to the house and told him to get rid of it and he wont, so hes fired.

Here. Gil handed his girls to his brother and started down the hall with quick, measured steps.

John stared after him. Maybe Sims will make it to his truck before Gil gets him, he murmured. But I wouldnt bet on it. Are my babies all right? he asked, kissing their little damp cheeks as the girls clung to either shoulder.

Bad old doggie, Bess sobbed. Our Missie never bites people!

Missies a toy collie, John explained to a silent Kasie with a smile. She lives indoors. Nothing like that vicious dog Sims keeps. Weve had trouble from it before, but Sims was so good with horses that we put up with it. Not any more. We cant let it endanger the girls.

If it would come right up on the porch and try to bite them, it doesnt need to be around children, Kasie agreed.

The girls looked at her curiously.

Who are you? Bess asked.

Im Kasie, she replied with a smile. Who are you?

Im Bess, the child replied. Thats Jenny. Shes just four, she added, indicating the smaller child, whose hair was medium-length and more light brown than blond.

Im very glad to meet you both, Kasie said, smiling warmly. Im going to be Mr. Callisters secretary, she added with an apologetic glance at John. Sorry.

Why are you sorry? John asked amusedly. I only flog secretaries during full moons.

Her eyes crinkled with merriment and she grinned.

Gil wont let me hire secretaries because I have such a bad track record, John confessed. The last one turned out to be a jewel thief. You, uh, dont like jewels? he added deliberately.

She chuckled. Only costume jewelry. And unless you wear it, we shouldnt have a problem.

There was a commotion outside and John grimaced. Hell come back in bleeding, as usual, he muttered. I just glare at people. Gil hits. He gave Kasie a wicked grin. Sometimes he hits me, too.

The girls giggled. Oh, Uncle Johnny, Bess teased, Daddy never hits you! He wont even hit us. He says little children shouldnt be hitted.

Hit, Kasie corrected absently.

Hit, Bess parroted, and grinned. Youre nice.

Youre nice, too, precious, Kasie said, reaching out to smooth back the disheveled hair. Youve got tangles.

Can you make my hair like yours? Bess asked, eyeing Kasies braid. And tie it with a pink ribbon?

The opening of the back door stopped the conversation dead. Gil came back in with his shirt and jeans dusty and a cut at the corner of his mouth. As he came closer, wiping away the blood, his bruised and lacerated knuckles became visible.

So much for that little problem, he said with cold satisfaction. His eyes were still glittery with temper until he looked at the little girls. The anger drained out of him and he smiled. Dirty chicks, he chided. Go get Miss Parsons to clean you up.

John put them down and Bess looked up at her father accusingly. Miss Parsons dont like little kids.

Go on. If she gives you any trouble, come tell me, Gil told the girls.

Okay, Daddy!

Bess took Jennys hand and, with a shy grin at Kasie, she drew the other child with her up the winding staircase.

They like Kasie already, John commented. Bess said

Miss Parsons takes care of the kids, Gil said shortly. Show Kasie the way we keep records. Shes a computer whiz in addition to her dictation skills. She should be able to get all those herd records onto diskettes for you. Then we can get rid of the paper clutter before we end up buried in it.

Okay, John said. He hesitated. Sims get off okay?

Sure, Gil said easily. No problem. He wiped the blood away from his mouth with a wicked look at his brother before he turned and went up the staircase after the children.

John just shook his head. Never mind. Come on, Kasie. Lets get you started.



Kasie moved into the house that weekend. Most of her parents things, and her own, were at Mama Lukes, about ten miles away in Billings, Montana, to whom shed come for refuge after losing her family. She had only the bare necessities of clothing and personal items; it barely filled one small suitcase. When she walked into the ranch house with it, Gil was on the porch with one of his men. He gave her a curious appraisal, dismissing the man.

Wheres the rest of your stuff? he asked, glancing past her at the small, white used car she drove, which shed parked beside the big garage. In the trunk?

This is all the stuff I have, she said.

He looked stunned. Surely you have furniture?

My other things are at my aunts house. But I dont have much stuff of my own.

He stepped aside to let her go inside, his face curious and his eyes intent on her. He didnt say a word, but he watched her even more closely from then on.



The first week on the job, she lost a file that Gil needed for a meeting he was flying to in the family Piper plane. It was an elegant aircraft, twin-engine and comfortable. Gil and John could both fly it and did, frequently, trucking the livestock they were showing from one state to the next with employees. Kasie wished she could go with the livestock, right now. Gil was eloquent about the missing file, his deep voice soft and filled with impatience.

If youll just be quiet for a minute, Mr. Callister, Ill find it! she exclaimed finally, driven to insubordination.

He gave her a glare, but he shut up. She rustled through the folders on her desk with cold, nervous hands. But she did find the file. She extended it, sheepishly, grimacing at the look in his eyes.

Sorry, she added hopefully.

It didnt do any good. His expression was somber and half-angry. His eyes glittered down at her. She thought absently that he looked very nice in a gray vested suit. It suited his fair hair and light eyes and his nice tan. It also emphasized the excellent fitness of his tall, muscular body. Kasie thought idly that he must have women practically stalking him when he went to dinner meetings. He was striking just to look at, in addition to that very masculine aura that clung to him like his expensive cologne.

Wheres John? he asked.

He had a date, she said. Im trying to cope with the new tax format.

His eyes narrowed. Surely they taught tax compilation at your school?

She grimaced. Well, actually, they didnt. Its a rather specialized skill.

Buy what you need from the bookstore or the computer store and have them send me the bill, he said shortly. If you cant cope, tell me that, too.

She didnt dare. She wouldnt have a job, and she had to support herself. She couldnt expect Mama Luke to do it. I can cope, sir, she assured him.

His eyes narrowed as he stared down at her. One thing more, he added curtly. My girls are Miss Parsons responsibility, not yours.

I only read them a story, she began, blushing guiltily.

His eyebrows arched. I was referring to the way you braided Besss hair, he said. I thought it was an isolated incident.

She swallowed. Hardly isolated. The girls were always somewhere close by when Kasie stopped for lunch or her breaks. She shared her desserts with the children and frequently read to them or took them on walks to point out the various sorts of flowers and trees around the ranch house. Gil didnt know that and shed hoped the girls hadnt said anything. Miss Parsons was curt and bullying with the children, whom she obviously disliked. It was inevitable that theyd turn to Kasie, who adored them.

Only one story, she lied.

He seethed. In case you didnt get the message the first time, Kasie, I am not in the market for a wife or a mother for my daughters.

The insult made her furious. She glared up at him, forgetting all her early teachings about turning cheeks and humility. I came to work here because I need a job, she said icily. Im only twenty-two, Mr. Callister, she added. And I dont have any interest in a man almost old enough to be my father, with a ready-made family to boot!

His reaction was unexpected. He didnt fire back. He grew very quiet. He turned and went out of the room without another word. A minute later, she heard the front door close and, soon, an engine fire up.

So there, she added to herself.



Gil came home from his trip even quieter than when hed left. There was tension between him and Kasie, because she hadnt forgotten the insulting remark hed made to her before he left. As if shed come to work here just so she could chase him. Really! But there was another complication now, as well. Kasie was a nervous wreck trying to keep him from seeing how much time she actually spent with his little girls. She didnt need to worry when he was off on his frequent business trips, but they suddenly stopped. He started sending Brad Dalton, his manager, to seminars and conferences. He stayed home on the pretext of overseeing massive improvements on the property.

It was just after roundup, when the cattle business was taking up a little less of his time. But there were new bunkhouses being built, as well as new wells being dug in the pastures and new equipment brought in for tagging and vaccinations of new calves. The trucks were being overhauled, along with the other farm machinery such as tractors and combines that harvested the grain crops. The barns were repaired, a new silo erected. It was a busy time.

Kasie found herself involved unexpectedly with Gil when John went out of state to show two new bulls at a pedigree competition and Gils secretary, Pauline Raines, conveniently sprained her thumb and couldnt type.

I need these yesterday, he said without preamble, laying a thick sheaf of papers beside Kasies neat little hand on the desk. Pauline cant do them. She missed the tennis ball and hit her thumb with the tennis racket.

She managed not to make a disparaging commentbarely. She didnt like Pauline any more than Gils daughters did. The woman was lazy and seductive, and always hanging on Gil like a tie. What little work she actually did was of poor quality and she was pitifully slow as well. She worked at the ranch office near the front of the house three days a week, and Kasie had already inherited a good deal of her work. Pauline spent her time by the pool when Gil wasnt watching. Now, Kasie thought miserably, she was going to end up doing not only Johns paperwork, including the unbelievably complex taxes that she was still struggling to understand, but Gils as well.

I dont guess she could type with her toes? she murmured absently.

There was an odd sound, but when she looked up, Gils hard face was impassive. How long will it take? he persisted.

She looked at the pages. They werent data, as shed first thought, but letters to various stock producers. They all had different headings, but the same basic body. Is this all? she asked with cool politeness.

He glowered at her. There are fifty of them. Theyll have to be done individually

No, they wont, she said gently. All you have to do she opened a new file, selected the option she needed and began typing is type the body of the letter once and then just type the various addresses and combine them. An hours work.

He looked as if hed been slapped. Excuse me?

This word processor does all that for you, she explained. Its very simple, really.

He looked angry. I thought you had to type all fifty individually.

Only if youre using a prehistoric typewriter and carbon system, she pointed out.

He was really angry now. An hour? he repeated.

She nodded. Maybe less. Ill get right on it, she added quickly, hoping to appease him. Heaven only knew what had set him off, but she recognized that glitter in his eyes.

He left her and went to make some phone calls. When he came back, Kasie was printing the letters out, having just finished the mailing labels. There was a folding machine that made short work of folding the letters. Then all she had to do was stuff, lick, stamp and mail the envelopes.

Gil put on the stamps for her. He watched her curiously. Once, when she looked up into his eyes, it was like an electric shock. Surprised, she dropped her gaze and blushed. Really, she thought, he had a strange effect on her.

How do you like your job so far? he asked.

Very much, she said. Except for the taxes.

Youll get used to doing them, he assured her.

I suppose so.

Can you manage Johns load and mine as well, or do you want me to get a temporary to help you?

There isnt a lot, she pointed out. If I get overwhelmed, Ill say so.

He finished stamping the envelopes and stacked them neatly to one side. Youre very honest. Its unusual in most people. He touched a stamp with a floral motif. My wife was like that. He smiled. She said that lies were a waste of time, since they got found out anyway. His eyes were far away. We were in grammar school together. We always knew that wed marry one day. The smile faded into misery. She was a wonderful rider. She rode in the rodeo when she was younger. But a gentle horse ran away with her and a low-lying limb ended her life. Jenny was only a year old when Darlene died. Bess was two. I thought my life was over, too.

Kasie didnt know what to say. It shocked her that a man like Gil would even discuss something so personal with a stranger. Of course, a lot of people discussed even more personal things with Kasie. Maybe she had that sort of face that attracted confidences.

Do the girls look like her? she asked daringly.

Bess does. She was blond and blue-eyed. She wasnt beautiful, but her smile was. His eyes narrowed in painful memory. They had to sedate me to make me let go of her. I wouldnt believe them, even when they swore to me that no means on earth could save her His fingers clenched on top of the envelope and he moved his hand away at once and stood up. Thanks, Kasie, he said curtly, turning away, as if it embarrassed him to have spoken of his wife at all.

Mr. Callister, she said softly, waiting until he turned to continue. I lostsome people three months ago. I understand grief.

He hesitated. How did they die?

Her face closed up. It wasan accident. They were only in their twenties. I thought they had years left.

Life is unpredictable, he told her. Sometimes unbearable. But everything passes. Even bad times.

Yes, thats what everyone says, she agreed.

They shared a long, quiet, puzzling exchange of sorrow before he shrugged and turned away, leaving her to her work.





Chapter Two

Kasie was almost tearing her hair out by the next afternoon. Johns mail was straightforward, mostly about show dates and cancellations, transportation for the animals and personal correspondence. Gils was something else.

Gil not only ran the ranch, but he dealt with the majority of the support companies that were its satellites. He knew all the managers by first names, he often spoke with state and federal officials, including well-known senators, on legislation affecting beef production. Besides that, he was involved in the scientific study of new grasses and earth-friendly pesticides and fertilizers. He worked with resource and conservation groups, even an animal rights group; since he didnt run slaughter cattle and was rabidly proconservation, at least one group was happy to have his name on its board of directors. He was a powerhouse of energy, working from dawn until well after dark. The problem was, every single task he undertook was accompanied by a ton of paperwork. And his part-time secretary, Pauline Raines, was the most disorganized human being Kasie had ever encountered.

John came home late on Friday evening, and was surprised to find Kasie still at work in the study.

He scowled as he tossed his Stetson onto a rack. What are you doing in here? Its almost ten oclock! Does Gil know youre working this much overtime?

She glanced up from the second page of ten that she was trying to type into the computer. None of Paulines paperwork had ever been keyed in.

She held up the sheaf of paperwork in six files with a sigh. I think of it as job security, she offered.

He moved around beside the desk and looked over what she was doing. Good God, hes not sane! he muttered. No one secretary could handle this load in a week! Is he trying to kill you?

Pauline hurt her thumb, she said miserably. I get to do her work, too, except that she never put any of the records into the computer. Its got to be done. I dont see how your brother ever found anything in here!

He didnt, John said dryly, his pale eyes twinkling. Pauline made sure of it. Shes indispensable, I hear.

Kasies eyes narrowed. She wont be for long, when I get this stuff keyed in, she assured him.

Dont tell her that unless you pay up your life insurance first. Pauline is a girl who carries grudges, and shes stuck on Gil.

I noticed.

Not that he cares, John added slowly. He never got over losing his wife. Im not sure that hell ever remarry.

He told me.

He glanced down at her. Excuse me?

He told me specifically that he didnt want a mother for the girls or a new wife, and not to get my hopes up. She chuckled. Good Lord, he must be all of thirty-two. Im barely twenty-two. I dont want a man Ill have to push around in a wheelchair one day!

And I dont rob cradles, came a harsh, angry voice from the doorway.

They both jumped as they looked up to see Gil just coming in from the barn. He was still in work clothes, chaps and boots and a sweaty shirt, with a disreputable old black Stetson cocked over one eye.

Are you trying to make Kasie quit, by any chance? John challenged. Good God, man, itll take her a week just to get a fraction of the information in these spreadsheets into the computer!

Gil frowned. He pulled off his hat and ran a hand through his sweaty blond hair. I didnt actually look at it, he confessed. Ive been too busy with the new bulls.

Well, youd better look, John said curtly.

Gil moved to the desk, aware of Kasies hostile glare. He peered over her shoulder and cursed sharply. Where did all this come from? he asked.

Pauline brought it to me and said you wanted it converted to disk, she replied flatly.

His eyes began to glitter. I never told her to land you with all this!

It needs doing, she confessed. Theres no way you can do an accurate spreadsheet without the comparisons you could use in a computer program. Ive reworked this spreadsheet program, she said, indicating the screen, and made an application that will work for cattle weight gain ratios and daily weighing, as well as diet and health and so forth.

Im impressed, Gil said honestly.

Its what Im used to doing. Taxes arent, she added sheepishly.

Dont look at me, John said. I hate taxes. Im not learning them, either, he added belligerently. Half this ranch is mine, and on my half, we dont do tax work. He nodded curtly and walked out.

Come back here, you coward! Gil muttered. How the hell am I supposed to cope with taxes and all the other routine headaches that you dont have, because youre off somewhere showing cattle!

John just waved his hand and kept walking.

Miss Parsons knows taxes inside out, Kasie ventured. She told me she used to be an accountant.

He glared at her. Miss Parsons was hired to take care of my daughters. He kept looking at Kasie, and not in any friendly way. It was almost as if he knew

She flushed. They couldnt get the little paper ship to float on the fish pond, she murmured uneasily, not looking at him. I only helped.

And fell in the pond.

She grimaced. I tripped. Anybody can trip! she added in a challenging tone, her gray eyes flashing at him.

Over their own feet? he mused.

Actually it had been over Besss stuffed gorilla. The thing was almost her size and Kasie hadnt realized it was there. The girls had laughed and then wailed, thinking shed be angry at them. Miss Parsons had fussed for hours when Bess got dirt on her pretty yellow dress. But Kasie didnt scold. She laughed, and the girls were so relieved, she could have cried. They really didnt like Miss Parsons.

He put both hands on his lean hips and studied her with reluctant interest. The girls tell me everything, Kasie, he said finally. He didnt add that the girls worshiped this quiet, studious young woman who didnt even flirt with John, much less the cowboys who worked for the family. I thought Id made it perfectly clear that I didnt want you around them.

She took her hands off the keyboard and looked up at him with wounded eyes. Why?

The question surprised him. He scowled, trying to think up a fair answer. Nothing came to mind, which made him even madder.

I dont have any ulterior motives, she said simply. I like the girls very much, and they like me. I dont understand why you dont want me to associate with them. I dont have a bad character. Ive never been in trouble in my life.

I didnt think you had, he said angrily.

Then why cant I play with them? she persisted. Miss Parsons is turning them into little robots. She wont let them play because they get dirty, and she wont play with them because it isnt dignified. Theyre miserable.

Discipline is a necessary part of childhood, he said curtly. You spoil them.

For heavens sake, somebody needs to! Youre never here, she added shortly.

Stop right there, while you still have a job, he interrupted, and his eyes made threats. Nobody tells me how to raise my kids. Especially not some frumpy little backwoods secretary!

Frumpy? Backwoods? Her eyes widened. She stood up. She was probably already fired, so he could just get it from the hip. I may be frumpy, she admitted, and I may be from the backwoods, but I know a lot about little kids! You dont stick them in a closet until theyre legal age. They need to be challenged, made curious about the world around them. They need nurturing. Miss Parsons isnt going to nurture them, and Mrs. Charters doesnt have time to. And you arent ever here at bedtime, even if youre not away on business, she repeated bluntly. Whole weeks go by when you barely have time to tell them good-night. They need to be read to, so they will learn to love books. They need constructive supervision. What theyve got is barbed wire and silence.

His fists clenched by his side, and his expression darkened. She lifted her chin, daring him to do anything.

Youre an expert on children, I guess? he chided.

I took care of one, she said, her eyes darkening. For several months.

Why did you quit?

He was assuming that shed meant a job. She didnt. The answer to his question was a nightmare. She couldnt bear to remember it. I wasnt suited to the task, she said primly. But I wont corrupt your little girls by speaking to them.

He was still glowering. He didnt want Kasie to grow close to the girls. He didnt want her any closer to him than a desk and a computer was. His eyes went involuntarily to the desk piled high with Paulines undone work. The files were supposed to have been converted to computer months earlier, when hed hired the woman. Hed assumed that it had been done, because she was always ready with the information he needed. He felt suddenly uneasy.

Check out Black Ribbons growth information for me, he said suddenly.

She hesitated, but apparently she was still working for him. She sat down and pulled the information up on the computer. He went to his desk and pulled a spreadsheet from a drawer. He brought it to Kasie and had her compare it with the figures shed just put into the computer. There was a huge difference, to his favor.

He said a word that caused Kasies face to grow bright red. That disturbed him, but he didnt allude to it. Ive made modifications to improve what seemed like a deficiency in diet. Now it looks as if it wasnt even necessary. How long will it take you to get the breeding herd information transcribed?

Well, Ive done about a third of it, she said. But John has letters and information to be compiled for this new show

Youre mine until we get this information on the computer. Ill make it all right with John.

What about Pauline? she asked worriedly.

Pauline is my concern, not yours, he told her.

Okay, boss. Whatever you say.

He made an odd gesture with one shoulder and gave her a long scrutiny. I told you to let me know if there was too much work. Why didnt you?

I thought I could keep up, she said simply. I wouldnt have complained as long as I could do it within a couple of weeks, and I can.

Working fourteen-hour shifts, he chided.

Well, work is work, she said. I dont mind. Its not as if I have an active social life or an earthshaking novel to write or anything. And I get paid a dukes ransom as it is.

He frowned. Why dont you have a social life?

Because cowboys stink, she shot right back.

He started to speak, burst out laughing and walked to the door. Stop that and go to bed. Ill have you some help by morning. Good night, Kasie.

Good night, Mr. Callister.

He hesitated, turned, studied her, but he didnt speak. He left her tidying up and went upstairs to change out of his work clothes and have a shower.

The next morning, when she went into the office, Pauline was there and so was Gil. They stopped talking when Kasie walked in, so she assumed that theyd been talking about her. Apparently it hadnt been in a friendly way. Paulines delicate features were drawn in anger and Gils eyes were narrow and glittery.

Its about time you got down here! Pauline said icily.

Its eight twenty-five, Kasie said, taken aback. Im not supposed to be in here until eight-thirty.

Well, lets get started, then, Pauline said, flopping down at the computer.

Doing what, exactly? Kasie asked, disconcerted.

Teach her how to put information on the computer, Gil said in a voice that didnt invite argument. And while shes doing that, you can tackle Johns work.

Kasie grimaced. Her pupil didnt look eager or willing. It was going to be a long morning.



It was, too. Pauline made the job twice as tedious, questioning every keystroke twice and grumblingwhen Gil was out of the officeabout having to work with Kasie.

Look, this wasnt my idea, Kasie assured her. I could do it myself if Mr. Callister would just let me.

Pauline didnt soften an inch. Youre trying to get his attention, playing up to those kids, she accused. You want him.

Kasie just looked at her. I love children, she said quietly. But I dont want to get married.

Who said anything about marriage? Pauline chided.

Kasie averted her eyes. I needed a job and John needed a secretary, she murmured as she turned a spreadsheet page.

Funny. You call him John, but Gil is Mr. Callister. Why?

The younger woman blinked. John is just a few years older than I am, she replied.

Pauline frowned. How old are you?

Twenty-two.

There was a long pause. Well! she said finally. She pursed her lips and entered a number into the computer. You think Gil is old, do you?

Yes. She didnt, really, but it seemed safer to say so. She did, after all, have to work with this perfumed barracuda for the immediate future.

Pauline actually smiled. But only for a minute. What do I do now? she asked when she finished entering the last number.

Kasie showed her, faintly disturbed by that smile. Oh, well, shed figure it out later, maybe.



Pauline went home at five oclock. By now, she had a good idea of how to use the computer. Practice would hone her skills. Kasie wondered why Gil, who had the lions share of the work, only had a part-time secretary.

When he came back in, late Saturday night, dressed in evening clothes with a black tie and white ruffled shirt, Kasie was still in the office finalizing the spreadsheets. She looked up, surprised at how handsome he was dressed like that. Even if he wasnt really good-looking, he had a natural authority and grace of carriage that made him stand out. Not to mention a physique that many a Hollywood actor would have coveted.

I thought I told you to give up this night work, he said curtly.

She spared him a glance while she saved the information onto a diskette. You wont let me play with the girls. I dont have anything else to do.

Watch television. We have all the latest movies on pay-per-view. You can watch any you like. Read a book. Take up knitting. Learn Dutch. But, he added with unnatural resentment, stay out of the office after supper.

Is that an order? she asked.

It damned well is!

He was absolutely bristling, she thought, frowning as she searched his pale blue eyes. She closed the files and shut down the program, uneasy because he was glowering at her.

She got up, neat and businesslike in her beige pantsuit, with her chestnut hair nicely braided and hanging down her back.

But when she went around the desk to go to the door, he blocked her path. She wasnt used to men this close and she backed up a step, which only made things worse. He was so tall that she wished she were wearing high heels. The top of her head barely came up to his nose.

His pale eyes glittered even more. Old age isnt contagious, he said with pure venom in his deep voice.

Sir?

And dont call me sir!

She swallowed. He was spoiling for a fight. She couldnt bear the thought of one. Her early life had been in the middle of a violent battleground, and loud noises and voices still upset her. Okay, she agreed immediately.

He slammed his hands into his pockets and glared more. Im thirty-two. Ten years isnt a generation and Im not a candidate for Social Security.

Okay, she repeated uneasily.

For Gods sake, stop agreeing with me! he snapped.

She started to say Okay again, and bit her tongue. She was as rigid as a ruler, waiting for more explosions with her breath trapped in her throat.

He took his hands out of his pockets and they clenched at his sides as he looked down at her with more conflicting emotions than hed ever felt. She wasnt beautiful, but there was a tenderness in her that he craved. He hadnt had tenderness in his life since Darlenes untimely death. This young woman made him hungry for things he couldnt grasp. He didnt understand it, and it angered him.

Kasie was wavering between a dash for the door or backing up again. Do you want me to quit? she blurted out.

His teeth ground together. Yes.

She swallowed. All right. Ill leave in the morning. She moved around him to the door, trying not to take it personally. Sometimes people just didnt like other people.

No!

His voice stopped her with her hand on the doorknob.

There was a long pause. Kasie turned, surprised by his indecision. From what she already knew of Gil Callister, he wasnt a man who had trouble making decisions. But he seemed divided about Kasie.

She went toward him, noticing the odd expression on his face when she stopped within arms length and folded her hands at her waist.

I know you dont like me, she said gently. Its all right. Ill really try hard to stay away from the girls. Once Pauline learns how to input the computer files, you wont even have to see me.

He seemed troubled now. Genuinely troubled. He sighed as if he were carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. At that moment, he looked as if he needed comforting.

Bess would love it if you took her and Jenny to one of those cartoon movies, she said out of the blue. Theres a Sunday matinee at the Twin Oaks Cinema.

He still didnt speak.

She searched his cold eyes. Im sorry that Ive gone behind your back to spend time with them. Its not what you think. I mean, Im not trying to worm my way into your family, even if Pauline does think so. The girlsremind meof my own little niece. Her voice almost broke but she controlled it quickly.

Does she live far away? he asked abruptly.

Her eyes darkened. Veryfar awaynow, she managed. She forced a smile. I miss her.

She had to turn away then, or lose control of her wild emotions.

You can stay for the time being, he said finally, reluctantly. It will work out.

Thats what my aunt always says, she murmured as she opened the door.

I didnt know you had family. Your parents are dead, arent they?

They died years ago, when I was little. My aunt was in charge of us until we started school.

Us?

She couldnt say it, she couldnt, she couldnt. I hahave a twin brother, she corrected quickly.

She lifted her head, praying for strength. Good night, Mr. Callister.

She heard the silence of his disapproval, but she was too upset to care. She went up the staircase with no hesitation at all, straight to her room. She locked the door and lay down on the covers, crying silently so that no one would hear.



There was a violent storm that night. The lightning lit up the whole sky. Kasie heard engines starting up and mens voices yelling. The animals must be unsettled. Shed read that cattle didnt like lightning.

She got up to look out the window, and then she heard the urgent knocking at her door.

She went to it, still in her neat thick white cotton gown that concealed the soft lines of her body. Her hair was loose down her back, disheveled, and she was barely awake.

She opened the door, and looked down. There were Bess and Jenny with tears streaming down their faces. Bess was clutching a small teddy bear, and Jenny had her blanket.

Oh, my babies, whats wrong? she asked softly, going down on her knees to pull them close and cuddle them.

The skys making an awful noise, Kasie, and were scared, Bess said.

She threw caution to the winds. She was already in so much trouble, surely a little more wouldnt matter.

Do you want to climb in with me? she asked softly.

Can we? Bess asked.

Of course. Come on.

They climbed into bed with her and under the covers, Jenny on one side and Bess on the other.

Want a story, Jenny murmured.

Me, too, Bess seconded.

Okay. How about the three bears?

No, Kasie, thats scary, Bess said. How about the mouse and the lion?

Arent you scared of lions? she asked the girls.

We like lions, Bess told her contentedly, cuddling closer. Daddy took us to the zoo and we saw lions and tigers and polar bears!

The lion it is, then.

And she proceeded to tell them drowsily about the mouse who took out the thorn in the lions paw and made a friend for life. By the time she finished, they were both asleep. She kissed their pretty little sleeping faces and folded them close to her as the lightning flashed and the thunder rolled. She wondered just before she fell asleep how much trouble shed be in if their father came home and found them with her, after shed just promised not to play with them. If only, she thought, Gilbert Callister would get a thorn in his paw and she could pull it out and make friends with him

It was almost two in the morning when Gil and John got back from the holding pens. There had been a stampede, and two hundred head of cattle broke through their fences and spilled out into the pasture that fronted on a highway. The brothers and every hand on the place were occupied for three hours working in the violent storm to round them up and get them back into the right pasture and fix the fence. It helped that the lightning finally stopped, and in its wake came a nice steady rain. But everyone was soaked by the time they finished, and eager for a warm, dry bed.

Gil stripped off his wet clothes and took a shower, wrapping a long burgundy silk robe around his tall body before he went to check on the girls. He opened the door to the big room they shared and his heart skipped a beat when he realized they were missing.

Where in hell was Miss Parsons and where were his children? He went along to her room and almost knocked at the door, when he realized suddenly where the girls were most likely to be.

With his lips making a thin line, he went along the corridor barefoot to Kasies room. Without knocking, he opened the door and walked in. Sure enough, curled up as close as they could get to her, were Bess and Jenny.

He started to wake them up and insist that they go back to bed, when he saw the way they looked.

It had been a long time since hed seen their little faces so content. Without a motherdespite the housekeeper and Miss Parsonsthey were sad so much of the time. But when they were around Kasie, they changed. They smiled. They laughed. They played. He couldnt remember the last time hed seen them so happy. Was it fair to deny them Kasies company just because he didnt like her? On the other hand, was it wise to let them get so attached to her when she might quit or he might fire her?

The question worried him. As he pondered the situation, Kasie moved and the cover fell away from her sleeping form. He moved closer to the bed in the dim light from the security lights outside, and abruptly he realized that she was wearing the sort of gown a dowager might. It was strictly for utility, plain and white, with no ruffles or lace or even a fancy border. He scowled. Kasie was twenty-two. Was it normal for a woman her age to be so repressed that she covered herself from head to toe even in sleep?

She moved again, restlessly, and a single word broke from her lips as the nightmare came again.

Kantor, she whispered. Kantor!





Chapter Three

Without thinking, Gil reached down and shook Kasies shoulder. Wake up, Kasie! he said firmly.

Her eyes opened on a rush of breath. There was horror in them for a few seconds until she came awake and realized that her boss was standing over her. She blinked away the sleepiness and pulled herself up on an elbow. Her beautiful thick chestnut hair swirled around her shoulders below the high neck of the gown as she stared at him.

You were having a nightmare, he said curtly. Whos Kantor?

She hesitated for a few seconds. My brother, she said finally. My twin. She noticed that he was wearing a long robe and apparently nothing under it. Thick dark blond hair was visible in the deep vee of the neckline. She averted her eyes almost in panic. It embarrassed her to have him see her in her nightgown; almost as much as to see him in a robe.

Why do you have nightmares about him? he asked gently.

We had an argument, she said. She pushed back her hair. I dont want to talk about it.

His eyes narrowed. Apparently it was a painful subject. He let it drop. His eyes went to the girls and not without misgiving. Why are they in here with you?

The storm woke them up. They got scared and came to me, she said defensively. I didnt go get them.

He was studying them quietly. His expression was hard, grave, wounded.

Im sure they went to look for you first, she began defensively.

His eyes glittered down into hers. Weve had this conversation before. Miss Parsons is supposed to be their governness, he emphasized.

Miss Parsons is probably snoring her head off, she said curtly. She sleeps like the dead. Bess had a fever week before last, and she didnt even get up when I woke her and told her about it. She said that a fever never hurt anybody!

That was when she had strep and I took her to the doctor, he recalled. Miss Parsons said she was sick. I assumed that shed been up in the night with her.

Dream on.

He glared at her. Ill excuse it this time, he said, ignoring the reference he didnt like to Miss Parsons and her treatment of Bess. Hed have something to say to the woman about that. Next time, come and find me if you cant wake Miss Parsons.

She just stared back, silent.

Did you hear me, Kasie? he demanded softly.

All right. She glanced from one side of her to the other. Do you want to wake them up and carry them back to their own beds?

He looked furious. If I do, well all be awake the rest of the night. We had cattle get out, and we got soaked trying to get them back in. Im worn-out. I want to go to sleep.

Nobody here is stopping you, she murmured.

His pale eyes narrowed. I should have let you go when you offered to resign, he said caustically.

Theres still time, she pointed out, growing more angry by the minute.

He cursed under his breath, glared at her again and walked out.



The next morning, Kasie woke to soft pummeling little hands and laughing voices.

Get up, Kasie, get up! Daddys taking us to the movies today!

She yawned and curled up. Not me, she murmured sleepily. Go get breakfast, babies. Mrs. Charters will feed you.

You got to come, too! Bess said.

I want to sleep, she murmured.

Daddy, she wont get up! Bess wailed.

Oh, yes, she will.

Kasie barely had time to register the deep voice before the covers were torn away and she was lifted bodily out of the bed in a pair of very strong arms.

Shocked, she stared straight into pale blue eyes and felt as if shed been electrified.

Ill wake her up, Gil told the girls. Go down and eat your breakfast.

Okay, Daddy!

The girls left gleefully, laughing as they went to the staircase.

You look like a nun in that gown, Gil remarked as he studied his light burden, aware of her sudden stillness. Her face was very close. He searched it quietly. And youve got freckles, Kasie, just across the bridge of your nose.

Putput me down, she said, unnerved by the proximity. She didnt like the sensations it caused to feel his chest right against her bare breasts.

Why? he asked. He gazed into her eyes. You hardly weigh anything. His eyes narrowed as he studied her face thoroughly. You have big eyes, he murmured. With little flecks of blue in them. Your face looks more round than oval, especially with your hair down. Your mouth is he searched for a word, more touched than he wanted to be by its vulnerability full and soft. Half-asleep you dont come across as a fighter. But you are, arent you?

Her hands were resting lightly around his neck and she stared at him disconcertedly while she wondered what John or Miss Parsons would say if they walked in unexpectedly to find them in this position.

You should put me down, she said huskily.

Dont you like being carried? he murmured absently.

She shivered as she remembered the last time shed been carried, by an orderly in the hospital

She pushed at him. Please.

He set her back down, scowling curiously at the odd pastiness of her complexion. Youre mysterious, Kasie.

Not really. Im just sleepy. She folded her arms over her breasts and flushed. Could you leave, please, and let me get dressed?

He watched her curiously. Why dont you date? And dont hand me any bull about stinking cowboys.

She was reluctant to tell him anything about herself. She was a private person. Her aunt, Mama Luke, always said that people shouldnt worry others with their personal problems. She didnt.

I dont want to get married, ever.

He really scowled then. Why?

She thought of her parents and then of Kantor, and her eyes closed on the pain. Love hurts too much.

He didnt speak. For an instant, he felt the pain that seemed to rack her delicate features, and he understood it, all too well.

You loved someone who died, he recalled.

She nodded and her eyes met his. And so did you.

For an instant, his hard face was completely unguarded. He was vulnerable, mortal, wounded. Yes.

It doesnt pass away, like they say, does it? she asked softly.

Not for a long time.

He moved a step closer, and this time she didnt back up. Her eyes lifted to his. He slid his big, lean hand into the thick waves of her chestnut hair and enjoyed its silkiness. Why dont you wear your hair down, like this?

Its sinful, she whispered.

What?

When you dress and wear your hair in a way thats meant to tempt men, to try to seduce them, its sinful, she repeated.

His lips fell open. He didnt know how to answer that. Hed never had a woman, especially a modern woman, say such a thing to him.

Do you think sex is a sin? he asked.

Outside of marriage, it is, she replied simply.

You dont move with the times, do you? he asked on an expulsion of breath.

No, she replied.

He started smiling and couldnt stop. Oh, boy.

The girls will be waiting. Are you really taking them to a movie? she asked.

Yes. One eye narrowed. I need to take you to one, too. Something X-rated.

She flushed. Get out of here and stop trying to corrupt me.

Youre overdue.

Stop or Ill have Mama Luke come over and lecture you.

He frowned. Mama Luke?

My aunt.

What an odd name.

She shrugged. Our whole family runs to odd names.

I noticed.

She made a face. I work for you. My private life is my own business.

You dont have a private life, he said, and smiled tenderly.

Im a great reader. I love Plutarch and Tacitus and Arrian.

Good God!

Theres nothing wrong with ancient history. Things were just as bad then as they are now. All the ancient writers said that the younger generation was headed straight to purgatory and the world was corrupt.

Arrian didnt.

Arrian wrote about Alexander the Great, she reminded him. Alexanders world was in fairly good shape, apparently.

Arrian wrote about Alexander in the distant past, not his own present. His eyes became soft with affection as he looked at her. Why dont I like you? There isnt a person in my circle of acquaintances who would even know who Arrian was, much less what he wrote about.

I dont like you much, either, she shot right back. But I guess I can stand it if you can.

Ill have to, he mused. If I let you walk out, the girls will push me down the staircase and call you back to support them at my funeral.

She shivered abruptly and wrapped her arms around herself. Funeral. Funeral

Kasie!

Her somber eyes came up. She was barely breathing. Dontjoke about things like that.

Kasie, I didnt mean it that way, he began.

She forced a smile. Of course not. I have to get dressed.

He lifted an eyebrow. You might as well come as you are. I havent seen a gown like that since I stayed with my grandmother as a child. He shook his head. Youd set a lingerie shop back decades if that style caught on.

Its a perfectly functional gown.

Functional. Yes. Its definitely functional. And about as seductive as chain mail, he added.

Good!

He burst out laughing. All right, Im leaving.

He went out, sparing her a last, amused glance before he closed the door.



Kasie dressed in jeans and a dark T-shirt. She put her long hair in a braid and pulled on sneakers. She felt a twinge of guilt because shed missed so many Sunday sermons in past months. But she couldnt reconcile her pain. It needed more time.

The whole family was at the table when she joined them for breakfast. John gave her a warm smile.

I hear you had visitors last night, he told Kasie with a mischievous glance at the two little girls, who were wolfing down cereal.

Yes, I did, Kasie replied with a worried glance that encompassed both Gil and Miss Parsons.

You should have called me, Miss Mayfield, Miss Penny Parsons said curtly and glanced at Kasie with cold dark eyes. I take care of the children.

Kasie could have argued that point, but she didnt dare. Yes, Miss Parsons, she said demurely.

Gil finished his scrambled eggs and lifted his coffee cup to his firm lips. He was wearing slacks and a neat yellow sports shirt that emphasized his muscular arms. He looked elegant even in casual wear, Kasie thought, and remembered suddenly the feel of those strong arms around her. She flushed.

He noticed her sudden color and caught her gaze. She couldnt seem to look away, and he didnt even try to. For a space of seconds, they were fused in some sort of bond, prisoners of a sensual connection that made Kasies full lips part abruptly. His gaze fell to them and lingered with unexpected hunger.

Kasie dropped her fork onto her plate and jumped at the noise. Sorry! she said huskily as she fumbled with the fork.

Didnt get much sleep last night, did you? John asked with a smile. Neither did any of us. About midnight, I thought seriously about giving up cattle ranching and becoming a door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman.

I felt the same way, Gil confessed. Were going to have to put a small line cabin out at the holding pens and keep a man there on stormy nights.

As long as Im not on your list of candidates, John told his brother.

Ill keep that in mind. Bess, dont play with your food, please, he added to the little girl, who was finished with her cereal and was now smearing eggs around the rim of her plate.

I dont like eggs, Daddy, she muttered. Do I gotta eat em?

Of course you do, young lady! Miss Parsons said curtly. Every last morsel.

Bess looked tortured.

Miss Parsons, could you ask Mrs. Charters to see me before she plans the supper menu, please? Gil asked.

Miss Parsons got up. I will. Eat those eggs, Bess.

She left. Gil gave his oldest daughter a sign by placing his forefinger across his mouth. He lifted Besss plate, scraped the eggs onto his, and finished them off before Miss Parsons returned.

Very good, she said, nodding approvingly at Besss plate. I told you that youd grow accustomed to a balanced breakfast. We must keep our bodies healthy. Come on, now, girls. Well have a nice nap until your fathers ready to go to the movies.

Bess grimaced, but she didnt protest. She got up with Jenny and was shepherded out by the governess.

Marshmallow, John chided the older man, poking the air with his fork. You should have made her eat them herself.

When you start eating liver and onions voluntarily, Ill make Bess eat eggs, Gil promised. Want to come with us to the movies? He named the picture they were going to see.

Not me, John said pleasantly. Im going to Billings to see a man about some more acreage. He glanced at Kasie speculatively. Want to tag along, Kasie?

The question surprised her. While she was trying to think of a polite way to say she didnt, Gil answered for her.

Kasies going with us to the movies, he replied, and his pale eyes dared her to argue. The girls will have conniptions if we leave her behind. Besides, she likes cartoons. Dont you, Kasie?

Im just crazy about them, Mr. Callister, she agreed with a tight smile, angry because hed more or less forced her into agreeing to go.

Mr. Callister was our father, Gil said firmly. Dont use it with us.

She grimaced. I work for you. It doesnt seem right.

John was gaping at her. Youre kidding.

No, she isnt, Gil assured him. When you have a free minute, get her to tell you why she braids her hair. Its a hoot.

She glared at Gil. You cut that out.

He wiped his mouth with a white linen napkin and got to his feet. Ive got some phone calls to make before we go. Well leave at one, Kasie.

Phone calls on Sunday? she asked John when his brother had left them alone.

Its yesterday in some parts of the world, and tomorrow in some other parts, he reminded her. You know how he is about business.

Yes, she agreed.

What amazes me, he mused, watching her, is how much he grumbles about you. He loves women, as a rule. Hes always doing little things to make the job easier for Mrs. Charters. He lets Pauline get away with only working three days of the week, when he needs a full-time secretary worse than I do. But hes hard on you.

He doesnt like me, she said quietly. He cant help it.

You dont like him, either.

She smiled sheepishly. I cant help it, either. She picked up on something hed said earlier. How can Pauline make ends meet with only a part-time job? she asked curiously.

Shes independently wealthy, John told her. She doesnt need a job at all, but she caught Gil at a weak moment. He doesnt have many of them, believe me. I think she attracted him at first. Now things have cooled and hes stuck with her. Shes tenacious.

Why would she need to work? she wondered aloud.

Because Gil needed a secretary, of course. She hasnt had any business training, and I dont doubt that the files are in a hellacious mess.

Couldnt he get somebody else?

He tried to. Pauline cried all over him and he gave up.

He doesnt look like a man whod even notice tears, she said absently.

Appearances are deceptive. You saw how he was when the dog threatened the girls, he reminded her. Hes not immune to tears.

Id need convincing, she said and grinned wickedly.

He leaned back in his chair with his coffee cup in his hand and studied her. Youre good with the kids, he said. You must have spent a lot of time around children.

She lowered her eyes to her empty plate. I did. Im not formally taught or anything, but I do know a few things.

It shows. Ive never seen Bess respond to any of her various governesses. She liked you on sight.

How many governesses has she had? she asked curiously.

Four. This year, he amended.

Her eyebrows arched. Why so many?

Are you afraid of spiders, garter snakes, or frogs? he asked.

She shook her head. Why?

Well, the others were. They got downright twitchy about opening drawers or pulling down bedcovers, he recalled with a chuckle. Bess likes garter snakes. She shared them with the governesses.

Oh, dear, Kasie said.

You see the point. Thats why Miss Parsons was hired. Shes the next best thing to a Marine DI, as you may have noticed.

Her face lightened. So thats why he hired her. I did wonder.

John sighed. I wish hed hired her to do the tax work on the payroll instead. Shes a natural, and since shes a retired accountant that experience would make her an asset. We have a firm of C.P.A.s to do yearly stuff, but our bookkeeper who did payroll got married and moved to L.A. just before we hired you.

And Miss Parsons got hired to look after the girls. She really dislikes children, she added.

I know. But Gil refuses to believe it. Hes been lax about work at the ranch for a while. He stayed on the road more and more, avoiding the memories after Darlene died. I felt bad for him, but things were going to pot here. I have to travel to show the bulls, he added, because the more competitions we win, the higher the prices we can charge for stud fees or young bulls. The ranch cant run without anybody overseeing it. He pursed his lips as he studied her. I gather that you said something to him about neglecting the girls. I thought so, he mused when she shifted uncomfortably. Ive told him, too, but he didnt listen to me. Apparently he listens to you.

Hes already tried to fire me once, she pointed out.

Youre still here, he replied.

Yes. But I cant help but wonder for how much longer, she murmured, voicing her one real fear. I could go back and live with my aunt, but it isnt fair to her. I have to work and support myself. This was the only full-time job that I was qualified for. Jobs are thin on the ground, regardless of the reports coming out about how great the economy is.

How did you end up in Medicine Ridge in the first place? he wondered.

I was living with my aunt in Billings when I saw the ad for this job in the local paper. Id already been all over Billings hoping for a full-time job and couldnt find one. This one seemed tailor-made for me.

Im glad you applied for it, he said. There were a lot of candidates, but we ruled out most of them in less than five minutes each. You were the only woman out there who could even type.

Youre kidding.

No. They thought I wanted beauty instead of brains. I didnt. He smiled. Not that youre bad on the eyes, Kasie. But I wasnt running a pageant.

I was surprised that your brother hired me, she confessed. He seemed to dislike me on sight. But when he found out how fast I could type, he was a lot less antagonistic.

He wasnt going to mention what Gil had said to him after he hired Kasie. It had been against Gils better judgment, and hed picked her appearance and her pert manner to pieces. It was interesting that Gil was antagonistic toward her. Very interesting.

Youre a whiz at the computer, John said. A real asset. I didnt realize what you could do with a spreadsheet program until you modified ours. Youre gifted.

I love computers, she said with a smile. Pauline is going to enjoy them, too, when she learns just a little more. Once she discovers the Internet, shell be even more efficient. There are all sorts of Web sites dedicated to the cattle industry. It would be great for comparisonseven for buying and selling bulls. You could have your own Web site.

John let out a low whistle. Funny, I hadnt even considered that. Kasie, it might revolutionize the way we do business, not to mention cutting down on the amount of travel we have to do every year.

Thats what I thought, too, she said, smiling at him.

Mention it to Gil when you go to the movies, he coaxed. Lets see what he thinks.

He might like the idea better if it came from you, she said.

I think hell like it, period. I already do. Can you make a Web site?

She grimaced. No, I cant. But I know a woman who can, she added. She works out of Billings. I met her when we were going to secretarial school. Shes really good, and she doesnt charge an arm and a leg. I can get in touch with her, if you like.

Go ahead. We do a lot of communication by e-mail, but neither of us even thought about putting cattle on our own site. Its a terrific idea!

You sound like Bess, Gil said from the doorway. Whats terrific?

Were going on the Internet, John said.

His big brother frowned. The Internet?

Kasie can tell you what shes proposed. It could open new doors for us in marketing. Its international.

Gil was quick. He caught on almost at once. You mean, get a Web site and use it to buy and sell cattle, he said.

It will save you as much time as sending e-mail back and forth between potential buyers and sellers already does, she added.

Good idea. Gil studied her with a curious smile. Full of surprises arent you, Miss Mayfield?

Shes gifted, John said, grinning at his brother. I told you so. Now maybe you can stop talking about firing her, hmm?

Gil pressed his lips together and refused to rise to the bait. Its almost one oclock. If were going to the movies, lets go. Kasie, fetch the girls.

She almost saluted, but he looked vaguely irritated. It looked as though nothing she suggested was ever going to please him. She wondered why she didnt just walk out and leave him to it. The thought was painful. She went up to get the little girls, more confused than ever.





Chapter Four

The girls chattered like birds all the way to town in Gils black Jaguar. Kasie sat in front and listened patiently, smiling, while they told her all about the movie they were going to see. Theyd seen the previews on television when they watched their Saturday morning cartoons.

It was a warm, pretty day, and trees and shrubs were blooming profusely. It should have been perfect, but Kasie was uneasy. Maybe she shouldnt have mentioned anything about Web sites, but it seemed an efficient way for Gil and John to move into Webbased commerce.

Youre brooding, Gil remarked. Why?

I was wondering if I should have suggested anything about Internet business, she said.

Why not? Its a good idea, he said, surprising her. John told me about the Web site designer. Tomorrow, I want you to get in touch with her and get the process started.

Shell need you to tell her what you want on the site.

Okay.

She glanced in the back seat where the girls were sharing a book and enthusing over the pop-up sections.

I brought it home for them yesterday, he commented, and forgot to give it to them. They love books.

Thats the first step to getting them to love reading, she said, smiling at the little heads bowed over the books. Reading to them at night keeps it going.

Did your mother read to you? he asked curiously.

She probably did, she mused, smiling sadly. But Kantor and I were very young when she and our fatherdied. Mama Luke read to us, when we were older.

I suppose you liked science fiction, he murmured.

How did you know? she asked.

You love computers, he said with a hint of a smile.

I guess they do fit in with science fiction, she had to admit. She eyed him curiously. What sort of books did you like to read?

Pirate stories, cowboy stories. Stuff like that. Now, its genetics textbooks and management theory, he added wryly. I hardly ever have time to read just for fun.

Do your parents help you with the ranch?

He seemed to turn to ice. We dont talk about our parents, he said stiffly.

That sounded odd. But she was already in his bad book, so she didnt pursue it. Its nice of you to take the girls to the movies.

He slowed for a turn, his expression taut. I dont spend enough time with them, he said. You were right about that. It isnt a lack of love. Its a lack of delegation. Youd be amazed how hard it is to find good managers who want to live on a cattle ranch.

Maybe you dont advertise in a wide enough range, she suggested gently.

What?

She plunged ahead. There are all sorts of trade magazines that carry ads with blind mailboxes, she said. You can have replies sent to the newspaper and nobody has to know who you are.

How do you know about the trade magazines? he asked.

She grinned sheepishly. I read them. Well, I ought to know something about cattle, since I work for a ranch, shouldnt I?

He shook his head. You really are full of surprises, Kasie.

Kasie, whats this big word? Bess asked, thrusting the book at her. Kasie took it and sounded the word out phonetically, coaching the little girl in its pronunciation. She took the book back and began to teach the word to Jenny.

Youre patient, Gil remarked. I notice that Miss Parsons doesnt like taking time to teach them words.

Miss Parsons likes numbers.

Yes. She does. He pulled into the theater parking lot, which was full of parents and children. He got everyone out and locked the door, grimacing as they walked past several minivans.

Theyre handy for little kids, Kasie said wickedly. Mothers love them, Im told.

I love my kids, but Im not driving a damned minivan, he muttered.

She grinned at his expression. The little girls ran to get in line, and struck up a conversation with a child they knew, whose bored mother perked up when she saw Gil approaching.

Hi, Gil! she called cheerily. Were going to see the dinosaur movie! Is that why youre here?

Thats the one, he replied, pulling bills out of his wallet. He gave one to each of the little girls, and they bought their own tickets. Gil bought his and Kasies as they came to the window. Hi, Amie, he called to the little girl with Bess and Jenny, and he smiled. She smiled back. She was as dark as his children were fair, with black eyes and hair like her mothers.

Were going to sit with Amie, Daddy! Bess said excitedly, waving her ticket and Jennys.

I guess that leaves me with you and? the other woman paused deliberately.

This is Kasie, Gil said, and took her unexpectedly by the arm, with a bland smile at Amies mom. Youre welcome to join us, of course, Connie.

The other woman sighed. No, I guess Ill sit with the girls. Nice to have seen you, she added, and moved ahead with the girls, looking bored all over again.

Gil slid his hand down into Kasies. She reacted nervously to the unexpected touch, but his fingers clung, warm and strong against her own. He drew her along to the line already forming alongside the velvet ropes as the ticket takers prepared to let people through to the various theaters.

Humor me, he said, and it looked as though he were whispering sweet nothings into her ear. Im the entre, in case you havent noticed.

Kasie glanced around and saw a number of women with little children and no man along, and two of them gave him deliberate, wistful glances and smiled.

Single moms? she whispered back, having to go on tiptoe.

He caught her around the waist and held her against his hip. No. Get the picture?

Her breath caught. Oh, dear, she said heavily.

He looked down into her wide eyes. Youre such a child sometimes, he said softly. You dont see ugliness, do you? You go through life looking for rainbows instead of rain.

Habit, she murmured, fascinated by the pale blue lights in his eyes.

Its a rather nice habit, he replied. The look lasted just a few seconds too long to be polite, and Kasie felt her heart begin to race. But then, the line shifted and diverted him. He moved closer to the ticket-taker, keeping the girls ahead carefully in sight while his arm drew Kasie along with him.

She liked the protectiveness of that muscular arm. He didnt look like a body-builder, all his movements were lithe and graceful. But he worked at physical labor from dawn until dusk most days. Shed seen him throw calves that had to be doctored. Shed seen him throw bulls, too. He was strong. Involuntarily she relaxed against him. It was delicious, the feeling of security it gave her to be close to him, to the warm strength of him.

The soft movement caught him off guard and sent a jolt of sensation through him that he hadnt felt in a long time. He looked down at her with curious, turbulent eyes that she didnt see. She was smiling and waving at the girls, who were darting off down into the theater with the little girl and her mother.

They like you, he said.

I like them.

He handed their tickets to the uniformed girl, who smiled as she handed back the stubs and pointed the way to the theater that was showing the cartoon movie.

Gil caught Kasies hand in his and drew her lazily along with him through the crowd of children and parents until they reached the theater. But instead of going down to the front, he drew Kasie to an isolated double-seat in the very back row and sat down beside her. His arm went over the back of the chair as the theater darkened and the previews began showing.

Kasie was electrified by the shift in their relationship. She felt his lean fingers on her shoulder, bringing her closer, and his cheek rested against her temple. She hadnt ever been to a movie with a man. There had been a blind double date once, and the boy sat on his own side of the seat and looked nervous until they got home again. This was worlds away from that experience.

Comfortable? he asked at her ear, and his voice was like velvet.

Yes, she said unsteadily.

His chest rose and fell and he found himself paying a lot more attention to the feel of Kasies soft hair against his skin than the movie. She smelled of spring roses. Her hair was soft, and had a faint herbal scent of its own. Twenty-two. She was twenty-two. He was thirty-two, and shed already said that he was too old for her.

He scowled as he thought about that difference. She needed someone as young as she was, with that same vulnerable, kind, generous spirit. He had two little girls and a high-pressure business that gave him little free time. He was still grieving, in a way, for Darlene, whom hed loved since grammar school. But there was something about Kasie that made him hungry. It wasnt desire, although he was aware of heady sensations when she was close to him. No, it was the sort of hunger a man got when he was standing outside in the snow with a wet coat and soaked jeans, looking through the window at a warm, glowing fireplace. He couldnt really explain the feelings. They made him uneasy.

He noticed that she was still a little stiff. He touched a curl at her ear. Hey, he whispered.

She turned her head and looked up at him in the semidarkness.

Im not hitting on you, he whispered into her ear. Okay?

She relaxed. Okay.

The obvious relief in her voice made him feel guilty and offended. He moved his arm back to the chair and forced himself to watch the movie. He had to remember that Kasie worked for him. It wasnt fair to use her to ward off other women. Butwas it really that?



The dinosaur movie was really well-done, Kasie thought as she became involved in the storyline and the wonder of creatures that looked really alive up there on the screen. It was a bittersweet sort of cartoon, though, and she was sorry for the little girls. Because when it was over, Bess and Jenny came to them crying about the dinosaurs that had died in the film.

Oh, sweetheart, it was only a movie, Kasie said at once, and bent to pick up Bess, hugging her close. Just a movie. Okay?

But it was so sad, Kasie, cried the little girl. Why do things have to die?

I dont know, baby, she said softly, and her eyes closed for an instant on a wave of remembered pain. Shed lost so many people she loved.

Gil had Jenny up in his arms, and they walked out of the theater carrying the children. Behind them, other mothers were trying to explain about extinction.

There, there, baby, he cooed at Jenny and kissed her wet eyes. It was only make-believe. Dinosaurs dont really talk, you know, and they had brains the size of peas. He shifted her and smiled. Hey, remember what I told you about chickens, about how theyll walk right up to a rattlesnake and let it strike them? Well, dinosaurs didnt even have brains that big.

They didnt? Bess asked from her secure hold on Kasie.

They didnt, Gil said. If a meteor had struck them, theyd be standing right in its path waiting for it. And they wouldnt be discussing it, either.

Kasie laughed as she looked at Gil, delighted at the way he handled the sticky situation. He was, she thought, a marvelous parent.

Can we get some ice cream on the way home? Bess asked then, wiping her tears.

You bet. Well stop by the yogurt place.

Thanks, Daddy! Bess cried.

Youre the nicest daddy, Jenny murmured against his throat.

You really are, you know, Kasie agreed as they strapped the little girls into the back seat.

His eyes met hers across the children. Im a veteran daddy, he told her dryly.

Is that what it is? Kasie chuckled.

You get better with practice, or so they tell me. Do you like frozen yogurt? I get them that instead of ice cream. Its healthy stuff.

I like it, too, Kasie said as she got into the front seat beside him.

Well get some to take home for Mrs. Charters and Miss Parsons, he added, so that we dont get blamed for ruining their appetites for supper.

Now thats superior thinking, Kasie had to admit.

He started the engine and eased them out of the crowded parking lot.



The yogurt shop was a few miles from home. They stopped and got the treat in carryout cups, because Gil was expecting a phone call from a buyer out of state.

I dont like to work on Sundays, he remarked as they drove home. But sometimes its unavoidable.

Do you ever take the girls to church?

He hesitated. Wellno.

She was watching him with those big, soft gray eyes, in which there wasnt condemnation or censure. It was almost as if she knew that his faith had suffered since the death of his wife. No, for longer than that. It had suffered since childhood, when his parents had

I havent gone for several months, myself, Kasie remarked quietly. She twisted her purse slowly in her hands. If Istart back, I could take them with me, if you didnt mind.

I dont mind, he replied.

Her eyes softened and she smiled at him.

He tore his gaze away from that warm affection and forced it back to the road. His hand tightened on the steering wheel. She really was getting to him. He wished he knew some way to head off trouble. He found her far too attractive, and she continued to make her lack of receptiveness known. He didnt want to do something stupid and send her looking for another job.

I enjoyed today, he said after a minute. But you remember that Miss Parsons is supposed to be responsible for the girls, he added with a stern glance. You have enough to do keeping Johns paperwork current. Understand?

Yes, I do. Ill try very hard to stop interfering, she promised.

Good. Pauline is out of town for the next week, but shell be home in time for the pool party were giving next Saturday. Shell be in the office the following Monday morning. You can give her another computer lesson.

She grimaced. She doesnt like me.

I know. Dont let it worry you. Shes efficient.

She wasnt, but apparently shed managed to conceal it from Gil. Kasie wondered how hed managed not to notice the work Pauline didnt do.

Did John have a secretary before me? she asked suddenly.

He did, and she was a terrific one, too. But she quit with only a weeks notice.

Did she say why? she fished with apparent unconcern.

Something about being worked to death. John didnt buy it. She didnt have that much to do.

She did, if she was doing Johns work and having Gils pawned off on her as well. Kasies eyes narrowed. Well, she wasnt going to get away with it now. If Pauline started expecting Kasie to do her job for her, she was in for a surprise.

Funny, Gil murmured as he turned onto the black shale ranch road that led to the Double C. Pauline said she couldnt use the computer, but she always had my herd records printed out. Even if they werent updated properly.

Kasie didnt say a word. Surely hed work it out by himself one day. She glanced back at the girls, who were still contentedly eating frozen yogurt out of little cups. They were so pretty and sweet. Her heart ached just looking at them. Sandy had been just Besss age

She bit down hard on her lip. She mustnt cry. Tears were no help at all. She had to look ahead, not backward.

Gil pulled up in front of the house and helped Kasie get the girls out.

Thanks for the movie, Kasie told him, feeling shy now.

My pleasure, he said carelessly. Come on, girls, lets get you settled with Miss Parsons. Daddys got to play rancher for a while.

Cant we play, too? Bess asked, clinging to his hand.

Sure, he said. Just as soon as you can compare birth weight ratios and compute projected weaning weight.

Bess made a face. Oh, Daddy!

Ill make a rancher out of you one day, young lady, he said with a grin.

Billys dad said he was sure glad he had a son instead of girls. Daddy, do you ever wish me and Jenny was boys? she asked.

He stopped, dropped to one knee and hugged the child close. Daddy loves little girls, he said softly. And he wouldnt trade you and Jenny for all the boys in the world. You tell Billy I said that.

Bess chuckled. I will! She kissed his cheek with a big smack. I love you, Daddy!

I love you, too, little chick.

Jenny, jealous, had to have a hug, too, and they ended up each clinging to a strong, lean hand as they went into the house.

Kasie watched them, feeling more lost and alone than she had in months. She ached to be part of a family again. Watching Gil with the girls only emphasized what shed lost.

She went up onto the porch and up the staircase slowly, her hand smoothing over the silky wood of the banister as she tried once again to come to grips with her loss.



She was curled up in her easy chair watching an old movie on television when there was a soft knock at the door just before it opened. Bess and Jenny sneaked in wearing their gowns and bathrobes and slippers, peering cautiously down the hall before they closed the door.

Hello, Kasie said with a smile, opening her arms as they clambered up into the big chair with her and cuddled close. You smell nice.

We had baths, Bess said. Miss Parsons said we was covered with chocolate sauce. She giggled. We splashed her.

You bad babies, she chided softly and kissed little cheeks.

Could you tell us a story? they asked.

Sure. What would you like to hear?

The one with the bears.

Okay. She started the story, speaking in all the different parts, while they snuggled close and listened with attention.

Just to see if they were really listening, she added, And then the wolf huffed and puffed

No, Kasie! Bess interrupted. Thats the pig story!

Is it? she exclaimed. All right, then. Well, the bears came home

Huffing and puffing? came a deep, amused query from the doorway. The little girls glanced at him, looking guilty and worried. Miss Parsons is looking for you two fugitives, he drawled. If I were you, Id get into my beds real fast. Shes glowering.

Goodness! We got to go, Kasie! Bess said, and she and Jenny scrambled to their feet and ran past their father down the hall, calling good-nights as they went.

Gil studied Kasie from the doorway. She was wearing her own white gown, with a matching cotton robe this time, and her long hair waved around her shoulders. She looked very young.

You werent reading from a book. What did you do, memorize the story? he asked curiously.

I guess so, she confided, smiling. Ive told it so many times, I suppose I do have it down pretty well.

Who did you tell it to? he asked reasonably.

The smile never faded, but she withdrew behind it. A little girl who stayed with us sometimes, she replied.

I see.

They came in and asked for a story, she explained. I hated telling them to go away

I havent said a word.

You did, she reminded him worriedly. I know that Miss Parsons looks after them. Im not trying to interfere.

I know that. But its making things hard for her when they come to you instead, he said firmly.

She grimaced. I cant hurt their feelings.

Ill speak to them. He held up a hand when she started to protest. Ill speak to them nicely, he added. I wont make an issue of it.

She hesitated. Okay.

You have your own duties, he continued. It isnt fair to let you take on two jobs, no matter how you feel about it. I dont pay Miss Parsons to sit and read tax manuals.

Her eyes widened. Youre kidding, she said, sitting up straight. She reads tax manuals? What for? Did you ask her?

I did. She says she reads them for pleasure, he said. Apparently she didnt really want to retire from the accounting business, but she was faced with a clerical position or retirement, he added with a droll smile.

Oh, dear.

He pushed away from the door facing. Dont stay up too late. John needs to get an early start. Hell be away for a week showing Ebony King on the road.

Hes the new young bull, Kasie recalled. He eats corn out of my hand, she added with a smile. I never thought of bulls as being gentle.

Theyre a real liability if theyre not, he pointed out. A bull that size could trample a man with very little difficulty.

I guess he could. She stood up, with her hands in the pockets of the cotton robe. Im sorry about the girls coming in here.

Oh, hell, I dont mind, he said on a rough breath. But it isnt wise to let them get too attached to you, Kasie. You know it, and you know why.

They think youre going to marry Pauline, she blurted out, and then flushed at having been so personal with him.

I havent thought a lot about remarrying, he replied quietly. His eyes went over her with a suddenly intent appraisal. But maybe I should. Theyre getting to the age where theyre going to need a womans hand in their lives. I love them, but I cant see things from a female point of view.

Youve done marvelously with them so far, she told him. Theyre polite and generous and loving.

So was their mother, he remarked and for a few seconds, his face was lined with grief before he got it under control. She loved them.

You said Bess was like her, she reminded him.

Yes, he said at once. She had long, wavy blond hair, just that same color. Jenny looks more like me. But Bess is more like me.

She smiled. Ive noticed. She has a very hard head when she doesnt want to do something.

He shrugged. Being stubborn isnt always a bad thing. Persistence is the key to most successes in life.

Yes. She searched his hard face, seeing the years of work and worry. It was a good, strong face, but it wasnt handsome.

He was looking at her, too, and something stirred inside him, a need that he had to work to put down. He moved out the door. Sleep well, Kasie, he said curtly.

You, too.

He closed the door behind him, without looking at her again. She went back to her movie, but with much less enthusiasm.





Chapter Five

The week went by slowly, and the girls, to Kasies dismay, became her shadows. She worried herself sick trying to keep Gil from noticing, especially after the harsh comments hed made about her job responsibilities. It didnt help that she kept remembering the feel of his arm around her at the movie theater, and the warm clasp of his big lean hand in her own. She was afraid to even look at him, because she was afraid her attraction to him might show.

Saturday came and the house was full of strangers. Kasie found it hard to mix with high society people, so she stuck to Miss Parsons and the girls. Miss Parsons took the opportunity to sneak back inside the house while Kasie watched the girls. Everything went well at first, because Gil was too busy with guests to notice that Miss Parsons was missing. But not for long. Kasie had given the girls a beach ball to play with, which was her one big mistake of the morning.

It wouldnt have been so bad if shed just let the childrens beach ball fly into the swimming pool in the first place. The problem was that, if she didnt stop it, Pauline was going to get it in the mouth, which wouldnt improve the already-bad situation between her and Kasie. Bess and Jenny didnt like Gil Callisters secretary. Neither did Kasie, but she loved the little girls and didnt want them to get into trouble. So she gave in to an impulse, and tried valiantly to divert the ball from its unexpecting target.

Predictably, she overreached, lost her footing and made an enormous splash as she landed, fully clothed, in the deep end. And, of course, she couldnt swim

Gil looked up from the prospectus hed been reading when he heard the splash. He connected Kasies fall, the beach ball, and his two little blond giggling daughters at once. He shook his head and grimaced. He put aside the prospectus and dived in to save Kasie, Bermuda shorts, Hawaiian shirt and all.

Her late parents had lived long enough to see the irony of the second name theyd given her. Her middle name was Grace, but she wasnt graceful. She was all long legs and arms. She wasnt pretty, but she had a lovely body, and the thin white dress she was wearing became transparent in the water. It was easily noticed that she was wearing only the flimsiest of briefs and a bra that barely covered her pert breasts. Just the thing, she thought miserably, to wear in front of the Callisters business partners who were here for a pool party on the big ranch. Feline blond Pauline Raines was laughing her head off at Kasies desperate treading of water. Just you wait, lady, she fumed. Next time Ill give Bess a soccer ball to bean you with and I wont step in the way!

Her head went under as her arms gave out. She took a huge breath as powerful arms encircled and lifted her clear of the deep water. It would have to be Gil who rescued her, she thought miserably. John wasnt even looking their way. Hed have dived in after her in a minute, she knew, if hed seen her fall. But while he was nice, and kind, he wasnt Gil, who was beginning to have a frightening effect on Kasies heart. She glanced at Pauline as she spluttered. Kasie wished that she was beautiful like Pauline. She looked the very image of an efficient secretary. Kasie had great typing speed, dictation skills and organizational expertise, but she was only ordinary-looking. Besides, she was a social disaster, and shed just proved it to Gil and all the guests.

Gil had been unexpectedly kind to her at the theater when hed taken her with the girls to see the movie. She still tingled, remembering his hand holding hers. This, however, was much worse. Her breasts were almost bare in the thin blouse, and she felt the hard muscular wall of his chest with wonder and pleasure and a little fear, because shed never felt such heady sensations in her body before. She wondered if hed fire her for making a scene at this pool party, to which a lot of very wealthy and prominent cattlemen and their wives had been invited.

To give him credit, she hadnt exactly inspired confidence on the job in the past few weeks. Two weeks earlier, she tripped on the front steps and landed in a rosebush at the very feet of a visiting cattleman from Texas whod almost turned purple trying not to laugh. Then there had been the ice-cream incident last week, which still embarrassed her. Bess had threatened Kasie with a big glop of chocolate ice cream. While Kasie was backing away, laughing helplessly, Gil had come into the house in dirty chaps and boots and shirt with his hat jerked low over one blue eye and his mouth a thin line, with blood streaming from a cut on his forehead. Bess had thrown the ice cream at Kasie, who ducked, just in time for it to hit Gil right in the forehead. While he was wiping it off, Kasie grabbed the spoon from Bess and waited for the explosion as her boss wiped the ice cream away and looked at her. Those blue eyes could cut like diamonds. They actually glittered. But he hadnt said a word. Hed just looked at her, before he turned and continued down the hall to the staircase that led up to his room.

Now, here she was half-drowned from a swimming pool accident, having made a spectacle of herself yet again.

I wonder if I could get work in Hollywood? she sputtered as she hung on for dear life. There must be a market for terminal clumsiness somewhere!

Gil raised an eyebrow and gave her a slow, speaking glance before he pulled her close against his chest and turned toward the concrete steps at the far end. He walked up out of the pool, streaming water, and started toward the house. Dont struggle, Kasie, he said at her temple, and his voice sounded odd.

Sorry, she coughed. You can put me down, now. Im okay. I can walk.

If I put you down, youre going to become the entertainment, he said enigmatically at her ear. He looked over his shoulder. John, look after the girls until I get back! he called.

Oh, Ill watch them, Gil! Pauline interrupted lazily. Come over here, girls! she called, without even looking in their direction.

John will watch them, Gil said emphatically and didnt move until his lean, lanky brother jumped up and went toward his nieces, grinning.

Gil went up the staircase with Kasie held close to his chest. Why cant you swim? he asked.

His deep, slow voice made her feel funny. So did the close, almost intimate contact with him. She nibbled on her lower lip, feeling soggy and disheveled and embarrassed. Im afraid of the water.

Why? he persisted.

She wouldnt answer him. It would do no good, and she didnt want to remember. Probably hed never seen anyone drown. Sorry I messed up the pool party, she murmured.

He shook her gently as they passed the landing and paused at her bedroom door. Stop apologizing every second word, he said curtly as he put her down. He held her there with two big, lean hands on her upper arms and studied her intently in the dim light of the wall sconces.

The feel of all that warm strength against her made her giddy. Shed never been so close to him before. He was ten years older than Kasie, and he had an authority and maturity that must have been apparent even when hed been her age. She had tried to think of him as Bess and Jennys daddy, but after their closeness at the movie theater, it was almost impossible to think of him as anything but a mature, sexy man.

I cant seem to make you understand that the girls are Miss Parsons responsibility, not yours! He saw her faint flush and scowled down at her. Speaking of Miss Parsons, where in hell is she?

She cleared her throat and pushed back a soggy strand of dark hair. Shes in the office.

Doing what?

She shifted, but he didnt let go of her arms. That unblinking, ferocious blue stare robbed her of a smart retort. All right, she said heavily. Shes doing the withholding on Johns tax readout. He didnt speak. She looked up and grimaced. Well, Im not up on tax law, and she is.

So you traded duties without permission, is that it?

She hesitated. Yes. Im sorry. But its just for today! You already know that she doesntwell, she doesnt like children very much, really, and I hate taxes

I know.

I shouldnt have given them the beach ball. I thought they were going into the shallow part of the pool with it. And then Bess threw it

Right at Paulines expensive new coiffure, Gil finished for her. He pursed his sensuous lips and searched her face. You wont tell on them, of course. You took the blame for the ice cream, too. And when one of Jennys toys tripped you on the front steps and you went into the rosebush, you blamed that on clumsiness.

You knew? she asked, surprised.

Ive been a father for five years, he mused. I know all sorts of things. His pale blue eyes slid very slowly down Kasies wet dress and narrowed on what was showing. She had the most delicious body. Every line and curve of it was on view where the thin dress was plastered to her body. Her breasts were perfectly shaped and the nipples were dusky. The feel of her against his chest, even through her wet blouse and his cotton shirt, had almost knocked the breath out of him. It upset him that he was noticing these things about her. He was beginning to react to them, too. He had to get out of here. She was so young

He cursed under his breath. Youd better change, he said curtly. He turned on his heel and went toward the staircase.

About Miss Parsons! she called after him, in one last attempt to ward off retribution.

You might as well consider the girls your job from now on, he said angrily. I can see that its a losing battle to keep you away from them. Ill give Miss Parsons to John. He wont enjoy the view as much, but keeping out of prison because we cant figure out tax forms might sweeten the deal, he said, without breaking stride. When you have some spare time, you can continue giving Pauline computer lessons. That includes Monday morning. Mrs. Charters can watch the girls while you work with Pauline.

But Im not a trained governess. Im a secretary! she insisted.

Great. You can let Bess dictate letters to you for her dolls.

But!

It was too late. He never argued. He just kept walking. She threw up her hands and went back into her room. She started toward the bathroom to change out of her wet things when she got a look at herself in the mirror. The whole outfit was transparent. She remembered Gils intent stare and blushed all the way to her toes. No wonder hed been looking at her. Everything she had was on view! She wondered how shed ever be able to look him in the eye again.



She changed and went back to the pool party, dejected and miserable. It was hard to believe that shed not even had a mild crush on John when she first went to work for the Callisters. He was handsome, and very sexy, but she just didnt feel that way about him. Fortunately hed never felt that way about her, either. John had some secret woman in his past, and now he didnt get serious about anyone. Kasie had heard that from Mrs. Charters, who was a veritable storehouse of information about it. John didnt look to Kasie like a man with a broken heart. But maybe he played the field to camouflage it.

Kasie had never really been in love. Shed had crushes on TV celebrities and movie stars, and on boys at schooland one summer shed had a real case on a boy who lived near Mama Luke, her aunt, in Billings. But those had all been very innocent, limited to kisses and light caresses and not much desire.

All that had changed when Gil Callister held her hand at the movies. And when Gil had carried her up the staircase this morning, she was on fire with pleasure. She was still shivery with new sensations, which she didnt understand at all. Gil was her boss and he disliked her. Shed been spending more time with the girls than the grown-ups because John didnt like to do paperwork and he was always dodging dictation. He could usually be found out with the men on the ranch, helping with whatever routine task was going on at the time. Gil did that, too, of course, but not because he didnt like paperwork. Gil rarely ever sat still.

Mrs. Charters said it was because hed loved his wife and had never gotten over her unexpected death from a freak horseback-riding accident. She was only twenty-six years old.

That had been only three years ago. Since then, Gil had hired a succession of nurses, at first, and then motherly governesses to watch over the girls. Old Mrs. Harris had retired and then Gil had hired Miss Parsons in desperation, over a virtual flood of young marriageable women who had their eye on either Gil or John. Kasie remembered Gil saying that he had no interest in marriage ever again. At that time, she couldnt have imagined feeling attracted to a widowed man with two children who had the personality of a spitting cobra.

For her first few weeks on the job, hed watched Kasie. He hadnt wanted his children around Kasie, and made it plain. Amazing, how much that had hurt.

They were such darling little girls.

At least, she thought, now she could spend time with them and not have to sneak around doing it. Gil might not like her, but he couldnt deny that his daughters did. Probably he felt that he didnt have a choice.

Kasie was going to miss the secretarial work, and she wondered how Gil would manage with Pauline, who absolutely hated clerical duties. The woman only did it to be near Gil, but he didnt seem to realize it. Or if he did, he didnt care.

She tried to picture Gil married to Pauline and it wounded her. Pauline was shallow and selfish. She didnt really like the girls, and shed probably find some way to get them out of her hair when she and Gil married, if they did. Kasie hated the very idea of such a marriage, but she was a little nobody in the world and Gil Callister was a millionaire. She couldnt even tease him or flirt with him, because he might think she was after him for his wealth. It made her self-conscious, so she became uneasy around him and tongue-tied to boot.

That made him even more irritable. Sunday afternoon there was another storm and he and the men had to go out and work the cattle. He came in just after dark, drenched, unfastening his shirt on the way into the office. His hair was plastered to his scalp and his spurs jingled as he walked, his leather bat-wing chaps making flapping noises with every stride of his long, powerful jean-clad legs. His boots were soaked, too, and caked with mud.

Mrs. Charters will be after you, Kasie remarked as she lifted her eyes from the badly scribbled notes John had left, which Miss Parsons had asked her to help decipher. Miss Parsons had already gone up to bed, anticipating a very early start on work the next morning.

Its my damned house, he shot at her irritably, running a hand through his drenched hair to get it off his forehead. I can drip wherever I please!

Suit yourself, Kasie replied. But red mud wont come out of Persian wool carpets.

He gave her a hard glare, but he sat down in a chair and pulled off the mud-caked boots, tossing them onto the wide brick hearth of the fireplace, where they wouldnt soil anything delicate. His white socks were soaked as well, but he didnt take them off. He sat down behind his desk, picked up the telephone and made a call.

Where are the girls? he asked while he waited for the call to be answered.

Watching the new Pokmon movie up in their room, Kasie said. Miss Parsons cant read Johns handwriting, so Im deciphering this for her so she can start early tomorrow morning on the payroll and the quarterly estimated taxes that are due in June. If thats all right, she added politely.

He just glared at her. Hello, Lonnie? he said suddenly into the telephone receiver he was holding. Can you give me the name of that mechanic who worked on Harriss truck last month? Yes, the one who doesnt need a damned computer to tell him whats wrong with the engine. Got his number? Just a minute. He fished in the drawer for a pen, grabbed an envelope and wrote a number on it. Sure thing. Thanks. He hung up and dialed again.

While he spoke to the mechanic, Kasie finished transcribing Johns terrible handwriting neatly for Miss Parsons.

Gil hung up and got to his feet, retrieving his boots. If youve got a few minutes free, I need you to take some dictation for me, he told Kasie.

Ill be glad to.

He gave her a narrow appraisal. Ive got a man coming over to look at my cattle truck, he added. If he gets here while Im in the shower, show him into the living room and dont let him leave. He can listen to an engine and tell you whats wrong with it.

But its Sunday, she began.

I need the truck to haul cattle tomorrow. Im sure he went to church this morning, so its all right, he assured her dryly. Besides

The ringing of the phone interrupted him. He jerked up the receiver. Callister, he said.

There was a pause, during which his face became harder than Kasie had ever seen it. Yes, he replied to a question. Ill talk to John when he gets back in, but I can tell you what the answer will be. He smiled coldly. Im sure that if you use your imagination, you can figure that out without too much difficulty. No, I dont. I dont give a damn. Do what you please with them. There was a longer pause and Kasie thought shed never seen such coldness in a mans eyes. I dont need a thing, thanks. Yes. You do that.

He hung up. My parents, he said harshly. With an invitation to come and bring the girls to their estate on Long Island next week.

Are you going?

He looked briefly sardonic. Theyre hosting a party for some people who are interested in seeing what a real cattleman looks like, he said surprisingly. Theyre trying to sell them on an advertising contract for their sports magazine and they think John and I might be useful. He sounded bitter and angry. They try this occasionally, but John and I dont go. They can make money on their own. Ill be upstairs if the mechanic comes. Tell him the trucks in the barn with one of my men. He can go right on out.

Okay.

He walked out and Kasie stared after him. The conversation with his parents hadnt been pleasant for him. He seemed to dislike them intensely. She knew that they were never mentioned around the girls, and John never spoke of them, either. She wondered what theyd done to make their sons so hostile. Then she remembered what Gil had said, about their being used by their parents only to make money, and it all began to make sense. Perhaps they didnt really want children at all. What a pity, that their sons were nothing more than sales incentives to them.

The mechanic did come while Gil was upstairs. Kasie went with him onto the long porch and showed him where the barn was, so that he could drive on down there and park his truck. The rain had stopped, though, so he didnt have to worry about getting wet. There was a pleasant dripping sound off the eaves of the house, and the delicious smell of wet flowers in the darkness.

Kasie sat down in the porch swing and rocked it into motion. It was a perfect night, now that the storm had abated. She could hear crickets, or maybe frogs, chirping all around the flowering shrubs that surrounded the front porch. It reminded her, for some reason, of Africa. She vaguely remembered sitting in a porch swing with her mother and Kantor when their father was away working. There were the delicious smells of cooking from the house, and the spicy smells drifting from the harbor nearby, as well as the familiar sound of African workers singing and humming as they worked around the settlement. It was a long time ago, when she still had a family. Now, except for Mama Luke, she was completely alone. It was a cold, empty feeling.

The screen door suddenly opened and Gil came out onto the porch. His blond hair was still damp, faintly unruly at the edges and tending to curl. He was wearing a blue checked Western shirt with clean jeans and nice boots. He looked just the way a working cowboy should when he was cleaned up, she thought, trying to imagine him a century earlier.

Is the mechanic here? he asked abruptly when he spotted Kasie in the swing.

Yes, I sent him on down to the barn.

He went down the steps gracefully and stalked to the barn. He was gone about five minutes and when he came out of the barn, so did the mechanic. They shook hands and the mechanic drove off.

A fuse, he murmured, shaking his head as he came up the steps and dropped into the swing at Kasies side. A damned fuse, and the whole panel went down. Imagine that.

Sometimes its the little things that give the most trouble, she murmured, shy with him.

He put an arm behind her and rocked the swing into motion. I like the way you smell, Kasie, he said lazily. You always remind me of roses.

Im allergic to perfume, she confided. The florals are the only ones I can wear without sneezing my head off.

Where are my babies? he asked.

Mrs. Charters is baking cookies with them in the kitchen, she said, smiling. They love to cook. So do I. Weve all learned a lot from Mrs. Charters.

He looked down at her in the darkness. One lean hand went to the braid at the back of her head, and he tugged on it gently. Youre mysterious, he murmured. I dont really know anything about you.

Theres not much to tell, she told him. Im just ordinary.

He shifted, and she felt his powerful thigh against her leg. Her body came alive with fleeting little stabs of pleasure. She could feel her breath catching in her throat as she breathed. He was too close.

She started to move, but it was too late. His arm curled her into his body, and the warm, hard pressure of his mouth pushed her head back against the swing while he fed hungrily on her lips.

Part of her wanted to resist, but a stronger part was completely powerless. She reached up and put her arms around his neck and opened her lips for him. She felt him stiffen, hesitate, catch his breath. Then his mouth became rough and demanding, and he dragged her across his legs, folding her close while he kissed her until her mouth was swollen and tender.

He nibbled her upper lip, fighting to breathe normally. Dont let me do this, he warned.

Youre bigger than I am, she murmured breathlessly.

Thats no excuse at all.

Her fingers trailed over his hard mouth and down to his chest where they rested. She stared at the wide curve of his mouth with a kind of wonder that a man like this, good-looking and charming and wealthy, would look twice at a chestnut mouse like Kasie. Perhaps he needed glasses.

He touched her oval face, tracing its soft lines in a warm, damp darkness that was suddenly like an exotic, faraway place. Kasie felt as if shed come home. Impulsively, she let her head slide down his arm until it rested in the crook of his elbow. She watched his expression harden, heard his breathing change. His lean fingers moved down her chin and throat until they were at the top button of her shirtwaist dress. They hesitated there.

She lay looking up at him patiently, curiously, ablaze with unfamiliar longings and delight.

Kasie, he whispered, and his long fingers began to sensually move the top button out of its buttonhole. As it came free, he heard her soft gasp, felt the jerk of her body, and knew that this was new territory for her.

His hand started to slide gently into the opening hed made. He watched Kasie, lying so sweetly in his embrace, giving him free license with her innocence, and he shivered with desire.

But even as he felt the soft warmth of the skin at her collarbone, laughing young voices came drifting out onto the porch as the front door opened.

Gil moved Kasie back into her own seat abruptly and stood up.

Daddys home! Bess cried, and she and Jenny ran to him, to be scooped up and kissed heartily.

Ill, uh, just go and get my pad so that you can dictate that letter you mentioned, Kasie said as she got up, too.

You will not, Gil said, his voice still a little husky. Go to bed, Kasie. It can wait. In the morning, you can tutor Pauline on the computer, so that she can take over inputting the cattle records. John wont be in until late tonight, and he leaves early tomorrow for the cattle show in San Antonio. Theres nothing in the office that cant wait.

She was both disappointed and relieved. It was getting harder to deny Gil anything he wanted. She couldnt have imagined that she was such a wanton person only a few weeks ago. She didnt know what to do.

Okay, Ill call it a night, she said, trying to disguise her nervousness. Good night, babies, she told Bess and Jenny with a smile. Sleep tight.

Will you tell us a story, Kasie? Bess began.

Ill tell you a story tonight. Kasie needs her rest. All right? he asked the girls.

All right, Daddy, Jenny murmured, laying her sleepy head on his shoulder.

They all went upstairs together. Kasie didnt quite meet his eyes as she went down the hall to her own room. She didnt sleep very much, either.
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