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Praise for the Romances of  New York Times Bestselling Author Catherine Anderson

“Anderson comes up with another winner by deftly blending sweetness and sensuality in a poignantly written story.”

—Booklist

 

“Emotional and heartfelt, her stories make you believe in the power of love.”

—Debbie Macomber

 

“Catherine Anderson is an amazing talent.”

—Elizabeth Lowell

 

“Catherine Anderson has a gift for imbuing her characters with dignity, compassion, courage, and strength that inspire readers.”

—Romantic Times

 

“A major voice in the romance genre.”—Publishers Weekly

 

Morning Light

“Heart-tugger extraordinaire Anderson adds a touch of the paranormal to this poignant and richly rewarding chapter in her Harrigan family series. A subtext to this race-against-time tale is how faith and accepting extraordinary gifts are not mutually exclusive.”

—Romantic Times

 

“This is a story not to be missed. Morning Light delivers on all levels, and is a fantastic read that will touch readers at the very core of their being.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

Sun Kissed

“This smart, wholesome tale should appeal to any fan of traditional romance.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Vivid descriptions, realistic family relationships (especially the lively sibling banter), and a dash of suspense make this heartwarming, gently sensual romance a satisfying read.”

—Library Journal

 

“Another heartwarming chapter in the Coulter family saga is on tap in the always wonderful Anderson’s newest release. . . . Anderson is at her best when it comes to telling stories that are deeply emotional and heartfelt.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

 

Summer Breeze

“Anderson understands the inner workings of the human soul so deeply that she’s able to put intense emotion within a stunning romance in such a way that you’ll believe in miracles. Add to this her beautiful writing style, memorable characters, and a timeless story, and you have an unmatched reading adventure.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

 

“The kind of book that will snare you so completely, you’ll not want to put it down. It engages the intellect and emotions; it’ll make you care. It will also make you smile . . . a lot. And that’s a guarantee.”—Romance Reviews Today

 

My Sunshine

“Another winner from Anderson’s compassionate pen.”

—Library Journal

 

“Sweet and sensual.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“With the author’s signature nurturing warmth and emotional depth, this beautifully written romance is a richly rewarding experience for any reader.”

—Booklist

Blue Skies

“Readers may need to wipe away tears . . . since few will be able to resist the power of this beautifully emotional, wonderfully romantic love story.”

—Booklist

 

“A keeper and a very strong contender for Best Contemporary Romance of the Year.”—Romance Reviews Today

 

Bright Eyes

“Offbeat family members and genuine familial love give a special lift to this marvelous story. An Anderson book is a guaranteed great read!”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars, top pick)

 

Only by Your Touch

“Ben Longtree is a marvelous hero whose extraordinary gifts bring a unique and special magic to this warmhearted novel. No one can tug your heartstrings better than Catherine Anderson.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars, top pick)

 

Always in My Heart

“Emotionally involving, family-centered, and relationship-oriented, this story is a rewarding read.”

—Library Journal

 

“[A] superbly written contemporary romance, which features just the kind of emotionally nourishing, comfortably compassionate type of love story this author is known for creating.”

—Booklist

 

Sweet Nothings

“Pure reading magic.”

—Booklist

 

Phantom Waltz

“Anderson departs from traditional romantic stereotypes in this poignant, contemporary tale of a love that transcends all boundaries . . . romantic through and through.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Prologue

Rainie Hall Danning paused after exiting the ship elevator onto the third deck. Her whole body trembled with nerves, and she wanted nothing more than to collapse against the wall for a moment to gather her composure. But she didn’t dare, not with cameras hidden everywhere. Just start walking. Act normal. Every move you make may be recorded.  Upstairs inside the posh ladies’ lounge, where electronic surveillance was forbidden, she had altered her appearance. Now she wore a stretchy black sheath, an Elvira wig, brown contacts, black cat-eye glasses, and so much makeup that her face felt stiff. Tasteless but effective. No one who saw her later on film would recognize her as the wealthy and elegant Lorraina Danning who’d gone to dinner wearing a sequined evening gown and a forty-thousand-dollar diamond necklace.

Yearning to run, Rainie walked slowly along the corridor, shoulders back, chin held high. No ducking her head to hide her face. Her friend Janet had assured her only minutes ago that this disguise was good enough to withstand close scrutiny later. Oh, God, oh, God. Was it possible that she and her friend were actually going to pull this off? Rainie stifled a hysterical urge to laugh. Now dressed as Lorraina Danning, Janet was somewhere on an upper deck, moving  toward a camera-free area where she could duck into a closet, change clothes, and emerge as herself.

Rainie’s heart slammed with every footfall, and cold sweat filmed her body. The ceiling of the hallway, which seemed endlessly long, felt low and oppressive. With every breath she took, she prayed she wouldn’t hear the elevator doors slide open behind her. Her husband, Peter, seemed to have a sixth sense where she was concerned, enabling him to guess what her next move was going to be, sometimes even before she knew herself. If he caught her . . . Oh, God, she couldn’t let herself think about that. She needed to stay calm, keep a clear head. Just one little mistake could ruin everything.

The numbered plaques beside the cabin doorways swam in Rainie’s vision. Where was 3056? Her back tingled, and an awful burning sensation had taken up residence right between her shoulder blades. She glanced back, half expecting to see her husband—tall, elegant, sophisticated Peter, whose kindly demeanor and gentle smile fooled everyone. The hallway behind her was empty. She was still safe, and she would stay that way if she could just find the damned room.

It seemed as if she covered the length of a football field before she reached the right cabin. She fumbled with clammy fingers for the plastic key card that she’d slipped inside the bodice of her dress. Hurry, hurry. Glancing up and down the corridor to make sure Peter hadn’t suddenly appeared, she shoved the card into the slot. Nothing. She realized the card was upside down and inserted it again. At last the little green light came on. Frantic to vanish, she almost fell into the room. After closing the door, she collapsed against an interior wall, trembling so violently that her knees threatened to buckle.

The housekeeping staff had flipped on the lights and left clever towel sculptures on the turned-down bed. The room was cramped compared to the royal suite on deck ten, where  she’d dressed for dinner earlier. There was barely walking room between the queen-size bed and the ocean-view window. Opposite the sitting area, which consisted of only a short couch and a coffee table, the wall was lined with storage cabinetry, a built-in vanity, and a closet. But to Rainie, the accommodations looked wonderful—a small hidey-hole where she would be safe from her husband.

When she recovered enough to move, she hooked the Do Not Disturb sign over the outside door lever. Then she began stripping off the dress as she approached the suitcase on the couch. Though a claustrophobic breathlessness made her lungs hitch, she needed to shower and cover her body with sunless tanning lotion before she went out on the balcony to gulp fresh air. Having dark skin was part of her disguise, and the colorant might take a few hours to work. From this moment forward, Lorraina Ann Danning had ceased to exist, and Anna Pritchard had taken her place.

Rainie’s friend Janet, who worked aboard this ship, had kept her promise. The suitcase contained everything Rainie would need to make good her escape—black leather and denim clothing, a silver-studded belt, chunky boots, lots of Goth-style jewelry, oversize sunglasses, fake tattoos, makeup, the tanning lotion, and all the necessary fraudulent identification. Rainie fingered a roll of cash tucked into a storage pocket, stared with burning eyes at a Visa card imprinted with her alias, and sent up a silent prayer of thanksgiving that she’d been blessed with such wonderful friends. All set and ready to go. Now she had only to keep her head down for the next seven days until the ship returned to Seattle.

Rainie stepped into the small bathroom to shower. By the time she’d finished washing off the expensive French perfume that Peter insisted she wear, her skin smarted, yet it seemed to her the scent lingered. His mark. Needing to get it off, she scrubbed with soap again, and then again. Finally  she came to accept that her compulsive urge to scour until her skin felt raw stemmed more from emotional reasons than her sense of smell. She wanted—no, needed—to get everything she associated with Peter Danning out of her life.

After toweling dry, Rainie smoothed the tanning lotion over her body and then scrubbed her hands clean before tugging the Elvira wig back on. Before slipping into a white terry guest robe she’d found in the closet, she reinserted the brown contacts and outlined her mouth with purplish black lipstick. Only then did she feel it was safe to step out onto the balcony to cleanse her lungs with the moist sea air. As she gripped the railing and fixed her gaze on the sinking globe of orange on the western horizon, the night breeze whipped the synthetic strands of pitch-black hair across her face.

Peter would be looking for her by now, going first to the ladies’ room and then possibly to their suite. When he failed to find her, how long would he wait before raising an alarm?  My wife is missing. Her earlier urge to laugh had now been replaced by fear. What if a search of all the cabins was executed? If anyone could make the ship’s captain and crew hop to, it was the rich and influential Peter Danning. By morning, law enforcement teams would descend on the vessel to unravel the mystery of Lorraina Danning’s disappearance.

Rainie forced herself to think positively. If they came to her quarters, they would find only an awkward, sunbaked young woman with brown eyes, an Elvira hairdo, and weird-looking clothes. No one would suspect anything.

In only moments, darkness would descend. To Rainie, who’d so frequently gone to the theater with her husband over the last two years, the sunset seemed symbolic. The curtain was falling. The nightmare her life had become was over, and the next act was about to begin.

Bright with promise, tomorrow beckoned. Rainie had once endured a horrible beating for dropping one of Peter’s  precious crystal goblets, so it had seemed almost prophetic to her when she’d found a rural town called Crystal Falls on an Oregon map. It appealed to her sense of irony. When the crystal falls, Lorraina may die. So that was her destination, Crystal Falls. She had no idea what difficulties she might face when she got there. She knew only that anything would be better than what she’d just left behind.




Chapter One

The ticking of a teapot clock and the hum of an ancient refrigerator were the only sounds to fill the silence in Rainie’s one-story duplex, which she’d rented only a week ago and equipped on the cheap. Mismatched dishes, eating utensils, and cookware graced the freshly scrubbed shelves and drawers of the outdated kitchen. Thrift-shop throw rugs covered worn areas in the speckled linoleum, which she’d scoured and waxed on her hands and knees. In spots, she’d washed the walls with such vigor that she’d removed the paint, but now all the surfaces were clean and each room sported a sparse collection of secondhand furniture.

Since the house and everything in it was old, Rainie had aimed for a 1950s look, purchasing inexpensive wall art, doilies, dresser scarves, decorative pillows, and cozy throws from Goodwill to camouflage nicks, gouges, and holes in the upholstery. The result was comfortable and quaintly attractive, a place that Rainie could call home until her circumstances improved.

Improving her circumstances was the main focus of her attention right now. Long strands of curly brown hair streaked with blond, compliments of a home perm and frost job, fell forward over her face as she perused the Help Wanted section of the Crystal Falls newspaper. The table at which she sat, made of ancient chrome and Formica, with  one bent leg and four vinyl-cushioned chairs, wobbled slightly every time she moved. To steady her writing surface, she pressed down with her elbows as she circled each job possibility.

So far, all she’d found of real interest was a bookkeeping position at a ranch. The other opportunities either held little appeal or required training she didn’t have. Still, she flagged the dismal maybes. Her funds, loaned to her by friends, would soon run out. Flipping hamburgers might not be very glamorous, but forty hours a week at minimum wage would help pay the rent and some of her utilities.

Dusk was quickly descending beyond the windows, filling the room with the bluish shadows of an early July evening. Though she’d been in central Oregon for a week and a half, Rainie was still amazed at how quickly it grew dark here after the sun dipped behind the Cascade Mountains. Reaching over her shoulder to flip on the overhead light, she resumed her task of job hunting, an endeavor that would have been much easier if she’d owned a computer. Yeah, right. Her shoestring budget hadn’t allowed for many convenience items. She had splurged on a secondhand television for fifty dollars, but only because it was important that she keep abreast of the latest developments in the ongoing investigation of her mysterious disappearance.

The thought made her smile. In her case, the old adage that every dog had its day was proving to be true. During her marriage, Rainie had sweated bullets whenever Peter was home, never knowing when some little thing might ignite his temper. Now he was the one on pins and needles. When wives vanished without a trace, it was usually the husbands who first came under suspicion. Too bad, so sad. Peter’s sterling reputation was taking some hard hits. Though members of law enforcement hadn’t yet said it aloud, they clearly didn’t believe that a healthy, reasonably fit young woman had fallen overboard without a helpful push.

Oh, yes, Peter was now on the hot seat, a turn of events Rainie hadn’t anticipated but couldn’t regret. Just deserts.  No matter how much misery the man endured, it would be nothing compared to the horrors he’d inflicted on her and possibly others. Though it wasn’t very admirable of her, she found it gratifying to watch her handsome, treacherous husband squirm as he fielded questions from reporters. Some enterprising newsperson had dug up information on Peter’s first two marriages, and it was now gossip fodder for the tabloids as well as prime-time news anchors that Peter’s former wives had died mysterious deaths and left him huge sums of money. Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Peter.

For Rainie, walking away from what remained of her father’s estate had been extremely difficult. Her dad had worked his entire life for that money, and Peter Danning didn’t deserve a single cent of it. But it had bothered her even more to turn her back on Peter’s first two wives. During one of his brutal fits of temper, Peter had once confessed to Rainie that he’d murdered her predecessors because they’d been planning to divorce him. At the time, Rainie had prayed he was lying in an attempt to intimidate her. I’ll never let you leave me. I’ll see you dead first. But old Internet news archives hinted that Peter’s incredible confession might be true. His first wife had died of a lingering illness that baffled her doctors. The result of some obscure, undetectable poison, possibly? The second wife had perished in a car wreck when her brakes had failed on a curvy mountain road during a rainstorm. Accident or design? Rainie had very good reason to suspect that her husband had killed both women and walked away with their inheritances. If so, he deserved to squirm. No misfortune that befell him was too severe a punishment if he had ended the lives of two healthy young women.

During those first news broadcasts, Rainie had huddled on the sofa, smiling through tears. Thanks to the help of  Margaret Bresslar and Janet Teague, Rainie had actually pulled it off and given Peter the slip. What had she ever done to deserve such faithful and devoted friends? They’d risked so much for her, so very much. Oh, how she missed e-mailing them or talking with them on the phone. Margaret, the more serious one, had been Rainie’s rock during the final days of her marital imprisonment, and Janet, the funny, irreverent one, who’d often been mistaken for Rainie’s sister in college because they looked so much alike, had always managed to keep Rainie laughing. Don’t lace the bastard’s coffee with rat poison yet, she’d cautioned. We’re going to get you out of there.

In the end, Janet had kept that promise, putting her career and her freedom on the line. Wearing an Elvira wig, sunglasses, and punk-rocker clothing, she had boarded the ship as Anna Pritchard, flashed fake identification, deposited the luggage in a cabin where Rainie could later go to hide, and then changed into the stretchy-back sheath that Rainie would later don in the ladies’ lounge. For the intervening hours before dinner, Janet had called in sick to delay reporting in for work and browsed in the ship’s classy boutiques while wearing the disguise, thus establishing the existence of Anna Pritchard by passing in front of countless cameras. Then, at the beginning of the seven-course meal in the opulent dining room, Janet had excused herself from her table and gone to the lounge only minutes before Rainie had. Once inside, safely hidden from electronic surveillance, Rainie and Janet had switched clothing. Familiar with the ship’s surveillance system, Janet had gone to an area where there were no cameras, changed into her work uniform, stashed Rainie’s sequined gown, heels, jewelry, and evening bag in her oversize purse, and then resumed her duties as ship operations coordinator.

Just like that, Lorraina Hall Danning had vanished without a trace.

Sometimes Rainie actually picked up the phone and almost dialed Margaret’s or Janet’s number. But sanity always returned in the nick of time. If Peter suspected that she was still alive, he might sic a private investigator on her friends. Any contact, no matter how brief, might be traced. Rainie couldn’t take that chance. Peter would kill her if he found her. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind about that. Don’t call us; don’t write to us, Janet had warned. No news will be good news. We’ll know you’re out there somewhere, starting a new life. That’s all we need to know.

And so it had to be. If it ever came out that Janet had been aboard the Ocean Jewel the night Rainie vanished, someone might start connecting the dots.

With trembling fingertips, Rainie touched the small scar that angled over her cheekbone, a memento of one terrible night when Peter had flown into a rage. In time, the scar might fade, but it would never disappear entirely. Every time Rainie looked in a mirror for the rest of her life, she would be reminded of her past mistakes and all the reasons she’d vowed not to repeat them. She would never again jump into a relationship with blinders on. She would never again give a man control over her life. She would never again trust someone just because he seemed wonderful and kind.

With a mild start, Rainie realized that her mind had wandered from the task at hand, which was to find gainful employment. Bookkeeping. She circled the ranch job again, and then tapped the tip of her pen on the paper. It wouldn’t be a very challenging job, but it was better than waiting tables, filling fast-food orders, or working in a motel laundry room. And, hey, the advertisement said “benefits,” which led her to think the pay might be halfway decent as well. It was worth making a phone call.

As Rainie pushed up from her chair, a slight rattling sound came at the back door. Her heart skittered and missed a beat. Was someone trying to break in? The old lady next  door had assured Rainie that this run-down neighborhood was safe, that she’d lived in the other half of this two-family dwelling for almost twenty years and never had a single problem. The door rattled again, making Rainie jump.  Peter? The thought was never far from her mind that he might be only one step behind her.

Reacting instinctively, Rainie hit the light switch to plunge the kitchen back into shadow. Then, shivering with trepidation, she moved toward the battered door. The dingy curtain that covered the window prevented her from seeing out onto the porch. She lifted a lank ruffle, leaned cautiously forward to peer out into the semidarkness, and saw . . . a cat, pushing at the barricaded kitty door with a bewhiskered nose.

Over the last week, Rainie had often wondered about the oversize feline who’d needed a Fat Cat door. This furry tom was indeed large, but if he’d ever been rotund, lean times had trimmed him down to little more than skin stretched over bone. Pity tugged at Rainie’s heart. She quickly bent to remove the metal panel that prevented the poor animal from entering. With a disgruntled meow, the cat jumped through the opening and immediately began circling Rainie’s feet, his meows increasing in volume until she had no doubt that he was hungry and hoping to be fed.

Crouching down, Rainie ran her hand over the gray tabby’s arched back. “You poor baby. Did your family move away and leave you?”

The possibility was inconceivable to Rainie. On the other hand, she’d come to understand during her marriage that not everyone lived by her rules. Maybe the cat’s former owners had fallen on hard times. People in low-rent districts often led a hand-to-mouth existence, barely managing to care for themselves, let alone a pet. There was also the possibility that the cat had a strong homing instinct and had left his owners to return to familiar turf.

Rainie had always wanted a cat or dog. Unfortunately, her dad had been allergic, and Peter had objected to anything furry, fearing that Rainie might come to love an animal more than she did him. Peter and his insane jealousy no longer ruled her life, though, and she could have a pet now if she wanted. Surely one cat wouldn’t cost that much to feed. Lifting the tom into her arms, Rainie couldn’t help but notice how gaunt he was. She pushed her nose against his soft fur. He smelled of grass, fresh air, and male-feline musk.

“It’s apparent to me that you need a friend almost as much as I do,” she said. “And, lucky you, I’m open to having a roommate who can’t help pay the rent. I get lonely living by myself.”

She turned the cat to study his battle-scarred visage. He blinked his green eyes.

“What do you think about Thomas as a temporary handle? We can change it later if a better idea occurs to me, but for now, it’ll give me something to call you besides kitty.”

The cat blinked again. Rainie decided to take that as a yes. “Thomas it is, then. It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think? I’m Rainie, by the way, aka Anna, but I doubt my alias will matter much to you just so long as I can find something for you to eat.”

Thomas made no comment, just looked at her with those huge emerald eyes.

“How does a can of cheap tuna sound?” she asked. “Cats like fish, right?”

As if he understood, Thomas purred and rasped her cheek with a rough tongue, making Rainie laugh. “One can of water-packed tuna, coming up.”

She set the animal back on the floor, fetched some tuna from a cupboard, and went to work with a can opener that had cost her twenty-five cents at St. Vincent de Paul. The cat tucked into it as if he were starving. Rainie got him some water to accompany the meal, then stood back to watch him  eat. It occurred to her that a lack of cat food was only one of her problems. She had no litter box—or any litter to go in one. Hopefully, the tom was housebroken and would exit via the cat door when he needed to go out.

Rainie’s gaze flicked to the opening, guarded now by only the flexible flap. The hole wasn’t large enough to accommodate a man, and it was more than an arm’s reach from the doorknob. It would be safe enough for her to leave the portal open so Thomas could go in and out. Good plan.  She didn’t want to be accused of cat theft if the tom belonged to a neighbor up the street.

After eating, Thomas seemed in no rush to leave. Instead of going back outdoors, he curled up on the worn sofa in the living room, had a bath, and then drifted off to sleep. Rainie felt mildly disappointed. She’d been hoping for . . . what? An intellectual exchange? He was a cat—hello. Maybe he’d be more sociable once they got acquainted, but for now, it just felt nice not to be completely alone.

Rainie returned to the kitchen, grabbed the advertisement section of the newspaper, and dialed the telephone number listed for the bookkeeping position. As the phone rang, she rinsed out Thomas’s empty food dish, refusing to let herself feel nervous. If the job was still open, maybe she could get an interview. If it was already filled . . . oh, well. Keeping books at a ranch wasn’t exactly her dream job.

 

Parker Harrigan had a corn dog stuffed in his mouth when the phone rang. He plucked it back out without taking a bite and wiped his lips with the heel of his hand to remove the ketchup-and-mayonnaise concoction he used as a dip. His luck, it was his brother Quincy calling. If so, Quincy would be sure to ask what Parker was having for dinner. The conversation would go downhill from there, with Parker receiving a long and extremely boring lecture about his bad  eating habits. Quincy, the health nut of the family, rarely missed an opportunity to share his dietary wisdom.

It never ceased to amaze Parker that he and Quincy were from the same gene pool. With their pitch-black hair, brown eyes, and compact builds, they looked enough alike to be twins, but the way they thought about things was totally different. Maybe that was why they talked only about food. It was a little hard to get pissed off at each other over the healthful properties of a carrot.

Only it wasn’t Quincy calling. Parker didn’t recognize the number that flashed. “Yo. This is Parker.”

Silence. For a second, Parker thought it might be a computer call. He often got them at this time of evening. He was about to hang up when a feminine voice came over the line.

“Um, hello. I’m responding to your ad in the paper for a bookkeeper?”

Parker had gotten only two responses so far, and neither applicant had been qualified. “You experienced?” He saw no point in wasting his time on another interview that went nowhere. “I’m not offering any on-the-job training.”

“Yes, I have some experience.”

She sounded halfway smart. A little on the young side, though. In Parker’s estimation, women under thirty tended to be flighty. He didn’t want to hire someone, go through the process of getting her acclimated, and then have her quit on him. “How old are you?”

“I’m sorry?”

He glanced at the four corn dogs, not wanting them to get cold. He desperately needed a bookkeeper, though. He repeated his question, adding, “No offense, but you sound awfully young. I want someone who’ll stay on.”

“Have you ever heard of age discrimination?” she asked.

Parker added sassy to the counts against her. Not that he had a problem with sassy women. He just wasn’t sure he wanted one in the stable office, flipping him shit five days a  week. “It’s not against the law to ask someone’s age when they’re applying for a job. I need someone dependable.”

“And my being young means I won’t be?”

Parker grinned. Definitely sassy. “How young is young?”

“I’m twenty-five years old. I have an undergraduate degree in accounting. I interned for a year as a business analyst. I can keep books with my eyes closed, run any software program you throw at me, and I also make a mean cup of coffee. What else would you like to know?”

Beginning to enjoy himself, Parker leaned his hips against the kitchen counter. Maybe he wasn’t being entirely fair about the age thing. At twenty-five, he’d been running a ranch, after all. “With all that going for you, why are you interested in a dead-end bookkeeping job?”

“My circumstances changed unexpectedly, and I have bills to pay.”

“You’re a tad overqualified for the position. What if a better offer comes along? You gonna quit on me first thing out of the bag?”

“I’m willing to sign a contract, agreeing to stay for a specified period of time. Provided, of course, that the wage and benefit package is attractive and the work environment is adequate.”

He liked this lady more by the moment. “You got a name?”

“Anna Pritchard. Is Parker your last name, or your first?”

“First. Last name’s Harrigan. You like horses, Anna?”

“Is that a job requirement?”

“I raise quarter horses, so, yeah, it’d be a big plus.”

“I like all animals. I’ve never been around horses, so I may find them a bit intimidating at first, but I’m sure I would get used to them quickly enough.”

She was honest. He liked that, too. “Well, then.” He rubbed his jaw. “If you’re interested, I’m open to your comin’ out tomorrow to fill out an application.”

“What’s the address?”

“Out here, it’s easy to miss a house number. I’ll have to give you directions.”

As he did so, she kept halting him to ask questions. What did the hay barn look like? How many roads would she cross after the stop sign? Was a cattle guard one of those grates in the ground, or was he referring to something else? What did he mean by a country mile?

“A country mile,” he explained, “is more or less the same as a regular mile, the keywords being ‘more or less.’”

“I see. Could you translate that into something more precise so I don’t overshoot your driveway and get lost in the middle of nowhere?”

“After you hang a right at the Y in the road, you’ll drive about five miles before you see the hay barn. It might be a hair less than five, maybe a hair more. Just watch for the barn.”

She said, “Sheesh,” her tone disgruntled.

He found himself smiling again. He could definitely tell that she’d lived in the city most of her life. “Just keep my number handy. If you get turned around, give me a call.”

“I don’t have a cell phone.”

That blew Parker’s mind. Everyone he knew had a cell phone now, even his dad, who complained ceaselessly about having to carry one. “You don’t?”

“I’m unemployed, remember. They cost money.”

It had been a lot of years since Parker’s family had been short on money, but he could still remember how it felt. “Well, if you end up working for me, a cell phone will be a must. I’ll have to give you an advance in pay so you can get one. It’s not smart to drive these back roads without any way to call for help.”

“Why? Are the roads bad or something?”

“Not bad, just remote. You never know when a herd of elk  may run out in front of you—or when you might have car trouble. It’s just safer to carry a phone.”

“Elk?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, you know, those big, brown creatures that live in the forest?”

“I know what an elk is, Mr. Harrigan. I just didn’t realize they were in this area.”

“We have a couple of resident herds out this way.”

They agreed to meet at one o’clock, when Parker would still be on his lunch break. No point in interrupting his workday for an interview that might be a waste of time.

When Parker hung up the phone, he turned back to his corn dogs, which were now stone-cold. He sighed and stuck them back in the microwave, hoping the extra heating time wouldn’t turn them rubbery. A degree in accounting, huh? He wondered what this Anna Pritchard looked like. Probably a bookworm, he decided, with wire-framed glasses, a no-nonsense hairdo, and an aversion to makeup. No matter. He didn’t honestly care about her appearance as long as she could bring order to his business. Tax time last year had been a bitch. Receipts and purchase orders seemed to procreate in the file drawer where Parker stuffed them, and he’d somehow lost track of his income, unable to reconcile his bank deposit records with the amount of money he thought he’d made. When it came to stuff like that, the IRS wasn’t very understanding.

He plucked the plate out of the microwave, dipped a corn dog into the mayo mixture, and sighed with contentment. Quincy could have his damned tofu.

 

Smoke spiraled upward from the cigarette Peter Danning held poised between elegant fingers. He had only recently started smoking again and knew the private investigator sitting across the desk didn’t appreciate the smell. The man kept pressing a handkerchief to his nose and giving Peter  disgruntled looks. Too bad. Peter was the one with the money. Therefore he had the power. The skinny little prick could put up with the secondhand smoke or find another client.

“I want her found, Mr. Riker. I was told you’re the best, and yet you’ve done nothing thus far to earn your fees.”

“I’ve done plenty.” Riker rocked forward on the chair. “She’s dead, Mr. Danning, at the bottom of the sea. I can’t locate someone who no longer exists.”

Peter stubbed out the cigarette with such force that the filter ruptured. “I refuse to accept that. Before the main course was even served, my wife left the dining room to powder her nose. The ladies’ lounge was only a few steps away from our table. Yet I’m supposed to believe that she somehow wandered out onto the deck and fell overboard? No. She staged the whole thing. She’s out there somewhere now, laughing her ass off because I’ve come under suspicion. I want her found. Do the job I hired you to do.”

The investigator sighed, his expression impatient. “We’ve been over this a dozen times. People are checked in every time they board the ship and checked out every time they disembark. Two thousand forty-three people booked passage for that cruise, and two thousand forty-three people boarded prior to departure. When the ship returned to Seattle, only two thousand forty-two people disembarked. One person, your wife, was missing. The vessel stopped at no port of call prior to her disappearance that evening. No late passengers were flown in, enabling her to somehow stow away on a helicopter before it lifted off again. In order for her to be alive, she would have had to jump overboard and swim to shore. Do you realize how cold those waters are?”

Peter lit up another cigarette. Acid indigestion seared the back of his throat as he took a deep drag. He knew that Lorraina had been wanting out of the marriage. Nothing  could convince him that she hadn’t pulled a fast one. “Think outside the box, Mr. Riker. I don’t know how she did it. I only know she did.”

“The checkout procedures show that all but one passenger returned to Seattle,” Riker repeated. “Passports were required. Are you listening to yourself? In order for what you’re saying to be true, your wife would have had to board the ship twice, each time under a different identity. While the ship was still in port, was she at any time out of your sight?”

“No. We were together every second until she excused herself from the table to go to the ladies’ lounge.” Peter thought for a moment. Then he arched a blond eyebrow at the investigator. “What if she had help?”

“What kind of help?”

Peter clenched his teeth in frustration. Riker was reputed to be one of the best in his business, yet he had to be led by the hand around every corner. “Suppose, just for a moment, that my wife had a female friend who booked passage under a fictitious name, boarded with fake identification, and then left the ship prior to departure. Lorraina could have gone to the empty cabin, donned a disguise, and stayed aboard ship using another identity for the duration of the cruise.”

Riker shook his head. “No one can leave the ship after boarding, not without there being a record of it. You went through the security checkpoints. Those guards are vigilant, and no one is allowed to disembark without following procedure. It’s extremely important that they be able to account for the whereabouts of every single passenger at all times. The only way a second party could have been involved is if that person were a cruise line employee, someone who could board under a fake name and then vanish into the woodwork.”

Peter considered that possibility. “A cruise line employee?” Something tugged at his memory, but he couldn’t  think what. He wished now that he’d paid more attention to Lorraina’s jabbering in the early days of their marriage. Did one of her friends work for a cruise line? He couldn’t remember. “Get me a list of names, both passengers and crew. Maybe something will ring a bell.”

“A list of names?” Riker huffed under his breath. “That may not be easy.”

“If the job were easy, I wouldn’t be paying you so much,” Peter replied. “Get me that list.”

 

The following day, Rainie stood in front of her cloudy closet mirror, turning first right and then left to study her outfit, a Goodwill purchase that looked as dated as her house. The hemline of the gathered cotton skirt was unfashionably long, the white peasant blouse looked limp and tired, and to top it off, her home permanent was so curly, even with styling gel to tame it down, she looked as if she’d stuck her finger in a light socket.

She discarded that outfit and slipped into a blue suit—a prim jacket and straight skirt, finished off with a pair of matching pumps. Not. Parker Harrigan wanted a horsey person, not a Wall Street wannabe. She tossed that ensemble onto the bed and tugged out a knit top and a pair of faded jeans. Too casual. Definitely something she might wear on a boring Tuesday if she got the job, but not appropriate for an interview. Next in line was a basic black dress, sleeveless with a modest scoop neckline, but again, it looked too formal, even with a scarf at her throat. She went through the remainder of her hundred-dollar wardrobe and eventually returned to her first choice, the airy gathered skirt and peasant blouse. It said, “I’m not trying to impress anyone.” Unfortunately, it didn’t make her look very professional.

Oh, well. If Parker Harrigan didn’t hire her because of her appearance, then he wasn’t very smart, and she’d be better off working for someone else. She took a final glance at  herself in the mirror, thrust her feet into white canvas slip-ons, flicked the skirt with her fingers, and marched from the bedroom.

When she arrived at Parker Harrigan’s front gate, she saw an intercom mounted on a concrete post. There was a number pad for people who knew the gate code. Along the fence line, she saw what looked like infrared cameras. Was this a ranch or a high-security compound? She punched the button on the intercom. Some man came on the line who used improper verb tenses and had a thick Southern drawl.

“Who’d you say you was, lady?”

“My name is Rai”—oops—“Anna Pritchard. I’m here to apply for the bookkeeping position. Mr. Harrigan is expecting me.”

“Well, Rae-Anna, I reckon you can come on in.”

The gate swung open. Rainie thumped her hand on the steering wheel of the dilapidated Mazda as she drove through the entrance. “Your name is no longer Rainie, you idiot. You have to remember that.”

As the car bumped along the rutted dirt road, she took in the scenery that lay ahead. Separated by a packed gravel parking area peppered with dusty pickups, a huge post-and-timber home, a monstrous metal structure, and a clutch of outbuildings composed the ranch proper. Beyond that, fenced pastureland undulated like a rumpled green carpet. Rainie saw a potbellied man in jeans and a cowboy hat ambling toward the house. Parker Harrigan, no doubt. Maybe she should have worn the faded jeans and knit top, after all.

She parked beside a battered red Dodge with huge tires and a jacked-up undercarriage. The vehicle put her in mind of the monster trucks she’d seen on television that competed in mud races. This would be like working in a foreign country—traveling over a tooth-rattling road, parking in the shadow of a monster truck, and trying to communicate with people who spoke a different language.  Unfortunately, beggars couldn’t be choosers, and she needed this job.

As Rainie collected her purse, the older man disappeared into the house without a backward glance. That was a bit odd. The polite thing would have been for him to wait on the porch to escort her inside.

As she exited the car, the front door of the house swung open again and a younger man stepped out. She guessed him to be an inch or so shy of six feet tall, but his bearing compensated for the lack of height. Broad shouldered and narrow at the hip, he had an athletic, muscular build. Faded jeans skimmed his powerfully roped thighs, and a wash-worn blue chambray shirt showcased an upper torso well toned from hard work.

“Howdy,” he called, flashing white teeth as he grinned. “You must be Anna. Glad to see you made it without any mishaps.”

Rainie recognized the voice. This was Parker Harrigan? If she hadn’t been desperate for work, she would have climbed right back in the car. He was way too everything. Way too young. Way too handsome. Way too sexy. Glistening black hair fell over his high forehead in lazy waves. His sun-bronzed face was a study in masculinity. His thick eyebrows arched expressively over twinkling brown eyes and a hawkish beak of a nose. His jawline was as sharply angled as a carpenter’s square. Underscored by a strong, cleft chin, his full mouth somehow managed to look both firm and yet silken at once.

Rattled, Rainie shifted her purse from one hand to the other. All her instincts urged her to be smart for once in her life and drive away. This would never work.

“I, um . . .”

Just then the older man emerged from the house. With a tip of his Stetson to Rainie, he descended the steps and struck off across the yard. She followed him with her gaze.

“Come in,” Harrigan said, gesturing at the doorway behind him. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee, and my stepmother, Dee Dee, brought over a plate of her famous peanut-butter cookies. You’ll love ’em.”

Rainie’s feet had put down roots. “You, um . . . well, you’re not what I was expecting. I really don’t think—”

“What were you expectin’?” he asked with another devastating grin.

“Someone older?”

He chuckled and narrowed an eye at her. “You ever heard of age discrimination? That goes two ways, you know.”

Fair enough. Rainie felt her feet move, and the next thing she knew, she was mounting the plank steps.

 

Parker’s first thought when he clapped eyes on Anna Pritchard was, Holy shit. She was the most gorgeous little bookworm he’d ever seen, fragile of build but delightfully well-rounded in all the right places, with delicately molded features, large hazel eyes, and a mop of brownish blond hair that fell in a cloud of curls to below her narrow shoulders. At the sight of him, she froze like a startled doe. For a second, he thought she might dive back into her rattletrap car.

He was relieved when she didn’t. He truly was in dire need of a bookkeeper. He just hoped she was as smart as she was beautiful. He swept his gaze the length of her as she ascended the steps. Her clothing, which looked as if it came from a thrift shop, didn’t suit someone with such an elegant bearing. Strange. She had “rich girl” written all over her, but she dressed like a pauper.

He directed her through the entry hall into the kitchen and motioned for her to sit at the rectangular oak table, where the plate of cookies and an application form awaited her. She hesitated before taking a seat, her pretty gaze darting around the room as if she expected a bogeyman to leap out at her.

“How do you take your coffee?” he asked.

“Um, black will be fine.”

Parker dumped some sugar from the bowl into his own cup and gave the contents a brisk stir. She placed her purse on the floor and then picked it back up as he advanced toward the table. After setting a mug in front of her, he took a seat across from her, rocked back on the chair, and took a swallow of scalding hot liquid.

“So, what did you think of the drive? You gonna be able to handle it in the dead of winter?”

She blinked as if he’d posed the question in Greek.

“It snows here,” he explained. “By January, we’ll have white stuff hip-deep to a tall Texan. They plow, of course, but the surface conditions can still get nasty. You done much drivin’ on ice?”

“No. I grew up in southern California.”

“You’ll need studded tires,” he informed her, “and maybe some drivin’ lessons in an empty parking lot come winter so you can learn how to handle a vehicle when it goes into a slide.”

“I’m sure I can learn quickly.”

She truly was beautiful, Parker thought as he studied her face. “Fast study, are you?”

“Fast enough.”

He nodded. “Here’s my thought on how we should proceed. I’ll take care of some work in my home office while you fill out the application. When you’re done, give me a holler, and I’ll review the information. If everything looks good to me, we’ll talk wages, benefits, hours, and all that kind of stuff. I’ll also give you the grand tour so you can decide if the work area is suitable.”

She popped open the clasp of her handbag, then pressed it closed. “Okay. That sounds good.”

Parker inclined his head at the cookies. “Make free with the goodies. Dee Dee will be offended if you don’t.”




Chapter Two

As Rainie began filling out the application, her stomach cramped with anxiety. She’d never been a good liar. If she wasn’t careful, Parker Harrigan might catch her later in a discrepancy. Name. That was simple, only not. Over the intercom earlier, she’d almost blurted out her real one. Date of birth. She had to look at her fake driver’s license to verify that. When it came to everything else, she decided it would be better to stick as close to the truth as possible. That way, she wouldn’t make a stupid mistake six months down the road.

In the end, she lied about only her name, date of birth, and job references. Otherwise, she stuck with the facts. Pray God he doesn’t check me out. Nothing she wrote down could be verified because he’d be using the wrong name. Lorraina Hall had attended Pepperdine University. Anna Pritchard hadn’t. Lorraina Hall had lived in San Diego. Anna Pritchard hadn’t. She used her dad’s real first name, giving Pritchard as his surname. Marcus Pritchard? It sounded totally wrong to her, but maybe it wouldn’t to Parker Harrigan.

Her blouse was wet under her arms by the time she finished filling out the application. Harrigan had asked her to holler when she completed the form. She swallowed, feeling as if a gooey clump of cracker had caught in her throat. She took a sip of her coffee, now gone cold. Then her gaze fell  on the cookies. She stuffed a handful into her purse so he’d think she’d eaten some.

“I’m done,” she called out.

Seconds later, she heard the tap of his boots on the wood floors as he moved toward the kitchen. When he stepped into the doorway, her stomach clenched again. She wasn’t sure why she found his physical strength and attractiveness so unsettling. A simple matter of aftershock, maybe. Peter had battered more than just her body. A person didn’t survive experiences like that without having to deal with some emotional issues over the months that followed.

Harrigan sat down across from her, flashed a disarming grin as he rocked back on the chair, and then slapped a big hand over her application to pull it toward him. The impact of his palm on the table made her jump so violently that she nearly came to her feet. He gave her a long look. There was a question in his eyes. What’s your problem? After regarding her for a tension-packed moment, he focused his attention on the form. As he read, he nodded occasionally. What did that mean? The frown that pleated his forehead seemed too intent. He kept backing up to reread things. She half expected him to look up and say, “What a pack of lies.” Oh, God, she felt sick. Where was the bathroom? Would he hear her retching through the closed door?

“Looks good,” he said with a final nod. Settling a twinkling brown gaze on her, he smiled and said, “The job is yours if you want it.”

“It is?” Wincing at the squeak in her voice, Rainie curled her toes inside the canvas slip-ons.

He sat forward, bringing the elevated front legs of the chair down to the floor. The sound seemed to crack in the silence like a rifle shot. Rainie jerked, and bile surged up her throat. Were all ranchers so physically imposing? This man’s every movement seemed forceful. Maybe it came from pitting his strength against powerful animals all the  time. Did most ranchers become incapable of doing things slowly and gently?

“Of course the job’s yours,” he confirmed. “There’s no question that you’re qualified. More than qualified, actually. My only concern will be keepin’ you happy so you don’t decide to leave. Unfortunately I can’t make the work more excitin’. I can make the wage and benefit package appealin’, though. How does a startin’ wage of sixty a year strike you?”

“Sixty?” Unable to collect her thoughts, Rainie could only gape at him.

“With a full package of benefits, of course,” he added quickly. “I provide great medical insurance with dental and optical. There’s also prescription coverage on a slidin’ scale, dependin’ upon the cost of the drug. In other words, if you’re willin’ to take a generic, the percentage you have to pay is far less. I haven’t looked at the policy recently, but I think the copay for office calls is still only twenty-five dollars. The insurance covers the rest.”

He was talking too fast. Rainie rubbed her temple, barely able to assimilate one thing before he moved on to the next.

“If you want to start a retirement fund, I’ll hook you up with my broker. I don’t match funds or anything like that.”

“No, of course you don’t.” In her experience, only major corporations contributed to pension and retirement plans. “I would never expect that.”

“I do offer paid vacations, though, two weeks the first year, three the second, and a full month after you’ve been here five years. You’ll work Monday through Friday, eight to five, with an hour and a half off for lunch and breaks. We have an honor system here, so it’s entirely up to you how you divvy up that time. Some people take a short lunch to allow for more breaks throughout the day. I don’t care as long as I get an honest day’s work out of you. Unless there’s some kind of emergency, you’ll have all weekends off. You  can take twelve paid sick days a year—or use them as comp time.”

Rainie was still trying to wrap her mind around the fact that he’d offered her so much money. She would have been tickled to get ten dollars an hour plus benefits. “Did you say sixty thousand?”

“After a six-month performance review, I’ll give you a raise if you’re worth your salt.”

Rainie shook her head. “No, no.” She held up a hand. “I’m not hoping for more. Just the opposite. It seems like so much.”

“You’ll work hard for every penny. Trust me on that.” His dark eyes shimmered with humor. “My office looks like a tornado struck, and my business records are a complete mess. I want someone who’ll keep me organized, file everything, and track my financial transactions on a daily basis. I’ll also take you up on that mean cup of coffee occasionally, and sometimes I may ask you to drive into town to run errands. You’ll give one hundred percent when you’re here. Think you can handle all that?”

Even though Peter had destroyed Rainie’s self-esteem on a personal level, she still had faith in her professional abilities. “I think so.”

A dimple slashed his darkly tanned cheek when he grinned at her. “Fair warnin’, I’m extremely lackadaisical with paperwork. You’ll have to keep after me like a drill sergeant, and even then, I’ll ignore you. I toss things here and there, and then can’t remember where I put them. I forget receipts in my truck. Then in a high wind, they go sailin’ away. I need someone who’ll go out every day and collect them from the cab, because I’m preoccupied with other things.”

Fascinated, Rainie relaxed on the chair. “What other things?”

“My horses.” He lifted his broad shoulders in another shrug. “They’re my raison d’être.”

“You speak French?”

“A little, three years in high school and another two in college. I did go to university, believe it or not.”

He didn’t look like a college grad, but maybe that was a preconceived notion on her part. “What’s your alma mater?”

“I went to Oregon State for my ag degree, then to the University of Idaho to study equine husbandry, animal genetics, and a little endocrinology.”

“I never realized it took so much knowledge to raise horses.”

“It does if you want to raise truly fine horses, and that’s my focus. I’m not in this business to make money. Well,” he amended with a laugh, “the money is nice, and I do bring in a substantial annual gross, but that has never been my motivation, maybe because my dad made enough when I was a kid to keep all of us in high cotton until we’re pushin’ up daisies.”

Rainie’s father had made a fortune developing computer software, so she understood what he meant. She didn’t feel free to share that information with him, though.

“You have a large family?” Rainie had always yearned for brothers and sisters—or even a cousin. But her mother had been an orphan, and her dad had broken ties with his relatives before her birth. She’d grown up as an only child with just one set of grandparents she’d never met.

“I’ve got three brothers and a baby sister. That’s a large family by some people’s standards, I guess. I think my mom and dad might have had more kids, but she died in childbirth with Samantha. My father didn’t remarry until just recently.”

“I’m sorry. About your mother, I mean.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “It happened a long time ago. Sam is a grown woman now and happily married to a great horse vet. Life goes on.” He straightened on the chair. “Anyway . . .” He rubbed beside his nose. “When it comes to this ranch, it’s all about the horses for me—their physical comfort, improving their bloodlines, trainin’ ’em, and makin’ sure, before I sell one of ’em, that they go to an excellent home. You wouldn’t believe the equine abuse and neglect that goes on across this country. I fly to check out the facilities where my horse will be boarded, talk to neighborin’ ranchers, and even interview officers on the local rodeo committee to make sure there have been no complaints against a prospective buyer. Even if he or she checks out with flyin’ colors, I still worry before I finalize the sale. Seemingly nice people sometimes beat horses. They put them out into pastures without any shelter in bitter weather. If money gets tight, they buy low-grade hay or none at all. Water lines freeze up and the horse goes thirsty. Placin’ my horses with responsible owners is somethin’ I take very seriously.”

Rainie thought of Thomas, who, she suspected, had been left behind to starve. The poor cat had eaten four cans of tuna since his arrival last night. “Some people have something important missing in their makeup,” she said.

“That’s a nice way of puttin’ it.” He pushed at her application, then folded up a corner of the top sheet, worrying the triangular tuft with thick, calloused fingers. “I’d like to lock those people up in a room and give ’em only enough food and water to stay alive. Better yet, put them in a pen and let them try to eat snow and nothin’ else. People who neglect animals need to starve and go thirsty themselves. Maybe then they’d have a heart.”

“At least animal protection laws are getting stricter.”

“Not strict enough.”

Rainie agreed. A lot went on in the world that she felt was deplorable.

“Anyway, I didn’t mean to get off on a tangent,” he apologized. “Back to the original subject, I’m way too busy in the stable to spare much time for paperwork. If I’ve got a sick horse, I’m not thinkin’ about the bill from the vet or the  receipts for medication. I’m thinkin’ only about the animal and gettin’ it well. In short, I’m a great horseman but a lousy businessman.”

Searching his gaze, Rainie saw only sincerity, which led her to believe he truly did care for his horses. When it came to men, though, she was a poor judge of character. “So you need someone to balance you out?”

“Exactly. At tax time, I wish I was more organized, but the rest of the year, I seldom even think about it.”

Rainie felt more of the tension drain from her limbs. “I  will think about it,” she assured him. “In an office environment, ‘meticulous’ is my middle name.”

“I may drive you nuts, then.”

For sixty thousand a year and good benefits, Rainie would happily go a little crazy. “The wage is very generous. I would be happy with two-thirds of that.”

He arched a dark eyebrow. “Really? Why sell yourself short?”

Rainie had worked for a major corporation and earned only forty-five thousand a year, and that had been in Seattle, where the cost of living was much higher. She felt like a thief. “How about settling on fifty?”

He shook his head. “My full-time stable hands get forty, and none of them have a college degree.” He noticed her incredulous expression and grinned. “There’s a method to my madness. I detest rapid turnover, so I pay a livable wage to keep my employees happy. In the end, I come out the winner. I’m not trainin’ new people all the time or constantly hasslin’ with idiots who don’t know what they’re doin’. Someone with your education and experience deserves to start near the top of my pay scale. My foreman gets eighty a year, twice what the hired hands get. He’s invaluable to me when it comes to daily operations. You’ll be invaluable when it comes to the business end of things. I think sixty a year is  fair. Over time, with annual raises, you’ll make what my foreman does.”

Rainie couldn’t believe he’d just refused to pay her less. “Is there a money tree in your backyard or something?”

With a chuckle, he pushed to his feet. “Somethin’ like that. You ready to take that tour?”

 

Rainie breathed in the fresh, sun-drenched air as she accompanied Parker Harrigan across the gravel parking area to the big metal building she’d noticed earlier. It was much farther from the house than it had appeared to be from inside her car. The smells out here were different, she realized, some of the scents unidentifiable. A faint pungency underscored the sweet smells of grass, clover, and wildflowers. She thought she detected a piney odor on the breeze as well. Overall, it was a pleasant blend.

As they walked, he gestured around them.

“Those are the outdoor stalls,” he informed her, pointing off to their right at a flank of enclosures sheltered by a long, corrugated-metal roof. At the far end, Rainie saw two women giving a reddish brown horse a bath. “We only use them as holdin’ pens durin’ the day.”

Within the structure, three men worked with shovels. One of them, a small, wiry man of about thirty with brown hair and blue eyes, waved at his boss.

“That’s Jericho Steelman,” Harrigan explained. “Did the rodeo circuit for several years as a clown until he injured his leg. Now he’s got a permanent limp and can’t do clown work anymore.”

“That’s too bad.” As the young man resumed work, Rainie studied the stalls, which looked perfectly fine to her. “Why do you only use those as holding pens?”

“Unless we’re workin’ with ’em, I like to keep my horses inside the stable.”

“Don’t they prefer to be outdoors?”

“They’ve got paddocks outside their stalls, so they can go out whenever they want durin’ the day. And they’re exercised regularly.”

Some of the larger pieces of gravel poked through the soft soles of Rainie’s slip-ons, hurting her feet. She made a mental note to get a sturdy pair of shoes or boots. “I noticed what looked like infrared cameras at the gate.”

“And all along the fence line,” he informed her. “Good eye. Most people don’t know what they are. If you accept the job, I’ll give you a sticker for your windshield. There’s a camera at the gate that reads the bar code and automatically lets you in.”

“Is so much security really necessary way out here?”

He chuckled. “Probably not. But I’d rather be safe than sorry. My sister had some horses poisoned not that long ago.”

“Oh, how awful.” Rainie shivered and rubbed her arms. “Is her ranch near here?”

He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. With the movement, his blue shirt drew taut over the bunched muscles in his upper arm. “Right over there. See the green metal roofs?”

Rainie squinted against the sunlight. “My goodness, she’s close.”

“My whole family is close,” he explained. “Originally, this was a twelve-hundred-acre ranch. My dad subdivided it into six separate parcels, keepin’ one for himself and givin’ one to each of us kids when we turned twenty-one. Samantha was the first of us to go with high security. For reasons of his own, my brother Clint came next. Now all of us have protected perimeters.”

“Your horses must be very valuable,” she observed as they walked along a paddock fence.

“Yes, extremely valuable, but, like I said, it isn’t about the money for me. I love ’em.” A flush crept up his sun-tanned neck, and he smiled sheepishly. “Not very macho of me to admit, I know, but that’s the truth. If someone hurt one of my horses, my good sense would go in my hip pocket, and I’d have murder in my eye.”

Rainie hoped she never saw Parker Harrigan in a rage. He wasn’t a big man by normal standards, but he had an aura of indomitable strength about him that made men like Peter seem soft and insubstantial.

They circled two pickups that were parked in the shade of the building. Uncomfortable with the silence, she asked, “How do you exercise your horses, by riding them?”

“Whenever possible, yes. When we can’t, we put ’em on the walker.” He inclined his head at a contraption that reminded Rainie of a huge circular clothesline. “We can exercise four to six animals at a time on that. I prefer ridin’ ’em, though. More fun for the horse, and also for me.”

He touched a hand to the small of her back as he opened the personnel door of the building and ushered her through the entrance. A gentlemanly gesture, she assured herself, nothing more. There was no reason for her to shrink away.

“Oh, my.” Amazed, she took in the well-lit, cavernous interior. A riding area held center stage. The paunchy older man in cowboy garb whom she’d seen earlier worked with a leashed horse, snapping a long whip at the animal’s heels to make it run in circles over the packed dirt. Countless stalls lined the exterior walls. At nearly every gate, a horse looked out at them.

“That man won’t hit the horse, will he?”

“Over my dead body,” Harrigan replied with a laugh. “That’s called a lunge whip. We don’t use them on the horse, only behind it. The cracking sound encourages the horse to move.”

“Just calling its name doesn’t work?”

“Not effectively enough to work the horse properly.”

“I didn’t expect this place to be so big inside.”

“In snow country, an indoor arena needs to be big. This is where I work with my horses all winter.” Keeping his hand at the small of her back, he guided her safely around horse and man to traverse the length of the riding area. When they reached a long hallway at the rear of the building, he said, “The office is back here.”

Rainie could smell hay, grain, and leather. She sent up a silent prayer of thanksgiving that she’d never had allergies like her father. “So I’ll work here in the stable?”

“It’s the hub of my business.”

When he opened the office door, Rainie saw that he hadn’t exaggerated about the disorder. The room was large enough to comfortably hold two large desks and several file cabinets, but the piles of paperwork, stacks of books, and general disarray made it seem crowded. Under the clutter, she saw rich cherry wood surfaces that were dulled by layers of dust. That surprised her, because his house had looked spotlessly clean.

“I warned you.”

It wasn’t often that Rainie laughed nowadays, but the embarrassment in his voice caught her off guard. With a choked giggle, she said, “You did. You’re a master at understatement, Mr. Harrigan.”

“Parker,” he corrected. Then he said, “It’s not that bad.” He stepped over to another door and pushed it open. “I call this the coffee room, even though it’s a fully equipped kitchen with a fridge, stove, and microwave. There’s an adjoinin’ restroom as well. Nothin’ fancy.”

Rainie liked that she would be able to refrigerate her lunch items and then heat them up when she wanted to eat. Having a restroom handy was another plus.

Turning from the coffee room, he scooped animal husbandry tomes and a jumble of papers from the cushioned seat of a leather chair to her right and then inclined his head at the desk. “This will be your workstation.”

Rainie stepped around to check out the computer system, which looked fairly new. “How many gigabytes?”

He dumped the books and papers atop the other desk and rubbed beside his nose. “Damned if I know. I just tell my computer guy what I’ll be usin’ the system for, and he decides what bells and whistles I need.”

“And you just write a check?”

“Hell, no, I give him my credit card number. I don’t use checks unless I absolutely have to. I get my check register all screwed up.”

Rainie shook her head. “You probably shouldn’t give a salesperson free rein. They may overload you with stuff to increase their commissions.”

“What I don’t know won’t hurt me.”

“It may do some damage to your bank balance, though.”

He nodded in agreement. “That’s why I’m hirin’ you, to take care of my finances. I just updated both workstations. I haven’t used this computer yet, but the guy at the shop assured me that it will do everything you need it to, plus some.”

“Software?”

He named some programs she knew well, then an accounting program she’d never used. After confessing that to him, she added, “That isn’t really a concern, though. I’ll learn the ins and outs quickly enough. Most accounting programs are similar.”

He glanced around at the mess, which was considerable. “So, what do you think?”

She found herself smiling again. “I’d be lying if I said it isn’t a little daunting.” The only window looked out upon the walker and outdoor stalls. In the distance, though, she could see pine-studded hills with the majestic Cascades looming behind them. She’d have a mountain view to enjoy during coffee breaks. “It may take me most of the first week to put everything in order.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry it’s such a mess in here. But like I said, I’m just not into it.”

“If you were, you wouldn’t need me.” She followed his gaze, thinking of all the sorting and filing she’d have to do. “I’ll get it whipped into shape.”

“When can you start?”

The question made her laugh again. It felt strange to her, as if the person she’d once been had suddenly reentered her body. “I can start tomorrow if you’d like. My schedule is pretty much open. All I have to keep me at home is Thomas.”

“Ah.” His dark eyes moved slowly over her face. “It figures that there’d be a man in the picture. You’re too lovely to be unattached.”

Heat crept up Rainie’s neck to pool in her cheeks. “Thomas is a cat.”

He arched a jet eyebrow. “A cat,” he repeated.

“Yes, you know, one of those small, furry creatures that sleep in windowsills?”

He threw back his dark head and let loose with a laugh, the sound so rich and deep that she felt surrounded by warmth. “We’re back to the elk conversation, are we?”

Rainie almost cringed. Getting lippy with her prospective employer wasn’t smart. But it had just popped out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound sarcastic.”

The deep dimple slashed his cheek again as he grinned. “No worries. I enjoy someone who gives back as good as she gets.”

At one time in her life, Rainie had occasionally enjoyed a bit of verbal sparring herself, but those days were far behind her now.

“It’s good to know Thomas is a cat,” he said softly. “Can I take that to mean there’s no significant other in your life at the moment?”

The gleam of masculine interest in his eyes made Rainie’s  heart trip. She clutched her purse close to her waist, her fingers embedded in the leather so rigidly that her knuckles ached. “As it happens, I am unattached at the moment, but for the sake of office harmony, Mr. Harrigan, I think we should keep our relationship purely professional.”

“We don’t have much harmony around here, only chaos. But I see your point.”

Rainie was relieved to hear it. Having an affair with her boss wasn’t on her agenda. The very thought made her stomach clench with nausea again. She ran her gaze over the office once more. “Well,” she said, hating the tremor she heard in her voice, “I’ll see you at eight in the morning, then.”

“Hold on. You’ll need a sticker.” He stepped over to the other desk, opened a drawer, and drew out a small square of paper. “Just affix this to the upper left corner of your windshield. We call it the ‘open sesame’ sticker. If it doesn’t work, back up and come in farther to the left. The camera has to be able to see your windshield.”

When he reached to open the door for her and started to follow her out, she held up a staying hand. “No, please, I’ve interfered with your workday enough as it is. I can see myself out.”

“Toby should be finished lunging Monte Carlo by now, so I guess that works.” His dark eyes lingered on hers. She got the unnerving feeling that he could see far more in her gaze than she wanted to reveal. “Eight in the morning, then,” he agreed. “I’ll have the coffee on.”

Rainie turned to leave, only to have him stop her with, “Oh, wait a sec.” He reached into his hip pocket and drew out a well-worn wallet. “You need to get a cell phone.” He handed her three one-hundred-dollar bills. “Consider it an advance on your first paycheck.”

“Cash?” Rainie’s mouth twisted into a reluctant smile. “There’ll be no record of the exchange, Mr. Harrigan.”

“Parker, and you can document it tomorrow.” He folded  her fingers over the money, the heat of his touch sending jolts of sensation shooting up her arm. “Like I said, I don’t worry about stuff like that.”

“I can see I’m going to have my hands full.”

His gaze trailed slowly over her upturned face. “Yeah, I think you just might.”
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