
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        
          One
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          It had been the morning from hell.
        
      

      
        
          Samuel MacLeod carefully avoided the last chuckhole, turned the engine off, and unclenched his teeth. He carefully leaned his throbbing head against the steering wheel of his once clean and shiny Range Rover and let out a long, slow breath.
        
      

      
        
          "I am," he said to no one in particular and with a distinct edge to his voice, "too old for this."
        
      

      
        
          He should have known from the start that it would have been a day better spent in bed. He'd had a lousy night's sleep and was suffering from an incredible case of writer's block. He could have made a souffle, put his feet up on the coffee table, and wallowed in eggs and spectator sports. Or he could have propped his feet up on the fat leather ottoman in front of the picture window, settled back into the matching leather chair, and stared out into the wilderness surrounding his rented cabin. The deep green forest could have held his attention, as could any number of critters that might have used the front yard as a hiking trail. Fall was his favorite time of year, and fall in 
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
           was like nothing he'd ever before experienced.
        
      

      
        
          Yes, he could have been comfortable. He could have been warm. He could have been entertained by wild things.
        
      

      
        
          But instead of following his better instincts, he'd risen at five, determined to work out the kinks in his plotline. He'd planned to finish chapter 
        
        
          
            twenty by ten o'clock
          
        
        
          , leaving him plenty of time to get to town and back.
        
      

      
        
          The way the lights had been flickering should have told him it wasn't a day to be tempting the Fates.
        
      

      
        
          First had come the power spike at eight, wiping out three hours of irreplaceable prose. He'd gone outside to check the generator and heard the distinct, unwelcome sound of a locked door closing behind him. Breaking in through the window had left him with cuts on his hands and his sweats. He'd headed back outside, determined not to let his rented house get the best of him this time.
        
      

      
        
          Fixing the generator had gone rather well, though he didn't have a clue as to what he'd done. Banging it a couple of times with a wrench and threatening it had seemed to do the trick.
        
      

      
        
          Unfortunately, that had been the only success of the morning.    
        
      

      
        
          He'd tried to ignore the lack of hot water midway through his shower. He'd laughed off the small kitchen fire that had resulted from a misbehaving toaster. He'd even kept a smile on his face, insincere though it might have been, when he discovered he'd forgotten to turn on the dryer the night before and all his clothes were soaking wet. He'd simply put on dirty jeans and headed out to the garage: to warm up the car—
        
      

      
        
          Only to encounter a creature of indeterminate origin who glared evilly at him before hiking its leg and relieving itself on Sam's tire. Sam had made it into his four-wheel-drive sustaining no damage to himself. Of course, that had been rectified nicely after he'd had a flat on the way into town and been forced to change said tire.
        
      

      
        
          And, heaven help him, it was only 
        
        
          
            noon
          
        
        
          .     
        
      

      
        
          He clambered out of the Range Rover, casting an eye ; heavenward to check for falling satellite parts, and stepped knee-deep into one of the chuckholes he had so carefully tried to avoid. He saw stars. He indulged in a few choice swearwords before he uttered what summed up his feelings about the past three months of his life.
        
      

      
        
          "I hate 
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
          ."
        
      

      
        
          Of course, the blame for that—though he was loath to admit it—was something he could lay only at his own feet. He could have been back in 
        
        
          
            New York
          
        
        
          , hobnobbing with the well-heeled and dabbling in his artistic pursuits. He could have been worrying about a date for the opera, struggling to decide who to take to a gallery opening, wracking his brains for a suitable miss to gaze adoringly at him while he listened to an obscure poet read even more obscure poetry.
        
      

      
        
          He also could have been listening to his family ridicule his two passions: writing and food. They couldn't fathom why a man with a perfectly good eight-figure trust fund seemed to find it necessary to ruin his manicure with manual labor.
        
      

      
        
          He'd pointed out to them that somewhere back in their family tree there had been a MacLeod or two doing plenty of manual labor on Scottish soil—likely in the form of cattle raiding and sword wielding. His father had hastened to inform him that they were kin to a long, illustrious line of Scottish lairds, and that stealing beef and waving swords around didn't count as manual labor.
        
      

      
        
          Sam had tried to explain his driving need to put words on paper by reminding his kin that the first American transplant from their ancestral clan had made his living as a newspaperman. His older sister had ruined that excuse by pointing out that said newspaperman had actually been an "editor in chief and very wealthy newspaper owner."
        
      

      
        
          Sam had given up trying to probe any further back into his well-documented genealogy for examples to back up his arguments. He'd settled for informing his family that not only had he been writing, he'd also been studying with one of 
        
        
          
            New York
          
        
        
          's most famous chefs. His mother's week-long attack of the vapors upon hearing that news was what had finally driven him to seek sanctuary as far away from 
        
        
          
            New York
          
        
        
           as he could get and still remain on the same landmass.
        
      

      
        
          Sans his trust fund—and that by his own choice, no less.
        
      

      
        
          "
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
          ," he grunted.
        
      

      
        
          He was an idiot.
        
      

      
        
          He sighed and reminded himself why he was there. 
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
           was the last vestige of untamed wilderness and he was a MacLeod. Sword wielding wasn't all that legal anymore, but he could do mighty things with a pen and the occasional spatula. He could do those things on his own terms and by the sweat of his own brow.
        
      

      
        
          But there were times when he wondered if 
        
        
          Southern California
        
        
           wouldn't have been wilderness enough. He suspected a ramshackle house on the beach would have been a great deal easier to manage than his rented cabin with its accompaniment of deer, bears, and other sundry and perilous wildlife.
        
      

      
        
          He sighed deeply, then tromped across the mud and up the worn steps to the general store. Smith's Dry Goods and Sundries seemed to be the precise center of whatever hubbub was going on in Flaherty, Alaska, population three hundred. The store was the gathering place for anyone who was anyone to discuss everyone else. Sam suspected he'd had his share of space on the gossip docket. He opened the door and stepped inside, avoiding the rotting floorboard near the door. No, sir, he wasn't going to put his foot through that twice in a lifetime. He wasn't a greenhorn anymore.
        
      

      
        
          He ambled over to the counter and nodded to the usual locals holding court next to the woodstove, chewing the fat and their tobacco. Sam pulled out his neatly made supply list and handed it to Mr. Smith, the proprietor. It was a lean list, of course, because he was still living on the proceeds from a couple of articles he'd sold to a cooking magazine. He was beginning to wonder now if he would have been better off to have traded out for six months of groceries.
        
      

      
        
          A throat near the stove cleared itself, coughed, then hacked into the brass spittoon. "Yer the writer fella?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam identified the speaker as an old-timer he'd never met before, a grizzled man who probably hadn't had a haircut since World War II.
        
      

      
        
          Sam nodded, smiling slightly. "That's right."
        
      

      
        
          There was a bit of low grumbling. There was always low grumbling after he admitted to his vocation. Since he didn't like to hunt, fish, or chew, he had left the Clan very unimpressed. Sam would have liked to point out to them that his great-great-great-grandfather had come across the sea and cut a swath through Colonial 
        
        
          America
        
        
           that even the Clan would have been impressed by, but then he might have been questioned about his own deeds and he didn't dare admit the kind of soft life he'd left behind in 
        
        
          
            New York
          
        
        
          . He suspected that in 
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
           lynching was still an acceptable means of population control.
        
      

      
        
          "Heard yer up at the Kincaid place," another bearded octogenarian demanded. "That right?"
        
      

      
        
          "That's right," Sam agreed.
        
      

      
        
          The grumbling rose in volume until it reached outraged proportions. The spokesman rose and stomped to the door.
        
      

      
        
          "Just ain't right," he growled. "It just ain't right."
        
      

      
        
          The rest of the group departed after giving Sam disapproving looks. Sam looked at Mr. Smith, an older man with a merely rudimentary sense of humor.
        
      

      
        
          "What did I say?"
        
      

      
        
          Mr. Smith shrugged. "Reckon you'll find out soon enough."
        
      

      
        
          Sam wondered if that could possibly be anything he would want to investigate further. Then again, forewarned was forearmed. He took a deep breath.
        
      

      
        
          "Care to translate?" he asked.
        
      

      
        
          Mr. Smith shook his head. "Better to let you find out for yourself."
        
      

      
        
          Sam leaned against the counter and tried not to let the ambiguity of that statement unnerve him. With the way things were going, finding out for himself could be downright dangerous.
        
      

      
        
          The door behind him opened and shut with a bang.
        
      

      
        
          "Joe, when are you going to get this damned floorboard fixed?"
        
      

      
        
          Well, now the sound of that voice was almost enough to make all the misery of the past three months worth it. Sam leaned heavily on the counter while his knees recovered. It was a voice straight from his most favorite lazy Saturday-morning dreams, the voice that belonged to his warm and cuddly football-watching partner. He was tempted to whip around immediately and make sure, but he resisted. Surely the sight that awaited him was even more luscious than the sound of her voice. Better to let the anticipation build for a bit. Sam closed his eyes and gave free rein to his imagination.
        
      

      
        
          Maybe she would be a Nordic type, with legs up to her ears and pale hair streaming down her back. Or perhaps she was a brunette, petite and lovely with a mouth just made for kissing. A redhead? Sam considered that for a moment or two, wondering just what kind of fire a redhead could really produce when put to the test. One thing was for sure: Whatever awaited him had to be a ball of sultry femininity, no doubt bundled up in a nicely done fake-fur coat and boots. He straightened, unable to wait any longer. He would look. Then he would investigate. Then he would likely invite her out to dinner. He put his shoulders back, then turned around, afire with anticipation.
        
      

      
        
          He looked.
        
      

      
        
          Then he felt his jaw slide down on its own.
        
      

      
        
          The creature before him was covered with something, but it wasn't a fake fur. It looked more like mud. The dirt was flaking off her coat in layers while clinging to her hat  ; and scarf with admirable tenacity. And not only was she filthy, she smelled. The fact that he could ascertain that from twenty paces was truly frightening. It wasn't anything   a gallon of Chanel No. 5 couldn't cure. Sam stared at the apparition, unable to believe it was a woman.
        
      

      
        
          "Good to see ya, kid," Mr. Smith said with an indulgent chuckle. "Roll in this mornin'?"
        
      

      
        
          "And not a moment too soon," the swamp monster grumbled. "You should see what's been done to my—"
        
      

      
        
          "Boy, here's your things," Mr. Smith interrupted, shoving Sam's box of supplies at him. "You'd best be headin' home. I have the feeling there's going to be a storm brewing right quick."
        
      

      
        
          Sam didn't need to hear that twice. The last storm that had brewed had left him stranded in twelve inches of mud in the middle of the road to his rented cabin. If the Ten-derfoot Patrol hadn't come to rescue him, he would have starved to death. He grabbed his box and made a beeline for the door, slipping twice on the mud the creature had dragged in with her, but skillfully avoiding the rotting floorboard by the front door.
        
      

      
        
          " 'Bye, Mr. Smith."
        
      

      
        
          "See ya around, boy. Better batten down those hatches."
        
      

      
        
          Sam didn't bother to say anything to the woman as he passed her. He was far too busy holding his breath so he didn't have to inhale her fragrant Pig Pen-like aura.
        
      

      
        
          He pulled the door shut behind him and let out the breath he'd been holding. He paused to clear his head, giving it a shake for good measure. Nothing like a little fresh air to bring a man back to his senses. He carefully negotiated a path to his car, threw the supplies in the back, and mucked his way around to the driver's side. Twenty minutes and he'd be home. Maybe he'd go back to the old standby of writing on a legal pad with a smooth, round number two pencil instead of playing power-surge roulette with his computer. That would certainly save him some aggravation. Then he'd make a filet for supper. He'd hole up in his nice warm cabin and weather whatever storm 
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
           saw fit to throw at him.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Two
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sydney Kincaid stood in Smith's Dry Goods and Sundries and praised the wonders of civilization. She pulled off her filthy knit hat and dragged her fingers through her hair. She'd never felt so dirty in all her life, and it had been her boarder's fault. Damn the woman if she hadn't left the garage door open. The remains of a critter invasion were readily obvious to even the most plugged of noses. A broken window and no hot water had been the last straw. Well, that and the fact that the place was clean. It had taken her almost a half an hour to make it feel like home again.
        
      

      
        
          But now home was comfortably strewn with clutter, and her stomach was about to be filled with something besides trail mix. Life was improving all the time.
        
      

      
        
          "So, Syd," Joe said, pulling out another box and beginning to fill it with 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
          's standing order of just-add-water suppers. "How'd it go?"
        
      

      
        
          "How does it ever go?" 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           grumbled as she crossed the store to toss her hat on Joe's counter. "I've spent the last four months pulling one city boy after another out of places they never should have been looking at in magazines. Don't people realize this is wilderness up here?"
        
      

      
        
          "Reckon they don't," Joe said, rearranging a few cans of    j stew.        
        
      

      
        
          "If that wasn't bad enough," 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           continued, irritated,    
        
      

      
        
          "I go home to find my house clean. Just what kind of neat freak did you rent my extra room to, anyway? I thought you said she was a writer. I expected lots of crumpled-up balls of typing paper hiding under the coffee table."
        
      

      
        
          "You could have done worse," Joe offered. "Tidy isn't bad."
        
      

      
        
          "I don't like it," 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           groused, reaching into Joe's candy jar and helping herself to a piece of licorice. "I didn't see any curlers in the bathroom, but I'll bet she's just as lily white and frilly as they come. She's a baker, too, can you believe it?"
        
      

      
        
          
        
      

      
        
          Joe pushed 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
          's box at her. "Hurry on home, girl. There's a storm brewing, and I wouldn't want you to miss out on it."
        
      

      
        
          "You mean be out in it, don't you, Joe?"
        
      

      
        
          "Reckon so."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           pulled out another piece of licorice. "Who was that man?" she asked casually. He might have been a potential tour-guiding customer, and she wasn't one to miss out on a business opportunity.
        
      

      
        
          "What man?" Joe asked, blinking innocently.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           chewed even more casually. "You know, that city guy. Old man 
        
        
          Anderson
        
        
           was grumbling about him being a writer or something."
        
      

      
        
          Joe reached under the counter and pulled out a magazine. "There's a piece in here of his. Read it myself. It wasn't bad, if you like that sort of thing."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           looked at the cooking magazine and dismissed it as something she'd be interested in only if hell froze over. She turned her attentions back to the matter at hand. "Is he planning on staying?" Of course, she wasn't truly interested, but she could appreciate a fine-looking man as well as the next girl.
        
      

      
        
          "I wouldn't know what his plans are. I suppose you could ask him the next time you see him."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           shook her head. "We're attracting these writer types like flies up here. The next thing you know, we're going to need a stoplight or two."
        
      

      
        
          "We just might," Joe agreed. 
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           shoved the magazine in her box and made her way out to her mud-encrusted Jeep, trying to put the man out of her mind. She'd probably never see him again, so there wasn't much use in worrying about it. Especially since she wasn't a girl on the lookout for romance. She had her father's trail-guide business to keep running, and her own reputation to maintain. City boys with eyes as green as spring leaves and hair the color of sable just didn't fit into her plans. The man probably couldn't put a match to a handful of dry kindling and get anything but smoke.
        
      

      
        
          She drove home slowly, tired to the bone. Four months of being out in the wild, going into 
        
        
          Anchorage
        
        
           only to wash her clothes and pick up another group of greenhorns, had left her aching for home and hot showers. Of course, her shower today might not be hot, thanks to whatever damage Samantha had done, but that could be fixed in time. First a shower, then maybe she'd come out and find a hot meal waiting for her. The cake sitting on the counter had been delicious. Sydney hadn't meant to eat all but one slice, but she hadn't had a decent meal in weeks. Sam was good for something, even if just for cooking. Joe had been annoy-ingly closemouthed in his letters, not dropping a single hint about what Sam wrote.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney braked suddenly, sending the Jeep into a skid. It settled to a stop, and she looked off into the distance, feeling dread settle into the pit of her stomach. Sam was a Samantha, wasn't she? It really was possible that two writers had moved into Flaherty over the summer, wasn't it?
        
      

      
        
          She knew all she had to do was pull out the magazine Joe had given her and check.
        
      

      
        
          She shook her head. Joe wouldn't have rented out her house to a man. He was a terrible matchmaker, but even he had to draw the line somewhere. Besides, it was a food magazine. What kind of guy would write for a food magazine?
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           put the car back into gear and eased the clutch out until the tires caught. Sam was no doubt pleasingly plump and terribly maternal—just the kind of roommate Sydney had been looking for. If she could be convinced not to try to fix anything else electrical, that was.
        
      

      
        
          The door to the garage was closed, and 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           took it for granted that Sam had parked her car inside. A lecture about keeping the door closed could wait until after dinner. No sense in upsetting the cook. 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
          'd had enough trail rations over the past few months that she was willing to keep her mouth shut in exchange for some real food.
        
      

      
        
          She left her Jeep in the gravel pit that served as a driveway, then walked into the house, dropping her muddy coat on the floor and discarding her hat, gloves, and scarf along the way to the basement. She went down and made a few minor adjustments to the water heater. Someone had been trying to turn it up and turned it down instead. 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           shook her head in disbelief. She'd have to put her foot down about Sam loitering anywhere but the kitchen. It could be hazardous to their health.
        
      

      
        
          She discarded the rest of her clothes on the way to the bathroom. Sponge baths in the privacy of her tent just hadn't cut it for her. Already she could feel the hard spray washing away the layers of grime, taking the tension with it. Baby-sitting helpless executives was hard on a woman. Maybe Sam would hear her washing up, take the hint, and start dinner. Maybe she would even warm up the last piece of that chocolate cake and top it off with some ice cream.
        
      

      
        
          The guest room door opened, and 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           hastily reached for a towel to cover her otherwise naked self. She'd say a quick hello, then duck into the bathroom for her well-deserved shower. After all, she wasn't exactly dressed for a long conversation.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           looked at her housemate.
        
      

      
        
          Then she blinked again, just to make sure she wasn't imagining things.
        
      

      
        
          Yes, she recognized that hair the color of sable, those spring green eyes, and the rugged, handsome face. Worn jeans hugged slim hips and long, muscular legs. A long-sleeved rugby shirt revealed muscular arms and a broad chest—and probably hid a nice, flat belly. It was a hard body, one she had only glimpsed in the general store, one she had actually thought might serve as tasty dream fodder later in front of the fire.
        
      

      
        
          And then full realization hit.
        
      

      
        
          Sam was anything but a Samantha.
        
      

      
        
          "You!" she squeaked.
        
      

      
        
          "You!"
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           fled into the bathroom. "What in the hell are you doing here?" she shouted.
        
      

      
        
          "Me?" the man yelled back. "What in the hell are you doing here?"
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           locked the door. Then she put the clothes hamper in front of it for good measure.
        
      

      
        
          "This is my house!"
        
      

      
        
          "Your house?" her unwelcome greenhorn responded, sounding more annoyed than he should have, given the circumstances. "Lady, you're losing it. You might be 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
          's girlfriend, but you can still haul your butt right out of that bathroom and get moving because he's not here right now to clean you up."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           couldn't believe her ears. "You idiot, I'm Sydney Kincaid and this is my house."
        
      

      
        
          "You're Sydney Kincaid? But Joe told me—"
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           wanted to scream in frustration. It was pure frustration, not fear. No, she wasn't afraid. She was never afraid. She'd faced down three grizzly bears, four groups of chauvinistic city boys, and an army of wilderness inconveniences and come out on top. A tenderfoot writer from 
        
        
          
            New York
          
        
        
           was nothing compared to what she'd been up against. She pulled the rifle down from its hook over the commode, loaded it with the shells hiding in the empty can of Noxzema, and pointed it at the door.
        
      

      
        
          "Joe's an old fool and I'll give him a piece of my mind just as soon as you get out of my house so I can get dressed," she said, putting her no-nonsense-now-boys edge in her voice. "Beat it."
        
      

      
        
          "Look, lady, I've got rent paid up through December—"
        
      

      
        
          "I'll give it back." She didn't want to say it, because she certainly couldn't afford to be without a boarder over the winter. And damn Joe if he hadn't given Sam a cut rate that guaranteed 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           would have to keep him on or starve. Her guide services were pricey, but not pricey enough to feed her much past February. She took a deep breath. "Just get your stuff and go."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm not going anywhere," came the annoyed growl. "And since I'm going to be staying, I suggest you start wearing a few more clothes on your way to the bathroom."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney
        
        
           clamped her teeth together and swore silently. She cursed some more as she propped the rifle against the side of the tub and started the shower. She cursed her father for having put only one bathroom in the cabin. She cursed whatever quirk of fate had brought Samuel, not Samantha, MacLeod to 
        
        
          
            Alaska
          
        
        
           to move his annoying self into her house. She cursed her situation, because she would most definitely have to make Sam go and that would leave her wallowing in very dire straits indeed.
        
      

      
        
          And she finally, and most thoroughly, cursed Joe for allowing Sam into her house.
        
      

      
        
          Because, despite his convenient cover as owner and operator of Smith's Dry Goods and Sundries, Joe was first and foremost a matchmaker.
        
      

      
        
          And she knew she was number one on his hit list.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Three
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          "Damn woman," Sam grumbled as he flipped a chunk of butter into the pot of drained potatoes. "First she tracks mud in this morning"—he dumped in a splash of milk—"then she leaves all her gear stinking up the front room"—he jammed the beaters into the mixer—"then she does a striptease with clothes that ought to be burned, not washed." He turned the mixer on and savagely beat the potatoes to a pulp. "As if I had time to baby-sit a barbarian!"
        
      

      
        
          "What are you still doing here?"
        
      

      
        
          The voice was as smooth and husky as whiskey and immediately brought to mind the vision of a cozy evening spent cuddling in front of the fire on a fur rug. Sam turned off the mixer and shook his head, amazed that such an appealing voice could belong to such an unappealing woman. He wanted to get to know Sydney Kincaid about as much as he wanted to get to know the porcupine that ambled across the front yard every now and then. He turned, prepared for battle.
        
      

      
        
          And forgot every word of the speech he'd thrown together over the past half hour.
        
      

      
        
          It was no wonder she hid under all that mud. Her hair was as dark as 
        
        
          
            midnight
          
        
        
          , her skin flawless and not needing a speck of makeup to enhance its beauty. Sam put down the mixer and walked over to her, mesmerized. He couldn't remember the last time he'd been so affected by the sight of a woman in a ratty bathrobe. Without thinking about it further, he put his hand under her chin, lifted her face up, and bent his head to kiss her.
        
      

      
        
          And then he froze at the feel of something hard against his belly. He really wanted to believe it was the belt of her robe. Really.
        
      

      
        
          "Get your hands off me," she said in a low, rather un-nervingly calm voice.
        
      

      
        
          "Sure thing," he said, lifting his hands and backing away slowly. "Don't shoot. That thing isn't loaded, is it?"
        
      

      
        
          "Want to find out?"
        
      

      
        
          He smiled weakly. "I'm right in the middle of cooking dinner. Filet mignon. Know what that is?"
        
      

      
        
          The sound of the gun being cocked echoed in the stillness of the kitchen.
        
      

      
        
          "I guess you do," he conceded. "Are you hungry?"
        
      

      
        
          "Starved. And I get kind of cranky when I'm starved."
        
      

      
        
          "Yes, I can imagine that's true," he said, wondering how in the world such a good-looking woman could have such a bad temper. He backed up until the counter stopped him. "Think you could put that gun away?"
        
      

      
        
          She gave him an assessing glance. "Why would I want to? It isn't as if you've been very gentlemanly."
        
      

      
        
          "Well, how does 'I can't cook under stress' sound?"
        
      

      
        
          Her eyes narrowed. "Did you make that chocolate cake I saw today, or did you buy it?"
        
      

      
        
          "I made it."
        
      

      
        
          She considered, then lowered the gun. "You won't try anything?"
        
      

      
        
          The barrel was on level with his groin. He looked quickly at her face and knew she realized just where she was pointing her weapon. He shook his head vigorously.
        
      

      
        
          "Wouldn't think of it."
        
      

      
        
          The gun was uncocked, then lowered. "Well, then. I'm going back to change. You finish cooking."
        
      

      
        
          "Yes, ma'am."
        
      

      
        
          With a toss of her shoulder-length, unbelievably silky looking hair, she walked out of the room. Sam leaned back against the counter and blew out his breath. Sydney Kincaid was definitely not what he'd been expecting.
        
      

      
        
          He finished the mashed potatoes, pulled the steaks out from under the broiler, tossed a salad, and hastily set the table. He was just pouring water into glasses when 
        
        
          Sydney
        
        
           came back into the room. She sat down at the table and started to eat. Sam couldn't believe what he was seeing. He walked around the counter and plunked down a glass of water in front of her.
        
      

      
        
          "Haven't you ever heard of waiting until everyone is sitting at the table before you start eating?"
        
      

      
        
          "Got to get it while it's hot," she said, her mouth full. "And before anyone else gets to it. It's the only way to survive in the wild."
        
      

      
        
          "Well, this is civilization. We can reheat things in the microwave here."
        
      

      
        
          She ignored him. Which was just as well, to Sam's mind, because he was still trying to figure out just what in the hell he was going to do for the next three months, living with a woman whose face said "touch me" and whose actions said "do it and I'll geld you." Oh, why had he ever decided Alaska would be a nice place to hide and write?
        
      

      
        
          He really should have headed for California. Nice, warm beaches overflowing with women whose come-hither looks probably meant come hither. Trying to second-guess Miss Wilderness was too complicated for his poor overworked brain. All he wanted was to go back to his room, turn on his computer, and deal with characters he had control over. The character sitting across from him was way out of his league.
        
      

      
        
          "This is all there was?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam blinked at the sight of her empty plate. He looked at his housemate and blinked again.
        
      

      
        
          "Where did you put it all?"
        
      

      
        
          "I haven't eaten a decent meal in almost four months. Are you going to finish yours? No? Well, I'll do it for you."
        
      

      
        
          Sam watched as his plate was removed from under his nose. She finished his supper, then sat back with a sigh.
        
      

      
        
          "I'm going to sleep now," she said, putting her hand over her mouth and yawning. "Don't be here when I get up."
        
      

      
        
          "Look," he began, "I signed a contract..."
        
      

      
        
          "You also let a who knows what into my garage, screwed up my water heater, and cleaned my house. If that wasn't breach of contract, I don't know what is."
        
      

      
        
          "You've got to be kidding."
        
      

      
        
          "I never kid." She rose. "I sleep with a gun, so don't think about trying anything funny."
        
      

      
        
          "I'd rather waltz with an angry polar bear."
        
      

      
        
          Her mouth tightened into a thin line. "I'm sure you would. Which is just fine with me, mister. You can stay the night, but you sure as hell better be gone when I wake up."
        
      

      
        
          And without a single compliment about dinner, or even a thank-you, she left the room. Sam gritted his teeth at her rudeness. No wonder Mr. Smith had laughed so gleefully when Sam had signed his name on the dotted line. Sam had never thought to wonder why no one had wanted to board at the Kincaid house. It had been a cabin straight from one of his Sunday-morning, lots-of-snow-on-the-ground snuggling fantasies. How was he to know the snugglee would rather be snuggling with a rifle than him?
        
      

      
        
          Sam sighed and rose, cleaned off the table, then made himself a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. Though he was tempted to stay just to irritate Sydney, he knew he was probably better off cutting his losses and leaving. But not until after Friday. He needed Sydney's kitchen for his day job. She could put up with him for a while longer.
        
      

      
        
          He cleaned up the kitchen, then headed back to his room. He sat down and turned on his computer, ready to dive into chapter twenty-one.
        
      

      
        
          And then he found himself staring blankly at the computer screen, distracted by the image of a beautiful woman with dark hair and pale eyes. He sighed and turned off the machine. Creation would have to wait until morning. He needed to go to bed before the day could hand him any more surprises.
        
      

      
        
          Though he doubted the Fates or Mr. Smith could top what he'd been handed already.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney woke, disoriented. Then she realized she was in her own bed, under a toasty-warm comforter, and she smiled. There was nothing quite like coming home. It was one of the reasons she enjoyed her work so much. She never appreciated home more than she did after three or four months out in the wild.
        
      

      
        
          She fumbled for her watch, wanting to know the time and the date. She flopped back on her bed and groaned. Twenty-four hours gone without a trace. She vaguely remembered a trip or two to the bathroom, trips made without encountering her housemate.
        
      

      
        
          She sighed deeply and burrowed back down under the covers. Much as she wanted to kick Sam's arrogant, overbearing self right out the door, she knew she couldn't afford it. Though she was just as good a guide as any man out there, city boys were reluctant to use her. She'd had to cut her fees drastically just to get business. It was the reason she'd decided to rent her spare bedroom. Joe had assured her he would find a suitable renter. Damn him, anyway.
        
      

      
        
          Well, it was either keep Sam or starve. She couldn't give him back the rent money he'd paid all up front because she'd already spent it. She hated the thought, but it looked like she was stuck with him until December.
        
      

      
        
          She rolled out of bed and pulled her robe around her. She rubbed her arms vigorously as she left her bedroom and made her way to the kitchen. She was used to traveling in the dark, when necessary, and had no trouble finding her way. Or spotting the creation that sat cooling on the counter.
        
      

      
        
          Cake. Sydney's mouth began to water at the sight. She wanted it to be warm, but no, that might be too much to hope for. She got a knife, for the sake of propriety, and cut herself a generous slice right out of the bottom tier. Whatever else his flaws, Sam certainly could bake rings around Sara Lee. Sydney closed her eyes and brought the slice up, then opened her mouth to bite.
        
      

      
        
          "Stop!"
        
      

      
        
          Her eyes flew open. She squinted into the beam of a flashlight.
        
      

      
        
          "Don't move."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney stood, frozen to the spot, as the flashlight approached. The cake was very carefully and gingerly removed from her hand.
        
      

      
        
          "Hey—" she protested.
        
      

      
        
          "Quiet," Sam growled. "You just rained six hours worth of work, lady, so right now it would be a very good idea for you to just wash your hands and go back to bed."
        
      

      
        
          "It's just cake—"
        
      

      
        
          "It's a wedding cake!" Sam exploded.
        
      

      
        
          "You're getting married?" This guy was certifiable.
        
      

      
        
          "It's not for me! It's for Eunice and Jeremy. Tomorrow afternoon at one o'clock."
        
      

      
        
          His face was illuminated by the flashlight he held between his forearm and chest as he carefully set the slice of cake onto a plate. And she wanted to laugh.
        
      

      
        
          "You make wedding cakes?"
        
      

      
        
          "It pays the bills. Turn on the light. I've got major surgery to perform here."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney obediently turned on the kitchen light, then she caught an unobstructed view of Sam's face—and his furious expression. She backed up a pace in spite of herself.
        
      

      
        
          "Uh, I'm sorry ..."
        
      

      
        
          Sam reached behind her and jerked a cake knife out of the pottery utensil holder sitting on the counter. He didn't spare her a glance.
        
      

      
        
          "I didn't realize .. ." she began.
        
      

      
        
          Sam was pulling ingredients out of her cupboards, strange things she didn't usually keep, like flour and sugar. He didn't respond as he got out a bowl and started mixing these foreign substances together.
        
      

      
        
          "Look," she began, his silence starting to make her uncomfortable, "can't you just fix it? Patch it together? It would probably take a lot of time to rebake it."
        
      

      
        
          Sam stopped and turned his head slowly to look at her. "Too bad you couldn't have thought about that before you ruined it.”
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          "I didn't mean to!"
        
      

      
        
          "That hardly matters now, does it?"
        
      

      
        
          "I didn't ask you to come live here," she said, sticking out her chin stubbornly, struggling to find some way to defend herself.
        
      

      
        
          "That really isn't the point, is it, Sydney?"
        
      

      
        
          Sydney felt lower than the lowest grubworm. So she bristled even harder.
        
      

      
        
          "You should have told me not to touch it."
        
      

      
        
          "You've been asleep for twenty-four hours. I didn't want to wake you and find myself without my family jewels." He turned and reached into the refrigerator for a plate encased in Saran Wrap. He handed it to her. "Roast beef sandwich. Here's a can of pop. Go eat it somewhere I don't have to look at you."
        
      

      
        
          "This is my house," Sydney said in a last bid to save her pride.
        
      

      
        
          "Yeah, well, this is my kitchen at the moment and I don't want you in it."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney clutched the cold can in her hand and walked out of the kitchen with her head held high. No, she wasn't upset. Sam's kindness in making her dinner didn't hurt her. His anger didn't bother her. His assurance earlier that he'd rather dance with an angry bear than touch her didn't trouble her either. After all, she was Sydney Kincaid, wilderness woman. She was every inch her father's daughter, bless his crusty old soul. She'd survived on her own since her seventeenth birthday, since Sydney the elder had died on his way back in from the woodpile. She didn't need anyone. She'd made it all by herself, and damn anyone who tried to imply differently. The very last thing she needed in her life was a man, especially a man who would probably starve to death five yards from the house unless someone showed him the direction back to the kitchen.
        
      

      
        
          She shut and locked her door, put the supper Sam had fixed for her on her nightstand, then threw herself onto her bed and tried to burst into tears.
        
      

      
        
          It didn't work. So she rolled over on her back and looked up at the ceiling. She hadn't cried in thirteen years, not since before her father's funeral. If she hadn't cried then, a simple snubbing by her housemate certainly wasn't going to bring tears to her eyes now.
        
      

      
        
          She ignored her supper and crawled back under the covers. Tomorrow was Eunice and Jeremy's wedding. If she didn't go, the town would think her a chicken and the Clan down at the store would grumble about her cowardice. If she went, the women would shake their heads sadly and pity her that she couldn't find a husband.
        
      

      
        
          Not that she wanted one; no, sir.
        
      

      
        
          No, she reminded herself again as she drifted off to sleep. The very last thing she needed was a man.
        
      

      
        
          Especially one as handsome and useless as Sam.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          four
        
      

      
        
          The next afternoon Sam stood in Flaherty's dilapidated Grange hall and felt as if he'd been transported to another planet. His mother would have succumbed to another fainting fit if she could have seen his current surroundings. He found, however, that the place was growing on him. There was something good and solid about the beat-up wood under his feet. He looked around at the reception guests and felt the warmth increase. These were good, honest people, At least he never doubted where he stood with them. 
        
      

      
        
          
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam," Eunice gushed, "you're so talented!"
        
      

      
        
          "It's just a hobby," he said modestly. But if the bride was happy, then so was he.
        
      

      
        
          "Well, I've never seen anything so fancy," she said, look ing adoringly at the three-tiered wedding cake adorned with icing flowers. "And look, Jeremy, there's already an indentation where you should cut the first piece. Sam, how in the world did you bake it that way?"
        
      

      
        
          "That's my secret," Sam said pleasantly. He looked over Eunice's head for the culprit. He and Sydney hadn't come to the wedding together, which was no doubt safer where she was concerned. He had the feeling he would have been ; tempted to strangle her if he'd had her alone in a car in the middle of nowhere.
        
      

      
        
          "You know," Eunice continued, "Mother has already recommended you to all her friends. I'm afraid you'll soon have more business than you can handle."
        
      

      
        
          Sam grimaced. He would spend his mornings baking and his evenings repairing whatever damage Sydney did to his creations. He could hardly wait.
        
      

      
        
          Besides, he already had more business than he could handle. Though the Clan at the general store seemed to find him somewhat lacking, the mothers of Flaherty did not. He was certain it was that author mystique. It would pass. But hopefully not before December. Baking cakes for the local Ladies Aid Society provided him with spare cash and free lunches every Wednesday. A guy couldn't ask for much more than that.
        
      

      
        
          His mother was, however, apoplectic over the news that he was making a living elbow-deep in flour.
        
      

      
        
          His older sister periodically sent him papers to sign that would transfer his assets to her account, on the off chance that his dementia extended to his signature.
        
      

      
        
          Sam turned his thoughts away from his family and back to the wedding guests. It was shaping up to be an afternoon for the annals.
        
      

      
        
          First he was accosted by Estelle Dalton and her eighteen-year-old ingenue daughter, Sylvia. Sam took one look at Sylvia and decided against it. No matter that he was thirty-five and almost old enough to be her father; the girl looked like she couldn't fix a broken fingernail, much less a leaky sink. They would drown within a month.
        
      

      
        
          Then there was Ruth Newark and her daughter, Melanie. No, definitely not. Both of them looked like they'd just stepped out of the pages of Vogue. Sam had visions of watching his royalty checks be spent faster than he could haul them in. Then Ruth announced that she fully intended to live with her daughter and future son-in-law. Sam wondered why. Then Ruth pinched him on the behind when Melanie's back was turned, and he understood. He fled to a safer corner of the reception hall.
        
      

      
        
          Next there was Bernice Hammond and her daughters Alvinia, Myra, and Wilhelmina. Sam immediately had visions of the women dressed in breastplates, brandishing swords and making him listen to Wagnerian opera for hours at a time. Not that having a handywoman around the house wasn't an appealing thought. But a quartet of Amazons just wasn't for him. These were mountain women. They needed mountain men. He didn't want to grow a beard, and he wasn't all that fond of plaid flannel shirts—his ancestry aside. No, these gals were not for him.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney walked through his line of vision, and he felt a scowl settle over his features. Now, there was definitely not the right woman for him. She was irritating. She was selfish. She had no manners at the dinner table. It was no wonder she was still single.
        
      

      
        
          "Well," a smooth voice purred from beside him, "would you look at that?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam looked down and gulped when he saw Ruth Newark sidling up to him. He suppressed the urge to cover his backside.
        
      

      
        
          "What?" he asked, not really wanting to know the answer.
        
      

      
        
          "Sydney Kincaid. Have you ever seen such a pitiful creature?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam looked at Sydney. She was wearing jeans and a dark blue sweater. Not exactly wedding-reception attire, but it certainly suited her. She must have felt him looking at her because she turned around. She looked at him and smiled weakly. He started to smile back, then remembered how annoyed he was with her. He scowled at her. She turned away.
        
      

      
        
          "Joe's been trying to set her up for years," Ruth continued. One of her hands disappeared behind her back. Sam took a step to his left, moving his buns away from certain trouble.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh?" he managed.
        
      

      
        
          "No one will take the bait. Why would they? She can't cook, she can't keep house. Perfectly worthless as wife material." Ruth turned to him and put her hand on his chest. "Poor Sam, stuck out at the Kincaid place with that creature. Why don't you move in with us, honey?" She dragged her fingers down his chest. "You can have my bed. I'd be more than willing to sleep on the couch just to get you out of that wild woman's house. Or maybe we could share the bed. If you want."
        
      

      
        
          Sam watched Ruth's hand slide down his belly, over his belt. He hastily backed away with a muffled yelp.
        
      

      
        
          "Now, Sam," Ruth coaxed, "don't be shy."
        
      

      
        
          Sam had never considered himself a coward; rather, he was a man who knew when to cut his losses and run. So he ran, straight for the men's room.
        
      

      
        
          He hid out there until the men who came in started to look at him strangely. He knew better than to hang around any longer. His reputation was tattered enough as it was. So he crept back into the reception hall, keeping his eyes peeled for Ruth the Bun Molester.
        
      

      
        
          The Clan from the general store stood huddled near one end of the buffet table. They looked terribly uncomfortable in their Sunday best, but Sam noticed they didn't let that stop them from noting everything that went on around them. The reception would no doubt provide fat for them to chew on for quite some time.
        
      

      
        
          The Ladies Aid Society stood at the other end of the buffet table, probably discussing the Clan. Then again, maybe they were discussing the Jell-O salad Mrs. Fisher had brought. Sam had overheard someone say she'd used regular marshmallows instead of the mini variety. The ensuing uproar had been enormous.
        
      

      
        
          The rest of the population stood around in groups, dividing themselves up by age. Sam felt comfortable with none of them, so he remained against the wall, hoping he could blend in with the woodwork.
        
      

      
        
          The bride and groom stepped up to the table, and the cake ceremony began. As Eunice made a comment about Sam's cake-cutting-guide indentations, Sam searched the room for his misbehaving housemate, determined to give her a few more glares before the afternoon was over.
        
      

      
        
          He found her without much trouble. She was at the far side of the reception hall, leaning back against the wall in the same way he was. She was alone and watching Eunice and Jeremy with an expression  
        
      

      
        
          he didn't understand right
        
      

      
        
          off. When he finally figured out what it was, he felt like someone had slugged him in the gut.
        
      

      
        
          It was hunger. It wasn't envy, it wasn't disdain; it was hunger, plain and simple.
        
      

      
        
          He watched people drift past her. Men her age ignored her. Women her age gave her looks that would have made most women break down and weep. Sydney did nothing, but her spine stiffened with each look. Even from across the room, Sam could see that. The Ladies Aid Society snubbed her with a thoroughness that made Sam's blood pressure rise. Not even the Clan came to her rescue.
        
      

      
        
          Sam's scowl faded into a thoughtful frown. This was something he hadn't expected. If there was one thing he wouldn't have figured on, it was that Sydney Kincaid would be vulnerable. But there she was, looking so lost and forlorn that he could hardly stop himself from striding out into the middle of the room and blasting the general population for ignoring her. Sydney might be irritating and pigheaded, but she didn't deserve this. The men should have been fighting among themselves to get at her. Instead, they avoided her like three-day-old fish.
        
      

      
        
          Then Sydney met his eyes. She pulled herself up to her full height and threw him a scowl that would have only infuriated him ten minutes earlier. Now he understood exactly why she was glaring at him.
        
      

      
        
          But there was no use in letting her in on his realization. So he glared back while his mind worked furiously, trying to assimilate what he'd just learned and understand what he wanted to do with that knowledge. Was it pity he felt? No, he didn't think so. It was something that went far deeper than that. Seeing Sydney vulnerable, watching her draw her dignity around her like a cloak, had touched something deep inside him, something he'd never felt before,     
        
      

      
        
          When he realized what it was, he had to lean back against the wall for support.            jShe had awakened his chivalry. It was rightening.
        
      

      
        
          It was obviously a latent character flaw that had been lurking in a forgotten corner of his Scottish soul. He wondered if there was some ancestor he ought to be cursing for it.
        
      

      
        
          But as he turned the notion over in his mind, he found that the waves of noble sentiment that coursed through him were irresistible. He wanted to stand straighter. He wanted to find a sword and wave it around his head in an Errol Flynn-like manner, scattering enemies like leaves. The thought of rescuing Sydney Kincaid from injustice was tantalizing beyond belief.
        
      

      
        
          Assuming she wanted to be rescued.
        
      

      
        
          He shook aside that niggling doubt and put his shoulders back. He would rescue her. In fact, he was going to make the best damn knight in shining armor she'd ever seen.
        
      

      
        
          Carefully, of course. He had fond hopes of fathering a few children in the future. No sense in getting Sydney's trigger finger itching too badly at first.
        
      

      
        
          He took a deep breath. Then he fixed his most formidable frown on his face and crossed the reception hall to her, threading his way through the dancers, skirting the Ladies Aid Society and the Clan, and rounding the buffet table to where Sydney stood against the wall, looking as if she were going to run at any moment. But she stood her ground. He smiled to himself. Yes, sir, Sydney Kincaid would never back away from a fight.
        
      

      
        
          He slapped his hand against the wall next to her head. "I suppose you heard about my cake-cutting guide."
        
      

      
        
          Her pale eyes flashed. "What of it?"
        
      

      
        
          "You just about ruined my reputation. I'd say that means you owe me."
        
      

      
        
          "I don't owe you anything—"
        
      

      
        
          "The Clan tells me your father always paid his debts. A pity his daughter doesn't have the same sense of honor."
        
      

      
        
          Ouch, that had to have stung. He waited for her to slap his face, and he knew he would have deserved it. Instead, she started to wilt right there in front of him. And that he couldn't bear. He had to do something drastic.
        
      

      
        
          "Giving up already?" he demanded.
        
      

      
        
          Well, that took care of the withering. The fire immediately came back to her eyes. "All right. What do you want?"
        
      

      
        
          "I've already paid up through December. I'm moved in and I don't want to move out. The way I see it, you owe me a place to stay." She started to balk, and he quickly continued. "You wouldn't want word to get around that you're a chicken, would you?"
        
      

      
        
          "That's blackmail," she snarled.
        
      

      
        
          He nodded.
        
      

      
        
          She gritted her teeth and looked away. Sam watched the wheels turn, wondering what she wrestled with.
        
      

      
        
          "I won't bother you," he said, in a low voice. "I'll be a perfect gentleman. You won't even know I'm there," he lied. He fully intended to give her no choice but to notice him. And he had the feeling he knew just how to do it.
        
      

      
        
          "You'll cook?" she asked.
        
      

      
        
          Bingo. "You bet."
        
      

      
        
          "Cakes?"
        
      

      
        
          "Whatever you want."
        
      

      
        
          She looked back up at him and frowned. "Don't break any more windows. And don't mess with the water heater."
        
      

      
        
          "Done." He held out his hand. "Truce?"
        
      

      
        
          She ignored his hand. "Get out of my way. I've had enough of this wedding garbage. And come home soon. I'm ready for dinner."
        
      

      
        
          Come home soon. Sam rubbed his fingers over his mouth to hide his smile. Maybe there would come a day when Sydney Kincaid would say those words and mean them in an entirely different way.
        
      

      
        
          Now all he had to do was figure out how to convince her that she wanted to mean them in an entirely different way.
        
      

      
        
          Because, whether he wanted it or not, he had just fallen head over heels in like with the orneriest woman west of the Hudson.
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          Five
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sydney brought in an armload of wood and shivered as she dumped it in the bin next to the fireplace. It had taken her an entire week to chop enough to last until the new year. On Monday she'd been a bit irritated that Sam wasn't coming out to help her. On Tuesday she'd been completely annoyed with him. Either she wasn't very good at hiding her emotions, Sam was very bright, or he had begun to feel guilty, because he'd come out Wednesday morning, dressed in sweats and sneakers, ready to help.
        
      

      
        
          He'd succeeded only in almost chopping off all the toes on his right foot.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney had decided right then that chopping the wood herself was far less aggravating than watching over Sam while he helped. So she'd sent him back inside to play on his computer while she worked like a dog.
        
      

      
        
          Well, at least they'd be warm for the next couple of months. The cabin was actually centrally heated and had two backup generators in case the main power supply went out. The wood served as merely a last resort, as well as something of a luxury. There wasn't anything Sydney liked better than to turn off all the lights, sit in front of the fire and dream she was sitting there with an attentive man. He didn't have to be gorgeous, or built like a football player he just had to be nice. Of course, if he was gorgeous and built she wouldn't argue.
        
      

      
        
          And just such a man was living with her.
        
      

      
        
          She brushed her hands on her jeans and walked into the house. She had to get out. Fast—before she started to let her imagination run away with her. She backed her Jeep out of the double garage, then got out to close the door. Sam bounded out onto the porch.
        
      

      
        
          "Where're you going?"
        
      

      
        
          "Town," she said shortly. Please don't say you want to come along.
        
      

      
        
          "I want to come along. Wait for me, Syd."
        
      

      
        
          She closed her eyes briefly and prayed for strength. It wasn't that he was handsome. It wasn't that he was built like a linebacker without the excess pudge around the middle. It wasn't that he could cook up a meal like a trained chef.
        
      

      
        
          It was the way he said her name.
        
      

      
        
          She got into the Jeep and slammed the door shut. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the steering wheel. Letting Sam stay had been a very bad idea. Guilt was a very bad thing. She would have kicked him out if he hadn't held that stupid cake over her head.
        
      

      
        
          The passenger door opened, the car dipped slightly and the door closed.
        
      

      
        
          "Hey, what's the matter?" His low, husky voice washed over her like a soothing, warm wave. "Want me to drive?"
        
      

      
        
          "No, I'm fine." She lifted her head and rubbed her eyes. "I'm fine."
        
      

      
        
          "You've been working too hard." Strong fingers were suddenly working their way under the collar of her coat to massage her neck. "I should have helped you with the wood. I'm sorry, Sydney."
        
      

      
        
          "You would have lost a limb by the end of the week," she said, pulling away. "I just haven't been sleeping well."
        
      

      
        
          Sam retreated back to his side of the Jeep. "You'll have to come home and take a nap before dinner. Let's get going."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney eyed the package on Sam's lap as they drove toward town. "What's that?"
        
      

      
        
          "First draft. My agent thinks I've been doing nothing but napping all summer." He flashed her a smile that made her knees weak. "She has a rather inaccurate impression of my manliness, I'm afraid."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney doubted that. No woman with eyes could have formed an inaccurate impression of Sam's manliness. Sydney concentrated on the road.
        
      

      
        
          "Do you ever read espionage novels?"
        
      

      
        
          "Never," Sydney fibbed firmly. "I haven't got the patience for them."
        
      

      
        
          "Romances?"
        
      

      
        
          "Not those, either," she lied. Wow, two lies in the space of ten seconds. With any luck, Sam would never look in her room and see what filled her bookshelves. "I've only got time to read up on work stuff. You know, trail information and things. Wilderness studies. Hunting techniques."
        
      

      
        
          "You're such a stud," he said with a laugh.
        
      

      
        
          Normally, that kind of comment would have stung deeply. But the way Sam grinned at her took all the sting away. She smiled weakly.
        
      

      
        
          "I have a reputation to maintain."
        
      

      
        
          "I hear you're the best."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh?" Now, this was news. "Who from?"
        
      

      
        
          "Mr. Smith. The Clan. Even Mrs. Fisher, who doesn't know when it's polite to use regular marshmallows and when it isn't. She was complaining Wednesday at the Ladies Aid meeting that someone needs to marry you and saddle you with a dozen kids before you run her sons out of business. A backhanded compliment, of course, but it was still a compliment."
        
      

      
        
          "She's an old biddy," Sydney grumbled. Secretly, she was pleased. Maybe things were starting to look up.
        
      

      
        
          Then why did the thought of half a dozen sable-haired, green-eyed children running around her house seem more appealing than showing dozens of spoiled executives the beauty of her land?
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          The general store saved her from speculating about that disturbing thought. She pulled to a stop and turned off the engine.
        
      

      
        
          "Anything you want inside?" she asked.
        
      

      
        
          "I have a list. I'm just going to run to the post office, then I'll come meet you." He tapped the end of her nose with his finger. "Don't leave without me. I'm making apricot chicken tonight."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm convinced."
        
      

      
        
          He looked at her with a strange little smile before he got out of the car and made his way across the street to the post office in his high-top sneakers. Sydney shook her head as she walked up to the porch of the store. She needed to think about something more practical than Samuel MacLeod's smiles.
        
      

      
        
          His feet. Yes, that was the ticket. Sam needed boots. Maybe Joe had an extra pair lying around. If not, he could order a pair. Sam wouldn't survive the winter without them.
        
      

      
        
          She walked into the store, nodded to Joe, and approached the Clan. They grunted a greeting. Sydney jammed her hands in the pockets of her jeans and bestowed a rare smile on them.
        
      

      
        
          "What's new, fellas?"
        
      

      
        
          "Kilpatrick's heading south," Zeke grumbled. "I said he'd never make it up here. Born and bred in California. No spine at all."
        
      

      
        
          "/ said he'd fold," Amos said, leaning over to deposit a hefty bit of spit into the spittoon. "Guiding's a man's job. Ain't that so, Sydney?"
        
      

      
        
          "You bet, Amos," Sydney said, rocking back on her heels. It was no easy feat in her boots, but she'd had plenty of practice. "Not for cowards."
        
      

      
        
          Zeke looked up at her with a disapproving frown. "Still got that writer fella out at your place, Sydney?"
        
      

      
        
          "He's paid through December," Sydney said defensively.
        
      

      
        
          "I heard Ruth Newark offered him a place. He shoulda taken it. Ain't right to have him out at your house, Sydney. Your pa wouldn't have liked it."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney frowned right back at him. "He's paid through December," she repeated. "Money's money, Zeke."
        
      

      
        
          "And he's a single boy, Sydney."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney felt her good humor evaporate. "It isn't as if he wants anything to do with me," she said sharply, then spun around and walked over to the counter. She shoved her list at Joe and pretended a mighty interest in the contents of Joe's glass case. She could name all the flies there and could tell which ones were best for what kind of fishing. Yessiree, that was certainly the kind of knowledge she needed to attract a man.
        
      

      
        
          She looked up as the door opened, expecting to see Sam. Instead, she saw Melanie Newark and Frank Slater. Frank was the only male in Flaherty who had ever given her the time of day. He thought it was great that she had her own business, and he had even asked her out on a date. Once. Her one and only date.
        
      

      
        
          "Hey, Sydney," Frank smiled, coming over to her. "How's it going?"
        
      

      
        
          "Great, Frank. How are you?"
        
      

      
        
          "Frank, stop," Melanie hissed.
        
      

      
        
          Frank threw Melanie a faintly annoyed look. "What?"
        
      

      
        
          "What are you doing, you idiot?" Melanie spluttered.
        
      

      
        
          "Well..."
        
      

      
        
          "Frank, you come away from her."
        
      

      
        
          "Now, Melanie ..."
        
      

      
        
          "You know she's desperate for a husband. Or maybe she isn't. Either way, you don't want to stand too close. And I certainly don't want you talking to her. It will ruin your reputation. Mother says no self-respecting man would get within ten feet of Sydney Kincaid."
        
      

      
        
          "Sure, Melanie," Frank mumbled, moving away. "I guess you're right." He didn't spare Sydney another glance.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney looked back down at the case, blinking furiously. She didn't care what Melanie thought, or Frank for that matter. They were just stupid. Stupid, idiotic, ignorant jerks who didn't have a kind bone in their bodies.
        
      

      
        
          "Here's my list, Joe," a deep voice said directly behind her. "Alphabetically, just how you like it.  
        
      

      
        
          Sydney, did you give Joe your list?"
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          She nodded, keeping her head down, mortified that Sam had probably heard all of Melanie's diatribe.
        
      

      
        
          "Why, Sam," Melanie purred, "how nice to see you again."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney peeked to her right in time to see Melanie shove Frank out of her way so she could get closer to Sam.
        
      

      
        
          "Mother wanted me to invite you out for supper tonight."
        
      

      
        
          "Hey," Frank complained, "I was coming out for supper—"
        
      

      
        
          Melanie glared briefly at Frank, then smiled at Sam. "What do you say, Sam?"
        
      

      
        
          It was the last straw. Sydney knew when to concede the battle. Not that she wanted Sam. No, sir. But he was her housemate, after all. She couldn't help but feel a little proprietary where he and his chocolate cakes were concerned. She backed up, intending to make a clean getaway before Sam started discussing his dinner plans.
        
      

      
        
          She backed up straight into Sam's hard body. He grabbed a fistful of her jacket and held her immobile.
        
      

      
        
          "Can't," he said cheerfully. "Sydney's going to teach me how to fish this afternoon, then we're going to fry up our catches tonight."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney turned around, as best she could with him still clutching her coat, and gaped at him. "Isn't that so, Syd?"
        
      

      
        
          She could have sworn he winked at her. She couldn't even manage a reply. He pulled the hood of her coat up over her hair.
        
      

      
        
          "Why don't you go out and warm up the Jeep? I'll get Frank to help me out with the goods. And, Syd, do you think I need boots for the winter? Joe, have you got any boots? Get moving, Sydney. We haven't got all day. The fish will be asleep by the time we get out to the river."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney got help to the door. Sam kept up a steady stream of nonsense conversation as he steered her past the booby-trapped floorboard and pushed her out the door.
        
      

      
        
          "Go start the car," he said in a low voice. "I want a quick getaway before Melanie's mother gets here. Move it." Sydney moved it. She walked out to her car, crawled in under the wheel, and started the motor. Then she put her head down on the steering wheel and tried to cry. It didn't happen. She steeped herself in the humiliation she'd just been through, repeating Melanie's words over and over again in her head. No tears were forthcoming. Not even the knowledge that Sam had wanted to leave quickly not because of her but because of Melanie's mother brought any tears to her eyes. As if he would actually want to stick up for her!
        
      

      
        
          Though he had. Rather nicely, too. She shook her head. He hadn't meant it. He was just a nice person. He wanted nothing to do with her. He probably felt the same way all the other men in Flaherty felt. Sydney Kincaid wasn't good wife material. A woman who couldn't cook or keep house was a bad bet for marriage. Best stay away from her. Wouldn't want to ruin your reputation or anything.
        
      

      
        
          The driver's side door opened. "Keys."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney didn't move, so Sam reached in for the keys. She listened to him load their supplies into the back. By the sound of it, the supplies were numerous enough to last them through the winter. It was just as well. It would start snowing soon enough, and then they'd be trapped together. Alone in her house.
        
      

      
        
          Too bad nothing would happen.
        
      

      
        
          "Move over, sugar."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney looked up at Sam—handsome, kind Sam who stood inside the open door.
        
      

      
        
          "What?"
        
      

      
        
          "I'm driving home. Move over."
        
      

      
        
          "But—"
        
      

      
        
          He picked her up in his arms, carried her around to the other side of the car, unlocked the door, and put her in. He buckled the seat belt, returned to the driver's seat, and started up the motor. And he said nothing, all the way home. Sydney grew more miserable with each mile that passed. Maybe he was having second thoughts. Maybe Melanie had talked him into coming out to dinner. Maybe he was going to stay once he got there. She wasn't sure why it bothered her as much as it did, but there was no denying it.
        
      

      
        
          She unloaded the groceries with Sam, then helped him put them away. And when they were done, he plunked her down on the counter as if she'd been a rump roast and slapped his hands down on either side of her.
        
      

      
        
          "We've got a problem," he said, looking her square in the eye.
        
      

      
        
          She could hardly swallow. "You're going to dinner at Melanie's?"
        
      

      
        
          "Hell, no. Her mother fondled me at Eunice and Jeremy's reception. At the reception, mind you. No, I am definitely not going to dinner at Melanie's house."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney couldn't stop a small smile. "That's really a compliment, you know. She doesn't grope just anyone."
        
      

      
        
          "I'd rather be snubbed. Which brings me to what I want to discuss."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney's smile faded. He was leaving. He was leaving and she was stupid enough to want him to stay.
        
      

      
        
          "The way I see it," Sam continued with his hands still resting on either side of her, "we both have what others would consider a problem."
        
      

      
        
          "We do?"
        
      

      
        
          "We do. I can't find a wife because I can't tell one end of a hammer from the other. You can't find a husband because you can't cook. That about sums it up, doesn't it?"
        
      

      
        
          She nodded slowly. "That's about the size of it."
        
      

      
        
          "So," he said, clearing his throat and looking at something behind her, over her right shoulder, "I figure we can help each other. You can help me become mechanical, and I'll help you learn how to cook. Of course, this means I'll have to stay here with you longer than I'd planned. Probably three or four months more." He sighed. "I'm really hopeless when it comes to fixing things. It might take you that long to rectify my lack of studliness."
        
      

      
        
          He was staying. Sydney blinked back the tears that should have been there at his announcement.
        
      

      
        
          "You think a man wants a woman who can cook?"
        
      

      
        
          "Absolutely. And not just cook. She has to be a fabulous cook. It'll take me at least six months to teach you what you'll have to know. Maybe more if you really want to become marketable. Especially since I'll have to keep working on my revisions."
        
      

      
        
          "So you won't be able to help me every day?" He was staying.
        
      

      
        
          "We'll see. What sorts of things do you do during the winter? Will you be busy a lot?"
        
      

      
        
          "I just read. And watch television." She paused and looked at something behind his left shoulder. "I could fix you lunch and things while you work. Just to practice," she added hastily.
        
      

      
        
          "Of course," he nodded, just as hastily. "All right, let's have a plan. We'll get up in the mornings and make breakfast together. Can you scramble eggs?"
        
      

      
        
          "If it doesn't come prewrapped and precooked, I can't deal with it."
        
      

      
        
          Sam smiled. "Eggs first, then. Once we've finished breakfast, you can teach me something to increase my machismo. I bought boots today, so I don't have to worry about losing any toes."
        
      

      
        
          "Good point."
        
      

      
        
          "Then we'll make lunch. Then I'll either work on my book in the afternoon while you read up on your trail-guiding studies or I'll teach you how to bake. How does that sound?"
        
      

      
        
          "Fair enough," she said. In reality, it sounded like bliss. Maybe if she were exceptionally inept, Sam would stay until spring.
        
      

      
        
          Or summer.
        
      

      
        
          Or fall.
        
      

      
        
          Or forever.
        
      

      
        
          He tapped the end of her nose. "Go take a nap, sweetheart. Your eyelids are already at half-mast. I'll wake you up in time for dinner."
        
      

      
        
          "Apricot chicken?"
        
      

      
        
          "What else?"
        
      

      
        
          She hopped off the counter and pushed him out of the way. "I suppose this is a good thing," she said,  
        
      

      
        
          trying to sound businesslike. "I guess it's about time I got married, and I'm sure not attracting any prospects the way I am."
        
      

      
        
          He smiled. "We're doing each other a favor. All I'm getting is my butt pinched the way I am now. I'd like to be respected for my prowess in the tool shed."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney nodded and left the kitchen. She was happy. For the first time in years, she was happy. And that happiness lasted until she closed her bedroom door and flopped down onto her bed. Then her happiness was replaced by hollow-ness. How many nights had she lain in that very bed and dreamed of a man who would want her? Too many to count. She'd pretended it hadn't hurt her feelings. Men were stupid, and she hadn't wanted any part of them.
        
      

      
        
          Until Sam. He was handsome and funny and kind. And he couldn't stand Melanie Newark's mother. That said a great deal about his character. He wasn't afraid to bake mouthwatering cakes. He couldn't start a fire on his own, and she half wondered how he managed to work the oven without help.
        
      

      
        
          But she wanted him to want her. She wanted him to look at her with those leaf-green eyes, smile that secret little smile of his, and say, "Yes, Syd, I think you're perfect and I want you." And if he thought the perfect woman was a woman who could cook like a French chef, then that's what she would become.
        
      

      
        
          She closed her eyes and fell asleep, dreaming about flour and sugar.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Six
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sam came out of the bathroom a week later to the sound of pots clanking and a certain wilderness woman cursing. He walked through the living room and stopped just shy of the kitchen, curious as to what Sydney was up to. The smell of burnt eggs immediately assaulted his nose.
        
      

      
        
          "Damn it, anyway, I'm going to burn all the winter supplies before November if somebody doesn't start cooperating right now! Go down the disposal, you ungrateful little sonsa—"
        
      

      
        
          Sam indulged in a grin. It was no wonder Sydney had such a tough reputation as a trail guide if she talked to her city boys the way she talked to her breakfast ingredients. The woman was adorable. Sam could hardly stop himself from striding into the kitchen and kissing her senseless.
        
      

      
        
          No, that wouldn't do. In the first place, he'd promised to be a gentleman. In the second, he had the sinking feeling that she had her heart set on Frank Slater. Why, Sam didn't know. The guy was a wuss. All right, so he wasn't exactly a wuss. He could hunt and fish and do all those Alaska things, but he couldn't tell the infinitive form from the subjunctive, and Sam had his doubts he knew what a pronoun was. And he was dating Melanie. If that didn't say something about his character, and his intelligence, Sam didn't know what did. No, Frank Slater wasn't for Sydney.
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          Now to convince her of that.
        
      

      
        
          Carefully.
        
      

      
        
          Sam cleared his throat and entered the kitchen.
        
      

      
        
          "Hey, Syd, what's for breakfast?"
        
      

      
        
          "Oh," she said, blinking innocently, "eggs. Just like you taught me, Sam. I'm just getting ready to cook them," she added, waving the pan around, probably to make the smell of burned eggs dissipate.
        
      

      
        
          "It sounds great. Want me to make the toast?"
        
      

      
        
          "No. You just go on in and sit down in the living room. I'll call you when it's ready."
        
      

      
        
          Sam let her off the hook and went to hide in the living room. After a week of lessons, Sydney still couldn't scramble eggs to save her life. They were either too runny or too dry. Sam didn't care either way. One day she'd be making runny eggs just for him, and he'd eat them with just as much gusto then as he did now.
        
      

      
        
          Half an hour later, he sat facing a plate of quivering eggs. It was a lucky thing he usually liked his over very easy or he might have been slightly sick at the prospect facing him. Sydney looked like she wanted to cry, so he ate not only his breakfast but hers, then he made her some unburned toast. And he started to gird up his loins for his humiliating part of the bargain: his wilderness-man studies.
        
      

      
        
          He didn't care about hammers. He didn't care about wrenches or screwdrivers or power tools. He didn't care about what made the generator tick. It provided light and heat, and power for his computer. He didn't want to know where that power came from or what to do when the power was off. Sydney would be around for that.
        
      

      
        
          But today was different. He was going to learn how to fish. Sydney promised him she would teach him what kind of lures lured what kind of fish. Sam could thread a needle about as easily as he could jump over the moon, so he anticipated a great deal of difficulty in hooking the lures to the string. Fishing line. Whatever they called it, he knew it was going to give his fingers fits and Sydney would have to give him a great deal of help.
        
      

      
        
          And if that wasn't enough to make a man grin, he didn't know what was.
        
      

      
        
          He buzzed through four chapters of the revisions his agent had requested, then cheerfully waited in the living room for Sydney to go get their fishing gear. She came in with a tackle box and two rods. Sam opened the box the moment she set it down and peeked inside. He held up a little silver fish with three hooks hanging from his underbelly.
        
      

      
        
          "Cute," he noted.
        
      

      
        
          "No, not cute," Sydney corrected. "Clever. Efficient. Practical. Lures are never cute, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          "I'll keep that in mind. Whatever happened to salmon eggs? Or worms?"
        
      

      
        
          "Minor-league stuff," Sydney said, reaching for a rod. "You're fishing with the big boys now, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          "Do your city boys know all about this when they come
        
      

      
        
          up?" She shrugged. "Some do. Some would like to think they
        
      

      
        
          do."
        
      

      
        
          "Why do I have the feeling they don't like hearing what they're doing wrong from a woman?"
        
      

      
        
          "Because you're very bright, Sam. Now, pay attention. I'm going to explain the parts of the reel to you."
        
      

      
        
          He leaned back against the couch and moved just the slightest bit closer to her. "I'm listening."
        
      

      
        
          "This up front is the drag knob. It adjusts the tension. Then we have the spool. See how the fishing line is wound around it, then fed through the guide?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam nodded obediently.
        
      

      
        
          "Now, when you're casting, you release the line here, by pressing this button. Then you drag the lure back toward you by cranking the handle . .."
        
      

      
        
          Sam stopped listening after that. It wasn't that he wasn't interested in fishing. He didn't mind salmon, barbecued with lots of lemon on it. He found he just couldn't concentrate. Sydney was just so doggone beautiful. He wondered why in the world every male  
        
      

      
        
          in Flaherty over the age often wasn't beating a path to her door. Frank Slater probably was. Sam didn't care for that thought.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam?"
        
      

      
        
          He blinked and realized she was looking at him. Her pale blue eyes were wide and her lips parted just slightly. Sam had the overwhelming urge to bend his head and capture her mouth with his.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam, you look flushed. Did my eggs do you in?"
        
      

      
        
          "I'm fine," he said. But his voice sounded suspiciously hoarse, even to his ears.
        
      

      
        
          "Do you want me to go back over the parts of the rod?"
        
      

      
        
          "No. Keep going."
        
      

      
        
          She launched into a discussion of lures, and Sam did his best to follow. But her perfume kept getting in his way. He couldn't decide if it was something she'd put on, her shampoo, or the dryer sheets he'd used in the last load of wash. He leaned closer for a better whiff and bumped his chin on her shoulder when she suddenly leaned back.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam!"
        
      

      
        
          "Sorry," he said, rubbing his jaw. "I was just moving in for a closer look."
        
      

      
        
          "Here, let's put the tackle box on your lap. It'll be safer that way."
        
      

      
        
          Sam let her put the heavy box on his lap, then he sniffed unobtrusively when she leaned over to pull out a lure. Could have been shampoo. Could have been the dryer sheet. Whatever it was, it was sexy as hell and it was making him lightheaded.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam?"
        
      

      
        
          "I'm just a little dizzy," he said, drawing his hand over his eyes. "It'll pass. I must have stayed up too late."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, no," she said, lifting her arm and sniffing her wrist. "It's that insect repellent I put on. I'll try not to get it under your nose again." She met his eyes. "Then again, maybe I should go wash it off."
        
      

      
        
          He felt himself falling. And then he felt himself falling. Literally. Sydney caught the tackle box.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam!"
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, this is bad," he moaned as he lunged to his feet and ran for the bathroom, where he summarily lost both breakfast and lunch.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam, open up!" Sydney shouted, pounding on the door.
        
      

      
        
          Sam flushed the toilet, then rinsed out his mouth in the sink. He looked at himself in the mirror and smiled weakly at the pale shadow that stared back at him.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam, good grief, what happened?" Sydney had pushed open the door and caught sight of his face. She blanched to about the same color. "I did this to you," she whispered.
        
      

      
        
          "Bad eggs. Not your fault. Just help me get to bed."
        
      

      
        
          She put her arm around him and helped him into his room. Well, now, this had been one way to get her there. Not exactly how his chivalrous self would have planned it, but drastic times called for drastic measures.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam, I'm so sorry."
        
      

      
        
          "Honey, it wasn't you," Sam said, sitting down gingerly and willing his stomach to stop churning. "It might not have been the eggs. It could have been the chicken from last
        
      

      
        
          night."
        
      

      
        
          She looked like she just might cry for real this time. Sam took her hand and squeezed it.
        
      

      
        
          "Syd, this is going to give you a great chance to hone your pampering skills. Every man loves to be pampered. I'll show you just what to do."
        
      

      
        
          "You're right," she said, sounding relieved. "Let's get you comfortable, and then I'll wait on you hand and foot until you're better."
        
      

      
        
          And whoever said food poisoning couldn't be fun?
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Seven
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Thirty-six hours later Sydney sat at Sam's bedside and prayed she hadn't killed him.
        
      

      
        
          First had come twelve hours of staying out of Sam's path to the bathroom. She had decided he looked mighty fine in a pair of red-and-blue-plaid boxers.
        
      

      
        
          Then had come half a day's worth of shivers, when she'd piled every blanket she owned on top of him and he still begged her to turn up the heat.
        
      

      
        
          Then his fever had raged and he'd wanted nothing on him at all. She'd had to fight to make him leave his underwear on.
        
      

      
        
          Now he was sleeping peacefully. He looked like hell and she felt like hell. She had done this to him, laid this beautiful man low with one turn of her spatula. It was no wonder she couldn't find a man to marry.
        
      

      
        
          She leaned forward and brushed an unruly lock of hair back from his face. He opened his eyes and smiled at her.
        
      

      
        
          "Hi," he croaked.
        
      

      
        
          She couldn't return his smile. "Sam, I'm so sorry."
        
      

      
        
          "Hey, you're doing a great job of pampering me."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam ..."
        
      

      
        
          He took her hand and pressed her palm against his cheek. "It wasn't your fault, sugar. It was Joe's fault for selling us rotten eggs. We'll bake him some brownies with laxative frosting in a few days as repayment."
        
      

      
        
          She pulled her hand away. "I'm never setting another foot in that kitchen."
        
      

      
        
          He pulled himself up against the headboard, wincing as he did so. "Oh, yes, you are. When you fall off a horse, you get right back on. Go take a nap, Sydney, while I clean up. Then we'll make soup for supper and find a good movie on television. Tomorrow we'll start over. You promised to teach me how to change the oil. I don't want to miss out on that."
        
      

      
        
          "The Ladies Aid Society thinks I killed you," she said in a small voice.
        
      

      
        
          Sam laughed softly as he swung his legs to the floor. "I'll set them straight next week. Now git."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney rose, then stopped at the door. "I can make soup." She met his eyes. "It comes in a can, you know."
        
      

      
        
          "Then you go make soup. I'll be out to eat it in half an hour."
        
      

      
        
          She nodded and closed his door behind her. At least soup wouldn't kill him. Saltine crackers would be a nice addition, especially since someone else had cooked them. And ice cream for dessert. Yes, Sam would certainly be safe through dinner.
        
      

      
        
          Half an hour later, she heard the TV go on in the living room. She brought out a tray with two bowls of soup and a package of crackers. She set the tray down and watched Sam try to start the fire. When he started to swear, she knew the time for aid had come. She knelt down next to him and smiled.
        
      

      
        
          "You're pitiful, you know?"
        
      

      
        
          "Yeah, that's what I hear."
        
      

      
        
          'Try kindling under the log, Sam. Newspaper and twigs. Works every time."
        
      

      
        
          He used too much paper and wasted half a dozen matches getting the blaze going, but she didn't complain. He sat back on his heels with a smug smile.
        
      

      
        
          "Piece of cake.”
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          She nodded solemnly. "Of course. Now come eat your dinner before it congeals."
        
      

      
        
          He followed her over to the couch and sat down, looking at the tray on the coffee table. "It's a feast!"
        
      

      
        
          "Well, at least it won't kill you."
        
      

      
        
          Once dinner was consumed, she cleaned up, then went back into the living room. Sam was relaxing on the couch with his feet propped up on the coffee table and a blanket over his legs. He smiled when she came in.
        
      

      
        
          "There are so many channels, I don't know where to start."
        
      

      
        
          She sat down on the opposite end of the couch. "Pick whatever you want. It doesn't matter to me."
        
      

      
        
          Sam started to flick through the channels, then he slid a glance her way.
        
      

      
        
          "You know," he said, "we're missing out on a perfect opportunity."
        
      

      
        
          "How's that?"
        
      

      
        
          He shrugged nonchalantly. "For snuggling practice. It's my understanding that the skill can never be too refined."
        
      

      
        
          "Really." Was that her voice sounding so breathless?
        
      

      
        
          "From what I understand."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm sure Melanie already knows how to snuggle."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm not interested in Melanie."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney didn't want to know who he was interested in. But her mouth had a different idea.
        
      

      
        
          "Are you interested in someone else?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam looked away. "Yes."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh," Sydney said. Funny how there was that little cracking sound when your heart broke. She'd never expected to have it hurt so badly.
        
      

      
        
          "What about you? Planning on making Frank Slater a wonderful wife?"
        
      

      
        
          She looked up and met blazing green eyes. She blinked.
        
      

      
        
          "Frank?"
        
      

      
        
          "Yes, Frank, damn it."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm not interested in Frank."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh." He looked taken aback. "Then, are you interested in anyone?"
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          "Yes."
        
      

      
        
          He looked like she'd slapped him. Then he started to scowl.
        
      

      
        
          "Whoever he is, he isn't good enough for you. I want to meet him. What's his name?"
        
      

      
        
          "That's none of your business."
        
      

      
        
          "It sure as hell is my business. Who is he?"
        
      

      
        
          "What do you care?" she retorted.
        
      

      
        
          He growled. And he scowled some more. Then he thrust 1 out his hand.
        
      

      
        
          "Come here. We might as well get on with this snuggling business. I'm sure the fool will appreciate it eventually."
        
      

      
        
          "I think he might." If Sam only knew!
        
      

      
        
          He took her hand and hauled her over to him. Sydney found herself pinned between his heavy arm and his hard chest. He dragged her arm across his waist and pushed her head down against his shoulder.
        
      

      
        
          "This is snuggling," he grumbled. "And that's Singing in the Rain on TV. I hope you like both because I'm not giving you a choice about either."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney didn't care what was on television. They could have been watching a televised correspondence course in advanced calculus and she would have been perfectly content. After a few minutes, Sam relaxed, and she relaxed against him. She closed her eyes and sighed as he began to trail his fingers over her back. She snuggled closer to him and pressed her face against his neck.
        
      

      
        
          "That feels good."
        
      

      
        
          He cleared his throat. "Compliments are, of course, always appreciated. As are comments about the snuggling partner's warmth." "You're very warm, Sam." "Yes, like that," he said gruffly. "You're getting the hang
        
      

      
        
          of it." "No, not quite yet. I think it might take another couple
        
      

      
        
          of hours."
        
      

      
        
          She could hardly believe the words had come out of her mouth, but it was too late to take them back now.
        
      

      
        
          "Yes, well, it might." Sam sounded positively hoarse.
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          "We'll see how it goes tonight. We might have to do this often. Just so you perfect your technique."
        
      

      
        
          "Of course."
        
      

      
        
          "And so you can please Sasquatch. Or whatever the hell his name is."
        
      

      
        
          "Right," she agreed.
        
      

      
        
          "I don't want to know who he is."
        
      

      
        
          "I wouldn't think of telling you."
        
      

      
        
          She felt the weight of Sam's head come to rest against hers. "Are you comfortable, Syd?" he murmured, the annoyance gone from his voice.
        
      

      
        
          "Very," she whispered. "This is nice. Thank you, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          He sighed deeply. "It's the least I can do for the woman who's going to take her life in her hands and teach me how to change the oil in my Range Rover."
        
      

      
        
          "You'll do a great job."
        
      

      
        
          He said nothing, but tightened his arms around her.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney closed her eyes and smiled. She didn't think about whoever it was that Sam was interested in. She was the one in his arms at present, and if his embrace was any indication, he didn't want to let her go.
        
      

      
        
          There was a nagging doubt at the back of her mind about the identity of Sam's woman, but she pushed it away. There would be time enough tomorrow to be irritated and miffed.
        
      

      
        
          For the moment, Sam was hers.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Eight
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sam swung the axe down, and it split the wood with a satisfying crack. Yes, there was something therapeutic about chopping wood. Especially when you could do it and not worry about losing toes in the process. He didn't need to chop any wood, but it was keeping him busy. And it was certainly the only positive thing in his life at present. His revisions were worse than the first draft, and his plan to woo Sydney was turning out worse than his revisions.
        
      

      
        
          And it had everything to do with her mystery man.
        
      

      
        
          He finished his stack, put the axe back in the shed, and walked into the house. Sydney was lying on the couch, her nose stuck in a book on trail guiding. He wished for once she would read something else. Something he'd written maybe. The woman claimed she wanted to learn how to cook. A little foray into a cooking magazine wasn't too much to ask, was it?
        
      

      
        
          She looked up as he clomped by. He glared at her. She returned his look coolly.
        
      

      
        
          "Ready for our lesson?" she asked, her tone as icy as her look.
        
      

      
        
          "I can hardly wait. Let me shower first."
        
      

      
        
          "Please do."
        
      

      
        
          He slammed all the doors he could on his way to the shower. It had been a week since their snuggling lesson  
        
      

      
        
          On the couch. Sydney had awakened the next morning in a sour mood, one that matched his perfectly. He'd lain awake all night wondering just who the hell this man of hers was. Sydney didn't know any men. Was he some New York investment jockey with plans to take Sydney to the Big Apple? The thought of Sydney Kincaid being yanked out of her native environment rankled. The thought of someone else besides him doing the yanking just plain infuriated him. If anyone was going to be doing anything with Sydney, it was going to be him.
        
      

      
        
          He had no idea why she was so angry. Maybe she was reacting to him being such a jerk. He didn't know. He almost didn't care. Damn her, she was the one making him miserable, not the other way around. She knew he didn't have any ties. He never received mail or phone calls except from his agent. She sure as hell couldn't imagine that he was after Marjorie.
        
      

      
        
          He took a shower that used up every bit of hot water in the tank. Then he went into his room and scowled for half an hour.
        
      

      
        
          Love sucked.
        
      

      
        
          He finally walked out into the living room. Sydney was asleep. He hauled her up without warning. She threw her arms around him in self-defense, so he picked her up and carried her into the kitchen.
        
      

      
        
          "Cookbook," he barked.
        
      

      
        
          She rubbed her eyes as she reached for it and handed it to him.
        
      

      
        
          "Pay attention," he growled.
        
      

      
        
          "Stop being such a jerk," she growled back, the sleep fading from her eyes, to be replaced by anger.
        
      

      
        
          "Me?" He threw up his hands. "Women! Go figure."
        
      

      
        
          He grabbed his keys off the rack and slammed out the front door. Might as well go check the post office box while he was out acting like an adolescent. He drove to town and found nothing in his box. Frustrated, he made his way to Smith's Dry Goods for a cold root beer. He thought about taking up smoking, then discarded that idea. No sense in taking more years off his life than Sydney had already
        
      

      
        
          taken.
        
      

      
        
          He leaned against the counter and sipped his root beer. "Joe, does Sydney date much?"
        
      

      
        
          "Reckon she doesn't," Joe said, polishing a shiny lure.
        
      

      
        
          "Has she dated much in the past?"
        
      

      
        
          "Once," Joe said. "Frank Slater."
        
      

      
        
          Sam gritted his teeth. Frank Slater. It figured.
        
      

      
        
          "Only one time, though," Joe said conversationally. "Her pa wasn't much on seeing her married."
        
      

      
        
          "Just one time? You gotta be joking."
        
      

      
        
          "I never joke."
        
      

      
        
          Sam didn't have any trouble believing that. "But she says she's in love with someone. Some Sasquatchy mountain man."
        
      

      
        
          "I reckon she's lying," Joe said, unperturbed.
        
      

      
        
          "Then who could she possibly be in love with? Some city boy?"
        
      

      
        
          Joe looked at him. "Now that's a thought."
        
      

      
        
          Sam frowned. "Do you know who she's been taking around this summer? Names? Phone numbers?"
        
      

      
        
          Joe held the lure up to the light and buffed it a bit more. "I'd look a little closer to home if I were you, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          "Then I'll need a map of Flaherty and names of who lives where. And ages of the men, if you have them."
        
      

      
        
          Joe gave an exasperated snort. "You don't need a map, boy. Just go back home and see if you can't figure it out
        
      

      
        
          from there."
        
      

      
        
          Back home? Well, Sam supposed it wouldn't take all that long to plow through Sydney's copy of the phone book.
        
      

      
        
          Then the proverbial light bulb went on his head.
        
      

      
        
          Home?
        
      

      
        
          "You're joking, right?" he said in disbelief.
        
      

      
        
          Joe looked at him and pursed his lips.
        
      

      
        
          Sam held up his hands. "I know, I know. You don't
        
      

      
        
          joke."
        
      

      
        
          Joe took away Sam's root beer bottle. "Go home, Sam. And don't you dare hurt her. You are planning on staying in Flaherty, aren't you? Permanently?”
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          Sam thought about it for the space of ten seconds, then he realized there was nothing to think about. He didn't have to live in New York to write. He could take Sydney down to Seattle or San Francisco for a few weeks every now and then so he could do his research. There was absolutely no reason to leave. His mother, his sisters, and his trust fund would survive quite nicely without him.
        
      

      
        
          "Yep," Sam nodded. "I am."
        
      

      
        
          "Then get on home, boy. And see what you come up with if you look hard enough."
        
      

      
        
          Sam took Joe's advice and headed home. He wasn't quite ready to accept the fact that he was the one Sydney was interested in, but there certainly wasn't anyone else in her neck of the woods. He'd go home and keep an open mind about things. Who knew what he would find out?
        
      

      
        
          He entered the house quietly and immediately sensed that Sydney was in the kitchen. He followed the sound of her curses and walked in to find her in the middle of the biggest mess he had ever seen. Every bowl in the house was dirty. There was flour all over the floor, the counters, and the cook. And the cook was furious.
        
      

      
        
          "What," he asked in a strangled voice, "are you doing?"
        
      

      
        
          "I'm cooking," she snapped. "What does it look like I'm doing?"
        
      

      
        
          It looked like she was making a mess, but he wisely chose not to point that out to her. He crossed the room and put his hand under her chin, tipping her face up. He gently wiped the flour from her cheeks.
        
      

      
        
          "What are you making?"
        
      

      
        
          "A cake. But it isn't going well."
        
      

      
        
          "Want some help?"
        
      

      
        
          "Yes."
        
      

      
        
          "Let's clean up first. It'll be less stressful if you start with a clean kitchen."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney wasn't much better at cleaning than she was at cooking, but he had to admire her enthusiasm. He kept back the necessary bowls and put the rest in the dishwasher.
        
      

      
        
          Then he opened the cookbook, laid out all the ingredients, and proceeded to show her what to do.
        
      

      
        
          "It says 'fold in the dry ingredients.' What does that mean?" she demanded.
        
      

      
        
          "Here, turn the mixer back on," he said, standing behind her. "Take the spatula in your right hand and the bowl of flour in your left. Just dump in a little at a time and let the mixer do the work."
        
      

      
        
          "But that's mixing, not folding."
        
      

      
        
          "Same thing."
        
      

      
        
          "Then why doesn't it say the same thing?"
        
      

      
        
          "I don't know." He didn't. All he knew was that Sydney Kincaid was standing in the circle of his arms, concentrating on something else, leaving him free to concentrate on her. The fragrance of her hair wafted up and forced his eyes closed. He breathed deeply, savoring the smell.
        
      

      
        
          "Now what do I do? Sam, are you falling asleep?"
        
      

      
        
          "No."
        
      

      
        
          "The cake's folded. What do I do now?"
        
      

      
        
          "Preheat the oven, then pour the batter into the cake pans."
        
      

      
        
          He leaned back against the counter and listened to her hum as she poured the batter into two pans, then slid them both into the oven. She set the timer, then turned and smiled.
        
      

      
        
          "Now what?"
        
      

      
        
          "Now you come over here and listen to me apologize for being such a jerk these past few days."
        
      

      
        
          Her smile faltered. "You weren't, Sam. I'm not the easiest person to live with."
        
      

      
        
          He reached out, took her hand and pulled her across the floor. "We're going to practice making up now, Syd. An important part of any relationship. I'm going to say I'm sorry. You're going to listen, forgive me, then hug me. Got it?"
        
      

      
        
          She nodded.
        
      

      
        
          "I'm sorry."
        
      

      
        
          "I forgive you."
        
      

      
        
          "Now, hug me.”
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          "But..."
        
      

      
        
          "Hey, I need the practice too. For Miss Sasquatchette. It's as easy as snuggling, only you can do making-up anywhere."
        
      

      
        
          She moved closer to him, slowly. When she was close enough, Sam put his arms around her and drew her close. And he closed his eyes and sighed. Yes, he'd come home.
        
      

      
        
          "Where did you go, Sam?" she asked softly.
        
      

      
        
          "To have a root beer down at Joe's."
        
      

      
        
          "I was worried about you."
        
      

      
        
          Sam smiled into her hair. "I'm sorry, Sydney. I won't go like that again." He stroked her back. "I'll stay right here for as long as you want me to be."
        
      

      
        
          "Miss Sasquatchette won't be angry?" Sydney asked, her voice muffled against his shirt.
        
      

      
        
          "Somehow, I just don't think so."
        
      

      
        
          "Then you'll hold me for a few more minutes?"
        
      

      
        
          "I sure will."
        
      

      
        
          He held her for forty-five more minutes, to be exact. And he cursed the timer when it went off and pulled Sydney away from him. Her toothpick came out clean, and she grinned as two perfectly baked rounds were pulled from the oven. Sam showed her how to put the cake on a cooling rack, then she made frosting. They waited for the cake to cool, then Sam leaned against the counter and watched her frost her chocolate cake. He had to smile at the concentration on her face.
        
      

      
        
          Then she stood back and admired her handiwork.
        
      

      
        
          "It's beautiful," she said reverently.
        
      

      
        
          "No," he said, taking her hand and pulling her closer, "you are beautiful."
        
      

      
        
          "Sam..."
        
      

      
        
          He put his finger to her lips. "You're going to practice taking compliments. It's a skill I'm sure will come in handy in the future."
        
      

      
        
          "You think so?"
        
      

      
        
          He nodded. "I do." He put one arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer, then smoothed his hand over her hair. And he tried to find the words to say to tell her just how beautiful she truly was and what fools the men of Flaherty were never to have seen that. How could they have overlooked those haunting eyes, or that exquisite face? Her hair was soft and luxurious, hair that a man could bury his face and drown in without too much trouble. He met her eyes and saw the hesitancy there.
        
      

      
        
          Or was it desire? He honestly couldn't tell, but there was one surefire way to find out. He lowered his head until his mouth was a mere inch from hers.
        
      

      
        
          "May I kiss you?" he whispered.
        
      

      
        
          "More lessons?"
        
      

      
        
          "Definitely."
        
      

      
        
          "If you think it will come in handy in the future."
        
      

      
        
          His only answer was to cover her mouth with his own. He pulled her closer to him as he explored her lips. By the time he was finished, Sydney was shaking like a leaf. And it occurred to him, accompanied by the most Neanderthal rush of pleasure he had ever felt, that she had probably never been kissed before.
        
      

      
        
          "Are we finished?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam opened his eyes. Sydney's teeth were chattering.
        
      

      
        
          "Do you want to be finished?"
        
      

      
        
          She shook her head.
        
      

      
        
          "Are you afraid?"
        
      

      
        
          "Me?" she squeaked. She cleared her throat. "I've faced down grizzlies bigger than you and not broken a sweat."
        
      

      
        
          "Well," he said with a smile, "that says it all, doesn't it?"
        
      

      
        
          She rubbed her arms. "I think I'm cold."
        
      

      
        
          "I'll build you a fire. I'm getting pretty good at it, you know." He took her hand and led her out into the living room. He built the fire quickly, then took off his shoes and pulled a blanket down in front of the fireplace. He looked up at Sydney.
        
      

      
        
          "Join me?"
        
      

      
        
          "Shouldn't I start dinner?"
        
      

      
        
          "We'll have sandwiches later. We'll practice our cuddling tonight."
        
      

      
        
          "Cuddling?” 
        
      

      
        
          "A completely different technique than snuggling," he said with a nod. "So get comfortable. We could be here a very long time."
        
      

      
        
          The thought was singularly appealing.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Nine
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sydney picked up the nail, then straightened, certain that Sam's eyes were raking her from the heel of her cowboy boots to the waistband of her jeans. She doubted he got much further than that, but she didn't care. She turned slowly, savoring the feeling of power she had somehow acquired over him in the past couple of days.
        
      

      
        
          "This," she said, holding the item out for inspection, "is a nail. We don't leave these lying around on the floor. Someone might step on them, and that would hurt. Oh, look. There's another one." She bent right in front of him and brushed his chest with her forearm on her way up. "We have to be careful out here in the workshop, Sam. Safety is no laughing matter."
        
      

      
        
          Sam grunted in answer. Sydney smiled sweetly and turned back to the pegboard. She set about explaining all the various tools and giving him possible uses for each. In reality, she had no idea what she was saying. All she knew was Sam was standing only inches behind her and he was paying as little attention to what she was saying as she was.
        
      

      
        
          Three days had passed since he'd kissed her in the kitchen, and she was fast learning that he was determined that she practice kissing as often as possible. If he could be persuaded to work at all, he was never in his room for more than ten minutes without coming out to check on her. 
        
      

      
        
          And Sydney loved it.
        
      

      
        
          She didn't want to speculate on his reasons. He didn't want to discuss Miss Sasquatchette, whoever she was. Sam never got personal calls, and Sydney was desperately hoping that he didn't have anyone waiting for him in New York.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam," she said, pointing at a crescent wrench to her right, "would you get that for me? I can't seem to reach it."
        
      

      
        
          He muttered something under his breath and reached out to take it down. Sydney slid her hand up his forearm and over his hand to take the wrench from him. She could have sworn she felt him shiver. She definitely heard him curse.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, not this one," she purred. "The one higher up." She leaned back against him as he reached, thoroughly enjoying teasing him. Never in her life had a man looked at her with anything besides impatience or disdain. Sam looked at her with lust, plain and simple. Oh, there were those other looks, those looks that a less sensible girl might have mistaken for love. But Sydney was nothing if not sensible.
        
      

      
        
          "Maybe the one higher up," she said, pointing. "Yes, I think that's the one ..."
        
      

      
        
          She jumped as Sam grabbed a rag, swiped it over the bench surface, spun her around, and plunked her down on the wood with enough force to make her teeth rattle.
        
      

      
        
          "All right, enough is enough. You can only tease me for so long before I snap. And I'm snapping."
        
      

      
        
          "Tease?" she said, putting her hand over her chest and blinking in surprise. "Me?"
        
      

      
        
          "Your jeans are so tight I doubt you can breathe, your shirt is unbuttoned far enough to give you pneumonia, and you're wearing makeup. Which you don't need, by the way."
        
      

      
        
          "I don't—"
        
      

      
        
          He covered her mouth with his and cut off her words. Well, he certainly was effective when it came to making a bid for a little silence. He kissed her until she forgot what she'd been about to say, then she forgot her name, and she came close to forgetting to breathe. She had only enough presence of mind to notice the last because the lack of air was starting to make her ears ring.
        
      

      
        
          She froze. That wasn't her ears ringing. It was the doorbell!
        
      

      
        
          "Sam," she gasped frantically. "Let me go."
        
      

      
        
          "No," he murmured, holding her more tightly.
        
      

      
        
          "Someone's at the door!"
        
      

      
        
          Sam stiffened, then lifted his head. His eyes were wide.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, no."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, no, what?"
        
      

      
        
          "I invited the Ladies Aid Society over for lunch."
        
      

      
        
          "Sam!" she wailed.
        
      

      
        
          "I forgot," he said, releasing her and stumbling back. "You go answer the door. I'll be right there."
        
      

      
        
          "Me?" she screeched. "I look kissed!"
        
      

      
        
          "And I look aroused. Give me five minutes to let things, ahem, settle down." He smiled at her hopefully. "Please?"
        
      

      
        
          She jumped down off the bench and tried to resurrect her hair. It was useless, so she dragged her fingers through it and straightened her clothes. Putting her shoulders back, she tried to recapture some of her dignity.
        
      

      
        
          "Syd?"
        
      

      
        
          She turned at the door. Sam was staring at her with a gentle smile.
        
      

      
        
          "I love you."
        
      

      
        
          She froze. Then she gestured to the bench. "Because of—"
        
      

      
        
          He shook his head sharply. "No."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          "Go answer the door, honey. This is going to be the shortest Ladies Aid meeting in history."
        
      

      
        
          Four hours later, Sydney was ready to throw the Ladies Aid Society out of her house without any regard to where they landed. Sam ushered them out with his usual charm, and Sydney went in to start the dishes. One thing she could say for Sam—he'd taught her how to keep a clean kitchen.
        
      

      
        
          She jumped when she felt arms go around her.
        
      

      
        
          "Only me."
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          She leaned back against him. "Did you mean what you said before?"
        
      

      
        
          "Yes." He took the last dish out of her hand, stuck it in the dishwasher, then turned her around. He smiled down at her. "Let's go snuggle on the couch. I'm beat, how about you?"
        
      

      
        
          "The Society is exhausting."
        
      

      
        
          "But very impressed with your brownies."
        
      

      
        
          "I couldn't care less."
        
      

      
        
          Sam laughed. "I know. And that tickles me." He kissed the end of her nose. "Let's go."
        
      

      
        
          She grabbed a magazine off the counter as they went into the living room.
        
      

      
        
          "What's that future Pulitzer prize-winning article you have there?" Sam asked.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney smiled. "Yours, of course."
        
      

      
        
          "I thought you didn't read cooking magazines."
        
      

      
        
          "I lied. Joe gave me a copy."
        
      

      
        
          "And do you like it?"
        
      

      
        
          She smiled at the way he wouldn't meet her eyes. "I loved it. You're great, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          He stretched out on the couch, then smiled up at her. "Those were the magic words. Come down here, gentle reader, and let me kiss you in gratitude for preserving my delicate author's ego."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney let him draw her down next to him on the couch and then sighed as he kissed her.
        
      

      
        
          He lifted his head and smiled at her. "Come with me to the Ladies Aid Society dance Friday. I want to rub this in Frank Slater's nose. And Sasquatch's. Whoever he is."
        
      

      
        
          "He's you, silly. Who did you think he was?"
        
      

      
        
          "I had no idea. Joe told me to look close to home. I figured he was some mountain man, hiding in your woods."
        
      

      
        
          "No, he's a writer, hiding in my kitchen."
        
      

      
        
          "Speaking of kitchens, do you want dinner?"
        
      

      
        
          "Only if I don't have to cook it."
        
      

      
        
          He sighed and rose. "A man's work is never done. If I have to go, you have to come. The least you can do is praise me while I work."
        
      

      
        
          It seemed a fair trade to her.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Ten
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          When Friday night arrived, Sam found himself pacing in the living room, waiting for Sydney to come out of the bathroom. He paced for other reasons as well. He'd spent Wednesday night snuggling with her on the couch while she'd slept contentedly in his arms. Yesterday they hadn't spent a moment apart. Sam had the feeling he was going to have to move to a hotel until the wedding.
        
      

      
        
          Assuming, that is, that Sydney wanted to get married.
        
      

      
        
          He stopped his pacing once he caught sight of her standing near the fireplace. His jaw went slack.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, no," he said, shaking his head. "You aren't going anywhere dressed like that."
        
      

      
        
          Her face fell immediately and she turned away. Sam strode across the room and caught her. He turned her around in his arms and tipped her face up.
        
      

      
        
          "You're stunning. Breathtaking. Exquisite. And by the time the evening is over, I'm going to be bruised, bloodied, and broken from fighting off all those wilderness men who'll want you. Where is that gunnysack I found for you?"
        
      

      
        
          She smiled hesitantly. "You like this?"
        
      

      
        
          "Sydney, you look sexy in jeans, but this?" He stepped back and looked her over from head to toe. She was wearing a long navy blue dress and no-nonsense work boots.
        
      

      
        
          He was quite certain he'd never seen anything like it in New York. He was even more certain he'd never seen anything sexier. He sighed deeply. "You knock my socks off."
        
      

      
        
          She didn't look all that convinced. "I don't know how long I can take this whole dance thing. We don't have to stay long, do we?"
        
      

      
        
          "We'll only stay as long as you want to. You say the word and we're out of there."
        
      

      
        
          The town hall was filled with Flaherty folk of all ages, and the band was already warming up with a few golden oldies. Sam greeted the Clan and his Ladies Aid Society. Sydney greeted the Clan and Joe. And then she and Sam went out to dance and they didn't pay attention to anyone else.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney was asked to dance by plenty of men. She refused each one. Sam avoided being pinched by Ruth Newark and made it plain to hopeful mothers that he was off the market. As if they couldn't have told that by the way he was holding Sydney as they danced. Even the Clan seemed to accept it. Grudgingly, of course. Joe was simply beaming.
        
      

      
        
          Sam couldn't take his eyes off the woman in his arms, and he found that he couldn't let go of her either. But he'd already made up his mind that she deserved a wedding before anything else, so dancing with her in public seemed the safest way to hold her and not get carried away.
        
      

      
        
          He geared himself up on the way home to pop the question. His palms were sweaty. His heart was racing. In fact, his chest hurt so badly he feared he might be having a heart attack. A man didn't make it to the ripe old age of thirty-five without having had a healthy aversion to that "Will you marry me?" question.
        
      

      
        
          He took a deep breath. His chest pains were from something he'd eaten at the dance. His palms were sweating because he didn't want Sydney to say no.
        
      

      
        
          "All right," he said, with another deep breath. "Sydney, will you marry me?"
        
      

      
        
          There was no answer.
        
      

      
        
          Did she have something stuck in her throat? Had her powers of speech been swiped by aliens? Sam scowled as he looked to his right to find out why in the world she hadn't answered him.
        
      

      
        
          Her mouth was open. Her eyes were closed. Her head was lolling back on the headrest.
        
      

      
        
          Great. He let out the breath he'd been holding and turned his attention back to the road. This probably hadn't been the most romantic way to do it, anyway. He would gird up his loins yet again the next day and see if he couldn't pop the question while the lady in question wasn't drooling.
        
      

      
        
          And he hoped this wasn't a sign. 
        
      

      
        
          The next morning Sam stumbled out into the kitchen to find Sydney standing over the stove, making pancakes. She looked incredibly well rested. Sam felt his eyes narrow, which wasn't all that difficult since he hadn't slept a wink.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney turned and smiled at him. "Sleep well?"
        
      

      
        
          "No."
        
      

      
        
          "Okay," she said slowly. "Would breakfast help?"
        
      

      
        
          "I doubt it."
        
      

      
        
          "What's your problem?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam dug his fists into his eyes and rubbed vigorously. "Lots on my mind. It's nothing that concerns you."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney's spatula dipped, and she looked as if he'd slapped her. Sam found, to his faint dismay, that he couldn't seem to find anything to say to fix that. He'd spent the night going back and forth, wondering if he'd lost his mind or his heart.
        
      

      
        
          He wanted to marry her.
        
      

      
        
          But would she want him? Or would she just chalk up his devotion to too much cabin fever beginning to prey on his overworked imagination?
        
      

      
        
          The phone rang. Sam had never been more grateful in his life.
        
      

      
        
          "I'll get it," Sydney said, but he reached it first.
        
      

      
        
          "Hello?" he said.
        
      

      
        
          "Sam, I'm at the airport," a crisp voice announced with all the diction that six generations of finishing-school attendees could instill in their posterity’s genes.
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          Sam blinked in surprise. "Marjorie?"
        
      

      
        
          The sigh from the other end of the phone almost blew his hair off his scalp. "Who else? I've come to see about the condition of your revisions."
        
      

      
        
          Revisions? Sam frowned. Marjorie would hardly make a trip all the way to Alaska to check on his revisions. She was obviously on a mission to see what he was up to. But there was no sense in going into that over the phone. "All right," he said, resigned. "I'll come get you."
        
      

      
        
          "Hurry," came the demand. "I'm appalled by the dander floating in the air—inside the building, mind you."
        
      

      
        
          Sam hung up the phone before he said something he would regret. Marjorie was his agent, after all, and she was reported to be a very good one. She was also his sister, which meant it would be very embarrassing to be dumped as a client.
        
      

      
        
          He looked at Sydney and wondered what she would say when she learned about the life he'd left behind. And then he looked at her and really saw her. And he knew all over again why he loved her.
        
      

      
        
          Because she loved him. Samuel MacLeod, straggling writer, respectable cook, and pitiful handyman.
        
      

      
        
          He took her by the shoulders, hauled her to him, and kissed her smartly on the mouth.
        
      

      
        
          "I've got to go get my agent. But I'll be back as soon as I can. I have something to ask you."
        
      

      
        
          She blinked. "Okay."
        
      

      
        
          "I'll find her a hotel, then come home."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, she can stay here," Sydney offered. "If you want."
        
      

      
        
          Sam paused. He wasn't sure he wanted them in the same enclosed space before he had a chance to explain a few things to Sydney, but maybe it was best to get all his cards on the table before he asked her to marry him. He smiled weakly.
        
      

      
        
          "She won't stay long. I promise."
        
      

      
        
          "It's fine. Really."
        
      

      
        
          "I'll kick her out in thirty-six hours, forty-eight max. Can you put up with her that long?"
        
      

      
        
          "Of course."
        
      

      
        
          "I'll be back late," he said.
        
      

      
        
          "It's supposed to snow. Maybe you should stay overnight."
        
      

      
        
          An evening alone with his sister? The thought was terrifying, but even more terrifying was the thought of getting stuck in a snowdrift with her.
        
      

      
        
          "All right, tomorrow," he agreed. "I'll miss you."
        
      

      
        
          She nodded and held him tightly. "Can Marjorie cook?"
        
      

      
        
          "She studied cooking with some of France's finest chefs." Why that was okay for Marjorie but not him was something he'd never understood, but getting all riled over the sexism of it wouldn't do him any good at the moment. "She can make a souffle that'll just knock your socks off."
        
      

      
        
          He hurried and packed an overnight bag, gave Sydney one last kiss, and headed off toward Anchorage. This was a good thing. He'd get some input from his agent, get his life out on the table with his future wife, then get on with things.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney watched Sam drive away, and her heart sank. She had no idea who Marjorie truly was. Sam said she was his agent. Was she also an old girlfriend? Sydney couldn't bear to think about it. All she knew was that Marjorie used to be a chef. She was probably beautiful and she was from New York.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney began to pace. Marjorie and Sam had probably been lovers. He probably had plans to go back to New York and sleep with her some more.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney almost cried.
        
      

      
        
          Then she stiffened her spine and marched herself into the kitchen. A souffle, was it? She pulled out a cookbook and looked up the recipe. And she frowned.
        
      

      
        
          Eggs. Her old nemeses.
        
      

      
        
          Well, they wouldn't get the best of her this time. She'd make a damn souffle if it took her the next twenty-four hours to do so. Then Sam would see Marjorie had nothing on her.
        
      

      
        
          And then he would stay.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Eleven
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sam drove back to Flaherty, skillfully avoiding the potholes. He'd managed to do the same with the verbal land mines that his sister had scattered in front of him—up till now. But he sensed his luck was about to run out.
        
      

      
        
          "Just what are you so mysterious about?" Marjorie asked tersely.
        
      

      
        
          There was no sense in postponing the inevitable any longer. Sam took a deep breath. "I'm in love."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, please, Sam," Marjorie said, rolling her eyes with enough force to stick them up in her head permanently. "Please be serious."
        
      

      
        
          "I am serious, Marj. She's the best thing that ever happened to me—"
        
      

      
        
          "She runs a trail guide service, Sam. She's out alone in the wilderness with horny executives for months at a time."
        
      

      
        
          Sam fixed his blond companion with a steely look. "Watch it, Marjorie. I have no qualms about letting you out right here and watching you hoof it back to Anchorage. Now, if you can't exert yourself to be civil, let me know so I can pull over."
        
      

      
        
          "Now, Sam, don't get testy. All this country living has certainly put you in a foul humor." Marjorie looked at her long, manicured nails. "You really should come back to the city."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm moving here. Get used to it."
        
      

      
        
          "Mother will have a fit."
        
      

      
        
          "I couldn't care less."
        
      

      
        
          "She'll cut off your trust fund."
        
      

      
        
          "Marj, the trust fund is under my control. I never use it, anyway. Keep up with the times."
        
      

      
        
          "Of course not. You bake those ridiculous cakes."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm very good."
        
      

      
        
          Marjorie gave a very unladylike snort. "I don't understand this compulsion you have about working. You've got gobs of perfectly good money sitting in accounts all over the world. Why dirty your hands?"
        
      

      
        
          "You work," Sam said pointedly.
        
      

      
        
          "I represent the current century's literary geniuses," Marjorie said haughtily. "It's a service to mankind."
        
      

      
        
          Sam snorted. He knew Marjorie's true reasoning. If publishing had been good enough for Jackie O. and John Jr., then it was good enough for her. Unfortunately, her attention span was short, and she couldn't spell to save her life, so editing was out of the question. Fortunately for Marjorie, the rest of her mind—the part not in charge of putting letters in the right order—was like a steel trap, and the survival instinct flowing through generations of Scottish Highlanders had been honed to a fine killing point in her. In short, she was a barracuda in half-a-year's-salary skirts who could dissect a contract faster than an eighth-grade boy could dispatch a frog. Her clients loved her, editors feared her, and other agents envied her.
        
      

      
        
          Sam was, of course, her pity case.
        
      

      
        
          But he was realist enough to know that it wasn't easy to get published and that maybe being a good writer might not be sufficient. If his sister could get him a read or two that he might not get on his own, she would be worth her fee.
        
      

      
        
          "She's probably not a virgin, you know."
        
      

      
        
          Then again, maybe throttling her would be more rewarding than being the recipient of any of her called-in markers.
        
      

      
        
          Sam slammed on the brakes and the Range Rover skidded to a halt.
        
      

      
        
          "That's it," he snarled. "Get out."
        
      

      
        
          "Now, Sam ..."
        
      

      
        
          "Don't you now-Sam me, you cynical socialite. You're dead wrong about Sydney—"
        
      

      
        
          Marjorie gasped. "You slept with her?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam gritted his teeth. "No. But I know her."
        
      

      
        
          "Thank heavens," Marjorie said, sounding vastly relieved. "To propagate the species this way ..."
        
      

      
        
          "Have you ever considered the fact that I might want to have children?"
        
      

      
        
          "And pass on your father's gene pool? Definitely not."
        
      

      
        
          "He's your father too. And just because he considered selling his seat on the Exchange—"
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam," Marjorie gasped, "please don't bring up that painful memory!"
        
      

      
        
          "That doesn't make him a bad person," Sam finished. "You're a snob."
        
      

      
        
          "And you're an incurable romantic." She turned the full force of her pale blue eyes on him. Sam was almost certain his head had begun to smoke from the laser-beam intensity of her stare.
        
      

      
        
          "Come home to New York," Marjorie said with a compelling tone of voice that any vampire would have been proud to call his own.
        
      

      
        
          "No."
        
      

      
        
          "You can stay at my place until you find something suitable."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm happy here."
        
      

      
        
          "I cannot imagine why."
        
      

      
        
          "Exactly," Sam said, deciding that there wasn't any point in discussing things further. Besides, Marjorie hated the silent treatment, and he was enough of a younger brother to relish giving her a little of it.
        
      

      
        
          Sam put his 4X4 back in gear and eased back out onto the road. He ignored Marjorie all the way home, then left her to bring in her own luggage while he ran up to the house and banged on the door. He owed it to Sydney to
        
      

      
        
          
             
          
        
      

      
        
          prepare her for what she would soon face. He should have done it sooner.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney opened the door, then walked away before he could hug her. He followed her into the kitchen and pulled up short. There were at least a dozen egg cartons on the counter, as well as what could have been mistaken for a souffle.
        
      

      
        
          Had it risen, that is.
        
      

      
        
          "Sydney?"
        
      

      
        
          "I was trying to make a damn souffle, all right?" she snapped. "I couldn't do it. Satisfied?"
        
      

      
        
          "Good heavens, what is this mess?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam threw Marjorie a glare over his shoulder. "Shut up, Marj."
        
      

      
        
          "And this must be your country girl," Marjorie said, extending her hand like she was a damned queen and holding a handkerchief to her nose delicately. "How quaint."
        
      

      
        
          "Marjorie," Sam growled.
        
      

      
        
          "Attempts at a souffle, my dear? How charming. But don't you just eat grits and things up here? Or is it raw bear meat right off the bone?"
        
      

      
        
          "Marjorie!"
        
      

      
        
          Sydney fled from the kitchen. Sam threw up his hands in frustration.
        
      

      
        
          "You shrew" he exclaimed. "I love her, damn it!"
        
      

      
        
          "Now, Sam," Marjorie said, unperturbed. "Don't be so rude."
        
      

      
        
          "You're fired," Sam bellowed.
        
      

      
        
          "You can't fire me. I'm your sister."
        
      

      
        
          "You're a pain! Get out of my house."
        
      

      
        
          Marjorie peered out the kitchen window. "Oh, Sam, I do believe your little bumpkin is driving away. Does that mean I can stay for dinner? What time do we eat out here in the country, anyway?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam ran out of the kitchen and back to Sydney's bedroom. On her bed was a note, along with an envelope. He grabbed the note.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sam, / know I can't compete. Here's your rent money back. I'll stay away until Saturday. That should give  
        
      

      
        
          you time to move out. I hope you have a happy life. Sydney.
        
      

      
        
          "Marjorie!" Sam roared.
        
      

      
        
          "Yes, darling," she called.
        
      

      
        
          "How are your clerical skills?"
        
      

      
        
          "Nonexistent, my love. Why?"
        
      

      
        
          "Better brush up," he yelled. "You're going to have to get a real job when I get you blackballed in the city!"
        
      

      
        
          Sam drove his sister/former agent into Flaherty and paid one of the Clan members a hundred dollars plus gas to take her back to Anchorage. He watched with narrow-eyed satisfaction as Marjorie bumped off in a truck that didn't look like it would get five miles without breaking down. Her luggage had been dumped in the truck bed and would probably be covered with dog hair and a nice thick layer of compost by the time it reached the airport. Sam couldn't have been happier about it.
        
      

      
        
          After assuring himself that Joe had no idea where Sydney had gone, Sam retreated back to the house to plan.
        
      

      
        
          And prayed that Marjorie hadn't ruined everything. 
        
      

      
        
          Sydney crept back to her house Saturday afternoon. Sam's car was gone. She knew she should have been relieved, but she wasn't. She was heartbroken. All it had taken was one look at Sam's "agent" to see that there was no hope of winning Sam away from her.
        
      

      
        
          And so she'd run. She'd scampered off with her tail between her legs like the coward she was and spent three days licking her wounds. She had the feeling that no amount of licking would heal them.
        
      

      
        
          The house was empty when she entered. She didn't bother to check Sam's room. She sat down on the couch and tried to cry. It was a futile effort. If she hadn't cried before, she certainly wasn't going to cry now.
        
      

      
        
          She sat there until the darkness was complete. The days were growing shorter all the time. Soon there wouldn't be much light at all. Fitting. She would spend the winter in the gloom.
        
      

      
        
          She flicked on the light in the kitchen and pulled up short.
        
      

      
        
          There, on her very own counter, was the top of a wedding cake. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It must have taken Sam hours to finish. And there was a note beside it. She picked up the note with trembling hands.
        
      

      
        
          My beautiful Sydney, you have two choices: you can either eat this cake or you can go to the refrigerator, pull out the rest of the frosting, and fill in the blank. And if you 're brave enough to come down to the reception hall, you just might find someone waiting with the rest of the cake, someone who has a few things to explain to you and something to give you. Love, Sam.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney pulled out the bowl of frosting, then closed her eyes briefly before she looked at the top tier of the cake. It said: Congratulations, Sam and . ..
        
      

      
        
          Oh, what did he mean? Why had he left the cake blank? Did he want her to fight for him?
        
      

      
        
          Wasn't that what she'd been trying to do with the souffle before she'd chickened out?
        
      

      
        
          Sydney reached for the cake-decorating kit laid out conveniently close to the cake and spooned some frosting into the pouch. She could hardly spell her own name but that didn't matter. Her courage returned with a rush. She loved Samuel MacLeod and damn Marjorie if she thought to steal him away. A man didn't take his life in his hands to learn to fly-fish if he didn't love you, did he?
        
      

      
        
          She carefully lifted the cake top and ran out to her car. Sam was waiting for her. She couldn't get to the reception hall fast enough.
        
      

      
        
          And so, like clockwork, she got a flat tire.
        
      

      
        
          It took her over an hour to fix it because she was so upset. By the time she was on the road again, she was filthy. And she was weeping so hard she didn't notice she was drifting off the road until her Jeep went front-end-first into the ditch. Sydney got out of the car, cursed fluently, then grabbed her precious cake top and started to walk.
        
      

      
        
          And, of course, it started to rain.
        
      

      
        
          It couldn't have been snow, so she could have died a very pleasant death from exposure. It had to be rain, which soaked through her coat, plastered her hair to her head, and left her with no choice but to tuck the cake top inside her coat.
        
      

      
        
          She started to sob.
        
      

      
        
          She wasn't sure how long it took her to get to town, but she felt certain it was half an eternity. She stumbled into the reception hall just as things looked like they were about to be packed up. Sam was standing in the middle of the room, looking defeated. And then he turned and saw her.
        
      

      
        
          And he smiled.
        
      

      
        
          Sydney didn't know where all her tears were coming from, but there was a whole new batch handy for this round of weeping. She threw herself into Sam's arms, squishing the cake top between them.
        
      

      
        
          "I got a flat t-tire," she hiccuped, "then the c-car slipped off the r-road."
        
      

      
        
          Sam wrapped his arms around her tightly. "It's okay, sweetheart. I've got you now."
        
      

      
        
          "I crushed the cake," she wept. "I even put my name on it."
        
      

      
        
          "The rest of the cake is here, honey," Sam said soothingly. "We'll eat it without the top. Or I'll make you a new one after we get home. Will that make you happy?"
        
      

      
        
          She lifted her face and choked on her tears. "Y-yes, it would." She clung to him. "Oh, Sam, I thought you loved Marjorie."
        
      

      
        
          "She's my ex-sister," Sam said, wiping the tears and rain from her cheeks. "I have a lot to tell you."
        
      

      
        
          "She can make souffles," Sydney blubbered.
        
      

      
        
          "I'll tell you a secret," Sam said, bending his head to press his lips against her ear. "I hate souffles. I think I even hate eggs."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sam!"
        
      

      
        
          He gave her a gentle squeeze. "I want a woman who can change the oil in my Jeep and can tell the difference between a flat screwdriver and a Phillips. Now, if you'll tell me you've been waiting for a man who could bake with the best of them, we'll go in and get married."
        
      

      
        
          She lifted her head and smiled up at him. "I love you."
        
      

      
        
          "I love you, too. Does that mean you'll marry me?"
        
      

      
        
          "It does."
        
      

      
        
          "Then let's go."
        
      

      
        
          "But I have cake smashed on the front of my sweater."
        
      

      
        
          Sam unzipped her parka, then hugged her tightly.
        
      

      
        
          "Now, we're both wearing it." He grinned down at her. "You look wonderful. Let's go."
        
      

      
        
          She couldn't argue with a man who ruined his tux with wedding cake just to make her feel more comfortable. So she took his hand and let him lead her into the chapel.
        
      

      
        
          And she became Mrs. Samuel MacLeod, wearing not only her cake but a smile that she was certain would never fade.
        
      

      
        
          It matched Sam's perfectly.
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Twelve
        
      

      
        
           
        
      

      
        
          Sam sighed and stretched, then saved the last chapter of the second book in his espionage series. He turned off the computer and stood, wondering what Sydney was up to. He looked down at his calendar, just to assure himself that it really was the last week of August and all her little city boys and girls would be going home soon. He could hardly wait to have his wife to himself again.
        
      

      
        
          He walked out on the porch and looked over the front yard. He couldn't see the new addition to the house on the opposite side of the garage, but he knew it was there. It was conveniently far enough away that he could work in peace, but close enough so the inhabitants could be rescued at night if the need arose. Which it did. Often.
        
      

      
        
          Camp Alaska was Sydney's baby. Sam had encouraged her and funded her, discreetly at first, until the application checks had started to roll in. Joe had called in a handful of favors, and the addition on the house had been constructed in May and June, then filled with six city children who had come up for two months of the wilderness life.
        
      

      
        
          Sam had also come clean about the life he'd left behind, but Sydney hadn't been all that impressed. As she said, all that money didn't mean much if it was just stuck in a bank. Sam suspected they would eventually do something with all his loot, but they were still discussing how best to use it. She promised to go to New York with him eventually, but neither of them was in any hurry to leave Alaska.
        
      

      
        
          Sam leaned against a porch post and smiled as his very own wilderness woman shepherded her children across the lawn.
        
      

      
        
          "Will Sam fry up the fish for us?" one of the boys asked. "We'll clean 'em for him."
        
      

      
        
          "No, Sydney, you cook them," one of the girls said, holding Sydney's hand. "Then maybe Sam will make us brownies. Do you think he will?"
        
      

      
        
          "If you ask him, he just might," Sydney said, looking up and catching sight of Sam.
        
      

      
        
          A little blonde darted away and threw herself up the stairs and into Sam's arms. "Will you, huh, Sam? We let you write all day long, didn't we? 
          We stayed out of your hair, didn't we?"
        
      

      
        
          Sam laughed and gave Jennifer a hug. "Yes, you did, sweetheart. And I'll make you brownies if you run on in and get out all the ingredients. Doug, you're in charge. Don't let anyone mess up my kitchen."
        
      

      
        
          "Sure thing, Sam," Doug said. He was fourteen and took his leadership responsibilities very seriously. "Come on, brats, let's get moving. No, Chrissy, you can't stay outside with Sydney and Sam. 
          They probably want to do something gross, like kiss."
        
      

      
        
          There was a chorus of gagging sounds and childlike laughter that disappeared into the house. Sam rolled his eyes as he gathered his wife into his arms.
        
      

      
        
          "How did it go today?"
        
      

      
        
          "Nobody drowned. I call that a success."
        
      

      
        
          Sam laughed and kissed Sydney softly. "You're great with them. It's going to be very hard next year to choose from all the applicants. We may have to build on a few more rooms and bring some of these kids back as camp counselors or something."
        
      

      
        
          Sydney trailed her finger down the front of his sweater. "Yes, we might have to do that." She looked up at him. "Build on another room or two."
        
      

      
        
          Sam kissed her, his heart full of love for the passionate,beautiful woman in his arms. He thanked his lucky stars that the men of Flaherty had been too stupid to see what was right under their collective noses.
        
      

      
        
          "About the rooms, Sam," she said, looking in the vicinity of his chin. "I know we've got the loft, but we're going to have to build something else too. 
          On the ground floor."
        
      

      
        
          "Whatever you want, Sydney."
        
      

      
        
          She met his eyes. "Sam," she said patiently, "don't you want to know why we need more rooms?"
        
      

      
        
          "More campers?"
        
      

      
        
          "No, Sam."
        
      

      
        
          "You aren't letting Marjorie move in, are you?"
        
      

      
        
          "Sam, sometimes you really aren't very bright."
        
      

      
        
          He stiffened. "You aren't inviting any of the Clan in, are you?"
        
      

      
        
          "Sam, I'm pregnant!"
        
      

      
        
          "Oh," he said, with a smile.
        
      

      
        
          Then he choked. "A baby!"
        
      

      
        
          Sydney smiled serenely. "A baby. Maybe two."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sydney." He gathered her close and hugged her tightly. "Oh, Syd."
        
      

      
        
          "Tell me you're happy about it."
        
      

      
        
          "I'm thrilled."
        
      

      
        
          "I didn't think you had enough headaches with just the kids during the summer," she whispered in his ear. "I thought a few distractions year-round might make you happier."
        
      

      
        
          He lifted his head and looked down at her. "Did you say two?"
        
      

      
        
          "The doctor in Anchorage says no, but Doc Bolen says he's sure it's twins. Sort of a variation on the spit-in-Drano test." She smiled up at him serenely. "He's never wrong."
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, heaven help me. Twins."
        
      

      
        
          "Maybe triplets. He wasn't quite sure."
        
      

      
        
          Sam started to laugh. He leaned on his wife and laughed until tears were running down his face. Then he kissed her soundly.
        
      

      
        
          "Oh, Sydney, you never do anything halfway, do you?"
        
      

      
        
          "Never."
        
      

      
        
          He pulled her inside, then made her sit while he gave his camp cooking and baking lesson for the day, then he pitched in with his six little helpers and cleaned up the dishes and the kitchen. Then he tucked them all in and tried not to get misty-eyed thinking about how he would be tucking in his own children in a few months.
        
      

      
        
          And so he practiced once more by tucking his wife in. Then he untucked her and slid in beside her. He made love to her slowly and sweetly, then they shed a few tears of happiness together. Sam gathered Sydney close and counted his blessings. They included every chuckhole he'd ever bounced his Range Rover over, every minute on the Clan gossip docket, every Wednesday afternoon spent with the Ladies Aid Society to give his report of his and Sydney's activities and, last but not least, every bit of matchmaking Joe had done on their behalf.
        
      

      
        
          Yes, it had been a match made in heaven.
        
      

      
        
          And as he drifted off to sleep with his love in his arms, he promised himself he would check Joe for wings the very next time he went to town.
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