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				MAY THE BEST MENDOZA WIN!

				The Fortunes are not the only hotties in Texas; their
					longtime friends the Mendozas are legendary for their good looks and ardent
					hearts. Tall and dark with soulful eyes, Matteo Mendoza is a pilot whose charms
					have too often been eclipsed by his more outgoing brother, Cisco. Now, Matteo
					has set his sights on cantina hostess Rachel Robinson. Brother, look out!

				After several years on a self-imposed “romance diet,” Rachel
					finds Matteo to be a treat she just can’t resist. But she’s already been through
					her own family heartbreak—the last thing she wants is to come between the
					Mendozas! Can she learn that following her heart might lead to the greatest
					fortune of all?

			
		

	
		
			
				MEET THE FORTUNES MENDOZAS!

				Mendoza of the Month: Matteo Mendoza

				Age: 28

				Vital statistics: Brown bedroom eyes and a quiet soulfulness that could melt a lady’s heart.

				Claim to fame: So far, the Miami-born pilot has been flying under the radar. But not for long!

				Romantic prospects: They’d be a lot better if his flirtatious brother, Cisco, wasn’t around. The two of them always seem to be in competition—especially for the heart of gorgeous and elusive Rachel Robinson.

				“To my brother, love is just a game. But for me, the stakes are much higher. I will fight for Rachel if I have to. She’s the one I’ve been waiting for. So far, she’s been holding back. Why? Could my radar be that far off? Is she really interested in Cisco? Or is there something else she could be hiding?”

				THE FORTUNES OF TEXAS:
COWBOY COUNTRY:
Lassoing Hearts from Across the Pond

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Welcome back to another chapter in the Fortune saga. The budding relationship between the two main characters is at the forefront of this story, yet both their families play strong supporting roles, not just in these two people’s lives but in the way they react to one another, as well as the way they react to love.

				Rachel Robinson left the comforts of her wealthy home five years ago, saying she wanted to “find herself.” The truth was that she had accidentally stumbled across a family secret that shook the very foundations of her world. Here in Horseback Hollow, she is working part-time as a hostess at the Hollows Cantina, and has also taken on an internship at the newest branch of the Fortune Foundation, set to open in the following month.

				She crosses paths with Matteo and Cisco Mendoza, in town for their sister’s wedding. She finds herself instantly attracted to the sensitive, handsome younger Matteo, but his older brother asks her out first. Matteo and Cisco have been competing with one another since birth, but this is one prize Matteo is determined that his brother isn’t going to win.

				Drawn to Matteo, Rachel wonders if she can trust her own judgment since it went so wildly astray with her father. And if she follows her heart, will Matteo turn away once he knows about the secret she’s hiding?

				Come, read, find out. And (hopefully) be entertained while you do it.

				As ever, I thank you for taking the time to read one of my books and from the bottom of my heart, I wish you someone to love who loves you back.

				All the best,
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				To Marcia Book Adirim, whose mind works on many more levels than mine does
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				Chapter One

				“Hey, Rach. Nice to see you again!” the regular lunch customer at The Hollows Cantina called out as he walked into the dining area with several friends.

				With a compliant smile, the hostess drew several menus into her hands and led the rather vocal men to table number four, listening to them as they swapped stories and laughed.

				She was getting pretty good at this, Rachel Robinson silently congratulated herself, especially since nothing in her previous life could have prepared her for doing something like this. Back then, she’d been accustomed to being the one who was served, not the one doing the serving.

				Poor little rich girl.

				That was the title, Rachel thought, that probably would have best described her as little as five years ago, but not anymore. She had taken great pains to hide any hint of her past life. No one in this tiny, one-horse town nestled approximately four hundred miles away from Austin had any idea that she was one of Gerald Robinson’s daughters. They had no clue that her father was a wealthy computer genius who had more than left his giant mark on the tech world.

				Her father had left his mark in other places as well, places she’d learned about only when she had accidentally stumbled across the truth five years ago. Her discovery had prompted her sudden exodus to Horseback Hollow, a place she had found by closing her eyes and then jabbing her index finger at a map of Texas.

				A place where she was hoping to get a completely new start and be herself rather than Gerald Robinson’s daughter.

				It seemed rather ironic to her to be here at this point in her life. She had already reinvented herself once. Her childhood had been spent mostly on the outside looking in.

				Odd girl out, that was her.

				She was always the tallest girl in her class, at times taller than all the boys, as well. Tall and thin as a rail, which made her an easy target for other girls who felt their own stock was enhanced if they could bring hers down by several notches.

				So they did.

				Though she had thought of herself as an outcast, her father, in one of his rare times at home rather than at work, insisted that she was “special.” To that end, he saw to it that she was enrolled in a number of different classes—dance, tennis, piano, whatever it took—and Rachel discovered that she was good at all of them.

				That discovery fueled her confidence, and Mother Nature stepped in to take care of the gawky, awkward issue. Thinking she was doomed to go through life all knobby knees and elbows, Rachel was delighted to find herself transforming from a plain duckling to a lovely swan.

				It was a transformation that did not go unnoticed by the local males. Suddenly the center of attention, she continued to be so through her college years. She was flying high when her entire world came into question at the end of her senior year, courtesy of a former friend turned jealous rival. A rival who chose the dance floor at the senior-week dance to humiliate her by making certain allegations and so-called secret facts about her father public.

				That was when Rachel’s world came crashing down around her. A short time later, she arrived in Horseback Hollow.

				Though done in haste, it had turned out not to be such a bad move after all. She didn’t mind hard work. It brought her a sense of satisfaction. And here she wasn’t anyone’s daughter or sibling. She was just Rachel Robinson, hardworking restaurant hostess.

				And she liked it that way, Rachel thought as she deposited the menus on the table, presenting each of the three men with the daily-special cards.

				As she distributed them, she became acutely aware that one of the men was sizing her up closely. He leered at her. Rachel quickly looked away.

				“Your server will be right with you, and let me know if there’ll be anything else you need,” she said, addressing the trio.

				“Maybe you could get us some extra napkins for these two to use when they stop drooling,” the oldest man at the table suggested.

				Rachel flashed an automatic smile and told him, “I’ll see what I can do, sir.”

				She was about to head back to the hostess station up front when the one who had been eyeing her so closely said, “Don’t rush off so fast.” He caught her by the wrist. “Where have you been all my life, darlin’?”

				The inner feistiness that she always tried to keep under wraps broke through. She heard herself answering, “Well, for the first half of it, I wasn’t even born.”

				Rather than being put off because his friends laughed at her response, the man, still holding her wrist, said, “Lively. I like that in a woman.”

				With a hard tug, Rachel pulled her wrist free. “Pushy. I don’t like that in a man,” she replied sweetly.

				The man who had asked for extra napkins laughed and said, “She sure got your number, Walt.”

				She certainly did, Rachel thought. And that number was a big zero.

				* * *

				Matteo Mendoza was running late. There were few things he hated more, but sometimes—like today—it just couldn’t be helped. Still, he knew that his older brother, Cisco, would have some sort of asinine remark to toss his way. He braced himself for the onslaught.

				Preoccupied, he passed by the table with the boisterous cowboys and heard the whole exchange play out. The young woman was certainly far too beautiful for the job she was doing, but that didn’t mean she deserved to be treated with anything but respect. Rather than look for his father’s table, he approached this one first.

				“Problem here?” Matteo asked, coming up behind the attractive hostess.

				“Just havin’ a little fun. Nothing serious,” the man called Walt said, raising his hands to indicate that it was hands-off from now on as far as he was concerned.

				“Thank you,” Rachel said to the tall, dark and handsome knight in shining armor who had ridden up to defend her honor. She moved away from the rowdy cowboys’ table. “But that wasn’t really necessary. I can take care of myself.”

				Matteo inclined his head, as if to agree with the young woman. “Nobody said you couldn’t,” he replied.

				With that, he moved farther into the dining area, scanning it to find where his father and brother were seated.

				For the most part, when he joined his brother, Cisco, and his father for lunch at The Hollows Cantina, Matteo was thinking about going home. Home in both his and Cisco’s case was Miami. Being here, in this little town with the improbable name of Horseback Hollow, was nothing short of an overwhelming culture shock.

				Initially, he and Cisco had come to this slow-as-molasses, underdeveloped Texas town because their baby sister, Gabriella, had inexplicably fallen in love in Horseback Hollow.

				Specifically, he and Cisco had come out here for Gabi’s wedding to Jude Fortune Jones.

				But the wedding had come and gone, and much to Matteo’s chagrin, he and Cisco were still here. Their father had prevailed upon them to stay a little longer—as a personal favor to him.

				Orlando Mendoza had been the first of their immediate family to come out here from Miami. It wasn’t a sense of wanderlust that had prompted the patriarch’s relocation, but rather a feeling of urgency, a search for a purpose. Orlando was desperately trying to find a way to go on with his life after losing the love of his life, his wife, Luz.

				A former air force pilot who had retired to care for his ailing spouse, Orlando found new purpose in his life when he came to Horseback Hollow. He joined Sawyer and Laurel Fortune in their fledgling venture, the Redmond Flight School, and also used his expertise to help operate the occasional charter service they ran.

				It was while he was flying one of the planes—a plane, as it turned out, that had been intentionally tampered with—that he suffered a plane crash and had gotten seriously injured. The moment she got the news, Gabi had been quick to fly in from Miami in order to nurse him back to health.

				As luck would have it, Gabi wound up nursing herself right into a love affair. Marriage turned out to be a by-product of that affair.

				It was obvious to Matteo that Gabi, as well as his father, really liked this town and preferred it to Miami. His father had already tried subtly to talk Cisco as well as him into relocating to Horseback Hollow. Orlando made no secret of the fact that he wanted nothing more than to have his entire family living somewhere in proximity.

				Although he loved and respected his father, Matteo couldn’t see himself staying here indefinitely, much less living here.

				“No offense, Dad, but this place is just too small, too mundane and too rural for my tastes.” Snagging another tortilla chip, he popped it into his mouth and then continued, “It’s like everything moves in slow motion around here. They even roll up the sidewalks at ten o’clock.” He nursed his tall, cold glass of beer.

				“Now, Matteo, you know you are exaggerating,” Orlando chided him.

				“There’s no nightlife here,” Matteo countered, “not to mention that there’s just no excitement whatsoever in this town.” He leaned over the table to get closer to his father. “I’m not like you, Dad. I’m young. I need excitement.”

				Orlando laughed the way a man might when he saw himself in his son’s words. Everyone needed to take risks and behave foolishly, getting it out of their system when they were still young. He fully understood that. But he also had a father’s desire to have his children learn from his mistakes so that they wouldn’t repeat them.

				“Oh, there’s excitement here in this town, hijo,” he assured Matteo. “Trust me, there is excitement. It’s just of a different nature.”

				Matteo smiled just before he tilted back his glass again. Obviously he and his father had very different definitions of “excitement,” and he could understand that. At sixty-one, his father had earned the right to kick back and take it easy, while he, a pilot like his father and twenty-eight to boot, wanted nothing less than to take on anything that life might want to throw at him. Doing so got his adrenaline going and made him feel alive. He’d always had a competitive streak, especially when it came to his brother. He and Cisco had been competing against one another for as long as either one of them could remember.

				“Give this place a chance,” Cisco said with the thousand-watt smile that all the women within a ten-mile radius always found to be nothing short of spellbinding. “I know I am.”

				Matteo looked at his jet-setting older brother in disbelief. He’d been right. Cisco had decided to stay on for a while. He couldn’t help wondering why. Cisco loved the pace in Miami as much as he did.

				“You’re staying?” he asked. There had to be an angle that Cisco was playing, but what?

				Cisco lifted his glass in a mock toast to his brother, then drained it before answering, “That’s what I just said.”

				Cisco liked to party more than he did. His choosing to stay here didn’t make an iota of sense. “Why?” Matteo asked.

				Cisco raised his broad shoulders and let them fall again in a vague, careless shrug. “Dad and Gabi seem sold on Horseback Hollow. That means there’s got to be some merit to this town, right? I intend to stick around awhile and find out if I see it for myself. Might be some good real-estate investments going begging here.” And then Cisco all but lit up. “Speaking of merit,” he said, his attention directed toward something—or someone—he saw over his brother’s head.

				Curious, Matteo turned around in his chair, looking behind him. Which was when he saw her. The hostess he had verbally defended against the clowns at the other table a few minutes ago. She was heading their way. Matteo caught himself sitting up a little straighter.

				When he had come to her assistance, he’d noted her height and the color of her long hair. He had of course observed that she was very attractive, but hadn’t gone out of his way to really take in each aspect of her beauty. Besides, her looks had nothing to do with his coming to her defense, and his attention had been focused more on the men annoying her, anyway.

				He could see her head-on now. Suddenly everything that had previously been on his mind evaporated from his brain. Matteo forgot all about missing Miami or being stuck in what he’d thought of as a one-horse town.

				Forgot about everything except what was right there in front of him and coming closer.

				Heaven in an apron.

				He could almost feel the electrical charge this beautiful young woman seemed to radiate with every step she took.

				Matteo had to remind himself to continue breathing. Air kept getting stuck in his lungs. And if his mouth were any dryer, dust would have come spilling out the second he tried to talk.

				He wasn’t the only one who was mesmerized by this vision. Out of the corner of his eye, Matteo saw that Cisco suddenly sat up, snapping to attention, his laid-back attitude becoming not quite so laid-back the second the hostess came into his line of vision.

				As if on cue, the hostess stopped at their table, smiled and introduced herself to the trio.

				“Hello, my name is Rachel, and I’ll be your server this afternoon. One of our regulars called in sick, and I’m covering for her.” She glanced from Orlando to his two sons. Recognizing the one on the older man’s right as the man who had come to her defense just a few minutes earlier, her smile grew wider in acknowledgment—chivalry should always be applauded. “Have you gentlemen decided yet?”

				Matteo knew what he would have liked to order. Her. He kept that response to himself.

				After his father and Cisco had placed their orders with the dark-haired, blue-eyed beauty, Matteo knew that he had ordered something, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember what less than three seconds after the words had left his mouth.

				He had been fixated on the way her lips moved as she spoke and the way his entire system reacted to the melodic sound of her voice.

				“Are you all right, Matteo?” his father asked once Rachel had retreated to the kitchen.

				Cisco smirked. Annoyance flared in Matteo’s veins. Now what?

				“Yeah, sure. I’m fine, Dad.” He turned to look at his father, puzzled. “Why would you ask that?”

				“Well, I have known you for your whole life, and in all those years, I do not remember a single time when I saw you eating a salad as your main course. I believe you referred to salads as—”

				“Cow food,” Cisco interjected, unable to remain silent any longer. His laugh was full-bodied and hearty. And, right now, very annoying to Matteo. “I think my little brother was mesmerized by the lovely Rachel and didn’t know what he was ordering, Dad.”

				“I wasn’t mesmerized,” Matteo protested with indignation, giving his brother a dirty look.

				Matteo loved his older brother, but he hated being teased by Cisco. Cisco could be relentless, picking at him for days on end about a single thing if the spirit so moved him.

				Now he grinned that wicked grin of his. “Hey, brother, I thought that she was a really hot little number, too.”

				Orlando could see that this had the makings of another family fight. Matteo sounded as if he was taking offense for the young woman—who surely hadn’t a clue that she was the subject of this discussion, the older man surmised. As for Cisco, Orlando knew that the older boy loved to get Matteo riled up.

				“We are all agreed that she is a very attractive young lady, Cisco. There is no reason for a dispute—or for you to give your brother a hard time,” Orlando chided his older son.

				Matteo frowned. He knew his father meant well, but he didn’t need him coming to his aid this way. He wasn’t ten years old and unable to hold his own against Cisco. Even at ten, he hadn’t welcomed the interference.

				“It’s okay, Dad,” Matteo said evenly, shifting his eyes to his brother. “Cisco didn’t mean anything by that.”

				“Actually, I did,” Cisco contradicted him. “Are you declaring dibs on Rachel? ’Cause if you are, it looks like maybe you’ve found that reason to hang around Horseback Hollow for a while—until she rebuffs you in favor of someone else, of course.” Matteo’s brother chuckled to himself as he continued eating the triangular chips from the bowl in the center of the table.

				“You mean you?” The question came spontaneously to Matteo’s lips, without any real thought necessary on his part.

				Cisco’s grin spread wider, annoying Matteo almost beyond words. “Just possibly.”

				“Matteo, Cisco,” Orlando chided them sharply. “You’re not children anymore, bent on competing until one of you collapses in exhaustion,” he said. “It is time for you to behave like men.”

				“Men compete, Dad,” Cisco reminded his father in all sincerity. “You know that.”

				For a moment, Orlando was catapulted back in time. He remembered his late wife, vividly remembered what he had gone through in order to win her hand in marriage. Remembered, too, what it had ultimately personally cost him.

				“Sometimes men compete,” Orlando admitted, then added, “but not my sons.” He made the four words sound like an edict. “They do not compete against one another.”

				“Don’t worry, Dad,” Cisco assured him with a well-intentioned smile on his face. “It’s not really a contest, is it, Matteo?” It wasn’t so much a question as it was, in Cisco’s opinion, a statement of fact. He raised his eyes to his brother’s, waiting for a response. Or more accurately, waiting for his agreement.

				Matteo knew just what his brother was inferring. That Matteo didn’t stand a chance at winning over the striking young hostess, because Cisco had always been the lucky one when it came to all of their bets. More important, the one who always got the girl because he was so outgoing, charming and downright irresistible.

				But Cisco was also the one whose relationships did not last, not even as long as the life cycle of a rose.

				Terminating those relationships was always of his brother’s own choosing, but that didn’t change the fact that when all was said and done, Cisco wound up standing alone.

				“She’s a person, not property,” Matteo pointed out tersely.

				Cisco remained undaunted. “I completely agree,” he replied in an even tone. He leaned forward just a touch. “So, tell the truth, brother. Does the lovely Rachel make you rethink leaving this tiny town?”

				“She makes me rethink having you for a brother,” Matteo informed him in as level a voice as he could manage. He was fighting the urge to cut Cisco down to size, but he had a feeling Cisco was looking forward to just that—so he refrained from playing into his brother’s hands.

				“Boys, bastante,” Orlando declared, calling an end to the discussion before it got completely out of hand. “No fighting,” he emphasized. “I asked you both here for a nice, peaceful lunch. I thought this restaurant might remind you a little of the ones you liked to go to back ho—back in Miami.”

				At the last moment, Orlando corrected himself. Referring to Miami as “home” was counterproductive to what he was currently attempting to promote—a sense that this place, Horseback Hollow, with its peaceful surroundings and room for growth, held a great deal of potential. Potential he felt that someone like Matteo—more so than Cisco—could tap into.

				His youngest son was a pilot, like he was, but while he had been a risk-taker in his youth, Matteo admittedly was turning out to be far steadier at this point in his life than Orlando had been when he was twenty-eight.

				Losing Luz just reinforced for Orlando that life was fleeting. However many years—or months—he had left, he wanted to spend them with his children. But at the same time, he knew that strong-arming them was not the way to proceed successfully.

				Cisco—for the time being—was a done deal. He was staying in Horseback Hollow—he had even rented a small ranch house just outside of town. And of course, Gabi had already settled in here. Matteo, however, was going to require some major—and just possibly underhanded—convincing in order to get him to stick around. When they had come to eat at this restaurant, Orlando had thought his dilemma of winning his youngest son over was all but insurmountable.

				Now, however, he finally had some hope. Many a man had done some unpredictable things in order to impress a young woman, and from what he could see, Matteo seemed to be pretty taken with that attractive hostess.

				Orlando kept the conversation flowing, talking up the merits of Horseback Hollow, the closeness of its local citizens and how living here made a man focus on what was really important in life: his family and his health.

				In recent months, the patriarch had regained the latter and was in the process of reinstituting the former. With just a little luck and a healthy dose of his persuasion, Orlando felt he would succeed here, as well.

				When the hostess returned shortly with their orders, Orlando carefully observed his younger son’s reaction to her. That made him feel this indeed was the right path for him to concentrate on. His youngest son all but lit up like the proverbial Christmas tree when the woman approached.

				Orlando noted that his older son seemed to come to life a little more, as well.

				This had all the earmarks of an intense rivalry, Orlando observed. He had always tried to discourage that sort of thing, thinking that brothers should support one another, not attempt to best each other at every turn—especially when Cisco usually triumphed over Matteo. The last thing he wanted was for the latter to suffer another loss at the hands of his brother, but at this point, he couldn’t think of another way to get Matteo to consider remaining in Horseback Hollow for a little while longer—and ideally, permanently—than bringing his son together with this hostess.

				His secret hope was that if Matteo—and Cisco—did remain here for a number of weeks, both would be won over by the town’s charm, and they would come to see that the merits of living in a small town trumped living in a large, indifferent metropolis where people lived next door to one another and remained strangers.

				“Senorita, please, another round of cervezas for all of us,” Orlando said once their server had emptied the tray she had carried to their table.

				“Coming right up. And I’ll bring back another bowl of tortilla chips, as well,” Rachel promised, picking up the empty woven basket and placing it on her tray. “Anything else?” she asked, her eyes sweeping over the three men.

				“Maybe later,” Cisco replied.

				Rachel smiled as she inclined her head. “Later, then,” she agreed cheerfully. “Anything else for you gentlemen?” she wanted to know, glancing at the other two men at the table.

				Matteo stared down at what was to be his lunch. He honestly couldn’t remember asking for the salad. In any event, that was not going to satisfy his appetite. “Yes. I’d like a cheeseburger, please,” he said.

				“Is something wrong with your salad?” she asked.

				“No, I just thought that the cheeseburger would be more filling,” Matteo explained, feeling as if he was tripping over his own tongue. He had never had Cisco’s glib ability to spout clever rhetoric at the drop of a hat.

				“Then you’d like me to take the salad back?” she asked.

				“Not if it gets you into trouble.” Now, why had he said something so stupid? Matteo upbraided himself. He should have just said yes and left it at that.

				But to his relief, she smiled. “That’s very considerate of you, but no, it won’t.” Picking up the salad, she placed it on her tray. “One cheeseburger, another round of cervezas and a bowl of chips coming up,” she told him.

				Captivated, Matteo watched her hips sway ever so slightly as she walked away from their table.

				He could have sworn his body temperature went up a full five degrees.

				Maybe more.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Orlando looked at his youngest son and chuckled knowingly. “Well, I’m guessing there’s at least one thing the Cantina has to offer that will have you coming back here again.”

				“Don’t count on it.” Cisco cavalierly waved away his father’s words to his brother. “Matteo doesn’t know a good thing when he sees it. I, on the other hand, can spot a good thing a mile away.” Cisco leaned back in his chair, tilting it on its rear legs in order to get a better view of Rachel as she rounded a corner and disappeared into the kitchen.

				“She’s not a ‘thing.’ She’s a woman,” Matteo snapped at his brother. He didn’t care for the way that Cisco had reduced the woman to the level of a mere object rather than giving her the proper due as a person.

				“She certainly is that,” Cisco agreed with a wide, appreciative and yet very devilish grin.

				“No,” Orlando announced firmly, instantly commanding his sons’ attention.

				“No, what?” Cisco asked as he looked at his father. They hadn’t said anything that required a yes-or-no decision.

				Orlando frowned, turning his affable face into a stern, somber mask. “No, you two are not going to butt heads and who knows what else while competing for the same woman.”

				Among Cisco’s many talents was the ability to look completely innocent even when he was completely guilty. He assumed that look now as he turned his gaze on his father.

				“What makes you think that Matteo and I are going to compete for the same woman, Dad?”

				An exasperated look flashed across the patriarch’s face. He was not about to be hoodwinked—or buried beneath his silver-tongued son’s rhetoric.

				“Is the Pope Catholic?” Orlando asked.

				“Last time I checked,” Cisco replied. His tone was respectful. The gleam in his eye, however, gave him away.

				Orlando shook his head firmly. “And there you have your answer,” he told Cisco. “I never said very much when you boys were growing up and insisted on turning everything into an emotional tug-of-war. I even thought—God forgive me—that it might help you two to build your character—”

				“Matteo’s a character all right,” Cisco joked. “However, as far as I’m concerned—” He got no further.

				Orlando looked as if his patience was wearing thin and might even be in danger of giving way entirely. “But above all, I want you two to remember that you are brothers. No prize is worth sacrificing that relationship. Not even a woman you might think you love.”

				But he, Orlando added silently, was the exception that proved the rule. However, that wasn’t something he was about to share with his sons. It went against the point he was trying to make.

				“Don’t worry, Dad. There isn’t going to be any competition,” Cisco assured his father as he slanted a quick glance at his brother.

				Orlando nodded his silver head. “That’s good to hear.”

				“By the way she looked at me, I’ve already won,” Cisco concluded with that smile that always managed to get right under Matteo’s skin.

				And his brother knew it, Matteo thought, unable to do anything about it without getting on his father’s bad side.

				But he had to say something, however innocuous. So he did. “In your dreams,” Matteo retorted.

				“I agree with you there, Mattie. That little lady certainly is the stuff that dreams are made of,” Cisco told his brother. “Besides, what difference does it make to you? Aren’t you the one dying to leave this place in the dust and take off for good ol’ Miami?”

				Although when push came to shove—and under duress—Matteo would admit that he did love his brother, there were times when he would have liked nothing better than to strangle his irritating sibling with his bare hands.

				Cisco had a way of getting to him like nobody else could. So much so that if Cisco said “black,” it instantly made him want to shout “white!”

				Because of that feeling, it came as not much of a surprise to him when Matteo heard himself say, “Maybe I’ve changed my mind. Maybe I’ve decided to stick around Horseback Hollow for a little while longer.”

				Delighted and confident that given enough time here, he would be able to convince Matteo of the merits of living in this wonderful small town, Orlando leaned over and clapped his youngest son on the back. “That is wonderful news, my boy. Wonderful.”

				Matteo almost felt guilty about his father’s reaction. He wasn’t staying here because of his father. He was going to be hanging around a few extra days or so to see if he could win over the hostess before she succumbed to his sweet-talking brother.

				“Yes, well, someone has to protect Horseback Hollow’s unsuspecting women from the likes of him,” Matteo told his father, nodding at his brother.

				“And you’ve elected yourself that protector?” Cisco hooted, amusement highlighting his face at his brother’s declaration. “That’s one mighty tall order, little brother.”

				“Don’t call me that, Cisco. I’m not your little brother,” Matteo told him.

				Cisco’s amusement only grew. “Well, you’re certainly not my big brother, now, are you, Mattie? I am the older one.”

				Matteo scowled. “Two years isn’t all that much,” he reminded his brother. And not even a full two years at that, Matteo thought.

				“Oh, but it can amount to a lifetime under the right set of circumstances,” Cisco countered with a very mysterious grin that really annoyed Matteo.

				Orlando sighed. He had had just about enough. Listening to this back-and-forth banter and bickering required something stronger to drink than just beer, but it was still too early in the day to contemplate downing any hard liquor.

				“Might I remind you two boys that you no longer are boys. You are men,” Orlando told his sons. “It is time to take on that responsibility and act accordingly—or do I have to drag you both into a back alley and use my belt on you?”

				The truth of it was that their father had never used his belt on either of them in a back alley, or any other area for that matter. But a reply to that declaration was temporarily tabled because Rachel had returned, bringing with her three freshly opened individual bottles of dark beer as well as Matteo’s cheeseburger and the new bowl of chips.

				Setting down Matteo’s meal in front of him and placing the bowl of chips in the center of the table, Rachel proceeded to refill the men’s empty beer glasses, beginning with Orlando’s.

				“Will there be anything else?” she asked with a gregarious smile as she made the rounds between the three men.

				Cisco spoke up unexpectedly. “You could settle an argument for us,” he said.

				Instinct had Matteo shoot his brother a silencing look, but it was already too late.

				“What kind of an argument?” Rachel wanted to know, filling Cisco’s glass.

				“If you had to go out with one of us, which would you choose?” Cisco asked her innocently.

				The question seemed to catch her completely off guard, but Rachel managed to recover gracefully without missing a beat.

				“That all depends,” she responded, going on to Matteo’s glass.

				“On what?” Cisco asked her before Matteo had a chance to.

				Her eyes met Matteo’s for one brief and surprisingly intense moment before she looked back at his brother. “On who would ask me first.”

				“All right,” Cisco said quickly, making sure that he got the jump on his brother. “Rachel, would you go out with me tonight?”

				It all happened so fast that Matteo felt as if he had just been torpedoed—and sunk—by an enemy sub.

				“My shift doesn’t end until eight,” Rachel replied, still not giving him a definite answer.

				It was her way of stalling. It wasn’t that she wasn’t flattered, because she was—the man who had asked her out just now was every bit as good-looking as his brother—and it wasn’t that she was trying to play hard to get, because she wasn’t. The reason she was stalling was because she was hoping that the one who had really caught her attention, the cute younger brother, who had come to her defense earlier at the other table, would put in his two cents and ask her out, as well. Then she knew who she’d pick.

				But from what she could see, the one she had heard referred to as “Matteo” seemed to fold up his tent and just withdraw, allowing his brother to have total access to the entire playing field.

				In this case, that meant her, Rachel thought.

				“Perfect,” Cisco was saying, referring to when her shift ended. “I’ll be waiting out front.”

				Ever since she’d left her home in Austin five years ago, Rachel had been somewhat leery when it came to dating. She’d already gone through her ugly-duckling period and her swan period, during which time she had preened and posed, absorbing each and every flattering word that was sent her way, and viewing it as gospel.

				But in time she had learned that those compliments were just empty, meaningless words, easily spoken and even more easily forgotten. She had more important things on her agenda than dating these days. She was busy not just finding herself, but also finding her place in the scheme of things.

				Her place in the world.

				She was working here as a hostess, but she had recently won an internship at the new Horseback Hollow office of the Fortune Foundation, which had opened its doors several weeks ago. As of yet, the office was still not fully up and running, but she intended to be there right from the start, learning everything she could from the ground up.

				Her plan was to make something of herself.

				To that end, she was going to continue with both positions, amassing as much money as she could. Her father had offered to support her when she’d left home, as he well could, but she had refused his money. She wanted to make it on her own so that no one else could take the credit—or the blame—for what she had become. It would be all on her, one way or another.

				She might not appear so to the patrons seated here at the Cantina, but she was fiercely dedicated, not to mention full of pride.

				Ordinarily, this sort of a work agenda would leave a person with no room for anything else, but she knew that having some sort of a social life was important. She supposed this “date” tonight qualified as just that.

				She would have preferred being asked out by the younger hunk, but the one who did ask her out wasn’t exactly shabby, either. Who knew? Maybe she would wind up having a better time with him than Mr. Cheeseburger, she mused.

				So Rachel nodded and gave the man who had just asked her out a smile.

				“All right, if we’re going to go out, I’m going to need to know your name,” she told him.

				Cisco inclined his head in a polite, surprisingly formal bow as he said, “Francisco Mendoza at your service.” Raising his eyes to hers, he added, “Everybody calls me Cisco.”

				“Then I guess I’ll just have to join the crowd,” she told him. With that, she looked at the other two occupants of the table. “Since I’m taking names, you are—” she asked Matteo.

				“A day late and a dollar short,” Cisco supplied before Matteo could answer her.

				If looks could kill, the one that Matteo slanted at him would have completely vaporized Cisco in under ten seconds. The scowl abated somewhat as he turned to look at the hostess and told her, “Matteo Mendoza.”

				“And I am Orlando Mendoza,” Orlando told her. In typical old-fashioned, courtly manner, Orlando rose slightly in his chair and bent forward so that he could take her hand in his. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it as per the custom of his ancestors.

				Rather than appear amused, Rachel looked touched and just slightly in awe.

				“Mendoza,” Rachel repeated, then asked, “Brothers?” as her eyes swept over all three men.

				“You are only partially right.” Orlando laughed, fully aware that the young woman had asked the question tongue-in-cheek. “And partially a flatterer.” He glanced at Cisco and told his son, “This one can hold her own against you.”

				Cisco’s eyes were filled with humor as well as a healthy measure of appreciation as they met hers. “I’m sure she can.”

				Realizing that she had already spent way too much time at one table, Rachel flashed another quick smile at the trio and began to withdraw, saying, “I’d love to talk some more, but I’ve got another order up,” before she turned on her heel and left.

				“And that, little brother,” Cisco said as soon as he felt that the hostess was out of earshot, “is how it’s done.”

				Matteo looked at his older sibling, more than a little annoyed at the latter’s presumption. “I don’t need pointers. And even if I did, it wouldn’t be from you.”

				“Touchy, touchy,” Cisco observed with a pitying shake of his head. “You might not be aware of it, little brother, but you definitely are in need of something.” He dug into the chicken enchiladas before him. “I just beat you to the punch with Rachel—and the worst part of it is, you let me.”

				“Beat me to the punch,” Matteo repeated incredulously. “Is that what all this is to you? A game? Just a game?”

				Cisco refused to get embroiled in an argument, especially one that didn’t look as if it could have a clear winner—at least not verbally. He took another bite before saying anything in reply.

				“What it is, is invigorating,” Cisco told him. “And I intend to have a really good time with the fair Rachel.”

				Matteo’s scowl grew deeper. “If you know what’s good for you, you’d better treat her like a lady,” he warned Cisco.

				“Or what?” Cisco asked, curious as to just where this conversation was going. “You’ll beat me up?” Orlando felt that he had sat by in silence long enough. The last thing he wanted was to see this escalate beyond a few hot words traded. Even that was too much.

				“Stop it, you two. You are brothers. Remember that,” Orlando ordered. “And Cisco, you had better behave like a gentleman with this girl. I will not stand for anything less,” he warned his older son.

				Cisco didn’t want to provoke his father, but the whole thing had made him curious. His father must have sown a few wild oats in his day. There was still a hint of a wicked twinkle left in his eye.

				“Don’t you remember being young once, Dad?” Cisco asked him.

				Orlando made no effort to deny it. “Yes, I do, which is exactly why I am saying this to you now.” And then he turned his attention to Matteo. “And you, you have no business telling your brother what to do after you neglected to act according to your own feelings.”

				Matteo just looked at him, mystified.

				“She was waiting for you to say something,” he told Matteo. “And you let her slip through your fingers.”

				Matteo had no idea she was anywhere near his fingers to begin with. He had just been working up his courage to engage her in a conversation when Cisco all but pounced on the hostess.

				“If you ask me, the better man won,” Cisco commented to his father with just a hint of a smirk directed at Matteo.

				To be honest—and he was, in the depths of his own heart—he had only asked the hostess out because he saw that Matteo was exhibiting interest in her. Beating him to the punch was, he thought, a good way to light a fire under his brother and get him moving so that the next time, Matteo would be the one who was first to ask her out.

				“No one asked you,” Matteo snapped.

				Orlando looked from one son to the other and wearily shook his head. “You know, perhaps I was too hasty to try to convince you boys to move out here to live. The peace and quiet I had for all those months made me forget how you two were always going at one another when you were growing up. Apparently you haven’t outgrown that trait.”

				Cisco laughed. “I see right through you, Dad. You can talk and complain all you want, but admit it. You missed having us around, competition and all—not that it was ever much of a competition once I decided to throw my hat into the ring.” He gave Matteo a smug, superior look that he knew would bother the younger man.

				“You’re delusional,” Matteo told him.

				“And you have no memory of things at all. Otherwise, you’d know I was right. If I set my sights on something or someone, the game is already over because, for all intents and purposes, I have won it. All that remains is to collect my winnings,” Cisco concluded. He secretly watched Matteo from beneath hooded eyes to see if his words had succeeded in pushing his brother into action. In his opinion, there were times when his little brother was too laid-back. Goading him this way was for his own good. And if not, well, it was Matteo’s loss, right?

				“Enough,” Orlando warned. “I invited you two here to have a nice family meal—so eat!” He looked from one son to the other. After a beat, both complied with his command.

				Orlando found the silence gratifying and refreshing. At least now he could hear himself think.

				And what he was thinking about was how nice the silence was.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Rachel closed the door to her apartment behind her and walked into the kitchen. A minute later, she did a U-turn and crossed back to the door. Not to open it again in hopes of catching the man who had just dropped her off because she’d had second thoughts about not asking him in for a drink, but to flip the top lock into place to ensure her safety. The original lock that came with the door was rather flimsy at best.

				Five years and security was still an afterthought for her, Rachel thought with a shake of her head.

				That was because five years ago, she was living with her seven siblings in a palatial home in Austin. The servants who took care of the house were the ones who made sure doors were locked and everything was always secured. The entire house and grounds were wired with a state-of-the-art security system.

				It had been a whole other world then. As one of Gerald Robinson’s daughters, her every need had been anticipated and met. Had she wanted merely to float through life, doing nothing more strenuous than enjoying herself and contributing nothing to the world around her, that option had been there for her to take.

				But she had always been the stubborn one who wanted to make her own way, earn her own money, be her own person. And never more than now—for herself as well as to atone for her father’s indiscretions.

				Maybe, Rachel mused as she stepped out of her high heels on the way to her tiny bedroom and more comfortable clothes, that earlier way of life had jaded her somewhat, spoiling her for the actual realities of life.

				What other reason could there be for her feeling like this after the evening she had just had?

				Cisco Mendoza had been as good as his word, waiting for her outside the Cantina when she’d walked out at a few minutes after eight o’clock tonight.

				Any other woman would have felt like Cinderella, being whisked off not in a coach that had formerly been a pumpkin but in a shiny, fully loaded black luxury SUV. When she’d asked him where they were going, he’d given her a sexy wink and said in an equally sexy voice that it was a surprise.

				She had to admit to herself that that had made her a little nervous. Growing up in Austin as the child of a very rich man, her mother and the family housekeeper had made her and her siblings acutely aware of being on their guard against possible kidnappers. Having money did not come without a certain downside.

				She was fairly certain that Cisco Mendoza didn’t know about her real background—although she couldn’t be 100 percent sure—but then again, there were other reasons for women to go missing.

				Cisco must have noticed her tension, because several minutes into their road trip, he laughed and told her where they were going. He was taking her to Vicker’s Corners, a town that was roughly twenty miles away and had once been as quaint as Horseback Hollow. But the citizens of Vicker’s Corners had chosen to embrace progress, and the town was now well on its way to becoming far more urban than rural.

				“I’m taking you to The Garden,” he’d added. And then, just in case she wasn’t aware what that was—she was, but she pretended she wasn’t because he seemed to delight in surprising her—he went on to tell her, “It’s a trendy little bistro. I thought you might like to have a little change of pace. It’s different from The Hollows Cantina,” he promised.

				She knew he meant it was more romantic than the upscale restaurant where she worked. Apparently Cisco Mendoza was pulling out all the stops.

				She wished her heart was in it—but it wasn’t, no matter how hard she tried.

				She’d told him that she appreciated his thoughtfulness, then felt the need to point one little fact out, careful to keep it generalized so that he didn’t know she was well-informed about the restaurant in question.

				“If it’s so trendy, wouldn’t getting a reservation on the spur of the moment be really difficult? They’re probably booked way in advance.” She made it sound as if she was guessing, but the truth was that she knew for a fact The Garden was booked solid.

				Cisco’s grin had gotten wider at that point—and, if possible, sexier.

				Another wink only intensified that impression, especially when he said, “Leave that part to me. I’ve got a few strings I can pull. That should be able to get us in.”

				She was surprised that he was being secretive about that connection of his. She knew better than to pry and try to find out anything beyond what was being volunteered. She was just rather stunned that Cisco wasn’t trying to impress her with his mysterious connection.

				But that wasn’t the real problem as she saw it. The bistro had indeed turned out to be trendy as well as really captivating. It had stained-glass windows, copper ceiling tiles and a vintage art-nouveau crystal chandelier in the entryway.

				Moreover, the food was perfect, the conversation was interesting and Cisco was charming, funny and a complete gentleman from start to finish. The date didn’t end abruptly or last too long. In the words of Goldilocks, Rachel thought, changing into a pair of jeans and a baggy sweatshirt, it was “just right.”

				So why had she left Cisco at the door, hotfooting it inside and not inviting him in, not making herself available to be kissed good-night?

				As she went in, Cisco had acted as if there was nothing out of the ordinary going on, but she could tell that she had surprised him—and disappointed the man, as well.

				Rachel walked back out into her living room and flopped down on the sofa. Picking up her remote control, she turned on the TV and automatically began flipping through channels.

				She was searching for something—anything—to distract her.

				Rachel frowned, wondering if there was something wrong with her.

				It had been a perfectly nice date, and she had had a perfectly nice time. Granted, there hadn’t been a magical spark of chemistry blowing her away, but hey, that was lightning in a bottle, right? Finding something like that was exceptionally rare.

				Especially since her mind kept drifting off, envisioning that other Mendoza at her side instead of his equally handsome, equally intelligent older brother.

				Right up to the end, as she waited on their table earlier today, she kept hoping that Matteo would be the one who would ask her out or, barring that, the one who ultimately showed up in Cisco’s place, murmuring vague apologies for his brother and saying something about Cisco being unavoidably detained.

				She had found out fairly early in their time together tonight that Cisco was a real-estate investor. So being detained by an important deal was perfectly plausible.

				But Cisco hadn’t been unavoidably detained, and Matteo hadn’t come to take his brother’s place. Cisco had been the one waiting for her, the one who followed her home so that she could leave her car there and then ride in his as they went out.

				On paper, the man was perfect—and very easy on the eyes, as well. But she heard no bells ringing and no banjos playing when they were alone together. And she really didn’t want to settle for anything less than bells and banjos. More than anything else, she wanted a magical relationship—or nothing at all.

				It was just as well that it had been Cisco tonight and not Matteo, she told herself, still flipping channels and looking for something numbing and mindless to help her unwind. Cisco had told her that his younger brother was a pilot “like our father.” She felt that flying was somewhat risky, and flying for a living just increased that risk.

				The last thing she needed was to lose her heart to someone who had a dangerous occupation and might not be there in a week or a month.

				This way, there were no unnecessary complications for her to deal with. Just a nice date. End of story, she told herself.

				“Face it, Rach. This is not the time for you to get involved with anyone.” First, she had to get her life in gear and on track—find out where she was going with this Foundation internship she’d taken on. Once that was settled, then she could think about getting romantically involved with someone and falling in love, she thought, giving herself a mental pep talk since she had no one to turn to for any sort of support. “Don’t go putting the cart before the horse. Remember, you’ve got a plan and order is everything.”

				It made for a good argument, she thought, watching channels as they whizzed by.

				But deep down in her soul, she wasn’t completely convinced.

				* * *

				Just as she had anticipated, Rachel didn’t sleep all that well following her date. Every time she managed to doze off, her brain would conjure up fragments of dreams.

				For the most part, they had to do with her evening out. But oddly enough, instead of the charismatic and confident Cisco, she saw Matteo at her side.

				The dreams seemed so vivid that she felt they were actually happening—until she would wake up and find herself in her bed.

				Sweating profusely—and very much alone.

				After she’d gone through three such cycles, Rachel gave up all attempts at getting any sort of decent rest.

				Besides, she reasoned, it was actually already too late for that. Her alarm was set to go off at seven-thirty. That was in less than another hour. She was going to work at the Fortune Foundation this morning, and she wanted to get there early, before her workday actually started. She wanted to absorb everything she could about the company.

				Rachel already knew that the Foundation had been founded in the memory of Fortune patriarch Ryan Fortune, a man who had been a firm believer in paying it forward. He had lived his life that way, personally doing just that at every opportunity.

				She’d learned that from the people who had been chosen to run the Horseback Hollow branch of the Fortune Foundation: Christopher Fortune Jones and his new wife, Kinsley.

				The couple were returning from their honeymoon today, and Rachel wanted to be right there when they came in—not just to welcome them back, but to be able to listen to everything Christopher had to say.

				She sympathized with Christopher and the way he had initially felt about the Fortunes when he had discovered that he and his siblings were actually directly related to the wealthy family. He had learned about this unexpected connection not all that long ago, and it had turned his entire life upside down until he finally made peace with the information.

				That had taken a bit of doing on his part, as had adjusting to the fact that his mother, Jeanne Marie, was actually one third of a set of triplets. She and her sister had been given up for adoption. Her brother, James Michael, had grown up not knowing a thing about his two sisters, with only the vaguest memory that they existed.

				It was through his relentless efforts to find them that his two sisters were told of their true identities. Both women took it a lot better than their families did at first.

				Amazing how being part of that family created such drama for some people, Rachel couldn’t help thinking.

				The next moment, she pushed the thought aside.

				She couldn’t just sit around, contemplating life’s little tricks and secrets. She had a job waiting for her. A job that wouldn’t be waiting long if she started coming in late—or calling in sick.

				Now, where had that last thought come from? Rachel upbraided herself. It certainly hadn’t been on her mind a moment ago.

				This was what happened when she broke with her routine, she chided herself. Last night had been an aberration from her normal course of operations, and now she was paying the price by feeling just a little bit better than death warmed over.

				Or maybe just as bad.

				Knowing she needed a boost, Rachel stopped in the kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee. Her coffeemaker was ready for her, as she’d set the timer to brew at the ungodly hour of four-thirty in the morning.

				Closing her eyes as she took her first sips, Rachel gave herself a moment to allow the jet-black hot liquid to go slowly coursing through her veins, bringing everything in its path to attention.

				How did people live before coffee was invented? she idly wondered.

				“Better,” she pronounced after a few more moments had gone by. She felt almost human now.

				Fortified, Rachel set the cup down on the counter and hurried off to take a quick shower.

				It was only belatedly, several moments later, that she realized a face had flashed through her mind’s eye when she’d closed her eyes to savor her coffee.

				The face belonged to Matteo Mendoza.

				This time she didn’t bother trying to deny it or to talk herself out of her obvious attraction to the man. Instead, she just found herself wondering if she was going to see Matteo again.

				And if so, when.

				* * *

				Rachel made it to the Fortune Foundation office at ten to nine, approximately fifteen minutes before the newlyweds arrived.

				Their attempt to slip in quietly was quickly thwarted. Several of the other people who worked in the office saw them the moment they walked in and greeted them with hearty words of welcome.

				Rachel added her voice to theirs, genuinely delighted to see the happy couple.

				“Welcome back, you two,” Rachel cried, speaking up to be heard above the rest. “We missed you.”

				Christopher laughed as he looked in her direction and replied, “No offense, but we didn’t miss you.”

				Chris looked back at his wife, and Rachel knew exactly what he’d meant with his last remark. That Kinsley filled up his whole world and there was no space left over for anyone else, so no one else could possibly be missed.

				Rachel felt envy pricking her. The love Christopher and Kinsley had for one another was almost visible.

				She caught herself wondering if she was ever going to find someone who loved her like that—someone whom she could love like that, she silently added.

				If the way she’d felt yesterday evening after her date was any indication, the answer to that was a depressing but resounding no.

				Pushing that daunting thought aside—and knowing that the couple undoubtedly was on cloud nine and not quite ready to descend and start working just yet—Rachel came over to them.

				“So, how did the big family reunion go?” Rachel asked him. When Christopher looked at her, clearly puzzled, she clarified her question. “At the wedding. That was the first time you actually met some of the other members of the Fortune family—your family,” she corrected herself. “Right?”

				Christopher nodded, the look on his face telling her that he was partially reliving the scene in his mind. “Right.”

				“And?” Rachel prompted him eagerly.

				“And,” Christopher continued after taking in a deep breath, “it was kind of rocky at first. I wasn’t sure how they’d all react to all of us, or to me,” he said glibly. He spared no words criticizing his own behavior. “I mean, I hadn’t exactly welcomed the news with open arms initially myself. To tell you the truth, I was pretty surprised that they even showed up at the wedding.”

				“But your mother invited them,” Rachel pointed out.

				“That made no difference.” And then he smiled. The smile was equal parts humor and relief. “But just as when I first met most of them in Red Rock last year, they turned out to be a lot more understanding than I expected. I can truthfully say that they are a very nice bunch of people as a group and individually,” he added. “To be honest, if I had to pick my own family, I couldn’t have done a better job than picking the Fortunes. They’re charitable and decent, and they don’t behave as if they feel they’re privileged or something particularly special.”

				Christopher abruptly stopped talking. “You’ve got a strange look on your face, Rachel. Is there something on your mind you’d like to talk about?”

				Yes, there is. But you didn’t come back to work to be burdened by my problems.

				“No,” she said out loud. “I was just curious.”

				But maybe now wasn’t the time to satisfy her curiosity. After all, there was the matter of that little gold band on his left hand. That undoubtedly would take him a bit of time to get used to, too—even after the honeymoon.

				For now, Rachel decided, she was just going to keep a low profile and do her job—or jobs, she corrected herself, since, just for a moment, she had forgotten about her job at the Cantina.

				The second she thought of the Cantina, an image of Matteo flashed through her mind. Something else she couldn’t think about right now, she silently chided.

				With effort, she focused on what she had to do right this moment, at the Foundation—but it wasn’t easy. Thoughts of Matteo continued to tease her brain.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				It took a few more minutes before things settled back down and the office returned to its former rhythm, with everyone focusing on preparing for next month.

				Rachel hardly had a chance to sit at her desk again when there was a slight commotion at the outer door. Since the Foundation wasn’t scheduled to open until April 1, they were still closed to the general public.

				As far as she knew, everyone who was supposed to be here was here.

				So who were these two people, a man and a woman, walking into the second-floor office?

				Looking at them more closely, Rachel was struck that although the woman was a blue-eyed blonde and the man had dark hair and dark eyes, both bore a striking resemblance to Christopher. Were they part of his family? she wondered.

				The way he greeted the duo the next minute answered her question for her.

				“Hey, look what the cat dragged in.” Christopher laughed, crossing the room to them with his wife.

				“I told you we were ready to come do whatever it is that you’re doing here,” the man reminded him, looking around the room as if to get properly oriented.

				Christopher had an inch on the other man, and his dirty-blond hair was more like the woman’s. He looked genuinely pleased to see both of them.

				“You’re not fooling me,” Christopher told the man. “You just think you can hide out here, away from our crazy matchmaking relatives. I can tell you now, it won’t do either one of you any good. They’ll find you.”

				Having said that, Christopher glanced around at the other people in the office, all of whom were looking at the two latest arrivals, clearly wondering who they were. Their curiosity was short-lived, thanks to Christopher.

				“Hey, everybody, I’d like you all to meet my big brother, Galen, and my little sister, Delaney. Study them carefully. They’re the last of their kind,” he declared with no small amount of amusement.

				Delaney frowned. “You make us sound like we’re about to go extinct.”

				“Well, aren’t you?” Christopher asked with a straight face. “Hey, don’t blame me,” he pretended to protest. “You two started it by calling yourself ‘the last remaining singles.’”

				“Well, what would you call us?” Delaney wanted to know. “Now that you and our other three siblings have gone to the other side and joined the ranks of the happily married, everybody thinks Galen and I should follow suit and hurry up and get married—like, yesterday.” She tossed her head, sending her blond hair flying over her shoulder in one swift, graceful movement.

				“Neither one of us is in any hurry to tie the knot—certainly not just to please the rest of the family,” she informed Christopher—not for the first time. “I, for one, intend to enjoy my freedom for as long as I possibly can. I like being my own boss and coming and going as I please.”

				He’d been of a like mind once, Christopher thought. But that was before he’d fallen in love with the most beautiful woman in the world.

				“You make marriage sound like a prison sentence,” Christopher told her.

				Delaney looked across the room and saw her new sister-in-law talking to one of the workers. “No offense to your lovely wife, but...” Delaney deliberately allowed her voice to trail off.

				“How about you?” she asked, moving closer to Rachel. “Don’t you agree that it’s really great to be single?”

				There were times, especially when she saw how happy some couples were, that Rachel longed to be in a committed relationship. Before they had locked horns, vying for the same position—the one that she now currently held—she and Shannon Singleton had been friends. Shannon had been the very first friend she’d made in Horseback Hollow. Now her friend was engaged to one of the British Fortune relations, Oliver Fortune Hayes.

				Another thing she couldn’t help thinking was that she missed having a friend, missed the intimate camaraderie of having someone to share secrets with, or just to talk to for hours on end about nothing in particular.

				Oh, she was friendly when their paths crossed, but that was rare these days. Shannon was much too busy with her new relationship and her new life. For the most part, it didn’t bother her too much. But there were times, when she was home, that she would have given anything to have a real friend to talk to.

				Someone like Christopher’s baby sister, she thought suddenly.

				There was something about the young woman that made Rachel take an instant liking to her the moment Delaney had opened her mouth.

				There weren’t many people she felt an immediate and strong connection to, Rachel realized, but Delaney was someone who could definitely qualify if she was interested in reciprocating the feeling.

				“Being single has its moments,” Rachel finally said in response to Delaney’s question.

				“Not exactly a ringing endorsement,” Delaney allowed philosophically, “but I’ll take it.” The younger woman gave her a wide, infectious grin. “You obviously know my name—Chris’s voice is kind of hard to block out—but I don’t know yours,” she told Rachel as she raised one expressive eyebrow, waiting.

				“Rachel,” Rachel answered. Belatedly, she put out her hand. “Rachel Robinson.”

				“Well, Rachel Robinson, I’m very pleased to meet you,” Delaney said, warmly shaking her hand. “Maybe you can give me a clearer idea of what it is that we do here, other than look noble while we’re doing it,” she added with a somewhat bemused smile.

				“What we’re doing is getting ready. We’re not open yet,” Christopher informed his sister, cutting in before Rachel had a chance to make any sort of a reply. “Our official opening is set for next month. April,” he added for complete clarity. “So right now, we’re just running around, scrambling to get all systems up and running.”

				Delaney nodded, as if something had just clicked into place in her head. “Is that why you said you didn’t care how casual I dressed and that jeans and boots would even be a good idea?”

				“Did it take you that long to figure out?” Galen asked with a laugh. “I knew Chris was after cheap labor right from the get-go.”

				“What do you mean, ‘cheap’?” Christopher asked. “The word is free. At least for now,” he added before either one of his siblings could comment or pretend to protest. Turning toward Galen, Christopher deadpanned, “You still have that strong back?”

				Rather than instantly answer in the affirmative, Galen’s response was a guarded one. “That all depends on what you want done.”

				Fair enough, Christopher thought. “I’ve got some desks that are going to need moving.”

				Galen shook his head. “Then the answer is no. I threw my back out herding cattle,” he told his brother.

				Christopher’s eyes narrowed as he studied Galen’s face. He could always tell if his brother was bluffing. “You did not.”

				For a moment, the expression on Galen’s face made the immediate future unclear. And then the oldest of the Fortune Jones clan shrugged, surrendering. “It was worth a shot.”

				Before they discovered that they were all directly related to the Fortune family thanks to their mother, they had been the Jones family, ranchers who made a living but could never boast that they thought of themselves as being even remotely well-off. Their lives consisted of hard work. Unexpectedly finding out that they were Fortunes with the kind of inheritance that befit someone from that family changed nothing, other than the fact that they now knew they would never be in a hand-to-mouth situation again.

				The discovery certainly didn’t alter their work ethic, didn’t suddenly change them into a family of squanderers. But now, instead of working to keep body and soul together, they worked because ranching was what they enjoyed.

				Galen pretended to sigh and acted put-upon. “So when do you want me to get started breaking my back?”

				Christopher was about to answer when there was another commotion at the office door. His attention was instantly focused there.

				“Could be the furniture arriving now,” he told Galen cheerfully.

				He was just yanking his older brother’s chain. Christopher had no intentions of relying exclusively on his brother to shift around and arrange the furniture. It would be arriving with a crew of moving men in attendance. He just enjoyed giving Galen a hard time while he still could.

				But when the doors into the office opened, it wasn’t to admit a team of movers bringing the rest of the furniture for this office—or any of the other Foundation offices in the newly constructed two-story building.

				Instead of moving men, Orlando and Matteo Mendoza came walking in.

				Rachel felt her heart reacting the second she looked up and saw Matteo. It took her almost a full minute for her to regain her composure.

				What was he doing here?

				By the look on Delaney’s face, she’d noted the sudden change in Rachel. But mercifully, she made no comment, which only further cemented the budding friendship in Rachel’s mind. To her, friends knew things about friends without asking outright.

				Almost automatically, Rachel rose to her feet and found herself slowly moving closer to the front door and the two men who had entered.

				If she was surprised to see Matteo, he looked twice as surprised to see her.

				Perhaps, Rachel thought, he looked a little too surprised.

				Had he somehow known she’d be here today?

				She tried to remember if she had said anything to Cisco last night about having to work here at the Foundation’s office today.

				But even if she had, the little voice in her head that came equipped with a large dose of common sense maintained, why would Cisco have shared that information with his younger brother? From the interaction she had witnessed yesterday, the two had an ongoing rivalry, competing with one another over just about everything.

				But if that was the case, then what was Matteo doing here?

				It didn’t make any sense to her.

				“What can I do for you?” Christopher was asking the two men as he crossed the office to get to them.

				“It’s what we’re here to do for you,” Orlando corrected him. The older man nodded his head toward Matteo. “My stubborn mule of a son and I are here to deliver a shipment of supplies for your office from your Red Rock headquarters.”

				Not willing to be mischaracterized, Matteo chimed in, “My more stubborn father suffered a bad injury last year and really should still be taking it easy instead of making these cargo flights,” Matteo explained. “I came along in order to ensure that he wasn’t taking on too much too soon. I’m also a pilot,” he added, wanting Rachel to know that he wasn’t just ineptly tagging along after his father but had a true purpose as well as a true vocation.

				Orlando snorted like a parent who was trying patiently to endure the know-it-all attitude of his well-meaning children. “This one thinks I’ll have a heart attack and he’ll have to grab the controls and heroically land the plane.” Orlando puffed up his chest ever so slightly and added, “Apparently he doesn’t realize his father is as strong as an ox.”

				“Yeah and just as stubborn as one,” Matteo interjected. He turned toward Christopher. “If you just tell me where you keep your dolly, I’ll load it up and bring the supplies up for you.”

				“I’d appreciate that,” he said to Matteo. Turning toward Rachel, he recruited her help. “Rachel, would you show Orlando where we keep the dolly? Then bring him back to the storeroom when he’s ready so he can stack the supplies there.” He glanced at Orlando. He had forgotten just how much he had ordered. “Is it a large shipment?”

				Orlando nodded. “I would say so, yes.”

				The smile on Christopher’s lips was spontaneous as well as wide.

				“It’s all coming together,” he announced, partly to the people in the office, partly to himself.

				While ranching had initially been a way of life for him, running a branch of his newly discovered family’s charitable foundation seemed like a very noble endeavor to him. And the more involved he became, the more committed to the cause he felt.

				“We keep the dolly in the storeroom,” Rachel told Matteo. “Come on, follow me. I’ll show you where it is.”

				Matteo fell into step with her as she walked quickly to the end of the floor and the storeroom.

				“So, you work here, too?” he asked her, sounding somewhat puzzled.

				That Matteo asked the question disappointed her a little. It meant that this meeting really was just an accident rather than something he had deliberately orchestrated.

				What was she thinking, assuming that Matteo had gone through complex machinations just to get a glimpse of her again? Sometimes a chance meeting was a chance meeting and nothing more, she told herself.

				But the fact that it was obviously true in this case stung her a little. The scenario she had put together in her head had been far more romantic.

				Grow up, she chided herself.

				Looking at Matteo, she realized that he was waiting for some sort of an answer.

				“I just started working here,” she replied. “The Foundation doesn’t officially open to the public until next month.”

				Matteo was still trying to piece things together. He knew so little about the woman who had captivated him with no effort whatsoever. He had deliberately been avoiding Cisco this morning because he didn’t want to take a chance on hearing his brother brag about what had gone on last night.

				“So, yesterday was your last day at the Cantina?” he asked.

				That was a shame, he thought. He’d given serious consideration to dropping in there tomorrow, supposedly for lunch but actually just to see her again. Now it looked as if that plan wasn’t destined to make it off the ground.

				Opening the door to the storeroom, Rachel gestured toward the dolly—located right in front—and stepped out of Matteo’s way.

				“No, actually, it wasn’t. My job at the Cantina is really part-time, and I’m keeping both jobs, at least for a while,” she told him. Just saying it made her feel tired. But this wasn’t about getting her beauty rest. It was about her future and getting ahead. “I want to see where this is going before I make any major decisions about my life.”

				Pushing the dolly out of the room, he followed Rachel toward the elevator. “Have you always been this ambitious?” he asked her.

				She had to admit that this was an entirely new direction for her. When she’d moved out here, she hadn’t a clue on how to start rebuilding herself—or even how to earn a living. All she knew was that she wasn’t running toward something—at least, not at first—but from something.

				“No, I wasn’t,” she told him, pressing the down arrow beside the elevator. “You should have seen me five years ago.” She recalled all the empty partying, the meaningless kisses and even more meaningless words that had been exchanged. “I was a slug,” she confessed with a self-deprecating laugh.

				Matteo didn’t believe it for a moment. He considered himself a fair to middling judge of character, and Rachel Robinson was a woman with a purpose. He would lay odds that she always had been.

				“I sincerely doubt that,” he told her, dismissing her words. “But I would have liked to have seen you five years ago,” he admitted.

				Rachel couldn’t think of a reason why he would have wanted to do that. “To compare then and now?” she guessed.

				“No. If I had seen you five years ago, that means I would have known you for five years.” And he would have been able to get her attention before Cisco had a chance to move in on her. “But I guess since you live here and I grew up in Miami, that wouldn’t have exactly been possible,” he concluded.

				“No,” she agreed, “it wouldn’t have.” But that didn’t mean that she wouldn’t have wanted it to be possible, she added silently.

				As Matteo stepped into the elevator, pushing the dolly before him, he was surprised to see Rachel get on with him. He’d just assumed that she would wait for him to return to the storeroom with the supplies. “You’re coming with me?”

				“If you don’t mind.”

				His smile was very wide as he told her, “No, I don’t mind. I don’t mind at all.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				“What happened?” Rachel asked Matteo as they stepped out of the elevator with the dolly on the ground floor.

				Since the question seemed to come out of the blue, Matteo looked at her, puzzled. He wasn’t sure what Rachel was asking him. In all honesty, he might have been so captivated by her proximity that he’d completely zoned out for a moment, thereby missing a possibly vital part of the conversation.

				He would have attempted to bluff his way out of it, but that could have been successful only if he’d had an iota of a clue what she was referring to. And he really didn’t.

				When in doubt, his father had taught all of them, honesty was the best policy.

				“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean,” he told Rachel, feeling more than a little awkward about the admission and hoping that she didn’t think he was a complete idiot.

				She flashed a smile that corkscrewed its way directly into his gut, tightening it.

				“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have a tendency to start questions in my head, leaving vital parts out when I engage my mouth. You told my boss that you came along with your father because you were afraid he hadn’t sufficiently recovered from his injury. I was just curious about what kind of an injury it was.”

				Before I engage my mouth. The words she’d used echoed in his brain as he looked at that very same mouth now. He would have liked to engage that mouth in his own way, he couldn’t help thinking.

				With effort, he made himself focus on the question she had asked and not on the woman herself.

				“It’s a long story,” he told her as they got off the elevator and headed past the reception area, toward the front doors. “The short version is that his plane malfunctioned and he crashed. The doctors thought his recovery was amazing. I just didn’t want him to overdo things. He doesn’t like owning up to a weakness, especially a physical one. But he is human, so things can happen that are beyond his control.”

				They approached a silver midsize van parked several feet from the building’s entrance.

				“I’m stunned that your father actually got into a plane and flew again after that,” Rachel said.

				Matteo smiled to himself. She caught herself thinking that he had a really gorgeous smile. It was the kind that lit up the immediate area around him—and her.

				“My father is probably the most bullheaded man who ever walked the earth,” Matteo told her. “He does not like backing away from any sort of a challenge—and he’s been a pilot for most of his life. Flying is second nature to him, like breathing.”

				Rachel nodded intently, as if absorbing every word. “I see. Well, good for him,” she declared with feeling. “Sometimes being stubborn like that is all we have to see us through.”

				Matteo wondered if she was talking about herself rather than his father. Something in her voice made him think she at least related to the experience.

				Rachel paused on the sidewalk while he unlocked the back of his father’s van.

				Climbing inside, he moved the supplies his father had flown in, dragging them closer to the bumper. Then he jumped down again. Box by box, he loaded a third of the supplies onto the dolly. A third was all that it would hold at one time.

				“Okay, let’s go,” he told her.

				Rachel looked at the back of the van as he pushed the doors closed. “What about the rest of it?” she wanted to know.

				Positioning himself behind it, he began to push the loaded dolly toward the front entrance. “I’m going to have to come back. There’s no way I can get the supplies into the storeroom all in one trip.”

				“Oh,” she murmured. Rachel saw it as an opportunity to spend a little more time with Matteo than she’d initially anticipated. Not that he actually needed her help, but since Christopher hadn’t specifically told her to show Matteo the storeroom and then come right back, she gave herself a little leeway in the matter. After all, Matteo might have a question for her regarding the supplies.

				Orlando, still talking with Christopher, glanced in their direction as they got off the elevator and made their way toward the storeroom.

				“If you have an extra dolly,” Orlando said, speaking up and addressing the words to Christopher, “we can get the supplies up here twice as fast.”

				But Christopher shook his head. “Sorry, we’ve got only the one. But there’s no reason to hurry,” he assured Orlando. “I figure once we’re open, things are really going to start hopping. Until then, we can take life at a bit of a slower pace.”

				Orlando nodded, as if in agreement, but he didn’t fool his son. Matteo knew his father was just going along with what Christopher Fortune Jones had said to come across as agreeable. In reality, his father didn’t know how to take life at a slower pace.

				That wasn’t his father’s style. The man had worked from the time he had been a nine-year-old boy, growing up on the streets of Juarez in Mexico, looking for a way to help support his family. When his parents had moved the family to Miami the year he turned ten, things hadn’t changed for Orlando. The locale might have been different, but his work ethic had stayed the same: work as hard and as much as you could today because tomorrow was an uncertainty.

				As they approached the storeroom, Rachel moved slightly ahead of Matteo in order to open the door for him. She quickly ducked inside to give him room to come in with the dolly.

				Following her into the storeroom, Matteo righted the dolly and parked it in order move the supplies off and place them on the shelves, which were only half-stocked at this point.

				He had a feeling that this trip to the Foundation might just be the first of many. Suddenly the future was beginning to show promise. Thoughts of returning to Miami took a backseat for the time being.

				When he finished taking the first load off the dolly, stacking each container on top of others with the same dimensions, he started to leave. Rachel, he noted, was right behind him.

				Was she coming with him? Had he said something to make her feel obligated to do that? Matteo felt bad, as if he was putting her out. Guilt began to nibble away at him like a determined chipmunk.

				“You know,” he told her, “you don’t have to come back to the van with me.”

				“Sure I do,” she contradicted him innocently. Then, with a smile that seemed to seal itself immediately to the inside of his heart, she added, “If I stay behind, who’s going to press the elevator button for you?”

				He laughed at the absurdity of the question, a little of the tension leaving his shoulders. They no longer felt as if they resembled a landing pad.

				It almost felt intimate, sharing the moment—and a joke—with her.

				“You’re right,” Matteo responded. “What was I thinking?”

				Had she asked him that, he would have had to have answered, I was thinking about you.

				* * *

				By the time they made the third and final round trip to the sidewalk and back, the van had been completely emptied and this particular storeroom—Matteo learned there were others—filled to capacity.

				So much so that there was precious little room in which to maneuver.

				Rachel found that out the hard way.

				Moving back to get out of Matteo’s way, she found that her back was blocked by a huge floor-to-ceiling stack of boxed printer paper. A wall of ink cartridges were right next to the boxes of paper.

				Matteo, unaware that she had nowhere to go, attempted to move past her and wound up brushing up against her.

				The moment of contact did not go unnoticed.

				By either of them.

				He was acutely aware of brushing against the sweetly supple, heart-melting brunette as every part of him—not just the parts that had made actual contact, but all of him—felt as if it was experiencing an electrical surge that seemed to fill every single space in his body.

				Had he looked down instead of directly into her beautiful blue eyes, Matteo was certain that he would have seen sparks flying between their bodies.

				As it was, she took his very breath away so completely he felt he was in danger of asphyxiating right then and there.

				Breathe, idiot, breathe! Matteo silently ordered himself.

				He felt his head spinning around for a moment. This tall, willowy young woman had that sort of an effect on him.

				Kiss me, Matteo, Rachel silently begged as her body came alive, tingling intensely from the fleeting and all-too-real contact between their two bodies. Please kiss me.

				Rachel held her breath, hoping.

				Praying.

				Refusing to budge a fraction of an inch, hoping that would encourage Matteo to make a move.

				Her eyes held his. If mental telepathy was an actual thing rather than a myth, Rachel couldn’t help thinking, Matteo Mendoza would have already swept her into his arms, held on to her tightly and kissed her soundly. If nothing else, the way she was looking at him would have hypnotized him into making that first move. She could definitely take it from there.

				What was wrong with him? Matteo silently upbraided himself.

				If he were more like Cisco, this would already have been a done deal. He would have pulled this woman whose mere glance set him on fire into his arms like some soap-opera hero, said a few well-articulated words that would have swept her off her feet and then kissed her the way she had never been kissed before.

				Matteo continued to berate himself. If he were more like Cisco, he wouldn’t be thinking about it. He would be acting on it. It would have already been done.

				Or perhaps even be ongoing.

				So what was to stop him from doing just that? From acting instead of just thinking? Matteo silently demanded of himself.

				Come on, Matteo, do it. Go with your instincts and kiss her already.

				Making up his mind, Matteo squared his shoulders and then he began to lean into her.

				The very air stood still around her.

				It’s going to happen. He’s going to kiss me. Finally! The thought telegraphed itself through her brain as the rest of her grew excited in anticipation.

				Every nerve in her body felt like applauding and cheering wildly. She was afraid to move or even breathe.

				His mouth was almost on hers, his breath tantalizing her as she felt it on her face.

				Do it, Matteo. Do it, Rachel prayed.

				Contact seemed totally inevitable.

				And then it wasn’t.

				“So there you are. I was beginning to think you and that dolly had disappeared.”

				Orlando’s voice seemed to almost boom as it rang out through the storeroom. The elder Mendoza was right there, standing in the entrance, larger-than-life and twice as loud.

				“How long does it take you to unload a simple shipment?” Orlando wanted to know before he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, taking in the scenario and what he belatedly realized were the intense vibrations throbbing all around him.

				So near and yet so far, Rachel thought, deeply disappointed and struggling not to show it to either of the men within the crammed room.

				Matteo’s spirits came crashing down, almost oppressing him. “Just finishing up with the last of it, Dad,” he responded, doing his best not to snap at his father.

				Damn it, Dad, talk about having awful timing, Matteo thought. He caught himself at the last minute, keeping the words from escaping his mouth.

				His insides felt as if they were all revved up and humming with absolutely no release in sight.

				Matteo thought of following Rachel back to her cubicle to explore further the intense magnetism he felt palpitating between them. If it was any stronger, he was convinced it would have been a visible, solid entity.

				His sense of disappointment in the way things had turned out was beyond measure.

				She had to admit that she was very surprised a plume of smoke wasn’t trailing in her wake. The way Matteo looked at her—never mind that their bodies had brushed against one another—he’d certainly made her feel as if she was not just hot, but that an out-of-control five-alarm fire was raging within her.

				And that Matteo was the additional fuel.

				Glancing in the glass door as she approached her office, she saw Matteo’s reflection. He was following her. And judging by his expression, he was rather determined to have his way.

				Oh, please, let it be what I think it might be.

				She sent up a silent prayer to the saint of hopeless cases, St. Jude, bartering then and there and promising to send a sizable donation to a charity that bore his name if only her dream scenario became a reality.

				It didn’t even have to be a long kiss, she bargained. It was possible to contain and lock passion into a small container. Doing so didn’t diminish its strength by any means.

				She was debating just thrusting herself in Matteo’s path so that he had no choice but to grab her to move her out of the way. She wanted to give him an excuse to make contact again. If they remained alone, who knew where this might go?

				But before anything promising could happen, her cell phone rang.

				The sound, usually a pleasant one to her, was simply jarring this time around, causing her more than a degree of discomfort.

				Her intuition told her that the ringing wasn’t about to go away. Rachel had a feeling that whoever was on the other end of the call would just keep calling until they got her on the phone, rather than leaving a message on her voice mail. Served her right for turning her phone on. She should have left it off.

				“Hello, this is Rachel.” The words came to her tongue automatically. She didn’t even stop to think about them before speaking.

				And then she stiffened as she recognized the voice on the other end. Of all the phone calls for her to get while standing less than three feet away from the object of her budding affection, this was the last one she would have expected—or wanted.

				“So your cell phone does work,” the male voice said, amused. “You are a very hard lady to reach.” The chuckle was deep and throaty, fading into the atmosphere before the man continued. “This is Cisco Mendoza.”

				“Yes, I realize that,” Rachel acknowledged, her voice still sounding a bit stiff.

				Matteo caught her intonation and instantly looked at her in utter amazement. A gut feeling told him that she was taking a call from Cisco. The same gut feeling that had urged him to kiss her. That he’d failed to follow the first instinct would be something he feared he was going to regret for the rest of his life. At least.

				Speaking again, Cisco’s voice carried, despite the fact that she had the cell closer to her and it wasn’t on Speaker.

				“I had a really great time with you last night,” Cisco was saying to her. “I was wondering if you’d like to do it again.”

				“Do it again?” she echoed. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Matteo suddenly look her way. Her last words had obviously caught his attention.

				Listening.

				“Yes. I was hoping that you would be able to go out with me again tonight,” Cisco told her. “See if we can recapture that feeling we had last night.”

				“Um, I’m not sure that I can make it,” Rachel said, uncharacteristically stumbling over her own tongue.

				She was not usually this socially awkward. After all, Cisco was a perfectly nice person who had been a complete gentleman last night. But he didn’t make her toes curl or her blood rush. She didn’t want to encourage Cisco since there had been no sparks, especially not the kind that she had just felt with Matteo.

				But she didn’t like being cruel, either. There had to be a painless way to ease out of this situation without hurting the man’s ego.

				Watching Rachel, Matteo saw the distressed, uncomfortable look on her face. Filling in the blanks and going on what little information he had picked up about her, he realized that Rachel was trying to find a way out of starting a relationship with Cisco without bruising his brother’s feelings.

				Another reason to really like the woman, he thought.

				His brother, Matteo knew, had a skin as thick as a rhino. He doubted there was anything anyone could say to Cisco that would even mildly upset him.

				And if, perchance, he was wrong, and getting turned down by Rachel would crush his brother’s cavalier spirit, well, those were just the hazards of love and war. These things happened.

				He surprised her by putting his hand over hers on the cell. When she looked at him quizzically, he mouthed, May I?

				Unable to think of a reason why she wouldn’t want him to talk to his brother, she nodded and released the cell phone to him. Matteo smiled at her before addressing the person he assumed was on the other end.

				“Cisco?”

				There was a bewildered pause before Cisco finally responded. He sounded a bit confused when he did. “Is that you, Matteo?”

				“Yes, it’s me. Rachel can’t see you tonight because she’s already going out with someone.”

				“Who?” Cisco challenged him, surprised.

				“Me,” Matteo told him.

				Rachel’s mouth dropped open. Had there been a feather available in the immediate area at that very moment, it could have knocked her over.

				Easily.
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