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Uncertainty had plagued Kennedy Blaine since she’d boarded an early-morning flight at the Los Angeles International Airport and landed in Omaha, Nebraska. 

 
Her doubts escalated while she drove to her destination through the abundant grasslands of the Sandhills region of the state. Apprehension washed through Kennedy’s heart with the power of an ocean wave when she eased the rental car to a stop before the driveway framed by a metal arch bearing the words CIRCLE CROSS RANCH. 

 
A warning voice whispered in her head, It’s still not too late to turn back. 

 
Tormented by conflicting emotions, Kennedy forced herself to settle down. What had happened to the confidence, courage, and hardheadedness that her father had often told her was the only inheritance she’d received from her maternal relatives, the Morgans? Considering Kenneth Blaine’s resentment of his wife’s family, it hadn’t been a compliment. Kennedy’s personal annoyance increased when she noticed that her hands were shaking like leaves buffeted by a strong prairie wind. 

 
“Hey, get hold of yourself,” she said aloud, in an attempt to bolster her self-confidence. “The Circle Cross Ranch belongs to you, so why shouldn’t you visit the place you’ve wanted to see all your life?” 

 
This personal scolding calmed Kennedy to the extent that she released the brake and turned left onto the graveled driveway. Most of the trees still weren’t in full leaf, but Valentine was apparently too far north to expect summer foliage by the first of May. She immediately crossed a cattle guard of folded parallel ridges and troughs, with the car shaking as if she’d driven across a corrugated roof. Hereford cattle grazed in wide, luxuriant pastures, and many of them turned to watch her as she drove slowly up the lane, eagerly looking for her birthplace, Riverside, which had been built by a Blaine ancestor more than a century ago. After a few miles she entered a large open area surrounded by barns, machinery sheds, several other metal and wooden buildings, and a one-story frame residence. The whole area was bordered on the north and west by thickets of evergreens. 

 
With a sweeping glance, she noted the absence of the large white house she’d expected to see. Still, the ranch had a homey atmosphere. Several horses grazed in a corral. A few cows stopped chewing their cuds to look her way. Chickens industriously scratched the ground behind a woven wire fence. 

 
Wondering if she was at the wrong place, Kennedy stopped the car not far from the dwelling. A man and a black-and-white dog came around the side of the house, and Kennedy stared in disbelief. Fleetingly, her misgivings changed to amazement. 

 
Marshal Matt Dillon in the flesh, she thought humorously. During her teens, Kennedy had watched Western reruns by the dozens, having a big crush on the handsome hero as he engaged in gunfights, righted wrongs, and rescued women in distress. And here he was strolling toward her, tall and straight as a sequoia tree. 

 
The cowboy walked gracefully with an air of self-confidence, exactly like her television heartthrob, James Arness, who had fascinated Kennedy each time he appeared on the screen. Scanning him from head to toe, she took in every aspect of his appearance. A wide-brimmed hat was pushed back on his forehead, revealing brown hair that curled around his ears. A leather vest and plaid shirt covered his massive shoulders. His slender thighs and long, sturdy legs were encased in denim. And his well-worn brown leather boots had pointed toes and high heels, just like the ones her favorite TV cowboy had worn. 

 
Kennedy stepped out of the car and waited for him. She considered herself to be above average in height for a woman, but this pseudo–movie star towered over her by at least a foot. 

 
The dog barked, and a low growl rumbled in its throat. 

 
“Quiet, Wilson,” the man demanded in a deep voice. The dog stilled, but he took a rigid stance and bared his teeth at Kennedy. 

 
The man’s dark eyes appraised Kennedy skeptically. “What can we do for you, ma’am? Are you lost?” Up to this point, Kennedy hadn’t decided whether or not to reveal her true identity, but she spoke impulsively, “I’m Kennedy Blaine. I own this ranch.” The man’s expression changed from disbelief to amusement to cynicism to anger. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. 

 
“Yeah? Well, I own Rockefeller Center in New York City.” 

 
Kennedy’s temper flared. She longed to slap him, and it took all of her willpower not to stamp her foot. “I tell you, I’m Kennedy Blaine. I inherited this ranch two months ago when my father died.” 

 
“Now, lady,” he said. His condescending tone angered Kennedy even more than his words. “If you are who you say you are, why didn’t Smith Blaine tell me you were coming? I can’t allow every woman who stops by here to take ownership.” Anger sharpened her normally gentle voice. “Let me ask you a few questions. Who are you?” 

 
“Derek Sterling.” 

 
The name was unfamiliar to her. Smith Blaine, her father’s cousin and the Circle Cross’s accountant, handled all the ranch affairs. Kennedy searched her memory for some mention of Derek Sterling from her father. But she was certain she hadn’t heard anything about this man who moved menacingly closer to her. Hands on his hips, his dark eyes blazed down into hers. 

 
Too late, Kennedy wondered if her impulsive decision to visit the ranch unannounced had been wise. Should she have heeded the mental warning that had nagged her all day? She was among strangers, and she hadn’t told anyone, not even her lawyer or her housekeeper, about this surprise visit to the ranch. Though they knew she was going out of town, she’d never given her destination. 

 
Her anger quickly changed to concern, and Kennedy turned toward her car. Although retreating from the battle, she still wanted to have the last word. Over her shoulder she said, “I hadn’t expected a cordial welcome in Valentine, but I certainly didn’t think I’d be chased off my own property by a cowhand and his mongrel dog!” 

 
Derek Sterling had had a bad day. A herd of cattle had broken through the fence and eaten an acre of alfalfa before they’d been discovered. He and the other ranch hands had spent the morning rounding up the cattle and fixing the fence. And the worst blow was when one of his own horses had broken a leg, causing the animal to have to be put down. No matter how hard he worked, he just couldn’t get ahead. Was he destined to always work for someone else rather than to buy a ranch of his own? 

 
It was the last straw when this young woman barged in unannounced. He rather admired her fighting spirit, and he smothered a smile when she called his registered Australian Cattle Dog a mongrel. But it cut pretty deep when she labeled him a cowhand. He was glad she was leaving. If she was Kennedy Blaine, he could deal with her tomorrow. 

