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“I’ve sworn off relationships.”





“What would a man have to do to change your mind?” Jake asked, his voice low.

For a charged moment, their gazes held as he watched awareness blooming to life in those dark and seductive eyes that suddenly looked huge in her slender face.

He watched her throat move and felt a delicate tremor in her fingers.

He might have been able to release her fingers and let his question lie there between them.

But then her gaze shifted to his mouth and something hot and sultry sparked between them and he knew he was doomed.

With a muffled groan, Jake leaned forward and touched his mouth to hers.

He ached to touch her, to caress and explore, but some dark corner of his mind urged caution.

A kiss was one thing, but he knew Maggie wasn’t ready for anything else.
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Chapter One





For a doctor dedicated to healing the human body, he certainly knew how to punish his own. Jake Dalton rotated his shoulders and tried to ignore the aches and pains of the adrenaline crash that always hit him once the thrill of delivering a baby passed.

He had been running at full speed for twenty-two hours straight. As he drove the last few miles toward home at 2:00 a.m., he was grimly aware that he had a very narrow window of about four hours to try to sleep, if he wanted to drive back to the hospital in Idaho Falls to check on his brand-new patient and the newborn baby girl’s mother and make it back here to Pine Gulch before his clinic opened.

The joys of being a rural doctor. He sometimes felt as if he spent more time behind the wheel of his Durango on the forty-minute drive between his hometown and the nearest hospital than he did with patients.

He’d driven this road so many times in the past two years since finishing his internship and opening his own practice, he figured his SUV probably knew the way without him. It didn’t make for very exciting driving. To keep himself awake, he drove with the window cracked and the Red Hot Chili Peppers blaring at full blast.

Cool, moist air washed in as he reached the outskirts of town, and his headlights gleamed off wet asphalt. The rain had stopped sometime before but the air still smelled sweet, fresh, alive with that seductive scent of springtime in the Rockies.

It was his favorite kind of night, a night best suited to sitting by the woodstove with a good book and Miles Davis on the stereo. Or better yet, curled up between silk sheets with a soft, warm woman while the rain hissed and seethed against the window.

Now there was a particular pleasure he’d been too damn long without. He sighed, driving past the half-dozen darkened shops that comprised the town’s bustling downtown.

The crazy life that came from being the only doctor in a thirty-mile radius didn’t leave him much time for a social life. Most of the time he didn’t let it bother him, but sometimes the solitude of his life struck him with depressing force.

No, not solitude. He was around people all day long, from his patients to his nurses to his office staff.

But at the end of the day, he returned alone to the empty three-bedroom log home he’d bought when he’d moved back to Pine Gulch and taken over the family medicine clinic from Doc Whitaker.

On nights like this he wondered what it would be like to have someone to welcome him home, someone sweet and soft and loving. It was a tantalizing thought, a bittersweet one, but he refused to dwell on it for long.

He had no right to complain. How many men had the chance to live their dreams? Being a family physician in his hometown had been his aspiration forever, from those days he’d worked the ranch beside his father and brothers when he was a kid.

Besides, after helping Jenny Cochran through sixteen hours of back labor, even if he had a woman in his life, right now he wouldn’t be good for anything but a PB&J sandwich and the few hours of sleep he could snatch before he would have to climb out of his bed before daybreak and make this drive to Idaho Falls again.

He was only a quarter mile from that elusive warm bed when he spotted emergency flashers from a disabled vehicle lighting up the night ahead. He swore under his breath, tempted for half a second to drive on past.

Even as the completely selfish urge whispered through his brain, he hit the brakes of his Durango and pulled off the road, his tires spitting mud and gravel on the narrow shoulder.

He had to stop. This was Pine Gulch and people just didn’t look the other way when someone was in trouble. Besides, this was a quiet ranch road in a box canyon that dead-ended six miles further on—at the gates of the Cold Creek Land & Cattle Company, his family’s ranch.


The only reason for someone to be on this road was if they’d taken a wrong turn somewhere or they were heading to one of the eight or nine houses and ranchettes between his place at the mouth of the canyon and the Cold Creek.

Since he knew every single person who lived in those houses, he couldn’t drive on past one of his neighbors who might be having trouble.

The little silver Subaru didn’t look familiar. Arizona plates, he noted as he pulled in behind it.

His headlights illuminated why the car was pulled over on the side of the road, at any rate. The rear passenger-side tire was flat as pancake and he could make out someone—a woman, he thought—trying to work a jack in the damp night while holding a flashlight in her mouth.

He bade a fond farewell to the dream he had so briefly entertained of sinking into his warm bed anytime soon. No way could he leave a woman in distress alone on a quiet ranch road.

Anyway, it was only a flat tire. He could have it changed and send the lost tourist on her way in ten, fifteen minutes and be in that elusive bed ten minutes after that.

He climbed out and was grateful for his jacket when the wind whistled down the canyon, rattling his car door. Here on the backside of the Tetons, April could still sink through the skin like a thousand needles.

“Hey, there,” he called as he approached. “Need a hand?”

The woman shaded her eyes, probably unable to see who was approaching in the glare from his headlights.


“I’m almost done,” she responded. “Thanks for stopping, though. Your headlights will be a big help.”

At her first words, his heart gave a sharp little kick and he froze, unable to work his mind around his shock. He instantly forgot all about how tired he was.

He knew that voice. Knew her.

Suddenly he understood the reason for the Arizona plates and why the Subaru wagon was heading up this quiet road very few had any reason to travel.

Magdalena Cruz had come home.

She was the last person he would have expected to encounter on one of his regular hospital runs, especially not at 2:00 a.m. on a rainy April Tuesday night, but that didn’t make the sight of her any less welcome.

A hundred questions jostled through his mind, and he drank in her features—what he could see in the glow from his vehicle’s headlights anyway.

The thick hair he knew was dark and glossy was pulled back in a ponytail, yanked through the back of the baseball-style cap she wore. Beneath the cap, he knew her features would be fragile and delicate, as hauntingly beautiful as always, except for the stubborn set of her chin.

Though he didn’t want to, he couldn’t prevent his gaze from drifting down.

She wore a pair of jeans and scarred boots—for all appearances everything looked completely normal. But he knew it wasn’t and he wanted more than anything to fold her into his arms and hold on tight.

He couldn’t, of course. She’d probably whack him with that tire iron if he tried.


Even before she had come to hate him and the rest of his family, they’d never had the kind of relationship that would have been conducive to that sort of thing.

The cold reality of all those years of impossible dreams—and the ache in his chest they sparked—sharpened his tone. “Your mama know you’re driving in so late?”

She sent him a quick, searching look and he saw her hands tremble a little on the tool she suddenly held as a weapon as she tried to figure out his identity.

She aimed the flashlight at him and, with an inward sigh, he obliged by giving her a straight-on look at him, even though he knew full well what her reaction would be.

Sure enough, he saw the moment she recognized him. She stiffened and her fingers tightened on the tire iron. He could only be grateful he was out of range.

“I guess I don’t need help after all.” That low voice, normally as smoothly sexy as fine-aged scotch, sounded as cold and hard as the Tetons in January.

Help from him, she meant. He didn’t need her to spell it out.

He decided not to let it affect him. He also decided the hour was too damn late for diplomacy. “Tough. Whether you need help or not, you’re getting it. Hand over the tire iron.”

“I’m fine.”

“Maggie, just give me the damn thing.”

“Go home, Dalton. I’ve got everything under control here.”

She crouched again, though it was actually more a half crouch, with her left leg extended at her side. That position must be agony for her, he thought, and had to keep his hands curled into fists at his side to keep from hauling her up and giving her a good shake before pulling her into his arms.

She must be as tired as he was. More, probably. The woman had spent the past five months at Walter Reed Army Hospital. From what he knew secondhand from her mother, Viviana—his mother’s best friend—she’d had numerous painful surgeries and had endured months of physical therapy and rehabilitation

He seriously doubted she was strong enough—or stable enough on her prosthesis—to be driving at all, forget about rolling around in the mud changing a tire. Yet she would rather endure what must be incredible pain than accept help from one of the hated Daltons.

With a weary sigh, he ended the matter by reaching out and yanking the tire iron out of her hand. “I see the years haven’t made you any less stubborn,” he muttered.

“Or you less of an arrogant jackass,” she retorted through clenched teeth as she straightened.

“Yeah, we jackasses love driving around at 2:00 a.m. looking for people with car trouble so we can stop and harass them. Wait in my car where you can be warm and dry.”

She was still holding the flashlight, and she looked like she desperately wanted to bean him with it but she restrained herself. So the Army had taught her a little self-discipline, he thought with amusement, then watched her carefully as she leaned against the trunk of a nearby tree, aiming the beam in his direction.

He was a doctor with plenty of experience in observing the signs of someone hurting, and Magdalena Cruz’s whole posture screamed pain. He thought of a million more questions for her as he quickly put on her spare tire—what medication was she on? What kind of physical therapy had her doctors at Walter Reed ordered? Was she experiencing any phantom pain?—but he knew she wouldn’t answer any of them so he kept his mouth shut.

Questions would only piss her off. Not that that would be any big change—Maggie Cruz had been angry with him for nearly two decades. Well, not him specifically, he supposed. Anybody with the surname Dalton would find himself on the receiving end of her wrath.

Knowing her animosity wasn’t something she reserved just for him didn’t temper the sting of it.

“Your mom know you’re coming?” Tightening the lugs on the spare, he repeated the question he’d asked earlier.

She hesitated for just a heartbeat. “No. I wanted to surprise her.”

“You’ll do that, all right.” He pictured Viviana’s reaction when she woke up and found her daughter home. She would be stunned first, then joyful, he knew, and would smother Maggie with kisses and concern.

He didn’t know a mother in town more proud of her offspring than Viviana Cruz was of First Lieutenant Magdalena Cruz.

As well she should be.

The whole town was proud of her, first for doing her duty as an Army nurse in Afghanistan when her reserve unit was called up, then for the act of heroism that had cost her so dearly.


He finished the job, then stowed the flat tire and the jack and lug wrench in the cargo area of the Subaru, though he had to squeeze to find room amid the boxes and suitcases crammed in the small space.

Was she home to stay, then? he wondered, but knew she likely would tell him it wasn’t any of his business if he asked. He’d find out soon enough, anyway. The grapevine in Pine Gulch would be buzzing with this juicy bit of information.

He had no doubt that by the time he returned from Idaho Falls in the morning, his office staff would know all the details and would be more than eager to share them.

“There you go.” He closed the hatch. “You don’t want to run for long on that spare. Make sure you have Mo Sullivan in town fix your flat in the morning and swap it back out.”

“I will.” She stood, and in the headlights he could see exhaustion stamped on her lovely features.

“Your help wasn’t necessary but…thank you, anyway.” She said the words like they were choking her, and he almost smiled when he saw the effort they took. He stopped himself at the last minute. Accepting his help was tough enough on her, he wouldn’t make things worse by gloating about it.

“Anytime. Welcome home, Lieutenant Cruz.”

He doubted she heard him, since by then she had already climbed back into her Subaru and started the engine. He shook his head, used to the familiar chill from her.

He watched her drive away, then wiped his greasy, muddy hands on his already grimy scrubs and hurried to his Durango, pulling out behind her.

As he passed his own driveway a moment later, he thought with longing of his warm bed and the sandwich calling his name, but he drove on, following those red taillights another five miles until she reached the entrance to the Rancho de la Luna—Moon Ranch.

When she drove her little Subaru through the gates without further mishap, he flashed his brights, then turned around to drive back toward his house. Somehow he wasn’t a bit surprised when she made no gesture of acknowledgment at his presence or his small effort to make sure she reached home safely.

Maggie had been doing her best to ignore him for a long time—just as he’d been trying equally hard to make her notice him as someone other than one of the despised Daltons.

Despite the exhaustion that had cranked up a notch now that he was alone once more, he doubted he would be able to sleep anytime soon. He drove through the dark, quiet night, his thoughts chaotic and wild.

After a dozen years Magdalena Cruz was home.

He had a sudden foreboding that his heart would never be the same.

 


Jake Dalton.

What kind of bad omen made him the first person she encountered on her return?

As she headed up the curving drive toward the square farmhouse her father had built with his own hands, Maggie watched in her rearview mirror as Dalton turned his shiny silver SUV around and headed back down Cold Creek Road.

Why would he be driving back to town instead of toward his family’s ranch, just past the Luna? she wondered, then caught herself. She didn’t care where the man went. What Jake Dalton did or did not do was none of her concern.

Still, she hated that he, of all people, had come to her aid. She would rather have bitten her tongue in half then ask him for help, not that he’d given her a chance. He was just like the rest of his family, arrogant, unbending and ready to bulldoze over anybody who got in their way.

She let out a breath. Of course, he had to be gorgeous.

Like the other Dalton boys, Jake had always been handsome, with dark wavy hair, intense blue eyes and the sculpted features they inherited from their mother.

The years had been extremely kind to him, she had to admit. Though it had been dark out on that wet road, his headlights had provided enough light for her to see him clearly enough.

To her chagrin, she had discovered that the boy with the dreamy good looks who used to set all the other girls in school to giggling had matured over the years into a dramatically attractive man.

Why couldn’t he have a potbelly and a receding hairline? No, he had to have compelling features, thick, lush hair and powerful muscles. She hadn’t missed how effortlessly he had changed her flat, how he had worked the car jack it had taken all her strength to muscle, as if it took no more energy than reading the newspaper.

She shouldn’t have noticed. Even if he hadn’t been Jake Dalton—the last man on the planet she would let herself be attracted to—she had no business feeling that little hitch in her stomach at the sight of a strong, good-looking man doing a little physical exertion.

Heaven knows, she didn’t want to feel that hitch. That part of her life was over now.

Had he been staring? She couldn’t be sure, it had been too dark, but she didn’t doubt it.

Step right up. Come look at the freak.

She was probably in for a lot of that in the coming weeks as she went about town. People in Pine Gulch weren’t known for their reticence or their tact. She might as well get used to being on display.

She shook away the bitter self-pity and thoughts of Jake Dalton as she pulled up in front of the two-story frame farmhouse. She had more important things to worry about right now.

The lights were off in the house and the ranch was quiet—but what had she expected when she didn’t tell her mother she was coming? It was after 2:00 and the only thing awake at this time of the night besides wandering physicians were the barn cats prowling the dark.

She should have found a hotel room for the night in Idaho Falls and waited until morning to come home. If she had, right now she would have been stretched out on some impersonal bed with what was left of her leg propped on a pillow, instead of throbbing as if she’d just rolled around in a thousand shards of glass.

She had come so close to stopping, she even started signaling to take one of the freeway exits into the city. At the last minute she had turned off her signal and veered back onto the highway, unwilling to admit defeat by giving in so close to her destination.

Maybe she hadn’t fully considered the implications of her stubbornness, though. It was thoughtless to show up in the middle of the night. She was going to scare Viviana half to death, barging in like this.

She knew her mother always kept a spare key on the porch somewhere. Maybe she could slip in quietly without waking her and just deal with everything in the morning.

She grabbed her duffel off the passenger seat and began the complicated maneuver for climbing out of the car they taught her at Walter Reed, sliding sideways in the seat so she could put the bulk of her weight on her right leg and not the prosthesis.

Bracing herself, she took a step, and those imaginary shards of glass dug deeper. The pain made her vaguely queasy but she fought it back and took another step, then another until she reached the steps to the small front porch.

Once, she would have bounded up these half-dozen steps, taking them two or three at a time. Now it was all she could do to pull herself up, inch by painful inch, grabbing hold of the railing so hard her fingers ached.

The spare key wasn’t under the cushion of either of the rockers that had graced this porch as long as she could remember, but she lifted one of the ceramic planters and found it there.

As quietly as possible she unlocked the door and closed it behind her with only a tiny snick.

Inside, the house smelled of cinnamon coffee and corn tortillas and the faint scent of Viviana’s favorite Windsong perfume. Once upon a time that Windsong would have been joined by Abel’s Old Spice but the last trace of her father had faded years ago.

Still, as she drew the essence of home into her lungs, she felt as if she was eleven years old again, rushing inside after school with a dozen stories to tell. She was awash in emotions at being home, in the relief and security that seemed to wrap around her here, a sweet and desperately needed comfort even with the slightly bitter edge that seemed to underlie everything in her life right now.

She stood there for several moments, eyes closed and a hundred childhood memories washing through her like spring runoff, until she felt herself sway with exhaustion and had to reach for the handrail of the staircase that rose up from the entryway.

She had to get off her feet. Or her foot, anyway. The prosthesis on the other leg was rubbing and grinding against her wound—she hated the word stump, though that’s what it was.

Whatever she called it, she hadn’t yet developed sufficient calluses to completely protect the still-raw tissue.

The stairs to her bedroom suddenly looked insurmountable, but she shouldered her bag and gripped the railing. She had only made it two or three steps before the entry was flooded with light and she heard an exclamation of shock behind her.

She twisted around and found her mother standing in the entryway wearing the pink robe Maggie had given her for Mother’s Day a few years earlier.

“Lena? Madre de Dios!”

An instant later her mother rushed up the stairs and wrapped her arms around Maggie, holding her so tightly Maggie had to drop the duffel and hold on just to keep her balance.

At only a little over five feet tall, Viviana was six inches shorter than Maggie but she made up for her lack of size by the sheer force of her personality. Just now the vibrant, funny woman she adored was crying and mumbling a rapid-fire mix of Spanish and English that Maggie could barely decipher.

It didn’t matter. She was just so glad to be here. She had needed this, she thought as she rested her chin on Viviana’s slightly graying hair. She hadn’t been willing to admit it but she had desperately needed the comfort of her mother’s arms.

Viviana had come to Walter Reed when Maggie first returned from Afghanistan and had stayed for those first hellish two weeks after her injury while she had tried to come to terms with what had been taken from her in a moment. Her mother had been there for the first of the long series of surgeries to shape the scar tissue of her stump and had wanted to stay longer during her intensive rehab and the many weeks of physical therapy that came later.

But Maggie’s pride had insisted she convince her mother to return to Pine Gulch, to Rancho de la Luna.

She was thirty years old, for heaven’s sake. She should be strong enough to face her future without her mama by her side.

“What is this about?” Viviana finally said through her tears. “I think I hear a car outside and come to see who is here and who do I find but my beautiful child? You want to put your mother in an early grave, niña, sneaking around in the middle of the night?”


“I’m sorry. I should have called to make sure it was all right.”

Viviana frowned and flicked a hand in one of her broad, dismissive gestures. “This is your home. You don’t need to call ahead like…like I run some kind of hotel! You are always welcome, you know that. But why are you here? I thought you were to go to Phoenix when you left the hospital in Washington.”

“It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. I stayed long enough to pick up my car and pack up my apartment, then I decided to come home. There’s nothing for me in Phoenix anymore.”

There had been once. She had a good life there before her reserve unit had been called up eighteen months ago and sent to Afghanistan. She had a job she loved, as a nurse practitioner in a busy Phoenix E.R., she had a wide circle of friends, she had a fiancé she thought adored her.

Everything had changed in a heartbeat, in one terrible, decimating instant.

Viviana’s expression darkened but suddenly she slapped the palm of her hand against her head. “What am I doing, niña, to make you stand like this? Come. Sit. I will fix you something to eat.”

“I’m not hungry, Mama. I just need sleep.”

“Sí. Sí. We can talk about all this tomorrow.” Viviana’s hands were cool as she pushed a lock of hair away from Maggie’s eyes in a tender gesture that nearly brought her to tears. “Come. You will take my room downstairs.”

Oh, how she was tempted by that offer. Climbing the rest of these stairs right now seemed as insurmountable to her as scaling the Grand Teton without ropes.


She couldn’t give in, though. She had surrendered too much already.

“No. It’s fine. I’ll use my old room.”

“Lena—”

“Mama, I’m fine. I’m not kicking you out of your bed.”

“It’s no trouble for me. Do you not think it would be best?”

If Viviana had the strength, Maggie had no doubt her mother would have picked her up and carried her the short way off the stairs and down the hall to her bedroom.

This was one of the reasons she hadn’t wanted her mother in Washington, D.C., through her painful recovery, through the various surgeries and the hours of physical therapy.

It was also one of her biggest worries about coming home.

Viviana would want to coddle. It was who she was, what she did. And though part of Maggie wanted to lean into that comforting embrace, to soak it up, she knew she would find it too easy to surrender to it, to let that tender care surround her, smother her.

She couldn’t. She had to be tough if she was going to figure out how to go on with the rest of her life.

Climbing these steps was a small thing, but it suddenly seemed of vital importance.

“No, Mama. I’m sleeping upstairs.”

Viviana shook her head at her stubborn tone. “You are your father’s daughter, niña.”

She smiled, though she could feel how strained her mouth felt around the edges.

“I will take your things up,” Viviana said, her firm tone attesting to the fact that Maggie’s stubbornness didn’t come only from Abel Cruz.

Maggie decided she was too tired to argue, even if she had the tiniest possibility of winning that particular battle. She turned and started the long, torturous climb.

By the time she reached the last of the sixteen steps, she was shaking and out of breath and felt like those shards of glass she’d imagined earlier were now tipped with hot acid, eating away at her skin.

But she had made it, she thought as she opened to the door to her childhood bedroom, all lavender and cream and dearly familiar.

She was here, she was home, and she would take the rest of her life just like that—one step at a time.







Chapter Two





She woke from dreams of screaming, dark-eyed children and exploding streets and bone-numbing terror to soothing lavender walls and the comforting scent of home.

Sunshine streamed in through the lace curtains, creating delicate filigree patterns on the floor, and she watched them shift and slide for several moments while the worst of the dreams and her morning pain both faded to a dull roar.

Doctors at Walter Reed used to ask if her pain seemed worse first thing in the morning or right before bed. She couldn’t tell much difference. It was always there, a constant miserable presence dogging her like a grim black shadow.

She wanted to think it had started to fade a little in the five months since her injury, but she had a sneaking suspicion she was being overly optimistic.

She sighed, willing away the self-pity. Just once she’d like to wake up and enjoy the morning instead of wallowing in the muck of her screwed-up psyche.

Her shower chair was still down in the Subaru and she wasn’t quite up to running down the stairs and then back up for it—or worse, having to ask her mother to retrieve it for her. She hadn’t been fitted for a shower prosthesis yet, and since she couldn’t very well balance on one foot for the length of time needed, she opted for a bath.

It did the job of keeping her clean but was nowhere near as satisfying as the hot pulse of a shower for chasing away the cobwebs. Climbing out of the tub was always a little tricky, but she managed and dressed quickly, adjusted her prosthesis then headed for the stairs to find her mother.

When she finally made her painstaking way to the ground floor, she found the kitchen empty, but Viviana had left thick, gooey sweet rolls and a note in her precise English. “I must work outside this morning. I will see you at lunch.”

She frowned at the note, surprised. She would have expected her mother to stick close to the house the first day after her arrival, though she felt a little narcissistic for the assumption.

Viviana was probably out in her garden, she thought, tearing off a sticky chunk of cinnamon roll and popping it in her mouth.

Savoring the rich, sweet flavor, she poured a cup of coffee and walked outside with the awkward rolling gait she hadn’t been able to conquer when wearing her prosthesis.

The morning air was sweet and clear, rich with new growth, and she paused for a moment on the front porch to savor it.

Nothing compared to a Rocky Mountain morning in springtime. She had come to love the wild primitiveness of the desert around Phoenix in the dozen years she’d lived there, but this was a different kind of beauty.

The Tetons were still covered with snow—some of it would be year-round—but here at lower elevations everything was green and lush. Her mother’s fruit trees were covered in white blossoms that sent their sweet, seductive scent into the air and the flower beds bloomed with color—masses of spring blossoms in reds and yellows and pinks.

The Luna in spring was the most beautiful place on earth. Why had she forgotten that over the years? She stood for a long time watching birds flit around the gardens and the breeze rustle the new, pale-green leaves of the cottonwood trees along the creek.

Feeling a tentative peace that had been missing inside her for months, she limped down the stairs in search of her mother.

There was no sign of Viviana on the side of the house or in the back where the vegetable beds were tilled and ready for planting.

Maggie frowned. So much for being coddled. She didn’t want her mother to feel like she had to babysit her, but she couldn’t help feeling a little abandoned. Couldn’t Viviana have stuck around at least the first day so they could have had a visit over breakfast?

No matter. She didn’t need entertaining. She would welcome a quiet moment of solitude and reflection, she decided, and headed for the glider rocker on the brick patio.

She settled down with her coffee, determined to enjoy the morning on her own here in the sunshine, surrounded by blossoms.

The ranch wasn’t big, only eight hundred acres. From her spot on the patio she could see the pasture where her mother’s half-dozen horses grazed and the much-larger acreage where two hundred Murray Grey cattle milled around, their unique-colored hides looking soft and silvery in the morning sun.

She shifted her gaze toward the creek 150 yards away that gave this canyon and the Dalton’s ranch their names. This time of year the Cold Creek ran full and high, swollen with spring runoff. Instead of a quiet, peaceful ribbon of water, it churned and boiled.

The rains the night before hadn’t helped matters, and she could see the creek was nearly full to the banks. She whispered a prayer that it wouldn’t reach flood stage, though the ranch had been designed to sustain minimal damage for those high-water years.

The only building that could be in jeopardy if the creek flooded was the open-air bowery she and her father had built for her mother the summer she was ten.

She looked at the Spanish-tiled roof that gleamed a vibrant red in the sunlight and the brightly colored windsocks flapping in the breeze and smiled at the vibrant colors.

A little slice of Mexico, that’s what she and Abel had tried to create for her mother. A place Viviana could escape to when she was homesick for her family in Mexico City.

After the car accident that claimed her father’s life, she and Viviana used to wander often down to the bowery, both alone and separately. She had always been able to feel her father’s presence most strongly there, in the haven he had created for his beloved wife.

Did her mother go there still? she wondered.

Thoughts of Abel and the events leading to his death when she was sixteen inevitably turned her thoughts to the Daltons and the Cold Creek Land & Cattle Company, just across the creek bed.

From here she could see the graying logs of the ranch house, the neat fencelines, a small number of the ranch’s huge herd of cattle grazing on the rich grasses by the creek.

In those days after her father’s death, she would split her time here at the bowery between grieving for him and feeding the coals of her deep anger toward that family across the creek.

The Daltons were the reason her father had spent most of her adolescence working himself into an early grave, spending days hanging on to his dreams of making the Luna profitable and nights slogging through a factory job in Idaho Falls.

Bitter anger filled her again at the memories. Abel would never have found himself compelled to work so hard if not for Hank Dalton, that lying, thieving bastard.

Dalton should have gone to jail for the way he’d taken advantage of her father’s naiveté and his imperfect command of English. Thinking he was taking a big step toward expanding the Luna, Abel had paid the Cold Creek thousands of dollars for water rights that had turned out to be virtually useless. Abel should have taken the bastard to court—or at least stopped paying each month for nothing.

But he had insisted on remitting every last penny he owed to Hank Dalton and, after a few years with poor ranch returns, had been forced to take on two jobs to cover the debt.

She barely saw him from the age of eleven until his death five years later. One night after Abel had spent all day on the tractor baling hay then turned around and driven to Idaho Falls to work the graveyard shift at his factory job, he’d been returning to the Luna when he had fallen asleep at the wheel of his old Dodge pickup.

The truck rolled six times and ended up in a ditch, and her kind, generous father was killed instantly.

She knew exactly who should shoulder the blame. The Daltons had killed her father just as surely as if they’d crashed into him in one of the shiny new pickups they always drove.

She sipped her coffee and shifted her leg as the constant pins-and-needles phantom pains became uncomfortable.

Was there room in her life right now for old bitterness? she wondered. She had plenty of new troubles to brood about without wallowing around in the mud and muck of ancient history.

Now that she’d come home, she saw no reason she and the Daltons couldn’t just stay out of each other’s way.


Unbidden, an image of Jake Dalton flitted across her mind, all lean strength and rumpled sexiness and she sighed. Jake should be at the top of the list of Daltons to avoid, she decided. He had always been the hardest for her to read and the one she had most in common with, as they had both chosen careers in medicine.

For various reasons, there had always been an odd bond between them, fragile and tenuous but still there. She would just have to do her best while she was home to ignore it.

A tractor suddenly rumbled into view, and she was grateful for the distraction from thoughts of entirely too-sexy doctors.

She craned her neck, expecting to see her tío Guillermo, her father’s bachelor brother who had run the ranch for Viviana since Abel’s death. Instead, she was stunned to find her mother looking tiny and fragile atop the rumbling John Deere.

Ranch wives were bred tough in the West, and Viviana was no different—tougher than some, even. Still, the sight of her atop the big tractor was unexpected.

Viviana waved with cheerful enthusiasm when she spied Maggie in the garden. The tractor shuddered to a stop and a moment later her mother hopped down with a spryness that disguised her fifty-five years and hurried toward her.

“Lena! How are you feeling this morning?”

“Better.”

“You should be resting after your long drive. I did not expect you to be up so early. You should go back to bed!”

Here was the coddling she had expected and she decided to accept it with grace. “It was a long drive and I may have overdone things a little. But I promise, I’m feeling better this morning.”

“Good. Good. The clean air of the Luna will cleanse your blood. You will see.”

Maggie smiled, then gestured to the tractor. “Mama, why are you doing the planting? Where’s Tío Guillermo?”

An odd expression flickered across her mother’s lovely features, but she quickly turned away. “Do not my flowers look beautiful this year? We will have many blooms with the rains we’ve had. I thought many of them would die in the hard freeze of last week but I covered them with blankets and they have survived. They are strong, like my daughter.”

With Viviana smiling at her with such love, Maggie almost let herself be deterred, but she yanked her attention back. “Don’t change the subject, Mama. Why are you planting instead of Guillermo? Is he sick?”

Viviana shrugged. “This I cannot say. I have not seen him for some days.”

“Why not?”

Her mother didn’t answer and suddenly seemed wholly focused on deadheading some of the tulips that had bloomed past their prime.

“Mama!” she said more firmly, and her mother sighed.

“He does not work here anymore. I told him to go and not return.”

Maggie stared. “You what?”

“I fired him, sí? Even though he said he was quitting anyway, that I could not pay him enough to keep working here. I said the words first. I fired him.”


“Why? Guillermo loves this place! He has poured his heart into the Luna. It belongs to him as much as us. He owns part of the ranch, for heaven’s sake. You can’t fire him!”

“So you think I’m a crazy woman, too?”

“I didn’t say that. Did Guillermo call you crazy?”

Her mother and her father’s brother had always seemed to get along just fine. Guillermo had been a rock of support to both of them after Abel’s death and had stepped up immediately to run the ranch his brother had loved. She couldn’t imagine what he might have done to anger her mother so drastically that she would feel compelled to fire him—or what she would have said to make him quit.

“This makes no sense, Mama! What’s going on?”

“I have my reasons and they are between your tío and me. That is all I will say about this to you.”

Her mother had a note of finality in her voice but Maggie couldn’t let the subject rest.

“But Mama, you can’t take care of things here by yourself! It’s too much.”

“I will be fine. I am putting an ad in the newspaper. I will find someone to help me. You are not to worry.”

“How can I not worry? What if I talk to Guillermo and try to smoothe things over?”

“No! You are to stay out of this. You cannot smooth this over. Sometimes there are too many wrinkles between people. I will hire someone to help me but for now I am fine.”

“Mama…”

“No, Magdalena.” Her mother stuck her chin up, looking at once fierce and determined. “That is all I will say about this.”

This time she couldn’t ignore Viviana’s firmness. But Maggie could be every bit as stubborn as her mother. “Fine.” She pulled herself up to stand. “Between the two of us, we should be able to manage until you’re able to hire someone.”

Her mother gaped, her flashing dark eyes now slightly aghast. “Not the two of us!”

She reverted to Spanish, as she always did in times of high emotion, and proceeded to loudly and vociferously tell Maggie all the reasons she would not allow her to overexert herself on the Rancho de la Luna.

Maggie listened to her mother’s arguments calmly, hands in her sweater pockets, until Viviana wound down.

“Don’t argue. Please, Mama,” she finally said, her voice low and firm. “You need help and I need something to keep me busy. Working with you will be the perfect solution.”

Her mother opened her mouth to renew her objection but Maggie stopped her with an upraised hand. “Please, Mama. The doctors say I must stay active to strengthen my leg and I hate feeling so useless. I want to help you.”

“You should rest. I thought that is why you have come home.”

Maggie had her own reasons for coming home but she didn’t want to burden her mother with them, especially as she was suddenly aware of a deep, powerful need to prove to herself she wasn’t completely helpless.


“I will be careful, Mama, I promise. But I’m going to help you.”

Viviana studied her for a long moment while honeybees buzzed through the flowers and the breeze ruffled the pale new leaves on the trees, then she sighed.

“You are so much like your father,” she said in Spanish, shaking her head. “I never could win an argument with him, either.”

Maggie wasn’t sure why she was suddenly filled with elation at the idea of hard, physical labor. She should be consumed with fear, with trepidation that she wouldn’t be able to handle the work. Instead, anticipation coursed through her.

She meant her words to her mother—she needed something to do, and pitting herself against the relentless work always waiting to be tackled on a small ranch like the Luna seemed just the thing to drag her off her self-pitying butt.

 


“No wonder the kid’s not sleeping.” Jake finished his quick exam and let his three-year-old nephew off the breakfast bar of the sunny, cheerful Cold Creek kitchen. Glad to be done, Cody raced off without even waiting for a lollipop from his uncle.

“What’s the verdict?” his sister-in-law, Caroline, asked, her lovely, normally serene features worried.

“Ear infection. Looks like a mild one but still probably enough to cause discomfort in the night. I’ll write you a prescription for amoxicillin and that should take care of it.”

“Thank you for coming out to the ranch on such short notice, especially after a long day. We probably could have waited a day or two but Wade wouldn’t hear of it. He seems to think you have nothing better to do than spend your free time making house calls to his kids.”

“He’s right. I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.” Jake smiled at her but Caroline made a face.

“If that’s true, it’s about the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Why?” he asked. “Because I love the chance to see my niece and nephews?”

“Because you need something besides work, even when that work involves family! I’m not going to lecture you. But if you were my client, we would definitely have to work on finding you some hobbies.”

Caroline was an author and life coach who had moved her practice to the Cold Creek after she married his oldest brother eighteen months earlier and willingly took on the challenge of Wade’s three young kids.

In that time, she had wrought amazing changes at the ranch. Though the house was still cluttered and noisy and chaotic, it was filled with love and laughter now. He enjoyed coming out here, though seeing his brother’s happiness only seemed to accentuate the solitude of his own life.

“I don’t have time for a hobby,” he answered as he returned his otoscope to his bag.

“My point exactly. You need to make time or you’re going to burn out. Trust me on this.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“I’ve been right where you are, Jake,” she said. “You might scoff now but you won’t a few years in the future when you wake up one morning and suddenly find yourself unable to bear the idea of treating even one more patient.”

“I love being a doctor. I promise, that’s not going to change anytime soon.”

“I know you love it and you’re wonderful at it. But you need other things in your life, too.”

Her eyes suddenly sharpened with a calculating gleam that left him extremely nervous. “You at least need a woman. When was the last time you went on a date?”

He gave a mock groan. “I get enough of this from Marjorie. I don’t need my sister-in-law starting in on me, too.”

“How about your stepsister then?”

“You can tell her to keep her pretty nose out of my business, too.”

She grinned. “I’ll try, but you know how she is.”

They both laughed, as technically Caroline filled both roles in his life, sister-in-law and stepsister. Not only was she married to his brother but her father, Quinn, was married to his mother, Marjorie. The happy couple now lived in Marjorie’s little house in Pine Gulch.

“I heard through the grapevine our local hero has returned,” Caroline said with a look so sly he had to wonder what he possibly might have let slip about his barely acknowledged feelings toward their neighbor. “Maybe you ought to ask Magdalena Cruz on a date.”

A snort sounded in the kitchen and he looked over to find his youngest brother, Seth, lounging in the doorway. “Maggie? Never. She’d probably laugh in his face if he dared asked.”

Seth sauntered into the kitchen and planted himself on one of the bar stools.

Caroline bristled. “What do you mean? Why on earth wouldn’t she go out with Jake? Every woman in the county adores him.”

Though he was touched by her defense of him, he flushed. “Not true. Seth’s the Romeo in the family. All you have to do is walk outside to see the swath of broken hearts he’s left across the valley.”

“Does that swath include Magdalena Cruz’s heart, by any chance?” Caroline asked.

Seth snorted again. “Not by a long shot. Maggie hates everything Dalton. Always has.”

“Not always,” Jake corrected quietly.

Caroline frowned at this bit of information. “Why would she hate you? Oh, I’ll agree you can be an annoying lot on the whole, but as individuals you’re basically harmless.”

“You never knew dear old Dad.”

Seth’s words were matter-of-fact but they didn’t completely hide the bitterness Jake and his brothers all carried toward their father.

“I don’t know all the details,” Jake said. “I don’t know if even their widows do—but Hank cheated Viviana Cruz’s husband Abel in some deal the two had together. He lost a lot of money and had to work two jobs to make ends meet. Maggie blamed us for it, especially after her father died in a car accident coming home from his second job one night.”


“Oh, the poor thing.” Caroline’s eyes melted with compassion.

“Maggie left town for college a few years after her dad died. She studied to become a nurse and along the way she joined the Army National Guard,” Jake went on. “The few times she’s been back over the years, she usually tries to avoid anything having to do with the Cold Creek like a bad case of halitosis.”

Unless one of the Daltons happens to stumble on her in the middle of the night, he thought.

“Hate to break it to you, Carrie, but you might as well take her right off your matchmaking radar.” Seth grinned around a cookie he’d filched from the jar on the counter.

Caroline looked disappointed, though still thoughtful. “Too bad. From all her mother says, Lieutenant Cruz sounds like quite a woman.”

Oh, she was that, Jake thought a short time later as he drove away from the ranch. Their conversation seemed to have opened a door in his mind and now he couldn’t stop thinking about Maggie.

He was quite certain she had no idea her impact in his life had been so profound.

If not for her, he wasn’t sure he would even have become a doctor. Though sometimes it seemed his decision to pursue medicine had been blooming inside him all his life, he could pinpoint three incidences that had cemented it.

Oddly enough, all three of them involved Maggie in some way.

Though the Rancho de la Luna was next door, he hadn’t noticed Maggie much through most of his youth. Why should he? She was three years younger, the same age as Seth, and a girl to boot. A double whammy against her, as far as he’d been concerned.

Oh, he saw her every day, since she and the Dalton boys rode the same school bus and even shared a bus stop, a little covered shack out on the side of the road between their houses to protect them in inclement weather.

Her father constructed it, of course. It never would have occurred to Hank Dalton his sons might be cold waiting outside for the bus in the middle of a January blizzard.

Even if he thought of it, he probably wouldn’t have troubled himself to make things easier on his sons. Jake could almost hear him. A little snow never hurt anybody. What are you, a bunch of girls?

But Abel Cruz had been a far different kind of father. Kind and loving and crazy about his little girl. Jake could clearly remember feeling a tight knot of envy in his chest whenever he saw them together, at their easy, laughing relationship.

Maggie had been a constant presence in his life but one that didn’t make much of an impact on him until one cold day when he was probably eleven or twelve.

That morning Seth had been a little wheezy as they walked down the driveway to the bus. Jake hadn’t thought much about it, but while they were waiting for the bus, his wheezing had suddenly developed into a full-fledged asthma attack, a bad one.

Wade, the oldest, hadn’t been at the stop to take control of the situation that day since he’d been in the hospital in Idaho Falls having his appendix out, and Marjorie had stayed overnight with him.


Jake knew there was no one at the Cold Creek, and that he and Maggie would have to take care of Seth alone.

Looking back, he was ashamed when he remembered how frozen with helplessness and fear he’d felt for a few precious seconds. Maggie, no more than eight herself, took charge. She grabbed Seth’s inhaler from his backpack and set the medicine into the chamber.

“I’m going to get my mama. You stay and keep him calm,” he could remember her ordering in that bossy little voice. Her words jerked him out of his panic, and while she raced toward her house, he was able to focus on calming Seth down.

Seth had suffered asthma attacks since he was small, and Jake had seen plenty of them but he’d never been the one in charge before.

He remembered thinking as they sat there in the pale, early-morning sunlight how miraculous medicine could be. In front of his eyes, the inhaler did its work and his brother’s panicky gasps slowly changed to more regulated breathing.

A moment later, Viviana Cruz had come roaring down the driveway to their rescue in her big old station wagon and piled them all in to drive to Doc Whitaker’s clinic in town.

That had sparked the first fledgling fire inside him about becoming a doctor.

The second experience had been a year or so later. Maggie and Seth had still been friends of sorts, and the two of them had been tossing a baseball back and forth while they waited for the bus. Jake had been caught up in a book, as usual, and hadn’t been paying attention, but somehow Maggie had dived to catch it and landed wrong on her hand.

Her wrist was obviously broken, but she hadn’t cried, had only looked at Jake with trusting eyes while he tried to comfort her in a slow, soothing voice and carried her up the long driveway to the Luna ranch house, again to her mother.

The third incident was more difficult to think about, but he forced his mind to travel that uncomfortable road.

He had been fifteen, so Maggie and Seth would have been twelve. By then, Maggie had come to despise everything about the Daltons. They would wait for the bus at their shared stop in a tense, uncomfortable silence and she did her best to ignore them on the rides to and from Pine Gulch and school.

That afternoon seemed no different. He remembered the three of them climbing off the bus together and heading toward their respective driveways. He and Seth had only walked a short way up the gravel drive when he spotted a tractor in one of the fields still running and a figure crumpled on the ground beside it.

Seth must have hollered to Maggie, because the three of them managed to reach the tractor at about the same moment. Somehow Jake knew before he reached it who he would find there—the father he loved and hated with equal parts.

He could still remember the grim horror of finding Hank on the ground not moving or breathing, his harsh face frozen in a contortion of pain and his clawed fingers still curled against his chest.

This time, Jake quickly took charge. He sent Seth to the house to call for an ambulance, then he rapidly did an assessment with the limited knowledge of first aid he’d picked up in Boy Scouts.

“I know CPR,” he remembered Maggie offering quietly, her dark eyes huge and frightened. “I learned it for a babysitting class.”

For the next fifteen minutes the two of them worked feverishly together, Jake doing chest compressions and Maggie doing mouth-to-mouth. Only later did he have time to wonder about what kind of character strength it must have taken a young girl to work so frantically to save the life of a man she despised.

Those long moments before the volunteer ambulance crew arrived at the ranch would live forever in his memory. After the paramedics took over, he had stood back, shaky and exhausted.

He had known somehow, even as the paramedics continued compressions on his father while they loaded him into the ambulance, that Hank wouldn’t make it.

He remembered standing there feeling numb, drained, as they watched, when he felt a slight touch and looked down to find Maggie had slipped her small, soft hand in his. Despite her own shock, despite her fury at his father and her anger at his family, despite everything, she had reached out to comfort him when he needed it.

He had found it profoundly moving at the time.

He still did.

Maybe that was the moment he lost a little of his heart to her. For all the good it would ever do him. She wanted nothing more to do with him or his family, and he couldn’t really blame her.


He sighed as he hit the main road and headed down toward town. Near the western boundary of the Luna, he spotted a saddled horse standing out in a field, reins trailing. Maybe because he’d been thinking of his father’s heart attack, the sight left him wary, and he slowed his Durango and pulled over.

What would a saddled horse be doing out here alone? He wondered, then he looked closer and realized it wasn’t alone—Maggie sat on a fallen log near the creek, her left leg outstretched.

Even from the road he could see the pain in her posture. It took him half a second to cut his engine, climb out and head out across the field.







Chapter Three





He had always considered himself the most even-tempered of men. He didn’t get overly excited at sporting events, he had never struck another creature in anger, he could handle even the most dramatic medical emergencies that walked or were carried through his clinic doors with calm control.

But as Jake raced across the rutted, uneven ground toward Magdalena Cruz and her horse, he could feel the hot spike of his temper.

As he neared her, he caught an even better view of her. He ground his teeth with frustration mingled with a deep and poignant sadness for what she had endured.

She had her prosthesis off and the leg of her jeans rolled up, and even from a dozen feet away he could see her amputation site was a raw, mottled red.


As he neared, he saw her shoulders go back, her chin lift, as if she were bracing herself for battle. Good. He wasn’t about to disappoint her.

“Didn’t the Army teach you anything about common sense?” he snapped.

She glared at him, and he thought for sure his heart would crack apart as he watched her try to quickly yank the leg of her jeans down to cover her injury.

“You’re trespassing, Dalton. Last I checked this was still Rancho de la Luna land.”

“And last I checked, someone just a few days out of extensive rehab ought to have the good sense not to overdo things.”

She grabbed her prosthesis as if she wanted to shove it on again—or at least fling it in his face—but he grabbed hold of it before she could try either of those things.

“Stop. You’re only going to aggravate the site again.”

Every instinct itched to reach and take a look at her leg but he knew he had to respect her boundaries, just as he knew she wouldn’t welcome his efforts to look out for her.

“How long have you had this prosthesis?” he asked.

She clamped her teeth together as if she wasn’t going to answer him, but she finally looked away and mumbled. “A few weeks.”

“Didn’t your prosthetist warn you it would take longer than that to adjust to it?” he asked. “You can’t run a damn marathon the day after you stick it on.”

“I wasn’t trying to run a marathon,” she retorted hotly. “I was only checking the fence line. We had a couple cows get out last night and we’re trying to figure out where they made a break for it.”


“Two days back in town and you think you have to take over! Tell me why Guillermo couldn’t handle this job.”

She slanted him a dark look. “Tell me again why it’s any of your business.”

“Maggie.”

She sighed. “Guillermo can’t check the fence because he no longer works for the Luna.”

He blinked at this completely unexpected piece of information. “Since when?”

“Since he and my mother apparently had a falling out. Whether she fired him or he quit, I’m not exactly sure. Maybe both.”

Jake knew Guillermo Cruz had taken over running his brother’s ranch for Viviana after Abel’s death. As far as he could tell, the man was hardworking and devoted to the ranch. He knew Wade had nothing but respect for him and his older brother didn’t give his approval lightly.

“Anyway, he doesn’t work here now. It’s just Mama and me until she hires someone.”

He couldn’t take any more. Despite knowing the reaction he would get, he reached out and put a hand on the prosthesis she was trying to jam onto her obviously irritated residual leg, unable to bear watching her torture herself further.

“You don’t have to try to hide anything from me.”

“I wasn’t!” she exclaimed, though color crept up her high cheekbones.

“I’m a physician, remember? Will you please let me take a look to see what’s going on with your leg?”

“It’s just a little irritated,” she said firmly. “Nothing for you to be concerned about.”


He folded his arms across his chest. “Here are your choices. You either let me look at it or I’m packing you over my shoulder and driving you to the E.R. in Idaho Falls so someone there can examine you.”

She glared at him, her stance fully combative. “Try it, Dalton. I dare you.”

This bickering wasn’t accomplishing anything. He moderated his tone and tried for a conciliatory approach. “Don’t you think it’s foolish to put yourself through this kind of pain if you don’t have to? How quickly do you think you can get in to see a specialist at the VA? A week? Two? I’m here right now, offering to check things out. No appointment necessary.”

Her glare sharpened to a razor point, but just when he thought she would impale him on the sharp points of her temper, she drew a deep breath, her gaze focused somewhere far away from him, then slowly pulled the prosthesis away.

Despite his assurance that she didn’t have to hide anything from him, he found himself filled with an odd trepidation as he turned for his first real look at her amputation.

Despite the obvious irritation, her stump looked as if it had been formed well at Walter Reed, with a nice rounded shape that would make fitting a prosthesis much easier. Scar tissue from various surgeries puckered in spots but overall he was impressed with the work that had been done at the Army’s premier amputee care center.

She gave him possibly ninety seconds to examine her before she jerked away and pulled her jeans down again.


“Are you happy now?”

Despite her dusky skin, her cheeks burned with color and she looked as if she wished him to perdition.

“No,” he said bluntly. “If you were my patient, I’d recommend you put your leg up, rent a bunch of DVDs with your mother and just take it easy for a few days enjoying some time with Viv.”

“Too bad for you, I’m not your patient.”

He stood again. “And you won’t take my advice?”

She was silent for a moment and he had maybe five seconds to hope she might actually overcome her stubbornness and consider his suggestion, then she shook her head. “I can’t. My mother needs help. She can’t run Rancho de la Luna by herself.”

“Didn’t you say she was looking to hire help?”

“Sure. And I’m certain whole hordes of competent stockmen are just sitting around down at the feedlot shooting the breeze and waiting for somebody to come along and hire them.”

In the late-afternoon sunlight, she looked slight and fragile, with the pale, vaguely washed-out look of someone who had been inside too long.

All of his healer urges were crying out for him to scoop her off that log and take her home so he could care for her.

“Someone out there has to be available. What about some college kid looking for a summer job?”

“Maybe. But it’s going to take time to find someone. What do you suggest we do in the meantime? Just let the work pile up? I don’t know how things work at the Cold Creek, but Mama hasn’t quite figured out how to make the Luna run itself.”


His mind raced through possibilities—everything from seeing if Wade would loan one of the Cold Creek ranch hands to going down to the feed store himself to see if he might be able to shake any potential ranch managers out of the woodwork.

He knew she wouldn’t be crazy about either of those options but he had to do something. He couldn’t bear the idea of her working herself into the ground so soon after leaving the hospital.

“I can help you.”

While the creek rumbled over the rocks behind her and the wind danced in her hair, she stared at him for a full thirty seconds before she burst out laughing.

He decided it was worth being the butt of her amusement for the sheer wonder of watching her face lose the grim lines it usually wore.

“Why is that so funny?”

She laughed harder. “If you can’t figure it out, I’m not about to tell you. Here’s a suggestion for you, though, Dr. Dalton. Maybe you ought to take five seconds to think through your grand charitable gestures before you make them.”

“I don’t need to think it through. I want to help you.”

“And leave the good people of Pine Gulch to drive to Jackson or Idaho Falls for their medical care so you can diddle around planting our spring crop of alfalfa? That should go over well in town.”

“I have evenings and weekends mostly free and an afternoon or two here and there. I can help you when I’m not working at the clinic, at least with the major manual labor around here.”


She stopped laughing long enough to look at him more closely. Something in his expression must have convinced her he was serious because she gave him a baffled look.

“Surely you have something better to do with your free time.”

“Can’t think of a thing,” he said cheerfully, though Caroline’s lecture still rang in his ears.

Maggie shook her head. “That’s just sad, Doctor. But you’ll have to find something else to entertain you, because my answer is still no.”

“Just like that?”

He didn’t want to think about the disappointment settling in his gut—or the depressing realization that he was desperate for any excuse to spend more time with her.

If she had any idea his attraction for her had any part in his motive behind offering to help her and Viv, she would be chasing him off the Luna with a shotgun.

“Right. Just like that. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.”

She moved to put her prosthesis back on but he reached a hand to stop her, his mind racing to come up with a compromise she might consider. “What if we made a deal? Would that make accepting my help a little easier to swallow?”

She slid back against the log with a suspicious frown. “What kind of deal?”

“A day for a day. I’ll give you my Saturday to help with the manual labor.”

“And what do you want in exchange?”

“A fair trade. You give me a day in return.”


 


Why wouldn’t the man just leave?

Maggie drew a breath, trying to figure out this latest angle. What did he want from her? Hadn’t he humiliated her enough by insisting on looking at her ugly, raw-looking stump? The man seemed determined to push her as far as he could.

“Give you a day for what?” she asked warily.

“I’m in dire need of a translator. I open my clinic on Wednesdays for farm workers and their families. A fair number of them don’t have much English and my Spanish is limited at best. I’ve been looking for someone with a medical background to translate for me.”

“No.”

“Come on, Maggie. Who would be more perfect than a bilingual nurse practitioner?”

“Former nurse practitioner. I’m retired.”

His pupils widened. “Retired? Why would you want to do that, for heaven’s sake?”

She had a million reasons but the biggest was right there in front of her. Who the hell wanted a one-legged nurse? One who couldn’t stand for long periods of time, who was constantly haunted by phantom pain, who had lost all of her wonder and much of her respect for the medical establishment over the last five months?

No, she had put that world behind her.

In civilian life, she had loved being a nurse practitioner in a busy Scottsdale pediatric practice. She had admired the physicians she worked with, had loved the challenge and delight of treating children and even had many parents who preferred to have her, rather than the pediatricians, see and treat their children.

How could she go back to that world? She just didn’t have what it took anymore, physically or emotionally. It was part of her past, one more loss she was trying to accept.

She certainly didn’t need Jake’s accusatory tone laying a guilt trip on her for her choices. “I don’t recall making you my best friend here, Dalton,” she snapped. “My reasons are my own.”

More than anything, she wanted him to leave her alone, but she had no idea how to do that, other than riding off in a grand huff, something she wasn’t quite capable of right now.

“Whatever they are, one day translating for me is not going to bring you out of permanent retirement. These people need somebody like you who can translate the medical terminology into words they can understand. I do my best, but there are many times I know both me and my patients walk out of the exam room with more questions than answers.”

“I’m not interested,” she repeated firmly.

He opened his mouth, gearing up for more arguments, no doubt. After a moment he shrugged. “Your call, then.”

She stared at him, waiting for the other punch. Dalton men weren’t known for giving up a good fight and they rarely took pity on their opponents, either.

Jake only stood, brushing leaves and pine needles off the knees of his tan Dockers. “I’m sure you know the risks of wearing your prosthesis too long at a stretch if it’s causing that kind of irritation. If I were your doctor—which, as you said, too bad for me I’m not—I would advise you to leave it off for the rest of the day.”

“I can’t ride a horse without it.”

Exasperation flickered in his blue eyes. “I can give you a ride back to the ranch. We can walk the horse behind my Durango.”

She hated herself for the little flickers of temptation inside her urging her to accept his offer. The pain—or more accurately, the powerful need to find something to ease it—sometimes overwhelmed every ounce of common sense inside her.

She wanted so much to accept his offer of a ride rather than face that torturous horseback ride back to the ranch, but the very strength of her desire was also the reason she had to refuse.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll just wear it back to the house and then rest for a while after that.”

He studied her for a moment, then shook his head. “You could teach stubborn to a whole herd of mules, Lieutenant Cruz. Will you at least let me help you mount?”

She had no choice, really. At the barn she had used Viviana’s mounting block to climb into the saddle.

Even with the block, mounting had been a challenge, accomplished best in the privacy of her own barnyard where she didn’t have an audience to watch her clumsy efforts.

Here, she had nothing to help her—unless she could convince the horse to come to this fallen log and stand still out of the goodness of her heart while Maggie maneuvered into the saddle.


He reached a hand out. “Come on. It won’t kill you to say yes.”

To him, it might. She swallowed. “Yes. Okay. Thank you. Just a moment. I have to put the prosthesis back on or I won’t be able to dismount.”

“I can help you with that, too. I’ll just drive around to the barn and meet you there.”

Just leave, for heaven’s sake! “No. I’ll be fine.”

Ignoring the sharp stabs of pain, she pulled her stump sock back on, then the prosthesis over that. With no small amount of pride in the minor accomplishment, she forced herself to move casually toward the sweet little bay mare she liked to ride whenever she was home.

Jake met her at the horse’s side. Instead of simply giving her a boost into the saddle as she expected, he lifted her into his arms with what appeared to be no effort.

For just a moment he held her close. He smelled incredible, a strangely compelling mixture of fabric softener, clean male and some kind of ruggedly sexy aftershave that reminded her of standing in a high mountain forest after a summer storm.

She couldn’t believe how secure she felt to have strong male arms around her, even for a moment—even though those arms belonged to Jake Dalton.

Her heart pounded so hard she thought he must certainly be able to hear it, and she needed every iota of concentration to keep her features and her body language coolly composed so he wouldn’t sense her reaction was anything but casual.

He lifted her into the saddle and set her up, careful not to jostle her leg, then he stepped away.


“Thank you,” she murmured.

“No problem. I’ll meet you at the barn to help you dismount.”

“That’s not necessary,” she assured him firmly. “My dad built a mounting block for my mother to help compensate for her lack of height. It works well for us cripples, too.”

His mouth tightened but before he could say anything, she dug her heels into the mare’s side and headed across the field without another word.

Her mother would have been furious at her for her rudeness. But Viviana wasn’t there—and anyway, her mother had always had a blind spot about the Daltons.

Because Marjorie was her best friend, she didn’t think the arrogant, manipulative males of the family could do any wrong.

Ten minutes later Maggie reached the barn. She wasn’t really surprised to find the most manipulative of those males standing by the mounting block, waiting to help her down.

He wore sunglasses against the late-afternoon sun, and they shielded his expression, but she didn’t need to see his eyes to be fairly sure he was annoyed that she’d ridden away from him so abruptly.

Too bad. She was annoyed with him, too.

“I told you I didn’t need help,” she muttered as she guided the mare alongside it.

“Just thought you might need a spotter.”

“I don’t. Go away, Dalton.” She hated the idea of him witnessing her clumsy, ungainly efforts, hated that he had seen her stump, hated his very presence.


To her immense frustration, he ignored the order and leaned a hip against the block, arms crossed over his chest as if he had nothing better to do with his time.

She wanted to get down just so she could smack that damn smile off his face.

She swung her right leg over so she was sitting sidesaddle, then she gripped the horn, preparing herself for the pain of impact and angling so most of her weight would land on her good leg and not the prosthesis. Before she could make that final small jump to the mounting block, he leaped up to catch her.

She had no idea how he moved so fast, but there he was steadying her. Her body slid down his as he helped her to the block. Everywhere they touched, she could feel the heat of him, and she was ashamed of the small part of her that wanted to curl against him and soak it up like a cat in a warm windowsill.

He didn’t let go completely until he’d helped her from the mounting block to solid ground. With as much alacrity as she could muster without falling over and making an even bigger fool of herself, she stepped away from him.

“Consider this your Boy Scout good deed of the day. I can take it from here.”

He studied her for a moment, then shook his head. “I should offer to unsaddle the horse for you, Lieutenant, but I think the black eye you’d give me if I tried might be tough to explain to my patients tomorrow.”

“Smart man.”

“Put your leg up when you’re done here. Promise?”

“Yeah, yeah.” She turned away from him to uncinch the saddle. She felt his gaze for a long time before she heard his SUV start up a few moments later and he drove away.

Only when the engine sounds started to fade did she trust herself to turn her head to watch him go, her cheek resting on the mare’s twitching side.

She hated all those things she’d thought of earlier—that he’d seen her stump, that she’d been so vulnerable, that he wouldn’t take no for an answer, like the rest of his family.

Most of all, she hated that he left her so churned up inside.

How could she possibly be attracted to him? Her stomach still trembled thinking about those strong arms holding her.

She knew better, for heaven’s sake. He was a Dalton, one of those slime-sucking bastards who had destroyed her father.

Even if they hadn’t had such ugly history between them, she would be foolish to let herself respond to him. That part of her life was over. She’d been taught that lesson well by her ex-fiancé.

Though she tried not to think of it very often, she forced herself now to relive that horrible time at Walter Reed five months ago when Clay had finally been able to leave his busy surgery schedule in Phoenix to come to the army hospital.

Of all the people in her life, she thought he would be able to accept her amputation the easiest. He was a surgeon, after all, and had performed similar surgeries himself. He understood the medical side of things, the stump-shaping process, the rehab, the early prosthesis prototypes.


She had needed his support and encouragement desperately in those early days. But the three days he spent in D.C. had been a nightmare. She didn’t think he had met her gaze once that entire visit—and he certainly hadn’t been able to bring himself to look at her stump.

One time he happened to walk in when the nurses were changing her dressing and she would never forget the raw burst of revulsion in his eyes before he had quickly veiled it.

She had given him back his ring at the end of his visit, and he had accepted it with an obvious relief that demoralized and humiliated her.

She couldn’t put herself through that again. She had been devastated by his reaction.

If a man who supposedly cared about her—who had e-mailed her daily while she was on active duty, had sent care packages, had uttered vows of undying love, and who was a surgeon—found her new state as an amputee so abhorrent, how could she ever let down her guard enough to allow someone new past her careful defenses?

She couldn’t. The idea terrified her. Like her career as a nurse practitioner, sex was another part of her life she decided she would have to give up.

No big whoop, she decided. Lots of people lived without it and managed just fine.

She hadn’t even had so much as an itch of desire since her accident, and she thought—hoped even—that perhaps those needs had died. It would be better if they had.

If she wasn’t ever tempted, she wouldn’t have to exercise any self-control in the matter.

To find herself responding on a physical level to any man would have been depressing, proof that now she would have to sublimate those normal desires for the rest of her life or face the humiliation of having a man turn away from her in disgust.

To find the man she was attracted to was none other than Jake Dalton was horrifying.

The best thing—the only thing—would be to stay as far away as possible from him. She had enough to deal with, thanks. She didn’t need the bitter reminder that she was a living, breathing, functioning woman who could still respond to a gorgeous man.







Chapter Four





The sneaky, conniving son of a bitch went over her head.

Maggie stood with her mother at the window of the Luna kitchen. From here, she had a perfect view of the ranch—the placidly grazing Murray Greys, the warm, weathered planks of the barn, the creek glinting silver in the sunlight.

And that scheming snake Jake Dalton unloading the hay that had just been delivered.

His muscles barely moved under a thin International Harvester T-shirt, she couldn’t help notice. He was far more buff than she would have guessed. Tight and hard and gorgeous.

She indulged herself by watching that play of muscles under cotton for only a moment before wrenching her eyes away and forcing her hormones under control.


“I cannot believe you did this, Mama!”

Her mother raised an eyebrow at her accusatory tone. “Tell me what did I do that is so terrible, hmm?”

“You let Jake Dalton sucker you into letting him come to the ranch and help us!”

Viviana laughed. “Oh, yes. I am such a fool to accept the help of a strong, hardworking man when it is offered. Yes. I can see how he—what is the word you used?—suckered me. I am a crazy old woman who allows this man to take terrible advantage of me by hauling my hay bales and mending my fences.”

Maggie ground her teeth. “Mama! He’s a Dalton!”

“He’s a good boy, Lena,” her mother said, her voice stern. “A good boy and a good neighbor. He says he will help us when he has the time, and I can see no reason to say no.”

She could come up with at least a hundred reasons, including the dreams she’d had the night before. Those steamy, torrid dreams of strong muscles and hard chests and sexy smiles.

While she had to admit, she had experienced a tiny moment of gratitude to be caught up in dreams that didn’t involve explosions and terror for a change, she had hated waking up alone and aching and vaguely embarrassed at her unwilling attraction to him.

She shifted away from the window, hoping her mother wouldn’t notice her suddenly heightened color. “Just what did you have to offer him in return?”

Viviana met her gaze briefly then looked away. “Nothing.”

Her sweet, churchgoing, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth mother was lying through her teeth. Maggie had absolutely no doubt.

“Mama!”

Viviana’s shoulders lifted in a casual shrug. “Nothing you need to worry about right now, anyway.”

Maggie said nothing, only continued glaring. After a moment Viviana sighed heavily.

“Okay, okay. I told him I would see that you help him at the clinic on the days he opens to the Latinos.”

She added manipulative, underhanded and duplicitous to the list of unflattering adjectives now preceding Jake Dalton’s name in her mind. She had told him no. But with typical Dalton arrogance, he’d found a way around her.

“How could you promise that without talking to me?”

“I thought you would be happy to help him.”

“I’m not!”

“But why?” Viviana looked genuinely bewildered. “I thought it would be a good chance for you to stay involved in medicine until you are ready to return to being a nurse.”

“I’m not going back, Mama. I told you that.”

As usual, her mother heard only what she wanted to hear. “You say that now but who knows what you might want to do a few months from now? This way you are, how do you say, covering your bases.”

“I don’t want to cover anything! Mama, this is my decision. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet but I’m not going back to nursing.”

How could she? She had been a good nurse, dedicated and passionate about her patients. But nursing could be physically demanding work and she couldn’t even stand up for longer than a few moments at a time. She couldn’t see any way that she could spend a whole shift on her feet. Or on one foot and one stump, to be more precise. It wouldn’t be fair to her patients.

In her mother’s eyes she saw the one thing she hated above all other maternal manipulative tactics—disappointment.

“I gave Jacob my word that he would have a translator, Lena. If you refuse to do this, I will.”

Maggie pinched the bridge of her nose. Did anyone on earth know how to lay on the guilt better than her mother?

More than anything, she would have liked to tell her to go right ahead. Translate for the sneaky bastard. But Viviana’s English could be dicey sometimes and she had absolutely no background to translate difficult medical concepts.

While it would serve Jake right if she sent her mother to his clinic in her place, she knew she couldn’t put Viviana through something that would be so difficult for her.

“You would be much more help to the people than I, of course,” Viviana said guilelessly, “but I will do my best.”

She watched Jake again, who was looking suspiciously cheerful as he pulled another bale of hay off the truck.

If he’d been within arm’s reach, she would have been hard-pressed not to slug him.

He had very neatly boxed her into a corner, and she couldn’t see any way to climb out without hurting her mother.

“Fine,” she growled. “I’ll do it.”

Viviana’s smile reminded her of a cat with a mouthful of canary feathers. “Oh, good. Jacob will be so pleased.”


“Yippee,” she muttered, wondering how she could have so completely reverted to her childhood after being home less than a week. Her mother could play her as well now as she could when Maggie was ten.

Viviana stepped away from the window, and for the first time, Maggie registered her clothes. Her pale-green sweater, slacks and bright, cheerful silk scarf weren’t exactly appropriate for ranch work and Maggie’s stomach gave an ominous twist.

Her mother’s words confirmed her sudden suspicion. “I must go to Idaho Falls today for a meeting of the Cattleman’s Association. I told Jacob you would be here to show him what to do.”

“Me?”

“Is that a problem?”

I don’t want to, she almost said. But since she had taken a solemn antiwhine pledge to herself at Walter Reed, she just shrugged and went on the offensive. “What about Tío Guillermo?”

Her mother’s shoulders stiffened. “What about him?”

“When are you going to stop this silliness and hire him back to do his job?”

“I hear he has a new job now. He works for the Blue Sage. Lucy Warren told me when I went to the feed store yesterday.”

She digested this and tried to imagine her uncle working anywhere but the Luna, especially for a Hollywood actor and wannabe rancher like Justin Hartford.

“Even if that’s true, you know he would come back in a minute if you said the word. He loves the ranch.”

“Not this time.” For just a moment, Maggie thought she heard something deeper behind her mother’s brisk tone, but before she could analyze it, Viviana turned away. “I will be late if I do not leave. You are to be nice to Jacob while I am gone.”

Hmmph. When those cows out there started singing “Kumbaya.”

After her mother left to finish preparing for her meeting, Maggie shifted her weight, trying to ignore the ache in her leg from standing in one position. Though she knew it was cowardly, she couldn’t seem to bring herself to walk out there.

She dreaded facing him again, especially knowing she would have to spend an entire day with him, after all.

No, more than one, since her mother had committed her to helping him as a translator.

So much for staying away from him. She sighed, despising her cowardice. She could do this. He was only a man.

Only a man she couldn’t stand, a man she wanted absolutely nothing to do with.

A man who had played the starring role of some pretty feverish dreams. And played it quite flawlessly.

She turned on the faucet, ran the water as cold as it would go, then took a bracing drink. She could handle this. She had survived eight months in Afghanistan, a terrorist attack and having a third of her leg chopped off, for heaven’s sake.

She could surely face one man.

Chin high, she headed outside, where she found him spreading some of the new hay in the horse pasture.

He stopped working as soon as she approached, folding his arms on top of the pitchfork to watch her progress. It took every bit of concentration but she forced herself to walk slowly and confidently, with no trace of limp.

“You must think you’re so clever,” she said when she reached him.

He shrugged. “When I have to be.”

“You Daltons don’t know the meaning of the word no, do you?”

“Oh, we know the meaning of all kinds of words. Like stubborn, for instance. Or obstinate. Thick-headed is another phrase in our vocabulary, though I think we’d all agree you’ve got us beat on that one.”

For one moment, she was tempted to swing her prosthesis out and sweep that pitchfork he leaned on right out from under him. That would probably be childish, not to mention would likely hurt her like the devil.

“I don’t know what you’re hoping to achieve by all this, but I’m not about to make it easy for you. You offered to work so, believe me, I’m going to make you work. I only hope your whole doctor gig hasn’t turned you into a pansy.”

She sounded like a serious bitch, she realized, but he didn’t seem offended. He laughed and gave a mock salute.

“Private Pansy reporting for duty, Lieutenant. Put me to work. I’ll let you know when it’s time for my afternoon nap.”

Her insides twirled at the sight of that smile. How in the world was she going to get through this?

She wiped her hands on her jeans and frowned. “Why are you standing around, then?”

“I’m about done here,” he said. “I was thinking about heading back along the fence line you were riding yesterday, if that’s okay with you. I brought my own horse down from the Cold Creek and thought I’d see how far I could get around the perimeter of the ranch.”

“That’s as good a place to start as any, I suppose.” She gave him a determined look. “I’m coming with you.”

She saw arguments brimming in his blue eyes, but after a moment he sighed. “I suppose there’s no way you’ll let me talk you out of that idea so you can rest.”

“You could try. But you wouldn’t win.”

He studied her a moment longer, those blue eyes probing. “And I guess you’re going to climb up my grill if I ask how your prosthesis feels today.”

“It doesn’t have feelings. It’s a fake leg, Doc. That’s kind of the point.”

“Ha-ha. Seriously, how’s the leg?”

He seemed genuinely concerned so she dropped the attitude for a moment and gave him the truth. “A little better. I made sure to put it up last night, just as the doctor ordered.”

“Good. You can do more harm than good if you push yourself too hard. Adjusting to a prosthesis can be a complicated process. You can make it worse if your stump becomes too irritated to wear the thing for the long stretches of time needed to become accustomed to it.”

“Yeah, that’s what they tell me.”

She wasn’t in the mood to take medical advice from a man in a tractor T-shirt, so she quickly changed the subject. “I’ll go get my horse while you finish things here. Oh, and I don’t know how you did things on the Cold Creek but we’ve learned pitchforks work better if you actually lift them out of the dirt instead of just leaning on them.”

His low, amused laughter sent shivers rippling down her spine, and she forced herself to turn away and head for the horse pasture as fast as her fake leg would take her.

 


Jake watched her hurry for the horse pasture. She stumbled a little on a rough patch of grass and he had to fight every impulse to race ahead of her and smooth her path.

She wouldn’t appreciate it, he knew, but he couldn’t stand watching her struggle, especially when he could see she wasn’t telling the complete truth about her pain level.

She was hurting worse than she let on. Whether that was phantom pain or continuing adjustment irritation from the prosthesis, he didn’t know. It didn’t matter, anyway. She wouldn’t want his help, even if he had the magic potion to fix either problem.

She had to make her own way. While the doctor in him might want to do his best to take away her pain, he knew she was trying her best to play the wild card she’d been dealt the way she saw fit, and he had to respect her determination.

Of course, there was a fine line between determination and outright stubbornness.

He was leading his own horse out of the trailer when she rode around the corner of the barn on the same mare she’d ridden the day before. She led another horse loaded with coiled wire.


She looked beautiful on horseback, natural and relaxed and graceful. No one watching her ride with such confidence would ever guess what she’d been through the last five months.

Her glossy dark braid swung behind her, and she lifted her face to the sun as if she couldn’t soak in enough.

Jake’s stomach tightened, and he could feel blood rush to his groin. He cursed himself for the inappropriate reaction and slammed the horse trailer closed with a little more force than strictly necessary.

“Come on, Doc,” she called. “I don’t have all day to wait for you.”

“Aw, hold your horses.”

She rolled her eyes at his lame attempt at a joke. “I hope you don’t slow me down like this all day.”

“I’ll do my best to keep up,” he promised.

Keeping up with her wasn’t the problem, he discovered by lunchtime. Coming up with subtle, creative ways to slow her down and keep her from overdoing things was another story.

“You need to stop again?” Halfway around the perimeter of the ranch, she stared at him, her eyes dark with suspicion. “That’s three times in four hours. You are a pansy, Dalton.”

“I’m hungry, okay? I’m not used to all this physical labor. It works up a heck of an appetite. I packed two sandwiches and a couple colas. You want lunch?”

Since fixing fence was a two-person job, he knew she couldn’t insist on going ahead by herself. Just as he intended, after a moment she shrugged and made her way to the small grassy hill where he’d settled. Though she tried to act tough as nails, he could see the lines of pain around her mouth and the cautious steps she took across the uneven ground.

Stubborn woman. He wanted to toss her over the back of her little mare and haul her back to the house where she could spend the afternoon with her leg up. The next best thing was manufacturing these little excuses to stop as often as he could so she could rest.

“Ham and cheese or PB and J?” he asked when she settled against a tree, her leg extended in front of her.

“Whichever.”

He handed over the ham and one of the colas he’d had the foresight to stick in the icy river when they stopped at this section of fence a half hour before.

She popped the top and took a healthy swallow, her eyes closed with obvious appreciation, and he had to focus on his lunch to keep from jumping her right there.

“Oh, that’s good. Spring runoff gives the water just the perfect temperature for maximum chill. That water’s running fast. How’d you keep the cans from floating downstream?”

“Old cowboy trick one of the ranch hands taught me when I was a kid. Tie fishing line around the plastic rings and lash that to a tree on the bank. I always keep some in my saddle bag for emergencies.”

“Just in case you’re ever stranded in the middle of nowhere on horseback with a warm soda. I can see where that would come in handy.”

“What can I say? I appreciate the finer things in life.”

She made a snort that might have been a laugh, but he wouldn’t let himself get his hopes up.


She took another sip. “Since you can’t seem to get through a half hour of work without taking a break, explain to me how a wimp like you ever survived the eighteen-hour shifts of a resident.”

“Black coffee and plenty of No-Doze. But then, I didn’t have a harsh taskmaster of an Army Lieutenant riding my butt at the University of Utah.”

She shifted her leg, and he didn’t miss her wince, even though she quickly took another sip of soda to hide it. “I forgot that’s where you went to medical school,” she said after she’d swallowed.

“Yeah. The Running Utes.”

“Good medical school. So why didn’t they throw you out for sheer laziness?”

He thought of the summa cum laude hanging in his office and how he’d worked his tail off to earn it. “Must have been a fluke. I guess I can fake it when necessary. You know how it works, look busy when the attending is around.”

Her shoulders had relaxed, he saw, and she had lost some of those pain lines around her mouth. Good. He wondered what chance he had of keeping her right here insulting him for the next couple of hours. He supposed he’d have to be happy with a few minutes.

“So, why does a moderately intelligent medical student with a talent for fakery choose general medicine as a specialty instead of something more lucrative like plastic surgery or urology?”

“I guess because I like treating the whole patient, not just bits and pieces.”

“Okay, so you still could have broadened your horizons a little and opened a general medicine practice somewhere more interesting than Pine Gulch, Idaho. So why come home?”

He had many answers to that particular question, some easier to verbalize than others, but he did his best to put his reasons into words.

“Old Doc Whitaker gave me my first taste of medicine, literally and figuratively. He probably did the same for you, right?”

She nodded with a small smile for the robust man who had treated everyone in the county for nearly fifty years.

“He brought all three of us boys into the world, treated us when we had the chicken pox, helped Seth through the worst years of his asthma,” Jake went on. “In high school, I worked at the clinic on Saturdays and a few afternoons a week. I grew to admire that old coot for his dedication, for the connection he had to his patients. He knew them all. Their kids, their parents, their sisters and brothers.”

He was quiet for a moment, remembering the man who had been such a steady influence in his life. “When I was finishing my residency, I tried to picture myself working in some impersonal HMO somewhere treating thirty patients a day. I just couldn’t do it. Around that time, Doc called me, said he wanted to retire and was I interested in buying his practice. Coming home seemed right.”

“Any regrets?” she asked. “Does fame and fortune ever come calling your name?”

“Not that I’ve heard. But maybe I had my cell phone turned off and missed it.”

A smile almost broke free but she sternly forced her mouth back into a straight line before it could escape. “I forget. You’re one of the Daltons of Cold Creek. With your share of the ranch, you probably don’t have to worry about money at all, do you? I guess that makes you just another dilettante.”

He swallowed a sigh. What would he have to do to get past her anger at his family?

“Dilettante. Now there’s a big word for an Idaho cowgirl.”

“Must have read it on a cereal box somewhere.”

“If I were one of those dili-thingies just out for a good time, I’m pretty sure the amusement quotient would have disappeared once I actually started treating patients. We GPs see some pretty nasty stuff. Anything from impacted colons to uncontrolled vomiting to gangrenous sores.”

“Try being a nurse, wussy-boy. You doctors get to waltz in, make your godlike proclamations and waltz out again, leaving us hardworking nurses to do the dirty work.”

“I don’t ever waltz,” he protested, then grinned. “I prefer to sashay.”

She did smile at that and he couldn’t help feeling he’d just won a major victory. Their gazes held for a long moment and then her smile slid off her face as if she just realized it was there.

She jerked her gaze away and drank the last of her cola, her expression suddenly fierce. “Okay, party time’s over. If I’ve only got a day to make use of your puny muscles, I don’t want to waste it sitting around shooting the breeze.”

He almost told her she could make use of his puny muscles—or anything else of his that might interest her—any time she wanted, she only had to say the word.

But while he wasn’t exactly the lazy wimp she seemed to enjoy taunting him about, he wasn’t an idiot, either, so he decided to keep the thought to himself.

 


By the time they finished checking and repairing every fenceline on the Rancho de la Luna and headed back for the house, he was beginning to question either his intelligence or his sanity.

Why was he torturing himself like this? Maggie hadn’t let up all afternoon about not wanting or needing his help. If anything, she seemed to ride him even harder as the afternoon wore on.

He had to wonder if she was trying to see just how far she had to push to drive him away.

If she were any other woman—and if not for those lines of pain around her mouth or the stiff way she sat in the saddle—he would have acknowledged defeat hours ago and let her run him off.

But he hadn’t been about to leave her to all this work by herself. What she needed was a rest. The quicker they finished up and put the horses away, the quicker she could put her leg up.

She didn’t seem to want to talk, and he didn’t push her, as the horses made their way along the creek back to the house, the afternoon sun warm on their shoulders and the water churning beside them.

At the barn he slid down quickly from his horse and looped the reins around the fence, then crossed to the mounting block so he could help her off the horse.


She’d been stubborn about it all day but he could tell climbing down from the horse was a movement that bothered her. He’d insisted on helping her mount and dismount throughout the day, if only for the chance to touch her, and he intended to this time but she glared at him.

“Go away, Dalton,” she snapped when he approached. “That’s why we have a mounting block here, so you can stop babysitting me.”

He just smiled blandly and stood beside the wooden block, just in case she needed him.

She seemed determined not to, though her teeth clamped together and she couldn’t hide a wince as she swung her prosthetic over the saddle and slid down.

Before Maggie was completely ready to take her own weight, the mare shifted, just enough to leave her off balance. She stumbled on the block, but before she could fall, he leaped up and caught her, absorbing her weight, and she steadied herself against his chest.

All day she had tried to act tough as rawhide as she rode alongside him, but now she felt small and fragile in his arms.

He reacted like any other normal, red-blooded man who suddenly found his arms wrapped around the beautiful woman who had been his secret fantasy for years—the same woman who had tormented him all day just by her presence.

He kissed her.

She made a small gasping sound of surprise when his mouth drifted across hers, and then she seemed to freeze in his arms.


He could feel the soft sough of her breath in his mouth, feel the tremble of her fingers against his chest, and wondered if she could hear his heart hammering against his ribs.

That smart mouth of hers was surprisingly soft, like apple blossoms, and she tasted like cola and spearmint gum.

He might have expected her to shove him off the mounting block or give him a judo chop to the head. When she didn’t, when her lips seemed to soften in welcome, he took that as enough encouragement to deepen the kiss.







Chapter Five





She couldn’t seem to make her brain work, other than one stunned moment of disbelief that he would have the audacity to kiss her out of the blue without any kind of advance warning.

Wasn’t that like a Dalton, to just take what he wanted without asking permission?

Before she could manage to work through her shock enough to actually do something about it—like jerk away or, better yet, give him a swift knee to the privates, her initial astonishment began to give way to something else, something terribly dangerous.

A slow, sultry ache fluttered to life inside her, and before she fully realized what she was doing, her hands slid into the thin fabric of his T-shirt, holding him fast.


He made a low sound and deepened the kiss, his mouth firm and purposeful on hers, and she forgot about the pain below her knee, forgot about the frustration she had been fighting the entire day over her own limitations, forgot the man who held her was Jake Dalton, son of the bastard who had destroyed her father.

For one glorious moment he was only a man—a strong, gorgeous male who smelled of leather and horses and a few lingering traces of that sexy aftershave he used; a solid, strong wall of muscle against her, around her.

The man was one incredible kisser, she had to admit. She shivered as his mouth explored hers, caressed it. He used exactly the right pressure for maximum impact—not too hard, not too soft. Just right to turn her bones to liquid, her insides to mush.

Oh, it felt good to be in a man’s arms. For one brief, selfish moment she allowed herself to enjoy it, to savor the sensation of being held and cherished and protected, her blood surging through her, her nerve endings buzzing with desire.

She wasn’t sure at exactly what moment she shifted from passive recipient to ardent participant. Maybe at the first slight exploring brush of his tongue along the seam of her lips.

The next thing she knew, her arms had somehow found their way around his neck, she found herself pressing against him tightly, and she was returning his kiss with an enthusiasm that took her completely by surprise.

She jerked her eyes open and saw him gazing back at her, an unreadable expression in the pure, stunning blue of his eyes.


The sight of those Dalton eyes looking back at her seemed to shock her back to her senses as if she’d just fallen into the creek.

What in heaven’s name was she doing?

She jerked away, nearly stumbling in her haste to put space between them. He steadied her so she wouldn’t fall off the mounting block, then dropped his hand.

She stared at him, horribly aware of how hard her lungs had to work to draw air, of the tremble of her stomach and how she had to fist her hands together to keep from reaching for him again.

How mortifying that she would react to his uninvited touch with such eagerness, even a subtle hint of desperation she hoped he couldn’t taste. This was Jake Dalton, the last man on earth she should want to tangle tongues with.

But she did. Oh, did she!

Emotions raged through her, and she wanted to yell and curse and rip into him. At the very least, she wanted to ask him what the hell he thought he was doing.

She took a deep, steadying breath. She refused to let him know how much he affected her.

“Was that really necessary?” she asked coolly. “A helping hand would have been sufficient.”

A muscle quirked in his cheek as if he was amused, though she could see his chest rise and fall rapidly as he tried to catch his breath.

“I don’t know about you, but I certainly needed it.”

What kind of game was he playing? she wondered. A pity kiss for poor Stump Girl?

“Next time I’ll dismount on my own if you’re going to paw me,” she snapped.


“Is that what you’d call what just happened?”

She didn’t know what to call it. She only knew she couldn’t get away from him fast enough.

“Don’t let it happen again,” she ordered.

He studied her for a long moment.

“What if it does?” His low-timbred voice sent shivers cascading down her spine.

She drew in a sharp breath and decided to ignore him. Instead she gripped the hand railing and made her way down the three steps of the mounting block.

“Running away, Maggie? I would have thought you had more spine than that.”

She bristled. “I’m not running away. I have things to do—unlike some people, who apparently can spend all day mending fence and accosting unsuspecting women.”

“I hope those things involve stretching out and taking the weight off your prosthesis.”

“Eventually. I need to put my horse away first and make some notes in the ranch logs.”

“I’ll take care of your horse. Go make your notes so you can take it easy.”

She would have argued with him—on principle if nothing else—if she wasn’t so desperate to get away from him.

“Thank you,” she muttered, though the words tasted bitter as a bad cucumber.

While she was gnawing on it, she might as well devour the whole thing. “Thank you also for your help today. It would have taken me a week if I’d been on my own.”

If she expected him to gloat or give her a bad time, she was doomed to disappointment. He only nodded. “You’re welcome. I’m glad we got the fence line checked.”

She nodded, wanting only for this day to be over. Aware of his gaze following her, she turned and made her way toward the ranch office in the barn.

She had to hope he couldn’t see the wobble in her knees—both of them, not just the overworked left one.

When she turned the corner of the barn and was certain he could no longer see her, she let out a long, slow breath and leaned a hand against the weathered wood planks.

What was the point of that little demonstration? For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what he was trying to prove. If he wanted to show she had questionable taste in men, he’d certainly made his point.

Dalton or not, the man certainly knew how to kiss. She still couldn’t seem to catch her breath.

She pressed two fingers to her lips as if she could still taste the imprint of his mouth there, then shook her head at her own ridiculous reaction, far out of proportion to what had happened.

Still, it had been an incredible kiss. She supposed if she’d ever given it much thought, she might have expected it of Seth Dalton. The youngest of the three brothers was the ladies’ man of the family, the one who left every woman in the county sighing and giddy.

Whoever would have thought the quiet, studious doctor would have such hidden depths?

Not that she would ever allow herself the opportunity to plumb those depths. That was the first and only kiss she would ever share with Jake Dalton, no matter how proficient at it he might be.


Even if he wasn’t Hank Dalton’s son, she couldn’t let this happen again.

Like it was some kind of grim lodestone, she rubbed the spot just below her knee where flesh met metal.

It had been difficult to remember his surname all morning. He was a good companion and a hard worker, when he wasn’t manufacturing excuses for her to take a break.

She saw right through his efforts. On the one hand, she had to admit she had been grateful to him for his sensitivity to the frustrations and the challenges she faced in doing things that had always been second nature to her six months ago.

On the other hand, each time he had made up some silly reason to take a break had been another painful reminder that she couldn’t keep up with him, that her life had changed dramatically.

Different was not the same thing as over, she reminded herself as she opened the barn door and walked inside. The barn smelled sweet and musty, a combination that instantly transported her back to her childhood.

Dust motes floated like gold flakes in the sunbeams shining down from the rafters, and the air smelled of horses and new hay and life.

She paused for a moment to enjoy the memories that rushed back, of chasing mischievous kittens through the barn, of learning to saddle a horse for the first time in one of the stalls that lined the wall, of the stomach-twirling excitement of swinging on the rope Abel hung from the crossbeams, to land in piles of soft hay below.


She spied the rope, still there but looped over the rafters, and she could vividly picture her father standing about where she was, watching with delight as she would swing down from the loft, shrieking all the way until she let go and landed in the welcoming piles of hay.

It was a good memory, one she hadn’t thought of in years. She wondered if, before her accident, she ever would have taken time to notice something as quietly lovely as a barn in springtime, to remember that long-ago moment with her father.

She would have been in too much of a hurry to get somewhere important.

A person learning to walk all over again moved at a slower pace by necessity. Sometimes that wasn’t always such a bad thing.

She made her way through the barn to the ranch office. The small room was cluttered with tack and coiled rope and other odds and ends. She pulled out the log book Guillermo had always maintained religiously in his neat, precise English.

Under the day’s date, she wrote, “Rode entire perimeter of ranch checking fence. Significant repairs performed on southwest corner and near road.”

Kissed Jake Dalton until I couldn’t think straight. Knees still wobbly.

She set down her pencil when she realized where her mind carried her again. At least she’d only thought that last bit, not written it down. It might be a little tough to explain to her mother.

Nothing like that would happen again, she thought sternly. She couldn’t allow it.


Right now she needed to focus on the job at hand. There would be time later to worry about the good doctor—and what he might be after.

She turned back to the log, which inevitably drew her thoughts to her uncle. He should be here making this notation. He should have been out there today checking the fenceline. Perhaps it was time she paid him a visit and begged him to come to his senses.

Anything to keep Jake Dalton from showing up to torment her again.

 


She found time the next evening after dinner. Viviana had phone calls to make, she said, so Maggie told her she wanted to drive into town to pick up a few things at the small market.

Guillermo’s house, a mile toward town on Cold Creek Road, hadn’t changed in all the years she’d known him—still just as small and square, with clapboard siding that received a new coat of white paint every other year whether it needed it or not.

It was too early for the extravagant display of roses he tended so carefully to burst along the fence, but cheerful spring flowers neatly lined the sidewalk and an American flag hung proudly on a flagpole in the front yard. A large yellow ribbon dangled just below it, and she felt emotion well up in her throat, knowing it was for her.

Chickens ran for cover when she pulled into the driveway and as soon as she turned off the engine, a couple of border collies hurried out of the shade to investigate the visitor.


When he wasn’t raising Murray Grey cattle for her mother, Guillermo bred and trained the smart cattle dogs. The two who came out didn’t bark, they just waited politely for attention.

She patted them both in turn and was just preparing to head off in search of her uncle when he rounded the corner of the garage, a shovel in his hand.

His brown eyes widened when he saw her, then they filled with raw emotion.

In one quick move he dropped the shovel to the concrete driveway with a thud and rushed to her side and reached for her. “Lena! Oh Lena, it is good you are home.”

Guillermo spoke Spanish, though she knew he was comfortable in English, also.

“It is wonderful to see you, as well,” she responded in the same language. It was, she thought.

Though only a few inches taller than she was, she had always considered Guillermo one of her heroes. He was quiet and sturdy, a steady source of strength throughout her life, even before her father’s death.

Abel and Guillermo had been brothers and best friends, had come together from Argentina to ranch together. After Abel’s death, Guillermo had taken over as ranch manager and had also stepped up to assume a more-active fatherly role in her life.

After she enlisted, she could still remember how he sat her down for a heart-to-heart talk before she left for basic training.

“To serve your country is a good thing you are doing,” he told her. “You make me proud. Hold your head high and serve with honor and courage. Never be ashamed of what you have done and always do your best to stand for what is right.”

More than once throughout her years of service, his quiet advice rang in her ears, saving her from what could have been major career mistakes.

“How about a Pepsi?” he asked now, and she couldn’t help her smile. Like the flag out front and his neat, ordered flower beds, some things never changed. He’d been giving her cola since she was old enough to drink from a straw. “Sure.”

“Come. Sit.”

She followed him onto the porch and took one of the two comfortable rockers that had been there as long as she could remember. She could vividly remember playing on the little postage-stamp front yard while her uncle and father sat on this front porch drinking beer and shooting the breeze.

Guillermo joined her in a moment and set a tray with a couple of Pepsis and some pretzels on a little table between the rockers.

She sipped at her drink, enjoying the unobstructed view of the mountains he enjoyed here.

Her uncle didn’t seem in any hurry to determine the reason for her visit, though surely he must have his suspicions. Instead, they made small talk about her drive up from Arizona, about how her car was running, about the litter of puppies he was just about ready to wean.

Finally she gathered her nerve and blurted out the topic she knew had to be on both their minds.

“Guillermo, what’s going on? Why aren’t you at the Luna?”


He scratched his cheek, where the day’s salt-and-pepper stubble already showed. “Did your mother send you?”

“No,” she confessed. “She told me not to come.”

“When will you learn to listen to your mama, little girl?”

“I can’t believe that whatever happened between you two can’t be mended. Think of the history you share! You’ve been running the Luna for years. You have a financial and emotional stake in it. It’s as much yours as Mama’s and you both know it.”

He said nothing, just sipped his cola and watched a car drive past, and she wanted to scream with frustration.

For two mature adults, both her mother and her uncle were acting like children having a playground brawl, and for the life of her, she couldn’t understand it.

“Tío! What is this about? Tell me that much at least. Mama won’t say anything. She just said you fought and she fired you.”

His dark gaze narrowed over the rim of his soda. “She did not fire me. I quit.”

“What difference does it make who did what? She’s still over her head trying to run the ranch by herself.”

A frown flitted across his weathered, handsome features. “She did not find someone to help her yet?”

Just me. She wanted to say. Me and a sexy, interfering doctor who should mind his own blasted business.

Instead she only shook her head. “She hasn’t hired anybody yet. She’s got an ad in the paper and a couple of ag job Web sites, but she hasn’t had any takers.”

“She will find someone. The Luna is a good operation.”

“It’s a good operation because you built it into one! You’re the one who brought in the Murray Grey’s, who watched the market enough to know when the time would be right for their marbled beef. We all know that. Mama’s just being stubborn.”

“She is good at that, no?” Though his words were hard, Maggie thought she saw something odd flicker in his eyes at the mention of her mother.

“I’d say the two of you are about even in that department. Isn’t there anything I can say to change your mind?”

“Not on this,” he said firmly. “I am not welcome at the Luna now even if I wanted to return, and that is as it should be.”

“Tío!”

“No, Lena. I have taken a new job now.”

“So I hear. I can’t believe it, though. You said you’d never work for one of the Hollywood invaders who are taking over all the good ranch land.”

“Things change. Mr. Hartford at least wants to raise cattle and not bison.”

She opened her mouth to argue again, but he held up a hand. “Enough, Lena. Your mother has made her choice. And I have made mine.”

Choice about what? she wondered, but before she could ask, her uncle quickly changed the subject, asking about her time in Afghanistan before her injury, how her leg was doing, what her plans were now that she’d returned to Pine Gulch.

Though she tried several times to draw the conversation back to the Luna and her mother, each time Guillermo neatly sidestepped her question until she finally threw up her hands.


“Okay, I’ve had it with both of you. You both want to throw away a good team, years of history, go right ahead.”

Her words seemed to distress her uncle, but he didn’t argue with her.

She stayed for another half hour then took her leave.

Guillermo hugged her tightly after he had walked her to her car. “You are a good girl, Lena. Take care of your mother and yourself. But don’t forget your old tío.”

“I won’t,” she assured him.

“What is between your mother and myself, that is one thing. But you are always welcome on my porch.”

She smiled, kissed his leathery cheek, then climbed carefully into her Subaru and drove away.

 


He had to admit, he had thought she would bail on him.

Four days later Jake stood at the reception area of his clinic and watched Maggie’s little Subaru SUV pull into the parking lot. The afternoon sunlight shone silver when she swung out a pair of forearm crutches, then leveraged herself onto them and started making her painstaking way toward the door.

A thick knot of emotions churned through him as he watched her slow approach—awe and respect and a distinctive kind of pride he knew he had no right to feel.

She wore tan slacks and a crisp white shirt that would have looked severe if not for the turquois-and-silver choker and matching earrings she wore with it.

She had pulled her thick hair back in a headband, and she looked springy and bright and so beautiful he decided he would have been content to spend the rest of the afternoon just gazing at her.


Though she wore her prosthesis, she wasn’t putting weight on it, and his mind started racing through all the possible reasons for that. Had she reinjured herself? Was there a problem with the fit?

He wanted to rush out to help her as she made her cautious way across the parking lot to the clinic, but he managed to restrain himself, though it was just about the toughest thing he’d ever had to do.

If he made any kind of scene, he had no doubt she would turn around, head back to her car and take off. She didn’t seem to welcome any effort on his part to help her, no matter how well intentioned, so he forced himself to remain at the door.

At last she reached him.

“You’re here. I didn’t expect to see you.”

She frowned. “I may not have been involved in making this stupid deal, but I refuse to be the one to break it, either. My mother gave you her word, and the Cruz family honors its promises.”

Her implication that his family couldn’t say the same was obvious, but he decided to overlook it for now.

“Come in. We don’t open for another ten minutes or so. That should give you a few moments to look around.”

She made a face but moved through the doorway, her shoulder brushing his chest as she hobbled past.

She smelled divine, like the lavender in his mother’s garden, and he tried to disguise his deep inhalation as a regular breath.

She paused for a moment, looking around the waiting area of the clinic, and he tried to read her reaction to the changes he’d made since taking over from Doc Whitaker.


Beyond the obvious cosmetic changes—the new row of windows looking over the mountains, the comfortable furniture with its clean lines—the entire clinic was designed to soothe frayed nerves and help patients feel more comfortable.

A few things hadn’t changed from Doc Whitaker’s time, and one of those was coming around the receptionist counter with a smile.

“Magdalena, you remember Carol Bass? She’s been the receptionist and dragon at the gate for going on thirty years now.”

Maggie smiled with delight, and Jake wondered what he would have to do to become the recipient of one of those looks.

“Of course,” she exclaimed. “I still remember all those cherry lollipops you used to dole out if we didn’t cry during shots.”

Carol gave Maggie a hearty hug. “I still give them to the kids. Amazing how a litle sugar will take away the worst sting.”

“I figured that out with my patients in Phoenix. Even the grown kids handle shots better with a little chocolate.”

Carol returned her smile before her expression grew solemn and she squeezed Maggie’s hand. “I’m so sorry about what happened to you over there, honey. I hope you know how much your service means to all of us here in Pine Gulch.”

Maggie’s shoulders stiffened and she looked uncomfortable at the sudden direction of the conversation, but she merely smiled. “Thank you. And you should know how much I appreciated the card and flowers you and Dale sent me after I returned stateside. They were so lovely. All the nurses at Walter Reed raved about them. I was very touched that you thought of me.”

He had sent her flowers, too. Most likely she tossed them when she’d seen his name on the card.

He caught the bitterness in his thoughts and chided himself. She could do what she wanted with his flowers. He hadn’t sent them to earn her undying appreciation.

“Of course we thought of you,” Carol answered firmly. “This whole town prayed for you after you were hurt over there. We’re still praying for you, honey.”

Maggie looked overwhelmed suddenly by Carol’s solicitude, fragile as antique glass, and he gave in to his fierce need to protect her.

“Why don’t I give you a quick tour before the clinic opens again so you know your way around when the patients start showing up?”

“Yes. All right.” It might have been his imagination but he thought for a moment, there, she actually looked grateful.

She followed him through the security door to the inner hallway between exam rooms. He opened the first door and gestured for Maggie to go inside, then he closed the door to the exam room behind them so they were out of Carol’s earshot.

He wanted to kiss her again. The need to touch her once more, to taste her, burned inside him.

He forced himself to push it aside. She hadn’t been thrilled the first time he did it. If he tried it again, she’d probably stab him with the nearest surgical instrument.

“Okay, what’s the story with the cruches?” he asked.


Her pretty mouth tightened. “In case it slipped your attention, I’m missing half my leg. Crutches are sometimes a necessary evil.”

He ignored her sarcasm. “You’re having problems with the prosthesis, aren’t you?”

“Nothing a good trash compactor couldn’t take care of for me.”

“What’s going on?”

He thought for a moment she wouldn’t answer, but after a moment she sighed. “I’m having a little continuing irritation. After a conference call between my prosthetist and one in Idaho Falls, I’ve been strongly encouraged to go back to wearing it without weight bearing for a while.”

His sorrow for what she had to deal with was a physical ache in his chest. He wanted so much to take this struggle away from her, and he hated his helplessness. What was the point of twelve years of medical training if he couldn’t ease this burden for her?

Some of his emotions must have shown in his expression because her eyes suddenly turned cool. She didn’t want anything from him, apparently, especially not sympathy.

“Let’s get on with it. Since I’m being blackmailed to be here, you might as well give me the tour.”

She was pushing him away, and he knew he could do nothing about that, either.

“This is one of six exam rooms.” He opened the door and walked down the hall, measuring his steps so she could keep up with him on her crutches. “We have one trauma room that can double as an operating room for minor emergency procedures. Just as under Doc Whitaker, we’re part first-aid station, part triage center and part family medicine practice.”

“And your free clinic?”

“We started doing it once a month on what is supposed to be my half day off, to try meeting some of the medical needs of the underserved populations. It’s open to anyone without insurance but we especially encourage agriculture workers and their families. Examinations are free, and lab work is available at reduced cost through a foundation we set up here at the clinic.”

“Very philanthropic of you.”

“But shortsighted. We quickly learned we’d underestimated demand and a monthly clinic just wasn’t enough. We’re doing it bimonthly now, and even that is always full.”

“What kinds of patient care do you typically give?”

“A little of everything. Prenatal care, diabetes management, well-child visits. A wide gamut.”

Carol called down the hall, interrupting him. “It’s showtime. Three cars just pulled up in the parking lot. You ready to go?”

“Where’s Jan?”

His nurse popped her head out of the reception area. “Right here. Sorry, I was late getting back from lunch. The diner was packed. Let’s rock and roll.”

“Jan, this is Maggie Cruz. She’s going to translate for us today.”

“Cool. Nice to meet you.”

Tall and rangy, with short-cropped blond hair, Jan Sunvale was a transplant to Pine Gulch from Boston. She was an avid hiker and climber who had moved West looking for room to breathe. He considered her one of the clinic’s biggest assets and praised the day she decided to make a pit stop in Pine Gulch and ended up staying.

He turned back to Maggie. “I don’t want you to overdo it today. If you need to rest or you’ve had enough altogether, let me know. None of this foolish-pride crap, okay?”

Her eyes flashed. “I’ve already got a mother, Dalton. I don’t need another one.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Believe me, the last thing in the world I want to be is your mother.”

She blinked a little at his low words, but before she could respond, the reception area began to fill with patients.







Chapter Six





Ten patients later Jake finished his exam of a young girl of about six and pulled his stethoscope out of his ears, smiling broadly.

“Tell Señora Ayala that Raquel’s lungs are perfect, with no more sign of the pneumonia. I can’t hear any crackles, and the X-rays look as clean as a new toothbrush.”

She made a face at him and translated his message—without the last metaphor—to the girl’s worried-looking mother. The mother beamed and hugged first the little girl and then Jake, who gave a surprised laugh but returned the embrace.

“¡Gracias! ¡Gracias por todo!” She appeared overcome with gratitude but Jake simply smiled.

“De nada,” he answered. “Tell Señora Ayala she is the one who did all the work and deserves all the credit. She took wonderful care of her daughter. I wish all my patients’ parents were so diligent about giving meds and following advice.”

Maggie dutifully translated his words to Celia Ayala, who’s dark eyes filled with tears as she hugged her daughter again.

“Raquel had to spend a few nights in the hospital,” Jake informed Maggie. “But she’s been home for two weeks now and is doing great, aren’t you, sweetie?”

The little girl apparently spoke much more fluent English than her mother. She nodded at Jake’s words and smiled at him. “You made the bad cooties go away.”

“I didn’t do that, your body fixed itself. Remember, I just helped all those good cootie-fighters you already had with a little medicine to make them stronger.”

“It tasted icky but Mami made me take it, anyway.”

“That’s just what she was supposed to do. And now you’re all better. You can go back to school and play with your friends and all the things you did before you got sick.”

The little girl appeared to have mixed feelings about this. “Does that mean I will not come to see you anymore?”

“Of course not.” He grinned. “Anytime you want to have a shot, I can probably find one for you. You just come talk to me.”

Raquel giggled. “No. No more shots!”

“Are you sure?” he teased. “I can give you one now if you think you need one.”


She shook her head vigorously, then slanted him a look under long eyelashes. “I colored a picture for you.”

Tongue between her teeth, she reached into the backpack she had lugged into the exam room with her and pulled out a paper.

Maggie wasn’t an expert at interpreting children’s artwork but even she could figure out this one. A stick figure of a girl with dark hair and braids lay on a bed. Beside her, another stick figure in a white coat wore what was either a snake or a stethoscope around his neck and held a bunch of brightly colored balloons in one hand. A red-crayon heart encircled the whole picture.

“This is you,” Raquel pointed to the doctor figure. “When you came to see me in the hospital.”

Jake studied it as closely as an art critic preparing to write a review. “I love it! You know what I’m going to do? When we’re done here, I’m going to hang it in my office, right where I can see it.”

“Why do you not hang it now?”

“Now, that is a great idea. Maggie, do you think you’ll be okay for a moment here?”

Since he was already halfway out the door, she didn’t know what else to do but nod. He hurried out, leaving her alone with the little girl and her mother, who was looking confused at their exchange.

Maggie apologized for her lapse in translator duties and quickly explained to the woman where Jake was headed.

The little girl listened to their exchange, swinging her legs on the exam table and studying Maggie curiously.

“Are you married to Dr. Jake?” she asked after a moment, switching to Spanish.


“No! Absolutely not!”

“Good. Because I want to marry him.”

Maggie had to smile at the determination in the girl’s voice, the almost belligerent way she crossed her arms and gave Maggie a look that dared her to contradict.

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to hear that, but I’m afraid you might have to wait a little while. Don’t you think you need to finish kindergarten first?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes,” her mother answered firmly.

Raquel looked so disappointed by this that Celia and Maggie shared a smile.

“She loves Dr. Jake,” Celia said in her mellifluous Spanish. “He was so kind while she was sick and drove to the hospital in Idaho Falls every morning and evening to check on her. I caught a cold while she was in the hospital and one night I was too sick to stay with her and my husband had to work. We could not find anyone else. When Dr. Jake heard, he insisted on staying all night at the hospital so she would not wake up and be afraid.”

For one silly moment Maggie wanted to shove her hands over her ears and start blabbering to block out the woman’s words.

She didn’t want to hear all this, didn’t want to know anything that contradicted the cold, heartless picture she had created in her mind of him and the rest of his family.

“Everyone in the Latino community loves him,” Celia Ayala went on, her expression suddenly sly. “Especially the señoritas. ¿Sí?”

To her dismay, Maggie suddenly couldn’t think about anything else but that sizzling kiss they’d shared. She could feel heat creep over her cheekbones and had to hope Señora Ayala didn’t notice.

If the señoritas knew how the man kissed, they would be camping out on his doorstep.

“I wouldn’t know about that,” she said, her voice brisk. “I’m just helping out today.”

Before the other woman could respond, Jake returned to the exam room. Maggie could feel her face heat up another notch, though she knew there was no possible way he could know they’d been talking about them.

Jake smiled at the trio of females, and Maggie thought for one insane moment that something deep and tender flickered in his gaze when her looked at her, though it was gone so quickly she was certain she must have been mistaken.

“I found a place of honor for your picture,” he told the little girl. “You need to come see it.”

Raquel jumped from the exam table eagerly. “Please, Mami? Dr. Jake wants me to see the picture.”

Celia nodded, and the girl slipped her hand into his.

“We’ll be back in a minute,” Jake promised.

After they left the room, Señora Ayala turned to Maggie. “He likes you, I can tell.”

Maggie stared at the woman. “That’s crazy. He does not!”

The other woman shrugged, an unmistakable matchmaking light in her dark eyes. “You can say that but I always sense these things. And you like him too, no?”

“No,” she said firmly. “Our families are neighbors but that’s all. I’m only helping him today because my mother volunteered me. I’m absolutely not interested in Jake Dalton that way.”

The other woman studied her for a moment, then shrugged. “Too bad. He’s a good man. My husband works hard but his job does not pay for doctors. Without Dr. Jake, we would have nowhere to take our children when they are sick.”

Again she wanted to tell the woman she wasn’t interested in a Jake Dalton testimonial, but she had no idea how to make her stop.

She didn’t want to know any of this. She preferred to picture him as the arrogant rich boy playing at doctor, not as the caring, compassionate physician she had witnessed the past two hours.

She was finding it very difficult to nurture her anger against the Daltons since she’d returned to Pine Gulch. How could she continue to detest the lot of them when at least one member of the family had done nothing but confound her expectations since she’d been back?

She didn’t like it. Things had been easier, cleaner, when she could lump the whole family in with their arrogant SOB of a patriarch.

Jake wasn’t very much like his father. He never had been, she acknowledged. Hank had been brash and forceful, the kind of person who sucked all the oxygen from a room wherever he went.

Even in the years before he had double-crossed her father, Jake’s father had always made her uncomfortable. His voice was loud, his hands were as huge and hard as anvils, and he had always seemed so different from her own smiling, gentle papa.


The three Dalton boys had been a part of her life as long as she could remember. She didn’t remember much about Jake’s older brother, Wade, simply because the age difference between them was wide—six years. But Seth had been her age and they’d shared classes together from kindergarten on.

Jake, on the other hand, had only been three years older than her and Seth but he had always seemed closer to Wade’s age than theirs.

She remembered him as quiet, studious, never without a book open in front of him.

While they waited for the bus at the little enclosed bus stop her father constructed at the end of their driveways, she and Seth would sometimes play tag or catch. Jake rarely joined in, though she knew he was athletic enough. He had been an all-state baseball player and she knew he worked just as hard as the other brothers on the Cold Creek ranch.

He had been a quiet, serious boy who had grown into a dedicated physician with quite a fan club.

She sighed and shifted her leg to a more comfortable position. She could sense her feelings about him were subtly changing and she wasn’t very thrilled about it.

It had been much easier to dislike him on principle than to face the grim truth that a man like Jake Dalton would never be interested in her now. Before her accident, maybe. She knew she wasn’t ugly, and she used to be funny and smart and interesting before her world fell apart.

The bombing in Kabul had changed everything. She was no longer that woman, the kind of woman who could interest a man like Jake Dalton.


He had kissed her, though.

If he wasn’t interested in her, why had he kissed her, that puzzling, intense kiss she couldn’t get out of her head?

In the four days since their heated embrace, the memory of kissing him seemed to whisper into her mind a hundred times a day. The scent of him, the taste of him, the strength and comfort in those arms holding her close.

She couldn’t seem to get her brain around it. She had tried to analyze it from every possible angle and she still couldn’t figure out what might have compelled him to kiss her like that.

“If you like him,” Celia said, yanking her from that sunny afternoon and back into Jake Dalton’s comfortable exam room, “you should do something about it before some other lucky chica comes along.”

Some other chica with two feet, no doubt, and a healthy, well-adjusted psyche.

She was saved from having to respond by the return of Jake and Raquel to the room.

As she translated his final instructions for the girl’s follow-up care, Maggie determined again that she had to figure out a way to put a stop to this ridiculous arrangement her mother had suckered her into.

She wasn’t sure what was worse—dealing with him at the ranch, in his faded jeans and thin cotton tractor T-shirts, or watching him interact with his patients, and the consideration and compassion that seemed an inherent part of him.

Right now both situations seemed intolerable.


 


He shouldn’t have manipulated her into this.

Jake studied Maggie out of the corner of his eye as he finished examining Hector Manuel, a sixty-year-old potato factory worker with a bleeding ulcer. After three hours of clinic—and with an hour’s worth of patients still sitting in the waiting room—he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how to tell Maggie he didn’t want her there anymore.

She had been an incredible help, he had to admit. This week’s clinic had run more smoothly than any he’d done yet. With the improved communication, he’d been able to see more patients and he felt as though the advice he’d been able to give had been better understood and would be better followed.

She had translated in at least two-thirds of his cases today, and he couldn’t figure out how they had ever gotten by without her. Her fluency with both Spanish and the medical jargon had been a killer combination, enormously helpful.

At what cost, though? he wondered.

Although she was doing her best to hide it, she looked beat: her eyes had smudges under them that hadn’t been there when she walked in; her shoulders stiffened tighter with each passing hour; and every few moments she shifted restlessly on her chair trying to find a better position, though he was sure she had no idea she was doing it.

Even if he told her in no uncertain terms to go home, somehow he knew she wouldn’t quit until every last patient was treated.

He could almost hear her argue that she was sticking it out as long as necessary, if only to avoid giving him the satisfaction of watching her throw in the towel.

She was stubborn and contrary and combative. And he was crazy about her.

With a barely veiled wince, she shifted her prosthesis again, and he frowned as he listened to Hector’s heart. She should be home taking it easy, not sitting in his cramped exam room. He should never have come up with this ridiculous plan.

On the other hand, if she wasn’t here, where else would she be? Probably riding a horse or driving the tractor at Rancho de la Luna. At least here he could keep an eye on her.

With a sigh, he turned back to Hector. “I’m going to prescribe some pills that should help but like I told you last month, you’re going to have to lay off the jalapeños for a while until things settle down a little.”

Maggie dutifully translated his words into Spanish. He listened to her, pleased that he could understand most of what she said.

Listening to her fluid words was a guilty kind of pleasure. How pathetic was he that he could be turned on listening to talk about ulcer advice in Spanish?

Somehow the words seemed lush and romantic when she spoke them in her low, melodic voice.

Hector asked him a question too rapidly for him to catch it all. He looked toward Maggie for help.

“He wants to know if he should continue his current dose of acid reflux medicine.”

“I’d like to increase the dose to twice a day. Call me next week to see how that works. Oh, and if you don’t take ten minutes to put your leg up in my office I’m going to carry you in there myself.”

Maggie started to translate his words to Hector, but stopped and glared when the last phrase registered.

“Try it, Dalton, and you’ll find out every dirty trick they taught me in the Army.”

Hector snickered, apparently understanding more English than he let on. Jake spared the man only a quick glance, then turned his attention back to her. “Take a rest, Maggie. I’ll be okay for a while on my own, I promise. If I need it, I can muddle through with my high school Spanish for my next few patients.”

“I’m fine.”

“Please, Maggie. I don’t want you to wear yourself out.”

“You better do what he says,” Hector said to her in Spanish. “The man knows what he’s talking about.”

“Gracias,” Jake said, earning a grin from Hector.

It was killing her not to rip into him in front of a patient. He could see thunderclouds gather in her dark eyes and her slim hands clench in her lap. After a charged, frustrated moment, she let out a breath and grabbed her forearm crutches.

“You know how to find my office?”

“I’ll look for the Obnoxious Know-It-All sign above the door.”

He grinned. “That’s one way to find it. It’s also the last room on the right.”

“Just so you know, Dalton, I’m growing very tired of you ordering me around,” she muttered at the door. “I don’t remember asking you to babysit me.”


“Somebody has to. If you would take care of yourself, I wouldn’t have to do it for you.”

She apparently decided not to dignify that with a response. With another fulminating glare that included the hapless Hector Manuel, she swung out of the exam room on her crutches and headed down the hall, still managing to convey anger even with her back to them.

“Man, are you in trouble.” Hector shook his head in sympathy.

He didn’t know the half of it. Jake sighed as he wrapped things up and moved on to his next patient. How would he ever get through the barricades she seemed determined to erect between them? Was it even possible?

What if his last name wasn’t Dalton? Would she still be so confrontational?

It seemed like the height of irony that she should hate him for his father’s sins.

Maybe he would look at things differently if he’d had a glowing relationship with Hank Dalton, if he considered his father someone who deserved love and respect. He had lived with the man. He knew what a bastard he could be.

He’d resolved early in life that when he grew up, he would be nothing like his father. He thought he had succeeded fairly well, until Magdalena Cruz came home.

What could he do to make her see him as a man, not just Hank Dalton’s son?

He was still wondering that precisely ten minutes later when he finished with his next patient, eighty-year-old Millicent Hall, who suffered from rheumatoid arthritis and who brought him her famous angel food cake every time she came to the clinic. He was in the hallway making notes in her chart when Maggie rejoined him.

Her eyes seemed a little less shadowed but she still looked tired, he thought.

He set the chart on the counter. “You didn’t have to take me so literally about that ten minutes. You can have longer if you need.”

“I don’t,” she assured him coolly, her flashing eyes daring him to contradict her.

“Fine. I’ll have Jan send in the next patient. Exam room three is open. Go ahead and wait for us.”

She turned and headed down the hall, conveying her stubbornness in every proud line of her body.







Chapter Seven





Maggie belonged in this world.

As he listened to her translate final instructions to his last patient of the day—Carmela Sanchez, twenty-one years old and at thirty-five weeks gestation with her first baby—Jake didn’t miss the way Maggie’s eyes softened as she looked at Carmela, how her exhaustion and pain seemed to slip away while she helped someone else.

He had seen Carmela several times for prenatal visits over the past three months, but in those other visits she had always only listened solemnly as he mentioned a few things that would be going on with her pregnancy.

She had never asked him a single question, had always seemed eager simply to take whatever printed information he had about her stage of pregnancy and leave.


But she and Maggie had been jabbering nonstop. He picked up only about half of it.

“I wish I could speak better English,” he thought she might have said at one point. “I’m afraid I will not understand the doctors and nurses when I am in labor.”

“You will be fine,” Maggie assured her. “What about the baby’s father? Does he know English?”

Carmela looked nervous suddenly and slanted a cautious look to Jake. “He won’t be there.”

She said something else too fast for him to understand but he thought he picked out the word deporte and deduced that the baby’s father was in the country illegally and either had been deported or was in danger of it.

Maggie squeezed her hand, sympathy in her dark eyes. “Well, do you have a friend who could go with you? A mother or a sister?”

Carmela shook her head. “Ninguna.” No one.

She looked down at the floor, then back at Maggie. “I am frightened,” she whispered. “So frightened. Would you come with me? The doctor could tell you when I am delivering and you could help me so I’m not alone.”

Jake listened to the fear in her voice and wanted to kick himself. He should have thought to ask Carmela if she had someone to help her during labor and delivery.

It was a basic question he asked all his pregnant patients, but he had always been so busy trying to get past the language barrier with Carmela—to get her to even talk to him, it had never occurred to him she was heading into all this alone.

“Please.” Carmela begged. “I am afraid I will not know what to do and I will hurt my baby.”


“You won’t. You’ll be just fine. The hospital in Idaho Falls should have translators available.”

“They do,” Jake interjected. “I promise, I will make sure we have someone there to translate.”

Maggie conveyed his words to Carmela, but the girl still looked distressed, as if she would burst into tears at any moment. “I will not know those people. They will be strangers to me. I will not know anyone but Dr. Jake. Please say you will help me.”

Maggie studied her for a long moment, then sighed heavily. “Yes. All right. Dr. Dalton can contact me when you begin to go into labor and I will try to come. I can’t make any promises that I’ll definitely be there, but I will do my best.”

The young woman beamed, her shoulders slumping as if a huge weight had just been lifted from them. She rushed to Maggie, nearly knocking her off balance as she embraced her and kissed her cheeks with effusive, genuine gratitude.

Maggie returned the embrace, he noted, but she didn’t look at all thrilled by the prospect of participating in a labor and delivery. He wondered at it but didn’t have time to give it more than a passing thought as, to his deep surprise, Carmela turned her gratitude in his direction. She even went so far as to hug him. She stopped after only a few seconds and pulled away, obviously flustered.

“I’ll call her when you go into labor,” he promised. “This close to the end of your pregnancy, I’d like to see you every week. Can you come back next Wednesday?”

Maggie translated his words to Carmela. The young woman frowned and said something back to Maggie that he missed.

“She thought you only had the clinic every two weeks,” Maggie translated.

“Tell her we’re having it every week for a while.”

“Are you?” Maggie asked under her breath.

“As far as she knows, yes. Just tell her.”

Maggie related the information, and Carmela smiled shyly at him, looking much more relaxed as she left than she had when he first came into the examination room.

“Poor thing, to have her husband deported this close to the end of her pregnancy,” Maggie said after Carmela left. “I can’t imagine many things more terrifying than having your first baby all alone in a strange country where you don’t speak the language.”

“You were kind to ease her fears by agreeing to help when she’s in labor. The remaining few weeks of her pregnancy will go far more smoothly without that added stress.”

Maggie shrugged. “What choice did I have? I certainly wasn’t about to let a Dalton outshine me when it comes to helping out my fellow creatures on earth.”

He laughed and couldn’t help himself from covering her hand with his—both out of gratitude and simply because he had spent all day without touching her and couldn’t go another minute.

Her fingers quivered under his and he thought she would jerk away, but they stilled after a moment. His heart gave a little leap, though he knew it was likely a foolish hope. Maybe he was making progress.

“You were wonderful today,” he murmured. “I can’t tell you how much you expedited the process. Having someone with a medical background along to translate was invaluable.”

“With the growing Latino population in this area, maybe you need to have someone bilingual on staff.”

“What about you?”

Her fingers twitched and she finally did slide them away. “What about me?”

“If you decide you’re coming home to stay you’ve always got a place here at the clinic. The patient load is more than I can handle and I would love to have an experienced nurse-practitioner—especially a bilingual one—on board in the practice.”

“You’ll have to look somewhere else for that.”

He frowned at her dismissive tone. She wouldn’t even consider it? Stubborn little thing. “Come on, Maggie. We worked well together today, and I don’t see any reason we couldn’t continue the same way. Can’t we be done with this whole Hatfield and McCoy thing?”

“It’s not that. Well, not completely that. I’m looking for a different career path now.”

He blinked. “You what?”

“I told you this the other day. I’m leaving nursing.'”

“You told me, but I suppose I didn’t really believe it. Today just showed me what a terrible mistake that would be. You were incredible today! Even though you were only translating, your compassion came through loud and clear. All the patients responded to it. Everything I know about you and everything I saw today proves to me you’re too good to just throw it all away on a whim.”


“A whim? A whim?” Her spine stiffened. “Is that what you call having half your leg blown out from under you?”

He wouldn’t let her do this, give up a successful, rewarding career out of self-pity or martyrdom or whatever excuse she used in her mind for denying herself something she so obviously loved.

“Your foot might be gone but your brain is still there. Or at least it’s supposed to be. There’s no possible medical reason you couldn’t continue as a nurse-practitioner. I went through med school with a paraplegic, for heaven’s sake. He was one of the finest doctors I’ve ever met. If anything, your own experience as a patient will no doubt make you even more compassionate and caring.”

“That’s all fine in theory. But practice is something else entirely.”

“Don’t do this to yourself, Maggie. Please. Don’t rush into a major life change until you give yourself a little more time to adjust to what’s happened to you.”

“How much time would you recommend, Dalton? At what point can I have my life back the way it was? Six months postamputation? A year? I’d really like to know what the magic formula is.”

The raw edge to her voice finally managed to break through his anger and frustration, and with effort he choked down the arguments brewing inside him.

He could see the exhaustion shadowing her eyes and wanted to kick himself for bullying her when she didn’t have the physical or emotional reserves to fight back fairly.

What he really wanted to do was pull her into his lap and hold her close until the pain went away, but he had a feeling she’d clock him upside the head with one of her crutches if he tried.

“Mind your own business, Jake,” she finally said, her voice low and her expression closed.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I just hate to see you waste your training and your abilities.”

“My training, my abilities, my choice.”

“All right,” he said after a moment. “I won’t say anything more about about it today.”

“Or how about ever?”

He gave a rueful smile. “Afraid I can’t promise that but I’ll let it go for now.”

“I guess I need to take what I can get.”

She moved as if to rise and he quickly stepped forward and handed her the crutches, then stood by ready to stabilize her if necessary.

“Thanks. I guess that means we’re done here, then.”

He wasn’t even close to being done with her, but he didn’t think she would appreciate that information. This was another thing he’d probably better keep to himself for now.

“Thanks again for your help. I’ll walk you out. And for once in your life, please don’t argue.”

She clamped her lips together and started making her way out of the exam room.

Outside, the early-evening sky was alive with soft pastels—ribbons of pink and lavender and yellow across the pale blue. This was just the kind of evening he loved best, and another reason he’d chosen to set up shop in Pine Gulch.

Maggie drew a deep breath into her lungs, then made her way quickly across the parking lot. He followed, not missing the wince she tried to hide when she slid into the driver’s seat.

“You’re having a rough day painwise, aren’t you? Is it just the prosthetic?”

He saw the denial form in her eyes but after a moment she shrugged. “The phantom pain has been a little hairy for the last few days.”

“What are you on for it?”

She gave him her prescription combination and he immediately thought of some alternatives. “I can tweak that for you if you want to try a different dosage or something else entirely.”

“Maybe. I’ll give it another day or two and call you if things don’t improve.”

“Right. I’m sure you will. And you can bet, I’ll just be waiting by the phone.”

She actually smiled at his dry tone before she pulled the door to her car closed and started the engine.

It wasn’t much of a smile, but he still wanted to freeze the moment in his mind forever.

 


Someone was following her.

She picked up the tail in her rearview mirror five minutes after she left the clinic, just as she turned onto Cold Creek Road and headed home.

She slowed down a little to give him time to catch up so she could verify who her pursuer might be. Sure enough, she saw Jake’s silver SUV in her rearview mirror.

She sighed heavily, torn between giving a little scream of frustration or bursting into hot, noisy tears. Why wouldn’t the man just give it a rest, for heaven’s sake?

She wanted to convince herself he was simply heading to his family’s ranch beyond the Rancho de la Luna, but she knew better. He was following her to make sure she arrived home safely.

How was she supposed to respond to him? On the one hand she found it highly annoying that he didn’t seem to have any faith in her ability—or willingness—to take care of herself.

On the other hand, though she didn’t want to admit it, she found the gesture kind of sweet. Chauvinistic and presumptuous, certainly, but still a little flattering that he cared enough to worry about her.

She must be tired if she could find anything positive about Jake Dalton’s obstinacy.

A moment later she turned into the Luna’s gravel driveway and stopped her Subaru, prepared to wave him past. To her surprise, he followed her, pulling his vehicle right behind her.

Okay, there was a fine line between protective and annoying.

She grimaced and threw her car in gear. How had she suddenly become his pet project? she wondered. He was a busy doctor. Surely he had more important things to do than harass her.

He followed her up to the house and pulled directly behind her again. Almost before she had the keys out of the ignition, he was at her door, pulling it open for her.

She swung the crutches out and pulled herself up. “I thought we established I’m a little old for a babysitter.”


His bland smile didn’t fool her for a second. “I was heading out here anyway.”

She was too blasted tired to fight it out with him again, so she decided not to call him a rotten liar.

“Anyway, while I’m here, I figured I could help you get the prosthesis off and see how everything looks.”

“Oh, can you?”

He seemed impervious to her sarcasm and simply smiled. “I should have suggested it at the clinic but you seemed in a hurry to get home. I thought you might be more comfortable here.”

She shook her head. “You are a piece of work, Dalton. It’s a wonder you ever have time to eat and sleep if this is the kind of obsessively diligent care you give all your patients.”

He lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “Except, you’re not my patient, remember?”

She rolled her eyes at having her own words thrown back in her face. Nothing she said ever seemed to discourage him, so she decided not to waste her remaining energy reserves in arguing with him this time.

She told herself it was exhaustion that led to her giving in, not the lingering warmth settling on her shoulders like a thick blanket at his concern.

She wouldn’t go so far as to actually issue an invitation to him, but she didn’t protest when he followed her to the house and up the steps of the porch.

The door was locked, the house dark, but she called for her mother out of habit when she unlocked it and walked inside.


On the table in the entryway, she found a note from Viviana:


Lena, I have a library board meeting tonight but dinner is in the oven. Your favorite fajita casserole. Don’t wait up for me.


P.S. I hope you enjoyed your day at the clinic. Did I not tell you Jacob was a good doctor?






She shook her head at this and shoved the note into her pocket.

“Mama’s gone to a meeting of the library board.”

“That’s right. I forgot they met tonight. You know, Guillermo’s on that board, too. Maybe they’ll have a chance to talk and start settling their differences.”

“Maybe.” She didn’t expect it, though, especially after she’d met with him and seen he was as intractable on this as Viviana.

Her mother didn’t seem in any kind of mood to make things right with Guillermo. Whenever Maggie brought up his name, Viviana either clammed up or turned prickly and cool. Her visit with her uncle had accomplished nothing. But at least she had tried.

“I’m sure you’re anxious to take off your prosthesis. Why don’t you sit down and let’s have a look?”

She made a face but led the way into the living room, with its Mission furniture and bright, colorful textiles.

She hated being so nervous about all this. He’d seen her leg already so he knew all her ugly secrets. Still, some trace of lingering edginess made her flippant.

“If you keep asking to see my stump,” she said as she sat down in a leather and oak armchair and started to pull up her pant leg, “I’m going to think you’re one of those weirdoes with an amputee obsession.”

Instead of responding in the same flippant tone, he sent her a look she couldn’t quite identify. “What if I just have a Maggie Cruz obsession?” he murmured.

Her stomach quivered at his words and the intensity behind them. She didn’t believe him. Not for a second. He was teasing her, that was all. Still, her hands trembled a little as she pulled off the prosthesis and the thick stump sock covering her.

The relief of having it off—the sudden absence of irritation and pressure—always left her a little light-headed.

That was the reason her stomach fluttered as he touched her leg just above the amputation and studied it.

“Still a little red, but that might be a result of having just removed the device. Other than that, it looks good.”

“I suppose that’s a matter of opinion.”

“You don’t think it looks better?”

“Better than what? Frankly, I preferred it when it still had a foot attached.”

He gave her a quick, sharp look, and she flushed at her unruly tongue. She hadn’t meant to let that smudge of bitterness slip through. Not to Jake, anyway.

Embarrassed at herself for revealing some of her inner angst, she tugged the leg of her slacks back down. “Okay, you’ve seen enough,” she snapped.

After a moment, he rose. “Keep weight off it as much as you can for a few more days. I called Wade on the way over here, and he’s sending one of his workers over tomorrow to help your mother with anything that needs to be done until you can move around on it a little better.”

“We don’t need your arrogant Cold Creek charity.”

“It’s not arrogance to watch out for a patient and make sure she doesn’t overdo things. And before you tell me again that you’re not my patient, how about watching out for a friend? Am I allowed to do that?”

She opened her mouth to tell him she absolutely wasn’t his friend, either, and had no desire to be but the words clogged in her throat. They sounded sulky and rude and also didn’t ring true.

Since her return to Pine Gulch, in a strange, twisted way, he had become a friend of sorts.

Friends with a Dalton? The concept shook her but she couldn’t dismiss it completely. Friends had been in short supply these last few months. She had a few loyal ones from the Army who visited her at Walter Reed to keep her spirits up during rehab, and a couple other amputees she’d become friendly with during treatment.

She had kept most others at arm’s length, unable to bear their pity. After Clay’s defection, it had become second nature to shut people out.

Jake didn’t make that easy. And, Dalton or not, in his overbearing way he had been kind to her since she returned to Pine Gulch. She had repaid his kindness with sarcasm and meanness at every turn.

Maybe it was the exhaustion or the natural outcome of spending all day in his company, but she was tired of being bitchy with him. More than anything, she suddenly craved an evening of quiet conversation and companionship. A few moments where she could forget her pain for a while in the company of someone else.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?”

The words escaped before she really thought them through, and for one horrible moment as she saw the surprise register on his rugged, handsome features, she wanted desperately to retrieve them.

Why would he want to spend any more time with her when she had been nothing but bad-tempered and grouchy? Heavens, most days she didn’t even want to spend time with herself!

“Forget it. Of course you wouldn’t.”

“Who says? I’d love it.” His smile appeared genuinely pleased. “I’m starving, and those smells coming from the kitchen are starting to make me feel like I haven’t eaten in days.”

Maggie hadn’t socialized much since her injury, but she remembered enough of conventional etiquette to know it would be considered terribly bad form to rescind an invitation seconds after it had been made, no matter how much she might want to.

She was stuck.

Heart pounding, she picked up her crutches and led the way to the kitchen, hoping she hadn’t just made a terrible mistake.







Chapter Eight





He decided he would never understand women.

Ten minutes later, in the warm Luna kitchen with its bright sunny walls and crisp white curtains, he leaned against the counter trying to make sense of Maggie’s impetuous invitation.

He didn’t know what to make of her. One moment she was prickly and confrontational and didn’t seem to want him anywhere near her, the next she was asking him to share a meal.

The sheer unexpectedness of it left him wary and alert. If her strategy was to confuse and befuddle the opposition, she was definitely succeeding.

Still, who was he to argue when the capricious hand of fate reached down to help him out? Spending more time with Maggie exactly matched his own agenda, so it seemed foolish and self-defeating for him to question the invitation.

Even on the forearm crutches, she moved through the kitchen with the ease of someone who had spent much time in one. Another surprise. For some reason, he would have expected her to be of the fast-food and takeout persuasion, though with Viviana Cruz for a mother, he supposed that supposition was shortsighted.

Maggie seemed completely at home here despite the challenge of moving through the kitchen on her sticks. She stirred something on the stove, tasted something else, then reached down to open the oven.

The sight of her trying to lift a foil-covered casserole out while balancing on the crutches compelled him to step forward, guilty and embarrassed that he had wasted precious moments watching her when he could have been helping out.

“Here, I can do that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So can I. Sit down. You’re a guest.”

“Let me at least set the table.”

She appeared torn, then pulled some dishes out of a cupboard to the right of the sink and handed them to him. “Silverware is the top drawer on your right.”

“Glasses?”

“Left of the sink.”

For a moment they worked in a companionable silence and the domestication of it made him smile. Who would have thought a week ago that he would be preparing to share a meal with the woman who had haunted him for so long?

He arranged the place settings at right angles on the rectangular table. When he finished he tried to help her with the rest of the meal, but she waved him off.

“I’ve got this. Sit down,” she insisted.

Though it pained him like a bad abscess to watch her work while he did nothing, he obeyed, settling into the sturdy oak chair. He watched, uncomfortably helpless as she bustled around the warm kitchen.

She carried the casserole to the table with care, using only one crutch and carrying the dish in her other hand, and he had to admit he let out a sigh of relief when she set it carefully on the table. He didn’t feel like treating any burns tonight.

“I know you think I’ve got some kind of chip on my shoulder about having to do everything without help but it’s important for me to do things on my own,” she said on her way back to the table with a tossed salad. “Mama wants to do everything for me, too, and every day I have to tell her to back off.”

“That’s just a mother thing, isn’t it? Mine still thinks I should be dropping off my laundry at her house.”

She smiled and he thought his heart would burst with delight.

“I tell her that it might take me longer to figure out how to do things now,” she said. “But just because things might take a little longer, that doesn’t mean I can’t do it.”

“That’s certainly true.”

“I’m going to be confronting challenges the rest of my life. Bumpy sidewalks, prostheses that don’t fit right, the inevitable stares and questions from strangers. I know I have to be tough enough on my own to face whatever comes along.”

“Accepting help once in a while doesn’t make you weak, Maggie. Only human.”

“You know, I’m getting a little tired of being human. Where are some superhero powers when I need them?”

Before he could respond, she carried a bottle of wine to the table. “That’s it. I think everything is ready.”

He stood until she was settled in her chair, then he slid it to the table for her. Something close to amusement sparked in her dark eyes but she said nothing.

Jake sat down, determined to enjoy every moment of the meal. Viviana Cruz was a fabulous cook and he knew he was in for a treat—even beyond the obvious pleasure of sharing Maggie’s company.

From the first bite of moist, spicy chicken in a molé sauce, he knew he was right.

Perhaps because of the food or perhaps because she had put in such a long day, Maggie seemed to have sheathed her prickly quills. She was in a mellow mood and seemed content with quiet conversation.

“So tell me what it’s like being the only doctor in Pine Gulch,” she asked after a moment.

He swallowed a bite of chicken. “Busy. I don’t have time for home-cooked meals like this one very often. It’s usually TV dinners or takeout.”

“Poor baby.” Again she seemed amused at him. “Maybe you need to hire a housekeeper to cook for you. Or a wife.”


“I believe I’ll continue to muddle through.”

“So why don’t you have one?”

“A wife or a housekeeper?”

She took a sip of wine. “A wife. You’re probably prime meat on the Pine Gulch dating scene. I mean, the Dalton good-looks gene obviously didn’t pass you by. And judging by the way you kiss, at least, you’re quite comfortable with your heterosexuality. You’re wealthy, successful and a doctor, for heaven’s sake. You should have women out the eyeballs. So what the heck is wrong with you?”

He laughed out loud. “Do you practice being insulting or does it just come naturally when you’re with me?”

“It’s a gift. So why aren’t you attached, Dr. Dalton?”

“Maybe I’m too picky.”

And maybe the one woman he compared all others to was a heartbreakingly beautiful wounded soldier who wanted nothing to do with him.

“Any near misses?”

“In the relationship department? A few. I was engaged a few years ago, right after I finished my residency.”

“What happened? She dump you?”

“It was a mutual decision, if you must know. Sad, really. Our lives were heading on different tracks, and neither of us seemed willing to shift direction to accommodate the other. Carla was a lawyer and she couldn’t bear the idea of moving to Podunk, Idaho, and I couldn’t imagine practicing anywhere else. It was a mistake from the beginning, I guess.”

“Knowing that doesn’t make it hurt less, does it?”

He thought about the sense of guilt and failure he’d lived with for some time after they called it off. Eventually that had given way to relief when he realized how miserable they would have made each other.

“What about you?” he asked. “Any—what was the phrase you used—‘near misses’ for you?”

She took a healthy swallow of wine, and he wondered if she’d eaten any of her chicken or just pushed it around her plate.

“So near I can still feel the wind whistling past my ears,” she said with a smile that didn’t seem at all amused.

“That close?”

“I was engaged until just a few months ago, actually. Dr. Clay Sanders, brilliant young surgeon at Phoenix General. Which, by the way, I think he had printed on his business cards. But I digress.”

“What happened?”

She tried for a nonchalant shrug, but he could clearly see it was forced. “A similar story to yours. We dated for a year or so, then he asked me to marry him before my reserve unit headed for Afghanistan. When I returned, the intervening months had changed us both too much and we both decided we no longer suited.”

She said the words with a studied casualness that told him far more than he was sure she intended and he could feel a slow, simmering fury spark to life.

“Because of your injury?”

“Not officially.” She turned her attention to her plate, though she was still mostly moving her food around.

“Did you break it off or did he?” Some wild need inside him compelled him to ask.

“Do you really need to hear all the gory details?”


Hell, yes, if only so he could go find the bastard and pound his smarmy face in.

“I broke it off.” Her smile seemed forced, wooden. “I decided I would rather not spend the rest of my life with a man who couldn’t hide his pity and revulsion when he looked at me.”

How was he supposed to respond to that? His first reaction was fury at any bastard who would hurt her, especially at such a vulnerable time in her life. But he also had to wonder if she might have been exaggerating her ex’s reactions, looking for reasons to end the relationship.

He chose his words carefully. “Are you sure it was pity and not just concern for what you were going through?”

“Maybe. I don’t know, those first few months were a weird time for me. But I can say without question we were both more relieved than crushed when I gave him back his ring.”

“Well, the man was an idiot, then. Want me to go beat the hell out of him?”

Her laugh seemed much more natural this time, and he thought he saw some of the darkness lift from her eyes. “And deprive your patients of your special brand of above-the-call-of-duty care while you’re gone? I couldn’t do that to the good people of Pine Gulch. But thanks for the offer—I’ll keep it in mind.”

He thought about changing the subject but he wasn’t quite ready to leave Dr. Clay Sanders behind. “So was your heart broken?” he asked, trying for a casual tone.

Her brow furrowed as she appeared to give the question serious thought. “I don’t know. That’s the sad thing, I guess. I’ve had quite a bit of time to analyze it. Amazing how much time you have to think when you can’t go anywhere. To be honest, I think I would have ended things with him when I finished my tour, explosion or not. My time in Afghanistan changed me in some significant ways. Just like you and your lawyer, I don’t think we were on the same page anymore.”

“Such as?”

“Well, Clay loved the wealth and privilege from being a successful doctor, unlike certain people at this table.”

“I’ve got to tell you, I’m disliking the guy more and more with every word.”

“No, he wasn’t a jerk. I wouldn’t have agreed to marry him in the first place if he had been. Maybe I missed the signs that he was a little superficial. He just grew up in a large, poor family where there was never enough to go around and he liked having money and being able to spend it on himself. But after serving in Afghanistan and seeing the conditions there, I had a hard time imagining a life devoted to caring about which country club to join and how to improve my tennis swing. That wasn’t what I wanted anymore.”

“What do you want now?” The question exposed his raw heart but he doubted she even noticed.

“Nothing. I’ve sworn off relationships.”

He hadn’t meant to tip his hand this early, but he couldn’t let such a misguided blanket statement pass unchallenged. Maybe it was time to let her know where he stood. He reached for her fingers and leaned across the table until his face was only inches from hers.

“What would a man have to do to change your mind?” he asked, his voice low.


For a charged moment, their gazes held and he couldn’t breathe as he watched awareness blooming to life in those dark and seductive eyes that suddenly looked huge in her slender face.

He watched her throat move as she swallowed and felt a delicate tremor in her fingers. He might have been able to release her fingers and let his question lie there on the table between them. But then her gaze shifted to his mouth and something hot and sultry sparked between them and he knew he was doomed.

With a muffled groan, he leaned forward and touched his mouth to hers, heedless of the plates and glasses and serving dishes between them.

She tasted sweet and heady like the wine, and it took every ounce of strength he had to keep the kiss gentle, easy, when he wanted to slake his ravaging thirst, then come back for more.

With the table between them, only their mouths and fingers touched yet that slim connection was enough to send heat pouring through him. More than enough. He wanted to throw her onto the remains of their dishes and devour her.

Still he held himself in check, not pushing her at all, letting her become accustomed to the taste and feel of him. After what felt like a blissful eternity he felt her lips part slightly and the soft, erotic slide of her tongue against the corner of his mouth.

He deepened the kiss, nibbling and tasting until his breathing was harsh and ragged and his blood pumped through his veins like liquid fire.

He ached to touch her, to caress and explore, but some dark corner of his mind urged caution. A kiss was one thing, but he knew she wasn’t ready for anything else.

It was harder than the time he’d had to deliver a baby who was in too much of a hurry to wait for the hospital in the back seat of a VW Bug. But with arduous effort, he drew away from her and had the minor satisfaction of seeing her sway slightly, her eyes unfocused, aroused.

“Don’t cloister yourself off from life, Maggie,” he murmured, and couldn’t resist caressing her soft cheek with his fingers. “You lost part of a leg, something that genuinely sucks. But you don’t have to give up the rest of yourself because of it.”

She blinked as if he’d reached across the table and poured the rest of their wine over her head. The soft, hazy desire in her eyes vanished with jarring abruptness, and she let out a long, heavy breath. She said nothing for several moments as if she quite didn’t trust herself to speak. When she did, her voice was cool.

“What are you doing here, Jake?”

He shrugged and sipped his wine. “Sharing dinner and a very sexy kiss with a beautiful woman. And doing my best to remember how exhausted that woman is and keep things at only a kiss, when I want far more.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You don’t have to lie to me, Dalton, or pretend something you don’t feel.”

His laugh sounded ragged, even to him. “Here’s a little tip about men, Maggie. There are certain things I just can’t fake. I could prove exactly what I’m feeling if I stood up right now, but at this point I think that would only embarrass us both, don’t you agree?”


 


Maggie could feel her face heat, and her own flustered reaction made her even more angry. He had no right to do this to her—to come to her house and kiss her and say such things and leave her so stirred up.

What kind of cruel game was he playing? Did he have any idea how painful she found this, how much she hated the blunt reminder that her body could still burn with the same desires and needs she had before her world shattered?

She didn’t want this, the sweet surge of blood through her veins, the tremble of anticipation in her stomach, the heady, seductive taste of him still on her lips.

Damn him.

Damn him for filling her senses with needs and wants she had tried so hard to forget about since her injury. She suddenly ached to be held and kissed and adored, even though she knew it was impossible. He had no right to do this—to leave her restless and aroused and needy.

“Why are you so scared?”

She bristled. “Scared of what?”

“I’m not like your fiancé, Maggie. I haven’t turned away from you, have I?”

His words seemed to resonate in her chest. He was right. He hadn’t turned away. He had been in her face since the moment she came back to town, pushing her, riding her. Every time she turned around, there he was with that damn smile and those killer eyes and his blasted insidious charm that somehow made her forget all the reasons why she didn’t want anything to do with him.

She hadn’t asked him to take her on as his pet project, she reminded herself. Maybe it would have been better if he had turned away; then she wouldn’t be left here aching and hungry.

“I told you I’m not interested in any kind of relationship,” she said curtly.

“Like it or not, we have a relationship, Maggie.”

“Only because you won’t leave me alone!”

“So you can sit around feeling sorry for yourself? Or worse, pretend you’re the same person you were six months ago and can do everything you did before, without blinking an eye?”

“Listen carefully here, Dalton. It’s none of your business what I do. If I wake up in the morning and decide I want to scale the Grand Teton, you have absolutely nothing to say about it!”

“You’re right.” He stood up and started clearing the dishes and she had to keep her eyes firmly fixed forward so she didn’t give in to the urge to see if he was telling the truth about being aroused.

“I can clear those,” she snapped.

“So can I.”

His voice was so calm, so rational as he carried the stack of dishes to the sink and started to rinse them that Maggie, conversely, felt a slick, hot ball of rage lodge in her throat.

She wasn’t helpless, damn it, and she was so tired of everyone treating her like some kind of chipped and fragile porcelain figurine.

Her stump throbbed as she shoved herself onto the crutches, but she ignored it and swung herself to the sink. All her anger and frustration of the past five months seemed to simmer up to the surface of her psyche like viscous acid.

She burned with anger on a dozen different levels, furious with Jake for his obstinance but also livid at the world, at her own bleak future, at the relentless pain she couldn’t seem to beat into submission, no matter how hard she tried.

All of it coalesced suddenly into one big spurt of fury and all she could focus on was Jake.

“I said I can clear them,” she snapped, and reached for the stack of plates in his hand.

She jerked them away, but they were wet and slick and she was balancing by her forearms on two narrow pieces of metal. With a horrified sense of inevitability she felt them slip through her fingers and then the whole stack crashed to the floor, shattering into hundreds of pieces.

She stared at the china on the floor, jagged and broken and rendered forever useless by one single moment.

The rage inside her dissolved as suddenly as it had struck. Instead she was filled with a deep, compelling sorrow. Who would ever want these dishes now? They were nothing. Less than nothing.

She gazed down at the floor, vaguely aware of the hot sting of tears in her eyes, trailing down her cheeks.

Jake studied her for all of three seconds, then she thought she heard him murmur a low endearment before he scooped her into his arms, letting her crutches fall to the ground.

“I pushed you too hard with the clinic today and everything. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

His words—his kindness—only made her cry harder, and she buried her face in his shirt, mortified but unable to stanch the flow. She couldn’t even say for sure why she was crying—a jumbled mix of exhaustion and pain and fear for the terrifying future.

Through it all, she was only vaguely aware of him carrying her to the living room and lowering himself to the sofa. He smelled so good, spicy and male, and his arms were a solid, comforting sanctuary.

She knew when she came back to her senses she would eventually be mortified that she had let him this close. But for now she was helpless to do anything but let him hold her while she gave in to the thunderburst of emotion inside her.

She didn’t know how long she cried out her rage and pain and grief against him.

Eventually, like the tide receding, she felt the wild storm seep out of her, leaving only exhaustion in its wake.







Chapter Nine





She was beautiful in sleep and seemed ethereal, delicate.

Despite her emotional outburst before she fell asleep, he knew Magdalena Cruz was far from weak. She had to be tough as nails to survive what she’d been through, both before her injury and after. What she was still going through.

But in sleep, with her dark lashes fanning her cheeks and her dusky features still and lovely, she seemed as soft and fragile as a rare, extraordinary wildflower.

Her tears had stunned him to the core. Even now, an hour after she fell asleep as he continued to hold her in the dimly lit living room, he couldn’t believe she had let down her barriers enough to let him glimpse the vulnerable, bruised woman inside the hard shell.


This opportunity to enfold her in his arms like this was a precious gift, one he knew she would never have allowed if she hadn’t been at such a low emotional ebb.

He supposed it was probably unprincipled of him to take advantage of the situation, but he didn’t care. How many other chances would he have to feel the soft rise and fall of her lungs with each breath, the stir of air against his skin as she exhaled?

He held her as long as he could, long after his arms both fell asleep. Even then, he would have been content to hold her longer—through the night if he had his way—but she began to shift restlessly in his arms. A few times she whimpered, her brow furrowing then smoothing again.

He had watched enough of his postsurgery patients sleeping in the hospital to recognize the signs of someone in discomfort. She needed a change in position, he sensed, and with regret he shifted so he could lower her to the couch.

She stirred a little but didn’t wake when he pulled a quilt in rich, dark colors from the back of a chair and covered her with it.

When he was certain she would continue to sleep, he left her long enough to return to the kitchen and clean up the broken china and the rest of their dinner dishes from the table and load them into the dishwasher, then he returned to sit in the armchair across from her.

A soft spring rain pattered against the window and watery moonlight filtered across her face.

He couldn’t seem to look away.

The depth of tenderness washing through him took his breath away. He had never been able to classify this thing he had for her. He wouldn’t go so far as to call it an obsession; before she came back to town, he could often spend weeks without thinking about her. But then he would bump into Guillermo or Viviana and she would somehow sneak to the forefront of his mind for several days.

But now as his gaze ranged over her—as he sat in the darkened room, content to watch her sleep—the truth seemed so obvious he couldn’t believe he’d so stupidly missed it.

He was in love with her.

He wasn’t sure how or when it happened. Maybe that terrible day his father died when she had reached out past her hatred and anger to comfort him. Maybe slowly over the years as he’d talked to her mother about what she was doing and learned of the strong, courageous woman she had become. Maybe that moment he had pulled up behind her on Cold Creek Road and found her crouched in the gravel changing a tire.

Maybe like that rare wildflower he had compared her to earlier, his love for her had been growing inside him his entire life, so quietly he’d never realized it was there until it burst forth in full, spectacular bloom.

Spectacular to him, maybe. But he had a feeling she would see it as a pesky weed that needed to be plucked out at all costs.

He sighed. In love with Magdalena Cruz. Now there was a recipe for disaster. He couldn’t see any positive outcome for his poor heart. The woman was prickly and argumentative, hated anything to do with his family and was coping with a major life adjustment and the physical and emotional pain that went along with it.

She had told him in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t at all interested in a relationship. And if she were, he knew he likely wouldn’t even make the list of possible contenders.

He could change her mind. She wasn’t immune to him—her response to his kiss had been real and unfeigned. But a physical reaction was one thing; a softening of her heart against him and his parentage was something else entirely.

She had asked him several times to leave her alone. The decent thing, the honorable road, would be to respect her words and wishes—to back off and give her time to deal with her new disability and the challenges she faced now, before he worked any harder at overcoming those barriers she had constructed between them.

He rubbed a hand across his chest, though he couldn’t massage away the ache there at the thought of distancing himself from her. In a very short time, he had become addicted to her presence—to her sharp wit and her courage and those rare, incredible smiles.

Too addicted. He couldn’t stay away from her, he realized, even though he had a grim feeling he was only setting himself up for deeper heartache.

 


She had no idea how long she slept on the sofa, but when she woke, the house was dark and there was no sign of Jake. In the moonlight filtering through the blinds she could make out her mother’s slight form in the armchair next to the couch, her eyes closed and her breathing regular as she dozed.

Memories of the evening and her own behavior rushed back, and Maggie wanted to bury her face into the sofa and stay there forever. How would she ever face him again?

Sharing a kiss had been one thing. She wasn’t thrilled about it but it was at least a memory she could live with. What came after—that raw explosion of emotion—was something else entirely.

How could she have broken down like that? She had worked so hard to keep herself under control around everyone, but it seemed especially important around Jake.

She hated that he had seen her in such a weak, vulnerable moment. She should never have invited him to dinner. It was an insane impulse in the first place and had brought her nothing but trouble.

She still wasn’t sure what had sparked her tears. One moment she’d been angry and determined to show him she could handle anything. The next, she had completely fallen apart.

In this quiet room, listening to her mother’s soft breathing and the rain wash against the window, she had no good explanation, other than exhaustion and the pain that still rode her like a PRCA broncbuster.

She shifted to ease the tingling, pins-and-needles ache in her leg, but her movement must have disturbed Viviana. Her mother’s eyes opened and she straightened in the chair.

“Go back to sleep, niña,” her mother said. “You need your rest.”


“What time is it?”

Viviana sat up straighter and gave a sleepy shrug. “Midnight. Maybe later. I returned after nine and you were sound asleep. Jacob, he was sitting in this chair reading a book. I told him to go home.”

Heat scorched her cheeks. Something else to keep her up at night—that he had sat here and watched her sleeping.

She supposed she should take some small comfort that he was a physician and had probably sat at the bedside of many sleeping patients. She was just one more in a long line. But somehow that didn’t provide much solace to her turmoil.

She shifted her gaze back to her mother and found Viviana studying her closely, a hundred questions in her eyes. She could just imagine her mother’s surprise at the scene she had walked in on. Finding Jake Dalton camped out comfortably in her living room must have been quite a shock, as Viviana plainly knew Maggie’s negative feelings for Jake.

Or at least the negative feelings Maggie was fiercely trying to remind herself she should be having.

She reached over and turned on the lamp next to the couch and decided to quickly change the subject, ignoring those implied questions. “How was your meeting? Jake told me Tío Guillermo is on the library board. Did you have a chance to talk to him?”

To her surprise, her usually unflappable mother blushed. “I talked to him,” she said, then called him a string of words in Spanish so unflattering Maggie’s eyes widened.

She couldn’t figure out the sudden animosity between the two and she would have given anything to be able to get to the bottom of it. What on earth had happened to destroy their good working relationship? she wondered yet again.

“Did you convince him to come back to work?”

“No,” Viviana said shortly.

“Why not? Did you tell him how much we need his help?”

Her mother rose, not quite five feet of stiff dignity. “I do not wish to discuss Guillermo with you. I have told you before. You will mind your own business, thank you.”

She blinked at her mother’s sharp tone. Ooo-kay. That was certainly plain enough.

The subject apparently exhausted in her mind, Viviana sat back down, her features relaxing. “So tell me of your day. How was the clinic? Is not Jacob a wonderful doctor?”

She thought back to the afternoon she had spent observing as he cared for his patients, most of whom could pay him nothing. Though it pained her, she had to agree. He was a good doctor.

She nodded slowly, and Viviana beamed as if she had trained him herself.

“And how did you do? The work, it was not too much for you?”

“I was only translating, Mama. I was sitting most of the afternoon. Jake made sure of that.”

If anything, the afternoon had only illustrated that she was right in her decision to find another career. She hadn’t done anything strenuous, hadn’t tried to give anyone a bath or change a dressing or administer meds. Yet she was still left exhausted and aching.


How could she ever hope to work a full shift, to give her patients the care they needed?

If you’re tough enough for ranch work, why can’t you still work in medicine?

The thought whispered in her mind and she frowned. She couldn’t dismiss the logic of that. Ranch work was even more physically demanding than being a nurse.

While she had struggled with some of the things on the Luna she’d done since her return, she had found nothing impossible.

How much of her exhaustion now could she attribute to her afternoon at the clinic and how much was from the past few sleepless nights?

Definitely something she would have to devote more thought to.

“When I tried to fix Jake something to eat, he told me he ate with you.” Viviana beamed. “This I was pleased to hear, that my daughter still has some good manners.”

Maggie flushed. She wasn’t sure she considered it good manners to kiss a dinner guest with wild passion one moment, then blubber all over him the next. She hated wondering what he must think of her—and she hated worse that she even cared.

“He followed me home like a stray dog. I didn’t have much choice but to give him some dinner.”

“His mother says he is so busy he doesn’t eat very much of good food. He needs a wife, Marjorie says.”

Maggie definitely didn’t like the sudden calculating light in her mother’s eyes, and she wondered if she ought to warn Jake. Viviana and Marjorie were best friends, something she had never really been able to understand, given the bitter history between their families. The two of them were likely to get all kinds of strange ideas in their heads if they put their minds to it and she, for one, didn’t want to be in the middle of it.

The thought that she and Jake might find themselves caught in the matchmaking crosshairs of two such formidable adversaries as their respective mothers was enough to strike cold fear in her heart.

“I’m not sure Jake would agree that he needs a wife.”

Her mother made a dismissive gesture, as if what Jake had to say on the subject was of little importance. “Men. They do not know what they want. Have you not learned that lesson? We have to show them what will be best for them.”

She had to smile, amused despite her sudden foreboding. “Good luck with that, then, but I’m going up to bed.”

She pulled the blanket away and she saw Viviana’s gaze sharpen on her empty pant leg. Concern flicked in her mother’s dark eyes, probably because she had rarely seen Maggie without the prosthesis.

“Sleep here tonight, Lena. You don’t need to climb the stairs tonight if you are tired. I will bring you a nightgown and your own pillow.”

“I’m fine,” she lied and pulled herself up from the couch onto the crutches. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She moved to her mother and kissed her on the cheek, then headed for the personal Armageddon she faced every night.

The next half hour was focused on the physical challenge of climbing the stairs, her nightly med regimen and preparing herself for bed, all on the despised crutches.


At last she slid under the cool and welcoming lavender quilt in her bedroom, everything aching.

Despite her physical exhaustion, sleep seemed far away as she lay in her narrow childhood bed gazing at the soft-pastel walls and listening to the rain outside the window.

She couldn’t seem to force her mind away from Jake and the afternoon and evening in his company.

How would she ever face him again? Bad enough she’d responded to his kiss again with an eagerness that mortified her. She then compounded the humiliation by blubbering all over him.

And as if all that wasn’t enough, she’d fallen asleep on the man. Literally. She must have fallen asleep in his arms. She could remember him holding her during her storm of tears, and then everything seemed a vast blank until she woke and found her mother there.

Well, it had taken the most embarrassing evening of her life, but maybe she’d finally accomplished her goal of keeping him away from her. She couldn’t imagine he would want anything more to do with her after tonight’s turbulent mood swings.

What sane man would?

She was relieved, she told herself. If he left on his own, she wouldn’t have to keep trying to bolster her sagging determination to push him away. Heaven knows, she certainly wasn’t succeeding very well in that department on her own. When she was with him, she couldn’t seem to remember all the reasons she should stay away.

She had wanted him to kiss her again. She pressed a hand to her stomach, remembering the slow heat churning through her veins when he had looked at her out of those hot and hungry blue eyes. She had wanted his kiss, and as the kiss deepened, she had wanted far more.

How could she be foolish enough to let herself crave the impossible?

She reached for the bedside light again, then pulled the blankets away and tugged her nightgown up to her thighs. For a long moment she actually looked at her legs, something she tried to avoid as much as possible.

Her aversion was ridiculous, she knew. She was a nurse practitioner and had served in hospitals in a war zone, for heaven’s sake. She had seen far worse than a stump of a limb that ended just below the knee. It was only skin and bone and nerve endings, not the essence of her entire psyche.

So why did it feel like she was nothing more than this now?

Intellectually, she knew losing part of her leg wasn’t really the end of the world.

Just the end of the world as she knew it.

She sighed, despising herself for the melodramatic thought. If she’d been her own patient, she would have told herself to grow up, to put on her big-girl panties and just deal with what had been handed her.

She wanted to. At times she thought she did a pretty damn good job of coping.

At others, like now, she couldn’t seem to move past this deep feeling of sorrow at what she had lost, at all the things she wouldn’t be able to do in the future—or at least the things she would no longer be able to do easily.

As she looked at her stump, she tried to picture a man—okay, Jake—in a romantic situation, undressing her and encountering this lump of flesh instead of a whole, healthy woman. The idea was so painful she couldn’t even stand imagining it.

She closed her eyes tightly. But while she could shut out the sight of her residual limb, she couldn’t block from her mind the image of his handsome features looking at her with disgust and revulsion.

Perhaps she wasn’t being being fair to Jake. He had looked at her stump several times now and she had never witnessed the kind of reaction from him that she’d seen in her fiancé’s eyes.

He wasn’t Clay. She had to remind herself of that. But Clay had supposedly loved her and still he couldn’t bear to look at her. Why should Jake respond any differently?

She blew out a breath and drew the quilt back over her legs. Torturing herself like this was silly, anyway. She wouldn’t ever be in a situation where Jake Dalton would see her in a state of undress. After her hysterical behavior tonight, she was certain the man wouldn’t be at all eager to spend anymore time with a nutcase like her.

Not that she wanted to jump into that kind of relationship with him. Did she?

Enough doubt flickered through her to make her wonder. She wasn’t sure how it happened, but suddenly the idea of a relationship with him didn’t seem as completely irrational as it would have a week ago. Somehow her feelings for him were changing, helped along significantly by watching him with his patients that day.

She stared out the window at the shifting patterns of moonlight through the rain.


How could she actually be thinking of sex and Jake Dalton in the same moment? How could she even contemplate making love to the son of the man who had destroyed her father’s dreams and ultimately cost him his life?

Somehow the old hatred seemed far away tonight as she thought of the heat of his kiss and his strong, tender arms around her while she wept.

 


As she expected, she saw and heard nothing of Jake for several days. By the time Saturday rolled around, she convinced herself she’d been right, that he wanted nothing more to do with her after her irrational outburst.

She was relieved, she told herself, though neither her body nor her subconscious were a hundred percent convinced. She had dreamed of him every night, more of those soft, erotic kisses, and had awakened trembling and achy.

At least she wasn’t dreaming of explosions and screams and fear. She supposed she should be grateful to Jake for distracting her from her usual nightmares for a while.

Not that she intended to track him down to thank him for it, even if she’d had the time.

The Pine Gulch Founder’s Day celebration was just a few weeks ago, and Viviana, always heavily involved in community activities, was suddenly up to her ears planning the Cattlewoman’s Association hamburger fry.

Every time Maggie walked into the kitchen, she would find her mother on the phone, and Viviana had been gone every evening on committee business.

As a result Maggie had more than enough work to do on the ranch, though, to her dismay, Wade Dalton sent over a ranch hand from the Cold Creek to help with the spring planting. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t talk her mother out of accepting their help.

Saturday morning found her loading alfalfa bales onto a pickup truck to take out to some of the cow-calf pairs in one of the far pastures. She was about halfway loaded and went inside the barn for another bale when she heard a vehicle pull up outside.

“In here,” she called out, assuming it was Drifty Halloran, the Cold Creek cowboy. She hadn’t been expecting him today, as she knew they were branding over at the Cold Creek, but maybe Wade had been feeling magnanimous and sent him anyway.

The barn was dim and dusty, and all she could make out at first was the hazy outline of someone standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the bright sunshine outside.

Not Drifty.

Jake.

She recognized him after only a few seconds, and to her dismay, her heart gave a sharp little leap of joy.

She hadn’t seen him since that night and she had missed him, she realized suddenly, but the embarrassment that followed doused her initial reaction.

Heat soaked her cheeks, and she was grateful for the dim barn. She had a sudden vivid memory of bursting into tears, and for one panicked moment she wanted to dive behind the hay bales and hide until he left again.

Too late. He’d seen her. He gave a heavy, frustrated sigh and stepped into the barn. “What are you doing, Maggie?”

Stuffing her embarrassment back down inside her, she hefted the bale into her arms and headed out past him. “Embroidering pillows. What does it look like?”

He followed her into the sunshine. “I thought I signed on to do the heavy lifting. I’d say this certainly qualifies. Why didn’t you wait for me to take care of this?”

She didn’t answer as she lifted the bale onto the truck, but when she turned around to head back into the barn, he planted himself in front of her so she couldn’t move around him without looking foolish.

“You didn’t think I was coming today, did you? It’s Saturday and we had a deal. A day for a day, remember? Did you think I was backing out?”

She had hoped. She wasn’t ready to face him again; she wasn’t completely sure she ever would be.

“It was a stupid deal and neither of us should be held to it. You don’t have to give up your Saturday, Jake. I’ve got things under control here.”

She stepped around him and walked into the barn.

Just as she expected, he followed her.







Chapter Ten





The woman was making him crazy.

He wanted to shake her, to yell at her. To kiss her. He settled for yanking the alfalfa bale out of her arms. “I’m not going anywhere, Maggie, except out to the truck to load this.”

She glared at him and reached for another one. With a sigh he took that bale from her with his other hand.

“Hey! I was carrying that.”

“You think I’m going to stand here and watch you torture yourself?”

“So go home!” she snapped, reaching for another bale.

“I’m not going anywhere. Now put that down, go take the weight of your leg and let me finish this.”

She gave him one of the more colorful phrases she probably learned in the Army but he only grinned.


“Nice try, Lieutenant. You can either put it down on your own and go wait for me in the truck or I’ll haul you in there and tie you to the steering wheel.”

She lifted her chin, and he braced himself for the blast of her temper. Instead after a moment she gave him a look as cold as a dead snake, turned on her heel and walked stiffly outside.

He followed with the alfalfa bales and watched her climb awkwardly into the cab. She didn’t look very happy about it, but she went, which was, he supposed, all he could ask.

In only a few moments he stacked the truck bed as high as he could with hay bales, then joined her in the cab, wondering as he took off his leather gloves whether he might need them to defend himself from the jagged emotion he could feel rippling off her.

Again he braced himself for anger, but she only gazed at him, an unreadable expression in those dark, lovely eyes.

“I’m not a child, Jake,” she finally said, her voice low. “I’m a grown woman with a mind of my own. I’ve survived a war and having two of my closest friends blown to pieces beside me while I could do nothing to help them. I’ve seen horrible things. For that matter, I’ve done horrible things. I’m not fragile or weak or stupid and I’m not some infant who needs to be pampered and coddled.”

He heard her words through a haze of great shame. She was exactly right—that’s how he had treated her, like a child who couldn’t be trusted to know her own limits. She deserved better.


“I know everyone worries about me overdoing it,” she went on before he could respond. “And while I do appreciate that concern and know it’s well meant, I’m suffocating here. Staying busy—doing as much as I can for myself—is the only thing keeping me sane right now. It’s important to me. Even if it means a little pain in the short term, it’s far better than the alternative, drowning myself in self-pity like I did the other night. Can you understand that?”

What had it cost her to say all this? She was not a woman who shared pieces of herself easily. She could have ranted and raved and put more of those barriers up between them, but she had trusted him enough to let him catch this rare glimpse into her psyche, and he found he was unbelievably touched.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured.

His arms ached to hold her but he sensed she wouldn’t welcome his touch right now, for a variety of reasons.

“You’re absolutely right. I’ve built my life around healing and comfort, around trying to ease my patients’ pain whenever I can. It’s impossible for me to watch you hurt and not want to do everything possible to ease your way when I can. I tend to forget that you might have your reasons for taking the rougher road.”

“You have to trust me to recognize my own limits, Jake. Please.”

“Do you mind if I still worry about you?”

A small, wry smile tilted the corner of her mouth. “Any chance I could stop you?”

“Probably not,” he admitted.


Her smile widened, became full-blown. “Go ahead, then. Just keep it to yourself.”

They lapsed into a silence he didn’t find at all uncomfortable. She didn’t seem in a hurry to put the truck in gear and head to wherever she intended on taking the alfalfa. Instead she seemed as if she had something else on her mind, almost as if she were gathering her courage.

The impression was confirmed when she spoke. “While I’m getting everything out into the open here, I believe I owe you an apology.”

He frowned, trying to figure out where she was headed with this. “For?”

“The other night.” She cleared her throat, suddenly focused on something out the windshield. “I’m afraid I was having one of those pity parties and forced you to be an unwilling guest. I’m sorry I reacted that way and bawled all over you. I don’t know what happened. I just…once I started, I couldn’t stop.”

She looked miserable, her features tight and embarrassed, and he hated being the source of it.

“Don’t. You have nothing to apologize about.”

“I suppose your patients are always unloading on you.”

“You’re not my patient, as you continually remind me.”

He meant his words as a joke, something to lighten the mood a little, but somehow she looked even more embarrassed by them.

“Right. You’re right.”

He had to touch her. It had been four days and he had restrained himself as long as he possibly could. He covered her fingers flexing on the steering wheel. “Maggie. You’re more than a medical case to me. I hope you understand that.”

She blinked at him, her dark eyes wide and confused and still so miserable he couldn’t help himself. He leaned across the cab of the pickup and found her mouth with his.

He tried his best to keep it light, casual. But her lush mouth tasted of coffee and cinnamon, and her fingers trembled under his on the steering wheel and she made a soft sound in her throat.

After only a tiny moment later, she pulled her hand from the steering wheel and shifted to face him on the bench seat, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him close as her mouth softened and welcomed him.

He had thought of nothing else these last few days but having her in his arms. Somehow the fantasies didn’t come close to comparing to the reality of her small, compact frame snuggled against him, of her arms holding him and her mouth responding eagerly to his kiss.

He was hot and aroused in an instant, consumed by the fiery need to touch her, to taste her. His hand slid under the cotton edge of her T-shirt just above the waistband of her jeans, and her abdominal muscles contracted sharply as he touched skin.

He paused. “Sorry. Are my fingers cold?”

Her laugh was throaty and low. “Are you kidding?”

What else could he do but take that as permission to explore further? He curved a hand over her hip bone and leaned closer, until their bodies were tangled together.

For long moments he was lost, aware only that he was holding the woman he loved and that by some miracle she seemed caught up in the heat and wonder, too.


His hands slid from her waist higher, across the warm skin of her abdomen. He might have stopped there but her stomach muscles contracted and she made one of those soft, sexy little sounds and he explored further, stopping just below the curve of her breast.

She moaned and arched against him as if inviting more, then she suddenly seemed to freeze, making a sound more of pain than arousal.

He jerked back, feeling as if one of those alfalfa bales had just fallen on his head as awareness flooded through him.

What the hell was he doing, making out with her in the cab of a pickup in broad daylight, in cramped quarters that couldn’t be comfortable for her, where anyone could come across them? Her mother, Wade’s ranch hand. Wade himself, for crying out loud.

He let out a breath, disgusted with himself for losing control so completely. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. See what you do to me?”

Her breathing was ragged and her eyes looked huge, the pupils so dark and wide they seemed to take over the irises. “What…what I do?”

He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “I can’t think straight when I’m around you. I should know better than to start something I know we can’t finish right now, no matter how badly I might want it.”

He wouldn’t have expected it, but his tough lieutenant seemed flustered. She took several seconds to catch her breath and sent him one quick, wary look. “I…we’d better take this hay out to the pasture,” she said.


She started the pickup, but before she could shift the transmission, he covered her fingers on the steering wheel with his hand again.

“I’d like to take you out tomorrow.”

“Why?”

He almost laughed at her abrupt question. How could she ask it, after the wild heat they had just shared?

Because I’m crazy about you. Because you’re like pure adrenaline in my bloodstream and I can’t get enough.

“Will you come with me?”

She studied him across the width of the cab, and he saw the wheels turn in her head. When she spoke, her voice was smug, self-satisfied. “If you agree not to nag me for the rest of the day that I’m overdoing things, I’ll promise to think about it.”

“I have to keep my mouth shut all day and you’re only going to think about it? That hardly seems fair.”

She gave a short laugh, but it was enough for him to tumble a little deeper. She was stunning when she laughed, bright and vibrant and intoxicating.

“That’s the deal. Take it or leave it. If you can actually zip your bossy, meddling lips while we’re working together today, I’ll go wherever you want tomorrow night.”

“Done,” he said quickly.

She shook her head. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t hold my breath, Dalton.”

“Just watch me. You won’t even know I’m here all day, I swear it.”


 


She had allowed herself to be boxed into a corner again and she had no one to blame but herself.

As the sun started its long, slow slide behind the mountains, Maggie was exhausted, achy and beginning to realize she was in deep trouble.

All day she had worked alongside Jake on the ranch. She hadn’t found it easy to ignore her awareness of him. It simmered under her skin, hot and tight, and she caught herself several times watching him work simply because she enjoyed the sight. He was a man comfortable with his body, every movement easy and fluid.

She knew it was dangerous and self-destructive. Simply watching his muscles ripple as he unloaded hay from the pickup out in the pasture shouldn’t leave her stomach twirling, her mouth dry. And she certainly shouldn’t go breathless at the sight of him leaning down to pat one of the cow dogs, a smile on his tanned, handsome features.

It was easier when she could stir up a good mad toward him, but he had been nothing but quietly helpful all day. Though she had spent the day right alongside him as they fed and watered and moved cattle from pasture to pasture, he had honored his promise and hadn’t uttered so much as a single chastising word.

She had to admit, she’d even pushed the envelope, extending herself probably further than she should to see if she could goad him into breaking his vow.

A few times she thought he would bite through his tongue with the effort it must have taken him not to say anything, especially earlier when she went into the pasture with one of their prize bulls to check the water trough pressure.

The bull, though usually docile, had come over to investigate, head lowered, and Maggie had decided to play it safe and scramble back over the fence. Moving so fast had been painful and tough but worth it when the bull hammered against the fence a few times to show her who was boss.

Through every risky thing she did all day, Jake refrained from nagging her about it. She wasn’t sure how he did it, but now it looked as if she was going to have to keep her end of the bargain, much to her burgeoning dismay.

Working alongside him on the ranch was one thing. Dealing with him on the much more dangerous terrain of a social situation was something else entirely.

She couldn’t figure a way out of it, and the idea of an actual date filled her with panic.

Okay, the idea of a date with Jake filled her with panic.

She didn’t know what to do about him, about the soft flutters inside her whenever he looked at her out of those blue eyes or the apparent interest she couldn’t quite understand.

The whole idea of it made her more nervous than a dozen half-ton bulls on the warpath.

She pushed her panic away and focused again on the sprinkler pipe that had cracked during the winter. Jake was beside her, working probably twice as fast as she could, a fact she wasn’t thrilled about.

Apparently he hadn’t always had his head in a book growing up over at the Cold Creek. He certainly knew his ranch work.

He worked hard, he knew what he was doing and today, at least, he kept his mouth shut. He would have been the perfect employee—if only she could keep from noticing how well he filled out those blasted Wranglers!

She glanced at the sky, then wiped her face with the bandanna from her pocket.

“We’re losing daylight. I can work on this Monday when Drifty comes back.”

He settled back on his haunches, the last rays of sunlight shooting strands of gold through his dark hair.

“You dismissing me for the day, boss?”

She shoved her gloves in her pocket and stood, hoping he didn’t notice she had to leverage herself up using the line wheel.

“Yeah. I think we’re both beat.” She paused. “Uh, thank you for your help today. We got a lot done.”

He stood, looking pleased at her words. “You’re welcome.”

He studied her intently in the fading sunlight, and she could feel herself flush under his scrutiny.

“So would you agree I have kept our bargain all day? No nagging, no harassing, no badgering you to take it easy, right?”

She made a face. “I suppose, though a few times there it looked like your head was going to explode with the effort it was taking to keep your mouth shut.”

“But I did, didn’t I? I didn’t say a word, so that means you agree to let me take you somewhere tomorrow night. I believe your exact words were, I’ll go wherever you want. Am I right?”

She clenched her jaw, wondering if this is what a field mouse felt like just before an owl swooped. “You know you are,” she muttered.

“So we have a deal, then. You’re not going to back out on me, find some hidden loophole or something?”

“Jeez, Dalton. Do you need me to sign a frigging contract? It’s just a date!”

“I’m only making sure we’re clear.”

“I said I would go and I’ll go.”

“Great. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty, then. Wear something comfortable.”

She rolled her eyes, hating that he could talk so casually about something that filled her with dread.

She opened her mouth to try answering in the same vein, but before she could get the words out, he scooped her into his arms and headed toward the house.

“Hey!” she exclaimed. “Put me down!”

“Forget it. I’ve kept my mouth shut all day just like you asked. And now you’re damn well going to sit down and take off the prosthesis that’s been killing you since noon.”

“No fair. This is a deal breaker, Dalton! You promised.”

“Too late. You already said you’d go with me. A soldier’s word is her bond, right?”

She had two choices, as she saw it. She could throw a fit and force the issue. Or she could try to salvage a little dignity and wait until he set her down before ripping into him.

She decided on the second choice and contented herself with fuming the rest of the way, trying hard not to focus on how warm and comforting and solid his arms felt around her.

She was growing entirely too used to this, to him and his concern for her, and it scared her senseless. What would she do when this phase of his passed—as she had no doubt it would—and he grew tired of dealing with her assorted physical and emotional problems?

He would break her heart into jagged shards. Didn’t she have enough broken pieces right now?

“Okay, you’ve made your point. Put me down,” she grumbled, even as she fought her body’s instinctive urge to snuggle into his warmth and solid strength.

“Almost there,” he said. She couldn’t figure out how he didn’t even sound breathless.

Just as they approached the house, she heard a car engine. Her mother’s car pulled to a stop in front of the house and an instant later Viviana rushed out, her eyes panicky and her features tight with worry.

Too late, she realized how it must look to Viviana to find Jake carrying her.

“What is it? What has happened to her?”

“Nothing, Viv,” Jake answered calmly. “Everything’s just fine. I’m only making sure your daughter takes a rest.”

His patients probably found comfort from those soothing tones, but they seemed to have the opposite effect on her. She curled her fists to keep from slugging him.

It worked well enough for her mother, though. Viviana let out a sigh of relief. “I thought perhaps she fell again.”


He raised an eyebrow at the last word and gave Maggie a hard look but said nothing, to her vast relief. She didn’t want to have to explain about the balance issues that still plagued her when she was tired.

“You can put me down anytime now,” she snapped.

“Now why would I want to do that?” he asked, sounding genuinely puzzled, though she didn’t miss the amusement in his gaze.

“You have any idea how many ways the Army teaches you to emasculate a man?” she asked idly.

He laughed. “A fair few, I’d guess.”

He didn’t seem threatened in the least as he carried her up the porch steps and into the house. In the living room, he lowered her to the couch, then stepped back, leaving her oddly, irrationally bereft.

Viviana had followed them and she stood in the doorway, watching their interaction with eyes still dark with worry.

“I’d ask you to let me take a look at your leg,” Jake said, “but I don’t want to risk you calling me a pervert again in front of your mother.”

She felt color soak her cheeks as Viviana’s worry changed to surprised laughter.

“Shut up, Dalton,” Maggie snapped.

“Lena, your manners! Jacob, will you stay for dinner? I will have it fixed in only a moment.”

“Can’t tonight. Sorry. But Maggie and I are going out tomorrow. I told her six-thirty.”

As she watched, a strange look passed between them, and Viviana nodded. “Good. Good. I will be sure she at least washes her face and brushes her hair before you are to come for her.”

Feeling dusty and disheveled and about eight years old, she wanted to storm out in a huff and leave them to their jolly friendliness but she wasn’t quite certain she trusted her leg to hold her.

She had to be content with folding her arms across her chest and glaring at both of them.

She was further dismayed when Jake smiled at her with a strange, almost tender expression.

“Good night, then. See you tomorrow. Six-thirty sharp.”

Before she knew what he intended, he stepped forward and planted a hard, fierce kiss on her mouth, right there in front of her mother.

Just when she was beginning to feel light-headed, he stepped back, shoved on his Stetson and sauntered out of the room. She could swear as he walked out of the house she could hear him whistling, the bastard.

She shifted her gaze to her mother and found Viviana beaming at her. Damn. Just what she needed, for Viviana to take that kiss as permission to fill her mind with all kinds of unreasonable things.

“He is taken with you.” Viviana’s eyes sparkled.

“He’s only hanging around out of pity,” she voiced out loud what her heart had been telling her all along.

Viviana frowned, planting hands on her petite hips. “Stop it! This is not true.”

“Why else would he develop this sudden interest?”

“Not sudden. You just never see it before.”

She paused in the middle of rolling up her pant leg so she could get rid of the prosthesis. “See what?”


“Jacob. He has always had the interest.” Her mother’s voice was brisk. “Always he asks of you. How you are, what you are doing. Every time he would see me, he would ask of you.”

What was she supposed to think of that? She let out a breath as she worked to doff her prosthesis. Though she preferred taking it off in the privacy of her bedroom, the long day and strenuous activities she’d engaged in had lowered her pain threshold and she couldn’t wait.

Nothing. His questions meant nothing. He was a polite person, probably only looking for some topic of conversation with her mother.

“I’m an interesting medical case. That’s all.”

Her expression solemn, Viviana watched her remove the prosthesis. After she set it aside with an almost painful rush of relief, Viviana sat beside her on the couch and touched her hand.

“When your commander from the Army called to tell me about the attack and that you were very hurt, we did know not your condition or even if you would live. Marjorie came to be with me that night while we waited to hear, and Jacob came with his mother. Lena, never have I seen a man so upset. Marjorie and I cried and cried, we were so worried for you. Jacob was strong for us, but his eyes! They were shocked and sad and…and lost.”

Viviana paused and she touched Maggie’s hand again. “Then they called again to tell me you would lose part of your leg and we cried more. But Jacob, he made us ashamed. He told us to stop being sad for you. He sat in that chair there and said, ‘A foot is only a foot. She will survive now. She will live, and that is the only thing that matters.’”

She barely had time for that to sink in when Viviana pressed her warm, soft cheek to hers. “He was only part right, niña. You survive. But you do not live. My heart, still it worries for you.”

“I’m fine, Mama.”

Her mother didn’t look convinced, but she let the subject drop. “I will fix you something to eat and then you will rest.” Viviana bustled from the room before Maggie could tell her she wasn’t hungry.

After she left, Maggie leaned her head against the high-backed sofa and tried not to think about Jake, but it proved an impossible task, like trying not to think about a tooth that ached. He filled her mind, her senses, and she couldn’t seem to think about anything else.







Chapter Eleven





At twenty-five minutes past six, Jake drove under the archway over the drive to Rancho de la Luna, his shoulders tight with exhaustion and his mood dark and dismal as a January storm.

Under other circumstances he would have called things off with Maggie tonight and rescheduled for a better day when he felt more in the mood. But events were out of his hands and he knew he had no choice.

The day had started out badly, with an early-morning call from one of his patients’ wives that her husband was having a hard time breathing. By the time he arrived at their house five minutes later, just ahead of the ambulance crew, Wilford Cranwinkle had stopped breathing altogether and his wife, Bertie, had been frantic.


Heart attack, he’d quickly determined. A bad one, much worse than the one Wilford had suffered two years earlier that had led to behavior and diet changes.

Jake had ridden the ambulance with Wilford to the hospital in Idaho Falls, trying everything he and the paramedics could to save the man’s life, to no avail.

By the time Bertie arrived, the task of telling her that her husband of forty-two years had not survived fell to Jake.

It had been a bitter day, the kind of terrible loss that made him question whether he could have done more—and even if he ever should have become a physician in the first place.

He also couldn’t help but remember that fall day more than nineteen years earlier when he and Maggie had tried and failed to save another heart attack victim.

Some days it seemed the ghost of Hank Dalton followed him around everywhere, whispering in his ear what a poor excuse for a doctor he was, how he was a miserable excuse for a son, how he would never amount to any kind of stockman if he couldn’t yank his nose out of a damn book.

As he’d been showering and changing to prepare to pick up Maggie, he also couldn’t help thinking how his efforts to pierce her hard, prickly shell reminded him painfully of his youth and adolescence spent trying so hard to win his father’s approval.

She pushed him away at every turn, blocking his every attempt to reach through her defenses to the woman inside.

Tonight, for instance, he half expected her to back out and refuse to go with him. The mood he was in, he almost wanted her to, just so he could vent some of the raging emotions inside him by the physical act of hauling her to his SUV.

He turned off his engine and sat for a moment trying to let the soft beauty of the Luna seep through his turmoil to calm him. The ranch was lovely in the gathering twilight, with its breathtaking view of the Tetons’ west edge, the stately row of cottonwoods lining the creek, those unique silver-gray cattle quietly grazing in the fields.

It was a perfect evening for what was in store, he thought as he climbed out, unseasonably mild for late April with the lush smell of growth and life in the air.

Hoping his exhaustion didn’t show in his eyes, he climbed the stairs and rang the doorbell. He could hear her slow steps approaching the door, and a moment later it swung open.

In an instant the breath seemed to leave his chest in a rush. She wore a loose, flowing pair of pants and a gauzy white shirt that made her dusky skin look sultry and exotic.

Her hair was a mass of soft curls that instantly made him want to bury his face in them, and she wore several bangle bracelets and long, dangly earrings.

It was the first time in recent memory he’d seen her dressed as a girly-girl. She looked as lovely and intoxicating as the spring evening, and with a little start of surprise, he realized all the dark memories of the day had started to recede. They were still there but they seemed suddenly as distant as the moon that gave her ranch its name.

When he said nothing, only continued to stare, Maggie squirmed. “You said wear something comfortable. This is comfortable.”

Her belligerent tone finally pierced his daze. Beneath her truculence, she seemed apprehensive, and he wondered at it.

“You look perfect,” he murmured, then couldn’t seem to help himself. He twisted her fingers in his, leaned forward and kissed her cheek.

She smelled divine, some kind of perfume that reminded him of standing in his sister-in-law’s flower garden, and he wanted to dip his face into her neck and inhale.

He forced himself to refrain, and as he stepped back he had the satisfaction of seeing she looked even more adorably flustered.

“Is your mother around?” he asked, knowing perfectly well she wasn’t.

Maggie frowned and tried to withdraw her hand. He held firm. “No. She left a few hours ago. She said she was visiting a friend, though she wouldn’t tell me who. I wondered if it was Guillermo, but she wouldn’t say. She’s been acting very strange today. All week, really.”

It took a great effort to keep his expression blandly innocent. “Really?”

“Taking phone calls at all hours of the day and night, running off on mysterious errands she won’t explain, accepting package deliveries she won’t let me see.”

“Maybe she has a boyfriend.”

Her jaw went slack as she processed that possibility. “Why on earth would you say that? Do you know something I don’t?”


He thought of his own suspicions about Viviana but decided Maggie wasn’t quite ready for them. “Sorry. Forget I said anything. Are you ready, then?”

She looked distracted, and he knew she was still dwelling on the possibility of Viviana entering the dating scene.

“I…Yes. I just need a jacket.”

“What about your sticks?” He gestured to her forearm crutches, propped against a chair.

She made a face. “Am I going to need them?”

“You never know. Doesn’t hurt to be prepared, does it?”

With a sigh she grabbed them. “I’ve really come to hate these things. Someday I’m going to invent a comfortable pair of crutches.”

He took them from her and offered his other arm to her. After a moment’s hesitation she slipped her arm through his, and he wanted to tuck her against him and hang on forever.

“So where are we going?” she asked on their slow way down the porch steps.

“Sorry. Can’t tell you that.”

“Why on earth not?”

“You’ll see. Just be patient.”

She didn’t look very thrilled with his answer, just as he had an uncomfortable suspicion she wouldn’t be very thrilled about their ultimate destination.

He couldn’t worry about that. It was out of his hands, he reminded himself again as he helped her into the Durango, impressed by her technique of sitting first then twisting her legs around so she didn’t have to put weight on her foot.


After he slipped the crutches in the back, he climbed in and then headed down the driveway.

They were almost to the road when she reached a hand out and touched his arm. The spontaneous gesture surprised him enough that he almost didn’t stop in time to miss a minivan heading up the road to the Cold Creek. The traffic was much heavier than normal in that direction, and he could only hope she didn’t notice.

“Is something wrong?”

He stared. “Why do you ask?”

She shrugged. “Your eyes. They seem distracted and you’re not your usual annoyingly cheerful self.”

He thought of the terrible task of telling Bertie her husband was gone, of the sense of failure that sat cold and bitter in his gut. Not wanting to put a damper on the evening, he opened his mouth to offer some polite lie but the words tangled in his throat.

The urge to confide in her was too overwhelming to resist. “I lost a patient today. Will Cranwinkle. Heart attack.”

She touched his arm again. “Oh, Jake. I’m so sorry.”

“I rode the ambulance to Idaho Falls with him, trying to shock him but we could never get a rhythm.”

Her eyes were dark with compassion and he wanted to drown in them. “The last thing you probably feel like doing is socializing tonight. I don’t mind if you take me home. We can do this another time.”

He shook his head. “You’re not getting out of this that easily. We’re going. This is exactly where I need to be.”

“What about where you want to be?”


“That, too. I promise, I wouldn’t be anywhere else tonight.”

He turned east, heading up the box canyon instead of down toward town. She made a sound of surprise. The only thing in this direction was the Cold Creek.

“I need to make a quick stop. Do you mind?”

A muscle flexed in her jaw, and he could tell she did mind but she only shrugged again. “You’re driving.”

She didn’t look very thrilled about it but she said nothing more, though her features looked increasingly baffled as they reached the ranch entrance. Cars were parked along both sides of the road, and one whole pasture was filled with more parked cars.

“What’s happening? Are we crashing some kind of party?”

Despite the lingering ache in his chest over the day’s events, he had to smile. “You could say that.”

They drove under the arch, decorated in red, white and blue bunting. She still looked baffled until they approached the ranch house, where a huge banner Bud Watkins down at the sign shop in town had made up read in giant letters “Welcome Home Lt. Cruz. Pine Gulch Salutes You.”

Under it stood just about everyone in town—men, women, children—smiling and waving at them.

She stared at the crowd, her eyes wide. “Did you do this?”

He searched her features but he couldn’t tell whether that tremor in her voice stemmed from shock or from anger. “I can’t take much credit, I have to admit. Or blame, if it comes to that. Your mother and mine were behind the whole thing. I was only charged with delivering you here at the appointed hour.”

He pulled up in the parking space set aside for her and walked around the SUV to help her out. When he saw the jumbled mix of emotions in her eyes, he paused in the open door of the Durango and shifted to block her from the crowd’s view.

“I don’t want this, Jake.” The distress in her voice matched her eyes. “I’m not some kind of hero. I can’t go out there and pretend otherwise. I’m a mess. You know I am. Physically, emotionally, all of it.”

He grabbed her hands and held them tight. “You don’t see yourself as we all do, sweetheart. This town is bursting with pride for you.”

“For what? I returned a cripple! Everyone can see that. I can’t even take a damn shower without it turning into a major production!”

“Maggie—”

“I didn’t come home to be embraced and applauded by my hometown. I came to Pine Gulch to hide away from life, because I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

Her eyes glittered, and he hoped like hell she didn’t start to cry. He knew she would hate that more than anything, to break down in front of the whole town.

A heavy weight of responsibility settled on his shoulders. He knew whatever he said was of vital importance, and he tried to choose his words with the utmost care.

“You can say what you want, but I don’t believe you came home because you had nowhere else,” he said quietly. “You came home because you knew this was where you belonged, a place where you knew you would be loved and supported while you try to adjust to the changes in your life. People in this town want to celebrate what you did over there and the fact that you’ve returned. Your mother wants to celebrate your return. Don’t break her heart, Maggie.”

She shifted her gaze past him to where Viviana stood, her hands clasped together at her chest and worry in her dark eyes. He held his breath, watching indecision flicker across her features for just an instant. She let out a long sigh, then nodded slowly, her eyes resolute.

She pasted on a smile—a little frayed around the edges but a smile nevertheless—and gripped the doorjamb to pull herself out, her shoulders stiff and determined.

If he hadn’t already been hopelessly in love with her, he knew as he watched her face her fears that he would have tumbled headlong and hard at that moment.

 


She had never felt less like celebrating. But for the next hour Maggie forced herself to smile and make small talk and to ignore the stubborn pains in her leg as she moved from group to group.

It was a lovely night for a party, she had to admit, the twilight sweetly scented and just cool enough to be refreshing. The Daltons had strung lights in the trees, and more bunting hung from every horizontal space. Everything looked warm and welcoming.

She hadn’t been to the Cold Creek in years, and she’d forgotten how beautiful the gardens were. Marjorie and her mother had that in common, she remembered, their love of growing things. Perhaps that had been one of the things they’d built their friendship on.


She knew Jake’s mother didn’t live on the ranch anymore, she owned a house in town where she lived with her second husband, so perhaps Wade Dalton’s new wife was the gardener in the family. Whoever created it and maintained it, the gardens were lovely and peaceful.

On a makeshift wooden floor under the swaying branches of a weeping willow, locals danced to the music of a country music band that included Mr. Benson, the high school choir director, Myron Potter, who owned the hardware store, and a pretty girl with a dulcet voice Maggie could vaguely recall babysitting eons ago.

Not that she heard much of the band, introduced as Sagebrush Serenade. She didn’t have much chance, too busy talking to everyone in town. She had been hugged more times tonight than she had in the entire dozen years since she left Pine Gulch, and she thought she had been greeted by every single person she went to school with.

She couldn’t believe all the people who turned out—people she never would have expected. Mrs. Hall—her tenth-grade English teacher whose favorite phrase on grade sheets had been ‘You’re not working up to your potential’—looked as if she hadn’t so much as changed a wrinkle in twenty years.

Pat Conners, her first date, was there with his wife and two young children.

Even Jesse Johnson, the bus driver who had picked her and the Dalton boys up as long as she could remember, was out on the dance floor, and he had to be pushing eighty by now.

More surprising was the sight of Carmela, the young pregnant woman she’d met at Jake’s clinic. When she’d seen her in the crowd, Maggie had kept an eye on her. Carmela had started out sticking with others in the Latino community; now she was talking with two Anglo women, one of whom also looked pregnant.

Maggie probably would have found it all heartwarming, a reaffirmation of small-town values, if she hadn’t been the guest of honor.

“We couldn’t be more proud of you, young lady. You’re a credit to the whole town.”

She turned back to Charlie Bannister, the mail carrier who had been mayor of Pine Gulch as long as she could remember. She didn’t think his years of service to the town had anything to do with a particular craving for power, more that no one else wanted the job.

She smiled politely. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.”

“Purple Heart, I understand.”

“Yes sir.”

“A great honor. Yes, indeed. I’m only sorry you had to make such a sacrifice to earn it. But looks like you’re learning to adjust. Good for you. Good for you.”

She didn’t know what to do except nod and smile as the mayor went on at length about how his cousin had to have a leg amputated—“the diabetes, don’t you know”—and how he never walked again.

“You’re getting around well. I wouldn’t even know your leg was a fake if I didn’t know your story,” the mayor said.

As the mayor went on and on, Maggie spied Jake moving among the guests. Though she tried to catch his eye to send him a subliminal message to rescue her, he seemed to be as much in demand as she was.


He was the only doctor in town, she reminded herself. He probably couldn’t even walk into the little grocery store in town without being assaulted for medical advice.

“Excuse me, won’t you?” The mayor suddenly said, much to her relief. “The boss is trying to get my attention.”

She followed his gaze and found Dellarae, his dumpling-plump wife, gesturing to him.

“Of course,” she said with barely concealed relief. “It wouldn’t do to keep the boss waiting.”

The mayor gave her a grateful smile and a fatherly pat on the arm. “Knew you’d understand. You always were a sensible girl.”

Since when? she wondered. If she were sensible, she wouldn’t be here. She would have climbed back into Jake’s SUV and driven away the moment she caught sight of the row of cars out front.

No, if she were sensible, she wouldn’t have been in Jake’s SUV in the first place. A woman with common sense certainly would know better than to spend time with a man who turned her knees to mush just by looking at her out of those stunning blue eyes of his.

Would her mother ever forgive her if she ditched the party and found a ride back to the Luna? Probably not.

But then, where was her mother? she wondered. She’d seen her that first moment when they pulled up, but since then she seemed to have disappeared. Probably in the kitchen. That was usually Viviana’s favorite locale.

She spied the Elwood sisters heading in her direction, their lined faces set in matching expressions of pity and avid interest, and decided now would be a good time to check on her mother.


Shifting around so quickly she almost lost her balance, she turned and headed for the house. She discovered the back door opened into the Cold Creek kitchen, which at first glance wasn’t at all what she expected. It was large and open, painted a sunny, welcoming yellow.

Her mother wasn’t in sight—the only occupant was a young woman in a white apron who looked to be arranging food on a platter.

“Sorry,” Maggie murmured, guilt washing through her as she watched the woman work. This was all for her, she realized. Everyone throwing this party had been so kind, and all she could do was feel sorry for herself and wish she were anywhere else on earth.

“I was looking for my mother, Viviana Cruz.”

The woman’s smile was as warm as the room. “You must be the guest of honor, aren’t you? I’m Caroline, Wade Dalton’s wife. What a pleasure to meet you! I tried to talk to you earlier but you were surrounded by well-wishers. I’m so pleased to have a chance to say hello and welcome you back to town.”

Maggie blinked, unsure how to respond to this woman. She tried to drum up her usual antipathy toward anyone related to the Daltons, but this woman seemed so nice and genuinely friendly, it was hard to feel anything but warmth.

“Um, thank you,” she finally said. “Thank you for opening your home. I’m sure it wasn’t easy throwing a party for a stranger.”

“You’re only a stranger to me, not the rest of the family. When Marjorie and Viv came up with the idea for a party, we knew the Cold Creek was the ideal place for it. We’ve got the room here for parking and for dancing, so when Jake suggested it, it just made sense. Wade insisted.”

Wade? Jake’s older brother barely knew her. Why would he want all these people wandering through his house, their vehicles ripping up a perfectly good pasture?

“Still, I’m sorry you had to go to so much bother.”

“It was no trouble, I promise. Your mother and Marjorie did most of the work, with a little help from Quinn.”

“Quinn?”

“My father. Marjorie’s husband. He loves a good party.”

“Right. I’m sorry, I forgot his name.”

Her mother had told her the story of Majorie Dalton’s elopement with a man she had an e-mail romance with—a man whose daughter had come to the ranch in search of the newlyweds and ended up falling for Jake’s widowed older brother and his three young children.

“I believe I met him shortly after we arrived. Tall, handsome, charming smile.”

“That’s my dad,” Caroline said ruefully. Her gaze sharpened suddenly, and Maggie had the odd sensation this woman could see into her deepest secrets.

“This all must be very uncomfortable for you.”

She almost equivocated, gave some polite denial, but something in the woman’s expression compelled her to honesty. “Yes. A bit. I’m not really crazy about being the center of attention.”

“Jake warned Viv and Marjorie you might not be ready for a big party, that they should start with something small and intimate with just close friends if they insisted on celebrating, but I’m afraid things spiraled a little out of control. I must say you’re handling it all very graciously.”

Maggie made a face. “Not really. Why do you think I came in here to hide out?”

Caroline laughed, and Maggie felt an instant connection with this woman with the kind eyes. The other woman’s laughter slid away after a moment, and her eyes filled with a quiet concern.

“I’m sure you’ve had all the counseling you could stand at the Army hospital, but if you ever need to talk to someone here, I hope you know I’m always willing to listen.”

Maggie suddenly remembered her mother telling her Wade Dalton’s new wife was a therapist who had become an author and life coach, focused on helping people find more joy in their lives.

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“Listen, I need to run this tray out. I’ll be back for more in a moment. You are more than welcome to stay here as long as you’d like.”

She suddenly remembered the ostensible reason for her escape from the party. “I actually stepped in here looking for my mother.”

“That’s right. Viviana was in here a few moments before you came in but then I thought I heard her go out the front door. You could try the porch out there,” Caroline suggested.

“Thank you,” Maggie murmured as the other woman headed back out to the party.

The band had shifted to something slow and romantic. For a few moments, she stood alone in the kitchen, listening to the music and swaying a little.

She pressed a hand to her chest, to the little ache in her heart there, for all the slow dances she would have to sit out the rest of her life.

Enough self-pity, she told herself sternly, and went off in search of her mother.

She walked through the ranch house, surprised by how warm and comfortable the place seemed. A family lived here, she thought. Not the den of vipers she’d always wanted to imagine. A family that loved each other, at least judging by the photos lining the walls of the hallway from the kitchen to the main living area of the house.

She moved slowly past the gallery, seeing Daltons in all kinds of situations.

She saw Seth in one, handsome and compelling, with one arm slung around Marjorie and the other around Quinn Montgomery.

In another, she saw Wade and Caroline caught in a candid pose as they leaned on a fence railing overlooking some of the ranch horses. She paused at that one, struck by the tenderness in Wade’s harsh features as he looked at his lovely wife.

The one that had her stop stock-still was of Jake roughhousing with three children who must be Wade’s from his first marriage. He had one little boy on his shoulders, another younger one in one arm and a pretty little dark-haired girl hanging on the other arm, and he was grinning as if he would rather be right there with those children than anywhere else on earth.


She gazed at it for a long time, unable to tear her gaze away as an odd, terrifying sensation tugged at her insides.

She reached a hand out to touch that smiling face that had become so impossibly dear to her, then jerked her hand back when she realized what she was about to do.

Breathing hard, her thoughts twirling with dismay, she forced herself to move away as fast as she dared toward the front door.

Even though it was rude, she decided she would find her mother quickly, then do anything she could to escape, to deal with the wild shock of discovering she had feelings for Jake she couldn’t even bear to acknowledge.

Her pulse pounding, she yanked open the door, then had her second shock in as many moments.

Her mother was there, all right.

Wrapped tightly in the arms of Guillermo, Viviana was sharing a passionate kiss with the man she had thrown off her ranch.







Chapter Twelve





With every single fiber of her soul, she wanted to be With every single fiber of her soul, she wanted to be able to slip away and leave them to it, if only so she could start the effort of purging this image from her mind, as well as the one she had just seen of Jake finding such joy in his niece and nephews.

She started to ease back into the house, but the door squeaked as she tried to close it, and the two figures on the porch jerked apart as if spring-loaded.

Her mother—usually so perfectly groomed—looked as if her lipstick had been devoured, and her hair was as tousled and disheveled as if she’d been standing in a wind tunnel.

Tío Guillermo wasn’t much better. Most of her mother’s lipstick appeared to be smeared on him, and even though they were standing several feet apart now, he still couldn’t seem to look away from Viviana, his eyes hot and hungry.

Her mother raised trembling hands to her cheeks and looked miserably horrified. “Lena! Oh, Lena.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” she mumbled. For the life of her, she couldn’t think of anything else to say, and for a few seconds the three of them stood there in a painfully awkward tableau.

“We were just, um, just…” Viviana’s voice trailed off.

“I think it’s safe to say I can figure out what you were doing, Mama,” she said quickly.

Guillermo wore a stiff kind of dignity that seemed a little out of place on a man with lipstick on his jaw and a collar that looked as though it had been twisted in a hundred different directions.

“You are not to think less of your mother for this. I alone am responsible,” her beloved uncle said, his voice stern, then he bowed slightly and headed down the steps with one last heated look at Viviana.

Maggie drew a breath, feeling as if she were the one caught in a wind tunnel, as if one of the last few solid things she had to hang on to had just been tossed to the heavens.

In that single look, her calm, easygoing uncle appeared tormented, wretched. A man thoroughly, miserably in love.

After he left, her mother dropped her hands from her cheeks and faced Maggie, her eyes just as miserable.

“I am sorry you saw that.” Her mother spoke in agitated Spanish. “I do not know what to say. It was…we were…”


“Mama, is that what you and Tío Guillermo have been fighting about?” she asked gently. She didn’t want to think about how much compassion she had for her mother’s turmoil or how closely it paralleled her own.

“He is so stubborn.” Her mother sank down into one of the rocking chairs on the porch that overlooked the ranch.

Maggie sat in the chair next to her and waited for the words she could see forming in her mother’s dark eyes.

“I did not mean for this to happen. I did not! I wanted things to go on as they have since Abel died. But things have changed. I did not expect it but somehow they have.

“Guillermo wants to marry me, he says he has wanted it forever. Never did he say anything until…until the last few months, when I started to see I cared for him.”

She let out a breath, gazing out at the ranch. “Before you came home, he tells me I must make a decision or he will quit. I tell him it is not fair to press me on this now, and ask him to wait a while longer, but he said he tires of waiting. He does not want to go on as we have, he says. I would not bend on this just because Guillermo he tells me I must.”

“So he quit.”

“No, I fire him,” she insisted.

“He seems miserable, Mama,” she observed quietly. “So do you. What’s the big conflict?”

Her mother said nothing for a long moment, gazing out at the night. “I loved your father so much. And I have grieved for him every day since his death.”

“I know that, Mama. But isn’t there room in your heart for another love?”

To her dismay, her mother buried her face in her hands, her shoulders trembling. “Yes. Oh yes. I have somehow made room for Guillermo, too. But I am so afraid. What if I lose him, too? I could not bear it.”

“You’re losing him now,” Maggie pointed out. “You’re pushing him away. Tío Guillermo is a proud man, just like Papa was. How long do you expect him to wait for you to make up your mind?”

Her mother dropped her hands to look at her, and Maggie pressed her point.

“It seems to me that you should consider yourself one lucky woman, Mama. How many women have been blessed to be able to say they have been loved by two such good, decent men? Instead of worrying about some distant future pain that may never come, you should take your chance for happiness now while you still can.”

Viviana gave her a searching look. “You do not mind this?”

Maggie thought of her first instant of shock at finding them together then pushed it away. In the few moments she’d had to adjust to the idea, the thought of her mother and Guillermo as a couple seemed so natural she couldn’t believe she hadn’t picked up on it earlier.

“Why would you think I mind? I love you both and can’t imagine two people better suited for each other. You’ve been working the ranch together for years. That certainly seems like a long enough courtship to me.”

Viviana sat for another moment absorbing her words, then a bright hope leaped into her gaze, though she still looked as if she were afraid to trust in it. “You do not think people will talk if I…if I were to marry the other Cruz brother?”

“Who cares? Let them talk. You’re Viviana Cruz of Rancho de la Luna. They should envy you! You have nothing to be ashamed about for loving a good, honorable man.”

Her mother let out a laugh that sounded like a half sob, then she stood and rushed to Maggie, hugging her hard. “How did a foolish woman like me raise such a smart daughter?”

She almost snorted. Wrong, Mama. If I were smart, I would have hobbled as fast as my gimpy leg would take me away from Jake Dalton that first night he showed up to change my flat tire.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked, to distract herself from pointless thoughts of Jake. “Don’t you think you should go after Guillermo and put the poor man out of his misery?”

“I will but not now, during my daughter’s party. I will find him later.” Her mother’s gaze sharpened suddenly. “Now, why are you out here with me instead of talking to all the people who have come to see you?”

“I was looking for you. And I needed a little break.”

“It is too much for you, then? I worried you would be angry. Jacob said you might not want a big crowd.”

How had he possibly come to know her so well in such a short time? She wasn’t sure she wanted him to have the ability of seeing so deeply into her psyche.

She shook her head. “I wasn’t angry. A little uncomfortable but not mad.”

“Everyone wanted to come, to show you of their concern and support, and Marjorie and I could not say no. I did not want to say no. I wanted everyone to know how proud I am of my daughter.”

She shifted her leg, searching around for another topic. With the ranch spread out before them, she said the first thing that came to her mind. “It was…surprising of the Daltons to open up the Cold Creek for the party.”

“Marjorie insisted and so did Wade,” Viviana said. “It is a good place for a fiesta, yes?”

Maggie had no ready answer to that so she didn’t even try. Instead, something about the night and the setting prompted her to ask some of the questions that had haunted her for years.

“Mama.”

She chewed her lip, not sure where to start, then she blurted the rest out. “How could you…that is, why did you remain on good terms with Marjorie and her sons. Why did you never blame them?”

Her mother’s lovely, serene features shifted into a frown. “Oh, Magdalena.”

“Hank Dalton was a bastard! He was the one who stole our water rights. He cheated Papa out of all his hard work—he stole the ranch’s future. If not for him, Papa would never have had to work that second job in Idaho Falls. Hank was to blame for that, but the rest of them…” She clenched her hands together. “After Hank died, they never tried to make things right. They’re just as responsible.”

Viviana shook her head, her eyes full of sorrow. “There is much you do not know, Lena. I should have explained things to you long ago. I am sorry I did not.”


“Explained what?”

“I suppose I hoped you would come to see the truth on your own, that you would put aside this foolish anger. And I suppose I did not want you to ever think less of your father.”

Her mother touched her arm. “And with a mother’s folly, I did not want to see how strongly you have held on to your anger all these years.”

“I miss him, Mama.”

“As do I, niña. As do I. But Marjorie and her sons are not to blame for the foolishness of Abel Cruz.”

She thought of her strong, beloved father. He had been gone from her life for so long, much longer than just the years since his death. He had worked so hard those last few years trying to save the ranch he loved that she had only a handful of good memories from her adolescence, a time when she had dearly needed a father.

“Why?” she asked her mother again.

Viviana gave a heavy sigh. “Your father was a good man. A strong, honorable man. But he was stubborn and had much of pride.”

She remembered a man who had loved his ranch, what he had built with his own hands, who had adored his wife and daughter, and who had always been proud of his heritage, that he was descended from Spanish nobles who had migrated to Argentina.

“Hank Dalton died when you were young, only twelve, no?” Viviana went on.

Maggie nodded.

“The week after he was buried, Marjorie and Wade came to see your father. With them, they carried all the loan papers between our two ranches and wanted to return them to Abel.”

She stared, trying to comprehend what her mother was telling her. “They tried to forgive the loan?”

Viviana nodded tightly. “Marjorie wanted to tear them up right there, but Abel would not allow it. He threw them back at them. ‘I will not take Dalton charity’ he said in a cold, proud voice. He said he would continue to pay as he had been until the debt was cleared.”

“He insisted?”

“Marjorie, she tried to change the loan to a better, more honest rate than Hank charged. Many times she tried. But Abel and his pride would not allow it, even as he had to work harder and harder to pay the interest.”

Her mother’s delicate features tightened with sorrow and no small amount of anger. “He did not have to work those two jobs, niña. He chose the road he traveled. No one else did that. Not Hank Dalton, not Marjorie or her sons. Only your father.”

Maggie’s head whirled, and she couldn’t seem to take it in. Everything she had believed for twenty years was evaporating like a heat mirage in front of her eyes. She was glad to be sitting down because she was fairly certain the shock would have knocked her on her rear end.

“After Abel died,” Viviana went on, “Marjorie and Wade, they came to me with a check for all the money your father paid them over the years, keeping out only enough to cover the original debt.”

“And you took it?”

Her mother lifted her chin. “Yes. I used it to help pay for my beautiful daughter to attend college and become the nurse she had dreamed of for many years.”

She pressed a hand to her stomach, feeling shaky and almost nauseous. During all those years of hatred, the Daltons had been paying to support her. They had put her through nursing school. Everything she had, everything she had become, she owed to Jake and his family, a family she had treated with nothing but scorn and anger.

No, she thought. Her father had given his life to pay that debt. Perhaps she shouldn’t look at it as blood money from the Daltons but as her one enduring legacy from her father.

“You should have told me, Mama.”

Viviana sighed. “Perhaps. But I did not wish you to think poorly of your father. He was a good man who acted as he thought best for his family and for his conscience.”

“All for nothing! He should have let them make things right.”

“I think by then he was so angry he couldn’t see what was right.” Viviana paused. “But while he hated their father, Abel never blamed Hank Dalton’s sons for their father’s actions. He knew, as I know, that those three boys suffered much from growing up with a cold, harsh man. Even with a father such as that, they grew into good, decent men who love their families and this town. None of them deserves your anger, Lena.”

Everything she believed, everything she thought she had known, had just been shaken and tossed into the air like a handful of dry leaves, and she didn’t know what to think.


Her mother touched a warm hand to her cheek. “Jacob, he is a good man and he has much caring for you.”

Maggie shook her head. “We’re friends. That’s all.”

Viviana made a sound of dismissal in her throat. “A mother can see these things. You care for him, as well. Do not be so stubborn and foolish and full of pride as your father. And your mother, come to that.”

She had been, she realized. She had let her anger for the past and her fears for the future interfere in something that could be wonderful. Perhaps it was time to live in the present for a moment.

“I should not be keeping you out here so long when many people are wanting to talk to you,” Viviana said. “Come, you will return to the party while I find somewhere to fix my face again.”

Do I have to? she wanted to whine, but she knew her obligations. Everyone at this party had come to see her, and she couldn’t hide out on the front porch all night.

Viviana rose and held out her arm and Maggie took it. The two of them walked arm in arm back through the Cold Creek ranch house. This time when she passed the picture of Jake on the wall, she smiled, feeling a lightness of heart that hadn’t been there in a long time.

At the door Viviana paused, then reached on her toes and pressed her cheek to Maggie’s. “I could not ask for a better daughter. You are the joy of my life, niña, and I praise God every day for bringing you home safe to me.”

Tears gathered in her eyes as she hugged her mama, and for the first time in six months, she thought perhaps there was a chance her life could go forward.

When she parted with her mother and walked outside, the whole world seemed brighter, everything sharp and in focus. She stood for a moment looking at the members of this community who had opened their arms to embrace her.

They didn’t see her as broken, as forever shattered by the blast that had taken part of her leg. She had seen compassion on most faces here but not pity. Instead, when the hardworking people of Pine Gulch talked to her, their eyes glowed with pride, with approval, with support.

To them she was Lieutenant Magdalena Cruz, someone willing to serve her country even at great sacrifice.

She knew she was no great heroine. But perhaps she could live with being a loyal soldier, a loving daughter and a pretty good person.

 


Jake wondered if anyone else noticed he hadn’t taken his eyes off Maggie all night.

He had seen her leave earlier and had started to follow her, but then Caroline had come out of the kitchen and informed him Maggie had gone in search of her mother.

When she came out sometime later, she looked different somehow. He couldn’t put a finger on it but her smile seemed more genuine, her eyes brighter, her shoulders held a little higher.

She had been back nearly an hour and in that time he had watched her hold babies and kiss cheeks and talk at some length with Darwin Anderson, a neighboring rancher who wore his World War II Veteran baseball cap with pride.


She was starting to sag, though. As he moved around the dance floor with his niece Natalie, he watched as she shifted positions several times during one song as if she couldn’t quite get comfortable, and though she smiled with delight at something Marilyn Summers was telling her, her eyes looked tired.

His love for her was a fierce ache inside him and he didn’t know what in the hell he was going to do about it.

He couldn’t bear thinking about a life without her in it, but he didn’t see any other choice.

“Ow! You stepped on my foot again, Uncle Jake! I’m gonna go dance with Uncle Seth. He’s a lot better dancer than you.”

He laughed and shifted his attention back to his pouting niece. “Yeah, well, I’m sure he’s probably better at a lot of things. He spends enough time practicing.”

Natalie looked remorseful, as if afraid she’d hurt his feelings. “You know, I’ll practice with you anytime you want. You only stepped on my toe a few times.”

He laughed again and kissed her on the top of her head. “I won’t torture you anymore, sweetheart. Go find your uncle Seth. Look for the big huddle of giggling girls and you should find him.”

Natalie kissed his cheek then flitted off. When he lifted his gaze, he found Maggie staring at him.

Their eyes had met occasionally throughout the evening, but somehow this time seemed different. She seemed to stop whatever she was saying and just stare at him.

He had heard people talk about time standing still, but until that moment he thought it was just hyperbole. Even from twenty feet away, something in her eyes made him forget everything else—the party, the music, the laughter.

All he could focus on was her.







Chapter Thirteen





She smiled tentatively as he approached, then reached to tuck a lock of hair back behind her ear.

Even after he reached her side, he couldn’t seem to stop looking at her, and he was aware of a deep-seated need to scoop her up and carry her off somewhere dark and private where he could kiss away that exhaustion in her eyes.

“Do I have broccoli in my teeth or something?” she asked after a moment.

“Sorry?”

“Never mind.”

If there were better light out here—and if she were any other woman—he might have thought that was a blush painted across her elegant cheekbones.

“How about a dance, Lieutenant?”


She grimaced. “I don’t think I’m quite ready for that.”

“Make sure you let me know when you are and I’ll be the first one in line.”

“You looked like you were doing fine with your niece.”

“You must have missed the part where I crushed her delicate toes with my big, clumsy feet. She went looking for Seth. Apparently, he’s a much better dancer.”

“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

He laughed. “Yeah. It’s not the first time a girl has deserted me for my baby brother, and it probably won’t be the last.”

He settled beside her, enjoying the scent of her and the warmth from her shoulder occasionally brushing his.

From here they had a view of the entire yard—the band, the dancers, the tables still bulging with food.

The fairy lights flickered in the night, lending a soft magic to the ranch. Wade had brought in several chimineas to set around the conversation areas, and the outdoor fireplaces provided a crackling warmth as the April night air cooled.

“Quite a party,” she said after a moment, as they watched Marjorie and Quinn fox-trot across the makeshift dance floor. As usual, his mother and her second husband looked as if they were having the time of their lives, lost in their own private joy.

“It is.”

“Everyone’s been so kind.”

He smiled. “The best people on earth live in Pine Gulch, and they’re always ready for a celebration.”

She shifted again, and he saw discomfort flicker in her dark eyes.


“You’re hurting. Ready to call it a night?”

She blew out a breath. “I should be tougher than this.”

“If you were any tougher, you’d be tempered steel, Lieutenant.” He rose and held a hand out for her. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

“Won’t everyone be upset if I leave while the celebration is still in full swing?”

“You’ve given enough tonight, Maggie. I think everyone here understands that.”

She rose, obvious relief in her dark eyes, and he wanted to grab her right there in front of everyone and kiss her pain away.

“I’d better find my mother and tell her goodbye,” she murmured after a moment.

“Why don’t I meet you back here in five minutes?”

“You don’t mind leaving early?”

This time he couldn’t resist. He kissed her forehead. “I don’t mind. I’m yours to command, Magdalena. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

He walked away before she could respond and somehow found himself in the crowd of people—mostly female—around his younger brother.

“Hey, Jake, tell old Myron Potter and his band to stick to something a little more lively, would you? No more of this moldy-oldy stuff. It’s a party—we want to move.”

“You’ll have to tell them yourself. I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?” He hadn’t noticed Wade approach, his littlest son, Cody, asleep in his arms. “Aren’t you supposed to be taking Maggie home?”

To his dismay, he felt his face grow hot, for some inconceivable reason. “Yeah. She’s worn out, so we’re bugging out. As soon as she says goodbye to her mother, I’m taking her home so she can rest.”

“Right.” Seth snickered. “So she can rest.”

He sliced a glare at his brother. “I’d like to see you spend all day walking around on a narrow metal rod, then get through the evening making polite conversation in the middle of phantom pain that feels like knives ripping into skin and bone and muscle. You have no idea what it took Maggie to face everyone here. She’s been through enough tonight, so I’m taking her home. If you’ve got a problem with that, too damn bad.”

His voice trailed off when he realized both of his brothers were gazing at him with odd expressions.

“What?”

Seth shook his head. “Man, you have got it bad.”

Yeah, he’d had it bad for so long he couldn’t remember what it felt like not to have it, but he couldn’t quite figure out what he’d said to tip them off. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he muttered.

“Maggie know how you feel about her?” Wade asked slowly, his eyes serious.

Did she? He had told her a hundred different ways, but he’d never actually put his feelings into words. “She knows I’m concerned about her physical well-being, yes.”

Wade and Seth looked at each other, then treated Jake to identical smirks. He had a strong urge to punch one or both of them. Seth was the logical choice as he was the youngest—and pounding him would provide the added benefit of messing up that pretty face.

He actually caught himself flexing his fist and jerking back his forearm but then he decided he was a physician—and older besides—and it was up to him to be the mature one here.

“Thanks for lending the ranch for the party, Wade,” he said instead. “It was a nice thing to do. Who knows? Maggie might actually stop thinking all Daltons should be shot on sight.”

“I wouldn’t put away your bulletproof vest just yet.” Maggie spoke up behind him, a small smile playing around her mouth.

He wondered why her soft flowery scent hadn’t tipped him off to her presence—and he wondered what his brothers would do if he grabbed her right there in front of them both, wrapped her in his arms and carried her away from here.

“Actually, let me add my thanks,” she said to Wade. “It was a wonderful gesture and a great party.”

After a moment she actually held out her hand. Wade slanted Jake a look, his eyebrows raised slightly, then he shifted Cody to his left arm so he could shake her hand.

“We were honored to do it,” he murmured. “Welcome home, Lieutenant Cruz. We’re proud to call you one of our own.”

She blinked a few times, and Jake saw she was fighting back tears. He knew she would hate shedding them here in front of his brothers so he stepped forward quickly.

“Let’s get you home.”

With a last wave to his brothers, he took her arm and helped navigate her through the crowd.

She didn’t seem to want to make conversation as they traveled the short drive to the Rancho de la Luna so he drove in silence as she leaned against the headrest and closed her eyes.

Five minutes later he pulled up to the house, and she immediately opened her door and swung her legs out.

“Just a minute, and I’ll help you.”

“I can do it on my own.”

“I know you can. But you don’t always have to.”

To his gratification, she waited for him to come around the SUV. He reached to help her stand, but she stumbled a little and had to grab for him for support.

He caught his breath as her hands gripped his shirt, then he forgot to breathe entirely when she wrapped her arms around his waist and tucked her head under his chin with a soft sigh.

His heart beating hard, he froze in disbelief for just an instant, then he folded his arms around her and held on tight, bracing himself to support her weight.

They stood that way for a long time as the April night eddied around them, cool and sweet. He could have stayed that way forever, but she pulled away far too soon.

“I’d like to show you something. Will you come with me?”

Baffled but curious, he nodded, wondering at this strange mood of hers. With their way lit only by the bright full moon, she led him down a narrow gravel path that cut between the house and the barn. They were heading toward the creek, he realized.

She moved slowly on the uneven ground, and he took her arm. “Are you doing okay?”

“I can make it this far. Come on, you’ll like this.”

She tugged him closer to the sound of the rushing, runoff-swollen creek, to a small open-air bowery he’d noticed from a distance while he’d been working on the ranch.

Up close, he discovered it was more than just a place for picnics, it looked like a comfortable outdoor retreat with bright Spanish tiles and gauzy mosquito netting curtains tied back at the supports.

Inside was a table and several chairs as well as a padded chaise and even a porch swing and a clay fireplace in one corner.

“What is this place?”

Maggie dug through a drawer in one of the tables and pulled out some matches and candles. She set a trio of long white candles on an intricate wrought-iron holder on the table and lit them.

“Mama loves to read and her favorite place to come was always here by the creek. One year she went to Mexico City to visit my grandparents and my father and I built this for her birthday to surprise her when she returned.”

“It’s great! She must have been thrilled.”

“She was. She still comes down here to read, even in wintertime.” She drew her sweater tighter around her and he noticed the air had chilled considerably since they left the Cold Creek.

“Why don’t I light a fire?”

“That would be good. There should be starters and kindling in the firebox there.”

She settled on the chaise and watched him while he found the supplies and worked to coax a flame. In a short time the fire was burning merrily, warming the small space quickly.


He took a chair next to her, and they sat in a companionable silence lit only by the moonlight slanting in from outside, the trio of candles and the fire’s glow. He felt as if he’d been contracting every muscle all day and finally they could begin to relax.

Though he had tried to subvert it during the party, he had been desperate for peace, he realized, as he felt the stress and anguish of his failures—of losing a friend and a patient—recede a little further.

He closed his eyes, letting the night and the place and Maggie’s presence soothe his soul.

“I used to come down here a lot after my father died,” she said after a moment. “You can see the Cold Creek across the river. See?”

He opened his eyes and followed the direction of her gaze. Through the trees, he could see lights flickering from the party. Over the fast, pounding creek, he thought he could hear the musicians as well, playing some kind of a waltz.

“My mother and Guillermo are in love. I caught them locking lips on the front porch tonight.”

Of all the things she might have chosen to discuss with him, that particular conversational bent would never have entered his mind. “That must have been awkward for all three of you.”

“You could say that.” She gave him a considering look. “You don’t seem very surprised.”

“Should I be?” he asked, distracted by the flickering play of light on her lovely features.

“I don’t know. It shocked the heck out of me. I guess I was the last to know.”


Jake smiled at her disgruntled tone. “I have a home-field advantage here. You’ve been away since high school while I’ve been right here with both of them for the past three years since finishing my residency.”

“Do you think something’s been going on all that time?”

“I couldn’t say for sure. But I can tell you that I didn’t start to sense any kind of vibe between them until the last year or so. I thought I might be mistaken—and it was none of my business, anyway—but when you told me they were fighting, I started to wonder about it. What does Viviana have to say about it?”

“She didn’t want me to find out. I think she was afraid of my reaction, that maybe I wouldn’t understand or accept that she could have feelings for anyone but my father.”

“Can you?” he asked. “How do you feel about the idea of the two of them together?”

“Branching out into psychiatry now, Dr. Dalton?”

He smiled. “Whatever works.”

With exaggerated movements, she slouched down on the chaise and folded her arms across her chest as if she were on a therapist’s couch. “I’m fine with it. I am. I want her to be happy. Both of them, really. Tío Guillermo is a good man and I have no doubt he’ll treat her well.”

“When my mother ran off with Quinn, I struggled a little at the idea of her with someone new, even though I was certainly happy for her. It might take you a while to adjust.”

“I don’t think it will. I’m thrilled for them. My mother’s still a lovely woman and only in her mid-fifties. I sometimes forget that.”


She was quiet. “My father’s been gone for thirteen years,” she finally said, her voice low. “Perhaps it’s time for all of us to let him go.”

Her words seemed to hang in the air like dandelion puffs on a calm day, and he wondered if she was trying to tell him something significant. Was she ready to let the past go? His heart stirred but he almost didn’t dare let himself hope.

“My father would want Mama to be happy. I know that.”

He reached for her hand. Her fingers were cold, and he tightened his around her, wishing he could warm all the cold places inside her.

“What about you? Abel adored you.”

He laughed a little as a forgotten memory fought its way to the surface. “He used to come to the bus stop after school sometimes just to greet you. I can still see the way you would fly into his arms and he would twirl you around while you shrieked and laughed.”

He hadn’t meant it to happen but his words sparked tears in her eyes that hovered on her thick, spiky eyelashes before spilling over. “I never doubted he loved me. Never.”

He squeezed her fingers. “You said your father would want Viv to be happy. Don’t you think he would want you to be happy, too?”

“He would have hated to see me like this.” She swiped at her cheeks, at more tears sliding down. “I think it would have been harder on him than it’s been on Mama.”

“Oh, Maggie.” He chose his words carefully, sensing this was important to her. “Like your mother, I’m sure Abel would have hated that you had to go through pain. But I know without a doubt that no father would have been more proud of his daughter than Abel would have been of you, Lieutenant Cruz. You served with honor and courage. No father could ask more than that.”

She pulled her fingers away from his, shifting restlessly on the chaise. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?’

“I wasn’t brave, Jake. I’m not some kind of hero. I was scared every single moment I served in Afghanistan. Every second. We were in a damn safe zone and I was still terrified out of my wits to walk outside. Anytime we had to leave the base, I just about soaked my Kevlar vest with flop sweat.”

“But you did it.”

“I didn’t have a choice! When you’re a soldier, you go where they send you!” The words gushed out of her like a slick, oily geyser, making him wonder how long they’d festered inside her.

“Everyone tonight went on and on about how heroic I was. ‘Brave Magdalena Cruz. Our hero. She’s got the medals to prove it and everything.’ I hate that damn Purple Heart. I wanted to shove it down their throats when they came to Walter Reed to present it to me. I would trade every medal in the Army for the chance to have my friends back. To be myself again. To be whole.”

Her voice broke on the last word, and his heart broke right along with it. He couldn’t stand it and he scooped her up, then settled back on the chaise with her in his arms.

“I hate that I feel this way,” she mumbled against his chest.


Sensing she needed to talk more than listen to him spout more platitudes, he remained silent, just holding her close.

“I’m alive. I know I am. I’m alive and I should be grateful. Two of my team weren’t so lucky. Every time I start to feel sorry for myself, I see their faces and I’m so ashamed.”

His arms tightened around her. “Have you ever thought maybe you should cut yourself a little slack?”

“Easy to say, Dr. Dalton. Not so easy in practice.”

“You didn’t plant that bomb, Maggie. You were over there to help people, just doing what you signed up to do, when you were caught up in circumstances beyond your control. You’re certainly not to blame for surviving when your friends didn’t, for getting a second chance even if it’s not exactly the life you would have chosen for yourself.”

He paused and pressed a soft kiss to her hair, wondering how his heart could bleed at the same time it continued to expand to love her more deeply than he ever thought possible.

“You’re not responsible for what happened to you,” he went on, his voice low. “But you are to blame if you don’t grab that second chance you were given and run with it.”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I’m not doing much running these days.”

“Walk, hop or crawl on your hands and knees if you have to. But move forward. That’s all you can do, sweetheart. It’s all any of us can do.”


 


His words seemed to resonate deep in her heart, and she absorbed them there. He was right. Absolutely right. She thought of her nightly climb up those steep stairs to her bedroom, of how many nights she’d wanted to give up and curl up on the couch.

But she’d gone.

She’d started walking much faster than the doctors at Walter Reed thought prudent; she’d gone on when the physical therapy exercises had left her exhausted and shaking; she’d forced herself to do things around the ranch that were probably beyond what she should have been doing.

On the physical side, she had been pushing herself from the first time they helped her out of bed at Walter Reed.

But emotionally, mentally, she had retreated from anything that posed a risk. Nursing, for instance. All this time she’d been telling herself it was the physical challenge she couldn’t handle anymore. But as she sat there in her mother’s hideaway, she realized her real block against returning to medicine was her own fear of failure.

She loved being a nurse-practitioner. As careers go, it had been rewarding and challenging and she had never wanted to do anything else.

But because she loved it so much, she had been deeply afraid of failing at it, that she wouldn’t be able to handle the physical and mental strain of it anymore.

That terrible fear of failure was holding her back, preventing her from even daring to attempt the things that used to provide her with such satisfaction.


How many other things had she avoided even trying since her injury, simply because she was afraid to fail at them?

Walk, hop or crawl on your hands and knees if you have to, he said. She would, she resolved.

Now that it seemed as if Guillermo would be returning to the ranch, she resolved to look into going back to being a nurse, even if only for a few hours a week.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to focus on helping other people deal with their problems for a while instead of focusing wholly on her own?

“Maybe you should have thought about psychiatry as a specialty,” she murmured. “You’re very good with crazy people.”

“You’re not crazy,” he said. “What you’re dealing with seems perfectly normal to me. If you could survive the trauma you’ve endured without facing some of these issues, then I would have found you a good mental health specialist.”

“Does that mean you’re not going to write me a referral?”

“Only your personal physician can do that, and I’m not your doctor, remember?” he teased.

I’d certainly like to know what you are to me, she thought, but the answer to that question was still one of those frightening puzzles she was afraid to dig into too deeply.

She settled closer to him, feeling the tension seep out of her like water from a wicker basket. She yawned a little and caught herself shivering at the same time.


“We should get you back up to the house,” he murmured, his voice stirring her hair. “You’re cold.”

“Not yet. Please?”

“Let me throw another log on the fire, then.”

“Mama usually keeps a blanket in the cupboard where I found the matches.”

He rose and built up the fire a little, then returned to the chaise, pulling her close again and tucking the blanket around them both.

She felt wrapped in a warm cocoon, as if the world outside this moment, beyond this small circle, didn’t exist.

He wrapped his arms around her tightly, pressing his cheek to the top of her head, and with a sigh she closed her eyes and let his heat and strength soothe her to sleep.







Chapter Fourteen





When she woke, the fire was only glowing embers, the candles had guttered low in their holders, and through the trees she could see the Cold Creek was dark and quiet.

The band members must have put away their instruments and gone home with the rest of the crowd.

What time was it? she wondered, but she didn’t have a watch on and she couldn’t reach Jake’s to see its face.

Jake.

She was surrounded by him. Engulfed. His scent, masculine and citrusy, filled her senses, and she could feel his slow, even breathing beneath her cheek where she nestled against his chest.

She lifted her face but couldn’t see much of him in the pale moonlight. His features were shrouded in shadow but she didn’t need light to make them out. She knew the curve of his lips, knew the tiny lines at the corners of his eyes and the straight plane of his nose.

One of his strong hands was tangled in her hair; the other held her close at the small of her back as if he couldn’t bear to let her go. She didn’t mind, she realized. She loved it here. She closed her eyes again and let her cheek settle against his shirt, careful not to wake him.

He must have been so tired after enduring such a traumatic day. The death of a patient was never easy. She knew that sense of defeat, of failure, all too well. On those kinds of days she used to want to go home, shut the door, turn on loud, raucous music and hide away from the world.

Yet Jake had come to take her to a party, then stayed to make sure she survived it.

She sighed, snuggling closer. Oh, this was a dangerous pleasure. She wanted to stay here forever, wrapped in his arms. It would be so easy to forget the world existed outside their little haven. But it did. She could hear the water rushing over rocks in the creek, smell the sage and pine in the cool spring air.

A strange and frightening tenderness seemed to take root inside her as she listened to his heart beat a comforting rhythm.

How had Jake Dalton managed to become so important to her in such a short time? So very dear. It seemed like only a moment ago she had been fixing her flat tire on a deserted stretch of road, annoyed with him for stopping to help.

A brief moment, yet a lifetime.


She couldn’t seem to remember what her world had been like before he crashed his way back into it.

Cold. Empty. Gray.

She jerked her eyes open to stare at the darkened bowery, horrified and helpless as the truth seemed to pound into her brain with the relentless force of a jackhammer.

She was in love with him.

Her stomach knotted, and she pressed her hand to her mouth to hold in her instinctive moan.

What have you done now, Magdalena?

In love with Jake Dalton. How on earth had she let such a thing happen? Didn’t she have better sense than to allow herself to make such a drastic miscalculation?

Her hand curled into a fist over his heart and she wanted to weep, but she screwed her eyes shut to hold in the tears.

Maybe she didn’t love him, she tried to rationalize. Maybe she and her self-esteem had just been so battered and bruised by life and her ex-fiancé’s rejection that she’d turned to the first male who had paid her a little attention.

She discarded that theory as soon as it popped into her mind. No. This was definitely love. It washed through her, strong and powerful and undeniable.

Now what the heck was she supposed to do about it?

Oh, this would never do. She couldn’t bear another rejection. Her poor heart would crack apart. But she didn’t see any way for this to end in anything but disaster.

What did she have, anymore, to offer to a man like him? He was strong and healthy and decent. And she was a mess.

She stretched out her gimpy leg as those damn phantom pains clawed at her.


Who would want to willingly take on someone with her problems? She faced a lifetime of challenges. Medical expenses, prosthesis adjustments, lingering physical and psychological issues.

Any sane man would run for the hills when confronted with all that, even if he could manage to get beyond the obvious deformity of her missing limb.

She let out a long, slow breath, her heart aching already in anticipation of the pain she knew was inevitable.

Every instinct warned her to make a clean, solid break while she still had a chance, before she slipped further down this hazardous path. Starting now. It was foolish to indulge herself, to savor the pleasure of lying here in his arms when she knew what lay in store for her.

So move, already, her inner voice suggested tartly.

She didn’t want to. She wanted to stay curled up against him, feeling his slow breaths in her hair and his heartbeat beneath her fingertips and his solid strength against her.

A few more moments, she told herself. Couldn’t she treat herself, just this once?

Before she could answer that question, he stirred beneath her and she felt the tenor of his breathing change as he started to wake. She froze, trapped in his arms, cursing herself for not moving faster.

Now she couldn’t break free as he tightened his hold and angled his head to give her a sleepy smile that curled her five remaining toes. She could swear she felt the missing ones clench, too.

Phantom sensation, they called that. Different from phantom pain but just as disconcerting when she could swear she felt someone tickle a foot that was probably decomposing in a garbage dump in Kabul right now.

“Hey, there.”

“Hi.” She tried to shield her expression so he wouldn’t guess the tumult of her thoughts, the stunning revelation that had struck her while he slept. “I was just thinking I should try to wake you up so you could go home and stretch out on a decent bed.”

“Why would I want to do that? My bed has nothing on this place. I haven’t slept that deeply in a long time. Maybe I’ll have to talk to Viv about renting her hideaway to me.”

She forced a smile. “You might be a little cold out here in the middle of December.”

“Not with you around,” he murmured.

Something hot and bright flashed in his blue eyes like a brilliant firework exploding. Before she could brace herself against it, he dipped his head, and his mouth found hers.

The tenderness in his kiss scrambled all her defenses like a radar jammer, and she couldn’t seem to remember all the many reasons she should put a stop to this. The man she loved held her in his arms and she could focus on nothing else.

He pulled her across him and tangled one hand in her hair. As he drew her close, she could feel the hard ridge of his arousal near the apex of her thighs.

Her breasts were full and achy where they pressed against his chest, and she wanted desperately to arch into him, to soak up his heat.

Her inner voice warned her to stop, that this was too dangerous to her heart. She listened to it for perhaps half a second, then he licked and nibbled at her mouth and she was lost, giving herself up to the magic of the night and of Jake.

They kissed forever, until her thoughts were a hazy blur of hunger and need. Until she couldn’t think of anything but him—his mouth hard and demanding, his hands exploring her skin, his body solid and comforting beneath her.

Their hands explored each other through the frustrating layers of cloth, and she found it a relief when he shifted her beside him again on the wide chaise to work the intricacies of the buttons on her blouse.

The sight of his strong hands on her small buttons struck her as immensely erotic and she paused to watch him as he pulled her shirt open, baring the lacy bra beneath. His thumb danced across one nipple, and it strained, pebbling against the soft cup.

She couldn’t hold back a shiver at the torrent of sensation pouring through her.

He paused, concern flitting across his lean, masculine features. “You’re cold. Let me put another log on the fire.”

“No. Please. Don’t stop.” If he did, she knew she feared she would never be able to find the courage again.

She reached for his face and drew him down to her, kissing him fiercely. He groaned and responded with the same hunger, his mouth tangling with hers and his hands exploring her curves.

He pulled her shirt free and worked the clasp of her bra, until her breasts were free and exposed. Moonlight slanted over her, and he watched her for several long moments, his eyes hot and aroused.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” His low voice plucked and strummed along her nerve endings.

“Show me,” she murmured.

He groaned and lowered his mouth to take one taut, aching nipple into his mouth. She buried her fingers in his hair, holding him to her while he touched and licked and teased, until she was consumed with the similar need to touch him and taste him.

Her hands went to his shirt, and she pulled it free without bothering to work the buttons. His muscles were every bit as beautiful as they had felt through cloth, rippling and hard, and she couldn’t resist tracing her fingers across his pectorals.

Even though she hadn’t reached them yet, his abdominals contracted at her featherlight touch on his chest and he let out a long, ragged breath and kissed her.

She wanted to stay lost in his kiss, wanted to forget everything but the heat and wonder blooming to life inside her.

She should have been expecting it, bracing herself for it, but before she quite realized what was happening, he reached a hand to the snap of her slacks and worked her zipper free.

Cold, cruel reality slapped her and she froze, her heart racing as panic suddenly burst through her with the speed and force of a bullet. In a moment she would be naked and there would be nowhere to hide. The ugly plastic and metal prosthesis—the hardware she despised—would be laid bare for all the world.


For Jake, anyway, and somehow that seemed far, far worse.

The couldn’t do this. She couldn’t!

Despising her cowardice but helpless to overcome it, she jerked away from him, nearly falling off the chaise in her hurry to escape. She couldn’t bear the idea of him seeing her, of being open and exposed in front of him. She knew what she looked like without her clothes. Horrible. She wouldn’t be able to survive if he turned away from her.

She scrambled to stand, holding on to the frame of the other chair until she could balance. Her shirt hung open and she leaned a hip against the chair for support so her fingers could work the buttons, but they fumbled as if the buttons were ten times larger than the holes they had to fit into.

“I’m sorry. I can’t…I’m not…” She closed her eyes. “It’s late. We should both be in bed.”

She couldn’t see his eyes in the moonlight but she could feel the heat of emotions vibrating off him.

“Dammit, Maggie,” he growled. “What happened?”

She gave up on the last few buttons and just held her shirt closed with her fist. “Nothing. I’m sorry.”

He stood. With his shirt off, his skin gleamed in the moonlight. She had to curl her other hand into a fist at her side to keep from reaching for him, and she finally had to jerk her gaze away, miserable with herself.

“Why did you stop me? You wanted that as much as I did. Don’t bother to lie and pretend you didn’t.”

Knowing he was right, knowing she deserved his anger, she faced him without words, still breathing hard. She wanted to die, to curl up into a ball and disappear.


“What happened? What did I do? Don’t you think I deserve to know that?” In the moonlight she saw his gaze narrow. “Was it because I was trying to undress you?”

She had no answer to that, either, and she couldn’t bear to admit the truth, so again she said nothing.

He apparently took her silence as confirmation and accurately guessed the reason. “It was. You didn’t want me to see you. What did you think I would do? Run screaming in the night if I happen to catch sight of your prosthesis? I know exactly what to expect. I’ve seen you with it and without it, remember?”

“In a clinical situation,” she countered. “Not like this.’”

“What the hell difference does that make?” He reached for his own shirt, shoving his arms in the sleeves.

“Everything.”

If he didn’t understand, she couldn’t explain it to him. Having him look at her ugly, deformed stump as a physician had been tough enough for her to bear. She couldn’t endure this, to have him look at her in all her ugliness through a lover’s eyes.

She didn’t want to be perfect. Only normal.

She couldn’t stay here, in this place that had provided such a fleeting sanctuary, where she had discovered love and heartache all in one convenient package.

With jerky movements she blew out the remaining candles and headed back along the gravel path toward the house, wanting only to be away from him.

He didn’t give her the chance to escape quickly, as she supposed she knew he wouldn’t. He followed right behind her, a solid mass of angry male at her back.

“How many reasons are you going to find to push me away, Maggie?” he growled, following while she moved as fast as she could across the uneven ground. “Haven’t I proved to you yet that I don’t give a damn about your missing parts?”

“This isn’t about you. It’s about me.”

“It sure as hell is about me.”

Sounding more furious than she’d ever heard him, he reached out a hand and stopped her just as they entered the glowing circle from the vapor light on the power pole near the house.

“It is about me,” he repeated. “It’s about you not daring to trust me, about you comparing me to your bastard of a fiancé and thinking I will turn away from you, too, just when you need me. I won’t. I’m not like him. Can’t you see that?”

Oh, yes. She couldn’t imagine two men more different. She thought she had loved Clay. She had agreed to marry him, for heaven’s sake. But what had seemed so powerful and real before she headed to Afghanistan so long ago seemed pale, insipid, compared to this raging storm inside her when she looked at Jake in the moonlight.

She pressed a hand to her stomach, to the ache starting to spread there, then let out a breath. “Go home, Jake,” she murmured.

He ignored her. “Tell me, are you planning on giving up love and intimacy for the rest of your life just because you don’t like the way you look beneath your clothes?”

He didn’t need to make it sound as if she was some shallow creature who had a zit in an inconvenient place or who only wanted to lose five pounds to get down to a size four.

She’d lost a frigging leg! Didn’t that give her a right to be a little self-conscious?

“I said go home. I think we’d both agree this date has dragged on long enough.”

“Damn you, Maggie. Don’t push me away. Your amputation does not matter to me. What do I have to do to prove that to you?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing to prove.”

She wanted to bury her face in her hands. She was mad and embarrassed and heartsore, and she just wanted to be away from him. Instead, she drew all her remaining resources around her and forced herself to give him one more cool look.

“You can sit out here all night if you want, but I’m going to bed. Thank you for the ride.”

She headed up the porch steps. But through the hot tears in her eyes she misjudged a step about halfway up and stumbled.

Fortunately, she landed with the good leg first but her right knee jabbed into the edge of the wooden step as she fell and fiery pain shot up her kneecap. To her humiliation she found herself on her hands and knees, sprawled up the porch steps.

Eyes burning, she wanted nothing more than to curl up right there and weep hot, mortified tears.

She forced them back, swallowing her sob even though it choked her, and gripped the railing to pull herself up to stand.

Below her she heard Jake growl a string of oaths that would have earned him a good pinch if his mother had heard him, and a moment later he reached her and lifted her into his arms.

“You are the most stubborn woman who ever lived,” he snarled as he carried her inside. “Where’s your bedroom?”

“Put me down.”

“Shut up,” he bit out. “Where’s your bedroom?”

She blinked at his furious tone. What happened to kind, good-natured Dr. Dalton? There seemed no point in arguing with him, not when he was in this kind of mood. “Upstairs.”

He frowned. “Didn’t Viv have a room on the ground floor you could take over while you’re here?”

“I preferred my own bedroom, the same one I’ve always used,” she said stiffly.

“Of course you did. Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

As if she weighed nothing more than a baby kitten, he carried her up the long flight of stairs.

“Which door?” he asked at the top, not even breathing hard.

She pointed hers out, and he pushed it open, flipped on the light and set her on the bed with a gentle care that belied the tension in his frame.

She prayed he would leave as soon as she was settled, but instead he stepped back and studied her for a long moment, his features solemn, saying nothing.

“I want you more than I’ve ever wanted any woman in my life,” he finally said in a low voice. “You’re in my blood, my skin, my bones. I go to bed wanting you, I wake up wanting you, I spend most of the damn day wanting you. But I’m not going to beg.”


He gazed at her for several moments more, then he sighed. “Aw hell. Yes, I am. Please, Maggie. No matter what you think about yourself, you are beautiful to me. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known. You always have been, from the time you were just a pigtailed brat at the school bus.”

It hurt her to see the tenderness in his blue eyes but she couldn’t seem to look away.

“Please. Don’t lose your courage now and hide away from me, from this,” he murmured.

She gazed at him, her emotions a wild raging river inside her. Desire still churned through her veins, and her love was heavy in her chest, weighed down by fear and uncertainty.

He called her courageous, but she wasn’t. Yeah, she had run back into that damn firebombed clinic in Afghanistan to try to rescue her teammates and as many children as she could.

But the whole time she had been racing back and forth, she hadn’t given a thought to the consequences. If she had known the cost when the building finally collapsed around her, crushing her leg, she wasn’t sure she would have made the same choice.

Somehow this, opening her heart and her soul to him, seemed far more risky right now than running into all the firebombed buildings in the Middle East.

She was so tired of being afraid.

You survive but you do not live.

Her mother’s words rang in her ears. What was the point of making it out of that burning hell if she stumbled through the rest of her life never taking chances, afraid to fail?

Afraid to live.

At her continued silence, something bleak and hopeless flickered across his features. His entire body seemed to sag with defeat, and he sighed and turned to leave.

Now. She had to move or he would walk out the door, down the stairs and out of her life. Somehow she knew he wouldn’t be back. A man could only take so much rejection.

Her heart pounding, she sat up, gripped the headboard and rose on shaky legs, ignoring the pain from her stump and the lingering throb in the knee she had banged in her graceless fall. In one movement she reached for him, grabbing his arm both for support and to catch his attention.

He turned and she saw surprise flicker in his eyes for only an instant before she kissed him.







Chapter Fifteen





For an instant Jake couldn’t process such a rapid emotional shift, from the bone-deep despair of thinking he would never overcome her thorny barriers to this wild exhilaration as she kissed him, her soft, delectable mouth fiercely enthusiastic.

His head spun and he grabbed her to him. He didn’t care why she had changed her mind. He only cared that she was here again in his arms, that she was kissing him, her arms tight around his neck as if she never wanted to let him go.

He absorbed her weight, the physician corner of his mind that worried about such things concerned that she must have reached the limit of her physical endurance some time ago ago after their long evening.

Through the questions swirling around in his mind, he still managed to think clearly enough to lower her back to the bed so she didn’t have to stand unnecessarily, their mouths still fused together.

Her hands were suddenly everywhere—his hair, his shoulders, slipping up under the untucked tails of his shirt to slide across his skin. He groaned, instantly aroused again.

How did she do this to him so easily? One moment he was defeated, heartsore, the next hot and hard and ready for action.

Through the haze of need obscuring his thoughts, he managed to hang on to one important concept.

“What about Viv?” he asked.

Maggie paused, her fingers at the buttons of his shirt. “Her car’s not out front. I’m guessing she’s gone to Guillermo’s.”

He gave her a searching look. “How do you feel about that?”

“Like it’s about the last thing I want to discuss right now, Doctor. Thanks all the same.”

She kissed him again, and he decided if she didn’t care where her mother spent the night, he certainly didn’t. He gave himself up to the rare and precious wonder of having her in his arms again.

Then, just when things were really starting to simmer, she pulled away from him, untangling her mouth and her arms.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, fighting an insane urge to bang his head against the wall a few dozen times in frustration. He didn’t think he could bear it if she pushed him away again.


She swallowed hard, then reached for his hand, wrapping her fingers around his. “I’m not stopping again, I promise. I just…I want to take off the prosthesis first. Will you help me?”

He gazed at her, emotion burning behind his eyes. He knew exactly what she was asking and offering, knew just how how difficult it must be for her to let him so deeply into this part of her world, and he knew he had never been so moved.

“Of course,” he answered. Tenderness washing through him, he knelt beside her bed and waited for her to swing her legs over the side.

He didn’t miss the way her hands trembled as she rolled her pant leg up or the little pause she took before reaching for the prosthesis. His heart burst with love and pride in her courage.

Then she was removing the appliance, and he helped her pull it free. The stump sock was next and for just an instant she closed her eyes, shuddering a little.

“Hurt?” he asked.

“No. The opposite. It feels so good to have the blasted thing off after I’ve worn it a long time. Imagine slipping off a pair of high heels that rub and pinch after a long day. Then magnify that about a million times and you have some idea how good it feels.”

“My mind boggles,” he said dryly.

She returned his smile, then reached for the cuff of her pants. He put out a hand to stop her before she could yank it down to cover the site of her amputation and shield herself from his view.

“Hold on.”


“Jake…”

“Just a minute.”

She watched him out of wary eyes as he reached for her leg. He tried to remember what he’d learned and used smooth, gentle strokes to try massaging the pain away.

Though she stiffened at his first touch, she didn’t pull away, so he took that as tacit permission to continue.

Gradually he felt her muscles relax, felt the hard tightness of scar tissue and contracted muscles begin to ease. After a few moments her whole body seemed to sag into the bed, and she closed her eyes, the apprehension seeping out of her features.

Finally, when he almost thought she had fallen asleep, he kissed her just below her knee and sat back.

“Better?”

She opened one eye. “Madre de Dios. How and where did you learn to do that?”

“I had a rudimentary massage section in my alt-med class. The rest was just instinct.”

“You’ve got one heck of an instinct, Dalton.”

Guilt pinched at him, and he knew he couldn’t lie. “Okay, that’s not exactly the whole story.”

Confession time, he thought, a little apprehensive at how she might react. “The day after you came back, I called a friend of mine who’s a prosthetist in Seattle and asked him for some pain management techniques I could try with you. He suggested massage and sent me a couple articles and a video.”

Both of her eyes were open wide and the stunned wonder in them left him deeply grateful he’d taken the time to study.


“Why?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I hoped it might help, since you didn’t seem all that crazy about the idea when I suggested trying some new medicine combinations.”

“I meant, why would you possibly want to go to so much trouble for your surly neighbor?”

While he was confessing his sins, he might as well tell her the whole truth. The entire town had apparently clued in to his feelings—or at least his brothers had—so she was bound to figure it out, anyway.

“You’ve always been much more than just a neighbor to me, Maggie. In your heart, you know that.”

He rose and kissed her before she could respond. She sighed his name against his mouth, and he found it the sexiest sound in the world as she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close.

She seemed different now. Maybe it was his brief massage, maybe just the freedom of knowing they had crossed her personal Rubicon and there was no turning back now. But he sensed an openness to her kiss, a sweet and tender welcome, and he basked in it.

Again she reached for the buttons of his shirt and he helped her, shrugging out of it quickly, then helping her out of hers. The bowery down by the creek had been romantic and secluded in the moonlight, but there was a hell of a lot to be said for electricity, he decided, as he savored the sight of her dusky curves against the pale lavender of her comforter.

As much as he enjoyed the visual delight before him, he sensed she would be more comfortable without the harsh overhead lights. He spied a small lamp on a table in the corner and he left her to turn it on, then turned off the main switch.

A warm glow still filled the room, but it was softer, more gentle than the direct light from the overhead fixture. When he returned to the bed, Maggie gave him a smile of gratitude and reached for him again, her hands going to his back.

In moments he was naked, hard and hungry, and turned to help her undress the rest of the way. Anticipation thrummed through him, mingled with a healthy dose of anxiety.

He didn’t think he could bear it if she stopped things now, and he only hoped he could be sensitive and perceptive enough to do and say the right things when his body was having a hard time focusing on anything but devouring her.

And then they were both naked. He ached to be inside her, to lose himself in her heat, but he reined in his unruly needs. Right now Maggie’s fears were far more important, and he suspected she needed affirmation and reassurance more than he needed the sexual connection his body and soul craved.

He studied her several moments, his gaze ranging over the curve of her breasts, the flat plane of her stomach, the dark triangle between her legs, then his gaze shifted lower, to one long, shapely leg and foot and the other that ended abruptly a few inches below her knee.

Though he grieved again for her pain and he would have given anything to give her back what she had lost, he found nothing there that filled him with anything but desire.


“You take my breath away, Maggie.” He kissed her tenderly, his eyes open. Hers remained open, as well, and he prayed she could read the truth in his eyes. “You have nothing to be uncomfortable about. Absolutely nothing. Every single part of you is beautiful to me.”

She let out a ragged breath and he saw a tear drip out of the corner of her eye to her nose. He kissed it away, then another, then dipped his head to cover her mouth with his.

 


She had been so worried, so sure she could never enjoy this again for her self-consciousness and emotional angst. But as sweet, healing sensations surged to all her nerve endings, she wondered why she had ever been so concerned. Making love to Jake suddenly seemed the most natural, wonderful thing in the world.

She forgot to be uncomfortable, forgot to worry about what she looked like from the waist down. She focused completely on the magic they made together.

This was Jake, the man she loved, and she couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful than sharing this intimacy with him.

He seemed to know exactly how to touch her, and they spent what felt like forever exploring each other. The world seemed to condense to right here, to this moment in his arms. Still, something flickered in the back of her mind, some shadow of concern that wouldn’t quite crystallize.

At last, when she thought she would crack apart with anticipation, he poised himself above her and entered her slowly, sliding inside inch by torturous, wonderful inch.

She had worried about the mechanics of this, too, but she needn’t have, she realized. Everything important still worked perfectly.

She clutched him to her and closed her eyes, wanting to burn every glorious sensation into her memory.

He held his weight off her as he moved slightly inside her. Heat cascaded through her but she still frowned.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“No,” she murmured.

He froze and moved as if to withdraw but she held him fast, her hands tight around the warm skin of his back.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“You. You’re treating me like some kind of fragile porcelain figurine, afraid you’re going to drop me and shatter me. I won’t break, Jake. Please. Don’t hold back.”

He paused for only a second, and she saw the careful control in his eyes slip, then with a groan he captured her mouth in a fierce, swift kiss as his body pounded into her, hard and fast.

Ah, yes. This was what she meant. She rose to meet him eagerly, as hungry as he for completion.

The room started to dip and spin and all she could do was hang on to him tightly as her body climbed toward fulfillment.

Suddenly he reached a hand between their bodies and touched her, the gentle caress of his thumb in wild contrast to the hard, insistent demands of his body. She gasped his name as she climaxed and he caught the sound with his mouth.

I love you, she thought, but the words caught in her throat as, muscles straining, he followed her and found his own release.


Neither of them seemed to be able to move for long moments after. She loved the feel of him against her, all hard, masculine muscles, and she thrilled to the sound of his racing heartbeat against her ear.

Eventually he slid off her and drew her against him and they lay curled together, one of his hard thighs between her legs.

He couldn’t miss her stump now when it was lying against him, she thought, but she refused to let herself ruin the magic and wonder of the moment by obsessing about it.

Jake honestly didn’t seem to care. She had searched his expression intently when she had first been fully exposed to his view, and she had seen nothing in his eyes but masculine appreciation and desire.

Maggie traced the muscles of his chest, wishing she could put her feelings into words. She felt as if a part of her she thought gone forever had just been handed back to her, wrapped in ribbons and bows.

She smiled a little at that, sure he wouldn’t appreciate the visual image, no matter how strategically placed the ribbons might be.

He drew a tender hand down the length of her hair. “Okay,” he murmured. “In another three or four years I might start to get feeling back in my toes again.”

“Lucky! You don’t have to rub it in.”

He laughed and kissed her forehead and, with a little spurt of shock, she realized that was the first genuine joke she’d made in five months about her amputation.

It felt good, she realized. Really good.

She smiled, content to lie there listening to his heartbeat. Words of love welled up in her throat but they tangled on her tongue, and she couldn’t manage to find the courage to work them free.

She focused instead on what he had said earlier, those tantalizing words he hadn’t explained.

“Jake, what did you mean before? When you said I’ve always been…more than a neighbor to you.”

The hand idly dancing down her back froze in mid-stroke and he let out a long, slow breath.

She wasn’t sure he would answer her, but after a moment he sat up, pulling the sheet along with him as he leaned against the headboard. His features were solemn when he faced her, and she felt a little spasm of nervousness when his silence dragged on.

“Do you remember when you helped me do CPR on my father?” he finally asked.

Of all the things she might have expected him to discuss at a time like this, his father’s death wouldn’t even have made the first cut. Tension tightened her shoulders at the mention of Hank Dalton but she took a couple of deep breaths to push it away.

“Of course.”

With an odd premonition that she didn’t want to have this conversation naked, she reached for her robe hanging onto the bedpost and shrugged into it, then moved to sit at the opposite end of her narrow bed, her back propped against the footboard.

“You hated us all by then, especially Hank,” Jake went on quietly. “Remember? For a long time all you ever gave me was a drawn-up kind of look like you just walked past a nasty-smelling barrow pit. Yet when we got off that school bus and saw Hank lying in the field, you didn’t hesitate for a second. You ran right over to see what you could do.”

She wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this, but she folded her hands in front of her and listened.

“Most adults I know wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help someone they hated,” he went on. “You were only twelve years old but you sat there for a quarter of an hour while we waited for the ambulance, blowing the breath of life into your enemy’s mouth, willing him to survive.”

Everything had happened so fast that day she didn’t remember many of the details. But she did remember how she had forced her mind to focus only on the first-aid part of what she was doing, not the literal act of breathing for Hank Dalton.

She had closed her eyes and tried to pretend the man she despised was just one of those rubber dummies she had practiced on during the Red Cross CPR training.

“It was all for nothing. What I did didn’t help at all. Not in the long run. We couldn’t save your father and neither could the paramedics or Doc Whitaker.”

“But you tried. That was the important thing to me. You hated him and deep in your heart you probably wanted him dead. But you still tried to save him.”

He paused, his features unusually solemn. “And after the paramedics came, while we stood there watching them load him into the ambulance, do you remember what you did?”

Went home? She couldn’t really remember doing anything but the CPR part of it. She remembered being emotionally and physically exhausted and probably a bit in shock. “Not really.”

“I do. I remember it perfectly. You stood beside me—the son of the man you hated—and you held my hand. The whole time they worked on Dad, while they loaded him up, after they drove away. For a long time you stood and held my hand. You were only a kid, just a little girl, but somehow you knew that was what I needed more than anything else in the world at that moment.”

She gazed at him, not at all sure what to say. His eyes met hers and she caught her breath at the tangle of emotion in them.

“I fell in love a little with you that day,” he murmured.

Her eyes widened and her heart seemed to forget how to beat.

“Jake…”

“I fell in love with you when I was fifteen years old, and I’ve never climbed back out. I love you, Maggie. I’ve been in love with you most of my life.”

“You have not!”

He gave a short laugh. “You can argue with me all you want, sweetheart, but you won’t change what I know is true. In a time of great trauma, somehow I fell a little in love with that girl. But only after you came back to Pine Gulch—my sad, wounded warrior—did I realize how deeply my feelings for you ran. I love you, Maggie. Your courage, your strength, your compassion. The whole beautiful package that makes up Magdalena Cruz.”


She met his hot, glittering gaze and felt stunned, breathless, as if she’d just taken a hard punch to the gut.

She didn’t know what to say, what to think. He couldn’t love her!

She suddenly wanted distance from him, if only to give herself room to think. But with her prosthesis off, she was effectively trapped. Her crutches were still down in his SUV, she remembered. And since she didn’t relish the idea of hopping across the room to the chair, she could do nothing but wrap her robe more tightly around her.

“How can you?” she finally asked. “I’ve been miserable to you and to everyone else since I’ve been back to Pine Gulch. I’ve been so mean and contrary and confrontational, I can’t even stand to be around myself most of the time!”

His smile was rueful. “I almost hate to admit this, because you’ll think I’m crazy, but I even love that about you, too. I know it’s only one of your coping methods.”

She gazed at him, her thoughts whirling. A bright and hopeful joy fluttered inside her like a trapped bird trying to break free, but she was afraid to let it go, terrified of her own insecurities.

She was so afraid to believe him, afraid to let herself trust.

“You could say something,” he said after her silence dragged on. “You don’t need to leave me hanging here, flapping in the wind.”

“What do you want me to say?” she asked, vying for time.

A muscle tightened in his jaw, and she thought she saw hurt flicker in his eyes before he veiled them. “Nothing. You’re right.”

Expression closed and hard, he rose from the bed and shoved on his pants with the economical motions of someone used to getting dressed in a hurry for emergency calls.

Before she realized what he was doing, he grabbed up the rest of his clothes and headed for the door. More than her next breath she wanted to go after him, but without her crutches she was helpless.

“Jake. Please don’t leave.”

He turned, his smile not really bitter, just inexpressibly sad. “I pushed you too hard. I should have quit while I was ahead.”

“No you didn’t. I’m just—You keep saying I’m brave but I’m not. Inside, I’m a quivering mass of nerves, full of self-doubt and insecurities. This is hard for me.”

She let out a breath. “But I faced one fear tonight. I might as well tackle an even bigger one now.”

He waited, his features solemn, hard.

Twelve years in the Army Reserves had taught her the importance of quickly condensing her options down to bare bones. Survival often depended on it.

As she saw things, she had two choices. She could surrender to her fear and insecurities, afraid to reach out and grab the wonderful gift he was offering because she worried he might snatch it away when he decided she was too much work and bother.

Or she could decide the time had come to go on living.

When it came down to it, there was really no choice at all.


“I love you,” she murmured. “It’s not easy for me to say, and I’m not quite sure how it happened, but there it is. I love you, Jacob Dalton.”

At first he looked as if he hadn’t heard her. He didn’t move a single muscle, just continued to stare at her, then he released a shaky breath, and a fierce wonder sparked in the glittering blue of his eyes.

“Now is the part where I kiss you to show you I mean it. But I can’t come after you, unless you want me to crawl.”

“No. Never that.”

In an instant he reached her and scooped her into his arms, then his mouth found hers.

He murmured words of love between kisses, and she held each one to her heart like a precious jewel.

This was good and right and wonderful. She thought of the long, agonizing journey she’d traveled the past five months. In a strange way she felt like each step was leading her back here, to this moment and this man.

“Our mothers will be over the moon,” he murmured against her mouth.

“Ugh. Don’t remind me. Mama has been throwing you at me since the moment I came back to town.”

“I’m glad you listened to your mother and finally had the good sense to catch me,” he said with a grin.

He kissed her again, and the tenderness of his arms around her brought tears to her eyes.

“Are you sure about this, Jake? You’re a doctor. More than probably anybody else, you know I’m only just started on this road. There are plenty of challenges I haven’t even faced yet and none of it will be easy.”


“I know that. But I have great faith in your stubbornness to get through whatever comes along.”

“I’m glad you have faith in me, because I’ve lost mine somewhere along the way.”

“You’ll find it. I’ll help you. And in the meantime, you can just hang onto mine. I love you, Maggie. With your leg, without your leg. On your good days and on your grumpiest. Whatever comes along, I want to help you through it if you’ll give me the chance.”

“Are more of those massages part of the deal?”

His grin was slow and sexy. “Oh, you can count on it.”

Some time later, she drew her mouth away from his and cupped his face in her hand. “I came back to Pine Gulch thinking my life was over. Everything I knew about myself was gone, destroyed in a moment. I’ve always considered myself pretty strong, tough enough to handle just about anything. I was a soldier and a nurse, two jobs that require the toughest of the tough. But being injured, losing my leg, this was so much harder than I ever would have imagined.”

“I hate when you’re so hard on yourself. Anybody would have had the same reaction, Maggie.”

She let out a breath. “I told you I came home to hide out. That’s what I thought I wanted, to be somewhere safe and comfortable where no one demanded anything of me. But you wouldn’t let me cower there. Since the day I came back, you’ve been dragging me out of my narrow little comfort zone and back into the wide world.”

She drew her mouth over his slowly, gently. “Thank you for that. It’s much scarier out here, I have to admit. But I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”


His kiss was hard and fierce but so tender she wanted to cry and laugh and dance at the same time.

“Neither would I, Lieutenant Cruz,” he murmured. “Neither would I.”





  




Epilogue






It was a gorgeous evening for a wedding.

Maggie lifted her face to the cool August air, sweet and lush with the scents of summer and the hundreds of flowers that filled her mother’s bowery on Rancho de la Luna.

The setting sun sent long shadows across the ranch and created a rich palette of colors. The moon was just starting to rise above the Tetons, shining on the tiny lights that twinkled in all the trees.

Her right foot tapped the rhythm of the salsa music as she shifted in her chair at a corner table and cuddled the little bundle in her arms closer.

Jorge Sanchez made a pouty little sound but didn’t awaken, content for now to sleep while his parents danced to the music. She smiled at Carmela and her quiet husband Horatio, who had managed to obtain a green card and returned to Idaho just days before his son’s birth.

Maggie touched the soft cheek of the sleeping infant, remembering the precious wonder of that day. It had been incredible on several levels. She always loved the magical experience of participating in a birth and this one had seemed especially poignant, watching Jake in action and tumbling in love with him all over again as she had watched his quiet calm in the face of a young, first-time mother’s anxieties.

Her own mother danced by in Guillermo’s arms, where she’d been all night, and she smiled at the picture they made—Viviana, feminine and beautiful in her flowing peach dress, and Guillermo, so stiffly dignified in his suit and so deeply in love with his new wife.

It had been a lovely ceremony, quietly moving as Viv and Guillermo had married here beside the stream in this beautiful place created by a man they had both loved. She had felt her father’s presence strongly today and had the oddest feeling that he rejoiced along with the rest of them.

She had felt Abel just as keenly a month earlier during her own wedding, at the little church in town. Her husband—she still wasn’t used to that word—danced past with his niece Natalie in his arms. Jake looked tall and masculine and gorgeous, and she wondered if her breath would still catch just looking at him after they’d been married for fifty years.

He must have felt her watching him. Their eyes met and he smiled, that intense light in his eyes that always made her feel as breathless and overwhelmed as if she were sitting atop those majestic mountains looking down at the world.

As she sat surrounded by everyone she loved and watched Jake twirl his niece, she was bursting with so much joy she didn’t know how her heart could possibly contain it all.

She couldn’t believe a few short months ago she actually had been foolish enough to believe her life was over. When she limped home to Pine Gulch four months earlier, she had been certain everything good and right was gone from her world forever.

Instead of withering away as she had fully expected to do, she had blossomed here. What a miraculous gift these last months had been, full of more joy than she had ever believed possible.

Life wasn’t perfect. She was still struggling to adjust to the prosthesis, still had some unresolved pain issues. But she had her own very sexy private physician on standby at all times. With Jake’s help, she knew she could face whatever hurdles still waited on the road ahead.

Seth Dalton sauntered over and sprawled into the chair next to her. “Hey, gorgeous. What are you doing over here in the corner all by yourself?”

She held up the sleeping infant. “Babysitting duties.”

He made a face. “The little rugrat looks asleep to me. Why don’t you put him in his car seat thingy and come dance with me?”

She shook her head with regret. “Can’t. I’m on doctor’s orders to sit out the fast stuff.”


“What’s the fun in that? Sounds like your doctor’s a real pain in the you-know-what.”

“No question.” She smiled. “But I’m keeping him anyway.”

The flirtation that seemed as much a part of Seth as breathing slipped away for a moment and his entirely too handsome features turned serious. “I can’t imagine two people more perfect for each other than you two. You both deserve every bit of it.”

Touched and warmed, she squeezed his hand. Beneath Seth’s charm and flirtatiousness was the boy she had been best friends with so long ago. She felt blessed that they were finding that friendship again.

She never would have believed this either but one of the perks of falling in love with Jake had been his family. All the Daltons had embraced her, to her shock. They had welcomed her into the family, had instantly seemed to forget her years of antipathy and anger.

The first time Jake had taken her to dinner at the ranch, Marjorie had fussed and cried and hugged her close and his niece and nephews had jumped all over her. Tanner and Cody thought the fact that she could take off her prosthesis and wave it around was just about the coolest thing in the world.

She and Caroline had bonded instantly and she was beginning to feel like Wade’s wife was the sister she’d always dreamed of having. Even Jake’s oldest brother seemed less intimidating these days.

The band suddenly shifted into a slow ballad and Seth stood up and reached for her hand. “Come on, Mag. No excuses now.”


She would have refused if Carmela hadn’t returned to the table then to take Jorge. “Thank you for watching him,” Carmela said in Spanish. “But he’s going to wake up hungry. We must be leaving.”

She gave both Carmela and Horatio hugs as they said their goodbyes, then turned back to Seth. “All right. Let’s dance. But I’ll warn you in advance I’m still not very good on the dance floor. I can’t blame having two left feet anymore since I don’t even have one.”

“Bad joke,” Seth said. He had just started to lead her out to the floor when Jake appeared over his shoulder and her heart gave its usual happy sigh of welcome.

He didn’t say anything, just raised one of those expressive eyebrows at his younger brother.

Seth sighed. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Get my own girl.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem for you,” Jake said dryly. “If only you could narrow the field down to just one.”

Seth grinned. “Now why would I want to do that?”

He kissed Maggie on the cheek. “Thanks anyway,” he said, surrendering her to Jake.

She settled into her husband’s strong arms with a sigh of contentment, wanting to be nowhere else on earth but right here with the summer breeze ruffling her hair and the moonlight gleaming through the trees.

Somehow Jake always seemed to move at just the right pace—not too fast that she had to move awkwardly to keep up with him but not so slow that she grew frustrated.

Here was another joy she thought long behind her but like so many other things, Jake had helped her through.

“It’s been a good day, hasn’t it?” he asked, his breath warm in her ear, and she saw they had moved out of the bowery closer to the creek, secluded in the shade of the trees.

She smiled, her arms tightening around him. “Wonderful. They’re so happy together.”

“What about you, Mrs. Dalton?”

In answer, she pulled his head down and pressed her mouth to his. As he pulled her closer, they stopped moving but she didn’t mind. There would be time for dancing.

They had the rest of their lives.


* * * * *
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