


^*Diana And I Are Getting Married/'

Mac drew her closer to his side. *'Did you all hear

that?*' he called out to the crowd.

A cheer went up from everybody.

"Mac, can we talk?'* Diana asked weakly.

"Later, honey. They're judging the cook-off right

now. And I want to be here to get my trophy."

Then a guilty expression crossed his face. "I was

stuck. The marriage was a stroke of genius, I needed

an edge to win— Donaldson's got some secret spice

grown by his housekeeper. All I had was you," he

whispered desperately.

**You— !"

"That's good. Let all that hostility come out," he

said, looking around. "But not here."

Miss Simpson's voice crackled over the microphone.

"We have this year's winner—Mac MacLean!"

Locking his fingers with Diana's, Mac pulled her

toward the waiting judge. He raised his trophy in his

free hand. "Thanks to my good-luck charm—my
future wife, Diana."

He kissed her full on the lips,TKen whispered,

"Don't worry. ]\'z got ever^rtiing under controL"



Dear Reader:

I hope you've been enjoying 1989, our "Year of the

Man'' at Silhouette Desire. Every one of the twelve

authors who are contributing a Man of the Month
has created a very special someone for your reading

pleasure. Each man is unique, and each author's

style and characterization give you a different insight

into her man's story.

From January to December, 1989 will be a twelve-

month extravaganza spotlighting one book each

month with special cover treatment as a tribute to the

Silhouette Desire hero—our Man of the Monthl

Created by your favorite authors, these men are

utterly captivating—and I think Mr. June, Annette

Broadrick's Quinn McNamara, will be

simply. . . Irresistiblel One of Lass Small's Lambert
sisters gets a very special man in July. Man of the

Month Graham Rawlins may start as the Odd Man
Out, but that doesn't last long

Yours,

Isabel Swift

Senior Editor & Editorial Coordinator
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lives in the Missouri Ozarks but grew up in Washing-

ton and still loves craggy mountains and the Pacific

coast. She's a full-time secretary, a history buff and an

avid reader who knows her way around computers.

She grew up painting—landscapes and wildlife—but

is now committed to writing and enjoying her three

creative daughters. Cait has big plans for her fu-

ture—learning to fish, taking short trips for research

and meeting people. She also writes as Cait Logan and

has won Romantic Times' s Best New Romance Writer
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For all the good guys,

with their tender hearts,

and especially for Donna



One

The whine of bagpipes floated on the frigid night

wind as Diana walked toward the lights of a farm-

house. Located just off the deserted Colorado high-

way, the large two-story house loomed amid sprawling

pastures. At eleven o'clock on Halloween night, the

house looked as eerie and foreboding as Count Dra-

cula's castle. The surrounding buildings looked capa-

ble of holding a crowd of zombies each, and the

weathered barn seemed the perfect hiding place for a

mummy.
**A mix-up in reservation,*' she muttered. She

glanced back at her station wagon parked at the gate

to the MacLean ranch. Nestled in the shadows of a tall

aspen, the car looked safer than she felt.

The Rayfield Inn clerk had thoroughly apologized

for mistakenly placing her reservation for December.
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"Sure am sorry, lady. We're booked up solid this

week. But let me make a call—Old Mac puts up our

leftovers once in a while. It's miles to the next town,

and chances are they're booked up, too. It's hunting

season, you know."

Diana glanced at the rugged San Juan mountains,

silhouetted against the clear night sky. A gust of icy

wind swept up her neck, whipping her short hair about

her face. The cold air penetrated her green sweater and

blue jeans, and she shivered. Stuffing her freezing

hands into the pockets of her denim jacket, she won-

dered who slept in her nice warm room in the inn.

Diana had wanted quiet and time to weigh her life

and her future, and the travel brochure for Benevo-

lence's only bed-and-breakfast inn had made the tiny

town seem ideal. Situated up in the mountains and

overlooking the upper Rio Grande river, Benevolence

had been deserted by miners at the turn of the century

and now catered to those who craved fresh air and

majestic scenery.

I'm a forty-two-year-old orphan, she thought

darkly. Twenty years as a housewife and supportive

mate had ended with the crushing discovery of her

husband, Alex's, frequent infidelity. She had scram-

bled out of the marriage with as much sanity and dig-

nity as she could manage. When the divorce was final,

her fears had eased a little. With careful managing, she

could save enough of the child support allotments to

provide for her two sons' future college expenses.

Having no employable skills had left her confi-

dence shaken and her financial survival questionable.

But she'd snagged a job that offered a small paycheck

and a training period. Teaching clients how to run



THE LOVING SEASON 9

several different software programs began as part-time

work, then bloomed into a well-paying learning ex-

perience. Taking a deep breath, Diana had waded

through selling the huge family house, giving Alex his

half and buying a modest, more practical home.

Diana had run on nothing but the will to survive,

each day testing her mental and physical abilities. Fi-

nally the day came when she realized how utterly dry

she felt inside. She'd taken a hard look at her modest

savings, and with the instincts of a bird let out of a

cage, she'd decided to fly.

Quitting her job had been difficult, but the man-

ager was also a divorcee, and she had understood.

With Rick and Blaine both away at college, Diana

leased her home for a year and packed the bare neces-

sities into her car. For the first time, she was going to

find what she really wanted out of her life. Reserving

a room for a week was her first step. She'd worry

about the second step after resting; she'd earned that

privilege, after all.

Now, two years after the divorce, Diana—out on

her own at last—was a bed-and-breakfast *' leftover."

"Okay, Diana, admit it," she coached herself as she

had in the recent past. **You're tired and you're cold

and you're peeved about some blasted hunter snoring

in your room. Part of being an independent woman is

recognizing what you feel."

Her mouth tightened as a wave of bitterness swept

over her. But then, divorce did that to a person, she

decided. It left sharp edges.

As she neared the white farmhouse, she heard the

sound of a dog howling to the music of the bagpipes.

Hereford cattle stirred in the barn lot, lowing as she
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passed. A bulky shadow swayed beside iho toiuo, and

Diana stopped to stare at a large butTalo.

Takii\§ a deep breath, she hurried to the house,

marched up the wooden steps and across the wide

porch to the front door. "Whoever is playing

that... instrument, needs lessons/' she muttered as she

jabbed at the doorbell.

The shrill sound of the ancient buz7er causevl her to

jump back. Instantly the bagpipes stilled and a dog

began barking excitedly. Oh, great. Diana thought,

reminded of the sharp teeth of the Hound of the Bas-

kervilles.

The porch light snapped on, and she blinked, sui

prised. The door opened, and tlie fiercest man she had

ever seen stepped out, thrusting an overtlowing bowl

of candy at her. Dressed in an open tlannel shirt and

worn jeans, he glared down at her from his six-foot-

plus height. The wind whipped his slightly long dark

hair around his face. Bagpipes were tucked under his

arm, wheezing their last throes. *'A little old for trick-

or-treating, aren't you?" he asked in a voice that made

her think of a grizzly bear disturbed while hibernat-

ing.

She tilted her head back to stare at his very dark

eyes. She didn't like his imperious tone, not a bit. Alex

had used it too many times—whenever he'd told her

what to do. Right now, she felt bone-tired and was in

no mood for a dominating male. **I am not trick-or-

treating.'*

Before she could continue, a massive husky ran out

of the house and stopped before her. Legs wide apart

and hackles raised, it regarded her closely. Diana de-

cided it was male when it growled at her, baring huge
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teeth. His protectiveness seemed to her to be unnec-

essary, considering how tall and muscular his master

was.

They were a matched set, Diana thought. Two
males disturbed in their castle, defending their terri-

tory from an encroaching female.

'*Quiet, Red,*' the man ordered roughly. The dog

calmed instantly. '*Car trouble, then," the man
snapped, turning to look at the road that led to his

ranch. **Women. They should stay home where they

belong."

He glanced down at the husky, who was padding

around Diana's legs, sniffmg her curiously. "Red isn't

used to perfume," he explained. '*Get back. Red."

Diana could feel the cords in her neck tighten with

anger at the man's arrogance. She hadn't driven prac-

tically nonstop from Missouri just to be at the mercy

of someone who shared her ex-husband's chauvinis-

tic views!

"What's the problem? Radiator? Run out of gas?"

he rattled off as he placed the candy dish back inside

the house.

Diana took a deep breath, trying to rein in the tem-

per she'd discovered she had during the divorce. "The

Rayfieid Inn sent me," she stated through gritted

teeth. "The clerk called?"

He answered with a nod. His eyes ran down her

petite body, lingering on the curves. "I didn't know
Ray would send me a woman." He took a deep weary

breath, as though he'd baby-sat every woman from

Colorado to Wyoming and was deeply tired of the en-

tire female race.
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His jaw, too square for him to be handsome, jutted

out pugnaciously. "I'm fixing chili for a cook-off to-

morrow. I don't have time to make you comfortable.

You'll have to do that yourself. Get in here."

Diana's temper began to send out big red warning

flares. Caveman-style hospitality, she thought. *'I

wouldn't think of disturbing you," she stated icily.

*

'After meeting you, I really don't think this is a very

good idea, after all."

The man's bushy brows rose. "Well now, spitfire,

don't go getting snooty. If you're looking for a bed,

it's my house or Wyoming."

She glared up at him, all six-foot-plus of male su-

periority. She'd rather freeze to death on the Colo-

rado mesas than ask him for help. "I'm so sorry I

interrupted your symphony. Thank you for the invi-

tation, but no thanks."

"If you're thinking about sleeping in your car, for-

get it. It's damned cold and dangerous for a little thing

like you."

Diana took a deep breath, counting silently to ten to

steady her rising anger. "I am quite able to take care

of myself, Mr. MacLean."

She pivoted, took one step and felt his big hand

latch on to her belt. He pulled her into his house as

easily as if she were a child.

Diana's carefully checked temper erupted. The door

clicked shut just as her open hand met his hard cheek.

"How dare you?" she exclaimed, stepping back. Her

anger swept over her like a Colorado forest fire fanned

by a high wind.
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He tossed the bagpipes to a battered couch. His eyes

blazed. **Lady, I dare plenty when some half-grown

female thinks she can take me on."

His mouth tightened into a grim line, and he looked

at her from head to toe. His hard gaze seemed to pen-

etrate her thick winter clothes and note her thinness

underneath. **You barely outweigh Red. You don*t

look like you've got enough fight left in you to start

anything."

Pride kept Diana from rubbing her burning palm.

She still felt the pain of contact right up to her shoul-

der. Stunned, she realized she'd never hit another

person in her life. She felt her knees go weak and her

skin prickle. Why in heaven's name had she slapped

him? He was so big, she barely reached his shoulder.

"Keep your hands off me," she warned, spacing the

words carefully.
*

'You're nothing but skin and bone. When I put my
hands on a woman, I like something soft and warm."

Diana glared at the hardest face she had ever seen.

Lines crossed his forehead, creasing the deeply tanned

skin. His hair was as black as midnight but shot by

streaks of white at the temples. His deep-set eyes glit-

tered menacingly above prominent cheekbones. But

when he scratched his muscular chest, which was cov-

ered by dark hair, she felt something within her stir.

He pointed at the telephone, almost buried under a

stack of sportsmen's magazines. "There's the phone.

Find someplace else, if you can. Good luck."

He turned and walked off, presenting Diana with a

view of his broad back. She allowed her eyes to wan-

der down to his lean hips and long legs, then to his
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feet. He wore a red sock and a green sock. Both heels

were worn through.

Diana took a deep breath and hugged herself. Un-

easy, she glanced away from the tattered hole on his

jeans, which revealed the back of his muscular thigh.

Maybe he needed money.

The husky stared up at her. "Shoo!" Diana whis-

pered. **Go away.*'

He growled ominously just as a large white cat

strolled into the room. While the cat twisted around

and rubbed against Diana's ankles, the massive dog

seemed to wither. He stared warily at the feline as he

backed away a foot.

When the cat began to walk, tail held high, toward

the dog, the beast fled after his master as though his

life were in danger.

"Nice kitty. Stay here, kitty," Diana cooed. "I bet

you're female." She drew the inn's telephone number

from her pocket and dialed. After five rings, a sleepy

voice answered, "Rayfield Inn."

When Diana explained that "Old Mac" wasn't ex-

actly hospitable and asked for other recommenda-

tions, the clerk chuckled. "Nope. None. You'll have

to make do."
" *Mac is a good old boy,' " she intoned, repeating

the clerk's description as she hung up.

"I can't imagine staying a night, let alone a week,"

Diana muttered, glancing around at the battered fur-

niture. Huge hunting bows and quivers of arrows hung

on the oak paneling. A cabinet of assorted rifles stood

in a disheveled corner. A variety of tattered scatter

rugs covered the worn carpeting. Beneath a curtain-

less window, a sheet covered an angular object.
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She picked up a magazine designed for cattlemen

and read the address label: Mac MacLean, Rural

Route, Benevolence, Colorado. She closed her eyes,

thinking of her modest home in southwest Mis-

souri—her safe home, free from black-eyed giants and

bagpipes.

But Missouri also held painful memories and

friends torn between Alex and herself. She had

launched this trip with a desperate determination to

slug it out with her past and find her future, to meet

herself as a woman. She had to survive. She had to.

A ripple of sheer fatigue almost sent her to the

overstuffed couch. Oh, how she'd love to crawl under

that crocheted afghan and sleep.

The toe of her left sneaker touched something, and

she glanced down. Mac MacLean's work-worn boots

reminded her of the man's ungroomed appearance.

Tossing the magazine onto the cluttered coffee ta-

ble, she glanced longingly at the huge black wood-

burning stove placed against one wall. A blazing fire

crackled and lured her a step nearer. "I'd be safer in

the station wagon, freezing. No telling what type of

person this MacLean is."

Mac didn't need any half-pint female making him

feel like a heel, he decided as he stalked back into the

living room. He jammed his fists on his waist and

faced her, not bothering to temper his belligerence.

"This chili cook-off is important to me. Last year Fred

Donaldson won, but this year I want the trophy. Got

it?" He scowled at her. "It takes all night to make my
chili recipe. Can't leave it for a minute. Did you find

a place to stay?"
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Looking at her big brown eyes, Mac felt himself go

all weak. Who would she call? She had a stranded

look about her, and there was something so soft about

her pale face that touched him.

She'd slapped him hard, but Mac had seen the un-

deniable fear widen her eyes ... as though she had

expected him to return the blow. He'd seen enough of

the wounded to recognize this woman as a refugee

from pain.

"What's your name?" he asked roughly, to cover

the emotions churning within him. The woman looked

as though she were glued together by sheer determi-

nation and not much else, but he had to admit she had

plenty of spirit. Right now, she stood ramrod straight,

her eyes meeting his defiantly.

"Diana PhiUips," she answered.

Mac liked the low wispy sound of her voice. It re-

minded him of the mountain wind sweeping through

pine needles. He stared at her curiously. She had a

classy look, he decided, wondering suddenly how
many women would look as good without makeup.

Her short dark brown hair glistened beneath the

overhead light. Her lips, although pressed together

firmly, still showed their soft full shape. But it was her

eyes that tore at him. They were so wary beneath lay-

ers of long straight black lashes.

She looked like a stray, Mac decided finally. And he

had always taken care of strays.

"Diana," he repeated gently, watching her small

teeth tug at her bottom lip. "Di."

For just a second, her brown eyes turned almost

black. "I detest that name, Mr. MacLean," she de-

clared passionately. "I'm a little old for nicknames."
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"Diana,** he said carefully, meeting her on her own
territory. '* You're wearing a big chip on that little

shoulder."

She glared at him for just a second, then turned her

head to look out at the cold night. She's skittery as a

colt, Mac thought. The urge to pick her up and hold

her was so strong he took a step toward her. He saw

her small body tense. ''I'll take care of you," he

whispered huskily. He was glad then that he ran his

ranch with the help of neighbors and highschool boys.

With no one else around, he was the only one avail-

able to help her.

He'd ached for a woman's pain before, had held her

as her life slipped away. . . He swallowed hard, forc-

ing the past behind him.

Diana looked up at him. *'I don't need your help,

Mr. MacLean."

What the hell, Mac decided instantly. He had the

extra room; it wouldn't matter if he took a few min-

utes to make her comfortable. The chili cook-off was

important to him, but he'd lost to Donaldson before.

Diana needed him now, and he wasn't letting her es-

cape into the cold night.

Appointing himself her protector, Mac crossed his

arms in front of his chest. Every woman deserved her

white knight, and he decided to be Diana's.

"I must be going, Mr. MacLean. Thank you for the

telephone."

She'd walk out his door if he didn't act soon. '*Call

me Mac, but skip the MacLean," he ordered gently.

*'Look, I've been thinking. If you'll follow my direc-

tions exactly, I'll let you finish browning the meat for
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my chili. While you're doing that, I'll clear out the

spare room and get your things from the car."

She hesitated, *'rm not a cook, Mr.—

"

''Mac—most people call me Mac." He could feel

her trying to get away from him. And he couldn't al-

low that. Strays often hurt themselves, and he was

certain that would happen to her; she looked as if she

bore the weight of the world on her shoulders.

"Listen. I've cut my own prime beefsteak just right

for chili. It's browning in the skillet now. All you have

to do is stir it up once in a while."

"No," she repeated sharply, buttoning up her jacket

to the neck. "I need a room, not sympathy. But thank

you for the offer."

Then he knew. She was damned independent and

wouldn't give an inch unless she could give him some-

thing substantial back.

Frustrated, he pushed his fingers through his hair.

"Okay, then what about cleaning up the kitchen and

the spare room . . . when you're rested?"

When he caught the flicker of interest in her eyes, he

continued, "What I said about clearing the room out,

I meant. I've been using it for storage. You can change

the sheets and whatnot."

"What about your chili?"

"It'll keep." Mac didn't hesitate; he had snared her,

and he intended to keep her safe, if only for the night.

He sat and put on his boots. Standing up, he saw

Diana taking in the length of him. He'd never seen

such wounded eyes on a grown woman. How old was

she? Twenty? Thirty-five?

"That's right. I'm a big hombre— it runs in the

family," he murmured gently. He reached out his hand



THE LOVING SEASON 19

slowly, taking care not to alarm her. **ril need your

keys. You can hold my house for ransom."

*'I can bring my bags in myself... if I decide to stay."

**rve got the room, and I could use some help

cleaning up." Testing her, he held his hand steady,

palm up. Come on, he coaxed her silently. You have

to trust someone.

She stared at him, trying to read his expression, then

carefully extracted her keys from her jeans. She

dropped them into his palm, and he noted the slender

pale hands with their perfect nails. Soft hands, he

thought

Shoot. He always was a pushover where strays were

concerned.

He grabbed his shearling coat and called for Red.

Walking out the door, he said, "See you in a little bit."

He needed the brisk walk in the cold air to think.

Outside, the frigid wind chilled his nostrils and

throat as he remembered her tense face. He scowled.

Was she married?

He decided then to keep her—if he could.

**Keep her," he murmured, slightly surprised at his

thoughts. He chuckled. It was ridiculous. This woman
couldn't be added to his menagerie. Diana didn't fit in

with the owls with broken wings and the motherless

fawn. True, he wanted to hold her and protect her, as

he did with the hurt animals he'd found. Then he re-

membered the curves beneath her clothes

He shook his head to clear it. "Oh hell, she needs

help, that's all."

He drove her white station wagon, coated with road

dirt, to the house and brought her luggage in. Tuck-

ing Diana beneath his wing might take some doing
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because of her independent streak. But she'd trusted

him with her keys, and that was a first step.

He had to keep her, somehow.

Diana took a deep breath and walked into Mac's

kitchen. She would not owe him ... or any man, ever.

She rubbed her palm against her thigh, remember-

ing the hard slap. She closed her eyes. She'd never

raised her hand in anger to anyone. Yet tonight, she'd

let her buried fury explode against a stranger? Her re-

action had been savage, impulsive. But then, Mac
MacLean had the look of the untamed.

She took off her jacket and tossed it over an aged

wooden chair. Rolling up her sweater sleeves, she sur-

veyed the disaster. The old enamel sink had seen bet-

ter days and was filled with an assortment of battered

pots and dishes. An apartment-size electric stove,

heaped with another stack of pans, stood in one cor-

ner. An ancient wood stove dominated the small

kitchen. Shiny and black, trimmed with white enamel,

the antique held a blazing fire.

On the table, Mac had carefully lined up his spices

and cans of tomatoes. Diced onions and garlic were

scattered across a wooden block. A scrubbed stock-

pot, filled with cooked red beans, stood next to a huge

black skillet. Apparently, between blowing his bag-

pipe at odd hours and handing out candy, Mac had

been carefully cooking his prizewinning chili.

Diana glanced at the iron skillet and knew that only

a man the size of Mac could possibly lift it with one

hand. She thought of his size, of the dark hair swirl-

ing over his broad chest, and shivered.
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There was something about Mac that she re-

sponded to, and that frightened her deeply. She'd lost

twenty years. What were the rules of the man-woman
game now?

Diana stared into the night beyond the kitchen win-

dow. Wide-eyed and innocent at twenty, she had mar-

ried Alex with all the bright hopes of a bride. Painful

memories now wrapped around her, and Diana heard

an anguished sob that was her own.

She had to survive—to place the pain behind her

and seek the flow of the rest of her life.

The cat rubbed against her legs, and Diana reached

down to scratch her ears. "I like you, kid. Stay by me
when that monster of a dog comes back, will you?"

The animal purred and rubbed harder, then jumped

onto a chair and looked at her with unblinking yellow

eyes.

Taking a deep breath, Diana began searching for the

dishwashing detergent, plugged the sink with the rub-

ber stopper and turned on the faucets. Great, she

thought, testing the water—cold water.

Knowing about old stoves, Diana lifted a lid and

discovered the hot water reserve. She dipped a clean

pot into it, filled the sink and began washing the

dishes.

She heard the car door slam, then Mac*s move-

ments as he went about preparing the spare room for

her. There was something companionable about the

sounds, she decided, scraping the burnt film from a

pan.

Diana knew how to clean with a fury. She'd done it

endless times.
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She grimaced, scrubbing a battered pot with a

scouring pad. She'd read an article once about the

compulsive need to clean. The endless urge, accord-

ing to the author, was fueled by the need to fill an

emotional void.

Why hadn 7 she been enough ?

Diana worked harder, feeling an almost frantic en-

ergy beat through her. She heard a slight noise and

turned to see Mac watching her intently, his arms filled

with chopped wood.

Something sizzled when their eyes met, and Diana

felt an unwelcome flutter in her pulse. She lowered her

gaze and scrubbed the pot harder. ^Tm almost fin-

ished.'

'

**I didn't ask you to wash the whole house. The
cleaning up could have waited until you were rested,*'

Mac murmured softly, dropping the wood into a box

by the stove. He glanced at the pot in her shaking

hands. **If you don't stop worrying that, you'll scrub

a hole clean through it."

Realizing he was right, Diana stopped and rinsed

and dried the remaining dishes, instead, stacking them

carefully on the cabinet shelves.

Mac stripped off his coat, tossed it onto a wooden
chair and sat. He began drawing off his boots. **I

changed the sheets on the bed. Your keys and bags are

on it."

*Thank you. I'll leave in the morning."

His bushy brows met in a scowl. **Why? I thought

you needed a room for a week."

Diana's defenses rose. She felt her plans were being

threatened by this man, felt him challenging her right

to make her own decisions. *'I can't stay."
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"Like hell,'* he stated tersely. ''We'll talk about this

when you've had some rest."

"That sounds patronizing. As though I'm a sleepy

grumpy child who can't think straight." Meek Diana

Phillips, who never challenged anyone, suddenly

wanted to tear into the arrogant Mac and read him her

Bill of Rights. He might be a Colorado cattle baron,

but he wasn't her lord and master.

While she simmered in her own juices, Mac
thoughtfully rubbed his bearded jaw with his hand.

The scraping sound caused her backbone to tingle.

"Can we talk about this some other time?" he asked

in a reasonable tone. "I'm going to be busy with my
chili all night."

"I don't see how that would change things. I wanted

a vacation in a bed-and-breakfast and—

"

"Stay here. What's the difference? I've got plenty

of room." Mac shifted his large frame uneasily on the

creaky wooden chair, glancing away from her like a

boy caught in an act of mischief.

Diana watched the changing expression on his face

and noted the fatigue deepening the lines around his

eyes and mouth. "Why?"
He swallowed, stretching his long legs out to ex-

amine the mismatched socks on his feet. "I could say,

nothing's open in Benevolence. But the truth is, I just

want you here." Where you're safe, he added silently.

The simple statement jolted Diana to her finger-

tips, almost causing her to drop the chipped plate in

her hands.

Mac glanced at her, scowling. "Be straight with a

woman and you scare the wind out of her. Shoot. I've
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never been good at playing games Okay, I need the

money. How about that one?"

She thought about the well-fed cattle and the

sprawling land, and she knew that money was some-

thing that Mac did not need. Why did he want her to

stay? "Try again, Mac," she said quietly, watching

him. "I'm not buying that one."

"Don't look so damned scared—you're white as a

sheet."

"I can't stay," she managed to say shakily, trying

unsuccessfully to get her legs to walk toward the door.

Everything south of her brain had apparently stopped

functioning. Except for her heart, which was beating

wildly.

At forty-two, Diana had never been alone in a house

with any man other than her sons or her ex-husband.

She didn't know the rules of the game.

"I can't," she repeated, fighting to draw air into her

lungs.

"Why not?" Mac asked curiously as he stood,

moving closer to her, causing her throat to dry. "Why
are you so scared?" he asked in a low tone that raised

goose bumps all over her flesh. "What have I done,

Diana?"

The heat of his body penetrated her clothing, and

Diana sidled a few inches away from him. Her hips

met the kitchen counter, and she looked up at Mac's

heavy frown.

He moved too quickly for her to escape the light

sweep of his finger down her cheek. His eyes held hers

with their gentleness. "Since there isn't anyone else

here to tell you this, I have to. I've never hurt a woman
in my entire life. I like kids and I pay my bills. All in
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all, most women like me and trust me. You're the only

one to slap me since I was a teenager."

With a crooked grin, he added, * 'Maybe Tm just

lonesome tonight. You can move on in the morning if

you want. But tonight, would you stay with me? Help

me stir the chili, maybe have a cup of coffee? Or
maybe we could play a game of cards and shoot some

pool."

The low wistful tone of his voice soothed Diana's

worn nerves. She felt the taut wires within her loosen,

the trembling of her fingers against the counter ease.

His body heated hers and she felt herself almost lean

toward him. Alex had never considered her as a com-

panion, not for a moment.

Mac looked safe. Maybe, just for tonight.
*

'People

would talk—your neighbors ..."

His grin widened and Diana felt a wave of feminin-

ity wash over her.

"Shoot. I'm a big boy. Do you like poker or

rummy?"
Diana smiled, realizing she'd just broken one of the

chains to her past. She'd been cautious all her life.

What would people think? had been her guideline for

years. "I would really like a cup of tea, Mac," she said

softly, watching his eyes widen with surprise. "If you

have any tea, I'll make a pot."

"Tea?" he repeated blankly.

"Dried, crushed leaves," she explained, astonished

at the teasing tone in her voice. "You pour hot water

over them and let them steep."

"Uh-huh," he murmured, looking thoughtfully at

the cupboards. He began jerking open doors and



26 THE LOVING SEASON

rummaging through the stuffed shelves. **I used to like

the stuff. Drank gallons while I was waiting
— *'

**Waiting for what, Mac?*' Diana asked when he

didn't finish.

He pulled out a tin, lifting it like a prize. His eyes

met hers, and she saw the ache there. "Waiting for my
wife to die.'*

Just then, just for an instant, Diana wanted to move
into his arms. The emotion was so strong that she took

a step forward. To stop herself, she wrapped her arms

around her chest and stared at the worn linoleum

floor.

She was just tired and susceptible, she decided,

watching Mac search the cupboards again to extract a

delicate China teapot. He placed it on the table like a

trophy, pushing aside his chili condiments. * There. I

knew there was one around here somewhere," he

stated proudly. He shoved the tin at her. "You'd bet-

ter make it. When I make coffee, it tastes like mud. No
telling what my tea would taste like now."

In the next hour, Diana experienced her first taste

of a man's companionship.

She liked Mac and his concerned questions. "Do
you think the tea is too old? Don't drink it if you don't

like it."

The man needed company, and maybe she did, too.

Just for one night

Sometime between his "Are you cold? I'll stoke up
the stove," and watching him brown the meat for his

chili, Diana's Hds began to droop.

"Hey, Diana, do you know anything about chili?"

Mac turned just as Diana fought to open her lids.

She smiled at him drowsily. "Mmm?"
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Mac crouched in front of her, looking at her al-

most tenderly. "You're tired. Go on, the bedroom is

just off the living room.'*

Diana yawned and stretched.

* Think about it after you've rested," Mac said,

gently placing his hand on her knee. The vibrant

warmth of his touch startled her, and a warning stirred

within her. She moved her leg away.

How long had it been since she really trusted a man?

What did Mac really want from her? Her head hurt

with the questions racing through her brain. "I think

I will go on to bed, if you don't mind."

"I'm not the kind to offer and not mean it," he

snapped, offended. His broad shoulders tensed be-

neath the flannel shirt. "The bathroom isn't much,

but there's clean towels."

Feeling Mac's curious gaze on her back, Diana left

the kitchen and went into the small neat bedroom. He
had turned back the patchwork quilt on the single bed;

the tiny pink rosebuds decorating the sheets and pil-

lows seemed to invite her . .

.

Suddenly, Diana felt the weight of every mile from

Missouri to Colorado in her bones and muscles.

Without a second thought, she eased her bags to the

floor, kicked off her shoes, then curled up in bed.

A moment later, she heard Mac's off-key singing.

It soothed her torn nerves somehow, and she drifted

off to sleep.



Two

Shhh, honey," Mac murmured, drawing the woolen

afghan higher on Diana's shoulders.

Mac had opened the bedroom door to let the heat

from the living room penetrate the cold room. Un-
able to keep himself from entering the room to make
sure she was all right, he had stepped up to the bed and

had become intrigued by how vulnerable she looked

sleeping.

Honey. He'd used the word to comfort his wife,

Eleanor. He'd grieved long and hard, and he didn't

intend to open himself to that pain again.

With a fleeting sense of panic, he realized that

Diana just might reopen his old wounds. He remem-
bered the slender knee beneath his hand before she

moved away He released the afghan, as though it

burned his fingers.
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He didn't need any stirring up at his age. He*d dealt

with the pain, and he intended to keep his troubled

waters smooth. Diana was hurting, and he just wanted

to help, that's all, he rationalized.

"If there's one thing I know about myself, Red," he

whispered to the dog, who had padded into the room,

"I'm a sucker for anything that looks as though it

needs tucking under my wing."

Diana slept heavily, oblivious to Mattie, the cat,

who'd jumped up on the bed. Diana snuggled to the

animal, and Mac decided to let Mattie stay there.

Mac had spent hours sitting at his wife's bedside,

and now it seemed natural for him to settle into the old

cherry rocker by the bed, Eleanor couldn't be healed,

and he'd watched her seep into death, a part of him

dying with her.

He realized he'd been thinking of Diana as **his

stray" and quietly discussed her with Red. "She

looked like a shivering kitten standing on the porch,

cold but too proud to ask for a warm saucer of milk.

Whether Ms. Diana Phillips will admit it or not. Red,

she's hurting bad."

Diana shifted slowly, sighing tiredly.

He hadn't turned on the shortwave radio in his liv-

ing room, not needing the chatter to fill his loneliness

tonight—he had Diana. She looked small and just

about the most feminine woman Mac had ever seen.

He picked up one of her shoes. It almost fit into the

palm of his hand. Barely worn, the shoe was as new as

her jeans and jacket. "Our Ms. Diana is on the run.

Red," Mac murmured, leaning forward to lift a strand

of red-brown hair back from her cheek. "She's scared

of men."
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Her skin enticed him. Smooth and pale, its fra-

grance wafted out to him, tantalizing him. Mac held

his body rigid. How he wanted to hold her against

him, just to comfort her.

All strays needed comforting, didn't they?

He wrapped his fingers around his knee to steady

their trembling. Closing his eyes, he saw Eleanor's

perfumes and powders discarded into the trash after

her death. He shuddered, feeling a fresh streak of

pain.

He smiled grimly, opening his lids. "Watch it, old

man, you're having an off night. And an attack of the

middle-age lonelies."

Patting Red's shaggy head, Mac continued his quiet

monologue. **Halloween night and she strolls right in

here. She's hunting something What is it?"

He studied Diana's face, the long lashes and the

dark circles beneath her eyes. "She's exhausted, on the

run and needing to hole up for a time. We can give her

some peace, Red. If just for a short time."

Would she stay?

Diana's lashes fluttered and her eyes, glazed with

sleep opened suddenly. She watched him warily. "Are

you frightened of me, Diana?" he asked gently.

Her lids drifted down drowsily as she turned her

back to him, drawing the afghan over her shoulder.

"No."

Mac leaned forward, bracing his forearms over his

knees. "Diana?"

"Mmm?"
"Diana, you're safe here. I'll take care of you."

"Mmm. That's good," she answered sleepily.



THE LOVING SEASON 31

Mac settled back in the rocker to search out all the

ways he could keep her near. By dawn he'd decided

that sometimes strays needed to be lassoed and placed

in a nice safe corral. Sometimes a cowboy had to move
in quick and close the gate.

**Hey, sleepyhead, wake up," a masculine voice

rumbled in Diana's ear. "Come on, wake up. Your

breakfast is ready."

Keeping her lids closed, Diana relished the warmth

that enveloped her. Then she heard a purr and felt a

movement against her side. She also felt something

heavy weighing down her legs. She quickly opened her

eyes and found herself looking down at Red's dark

brown eyes. She turned her head and saw the cat

sleeping beside her.

"It's nine o'clock," the male voice continued softly.

She felt a gentle hand stroking back the strand of hair

cHnging to her cheek. "You've slept almost nine

hours."

Diana summoned her courage and looked into

Mac's smiling eyes. He was sitting in the battered old

rocker in front of the window. His jaw had grown a

heavy beard during the night, and his hair was damp,

clinging to his forehead. He'd obviously just show-

ered. His deeply tanned chest was bare, and her fin-

gers itched to play with the thick dark hair covering

the muscular planes. She could almost feel the rough

texture beneath her fingertips.

She swallowed and looked away, embarrassed by the

flow of her thoughts. She blamed the early morning

hours for her weakness. It still came hard—the sleep-

ing alone.
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Sensuality had never been a big part of her life with

Alex, but for some reason, Mac made her feel con-

scious of herself as a woman.

She looked back at him when he chuckled. "I must

be an unholy sight for a lady like you, Diana.*'

Gazing at her closely, he stopped smiling. **You're

pretty first thing in the morning,*' he whispered hus-

kily.

When Diana flushed, Mac stood to his full awe-

some height. ^'I'm not used to women waking up in

the house. I'll shave and put on a shirt. Otherwise, you

might slap me again for poor manners," he said, then

turned and walked toward the kitchen.

She yawned and stretched, staring at Mac's back. It

was a nice back, power evident in the muscles be-

neath the dark skin. By the rigid way he moved, she

knew she'd hurt him. Mac couldn't understand how
terrified she was of her emotions.

She sat up and dislodged the cat. Reluctantly leav-

ing her warm nest, she moved to the windows, look-

ing out at the heavy fog that covered the ranch. The

cat rubbed against her legs, and she picked it up, tak-

ing it into the kitchen with her.

Mac had thrown on a green wool shirt, and stand-

ing in his bare feet before a mirror on the wall, was

lathering his jaw with a foaming brush. He picked up

an old-fashioned straightedge razor and saw her. **Sit

down and eat. My coffee may not be any good, but I

make the best pancakes in the country. Then we're

going to the cook-off. Donaldson's chili hasn't got a

chance this year."
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EHana took a deep breath and hugged the purring

cat, gathering her courage. "Mac, I'm not going with

you. I'll freshen up, then be on my way."

He grinned.
* 'Cranky little cuss in the morning,

aren't you, Diana?"

She felt the slightest twinge of anger. Mac was trying

to make her smile, but she didn't feel like smiling just

yet. "I don't like being treated like a child, with you

deciding where I'm going or what I'll be doing. A chili

contest is not on my agenda."

He shifted on those incredibly long legs, turning

toward her. His stance indicated that he would dis-

cuss the situation with her until she agreed. One of his

heavy eyebrows rose. "No reason to balk, Diana. The

cook-off is one of the kickoff festivities for the an-

nual Benevolence Fall Hunt. The tourists like it. So do

the hunters. Just part of the local color."

Diana put the cat on the floor and straightened up,

uncomfortable with his friendly tone. Actually, she

would like playing tourist, for a change of pace. But

she could do so on her own.

Watching her mutinous expression, Mac's eyes

narrowed. He moved his mouth to one side and took

a clean swipe with the flashing blade. "Lady, I've got

a hunch you could be trouble—real trouble," he

mumbled, then took another swipe down his jaw.

"You're too edgy and you've got a nasty right hook."

She glared at him, wanting to forget the slap. What
right had he to go probing at her psyche, tearing at her

privacy and taunting her? "You're just plain nasty,"

she flung back. "Bagpipes in the middle of the night,'*

she scolded, feeling herself gear up. "You probably

scare the poor bears out of their caves."
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Mac's prominent chin jutted out beneath the shav-

ing foam; a tiny white fleck clung to his ear. **Huh!

Well, little lady, people around here ask me to play the

bagpipes."

He pinched his nose, raising it to safety as he took

another swipe with the razor. "Women," he mut-

tered to the mirror. **You take 'em in, get 'em warm,

and they turn on you the first chance they get."

**What did you say, Mac?" Diana asked. She

watched his hand swish the razor in a small enamel

basin. He dried the blade on a towel.

He pivoted, meeting her stare with his own. The
opened shirt revealed that intriguing mass of hair

covering his chest. *'I said, it's a small thing, but it's

important to me. I want you to go to the cook-off with

me. Be my date, sort of. So far as I can see, there's no

reason you can't come. Unless some jealous husband

is going to come after my scalp."

**You don't need to worry—I'm divorced." His ac-

cusation had come quickly and too sharply, but

somehow she thought he already knew about her.

Mac continued to look at her, and Diana could feel

his challenge wrap around her. Long ago she'd

stopped thinking of herself as a desirable woman, but

now this rough-hewn cowboy was raising those emo-

tions she had sheltered for an eternity. **I can't," she

said weakly.

**Why in Sam Hill can't you?" he demanded,

walking over to her. "Look, I checked back with Ray.

You did have reservations for a full week. So you had

plans to stay in Benevolence, anyway. Your room is

gone, Diana. Ray rented it out to hunters from Mis-

souri. There's snow coming down in the passes, and
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that little wagon of yours needs some fine-tuning. So

what*s your big excuse?"

Feeling flustered and feminine and utterly vulnera-

ble, Diana shivered. In a gesture of self-protection, she

wrapped her arms around herself. "I don't owe you

any explanation."

*'Huh!" Mac snorted as he padded back to the

mirror to complete his shaving. **You don't have any

reason not to spend the day with me, do you?"
'*Maybe I just don't want to," Diana ventured

softly, resenting how easily Mac had reduced her to

sounding obstinate. **You are a pushy man, Mac."
* 'Pushy? " he growled, taking out a pair of socks

from his shirt pocket. She noted that one was navy

blue and the other was black with red stripes.
*

'No-

body ever called me that before."

*Then maybe it's time someone did." Diana badly

needed the coffee he had offered. She reached for the

battered tin pot on the stove.

"Use a pot holder," he warned behind her. "I don't

want you burning your hands."

Taking a deep breath, Diana swiped a rag from the

table and reached for a mug. **I have been taking care

of myself for quite a while now," she said through her

teeth.

**ril have a cup, please," Mac murmured near her.

**Maybe after we eat, both our temperaments will have

improved."

She glared at him, certain that nothing would im-

prove her mood at the moment.
The poacher on her right grinned at her boyishly as

he sat at the table. "Okay, maybe I didn*t ask you

right, but I'd really like you to come with me to the
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cook-off. I am a little rough around the edges when it

comes to women."

When she sat, watching him put on his unmatched

socks, he shot her a grin of undiluted satisfaction.

There was excitement dancing around him like

hundred-volt electricity.

Diana sipped her coffee slowly, while Mac drank his

quickly. He motioned to the stack of buckwheat pan-

cakes in the center of the table. "Help yourself

—

you're too thin."

That statement rankled. Who was he to criticize

her? **By whose standards?"

**Mine," he stated flatly. **You look like a good

wind would blow you up the canyon."

**You're the wrong sex for a nanny," she shot back

hotly. **And I don't need a Dutch uncle, either."

Suddenly, she panicked. She blinked, horrified at

her tumbled emotions. Mac had a knack for knock-

ing her off her isolated perch. Since she'd met him just

last night, he'd managed to disrupt her plans for a

restful solitary vacation. And he had succeeded in

making her explode with anger—and respond to his

blatant masculinity.

He leaned back in his chair, eyeing her specula-

tively. **Look, if we knew each other well enough, I'd

give you that fight you're spoiling for," he began rea-

sonably. **But as it is, it may have to wait until later;

then, when I know what's got you so riled, I'll tangle

with you. To your heart's content. Whatever makes

you happy. But right now, all I can promise you is Be-

nevolence's Fall Hunt Festival. What do you say?"
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She eyed him, feeling slightly guilty about snap-

ping at him. Holding grudges did not sit comfortably

with her. "I'll think about it."

**You do that," he murmured almost smugly. "I'll

pack up my chili while you freshen up. By the way—

"

he looked at her rumpled jeans and wrinkled sweater
**—wear some dancing shoes."

**I haven't agreed to anything, Mac."

He shrugged, grinning down at her. "Neither have

I. But folks around here like to think of me as an old

widower. Just once I'd like to knock them on their

backsides by turning up with a pretty woman like

you."

Diana never strayed out of her path for an esca-

pade in her life. For some reason, today she felt like

doing just that. Mac might have the wrong approach,

but the adventure had a certain lure

Mac winked with the air of a conspirator. "What do

you say, kid?"

She frowned, turning the matter over carefully

within her.

A warm finger touched her between her brows and

trailed down her nose. She looked up to see Mac's

gentle expression. "Frowning causes wrinkles.

Haven't you heard? Give it a rest, Diana—for to-

day?"

"Maybe I can't," she answered honestly.

"Maybe you can," he said evenly. "Try."

Diana stared into his dark eyes and decided that

maybe she did need a breather, after all. She'd been on
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a fun-restricted diet, and the opportunity to fudge was

enormously appealing. **Count me in," she agreed.

In Mac's four-wheel-drive pickup an hour later,

Diana was forced to sit right up against him. She held

his Stetson on her lap, protecting it from the musket

rifles, which leaned precariously on the passenger

door. The notorious bagpipes, on the seat beside her,

poked her ribs. She glared up at Mac. *'You're taking

advantage of the situation."

**Oh, sure. Accuse me of ulterior motives—^that's

just like a woman." He glanced down at her, then

back at the winding highway. **Be reasonable, Diana.

I had to put the chili cooker on the floor, and the only

place my musket rifles will fit is up against the door

like that—by the way, you'll like the black powder

shoot—so, the only place left for you to sit was right

next to me."

Mac drove leisurely, allowing Diana to view the

scenery—tumbling creeks, heavily bordered by white

aspens and red pines. Mac tugged her closer.

"See that peak?" he asked, nodding his head to-

ward a rugged mountain. * There are bighorns up

there, above the timberline. Deer and elk are coming

down from the mountains now, headed for warmer

fields. And old Mr. Black Bear is fat from berries,

getting ready for his winter nap."

Diana stiffened, pulling her shoulder away from

him. Mac seemed to like fitting her to his side, but she

wasn't certain just how to handle this much of him at

close range. Is this how it begins with men and
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women? she wondered frantically, trying to place

inches between their bodies.

The close confines of the pickup were filled with his

scent—wood smoke, soap and tangy after-shave. Mac
moved, bringing his side against her. He was like a

fresh wind sweeping out the stale air. It had been years

since she'd felt feminine . . . and excited.

But she didn't want to feel any of that. She just

wanted strength to plot out her life.

"See that creek, Diana? One of the miners back in

1858 first spotted gold nuggets in that creek. Benevo-

lence was named after a gold mine, back in the min-

ing boom. There was a Ute uprising that scared off

most of the homesteaders before the turn of the cen-

tury. Benevolence was a ghost town until the tourist

trade discovered us."

Diana shifted again but still felt his hard thigh move
when he braked, then accelerated the pickup.

**You're quiet—no one could accuse you of being a

magpie. What are you thinking?" he asked.

The honest answer frightened her. She'd been

thinking about the way his body moved against her,

the way his heat was seeping through her clothes. In-

stead, Diana ducked her head, feeling suddenly shy.

**It's beautiful here, Mac."

**Uh-huh. I grew up here with my brothers, J.D. and

Rafe. Rafe's playing at being semi-retired near here.

And J.D. is a Denver businessman. Denver may suit

J.D., but I wouldn't live anywhere but here." He took

a deep breath, a man obviously pleased with his life.

He scanned the fields surrounding the highway. His

fingers tightened on her shoulder. '*Deer grazing over

there. See them?"
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"They* re so graceful," she said as the deer raised

their heads to watch them. '*Do you hunt them with

those big bows on your wall?"

"Compound bows with more pound power than

you must weigh. Yes, I used to hunt. I was a guide and

a pretty good tracker. Guess it's the Ute blood in me."

"Where did you learn to play the bagpipes?" she

asked, suddenly wanting to know more.

He shrugged. "My grandfather was a Scotsman

—

the bagpipes were his. The Ute and Spanish blood

come from my mother's side. The Spanish explored

this country, you know."

He looked down at her, his eyes narrowing. "I'm

part hot-blooded Spanish lover. What do you think

about that?" he asked suggestively, raising his eye-

brows.

His cocky leer caused her to giggle for the first time

in years. She felt giddy. "I think you're as windy as

your bagpipes, MacLean," she shot back, grinning.

"Whoops! You smiled," he teased, tugging her

hair. "I was wondering if you had one locked inside

you."

Despite herself, Diana smiled again and looked

away.

Catching the scent of his chili, Mac also caught an

appealing idea. With Diana on his arm, Ms. Simpson

just might take a second taste of his deserving chili.

The elderly judge was a romantic right down to her

lace pantalets. The first thing he'd do would be to talk

to Ray. Ray had badgered him about buying an ex-

pensive compound bow he owned; bribing him to play

along would be easy.
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Immediately upon their arrival at the town hall,

^ac installed his electric slow cooker—filled with

:hili—in the enormous kitchen. Other pots bubbled

md steamed, all in a row. Mac lovingly stirred his

concoction with a wooden spoon but he took the time

)ut to speak privately with Ray. Then he began intro-

lucing Diana to his friends as his '*lady.'' Diana was

tunned. **What are you doing, MacLean?** she had

isked between her teeth when they were alone.

"Huh?" He glanced at Ms. Simpson, who stared at

hem over the top of her glasses. He took Diana's hand

uid kissed the back of it before she could withdraw it.

*'Mac! What are you doing?" she repeated, rub-

)ing the lingering warmth of his mouth away.
*

'Don't look now. See Ms. Simpson over there? The

p-ay-haired lady with the bun? She's the judge of the

contest
."

Diana tilted her head, feeling as though she had

tepped into the Twilight Zone. "What does she have

o do with the fact that you just kissed my hand?"

"She's a romantic, Diana," he explained flatly, as

hough she would instantly understand. "With you

lext to me, I could win the contest."

Diana stared up at him, taken aback by his tender

overlike smile. She felt a little flutter around her

leart. Mac's obvious loneliness had touched her last

light. To be Mac's lady for a day wouldn't cost her an

)unce of pride. After all, her visit was temporary, and

ihe could manage a little kindness along the way. If he

vanted to win the chili contest so badly he'd stay up all

light making it, she could manage to play along, //he

lidn't go to extremes.
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**Okay, rU pretend to be your girlfriend,'* she

whispered as he slid his hand to the back of her neck.

The possessive gesture caused her skin to tingle. "Just

don't overdo it, will you?"

He glanced appraisingly at Ms. Simpson again.

"She's a real tough cookie, Diana. Do you think you

could help a little?" he asked, pulling her up against

him.

Tucked under his arm, his fingers at her waist,

Diana had to remind herself that Mac really did need

her help. His chili needed her help, she corrected. "I'm

here, aren't I?" she asked, trying to wedge space be-

tween their bodies.

"Yes, you are. And you just don't know how
thankful I am for whatever help you can give me." He
scowled at another rancher. "Donaldson, over there,

has been walking off with the trophy for years. I'd give

a lot to set him on his ear
—

"

Ray wandered by, smiling widely. "Howdy, Mac.

Howdy, Ms. Phillips. Everything okay?"

Mac took a deep breath. "Dandy."

Ray's smile grew. "I'd like my bow as soon as pos-

sible, son. Put a ribbon on it, a red one."

"Right. Talk to you later, Ray. Now leave my lady

and me alone, okay?"

"Sure, just don't forget our bargain."

Ray moved off into the crowd, and Mac turned to

his chili. He glanced at Diana. "You might as well

know. I had to bribe him not to tell everyone why
you're staying with me."

"Mac. .
." she began, beginning to question her own

sanity. Why on earth had she agreed to this conspir-

acy?
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**I do want that trophy. I've wanted it for years,"

Mac said softly, slowly. **Now is my one chance/'

His tone was just wistful enough to sink her resis-

tance. Diana paused in midbreath and changed her

refusal to a simple, **I know. You owe me, though.

Just how are you going to explain my getaway?'*

- * *Simple. We'll have a doozy of a fight. You get mad
and leave." Mac saw Ms. Simpson easing her way to

them through the crowd. ''Could we, ah, talk about

this later? I really need to talk to Ms. Simpson.

Something about a secret spice."

When he returned a few minutes later, Diana found

him watching her intently. He had a thoughtful

expression that totally unsettled her. "Exactly why are

you looking at me like that, Mac?" she asked care-

fully.

He took her plate from her and placed it on the

bench beside him. Taking both her hands, he held

them between his own. "Diana, I made sure Ms.

Simpson knew that you were my girlfriend."

Mac had the same look her boys did just before they

admitted their guilt about something. "And?"
He shook his head. "It didn't seem to affect her.

Being my girlfriend isn't enough. I have to come up

with something else fast to turn the contest my way."

Diana took a deep breath, trying to withdraw her

hands. She didn't like her sinking premonition. Not a

bit. "And?"
His fingers tightened as he frowned. "We need to

show her we're really serious about each other. We
need to be believable. Do you think you could man-
age a great big kiss?"

"A kiss? Mac!"
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"Shh! Don't get excited. It's just the edge I

need—"
"You need a straitjacket."

**Haven't you ever wanted anything bad?" he asked

urgently, scanning the crowd.

She shook her head. **Let go of my hands so I

can—"
A cluster of giggling teenagers passed, keeping

Diana from telling Mac just what he could kiss.

"You're single-minded, Mac," she finally said. "You
can take your contest and—

"

Ray walked up to them, munching on a carrot stick.

"Problems, Mac?"
Mac glared at the clerk. "Not a one. Everything is

smooth as good bourbon. Go away."

While Diana was still trying to plan her escape, Mac
turned back to her and whispered, "We really need

one big kiss to put this whole thing over."

"You're not getting one, Mac. You just back off,"

Diana firmly asserted just before the black powder

shoot-out was announced.

Mac stared at her, lifting one eyebrow. "You're not

afraid, are you?" he asked mildly. "I didn't think you

could last out the day."

His challenge hit Diana broadside. Feehng a full tide

of fury wash over her, she announced too quietly, "I

can take anything you can dish out, cowboy."

"Huh," he said simply as he led her outside to the

target range. "A good kiss would—

"

"Oh, shut up," Diana ordered curtly. She won-

dered how she could steal his pickup and drive back to

the ranch, get her bags and drive away in her car.
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Everyone in Benevolence seemed to have a match-

making twinkle in his eyes, Diana noticed. It seemed

(hat the woman occupying Mac MacLean's strong arm
was more of a curiosity than a two-headed calf. She

felt as though she were being mobbed, with a smiling

Ms. Simpson leading the crowd.

On the target range, Mac held out a seven-foot

musket to her, his eyes daring her. Because she was

angry, Diana jerked it from his hands, then struggled

to aim the heavy barrel at the target. Mac's arms

moved around her to support the musket.

The intimate position implied a blazing love affair,

firing Diana's temper. She pulled the trigger impa-

tiently; the blast knocked her back into his waiting

arms.

Mac cursed. Then his hands trembling, he em-

braced her tightly. "Damn, I should have known. Are

you hurt, Diana?" he demanded fiercely, pressing his

lean cheek against her soft one.

Diana pulled away from him, feeling the sensual

warmth begin to flow through her. "Let me go, Mac,'*

she said huskily, wondering if her legs could carry her

to the nearby benches. The tantalizing ripples sweep-

ing inside her intensified.

Through taut lips, he whispered, "Now, Diana.

Don't go making mountains out of molehills. You're

getting all worked up when all I want is a kiss."

"You deliberately maneuvered me into this." A
flush traveled from her face downward. Her nipples

hardened in response to his staring at her mouth.

"Since you're mad anyway. .
." He gathered her into

his arms as if he had the right to have her locked

against him. He ignored the thrust of her palms
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against his stomach, and his lips touched hers ten-

derly.

For a moment, she stared into his eyes, felt the

warmth of his face on hers, the gentle hand support-

ing her head. Diana's anger wavered, then vanished as

his mouth began to move over hers. Her lids closed

and her senses ached with unfulfilled hunger. It

plagued her, causing her fmger to coil around his belt.

She forgot everything but his searing touch.

His hand slid down her back, urging her nearer.

She thought she heard a sigh and recognized it as

her own. When Mac reluctantly ended the kiss, he

gazed at her with undisguised need. His eyes dark-

ened as a dull flush rose in his lean cheeks. *'I didn't

mean for that to happen. At least not that way,

Diana," he admitted slowly.

Diana's knees threatened to buckle; her breath was

coming unevenly. She forced a swallow and mois-

tened her dry lips. Never in her entire life had any man
looked as longingly at her as Mac did just then. He
was like a starving man viewing a banquet.

The musket shots rang out, and the pungent scent

of sulfur floated by on the cold mountain air. Mac's

gaze wandered down her slight body appraisingly, and

she found she could no more stop her eyes from blaz-

ing the same trail down his body than she could stop

the winter snows. Diana felt the world slip away;

everything around them was blocked out by Mac's

broad shoulders looming nearer.

Carefully, Mac drew her to him once more.

Through the layers of their clothing, she felt his tense

anticipation. "Now you've done it," he murmured
huskily, lowering his mouth to hers.
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Something new and utterly delicious quivered within

her as he tasted her delicately. When his hand slid be-

neath her denim jacket to caress her back, she moved
deeper into his arms.

His breath was warm, fanning her cheek. The kiss

went gently on, destroying her defenses, taking away
the pain . . . and replacing it with hunger.

His taut body was trembling when he released her

reluctantly. His sultry gaze traveled over her up-

turned face, lingering on her swollen lips.

When the cheer went up, the two looked around and

saw they were surrounded by spectators.

**Just what you wanted." Diana was frightened

suddenly and unable to move back from his light em-
brace. New emotions hit her like a blast of hot dry

desert wind. She'd forgotten the power of a man's
sensuality, the needs stirring within her. She'd kept

them wrapped up for too long, and now this Colo-

rado cowboy had reached right into the tender bruised

heart of her.

"I didn't intend it to turn out that way," he said

cautiously.

Mac drew her behind a weathered aspen tree. His

forefinger lightly trailed down her cheek, tracing the

fullness of her bottom lip. "What's wrong? Was it so

awful?" he murmured intimately.

She shivered when he caressed her nape. Mac
seemed to know where to touch her. "You're shak-

ing," he whispered gently.

"We're standing in front of a lot of people, Mac.
Making out in front of a crowd," she said unevenly,

glaijcing away. "Like teenagers."
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He smiled. *'Be glad they're here. It*s the best pro-

tection you could have.'*

Unable to meet his tender stare, Diana watched the

crowd move toward the town hall. "They're leaving,

Mac."

**Uh-huh. It's judging time for the cook-off."
*
'Aren't you entering your chili, Mac?"
His eyes widened in surprise. "Shoot. I'd forgot-

ten. Come on."

Mac insisted Diana stay near him as Ms. Simpson

tasted the enormous selection of chili. The contest was

finally narrowed to Donaldson and Mac.

Donaldson, a big man with a round stomach, el-

bowed Mac. "I've got it sewed up this year, Mac. Had
some green chilies imported from Texas and added my
special spice." He grinned. "It's called edge, son. Of
course, I'm not sporting that little piece on my arm."

Mac glared at him. "Cut it, Donaldson. Diana and

I are getting married. And I imported some Idaho

sweet onions the size of footballs especially for

this—"

"Married?" The rancher and Diana interrupted

jointly.

"Why, sure." Mac drew Diana closer to his side.

"Did everybody hear that?" he called out to every-

body. "Diana and I have just gotten engaged. We're

getting married. We'll put together a shindig this town

has never seen for a wedding."

A cheer went from up the crowd.

"Mac, can we talk?" Diana said weakly.

"Later, honey. They're judging the cook-off right

now. And I want to be here to get my trophy."
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**Oh, that's the edge, Mac. Not the onions,*' Don-

aldson growled. The two tall men pressed Diana be-

tween them as they glared at each other. *'You know

you'll get old Ms. Simpson's vote once she finds out

you're finally getting hitched. She's a sucker for ro-

mance. And she's been trying for years to find some-

body who would have your cantankerous self. Who
could resist a hermit in love?" he scoffed. "Of all the

low, conniving
—

"

The angry rancher's cheeks puffed out, his short

beard standing out like porcupine quills. *This is

worse than the time you sabotaged my chili with that

bottle of cheap hot sauce and added vinegar to boot,"

Donaldson accused.

"It was so weak, it needed something for body,"

Mac returned. "What about the time you dumped a

bag of chili mix
—

"

'^Married?** Diana repeated, feeling as if she'd been

dropped into never-never land.

Mac glanced down at her as though he'd just re-

membered something—her. "That's right, honey. We
are engaged, you know. As soon as we can, we'll go up

to Creede and get a ring."

Diana felt numb. A full-fledged Colorado wild man

wanted to marry her. A rancher who played bagpipes

on Halloween and stayed up brewing his chili all night.

She stared up at Mac's clean-shaved jaw. Hard-nosed

determination lodged in every bone in his tall lean

body. Mac wanted that trophy.

Donaldson threw another verbal jab. "That time

you rappelled down the face of that canyon wall, Mac,

I should have cut the rope."
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**I was after your ewe, Donaldson. That bighorn

sheep would have splattered her all over the face of

that rock," Mac growled back. **What about those

poachers hunting on your spread last year? I helped

locate them, didn't I?"
" *Help'? Is that what you call it? Boy, your copter

scared my Herefords into a stampede. Ran fifty

pounds of good fat off of each one. I could have han-

dled those lamebrain trophy hunters by myself.'*

Donaldson's massive jowls shook as Ms. Simpson
tasted Mac's chili and slowly smiled.

When Ms. Simpson took another delicate spoon-

ful, Donaldson's three-hundred-pound frame seemed

to vibrate. *'You play those damned bagpipes this

year, and I won't donate a cent to the city's old-time

boardwalk."

**Mac?" Diana called softly.

Mac snorted, slipping his big hand around Diana's

numb fingers. "Huh. Big deal. I already donated the

money."

When Ms. Simpson sampled Donaldson's chili,

Mac stopped growling and raised Diana's fingers to his

mouth. He frowned, rubbing his lips across the

smooth back of her hand. "What's wrong, honey?

Your fingers are like ice. Aren't you warm enough?"
He touched her forehead with his palm. "No fever.

Diana, what's wrong?"
Diana felt the real world spinning away from her.

"Married?" she finally managed to say just as Ms.

Simpson raised the trophy.

A guilty expression crossed Mac's face. His black

eyes shifted away from Diana's accusing ones. "I was

stuck," he whispered. "The marriage was a stroke of
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genius—Donaldson was right, I needed an edge to

win. He's got some secret spice grown by his Mexican

housekeeper. All I had was you,'' he said desperately.

**You've got to help me."

For a moment Diana wondered if she could reach

high enough to dump Mac's chili over his head.

**You—

"

"That's it! That's good, Diana. Let all those hos-

tilities come out," he said, looking around anxiously.

*'But not here."

Ms. Simpson's voice crackled over the micro-

phone. **We have this year's winner—Mac Mac-

Lean!"

Donaldson cursed and the crowd cheered.

Locking his fingers with Diana's, Mac dragged her

to the waiting judges. Scooping her against him and

lifting her feet from the wooden floor, Mac raised his

trophy in his free hand. He kissed her on the cheek,

then grinned boyishly at the crowd. *Thanks to my
good luck charm, my future wife, Diana."

He kissed her full on the lips, then whispered softly,

"Don't worry about anything, Diana. I've got every-

thing under control."
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It's about time, Mac," Ms. Simpson cooed. She

turned to Diana. ^^Congratulations, young lady, I

didn't think Mac would ever get around to proposing

to another woman. We've all been afraid that he'd live

alone forever, waste away up there on that ranch."

The old woman peered up at Mac, who was accept-

ing hearty congratulations from his friends. She con-

fided to Diana, **He's a nice boy. Took care of his

ailing parents and tended his wife until the day she

died. Poor Eleanor, she just wasn't suited to that

rough ranch life. I couldn't be happier for you both.

Now, if we could just marry those other brothers, Rafe

and J.D. Heartbreakers, all three of them. When the

MacLean boys were about, you could always count on

some poor girl losing her heart."
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Smiling with a happiness she did not feel, Diana

managed to reply, "Mac hasn't exactly asked—"

Donaldson gave her a bear hug, almost lifting her

off her feet. He grinned at Mac's outraged expres-

sion. *The poor thing looks confused, Mac. Of

course, after smelling your chili all night, she prob-

ably needs detoxification. Maybe she'll keep you from

running that damned copter all across the county at all

hours of the night. Good luck, boy."

Once freed from Donaldson, Diana fought for

breath as she secretly checked her ribs. She looked up

at Mac, keeping her lips pasted in a smile. **rd like to

talk to you privately, please, Mac."

His thick eyebrows went up, showing his surprise.

"But, Diana, they just asked me to play the bagpipes

to start the dancing."

Diana controlled her rising need to scream. The

muscles of her face hurt with tension as she valiantly

maintained the smile. "I feel like blowing up, Mac,"

she enunciated slowly. '*And I may. Right herein front

of your chili-eating friends. You could lose the tro-

phy by default."

Mac stooped a little to examine her closely. He

frowned. **Is something wrong, Diana?"

She nodded, still smiling.

*'Uh-huh. Well, they're all waiting for the dancing

to begin."

Through her teeth, Diana asked,
* 'Could they pos-

sibly begin without you, Mac?"

He rubbed his jaw, studying her. '*I don't know.

The Hunter's Bash has never opened without me be-

fore. Not since I got back from Nam."
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Donaldson's beefy shoulder nudged Mac's arm.

"We'll struggle along without you this year, Mac. Go
on, the little lady obviously has something to say.

Maybe she'd like to skip the bagpipes, too."

Mac found an empty office, and he and Diana went

inside. He closed the door behind them. Standing in a

corner, Diana wrapped her arms around her chest and

glared up at him. "Just where do you get off, big

man?" she asked tightly.

Mac slipped his hands in his back pockets, then

leaned against a wall. "You're upset."

"That's an understatement." Diana felt her temper

begin to flare. The "house mouse," as Alex had
named her, was turning into a lion. "I'm on vaca-

tion, Mac. I didn't come to make a fool of an entire

town."

He shrugged, his expression wary. "I know that."

She tapped the toe of one small jogger. "Tell me
what else you know. Just so I won't waste time re-

peating the facts to you."

"I know that you're scared, Diana, on the run from

yourself. ... I know that I want to help."

Stunned by his admission, Diana shook her head,

trying to clear it. She fought confusion. She looked at

Mac's face, his high cheekbones, that sensuous mouth
and hard jaw. "You don't know me, Mac, and I don't

know a thing about you," she said, unable to glance

away from him. "I'm not shopping for good Samari-

tans."

"I know everything I need to know about you,

Diana Phillips. I lost a lot of buddies in Nam, and I

learned that you'd better grab friendships when you
can."
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She cleared her dry throat, wondering if she was

dreaming. Who was crazy here? Had she missed

something? **Lying to everyone inside this town hall

is not the way to keep friendships. And I know what

being lied to is Hke.''

"Maybe I did put my foot in it.'* Mac took a step

toward her, keeping his hands in his jeans pockets. His

eyes blazed down at her. **Blame it on my wanting to

win the chili trophy. Tm high on a well-deserved vic-

tory.*'

**You*re playing games, while I'm..." She strug-

gled for the right words to make him understand.

"Mac, I'm trying to stand on my own feet. I'm trying

to fit all the pieces together. I need peace."

Floundering in a jumble of emotions, Diana flung

out her hand, and somehow it grazed his flat stom-

ach. She jerked her fingers away, as though they had

been burned.

The heat of his body reached out to her as Mac took

another step nearer. She tilted her head back. "Mac,"

she began to protest as his head lowered. "I'm not up

to this. Games aren't for me."

"I wouldn't hurt you for the world." Mac's lips

touched hers lightly in a brief kiss.

When he straightened, Diana forced herself to gaze

at the first button of his shirt. She wanted to place her

arms around him and snuggle against his broad chest.

She swallowed the lump of need drying her throat.

"Your husband really did a job on you, didn't he?"

Diana began to shake, desperately fighting to keep

her distance. She was raw and bleeding, and knowing

instinctively that Mac could soothe her made it that

much harder to stay away.
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"Diana Phillips, stay with me for a time. Let me be

your friend?*' Mac asked gently. "Why don't you

wrap your arms around me and hold on tight.*'

She shook her head, and Mac sighed deeply. **My

hands are in my pockets. Come on, trust me enough

to tell me about it."

Diana looked up at him. She had to keep all her se-

crets locked inside. Just until she had turned them

around, studied them and put them in order. "Not
now, Mac.'*

**ril be here when you want to talk. That*s what

friends are for." Mac's lips hfted in a wry smile.

Suddenly, Diana felt young and shy and uncertain.

Her lashes fluttered, and she felt her hands move.

Beside her ear, Mac whispered, "Put them on my
face. Touch me. You've been looking at my mouth for

a time now, so kiss me, too. If you Uke."

When she looked up at him warily, Mac added, "So
far as I know, no one ever died from a kiss. In fact, it

was a kiss that awoke Sleeping Beauty."

Diana couldn't resist sneaking a look at Mac's firm

lips. She^d walked in the cold loneliness for an eter-

nity. Now the gentleness in Mac's face offered her so-

lace.

Taking a step, Diana placed her body against him

lightly. She eased her cheek to that safe, warm chest

and heard the rapid beating of his heart.

"That's it," he murmured, his jaw nuzzling the top

of her head. "Rest awhile."

Diana slid her arms around his waist. For just this

moment, Mac was her harbor in the storm.
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His arms closed around her slowly, lightly. Broad

palms stroked her back and shoulders, soothing her as

he rocked her in his arms.

Then the tears came, the ones she'd fought for so

long. They trailed down her cheeks and fell on his

skin. She rubbed his chest with her cheek, trying to dry

the tears .
* *rm sorry.'

'

She heard a rough sound and felt Mac's chest lift-

ing and falling unevenly beneath her head. *'Oh,

honey," he said, the husky timbre telling her he

understood her pain and loneliness, as though her

aching heart were his own. She looked up through her

veil of tears, her fingers seeking his face. Mac stood

absolutely still as she touched his damp cheeks.

"Why?" she asked, then remembered how he'd lost

his wife.

He tilted his head and kissed her fingers. **Vm a

softy," he whispered raggedly. *'Lord, honey, there's

enough pain in you to last a lifetime."

"I'm afraid," she returned, tracing his Hps, en-

tranced by the hard yet sensitive line.

Mac cradled her cheek in the palm of his hand. She

felt the rough skin and calluses. "Please don't be

afraid."

Her mouth met his, and she felt his breath on her

cheek. This time, Mac's lips moved firmly across hers.

Leaning back in his arms, Diana savored his kisses,

waited for the sweet calming glow . .

.

Her hands swept slowly across his back, and she felt

the hard muscles ripple beneath her touch. Mac shud-

dered, pulling her hips nearer his thighs, fitting her

into his long body.
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Diana's breath caught when her breasts pressed

against his chest. Then Mac groaned, a ragged mas-

culine sound that spoke of his need. His lips parted

and his tongue darted hungrily into her mouth, as

though he needed her essence.

Diana moved against his hard form. Mac cradled

her, sliding one big hand low on her back.

Incredible heat began to throb inside her, burning

through the clothes separating them. She groaned,

aching, and he murmured something roughly, his fin-

gers sliding between them.

Gently, his hand cupped her breast. Mac sighed and

trailed tiny kisses from the corners of her lips to her

ear. He was breathing heavily as his fingers moved
across the delicate slopes of her breasts.

Trembling with the effort, Diana pulled back and

gazed up at his face. "No," she said simply, and Mac
responded with a nod. She touched his hair, felt the

silky strands glide through her fingers as she eased

them back from his temple.

Mac's hand slid to her cheek. **You're shaking. This

is all new to me, too." She blushed and tucked her

head beneath his chin.

**Don't worry," he murmured gently.
*

'We'll work

everything out."

He gave her a playful smacking kiss that made her

tingle all over. *Triends?"

Friends, Not once in her lifetime had a man asked

friendship of her. Possession was the main rule in her

relationship with Alex. What were Mac's rules?

**Back to this marriage thing," he was saying. "It

has a certain appeal to a man in my condition."
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Diana jumped out of his arms like a scalded cat.

**But it's out of the question. We don't know each

other." Diana felt her knees begin to weaken as his

darkened gaze traveled down her body, resting on her

breasts.

**You're afraid to stay the week you'd planned."

**You are hardheaded, Mac," she said, wondering

vaguely how this one man could stir her passions so

quickly.

**A week-long engagement with a wham-bang fight

at the end. We can fight over squeezing the tooth-

paste tube at the wrong end, or something. You can fly

off free as a bird. If you still want to, then."

Diana closed her eyes, suddenly weary to her bones.

She leaned against the wall for support.

Mac took her hand and led her to the couch. "Rest

awhile with me. Let me take care of you."

She searched his gentle expression and found only

concern. "Mac, this is unreal. It must be the eleva-

tion."

"Nope. The only thing that's unreal is your past."

He winked with the air of a conspirator. "What do

you say? Want to go along with my plan, or do you

want to spoil my big day? Just a week?"

How could this stranger know her so well? she

wondered. "Does Donaldson really have a secret

spice?"

"Hell, yes! I've tried to find out what it is for years.

But now I've got you," he announced cheerfully. "Are

you game?"

"You've already got the trophy. Why—

"
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*'rd just like to set this town on its collective ear,

that's all. They've been calling me a hermit for years."

A shadow crossed his face. "Ever since my wife died."

fn an abrupt change of mood, he grinned widely,

placing his hand over his chest dramatically. **ril be

heartbroken when you leave in a snit. Of course, every

single woman in the valley will probably come calling

with fresh-baked pies."

Diana giggled, drawn by his comic appeal. *'You are

aeon man, Mac."

Staring at her intently, Mac whispered huskily, *'I

could use a friend, too, Diana. How about it?"

Their eyes met and held.
* 'Maybe," she agreed

softly. "For a week."

The band began playing, and music floated into the

office. Diana leaned on Mac's shoulder, content for a

moment. **They started without your bagpipes."

He kissed her forehead. '*So they did. I'll play the

songs for you later at the house."

She smiled softly, wondering if Mac could really be

her friend. *'I can't wait."

He grinned. "Ready to get back in there and dance?

I'm pretty rusty, but I'll try."

**I haven't danced in years, Mac. I'm not sure I

know how."

"Trust me. You'll remember."

Diana ran her palm along his cheek. Her friend?

"You ask a lot, Mac."

At one o'clock in the morning, Mac turned the

pickup into his driveway, the frozen landscape no
longer seeming lonely to him. Diana's head rested

against his shoulder, her breath tickling the hair at the
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base of his neck. She had snuggled to him so easily

—

he liked that.

He'd studied her all night, watching her dance and

laugh. When she thought he wasn't looking, Diana

had sneaked wary curious glances at him.

She'd been on a nervous high for hours, and the in-

stant they began to drive home, her head settled

peacefully onto his shoulder and she quickly fell

asleep.

His mouth turned down. Mac's gut instinct had told

him to make the announcement, using it to snare the

chili trophy. He'd almost scared her to death, he

should have known better.

He liked her soft mouth moving beneath his

Mac eased Diana's sleeping body into his arms and

carried her into the house.

Wanting attention, Red whined and nuzzled Mac's

legs as Mac placed Diana on the bed. He looked at her

pale face on the pillow. She belonged here, he de-

cided, tugging off her shoes and socks.

He eased off her jacket and slid her under the blan-

kets. Diana slept heavily throughout.

Mac had to force himself to leave her. He stoked the

woodstove in the kitchen, making it warmer than

usual for her. Then he sat looking out the windows as

he rubbed Red's shaggy head. ''It wouldn't be too

bad, old dog. Having her around for a while."

Diana coming into his arms was one of the sweetest

things to happen in his life

Mac settled deeper in his chair, remembering his

anger at the man who had hurt Diana. Shaking his

head, he looked down at Red. '*! intend to keep her



62 THE LOVING SEASON

for a time. After all, it does a man good to shake peo-

ple up once in a while."

Finally, when he could resist no longer, Mac went

into the bedroom to watch his lady sleep. Red whined

and followed.

Mac watched Diana in the dim light coming from

the hallway. Her face turned toward him. She sighed,

stirring restlessly. Would she wake in the night and

leave him? Panic rippled inside him. His heart seemed

to stop beating. He had to keep her, somehow.

Without a second thought, Mac eased himself on

the bed on top of the blankets and drew the quilt over

him. Taking care in the small space, he laid an arm
and a leg over Diana. There, he thought, now she

wouldn't be able to get away without waking him. He
closed his eyes, praying she would choose to stay.

Her hair clung to his cheek, its scent fresh and fem-

inine. He savored the softness within his arms, real-

izing the depth of his own loneliness. In the dreamy

realm between reality and sleep, he wondered how it

would feel to hold her every night.

He dozed, but when she stirred, Mac jumped out of

bed, feeling a jolt of pure panic race through him.

Would she stay? There wasn't a thing he could do if

she decided to leave.

Diana's brown eyes opened slowly. She stared at him

blankly for a moment. "Hi, Mac," she murmured
drowsily. "You're here again."

He adjusted the covers around her, his hands trem-

bling. *'I hope you're not cold. You shouldn't be.

You've got two blankets wrapped around you."

She lifted her arms, stretching and yawning. The
vulnerable line of her throat caused Mac's mouth to
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dry. Diana in the morning was very sensuous. To wake

up to her every morning would be an adventure in it-

self.

**Why are you so nice, Mac?'* she asked.

"Because you're mine to take care of. I found you

on my front porch. It's that simple," he answered

honestly. **Do you want to talk now?"
She stared at him for a long moment, with sleepy

eyes. "About what?"

He shivered. "I'm cold. Do you think you can spare

a little warmth for a freezing man?"
She looked away from him, her black lashes shel-

tering her expression. "I'm not up to any of that, you

know."

He took her chin in his hand. "I haven't asked a

thing but a blanket on a cold November morning.

That, and helping me put one over on Benevolence."

Diana sat up and stared out of the window, her

expression that of pain. "There have been too many
people asking too many things of me, Mac," she

whispered slowly. "Who am I, really? I don't know
anymore.'*

The aching tone cut at Mac, and he wanted to hold

her. Instead, taking care not to alarm her, he sat down
on a chair. "We'll find out, honey. But I can tell you

this—you've got an independent streak in you a mile

wide."

"Not now. It's gone—I'm too tired." They were

both quiet for a while. Then she smiled at him and

handed him the quilt, which he wrapped around him.

"You know, I haven't slept with my clothes on since I

was a little girl."
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He chuckled. "It's been some time since I lay in bed

with all my clothes on, too. I think it was when I was

about ten and had sneaked out for some moonlight

dogsledding with Red's grandfather. My brothers and

I had to be up early for chores, and we didn't want the

folks to know, so we slept in our clothes. That was one

long day."

He talked easily, knowing that the sound of his

voice soothed her. That was all that mattered as day-

light slipped into the bedroom. **01d Red's grandfa-

ther was a purebred McKenzie River husky. His

grandmother was a Coppermine husky, and both of

them knew how to pull better than any dog team

around. There's an old Yukon-type sled in the barn

—

about seven feet long. As boys, my brothers and I used

to hitch up the dogs and let them run. We had five

dogs then, all in working weight in the winter. That

was for rescue on the mountains, before snowmo-
biles."

Diana shifted and sighed. Mac's heart skipped a

beat when he realized that if the engagement was real,

he could hold her every day, every night. It was a

thought that slid over him hke dark sweet honey; it

lingered and tantalized. He had to fight to keep from

taking her in his arms. **Boring, huh?"
**No," she answered sleepily. She sighed again, her

lashes drifting down. *Tlease, Mac, continue."

The scent of her hair was exotic and irresistible. Mac
wanted to slide his fingers through it, taste the silky

skin of her neck. Instead, he forced himself to talk.

"Each dog can pull about two hundred pounds.

There's a small birch sleigh in the bam, too. When you

want, honey, we'll harness Red and take you out for a
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run. There's nothing like it—the sun hitting the snow,

the cold freezing on your face. It's like catching a

dream. You forget everything but the sleigh gliding

over the snow, the dogs running, pulling the sled."

Diana dozed and Mac felt sleep overcoming him,

too. Yawning, he wrapped the warmth of her near-

ness around him and drifted off into the first peace-

ful sleep he'd had in years.

Mac awoke in a panic, feeling the empty bed. He
scrambled to his feet and raced to the front door, his

heart slamming against his chest. Red barked excit-

edly, leaping around his legs as Mac jerked open the

door and ran out onto the porch. "Damn! She's gone,

isn't she?" Mac scanned the road, looking for Diana

and knowing she'd left him.

He felt a movement behind him and pivoted, al-

most closing the door on Diana's surprised face. He
stepped back into the house. "Where have you been?"

he demanded roughly, placing his hands on his hips.

Her dark delicate eyebrows lifted; her expression

was indignant. "Who wants to know?" she shot back.

"It would serve you right if I drove out today and

made you the laughing stock of Benevolence. How
would you explain that one, big guy?"

Because she'd scared him so badly, Mac felt raw. He
frowned, breathing heavily. "You weren't this mad
last night. Why are you now?"

She looked him up and down, her gaze meeting his

evenly. "Why am I mad, he asks? You knew I was

tired, and you wore me down with your talk of con-

cern. Like a brainwasher, or something. But that was

yesterday. Now I've had some rest, and I'm furious.
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You used me. You took advantage of me. If you
ever—repeat, ever—put me in a position like you did

yesterday, I just don't know what Til do. But it won't

be pleasant!"

Something within him sang. He liked the cocky tilt

of her head, the flashing dark brown eyes and temper

staining her cheeks. She was so alive, every ounce of

her held fire. **Now, Diana," he began, taking a step

toward her.

Diana jabbed his chest with her finger, tilting her

head back to glare at him. "You snore," she accused

firmly. **Big dragging snores. Like a walrus on land.

I had to move to the couch."

Mac blinked. For a moment she had him off bal-

ance. In his lifetime, few women had come at him like

a cornered bobcat. **Are we in a suit?" he asked care-

fully, examining the sleek lines of her legs beneath her

cotton-knit skirt.

**That*s putting it delicately. You're sneaky—you

creep up on people when they're bone tired."

**Maybe you're right," he returned. Watching

Diana lay down the law with the morning sun outlin-

ing her slender legs was sheer pleasure. **Wait until I

have my morning coffee, and I'll argue with you about

anything you want."

"I'm not comfortable about this week-long farce at

all. Even though I can walk out at any time and leave

you to play the fool. My honor is at stake." She

breathed heavily, pushing back her overlong sleeves

impatiently. She stalked around him, gauging him
from head to toe. Mac held perfectly still, knowing

that Diana needed to turn over everything in her mind.
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When she had come full circle, Diana said, **Okay,

you want to be friends— I can understand that com-

ing from a hermit. Maybe no one but a stranger would

have you for a friend. You need me. But I want to

know more about you. There's more to life than play-

ing jokes on whole towns, you know. Do you have a

job, Mac?"
**Not right now. Unless you count running this

ranch."

Her small hand slashed the air impatiently. "Fine.

So what is the drawing board and all the whachama-

callits doing beneath that sheet in the living room?

And the computer?"

Mac took a deep breath and answered her ques-

tion. "I'm an engineer."

She frowned, digesting his answer. "Why aren't you

working in an office? Surely you can't have many
clients out here."

"A consulting free-lance engineer. There's a heli-

copter out back. It's just a hop and a skip to the air-

port. Some people enjoy concrete mazes and asphalt

—

I don't."

Diana's dark eyes lighted up. "A helicopter?"

"I flew one in Nam. I have a Hcense."

"You must be good. You probably transmit data

with a telephone modem, don't you?"

"Straight from my computer to theirs," he agreed

quietly.

"One of the capable ones—a man who can do any-

thing. A chili-cooking, bagpipe-playing, helicopter-

flying rancher/engineer. You know just who you are

and what you can do, don't you? Just what I need."
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She began backing toward the kitchen, her face taut

with anger.

He took a step, wanting to hold her. "Now, Diana,

don't get all worked up.'*

She threw up her hands, and he noticed flour dust-

ing her wrists. " *Worked up'? Why would I do that?

You had the advantage all the time, didn't you? You
know what you want and how to get it. I just walked

into your neat little plans to make fools of a whole

town. You wanted to use me— I never had a chance."

"I've never taken advantage of a woman in my life,

Diana," he stated, feeling the tension in his body.

Would she run now? Helpless before her rising tem-

per, Mac decided to keep quiet. He scratched his newly

grown beard, contemplating the spitfire before him.

"I'm baking bread. I always bake bread when I'm

angry," she said ominously. "Stay out of my way."

"Smells good..." he began gently, then stopped

when he saw Diana's hips sway as she walked away
from him.

He thrust his hands into his pockets, wanting to cup

that gentle softness. Damn, he cursed. She needed to

bring out all that long-suppressed anger, and he

needed—what? To play her big brother, her friend,

her lover? Mac closed his eyes, remembering the feel

of her breasts against him.

Then he settled himself on the couch and watched

Diana warily over the top of his newspaper. She

worked feverishly.

Coming out of the kitchen, Diana studied him.

Then she marched straight into the hving room and
stood squarely in front of him. "I don't owe you a

thing but bed and board, mister. You need me, got
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that? You're lonesome and you've gotten us both into

a corner. And I'm the only one who can get you out.

Ha!"
She thrust a mug of coffee at him. **I want every last

sock you own on the kitchen table in five minutes. My
fiance isn't going to go anywhere wearing those." She

pointed to his feet.

Mac wriggled his toes and stared at his socks.

'^What's wrong with them?"

Diana took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. Mac
forced his eyes away from her breasts, which were

thrusting at the thin cloth of her shirt. "Other than the

left stocking is navy blue and the right one is black

with red stripes, nothing is wrong with your socks."

*'Are you staying, then, Diana?" he asked quietly,

waiting.

**A week. I need to show myself—and you—that I

can handle the situation." She looked shyly away from

him, the color slowly creeping up her cheeks. He could

see her heartbeat pulsing in the hollow in her throat,

and he knew that she was thinking of their kisses. How
long had it been since she'd been kissed so hungrily?

How long had it been since she'd felt wanted as a

woman? Somehow he felt it was years.

Meeting his gaze, she added firmly, "Besides, I liked

those nice people at the cook-off. They may need pro-

tecting from you."

"It will be my pleasure to extend the hospitality of

my kingdom to you, ma'am. For as long as it's

needed," he answered truthfully and felt the empti-

ness begin to slide away.



Four

Diana breathed the crisp morning air as she picked

her way through the blue spruce and aspen trees in the

small canyon. In the two days since Mac's announce-

ment of their engagement, she'd taken several long

walks with Red. The quiet solitude was restful, and she

found her pain easing.

Pulling her jacket collar higher against the cold

wind, she thought of her marriage and family. The
white picket fence and the ail-American dream. She'd

given herself to that dream, heart and soul, and now
it was gone. She'd pasted her life together, survived by

sheer willpower, but now there were odd pieces miss-

ing from her life. Somehow, she had to find the

strength to make herself whole again.

She stared at the ranch and spotted Mac instantly.

**I knew Mac would be outside, Red. Trying to look
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as though he*s checking on the cows, when he's really

watching us from beneath that Stetson of his. Spying

on us, that's what he does. He acts like a rumpled old

badger when we don't invite him on our walks," she

noted to the husky, who walked close to her heels.

Diana scowled as she approached the barn's feed-

lot. The small herd of Herefords looked up at her

while Mac turned his back. "See that. Red? Oh, now

he's trying to play the innocent."

There was something about Mac that caused her to

want to confront him. She liked catching Mac off

guard; he got such a sheepish boyish look on his face.

*'I wouldn't steal your dog, Mac. He's probably your

only friend."

Beneath the brim of the Stetson, his heavy brows

lifted. He was the picture of innocence. "Who said

you would?"

The buffalo bull lumbered toward her and nudged

her knee. When she stepped back, frightened by the

shaggy mountain oi animal, Mac looked up. "That's

Old Bob. He's harmless."

"Why on earth—

"

Mac shrugged, rubbing the buffalo's large hump
roughly. The bull swayed and almost seemed to purr

with delight. "I couldn't stand to see him made into

buffalo burgers, so I bought him from Donaldson. Pet

him—Old Bob likes that."

Tentatively, she stroked the buffalo's head. Mac
nodded approvingly, then easily lifted a fifty-pound

sack of grain to pour into a feed trough. He looked as

though he wanted to say something, but just some-

how couldn't.
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'*Do you have a problem, Mac?" Diana asked qui-

etly, knowing that Mac would answer truthfully. He
didn't have a dram of deceit in his large well-muscled

body, and Diana had repeatedly tested her new skill of

attacking problems face-to-face on him.

**Okay, you asked for it," he said slowly. "You just

don't realize what could happen on those precious

walks of yours. I know you're working out some
pretty serious burrs in your life and need to be alone,

but if you fell down a rocky slope or if a wounded bear

decided to have you for his supper—

"

**Red is always with me, Mac."

"Huh! And what about that jacket?" He reached

out and tugged at the denim. "It doesn't even have a

flannel lining."

Mac playing mother hen was a sight that warmed
Diana's bruised heart. In the few days since she'd ar-

rived, she'd noted his excellent care of the livestock

and assorted strays that seemed to head unerringly for

his ranch.

But she couldn't allow him to rule her life. Mac
sometimes made her feel like a child. But then there

were other times when he made her feel . . . Diana

shivered. She felt restless and torn apart. She looked

at a tree, comparing the stark leafless limbs to her life.

"You're working at it, aren't you?" he asked softly,

running a warm fingertip along her jaw. "Getting all

stewed up, working at what's eating you."

"Maybe I am," she answered, stepping away from

his disturbing touch i

"Why don't you do something just for the sheer hell

of it?" he asked lightly, his eyes glittering.
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She laughed, knowing it to be a nervous reaction.

**You mean staying with you and playing a game with

the innocent people of Benevolence isn't enough?**

**Hell, no," he began. He reached out and ruffled

her short hair playfully. **What do you say about

running into town and stirring things up?**

Diana smiled. *'You realize that after this week,

you're going to have a lot of explaining to do?**

When he simply looked at her, she added, *'Mac,

I'm not a dropout with a million dollars in my pocket.

I need to begin looking for work here or somewhere

else. Maybe in Denver— **

**My future wife?" Mac felt a cold wave of panic.

He couldn't let her out of his grasp now. She'd

dropped into his dreary life like a bright tropical

flower. **Now, look, Diana. I can provide
— '*

Diana raised one slender but firm finger. *'Don*t

hallucinate, Mr. MacLean."

*'Hell, I'm thinking about our game plan—for ap-

pearance's sake,** he snapped, knowing she'd reached

inside him to touch a live nerve. He'd spent part of the

previous night holding her, absorbing the warmth of

her body. Now he could feel Diana sliding away. Des-

perately, he thought of future nights **You can't

look for work within days of arriving
— '*

**So you have it, too?" she asked quietly, frown-

ing. '*The macho-big guy syndrome—keep the little

wife at home and under your thumb. Is that what

happened to Eleanor?"

Because Diana was hurting, Mac let the accusation

slide off. His marriage with Eleanor had been pure

gold. But now she was gone. The horror of her dying
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had stunned him, and he had slipped into a mechani-

cal life without her.

Then a half-pint stray had come drifting into his

empty world and swept the loneliness out of his heart.

He wanted Diana in his home, in his life and in his

bed permanently, Mac realized sharply. She'd come to

him a stray, but that had all changed. Holding a

woman in his arms all night gave a man certain rights,

he decided firmly. Kissing the sweetness on her lips

and feeling like starting all over again really gave a

man ideas about living.

Especially when he started worrying about her

leaving. Especially since he'd begun to think of wak-

ing up to her every morning Hke a real husband.

He closed his eyes a moment, allowing the tantaliz-

ing fantasy to enfold him. Marriage to Diana would be

a spicy delight, a daily confection

—

Diana jabbed Mac's flannel-covered chest with her

finger. Her mouth pursed but before she could speak,

he grabbed her wrist, trapping it securely but gently

against his warm body. *'Is that what happened to

you?" he said.

Diana stepped back from him, her back meeting the

weathered boards of the old bam. She stiffened, trying

to fight her jumbled emotions. She could feel the heat

start to smolder between them.

His fingers stroked the smooth flesh of her inner

wrist as he wrapped his other hand around the nape of

her neck, drawing her face nearer. Mac gave her a long

soul-searching stare that tangled all her emotions.

"You can tell me about it, you know. That's the good

part about ships passing in the night—strangers make
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good listeners," he said gently, sheltering her against

the chilly wind.

**I can't stay here forever.**

"Why in the Sam Hill can't you? Whose rules are

you taking into account now? Look, take a job if you

need to, but I'm asking you to stay."

Diana put her hand on his chest to place some dis-

tance between them, and felt the hard beat of his heart

beneath her palm. She had to fight to keep herself

from responding to his scent, his warmth and those

probing eyes.

The wind blew through her hair, causing one strand

to brush his lips. His mouth, held in a firm line, soft-

ened sensuously as his fingers began to caress the back

of her neck. "You're fighting the past,** he whis-

pered, his head lowering. "Why don't you let it go?'*

Entranced by his slow deep drawl, Diana tilted back

her head. His knuckles brushed her breasts, and she

felt his lean body grow taut, saw the almost savage

flaring of his nostrils.

"Alex called while you were walking." Mac's voice

now had a clipped edge to it, as though he didn't want

to relay any messages for Alex. "It seems you left the

bed-and-breakfeist number with your sons. Alex traced

you here. He's hot on your trail, isn't he?"

Mac placed both hands on the barn, effectively

trapping her. Anger flickered in his eyes,

Diana took a deep steadying breath, feeling Mac's

very solid frame warm her. Closing her eyes she in-

haled his scent and willed new life into her. She wanted

to be rid of her insecurities.
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Mac's raw and caring voice whispered urgently into

her ear. *'Let it go, Diana."

She trembled, fighting the futile desperation that

still surfaced in her quiet moments. **Oh, Mac, you

don't know—

"

"Maybe I do." Placing one finger beneath her chin,

he raised her face to his. His mouth brushed hers

lightly. **Loving and losing are hard things to do.

You're a strong woman, Diana. You wouldn't be here

slugging it out with yourself if you weren't."

When she remained silent, he added, "Alex wants

you to call him back."

Diana studied Mac's tanned face, trying to see be-

yond his steady gaze. "Is it about the boys? Are they

hurt?"

Mac gently stroked her cheek. "I don't think that's

exactly why Alex wanted you to call." He held her

tightly for a moment, and then he stepped back,

crossing his arms over his chest. "He wants you back,

doesn't he?"

"He's not going to get me," Diana answered firmly.

Mac smiled lightly. "Atta girl. I didn't like his re-

mark about us shacking up together very well my-

self."

Diana's eyes widened. "Did he say that?" Fierce

anger was suddenly coursing hotly through her.

Mac pushed the Stetson back from his face, and a

strand of black hair fell across his dark forehead.

"Not exactly in those terms."

"Oh, I see. The famous 'man talk' that can't be re-

peated in front of females," she snapped.
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Mac's lean cheeks darkened with a flush.
* 'Some-

thing like that. Are you going to call him back? He's

worried about your reputation. Nettled as hell about

you staying with me. Seems that Ray put in a word or

two about us getting married. We had quite a conver-

sation. He wanted me to tuck you in your station

wagon and send you home."

"What did you say?"

Mac's head tilted, the brim of the Stetson shadow-

ing his eyes. "I invited him to drop by and do it him-

self."

**And?"

**He said he just might do that."

Diana felt anger slicing through her like a hot knife.

Alex deserved to get back a little of his own, and she

suddenly found advantages to Mac's game.

Without pressing her, Mac had given her back her

self-esteem as a woman. He had gently reawakened her

femininity, and she'd needed that to feel complete.

She could feel her heels dig deeper in the mud, as

though she were settled in for a good fight. She knew
she could support herself financially, but there were

other areas where the wounds still hadn't completely

healed. If Alex needed to see her surviving, so be it.

She'd spread her newfound confidence all over his

leering face. Because she knew what she was: a desir-

able woman.

Desirable. The word lingered as she thought of

Mac's large hand sweeping gently down her body, his

fingers trembhng. His rough cheeks had heated and

colored, and his black eyes had flickered with need for

her kiss.
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She slyly glanced at Mac's broad shoulders and

height. He was as virile as a man could be, and he had

wanted her. Mac was absolute proof that she had all

the appeal a woman needed.

Alex needed to be taught a lesson. If he had to have

the complete picture drawn for him, Diana knew that

Mac would comply. Alex would have to look hard and

long at the new Diana to find his **house mouse/*

On the other hand, Alex wasn't really worth it.

But when Mac added softly, **Seems he can't see

you forging out a life in the wilderness—without the

Cadillac and his credit cards," Diana felt defiance

blazing anew within her.

**Revenge can be sweet. I'm game, how about

you?" Mac asked, grinning widely.

**Uh-huh," she responded. She felt like cutting all

her restrictive ties to the past. With her home leased

for one year and her two sons spending Thanksgiving

with Alex, there was absolutely no reason she couldn't

stay longer. ^'I've been thinking that I may stay more

than a week, Mac. You wouldn't mind having a Ray-

field Inn leftover for some extra days, would you?"

He shook his head. "Just for the hell of it?"

"For the sheer hell of it," she corrected. "I didn't

have a thing plaimed past this week in Benevolence."

"Ah, there's nothing like a woman who's steamed

up," Mac teased. "Suits me. I'm enjoying myself."

"Oh, so am I," she stated, knowing it was true.

They began walking toward the house. "If we're

going to set up. . .housekeeping, we'd better buy a few

things to get tongues wagging, don't you think?"

Diana asked.
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When Mac didn't answer, she turned sharply,

catching his gaze on her hips. Diana's confidence

fluttered and soared. It was really nice to have Mac
around; he did wonders for her spirit. She was having

a really good time now.

Mac leaned against the counter, feeling embar-

rassed at being in the women's lingerie section of the

dry goods store. He glanced at the hunting supply

section and caught Neil Wingman smirking behind

aluminum tent poles. Deciding that the store owner

could go to blazes, Mac gazed back at Diana.

Her slender back was up, it seemed. She'd latched

on to Mac's arm the minute she'd stepped out of the

pickup in downtown Benevolence. Every beaming

smile was focused so brightly on him that he'd begun

to sweat beneath his shearling coat. She'd tossed so

many **honeys" and ''sweethearts" and adoring looks

at him that he was starting to feel like a real fiance.

He was also starting to feel as possessive as a real

fiance, he realized slowly. If they were really going to

get married... Mac stopped in midthought as Diana^s

dehcate hands smoothed out a lacy black confeaion.

When she said, "Oh, look, Mac. Isn't it nice?"

Wingman let out a snicker.

Mac, incensed that two customers were leering at

Diana, tightened his fists. In another minute he'd have

to politely ask all three men outside to preserve Diana's

honor. "Diana, this section is for the
—

" he paused,

his face heating "—the pany set. It's a joke in a store

like this. That thing is X-rated. Put it down."

Wingman laughed out loud, and Mac took just one

threatening step toward the man before Dianas hand



80 THE LOVING SEASON

on his belly stopped him. He glanced down and found

her looking at him through her lashes so seductively,

so sensually promising, that he felt as though his boots

were stuck to the wooden floor. His breath caught in

his dry throat, and his male impulses told him to sweep

her into his arms and taste that sweet petal-soft mouth.

If they were married, he*d take her on home . .

.

"What is wrong with you?" she demanded sharply

through gritted teeth, still smiling. "You look as

though someone snatched a piece of pie away from

you. Stop it. We're creating an image, remember?"

She held the black teddy against her body, model-

ing the skimpy garment for him. "Mac?" she per-

sisted, the sensuous look deepening. "You could act

as though you like it. There's more to this game than

just living together, you know. Even I know that."

Mac's gaze drifted over the teddy and her curves

behind it. Mac could feel the wild throbbing within

him, the primitive need to claim her and have her body

beneath him.

He groaned inwardly, thrusting his fists into his

jeans pockets. Diana needed time to sort out her

problems; she didn't need him acting like a bull elk at

mating season. To cover his desire, he spoke roughly.

"Looks fine. Put it on my bill."

Diana's fine eyebrows hfted. "I will not. I'm quite

capable of paying my own bills."

"Men are supposed to buy their ladies things like

—

that." He nodded at the wispy garment, hearing

Wingman snicker again.

"Times have changed, Mac," Diana stated tightly.

"Better back up, boy," the storekeeper offered,

moving toward them.



THE LOVING SEASON 81

Mac shot him a look that could have melted lead

and turned back to Diana, his jaw taut. *'Get used to

it, Diana. As long as you're in Benevolence, I'm foot-

ing the bill.*'

Her slender fingers crushed the teddy; her eyes

darkened. "Says who?*'

"Lovers' tiff?" Wingman teased, approaching

them. "Say, I heard you two were getting married.

Short notice, isn't it? How did you meet?"

"My brother Rafe introduced us last year. I've been

expecting her," Mac said. She was his to take care of,

wasn't she? That meant paying her bills.

"Rafe can pick 'em. So she's staying with you?"

Wingman' s gaze narrowed on Diana's petite body,

appraising her slender build right down to her shoes.

Mac took a deep breath, held it to the count of ten and

slowly wrapped his arm around her shoulders, draw-

ing her next to him.

Acting like Diana's possessive future husband

wasn't difficult, he discovered. "She's getting the

place in shape. You know, measuring things," Mac
explained while pressing a kiss to her temple.

The sweet scent of her hair intoxicated him, and he

found himself closing his eyes, barely breathing,

wishing that they were alone on the mesa. She looked

as pretty as a cluster of snow buttercups breaking the

winter snow.

Diana shifted away, her face averted. "Mac's right.

We're getting the house ready before I look for work."

"Hmm. Work." Wingman scratched his jaw. "I'll

be needing someone to help me with the paperwork

after a week. My clerk, Andrea, is quitting to stay

home with her kids. What do you think? Just part-
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time, enough to keep the receipts straight for the ac-

countant. Some ordering stuff."

**rd like that—" Diana began.

**Diana has enough to do at the house," Mac said

firmly, determined to keep her close to him as much as

possible. He didn't know how long she was staying,

and he couldn't stop her from leaving when she felt it

was time to go. So for now while she was here, he

would make sure she stayed beside him.

"Huh!" Wingman snorted. "I've known you for a

long time, Mac. Never figured you to stop a woman
from working if she wanted to. Funny, you hermits

have weird ideas about women—once you finally trap

one."

Wingman winked at Diana, who boldly returned the

gesture. "She's got that soft look, Mac," he ob-

served thoughtfully. "Like Eleanor, but different, you

know? Diana looks like she might like taking a wil-

derness survival trip up on old Smokey."

He laughed, watching Mac begin to simmer. "Boy,

you MacLean boys are slow to get riled, but now we've

got you."

Diana's arm slipped around Mac's waist. She

pinched him just once, but hard enough to make him
wince. "We can have the place in shape in two weeks,

Mac. Besides, he said only part-time."

Standing on tiptoe, she reached up and kissed his

cheek. "Shut up or you'll never get another loaf of

homemade bread," she whispered urgently. "Or berry

pie."

Still leaning against Mac, Diana smiled at Wing-

man. "We'll talk it over, and I'll give you a call. I
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don't see anything wrong with part-time work, at least

through the hohdays. Would that be okay, for now?"
"ril take whatever hours you can give me and ap-

preciate 'em," Wingman answered heartily. **When

things settle down for you two, we might work out

something else."

Later, Mac followed Diana through the grocery

store, pushing the laden cart. Actually he enjoyed

shopping with her, watching her study the different

brands intently before choosing one and placing it in

the cart. He missed shopping with a woman.

Diana struggled with a twenty-five-pound sack of

flour. He lifted it into the cart for her. **Are you sure

you need this much?"
Her eyes blazed; she looked furious. "Are you al-

ways going to question my needs? I'm good and mad,

Mac. And when I'm mad, I bake," she stated, plac-

ing a bottle of vanilla in the cart.

**What's wrong?"

"Let's just say I had different plans for my little

sabbatical from reality. I hadn't planned to be a pris-

oner in your house when I agreed to this farce. I didn't

like your domineering noises at the store. / want to

work at Wingman's."

Mac studied his hands on the handle of the cart.

"The outfitter's is a man's hangout, Diana. For

hunting guides and their customers," he said care-

fully, uncertain as to her reaction. "The language gets

rough in there sometimes. Ah, colorful, you know."

"I raised two sons, Mac. I haven't been all that

sheltered." Then she looked at him carefully. "Are
you blushing?"
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**Hell, no. I'm just saying that Wingman's is okay,

but—''

"I can handle myself, Mac. You can't do it for me,"

Diana stated softly, placing a hand on his cheek.

**You're hot. You are blushing," she asserted.

*'I haven't had a lot of practice at this," Mac said.
* 'Anything could happen to you. What I mean is,

you're just getting your bearings. Don't dive in head-

first."

"You said I was strong, Mac." Diana's fingers ex-

plored the crease between his thick brows. "Don't you

see? While we're playing at this
—" she lowered her

voice "—engagement, I have some very serious

thinking to do. I'm questioning my past, building

foundations for the future. Do you understand?

Didn't you go through that when you lost your wife?"

"I went through a lot," Mac said, looking at the

huge gunnysack of potatoes to avoid Diana's search-

ing gaze. "Eleanor shouldn't have been out in that

blizzard, helping me feed cattle. She never fully re-

covered from pneumonia."

**I know. And you're hurting just like me, right?"

Her gentle tone made him look up, and he saw her

concerned expression. "I did hurt plenty. Then I shut

the door. It was that or go crazy." Mac felt his heart

miss a beat when her hand rested on the side of his

neck.

Mac swallowed as she caressed his cheek. He didn't

want the pain of loving and losing again, the happi-

ness now, then the ripping of heart and soul later

"And you play bagpipes at midnight. Oh, Mac,"

Diana murmured. "You look so sad."
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He thought he heard her sigh, and his gaze strayed

down to her Hps and hngered there. When he saw her

tongue flick moisture on them, it was all he could do

to reach out and pull her into his arms.

It had been so long

Her dark eyes shone brightly beneath her lashes.

**ril be your friend, Mac," she stated unevenly.

After a moment, he smiled. "Friend. That's nice."

The next morning, Diana was shaping bread dough

just as Mac padded into the kitchen.

He mumbled a halfhearted greeting, his stockinged

feet locked on a path to the coffeepot. In the light of

dawn passing through the windows, Diana could see

the line of dark hair trailing down from his bare chest

to below that open first snap of his jeans. A pale strip

of flesh showed above the waistband. Totally en-

tranced, she stopped working on the dough.

Mac turned his back—a rippling, intriguing back

—

to pour coffee into a mug. He had such a nice phy-

sique—broad shoulders, lean waist and narrow hips.

The worn jeans clung to his firm buttocks, the back

pocket faded from his wallet.

Cup of coffee in hand, he made his way toward the

table. He sat, staring at the dark liquid as though it

could solve the world's problems. Sleepy and rum-

pled, Mac had a totally lovable look about him, and

Diana found her thoughts returning to the woman he

had loved. Wingman had said Eleanor had a "soft"

look.

Mac needed a soft woman, she decided.
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"Good morning, sleepyhead." She placed the

dough in the pans, oiled the top of the loaves and put

them aside to rise. "You're up early."

"It's hard to sleep with pots and pans clanging in

the middle of the night," he grumbled. He surveyed

the kitchen counter, covered with platters of brownies

and cookies. "You've been busy. We can't eat all

that."

"I thought you could take some over to that nice

Mr. Clancy. He's promised to teach me how to mush."

Mac glared up at her. "That old codger isn't get-

ting all of it."

"I have cookie dough in the refrigerator. There will

be plenty." Diana wiped her hands on the towel serv-

ing as her apron. She'd had a bad night, the cold small

bed plaguing her sleep. Eventually, she'd wrapped the

blanket around her and spent the night on the couch,

snuggling against the back.

In the twilight hours, she seemed to be defenseless

against the nagging emptiness. Was that the reason

people took lovers—to fill the empty nights? At her

age, how could a second love be as exciting and de-

manding as the first passion?

She couldn't spend her life baking and cleaning

nooks and crannies. At the moment, she could only

think of baiting Mac—a sport she had come to enjoy.

"Someone tried to play bagpipes out in the barn last

night."

Over the rim of his cup, his eyes widened almost

comically. "Tried? Those cows like my midnight ser-

enades. I'll have you know ..." He paused as she slid

a platter of bacon, eggs and hash brown potatoes in
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front of him. His eyes lighted up, and he grinned up

at her. *'Mmm."
After a moment he turned serious, rubbing the

stubble covering his jaw. "I didn't sleep well," he said,

looking intently at her. **I came down at two o'clock

and found you on the couch."

'*You worked on your plans." She could feel Mac's

gaze stripping her, probing her emotions. Uncom-

fortable at his scrutiny, she turned to the window to

watch the pink dawn rise over the sawtooth-shaped

mountaintops. In the stillness of the night, the sounds

he'd made—the rustling of paper, the creaking of his

chair, his talking quietly on the radio—had made her

feel safe. They'd wrapped around her like a down

comforter, and gradually she had slipped into a deep

sleep.

She looked back at him. "What are you doing to-

day?" she asked, trying to change the flow of her

thoughts.

"I'm going out in the copter the first thing this

morning," he said. "There's sign of poachers up on

the Ewing Mesa. They've butchered five or six deer for

bait."

She glanced outside and saw clouds hovering low on

the mountains. "I want to go." Diana smiled to her-

self, slightly surprised by her demand.

"You can't." He put a forkful of potatoes into his

mouth. "This is really good."

Diana grabbed his plate from him and held it aloft.

"I want to go, Mac," she insisted.

His jaw jutted out pugnaciously. His hand ran

through his sleek black hair, mussing it up in a way

that made him look lovable. "No way. We'll go joy-
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riding some other time. I promised the game warden

I'd look for signs of poachers today and bring back

any information."

Diana walked to Red*s food bowl and lowered

Mac's plate near it, threatening him silently.

*'Okay, you can go," he agreed reluctantly, eyeing

Red's alert stance. "But at the first sign of trouble,

I'm bringing you home."

"Why?" she demanded sharply.

"You could get hurt/' he replied between his teeth

as he rose to walk toward her. "Poachers don't like to

get caught, you know. Once in a while they take a

potshot at the copters " His eyes narrowed. "For

some reason, you get feisty in the morning, while I'm

still trying to wake up."

"If you wouldn't spend all night hunched over a

drawing board, you'd feel better in the mornings."

"Look who's talking." For a moment his dark eyes

searched hers. A lock of hair fell across his forehead.

"You sleep better when you're lying up against some-

thing...someone, Diana," he murmured. "You're the

kind of woman who needs cuddling."

Diana could feel the heat from his body, almost feel

the springy hair covering his chest. She backed up

against the counter, still holding the plate. Mac placed

his hands on her hips, looming over her. Elemental

heat waves surged between them as he asked, "When
are we getting married, friend?"

He took the plate from her and placed it on the

counter, then inched closer to her. Mac stared at her

mouth like a starved man, his chest nearing her hot

cheek. "Just to answer the town's questions. You
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know, if we were really getting married, last night

could have been better for both of us.*'

His low husky drawl sent tingly sparks up her spine.

**We could . .
.'* Mac's lips brushed her temple.

Unsteadily, Diana placed her palms against his chest

and felt his muscles tighten in response to her touch.

**rve been in that Mother Goose fairy tale—it didn't

work. Let me go."

His jaw hardened, his eyes flashed. **Lady, some-

day you'll trust me. You'll jump off that high wall and

find yourself in one piece, not broken up like Humpty
Dumpty."

She forced a small space between them. How could

he be so sure when she was so scared? "All the king's

horses and all the king's men, couldn't put Humpty
together again." **You're pushing, Mac."

He toyed with a curl just behind her ear, studying

the reddish tint in the light of dawn. **Could be. I've

been out of practice so long, I'm not certain. I just

know that I like your perfume, the way the bathroom

feels all rosy when you step out of it. A man misses

those things, you know. The little things like a dainty

lace bra drying over the shower rod, that sort of

thing."

"That's not enough." She could have told him

about the emptiness then, but somehow she thought

he knew. Involuntarily, her hands slid over the smooth

planes of his shoulders, exploring, feeling . .

.

**You're afraid of me, aren't you, Mac?" The men
she'd known had always seemed so sure of them-

selves, demanding and taking.
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**rd be a fool not to be. Tve been to hell and back,

and I wouldn*t care to repeat the experience. You're

the first one to hear that.''

He shifted slightly, the movement bringing his hips

against hers. **God, you're soft." He nuzzled her

neck. "Mmm, you smell Hke bread dough."

She giggled, trusting him enough to let him touch

her. It had been so long since she'd trusted a man that

much. Mac's mouth slid along her jawline, his breath

swirling around her hot cheek.

Diana barely breathed, enjoying the light scrape of

his beard. Allowing her hands to drift to his waist, she

looped her fingers through his belt. "Mr. MacLean,

do you know what you're doing?"

"Stirring things up?" he asked huskily against her

lips, teasing them with tiny kisses.

She trembled, wanting to run her palms over the

smoothness of his back. The need to open her mouth

to his became so strong that she gasped. Closing her

eyes, Diana wondered about the intense emotions

racing through her. "Too much, Mac," she mur-

mured, moving away.

He stared at her, his eyes heavy lidded with desire.

"Mmm?"
"Friends don't act Hke this, Mac," she began, fret-

ting with her needs and her denials, looking away.

His warm knuckles grazed her soft cheek. "Of
course they do," he returned gently, pulling her into

his arms.

For a long moment, he just held her. "Yesterday is

gone, Diana."
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Yesterday is gone. A week later, Diana repeated the

words, liking the sound of them.

Seated next to Mac in the soaring helicopter, she

surveyed the snow-covered buttes and the pine forests

below. She adjusted the headphones he had insisted

she wear. Above the valley a golden eagle soared, his

huge brown wings ghstening in the sun. Her eyes fol-

lowing him, Diana felt a kinship with the bird in his

lonely flight.

The craggy panorama contrasted with Missouri's

rounded hills and oaks as much as her sons' tempera-

ments differed. Rick, a college freshmen, was de-

pendable and even tempered, while Blaine lived for the

moment.

Diana felt a pain sweep through her, and she closed

her eyes. The breach between her sons and herself

—
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caused by the divorce—remained despite her efforts.

And this **vacation*' was only deepening it. She re-

membered how upset her sons were when she*d told

them about it. They hadn't said it, but she'd known
they felt she was abandoning them. When she'd called

Rick at his college dorm to give him Mac's phone

number, she'd suffered at the coldness in his voice. He
hadn't even asked how she was.

Maybe Mac's "game" wasn't so harmless. Maybe
she should pack up her things, drive to Missouri and

try to patch up her marriage Go back to being a

"house mouse"? Go back to Alex? Never! She'd find

some other way of winning back her sons.

Mac broke into her thoughts by pointing out a

mountain goat, who was watching them from a

mountain ledge. With agile certainty, the goat leaped

down and disappeared into a stand of blue spruce

trees. "Slumgullion Pass is over that way, and Wagon
Wheel Gap is over there."

Mac tilted the helicopter to follow a high mountain

trail. Scanning a creek, he frowned. "Four-wheelers

tearing up the ground," he noted. "Looks Hke they

had a private party out here sometime this week. See

that bonfire?"

"How do you know it was this week?"

"I've been prowling this mountain every few days

since the poaching started. Those tracks weren't there

last week."

A black bear lumbered out into a small clearing, saw

the hehcopter and returned to the forest. "Look over

there," Mac ordered briskly. "See where they crossed

that gravel bar? They're running traps, baiting for

wolf and cat. Looks Hke they've been cutting some
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federal timber, too. Probably selling it for fire-

wood—the government won't like that.*'

They scanned the gorges and mesas for the next

hour, Mac speaking briefly to point out old mines and

logging camps. He pointed to a ski lift strung be-

tween two peaks and chuckled. **I had to rescue some
young lovers stranded between stations once. They

never even noticed the blizzard until it was too late.

Named their first child after me.*'

Diana nodded, enjoying the scenic beauty, aware of

Mac's deep love for the rugged country.

He nodded toward an awesome sheer rock bluff that

faced a rugged pine-studded mountain. A narrow

passage separated the two. The helicopter swooped to

the right, then dived straight for the passage.

"Mac!" Holding her breath, Diana closed her eyes

and reached out to grip Mac's arm. Immediately the

hehcopter paused.

Diana opened one eye and saw Mac's wide grin. She

looked around and realized they were hovering in the

passage. *'I want to live," she enunciated carefully.

"That trick could have cost our lives."

He nodded, unconcerned. "True. But I've flown

this spot for years." Then he pointed to his lips.

"Don't I get one right here for my expertise and
keeping you alive?"

Her eyes widened, the beat of her heart pounding in

her ears. "What?"
He winked, his face lighting up with laughter. "I

want a smooch from my best girl."

"Mac," she protested hotly, staring down the sev-

eral hundred feet to the earth. "This is dangerous."
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**Only if I don*t get my kiss." The helicopter dipped

abruptly, causing Diana to inhale sharply. Mac stared

at her pale face, his grin drying. "Okay, then. Til set-

tle for a whopper on the ground."

The helicopter flew through the passage and headed

home.

After landing, Mac unbuckled Diana's safety belt

and eased her shaking legs to the solid safe earth. Her

eyes were closed. When her knees buckled, he gripped

her jacket collar with both his hands and leaned her

against him, supporting her weight easily.

**Hey, I didn't mean to scare you that bad," he

murmured. She kept her lids firmly closed. '*Knock,

knock. Is anyone in there?"

*'rm really mad, Mac." Though she tried, she

couldn't unwrap her fingers from his strong secure

wrists.

**No sense of humor," he accused. **You weren't in

any danger."

Diana forced open one eye, comforted to see the

pine branches above her head now. A cold mist tin-

gled on her face. "I could kill you," she managed to

say quietly, despite the anger churning within her. She

was a volcano about to erupt.

**There's nothing like good honest emotion," Mac
assured her.

*

'You've been taking out your anger on

that damned dough and by cleaning everything in

sight. I've had to hang out wash just to get to talk to

you," he said quietly, watching the color slowly re-

turn to her face. *'ril bet you've had plenty of prac-

tice hiding your emotions. In fact, you probably just

waltzed around any unpleasantries, right?"
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When she glared at him, he continued, **You've

been brooding about your family. You've picked up

the phone and put it down too many times. You've

written, but no one is returning the letters. Come on,

admit it. Let it out," he urged harshly. "I'm here—try

it all out on me." He held on to her hips.

He'd run his scalpel too close to her emotional

marrow, exposing her frustrations. He had no right to

probe and push and enter her private arena of pain.

She didn't owe him anything. It was he who owed her

for agreeing to play along with his game.

She breathed hard, fighting back the tears. **Let me
go. I'm leaving."

Mac pressed his face against hers. "That's right, run

off. Find someplace else to lick your wounds. Clean

the whole mountainside, for all I care. Dust the barn.

Dust the pines. Reality is right here and now, Diana.

I thought you had decided to fight for it. But the first

time I come too close, you're ready to turn tail."

"You can't possibly know my problems. That's

unfair," she insisted, throwing back her head. The

wind whipped her hair around her face.

"Of course, it is. Who said life was fair?" Mac
wanted to rip her free from her past and help her put

together a new life. "You've still got a whole hfe left.

How are you going to live it?" he demanded, won-

dering about his life and the emptiness surrounding

him before Diana's arrival.

She dashed a hand across her cheek, wiping away a

tear.

He hated himself for hurting her. "Call your sons,

Diana," he murmured, kissing her damp lashes and
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feeling the tenseness of her body. "Invite them here,

if you want. We*ve got plenty of room."

Vf^, he repeated silently to himself. Somehow in less

than two weeks, he had come to think of his house as

Diana's home. He'd frightened her when he'd asked

her to marry him. Hell, he'd frightened himself. He
didn't mean it—or did he?

Ordinarily, he wasn't a pushy man. He'd always let

a stray choose its own way. Only this stray had big

velvety eyes in a pale face, sweet vulnerable lips and

caused him to start feeling he was a kid again.

Or a man about to fall off a very safe, very lonely

mountain. She wasn't exactly thrilled about the idea,

either.

He took a deep breath, trying to get his bearings.

While he held Diana's body close, his thumbs rub-

bing her hips, everything inside him seemed to heat up.

Pressed against his chest, her soft breasts were so en-

ticing. He shuddered with the need to hold them in his

hands.

Mac began to breathe heavily. **I never got my
kiss," he whispered unsteadily.

**You're deliberately keeping me off balance."

Diana lowered her gaze.

Enchanted by the tiny vein throbbing beneath the

satin skin of her neck, Mac bent to place his lips on

that exact spot. He liked tasting Diana, feeling her

slender body tense in his arms, hearing her slight gasp.

Her head turned, her parted lips brushing his

somehow. An explosion of ecstasy inside him caused

Mac to forget everything but the woman in his arms.
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Her fingers slowly tangled in his hair. She tilted her

head, looking directly into his eyes. **Do you know

what you're doing?"

**I think so," he whispered, marveling at her beauty.

**We shouldn't be doing this." Her fingers slid

across his brows, smoothing them. The caress trailed

down his nose, causing Mac's breath to halt. He ex-

haled slowly as her cheek rubbed his.

**What else are friends for?" He caught the deli-

cate lobe of her ear between his teeth, tugging it gently.

Friends? Who was he kidding?

Diana's touch trailed down his jaw to his throat, her

eyes following the glide of her slender fingers over his

dark skin. Slowly, she unbuttoned his shirt, exposing

his chest. "You have a. . .nice chest," she said, star-

ing at it solemnly.

"Thank you. So do you." Lord, he loved those

small inquisitive fingers caressing his flesh.

A flush rose from her neck, and suddenly Mac re-

alized how very innocent she was, despite her mar-

riage.

"How do you know?" she asked breathlessly. She

lowered her cheek to rub it against the hair at the base

of his neck.

"I guessed." Mac closed his eyes, fighting the

throbbing need that had begun to course through him.

She trailed kisses across his left shoulder, her fingers

tugging his shirt aside. One fingertip prowled around

his left nipple, raising a helpless groan from Mac.

"You're not being fair, Diana."

His hands cupped her derriere. He tried to read her

thoughtful expression. "Are we using good old Mac
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as an experiment, Diana?'' he asked, giving in to the

urge to kiss that delicious bottom lip.

She mulled the thought over, looking out into the

fields. "It's the middle of the day, Mac. Someone

could drive past."

**So? I thought that was the image you wanted to

spread around Benevolence." He closed his eyes, en-

visioning holding her without the barrier of clothing.

**You're aroused," she whispered huskily, her fin-

gers splayed across his chest, toying with the hair.

**Mmm, slightly." Mac wanted to rip off their

clothes and unleash his passion. But he also wanted to

be tender and take away all her pain

She shifted her hips and he groaned, aware that his

blood had begun to throb hotly. Taking a deep shud-

dering breath, he pressed his face into her collar,

finding the delicate curve of her throat. Her satin-

smooth flesh was so warm beneath his open lips.

Diana's arms locked around his neck. "Mac."

He opened the top buttons on her shirt to reveal the

gentle slopes of her breasts. He stared hungrily. He
could almost feel their weight

—

**Mac," she protested more sharply, drawing her

shirt closed with one hand. She squirmed, pushing him

until his arms were empty. "Don't."

Gazing up at him solemnly, Diana whispered

something, her face hot.

Dazed, wanting to pull her back into his arms, Mac
found the strength to ask, "What?"

She looked at Old Bob rubbing his shoulder against

the feedlot fence. "I'm sorry. You've been so

kind. ..."
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Mac felt confused. Where had they been? Where
were they going? "I don't get it."

Diana's sad eyes looked away from his piercing

ones. *'You wouldn't. I know you're trying your best

to help me over this rough spot
"

Mac swallowed, feeling the warm moment crum-

ble. Standing guiltily before him, Diana clumsily tried

to button her shirt. She looked as though she'd been

found out.

**rm all tangled up inside," she said quietly, her

slender fingers twitching, as though seeking a lifeline

to hold on to. Mac remained silent, knowing that she

needed time to form her thoughts into words.

There was so much aching in her eyes when she

looked up at him—those wounded eyes. **We were

married for twenty years—a lifetime, Mac. It's diffi-

cult to explain."

Mac felt the chill of the November wind right down
to his bones. "Don't you think you should stop

mourning?" he asked softly as he brushed a strand of

hair back from her cheek.

**I couldn't just jump into the dating arena, Mac.

I'm not built that way." Her eyes darkened, meeting

his. '*Have you stopped hurting?" she questioned in

return, the husky whisper almost knocking him
against the fence.

Mac framed her delicate jaw with his hands. He felt

his reluctant wistful smile right down to his boots.

"Lately, it's been easier."

Sleeping wasn't easy, Mac finally admitted to him-

self at one o'clock the next morning. In fact, with

Diana tossing and turning on her creaky bed, he
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couldn't sleep at all. So he*d come out to the living

room to work but found he couldn't concentrate,

either. He leaned back in his chair, staring at the

blueprints for the electrical panels, which he'd been

doing for an hour.

He scratched his bare chest, remembering once

more the sight of her breasts. He groaned. A strong

feeling of restlessness was pulsing in his body. It was

a tightening, a sensual energy that he hadn't known for

years.

He caught her scent, heard her clothing rustic be-

fore her hand rested lightly on his shoulder. The sleeve

of her robe brushed his jaw. **Mac?" She leaned

closer, her eyes huge and luminous and showing in-

credible tenderness. "What are you doing, Mac?" she

asked.

He couldn't say, **Fighting to keep away from you."

He couldn't say, **I need you, Diana."

**Mac?" she persisted, massaging his shoulders.

"You're tired. Go on to bed."

Diana's touch soothed his aching muscles and Mac
closed his eyes. Without thinking, he allowed his hand

to settle on her waist, as though it had that right. She

tensed as his hand followed the rounded curve of her

hip in a slow caress. **Will you tuck me in?"

She laughed. **You're hardly Rick or Blaine."

The moment of intimacy lingered and grew as she

stood still beneath his hand, trusting him. Mac won-

dered if she knew her breast almost brushed his cheek.

He closed his eyes and rested his head upon the slight

mound. The feeling of rightness settled around Mac
like a cozy comforter on a cold, cold night.
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Diana tensed, breathing lightly. Her hand stilled

upon his shoulder. Her fingers touched his hair for

just a fraction of a second, then lifted. "I can't stay,

Mac," she stated huskily.

Mac couldn't think of anything that would take

Diana from him. He turned slightly to see her face

better. The movement pushed her robe aside and

brought his rough cheek sliding against her bare soft-

ness.

Neither moved, the room suddenly washed with

emotions.

'*Mac," she protested on a soft, soft whisper.

**Don't."

His lips brushed the fragrant bare flesh, the soft-

ness luring him. She gasped when his mouth touched

the sensitive crest of her breast.

*'Oh, Mac," she moaned, her fingers tightening on

his hair. 'Tm not too sure about this."

The old house creaked, protesting the rising winter

wind. Outside it was cold, but here inside the house,

Mac could feel the fiery blaze within him. His senses

were filled with Diana, and he trembled when he felt

her heart thumping wildly beneath his cheek.

Mac wanted her. He fought the desire to carry her

to his bed and claim her. But that pleasure would only

be fleeting. With Diana, he wanted more.

Wrapping both arms around Diana's small waist,

Mac pulled her between his knees. She was holding her

robe closed now, her eyes glistening with tears, her

cheeks flushed.

Diana had her ghosts and he had his, he decided,

pulling her down to his lap. **Midnight is a good time
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to talk, Diana," he murmured, easing her head onto

his shoulder.

She caught his wrist and pressed his palm to her

cheek. Cradling the delicate bones of her face, Mac
waited. He sensed Diana had to take her own time.

Still holding his wrist, Diana guided his hand to the

softness beneath her robe. **What are you doing now,

Diana?'* he asked carefully, feeling the soft flesh

quiver beneath his palm.

She leaned against his shoulder, her eyes guarded by

the shadows of her lashes. "I . . . wanted to see how it

would feel., .again.*'

Mac traced the full vulnerable line of her parted lips

and kissed her lightly. **And?'*

She looked up at him. "I think you're a gentle man,

Mac."

With his hand resting on her flesh, Mac didn't feel

gentle. He felt like a leashed wild man. Her fingers

caressed his brows and cheekbones, and he closed his

lids, savoring her butterfly-light touch. **Well, there

comes a point for any man, honey. .

."

"Not you," Diana returned firmly, smoothing his

fierce brows with her thumb. She shifted on Mac's lap,

needing his arms wrapped around her. She'd run so

fast and so hard, protecting her emotions and trying

to begin her new life, that there had been no time. "It

gets lonely, doesn't it, Mac?"
"Sure does, honey," he agreed roughly. She felt the

trembling of his hand as his fingers splayed across her

chest. He wouldn't hurt her.

Diana studied the tense craggy face with the eve-

ning's growth of beard. "I feel as though I'm in a time

warp, and I'm back where I was twenty years ago."
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Would he laugh? Somehow, she knew he under-

stood.

"The rules changed, didn't they?"

She nodded slowly, enjoying the feel of his hard

chest beneath her palm. She loved to touch Mac.

His warm hand slid to her other breast, cradling it

tenderly. '*We are friends, aren't we?"

His thumb slid across the very tip of her breast, the

touch striking unfamiliar cords within Diana's body.

**We're the best of friends."

Dicma rested her fingertips on his throat and felt his

pulse beating heavily there. He swallowed, then

gasped, making her look up at his tense features.

**Mac?"

He shifted her and stretched his long legs out from

under the desk. He smiled tightly. ** Just getting com-
fortable."

Diana noted the flush on his dark cheeks. "I'm not

a girl any longer, Mac," she said carefully, trying out

her new emotions, ones that she'd kept locked inside

her.

"No, you definitely aren't." He breathed deeply,

shifting her on his lap once more. Closing his eyes and

leaning his head back against the wall, he placed a

hand on her exposed thigh. She found the heavy

warmth comforting.

Diana finally felt at peace.

Mac began caressing her thigh, and she watched his

tanned hand moving over her pale skin. She noticed

that the back of his broad hand bore a sprinkling of

black hair, and she pictured his entire body, compar-

ing it to her own.



104 THE LOVING SEASON

**I have stretch marks, Mac," she admitted baldly

before realizing she had spoken. Would he find her

body ugly?

His hand stopped momentarily before continuing

the caress. **I have a scar or two myself.'*

What would Mac expect from her as a lover?

Should she touch him first? Diana shivered, surprised

by her own questions. She hadn't consciously thought

about her needs as a woman for years. Now she real-

ized she'd hidden those innermost emotions, pro-

tected her vulnerability. '*I have no idea what happens

now, Mac," she blurted out.

He tensed and opened his eyes. "You know, nei-

ther do I. And somehow, I don't think we should

worry about it, at least not tonight."

Diana sat upright, watching him intently. Mac met

her gaze steadily, and she sensed the strong currents

running between them. **You worry too much,

woman," he said finally, brushing her lips with his.

Tracing his bottom lip with her fingertip, Diana

trembled. **I don't think I can ever give myself to an-

other man, Mac," she confessed, thinking how very

familiar Mac had become to her.

The thought of his lean naked body pressing against

hers, demanding, sent off warning rockets in her

mind. She couldn't possibly use poor Mac for her

guinea pig! To see if she could wipe away her inhibi-

tions and fly with him? Impossible! Mac deserved

better.

**rm too old to start anything now," she mur-

mured to herself as she stood up from his lap. With

trembling fingers, she straightened her robe.
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"That's what you think," he said softly, his eyes

flickering beneath his lashes.

Diana's knees went weak at his hot look. She could

feel his desire wrap around her and her own answer-

ing need. Abruptly she turned around and almost fled

to her room. She ordered herself to close the door

without looking back.

Her hand slid to her throat, covering the rapid pulse

beating there. Mac deserved nothing but a whole

woman in his bed to love him. She was still trying to

fit the pieces of her life together. And she'd already

had her chance for happiness.

Hadn't she?



Six

Mac turned over on his rumpled bed for the fiftieth

time and glanced at his bedside clock. 'Three

o'clock,*' he muttered disbelievingly. It was almost

two hours since Diana had walked away from him,

and he had yet to fall asleep.

Mac punched the pillow beneath his head, then

stretched, trying to take the knots out of his tense

muscles. He felt the weight of the blanket over his na-

ked body and ached for Diana. But she was scared of

a man-woman relationship, he'd read that right

enough.

He closed his eyes, listening to the creaky sounds of

the house. She wouldn't hurt him, not knowingly. He
didn't want the tenderness she evoked, the vulnerable

exposure of his heart. But his feelings for Diana were

just like the snow buttercups—pushing through the
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cold and blooming despite the forbidding elements.

He ran his fingers through the hair covering his chest,

remembering the touch o( Diana's slender, trembling

hands.

The floor boards outside his bedroom creaked

slightly, and his door swung open gently. Mac eased

higher on his pillow, leaning against the headboard.

**Come in, Red. I can't sleep, either."

*'You put Red out in the barn," Diana answered,

her voice trembling. It flowed across the darkened

room to shatter his tenuous peace into oblivion. "You
said he gets restless this time of year—because of his

ancestry."

He watched, spellbound, as Diana moved hesi-

tantly toward him into a small patch of moonlight

coming from the window. "Can't you sleep?" His

voice sounded strangled, foreign to his ears.

Diana's hands tightened on her heavy robe as she

shook her head. "1 have to know, Mac. And I'm

afraid—"

Mac's chest ached. His heart throbbed heavily as he

watched her move stiffly to the edge of his bed.

Studying his face, she slipped her hand into his. Her

other hand tugged apart the robe, then placed his hand

over her softness. "1 have to know," she repeated, her

tone raw with aching.

Mac knew she needed him then and fell helplessly

before his own needs.

The robe slipped from her shoulders, exposing her

flesh. Mac forced a swallow down his dry throat as his

gaze flowed over her small shoulders, the large span of

his hand on one delicate breast, then down to the

gentle curves of her waist and stomach. He breathed
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heavily, fighting the rising urgency within him. He
traced the fragile bones of her ribs and caressed her

rounded hips. He had to reassure her, to say the words

she needed to hear. Would he fail?

But he found there were no adequate words. Tak-

ing care, he shifted, making room for her slender

body. She lifted his blankets and slipped in beside him.

For a moment he held his breath. Her body molded

to his. She touched his chest, and he forced himself to

relax. Her fingers stoked his corded shoulders before

running through the hair on his chest.

Her breath fanned his chest as she kissed him there.

**Mac?"

**Mmm?" His voice was raw with yearning. She lay

her head upon his shoulder, and he could feel the very

softness of her right down to his bones. He was afraid

to touch her, afraid to unleash his passion. She needed

time and tender caring.

Diana's thigh brushed his, and he tensed, restrain-

ing himself.

Diana breathed in Mac's masculine scent. She'd

needed to know that as a woman she could satisfy a

man. Now, she realized, she wanted to satisfy not just

any man but only Mac. She needed Mac. To taste and

enjoy. But there was more than just sensual pleasure

to how she felt about him. She actually, really en-

joyed being with him.

Her palm swept over his flat stomach, and she felt

the quick intake of his breath. She'd never seduced a

man and hadn't been sure how to go about it. She'd

been bone-marrow nervous earlier. But Mac, lying

willingly beneath her touch, made it so simple for her

to play Cleopatra. She giggled at the thought: shy



THE LOVING SEASON 109

Diana, playing the wanton; meek Diana, playing the

huntress.

*'What's so funny?" Mac asked, kissing her tem-

ple.

**rve just reahzed that I've never done this be-

fore.*'

**You haven't done anything yet.'* There was just

that touch of belligerence that she liked about Mac.

**rm going to seduce you, Mac. What do you think

about that?"

He hesitated, then carefully turned her in his arms

until they lay breast to chest, thigh to thigh. "Then

you should get serious," he agreed with solemn dig-

nity.

She nuzzled his nose, slipping her arms around him.

Mac felt so right, she thought as he claimed her mouth

in a gentle kiss. When she parted her hps, the tip of his

tongue entered her to engage her in tender play.

The old bed creaked as Mac's trembling hands ca-

ressed the length of her, cherishing her. *'Oh, sweet-

heart," he exclaimed rawly when she accepted him

into her waiting body. He stilled, and she savored the

feeling of him inside her. Then began the taking and

the giving, the sweet passion she had yearned for.

Beneath Mac, flowing with him, seeking his mouth
for a drugging kiss, Diana felt the first ripple of ec-

stasy and gasped.

She breathed rapidly, aware that Mac had stopped

and was watching her with a frown. *'Did I hurt you?"

*'I feel wonderful," she whispered against his lips.

She closed her eyes, feeling Mac down the length of

her body, feeling his weight rest lightly upon her. She
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ran her hands across his shoulders, savoring his inten-

sity, tracing the muscles beneath his heated skin.

Mac groaned when her roaming hands shd over his

taut buttocks. Her hips moved restlessly. **You*d bet-

ter stop that,'' he threatened lightly.

For the first time in her adult life, Diana felt utterly

free. Against his hps, she challenged, **Make me, big

guy."

Mac's mouth devoured hers. And then there was no

stopping as the throbbing heat drove them on. The fi-

nal burst of passion came, leaving her surprised in its

wake.

Mac breathed heavily, resting upon her, his heart

racing. Diana moved beneath him, treasuring Mac's

utter vulnerability. Rubbing his bulky calf with her

insole, she delighted in his hair-roughened texture, so

different from her own.

When she caressed his shoulders, his lips parted and

prowled along her throat. His unsteady breath swept

across the dampened flesh over her collarbones. **You

purr," he whispered against her skin as his hands

lowered to stroke her breasts. "Deep little sounds that

drive me crazy. I hadn't intended to let you have your

way with me so quickly."

Mac shifted, keeping her breast in his palm. His

fingers teased her delicate softness into a sensitive bud.

Lowering his head, he kissed the satin flesh of her

neck, trailing down to her breasts. **You make me
hungry," he said, flicking his tongue over her aching

nipples.

It was his initiation, he realized clearly. The bond-

ing of their flesh and emotions.



THE LOVING SEASON 1 1

1

Diana's body arched, and she accepted his growing

passion within her. *'Mac?**

**I want you," he said. **You smell so sweet, like

newly cut hay. Like meadow flowers."

All softness and hungry eyes waiting, she trembled

beneath him. "I could get used to a diet of you,

woman. You just could be habit-forming."

Diana shifted for more space on the bed, the im-

movable object at her back making huge growling

noises. Like a grizzly bear. Like a sawmill. She turned

to look at the noisemaker. It was Mac snoring.

She tried to untangle her legs from his, but his arm
looped out to hold her nearer. She rested in his light

grasp, feeling the slow beat of his heart beneath her

cheek.

Mac the gentle man. She nuzzled his warm hairy

chest, luxuriating in the male scent. She smiled softly.

There was nothing like being in Mac's arms.

**I suppose you're pretty pleased with yourself," he

rumbled against her ear, his hand caressing the

smoothness of her bottom. He kissed her mouth.

'"Morning."
" 'Morning," she returned.

He ran his thumb across her sensitive lips, his eyes

darkening. "You look all soft and drowsy, lady. Like

you've been making love all night."

The tender tone in his voice caused something in-

side her to flutter. She could have been eighteen again,

and on her first date.

Mac's lips brushed hers lightly. ''Nothing ever felt

so much like heaven. I couldn't ask for anything

sweeter than to have you in my arms."
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She rubbed his cfaed^ with her pafan piaorfiilly, very

much awaie of tbdr frioiddup gfaangmg lanes.

•'You're scratchy."

Mac gazed at her as though be woe meoiorizmg her

face for an eternity. 'You're Uusinog, hcmey," he

teased, brasiung the back ofhis hand aciofis her dieek.

"Looks good."

He'd said that as thou^ he knew he'd caused the

flush himselfand was proud of IL Mac aniled slowly,

his teeth shining idiitely within his stubbk-coveied

jaw. "Diana, yon are a surprise," he said softly.

Her fingers trembled as they raked through his

rumpled hair. She wanted him ^ain. Wanted the rag-

ing hm^er th^ Mazed white-hot between them. And
the gentleness after, the feather-soft touches and sweet

murmurs that made her fed so absofanely feminine.

Mac lifted her fingers to his mouth and started

suckling them, one by one. He stndiBd her eaqires-

sion. "You keq) looking at me fike that, lady, and

youll be late for work."

Diana gasped. She traced his hard thigh, the bulky

lines so difTeicnt ftom her own.

"If... you don't stop," Mac threatened "you'D

dzr.'— ?" -rygoodintentioBS...."

Sr. - - :J feefii^ iFcry young aid very desired as

— !iis bed. *Tbor Mac."
e supremely satisfied male, Mac

- r -' i his head and watched her siq>

-^segaze (fid nothing to calm

D^ikiii. : t i as she tightened the sash

around he- — . ens, she'd been married

and had . : ^ How could the sight of a
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man—nimpied and unshaved—lying on a ver>' di-

sheveled bed, cause her hean to race?

She aimed, feeling the tug of desire weaken her legs.

Diana took a deep breath and forced herself to walk

to the door.

"Nice fanny,'* she heard him murmur in a low, to-

tally sexy tone. **Has a neat little sway to it.'*

That afternoon, Mac waited for Diana to get off

work. He felt as tense as a cougar on the high mesas,

while CHana had a definite cat-that-got-the-cream

look. He felt that he'd given her just about as much
rein as he could . . . especially with Terry Blakely

hanging arouiid hke a mangy old wolf.

Mac leaiied against a wall, cradling a cup of hot

coffee in his hands as he watched Diana concentrate

on the computer. Seated beneath a trophy rack of elk

horns, she looked like a flower in a junk pile of cans

and papers.

Dressed in a yellow turtleneck sweater and jeans,

Diana glanced up and caught him staring at her. Even

though a rack of fishing rods and a counter separated

thon, he saw the glow that lighted up her face.

Something special happened now when Diana

looked at him. She was filled by a special kind of

warmth that hadn't been there before their lovemak-

ing.

The stare held and heated, and Mac gripped his cup

Lighter to keep from walking straight for her.

She turned away from him at last to concentrate on

her work, and Mac studied the slender length of her

neck rising above the yellow wool.
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Diana frowned, rose and pushed a stock ladder

against the shelves. She climbed up the four steps to

the salmon-egg shelf and began counting the brightly

colored jars.

Mac savored the neatly turned curve of her back-

side. Diana had gained just enough weight to enhance

her curves, and her face had lost that tight pinched

look of when they'd first met.

His visual appreciation stopped abruptly when he

saw Blakely appraising those same feminine curves.

Sidestepping the how-to-catch-kokanee-salmon

display, Mac headed for Diana. Blakely had no right

to all that softness, not a bit, he decided darkly as

Diana climbed down the ladder and bent to lift a heavy

box.

**ril do it,'' he said tightly, moving behind the

counter. **It's too heavy for you, Diana."

She stared up at him, frowning. **rm just fine,

Mac. I've lifted heavier boxes."

"You'll hurt yourself," he stated, noting her dark-

ening expression at his sharp tone. "Let Wingman or

someone else do it. Or wait for me."

Diana's head tilted ever so slightly. The toe of her

jogging shoe tapped the worn board flooring. "Now,
Mac ..." she began too softly.

"I mean it." He glared down at her, feeling as

though he'd like to plant one on Blakely's amused jaw.

Because he felt raw, uncertain as to her feelings or his

emotions, he came down hard.

Her eyes widened. "Oh, is that an order from his

royal highness?"

Blakely snickered and leaned his elbow against the

counter. "Sounds like a regular brawl starting over
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here, Neil. Come on. The lovebirds are about to have

it out."

Mac turned slowly, facing Blakely. **You stay the

hell out of this, Terry.''

Blakely straightened away from the counter, cross-

ing his arms across his chest.
*

'You've been aching to

take me for years, old man. Maybe now is the time.

You've got an ugly streak in you, and maybe the little

woman has just discovered it. Maybe she'd like to go

out once in a while and have a little fun, instead of

being holed up with an old skunk like you. Is that

right. EMana?"

Blakely had hit Mac's tender spot. He'd been

brooding all day, wondering if he should court Diana

properly. She needed more from a man than just his

passionate hunger. Taking her out to the town dinner

and dance tonight seemed like just the thing.

But he didn't like Blakely pointing out his rough

spots. The hunting guide had chaffed his backside for

years and today, Mac decided he'd had enough.

''Where's the ring, Mac?" Blakely prodded.

"There's something phony about this whole deal."

Just as Mac took one threatening step toward

Blakely, Diana placed a hand on his chest, stopping

him. Immediately, his own rose to cover it. "Mac's

flying us to Creede the first chance we have, aren't

you, Mac?" she asked, her eyes sending him be-good

messages.

He nodded, his eyes not leaving Blakely's. For

years, he'd suspected the younger man of taking out

rich hunters on illegal trophy trips. Diana wasn't a

trophy, and Blakely wasn't coming near her.
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**She*s not like Eleanor, Mac/* Blakely's eyes nar-

rowed as the two big men gauged each other. "You
can*t stick her up there in that deserted house. Diana's

the type who's used to socializing
—

"

**Mac is taking me to the town dinner and dance

tonight,*' Diana put in smoothly. "Aren't you, honey-

bear?"

Blakely's brows rose high. "Honey-bear? Old her-

mit Mac?" He laughed, doubling over and holding his

ribs. "Tell me, what are the mating habits of a her-

mit?"

Mac tensed. "I don't suppose you know anything

about Old Bob. Do you, Terry?" Mac asked quietly,

aware that Diana had looped her arm around his wmst

almost protectively.

Without shifting his body or taking his eyes off

Blakely's dying grin, Mac felt his insides turn into

melted butter. Diana's face, full of concern, turned up

at him; her wide brown eyes questioned him silently.

A worried frown puckered her brows. She'd moved
into his house, and now it seemed she wanted to keep

him safe.

"Old Bob took a high-caliber bullet in his brisket

last night. He's dead," Mac said gently, feeling her

shoulder shake beneath his hand.

Diana's expressive face turned hot as he knew she

would. They'd both been too wrapped in their love-

making to hear a rifle shot just a few yards from the

house.

"What happens now?" she asked.

"Could have been a warning," Blakely said, his

expression bland. "You've been upsetting people with

that chopper flying at all hours of the night."
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'*Could have been a warning," Mac repeated,

smoothing Diana's tense shoulders. He didn't want her

to have any part of the ugliness that was poaching.

"The sheriff made plaster casts of footprints I'd found

by that stand of aspen trees just off the meadow. He's

got a few clues."

He kissed Diana's soft lips lightly, savoring the taste

of her. He needed her alone and away from Blakely's

narrowed eyes.

**Let's go home," she whispered, easing from him

to turn off the computer. "I want to bake a pie for the

dance."

*'ril be there, Diana," Blakely stated, watching her.

"See you later."

Mac felt the emptiness where Diana had stood with

her arms around him. Could he let her go when she

decided it was time for her to leave?

The hell with letting her go.

That evening, Diana glanced at Mac's profile, at the

taut jaw and furrowed brow. In the light of the pick-

up's dashboard, she could see his smooth-shaved jaw

slide, as though he were gritting his teeth. Despite his

black mood, he looked . . . quite handsome.

Mac's groomed attire contrasted with the older

man's, seated on the other side of Diana. Clancy ex-

uded the flavor of a rough cowboy down to his boots

and his chewing tobacco.

Diana's gaze drifted back to Mac. His carefully

combed hair just touched the collar of his gray West-

ern-style suit. The cut emphasized his broad shoul-

ders, and his woodsy after-shave added to his country-

boy image. He turned, his gaze warming as it strolled
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down her formfitting green sweater-dress. Her breasts

tingled as his stare lingered there. He was remember-

ing, she knew, aware that his hand had moved to cup

her knee. His thumb rubbed the inside of her leg

slowly.

"You know, when I said, 'Let's skip the doings and

have a night out at Creede,' I didn't mean bring

Clancy along, too," he whispered.

**Shh." She nudged him with her shoulder. **He just

wanted a ride."

Mac scowled at the craggy musher, who seemed

oblivious to their conversation, though he sat next to

EHana. "We're stuck with him. My plans didn't call

for a threesome."

Diana placed her hand over his on the steering

wheel—she loved touching Mac—feeling just a twinge

of remorse. When Clancy had asked for a ride, she'd

actually been relieved. She'd felt as nervous about to-

night as though it were her first date, and she knew

Clancy's presence would ease the tension.

She was right. Clancy had an absolutely marvelous

time at Howard's Cantina, noisily devouring a full

rack of barbecued ribs and preventing intimate con-

versation. As Mac glowered at him for an ill-disguised

burp, Clancy sat back to blow the suds off his beer.

"Hey, why don't you two kids cut a rug? The music

sounds good. May dance with Diana myself, later

maybe, after a few more brews. Reminds me of good

times up the Yukon, mushing. We'd sit around, enjoy

the company of a good woman. There was a woman
up there who could warm your—

"
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"Oh, hell, Clancy, you've never been up the Yu-

kon," Mac said in a tone that reminded Diana of

Red's low growl.

*'Sure was, entered dogsledding races all the time.

But it was awful cold in the winter. Ran a lot of dogs

in my time, though. Been meaning to ask you if I

could use Red to break in a new team of sled dogs.

Think I could borrow him?"

Mac leaned back in his chair, contemplating the old-

timer darkly. His long dark fingers laced with Diana's

slender ones, his thumb stroking her palm. *

'Clancy,

if you'll manage to lose yourself for a few hours, I'll

let you borrow Red."

The older man grinned widely and rose. "Okay by

me. Thought my plan would work. Sorry about Old

Bob, Mac. Call for me over at Charlie's back room

just before you decide to light out. They got a good

poker game going, I hear."

Then bending gallantly, he took Diana's hand and

kissed the back of it before walking off.

"Blackmail," Mac accused, muttering as Clancy

wove between the restaurant's round tables. "That old

man can be a real nuisance. He's not teaching you

dog-pushing. It's too dangerous."

Diana fought the smile playing about her mouth.

Since the evening was so special, she decided not to tell

Mac that she had already had her first run. Clancy had

even praised her.

The country quartet played a two-step, and Mac
grinned at her. "Want to try out the floor?"

He had such an expectant air about him that she

couldn't bear to start an argument. Freed from

Clancy, Mac was all smiles and sexy promising looks.
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Once on the dance floor, Mac wrapped his arms

around her waist. She leaned back, startled by the un-

conventional stance. "People dance like this now,

honey. Trust me,'* he said.

They danced slowly, barely swaying with the music

as his strong thighs moved against hers. With her head

tucked beneath his chin and her cheek resting over his

slow-beating heart, she let herself imagine they were

in love.

There it was again, she thought. That feeling of

being feminine and desirable, as though she were with

her first beau. The years didn't exist when Mac held

her close, and she let her barriers shp a little more.

Mac nuzzled her temple, kissing it. "You're aw-

fully quiet, Diana."

When she leaned back to look up at him, Mac's

tender gaze changed into a dark smoldering look. Re-

minded of how devastatingly attractive Mac had

looked that morning—stretched out on the rumpled

bed, his hair disheveled by her fingers—Diana closed

her eyes and snuggled to Mac's warm secure chest.

Swaying in his arms, Diana lost herself to the music

and Mac. He just felt so. . . right. She looked up and

studied the endearing famihar lines of his face. How
could a man's mouth be so firm and yet so tender?

While staring at the sensuous line, Diana felt rip-

ples of excitement coursing through her body. The hot

ripples of excitement that belonged to a young woman
with her first love. "Oh, Mac," she whispered help-

lessly, confused by her emotions.
" *Oh, Mac,' " he repeated teasingly. "I like that—

you gasping my name with that sexy little tone." He
moved her into a dark corner of the room, his tall
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body hiding her from others. He watched her waiting

expression intently, then raised his hand to her face.

He touched her eyebrows, then trailed his fingers

down to her cheeks.

His touch was so like him—gentle with a raspy tex-

ture that excited. His thumb stroked her bottom lip,

and his gaze darkened. His breath was coming more

quickly. His face was all intense, as if nothing else

mattered but this moment in time. Then Mac lowered

his head, taking her mouth.

He rubbed his lips across her parted ones, savoring

their softness. With a slight movement of her head,

she rested her cheek against his palm.

Framing her small face within his hand, Mac barely

breathed. When the tip of her tongue slid over his lips,

then dipped inside, he trembled. In her warm moist-

ness, he tasted the heady desire of a woman.

Placing his forehead against hers, Mac whispered,

**It*s been a long day.**

She rubbed his nose with hers. "Has it? Shall we go

home?" She saw the excitement in his eyes.

**We*ve still got to pick up that damned Clancy,** he

said.

Mac paid their bill, then eased her into her winter

coat. He adjusted the collar carefully, then kept his

arm around her as they walked into the night. Diana

leaned against him, savoring the hard strength of his

lean body. He held her to him, as though she were a

necessary part of him, of his Ufe.

She felt a tiny ripple of uneasiness. Mac's lovemak-

ing took her to the heights, but he had a tendency to

want his own way, which sometimes rankled her. This
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darker side of his passion intrigued her, too. She just

had to prod it a little, explore

She also wanted to flirt outrageously with him. The

thought shocked her at first, then enticed her.

Passing through the darkened alley to the pickup,

Diana couldn't resist putting her arm around his waist,

then sHpping it lower until it reached Mac's firm but-

tocks. After all, he'd surprised her once or twice.

He paused, glancing down at her.
*

'You're playing

with fire," he murmured in a provocative tone that

sent excitement down to her toes. "You'd better keep

your distance."

For a moment Diana hesitated, waylaid by the nov-

elty of the situation—forty-two was an odd time to

start feeling her sensual oats. But Mac had this aura

about him of masterful self-control that just begged

for a mussing. Feeling the challenge course through

her, Diana stopped to lock her arms around him. She

was surprised to hear herself asking, **What if I don't

want to?"

She could feel him tense, as though he was strug-

gling to keep piercing emotions leashed. Something

within her wanted to lift the lid to those feelings, to

taste the raw male desire he tempered so well.

Deliberately she stood on tiptoe to trace the line of

his mouth with the tip of her tongue. Just to give her

that special edge, she tugged his face nearer to blow in

his ear.

When Mac went taut as his bow strings, Diana felt

a jolt of sheer feminine satisfaction. She just had to

taste the tempting whorl of his ear with her tongue.

"Now you've done it." Mac gathered her to him like

a man who had waited years for the taste of her. Diana
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trembled, fighting the demanding ache within her,

then yielded to her immediate need to touch Mac.

As she eased his coat open, he groaned and said,

**Unbutton my shirt, let me feel you touch me.*'

His trembling hands pulled her sweater up as her

fingers fumbled at exposing his enticing chest.

**You aren't wearing a bra, lady," he exclaimed,

staring at the hardened tips of her breasts. He was

breathing hard, his eyes widened in shock. **You mean

every man in there could have brushed against you,

danced with you and felt this?"

Just this once Diana forgave him for dishing out his

macho talk. Teasing Mac was absolutely delightful.

Pressing her breasts against his bare chest, she grinned

up at him. In this mood, he made her feel as though

life were just beginning. *'But Mac, isn't this nice?"

**Mmm, nice. I could make a meal of you," he

whispered huskily, his fingers caressing her.

She kissed the hard line of his lips, softened by pre-

vious kisses. "1 like your mouth on me," she admit-

ted shyly, watching his eyes darken and the deep red

color flag his cheeks. She watched his reaction,

knowing that this was the very first time she had en-

couraged a man's blatant hunger. Mac didn't need

encouragement as he lifted her on tiptoe for a soul-

shattering kiss.

**You don't know what you do to me," he admit-

ted unevenly.

Diana's ego soared outrageously, and she couldn't

resist a pleased smile.

"You'd better worry about your effect on me,

woman," he continued, a sensuous smile lurking
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around his mouth. "I can't take much more. I feel like

I'm a kid making out in the back seat."

She traced the enticing curve of his Ups. **Mac,

don't you think we're ... a httle old for making out in

dimly lit alleys?"

"A man can only stand so much temptation,

woman. I hadn't counted on this, either. Somehow,
when you get near me, all my good intentions are

blown to smithereens."

For his ego-bolstering admission, Diana decided to

give Mac the most seductive kiss she could ever hope

to give in her Hfe. When she was finished, she nibbled

on his lobe, enjoying the unsteady way he breathed.

She smiled, nuzzhng against his throat. "Don't fight

me. I intend to have my way with you again."
*

'Diana." He gasped as her tongue gently traced his

ear. "There's more to this than... I mean, we're

friends, aren't we? I wouldn't take advantage of the

situation Hell, you deserve champagne and roses."

Diana whispered, "I know, but for now there's

this...."



Seven

At two o*clock in the morning, after dropping Clancy

off at his house, Mac let Red outside, then pulled

Diana to him. "Come here, you/*

Once his mouth fitted to hers, fireworks started ex-

ploding. Hungry and demanding, his body radiated a

hard male need. Diana couldn't wait to touch him, to

feel the steely planes of his chest. She gasped as he

swung her up in his arms and started to carry her to-

ward the bedroom.

Diana couldn't get enough of his kisses, his taste.

The groans coming from deep in his throat ignited her.

When they were halfway across the living room, Red

began barking, and Mac shuddered, his arms tight-

ening around her as though he never wanted to let her

go. **Someone is here," he whispered against the side
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of her neck. His left hand gently rubbed the small of

her back. ''Red's got that special bark."

He kissed her lips, the wild heat of his cheeks

warming her own. Slowly, very reluctantly, Mac low-

ered her to her feet. "Don't move one step."

When Mac finally released her, Diana wondered if

her knees could support her. She closed her eyes, lis-

tening to the sound of his voice outside. She wanted to

hear him whisper those sweet things to her in the

blackness of the night. Impatient to have him against

her, she gripped a pillow from the couch and hugged

it to ease the aching.

Gradually, Diana realized that another man was

talking to Mac. She listened intently. The man's voice

was familiar. Mac swung the door open, and beneath

the harsh light of the porch light, she saw Blaine.

Diana's eyes locked with her son's. She hadn't seen

him in weeks, and now Blaine's young face looked

weary.

**Come in," Mac invited the younger man, his eyes

catching Diana's.

Blaine stepped inside the room, watching her al-

most warily. A younger image of his father, Blaine

looked around the cozy room bearing Diana's neat

touch.

She wanted to run to him and embrace him, but

Blaine's accusing stare rooted her to the spot and

caused her to lock her fingers tighter around the pil-

low.

"Hello, Mother. I've been waiting for you to come

home," he said with Alex's you've-done-it-this-time

tone.
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**HelIo, Blaine," she managed to say calmly. But

she really wanted to say, '^Tm glad to see you— I love

you. But why are you here now and like this?"

Mac moved quietly to her side. She found his

warmth and substance reassuring.
*

'You're welcome

to stay here, Blaine," he said.

Remembering her manners, Diana introduced Mac.

**Blaine, this is—" My host?My lover? "—Mac," she

finished quietly.

Blaine stared at Mac. **You're nothing like Dad.

You're exactly what I wouldn't think my mother

would pick for a mid-life affair." The statement bore

the stamp of Alex's elegant distaste.

Mac's head tilted a little, as though he'd just re-

ceived a very small jab. "Blaine, that's enough,"

Diana said, plumping the pillow to still her shaking

hands. Fighting layers of self-doubt, Diana faced her

son's silent accusations. "Mac is
—

"

"You don't have to say anything, Diana." Mac
crossed his arms over his chest. "You're welcome to

stay, Blaine. But you will not insult your mother."

Blaine turned to Diana. "I know who he is—your

boyfriend. He broke up you and Dad. Dad told me so.

I just had to see it for myself. I didn't believe it, but

now I know it's true."

Diana tossed the pillow to the couch. Her sons had

never seen the full extent of her temper; she really did

not intend to lose control now. "What did you say?"

she asked carefully.

"Rick said it couldn't be true. That whatever was

happening came after the divorce."

"That's enough, son," Mac said quietly.
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Lifting her hand to silence Mac, Diana felt a cold

chill sweeping across her flesh. Holding Blaine's eyes,

she said, **It's all right, Mac. I wasn't unfaithful to

your father, Blaine." She wanted to lace her fingers

with Mac's, to use his strength.

Her sons' love was the cornerstone of her hfe; she

had to fight to keep Rick and Blaine from slipping

farther and farther away from her. But she needed

time to think, and Blaine needed time to calm down
and get some rest. "Why don't you get some sleep,

and we'll talk in the morning."

Blaine glanced around the room. "I've seen all I

need to see. I'm taking off tonight
—

"

"There's plenty of room, Blaine," Mac inter-

rupted, his dark eyes flowing over Diana's taut face.

"Let me handle this, Mac," she ordered quietly,

facing her son fully. "You're staying the night,

Blaine."

His rebellious stare locked with hers. Diana re-

turned it evenly. "It's a nice bed," she added, watch-

ing his indecision. "Why don't you stay the whole

weekend?"

"I drove nonstop from Missouri just to see you. I

took off right after my last class." Blaine stated

haughtily, glaring at Mac.

"Oh, shut up," Diana said as coolly as she could

manage. Somewhere, somehow, her son had ac-

quired an arrogance that grated on her nerves. She

wondered briefly about the lovable little boy she had

kissed good-night. "So help me, Blaine. Your man-

ners are inexcusable. You always were something of a

pain
—

"
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Blaine stepped back, shock written on his face.

"Mother!'*

Diana thought she heard Mac chuckle, but when she

turned blazing eyes to him, his face was positively too

innocent. *'You shut up, too.*'

*'Yes, ma*am,** Mac murmured contritely.

She glared up at him and then at Blaine. Men, the

both of them. Men, with their possessiveness. The in-

dignant son and the overprotective... friend. "Go get

your things, Blaine. Mac can make a bed, and he* 11

show you where to sleep. Tm going to bed now, and I

don't want to hear any. . .angry noises in the night. Or
you can leave.**

"Mother!**

Diana firmly turned her back and walked into her

room. She closed the door with a soft but final click.

She paused, then jerked open the door. Her son

stood uncertainly in the center of the room. "Blaine,

Mac was not the cause of the divorce. And while

you* re in this house, you show some good manners."

She closed the door to lean back against it, shak-

ing.

Diana watched the leafless branches sway in the

winter wind, the silvery moon hiding behind a pass-

ing cloud. She tried to force the tension from her as

she sat in the ancient cherry rocker.

Mac shouldn't have to put up with all of this, she

thought. He deserved better than a woman's coming-

out experience and an enraged son standing on his

doorstep.

Diana pressed her hands against her thighs, hating

the uncertainty. She knew her body's needs, felt the
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melting hot heat build in her. She massaged her tem-

ples, hoping to ease the ache. Lying in bed with Mac,

she'd felt consumed... and it frightened her. "I'm old

enough to be a grandmother,** she whispered shakily.

She didn't want to care again at her age. She hadn't

planned on Mac. But she had practically thrown her-

self into his arms. Mac was just too potent.

She wrapped her robe tighter around her, acknow-

ledging the sensual tightness in her body. She wanted

Mac. Wanted his hands on her, wanted his lips on

hers, wanted the rough-tender way he touched her, as

though she were his alone and he really cared. She

shivered, fighting for control. Sex wasn't love, and

she'd already had her chance.

Did love come courting a second time around? Or
was Mac just part of her mid-life crisis?

Game time was over, she decided. She wanted to

start thinking of Mac in terms longer than a few days.

He'd become her necessary edge—the tender man. A
man to endure the hardships and a man to stir up the

excitement in her. She could trust him until the end of

time, and that was worth fighting for. She cared for

him, and it was time to define the terms of their rela-

tionship.

One fact stared her in the face—she had to come to

terms with her son. For years she'd compromised her

essence to her family. She'd played the generic mother

who never regretted a moment She intended to

stand on her own finally. She'd explain it all to Blaine

and make sure he understood. She couldn't lose his

love.

Diana's lids fluttered and she realized she was fi-

nally falling asleep. But she had barely nodded off
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when she became aware of Mac's woodsy scent. He
was lifting her from the chair. "Come on, sleepy

head,*' he said, "it's bed for you. We'll take care of ail

your problems tomorrow."

For the first time since childhood, Diana was tucked

in and kissed good-night.

Sleepy, she encircled his neck with her arms and

held him tight against her. She wanted Mac. The

snuggly craggy warm feel of him next to her. "Hold

me.''

He chuckled, brushing a curl back from her face. "I

do that and we'll both be in trouble. Your son isn't the

understanding type right now. Go to sleep."

She turned her face toward the pillow, accepting the

gentle touch of his hand on her cheek. She kissed the

rough palm lightly. "You are really a nice man."

"Uh-huh. But it's costing me plenty, honey. I

probably won't sleep a wink."

Diana had to tell him. "I never thanked you for

taking me out tonight. I'd thought I was too old to

start needing again."

Mac's big hand trembled as he caressed her fore-

head. "The last I heard, there were no age barriers on

needing, honey. Nothing could be righter than what's

between us."

He could always go back to playing bagpipes at

midnight, Mac decided grimly, watching Diana's

slender form shift beneath her robe as she cooked

breakfast. When she turned to him, holding the plat-

ters of bacon and eggs, Mac knew he'd remember her

forever.
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A man doesn't easily forget a sleepy-eyed woman
with tousled sunlit hair and sweet, sweet lips. When
Diana made love to him, she forced out his loneli-

ness, replacing it with her fire.

Blaine had come to claim his mother, and Mac
fought the sour taste of losing Diana. Somehow, the

trick on Benevolence had backfired.

She placed the eggs and bacon on the table, her

teeth nibbling at her bottom lip as she checked the ta-

ble settings for the third time. **Who called this

morning, Mac? I heard the phone ring."

Mac scowled, avoiding her searching look. **Some-

thing about Old Bob's death. The sheriff found the

same high-caliber rifle casings near an illegal elk

kill You're going back, aren't you?"

**No."

Blaine entered the kitchen, stopping just inside the

doorway. **Of course, she is."

Diana turned slowly to face her son. Mac noted the

trembling of her hands, the tightening of her fingers

on the salt and pepper shakers. **We need to talk

about that, Blaine. Would you like to walk with me
after breakfast?"

Mac felt the fear grow in him, felt it wrap tight

around his heart. His life spread before him like an

empty void, Diana's warmth already fading

Why did he have to open his heart to her?

Wasn't losing one woman enough pain in a man's

lifetime?

The noon wind was cold, tossing her hair against

her face. Diana glanced at the stark mountains topped
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with snow and said quietly, **I like it here, Blaine.

There's the peace I've needed for a long time."

Her son placed his hand against the barn, prodding

a rock with his toe. **I can see something between you

and Mac. You have a sort of glow now Do you

really care for him, Mom?" he asked slowly.

**Yes, I do." She caressed his cheek, realizing how
much he had gone through. "I love you and Rick, but

there's another side of me, too. Mac is the gentlest

man I know. He's made me happy. You want that,

don't you?"

Blaine cleared his throat, frowning. "It's over be-

tween you and Dad, then? For real?"

She ruffled his hair as she had when he was small.

Smiling gently, she answered, '*It was over a long time

ago. Meeting Mac, staying here, was an accident. But

I'm so very glad he happened in my life, Blaine. I hope

you'll understand."

Her son stared down at her for a long time before he

took her hand. "I was pretty mean last night, wasn't

I?'*

Smiling, she hugged him. **Pretty awful. Come
back to me, honey."

**I love you, Mom," he said simply, returning the

hug. **Rick said you were out on a Voyage of self-

discovery.' He said to give you space. I should have

had more faith
—

"

"Shh. You're here now and you understand. That's

what counts."

"Blaine has talked with his father about Thanks-

giving, Mac. Alex has already made plans, so Blaine

is going to spend Thanksgiving with us. Is that all
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right?" Diana asked that evening after supper. Seated

on the couch, Diana acted Uke the perfect hostess.

Mac fought his visions of loneliness, hiding behind

the barricade of the local newspaper. He could feel

panic rippling up his spine. He'd almost kept her, but

now her son had arrived to claim her. Why hadn't he

put his courting plans in high gear?

Mac could feel his teeth grind. A man couldn't bank

on seduction, not when he wanted a woman like Diana

to stay put.

Over the top of his newspaper, he glanced at her

stealthily. Dressed in jeans and a bulky maroon

sweater, she looked so beautiful. Mac shifted uncom-

fortably in his worn armchair, rereading the **Game

Warden's Column" for the third time. He hadn't ever

pulled out the stops when it came to wooing her, and

the idea nettled him. He'd never played the part of a

Romeo yet, but to keep Diana from leaving him and

returning to that no-good ex-husband of hers, he just

might

—

"Mac, are you sleeping?" Diana asked, leaning

forward to tug his paper lower. **I asked if Blaine

could share Thanksgiving with us."

Mac allowed himself to drown in her brown velvet

gaze, allowed it to sweep inside him, warming. He
grinned slowly, watching the soft curve of her mouth

return the gesture. "I'd really like that, Diana. In fact,

why don't you invite Rick, too?"

"Really? You wouldn't mind having a houseful?

Rick has a girlfriend who would die of loneliness if

they were separated."
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Blaine shifted, reaching down to pet Red's shaggy

head. "Ah, Mom, I haven't had time to tell you about

my girlfriend, Cindy. She's . . . ah . .

."

**She can come, too. This is lovely! A whole house-

ful of kids for the holidays, Mac. Isn't it great?"

Diana clapped her hands, bouncing off the couch. She

snatched Mac's head between her hands and gave him

a short kiss on the Hps. **Oh, thank you, Mac."

Both males stared, fascinated as she ran to a cabi-

net to extract a notepad and pen.

Dazed by the sudden happy flush washing Diana's

cheeks, Mac murmured, *Tine. I'd like that."

Her son took a moment to recover, his expression

thoughtful before it changed to excitement. "This is

great!"

Uncertain whether either person would hear him,

Mac offered quietly, "It's early in the season, but if

they like to ski, there's a lift not far from here. I can

borrow a couple of snowmobiles, too. There's al-

ready snow in the high country on the designated

trails."

Both mother and son turned to Mac, watching him

intently. Mac forced a swallow as Diana's small face

softened and almost glowed. They gazed at each other.

"Thank you so much, Mac," she murmured huskily,

lowering her lashes over tear-bright eyes.

"It's nothing, honey," he returned in as deep and

intimate a tone. Fascinated by the thick damp lashes,

Mac reached out a finger to dry them. "Don't cry."

Diana's mouth trembled, her hand sliding into her

son's larger one. "I'm just happy, Mac."

Blaine's astute eyes shifted from his mother to Mac,

meeting the older man's mild stare. "She's the weepy
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sort. She*s cried enough sad tears, maybe the happy

ones will wash them away, huh?*' he asked awk-

wardly, placing his arm around Diana's shoulders.

**Stop talking about me as though I weren't here,

Blaine," Diana chided, sniffing delicately.

"Yes, Mother," Blaine answered too placidly, his

gaze locking with Mac's quiet one. Take it easy with

her, his stare warned. Don't hurt her.

Slowly, Mac extended his hand to the younger man,

who gripped it. **I imagine we'd both better help your

mother, before she spins herself into exhaustion, don't

you think, Blaine?"

"Agreed."

Diana sniffed again and wiped her eyes. "Mac, I

won't have you talking around me, either."

Watching her, Mac spoke to Blaine, "She's a soft

one."

"And men talk about women chattering," Diana

teased, her eyes sparkling. "Let's get busy!"

Thanksgiving arrived in a flurry of giggling girl-

friends, happy sons, a beaming Mac and the scents of

a roast turkey dinner. A layer of new snow blanketed

the fields and weighted the tree branches. The sun

decorated the landscape with a silvery glitter, which

demanded a pre-Thanksgiving dinner snowball fight

between the younger couples.

Diana couldn't resist drawing Mac into a corner of

the porch. She grinned as he angled his tall body away

from the threatening heap of skis. Hugging him tightly

around his lean waist, she pressed her cheek to his

chest. She nuzzled his well-washed sweatshirt with her

cold nose. "This is so nice of you, Mac."
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Mac glanced uncomfortably at the foursome fast

approaching from the meadow.

"You can hug me too, you know," she offered

happily. **Oh, Mac, I'm so happy. I feel Hke those

kids—bursting with life, ready to meet new chal-

lenges. What's wrong?" she asked, looking up into his

wary face.

**Look behind you."

Diana turned slowly, her arms still wrapped around

Mac's waist. Watching her with unreadable faces were

Rick and Blaine, snowballs poised in their gloves. The

two girls looked anxiously from the brothers to Diana.

She turned to look at Mac's flushed face and

grinned. "Are you embarrassed?" she asked, releas-

ing him. "You'll have to hold your own with them, big

guy. They have some idea you're after their mother."

Even during dinner, Diana couldn't resist teasing

Mac. She kept shooting him intimate glances over the

food-laden table, just to torment him a little. He was

so cute in his new cream-colored sweater, stammering

now and then and appearing to wait for the ax to fall.

Just as Mac reached for his second helping of

pumpkin pie, Diana couldn't resist saying, "I have a

little secret, guys. Want to share it?"

Blaine's filled mouth stopped chewing. Rick's fork

stopped midway to his lips.

Struggling to keep his voice level. Rick said, "Sure,

Mom. What gives?"

Diana glanced at Mac, who looked as though he'd

like to be dangling from a hundred-foot ski lift or

rappelling down a rock cliff—anywhere but seated

with her family. When Mac silently pleaded with her,
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Diana couldn't resist licking the dollop of whipped

cream from her fork.

The come-hither gesture almost caused Mac to

break out in a sweat. Just for extra spice, Diana trailed

her fingertip across the back of his hand. To her de-

light, Mac*s cheeks began to flush. "Mac and I have

been playing a little joke on Benevolence."

**How so?" Blaine asked cautiously, alert to Mac's

uncomfortable expression.

**To win a championship chili contest, Mac an-

nounced our engagement." Diana winked at Mac.

**It's called influencing the judge.' Isn't that right?"

*' Mother!" Both Rick and Blaine looked as though

they would go into permanent shock. Cindy and Alise

giggled, as usual, and Diana found herself joining

them. She laughed until the tears began to roll down
her cheeks.

Rick recovered enough to say, ** Mother, this isn't

funny."

**Why not? I think it's hilarious."

Blaine emitted a noise that sounded suspiciously like

a chuckle. *'A whole town. Mom?"
"And surrounding homesteads. I rather like put-

ting Mac on the spot, too."

Rick's expression began to shift, a grin toying with

his mouth. "Having fun, Mom?"
"For the first time in eons. I really don't have a care

in the world." Diana felt as though she'd shot through

the walls of her box. The one that had kept her pris-

oner for so many years. The right and proper box that

stripped her essence and demanded her soul.

Blaine lifted his water glass in a toast. "Here's to

Mom. You deserve a little fun."
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Diana looked at Mac's oh-my-gosh expression.

**And now to cap off our first new-family holiday,

Mac will play the bagpipes."

Later, when Mac decided to carry in the firewood

for the night, both younger men donned their coats to

follow him.

There, behind the house, standing before the

woodpile. Rick and Blaine faced Mac. The light snow

drifted between them, covering their shoulders. "It's

time to talk,*' Rick announced.

Blaine adjusted his knit cap and raised his collar

higher against the winter wind. **Mom's having fun.

Even an idiot could see how happy she is."

**Mom hasn't laughed like that for a long time.

Especially when you offered to dance the Highland

fling," Rick added.

"She did like showing me up when she did her own

dance," Mac agreed, wondering why in Sam Hill he

felt as though he was being interviewed.

Blaine propped a boot on a snow-covered log.

"Mom even Hkes her job. I didn't know she knew

anything about fishing or hunting. Seems like she

knows some interesting hunting guides, too. She's

stopped acting ... so strained. It's like she's a kid

again."

Both youths looked at Mac expectantly.

"If this little talk is going to take long, I vote we

adjourn to the tack room in the bam," he offered

warily.

Rick stood up, dusting the snow from him. "Suits

me. Let's go."

The tack room was warm, scented of hay and ani-

mals and old leather. Mac lighted the kerosene Ian-
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tern and fired the small potbellied stove. Rick carefully

adjusted his length to a rickety wooden box. Blaine

looked around, then settled into a chair next to a ta-

ble. He shuffled the worn deck of cards he pulled out

of his coat pocket. **Poker?"

**Count me in.** Rick watched Mac. **How about

you?*'

On the third hand of stud poker, Rick leaned back

on the wooden box. He shuffled the cards slowly.

"What gives with you, Mac? Just what are your in-

tentions toward Mom?**
"She*s been hurt enough,*' Blaine asserted. "We

understand now that Dad has a lot to answer for. We
just got mixed up, somehow. It wasn*t hard to do,

considering the way she kept everything inside while

Dad kept laying blame.** He paused. "So what gives

between you and her?**

Being interviewed by a woman* s sons was a novel

experience, Mac decided quickly. How could he say

that he needed her like air?

Before he could answer, Blaine continued. "She

likes this new independence thing. I think she should

be encouraged to do what she wants. She deserves it,

don*t you think, Mac?**

"And what about this marriage thing, Mac?** Rick

asked, frowning. "Just what are your intentions

there? After all, a guy likes to think his mother is sa-

cred, you know?*'

"I want Diana to be happy,** Mac answered with all

the strength of his convictions.

Blaine toyed with a saddle buckle. "Oh, she's

happy. We can see that. But what are you intending in

the long run? I mean, the town is bound to get wise to
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the joke someday. You wouldn*t leave her holding the

bag, would you?"
** Diana will have to decide how to handle the mat-

ter. She's making her own decisions. For my part, I

care deeply for her. If she stayed, I couldn't ask for

much more out of life." Mac retrieved a bottle of red

wine from beneath an Apache saddle blanket.

"You're not a boozer, are you?" Rick asked

sharply, looking at the half- filled bottle. **Just how

much do you drink?"

**Oh, lay off, Rick," Blaine interrupted. "The guy

must be all of
—" he looked at Mac appraisingly

"—well, he's got a few years on him, but he seems to

be in pretty good shape ... for his age. If he drank

heavily, we'd know it by now."

Mac couldn't resist grinning as he poured the wine

into three tin cups. "Thanks. We old-timers need all

the help we can get."

Holding his drink, Rick looked around the small

room. "I suppose you own all this. I mean, Mom isn't

going to get into any financial trouble here, is she?"

Rick shrugged. "It's over now. But somehow, Mom
just didn't come up even when she and Dad split.

There was no compensation for all that time she spent

at home. It took a while for her to get on her feet, I

guess. I remember looking at her one day and think-

ing, *Mom looks like she's breaking in two.'

"

Mac frowned, realizing how Diana had passed

through so many difficult trials. No wonder she

looked like a stray when she arrived on his doorstep.

Why couldn't life have brought them together sooner?

Why had she suffered alone? "I'm financially stable.

She won't be responsible for any debts."
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Rick nodded. *That's good. Now, ah. Mom is

pretty, ah, righteous about marriage. I mean— *' He
swallowed a sip and glanced nervously at Blaine, then

back at Mac. "She Hkes to tease you, like a girl, al-

most. And she touches you, like guys our age." He
took a deep breath. **What I mean to say is, we don*t

want you taking advantage of her . . . innocence about

the world. Do you have any problems with that?'*

Mac met Rick's probing stare evenly. Diana had

come to him, offering herself so sweetly to him. "Your
mother and I are friends. I wouldn't do anything to

hurt her."

Blaine pondered Mac's statement a moment. **I like

that, Rick. Basically, I think the guy is okay."

**What about a real marriage?" Rick persisted.
**There are lots of guys our ages turning up with baby

brothers and sisters."

Mac closed his eyes. Making a child with Diana
would be the sweetest thing in the world. But if he

couldn't have that, he'd settle for any scrap of Diana

possible. "I'd vote for marriage in a minute. I intend

to try my damnedest to keep her any way I can."

"Whatever is happening is good for Mom. She's put

on some pounds, and she's looking great Here's

to her new life." Rick Ufted the bottle.

The door squeaked open. "Here's to snowballs!"

Diana yelled, pitching her snowball straight at Mac.
It struck his cheek before he could duck.

"Here's to bull sessions!" Cindy lofted her missile

straight toward Blaine while Alise plastered Rick's

face.

"Women! You can't trust 'em," Blaine crowed, re-

forming the snow shding down his face and running
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after the escaping females. "We'll teach you. Bull

sessions are sacred to the American male!'*

Mac slowly wiped his cheek, feeling his grin spread

through him. *'I believe Humpty can be put back to-

gether again. Once the house is quiet, she won't stand

a chance. I am going to keep that woman. The ques-

tion is how."



Eight

The huskies easily pulled Clancy's light sled over the

powdery dry snow. Standing on the sled's back run-

ners, her stomach braced against the seat, Diana fi-

nally felt as free as the golden eagle soaring through

the sunlit morning.

With a fantastic Thanksgiving and Christmas be-

hind her—her sons had obviously enjoyed spending

their holiday vacations at Mac's—Diana expected the

whole new year to follow suit. January was the per-

fect time to begin anew, to braid the past into the fu-

ture.

Snow glistened on the San Juan Mountains; the

fields and forests were draped with the heavy white

blanket. The freezing wind ruffled the fur lining of her
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parka hood and stung her cheeks. But dark goggles

protected her eyes.

She'd borrowed the sled for her day off, wanting

—

no, burning—to make her private run, to explore

without Mac's anxious eye or Clancy's cautions.

Red, acting as lead dog, knew the stretch well due

to Clancy's frequent runs. Across the open meadows,

swinging down a snow-covered lane and then to the

higher country to a lone scraggy pine tree buffeted by

wind and time.

The run was her baptism, her journey to freedom,

wiping away the pain and insecurities. The strength

was in her, growing.

Red picked up pace, and the huskies strained against

the harnesses, running toward the wilderness. The

snow from their feet sprayed across Diana's face,

forcing her to tuck her chin deeper in the protective

knit covering. She felt elated, ready to take on any-

thing life threw at her.

Suddenly, there was a sound like that of a rifle shot.

A dead tree cracked and fell near the trail.

In her mind's eye, she saw Mac. The gentle man
with dark lighting eyes. He was a part of it all, the re-

birth. Concentrating on him, Diana could feel the

womanly essence tingle within her. She had been a girl

when she'd married Alex, trusting him to form their

lives. But with Mac, there was sharing.

She thought of Mac's behavior lately. Grumpy,

wary, sidestepping any intimacy. She was certain that

Mac watched her; she could feel him waiting. For

what?
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How could she let him know she wanted all of him
now? How in the world did a woman pursue a man?

For just an instant, a sharp fear chilled her. She

gripped the sled tighter. Mac was a born protector, a

Colorado knight championing the wounded and the

needy. Was she taking advantage of his tender heart?

The sled hit a hidden branch, bumping the runners

beneath her boots. Diana controlled the sled, then

called to Red, who had slowed his pace. **Hey, Red!

Go for it!"

Go for it. It was her time. Her life was swinging in

a new direction just as the sled coursed across the un-

marked sunlit snow. She was a woman controlling her

own destiny, finding confidence within.

But she needed Mac to complete her life.

In an alpine clearing, Diana noted Clancy's

marker—a burned tree stump. She caught a sound, a

chopping noise overhead, and saw the shadow of

Mac's helicopter sweep across the blinding snow.

He hovered overhead, and beneath her knitted face

covering, Diana smiled. ''Let's go. Red," she called.

"Gee!"

Leaving Clancy's trail, Diana slowed the dogs with

the tug rope and brake, then leaped off the sled, run-

ning beside the team. The huskies, wanting to run,

fought the slower pace, barking. Red turned his head

to the pack and bared his teeth. Diana ran to him and

patted his head. "Let's show him we know our stuff,

boy!"

Loping beside Red, Diana ignored Mac's helicop-

ter. She was light enough to run on top of the crust of

the deep snow easily. She led the dogs in a circle, and
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after a few times around, they made a visible trail.

Diana ran to the center of the giant circle. She threw

out her arms, laughing up at Mac, then tramped on

the snow, forming the eyes and mouth of a smiling

face.

Mac's helicopter dipped and swayed in an answer,

but when she thought he would land, the craft sailed

toward the high mesas.

Frowning, she followed the helicopter into the

blinding sun. * That's right, Mac. You've come just

close enough, it's time to run away," she whispered,

remembering how he backstepped every time she came

near.

Since his lingering kiss beneath the Christmas mis-

tletoe, Mac had acted like a man on a tight leash, and

she didn't know why. But she intended to find out. . .

.

Diana walked to the dogs lying in the snow, their

pink tongues hanging out. Six sets of huskies' eyes

watched her as Red stood and stretched. She patted

Red. **You're ready to run again, aren't you? Being

free is quite a feeling—it makes you stronger, huh?"

Red Hcked her leather glove, his giant body taut.

She smiled again, feeling very young and very certain

of herself as a woman.

With a lingering glance at the helicopter, Diana be-

gan to run beside the back of the sled, waiting for the

dogs to pick up pace. When they were running strong,

she leaped onto the back runners to brace her body

against the sled. Then she gave herself to the sheer

freedom of the high country.
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When Diana returned the team to Clancy late that

afternoon, she had decided to call Alex at the first

opportunity.

**Clancy is a fourteen-carat gold-plated idiot.*'

Muttering to himself, Mac felt raw clear through as he

opened the door to his house. Seeing Diana out in the

wild, trusting a half-broken pack of running dogs with

her life, was a nightmare. The new bullet hole through

his helicopter windshield didn't help his nerves, either.

The lack of sleep nettled him. The sheriff had en-

listed his aid to catch the elusive poachers. Between the

long hours in the helicopter and the sleepless hours

aching for Diana, Mac kept himself going on coffee

and nerves. He wanted Diana down to his bones, but

a man couldn't start courting seriously when he had

pushed himself to his physical limits.

He had his sights set, but candlelight and roses took

plenty of time to plan. Especially when there wasn't a

French restaurant or a florist shop within miles. Mac
had decided to put his strategy on hold until just the

right moment. Diana deserved every ounce of magic

he could muster.

He could wait . . . maybe.

Having the youngsters in the house had eased his

tension, but maybe Benevolence had the last laugh.

Could a hermit change his spots?

"In the middle of everything, she decides to be-

come a full-fledged musher." He swept the snow from

his boots with a broom, carefully stepping on a

braided rug. He eyed Diana's small fur-lined mocca-

sins and leggings—Eskimo mukluks—as he tugged off
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his snow-encrusted boots. "I should have put the

copter down right there and made her hit the trail

back, really laid down the law. Should have followed

her every step of the way. Should have knocked Clancy

into the next world when he suggested such a thing.

She's not even up to one of those dogs' working

weight."

Mac closed the door quietly as Red padded toward

him. Taking off his heavy jacket and tossing it to the

couch, Mac was determined to state his piece—dog-

sledding was just too dangerous for Diana.

Diana's low husky voice floated from the kitchen.

**Yes, Alex. It was really nice talking to you, too."

"Alex," Mac repeated. Alex with the smooth voice

and the coimtry-club manners. Probably had a pedi-

gree all the way up his . .

.

Mac's heart stopped; his fingers trembled as he

forced himself to sift through the day's mail. Alex

probably knew all the right moves to win a woman's

heart. Mac grimaced, feeling uncomfortable in com-

parison. He hadn't spent much time refining his

courtship abilities. Unable to stand, he sank onto the

sofa, holding the mail.

"I know, Alex," Diana continued. **It is hard

Yes, I understand Okay You, too."

Mac winced, looking at a business envelope ad-

dressed to him. He'd had Diana for a time, seen her

grow and mend and laugh. And now it was time for

Alex.

Mac crushed the invitation to the church social and

tossed it on the table. He'd given Diana the space she
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needed, tried to keep his senses from being filled with

her scent, her warmth.

But playing buddy to a woman he craved like a bee

craved blossoms wasn't exactly the easiest thing.

When she laughed, his heart turned flip-flops.

When she sat quietly in the evenings, he felt warmed
clear through.

Diana. Feminine, gentle . . . delectable and saucy.

Mac heard her come in and say, "Hi.*'

A woman welcoming her man.

Mac found himself trembling. Because he fought

the need to tug her to him, because he needed her

down to his bones, Mac kept his gaze on the mail.

**Hi, yourself.'*

"Are we crabby?" she asked lightly, settling her-

self beside him.

When he glared at her, Mac suddenly discovered

that Diana was wearing a transparent negligee. His

eyes widened, taking in the revealing garment that had

just enough beige lace to conceal some parts of her.

"What in Sam Hill are you wearing?**

"I've just showered, Mac,'* she explained after

taking a sip of tea from the cup she held in her hand.

"Ms. Simpson has invited us to dinner. If you want to

go, I'll change."

She crossed her legs, and Mac found himself star-

ing helplessly at a smooth length of her thigh. He
forced his eyes to her face. "That meddling old—"
"Now, Mac, that doesn't sound like you." Con-

cerned at once, she frowned. "What is wrong?*'

"Plenty. Clancy ought to be shot for teaching you

anything about mushing. Okay, it*s fun, I know that.
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But a woman out on her own—anything could hap-

pen. What if you broke a leg? What if the dogs turned

on you? Clancy's Nasty Boy weighs more than you do.

What if those poachers decided to
— ''

**Poachers? You mean they still haven't been

caught?*'

Running his fingers through his hair, Mac took a

deep breath. He hadn't meant to turn on her like

that—it was just that he wanted her safe. She was so

precious to him. "Listen, things can happen in the

high country, and you wouldn't have a chance."

Diana's brown eyes darkened. "I suppose that's

why you were checking up on me."

"I was checking up on a poacher sign. You just

happened to be there."

"Really? Is that why you stirred up the snow with

your helicopter? Hovering around like Papa Bear?"

Mac's frustration came to the boiling point quickly.

"Why can't you understand, woman, that it's dan-

gerous for you? Especially a half-pint
—

"

Her eyes widened incredulously. "What?"

Mac lowered his face, scowling down at her, his chin

jutting out. He felt as raw as a wounded bear, want-

ing to strike out at something. "What kind of a

screwball antic was that—making a happy face in the

snow? What if you fell into a crevasse or the dogs de-

cided to run off? You can't just pick up and leave the

house to run dogs the way Clancy does, lady."

Just a fraction of an inch away from his lips, Diana

asked carefully, "Why can't I, Mac? Didn't I have

your permission? Who are you, the lord of my life?"
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Mac framed her face with his big hands. *This is

why not/' Placing his mouth on hers, Mac let his sav-

age needs erupt. Roughly he deepened the ravenous

kiss. He took her tongue into his mouth, caressed it

with his own and felt his body throb with the need to

enter her. Mac needed to claim his woman. To show

her his heart, to bind her to him.

Forcing himself to end the kiss, Mac looked down
at Diana's wide-eyed expression and her swollen lips.

He'd kissed her with every ounce of his hot and insis-

tent desire. He'd shocked her, he knew, looking into

her darkening eyes.

"So I'm not smooth like Alex." He ground out each

word.

**No, you're not," she agreed, watching him

steadily. "You never were." Her tongue flicked out to

moisten her bottom lip.

Mac felt the cut straight down his chest. He'd shown

her the rough side of his passion. And scared her.

There wasn't a reason in the world why she'd stay with

him now. Where had all his good intentions gone?

Mac felt ill. He had to escape, to lick his wounds in

private. "I'm taking a shower."

In the bathroom, Mac turned on the water full

force. Stripping off his clothes, he stepped into the

steaming hot shower. He closed his eyes and saw

Diana's pale face. She was probably packing her bags

now.

He scrubbed his flesh almost viciously, wishing he

hadn't grabbed her with the debonair polish of a Bor-

neo wild man. Hell, he was wild. Wild with fear of
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losing Diana. To Alex or a hungry mountain cat. Or

a wayward bullet from a poacher's rifle.

Or maybe just his own clumsiness. He cursed at

himself for mishandling her. He'd probably shocked

her right down to her bones.

Mac lifted his face to the stream of hot water. He

took a deep breath and wondered if she'd send him a

postcard after she cooled down.

Maybe someday she'd accept his apology.

He heard a sound and turned to see Diana's small

hand pressed flat against the shower door. **Get out

of there, Mac."

"You get out of here and I will," he exploded, feel-

ing caught by frustration and need of Diana. *' Isn't

anything private around here?"

"Okay." She tossed a towel over the glass door, and

he heard the bathroom door click shut.

He turned off the water, toweling himself dry.

"*Okay', she says. Just Uke that," he muttered,

wrapping the towel around his waist. "How in the hell

can you get a good fight stirred up with *Okay'?"

When Mac jerked open the shower door, he found

Diana leaning against the counter, smiling patiently.

"Do you always talk to yourself in the shower?"

He glared at her, feeling raw and happy to see her.

Placing his hands on his hips, Mac narrowed his eyes.

"Sometimes a man has to have some privacy. Why is

it females feel as though they have to pry under a

man's skin?"

Diana trailed a slender finger down his damp chest,

then looked up at him, her eyes dark. "You've had
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your privacy long enough, MacLean. Tell me what

you feel."

Mac glanced at the mirror behind her, which re-

vealed the curves of Diana's trim back. The negligee

swooped almost to her shapely bottom. He swal-

lowed, forcing himself not to think of the fascinating

little dimple just at the base of— In another moment
he'd be grabbing her. "Not a chance."

Her fingertips circled his nipples; she watched as

they hardened. Then she stroked his cheek. "Mac, I

think you're afraid of me."

He jerked his head away from her touch.

"Mac, don't make me come after you," she threat-

ened softly. "I can do it, you know."

"What in Sam Hill are you talking about,

woman?" he asked sharply, aware of his body hard-

ening, heating at her nearness.

When she unwrapped the towel that was around his

hips, Mac trembled. "You're pushing your luck," he

said unsteadily, feeling genuine panic as the towel fell

to the floor. If she touched him again, he'd bum, he'd

explode with the need to claim her

Diana's skin was flushed, hot against his flesh as she

brushed her cheek across his chest. Holding his eyes,

she undressed and dropped the silken confection over

his towel.

He closed his eyes. When they'd m^de love the very

first time, he'd held back and she'd trusted him.

Would he lose her now if he exposed his unrestrained

passion?

When her lips nibbled his, he could feel her hun-

ger, feel the potent beckoning. Stepping up to him.
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Diana let her softness curve into the damp hard planes

of his body. *'Take me," she whispered against his

throat.

Mac fought his blatant desire, his flesh aching to

join with hers. He knew he couldn't hold back the

passion that kept him riveted to the floor. If ever a

man wanted to possess a woman, he was that man. His

throat dry, he whispered, **No.*'

Diana stilled, the small hardened tips of her breasts

searing his chest. She leaned back to look up at him

curiously. **No?"

Mac knew he had to escape or damn himself. He
sidestepped her to walk to his bedroom bureau. He
jerked open a drawer, taking out a pair of neatly

folded briefs only to have Diana snatch them away

from him.

In the faint light of the bedside lamp, he saw Diana

toss his underclothing to the bed. She crossed her arms

beneath her breasts, the motion raising them. His gaze

followed the gentle swell of her hips and the lines of

her slender legs—a seductive view that caused Mac to

perspire. He tried to force his gaze away and found the

task impossible.

Frowning, she tapped her toe on the braided rug. "I

won't have it, Mac. You can be ill-tempered and nasty

and act like a cornered old buck deer, but I won't have

you keeping anything from me. I won't live like this

—

with everything tucked neatly away, words left un-

said."

Her finger prodded his chest. "You've been run-

ning away since New Year's. Just what is your prob-

lem, mister?"
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Suddenly his bedroom seemed small. Diana, stand-

ing in her birthday suit, her eyes flashing angrily up at

him, could drive a man to the limits. "Leave me
alone," he said between his teeth, glaring back at her.

Her eyebrows went up. "Oh. You've reverted to the

womanless hermit stage, then."

"Watch it," he warned evenly, wanting to run his

hands down her body, feel the racing of her heart

against his. Lack of sleep and his desire for her had

placed him on edge. He'd taken her cautiously the first

time. But not now. He wouldn't be able to hold back

if they made love now. And then she'd run.

Diana studied him coolly. "I guess it's up to me,

then."

In the next uistant, she pressed him against the wall,

looping her arms around his neck. She smiled softly,

and Mac's hands involuntarily fitted to her back and

caressed its smoothness.

"There. I've got you Give in, Mac."
When she stood on tiptoe to kiss him, Mac lost

himself. Silken skin and tempting lips drove him to the

limit and pushed him over. Mac could feel the primi-

tive hunger beat through him as her lips parted, al-

lowing his tongue entrance. Beneath his hands, her

body moved, supple and willing to meet his demands.

Her thighs pressed against his, increasing the ache.

Sweeping her up into his arms, Mac carried Diana

to the bed.

"Oh, Mac," she whispered urgently. Holding him

tightly, Diana's fingers tangled in his hair, bringing his

mouth to hers, as though she, too, had hungers that

raged out of control.
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Mac's hands roamed over her feverishly, demand-

ing as they stroked the length of her. He trembled,

trying to bank the consuming fires momentarily.

Then Diana thrust against him, nibbling on his ear-

lobe. **Don't hold back, Mac. Not now.*'

He breathed heavily, the desire rising. Diana opened

to him, urged him into her fully, and they became one

body, one driving force.

He'd waited too long, the tethers leashing him cut

by the softness that was Diana. For a moment he

stilled, absorbing the pleasure of Diana's warmth. She

trembled, moving slightly beneath him. "Take me,

Mac," she whispered huskily.

And then there was no waiting, only the wild beat-

ing hunger driving them on. He could feel the throb-

bing deep within him, his hands caressing her breasts.

His passion burned, the flames growing higher as

Diana met his demands and issued her own. The

bonding, sweet and furious, tasted of eternity and

promises and sharing.

Each sound she made and the sweetness of her body

enclosing him urged him on. Relentlessly, he tasted her

tender body, savoring the taut buds of her breasts,

relishing her satin-smooth skin.

Her soft arms and legs held him to her. Her head

was thrown back against the first rippling tide of heat.

Her fingers tensed up on his shoulders as she gave

herself fully to the sensation.

Mac felt the surging ecstasy rise in her as she met his

powerful rhythm. The tempest rose, swirling inside

them as Mac showed her his primitive desperation, his

need of her and more.
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Later, as Diana's soft breath flowed across his chest,

her head resting on his shoulder, Mac was over-

whelmed with love and felt his eyes burn. Tears trailed

down his temple as Diana's hand smoothed his chest,

her palm catching the beat of his throbbing heart.

Diana turned and propped an elbow up on his chest.

She kissed his hand when he tucked a damp strand

behind her ear. **I love you like this, Mac. My own
snuggly bear."

She nuzzled his chest, and he savored the intimate

tangle of their limbs a moment longer. "I know you're

tired," she said softly, blowing into his ear. **But tell

me what's wrong?"

How could he tell her of his fears? "I'm just tired."

**Like hell."

He raised his eyebrows, feeling his mouth curve into

a smile. "Clancy needs to watch his language."

Diana kissed the hard corners of his mouth, and

Mac began to melt again. "You're the strongest per-

son I know, Mac. Why are you frightened?" she

whispered, tracing the contours of his lips with her

tongue.

He breathed lightly beneath her sensual forays,

bothered by the shattering driving way he'd taken her.

"Did I hurt you?"

She laughed, the sound as soft as the mountain wind

caressing the columbine flowers. "You freed me. I

soared." Lifting herself, Diana lay on top of him. Her

eyes, soft and drowsy and mysterious, looked down at

him. "I've never felt like more of a woman."
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She curled her arms around him, whispering against

his neck, **Stop fighting me. Tm determined to have

my way with you. I love this—the whispering, the

sharing. Now tell me."

Diana could feel Mac's hard body tense, as though

preparing to take a blow. Lifting her head, she placed

her palm against his rough cheek. His black eyes

flickered, looking away almost guiltily. "I have things

to work out.'*

"Mmm. You heard me talking with Alex, didn't

you?"

Mac turned to her slowly, his expression almost flat,

evasive. It was then that Diana knew how he shielded

himself, drawing back, aching. . . . Taking his hand, she

linked her smaller fingers with his. His palm was warm

and safe and rough with work. She'd seen those hands

run over an ill calf, searching, helping.

**Let me tell you a story," she began softly, contin-

uing to look at their joined hands. She could feel his

breath fill his chest and linger before easing slowly out.

As though he had taken a sharp blow and needed time

to recover.

Against the white pillowcase, Mac's rugged dark

face and black hair appeared as timeless as the moun-

tains beyond the bedroom window. A man who would

endure, she thought. Beneath her, his heart pounded

hard and steady.

She held him, the strength of him leashed by her

light touch. **I wish Alex the best. But he's caused

trouble, and I called to correct him."
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**I see." Mac's long hard body shuddered; his eyes

glittered beneath the long sweep of lashes. She saw the

flash of pain, quickly concealed.

Diana smiled, knowing that she would pursue him

if he withdrew. She*d never wanted to comer a man,

but Mac was an altogether different story.

"Oh, God, I don't think I can take this," Mac
muttered, watching her. **How considerate of you,'*

he offered, easing her from him. "I don't think I've

ever had such a discussion after. . . lovemaking."

Sensing him running away, Diana felt a cold wash

of panic. Throwing caution to the wind, she reached

for a pillow and plummeted him with it. "You hard-

headed ... I'm trying to have an intelligent conversa-

tion with you about emotions! I've had enough of

your hiding, enough of being held at arm's length."

"Hey!" Catching her arms, Mac pulled her under

him and pressed down on her full length.

The look she sent him back was pure sensuality, in-

viting. "I won't break," she whispered huskily, feel-

ing the driving desire rising in him. "Oh, Mac . .

."

His mouth was warm, lingering, worshiping as he

rubbed his lips across hers. "Are you telling me you

need me, lady?" he asked roughly.

"Oh, Mac. I do need you so."

He brushed the pad of his thumb across her hot

cheek, watching her eyes darken. "Why were you

wearing that sexy slinky thing?"

She answered honestly, her heart fluttering as his

lips hovered near her aching breast. "To seduce you,

pure and simple."
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**You've certainly accomplished the task.**

"Beginner's luck, darling. Maybe we should see if

my luck holds."

**Hallelujah."



Nine

Mac insisted on taking Diana to work the next

morning, despite her objections. He treated her with

endearing, old-fashioned, courtly manners. As though

he were afraid to mishandle her, fearing she'd run

away.

Watching him stand near the wood stove, talking to

her boss and several other men as they sipped their

coffee, Diana didn't think she could refuse him any-

thing. Tilting her head, Diana considered Mac's easy

long-legged stance. Looking very appealing in his

thick cable-knit sweater and jeans, he periodically

glanced toward her. Something blazed when their eyes

met, a deep stirring heat that had nothing to do with

the wood fire.
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Diana felt her bones melt. For just the space of a

breath, she felt Mac locked against her, hungry and

demanding.

She felt rosy and cherished and very well loved. Mac

was as rugged as the country and as open with his

heart—and he was hers. Once Mac had determined she

could hold her own with his passion, he wanted

everything. Demanded everything. Was it possible the

month was January and not spring? Was she eighteen

again?

Wingman glanced her way. '*Hey, Diana. How
about more coffee?" he asked, raising his mug.

Mac's head turned toward her, causing her hand to

tremble as she lifted the steaming pot from the brewer.

Walking around the cheese barrel, Diana could feel the

pull of his desire.

He was gazing at her so deeply, as though he could

see through her maroon turtleneck sweater and worn

jeans. She blushed right down to her toes. She liked

being cherished and touched as though she were pre-

cious silk and satin. At the same time, she loved being

his friend. A man like Mac was one to hold on to, and

to make commitments to for forever.

Crossing to the group of standing men, Diana re-

filled their mugs. She wanted to turn to Mac and say,

"Let's go home, darling. Show me again how much

you need me '*

Instead she settled for a quiet smile up at him. The

rest of the men, conversing in low rumbling voices,

seemed outside their intimate loving circle. Mac took

the coffeepot from her to place it on a table. Wrap-

ping his arm around her, he drew her to his side.
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It was a natural gesture to place her arm around his

waist. Hooking her thumb over his leather belt, Diana

leaned against him.

It was this, the sharing, that she had wanted so des-

perately. The comfortable loving tenderness that a

man like Mac could provide.

Neil chuckled. **By the looks of things, you two

lovebirds had better get married soon. The whole town

is dying to throw a big shindig."

**What do you mean?" Mac's fingers tightened on

Diana's upper arm.
**Rayfield's been crowing he's going to be asked to

be best man, once you get wise that he purposely sent

you Diana. Thought he'd done you and her a favor.

Said she looked like a stray, and you were the local

stray collector. He had plenty of rooms that night she

blew into town. Had her room key right in front of

him when he got the idea."

Wingman's grin widened. "Benevolence finally put

one over on Old Mac. We were just waiting to see the

sparks fly."

**I didn't know." Mac grinned slowly. **But he's

invited to the chili feed Diana and I will be throwing

soon. So are the rest of you."

Henry Murphy's round face lighted up. "You're

kidding. I thought we'd never be invited to the al-

mighty MacLean estate. In fact, we've all been afraid

you'd mess up and she'd light out as soon as she found

you out. She's not wearing a ring yet."

Diana didn't need a ring to feel her commitment to

Mac. She suddenly realized that in her heart, she had

already decided to spend her life loving Mac. Life in-
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eluded making all sorts of deeisions, and sometimes

the heart knew a better direction than any bundle of

sensible inhibitions. Besides, she didn't intend to have

him bullied into marriage.

*The little woman needs a ring of some sort, Mac,'*

another man offered. *'If she were mine, I'd be want-

ing to put my mark on her. Other than those cute lit-

tle marks on her neck, of course."

When Mac didn't answer, Diana looked up to see

him studying her closely. When his gaze ran down her

throat, his expression changed sharply. He swal-

lowed, easing his hand up her arm stealthily to tug up

the neck of her sweater.

Wingman sipped his coffee, his eyes sparkling.

"Look at the two of them blushing just like kids.

Cute, isn't it?"

**Okay, Neil, that's enough," Mac stated sharply.

**Whoa. Just teasing, boy." Wingman winked at

Diana. **Come on, men, I'll show you the new com-

pound bows that just came in. Got some muzzle

loader kits in at a fair price. When the primitive hunts

come around, you'll have your muskets ready."

As soon as the men left, Mac took Diana's hand and

tugged her behind a fly rod display. He traced the tiny

bruises on her throat with his forefinger.

She wrapped her fingers around his wrist, feeling

the steady beat of his pulse. "You only loved me,

Mac."

"That I did," he murmured huskily, the intimate

tone causing her to quiver deep inside. "What are we

going to do about it, lady?"
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Before she could answer, Wingman called over to

them, **By the way, Ms. Simpson said you two stood

her up last night. She had the preacher over to dinner,

too. Why didn*t you show up, Mac?'*

Mac looked down at Diana, humor and regret in his

gaze. **Looks like they're going to keep it up if I don't

get out of here."

He hesitated, seeming to want to say something else,

when Wingman called, *'Oh, lover boy—

"

"Don't hft anything heavy, honey," Mac in-

structed her after a brief hard kiss. "And if Clancy

drops by today, tell him your sledding days are over,

okay? You could get hurt."

He was gone without hearing her quiet firm an-

swer. "No, I will not, Mac."

The early afternoon sun striking the snow-covered

mountains caused Mac to squint behind his sunglas-

ses. He kept the helicopter hovering over a snowmo-
bile trail, following it and planning his keeping-Diana

tactics.

The new trail led to a stand of trees, and Mac cir-

cled the aspens, searching for poacher signs. The

snowmobiles weren't following the designated trails,

and he'd already spotted a freshly killed doe.

"Okay, MacLean. You think you're up to trying

again, huh? You know she could walk out at any-

time, don't you?" he asked himself, swerving around

a rocky butte. "She caught you flat-footed, you old

goat. Got you stirred up until you forgot you were her

friend. Came up on your backside. Now, what are you

going to do?"
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Mac checked his fuel level before continuing to-

ward Smokey Mountain. "Okay,*' he continued, de-

bating with himself as he followed the winding trails.

**You haven't got a thing to hold her in Colorado. She

could just be feeling gratitude."

Somehow Diana's lovemaking didn't feel like thank

you's. It felt like . . . making love.

"I can design and build a modern house. I can even

manage moving, if she wants to. It's just that some-

where in there, I feel as if I've taken advantage of her

weakness. Women are delicate emotional creatures

that way, especially Diana. Mac, you've just got to

give her a little space, old boy. Keep cool while she's

figuring out things." He shook his head and tight-

ened his grip on the controls.

"Giving her space won't work," he argued with

himself. "It's time to sweep her off her feet. Time to

get her to say *I do' and worry about whatever comes

after, later. You're committed, son. Shoot, you know

right now there will never be another woman for you.

Try the champagne bit. Get down on one knee—get

romantic. Tell her you love her, and you do, of

course."

He caught the glint of metal and circled a thick

stand of trees near an old avalanche. "Dogsledding

and lifting heavy stuff is out, of course," he contin-

ued. "And walking by herself. I'll take care of her

—

What in Sam Hill?"

The sharp crack of a rifle shot sounded over the

whirring rotor blades at the same instant that Mac

spotted Terry Blakely's distinctive snowgear.
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Diana pushed the huge antique dresser aside to

scrub the hardwood floor beneath. She*d found Mac*s

note that he'd be late and thought it the perfect time

to start making changes in the bedroom. She*d al-

ready done the living room yesterday.

Mac needed to make room for her in his life, she

decided. Just as she had rearranged his closet to make
room for her clothes, he needed to make internal ad-

justments, too. "Because I love the big lug doesn't

mean he's setting up the rules of my life," she mut-

tered.

Bending to tug a braided rug aside, Diana paused.

"I suppose he'll do that backward slide, that side-

stepping routine, when I tell him I love him. He's not

an easy man to court. And I don't think I'll give him

an ounce of space this time. Aggressive women may
not be on his menu, but I think he can hold his own."

When Red whined, she sank to her knees and pat-

ted his head. "He's a heck of a guy, Red," she told the

husky. "Caring, gentle. . . Okay, he's got a thing about

leaving his chili seasonings alone. And he likes to play

bagpipes—he could use lessons."

By the time she had scrubbed and rewaxed Mac's

bedroom, Diana and Red had worked out Mac's en-

tire problem: he was just too protective. She stood and

rolled her cramped shoulders, then arranged her sons'

pictures on the bureau, tracing the brass frames lov-

ingly. She fussed over a basket of mauve silk roses and

white baby's breath on a starched doily.

Diana studied the room she intended to share with

Mac. The mauve curtains softened the rough-cut wall
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planks. A thick beige-and-dark-rose comforter cov-

ered the poHshed brass bed, and a light tan plush rug

partially covered the beautiful hardwood floor. Be-

fore closing the door, Diana stated, ''I'll leave his

bagpipes and his chili alone . . . maybe. He might not

like it, but I'm sledding to my heart's content. Clancy

says I'm getting good enough to race, and 1 intend to."

Grinning, she bent to ruffle Red's fur. "I can't be-

lieve myself. Red. Diana Phillips—den mother, cross-

walk monitor and bridge club chairman—loving a

man so hard and seducing him."

Three hours later, Diana scanned the night beyond

the house. When Mac worked evenings, helping the

sheriff, he usually found time to circle the house. It

was his way of checking on her, making sure that she

hadn't slid into a snowdrift.

After another two hours, the grandfather clock

clanged twelve times. Diana placed her teacup firmly

on the saucer. "I'm calling the sheriff. Red."

Picking up Mac's radio handset, she pushed the

button, copying his actions. "Ah, this is Diana. Could

I please speak to the sheriff?"

The last of a man's rough curse shot through the

radio's static before the sheriff answered. "This is 209.

I'm the sheriff, kid. Get off the air quick. Just turn off

the set and don't push any buttons, got it?"

Diana swallowed. She might not know radio code

signals, but she had to know about Mac. She pushed

the button again and spoke into the handset. "This is

Diana Phillips," she enunciated clearly.

"This is Sheriff Sam Michaels. Get off the air, lady.

We've got problems enough with Mac."
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A cold wave of panic caused her to tremble. She

clenched the hand monitor. Why hadn't she turned on

the radio before? Why hadn't someone called her?

The sheriff's rough voice came over the static.

"Look, just get off the air, Diana. Mac is working

with the game warden and me. He's in a Httle trouble

right now, and we're trying to get together a rescue

team."

Diana's panic turned into sheer white-hot anger.

**ril get off the radio when you tell me where you're

at."

"Do you know the penalty for waylaying the law,

lady? Get off that thing so we men can get a team to-

gether."

Diana pushed the button grimly. "I want to know

your location. I have a right to be there."

"It's snowing, there's a blizzard brewing up on

Smokey now, and that's where Mac crashed, okay?"

the sheriff answered hotly. "We got the violators when

they came down, and we've got some radio contact

with Mac. He's okay, just a broken leg and a few

bruises, he thinks. Now, I know you're upset, but will

you get the blue blazes off that thing?"

If Diana knew anything, she knew she was not

staying put while Mac was in danger. Eventually, the

sheriff—apparently coached by others—told her their

location.

The moment Diana stopped the pickup in front of

the group of men, Wingman jerked open the door.

"Diana, you ought to have better sense than this!"
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Dressed in her warmest sledding outfit, Diana

leaped out into the snow. She patted her thigh, mo-

tioning for Red to follow. *'Where's Mac?"
Wingman shivered in the subzero arctic wind, the

snow biting his face. '*Come on into the makeshift

tent. There's coffee
— *'

The sheriff marched up to Diana. *'So you got here.

I thought we might have two emergencies."

Taking her arm, he led her into the canvas tent. He
shoved a Styrofoam cup of coffee into her hand.

**Mac went down up on Old Smokey. From what we

can figure out, a high-caliber rifle helped him."

*'What are you doing to rescue him?" Diana stared

at the game warden's expression and was frightened by

what she saw. She took a deep breath, ordering her-

self to calm down.

The sheriff sipped his scalding coffee, studying the

snow. *'It's a touchy one, Diana. The copter went

down in the high country. From what Mac says, any

kind of noise at all could cause an avalanche that

would take off the whole face of the mountain. If we

run another copter up there, it could be dangerous."

**What about snowmobiles?" she asked as Red

nudged her thigh, as though seeking comfort. She

buried her fingers in his pelt.

"Same thing. They make noise. And at that dis-

tance, gas and the high altitude are serious problems.

Other than that, Mac's leg won't take a lot of wres-

tling around. Add a blizzard expected to arrive in an-

other twenty hours, and you've got bad news."

Red whined, looking up at her. **What about a

sled?"
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The game warden shook his head. "Dangerous. The

only skilled musher around is old Clancy. He*s out of

shape. He wouldn*t be worth a hoot. The rest of them

haven't run the high country."

*'But I have. Call Clancy—get his team up here. I

can do it." Diana saw the hesitation in the men's faces.

*'I can do it," she repeated quietly.

The sheriff was the first to explode. **Hell, no! I'm

not about to let you go up. He'd be all right if we left

him there a while longer. The thing is, that mountain

purely likes to avalanche. Ridiculous ... a half-pint

female
—

"

Diana smiled. She would show them what this half-

pint could do. **rm going up," she stated with quiet

authority.

The sheriff resisted, uttering a stream of oaths that

heated the canvas tent. But in the end, he sent a man
after Clancy and his dogs.

In an hour, Clancy was squatting beside a light birch

sled. He had been giving Diana plenty of instruc-

tions. He rubbed snow around the lashings to freeze

and strengthen them. **She's a good one," he said with

pride, referring to the sled. ** Built to travel fast, runs

on the snow like a leaf on the wind."

He glanced up at Diana. **Scared? For Mac or

yourself?"

**Both," she admitted, trying to remember the

nurse's instructions about the pain pills and the first-

aid wrapping for Mac's leg.

"The dogs are wanting to run, girl. They can feel it

deep inside. You can do it, the same as them. Just re-

member, if you come to a snowbridge, take it easy.
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Walk the dogs across, one at a time, if you have

to—''

The sheriff stormed out of the tent. **Mac went

down with two bottles of expensive Scotch. He's as

drunk as a skunk and singing those damned High-

land songs into the radio!"

He shot an embarrassed look at Diana. **Oh, hell,

Mac made me promise to kiss you and tell you he loves

you."

The sheriff—thought to be as hard as flint—bent

down awkwardly to kiss her cheek. *'Keep it to your-

self, lady. But you're okay with me, too. Mac de-

serves the best."

"That she is," Clancy agreed. '*Look here, me
darlin'. You get up there in avalanche country, and you

talk quiet to those dogs. They won't bark, then. Got

it?"

The sheriff shifted uneasily, looking up at the

mountain. **She's hell up there now. The only thing

we've got going for us are those freak sun spots.

Without them even radio transmission would be im-

possible."

The sheriff handed her a small radio transmitter/

receiver. "Any questions on how to operate this thing?

Mac's drunk, but he's giving us a chance to talk, now
and then."

She nodded, then glanced up at the snow-covered

mountain. It had always looked beautiful to her, but

now it was only forbidding. Mac was up there, hurt,

needing her. She hadn't even told him she loved him.

At the first light, Diana called to Red. The husky

stood in his harness, shaking the snow from him.
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Clancy's malamutes copied him. 'Tm ready," Diana

told the men.

*'I packed you a musher's special—sticks of butter,

chocolate bars and a bunch of other stuff—to eat

while you run,'' Clancy explained. '*You can do it,

darlin'. Old Clancy never taught a dummy yet." He
hugged her awkwardly. "I'll pray to the good Lord for

your safety."

Just past the timberline, Diana could feel the power

rising in the dogs. The light sled coursed over the snow

as though it were polished glass.

*Tush them," Diana repeated Clancy's instruc-

tions beneath her knitted face mask. **And keep

strong myself." After an hour, she reached into her

provisions to extract a chocolate bar. '*Mac, I'm

coming."

Following the sheriffs orders, she repeatedly called

the emergency base. Clancy talked her through the rest

stop, reminding her to feed the dogs and check the

traces. **Stop playing the lady with Nasty Boy," the

old timer ordered through the radio static. *'Let him

run his heart out."

The shadowy pines gave way to rocky buttes and

startling sweeps of deep snow. Coming onto a straight

stretch, Diana called the base station. **The snow is

different up here, Clancy. Like ice."

*'Huh," he answered. *'Stop the team and put on

their booties. That ice could cut their pads. Lash 'em

tight and knock Nasty Boy across the muzzle if he

snarls. Check the booties every so often for wear—re-

place 'em if you have to. I packed plenty."
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Diana smiled beneath her face mask. The old man
was with her every inch of the way. '*! love you,

Clancy."

The radio crackled. **What the hell is going on?"
Mac demanded belligerently. "I thought I heard

Diana^s voice."

Taking a deep breath, Diana answered, **rm com-
ing up, Mac. I'm running the dogs straight for you.

Clancy and the sheriff are directing me. You'll have to

talk to me now."

*'Huh?" After a moment*s silence, Mac growled.
*Those idiots let you take a sled up here?"

When his blistering salty opinions of the men hid-

ing behind women's skirts ended, Diana said simply,

**I love you, Mac."

The radio crackled, and Clancy singsonged, '*I love

you, too, Mac. The sheriff kissed your girl, and I

hugged the daylights out of her. Kanoodled her nice

and tight against me. What are you going to do about

it?"

**Nothing," Mac responded, "but kill you. Wring

your scrawny neck with my bare hands."

When Mac finished raving, the nurse's voice came

across Diana's receiver. "Diana, Clancy says Mac is

drunk. You can't give him those pain pills now," she

said urgently.

"What do I do, instead?" Diana asked.

Mac's unsteady voice answered the question. "Easy.

Let me drink whiskey until I'm blind."

"Nurse?" Diana asked.

"Okay, honey. Let him have his way."

"It's good stuff, too," Mac added. "Not like Don-

aldson's rotgut."
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Diana crossed a shadowy pass, the snowdrifts

slanting precariously on the rocky bluffs. When she

described the spot, the game warden answered, *'Mac

should be around there someplace.*'

Mac continued to grumble. "Hell of a thing, to let

a sweet little woman save me. She should stay put

where it's safe and let the lot of you freeze your—

"

The radio crackled as Diana allowed the dogs to

swerve around a fallen log. It was full light now, with

threatening clouds looming around the mountains.

Diana's face mask caught the freezing mist, and she

quickly replaced it. Clancy asked about the dogs and

decided they were strong enough not to rest. "Wait 'til

you find Mac, then change their booties and boil 'em

some blood broth out of the pack. Take a shot or two

of the whiskey yourself. You'll need it. Mac's not

happy with the lot of us over this. Okay, missy?"

"Damn it, Clancy," Mac roared. "Where is she?"

Diana pressed the radio button. Mac could fuss over

her later to his heart's content, but right now he

needed a firm hand. "Mac, shut up. Tell me where you

are."

"You're bossy. Never did like bossy women. And
you changed all the furniture around. I bumped my
knee—of course that's the leg that's broken. Like it

was hexed or something "

"Oh, brother." The sheriff's rough voice entered

the conversation. "Diana, follow that mouth."

"Mac, where are you?"

"I'm in a snow cave. Tucked in nice and tight. Wish

you were here with me, honey. Hey, you guys, get off

the radio, okay? Some of this stuff is personal."
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After taking care of the dogs, Diana entered the cave.

Stretched out on a parachute covering the ground,

Mac looked very pale. **Who are you? What the hell

is going on?'' he asked in a raw voice that was nearly

a shout. 'This isn't a Sunday school picnic up here,

you know."

Diana straightened the blanket across the mouth of

the cave, then patted the snow to secure the flap.

She turned to Mac, jerking off her parka hood and

face mask. Pain etched his face, deepening the lines.

His eyes flicked anxiously over her, and his hand

shook as he set down a near empty whiskey bottle.

His gaze fastened on her face, then trailed across her

mussed hair. ^'You're crazy, woman," he stated in a

low raspy voice.
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She saw the sheer fear in his expression before it was

replaced by anger. She wanted to run to him. She was

his friend and his lover; she intended to share his life.

But now wasn't the time to sort out their relation-

ship, to end the game and make serious promi<?es. She

had to remember the nurse's instructions and follow

them carefully. Mac didn't look pHant—if she had to

bully him to make him take her directions, she would.

She opened a thermos of his chili, poured some into

a cup and handed it to him with a spoon. "So how are

you?" she asked casually.

He glared at her. **Just peachy. Getting ready for

the ball. I hope you enjoyed yourself."

Seating herself on a corner of his parachute, Diana

wondered how long she had loved him. It was a last-

ing love, fueled by passion and gentleness. Gazing at

the dark stubble covering his jaw, Diana decided that

Mac was more attractive than ever. **It was a nice

run," she said, tilting her head to study him. She un-

wrapped a chocolate bar and munched on it as he

glared at her. "You know, Mac, I think we'll have our

pictures taken together. A nice brass frame—

"

Mac stared at her, "This is no time to talk about

decorating, woman! I've been worried sick about

you." He paused, frowning as he chewed thought-

fully. "Something tastes different," he murmured

ominously. "You've been messing with my recipe, on

top of everything else."

"Mmm. Someone had to. What do you think?"

He probed the mixture with his spoon. "I think

that's Donaldson's secret spice in there. What is it?"
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She winked at him, grinning. Somehow, her reso-

lution not to talk about their future together was just

not going to work out. **It's my secret now. The only

way ril let you know, is if you'll share your life with

me," she returned easily, looking around. **I didn't

know it would be so light in here. I'd thought it would

be very dark."

Mac looked as if he had swallowed ten whole red-

hot chili peppers. **What are you saying?"

Diana licked her bottom Hp clean of chocolate. She

cautioned, **Shh. Keep your voice down, sweetheart.

There's a whole ton of snow over the cave that would

just love to crush us. Now could you tell me about

your leg, please?"

Mac cursed under his breath, gazing toward the

snow ceiling as though he were asking for heavenly

guidance. "Women!"
She poured her chili into a paper cup. She reached

for the whiskey, put in a measure, then stirred it in.

**What in Sam Hill are you doing now?" Mac

erupted as she sampled the mixture.

**Clancy told me to take a drink. I have to eat, so

I'm saving a step."

Mac's expression was undisguised disbelief. After a

pause, he lifted the bottle and drank from it. Wiping

the back of his hand across his mouth, he stared at her,

challenging her.
* 'We're in a hell of a mess up here,

lady. And in the middle of everything, you start talk-

ing about sharing lives."

**Uh-huh. When are you going to tell me you love

me, Mac?"
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His face softened. **I thought you knew. If you left,

you'd take my Hfe with you. Pure and simple.*'

"That's nice." She turned to him fully, fierce long-

ing blazing in her. **Say it, Mac. You've told the

world—now tell me. Face-to-face."

"I love you," he said, then his expression changed

to one of sadness. "I didn't want to care. Feeling is

like ripping parts of you away, throwing them into

oblivion. Caring is risky."

**I felt the same." She was suddenly shy. **I thought

I was too old to feel this way. I really didn't want to,

then along came this friend You listened and you

cared, Mac. And then the other part came, too. It

frightened me, wanting you so badly, the feeling of

being all new."

After stripping his gloves off, Mac reached for her.

He cradled her face and pulled her to him. **Come

here. . .

."

. She held her lips from his—waiting for him to meet

her on equal terms. **A11 or nothing, Mac," she whis-

pered.

He rubbed his nose against hers, smiling. **You're

quite a woman. My woman."

It was there in his expression—all the fierce loving

pride she'd sought for a lifetime. The warmth and the

tenderness just for her, just as she was Mac
brushed her lips with his, and she felt the sensual pull

of him draw her nearer. **Diana the huntress," he

murmured softly, drawing her hand to his mouth. His

lips pressed into her small palm as he closed his eyes.

He held her hand there, silently making his prom-

ises. Then he opened his eyes and looked longingly at
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her. '*Does wonders for a man's ego—your coming

after me.'*

*'I always will," she returned, kissing him. "Count

on it."

**We'll melt this cave if we keep this up," he whis-

pered rawly a moment later.

Forcing herself away, Diana lifted the parachute

material covering his legs. Mac had formed a rough

splint using a branch and tied it to his broken leg. "It's

okay," he muttered, running his fingers through her

hair. He watched the strands fall from his fingers.

"Do you know how I feel when we make love?"

Diana zipped up his parka, pulling it tightly around

his ashen face, then eased him gently to his feet. His

grimace of pain caused her stomach to knot. Wrap-

ping her arm around his waist, she led him to the sled.

"Tell me, Mac. Talk to me."

Mac grunted in pain as he lowered himself into the

sled. "I love you, kid," he stated roughly. Then he

glanced at the low threatening clouds. "If you don't

mind, honey, I think we'd better make a run for it.

Please?"

When she covered him with the heavy down sleep-

ing bag, Mac groaned weakly. "Oh, God, I think I'm

going to pass out What are we going to do now?'*

Diana leaned down to kiss his cold lips. She kissed

his closed lids and the top of his nose. "Why, honey,

you're going to let me take care of you. You just set-

tle down and enjoy the ride."

"Huh?" Mac asked, gazing at her blankly. "But

I'm supposed to take care of you. ..." Then he fainted.
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Mac Stirred in the warmth of his own bed, finding

Diana's small body curled around his back. When he

moved slightly, her bare breasts rubbed against him

enticingly. Her arm draped across his waist.

From downstairs came a voice as rough as nails

scratching a blackboard; Clancy sang a musher's song

at the top of his lungs.

Mac held his breath, fought his throbbing head-

ache and forced open one eye. The early light of the

cloudy dawn blinded him, searing through the ruffled

curtains straight on a path to the back of his head. He
clamped his lips closed, feeling the softness of Diana's

thighs tangle with his. Her fingers stirred and played

with the hair on his chest as she rubbed his back with

her cheek.

**Sweetheart?'' she asked in a tone husky with sleep.

**How are you feeling?"

Clancy roared, **Boyo, boyo run your dogs till their

tongues drag in the snow, and you still won't beat my
merry crew!"

Ray, Ms. Simpson and Donaldson joined him for

the next chorus, and Mac groaned. Halting her seek-

ing fingers by covering them with his hand, he man-

aged to say raggedly, 'Tm fine. What's going on?"
She yawned, then propped herself up on his chest.

She nuzzled his neck. '*How's your leg?"

"Just great, considering it's broken." He felt him-

self growing heated as he looked straight into Diana's

drowsy eyes—just as he did every time he looked at

her. He brushed a strand of hair back from her cheek

and kissed her waiting lips gently.
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Diana sighed, resting her cheek upon his chest. She

draped a slender arm around his neck and caressed

him. "I like this—waking up as Mrs. Mac MacLean,

honey," she whispered.

Her hand on him felt so good, Mac thought, strok-

ing her hair. His hand slid down her smooth back.

With his other hand, he rubbed his jaw—and was

surprised. **It takes me two days to grow a beard like

this. What day is it?"

*'It's two days later," Diana answered, then kissed

his shoulder.

Suddenly, Mac's brain registered what she'd said

earlier, "Mrs. Mac MacLean?"

She nibbled his tanned shoulder. "Umm. You were

absolutely horrible, threatening Clancy's life. It was

the least I could do."

Closing his eyes, Mac remembered the explosion of

happiness that had swept through him when Diana

had whispered, "Of course, I'll marry you, honey.

Just let the doctor finish the cast. The sheriff can get

us the license and fetch the minister. And we can take

the blood test right here in the hospital."

"Now," he had demanded roughly, catching her

hand to press it to his lips.

"I pronounce you man and wife," the minister had

proudly proclaimed later.

Now, Mac sat up in bed. "This is no good," he

stated aloud. "You shouldn't have married me just

because you felt sorry for me."

Diana sat up also, sunlight caressing the uncovered

curves of her body. Frowning, she tilted her head a

little to the side, a gesture he knew signified a chal-
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lenge. She*d done that a lot lately, challenged him.

And he'd liked it!

His gaze wandered downward to that tiny mole just

to the right of her—he looked up, trying to keep from

getting distracted.
* 'Cover up. I can't think when

you're—like that. You make me go all haywire. I can't

think about anything but
—" He tugged the sheet up,

expecting her to hold it.

Diana let the sheet fall, and he forced himself to

continue, ^'Besides, that crew downstairs could burst

into this room anytime. Someone ought to scrub

Clancy's mouth. Those songs aren't fit for a lady to

hear."

"They're celebrating winning the game. By the way,

Ray says I'm worth at least that antique musket, too.

I've already told Rick and Blaine about the marriage,

and they were very happy. They hinted at spending the

whole summer with us," she said, grinning.

"We're supposed to be in our honeymoon suite, my
darling husband. We have all the privacy we want,

with dinner awaiting us at the tug of that rope." She

nodded toward a cord tied to the bed.

Dazed, Mac looked around the newly decorated

room. He shook his head. "No. This won't do at all.

I had big plans
—

"

"It was the best we could do on such short notice.

What other plans did you have, Mac?" Diana asked

quietly.

Mac sighed. "I wanted to . .

."

"Yes?" Diana's sweet breath brushed his chest, and

Mac could feel himself melting.
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"Well, I wanted to... sweep you off your feet.

An>'^vay, I won't hold you to promises made under

duress.*' He had to look at her just once more before

she escaped. . .

.

Diana brought his hand to her mouth, ran the tip of

her tongue across his callused palm. "Don't fight me,

darling. I'm holding the secret chili spice as my edge."

She placed his hand upon her breast, and her inquisi-

tive fingertips began tracing his ear, then moved down
his shoulder and lower. "From stray to friend to lov-

ing wife," she whispered, her lips brushing his cheek.

"It's true, then, Humpty can be put together again.*'

Her lashes fluttered against his warm cheek play-

fully. "Is your leg huning . . . too badly?"

Mac wriggled his toes, breathing in her sweet scent.

"I am... okay."

Seating herself on his lap, Dia 'tly tugged his

lobe with her teeth. "You're awake now, aren't you,

Mac? Fully awake?"

She fek so right in his arms. Stroking her thigh, Mac
agreed with a nod of his head. "You risked your life

for me. I was damned proud of you."

"I love you, Mac. It's as simple as that."

He looked into her clear brown eyes and saw his

future, his happiness. With Diana there would be

nothing but sunlight and roses.

"I wanted to marry you, Mac

—

I'd already decided

before your accident. I just saw my opportunity then

and reached out for it." She ran her fingers through

his hair, watching the black strands catch the soft

light. "I've been thinking about racing sleds and

learning to fly your helicopter."
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**Mmm?'* Mac was too distracted by her mouth to

hear her last sentence. He nibbled her lips, then trailed

light kisses down to her throat.

'*You didn't marry me just to get the secret spice,

did you?'' she murmured, caressing his cheeks.

Mac's head came up, and he saw Diana's seductive

smile. It took his breath away. "I love you. I've waited

a lifetime for you. Let me show you why I married

you."

How could a woman say no? Diana asked herself

when their lips met.
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#505 ODD MAN OUT—Lass Small

July's Man of the Month, Graham Rawlins, was undeniably

attractive, but Roberta Lambert seemed uninterested. However,
Graham was very determined, and she found he'd do almost

anything to get her attention

#506 THE PIRATE O'KEEFE—Hekn R. Myers
Doctor Laura Connell was intrigued by the injured man washed
up on her beach. When she discovered his true identity it was too

late—she'd fallen for the pirate O'Keefe.

#507 A WILDER NAME—Laura Leone
Luke Swain was positively the most irritating man Nina
Gnagnarelli had ever met. He'd insulted her wardrobe, her

integrity and her manners. He'd also set her heart on fire!

#508 BLIND JUSTICE—Cathryn Clare

As far as Lily Mariineau was concerned, successful corporate

lawyer Matt Malone was already married—to his job. Matt
pleaded guilty as charged, then demanded a retrial.

#509 ETERNALLY EVE—Ashley Summers
Nate Wright had left Eve Sheridan with a broken heart. Now he

seemed to have no memory of her—but it was a night Eve would
never forget!

#510 MAGIC TOUCH—Noelle Berry McCue
One magic night with a handsome stranger made Caroline

Barclay feel irresistible. But she didn't believe in fairy tales until

James Mitchel walked back into her life—as her new boss.
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#500 EYE OF THE STORM #503 MOON SHADOW
Sara Chance Janice Kaiser
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Laura Taylor Jeanne Stephens
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Diana Phillips needed tinne
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life, so she headed for Colorado's
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