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    Chapter One


    The door slipped off its hinges when she turned the knob, probably a hint that she should have asked a few more questions before signing the lease.


    “Stand back, Mistral,” she said to the mop-faced dog at her feet. “This is gonna make some noise.”


    Aurora McAllister took a deep breath, placed one hand protectively over her belly, and applied her shoulder to the stubborn door. With a crash, it toppled open.


    The dog, her dark eyes peeking out from a mass of shaggy dark-chocolate fur, whined. Rory understood the sentiment. The anxiety building in her ever since leaving Billings for rural Blaine County, Montana, escalated.


    “Don’t worry, sweetie,” she said, reaching down to stroke the dog’s ears. Rory had to be strong. She’d wanted to change her life, but she hadn’t bargained on this. “Our Realtor, now she should worry. These are not appropriate living accommodations.”


    That’s what leaping without looking got you: the Bates Motel.


    “I’m going in,” she told the dog. “Cover me, okay?”


    Rory pushed back her sleeves, goose-stepped over the door, and promptly tripped on a plank lying across the threshold. Although she grabbed the doorjamb in time to stay upright, she wasn’t fast enough to protect her sleeve from a stray nail.


    “Damn it!”


    Rory examined the tear in her favorite thigh-length peasant blouse: hopeless. And it was one of the few things that still fit. Clearly, this adventure called for more than cotton. Chain mail, perhaps.


    Or at least denim. She pulled the sleeve away from her arm, wincing at the smudge of blood that marred the soft fabric. She pulled a tissue from her pocket and blotted the stain, feeling a wave of self-pity wash over her.


    No way! Rory gave her head a savage shake, and then remembered that her long hair had been replaced by short, stylish layers. This was her new image, her fresh start. Her new life.


    “A flesh wound,” she muttered. “That all you got, house?”


    Carefully, she stepped over the plank, felt along the wall until she found the light switch, and flicked it. Nothing. She flicked it on and off, just to be certain.


    Rory sighed. “Des told me this was a mistake. I should have known.”


    Her best friend, Desiree, had begged Rory to think things over longer, or at least to take a look at the place. But Rory couldn’t get away fast enough, and this was the only town near the birthing center she intended to use. Plus, she needed to be spontaneous, to try something different, to risk change.


    Mission accomplished. Granger Lodge looked about as risky as they came.


    Panic fluttered in her chest as Rory proceeded gingerly through the hall toward the main room. Enough late-afternoon light filtered through the dusty windows to illuminate the interior, and Rory took a good hard look at the location of her new home. It was private, spacious, and the rent was unusually cheap—of course, now she knew why.


    Again, her hand pressed against her body, and she willed herself to stay calm. Surely there was some kind of mistake.


    Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, dust and debris lay thick on the floor, and on one wall, two-by-fours and laths showed through the plaster. From the center of the ceiling, an ancient wrought-iron light fixture dangled crookedly at the end of a half-unraveled wire. A threadbare couch and two wooden chairs remained in the room, as well as a scarred coffee table and bits of broken crockery that lay scattered on the floor. It felt to Rory as if the occupants had gone to get milk and forgotten to return.


    Thirty years ago.


    It certainly explained why her Realtor wasn’t here to greet her. “It’s perfect for you,” Mrs. Fulston had gushed over the phone. “Lots of wide open space, fresh air, exactly what you’re looking for.” A year-round creek full of trout, a clear mountain view, deer and antelope—oh, the woman knew her job.


    Apparently, she also knew a mark when she saw one.


    Claiming a sudden family emergency, the woman had all but thrown the keys at her, dived into her car, and sped off in a spit of gravel.


    “Family emergency my eye,” Rory said.


    The dog, unconcerned with the mess, scrambled past her, eager to explore new territory.


    “Oh, sure.” Rory gave the dog a black look. “What do you care? You’re not scared of mice.”


    Mistral ignored her and forged ahead, snuffling into dusty corners, her black tail collecting bits of debris that followed in her wake.


    When had everything gone so wrong? It wasn’t supposed to be like this. And what was she supposed to do now?


    “Way to go, Rory,” she whispered, not trusting her voice. Darn those hormones.


    She bent over, hands on her knees. Focus. She’d go back to the bed-and-breakfast in Chinook. Call the agency. Get this sorted out.


    Breathe. She straightened up, swallowing hard. There must be an explanation. By tomorrow, she’d probably be laughing about the misunderstanding.


    But what if there wasn’t? What if this mess was it? Really, she had only herself to blame.


    Who rents a house without seeing it first?


    …


    Carson Granger took a deep breath, flexed his fingers on the steering wheel, and hit the dial button for his attorney’s number again. He couldn’t blame the lawyer for Derek Granger’s will. Carson had expected complications from his father; he should have anticipated a nightmare.


    “Okay, Jonah,” he said, calmer this time. “Tell me the rest of it. But hurry up. I’m almost at the ranch and I’ve got to unload these mares as soon as I get there.”


    “You’re not going to like it.”


    “Big surprise. Everything so far has been such a treat.”


    “Just so you know,” Jonah prefaced carefully, “I tried to talk him out of this. These kinds of things are tricky. But Derek was…insistent.”


    “Yeah. That’s one way of putting it. Just tell me.”


    “As it stands now,” Jonah explained, “once the dust settles, you and Mitchell will share equally in the estate, the boundaries of which you are already familiar with and which have remained unchanged.”


    “And?”


    “Your father insisted on providing motivation for you to accept the…remainder of his terms.”


    “Jonah.” Carson lowered his voice. “If there’s something you haven’t told me yet, spit it out.”


    The lawyer spoke quickly, as if reading from a script. When he finally finished, Carson had nothing to say. It was unbelievable. Until they found wives, neither he nor his brother could inherit. If his father had pushed his crabbed hand right through the cell phone and grabbed his son by the throat to deliver the news personally, Carson could not have been any more shocked.


    “The Granger name must live on, huh? Well, I’m not playing his game,” Carson said finally, then punched the button to end the call. “I’ll get my mustang sanctuary. And I’ll do it without him.”


    Thanks a lot, Dad, he thought as he maneuvered the battered pickup down the bumpy lane toward the corrals. As he rounded the corner, he saw a mini 4x4 parked sideways in the driveway of Granger Lodge, his childhood home, long since abandoned. Who the hell was here? Everyone knew his father had lived in the guesthouse, in the clearing behind the lodge. The old man had never gotten around to demolishing the original structure, and for once, Carson was grateful. It would be a perfect headquarters for his rescue foundation.


    But it needed some serious work. He’d barely begun cleaning up; he didn’t have time for interruptions. If it was that damn real estate agent again, he’d throw her out bodily.


    He stomped viciously on the brake, remembering, too late, the occupants of his horse trailer. As the truck lurched to a standstill, a series of squeals and metallic crashes erupted behind him.


    He scrambled out of the truck.


    “Whoa, girls, take it easy.”


    The horses were near hysteria. He looked in cautiously at the closest one, the one he called Stormy. Her eyes rolled wildly in her dun-colored face and flecks of foam dotted her lip. The trip had been too much for her. He needed to get her quieted. She’d had enough stress.


    He looked toward the house with a scowl. More kids, maybe, looking for something new to wreck? Good luck to them; they’d vandalized everything long ago. He couldn’t wait until his assistant arrived next week. He hoped the guy was big enough to intimidate trespassers.


    He strode up to the front porch, where he found the door hanging off one hinge.


    Gritting his teeth, he stepped around it and walked inside. “Who’s in here?” he shouted.


    A number of things happened in succession: A dark, hairy blur pelted toward him, barking madly. Carson dodged, and then crashed into someone, a woman from the shriek she let out. The stranger stumbled backward, her fall broken by a large, black plastic bag full of the debris Carson had swept up the previous week. The bag burst open and a cloud of plaster dust billowed up around her, coating her skin. The dog was going nuts.


    “What the hell? Are you all right?” Carson reached out with one hand and covered his nose and mouth with the other. He had to shout over the barking. “Is that your dog?”


    She nodded and the movement set off a storm of fresh coughing and choking.


    “Here.” His proffered hand was suddenly blocked by a mass of curly fur that quivered between him and the woman.


    “Um,” he gestured at the dog, eyeing its teeth.


    The woman waved her hand wordlessly and the dog ceased the racket and the jumping. It held its ground, though, unhappy but obedient, while Carson pulled the intruder to her feet. As she coughed, she held her belly… Oh, God. She was pregnant. Considerably, definitely pregnant. And she’d wiped out on his property. Just watch, he thought with a sinking heart. She’ll sue for injury.


    Finally, the woman regained her breath. “Thank you,” she croaked, then glanced at the dog. “Mistral, back off.”


    Instantly, the dog stopped hovering and contented itself with throwing filthy looks and the occasional guttural growl in Carson’s direction. It was a guard dog crossed with a dust mop.


    He looked at the woman and bit back a laugh. White powder clung to everything. Her hair looked like tufts of meringue. Her eyes and nose were watering freely, tears streaking through the white and mixing with makeup to form muddy drops that puddled on her chin. She blinked at him through eyelashes that looked as if they’d been dipped in flour.


    “Sorry.” He couldn’t help smiling as he wiped plaster dust off her back. “That’s what you get for trespassing.”


    She glared at him, and a chunk of plaster fell off her forehead. “I’m not trespassing.”


    He gestured vaguely toward her torso.


    “You might want to…” He stopped.


    But the woman looked down at herself and gasped, a hot flush of red staining her cheeks. A crucial button had blown off when she’d landed and her neckline gaped open, exposing her blue-and-white gingham-checked bra, from which a scrap of newsprint fluttered, proclaiming her to be New and Improv.


    She pulled the edges together over her chest and turned away in a vain attempt to hide the rest. She squeezed her eyes shut and the muscles in her jaw flexed as she gritted her teeth.


    Carson cleared his throat and returned to business, forcing the image of her breasts out of his mind. “How many times do I have to tell you people? This place is not for sale.”


    The woman opened her eyes and pulled her head back a fraction, but when she drew breath to speak, dust choked her again. He watched helplessly as she rummaged through an enormous bag while hacking her lungs out. By the time she’d found a bottle of water and drunk enough to stop coughing, her eyes and nose were streaming again, and her voice had all but disappeared.


    She opened a different section of the bag and withdrew a sheet of paper. With a plaster-streaked hand, she slapped it against his chest.


    Carson looked at it and immediately felt the blood drain from his face. A rental agreement. Signed, sealed, and delivered.


    He had a renter. A pregnant tenant, with a dog. On his ranch! The ranch that his father should have handed over years ago, long before that last stroke.


    He opened his mouth but no words came out.


    “So,” she wheezed, “who’s trespassing now?”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    “This can’t be right.” The man blinked, then looked around as if trying to muster support for his argument. He ran a blunt-fingered hand through hair that curled against the collar of his flannel shirt. Deep frown lines etched his forehead and the dark blond stubble on his cheeks. An unhappy Marlboro man.


    “As unfortunate as it appears for both of us,” Rory said, refolding the letter and cramming it into her bag, “it is. I am indeed Aurora McAllister. And I am here now. Unfortunately. This place should be condemned.”


    His eyes narrowed. “This was my mother’s house—”


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “—but no one’s lived here for years. The guesthouse, farther up the drive, was my father’s home.”


    “Oh.” Realization dawned, and with it, relief.


    “Look.” Carson took a deep breath and held his hands in front of him, palms up. “Obviously there’s been a misunderstanding. I think we need to start over. My name is Carson Granger.”


    “Rory McAllister. My dog, Mistral.”


    Keeping her distance, Rory reached warily for his extended hand. His grip was warm and firm, she noticed. And clean.


    “Well,” he said, wiping his palm on his jeans, “my assistant and I will be using the guesthouse. I’m sorry you got your wires crossed, but there’s nothing for rent here.”


    Panic fluttered deep inside, but she recovered quickly. Reaching into her bag again, she pulled out a larger file of papers.


    “I beg to differ.” She ran her fingers down an ad, reading off the pertinent details. “Small house on former cattle ranch…available immediately…private, secure, utilities included…small pets and children okay.”


    He grabbed the paper out of her hands. As he read, a flush rose along the collar of his shirt. He straightened, his jaw tight.


    “I don’t believe this,” he muttered. “I’m going to kill them.”


    “What?” Rory’s eyes widened as she took a step backward and motioned the dog closer to her side. “Who?”


    “My lawyer. And my brother. Kids were wrecking the place, so I told them we needed to have someone on-site. I asked them to find me a live-in assistant.” Carson shook his head in amazement. “From that, they got this ad.”


    “All I know is, I’ve come all the way from Billings and I’m moving in tomorrow. I dealt with Fulston Realty. She said that the owner passed away.” Rory paused and bit the corner of her lip. “I didn’t realize there was family.”


    Carson closed his eyes briefly. “Yeah. Well, there is.”


    He walked to the window, back to the table, then to the wall, where he placed a clenched fist lightly against the cracked drywall. He flexed his fingers and took a deep breath.


    “Blythe’s Bed and Breakfast should have a room available for the night. I’ll pay your travel expenses as well as compensation for your time. I apologize for the inconvenience.”


    Rory turned away from Carson and squatted down beside the dog, thinking furiously. This was a disaster, but she couldn’t afford to be picky. Going back to Billings wasn’t an option. Raising a child alone was one thing, but giving birth alone? Not happening. Her nurse-midwife friend, Sabrina Becker, was the only person she trusted to get her through it. And Sabrina’s birthing center was in Chinook, so Rory was staying right here.


    She braced her hand against the wall, buying some time to think. It seemed like just yesterday that her future was secure. She and David, in love. Happy. The knot in her stomach tightened again.


    Mistral pressed against her and Rory could feel the animal trembling. Focus. Breathe.


    All she wanted now was to start over, a clean slate. She stood up slowly, tightening the fingers holding her neckline closed. This was as messy as it got. She certainly hadn’t bargained on Carson Granger.


    “Let’s not be hasty. I’ll call the agency tomorrow,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “It’s probably a simple mix-up.”


    An explosion of crashing and screaming sounded from outside and Rory jumped.


    “What’s that?” She looked anxiously around Carson, toward the source of the noise.


    The anger on Carson’s face evaporated, replaced by haunted worry lines. Cursing under his breath, he turned on his heel. “I’ve got to get them out of there.”


    The sound registered and a flood of wordless emotion washed over Rory. “You’ve got horses with you right now. Scared horses.”


    She pushed past him, adrenaline bubbling in her veins, overcoming her own fear. Instantly, the dog scrambled up, too, hurrying toward the unfamiliar sound.


    Carson ran after the animal. “Keep that dog away from the trailer!”


    “Mistral,” Rory shouted, but it was no use. She couldn’t focus on the dog, not when she felt the pull of terror so strongly, the desperate need to get out, get out, get free. And something else she couldn’t put a name to, a rising, swelling fear that felt like a ticking time bomb. A countdown.


    She would have run up to the trailer, but Carson grabbed her arm.


    “What do you think you’re doing?”


    She shook him off, focused solely on the animals thrashing in the trailer.


    “What’s her name?” She spoke softly, without looking at him, her feet gliding over the weathered earth.


    “Stormy. But—”


    “Don’t worry,” she breathed. Reaching a hand toward the trailer, she closed her eyes. “Don’t worry, Stormy. It’s going to be okay.”


    …


    Was the woman out of her mind?


    A stranger—pregnant, covered in dust and dirt—approaching a trailer full of exhausted, panic-stricken horses. If she opened the back, she’d be trampled. He had to stop her. He’d tackle her if he had to. Great idea, he told himself. Tackle a pregnant chick.


    But it appeared that wouldn’t be necessary. As Rory neared the trailer, curiosity overcame the animals’ panic and their frantic movements slowed.


    “That’s right,” Rory crooned. “There you go. It’s all right.”


    Before he knew what she was doing, she’d moved to stand near the opening at the front, where Stormy’s head ducked and bobbed. The dog, now thankfully quiet, stationed itself beside him, glancing anxiously between him, her, and the horses.


    “Rory,” he began, and the dog growled.


    “Hush,” the woman said. He didn’t know which one of them she was admonishing, but within seconds, he forgot to care.


    The mare’s eyes were enormous, her nostrils flaring wildly. Her breath came in heavy snorts, punctuated by whinnies of fear. Her hooves tattooed a nervous pattern against the nonslip flooring, but at least she wasn’t trying to kick her way out anymore.


    “So,” he said in a low voice, “you know horses.”


    “Hardly,” Rory answered in the same tone.


    “Could have fooled me. And you did fool her.”


    “No.” Rory brushed off his words. “She knows I’m as scared as she is. All I’m doing is listening. I’m…intuitive.”


    Stormy had calmed enough now that Rory was able to place a hand against the side of the trailer. She leaned her face toward the horse’s bony head, whuffing softly through her nose. The dog shifted from foot to foot but kept her distance. The horse eyed them, then turned fractionally in their direction. She snorted lightly at Rory, then, to Carson’s shock, took a small step nearer the front opening of the trailer.


    He leaned forward to watch more closely. Rory stood still now and continued to breathe heavily, her delicately sculpted nostrils flaring in time with the mare’s. She relaxed her gaze, and her expression took on the soft vulnerability of sleep.


    For a moment, she and the horse exchanged breaths. She held her body with the still focus that allowed nothing but the animal in front of her to penetrate. Despite the dust and dishevelment, she radiated a kind of hypnotic peace that drew the animal toward her. Her lips moved softly, a low litany of meaningless words flowing between them, enveloping them with calm. It was like poetry, Carson thought, or a lullaby. Her lips looked so smooth and full, so supple.


    With a start, Carson realized that he’d been staring. He took a step back, eliciting a warning growl from the dog.


    The horse snorted lightly, shook her mane, and reached her head out of the trailer enough to nudge Rory on the shoulder.


    Rory smiled, extended her fingers, and barely brushed over the animal’s whiskered muzzle. “Pleased to meet you, too.”


    Carson, who already had a hand out to stop her, gaped. “I don’t believe this.”


    “What?” she asked, without looking away from the mare.


    “No one but me has ever touched this horse.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    Now he tells her. A wild horse.


    Her knees buckled.


    “Whoa!” Carson grabbed her just before the ground rushed upward. “Time for you to sit down.”


    He guided her to the cab of his truck, pushed her onto the seat.


    She resisted, then thought of the baby. It was hard on her pride to accept help of any kind, hard to remember it wasn’t just her anymore. She felt a reassuring kick. “I’m fine. I am.”


    “Hardly.” Carson took her chin in his hand and looked closely at her. He smelled green, like fresh-cut grass on a warm summer day. His fingers were surprisingly gentle. “How many of me do you see?”


    “One.” She blinked. “How many of you are there?”


    He smiled. “Close your eyes.”


    She obeyed.


    “Any spinning?”


    She frowned. “Nope.”


    “Okay then.” He moved back and Mistral’s solid warmth landed on the seat beside her, grounding her firmly once more.


    She heard Carson moving about behind her, talking to the horses. He had a nice, soft voice. At least, when he wasn’t mad. Or shocked.


    He’d certainly been shocked to see her touch the horse. But no more shocked than she was. Wild! And she’d gone right up to the trailer, without even thinking about her own fear of the big animal.


    She didn’t know why she was sometimes drawn to certain people or animals. It was like being on autopilot, the sensation of entering someone else’s experience. That unique gift, her ability to immerse herself in another creature’s wordless emotion, allowed her to connect with the children other teachers gave up on.


    She’d simply responded to Stormy the same way she would to an autistic child in the grip of a meltdown. It’s what first connected her to Des, the unusual instinct they used with special-needs children.


    But Rory truly didn’t know anything about horses. At the thought of how she’d approached a wild horse, her pulse leaped again. She had to learn to control her impulses.


    “You okay in here?” The man, Carson, got into the truck, carefully avoiding eye contact.


    “Fine.” She had to be.


    Very slowly, Carson drove the truck past the house, down the road, around a stand of oak and beech and maple, to a clearing, where a maze of tall pole enclosures stood.


    “Explain to me,” she said, once they’d stopped, “why you have wild horses in your trailer? I thought people couldn’t own them.”


    “No one owns Stormy,” Carson said. “But some of us try to protect horses like her.”


    “From what?” Rory shuddered. “She could take on the four horsemen of the apocalypse.”


    As if in emphasis, a fresh racket of hooves against steel rose from the trailer.


    “It’s not that simple,” Carson said, looking over his shoulder as he backed the truck up to the gate. “And right now, I’ve got to get them out of this trailer.”


    He swung out of the vehicle and motioned for Rory to do the same. This time, she braced herself. The moment Carson pulled open the gate, the horses burst out of the trailer, power pulsating from them like visible energy. The last one was Stormy, and he used extra care with her. Rory stood where he’d told her to, but mostly, she watched, her heart in her throat. Carson knew just where to place his body, how to move to get the animal where he wanted her to be. He waved his arms and the horse wheeled around in a flash of black hooves and mane and tail, like partners in an angry and beautiful dance. It was mesmerizing. And terrifying.


    The sun was going down by the time they’d gotten all the horses safely settled, fed, and watered.


    “Thanks for your help,” Carson said, leaning on a fence post. He brushed the back of his hand across his forehead. “I didn’t expect them to be quite this bad.”


    Rory hung on to the top rail and squatted down, stretching out her back. She was so tired. All she’d done was hold the gate and murmur sweet nothings to the horses, but her earlier clumsiness, on top of a full day of driving, was making itself known in her lumbar spine. And she must have turned her ankle at some point. She’d be lucky if she could move tomorrow.


    “I was already dirty anyway.” She glanced hesitantly up at him. “They’re beautiful. Especially Stormy.”


    At her words, the tension on his brow faded. He smiled slightly, and his eyes creased in the corners. He had good teeth, she noticed with annoyance, almost—but not perfectly—straight. It was hard to resist a well-made man with hungry eyes and a nice smile.


    But he was screwing things up for her.


    “She’s a beauty, all right,” he murmured, looking straight at her.


    Something about his expression suggested that he wasn’t referring to the horse. Her pulse accelerated and she felt heat rise in her cheeks. She hadn’t been looked at like that in a long, long time. Then the baby kicked. Rory stood abruptly, suddenly feeling every bit of dust and debris. But the movement sent her back muscles into a spasm. She clutched at it with one hand, the other clinging to a rail.


    Carson jumped to catch her, but she waved him away.


    “Charley horse. I’m fine,” she gasped, desperate to keep him from approaching. She scrambled to change the subject. “Before you opened Pandora’s box, you said you were trying to protect her. Protect her from what?” She nodded in the direction of the horse.


    Carson’s gaze followed. He exhaled heavily and wiped a hand over his face. He was, Rory noticed for the first time, exhausted. Worried, too.


    “Stormy comes from a band that’s been hiding out for years—generations—in a valley in Alberta, Canada. Their gene pool is unusual, special. A lot of wild horses actually descend from domestic stock that got away. They’ve got quarter horse and draft horse and whatnot in their makeup. Technically, they’re not wild; they’re feral. But Stormy is a true Spanish mustang.”


    “Her unusual coloring, the stripe down her spine,” Rory mused. “That makes sense.”


    “Most people think she’s a buckskin, but the Spanish called that color grulla.”


    “Her conformation is different, too,” continued Rory, evaluating the horse. “She’s very tightly constructed, a body built to survive. The horse as God created it.”


    “Yeah.” He frowned. “I thought you didn’t know horses.”


    “I don’t.” She smiled at the idea. “I know dogs, though, and some things aren’t that different from one animal to another. Why’d you move her from Alberta?”


    “To keep her from being shot.” Carson’s words were bitter. “Cattlemen hate mustangs. It’s a handful of horses against hundreds of thousands of cattle. Or, I should say, the dollars produced by their beef. Ranchers say the mustangs overgraze the land and their hooves damage the soil. So they chase them down with their ATVs and shoot them.”


    Rory’s throat clenched. “That’s horrible.”


    “I couldn’t let that happen, especially to her.”


    He fell silent. Rory looked at him, questioningly.


    “The stallion in her band was a mustang, too,” he eventually continued, but his voice was rough. “One of my colleagues sent a hair sample, from what was left of the body, for DNA testing. The results are as clear as I’ve ever seen.”


    Rory imagined the sound of mustang hooves echoing off canyon walls, the screams of trapped animals, the terror of mares protecting their foals, the report of gunfire, the silence. Suddenly, she understood her earlier visceral response to the horse. She rested a hand against her belly, hiding beneath the loose fabric.


    “She’s pregnant.” It was barely a whisper. That was the mystery she’d sensed beneath the horse’s panic. It also explained Mistral’s reaction…


    Carson nodded slowly. “She’s carrying a full-blooded Spanish mustang foal, one of the last of the true wild horses of North America.”


    He fastened the gate securely and slapped the dust off his hands. He glanced at Rory, his eyes narrow and challenging. “And the first to be born on my land. As soon as my father’s estate is settled, this ranch officially becomes the Three River Mustang Study Center.”


    She opened her mouth but he waved her words away.


    “I need to hire an assistant, not rent out the guesthouse. So, I’m sorry to inconvenience you, but I’ve been planning this for a long, long time. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it work.”


    She met his gaze evenly. “As of yesterday, when my damage deposit went through, the guesthouse belongs to me. I will be moving in tomorrow.”


    


    


    Chapter Four


    Carson watched while Rory drove off for a night at Blythe’s Bed and Breakfast, the closest thing in town to a hotel. Despite exhaustion from the long drive, his mind was whirling. Surely she wouldn’t insist on staying.


    But it wasn’t the misunderstanding that preoccupied Carson. It was the woman’s instinct about the mare.


    How had she known? Even researchers who’d observed the horses for months were surprised by foals that appeared seemingly overnight. But before she’d even had a proper look, Rory knew the mare was in foal. How? He thought again about those full lips, murmuring sweet nothings, those dreamy, half-asleep eyes. He gave his head a shake. First things first, he told himself. He pulled out his cell phone and speed-dialed his lawyer’s number, yet again.


    “You went over the line this time, Jonah.” Carson paced beside his truck, the cell phone pressed to his ear, punching toward the ground with his index finger. “You knew goddamn well I wouldn’t agree to taking on a renter. And she’s pregnant. Pregnant! I don’t see a man with her, either. I’m not about to play nursemaid to a pregnant woman!”


    “Then you,” replied the man calmly, “should have taken my calls.”


    “I was out of the country!”


    “You were off-grid, Carson, not off-planet. You could have found a way if you wanted to.”


    “I was in a goddamn pup tent for two weeks. I didn’t have running water. I didn’t have cell phone service. If I could have called you on my shoe-phone, I would have.”


    “What can I tell you? You wanted someone on the property; you got someone on the property. Until the ranch starts making money again, you can’t afford to pay an employee, so I thought outside the box and put the place up for rent. You should be thanking me. Maybe this could be a win-win situation: reduce her rent in exchange for some clerical help, if you need assistance so badly.”


    “I need more than clerical help, Jonah!”


    “I hate to tell you, but there aren’t a lot of people clamoring for live-in jobs. Certainly not for what you’re offering. And if you pulled your head out for a second, you’d have noticed that the rental agreement says she’s single. Aurora McAllister could be exactly what you need.”


    “Jonah. You can’t be serious.”


    But he was speaking to silence. Carson Granger looked at the phone in disbelief. Lawyers.


    He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but so far nothing had gone the way he’d intended. Granger Lodge was in even worse shape than he’d remembered. Five years of neglect and weather had made it uninhabitable, all but ruined. It would take serious work before it could be used as headquarters for his sanctuary. The guesthouse was too far from the corrals for his comfort, but at least, until today, he’d had that option. Now, unless he wanted to square off with Rory McAllister, it looked like he’d be pitching his tent.


    Five years ago, he couldn’t have cared less about the ranch. His father had never understood how his oldest son could care more about the land itself than what the land could produce: prize-winning, purebred cattle that turned into perfectly marbled steaks all red-blooded Americans would be proud to sink their teeth into. That and the Granger name was all Derek Granger had cared about. Not the native grasses that were churned into the mud by hundreds of bovine hooves. Not the disappearing mustangs.


    Not his sons.


    As the last ones to carry the same blood as the man who founded Three River Ranch four generations ago, Carson and his brother, Mitchell, had always known that they had two tasks to accomplish in life. One, to take over the ranch from their father. Two, to sire a son who would one day continue the legacy.


    If their mother hadn’t died early, leaving them without a woman’s love during those vulnerable preteen years, perhaps Derek’s wishes would have been granted. But neither brother had many fond childhood memories.


    Mitchell had refused point-blank to have anything to do with the ranch, and then he’d left for Seattle, where he’d leveraged his construction skills into a fortune as a real estate developer. He hadn’t been back to Chinook since, not even for the funeral. Mitch had a revolving string of women friends but remained determinedly single.


    Derek Granger had counted on Carson’s love for the land to eventually bring him back to his roots as a cattle rancher. But the old man had underestimated Carson’s commitment to the mustangs and overestimated his desire for the Granger fortune.


    Carson had left Montana right after getting his undergrad degree, grateful at least to be free. He’d hoped that Derek’s ill health might make him reconsider the conditions under which he’d grant his sons control of the Granger fortune. But he’d also accepted that the multimillion-dollar ranch might never be his. Derek wasn’t the only one with pride.


    However, Carson didn’t have the luxury of pride at the moment. These horses needed somewhere to go—right now—and this was his only option. Once his research grant came through, he’d have sufficient funds to protect the group of horses he was studying, but without it, he needed to access the trust fund. Only one problem: Derek bypassed his own sons, saving the fortune for his grandchildren.


    Carson had to breathe deeply to keep the anger from surging upward again.


    The ranch bordered on public land over which hundreds of horses roamed, areas that were controlled by the Bureau of Land Management. Theoretically, these wild horses were protected by the BLM, but Carson knew full well that massacres like the one that Stormy had escaped in Alberta happened here just as often. And if they ventured onto private land, many ranchers simply shot them on sight.


    In finding Stormy, Carson had a chance to build up a true mustang band and study them as they’d never been studied before, in a controlled, protected—yet still wild—environment.


    How ironic that he, a rancher’s son, had to scrape and scheme to house a few horses. Worse yet, just when he’d figured out how to do it, a monkey wrench falls into his plans.


    A monkey wrench with a luscious mouth.


    Maybe Jonah was right. If he couldn’t get rid of the woman, perhaps he could use her for his own ends. He could at least ask. What did he have to lose, after all?


    “Besides my mind,” he muttered. “I must be crazy.”


    But now that he’d begun thinking about it, he couldn’t let the idea go. How much money would it take to make a rational woman consider a sham marriage? Then again, she’d taken the house sight unseen, probably only weeks away from having her kid. How rational was that? He’d have more than enough money to buy her off, once he’d fulfilled his father’s requirements. A bit of mutual back-scratching so she could secure her child’s future and he could get hold of the ranch.


    Simple.


    “Get a grip, Granger,” he told himself.


    He needed to get some sleep, before he did something truly stupid.


    


    Carson went outside to check on the mares one last time before bed. The moon threw a soft light over the corral, but the pregnant one wasn’t immediately visible. Fear rose in his throat.


    “Stormy?”


    It had taken a combination of sedatives, wrestling skills, and trickery to get her into the trailer, an event Carson knew had badly damaged the fragile trust they’d developed. He hoped the foal hadn’t been harmed, but whatever the risk, it was less than leaving them to almost certain death.


    “Where are you, girl?”


    A rustle in the darkness at the farthest reach of the paddock revealed her presence, huddled behind the others. She stood fully awake, pressed against the poles, her dark eyes sparkling in the moonlight. Even from this distance, he could see the muscles in her flank quivering, hear her quick, anxious snorts.


    This kind of stress was deadly.


    Maybe she’d settle down overnight. Hopefully. And Carson would turn his plans into reality, without falling in with his father’s scheme.


    …


    That, reflected Rory the next morning, was the most embarrassing day of my life thus far. If she thought there was any possibility of a worse one in the offing, she might as well throw herself back into the house and let it kill her outright. She resisted the urge to call Des; her friend would first commiserate, then try to convince her to return, and Rory didn’t know if she was strong enough to hold firm to her decision. She missed Des, but Billings wasn’t home anymore; humiliation lurked around every corner, in every sympathetic glance.


    Not that she had a choice. She’d quit her job. She’d sold her half of their house to David, who was probably sharing it with his new girlfriend by now.


    She winced, both at the memory of her day and at her sore muscles. Despite falling asleep the moment she hit the sheets, she was still exhausted. Her skin didn’t feel so hot, either, where the plaster had welded itself to her flesh. A long, sudsy shower had gotten most of it off, but she’d be finding bits and pieces for days.


    At least the room was comfortable. Blythe’s B&B was dog-friendly, and well-furnished with a firm mattress and thick, sweet-smelling bedding. She and Mistral had slept like logs.


    An even fresher wave of embarrassment washed over her when she remembered how Carson had brushed the plaster dust off her back, then gestured to her gaping chest.


    “Oh, God,” she whispered, pulling a pillow over her face. At least she’d worn a bra. Look on the bright side, she told herself.


    Mistral sat at the door and whined, reminding Rory that she didn’t have the luxury of wallowing. She had little enough time to get settled as it was. She shouldn’t have waited so long to leave Billings, but she kept expecting that David would come around and realize he still loved her and that he wanted their baby as much as she did.


    You didn’t leave David. He left you.


    It was all so ugly, but it was what it was. Nothing to do but move forward. Rory limped into the bathroom, took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and faced the mirror.


    She looked like a boiled cat. Not exactly the impression she wanted to make with the handsome cowboy. Not that I care what he thinks, she told her reflection. He was nothing but a problem to solve. She was going to get this sorted out, one way or another. Carson had to understand that she was here to stay.


    Rory flipped open her cell phone and dialed Fulston Realty. That woman had some explaining to do.


    “The owner was surprised to see me—” Rory began, building a head of steam as she spoke.


    “Carson?” Mrs. Fulston interrupted, her voice rising indignantly. “He doesn’t hold the title yet.”


    “You might have mentioned it,” Rory said, battling her temper with effort. “He wants the guesthouse for himself and has no intention of letting me stay. Surely you’ve got something else for me?”


    “My dear,” said Mrs. Fulston, “you signed on the dotted line. The check has been deposited. I warned you about deciding without looking it over.”


    “You did not! In fact, you assured me it was the perfect place for me!”


    “I told you it met your requirements,” Mrs. Fulston corrected calmly. “If you’re unsatisfied, take it up with the Grangers’ lawyer. Jonah Clarke, of Kensington, Clarke, and Gordon. They’re in the book.”


    The connection ended with a click. Rory stared at the phone in disbelief. Then she took a deep breath. She should have known better. She’d acted hastily, hoping for the best, and this was what she got. Fine. The sooner Carson accepted that the guesthouse was hers, the better. She rubbed one hand on her belly and felt a reassuring roll. This is the priority, she reminded herself.


    When she made her way downstairs, after taking care of Mistral, Rory followed her nose to the dining room, where Blythe had the breakfast buffet laid out.


    “There you are!” She greeted Rory warmly, wiping her hands on her apron and bustling forward to take her by the arm. There was an air of competency about her buxom figure; even her iron-gray hair was efficient, short and permed into submission. “Did you sleep well? You look much better today than you did last night, I’ll say that for you. Come on over here and set yourself down; that’s right. Let me get you some food. Sausage or bacon? Never mind, I’ll fix you a plate. You look like you could use a good meal; I hope you’re not on some weird diet. In my kitchen, we make good old-fashioned food. Last week I had a couple of women ask me for yam and seaweed. I ask you, what kind of person comes to a B and B in Montana looking for seaweed?”


    Rory sat helplessly at the table Blythe led her to. She sniffed the air—it did smell good.


    “You sit tight. I’ll be right back.”


    As good as her word, Blythe returned, bearing in one hand a plate stacked with pancakes, mixed berry compote, scrambled eggs, and the promised sausages and bacon. A thick pillow was wedged beneath the other elbow, along with an ice pack.


    “Whew, that’ll burn the fat off the old lady arms,” she said, rubbing her triceps. “But you know the drill. Rest, ice, compression, and elevation.”


    “But how did—” began Rory.


    “A blind woman could have seen that limp.” Blythe gave her a pitying look. “Melissa!”


    The abrupt bellow startled Rory.


    “Sorry,” Blythe said with a smile. “My daughter. She’s coming with your coffee. Decaf, of course. Unless you’d prefer herbal tea? How far along are you? Six months?”


    “Seven.” Despite the heat rushing to her cheeks, Rory found the woman’s frank interest comforting, as if she felt pregnancy was something special, rather than an embarrassment.


    “Seven months gone.” Blythe’s eyes goggled. “You’re a rake, child. Stand up. Let me look at you.”


    Rory stood and brushed smooth the long draping T-shirt she wore over her leggings, pulling it taut to reveal the roundness beneath. “I’m not that thin. See?”


    Blythe frowned and tsk-ed as she looked Rory up and down. Then she sighed deeply, sat down opposite, and gestured for Rory to take her seat again. “I can see that you need looking after.” She pursed her lips. “Melissa, get your butt in here with that decaf!”


    A teenage girl slumped out of the kitchen, a murderous expression on her heavily made-up face. Earrings ran up the entire side of one ear.


    “Cream and sugar,” the girl snarled at them, plunking the containers onto the table. She splashed coffee more or less into two cups, then stood back expectantly, one hand on a hip.


    “Melissa,” said her mother calmly. “Waitresses don’t get tips until the customers have finished their meals. And only if they’re satisfied with the service, honey.”


    The girl huffed loudly and turned on her heel. “Stupid job,” she muttered as she stomped back into the kitchen.


    Rory eyed her coffee doubtfully.


    “Oh, don’t worry,” Blythe said, lifting her own cup to her lips. “Melissa’s the devil’s own spawn but she makes a good cup of coffee.”


    “I heard that!” called a faint voice from the kitchen.


    “An okay cup of coffee, I meant,” Blythe hollered back, grinning at Rory. Her nose wrinkled up when she smiled. She leaned forward confidentially. “Can’t let them get too full of themselves, you know. But you’ve got a few years before you have to worry about that.”


    “Right,” said Rory faintly. She and her mother hadn’t been close in years; they’d certainly never talked to each other like this.


    “Anything else you need, sweetheart?”


    Rory hesitated. In small towns, everyone knew everyone else’s business. She wasn’t ready for everyone to know hers just yet, but she needed to know more about the situation in which she found herself. Besides, Blythe seemed like the kind of person who knew everything about everyone—and could be trusted with the information.


    “Did you know the Granger family? Of Three River Ranch?”


    Blythe let out a bark of laughter.


    “The Grangers? Oh honey, everyone knew the Grangers. What about them?”


    “I rented the Granger house. Only someone didn’t tell Carson.”


    “Carson hasn’t been here for years.” Blythe’s eyes widened. “You mean he’s back?”


    “He was there last night,” Rory answered, feeling less and less secure. “He certainly wasn’t expecting me, though.”


    Blythe looked at her through narrowed eyes. “What are you going to do?”


    “I don’t know. I’m not even sure if it’s worth fighting him; all I saw was some ramshackle, falling-down lodge, and I can’t live there. But he’s got an assistant coming to stay in the guesthouse, so that’s out, too.”


    “Balderdash,” she said impatiently. “Except for the housekeeper, the Granger men can’t keep help. That’s why the ranch started going downhill in the first place. Horrible bosses.”


    “Who’s the housekeeper?”


    Blythe looked at her sharply over her glasses. “Bliss, my twin sister. My blister. They deserved each other. And she left when the old man died, so I’d bet dollars to doughnuts that Carson’s bluffing. Which means the guesthouse is yours, only he doesn’t want to admit it yet.”


    “I hope so.” Rory felt a bubble of warmth at the pleasure in Blythe’s voice. “I’m having the baby at Becker Birthing Center and I don’t have time to look for another place now. Looks like I’ll have to get used to being around horses. What’s with you and your sister?”


    Blythe snorted. “Old habits. We’ve been kicking each other since before we were born.” She reached up a worn finger and touched Rory’s cheek. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear you’re staying, honey. The Grangers could use a little changeup of fortune. You might be just what the doctor ordered.”


    “Do you have time to tell me a bit more about them?” Rory glanced around the dining room. The only other visitor had nearly finished his breakfast and was currently arguing with Melissa about something.


    Blythe waved her hand dismissively. “That one can do his own dishes, if it comes to that. This is far more interesting. So what can I tell you about the Grangers? Derek always talked about selling that old pile, but we thought it was an empty threat. Then he died, and the whole ranch kind of got put on hold.”


    “Yeah,” Rory said glumly. “Fate was waiting for me, I guess.”


    “Don’t you joke about that. Things happen for a reason, and the stranger the thing, the bigger the reason.” Blythe laughed, and her prominent bosom heaved.


    There’d better be one humdinger of a reason, thought Rory.


    “Three River was the prettiest place around,” continued Blythe, “when Marie was alive.”


    “Marie?”


    The older woman played with the handle of her mug. “Derek’s wife. She died when the boys were, oh, not even in high school yet. Terrible thing. Cancer. It hurt them all in ways that changed them forever. Derek wasn’t what you’d call warm to begin with. After Marie died, he got even colder. Those poor boys never had a chance.”


    “So Carson has a brother?”


    “Mitchell.” Blythe nodded, a faraway look on her face. “Two of the most beautiful boys I’d ever seen, but all their sweetness got packaged away when their mama died. We’ve missed them, but those boys needed to make their peace with the past. And now Carson’s home! I hope he can properly mourn that father of his. Derek never made things easy for him.”


    “All he mentioned,” said Rory, “was his plans for a horse sanctuary or something.”


    “Horses,” Blythe said. “Wouldn’t notice if his own hair was on fire, but he’d do anything for those mustangs. Heart of gold, that boy.”


    Rory looked at Blythe, wondering if she could get an honest character reference from someone so obviously biased. Then again, what were her options?


    “He showed me,” she ventured. “One of them is pregnant. She was pretty freaked out.”


    “He let you near his wildies?” Blythe evaluated Rory through narrowed eyes.


    “Yeah.” Rory frowned. “We put them into the corral.”


    “We?” This time, Blythe’s voice was laced with incredulity.


    “Yeah. What’s the big deal?”


    “Oh, honey.” Blythe stood up, put her hands on her hips, and gave Rory a sympathetic smile. “Carson doesn’t let anyone see his mustangs. He always says as soon as they become a tourist attraction, they’re dead.”


    “Oh, it wasn’t like that,” said Rory. “I stood beside the trailer. That’s all.”


    Blythe just patted Rory’s shoulder and walked back to the kitchen. What was that all about?


    Shrugging, Rory applied herself to the steaming plate before her. When she was finished, she and Mistral would drive back to the ranch, and then she would get settled into the guesthouse, no matter what Carson said. That place was now her home, and she had to make the best of it. She wasn’t about to let some tree-hugger in cowboy boots ruin her plans.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    Carson plunked the canvas pack onto a patch of ground sheltered beneath a large oak. Until he fixed up the old house and evicted the rats, he’d live in his tent. An unbidden memory of camping out with Mitch popped into his head, but he pushed it away.


    He sighed. He’d prefer a roof over his head and a proper bed, but unless he wanted to share the guesthouse with Aurora McAllister, he had no choice.


    Where was the woman, anyway? They’d agreed to meet this morning, and where he came from, noon wasn’t morning anymore. If she insisted on holding him to the stupid agreement, she could at least show up at a decent hour. The marriage plan Jonah had hinted at was ridiculous, but he’d realized that the clerical job could work. Hopefully, she could at least tackle the mountain of filing he’d been ignoring. Grant committees loved forms. He didn’t want her damned dog barking every time he moved a finger, though. Stormy didn’t need that kind of stress and neither did he.


    He ignored the fact that Stormy hadn’t appeared the least bit stressed by either the dog or the woman. That the woman, in fact—inexplicably—appealed not only to the horse but to him. It couldn’t possibly be those wide eyes or that chain-saw haircut or the ripe curves she was trying unsuccessfully to hide beneath those god-awful clothes.


    Carson knew why. It was her connection to Stormy. Maybe her own pregnancy clued her in to the mare’s condition.


    A crunch of gravel announced Rory’s arrival.


    He strode through the dust and pulled open her door. “Good morning,” he said as the dog scrambled clumsily across her lap to land at his feet in a panting, dreadlocked pile.


    “Good morning to you, too.” She smiled sweetly, ignoring his tone, and stepped past him, a faint breath of citrus following in her wake. “I’m ready to move in.”


    “Looks like I don’t have a choice,” he said. “I hope you were a secretary in another life.”


    “Nope. Why?”


    “Here’s the deal.” He crossed his arms over his chest. He hated feeling coerced. “I need an assistant. You need a place to live. We can help each other out. At least until…” He gestured vaguely toward her midsection.


    For a moment she looked at him uncomprehendingly. Then suddenly her eyes widened. “I don’t know horses. This is crazy. I don’t have to agree to any of this.”


    “Maybe not,” said Carson, playing his ace. “But if you don’t, you’re stuck with a roommate. Me. Work for me, even a couple hours a day, and I’ll find myself other accommodations. You stay for free.”


    Her jaw sagged and he could see her running calculations in her head. It was as much a gamble for her as it was for him.


    He just hoped they wouldn’t end up killing each other.


    He wondered then about the baby’s father. Surely there was a man around, somewhere. Carson found his gaze sliding down the length of her body. If the rest of her was as toned as her legs, and her firm rear—


    “What kind of work are you talking about?”


    “Don’t worry, it’s mostly clerical, filing, writing grant proposals.”


    She pulled herself up to her full five-and-a-half feet. “I’m not at your beck and call.”


    She glared at him and Carson felt a smile tickle the corners of his lips.


    “Agreed.”


    “And the guesthouse is mine?” She looked at him suspiciously.


    “Yes.” He sighed. “Let’s get you moved in. Give me your keys and I’ll bring your car up, and then help you get your stuff unloaded so I can start working.”


    She tossed him her car keys and turned her back, rounding the corner ahead of him. She stopped suddenly at the top of the hill and he watched the estate unfold before her. The guesthouse was small but featured a wraparound porch of treated timbers, floor-to-ceiling windows facing south, and well-tended gardens on all sides.


    “Carson,” she said, and at the awe-filled tone of her voice, Carson was struck with a painful reminder of what had been—and what had been lost. Flanked by a pergola-sheltered walkway, the alfresco kitchen patio was every bit as lovely.


    “Where will you stay?”


    “Don’t worry, there’s a cabin out by the processing pens for the seasonal workers.” He tipped his head toward the stand of trees. “If that one’s got rats, too, well, I’ve got my tent.”


    He nudged her toward the door. “Go on in, it’s yours.”


    Rory disappeared inside, her dog bouncing along behind her, and Carson felt a shard of jealousy. She belonged here even less than he did.


    But she seemed so happy.


    …


    Standing in the tiny kitchen, Rory looked about her in, delight. Someone must have loved this ranch once, to build such a snug cottage. And someone, obviously, still cared. Soft lemon-yellow walls, crisp white curtains and cornflower-blue accents. The highly polished floor looked like it was made from reclaimed planks, the nicks and marks bringing character to the rich wood tones. Two bedrooms, each with a king-size bed covered with crisp linens and deep down duvets. The place was small, but airy and fresh. And most importantly, it felt right.


    Hope swelled inside her. She put a hand to her belly. “It’s perfect,” she whispered. “It’s just perfect.”


    A knock sounded. Rory jumped and Mistral scrambled to her feet, barking.


    “Hellooo? I hear we’ve got a new arrival.”


    There, standing in the bright kitchen, stood a woman who looked just like Blythe.


    “Wow,” breathed Rory. “You really are identical.”


    “Now honey,” Bliss said sharply. “You and I will get along just fine as long as you remember one rule: never mention The Blight to me. Understood?”


    Blister and Blight. How could she forget?


    Before Rory could answer, Bliss bustled around, setting out a basket of food: bread, fruit, pastries, cheeses.


    “I’m only here to check in on you, so don’t get attached. I figured I’d stock the kitchen for Carson. Don’t want his death by starvation on my conscience. But after this, you’re on your own. Where is Carson, anyway? I’ve got a piece of my mind for that boy.”


    “You’re not staying? Even though Carson’s back?” asked Rory.


    Bliss turned on her heel and fixed her sharp gaze on Rory. “No. Not that it’s any of your business.” Then, as if she hadn’t spoken, she went on to explain. “I’ve been here since before the boys were born, bless their hearts. I’ve put up with Derek’s shenanigans over the years. I stood by them all when Marie died, God rest her. But I’m tired of fighting a losing battle. Mitchell hasn’t been back since his father died; Carson’s only here because Derek forced his hand. This place has seen too much grief and I’ve had enough.”


    “Maybe,” Rory said, placing a hand lightly on the older woman’s forearm, “things are about to change.”


    Bliss’s face shifted, and Rory sensed a deep well of compassion beneath her rough exterior, a reservoir that was nearly depleted.


    “Maybe,” she continued, “if the two of us stick together, we can make it good.”


    Bliss eyed Rory carefully. “Something different about you. What is it? Besides the little bundle of joy, I mean.”


    Adrenaline flooded Rory’s system. What secrets were written on her face?


    “You’ve got the sight, haven’t you?”


    Rory’s eyes widened. No one had ever twigged to her unusual gift before, but Rory knew without a doubt that the woman’s suspicions had focused with unerring accuracy. “I just listen to my intuition, that’s all.”


    “Don’t pretend with me, girl.” Bliss’s entire demeanor changed, softened, opened. Suddenly, she pulled the girl to her massive bosom. “You’re staying? You’re going to be here?”


    Rory could feel her shaking. The intensity of her question demanded honesty. “I needed a place to live. This felt right. Well…it didn’t at first. But it does now.”


    “What did Carson say? About the baby, I mean?” Bliss held Rory at arm’s length and her gaze slid carefully past her belly to her left hand. She added gently, “And the fact that there’s no ring on your finger?”


    Rory felt her face grow hot at the older woman’s recognition of her delicate situation, but she forced composure, straightening her spine. “Nothing. He hasn’t asked. I haven’t explained. Well, he’s mad that I can’t help him with the horses. Truth is, I couldn’t even if I weren’t pregnant.”


    Bliss laughed. “Honey, this will be a treat. You could sell tickets to the show. And you know what? You just changed my mind. Maybe I’ll pop in now and then, keep an eye on everything. I can’t resist a mama-in-waiting, and maybe you are just the person to turn Three River Ranch on its ear.”


    


    After unpacking a few of her things, Rory wandered out to the corrals in search of Carson, to tell him the good news about Bliss. She knew she should explain her situation with the baby, too: that she’d been engaged until the baby’s father changed his mind about marriage, fatherhood, fidelity—well, she wasn’t quite ready to explain all that. His surprise offer of free rent for clerical help allowed her to stop worrying, at least temporarily, about money, but he didn’t need to know that, either. Until she felt certain she’d made herself indispensable, she’d keep her private life private.


    There’s no such thing as a free lunch.


    Against her better judgment, Rory pushed aside the nudge of caution. She couldn’t help wondering what was in it for Carson, but it was too late for sober second thought. She’d just have to take a chance on him.


    Mistral followed after her, snuffling and snorting with joy, her shaggy black tail waving like a flag. As soon as they entered the yard, Rory could feel waves of fear rolling off the wild mare. Immediately, Mistral’s head came up, her dark eyes shining and focused on the horse. Mistral, Rory knew, also sensed that the horse was in trouble.


    “Easy, Mistral, she’s afraid,” Rory said in a hushed voice. She wished she had Mistral’s therapy dog vest with her. Putting it on always seemed to let the animal know that she was on duty. But even outside the hospital setting, outside Billings, outside anything remotely familiar, Mistral appeared to know that her calm presence would soothe the creature in front of her.


    Carson appeared at the barn door and Rory swallowed. He seemed to look better and better each time she saw him…while all she did was get fatter by the minute. He joined her at the far side of the fence. Stormy pawed the ground and tossed her heavy mane.


    “Where are the others?” she asked, looking at the lone horse.


    “They were in far better shape, so I released them.”


    “But you’re keeping this one?”


    “I want to make sure she drops her foal safely.” Carson’s voice was tight with worry. “She’s exhausted and underweight, but she hasn’t touched the flake of hay I gave her last night. Pellets and grain are too rich for her.”


    Mistral snuffled the grass without looking at the horse, which appeared to pique the mare’s curiosity.


    “Look at her, playing hard to get.” Keeping her voice soft, Rory aimed a question at Carson. “There’s grass in the paddock. Isn’t that enough?” And then to the mare, “You’re okay, Stormy. Mistral’s your friend.” Rory moved slowly, deliberately, keeping her arms at her sides, mimicking Carson as he moved along the fence closer to the mare.


    “Right now, she needs more protein, for the foal. She might be on a hunger strike. Some mustangs do that in captivity.”


    They were within forty feet now, and the mare was moving restlessly against the back fence, whickering shrilly and tossing her head. Rory could see the whites of her eyes clearly.


    “Why didn’t you leave her with them, then? Surely the herd doesn’t fall apart just because the stallion gets shot. Isn’t there a runner-up or something, to take his place?”


    Carson stopped, lifted one hand to prevent Rory from moving forward, then lightly brushed his fingers against her bare arm, his touch warm and disconcertingly close to her breast. Rory felt her pulse leap, and she discreetly pulled her arm away.


    Mistral scooted beneath the bottom pole and continued to follow the fence line, sniffing the ground casually, as if she weren’t aware of the frightened horse.


    “It wasn’t just the stallion, Rory.” His face was hard, blank. “Most of the herd was killed. I think a couple of mares and yearlings got away, but we haven’t found them yet. The ones you saw are the only ones we got out.”


    “No.” Rory put a hand to her throat and closed her eyes. She could still feel the weight of his touch close to her heart, as if he’d opened a conduit for his memory to travel across to her. Her imagination conjured up the scene, more clearly this time. She heard terrified screams and pounding hooves, could smell the sweat-slicked horseflesh, could taste the dust-choked air. This was what the horse remembered. This was what Carson had seen.


    “How many were killed?”


    Carson swallowed, cleared his throat. “Thirteen that we know of. I told you, wild horses aren’t popular with everyone.”


    Then he gasped and gripped Rory’s arm, harder this time. “Get your damn dog out of there!”


    Mistral had moseyed—there was no other word for it—around the entire corral, going the long way along the fence line, and was now heading straight toward the mare. Unless Stormy moved away, Mistral would mosey right into her.


    Rory opened her mouth to call the dog back, but before she could do so, Mistral sat down on her haunches. Her ears were back, her tongue lolling, and her long coat billowed out over her hind legs.


    “Mistral’s working,” she breathed to Carson instead.


    “Working? What do you mean, working? She’s going to get herself killed,” he hissed back.


    “This is what she does. She’s a certified therapy dog. Look.”


    Stormy had stopped pawing and pacing and was now watching the dog with avid curiosity.


    “So your dog is the horse whisperer?” Carson looked at her as if she were crazy.


    “Nobody’s a horse whisperer,” Rory answered in annoyance. “I’m a speech therapist. I studied psycholinguistics—the psychology of language—but mostly I worked with kids. Mistral came with me on visits to hospitals and care homes. She’s never seen a horse before, though. I had no idea she could do this.”


    “Well,” said Carson, turning away, “if your dog can get my horse to eat her hay, I’ll call the Vatican.”


    Rory smiled, then motioned for him to look at the animals again.


    “Better put Rome on speed-dial.”


    Mistral lay on her side in the sunshine, about six feet from the hay, panting heavily, her dark muzzle a wide grin. Stormy, calmer now, nosed at the flake of hay indifferently, then selected a few stalks and delicately pulled them free and began to munch.


    “I don’t believe it.” Carson stared and Rory elbowed him, both of them grinning.


    “I told you. Mistral’s amazing.” She turned on her heel, then glanced back over her shoulder with a smirk. “I’ll let you off the hook with the pope if you unload the rest of my stuff for me. Oh, and by the way, Bliss isn’t leaving after all.”


    The dog ambled behind Rory, leaving the now-calm horse to her breakfast. Rory bent down to pat her, inordinately happy to see Carson smile. And uncomfortably aware that she’d dressed to show off what figure she had left.


    “Wait,” Carson called after her. “Bliss is staying?”


    “Well, she’ll keep coming in a few times a week. I suspect it’ll be more.” Rory grinned. “What can I say? She likes me. Maybe even you’ll find me worthwhile to keep around, after all.”


    


    Carson strode back to the house, pulled out the first piece of luggage from her car, and nearly dropped it on his foot. Rory laughed at the exasperated look on his face.


    “What’s in here? Bricks?”


    “Nope,” she called back. “Books.”


    Carson quickly transferred the last of her belongings from the back of her vehicle into the guesthouse. She couldn’t help noticing the way his legs moved smoothly beneath the worn denim, the breadth of his back, the ease with which he carried even the heaviest of boxes. Then he collected the last of his own things and disappeared.


    She was grateful for the help, grateful that he didn’t seem to judge her for being a single pregnant woman. Again, she dropped her hand unconsciously to her belly, as if to shield the child from her memories of David’s reaction to the news.


    Rory went inside and began unpacking her things in the second bedroom. Peeking inside the first room—the one Carson had been sleeping in, by the look of it—she found a canvas duffel bag that he’d apparently forgotten. “Come on, Mistral,” she said to the dog. “Let’s do our good deed of the day. We could use the exercise.”


    Rory walked slowly up the rolling slope, pulling the crisp air deep into her lungs, looking at the jagged snowcapped mountains in the distance. She followed an overgrown path to where she thought she’d find a cabin and processing pens. Leaf litter and pine needles crunched softly beneath her sneakers, releasing their tang. In the grand scope of things, she told herself, she was lucky: She and the baby were healthy. She had her dog. Her financial stress was gone, thanks to the rent reduction. She’d landed on her feet in a beautiful place. All around her, the forest was bursting with the greens and golds of new life. It felt right. Safe.


    Then a hawk screamed overhead, Mistral barked, and the spell was broken.


    “Carson said no barking near the horses,” Rory said. The dog hung her shaggy head and Rory leaned down to pat her, grateful once more for her easy company.


    She’d been fighting to keep the tainted memories at bay, but here in the peace and quiet, it was no use. David’s betrayal cut her to the core. Worst of all, his own guilty conscience had made him jump to the only conclusion that would get him off the hook—namely, that the child was someone else’s. As if she’d have cheated on him.


    Rory McAllister was no cheater.


    But that was cold comfort in the face of impending single motherhood. She fought down the familiar feeling of panic at plans scuttled before completion, her world spinning out of control and taking her with it. For her own sake, she wouldn’t have asked anything of David. She had her dignity and her independence, at least for now.


    But her baby deserved more than a hardscrabble life. She’d hoped this place would be the answer she’d been looking for, and it was lovely. But it was an interim solution at best.


    Mistral stopped as they reached the rise, scanning the horizon for the mare. As soon as the dog found her, she wagged her tail and ambled toward her.


    “I don’t think so, girl,” Rory warned. “We’re just here to drop off this bag, then we’re going back to settle into our new home.”


    She looked around for the cabin Carson said he’d be living in. She hadn’t seen it earlier, but it couldn’t be far. Then, behind a thick clump of brush, something caught her gaze. She leaned forward, squinted her eyes, and put a hand up in front of her face to shade it from the sun. Mistral growled when she saw the direction in which Rory was heading.


    That wasn’t a cabin.


    It wasn’t even a hut.


    “Even Mrs. Fulston would have a tough time talking this one up,” Rory said, looking aghast at the jagged holes in the roof.


    Weeds sprouted through the floorboards; unpainted wood nailed haphazardly to two-by-four planks comprised the two standing walls. A third wall was lying in pieces on the grass in front of the structure. A fourth had apparently been broken up into firewood, if the charred lumber piled inside a circle of stones was any indication.


    Rory looked around, hoping against hope that she was mistaken, that this was not the only accommodation Carson was left with, thanks to her arrival. Nearer the corral, beneath another stand of trees, she found the rest of his luggage. Apparently he was a light traveler; the bags lying beside Carson’s tent, pitched snug and tidy, matched the one over her shoulder.


    She groaned. A tent. In spring in Montana. He’d freeze to death, and she’d have to live with that.


    She hefted Carson’s bag over her shoulder and marched back to the corral, glad that this trip was downhill. And glad that he hadn’t packed books.


    “Hey, you found my bag.” Carson looked at her with surprise when she dropped the duffel onto the hay-strewn path.


    “Yup. Found your ‘cabin,’ too,” she said. She straightened up and put her hands on her hips. “You actually intended to sleep in that scrap heap?”


    “It’s not that bad.”


    “It’s a pile of firewood!” She glared at him. “And that’s being generous. It’s probably too rotten to burn.”


    “I’ve always got my tent, Rory. I’ll be fine.”


    “You can’t stay there. You’ll get frostbite or…chilblains…or whatever it is that makes you go blind and your fingers fall off.”


    Carson’s frown wobbled, then cracked into a smile. “This isn’t Everest base camp. I’ve done this before. It’s okay.”


    He was trying to be nice, and that only made it worse. “No, it’s not okay. I can’t let you do this; I can’t kick you out of your own guesthouse. There’re two rooms.”


    He put up his hands in front of him. “Slow down a minute. What are you talking about?”


    She looked away, feeling heat rise in her cheeks. Mistral glanced up at her and whined. “I think we should accept the fact that we’re going to be roommates.”


    “You don’t even know me.” Carson’s eyes narrowed.


    “You’re right.” Rory shrugged and adopted a breezy tone. “But Blythe gave you a good character reference. So did Bliss, in a way.”


    At that, something in Carson’s demeanor softened. For a moment, they stood silently, amid a chorus of birdsong and the soft rustle of wind in the trees. Then Carson took a deep breath and stuck out his hand.


    “I appreciate that.” He spoke gruffly. “You didn’t have to offer to share the guesthouse with me. That was decent of you.”


    She eyed him suspiciously, then took his hand and pumped it once, briskly, trying not to notice his long fingers, the strength and warmth of his grip. “So you agree?”


    He shoved his fists in his pockets. “Just until I get the old lodge fixed up. A few weeks, at the most.”


    “No rush,” Rory said. “There’s plenty of room.”


    “I know, I know.” Carson frowned and looked up toward the hill. “But we just met.”


    “Relax, Carson,” Rory said. “This is strictly business. I’m not asking you to marry me.”


    Carson’s jaw dropped. Rory hid her smile and turned back to the guesthouse, feeling—for the first time since their inauspicious meeting—that she’d finally gained the upper hand.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Carson awoke with a start to the unfamiliar sound of someone else moving about nearby. Even though he hadn’t lived at Three River Ranch for years, even though he wasn’t in Granger Lodge, he’d quickly slipped back into the feeling of being home. Long-buried memories of his mother rose, bringing with them a sense of longing and loss. Despite the troubled relationship he’d had with his father, he’d never doubted his mother’s love. Being back again might be harder than he’d anticipated.


    Rory’s blind parting shot last night had hit home with stunning accuracy. And now he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Damn his father. The ranch had always come first with Derek—his legacy, his empire. But after that, all he wanted was a clone of himself who would carry on after he was gone. Since Mitch had gotten the hell out of Dodge, Derek had trained his sights on Carson, hoping to force him to take over the ranch.


    Derek had always known exactly how to manipulate his boys. If neither of them would take over Three River as a working ranch, then he’d see that it was tied up in legal machinations indefinitely.


    But perhaps his father had underestimated him, Carson mused. Derek had always dismissed his son’s passion for conservation, rather than capitalism. He’d believed Carson’s love for the wild horses was something he’d grow out of—but what if Carson could support his dream independently? He was so close now to making it a reality. When his grant application was approved, he wouldn’t need to find some woman desperate enough to marry him for money.


    As soon as the thought came to mind, a face followed.


    Not some woman. Rory. He squeezed his eyes shut tightly against the image of her walking away from him yesterday. Damn, she cleaned up good. Soft gray yoga pants clung to her trim legs. The neckline of her long butter-yellow shirt had revealed a glimpse of lush cleavage, and he couldn’t help remembering the blue checked bra. He wondered what she’d looked like before the baby. She seemed like she’d have a dynamite body. And, without the plaster dust, her hair was a deep gold that caught the light when she moved.


    No woman had ever even come home to the ranch with him. Oh, he’d had his share of liaisons in the field, with colleagues who shared his passion for the wilderness as well as his fear of commitment. But they hadn’t been girlfriends.


    Except for Laura.


    His mind dodged the thought, but it refused to be ignored. Laura, the one woman with whom he’d believed himself, however briefly, to be in love. The one woman who had carried, however briefly, his child.


    He winced at the memory of her face when she told him that she’d “taken care of the problem,” and that they’d have to be more careful in the future. His initial reaction had been relief, but then any feelings he’d had for her fizzled within a few weeks, taking their future with them. He nursed no fatherly ambitions—the Granger track record inspired no optimism on that front—but still, the thought of his own child being conceived and discarded stirred up a wealth of confusion and anger.


    He understood that it was her body, her choice, but all the politically correct slogans in the world couldn’t make up for the fact that she’d thrown away his child, and he’d had no say in the matter. What would he have said, if she’d asked? He didn’t know. But she hadn’t, and that was the point.


    So much for commitment.


    A crash bolted him from his reverie and he leaped out of bed, dragged on a pair of jeans, and ran, barefoot and bare-chested, down the hall to the small galley kitchen.


    “Sorry.” Rory smiled, wide eyes blinking up at him from beneath sun-kissed layers of tousled hair as she gathered a stack of books from the floor. “Didn’t mean to wake you. I thought ranchers were always up at the crack of dawn, anyway.”


    “I’m a horseman, not a rancher,” he snapped. “And it’s six in the morning. What in the hell are you doing?”


    He kicked himself inwardly as her smile faded.


    “I thought I’d make us coffee,” she said. “I figured you could use some. I know I could.”


    She turned her back on him, hurt evident in the tight line of her shoulders.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, taking a deep breath. “I guess I have to get used to being around people again.”


    “No problem,” she answered lightly, without meeting his eyes. Her hairy lump of a dog huddled beside her, glaring at him balefully.


    He watched her move the pile of books onto the table, then fill the kettle and set it onto the stove. She kept her head down, her arms curled protectively. Suddenly he realized how displaced she must feel. She probably hadn’t slept well. I haven’t exactly welcomed her, he thought with shame.


    “Listen,” he said. “I’m sorry. Full disclosure? I’m an ass. I admit it.”


    She stopped moving, then turned slightly and gave him another one of those heart-stopping glances from beneath her lashes.


    “We agree on that, at least.” A slight smile tugged at her lips, and he had to quell a rush of desire.


    He cleared his throat and put his hands up, palms forward. “But I need you to tell your fat dog to quit looking at me like she’s planning to kill me in my sleep.”


    “My fat dog?” Rory turned then, her eyebrows raised. “You think my dog’s fat?”


    “Look at her.”


    Rory put her hands on her hips, cocked her head. The dog sat, tilting her shaggy mop in exactly the same angle.


    “What do you think of the scientist’s conclusion, Mistral?” Humor lurked in the back of Rory’s voice. “He’s a smart man, after all. Maybe we should listen to him.”


    “She waddles like a duck.”


    Rory nodded, pursing her lips. The kettle whistled and she poured boiling water over freshly ground coffee beans in a glass carafe. “You might have a point.”


    “What kind of dog is she, anyway? Some kind of rescue?”


    “What’s your guess?” Rory’s smile was benign but Carson felt like a fish being played on the end of a line. The smell of coffee made his mouth water.


    “I don’t know, she could be anything. Hard to tell with all that hair.” He paused at the door. “Is the coffee ready?”


    “Almost,” she answered. “You going back to bed?”


    He snorted. “I’m hitting my desk. I’ve got Stormy’s travel record to write up.”


    “I can bring you a cup, if you’d like.”


    He frowned. “You don’t have to do that.”


    “Of course I don’t,” she said with exasperation. “I’m offering. What’s the matter, no one ever do anything for you out of the goodness of her heart?”


    Not for a long time. Possibly not since his mother had died. Years of working in the competitive atmosphere of academia and field research had made him forget that people were capable of such simple kindnesses. Yet Rory had none of the servitude with which his mother would have made such an offer.


    Who was this woman? And how had she been able to make herself at home so quickly?


    Finally he found his voice. “It’s…uh…it’s been a while.”


    …


    Rory watched him walk out of the room, allowing her gaze to run over the long expanse of muscle between his shoulder and waist. His jeans hung low on his lean hips, revealing a narrow band of lighter skin beneath the deep tan of his body. Something like hunger ached deep inside her.


    The earlier annoyance in his voice had tripped a visceral memory of a typical interaction between her and David. Even before she’d discovered David’s affair, they’d so seldom communicated comfortably. She could understand children without language skills, but her own fiancé had been a mystery to her.


    Yet…Carson had apologized. That was new to her. She didn’t know how to feel about that. David had never apologized about anything.


    “But he thinks you’re fat,” she said to Mistral, who’d flopped down in a patch of morning sunshine. “He’s in for a surprise, then, isn’t he?”


    The dog flapped her shaggy tail in answer.


    Rory looked through cupboards until she found one that had mugs in it. Another cupboard revealed a wooden tray and an assortment of glassware. She added a couple of the pastries that Bliss had left yesterday, a spoon, and then, as an afterthought, slipped a sprig of lilac that she’d cut earlier into a jelly jar and tucked it onto the breakfast tray.


    “I don’t know how you like your coffee,” she began as she shouldered through the door. Carson sat at the desk, still shirtless. The large bed beneath the window still bore the imprint of his body on the rumpled sheets, and a warm, male scent reached her nostrils. Embarrassment flooded her face.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, flustered. “I didn’t mean to intrude—”


    Carson looked up in surprise, as if he’d forgotten her presence. He grinned at her obvious discomfort, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers behind his head. “No problem, roomie.”


    Rory pulled her eyes away from his golden skin and cast about desperately for a clear spot on which to set the tray. He had the lean musculature of a runner, rather than a bodybuilder—an efficient, well-cared-for body.


    That smooth flesh beckoned; her fingers itched to touch, to knead into the deep muscles across those bronze shoulders, to see if she could make him moan in pleasure.


    The thought shocked her. Where had that come from? She hadn’t touched a man since David, having neither opportunity nor interest. Proximity, she told herself. That’s all it is.


    That and hormones, her body answered.


    “Familiarity breeds,” she muttered under her breath, shoving aside a stack of papers with her elbow to clear a spot for the tray.


    “What?” Carson said, his grin slipping.


    “Nothing!” She could feel the heat radiating off her face. “I mean, here’s your coffee.”


    As if in slow motion, the stack of papers tipped, tilted, and toppled off the edge of the desk. Rory and Carson both dove for them at the same time, but it was like trying to catch feathers in a pillow fight. They reached and scrambled for the fluttering pages, but most of them evaded capture and settled on the ground.


    Both Rory and Carson ended up on their knees on the floor. The tray and its contents remained, miraculously, unmoved. Carson was near enough that Rory could feel the warmth pulsing off his bare chest. She started to rise, but a sheet of paper slid beneath her hand and she slipped forward into Carson, knocking him off his knees, her face right up against the warm, brown skin of his chest.


    Carson tightened his arms reflexively, and Rory felt his fingers leaving little trails of electricity in their wake. She pressed against his chest and levered herself up, then backed away and straightened her long overshirt with shaking hands.


    “Sorry about the mess,” Rory said breathlessly. “Are you okay?”


    “Better than ever,” he drawled. “Never had a woman throw herself at me before. I kind of like it.”


    “Your self-esteem is intact, at least,” she answered, her voice crisp. She gathered the loose pages into a rough pile and clutched them against her chest. “I’ll put these back in order for you.”


    “Don’t worry about that, they’re pretty complicated. Just leave them on the table.”


    She narrowed her eyes, harrumphed, and turned on her heel.


    “Thanks for the coffee,” he called after her. He laughed out loud. “And Rory? If you want me, just holler.”


    


    Why, oh why, she thought glumly, did I ever get out of bed this morning?


    She set the pile onto the kitchen table, which was still surrounded by boxes of her own books, then plunked herself down in a chair. Next time, he could get his own damn coffee.


    She straightened the pages so they were all at least aligned the same way, then began fanning through them. Instantly, her interest was piqued. Within moments, she was engrossed in the content of the material in front of her, her current indignity forgotten.


    When Carson walked into the kitchen, she looked up eagerly.


    “This is amazing! I didn’t know Spanish mustangs descended from Arab Moorish stock. Stormy’s mitochondrial DNA tests show Spanish and Andalusian genetic markers, which explain her unusual coloring, I guess. I can’t wait to see her foal.”


    She stopped suddenly, noticed that Carson was staring at her, and once again cursed the fair skin that revealed her every emotion.


    “I’m babbling, aren’t I? I do that.”


    Before she could say anything more, he jumped in. “You actually read those?”


    She nodded uncertainly. “Just a few. I hope that was okay?”


    “Yeah.” He frowned and put a hand up to his chin. “But I mean…okay, most people would rather watch hair grow than read gene studies.” He shrugged and looked at her questioningly.


    She smiled wryly, then nodded. “Yup, I’m more than a klutz. I’m a geek, too.”


    Carson had a strange look in his eye now, as though he was seeing something new, something unexpected. Something he liked.


    “Oh, no,” he said, his voice silky as melted chocolate. “You might be a lot of things, Aurora McAllister, but you’re no geek.”


    She broke his gaze then and got to her feet in a rush, gathering the pages together and thrusting them toward him, like a sword.


    “Well. Here you go, before I mess them all up again. I’ve got my own unpacking and sorting to do and a few errands to run in town. Mrs. Fulston sent the rental agreement to your lawyer for amendment, so I’ll need directions to find it. Oh, and to the post office, so I can pick up my mail. And I haven’t even started getting baby stuff!”


    Carson took the papers she pushed at him. “Don’t worry about the law office; they’ll send everything here. And you can’t miss the post office. It’s next to the coffee shop on the corner of First and Main, just down from the bank.”


    “Okay, good. And what about the birthing center? I’ve got an appointment today.” She mentioned the street, smiling at the thought of seeing her friend Sabrina again.


    “Don’t ask me. I didn’t even know Chinook had one.”


    “Really? It was pretty big news when it opened. Women come from all over to have their babies here.”


    “I’ve been traveling for the past few years. Even when I’m here, I don’t go into town much. Most things can be handled by phone or e-mail.”


    “Shook the dirt off your feet when you left, huh?”


    “It was a long time ago.”


    He turned away and her smile faded. She could see the tense set of his shoulders, the defensive line between eye and mouth. There was pain in this history.


    “Sorry. None of my business,” she said, wanting to kick herself. “Things are always more than they appear on the surface.”


    She reached up to the hook by the door for her purse, ignoring the look of confusion he shot her. “I’ll see you after I’ve finished my errands. Mistral,” she called, looking over Carson’s shoulder. “Want a car ride?”


    Then she dashed out the door, pretending she didn’t see the pain on Carson’s face. The last thing she needed, she told herself as she headed down the driveway, was to worry about someone else’s feelings. The very last thing she needed was to complicate her temporary accommodation with whatever it was she’d felt when she was on the floor. Of his bedroom. In his arms.


    “Stop it!” she said sternly.


    Mistral’s head whipped around, her ears lowered anxiously.


    “Not you, Mistral,” Rory hastened to assure her, reaching over to stroke the dog’s hairy ears. “You are smart and beautiful and perfect.”


    The dog thumped her tail in relief.


    …


    “Come on, Jonah!” Carson had slapped his hand against the steering wheel of the truck. “You can’t believe that old man was competent enough to make his own decisions.”


    As soon as Rory mentioned the law office, Carson knew he needed to warn Jonah against telling the woman anything more than absolutely necessary. Not about his inheritance, and definitely not about the marriage clause. But Jonah had been less than cooperative.


    “I certainly can,” Jonah had replied, somewhat testily, “and you’d agree, if you’d spent any time with him.”


    “Oh no you don’t. You’re not going to guilt-trip me into anything here.”


    “Fine. But the fact remains that your father had intentions for Three River Ranch, and you can’t do anything about it now.” He’d paused for a sigh. “Can I say something? Not as your lawyer, but as a friend?”


    “Do I have a choice?”


    “Why not at least let her know about the clause, give her a chance? What’s the worst that could happen?”


    “Are you kidding me?” Carson swerved to avoid a pothole. “A lifetime of misery. A bank-balance-sucking legal proceeding. Plus, I don’t want to be divorced any more than I want to be married. And I certainly don’t want to be unhappily married.”


    “What about the possibility of it working out in your favor?”


    “Yeah, right. Look, Jonah, I appreciate how hard you’ve worked on this estate. It’s a disaster and I haven’t been—”


    “Helpful? Cooperative? How about present?” interjected Jonah.


    “Being here reminds me of just how little faith my father had in me. Maybe I’m too late to change his mind, but I’m going to keep this place and I’m going to do it on my own terms.”


    “I’m sure you will, Carson,” Jonah said. “Grangers always get their way in the end, don’t they?” And then he’d hung up.


    Carson thought about the exchange as he stood in the old lodge and surveyed the mess. The Granger stubbornness was legendary, but it wasn’t all bad; perseverance would help him reclaim the building for human habitation. Dogged tenacity had certainly played a role in both his and Mitch’s professional success. But it hadn’t done their relationships any favors. Maybe they were doomed to fail in that regard because they’d lacked a woman’s influence at a critical time in their lives. What kind of men would he and his brother have become if their mother hadn’t died? What kind of man would Derek have been, if he hadn’t lost his wife?


    A disquieting idea intruded: would the new proximity of Aurora McAllister affect him and his work?


    Carson pushed the thought from his head, sweeping a path to the drop-cloth-covered heap in the corner of the room. He lifted the edge, shielding his face against the rising plume of dust. A table, solid pine. He peered closely, smiling when he found the rough scars: CG and MG. Then his smile faded. They’d paid for that trick.


    The matching chairs were stacked behind the table. He’d have to find someone to haul it all away. Well, maybe not his mother’s secretary desk.


    There was another piece, behind everything. A cradle? He dragged it out, noting it was in decent shape. Who knew his dad had kept it all these years? He shoved it off to the side. Rory could have it if she wanted. Save him from junking it.


    He forced his thoughts back to Stormy, and the foal she carried. The image of Rory’s face, as she’d read the history of the horses, popped into his mind. Carson knew that, in his family, when it came to the wild horses, he was on his own. Oh, there were other people who felt the same about the Spanish mustangs, but they were scattered across the continent. Even Laura hadn’t understood that horses were more than a job to him, that he came alive when he was around them. How had he not seen then that their relationship was doomed?


    Then suddenly, here, in his childhood home, he’d seen that same spark in the eyes of a stranger who, by her own admission, didn’t know a thing about horses but was inexplicably fluent in such topics as dominant and recessive genes for color patterns, plus had an instinctive knowledge of horse behavior.


    More disquieting thoughts for him to ignore.


    He finished sweeping up and returned to the guesthouse, relieved to see that Rory hadn’t yet returned from her errands in Chinook. Carson picked up his reports from the table, then stood for a moment, surveying the boxes of books he’d carried from Rory’s car. Chewing on his lip, he pulled open the flap of one, tipped his head, and ran his finger over the spines.


    Canine Genetics. The Complete Handbook of Canine Midwifery. Genetics for Dog Breeders. The Whelping and Rearing of Puppies.


    Carson straightened up abruptly. Oh, no. Don’t tell me she’s breeding that mutt of hers. She’d mentioned pet-assisted therapy with Mistral. She never said anything about puppies.


    He remembered her smile when he commented on the dog’s girth.


    This was too much. Pregnant mare. Pregnant woman. Now the dog was pregnant, too? Seriously?


    He spent what was left of the day mending corral fences and trying not to think. His dream was nearly a reality. The bureaucratic nightmare required to turn Three River Ranch into a mustang study center and sanctuary was almost over. One more meeting for final approval and he’d have the funds to purchase the ranch outright, as a not-for-profit research facility. He hated keeping Stormy confined but it was too early to let her go yet. Once the foal was born, and he’d located her herd, he’d let her loose to join them. For now, she needed the safety of the corral, and he’d make it as large as he could.


    Stormy watched him from the farthest corner, pawing the ground occasionally, but otherwise they spent several peaceful hours together. The setting sun was painting the ground red and gold when suddenly, she snorted, lifted her head high, and peered intently at something far up the hillside. Her ribs contracted as she gave a long, high whinny of excitement.


    Carson froze, listening as hard as he could. From a distance came the answering calls of other horses, a response that set Stormy’s hooves dancing back and forth along the pole fence. He grinned and bit back a whoop of joy.


    “That’s why you’re here, girl,” he told her softly. “I know you miss your friends. Soon you’ll be with them again, and you’ll meet some new ones—you and your baby. Just be patient.”


    She tossed her head, her long mane flickering across the waning light like tongues of black flame, and it looked to Carson as though she understood. It was self-indulgent to think like that, but it’s what he wanted to believe. Ever since he’d brought Stormy back with him, Carson had wondered if he’d made the right decision. Wild horses suffered so much stress in captivity that most of them simply stopped eating and faded away. She’d barely escaped the bullets that killed so many of her herd, and now this was her only chance. She and her foal would bring fresh blood, pure Spanish mustang blood, into the resident band of the future Three River Mustang Study Center.


    …


    The coffee shop next to the post office had wireless Internet, so Rory took the opportunity to grab a nonfat, decaf latte, check her e-mail, and do some online banking. Her moving expenses had been costlier than anticipated, but the rest of her savings should last the year out, especially now that she wasn’t paying rent. As long as she stayed put until the baby came, she’d be all right. After that, well, she pushed the thought out of her head. Surely she would have worked out something better by then. She had to.


    She spent the rest of her time responding to e-mails from various friends and colleagues, including several from Desiree. Before she knew it, it was time to meet Sabrina. But just as she got up from her chair, her cell phone chirped with a text. Sabrina had to reschedule due to a patient going into labor.


    Rory texted back immediately, aware of an uncomfortable mixture of relief, panic, and shame. Much as she was looking forward to seeing her friend, she was nervous, too. Rory dreaded letting Sabrina see the depth of her dread—plus the weight of doing it alone, without someone to hold her hand, to mop her brow, to help her stay strong through the pain. Up until now, she’d successfully avoided thinking about the actual birth in an up-close-and-personal way.


    Coward.


    Wasn’t there supposed to be some kind of instinct that took away the fear? She just wished she could fast-forward through the last bit of unpleasantness.


    Don’t worry, little one. Doesn’t mean I’m not looking forward to meeting you.


    Rory used her extra time to contact the service dog organization. They already had homes lined up for the first year of puppy raising, and, with the big day fast approaching, she wanted to assure them that everything was on track. That and collect the deposit they’d agreed on. Thank goodness for PayPal, she thought again.


    “You’re no golden goose,” she said to Mistral on the drive back to the ranch, “but we’re doing this for all the families out there who need someone like you. If Carson doesn’t like it, too bad.”


    But despite her brave words, she worried about his reaction when he learned that puppies would be arriving. Not that she cared; it wasn’t her fault they were stuck living together. She’d expected to be rearing her first litter of therapy dogs alone in her new house, not with a strange man who was as anxious to leave as she was to be rid of him. Surely, by the time her own baby arrived, they’d be sorted out.


    She suddenly remembered the warmth of his bare chest against her face, and she winced in embarrassment.


    “That was unpleasant,” she said to Mistral.


    The dog gazed back mournfully, as if grieving her owner’s self-deception. Okay, so she’d felt some sort of primal attraction to the man. But it didn’t mean anything. It was just an instinct to hunker down next to a strong caveman, for the protection of the cave-baby.


    Thank goodness for progress.


    Besides, she’d already messed her baby up once, father-wise. She had no intention of doing it again.


    “Don’t give me that look.” Rory’s eyes narrowed and she focused on the road. “Okay, so I like the way he’s put together. What do you know? You got pregnant with a syringe.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    Carson met Rory at the gate, swung it open for her, then followed behind her as she pulled up to the guesthouse and got out of the car. Excitement radiated off him, loosening his gait and opening his face. Rory’s pulse leaped in response.


    “What’s the big grin about? You look like you won the lottery.”


    “Horses,” he answered, his eyes crinkling. He tipped his head up the hill toward the corral. “Come here.”


    Rory gestured for Mistral to follow, but the dog ignored her, slinking, tail-down, into the house.


    “What’s her problem?”


    Rory made a face. “It’s time for a haircut. She hates getting groomed.”


    Carson laughed. “And you think she knows?”


    “I know she knows.”


    “I highly doubt that. She’s a dog.” Carson paused, looked up at the sky. “And you never said what kind of shelter rescue she is.”


    Rory cut icy eyes at him, gave a minute shake of her head. Then in measured tones, she explained: “Mistral is a registered F-four Australian labradoodle. Her bloodlines go back to the seventies, when the original foundation dogs were first carefully selected, tested, and bred. I know her pedigree better than I know my own.”


    “Labradoodle.” Carson thought for a moment. “You mean a cross between a Labrador retriever and a poodle?”


    “That’s how the breed began, yes. Come on, Carson. Surely you remember genetics 101.”


    “F-four.” He gave his head a shake. “Seriously? She’s a fourth-generation cross?”


    Rory nodded. “They’re considered purebred at F-five, and F-fives are very valuable. There are a lot of people breeding Labradors and poodles together and thinking the pups are labradoodles, but those are backyard hybrids. F-ones. There’s no way to predict what traits will be expressed in the puppies. They aren’t multigenerational Australian labradoodles.”


    “But why,” Carson said, “would anyone bother trying to create a new breed? Especially one with such a stupid name?”


    “It is a dumb name,” agreed Rory. “But the breed came about because people wanted non-shedding service dogs. Labs are great with disabled people, but they shed. Most allergic people are okay with poodles, and they’re extremely smart, but they’re too active. The thinking was, take two intelligent breeds and aim for the placid temperament of one with the non-shedding quality of the other. Bingo, the perfect service dog. I’ve already got a waiting list for her puppies.”


    But he wasn’t listening anymore. They’d reached the corral, and Rory immediately noticed the reason for Carson’s sudden attention shift. Something was different about Stormy. The horse held her head higher, her ears erect, and she appeared to be looking for something on the horizon.


    “What is it?” she whispered, reaching for Carson’s arm. “What’s she looking for?”


    “Wait,” he breathed in response.


    They stood together, as still as the horse, when suddenly, off in the distance, she heard the high, drawn-out call. It shimmered on the wind, then dropped to a low rumble before fading away.


    Rory felt her heart leap as the mare immediately answered, her tail rising and flicking. As she pranced along the pole fence, the barrel of her ribs and the belly below it bounced heavily.


    “Who is that?”


    “There’s a wild band out there. I think the ones I released have joined them. Hear that? That’s the stallion, and he wants her,” Carson said.


    Something about the way Carson said the words made Rory’s pulse race. She dropped her hand from his arm and hugged her elbows, suddenly hyperaware of her own skin.


    “He wants her?” she repeated, her voice husky.


    “Oh, yeah,” Carson answered, then gave a small laugh from deep in his throat. “Foal heat.”


    “Foal heat?” She seemed unable to come up with a coherent thought of her own. It was his fault; he was standing close to her, too close. She couldn’t think. The green scent of alfalfa mingled with horseflesh and sweat. Perhaps it was the warmth of the evening air, suddenly heavy against her skin. She wished she could peel off her shirt and let a breeze drift over her.


    “Wild mares go into a heat again a week or two after foaling.”


    “So soon?” Rory’s mouth was dry, her voice hoarse.


    “They’re pregnant for nearly a year. Three hundred and forty days, give or take. This ensures that foals are born in spring, when they’re most likely to survive.”


    “And the stallion knows?”


    Carson laughed, low in his throat. “He knows.”


    “Will they wait for her?”


    Carson nodded. “He’ll keep his harem nearby. As soon as she drops her foal, I’ll let her join them.” He paused, swallowed. “Next year, she’ll carry his foal.”


    “She won’t try to break out?”


    “She would, if she could,” Carson said, “but she’s too big to jump the fence right now. And look.”


    The mare pulled a mouthful of hay from the rack and began chomping on it with the most determination she’d shown since meeting Mistral.


    “If she keeps eating properly,” he continued, “she’ll regain the weight she lost and be in great shape when the foal comes.”


    “This is great news, isn’t it?” Rory turned to look at him, and saw on his face, just for a moment, the echo of her own excitement.


    “It is.” He smiled at her fully then, and it was as if a lightbulb turned on inside him. “It really is.”


    …


    Again, Carson recognized with amazement, she’d known. As soon as she’d heard the wild bunch in the hills, she’d understood. This strange woman with her bizarre dog and her self-declared ignorance of anything equine understood what the presence of the wild band meant to the frightened, pregnant mustang.


    Even more disturbing, Rory understood what the arrival of the wild horses meant to him. He could still feel the warmth of her hand on the flesh of his arm, burning through the fabric down to the muscle and bone and blood, so that he felt now as if her touch had become part of him and without it, he was missing something vital.


    The way her face shone.


    No one, no one had ever understood what these horses made him feel. Even he couldn’t explain it fully.


    And without words, with the feather-light touch of her fingers, she’d shown him that she felt it, too. In other circumstances…no. He stopped himself. He wasn’t even free to consider the possibility of attraction, thanks to his father. What woman would believe he was interested in her, for her own sake, when so much money was on the line? And, for the same reason, any woman interested in him was suspect.


    A cloud of gravel dust signaled the arrival of a vehicle in the yard, and Carson leaped at the excuse to change the subject, pushing away the vague internal nudge that he’d missed something important.


    “Zach’s here,” he said, pushing away from the fence and brushing dust off his jeans. He strode to the ridge and waved his arms, gesturing for the new arrival to join them at the corral. “He’s from the next ranch over. Twinridge. He brought the rest of my horses. He’s got a bigger trailer.”


    “More horses?” Alarm rose in Rory’s voice. “How many more?”


    “Saddle horses,” he answered with a smile. “Domestic ones. And only three of them. Don’t worry, these ponies are tame as house cats.”


    “I sincerely doubt that,” Rory said. “Sounds more like a rodeo to me. I’d love to meet your friend, but I’m sorry. I have a date with a scruffy dog.”


    Yet before she could escape, the pickup pulled to a stop and a man materialized from behind the horse trailer. Like Carson, he was tall and lean, but unlike Carson, his dark eyes flashed with humor. He strode up to Rory and stuck out a hand.


    “Hi, I’m Zach Gamble,” he said, pulling off his hat with his other hand. “You must be the monkey wrench.”


    “Rory McAllister,” Carson said quickly, noting the look of confusion on Rory’s face. He shot a glare at Zach. “My friend Zach, the failed comedian.”


    “How do you like Blaine County, Rory?” Zach asked.


    She smiled wryly. “You know,” she said, putting one hand on a hip, “when I first drove up here, I thought it was the most beautiful countryside I’d ever seen. Then when I got to my house—I mean, Carson’s house,” she stumbled and blushed.


    “We had a little misunderstanding about the old place,” Carson explained graciously. “The joy of probate. All cleared up now.”


    “Anyway,” Rory continued, frowning, “I kind of lost track of the countryside then.”


    “It’s been pretty crazy for you, I guess,” Zach said.


    “It’s been a disaster,” Rory admitted with relief in her tone. “Biggest screwup I’ve made in a while.”


    She doesn’t have to be quite so adamant about it, thought Carson.


    “But the sunsets are amazing and the air smells good,” she continued. “I might be stuck in this place, but I’ll make the best of it. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even learn to ride while I’m here.” She laughed and started walking down the hill to the house, then turned and waved. “Nice to meet you, Zach.”


    She muttered something about searching for her grooming supplies and her reluctant dog. The men watched her go, and as soon as she was out of hearing range, Zach turned to Carson, an incredulous grin on his face.


    “You dog, you,” he said, slapping his old friend on the back. “How’d you end up with a gorgeous thing like that in your back pocket?”


    Carson shook him off irritably. “I’m no happier about it than she is. And in case you hadn’t noticed, she comes with baggage. A busload of baggage.”


    “Bullshit, my friend,” Zach responded, a sly look in his eye. “I’ve known you since you were six years old. Your voice changes when you’re with a woman you like, even on the phone. Baggage and all, you like this one. A lot. And I don’t see a baby-daddy hanging around anywhere.”


    “Keep it down, will you?” Carson said. “Just because you’re on the hunt doesn’t mean everyone else is.” When he glanced at his friend, he was infuriated by the condescendingly dubious look he got. “You like her so much, be my guest,” said Carson, swallowing hard against the lie.


    “Not likely,” Zach said, backing away, his grin belying his words. “That filly has got her eye on you, or I miss my guess.”


    “I can see you’ve lost your mind.” Carson spoke shortly, without looking at his friend. “Now, if it’s not too much trouble, let’s get these horses unloaded. I’ll bring Ruby out first.”


    He busied himself opening the trailer and taking the crossties off Ruby, a small sorrel mare. He backed her down the ramp carefully, then started leading her toward the barn next to the paddock.


    “Take Penny next,” he called over his shoulder. “She doesn’t like to be left alone. Juno can wait a few minutes.”


    He stopped when he realized that Zach hadn’t responded. “What?”


    Zach burst out laughing. “Nothing, man. Nothing.”


    Carson’s face darkened, but he continued working without responding.


    “I wouldn’t be a friend if I didn’t warn you,” Zach said. “You’re about to fall hard, buddy. And she’s just given you the perfect excuse to spend time together. You heard her—she’d like riding lessons. If only there was someone around here who could teach her.”


    “You want to be a friend?” Carson’s voice grew louder as he rounded the corner. “Shut up and get Penny before she dies of old age.”


    …


    Rory leaned against the tree and put a hand to her chest. She’d remembered too late that Bliss was going shopping and wanted to know if either of them had requests. But just as she’d opened her mouth to ask, Zach’s resonant tones had carried perfectly across the crisp air.


    You like this one.


    Carson? thought Rory. Carson didn’t like her; he tolerated her—barely—and only because he had no choice.


    And whatever she felt for him was simply a product of loneliness.


    What had Zach called her? Gorgeous?


    Not likely. Gorgeous women don’t get ignored, taken for granted, duped, and ultimately dumped. Zach’s first impression of her didn’t hold any weight against David’s last impression.


    Besides, Carson had quickly denied Zach’s comment. She hadn’t heard his exact words, despite cupping her hand to her ear, but his tone was negative, dismissive. Naturally, since they barely knew each other and had only been thrown together under hardship circumstances.


    Rory tiptoed back inside, fighting a stab of disappointment. For a few seconds, her heart had risen into her throat, hoping against hope that she’d hear him confess…what? That he’d fallen madly in love with her? That he’d never met anyone like her? That she completed him, that she had him at hello?


    All of which would be ridiculous, indicating that he was either an imbecile or emotionally unstable.


    “And we don’t want that, do we, Mistral?” Rory said casually. She walked over to the couch, then pounced. The dog attempted to dart around the corner, but Rory got a hand on her collar.


    “Gotcha.” She led Mistral to the kitchen, pointed, and sternly instructed the dog to step onto the grooming table. Mistral, as if approaching the guillotine, her ears and tail down, stepped slowly up onto the rubberized surface, watching Rory from the corner of her eyes.


    But Mistral’s attitude lightened as the clumps of dark hair began to fall onto the linoleum. Between the approaching warmth of spring and her now-obvious pregnancy, the dog must have been uncomfortably hot.


    “Told you you’d feel better,” Rory said, carefully guiding the clippers behind the dog’s shaggy ears. “And it’s not just for you. We’ve got to make sure your puppies have a clear path to the milk bar.”


    She brushed out the dog’s fur and tidied up the trim with her scissors, then moved the steps so Mistral could clamber down. She shook herself violently, then trotted to the door, the picture of happiness.


    “Good girl,” Rory said. “You go outside and show off while I clean up.”


    She propped the door open while she swept up the hair, and watched Mistral cavort around the yard, sniffing and celebrating the survival of yet another haircut.


    As she carried the trash outside, she saw Carson waving to Zach, helping him maneuver his truck and trailer out of the yard. Carson watched his friend leave, then turned to Rory. When he noticed the dog, his jaw dropped.


    “That dog is ready to pop,” he said flatly.


    “Wow,” Rory said. “Can’t get anything past you. You’re like some kind of psychic.”


    “It’s not funny.” Carson’s expression darkened. “You should have told me she was having puppies.”


    “Whose puppies did you think I was talking about?” She tapped a finger against her chin. “Remind me, what’s your specialty? Genetics? And you didn’t have to study reproduction? Or was it all in fruit flies and lima beans? Come on, Carson, I wasn’t exactly hiding the evidence from you.”


    “All right, all right,” Carson said, rolling his eyes. “Don’t rub it in.”


    “Besides,” she added, “you said my dog was fat. Revenge is sweet.”


    She flashed him a smile and turned on her heel. “Come on, Mistral. Time for supper.”


    “Wait,” he called after her. “Do you know when she’s due?”


    Rory paused, then faced him. “Were you listening to me at all when we were discussing pedigrees and blood lines? I can tell you to the minute when this litter was conceived, because it occurred in the vet’s office by artificial insemination. Which means I also know that the puppies are likely going to arrive this weekend. Give or take a day on either side.”


    “This weekend! You—”


    “I know, I know,” she interrupted. “And I’m sorry. I didn’t expect to be sharing accommodations. I thought I’d have a house to myself.”


    Suddenly her throat closed and she had to bite back tears. She swallowed hard, trying to hide her emotions from Carson. But to her surprise, his face softened.


    “It’s okay, Rory.”


    The kindness in his voice undid her. She turned her face away from him, shaking her head and waving him away. But a loud, involuntary sniff escaped her and before she knew what was happening, he’d put his arm over her shoulders. Sobs broke free then, gasping, racking sobs that told the tale of grief she’d been living with ever since David left. Carson stroked her back as she wept, running his large hand softly over the thin fabric of her T-shirt, which might as well have not been there at all for how clearly she felt his touch. She pressed her face into his chest, taking comfort she knew was not hers to have, in the fresh smell of cotton on a clean man.


    A few moments was all it took. Rory became aware of the pressure of Carson’s hand at the small of her back, his fingers kneading ever so lightly. His other hand was cupped gently around the back of her head, fingering the wisps of hair at her neck. One finger brushed her ear, and electricity ran straight down her body, settling hotly somewhere deep. With a gasp, she pulled away.


    “You okay?” he murmured, tipping her head up to meet his gaze.


    But Rory recognized something besides concern in his eyes, something tantalizing and terrifying. Surely he didn’t really find her attractive…did he?


    She took a deep, shuddering breath and nodded, wiping her face with her hands.


    “Oh dear,” she said, looking at the mascara stains on his shirtfront. “Sorry about your shirt.”


    The heat left his expression, replaced by a different kind of smile, as though he was trying to hide laughter.


    “Oh lord,” she wailed, patting at the raccoon rings of makeup she just knew were smeared beneath her eyes. Fresh tears welled but Carson tipped her chin up gently with one knuckle.


    “Nope, no more of that.”


    “I’m a disaster.” Her voice quavered.


    “No argument there,” he chuckled, gently wiping one finger over her cheek in a gesture that was unbearably intimate and safe at the same time. “I think you’ve simply had as much as you can take. And I’m not helping. What can I say? I’m a self-absorbed male, and a scientist to boot. So I’m trying to make amends. How about I take you out to dinner, to apologize? What do you say?”


    “Dinner?” she said. She shrugged and looked about her. “Where?”


    “Where?” he responded in mock outrage. “Chinook is not Timbuktu. I’ll have you know, we’ve got a fine selection of dining establishments for the discerning palate. Go feed your dog while I check the horses.” He hesitated for a moment.


    She elbowed past him, knowing exactly what he didn’t want to say. “Don’t worry. I’ll fix myself up. At least, as much as possible.”


    “Take as much time as you need,” he said with another chuckle as he stepped out the door.


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    Carson showered and changed quickly, then sat in the kitchen to wait for Rory. The dog sprawled on the couch, watching him and panting.


    “Hot, huh?” he said to her, then smiled at himself. He talked to his horses, but horses were like people to him. And that was outdoors, alone, where no one could overhear. Still, dogs were supposed to be smart, too. “You a smart dog? She seems to think you are.”


    The dog closed her mouth and cocked her head, then resumed panting.


    When Rory emerged from the hallway, Carson felt his own breathing speed up. If he didn’t get it under control, he thought, his panting would rival the dog’s.


    She’d done something different with her hair. It seemed softer, swirling around her face like a golden frame. The swelling and redness had disappeared completely from her eyes, which he now noticed were as blue and sparkling as Chinook Lake. But it was her body that made his throat feel thick and dry.


    Instead of the shapeless layers she’d usually worn since her arrival, she had on a soft, loose halter dress that gathered beneath her full breasts to flow and drape, falling just below her knees. The top tied at the back of her neck revealed enough skin to make his breath catch in his throat, and in front, a tease of the cleavage he’d imagined. He understood, all at once, the cliché about pregnant women glowing. She was truly radiant.


    “What?” she said, alarm springing into her eyes. “Is it too much? It’s the only dress I could get at, without unpacking everything.”


    “No,” he hastened to reassure her. But his voice was hoarse, and he had to clear his throat. “It’s fine. But it can be chilly after sundown. Do you have a jacket or something, for later?”


    She nodded, unfolding a swath of shimmering crimson fabric that perfectly complemented the color of the dress. She turned to swirl it over her shoulders, and the flare from back to hip was outlined in color and softness that made him want to reach out and touch.


    “You look—” He stopped, uncertain how to describe her. He shrugged helplessly. “You look amazing.”


    She tilted her head suspiciously.


    “Really.” He cleared his throat again. “I mean you look beautiful. Amazingly beautiful.”


    Her eyebrows lifted and she blinked as if in surprise. Color flooded her cheeks.


    “Um, th-thank you,” she stammered. She brushed past him, leaned over to pat the dog, then straightened up, frowning. She glanced at Carson, then back at Mistral.


    “She look okay to you?”


    Carson shrugged. “Yeah. Why?”


    “She didn’t finish her supper. That’s one of the first signs of labor,” continued Rory, biting her lip. “Maybe I should stay with her.”


    Carson felt like a child reaching for a treat that was suddenly being withdrawn. The vision before him could disappear, the luminous skin once more hidden by cotton and fleece. Which made no sense, considering he hadn’t expected her to be here and had barely gotten used to her presence.


    “Don’t worry. Even if she is starting, it’ll be hours. And it’s been a long time since you’ve gone out, hasn’t it? We won’t be long, I promise. I’ve got an important meeting tomorrow morning; I don’t want to be out late, either. Let’s go eat, then if she’s really starting, I’ll help you with her.”


    “Would you? Really?” Rory looked at him with desperation.


    “Rory.” Carson sighed. “How many litters of puppies have you delivered?”


    “Including this one?”


    He looked at the ceiling and shook his head. “Give me strength. Well, lucky for you, I’ve assisted a whole lot of mares during difficult foaling. I’ve pulled calves, too, and one spring during lambing season, I helped out on a sheep farm. I’m new to the hoity-toity Austra-labra-poo thing, but I think my skills will translate.”


    “Australian labradoodle.” But she smiled.


    “Whatever.” He smiled back. “My version sounds less dumb than yours. Is it a deal? Two hours. Three, tops. Get a good meal inside, fuel us up for the labors ahead.”


    Rory sighed, looked at her dog again, then picked up her purse. “Okay. Let’s go.”


    …


    Conversation in the truck was stilted at first. The sun was heading toward the horizon, slanting across the highway, and Carson wore sunglasses, which made Rory feel even more vulnerable.


    The last time she’d been out to dinner with a man had been when David told her that their engagement was off. She’d just announced they were having a baby and he’d responded by asking if it was his. She’d never felt so humiliated, so blindsided. She knew she needed to mourn, but it was all tied up with rage and shame and, she had to admit, fear for her future. Even her grief couldn’t be unadulterated.


    Rory had barely been able to drive past that steakhouse in Billings without feeling nauseous, and her insides trembled with anxiety now, realizing she was about to revisit the situation she’d so successfully avoided until now. Not that she’d exactly been fighting off invitations.


    She hadn’t had a date since David, of course; the betrayal had left her shaken for months, afraid to trust her own judgment. She’d been…frozen. And once the heat of anger burned through the frost, she’d almost exploded out of Billings, unable to spend another day in that world. But apparently whatever kind of man-repelling vibe she’d been emitting up until now had run out of juice because here was Carson, begging to take her out, and here she was, accepting. Nope. Not frozen anymore.


    Good thing for Mistral, she thought. If it weren’t for the dog, she’d probably have launched herself at the man in an emotionally naked display of desperation.


    Naked? Why, oh why, did her imagination take her to such places?


    “What’s your meeting tomorrow about?” she asked, desperate to break the silence.


    Carson hesitated, then answered without looking at her. “I’ve submitted a proposal for a substantial research grant supported by an environmental initiative that focuses on indigenous species. They’ve been positive so far. Could be a big deal.”


    “That’s great, Carson.”


    He shrugged. “It’s a slow and painful process. But once I get the money, the center will be secured.”


    They fell silent again. Although he’d said the words lightly, Rory felt a chill come between them. What wasn’t he telling her? She sensed something, a weight, a burden. She tugged at the crimson wrap that had slipped over her shoulder.


    “You cold?” Carson glanced at her, reached for the control panel. “I can turn on the heat.”


    “I’m fine,” Rory said hastily. “Just…”


    “Nervous?” He pulled off the shades and gave her a wry smile. “Don’t be.”


    “I’m not.” But she felt her face flaming. Damn her thin Scottish skin.


    “You’ve been awfully busy, just with the move, let alone the chaos you walked into. When’s the last time you enjoyed a nice meal?”


    She was quiet for a moment. What was the point in hiding her past? It was pretty obvious that she came with baggage. In case he was feeling…anything, hearing her history might get his hormones back under wraps. Might even take hers down a notch or two.


    “Those are two separate events,” she answered finally. “My former fiancé bought me lobster the night he told me he was screwing his assistant. It was a nice meal, but I didn’t enjoy it.”


    Carson’s hands tightened on the wheel and his breath came out in a sharp hiss.


    “Ouch.” His voice was calm, but she heard an undertone of menace. “He’s quite the bastard, then, isn’t he? I hope you threw the hot butter in his face.”


    Rory laughed, a short bark of surprise. Sympathy would have undone her; discomfort made her feel alone. But empathy, understanding, that she hadn’t expected.


    “I wish I had.”


    “Not even a drink?” He looked at her disappointedly.


    “Nope.” She smiled, remembering what she had done. “But I did get him. On the way to the ladies’ room, I bumped into the headwaiter. He noticed that I was upset—who wouldn’t? I told him exactly what David had told me, and asked, jokingly, if the chef could prepare something special for him. The guy told me he’d take care of it. And not to eat the crème brûlée.”


    Carson’s laughter rolled rich and warm over the last of her self-pity. “Okay, that’s better than hot butter. I hope he was sick.”


    “As a dog. I don’t know what they put in his food, but it hit hard, and it hit fast. Poor guy barely made it home.”


    They’d arrived at their destination, a little out-of-the-way place on the outskirts of Chinook.


    “You won’t believe it, but we’re about to have the best Greek food this side of the Mediterranean.” Carson turned off the truck, raced around to her side, and whipped open the passenger door. He reached for her hand, apologizing as he did so.


    “I’m not normally a gentleman, I promise, but you’re in a delicate condition…not to mention the dress and heels, and that first step is a doozy.”


    “All right,” she said with a smile. “I’ll let it go this time. As long as we split the check.”


    “Deal.” He gave her an exaggerated courtly bow, followed by a leering eyebrow-waggle. “Anything for a dame with great legs.”


    “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Rory, but beneath the blush, she was smiling.


    …


    She looked, thought Carson, like a hungry mustang, dancing back and forth, trying to decide if it was safe to approach the hayrack.


    “I’d order a bottle of the Australian Shiraz, in honor of your Austra-labra-poo,” Carson said, “but I don’t want to drink it all myself.”


    “Go ahead, I don’t mind,” she said.


    “I’m betting,” Carson replied, “you don’t want to drive standard in heels, either, so unless you want to stay the night in Chinook, I’ll stick with sparkling water.”


    “You could have one glass,” Rory argued weakly, as the waiter handed her the virgin crantini she’d ordered. Candlelight glinted on the sparkling crystal, adding licks of flame to the rich color.


    Carson shook his head at her, lifting his glass to hers in a toast. “I don’t think so. Cheers, Rory. To new beginnings. And to Junior, in there.”


    As soon as the words left his lips, he could have bitten off his tongue. Rory started and her hand shook enough that the cranberry juice slopped over the rim. She hadn’t talked much about her pregnancy, and he didn’t want to ask, but he’d have to soon. Surely there were…arrangements to be made. Weren’t there?


    “Your new life, I mean. Starting over.” He was grasping at straws, when what he needed to do was look down, step away, no sudden movements. And for God’s sake, stop talking. He set his glass on the table, leaned back, and looked out the window, willing her to calm down.


    “Cheers,” she said finally, her voice hoarse. She cleared her throat. “Ignore me. I just haven’t talked much about…Junior. And the whole date thing has me a bit freaked out.” She took a deep breath, reached across the table, and touched his hand. “Actually, I’m a mess. Sorry.”


    The feather-light weight of her fingers burned through his sleeve like a brand, like electricity, moving from skin to blood to brain to groin. He hated to admit it, but his old friend Zach was right. This woman had triggered something in him that he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Something even more than desire was sizzling at the forefront.


    But his father had made it impossible for Carson to look at a woman for her own sake. It was too complicated. Derek Granger had lassoed marriage and commerce into a tight knot, and Carson would not give in.


    He and Rory could be friends. Nothing more.


    “It’s okay.” He shifted in his seat, casually pulling his arm back, willing the heat away from his lap. “We should talk about something else. Tell me about your life in Billings. What did you do there?”


    Her face changed then. It reminded him of his mare, the first time she’d caught wind of the wild herd. Memory and hope flooding energy into a frightened, empty place.


    “Technically, I’m a speech therapist, but my work changes with every patient. I do some hospital work. Lots in the school setting, with special-needs kids, mostly autism, a few Down syndrome kids.” Her smile softened. “Most teachers don’t know what to do with them.”


    “And you did?”


    She shrugged. “My little sister was autistic. I guess I learned from her. I always figured I’d be a teacher, but when I started college, this seemed a more natural fit for me.”


    Carson hesitated. “You said ‘was.’ Does that mean…?”


    She focused on her glass, nodding. “We lost her eight years ago. She was fourteen and I was seventeen. Our family was already sort of…broken. That finished it off. It’s okay.” Rory spoke quickly, seeming to anticipate his words of condolence. “I’ve worked through all the stages of grief. I’ll always miss her, and losing her changed my life, but I’m okay.”


    “Are you?” He looked at her over the top of his glass.


    “Might not look like it.” Her smile was a little lopsided, and her eyes shone, but no tears fell. “But yeah. As much as I can be, anyway.”


    The waiter arrived with their orders, chicken and lamb souvlaki, dolmas, spanakopita, hummus and pita, and enormous salads loaded with olives and feta.


    “This looks amazing,” Rory said, spearing a tomato chunk dripping with dressing. “You may have to roll me out of here after all this.”


    “I doubt that. You could stand a few good meals, I’d say,” Carson said, looking at the angle of her shoulder as it peeked out beneath the crimson wrap. “Are you always this thin?”


    Rory quickly pulled the fabric close, covering herself. “I’m not thin. I just don’t like cooking for one.”


    Her face had closed again, and Carson mentally kicked himself. He scrambled around for another subject of conversation.


    “Sorry. If it’s any consolation, your ex sounds like a real piece of work.”


    Rory smiled, then took another sip of her drink. “David and I lived together for a year, but to be honest, I ate alone most nights even before we called it quits. I should have known. I guess I just didn’t want to admit I’d made a mistake.”


    Carson knew all about that. “So,” he said, “what made you decide to breed Aussie-poodle-dors? Instead of beagles or collies or something with a normal name?”


    She arched an eyebrow at him over a fork loaded with pastry-wrapped spinach and cheese. “I believe I explained earlier why multigenerational Australian labradoodles are in such high demand as assistance dogs, especially for autistic children. Now that I’m…” She hesitated. “…on hiatus, I thought I’d try to breed a litter of puppies for a service dog organization.”


    Carson frowned. “But you’ll go back to work, won’t you? I mean, after the baby. Don’t you miss it?”


    “Yeah, but that bridge is burned. David’s in hospital administration.” She sighed. “But I do miss it. I miss the kids, and I miss Des. My friend, Desiree Burke, another special-needs teacher. She’s actually a physiotherapist but so many disabilities require crossover skills.” Her voice was soft, woven through with a thread of yearning.


    “Why don’t you apply at the hospital in Chinook?”


    “Maybe.” He reached for his glass and took a sip. She was so skittish, so alone. But he couldn’t force her to trust him.


    Hell, he wasn’t even sure he wanted to get involved. Women, he’d discovered, had a way of harboring secret boxes better left unopened. The man who rips off the packing tape does so at his own risk.


    “You’re not eating your share of the dolmas.” He held up the plate, looking questioningly at her. “Help yourself.”


    She put one onto her plate, breathed in the aroma appreciatively, then cut into it. “Smells delicious.”


    Carson noticed that her hands still trembled slightly and she hadn’t eaten as much as he’d expected. Was she just really worried about the dog? Or was she that nervous with him?


    Her jerk of a boyfriend had done a real number on her, in that case.


    “I hope Mistral’s okay,” she said with an apologetic smile. “I can’t help but worry. She’s an amazing dog, but she’s a first-time mom.”


    “I’m sure Bliss will check on her. She’ll be fine.” He nudged the food toward Rory again, but she waved it away.


    “Ultrasound showed six babies. That’s six families that could be changed, a few years from now.”


    “They really make that much of a difference?”


    “A dog like Mistral might have saved my sister’s life,” she said emphatically. Then, “Sorry,” she added, seeing the confusion on his face. “But I know you don’t understand what life is like for families affected by this condition. Autistic kids often have other problems, like eating and sleep disorders. They might be extremely sensitive to particular stimuli, such as certain sounds, scents, or textures. Many of them hate being touched. They may be almost impossible to communicate with, or they may have a certain level of verbal ability.”


    Carson looked at her, his food forgotten, uncertain of how he was supposed to respond, but sure that a response was expected.


    “It must have been rough,” he said, finally.


    “Rough?” Rory’s voice held defeat and frustration. “From the day my sister was born, my mother didn’t sleep more than a couple hours at a stretch, interrupted each night by Lesley’s screaming fits. Mom had to make special food that wouldn’t set off Lesley’s allergies. No nubbly textured pajamas, no Berber carpet, no radio, no air freshener. No unlocked doors, no artificial flavoring, no riding in the car without special restraints.” She looked around her. “No eating in restaurants, that’s for sure. Lesley might start screaming and throwing things. But no babysitters could handle her, either, so my parents couldn’t ever go out. They split up a year after my sister was diagnosed, but the marriage had died long before that.”


    She was building up to something, and Carson had a feeling it wasn’t good. He couldn’t imagine abandoning a woman like this, someone who’d been through so much and come out stronger, a survivor. He wanted to wrap his arms around her thin shoulders and protect her.


    “Mom and I were barely keeping it together after Dad left,” she continued. “We couldn’t afford the intensive therapy that autistic children need to develop functional skills. We could barely afford groceries. She was exhausted all the time. My grades were suffering. Dad didn’t want anything to do with Lesley, and I can’t blame him. It was hard enough for me and Mom and we knew how to handle her. On his own, he didn’t stand a chance. But my mom, well, it left her with the entire burden.”


    “Except for what landed on you.”


    Rory looked up at Carson’s words, pulled out of her memories. “Yeah, I guess I grew up fast.”


    “How did she die?” Carson kept his voice low, his tone unchanging so as not to break her train of thought. She obviously needed to get this out in the open. He didn’t see the connection with her dog, or why she’d left teaching, but perhaps she’d get to that.


    “Mom and I took Lesley out on a picnic,” she said at last. “We wanted to do something normal, you know? Like other families. An ordinary picnic at the park, a blanket, sandwiches, juice boxes, a couple of kites.”


    “Sounds nice.”


    “It was.” Her face twisted and she closed her eyes. “Then Lesley got away from us. She ran out the park gates onto the main road and got hit by a car. She died on the scene.”


    “Rory,” breathed Carson, reaching for her hand. She gripped it like a lifesaver and continued, her voice stripped of emotion.


    “Of course, since I could run faster than my mom, I got to her first.”


    Rory stopped, took a deep breath, shook her head slightly as if trying to displace the images that had flooded to the forefront.


    “Mom never got over it, so I was pretty much on my own from then on. I graduated the next year, went to college on a scholarship, and decided to spend my life learning how to help families like ours.”


    “More sacrifice?” Carson kept watching her, and she kept avoiding his eyes. “Sounds like you’d already lost most of your childhood.”


    “No.” Her denial had the ring of truth rather than a refusal to face reality. “I loved Lesley. So did Mom. Dad probably did, too, in his way. But we didn’t know enough about how to be with her. And I wanted to know. So I was determined to learn as much as I could about autism.” She picked up her water glass and took a sip, watching the candlelight scatter through the crystal onto the polished wood tabletop. “The first time I saw an autistic child with a service dog, I knew right away that something like that would have changed everything. Might have even saved our family.”


    “A dog?”


    “Seems incredible, but it’s true. The dog and the boy were tethered to each other when they were outside the house. A sixty-pound kid can’t run away when he’s attached to a sixty-pound dog. If only we’d known.”


    “So the dogs are trained to keep close to the kids. What else can they do?” Carson knew that there were many kinds of animal-assisted therapy, but he hadn’t heard of dogs for autistic kids before now.


    “Oh, tons,” she said, leaning forward, her eyes shining. “Little things. Like, sleeping in bed with the kids. This boy’s mother told me that he slept through the night, all night, the first day they had the dog. Do you have any idea how huge that is?”


    “I hadn’t thought about it.” She was passionate and articulate and he wanted her to keep talking, so he could listen to the music of her voice.


    “Chronic exhaustion is one of the hardest parts of raising an autistic child. The fear of them escaping is another. The dogs act as some kind of, I don’t know, conduit or displacement object. The children project their anxiety onto the animal, and are able to cope better as a result. Fewer meltdowns, shorter in duration, and less intense.”


    “Sounds like every special-needs kid should have one.” No wonder she was breeding them now.


    “Your lips to God’s ears. It’s pretty amazing to watch. The dog senses when his boy is getting overwhelmed and he alerts the mother. He comes to get the mother inside the house if the boy does something unusual. Don’t forget, autism is not a lack of intelligence; it’s a processing and communication disorder. Perhaps the dogs help the kids because they understand them. We don’t really know. But we do know that it works.”


    Carson sat back and pushed his plate to the side. He’d finished his meal long ago, as had Rory, but the waitstaff had been loath to interrupt them. Now that she’d stopped for breath, they swooped in, armed with dessert menus, to remove their dishes.


    “Oh, nothing more for me,” Rory said, looking at her watch, a flush creeping up her face again. “I went on a bit, didn’t I? I’m sorry.” She made a face. “I haven’t talked about Lesley in years.”


    When the bill arrived, they split it down the middle, as agreed. It seemed important to her that this not be seen as a date, and Carson didn’t argue. It wasn’t a date. But as he watched the headlights slice through the night on the ride home, Rory nodding along to the music in the seat beside him, Carson felt that somehow, when he wasn’t paying attention, it had become one.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    Guilt. That’s what it was, Rory decided drowsily. The warm air inside Carson’s truck would have lulled her to sleep before they reached the ranch, especially when combined with a full stomach, but something nagged at the edge of her consciousness, refusing to let her relax.


    She hadn’t talked about Lesley for a long time, and the reason was simple: it was her fault Lesley was dead. No matter how Des or her mother had tried to convince her otherwise, Rory knew the truth. Their mother had asked Rory to take Lesley for a walk while she set out their picnic lunch. Rory had done so, but had not watched the child closely enough.


    In the dark of night, while she waited for sleep to come, she still felt her fingers grasping toward a thin arm, and catching only flickering cotton as the girl dashed beyond her reach. She could still hear the scream of rubber on asphalt, the sickening thud of the impact, the momentary hush before pandemonium broke out.


    Rory shifted in her seat, sweat breaking out on her brow.


    “You okay?” Carson looked over at her. “I thought you were asleep.”


    “I’m fine.” Rory turned her head to the window, preferring to focus on the deep black outside rather than his probing eyes. “It’s just… I think I ate too much.”


    “Right.” Carson’s voice was heavy with skepticism.


    She sighed and shifted, putting a hand to her abdomen, wondering if she’d ever feel normal again.


    “What?” Carson said. “Rory? Is something wrong?”


    She turned her face away from him, feeling the shimmer of tears in her eyes. “Nothing’s wrong.”


    His eyes dropped to the hand she kept pressed to her belly and she heard a quick intake of air.


    “Is it the baby?” He pulled to the side of the road. “I can get you to the emergency room in ten minutes.”


    “No, no, it’s not that,” she said, her voice soft but definite. “I’m not due for almost two months.”


    He was quiet for a few minutes, then spoke all in a rush.


    “Listen, Rory, maybe I shouldn’t say anything, but…are you sure you’ll be okay doing this on your own? Having a baby, I mean.”


    “Do I want the baby? Is that what you’re asking?” She turned to look at him now, his face hidden from sight except for the brief illumination from the headlights of passing cars. His jaw was tight, his forehead furrowed. “Yes. I want it. And, in case all men wonder the same thing, I’ll tell you what I told David: yes. It’s his.”


    Her voice cracked and she turned back to the window, closed her eyes, and pressed her forehead against the cool glass.


    …


    As Rory huddled in the corner of the passenger seat, he heard her sniff. He sighed and resumed driving. Despite his intention not to get involved in her minefield-laden life, he found himself drawn to her.


    “I should have known better,” she said quietly. “But I kept trying to make it work. When I told him I was pregnant, he insisted it couldn’t be his. He accused me of trying to trap him. Said I was on my own. No way he was paying child support for someone else’s kid. He gave me a fair price for my half of the house; I guess I should be grateful for that.”


    Carson hissed through his teeth. “Yeah. What a hero.”


    He could hear Laura’s words as clearly as if she were in the truck with them. My body, my choice. Denying his right to have a say in the existence of his own child.


    And this man, Rory’s fiancé, had been offered that opportunity and had thrown it away, had refused to accept this incredible gift that she could just as easily have not told him about.


    “So that’s my story.” Her voice was hoarse with unshed tears. “Can we change the subject, please?”


    They’d arrived at the driveway to the ranch and Carson slowed as he approached the turn. He pulled to a stop, and the truck rocked gently as the engine shut down. He turned to face her.


    “Rory, you might be a lot of things, but none of them are bad.” His own voice was raspy, and he swallowed to clear it. “You tried to make your relationship work. It didn’t. You gave David a chance to be a father. He didn’t want it. You’ve started a new life for yourself and, okay, maybe it hasn’t been exactly what you’d pictured so far. But it’ll turn out. You’ll see. Your friend, Des, does she think you’re a disaster at relationships?”


    Rory laughed shakily at that. “Well, Des isn’t exactly unbiased. She wanted to hire someone to bust David’s kneecaps. But it’s different, you know? I loved him, and then I hated him, and now, I’m mad and sad and scared, all mixed-up. I could demand paternity testing to get money from him, but right now, I’m just grateful that I get to have this little miracle all to myself. Weird, huh?”


    “You’re protecting your kid from his asshole father. You know what that makes you in my book?”


    She glanced up at him, moisture sparkling on her cheeks. “What?”


    “A survivor. A tough mama-bear.”


    “Yeah, well, Mama Bear’s gonna need a reliable income eventually.” She laughed again, but this time her voice was steadier. “A Papa Bear and a den would be great, too, but I’d rather raise Junior on mac and cheese than end up with someone like David.”


    Carson didn’t think he’d met anyone with more strength and courage than the small woman sitting next to him, even if she didn’t realize it herself.


    Jonah’s words came back to him: Rory would be the perfect solution to his problem. And on her own, maybe she was pragmatic enough to consider it. But she wouldn’t do anything that had the potential to harm her child.


    Nor would he, he realized. Every child deserved loving parents. Not a pair of screwed-up people who married for money.


    “Okay,” he ventured after a lengthy but not uncomfortable silence. “So let’s talk about something else. I think we’ve had enough heavy stuff for one night.”


    Rory angled her head to his, a smile teasing her lips. “You know my dirty little secrets. Maybe it’s my turn to hear about yours?”


    “And ruin a perfectly fine evening? I don’t think so.” Carson looked sideways at her. The marriage clause was more than a little secret. He cleared his throat. “How about this? You mentioned you might like to learn about horses. If you’re serious, I could teach you.”


    “Um. No.” She laughed, nervously. “But thanks.”


    “Come on. No riding, just getting to know them. My horses are bombproof. What do you say?” He helped her out of the truck, holding her hand perhaps a moment longer than necessary.


    Rory turned toward him. Starlight glowed on the planes of her face, glinting on her eyes, shadowing her expression. “You think it’s a good idea? Won’t they know I’m scared?”


    Her voice was filled with uncertainty, but underneath, Carson thought he detected a note of excitement.


    “Your dog, has she ever bitten anyone?”


    “Of course not!”


    “How does she react to a kid who isn’t comfortable around dogs?”


    “Well.” Rory paused for a minute. “She’s…casual. And calm. She doesn’t push herself onto anyone, but she doesn’t let them push her away, either.”


    “So, she knows how to act, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Come with me for a few minutes.”


    “Don’t you have an early meeting tomorrow?”


    “Five minutes won’t make a difference.” He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and led her to the corral. “I’ve got three mares, Juno, Ruby, and Penny. Juno’s my cutting horse. Quarter horse and Appaloosa, tough as nails. She can read a steer, predict exactly where he’s going to go, cut him out of the herd, and hold him. She expects as much of me as I do of her.”


    Rory shuddered.


    “Don’t worry,” he said, seeing her reaction. “She’s not a horse for beginners.”


    He pointed to the shapes outlined by moonlight against the black hillside. “Ruby, that’s her at the back. You can’t tell now, but she’s a gorgeous red roan.” He smiled. “She’s pure quarter horse, a broodmare. Thrown some nice foals, that girl. And she raises them like an Irish mammy, not above a good smack when they need it. At fifteen, she’s done with babies, but I don’t want to sell her. She’s a nice pleasure horse, but not for beginners, either. She doesn’t suffer fools gladly, that girl.”


    “You’re not doing much of a sales job, you know.”


    “Ah, but Penny.” He clucked softly and footsteps sounded on the grassy ground along the rail fence. He rummaged in his pocket, pulled out the mints they’d been given with their bill at the restaurant. “She’s got a sweet tooth, this one.”


    The horse gave a low whuffle, nudging Carson’s arm as he unwrapped the candy. Carson took her hand.


    “Here. Hold it out to her.”


    Rory pulled back. “No. I can’t.”


    He kept his palm on hers, without pulling. Waiting. “There’s a picture somewhere of me on Penny’s mother, Copper, before I could even walk. My mom held me from the other side, so it looked like I was sitting on her all by myself. Once, when I was about five, I took Copper out when I wasn’t supposed to, and I got lost. I was so scared, I dropped the reins, but that old girl knew exactly where we were. She got us home. At one point, I fell off, and she walked beside me, pointing me in the right direction. My mother nearly killed me. Copper was the best horse for beginners of any age. And Penny’s just like her.”


    While he was talking, Carson had gradually opened Rory’s fingers, peeling them apart one by one. Now he placed the mint on her open palm.


    “The point I’m making,” he said, “is that Penny is one of the kindest, wisest horses I’ve ever known. She wouldn’t hurt anyone and she knows when someone is afraid. She doesn’t move too fast anymore, either. If you wanted to try riding, eventually, Penny is the one I’d put you on. And you’d love it. Guaranteed.”


    He pulled her hand forward, showing her how to keep her palm flat while the horse nuzzled the candy, picking it off delicately with her whiskery lips. Rory laughed.


    “You see?” said Carson.


    “It tickles.” She laughed as Penny crunched the treat loudly. “And I didn’t even feel her teeth.”


    Reluctantly, Carson dropped Rory’s hand. He’d taught a lot of green riders over the years but never before had he introduced someone who had absolutely no experience. But instead of it being a chore, he found himself looking forward to it.


    …


    Rory had her first and only pony ride at the age of five, the fright at which had caused her to wet her pants. It was not something she wished to reveal to Carson. But she did want to overcome the irrational fear that had dogged her ever since.


    I’m stuck here anyway, she reminded herself. Might as well have something to show for it once I’m gone.


    “We should go in,” Carson said, touching her lightly on the back. “It’s getting late.”


    Rory’s breath caught in her throat as heat traveled down her body, sparked from his fingertips.


    “What?” Carson asked.


    More heat flooded her face and Rory was grateful for the cover of twilight. She turned, pulled her wrap closer over her shoulders…


    And promptly caught her heel on a root. She would have stumbled, but Carson caught her around her ribs, perilously near her breasts, the thin silk sliding away, allowing his warm fingers onto her skin. Muscular thighs held her in balance and for a moment, they stood locked together.


    Rory’s pulse thudded in her ears as the heat from his hands spread across her body. She remembered the scene in his bedroom, when she brought him his coffee. The image of his bare chest was burned into her memory, the feel of that golden skin imprinted on her palms. Right now, her hands pressed against the same flesh, a soft layer of brushed cotton all that stood between them. His warm, male scent filled her nostrils, intoxicating with its intimacy.


    Damn her clumsiness! Would they ever have a moment that didn’t involve her falling down?


    And why was she even thinking of such a moment? Did she want one? Did she want to hold Carson in her arms, deliberately, by choice, a mutual embrace unmarred by tripping, spilled liquids, bloodletting, or other crises?


    “Sorry,” she muttered, pulling herself upright and away from him. She looked down and straightened her dress where his hands had pulled it askew. “Not watching where I’m going.”


    But Carson kept his hand on her elbow. “You okay? Truth, now.”


    His voice was low and full of concern. His empathy caught her off guard and tears sprang to the surface again. She bit them back, turned her face away from his, and gently tucked her arm against her body.


    “We should get back to the house.” Even to her own ears, her voice was husky. She did not want to weaken any further in front of this man. As soon as she sorted herself out, had the baby, recovered from David, she’d pick up the pieces of her life somewhere civilized. She and Carson would be nothing but footnotes in a small chunk of each other’s lives.


    “Rory,” he said with alarm. “Did I really scare you with Penny? I didn’t mean—”


    “Carson, no.” She sniffled loudly. “Penny’s lovely. I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I can usually keep things under wraps better than this. I haven’t talked about Lesley in a long time, I guess. It kind of…set me off.”


    “Rory,” he said, stroking her hair lightly. The way he said her name, quiet and slow, as if he loved the feel of it on his tongue, as if he wanted nothing more than to savor it fully, to unlock the essence of who she was from this identifying label, undid her entirely.


    “I don’t presume to understand you,” Carson continued. “But I can tell you’re a complicated woman with a lot to deal with. It’s a big deal, losing a sister, especially the way you did.”


    “And you know what most people said?” Rory looked up at him and in the moonlight, she could see tenderness reflecting in his eyes. “They said that it was a blessing in disguise. Or that now we could get back to ‘normal.’”


    Carson made a sound of disgust.


    “As if Lesley was a…a curse. A cross to bear. And I’m not saying it wasn’t hard, but they didn’t seem to understand that we loved her! Everything we went through because of her, it just made me love her more, you know? And I had to watch her die. And now I’m afraid of—”


    She stopped, suddenly aware of saying too much, too quickly.


    “Can open?” Carson said, smiling gently. “Worms everywhere?”


    “Yeah,” Rory admitted, wiping her face. “Sorry.”


    They reached the house then, and Carson swung around to face her, the harsh yard-light illuminating his expression. “Don’t apologize for loving someone.”


    The urgency and sudden sternness in his words took her aback. But something told her that he wasn’t speaking from anger, but from his own buried grief.


    “You’re right,” she said softly. “A person should never be sorry for loving someone. Only for not loving someone.”


    She put her hand on the side of his face. At her touch, he closed his eyes, but it was too late. Her own vulnerability had elicited something similar in him, and she’d caught a glimpse of it. She lifted her face to his, and as he was bending down, she could almost taste his lips. She felt his breath against her skin. She needed his touch. But just before they made contact, she felt that peculiar jolt. Pain. Fear.


    “Oh God.” She pulled away. “Mistral!”


    “Good thing I dropped in,” Bliss said as they ran into the room. “Poor lamb, I couldn’t leave her to wait for you, all by her lonesome. Then you stood outside canoodling like a couple of teenagers.”


    “We weren’t—” protested Rory. She tried to cover her embarrassment by leaning over Mistral, who lay on her side in the whelping box, panting heavily.


    “Never mind, I saw what I saw.” Bliss crossed her arms and pursed her lips. “Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got rhubarb pies to make tomorrow. I don’t have time to chaperone you two.”


    “Bliss—” she tried again, but the woman waved her off.


    “Looks like we’re in business,” Carson said, dropping his keys on the shelf by the door.


    “You look after them, Carson, you hear me?” Bliss glared at him, but pecked him soundly on the cheek before stomping out of the guesthouse.


    “It’s started for real now, isn’t it?” said Rory, keeping her voice low. She put a hand on the dog’s head, crooning softly, and Mistral flopped her tail in response.


    “Any puppies yet?”


    She shook her head. Carson took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves.


    It was going to be a long night.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    “We should call the vet. Don’t you think we should call the vet? I think we should call the vet.”


    Carson put a hand on Rory’s arm. “Hey, settle down. She’s doing fine.”


    “You don’t know that!” Rory pulled her arm back, then ran both hands through her hair, making it stand on end. “She’s never done this before. I’ve never done this before. We don’t know what we’re doing. And she’s been in active labor since we got home. Two hours ago! Shouldn’t there be a puppy by now?”


    “You’re the dog breeder,” Carson said. “You’ve read the books. You tell me.”


    “Okay.” Rory closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re right. I can do this. It’ll be okay. Oh.” Her eyes flew open. She put a hand lightly on Mistral’s side.


    “What?” Carson couldn’t see anything different about the dog, still panting and straining.


    “Here it comes,” she breathed. “Oh, good girl, my sweet girl. You’re doing it.”


    To Carson’s amazement, as Rory spoke soothingly to the dog, Mistral gathered herself together, pushed mightily, and suddenly, a tiny, wet, slippery golden mass lay on the blanket with her.


    With sure, gentle hands, Rory gathered the puppy in a clean towel and began wiping its face clean.


    “Pass me that bulb syringe.” She held out her hand without taking her eyes off the pup, and proceeded to suction its mouth and nose. Suddenly, the small creature reared back in her hand and emitted a squeak. Mistral, sitting up now, nosed anxiously at the bundle.


    “It’s your first baby, sweetheart,” Rory said, handing the infant over to its mother for a first bath. They watched as Mistral licked the puppy thoroughly from one end to the other, then nudged it toward her flank.


    “You see that?” Rory’s voice was hushed, as if she were watching a holy event. “She knows exactly what to do. It’s amazing.”


    “It is, isn’t it?” Carson agreed. He couldn’t leave Rory alone. He knew she’d stay up until it was over and everyone was fine. Plus, he was always drawn in by the drama that inevitably surrounds birth of any kind. “It’s like that with horses, too. Amazing.”


    Rory ducked her head quickly but not before Carson saw the shimmer in her eyes.


    He reached a hand out and tucked it gently under her chin, lifting her face to his. “Hey, look at you, all misty-eyed at a new puppy.”


    “I know.” She laughed, waving the tears off her face. “I’m pathetic.”


    “No, you’re not.” He looked at her steadily. He knew what had hit home to her. “You’re scared. This will be you soon. Well, not exactly, but close enough. You’re excited, and scared, too, right?”


    She nodded. “These babies are so lucky! Mistral is so good at this, like she knows exactly what she’s doing. She’s a natural. But me, well, I don’t know how to be a mother.”


    Mistral looked up nervously, her body taking a well-deserved break between puppies.


    “I think you’re scaring the dog,” Carson said, tilting his head toward her. Instantly Rory’s face changed. She wiped away the tears, swallowed hard, and nodded.


    “You’re right,” she said, reaching for Carson’s hand. She gave it a squeeze. “Thank you, Carson. Thank you for being here with me.”


    His heart leaped at the warmth and pressure of her small fingers. His throat was suddenly thick and dry. He closed his hand over hers.


    “You’re welcome.” He forced himself to meet her eyes. “Anytime.”


    Her eyes were huge, luminous, and vulnerable. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could utter a word, the dog groaned and stretched out on her side again.


    Rory gasped, dropped Carson’s hand, and bent over the whelping box. “Here she goes again. Oh, Carson, look!”


    Together, they watched the tiny muzzle emerge, followed quickly by the front feet and then, in a whoosh of amniotic fluid, the rest of the pup.


    The night passed in a blur until, just before dawn, the job was done. Nestled against Mistral’s black flank lay two golden girls and four chocolate-brown boys, each latched to a nipple as if knowing their lives depended on it.


    “The radiologist told me that the ultrasound isn’t a guarantee, but I think they were right. She looks done.” Rory carefully eased her legs out beneath her and joined him on the floor, leaning against the opposite wall. He heard a quick hiss of indrawn breath.


    “You okay?” he asked.


    She nodded. But the way she was rubbing her hip said otherwise.


    “I guess I can’t sit like that anymore.” She got to her feet, pushing up against her thighs. As she straightened, Carson saw her wobble. She grabbed for the wall and missed, tilted against it, hitting it with her shoulder.


    In an instant, Carson was on his feet. He caught her easily, led her to the couch, and set her down.


    “It’s just a head rush,” Rory protested.


    “Right.”


    “I’m fine.” She struggled to her feet but he nudged her, his hand flat against her upper chest.


    “You almost fainted.” Carson leaned into her, hoping he didn’t look as freaked out as he felt. “Let me put this in a way you’ll understand: Down. Stay. You need to rest, and you need to eat. I’ll be right back.”


    After assuring himself that Rory would remain on the couch, he stalked off to the kitchen in search of sustenance.


    “I just got up too fast,” Rory called out after him.


    “Don’t care,” he called back. “If you move, I’ll tie you down.”


    A few minutes later, Carson returned with two cups of tea and a plate piled high with cinnamon toast. Rory lay on the couch, beside the whelping box, her hand trailing over the edge, sound asleep. He stopped, then set down the tray quietly on the table. Everything she’d endured in the past year had clearly pushed her past her limits. The last thing she needed was night shift in the maternity ward. He shot a glance at Mistral, who blinked at him placidly.


    “This is your fault,” he whispered to the dog. “You should have done this on your own, while we were out.”


    As if in response, Mistral’s eyes widened and her body tensed. Her back legs pressed against the side of the whelping box, her claws extended. She was pushing.


    There was another puppy coming.


    Carson looked from the dog to the woman, then back again. He wasn’t about to wake Rory for this. Surely the dog could birth this last one without her.


    And within moments, another gold pup was born, a rich red tinge to its wavy fur.


    But this pup was smaller than its littermates and it lay on the blanket, unmoving. Mistral lifted her head toward the puppy, then dropped it. She was exhausted, too, Carson realized.


    The dog whined, looking at him.


    He raised his eyebrows. “Really? You sure you trust me?”


    But she whined again, then lifted herself up with a groan and nudged the puppy with her muzzle. No response. It looked dead.


    Carson looked at Rory, willing her to wake up. She snored delicately, her lips working, and he had to drag his thoughts back to the dog.


    He couldn’t let Rory wake up to a dead puppy. She’d be devastated. And he’d delivered enough foals to know that sometimes they just needed a little help. How different could it be? He slanted a look at Mistral.


    “If you bite me, we’re gonna have issues.” He got down beside the whelping box and, keeping a close eye on Mistral, gently wrapped the damp, unmoving puppy in a clean towel. It lay limp in his hand, a tiny, warm mass so nearly alive. He wiped the pup’s muzzle free of mucus and rubbed its chest.


    The tiny ribs heaved.


    “All right, little one,” he whispered. “Come on. You can do it.”


    He stroked the baby’s chest and moved it from side to side, one hand to the other. The small muzzle opened convulsively, the tongue inside like a miniature curled blue-gray leaf.


    It was trying to breathe. He grabbed the bulb syringe and suctioned out the pup’s mouth and nostrils. Once more, it lay limp and unresponsive in his hand.


    “Come on, come on,” he muttered, massaging more roughly now. He suctioned the pup’s mouth again.


    Suddenly the puppy gave an enormous heave, and its front limbs stretched out, scrabbling for air. A thin stream of fluid bubbled in and out of both nostrils as it struggled for breath.


    “You can do it, little guy.” Carson wiped the pup’s nose and watched in amazement as the tiny tongue went from dusky blue to pink. The ridged rib cage, no bigger than an egg, bellowed in and out like an accordion and within a few seconds, the pup was squeaking and wheezing.


    Mistral heaved herself onto her elbows and whined. Beneath her, the displaced puppies complained vociferously as she pulled away.


    “Okay, okay, here he is.” Carson placed the youngest puppy in the whelping box with the others, and Mistral immediately inspected it from top to bottom, licking it all over, before nudging it toward a nipple. Then she lay back with an enormous sigh, as if to say that finally she could rest.


    Carson got his tea and toast, now cold, and settled himself onto the floor beside the whelping box. Just until he was sure the newest puppy was okay, he told himself.


    …


    Rory woke up in darkness to the soft sounds of mewling and rustling. Mistral! She remembered suddenly that six brand-new babies had arrived earlier that night, before she’d fallen into her temporary coma.


    She rubbed a hand over her face, trying to displace the fog of sleep that still beckoned her back to the depths. She swung both feet over the edge of the couch and sat upright, again feeling the head rush that had sent her to the couch in the first place.


    “So this is swooning,” she muttered to herself. “Can’t say I like it.”


    “Rory?”


    The voice came from the dark mass in the corner chair. Rory jumped.


    “Carson?” she squeaked, then cleared her throat. “What are you doing?”


    The ancient upholstery complained as Carson unfolded his long limbs from their cramped positions.


    “Catching a few winks, like you.”


    Rory’s eyes had adjusted to the low light, and she could see his mussed hair and hear the gravel in his voice. “You were watching over me!”


    “Nah. You don’t need watching. But you kinda fell asleep on the job, so I took over watching Misty here.”


    She sat up, pulling the afghan tightly around her shoulders, and leaned over the whelping box. She stroked Mistral and her dozing offspring. Her hand drifted lightly over the tiny bodies, now fluffy and dry, then stopped. She peered in more closely.


    “Aha,” Carson said, a smile in his voice. “You noticed.”


    “When did that happen? Were you here? Why didn’t you wake me?”


    “Hey,” Carson said, squatting beside her and stroking her back lightly. “I was here. She’s okay. The puppy’s okay. That’s the main thing, right? Gave me a scare though, this one. He didn’t want to breathe at first. I had to give him a little encouragement.”


    Rory shuddered. “I can’t believe I slept through it. What if you hadn’t been here? Oh my God.”


    “Rory, hey, look at me.” Carson took her by the shoulders and tipped his head down to look into her face. “It happened fast; there wasn’t time to wake you and you seemed to need the sleep. We managed. I did the same thing I would with a flat foal. And everything turned out okay.”


    “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep,” Rory murmured, the newest puppy in her hands. Although she kept her voice low, she couldn’t keep a thread of guilt from weaving through it. “Golden Boy looks okay, but I’ll call the vet in the morning, just to make sure.”


    Carson’s smile faded. “That’s all you have to say? Really?”


    She kept her voice low, trying not to let him hear it shake. Suddenly everything she was taking on, by herself, loomed in front of her, impossibly huge. “I appreciate what you did. But you should have woken me. This is my problem, not yours.”


    “Yeah, right. And I’m just supposed to…what? Just walk away, let you handle it all by yourself? What do you take me for, Rory? Why can’t you just accept the help and say thank you?”


    Rory turned, hiding her face, feeling the room swirl around her. She closed her eyes, willing the sensation away, trying to focus. He’d hit the nail on the head, that’s for sure. He didn’t understand how important it was for her to be self-reliant. She could not allow herself to get used to having someone else to lean on—she must not be dependent.


    Carson said nothing, just stood beside the window, watching her. She hazarded a glance in return. Moonlight caressed his face, lighting up the strong line of his stubbled jaw, throwing deep shadows over the opposite cheek. His expression was hurt in the dim light. Suddenly she was aware of the heat radiating off his body, so close to hers. She could smell his sleepy warmth and it drew her, pulling at her senses on some primal level.


    “I’m sorry, Carson.”


    But that’s all she said before the coffee table leaped into her path, knocking her off balance.


    “Whoa!” Carson grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly against his chest. “Watch it.”


    Reflexively, Rory clung to him, her heart pounding, and not just from the near fall. Here she was, again, in his arms. Was some part of her being clumsy on purpose? She allowed herself a moment, just a split second, to enjoy it, drinking in the feel of his muscled flesh beneath her palms, against her hip, next to her belly, where the baby rolled and stretched.


    “Talk about being thrown together,” she said with a shaky laugh.


    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Carson’s voice lacked the lightness she’d deliberately injected into hers. His words sounded distant, careful. “You fainted earlier and—”


    “I didn’t faint.”


    “You fainted. Have you seen your midwife yet?”


    “Carson,” she protested, “I’m fine. My appointment got bumped, but I’m going next week. You’re being ridiculous.”


    “You’re seeing her tomorrow, or I’m taking you to the hospital. No argument.”


    Ever so casually, he dropped a soft kiss onto her nose. For just a moment, she let herself feel it. The gesture was so tender, so gentle, so undemanding. Then she turned away, swallowing hard.


    “Uh, thanks,” she managed, her voice croaky. “I’m better now.”


    “Okay. Sure.”


    She could feel his gaze on her, penetrating the defensive mask she’d erected, seeking to get beneath to the soft, vulnerable part of her.


    “I am. I should—” But before she could tell him that she needed to go to bed, to get a snack, to feed the dogs, to do anything, he’d tightened his grip on her upper arms and pulled her closer, into the warmth of his chest.


    “Carson,” she tried again, but he hushed her, bringing his forehead down against hers. She closed her eyes against the onslaught of sensation, the terrible togetherness she felt suddenly. “I don’t think—”


    He grazed his lips over hers, first feather-light and quick, then deeper, firmer. Without thinking, she clasped her arms around his broad body and closed her eyes, her mouth melting open beneath his.


    Small mewls of pleasure sounded deep in her throat, and Carson smiled against her lips. She tried to pull away, furious at her body’s uninhibited response.


    “Oh, not so fast.” The smile lacing his voice sounded like a purr. “I think the lady likes it.”


    Rory bent her head, tucking her face against his neck.


    “I don’t do this kind of thing.”


    “What kind of thing is that?” This time, Carson tilted her chin with one finger, forcing her to make eye contact with him. The heat in his eye brought a flush to her cheeks. “Kissing a man you just spent the night with? The man you live with? Come on, Rory, we’re both adults here.”


    This time, when she pulled away, she meant it. “I don’t do casual sex and whatever…that…was, it’s a bad idea. Things are complicated enough already.”


    She shoved past him, pressing the back of her hand to her mouth, ignoring the heat in her body and the way it responded to his.


    “Rory!” He stared at her. “What the hell?”


    She drew herself up to her full height, then scowled at how he still towered over her. “I thank you for your help tonight. Mistral and her babies thank you. Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.”


    She turned on her heel and walked down the hall to her bedroom. Before she reached it, she stopped, then returned to the whelping box, sheepish but determined. “Actually, I’ll be sleeping on the couch tonight. So you’re going to have to leave.”


    Carson shook his head, then waved an exasperated hand at her. “Kind of takes the wind out of your sails.”


    …


    I deserved that, thought Rory. She tucked the last baby, the one she’d named Golden Boy in her mind, with his siblings, and stood up slowly. She didn’t want to trigger another episode of light-headedness. She was having enough trouble resisting Carson without giving him reason to touch her.


    But she felt no triumph at her attempt to shut down the growing attraction between them. She felt…empty. Bereft. Why? She hadn’t expected him. When she discovered he was here, she’d been resentful. Had she changed that much in such a short time?


    She was grateful for Carson’s intervention, but she couldn’t help wishing she’d been the one to save the puppy. She wanted to handle this herself; she needed to handle it herself. The last thing she wanted was to be beholden to a man, especially one she had to live with for the immediate future. Especially one who triggered desire that she couldn’t afford to feel. And especially one who looked dangerously…honorable.


    She wouldn’t foist herself on anyone. She wouldn’t allow anyone to “take her on” out of guilt or pity or obligation or even common decency.


    If someone like Carson wanted her, it had to be for herself alone. Because he loved her.


    And that wasn’t about to happen. She could tell he wasn’t the kind of man to let it happen. He knew what he wanted and wouldn’t let anything–-or anyone–-get in the way. She wasn’t going to be some convenient plaything on the sidelines.


    Not that she wanted that, anyway.


    “It’s you and me, babe,” she whispered to Mistral, dozing lazily amid her squirming puppies. “We’ll take care of each other, okay?”


    The dog looked up at her then and Rory could have sworn there was sorrow and disappointment in her eyes.


    I’m a dog, she imagined Mistral saying. What’s your excuse?


    


    Carson listened to the soft sounds coming from the kitchen as he tossed and turned. Was that blasted woman planning on making this kind of racket all night? Okay, so maybe she wasn’t making that much noise, he admitted grudgingly. Maybe he was frustrated. Disappointed. Even a little hurt. But it was better, safer, to be mad. Why tonight, of all nights? He had an early-morning appointment, an important meeting with potential backers. Success was nearly in his grasp; the impression he made on this committee could allow him to finalize the details to make Three River Mustang Study Center a physical reality.


    Once the money came through, he could hire all the staff he needed. He’d pay whatever penalty necessary to break the lease and Rory could take her dog—dogs, plural, he corrected himself—and disappear. And he could get back to the business of saving horses.


    He turned over again, reached behind him, punched the pillow viciously, and threw himself against it, knowing that no matter what he tried, it wouldn’t work. All thanks to that woman.


    He squeezed his eyes shut, but the memory of her face, flushed with sleep, her ripe body, her hair falling every which way, her bare feet, intruded relentlessly, making his groin tighten. She’d smelled so damn good, so warm and clean and inviting. And her mouth, well…


    He hadn’t been with a woman since Laura, and until now, had been too occupied with keeping his distance to feel deprived. Suddenly here he was, acting like the stallion back in the mountains, pacing back and forth, going without food and sleep, driven only by desire. That taste had simply fanned the embers he hadn’t even realized were simmering, just waiting to burst into flame.


    And now they were burning, all right.


    With nowhere to go. She’d made that plain. She wanted nothing to do with him, was only about her stupid dog. He couldn’t believe that, for a few moments, he’d even considered telling her about the will…no. She wasn’t the sort of woman to go for such a plan, and he wouldn’t want her if she were. Not that he wanted her.


    He had to ignore the burn. Nothing he’d done in his career had meant as much to him as creating this sanctuary, and he couldn’t allow his hormones to get in the way now, when he was so close to achieving his goal.


    But dawn’s pink fingers were slipping beneath the night sky before he dozed off. And the sun was considerably higher than that when he finally awoke.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    Rory spent the rest of the night on the couch, having finally worn out the excitement of watching the birth of the puppies.


    The sound of a door slamming made her jump. Mistral startled, then growled.


    Carson ran out of his room, tucking in his dress shirt, a tie draped over one arm, a string of muttered curses pouring from him.


    “What’s the matter with you?” Rory said, before realizing that silence might be the wiser course.


    He shot her a glare while rummaging through the debris on the counter.


    “Where the hell are my keys?”


    “How should I know? And lower your voice; you’re scaring Mistral.”


    “I’m late for my meeting,” he said. “If she’s scared, too bad. She’ll get over it.”


    “Sleeping through your alarm is not our fault,” Rory snapped. “So don’t take it out on us.”


    Having located his keys, Carson stormed out of the house, gunned his engine, and tore off down the driveway. As the sound of his tire tracks faded away, Rory stroked the dog and eventually, they both went back to sleep.


    “That man,” she murmured as she moved her hands hypnotically over the warm fur. “I guess he’s not a morning person.”


    Then she tucked the blanket around herself, unable to stay awake long enough to feel the confusion he stirred. That man.


    …


    It was well past the agreed-upon meeting time when Carson burst through the front doors of the agency in Billings. He’d made the drive in record time, but he was still very late.


    “Carson Granger,” he told the receptionist, who appeared to have many more important things to do than talk to him. “I’m, uh, a little late for my appointment.”


    She looked at him over the top of her glasses. “You’re more than a little late, Mr. Granger. Mr. Sanderson and Mr. Green waited for you for twenty minutes.”


    He stared back at her and this time chose his words carefully. “I was unavoidably detained. Please tell them I’ve arrived.”


    She pursed her lips, then picked up the phone and turned away so Carson couldn’t overhear her. A moment later, she turned back, her face blank.


    “Mr. Sanderson will see you now. Down the hall, first door on the left.”


    Carson thanked her and followed her directions, his mind racing. He hated starting out at a disadvantage. He needed to impress them.


    Even before he’d sat down, he knew it was too late.


    “We were about to give up on you,” Mr. Sanderson said, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. “As it is, my colleague, Mr. Green, had another appointment and was unable to wait.”


    “I apologize,” Carson said, offering his hand. He’d been told that Sanderson was the tougher of the two and once again cursed his spectacularly bad timing in choosing this morning to oversleep. “An emergency came up. Now, what would you like to know about my proposal?”


    Sanderson shuffled through the pages of material Carson had sent earlier, looking as if it were the first time he’d laid eyes on them. “Your application is based on the fact that these animals are endangered, correct?”


    “Yes. Unfortunately, because many wild herds contain horses descended from domestic stock, as well as those with authentic mustang blood, their plight falls outside the purview of most agencies dedicated to wildlife protection. My goal is to provide a place where the mustangs can roam freely, safely, preserving and rebuilding true-breeding bands.”


    “You’ve outlined it all very clearly in your letter.” He riffled through the pages of material Carson had sent, as if they were inconsequential and he intended to recycle them as soon as possible. Carson felt his hopes slipping through his fingers. “Frankly, I must tell you, there are those on our committee who are resistant to your proposal. Why should we allocate funds to one particular horse rescue group when there are already so many volunteers dedicated to rescuing their own favorites? Thoroughbreds, draft horses, miniature horses—I have to tell you, Mr. Granger, there doesn’t seem to be anything special about your application.”


    “With all due respect, Mr. Sanderson, Spanish mustangs are entirely different. Unlike domestic livestock, wild horses are an integral part of the ecosystem, enhancing the cycle of plant distribution and soil regeneration with their grazing style. The history—”


    But Sanderson held up a hand. “Mr. Green will be in touch if he has details he’d like clarified. Thank you for coming in.”


    But Carson was not about to go down without a fight. “Have you ever seen a band of wild horses?”


    “Mr. Granger—”


    “These are not feral scavengers,” Carson interrupted, his voice determined. “I’ve got one full-blood mustang mare in my care right now, ready to foal. There’s a band in the hills waiting for her to join them. The only way to keep them alive is for me to get enough support to keep my land intact. Without this, I’ll be forced to sell the ranch. The horses will hide for a while, but eventually, whoever buys me out will find them. They’ll chase them on their ATVs until they can’t run anymore, then they’ll corner and shoot them, wiping out a vital part of North America’s history.”


    “I’m sure you’re right—”


    “No,” Carson said. “You’re not sure at all. The only way is to see them yourself. When would you like to come?”


    Sanderson looked at him, his jaw slack. “You’re inviting the committee out to see a horse?”


    “A band of horses, if we’re lucky. And the property on which the study center will be located.”


    “This is highly irregular.”


    “Just tell me when.”


    “I’ll have to talk with Mr. Green.”


    “That’s fine. Whatever you need to do.”


    Sanderson blew out his breath. “All right. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m due for another appointment.”


    Carson stood up and held out his hand. “You won’t be sorry.”


    “I hope not,” Sanderson said. But he looked like he was already regretting it.


    


    Carson was reflecting on his own regrets as he drove home. He wished he hadn’t snapped at Rory before he left. She didn’t deserve it. And although she was trying to hide it, he could tell she was scared at what lay ahead for her. The least he could do was not make things worse.


    Now, away from her, from the distraction of her hair and her skin, he could think rationally. What could he do to show her he was a decent guy? What could they do together that wouldn’t end up with him hot and bothered and her annoyed?


    As he pulled into the driveway and parked his truck, he remembered his offer to teach her some basic horse husbandry. He found her on the porch, nursing a cup of decaf.


    “How’d your meeting go?” she asked, her voice neutral. She sat hunched around her mug, casual but cautious.


    “Not great.”


    She took a sip and looked off to the horizon. Carson felt a wall between them, cutting off any real chance of communication. He didn’t like it.


    “Listen, Rory,” he said. “I’m sorry about last night.”


    She nodded, but didn’t look at him.


    “I thought…” he began again. “I thought we were connecting. I didn’t mean to offend you.”


    “You didn’t.” But she still wouldn’t look at him.


    “Then…what’s the matter?” He took a careful step closer to her.


    She looked up at him, her eyes guarded. “I’m embarrassed. What do you think?”


    “You’re embarrassed? I made a play for a beautiful woman, after a very enjoyable evening together, and she kicked me to the curb. If anyone should be embarrassed, it’s me. What’s the real problem?”


    Now she was blushing and trying unsuccessfully to hide behind a fall of blond hair.


    “We were getting along just fine.” He shrugged helplessly. “I’d like to get back to that. Is that possible?”


    Her knuckles were white around her coffee mug and she seemed to be choosing her words with care. Finally she said, “I like you, Carson.”


    His pulse sped up. “I like you, too.”


    She met his eyes briefly and his pulse kicked up another notch. “I don’t know what to do about that. This is a bad time for both of us. I panicked.”


    “It’s my fault, Rory.” He squatted next to her. “I was out of line. I never wanted to make you feel uncomfortable, or unwelcome. Or unsafe. God, that was the last thing in the world you needed.”


    Rory snorted, then patted the porch seat beside her. “No need for a hair shirt. Take a load off, cowboy. Let’s see if we can start this day over.”


    Her expression lightened somewhat, he was relieved to see. He sat down beside her, close enough that their thighs touched, and the wooden seat creaked comfortably. For a moment, they listened to the red-winged blackbirds calling to each other in the trees, and the swish of mountain air.


    “When’s your midwife appointment?”


    Rory sighed. “Four o’clock this afternoon.”


    “Good! How about we go visit the horses, like we talked about?” he suggested.


    Rory laughed out loud, a sound he hadn’t realized he’d been missing. “Right.”


    “Rory.” He smiled back at her. “Penny is the safest horse on the planet. I promise, you’ll love her once you get to know her.”


    She looked at him doubtfully. “Question is, will she love me? And why do you care, anyway?”


    He was quiet for a moment. Then he shrugged. “You’ve had some rough breaks lately. You didn’t know I’d be here, let alone with a bunch of horses. The least I can do is help you become more comfortable around them.”


    She chewed on her lip for a moment, her eyes narrow.


    “I’m not a bad guy,” Carson said.


    Finally, she sighed and looked at the ceiling. “Okay. Let’s get this over with.”


    …


    Why had she agreed to this? Rory looked over her shoulder at the massive animal standing beside her, fighting a wave of panic. This was ridiculous. She needed to calm down, let her mind relax, get into the horse’s head.


    But for herself, she couldn’t do it.


    “Damn,” she muttered. “How’d I let you talk me into this? This is your fault, Bliss.”


    The housekeeper had come by with a warm rhubarb pie, and followed them to the corral.


    “If the Virgin Mary could ride a donkey all the way to Bethlehem,” Bliss said, “it’s surely safe enough for you to walk Penny in a circle. Even I could ride this old gal.”


    “Hold the lead rope closer to her throat,” Carson said, a smile tickling the corners of his mouth. He directed her from the fence, one heel propped on the bottom rail. “You’ll probably manage to survive if you let her get within an arm’s length.”


    “Sure, as long as she doesn’t step on me.” Behind her, Penny snorted and shook her head.


    “Whoa!” Rory cried, dropping the lead rope and stumbling away.


    “Easy, girl,” Carson said. One step and his warm hand was on her back. He put the lead rope back in her hand and patted Penny’s neck. “And easy girl to you, too. Penny’s not going anywhere until you tell her to. She’s used to this. You need to trust her.”


    “I think this is enough for the first lesson, don’t you?” Rory’s voice, even to her own ears, was high, and she was speaking too fast. “Hey, what are you doing?”


    While she was talking, Carson had moved behind Rory, tucked his hand into Penny’s halter and was now forcing Rory to lead the horse slowly away from the fence. “We’re just going for a little walk.”


    “And I’m going back to my kitchen,” Bliss said. “You kids have fun.”


    Penny nudged Rory’s shoulder, pulling at the tension on the rope. Rory forced herself to walk, aware of Carson right behind her, breathing against her hair, his arm around her shoulder.


    “One step after another, that’s it. You can get closer to her, Rory. She doesn’t bite.” He laughed. “Well, not unless you’re hiding candy in your pocket.”


    He spoke calmly, leading her and Penny in a slow, plodding gait along the path that led to the house. Rory cursed herself for agreeing to this. Every few steps, she bumped Carson’s body. Surely he didn’t need to hover so closely.


    When Penny caught her hoof on a stone and stumbled slightly, Rory gasped, and Carson pressed his hand around her waist. A wave of heat flashed through her body, to pool in the basin of her pelvis.


    “You okay?” he asked, seeming not to notice her discomfiture.


    “I thought she was going to fall down,” Rory answered unsteadily.


    “Nah,” he said, returning to his slow walking pace. “But horses catch their feet just like we do sometimes. She’s an old lady, a bit tottery on her pins, but she’s no more likely to fall down than you are.”


    Rory snorted. “Not helping.”


    “Okay,” Carson said with a laugh. “No more likely to fall down than the average person. Better?”


    She tried to ignore him but Rory could still feel the pressure of his fingers as if he’d left a visible mark on her. His hands were warm, his fingers long and brown from being outdoors in the sun.


    “Doing okay?” Carson asked, resting his hand on her shoulder.


    She frowned and nodded quickly, feeling the heat climb into her cheeks again. Why did he keep touching her?


    Before she knew it, they’d circled the corral entirely. Somehow, during the walk, she’d forgotten she was right next to a large animal, and had fallen into the rhythm. The panicky feeling was gone. Maybe horseback riding was a possibility. She ran a hand lightly over the roundness of her belly. Eventually, she amended.


    But when they got back to where they started, Carson led Penny a few feet farther to a short platform with steps. He looped Penny’s halter over a post and then set a saddle on her back.


    “Where are you going?” Rory said.


    Carson pulled a leather bridle off the fence where he’d hooked it earlier. Then he walked into the corral, making a kissing noise. “I’m getting Ruby. We’re going riding.”


    “What? Carson, I am not getting on that horse! I couldn’t even climb into the saddle. Surely it’s not safe for pregnant women to ride!”


    He came back with the red mare on the lead rope, and clipped her to a post with a neat slipknot. “It’s perfectly safe to walk a calm horse. My mother rode up until the day before I was born. You want to conquer this fear or not?”


    “But I can’t!” She heard the panic in her voice. He took her hand and before she knew what was happening, she’d climbed the steps.


    “Put your left foot in the stirrup.” Carson reached across the broad back of the horse to steady her. “Now, slide your right leg over and sit. There you go. Feel okay?”


    “I can’t…breathe…” Rory gripped the saddle horn.


    “Yes, you can.” Carson poked her leg. “Hey. Look at me. Breathe. In. Out. In. Out. Better?”


    He breathed with her and soon, she did feel better.


    “Okay now?” he asked, concern marring his forehead.


    “I…I think so. I can’t move.”


    “Good. Wait right there.”


    As if she could do anything else.


    He quickly saddled Ruby and swung up onto her back. “Come on, Penny. Let’s take Rory for a ride.”


    Penny flicked one ear backward and sighed deeply. As Carson and Ruby turned toward the gate, Penny fell in behind them, without any direction from the rider on her back.


    Carson slowly led the way around the corral, along a little-used trail in the wild grass.


    “Where are you going?” Rory asked. She’d gotten her voice back, but her fingers were wrapped so tightly on the horn, she feared for their circulation.


    “We,” corrected Carson, “are going for an extremely sedate, incredibly safe, tremendously boring equivalent to the proverbial walk in the park.”


    Rory hazarded a glance in front of her. The mountains in the distance were pastel-blue and white, glistening in the early spring sunshine. Miles away, blinding snow lay thick on the slopes, but here, crocuses and clover pushed their way through the dense grass covering the rocky soil.


    “It’s very…pretty,” Rory said, trying to sound sure of herself. Just then, Penny took advantage of her novice rider to reach down to sample a bite, startling Rory into a gasp. Carson laughed, a musical sound that filled the crisp air around them, and in that moment, Rory’s fear evaporated. It was a revelation.


    “I’m doing it, aren’t I?” she said. She picked up the reins, then leaned forward, around the baby, and patted Penny on the neck. “I’m really riding. I’m riding!”


    Penny shook her head and Rory gasped and clutched the saddle horn again.


    “That’s what you get for being cocky,” Carson said. He’d turned Ruby sideways, so he could look at Rory. “But yes, you’re riding, and you look great. You were made for the saddle.”


    The light hit him just right to create a glow that outlined his chiseled form, and the shape made Rory’s breath catch in her throat. She couldn’t see the expression on his face but his voice was full of gentle encouragement and pride. She swallowed hard, fighting down the feeling of attraction. Carson was just being nice to her, after all. Was she so pathetic that she’d go all moony-eyed at the first guy to treat her decently? Her hormones really were doing a number on her.


    “Uh, thanks,” she answered. “But this is probably enough for today. Don’t want to overdo it my first time.”


    They finished their ride in a comfortable, companionable silence, the rhythmic footfalls of the horses almost hypnotic under the blue bowl of sky. She noted with interest that her hip flexors felt looser and the tightness in her lower back had subsided. Inside, the baby rolled lazily. Easy now with Penny’s movements, Rory put one hand on her belly, imagining a small child on horseback, decked out in helmet and padding. Right. Like I’d be able to afford that.


    A cloud shifted overhead as Penny ambled to the mounting platform and a sudden chill fell over them. Rory swallowed hard. So much she’d be unable to give her child.


    “There you go,” Carson said, helping her dismount. The warmth of his hands lingered against her back, then moved to her shoulders. “Still feeling okay?”


    “Great.” She landed carefully and stepped away from him, smoothing the hair at her neck with an unsteady hand. Her mount was truly as safe as houses, her guide as reliable as the mountains, and her new life as different from her old as cheese from chalk.


    And all of this was only temporary.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    What on earth had made him think that horseback riding was a good way to dial down the heat he felt for Rory? As he helped her dismount, Carson allowed his gaze to travel over her thighs, warm from the same leather he’d sat in so many times.


    He hadn’t expected her to look so…juicy…on horseback. He closed his eyes, willing the images away, but they only grew stronger. The curve of the saddle had cupped her bottom perfectly, pushing it up ever so slightly, rocking her hips enticingly with every step Penny took. Whenever she leaned forward, clutching the horn, her breasts pressed against the fabric of her T-shirt, just above the curve of her belly.


    And it wasn’t just the physical proximity that had set him off. It was her vulnerability. She was trusting him. And Penny, of course, but Penny truly was bombproof. Rory didn’t trust men anymore and here she was, allowing him to lead her wherever he wanted to go.


    Carson couldn’t remember the first time he’d ridden a horse. He’d learned to ride the same time he’d learned to walk. Hell, maybe sooner, the way ranch families worked. He couldn’t imagine how difficult it might be to learn as an adult.


    The willing release of control into his hands had been powerfully erotic, he discovered. Walking next to her, he’d barely been able to keep his hands off her. Every chance he could, he steadied her, and instead of walking ahead of Penny, he’d walked beside her.


    This is what happens when you stop dating, he said to himself as they led the horses to the barn. If he didn’t get a grip, the effect she was having on him would be obvious the minute she looked at him.


    Rory held onto the fence as she flexed her legs in turn. “I’m going to feel that in the morning.”


    “Probably,” he said, watching her brush dust off the knees of her jeans. “But you’ll adjust after a few rides. You did good, Rory. I’m impressed. It’s much easier to learn this as a kid.”


    She looked up at him, her face flushed. “Thanks. It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I’ll be lucky if I can walk tomorrow, though.”


    He put the reins into Rory’s hands before she had a chance to object and stepped back.


    “Hey,” she said, alarmed.


    “That’s right,” he answered. “It’s time for her hay and since you rode her, it’s only right that you do the rest of it, too.”


    “What does that mean?” Her voice squeaked. “What’s the rest of it?”


    “Tack, grooming, and feeding.” He turned and began walking back up the path they’d just ridden down, forcing her to follow him or be left holding the reins alone.


    Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as she jumped away from Penny and dropped the reins. The mare simply plodded along behind her.


    “Pick them up.” He worked at keeping the laughter out of his voice.


    “Carson!” But she bent and gathered the leather straps, keeping an arm’s length between her and the horse. She winced as she straightened up. “Oh, my legs. Wait up!”


    He took pity on her, watching as he waited for her to catch up. The late afternoon sunshine lit her from behind, giving her mussed hair a golden glow and vividly outlining her silhouette. He turned abruptly, willing himself to cool down.


    “Horses always have to be groomed after being ridden,” he said, his voice rough. He cleared his throat. “Might as well get into the habit.”


    “I doubt you’re building a habit here,” she responded. She was breathing quicker, probably from nerves.


    She did have a knack for sliding the knife in and giving it a twist, he thought.


    “You never know. And besides, I’m giving the lesson, and this is how it goes.”


    “My butt feels numb.” Rory rubbed her backside. “Is that normal? From just a few minutes?”


    Carson allowed himself a look and immediately regretted it. Watching her small hand massaging the rounded flesh so deliciously encased in low-rise denim instantly brought all the blood rushing to his groin again. He didn’t even know they made jeans for pregnant women. How did she manage to look so damn sexy? Shouldn’t she be waddling, at least? He increased his pace, so she wouldn’t notice.


    “Yeah,” he said, then cleared his throat again. “It’s normal. You’ll get used to it.”


    …


    Carson was jumpy and distracted and Rory couldn’t figure out why. Not that she was trying that hard. She had her hands full dealing with whatever it was that had suddenly landed on her like spring heat on a coyote.


    At the thought, her head came up sharply. Not again. They’d just talked about this, hadn’t they?


    The flash of hunger she’d seen in his eyes when he watched her rub her rump told her Carson’s interest was as strong as ever, despite her this-is-a-bad-idea talk. Good, bad, or indifferent, it was an idea that wasn’t going away.


    Well, she thought. Isn’t this interesting. Now, what am I going to do about it?


    “Here you go,” Carson said, plunking a bucket of oats at her feet. “Now let’s undress this old girl.”


    She handed him the reins but instead of taking them, he tilted his head toward the lead rope tied to the post.


    “Clip the lead rope to her halter first,” he instructed. “Now, slip the bridle off like this.”


    Gently, he slid the leather over Penny’s head and took the bit from her mouth. Next, he walked Rory through the process of undoing the girth and slipping the saddle off into his waiting arms. Finally, he handed Rory the currycomb, but instead of telling her what to do, he stood behind her and put his hand on top of hers. Together, they made long, slow strokes over the mare’s warm body, brushing her free of dirt and loose hair.


    All Rory was aware of was Carson’s body behind her, his arm moving next to hers, his breath in her hair. This is a mistake, she thought, even as she was turning into his arms. But what about this whole thing wasn’t a mistake? Karma seemed to have thrown them together. Might as well take advantage of it.


    “Is this part of it?” she said, her face inches from his.


    “Part of what?” His eyes were dark, impossible to read.


    “Your lesson.” She held herself away from him and he made no move.


    “I thought you didn’t want to complicate things.”


    Rory gave a minuscule shrug. “I’ve had some time to reconsider. ”


    “You’re killing me, you know.”


    She dropped the currycomb and reached for his neck. With a groan, he cupped the back of her head in his hand.


    “This is crazy,” he murmured, just before his mouth met hers. “But remember, you started it.”


    As he brought his lips down onto hers, Rory closed her eyes, willing herself not to think, just to enjoy the sensation of being held, of being wanted, desired. He tasted as clean and fresh as the mountain air smelled and suddenly she felt like a starving woman, looking upon a feast.


    “Takes two to tango,” she said, running her fingers up into his hair. His hair, she noticed with some distant portion of her brain, smelled like the mountain air, too. David got his hair cut like clockwork every month; for some reason, she found the sun-streaked strands that dropped down to shade Carson’s eyes unbearably attractive. She threaded her fingers deeper, inhaling. Between his job and his horses, he spent so much time outdoors, it was as if he’d absorbed the wild purity of this place. There was nothing artificial or domesticated about him.


    Finally, Penny nickered her impatience. Carson pulled away, his expression masked.


    “Somebody doesn’t like being ignored,” he said.


    Rory looked away and put a hand to her mouth. She felt her cheeks—already reddened from the roughness of his whiskers—blaze. What was she thinking? This wasn’t like her. Yet she wanted to be in his arms again.


    But Carson reached past her, unclipped Penny’s lead rope, and patted her on her rump as she plodded into her stall. Was he avoiding her eyes?


    “Here.” He handed her the saddle blanket. “I’ll show you where it goes.”


    Effortlessly, he swung the heavy Western saddle onto his hip and strode into the tack room.


    “Carson?” Rory followed him into the cluttered alcove. It smelled richly of horses, sweat, and earth. “What’s the matter?”


    “Nothing.” But the set of his shoulders was tight, defensive, as if guarding himself against something.


    “It was just a kiss,” Rory said, as much to herself as to him.


    “I know.” Quietly, he put away the grooming tools. “I’m going to put Ruby out to pasture. See you inside?”


    Rory set the saddle blanket on the shelf and started up the path feeling like a fool. She’d all but thrown herself at him, right after telling him it was a bad idea, and what had he done? Nothing. He’d been a gentleman.


    She cringed at the image of her arms clutching his neck. She squeezed her eyes shut. But something else tugged at her, just beyond her grasp. Something Carson was struggling mightily to hide. The image of a sad little boy flashed into her mind.


    No!


    If she started to feel compassion for this big, beautiful cowboy, she’d be lost.


    


    After a slice of rhubarb pie, she checked the puppies, patted Mistral, and left for her appointment. She was beginning to feel the previous late night, and by the time she met Sabrina, she was yawning.


    “Honey, whatever you’re doing, it’s working.” Sabrina held Rory at arm’s length, looking at her.


    Rory laughed, warmth from her friend spilling over her, washing away her fatigue. “Pie and horseback riding.”


    Sabrina frowned. “Horseback riding?”


    “Carson said it was safe.” She rested her hand on her belly, suddenly afraid again. “Have I hurt my baby?”


    Sabrina laughed. “Off the record, as your friend, walking on a calm horse is usually safe. This is horse country so a lot of my clients insist on riding, right up to the end. But my official response, as your midwife, is to scold you. No more. Do you understand? If you fell off, the trauma to the baby would be catastrophic. Now, let’s have a listen.”


    As soon as the stethoscope came out, Rory felt her pulse speed up. “Um…I’ve been…light-headed a couple of times. I’m pretty clumsy now, too.”


    “The light-headedness is probably just orthostatic hypotension, standing up too fast. Your ligaments all become looser during pregnancy, too. Good for childbirth, not good for sprains and strains.” The midwife took her blood pressure, shaking her head. “You people always make the worst patients.”


    “What people?”


    “Hospital people. Nurses. Doctors. Therapists too, apparently. Totally competent, until it comes to themselves.” She sat down next to Rory and took her hand. “I know you’re scared, but you’re going to have to trust me. Your little one is doing just fine. You’re in fantastic shape. What you need to do for the next six weeks is relax. Can you do that?”


    With new puppies and a handsome cowboy all within reach? Not likely.


    “No problem,” she told Sabrina brightly. “See you next month.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    In the darkness of the porch, Carson watched Rory leave the kitchen for her bedroom. After reporting that her checkup had been fine, but there’d be no more riding for her, she’d gone to her room with a plate of the meal Bliss had left on a tray. Now, it looked like she was going to bed.


    He was in trouble.


    Zach was right. This woman had a hold on him, and he definitely didn’t need that now.


    But the taste of Rory’s lips lingered on his tongue, and he could still feel her hands in his hair. Even as he promised himself that he wouldn’t, he couldn’t stop picturing her lithe body atop Penny’s broad back, imagining her hips rocking against his, those legs wrapped around…


    Stop it! He stood with his hand against the porch rail, then walked out to the old house, willing himself not to glance at her window. If he couldn’t sleep, he might as well get some work done.


    In the middle of the old kitchen, now swept clean, stood the cradle, bathed in a circle of light from the single bulb. Carson sighed. He’d forgotten he’d left it there.


    He ran his hand over the carved rockers, his calluses stuttering on the splintery wood. That wouldn’t do. He might as well try a bit of sanding. Maybe it would help relax him.


    Maybe Zach was right…but it would never work between him and Rory. Maybe if his plans weren’t so precarious or she weren’t so complicated…and weren’t having another man’s baby. Yeah, that was a wrench in his plans, all right. Even if he wasn’t hamstrung by the marriage clause, determined not to let his father win, could he handle a package deal?


    He could barely imagine having his own child.


    But as he ran the rough paper over the wood, and it grew smooth and even, he imagined Rory’s face when she saw it. He imagined her swaddling a baby, tucking it into a soft nest, rocking it back and forth with her toe while she sat nearby, maybe reading a book.


    Carson shook himself. He tossed the sandpaper aside and shut off the light. He’d go look in on the mare. Maybe that would distract him.


    Yes, work was what he needed. Hard, physical labor to tire him out and distract him from Rory. Sex with her, as appealing as it was, was simply a matter of convenience. Proximity. He knew, instinctively, that she was not a woman who took relationships casually. Not like him.


    Yeah, like it had been casual with Laura. The bitterness reared up in him again as he recalled how cavalierly she’d discarded their future. No, he wasn’t cut out for casual relationships, either.


    So what was he thinking, kissing Rory?


    Riding lessons were definitely over. He had enough to take care of, without Zach and his bright ideas. He resolved to head out first thing in the morning to locate the wild herd and see how many new foals had been born. Before he could let Stormy join them, he needed an idea of the group dynamics. Stormy had been lead mare in her old herd; challenging for the same position in the new herd could be dangerous for her.


    The night air cut through the fog in his mind. An owl called from somewhere in the trees, then swooped down, its big wings whooshing through the air.


    Stormy watched him approach from the far side of the corral, head up, eyes reflecting the moonlight. She adjusted her feet nervously but stayed in place.


    She looked better, he thought. Still not happy, but calmer than she had been. He listened to the small nighttime sounds for a few minutes, then turned and went back to the house, feeling calmer himself.


    This was what he needed to focus on, he reminded himself as he finally crawled into bed. This was what his life was about right now. His legacy would be the Three River Mustang Study Center. Marriage and family were for other men. Grangers weren’t good at relationships.


    But as the hours passed in ticking silence, and Carson tossed and turned, he couldn’t help noticing that for a man with a clear plan for his life, he was no happier than the wild mare trapped in his corral. Both of them could see what they wanted, but it remained just out of reach.


    …


    Carson was on his cell phone when Rory walked into the kitchen in search of coffee the next morning. She smiled at him, and he spared her the briefest glance before turning away. Ignore me, will you? she thought. Good luck.


    Mistral danced and whined in excitement as Rory filled her bowl with kibble. Then she sat on her haunches, quivering.


    “What do you say?” Rory asked her, holding the bowl up.


    Mistral barked. Carson looked at them with a frown.


    “Good girl!” Rory put the food down and the dog dug in.


    While Mistral had her enormous mama-style breakfast, Rory searched through the cupboard next to the sink. Pots, pans, and lids clattered and crashed.


    Carson put down his phone. “You just about done there?”


    “Good morning! How are you?” She adjusted the tap and filled the kettle. “I’ll have the coffee ready in a jiffy.”


    “I’ve got some important calls to make.” He paused, then added pointedly, “I need quiet.”


    “Am I making too much noise in my kitchen?”


    He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “I’ll wait until you’re done.”


    He went back to the various piles of paper strewn on the table, ignoring her. Ah, thought Rory with a sinking feeling. She finished making the coffee, then went outside with Mistral.


    “I didn’t ask for this,” she muttered. “Don’t need it, don’t want it.”


    But she recognized now what she’d seen last night, what Carson didn’t want her to know. Loneliness. Against her will, she found herself imagining herself in his situation, saddled with an unwanted housemate, fighting to save something most people couldn’t care less about. Tired. Discouraged.


    And worried about the mare.


    She’d heard him get up in the night. When he’d left the house, she’d thrown on a housecoat and followed him, just far enough to see that he was checking on Stormy. She’d seen the tension in his shoulders, shining bare in the silvery light.


    Mistral nudged her, tongue hanging out of her mouth.


    “You’re not helping,” she whispered to Mistral. But neither of them could resist a lost soul.


    “Peace offering,” she said a few minutes later. She set the cup on a clear space between stacks of paper, then held up both palms and backed away. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. No spilling or falling. No destruction. No seduction. Just coffee.”


    Carson looked up in surprise, then slowly a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He sat back in his chair and briskly rubbed a hand over his face.


    “I guess I could use a break,” he said, reaching for the cup. “Join me?”


    She looked at him through narrowed eyes. “What time did you get up?”


    “I don’t know. It was still dark.”


    Rory pulled out a chair and sat down. “I heard you go out last night. Did you sleep at all?”


    “I’m fine,” he answered. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”


    Rory glanced at the various piles of paperwork on the table. “What are you doing?”


    He sighed. “Getting grant money is an exercise in bureaucracy. And that’s just the beginning. I need a board of directors. I have to file reports on the animals in our care. Financial records of all outgoing expenses and all incoming funds. Raising those funds.”


    “Not a lot of time for the horses, I guess,” she said.


    “It would have been fine if—” He stopped abruptly.


    “What?” asked Rory.


    “Nothing.” He shook his head slightly, then pushed back from the table. “Thanks for the coffee. I’ll finish up in my office.”


    With a rush of shame, she remembered: The assistant he thought he was getting, instead of her. The clerical work she’d laughed off. The free rent she’d accepted for sharing the house, even knowing it was too good to be true.


    Unintentionally, she’d turned his world upside down. And he hadn’t asked for a thing in return. It was time she started helping out.


    “I know I saw bacon here somewhere,” she muttered, rummaging through the small freezer above the refrigerator. Bliss had gone to town for the day, leaving them on their own for meals. This, at least, she could do.


    A half hour later, the room was filled with the aroma of crisp bacon, over-easy eggs, and toast. As she’d hoped, Carson followed his nose back into the kitchen, and this time, his face wore a much friendlier expression.


    …


    Within a few days, it felt as if they’d found a comfortable rhythm. Carson worked in the old lodge, cared for his horses, and kept watch over the wild band. Rory had busied herself organizing his files, attacking the never-ending mountain of forms. Bringing him coffee. Being a generally decent person. They talked about easy things: How strong and healthy Stormy was now. How fat the puppies were. The weather.


    And they kept their distance.


    As he walked out to the lodge early one morning, Carson took a moment to watch the sunlight break over the valley, a slow tint of blue, purple, and red that washed into the brilliant pink and gold heralding the new day. He drew the crisp morning air deep into his lungs, letting the rich scent of evergreens and fertile soil nudge memories to life. Family dinners eaten outside on the picnic table. His mother smiling. His father, laughing.


    Here, he thought, looking at the overgrown yard. They’d been happy, once. It hadn’t all been bad.


    Carson shook off the memories. Those years were long gone.


    He surveyed his progress inside the house. It was in better shape than he’d initially thought, but he’d know more once it was cleared out. He began hauling the broken furniture and trash outside, for the junk pickup scheduled for today. But he stopped when he came to the cradle. It was probably salvageable. He should at least let Rory look at it before he scrapped it.


    Rory. He sighed and dragged the cradle out onto the listing porch. It wasn’t her fault that he couldn’t get at the inheritance money, but if she knew how easily she could change the situation, she’d probably insist on marrying him. As lousy starts to wedded bliss go, he figured that was a winner. Not that he had much chance of bliss, wedded or otherwise, if genetics played any role. Thanks again, Dad.


    He felt his throat tighten. He could really make something of this place—he knew he could. If only his father would have given him a chance.


    Derek had long been after both his sons to settle down and produce a legitimate heir, but as the oldest, the bulk of the pressure fell on Carson. Derek insisted that his son’s backpacking, tree-hugging days had to end. It was time for Carson to step into his father’s shoes. Carson, of course, refused.


    The cattle and equipment had been sold off five years ago, during Derek’s illness. Any profits had gone into the trust fund to pay for taxes and minimal upkeep, until one of the boys took over.


    So, while Carson was the nearest thing to the owner of a vast rolling mountainside worth a small fortune, he couldn’t touch a penny of the Granger fortune.


    He wiped his fingers on a rag, then pressed them against his temple, resisting the memory that kept nudging him. He and his father had never had an easy relationship, but Carson wished their last conversation hadn’t been an argument.


    “Find a woman,” the older man had rasped. Carson, alone with him in the hospital room, had been startled by the sudden words. The first stroke hadn’t damaged Derek’s ability to communicate, but he’d been very weak. “Get married. Have some kids.”


    “Marriage, Dad?” Carson had said, keeping his voice even. “That’s your advice?”


    “Your mother,” Derek continued, his breaths quick and shallow, “deserved better.”


    “Damn straight,” Carson muttered, unsure if his father was entirely coherent.


    “You’re like me,” the weak voice went on.


    No, I’m not. Carson willed himself to stay silent.


    “You need someone to keep you in line.” Derek’s face was gray with the effort of speaking. His fingers scrabbled at the sheets, as if he were looking for something. “I was a better man”—his breath was coming faster now—“when your mother was alive.”


    “That’s an excuse,” Carson said tightly. “You are who you are. You could have changed.”


    Now, Carson wondered if his father had been making an oblique attempt to apologize for his inept parenting. Unlikely, and it didn’t matter anyway. Carson buried his head in his hands. Until his conversations with Jonah, he’d simply discounted his father’s appeal as the confused words of a man on his deathbed.


    But now he wondered if he ought to consider it.


    No. It was crazy. He sat down on the porch steps for some fresh air. The vista at that side of the house spread out in two directions like an endless palette of spring color. The mountains, white-tipped against the bright blue sky, played backdrop to miles of rolling hillside covered with fir, lodgepole pine, and deciduous trees now leafing out in riotous green. Within those thousands of acres roamed wolf, bear, cougar, coyote, lynx, mule and white-tailed deer, moose, bighorn sheep, and horses as wild as any of them.


    He loved this land, and he loved the wildlife it sheltered. He had to save it. He had to get that grant.


    Thing was, Carson had to admit that Zach had been right. He did like Rory. And she liked him, by her own admission. But she’d been burned badly. Not to mention the little issue of Junior’s imminent arrival.


    Maybe he should at least mention his situation to Rory. Marrying her would immediately release a vast fortune, to be used however Carson saw fit. He’d make it worth her while. Certainly a single mother would see the sense in it.


    He shook his head and started back to the guesthouse to make himself presentable. He already had a plan and while it might be harder, it was definitely better, long-term. Green and Sanderson were bringing the committee by soon, and Carson had high hopes that they’d be favorably impressed with what he’d done so far, and with Stormy.


    If things went as anticipated, another generation of disastrous Granger marriages could be avoided. Carson would be able to achieve his goals without giving in to the old man.


    Or giving in to this surprisingly strong attraction to an entirely unsuitable woman.


    But when Green and Sanderson arrived in the yard, accompanied by two carefully coiffed matrons dressed in skirts and heels, he knew he was screwed. A recent rain shower had left the ground moist and dense with sodden vegetation, completely unsuitable for open-toed shoes.


    “I’m so sorry,” Green said to the ladies, falling all over himself about their muddy feet.


    Honestly. What were they expecting? High tea? It’s a ranch.


    “Wait here.” Carson steeled himself to be courteous. “I’ll find you some rubber boots.”


    He ran inside to the coat closet in the hallway. He prayed that he’d find something that the society matrons would fit into.


    “What’s going on?” Rory asked, coming into the room. She was wiping her hands on a towel. Moisture dampened her brow, making the fine hair at the back of her neck curl. Cleaning up after seven growing puppies seemed to take a lot of time.


    “What happened to the junk in this closet?” Carson gestured at the empty alcove.


    “I cleaned it out.”


    He took a deep breath. “There were some old gum boots in there. I need them.”


    Rory waved her hand dismissively. “There’s a box on the porch with everything that wasn’t moldy or moth-eaten. Oh!” Her gaze suddenly landed on the small cluster of people in the yard. “We’ve got company.”


    “Rory,” began Carson, but it was too late. She was loping out the door. He bolted after her, pausing momentarily at the box on the porch to grab several pairs of gum boots.


    By the time he’d joined them, an animated conversation was under way.


    “Next month,” Rory was saying, her hand on her belly. “And I can’t wait.”


    “You’re very brave,” said the taller of the two. “Having a baby on your own, so far away from…everything.”


    “I love it out here,” Rory answered. “Between the fresh air and exercise, I feel far healthier. And I’m certainly happier than I was in the city.”


    The matrons’ faces had softened, but then they tightened up again, looking askance at the proffered boots.


    “These will protect your feet, so you don’t ruin your shoes,” Carson said.


    Ten minutes later, Carson was leading Green, Sanderson, and two richly dressed women in ancient gum boots to meet Stormy. He’d been unable to tactfully dismiss Rory, so she accompanied them.


    “I’ve always been deathly afraid of horses,” she was saying now, her hand on the elbow of one woman. Her tone was confidential. “But this one was something else. Nearly beat down her trailer door. I thought she’d kill herself.”


    “Whatever did you do?” the woman asked, thin brows arched above elegantly made-up eyes.


    “Oh, I just tried to stay out of the way!” Rory said with a laugh.


    “Which is the most important thing for human-mustang interaction,” Carson said, feeling the need to take control of the conversation. “If you’ll look to the far end of the corral, you’ll see her.”


    “There are four animals,” Sanderson said drily. “Which one is the wild one?”


    “The farthest one, dun-colored with a black stripe up her rump.” Carson pointed to Stormy, hiding behind her domesticated friends. “She’s pregnant but we’re not sure when the foal will arrive. Once it’s born, I’ll release her into a resident band. Horses are very social animals. They’ll always gravitate to a group, rather than live alone. I brought my saddle horses out as soon as I could, rather than keep her alone. We’re bringing another load of wildies in next week.”


    “So,” interjected Green, “the funds you require would go toward…?”


    “Securing the land in perpetuity,” Carson answered promptly. “As it is, the work we do is completely voluntary and the costs of rescue and relocation are all covered by donations. But without funding, the land will have to be leased for grazing cattle. The horses will always be at risk.”


    “You’re Derek Granger’s son, correct?” This was from the short woman, who’d been silent until now. She narrowed her eyes at Carson.


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “I don’t want to be indelicate…” She let her words hang and Carson had a sinking feeling he knew where this was going. “The land is worth a fortune. Didn’t you inherit?”


    “Yes, but,” Carson began, “it’s…complicated.”


    He saw Rory frown and hoped she wouldn’t add her own questions.


    “Ladies,” Green said, to Carson’s relief, “I see rain clouds on the horizon.”


    “Thank you for your time, Mr. Granger. We appreciate you showing us your”—Sanderson glanced around, his eyes looking pained—“horses and your plans. We’ll be in touch.”


    “Wait,” said Carson. “There’s a wild band just up in the hills. We can take my truck—”


    But whatever idea he’d been hoping to sell was interrupted by a shriek, as the taller woman’s eyes suddenly bulged in their sockets. She grabbed Rory’s arm, began shaking her leg frantically, all the while screaming.


    Rory, bless her heart, kept the woman from falling over, until the reason for the uproar made itself known. A mouse had taken up residence in the ancient gum boot, and now, disillusioned to discover a human foot in its domicile, had scampered up the woman’s ankle.


    The shorter matron began shrieking, too, and in taking a step backward, miscalculated and stepped into an unfortunately fresh deposit of horse manure. The gum boot slid out from beneath her feet and she went down onto the soft earth, her feet colliding with the feet of Green, who then took down Sanderson.


    It was like watching a nightmare unfold, scene-by-scene, in slow motion. Carson surveyed the disaster in front of him, knowing bleakly that he was watching his dreams fly over the fence rails and out across the wide Montana sky.


    His grant proposal would never be approved.


    He was on his own.


    But as the last chunk of gravel settled at their feet and the roar of the bank men’s car faded, Rory put her small hand in his and patted it with the other one.


    “Don’t worry, Carson,” she said, softly. “They saw Stormy; that’s the important thing.”


    He didn’t answer. What could he say? If Rory hadn’t left the boots outside, the mouse incident probably wouldn’t have happened. But he knew, in his heart of hearts, that it wasn’t her fault. He’d never really had a chance in the first place.


    “You know what’s funny?”


    He cut his eyes sideways at her. “Nothing’s funny.”


    She bit her lip. “Remember how we met? Me falling on my butt in the doorway?”


    Carson felt the tension inside him soften. “It’s not something a person could easily forget.”


    “Well,” her voice danced with laughter. “I think Ms. Botox and Ms. Gallstone looked even more ridiculous than I did. At least I wasn’t wearing a skirt.”


    “That’s true.” Carson smiled down at her. “You were wearing plaster dust and a baby bump, instead.”


    She punched him playfully. “Come on, admit it. You hate having to pander to a bunch of philanthropists.”


    “You’re right,” he admitted. “I just don’t know what else to do, if this doesn’t work out.”


    “You must have some options. You told them the estate was ‘complicated.’ Is there some other way you can access the money?”


    He turned then and looked at her thoughtfully. He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but perhaps he should just put his cards on the table and let her decide for herself.


    Rory looked back at him, her face open and clear and trusting.


    “Maybe,” he said. But as hope brightened in her eyes, he found himself unable to say the words that would almost certainly shut her down again. “I’ll look again.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    The next morning when Rory let the dog outside, instead of quickly taking care of business and returning to her puppies, Mistral, svelte and energetic once more, sprinted up the path to the corrals. Rory yelled at her from the doorway and began following, then thought better of it. Rory’s belly had, overnight it seemed, manifested itself as a major inconvenience to fast movement. Plus, Mistral wouldn’t disobey her unless there was a good reason. She grew still, listening. Feeling. There it was. A pulling, pressing fear, dark and ominous. Near the corrals.


    “Something’s wrong with the horses.” Rory, not dressed yet, pulled the sides of her plush robe tightly together. She craned her head and called for the dog again. “Carson? Did you hear me?”


    He looked over from the tiny kitchen bar and took another sip of coffee. “I’m going to check them as soon as I’m finished here.” He clearly didn’t understand the urgency. She couldn’t explain how she knew. She just did.


    “Listen.” Rory jerked her head toward the door. “Can’t you hear her? There’s something bad up there. I don’t want to go by myself, but I will if I have to.”


    “Suit yourself,” Carson answered, yawning. “I’ll be right behind you.”


    Rory walked as fast as she could to catch up to Mistral, but when she approached the corrals, she slowed her pace, not wanting to startle the horses. She looked around. No predators that she could see. The three saddle horses, huddled together at the near side, whickered and shuffled at her approach. Stormy was tucked into a shrubby little glen at the far side of the enclosure; she didn’t move at Rory’s approach. The mare’s stance was different somehow, more tense. She pawed the ground restlessly, watching the woman out of the corner of one large, liquid eye. Rory held her hand up, squinting against the morning light, not wanting to go closer, but needing to see her more clearly.


    Just then, a ripple passed over the mare’s abdomen and, even from a distance, Rory could hear her grunt.


    “You’re having your baby,” Rory whispered. “I knew something was up. Damn you, Carson Granger, I told you!”


    Rory was panting when she met Carson on the path.


    “What are you doing? That can’t be good for the baby.” He was tucking his shirt in as he walked, and she couldn’t help glancing momentarily at his waist. That flash of sculpted torso, the glint of sun-bronzed skin… But she forced herself to focus. “She’s in labor. Stormy’s having the foal!”


    …


    Rory insisted on staying, despite Carson’s warnings that foaling could take hours, or even days. But he appreciated the lawn chairs and snacks that Bliss had brought out for them, after Rory let her know. He set Rory’s chair a good distance from Stormy, under a tree, where she could watch the mare in safety. Carson hunkered down next to the supplies he hoped he wouldn’t need, and tried not to watch Rory. In the bright outdoor light, he could see that in the weeks she’d been there, Rory’s body had changed, gotten fuller. Beneath the soft cotton, her breasts were full and rounded, pressing against the fabric. He imagined how they’d feel in his hands, heavy as ripe, sun-warmed peaches.


    Stop it, he told himself harshly. This was no time to be indulging in erotic fantasies when he should be busy playing midwife to a pregnant, unhappy mustang.


    Stormy was fidgety, but otherwise looked fine. Carson’s biggest worry was the coyotes that lurked about, waiting for those vulnerable few minutes when a cow or mare went down for the actual birth. He squinted at her belly in time to watch another ripple roll over her flank. Then he scanned the surrounding area. Nothing. Good.


    He got up for a brief stretch and then leaned against the fence to wait, listening to Stormy’s restless footfalls and occasional grunts as the contractions escalated. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be much longer.


    But the day continued uneventfully. When Rory got up for her umpteenth bathroom break, he watched her walk away, the waning sun silhouetting her slim figure. She was a beautiful woman. Strong. Smart, too, and kind. Maybe she’d understand the bind he was in.


    Now that he’d actually started thinking seriously about asking Rory to marry him—God. Really?—he couldn’t stop. He’d tried to put it out of his head, but in the gathering dark, with nothing to do but wait, it wouldn’t be ignored. It was simple. A legal agreement, one piece of paper, and his inheritance came to him immediately. No strings attached.


    But what about Rory? Would she see it that way? Her signature would enable him to throw a number at her that would secure her child’s future. A smart woman would see it for what it was: a business arrangement.


    Rory returned, handing him a blanket. He smiled his thanks. Generous. He’d forgotten generous.


    Who was he kidding? This was a woman who wanted happily ever after. Would she be able to let that go? And at what price?


    He hazarded another glance in her direction, but the sky had shifted. Clouds crept over the setting sun, cloaking Stormy’s delivery room. Rory tiptoed closer to the mare, staying behind the bushes. Carson heard a low tuneless humming coming from her direction, a sound that soothed something ragged inside him. The mare stayed where she was, watching them, but not upset by their presence.


    Yet as time passed and darkness enveloped them, Rory returned to sit under the blanket and Carson’s nerves tightened again.


    “It’s been a long time.” Rory passed him the container of Bliss’s sandwiches.


    “I know.” Carson hesitated to put his worry into words. “She should be further along.”


    “Won’t she lie down?”


    “Only right near the end,” Carson said, “and the foal hasn’t gotten that far yet. If the legs aren’t presenting properly, she could be in trouble.”


    “But what can you do about that?”


    He sighed. “That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. Foaling problems are tricky enough with regular horses. But with a wild horse…”


    As he spoke, Stormy’s legs buckled and she sank to the ground.


    “Okay, this is our chance,” Carson said. He spoke quietly but his voice was filled with urgency. “The mare likes you. I need you to distract her so I can get close enough to check the foal.”


    “How am I supposed to do that?” Her voice rose in alarm.


    He led her around the fence to where Stormy lay on her side, groaning. “Go up front so she can see you, and sing to her again. Stay about ten feet back and if she gets up, you get out of the way. Go.”


    He crawled under the fence. It had been too long; something must be wrong. He’d witnessed enough foals being born to know the many ways those long limbs could get tangled up. Stormy groaned through another contraction, keeping her eyes on Rory, suspicious but not panicking. Carson stayed low, shimmying toward her tail end. He could hear Rory murmuring at the front of the horse.


    When Stormy strained again, Carson flicked the flashlight on. He saw the tissues of the birth canal bulge until a small black nose and one black hoof protruded, still enclosed in the membrane. As the contraction abated, the foal retreated.


    Damn. One foot was caught.


    He watched for a few more contractions, but the foal made no progress. Carson propped the flashlight, slipped on a pair of latex gloves, and squirted some lube onto his fingers.


    He’d helped many foals into the world, but never a wild one.


    Stormy lifted her head in alarm as he crawled toward her, carefully staying upward of her back legs. But she sank to the ground as soon as another contraction hit. Carson reached out and slid his fingers in alongside the wet black nose, feeling for the missing foot.


    “Come on,” he muttered. “Where are you?”


    Suddenly he felt it. One little tug, and the hoof was free. Almost immediately, with a rush of fluid, the next contraction broke the sac and a small, dark nose and two small, dark pointed hooves emerged. Carson’s heart swelled.


    “Rory,” he whispered. “Come to this side.”


    She crept around to join him, and clutched his arm in excitement. A minute or two later, the foal slid out entirely, wet and glistening.


    “Okay, that’s it. Let’s give her some space.” Quickly, Carson and Rory backed away from the mare. Within moments of the foal’s arrival, Stormy scrambled onto her feet, shook herself, and began nuzzling the foal, now trembling and blinking on the rough grass.


    Ignoring their presence, Stormy licked and nudged the floppy new arrival until it waggled its little ears and made a tentative squeal.


    “Carson.” Rory put a hand over her mouth. “It’s so beautiful.”


    “I know,” he breathed.


    …


    Rory hadn’t done much. Simply been with the mare and allowed her to feel safe, just long enough to let her body do the work of birthing. If Carson knew anything about biology, he’d know that reproduction in the wild usually takes care of itself.


    Just like sex in the wild.


    Where did that thought come from? Rory wondered.


    But she couldn’t stop her hand from moving, slowly and smoothly, up behind Carson, hovering just far enough not to make contact. His body was relaxed and still, focused on the mare. She could feel warmth radiating off him, pulling her like a magnet. She had to fight to keep from touching the muscles in his back.


    He was focused, and excited about Stormy. But there was something else, too. Worry, confusion, and something more…tentative. She wished she could do something to help, but she had no idea what. She stood still and let herself feel him, imagining herself in his shoes.


    But all she could do was imagine herself in his arms.


    …


    Stormy bullied her baby until it wobbled its way to a standing position and began nuzzling her flank. From the dirty looks the mare now threw their way, Carson figured that mom and baby were doing fine and wanted to be left alone. He took a few steps back, then turned for a last look. Rory was right: they were beautiful. The foal was a perfectly lovely specimen—a colt. Stormy’s baby would one day reign over a harem of his own, out here on the sanctuary.


    As Carson watched them move to the far corner of the corral, he reminded himself to stay objective. This foal was not his any more than Stormy was. They were both wild and free. And it was almost time to let them fend for themselves.


    But as he watched the foal stagger alongside the mare on legs that would be strong and sure within hours, Carson felt a swell of pride that, he imagined, was like that of a father. But how ridiculous was that? He shook off the uncharacteristic sense of wonder and hope that had come over him. He knew better than to get sentimental.


    “We need to celebrate,” Rory said, picking her way over the path toward the house. “What are you going to name him?”


    “I’m not naming him,” Carson answered. “He’s wild.”


    Rory slowed to a stop.


    “What?” He turned to look at her.


    She tilted her head sideways, eyes narrowed, and even in the darkness, he felt naked.


    “You named Stormy.”


    “I shouldn’t have. It’s harder to stay objective once you’ve named them.”


    “But you’re not objective,” she said. “You love them.” She said it so matter-of-factly, as if it wasn’t terrifying to care, as if opening your heart wasn’t risking everything.


    For a moment they stared at each other. Then, Rory lifted one eyebrow and smiled. Something uncurled in Carson’s stomach, a knot he hadn’t been aware of. She reached for his hand, and the touch of her skin electrified him, just as it always did.


    “Carson,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”


    “What are you talking about?” He pulled his hand away.


    She took another step closer to him and reached for his collar.


    “Maybe I was wrong earlier,” she said, her expression unreadable. “Maybe whatever this is…won’t break me.”


    She kissed him; her lips were soft, yielding, her breath sweet. Then she stepped back, holding him at arm’s length, her head tilted at him again. What was she looking for?


    “I’m still in one piece. You?”


    “I’m fine.” Better than fine. Moonlight reflected in those knowing eyes. “But you’re not…you know. Available. Are you?”


    “Unless we’re talking about skydiving, yeah, I’m available. I’m single. Well, except for Junior.” Her eyes narrowed. “Am I wrong? There’s chemistry here, isn’t there?”


    He stroked her hair and she leaned into his hand. “Yeah…there’s something. I just think it’s a bad idea. The timing’s all wrong. You, with the baby. Me, with the sanctuary. I shouldn’t start something right now.”


    “With me, or with anybody?” Rory pressed her hand against his for a moment, then straightened up and gathered herself, drawing away from him again. “It’s okay, Carson. I get it.”


    They walked back to the house in silence. Once inside, he watched her as she checked the puppies, her face composed, her movements gentle but firm, determined.


    “You’re gonna make one hell of a mother. You don’t need anyone else messing things up for you. Least of all me.”


    “Oh, Carson,” she said, her voice low and tender. She placed a soft, gentle kiss on his cheek. “So protective.”


    She went into her room then, closing the door with a soft click. He expected tears, rage perhaps, embarrassment for sure. But instead, she looked like she felt sorry for him.


    Carson had the weird feeling that she had somehow gotten inside his head.


    And he didn’t like that one bit.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    Rory was changing the bedding in the whelping box the next evening when Carson came into the house. By tacit understanding, neither of them had referred to the conversation they’d had earlier, but she knew he was avoiding her.


    Now, however, his face was open again, excited, and Rory felt something inside her light up in response.


    “What is it?” she asked.


    “Come with me.” He held out his hand and pulled her to the door. “You’ve got to see for yourself.”


    Quickly they walked up the path to the corrals. Stormy stood alert and still, her ears pricked, her eyes focused on something off in the distance.


    “He’s back,” Carson said, pointing toward the hill. In the sunset, Rory could see the outline of the stallion, tossing his mane in the fiery light. He pawed the ground and let out a whinny again, calling for the mare who stood quivering, pressed against the pole fence.


    “She wants to go,” breathed Rory, moving ever so slightly closer to Carson.


    “Oh, yeah. But she can’t. Not yet.”


    “Does he know she’s foaled?”


    Carson nodded. “See how he puts his head up like that? He’s scenting the air. He can smell her. You bet he knows.”


    “The foal heat you told me about?” She cleared her throat and swallowed.


    “About a week from now,” he said, his voice rough and low, “she’ll tear down that fence, crazy to get to him. Her baby will be able to run with her by then. And I’ll let her go.”


    She felt like she was having a hard time catching her breath. “You will?” To her own ears, her voice sounded like the mare’s anxious answering call to the wild stallion.


    “That’s what I brought her here for.” He turned around and leaned back against the fence, facing Rory. “Besides, you can’t stand in the way of that kind of passion. It’s unstoppable.”


    Heat pulsed through her body at his gaze. She felt it run the length of her, from her tongue to deep in her belly.


    “Carson.”


    At the sound of his name, he reached out a hand and grasped her wrist, ever so gently pulling her close to him. The roughness of denim scratched against the bare skin of her arms. Her flesh felt hypersensitized, like all her nerves were on guard, waiting for something, something.


    “I can’t seem to figure out what’s going on with us,” she whispered. “Is it my imagination? Should I just blame it on pregnancy hormones?”


    “No. You were right.” His eyes glittered with the reflected crimsons and golds of the setting sun.


    She swallowed and looked away. Why did she react to him like this? The last thing she needed was to complicate her life with a fling.


    But what if he wasn’t a fling? She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to will away the thought, but it was no use. Images of him flashed through her mind: Masterfully handling the wild horses, his desperate courtesy with the committee ladies. Cradling little Golden Boy. He was a far better man than he knew and that was the problem. He was trying to protect her.


    And she didn’t want to be protected.


    The stallion called again, and Stormy responded immediately, tossing her head and trotting back and forth against the fence. Rory and Carson turned to look at her at the same time, and as they did, their bodies connected. Her hand went up to touch his side just as his landed lightly on her shoulder, and without taking time to think about it, Rory reached up and kissed him.


    Carson’s eyes widened, but he caught himself quickly. She stepped back, embarrassed, but he reached for her arm and pulled her to him.


    “Now it’s my turn,” he said, running his rough knuckle over the line of her jaw. His fingers meandered through the wispy hair at her neck, kneading softly until he had her face cradled in his palm. He pulled her to him and bent his head until his lips just grazed hers. He tipped his chin, nibbling gently at her lower lip, and against her will, she felt herself melting against him, opening up. A little sound escaped her throat and he laughed against her mouth.


    “That’s what I was waiting for,” he said, and then tightened his grip, crushing her lips, dipping his tongue in, sending sparks shooting through her, down to the core of her body.


    Finally, Rory pulled back. She tucked her head down and put the back of her hand to her mouth, suddenly feeling way out of her depth. She’d been trying to understand Carson, when she should have been trying to understand herself. “There must be something in the air out here.” She tried to laugh, but the effort fell flat.


    “Rory, this could be exactly what we need.” His voice was even. “Both of us.”


    She took a deep breath and forced herself to meet his eyes, those beautiful eyes, and watched as the blaze faded away. She had no business getting involved with someone now, good guy or not. Her life wasn’t her own anymore. It wouldn’t be fair to the baby, or to Carson. That was the sensible response, she knew it was. She should feel relieved, like she was avoiding some fateful event. Like drowning. Or leaping off a tall building.


    Or, her heart nudged, learning to fly.


    …


    Right then, a horn sounded from the yard and Carson heard Mistral barking inside the house. Reluctantly, he pulled back from Rory.


    “That sounds like Zach’s truck.” His face was still so close to hers he could feel her breath.


    “What’s he doing here so late?” she whispered.


    “Can’t be good.” He sighed. “Come on.”


    As soon as he saw Zach, he knew what it was. “Another band of mustangs being displaced,” Zach said, speaking around his cell phone. “We’ve got until the end of the week to move them out or they’ll be shot.”


    “How many?” Carson let go of Rory’s hand, thinking of trailer space, rearranging corrals.


    “Not sure,” said Zach. “The volunteers who watch over them say there used to be twelve mares, a stallion, and some yearlings but some of them have disappeared.”


    “Mares might be off foaling,” Carson said.


    “Yeah.” Zach grimaced. “But the herd will be gone when they come back.”


    “What are you going to do?” Rory asked.


    “Same thing we did with Stormy’s band,” Carson said. “We’ll bring back as many as we can.”


    “And the rest?” Rory looked from one to the other. “What happens to them? You just let them die?”


    “We need to go,” interrupted Zach. “I’ve got gear packed. The volunteers have horses for us.”


    “Rory,” Carson said. “Can you watch over things for me while I’m gone? The water’s automatic and everyone’s grazing or free-feeding.”


    “No!” She put up both hands and backed away from him. “What if something happens? I don’t know horses!”


    “Walk out with Bliss when she’s over; she’ll know if there’s any problem,” he said over his shoulder as he and Zach walked to the truck. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t worry.”


    She ran ahead of them, forcing them to stop.


    “Carson!” She planted the flat of her hand against his chest. “You can’t leave me.”


    “You’ll be fine.” Her eyes gleamed and for a moment, it was as if Zach wasn’t there, it was just the two of them bound by their own confusion and fear and need. “Hey.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Nothing will go wrong. Trust me.”


    “We’ll be back soon,” Zach said, climbing into the cab of his truck. “Oh, and Rory?”


    She looked at him questioningly.


    “You’ve got a smudge on your cheek.”


    Carson felt heat flood his face as she reached up to brush off the telltale mark of his fingers.


    “Told you, man.” Zach’s laughter floated over the sound of the truck engine.


    “Shut up, Zach.”


    But he couldn’t resist turning to look at her, hands on her belly, her figure getting smaller and smaller. She was afraid.


    He wished he didn’t have to leave her.


    …


    Rory reflected on her situation the next morning. Carson was gone. She was alone, just her own pregnant self, a cranky housekeeper, a dog and a litter of puppies, a wild horse and a newborn foal.


    Perfect.


    At least it gave her time to focus on what she’d intended to focus on, before she’d gotten distracted by Carson and the little twist in her plans.


    “Okay, my girl,” she said to Mistral with a sigh. “Before you know it, your babies will be heading off to school. We’ve got a bit of work ahead of us.”


    She spent the afternoon talking with the head of the service dog association that would be taking the puppies. Each pup would spend its first year in a foster home prepared to lay the groundwork for training: basic obedience, socialization, being exposed to a wide variety of people, places, and experiences. At the end of the year, the pups would be evaluated. Those that passed went on to be trained as service dogs. Those that didn’t were sold as companions.


    Rory looked at Mistral’s sleeping form and felt her throat tighten. It would be hard to let her babies go. But the joy and security they would bring to their families was worth it. Such a dog would have made all the difference for her own.


    Memories of Lesley were not as grief-filled as they once had been. Now Rory could remember the happy times they’d had, when they were just two sisters, instead of one normal girl and one autistic girl.


    But first, before she did anything else, she had to check on Stormy. As she walked up to the corral, Mistral at her side, she wondered if the horse would tolerate her presence without Carson. Even though Stormy was by no means domesticated, she clearly recognized Carson as a familiar and cautiously trustworthy person. The intuitive connection Rory had felt with the mare might not happen if Rory showed up on her own.


    She shouldn’t have bothered worrying. As soon as they reached the rise, Mistral bounded toward the corral.


    “Mistral!” Rory shouted. “Where do you think you’re going?”


    But the dog knew exactly where she was headed. Into the glen, where the sun shone through the trees, dappling the ground with gold. Where Stormy stood, motionless, watching, waiting. Mistral barked sharply, sat down on her haunches, and looked at Rory.


    Then, to Rory’s amazement, the foal danced on spindly legs toward the dog, his ears pricked forward in curiosity. Stormy nickered and shook her head, but didn’t come between them. The baby pushed against a fence post, creating a gap large enough for him to squeeze his head through just far enough to touch Mistral’s nose. After a couple of tentative snorts and head-bobs, he scampered back to the safety of his mother, his little tail flicking in excitement. Mistral’s tail flopped lazily in the dirt, her panting mouth wide open in a doggy grin.


    “Well, look who’s got a new friend,” she said with a laugh. “Good girl, Mistral.”


    She bent down to examine the gap in the fence. The old wood posts were barely hanging together. Would it hold until Carson got back? Should she try to fix it? She really needed Carson to come home.


    Rory returned to the house and called his cell, but it went straight to voice mail. She left a message, then noticed that there was a message awaiting her as well.


    “Mr. Granger,” said a tinny voice. “I’m calling on behalf of Mr. Sanderson and Mr. Green. Your application package did not arrive at our office in time for us to present it to the committee with the other proposals. An error on the label directed it to the wrong office, and unfortunately, it was not redirected until the deadline had passed. Thank you for the opportunity to consider your work. You are welcome to resubmit next year.”


    “No. No!” Rory whispered, her heart thudding in her chest. She’d packaged the application forms. Had she written the address wrong? Carson would be devastated.


    She had to fix this. There had to be something she could do, she thought as she rummaged through Carson’s Rolodex. When she found the lawyer’s number, she took a deep breath. She was desperate to find anyone with ideas on how to solve this problem.


    “I absolutely cannot discuss my client’s business, Ms. McAllister,” Jonah said, sounding horrified at the very suggestion. “I’m sure you understand.”


    “Of course,” Rory said quickly. “It’s just that I feel awful about my part in this. The people he was hoping to get funding from turned him down.”


    “Does he know yet?”


    “No. He’s out with Zach, getting more horses. Jonah, I can’t explain it, but I think there’s something about the ranch and his funding that he doesn’t want to tell me, for some reason. If there’s anything I can do to fix this, please, say so. You’re his friend. You’ve got to help.”


    There was silence on the other end of the phone for a moment. Then, unexpectedly, he asked, “Do you like living on the ranch?”


    “I do!” Rory said, surprised to discover that she meant it. “Why?” She took a deep breath, trying to quell the panic she felt at breaking the news to Carson.


    “What you’re asking of me,” said the lawyer, his voice hushed, “is in violation of client confidentiality. But Derek Granger was not a reasonable man. I’m willing to bend the rules a bit in order to right a wrong and get Three River Ranch and all its assets into Carson’s hands. But this is just so you know what Carson is up against. Okay?”


    “Go on,” Rory said breathlessly. Maybe there was a way out, after all.


    “You’re not going to like it.”


    “Anything is better than the mess I’m in now.”


    “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Jonah swallowed audibly. “Three River Ranch remains in trust until such time as Carson or Mitchell Granger reinstates the property as a working cattle ranch. Mitchell’s out of the picture, so it’s all up to Carson.”


    “You know he won’t do that.”


    “You’re right, he’s refused.”


    “So? What’s the second option?”


    Jonah hesitated. “I’m done for if this gets out. Oh hell. The other option is for him to get married.”


    Rory stood silent, her mouth open. The phone in her hand suddenly became extremely heavy. Married. Her jaw worked for a moment or two before she could form the word.


    “Married?”


    “You asked. But you didn’t hear it from me, you understand?”


    After she hung up, Rory sank into the nearest chair. Carson could have everything he wanted, just by getting married. And he hadn’t said a thing. It made sense now, the confusion she’d sensed in him. Or did he hate the idea of marriage so much that he’d reject it, reject her even at the cost of his career?


    The rest of the day, Rory went about her tasks mechanically, trying to figure out what to do with this information. She fed and cleaned up after the puppies, fed Stormy, and, on Bliss’s advice, wound a strand of baling twine around the crumbling fence posts. But all the while she was thinking of Carson. He felt something for her; she knew he did. But he didn’t trust those feelings. He was willing to sacrifice his dreams, rather than get further involved with her. It was an easy enough solution, after all; a temporary marriage now, a quiet divorce a year later…provided they’d both be able to walk away afterward.


    He was trying to protect her. From himself.


    Maybe it was time for her to protect him.


    She had the power to help bring his dreams to fruition; she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t do this for him. But if she did this…oh, why was this such a difficult decision? It’s not like it would be a real marriage.


    For a brief moment, time stopped, the air around her hung suspended as her mind raced to catch up with her heart.


    Ah, she thought as the scales came off her eyes. How easily we lie to ourselves.


    Could she really do this, insist on playing wife to Carson, pretending it was temporary, pretending all she wanted from him was money? Even knowing that at the end, he might walk away, when she wanted him to be a real husband, a real father to her baby?


    It was worth the risk to her heart, for the chance that he might finally see what she saw in him. That he could see what they could be, together.


    She had to try.


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Carson and Zach didn’t speak much on the last leg of their journey. They were both grimy and bruised from the rough work of catching terrified mustangs. Short on sleep, food, and patience, all they wanted was to get their cargo home intact, and release them in a safe place.


    Which, for now, was the corral next to Stormy’s. Unless Carson could guarantee that his land would stay safe, Three River Ranch was no more than the frying pan that followed the fire. Against his better judgment, he’d told Zach the conditions of Derek’s will. Mild-mannered Zach chose that as an appropriate moment to speak ill of the dead, and Carson couldn’t muster energy to contradict him.


    “Why was it so important to him that you follow in his footsteps?” Zach said, breaking the silence. The dark road outside was broken only occasionally by the headlights of passing vehicles. The console provided the only illumination in the cab of the truck, but it was enough for Carson to see the sympathy in his friend’s face.


    It infuriated him.


    “He was a little man who wanted control.” Carson’s hands gripped the wheel tightly. “He controlled my mother when she was alive. He controlled Mitch and me when we were there. But the fact that neither of us gave a damn about his precious empire drove him crazy. So now he’s made sure we don’t get his money unless we dance to his tune.”


    “I can see him wanting to leave a legacy. But he had to know that you’d fight it.”


    “Of course he did. It probably brightened his last days.” Carson glanced at Zach in exasperation. “He’s put a bonus clause in his will, for both me and Mitch. An incentive, if you will, for us to get married. He told me once that Granger men aren’t good on their own.”


    “He’s got a point there.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You’re not exactly in touch with your feminine side,” Zach said with a laugh. “Even when you were with Laura—and she was no treat—you were easier to be around. Maybe your father was trying to do you a favor. You’re a tough nut to crack, you know that?”


    “Which doesn’t bode well for my inheritance,” Carson added glumly. “And thank you, by the way.”


    “Hey,” Zach said, punching him lightly on the shoulder. “I love you like a brother. Who else could tell you the hard truth?”


    “I could do with a little less love, in that case,” Carson said as they pulled into the yard.


    “I doubt that, my friend.” Zach swung himself out of the cab and looked toward the house, where Rory stood silhouetted against the light inside. “In fact, you’ve got a ready-made solution to your problem standing right in front of you. She’s gorgeous; she’s got a fatherless baby on the way. You can’t deny the convenience. You’re already living together, after all.”


    Carson shot a glance at the kitchen window. “Not happening.”


    Zach, busy opening the gate to the corral, stood still at his words. “You don’t like her? What’s wrong with you? Is it the baby?”


    “No, it’s not that.” Carson grabbed the bar holding the trailer door shut and heaved upward on it until it released with a metallic clunk. “She’s complicated.”


    Zach ducked from flying dirt as the first horse exploded out of the trailer. “Then you do like her,” he shouted between horses.


    “Never said that,” Carson answered, waving his arms to direct the animals.


    “Didn’t have to. That’s all the answer I need.” The last horse pushed through the narrow trailer opening and pounded away to the far corner of the corral. Zach swung the gate shut and latched it securely.


    Both men were sweating and covered with dust. But the horses were in and safe, at least. Finally he could check on Stormy. They made their way to the other corral. With only the light of the moon to guide them, the mare was difficult to find, but Carson spotted her beneath a stand of deciduous trees.


    Then looked again. While he watched, the foal nudged a gap between the fence posts where it was almost big enough for him to squeeze through. Carson shooed both him and Stormy away from the weakened area. He could see that Rory had wound some twine around it, but it hadn’t held. He pushed away the image of her nervously trying to fix the fence. Her shaking hands, her wide eyes watching for the mare.


    What had he been thinking, leaving her with that kind of responsibility, forgetting about her fears? He’d been thinking of the horses. He’d been thinking of himself.


    He’d been thinking like a Granger.


    Shame tightened his chest, followed by anger. Rory had no business being here at all, let alone in her condition. She should be with friends, people who cared for her, not a man who was so self-centered, he’d leave her alone at the drop of a hat to take care of his own interests.


    He’d tried to warn her. But no, she had to take his guesthouse, she had to insist on being pigheaded, independent…brave. Generous. Sweet.


    Stupid!


    If she’d been hurt, working around Stormy and the foal…


    Carson squeezed his eyes shut against the fear that welled up in him at the thought of Rory injured.


    “Damn it!” he muttered. “I did not ask for this!”


    …


    Rory stood anxiously at the window, waiting for Carson and Zach to come in from the corrals. She was grateful not to be part of releasing this trailer-load of mustangs. Watching the first group burst out had been quite enough for her. Six or eight or however many he had this time would be a rodeo she’d happily skip.


    She was eager to tell him about Mistral’s new friendship with the foal, but she dreaded telling him his funding had been denied. She wanted to be very businesslike with him, and tell him she’d be his, for a price.


    But as soon as she heard his footsteps on the porch, she knew it wasn’t going to go down like that.


    “The foal can get through the fence.”


    “I know,” she said, taken aback. “I fixed it as well as I could. What’s the matter? He didn’t get out, did he?”


    “I can’t believe you let this happen. Do you have any idea how important that foal is to my project? He could have gotten hurt or been separated from Stormy. Coyotes could have found him.”


    All the excitement Rory had felt at seeing him again evaporated.


    “What?” he said.


    She turned away, furious tears near the surface. But before she could say anything, Zach slammed into the room. Clearly, he’d heard them.


    “Your father was right,” Zach said to Carson. His tone was even, but there was venom beneath his words. “Granger men are bastards. Rory.” Zach turned and put a gentle hand on her arm. “You’ve done a fantastic job looking after everything while we were gone. Thank you.”


    She whirled to her room, Mistral at her heels. But from behind the closed door, she heard Zach’s voice, quick and low. Carson was quiet after that. She hoped he felt terrible.


    Good, she thought bitterly. That made two of them.


    


    “You won’t believe it!” crowed Desiree, her excitement vibrating over the telephone wires. “Jeanette Franklin, the old bat, decided to throw in the towel. I guess ten years of failure finally convinced her that she’s missed her calling. Children and parents everywhere, rejoice!” Des fell silent, suddenly noticing Rory’s lack of response. “Rory? You okay?”


    “Yeah,” she answered quickly, reaching deep inside to pull up some semblance of enthusiasm. “So Jeanette the Martinet is quitting. What tipped her over the edge?”


    By the time Desiree had told the story of Jeanette’s fateful interaction with a high-functioning autistic boy and his difficult mother, Rory’s sides were aching from laughing.


    “Jeanette actually poured paint on him?” Rory repeated in disbelief, between breaths.


    “Versions of the story differ,” Des said. “She says she was handing him a jar and it slipped. Mrs. Lippman says she hurled it at him like a major-league pitcher.”


    “Poor Jeanette.”


    “Poor Jeanette, my butt,” Des retorted. “Why she ever chose teaching is beyond me. Special education, no less.”


    “She has skills,” Rory protested.


    “Sure. Then she needs to find a place that values those skills. Like a slaughterhouse.”


    “Des,” Rory said, wishing with all her heart that her friend wasn’t miles away, “you are exactly what I needed.”


    “And that,” Des said, “is the Rory I know and love.”


    Rory’s throat closed up at the tenderness in Desiree’s voice.


    “Hey, what’s going on with you?”


    Rory swallowed hard. “Nothing.”


    “Liar.” Des paused. “Come on, what’s really happening? Is the baby okay?”


    “The baby’s fine. Mistral’s fine. I’m fine.” She paused. “Except that I may have made an enormous mistake.”


    “So come home,” Des said immediately. “My story about Jeanette was more than an entertaining bit of gossip. She’s not returning in the fall, which means there’s a position open. They asked me if I thought you’d be interested. You should check your e-mail, kiddo.”


    “Des.” Rory winced. “I can’t even think about that right now.”


    “Try. It’s a great opportunity. I know you don’t want to be here, with everything that happened, but honestly, Rory, don’t you miss it? The kids? The challenge? What aren’t you telling me?”


    Rory sighed. “Nothing. It’s just been a long few weeks and it’s been harder than I expected.” She could hear Des breathing on the other end of the line. She hoped fervently that her friend would forgive her when she found out the truth.


    “Fine. Just know that I’m ready to listen whenever you’re ready to talk.”


    As Rory hung up the phone, she again questioned the wisdom of her plan. She was about to become a mother. What would that mean for any future relationships she might want? Any man would be justifiably cautious about getting involved with her.


    But as she lay in bed that night, Rory realized that her track record was not what doomed her to loneliness. There would never be another man for her. She’d lost her heart to Carson Granger and he didn’t love her in return. As soon as he heard about his funding, he’d be furious with her, justifiably. She might as well do him this favor, so she could take what was left of her dignity and leave.


    In the morning, she rubbed grainy eyes and steeled herself for the tirade. But Carson wasn’t in the kitchen. She didn’t hear him moving about anywhere in the house. Maybe she’d slept a little, after all. She fed the dogs, then headed out to the corral.


    She found the men hard at work replacing the section of fence the foal had found. The new mustangs stood huddled together on the farthest side of the corral, milling about in a nervous mass of stamping hooves and tossing manes.


    “Carson,” she called, feeling a sudden kinship with the terrified horses. “I need to talk to you.”


    He tossed down his tools and ran a hand over his face. Even dust and sweat couldn’t dampen the attraction Rory felt.


    “What?” He glanced up once, then went back to his work.


    “Hey buddy,” Zach called. “Remember what I said about being a jerk?”


    Carson sighed, then put down his hammer. “Sorry. It’s been a tough few days.”


    From across the corral, Zach cleared his throat and glared at his friend pointedly.


    “Rory, I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you last night. Zach was right, you did a great job.”


    “Thanks, I appreciate that,” she said quickly, knowing that if she didn’t force the words out, she’d lose courage. “But that’s not what I need to talk to you about.”


    A line formed between his brows. “Okay, shoot.”


    “There was another message for you while you were gone. From those people who came to see you. About your grant proposal.”


    Carson grew still, his eyes piercing hers. “Tell me.”


    “It’s in your voice mail box. They turned you down, Carson. I’m so sorry.”


    He pushed past her then, a look of such disbelief on his face that Rory could scarcely bear it. But he was halfway to the house already and she had to jog to catch up. She reached him in the kitchen in time to see his face as the message registered. He didn’t look at her, but the disappointment radiated off him in waves.


    “I’m so sorry,” she said, her words a desperate rush. “I know how much you were counting on this. They said it didn’t get there in time, that the address was wrong. I must have made a mistake. Carson, I’m so sorry.”


    “It’s not your fault,” he said, without looking at her. His face was devoid of expression. “They never intended to give it to me. I knew that the day they were here.”


    “But—”


    “Forget about it, Rory. I’ll apply for other grants. I’ll find support, somewhere.”


    “Or you can let me help.”


    He looked at her then, and there was softness in his eyes. He ran one finger softly down her cheek. “You can’t help. But I appreciate the offer.”


    “Jonah told me about the will.”


    Carson froze. The color leached from his face as he slowly pulled his hand away from her.


    “Don’t blame him. I was desperate. I thought it was my fault, so I had to do something to fix it. And this is perfect. A business arrangement that benefits us both. As soon as the details are finalized, and I find another place, I’ll get out of your hair. And you’ll be able to look after your horses properly.” She stopped, amazed that her voice sounded so even despite the lump in her throat. “So? What do you say? Carson Granger, will you marry me?”


    …


    Carson stood motionless until the sense of what she was saying penetrated the fog in his brain. She’d found out what Derek had done, and she was agreeing to go along with it. It was the answer to both their problems, but the suggestion filled him with dread. If he really cared about her, the best thing he could do was send her away before he hurt her even more.


    “I’m not doing it.”


    “You don’t have a choice, Carson.” Rory’s voice was dull with resignation now. “It’s the only way to get your money, so you can get rid of me and the little ticking time bomb I’m carrying.”


    “I said no.” He still hadn’t moved. “You don’t owe me anything.”


    “Did it ever occur to you,” Rory answered, not looking at him, “that I might want something out of it, too? I need money. Not a lot, but I’m sure we can come up with a fair sum. You’ll be able to afford it, once you can access the trust fund. And I won’t ask for a penny more, ever. I’ll sign anything you want.” She paused. “Just one more thing.”


    He frowned. “What?”


    “I want you there when the baby’s born.”


    He stared at her. “Why?”


    “Because. I don’t want to be alone.”


    “You’ve got friends. You’ll have your midwife.”


    “Sabrina will be too busy to hold my hand. My mom’s in Europe and I won’t drag her back. Des is the only friend I’d want, and she faints at the sight of blood. Carson…” She turned but still didn’t meet his eyes. “I’ll find a way to raise this baby on my own, but labor scares me. Scratch that. I’m terrified about giving birth, but you helped with Mistral’s puppies and I saw you deliver Stormy’s foal. I know if you’re there, I’ll be okay.”


    She looked up at him now, and her clear, sparkling wide-eyed gaze nearly undid him. Perhaps she wasn’t being entirely truthful, but he couldn’t say no to her.


    “If you’re sure.” He scrubbed a hand over the bristles on his chin. Damn the old man for his manipulative schemes. But…Rory had proposed the solution…


    “Okay,” he said gruffly, putting out his hand.


    She looked up at him, startled. “Really? When?”


    “No rush.” He blinked hard and gave his head a tiny shake. “Well. I need to get back to work.”


    He had just agreed to marry the only woman who’d ever made it through the thorny stronghold surrounding his heart, allowing her to believe it meant nothing but business to him. He brushed past her toward the door but she grabbed his sleeve. He stopped, pulled his arm away from her, and turned the full force of his expression on her.


    “Damn it, Rory.” He wrenched his arm out of her grasp. “What now?”


    She backed away, not meeting his eyes. “I thought you’d be happy.”


    Her face was blank, her tone even. She hugged both elbows tightly with her hands. Carson didn’t know what to say.


    “I’ll leave as soon as you want, after the baby’s born,” she said quietly.


    “Tell me,” said a voice at the door, “I’m not hearing things.”


    Rory and Carson turned to where Bliss stood, an incredulous look on her face.


    “It’s a business arrangement,” Rory said. “Carson and I are simply doing what we have to.”


    “You’re both plumb out of your skulls.” She poked her finger at them. “But if you’re gonna get married, you’re gonna do it right.”


    “Forget it, Bliss. This is between Rory and me.”


    Rory turned to face Carson, pointedly ignoring Bliss. “You’ll see to the paperwork, I trust? How quickly can we get this under way?”


    “You in a hurry?” Carson didn’t bother to hide the bitterness in his voice.


    “No more than you are,” she answered. Then she grabbed her purse, pushed past him, got into her car, and roared out of the yard.


    Bliss looked at him in open disgust and disbelief. “You are not gonna hurt that sweet thing, Carson Granger. You hear me? I swear, I’ve never seen the resemblance between you and Derek quite as strongly as I do right now. Tell me you’re not actually going to go through with this.”


    “Wasn’t my idea,” Carson muttered. “She asked for it.”


    “Yeah, I’m sure this is how she imagined getting married.”


    “Trust me. She’s getting something out of it, too.”


    “Carson,” said Bliss, shaking her head. “I’m this far from taking my rolling pin to your head. You’re about to get everything you ever wanted, handed to you on a silver platter, and you’re too fixated on your old man to see it. I wash my hands of you.”


    As much as Carson wanted to hate her, to blame her for everything that had gone wrong, he knew it wasn’t Rory’s fault. If anything, Carson thought, the blame lay firmly with Derek, for the terms of his will, and with Mitch for sticking him with the whole mess.


    His conscience nudged him. Okay, so Carson knew he wasn’t immune from blame, either. If his pride hadn’t kept him away from Derek, perhaps it wouldn’t have come to this. If Carson had kept in touch with Mitch, perhaps the two of them could have worked something out together. If Carson hadn’t shut out his own lawyer, Rory would never have come here in the first place.


    And he would have never met her.


    He closed his eyes, recalling the sensation of her lips beneath his, the softness of her body, how entirely…accepted she made him feel.


    How, he wondered, did he make her feel?


    He guessed that all she felt right now was misery. And all she wanted was to get out of his sight.


    …


    Rory squealed to a stop in front of Blythe’s Bed and Breakfast, then sat in the car for a few moments, waiting for the tears on her face to dry.


    Right now, she needed a friendly shoulder. She only hoped Blythe wouldn’t side with Bliss. Plus, Junior needed breakfast, even if she had to force it down.


    “My, my,” Blythe said as soon as Rory pushed through the swinging door into the dining room. “Look what the cat dragged in! This is what comes of living near The Blister. I wonder that you’re still alive. Come on in, sit yourself down. Melissa!”


    Blythe sailed off, hollering for her daughter to bring coffee and a plate of “the special” for the woman who was turning around the Granger place. Rory sank into a chair, suddenly exhausted and lonely beyond belief. Blythe’s ample shoulder seemed exactly what she needed to pour her heart out onto.


    “Here you go, sweetheart,” Blythe said when she returned. The plate she set in front of Rory was piled high with blueberry pancakes, crisp bacon, and a small bowl of fruit salad. “I decided you might not be quite up for Melissa’s tender loving care. Now, I think you’d best tell me all about it. You’re in love with Carson Granger, aren’t you?”


    Rory lifted her head, speechless.


    Blythe laughed, her eyes crinkling up in the corners. She reached across the table and patted Rory’s cheek tenderly. “Honey-pie, you’ve got a glass face. I knew you were hurting when you first came here, but it’s different now, isn’t it?”


    Rory nodded miserably. “I don’t know how it happened. All I wanted was to start over, forget about broken engagements, forget about cheating scumbag fiancés, forget about men altogether. But Carson was there, and we were kind of stuck with each other. And he can be…”


    “Oh, I know exactly how he can be.” Blythe sighed deeply. “All bristled over on the outside, all marshmallow cream on the inside. His daddy was the same way. Mitch, too. The Granger men are their own worst enemies. Any woman who takes them on better hold tight ’cause it’s gonna be a rough ride.”


    “Carson didn’t get his grant money,” Rory said tonelessly. “I made a mistake with the paperwork and missed the deadline. And soon, I’m having a baby.”


    Blythe tilted her head in sympathy and regret. “What’s Carson have to say about that?”


    “He doesn’t blame me, says they weren’t going to give him the money anyway.”


    “I mean, the blessed event forthcoming.”


    “Not much. He’s uncomfortable with it, I think.”


    “He would be,” Blythe agreed. “Growing up with Derek Granger wouldn’t make a person feel hopeful about continuing the human race. He probably feels guilty about you, though.”


    “He’s torn, I think. Derek screwed things up for him in a big way. And stuck me in the middle of it all.”


    She abruptly sat up in her chair.


    “What is it, honey?” asked Blythe.


    Rory put a hand to her abdomen, a look of wonder on her face. “That’s so weird. My whole belly is suddenly rock-hard.”


    The woman across the table reached out and squeezed Rory’s hand, a knowing smile on her face. “Your body’s warming up for the big day, hon. You need to stay focused. Enjoy this time. Don’t let circumstances rob you of this happiness.”


    “I wish it were that easy, Blythe.” Having found an outlet, Rory’s frustration poured forth. “I can’t do this.”


    Blythe tipped her head and looked sharply at Rory. “Well, darlin’, you’re just going to have to suck it up and try harder. Now I’m not trying to scare you, but you think life’s hard now, hon, it’ll get about a hundred times worse. Believe me, child-raising is not for sissies.” She cast a dark look back toward the kitchen, where Melissa was banging pots and pans. “It’s about loving someone through thick and thin, even when he or she can’t love you back or pretends to not want your love. This baby will take everything you’ve got and ask for more, and somehow, when you think you’re borrowing from next year, you’ll find you’re stronger than you thought. There’s no room for self-pity where you’re going, darlin’. From now on, it’s about hanging in there, looking at the black hole that is tomorrow, and squaring your shoulders and saying, ‘Okay, world, do your worst.’” She looked sideways, then added, “And don’t forget what they say: men are the biggest babies of all.”


    “I’m going to marry him so he can get his inheritance,” Rory whispered, through tears.


    Blythe shook her head. “That Derek,” she said. “I didn’t think he’d go through with it, tormenting those boys from beyond the grave. But maybe this is the way to Carson’s heart?”


    “No.” Rory took a deep breath. “As soon as everything is sorted out, I’m going back to Billings.”


    “Is that what your heart’s telling you to do?”


    The kindness shining in Blythe’s eyes nearly undid Rory. “No. But my heart isn’t as reliable as I once thought.”


    “You’re a smart woman,” Blythe said, heaving herself up onto her feet with a groan. “You catch things that others miss. But you might be missing something here.”


    “Missing what? Whatever I thought was starting between us, well, I think I’ve ruined it.”


    “You know better than that,” Blythe scolded. She reached down to pat Rory on the shoulder, then leaned closer. “Don’t listen with your ears. Listen with your heart.”


    With that, she hustled back to the kitchen. Rory, suddenly starving, dug in to her meal. She’d miss Blythe when she left Chinook. After breakfast, she’d head to the Internet café and start searching for a new home for her and Junior. She hoped Carson would let her stay until fall, but she couldn’t count on it.


    As she pulled up in front of the café, she steeled herself to be practical rather than emotional. She needed to look after herself, pride—and men—be damned.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    The dust settled on the empty yard as the van roared off down the road, and Rory’s throat tightened. Mistral’s babies were gone, all but Golden Boy, the runt. Other than his size, he was healthy, but he didn’t meet the association’s strict requirements. Once he had some time to catch up, he’d make a fine pet, even if he couldn’t be a service dog.


    She gripped her elbows in her hands and turned quickly back to the house, dashing tears off her face. This is ridiculous. She reminded herself that the volunteer puppy-raisers were carefully selected by the association and would give these youngsters the best possible start in life, preparing them for the rigorous training ahead. Rory knew that her puppies would become cherished family members.


    But her arms still ached for the feeling of those warm, squirmy bodies in curly coats.


    She had to focus on the future, she told herself sternly as she pushed open the door. Mistral and Golden Boy had been sitting forlornly on the couch as the rest of their family disappeared, but now they leaped to the floor and ran to Rory’s side, pressing against her as if they felt the loss as keenly as she did. She knelt and pulled them close to her, burying her face in their clean fur, finally allowing herself to cry.


    Mistral whined and licked her cheek. The pup scrambled and jumped until Rory gave in and picked him up.


    “I’ll be okay, guys,” she murmured, sniffling. “We’ll get over it.”


    But it wasn’t the loss of the puppies she was mourning. And she wasn’t sure she’d ever get over it. Things weren’t progressing exactly as planned. Oh, on paper, it sounded fine. Soon, she’d be free to take her money, go somewhere else, and start over.


    Alone. Just her and the baby. Before she’d come to Three River Ranch, that’s all she wanted. Now, all she could think of was Carson.


    


    As she stared into her mug of tea the next morning, Rory felt panic bubble up inside her. She glanced at her watch. They were going to see the attorney, Jonah Clarke, in an hour. Carson had made it clear that he wanted to get this chapter of his life over and done with, so he could get on with the real business of saving his precious horses.


    Rory remembered what Blythe had told her about Carson, on her first night in Chinook. Wouldn’t notice if his own hair was on fire, but he’d do anything for those mustangs.


    She could have sworn that he’d been on fire for her that night up at the corral, under the stars. When he’d held her, the blaze in his eyes matched what she felt in hers. She ran a hand lightly up her arm, where Carson had touched her. How could two people feel such heat and not be scarred? She still ached for him. And yet Carson had seemingly felt nothing. He’d been able to discuss the dissolution of their relationship as coldly as if they were investment partners going separate ways.


    The pain she’d felt at David’s betrayal had been nothing compared to this.


    Rory went to her room and lay down on her bed, her restless nights catching up with her. She had time for a brief nap before Carson came in, but it was no use. She pressed a fist into the cleft between her breasts. The ache was unbearable. It really did feel, she thought with amazement, as if her heart was broken.


    Somehow, when she wasn’t paying attention, she’d fallen in love with Carson. And he didn’t love her back. He had a heart of stone.


    But just as she drifted into a fitful doze, she remembered what else Blythe had said about Carson that day.


    Heart of gold, that boy.


    …


    Carson viciously stabbed the pitchfork into a flake of hay, then heaved it over the fence. Somewhere, along the far side, Stormy stood watching him suspiciously, her udder heavy with milk, keeping her foal on the far side of the man. But she wouldn’t eat until he’d gone away.


    “I’m not a bad guy, you know,” he yelled, tossing the pitchfork against the haystack. “Fine, fine. I’m leaving now. You can come get your supper.”


    He stomped away from the corral, allowing the horse full view of his retreating figure. She’d gained the weight back, finally, and from what he could see, the foal looked good, too. They’d be ready to join the band in another day or so, but he didn’t want to do anything to upset her in the meantime. He threw a quick glance over his shoulder, pleased to note that Stormy had begun picking her way to where the hay was waiting for her.


    Good. At least one of the females in his life was willing to trust him.


    The excitement of finally getting his sanctuary off the ground was gone, dead, eclipsed by the circumstances. Instead of doing it on his own terms, he’d had the rug yanked out from under him and a woman tossed into the mix, thanks to his stubborn father. Now this woman, who for some reason he couldn’t stop thinking about, wanted only to get married, get her money, and get away from him. This was exactly what he’d expected. Who wouldn’t leap at a chance like this?


    Rory, that’s who, a little voice argued.


    That night at the corral, under the stars, surrounded by the wild foothills, had she already known about the money then? He thought of her lips, so warm, so willing. In that moment when his guard was down, she’d swooped in and stolen his heart. And he’d let it happen. Because he’d believed that she felt the same.


    But what he thought had been a spontaneous moment of vulnerability for them both was as insignificant as a young boy puffing dandelions into the wind.


    As soon as he cut her a check, she’d take her scruffy dog and leave.


    And Three River Ranch would never be the same without her.


    The worst part was that they still had to live together until then. He walked slowly to the house, through the gathering dusk, thinking.


    How would he be able to hide his feelings until she left?


    He returned to the house, heading straight to his room to avoid seeing Rory before it was absolutely necessary. Quickly, he showered and changed into clean jeans and a fresh shirt. As he toweled his hair dry, it occurred to him to wonder what Rory would be wearing right then. Her curves had ripened as the weeks had passed, the hollows in her cheeks filled in, and even her hair looked thicker and healthier. Pregnancy obviously agreed with her. And she carried it with grace, pride. And anticipation. She wanted this child so badly. Something in Carson ached at this knowledge, and it infuriated him.


    But when he finally left his room, she was nowhere to be found. He looked in the living room. Nothing. A spike of alarm prickled, but he pushed it down. Her car was still there, so she had to be around somewhere. There was no call for concern.


    “Rory?”


    No answer. He walked down the short hallway to the room where she was staying. Her door wasn’t closed all the way, so he pushed it open and peeked inside.


    She was curled up on her side, facing the door. Mistral and the one remaining puppy lay in the crook of her knees. The puppy leaped up and scrambled to meet him, but Rory didn’t stir.


    “Shh, little guy,” he whispered, scooping up the wriggling ball of fur. As he walked closer, he felt his heartbeat quicken. Shadows darkened the delicate skin beneath her eyes and the palest flush stained her cheeks. In sleep, her features were soft and unguarded, completely vulnerable. She looked smaller somehow, and younger. This woman had been hurt so badly, and yet she had the courage to forge ahead toward whatever life had to offer.


    She was kind and generous and how had he treated her? He’d used her, in typical Granger tradition.


    Without thinking, he reached a hand out to smooth back a stray lock of hair, but before he made contact, her eyes fluttered, then flew open. For a moment, he froze, trapped.


    Then she smiled and sat up. “Ready to get married?”


    …


    Nothing like a nap to give a person fresh perspective, Rory thought as they drove to Chinook. Somehow, during that brief rest, the turmoil inside her had settled. She’d been able to step back from the pain she felt and look at Carson the way she’d look at a damaged child, or perhaps, she thought now, a frightened horse.


    When she’d awakened to find him standing over her, holding the puppy, she’d seen something different in his eyes, a hint of the man who’d disappeared after that amazing kiss at the corral. For the first time in days, something besides anger and disappointment showed on his face. But what was it?


    He was afraid, Rory had realized with amazement. Carson Granger was afraid of her. And if he was afraid, that meant he felt something.


    Listen with your heart, Blythe had advised her.


    All right, heart. Listen hard. This guy’s the toughest case we’ve had yet.


    


    The drive to Chinook was quiet. The heaviness in the air and the iron-colored sky warned of rain, possibly a thunderstorm, but so far, the road was dry. Wind buffeted the truck, though, and Rory could see lines of strain on Carson’s face as he drove.


    This was supposed to relieve his stress, she thought. Why does he look like he’s heading off to punishment?


    When they arrived at the office building, the rain had just begun to fall. Shielding their heads, they dashed from the parking lot into the foyer. As they rode the elevator up to the right floor, Carson’s hand tapped against his leg until Rory grabbed it.


    He froze. “What’s wrong?”


    “How much coffee did you drink this morning? You’re about to bounce off the ceiling.”


    “Sorry.” He flexed his fingers. “Nerves, I guess.”


    They walked off the elevator into a sedate but sumptuous waiting area. Carson announced their arrival to the receptionist who relayed it, with a hushed, well-modulated voice, to her employer.


    Almost immediately, Jonah appeared to usher them into his private domain.


    As soon as introductions were made and everyone had gotten settled, Jonah looked hard at Rory. Nice, she thought. But he stirred nothing in her.


    “You’re sure about this? You’ve thought it through?”


    She nodded, hoping her voice sounded more certain than she felt. “Absolutely.”


    “We don’t have any alternatives,” Carson said, looking uncomfortable. “My father made this mess and it’s the only way to clean it up.”


    “If you say so.” Jonah ruffled through a pile of papers for a moment, then produced the one he wanted. “My secretary is working on your file, but you understand this will take some time. For now, we can get started on these.”


    He turned the pages toward them, indicating where Carson’s signature was required. Rory’s presence, it seemed, wasn’t needed just yet. That’s a laugh, she thought. Carson’s never needed me. But surely he’d enjoyed her company at least a bit.


    Oh, God. What am I doing?


    “I need some air,” she said, standing up abruptly.


    The men looked at her. Then she bolted from the room, Carson hot on her heels.


    In the hallway, Rory leaned against the wall, her hand on her forehead. Suddenly everything was spinning and going dark at the edges, and she couldn’t get enough breath into her lungs. The walls felt too close, the air too hot, the ceiling too low. She had to get outside, get away. In what universe was this crazy plan a good idea?


    “Rory!” Carson grabbed her by the shoulders, hard. “Look at me. You’re having a panic attack.”


    She clung to him, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. “No, I’m not.” But his touch soothed the quaking inside her. She leaned against the wall, then closed her eyes and put one hand over her face. “I’m freaking out, is all.”


    “That’s it,” Carson said, pulling her up. “I’m taking you home. You can’t be under this kind of stress now. It’s not good for the baby.”


    He spoke firmly, like a father, a husband, a man who cared. And he didn’t even know it.


    “No.” Rory took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and looked him in the eye. “I was just scared for a few minutes. It’s okay to be scared, Carson. I’d rather admit it and deal with it than live in denial.”


    He looked away from her, his expression shuttered.


    She reached for his hand and said softly, “This is the reality we’ve been given. I’m okay now. Come on, let’s get this done.”


    Carson looked down at her small hand but didn’t pull away. Rory could feel the pulse beating in his wrist warm against her skin, the pressure of his fingers beneath hers. Heat rose in her cheeks as she remembered the gold expanse of bare chest beneath his shirt. The muted colors and lighting of the professional building faded around her until all that she could see was his sun-streaked hair and the little lines around his eyes. All she could hear was her own heart beating in her ears. All she could smell was Carson’s outdoor-fresh skin.


    His eyes met hers then and almost imperceptibly, he leaned toward her. Something electric shot between them and his gaze changed, his eyes darkened. His lips opened and Rory’s heart jumped. He’s going to kiss me again, she thought.


    But he didn’t.


    “This is so messed up,” he said, his breath against her hair.


    She swallowed, unable to respond.


    “It’s…huge, what you’re doing for me,” he said finally.


    “You’re paying me.” She forced the words out, keeping her voice even.


    “It’s not enough,” he said. Then he named a new figure that made her gasp. “Junior’s going to need it. Won’t make up for his deadbeat dad, but it’s something.”


    She could barely process what he was saying. They’d already agreed on a perfectly reasonable amount. Generous, even. Now he was throwing more money at her? He looked so earnest, so desperate in his gratitude. Or guilt. But it didn’t matter. No amount of money would compensate her for the heartbreak ahead.


    “And you’re not leaving until you’re absolutely ready,” he continued. “No rush, no pressure. Understood?”


    “Carson,” she said. Don’t make this harder for me.


    “What’s the matter?” He tipped her face upward and smiled at her, challenging. Irresistible. “You don’t think you can handle me a little longer?”


    Her heart swelled at the warmth in his eyes. She knew that nothing but hurt and disappointment awaited her, but she was unable to stop herself. “I can handle it, if you can.”


    “Hold that thought,” he whispered.


    Hand-in-hand, they returned to Jonah’s office to finish the necessary paperwork. The lawyer looked up sharply as they entered the room, his gaze dropping momentarily to their hands, but he kept his thoughts to himself.


    …


    Why don’t I feel excited about finally getting the ranch? Carson wondered that night. He and Rory had spoken little on the way home, only to arrange details of their appointment at the courthouse the next day. He thought that increasing her payout would ease the discomfort he felt at allowing her to do this enormous favor. But if anything, it had made it worse. She’d looked hurt, but Carson admitted to himself that he’d deliberately avoided asking about her feelings. At this point, he didn’t want to know. She stirred up feelings in him that were better left unexplored. She tempted him to feel things that only led to regret.


    Carson sat up in bed and reached for a book. He had to get his mind off the woman. But his thoughts kept returning to the puzzle that was Aurora McAllister. The words on the page blurred in front of him. What did she want? He was giving her a fortune, yet somehow, he felt he’d disappointed her.


    That’s when it hit him. Rory had been all business and determination to go ahead with this, until they’d sat down with Jonah to formalize their arrangement. Despite the lawyer’s six-foot, one-eighty-pound frame, he was a teddy bear. No way he’d elicited the panic in her eyes.


    Carson could have kicked himself for not seeing it sooner.


    A year ago, she’d been planning a wedding, probably a big, elaborate event with a man she’d loved, who she believed loved her back. And now, here she was, marrying Carson. No hoopla, no celebration. No love between them.


    No wonder she freaked out. Yet she hadn’t said a thing.


    Zach was right. I am a self-absorbed bastard.


    He pulled a T-shirt on and padded down the hallway. Light shone beneath Rory’s door. He knocked lightly. Silence.


    Then, “Yes?” she responded cautiously. “You can come in. I’m decent.”


    Carson pushed open the door but didn’t enter the room. She was sitting up in bed with a book, Mistral flopped alongside Rory’s hip. The dog eyed him with suspicion but didn’t get up. Rory’s arms were bare and Carson could see the outline of her breasts through the thin fabric of her top, the ripe swelling beneath. Her hair was mussed in the back from leaning against the headboard. She looked warm, soft, inviting. Answering heat rushed to his groin. Abruptly, he pulled his thoughts back.


    “You’re up late.” He felt like an idiot now. What had he intended to say to her?


    “So are you.” She looked at him expectantly. Then she pulled the quilt higher, as if she’d seen his eyes dip.


    And, damn the woman, her own eyes dipped. Carson muttered a curse and turned, hoping against hope that she hadn’t seen the evidence of his body’s response.


    “Nothing,” he said. “Forget it. Good night.”


    “Carson,” she called, sliding out from beneath the covers. There was a smile in her voice. “Wait.”


    He paused at the door without turning around. She came up to him, put her hand on his arm. He bit back a groan. He was powerless against her touch. He wanted to do the right thing, and here she was, looking so damn sexy, touching him, making him forget all about being a stand-up guy, making him want nothing more than to lie down next to her on that bed.


    “You must have come here for a reason.” There was something silky and insistent in her voice. He gritted his teeth, refusing to turn around.


    “Yeah,” he said. “I wanted to apologize.”


    She took her hand off his arm. “For what?”


    “I only realized just now that the whole ‘getting married’ thing must bring back some unpleasant memories. I didn’t think how it would be for you.” He breathed out through his nose. “I’m sorry about all this, Rory.”


    She took a step back and he heard her swallow. “You never fail to surprise me. Just when I think I’ve got you pegged, you go and do something like this.”


    He turned around then, willing his body to ignore her nearness. But he could feel her heat and smell the mint of toothpaste on her breath. It was no use.


    “I’m no good for you,” he said, reaching for her. “And you should get as far away from me as possible.”


    She leaned against his body. “Trust me,” she said. “I’m working on it.”


    …


    She wouldn’t allow him to kiss her. She wouldn’t. She’d close the door in his face and go back to bed. Alone.


    But no matter how Rory lectured herself, her bare feet would not step backward across the rough, cold planks, would not move away from Carson. The little hairs on her arms rose and quivered in the chill of the room, now that she was out from beneath the warmth of her quilt. She hugged herself and felt the hardness of her own nipples.


    But Carson’s dark eyes were tortured and she felt herself drawn to him. He was lost, somehow, and some part of him knew she could help him become found, even if he would never admit it out loud.


    He needed her, and Rory never had been able to resist a soul in need.


    She could do something to help this broken man become whole again. That’s all.


    As she slid her arms around his neck and opened her lips beneath his, all thought of altruism flew out of her head. She closed her eyes and allowed the warmth of his body to envelop her, his strong hands on her back, her neck, her face.


    He couldn’t offer her what she needed, but perhaps this would be enough for her.


    He pressed her against his body and she felt the hard length of him through his boxers. She reached her face up to his and lifted one knee against his thigh.


    “This shouldn’t be happening,” he said with a groan, putting a hand on her rounded backside, pressing himself into the opening she’d made, avoiding pressure against the baby. He lifted her thin top. “This is a mistake.”


    “I know,” she gasped, as the night air struck her bare flesh.


    “Look at you.” He bent his head and kissed the tops of her breasts. The whiskery rasp of his chin would leave red marks, she thought dimly. He moved his lips over her collarbone, under her jaw, up to her ear, and she shuddered. It had been so long since she’d been touched like this. His hands pressed against her back, then slid around to cup her breasts. But when he dropped them lower and encountered her swollen belly, he stopped.


    “What?” she murmured.


    “Is it…okay?” he said, holding her slightly away from him. “I mean…can we?”


    Caution and yearning warred on his face. He’d stop, if she gave the word—even if it killed him.


    “Gently, but definitely.” She could feel him trembling. “And hey, we don’t need birth control.”


    “Bonus.” He laughed, deep in his throat, then leaned down and kissed her, tenderly at first, then with an urgency that matched her own.


    She led him to her bed and they sank down onto it together.


    “You’re perfect,” Carson murmured, stroking her hair. “And beautiful.” He leaned back slightly, looking into her eyes. His blazed darkly, reflecting the moonlight shining through the window. “You sure you want this, Rory?”


    It was too late to turn back. She’d lost her heart already. If this was all she could have of him, she’d take it and be grateful.


    Instead of answering, she pulled his head to hers and kissed him hungrily. She needed to feel, not think; to touch, not talk.


    She needed to be wanted, instead of discarded.


    She shuddered as clothing disappeared and hands stroked hot, bare skin.


    From up on the ridge they heard the call of the stallion again, faintly, riding across the night air as Rory pulled Carson to her. Almost immediately came the answering call from the mare, her whinny high with need and frustration and loneliness. Rory’s breath caught in her throat as the tension built inside her.


    Carson watched her, his face suffused with desire, then ran a finger across the silvery-red stretch marks on her hips.


    “Don’t,” she whispered. “They’re so ugly.”


    “No,” he said against her mouth. “Not ugly. Beautiful.”


    She pushed him onto his back then, straddling him, pulling him into her, until his cries melded with hers, their voices riding the night air, another layer in the ancient songs of spring.


    


    Later, after the sweat had dried on their skin, as they lay on the rumpled quilt, Carson drew a lazy finger down Rory’s belly.


    “You sure it’s okay? For the baby?”


    She laughed. “Everything I’ve read says it’s fine.”


    Again, his concern felt like, well, what a father would say. She pushed down the sprig of hope that kept popping up in her heart. He didn’t believe in himself and nothing she could do or say would change that. If he was ever meant to be one, he had to discover it for himself.


    Her muscles quivered beneath his fingers, setting her aflame again. “That’s good to know.”


    It was a long time before they rested.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    The next morning, Rory looked at herself in the mirror, wondering what one wore to a business wedding. She turned to the closet, where boxes and suitcases still sat, some of them unopened. She heard Carson moving about elsewhere in the house, then a door opening and closing, his voice murmuring as he spoke on the phone.


    He’d left her bed sometime before dawn and hadn’t said anything beyond “good morning” to her today. She tried not to think of what that might mean. She quashed yet again that insistent bud of hope.


    She sighed and tried to focus. Even her lowest-rise blue jeans were out now, thanks to Junior, but she had some nice black yoga pants that still fit. Paired with a long silk blouse and topped with her crimson wrap, she’d look good enough. She’d worn that wrap, she remembered, the night she and Carson had gone to dinner together, the night they’d first really talked. There was something significant about that for her.


    Mistral lay with her head on her paws, watching.


    “What am I doing?” Rory murmured to her. The dog immediately hopped to her feet, coming to push her muzzle against Rory’s leg. Rory squatted down and buried her face in the dog’s lush coat. Then she sank to the bed and lay back, simply taking comfort from her dog’s presence.


    “Tell me I’m not making a huge mistake,” she said into the dog’s fur.


    “I can see I got here just in time,” said a familiar but unexpected voice. “You are one deluded pregnant chica.”


    Mistral leaped to her feet, barking, and threw herself at the figure in the doorway.


    “Des!” Rory cried.


    “I know, I know.” Desiree dropped her oversized bag on the floor and opened her arms. “You’re happy to see me, how did I know you needed me, et cetera. You’re my best friend. Of course I’d know that you needed me. “Even if”—here she lowered her thick brows—“I had to be told by some stranger who is about to become your husband.”


    Rory frowned. “Wait. Carson called you? When?”


    “This morning, while normal people are still asleep. I wouldn’t have answered, but your name popped up. I knew you wouldn’t call unless it was an emergency. And apparently, not even then.” She paused and Rory saw the glint of tears. “You think you could get hitched without me?”


    “Oh, Des, I wanted to tell you,” she whispered. “What’s the matter with me? Why can’t I just have an easy relationship with a great guy who loves me back? Why do I get myself into these messes?”


    “Ha! You and me both, kiddo.” Desiree held her friend at arm’s length, evaluating her. “But I don’t see the problem. I met Carson outside. He’s even yummier in person than he is over the phone.”


    Rory looked away and she felt a flush creep up her neck. “It’s complicated.”


    A triumphant smile broke over Desiree’s face, lighting up her olive complexion and making her black eyes sparkle. “Complicated, nothing. Chica, he’s in love with you.”


    “I doubt it,” Rory said, fighting that persistent hope. “But even if he is, he doesn’t want to be.”


    Desiree’s smile faded. Then her eyes narrowed. “But you do, don’t you.”


    Tears smarted in Rory’s eyes and she turned to the window. “I don’t know how it happened.”


    “What are you going to do?”


    Rory sat down on the bed, then felt it shift as her friend sat next to her. She’d forgotten how good it felt to have a friend to talk to, someone who knew and loved her.


    “He thinks I’m helping him get his inheritance, for a fee.” She said the words softly, without emphasis. “The plan is, once everything’s settled and the baby’s here, I’ll move back to Billings, take the job at the academy, and try to forget him.”


    “Honestly?” Desiree’s eyes were liquid with sympathy. “You’ll be able to do that? To just quietly get divorced and that’ll be that? If you think I’m going to get behind this crazy-ass plan, you’re more deluded than I thought.”


    Rory didn’t answer. There was no point in lying to someone who knew her as well as Des did.


    …


    In the hallway, outside the half-open door, Carson stepped backward silently, his hand still poised to knock. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. He assumed Rory and her friend would have heard him come back inside. He was so accustomed to the house being quiet, it didn’t occur to him to announce his presence at the doorway.


    He looked down at the cradle, the oiled and tightened hinges swinging silently, the freshly polished wood gleaming. He’d been imagining her face when she saw it, how happy she’d be. How happy it would make him to see her smile. But instead, he’d overheard everything she’d said.


    Then what, he wondered, had last night been about?


    And when had she planned to tell me that she’s moving back to Billings?


    And why, he thought mostly, do I feel like I’ve just been kicked in the chest by a horse?


    “Knock, knock,” he said loudly. He pushed the door open without looking at Rory, and toed the cradle toward her. “I found this in the old house, figured you could use it. We need to go in about an hour. Meet you outside.”


    …


    As they awaited the justice of the peace, the air simmered with tension. Beside Carson, Zach frowned and crossed his arms. On Rory’s other side, Desiree smoldered. Even the receptionist looked like a high-school principal about to reprimand a couple of kids.


    Rory’s fingers were icy cold. When she clasped them together, Carson caught them and squeezed gently. Her breath quickened and she shot him a grateful smile. He didn’t look at her, but she felt misery and confusion radiating off him. He’d waved away her thanks for the cradle, as if he were embarrassed. But such a beautiful gift surely meant something. Didn’t it?


    Then the justice arrived, looked at the group in front of him, sighed, and began the proceedings. He spoke the necessary words with dry precision, as if recognizing it for the meaningless formality it was. Within minutes, Rory and Carson were married.


    “Sign here, here, and here,” he said, pushing a stack of forms toward them. “Congratulations.”


    Carson signed first, then passed everything to Rory. She reached for the pen, willing her hand not to shake, humiliated by the man’s obvious censure. This was not how she’d envisioned her wedding day. But then, nothing about the past year had gone how she’d envisioned it. And there was absolutely nothing she could do about it.


    Desiree signed her name as a witness, nearly ripping the paper with the force of her scrawl. Then she shoved it toward Zach and stood back, her arms crossed over her chest.


    “That’s that,” Carson said, once the paperwork had been completed. He looked at Rory and for a moment, she saw the same glimpse of vulnerability she’d caught earlier, but then he blinked and it was gone.


    “That’s that,” she answered softly. She would not cry.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nineteen


    “I want it on record,” said Zach, standing next to Carson at the stove, “that I think you’re both crazy.”


    “Shut up, Zach,” Carson answered. He was reheating a pot of stew that smelled delicious. Although Bliss wasn’t speaking to either of them, she still left precooked dishes in their fridge whenever they weren’t looking.


    “Crazy or not,” Rory said, “we agreed and now it’s done.”


    Zach snorted. “Until you undo it, at least. Desiree? You’re on the same page as me, right?”


    Des folded her arms across her chest, thrusting a clear view of her cleavage upward. Despite the swirl of anxiety in Rory’s brain, she saw Zach’s eyes light up.


    “Yeah, this is messed up,” Des said, jutting her chin out, “but I’m here to support my friend, no matter what.”


    “Des,” Rory murmured, touching her arm. “It’s okay.”


    “All right.” Carson dropped the wooden spoon and slammed the lid on the pot in disgust. “This is ridiculous. Can we talk about something other than how badly Rory’s been treated by the Granger family?”


    “Like what?” Desiree’s eyes flashed. “Like the baby she’s having soon? Like the prospects of work for her here in Lumptown, Nowhere-ville? Like the jerk who knocked her up, then cut her loose? Or the jerk who’s using her to get rich?”


    “Des.” This time Rory’s voice carried authority. “That’s enough. I can take care of myself.”


    “Oh yeah, you’ve been doing such a fine job of that so far.”


    “Is this what you call supporting her, no matter what?” Zach interjected, but there was a hint of flirtation in his voice. “You think this is helping? What kind of a friend are you?”


    “I’m a friend who tells it like it is,” she shot back with absolutely no flirtation at all. “Who says something when she sees her friend hiding the truth from herself. I’m not the kind of friend who lets someone walk into a mistake that she knows that friend will regret the rest of her life. I don’t know what kind of friend you are”—she gave Zach a withering look—“but I’m not going to let my friend pretend that there’s anything here for her.”


    She stopped for breath and looked significantly between Rory and Carson. Carson shuffled uncomfortably, but Rory had gone entirely still. Desiree never could be counted on to choose the appropriate moment to open her big mouth. And the last thing Rory wanted was for Carson to feel obligated to her. Why couldn’t Des understand that? He’d already tried to buy away his guilt. She didn’t want that. She wanted him to want her, to need her more than life and breath, to tell her that his life wasn’t complete without her—and here her thoughts screeched to a halt—or without her baby.


    Suddenly she was desperate to get away from them; from Zach’s sympathy, from Desiree’s loyal defense, but mostly from the trapped look on Carson’s face. She pushed herself away from the table so fast that the salt-and-pepper shakers toppled over.


    “I’ll be outside,” she said breathlessly.


    She made her way to the corrals, where she stopped, leaned one hand against the rough wood, and put her head on her forearm. She was so tired. But, like Blythe told her, she had to borrow from next year, finding the energy to keep on loving someone who didn’t want her love.


    If only she could stop loving Carson, she would.


    But she couldn’t.


    


    The next morning dawned dull and heavy, with a threat of rain. Rory awoke with a backache that matched the pain in her chest and a mood that matched the sky. Des had gone home late last night, after some choice words to both Carson and Zach. The guys had responded in kind and the day had ended with everyone retreating to lick their wounds in private.


    “Men,” she muttered as she dragged her clothes on. “I don’t know how the human race has survived. And I’m the one who has to pretend everything’s okay.”


    But her throat tightened when Mistral nudged a knowing and sympathetic muzzle against her.


    Judging from the bowl in the drain rack, Carson had already eaten breakfast and left the house. She sighed in relief not to have to face him—at least not just yet—and poured kibble for Mistral and the pup, whom Carson had taken to calling Chewy, much to her disgust. The dogs whined in excitement and danced between her feet, nearly tripping her.


    “Okay, okay,” she grumbled. “Keep your hair on.”


    Rory began preparing her own breakfast, but before she’d done more than pour herself a cup of coffee, the door burst open.


    “Something’s wrong with the foal,” Carson panted, his face flushed. “I need to check him but Stormy won’t let me get near. Can you help?”


    Even through her alarm at his sudden appearance, Rory couldn’t help but feel her heart swell. His beautiful eyes were creased with worry, his thick hair wind-tossed, his clothing wrinkled and grubby. From the stubble dusting his jaw, it looked like he hadn’t taken time to shave, either. Altogether, he was more than gorgeous; he drew her on an elemental level that had far more to do with the man he was on the inside than what he looked like on the outside.


    Yet she no longer trusted that perception.


    “Me?” she said, her voice squeaking. “Where’s Zach?”


    “He left late last night. And you don’t need to do anything but talk to her. She trusts you.” He frowned when he said it, as if he didn’t approve of the mare’s judgment but had to go along with it anyway. “I just need to get close enough to take a look.”


    “I’ll try.” Rory spoke dubiously but got to her feet. “Just let me put the dogs in my room.”


    “No. I mean, lock up the pup. But bring Mistral.”


    Rory stopped. “Why?”


    “The foal likes her.” Carson looked uncomfortable. “Look, I’m desperate, okay? I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”


    Of course not.


    “Sorry we’re all you’ve got.” Rory heard the bitterness in her tone, but she couldn’t help it.


    They didn’t speak on the way to the corral. The wind whipped bits of straw into little whirlwinds on the path and Rory squinted against the grit stinging her face. Some rain would be a welcome respite from the summer heat, but the clouds so far had withheld their promise.


    “There.” Carson leaned ever so slightly closer to her and pointed to where the foal stood, splay-legged, in the far corner of the corral.


    One back foot was tangled in a mess of baling twine. Somehow, overnight, the baby had managed to catch his hoof in it and in struggling to get free, had tightened it. He didn’t appear to be in pain, but he was trapped.


    “Goddamn it,” muttered Carson through gritted teeth. “How the hell did he manage to do that?”


    A gust of hot wind hit them, throwing grit in their eyes. The mare whinnied, her eyes rolling white, as she pushed her body between them and the foal. Their movements pulled again on the twine, which had caught on a fence pole. Every time the foal pulled, the pole loosened.


    “We’ve got to get that off,” said Rory softly, reaching for Carson’s arm. “If the fence goes down—”


    “Yeah.” As they watched, the foal braced himself against the twine again. But suddenly he stopped, lifted his head, and reached forward, ears perked.


    Both Rory and Carson saw Mistral at the same moment.


    While they’d been focusing on the mare, the dog had quietly ambled alongside the fence, just like before, until she was within six feet of the horses. Then she plunked herself down in the straw and whined. Stormy blew a breath through her nose, then whickered.


    “Okay,” Carson said, looking at Rory. He took her hand and squeezed it lightly. She felt herself melt at his gaze, reminding herself that his thoughts, first, foremost, and only, were for the safety of his horse. “I’m going to walk around the back, see if I can take a closer look. You go to the dog. See if you can keep them there. Keep them calm.”


    He dropped her hand and stepped away. She clutched the skin where his had been with her other hand, rubbing it unconsciously, as if it had burned her. There had been no time to process the night they’d shared, and now he was back in hiding and she couldn’t coax him out. She’d never be safe, as long as he was near. She’d always be waiting for these little moments when a casual touch would ignite the spark she felt for him.


    “I’ll do the best I can,” she said quietly.


    He turned back then and their eyes locked. Something leaped across the connection, closing the distance between them, and in that moment, she glimpsed the lonely little boy inside, wanting desperately to be loved, but afraid to ask.


    She glimpsed the heart of gold.


    “Of course you will,” Carson said. His voice was gentle. “You always do your best.”


    And the moment was gone.


    He pointed to where he wanted her, and Rory walked carefully along the fence, keeping her eyes on the mare in case she got spooked. But Stormy’s attention was on the dog and she ignored Rory’s approach. When she got close enough, Rory squatted down awkwardly and began to talk, softly, using the singsong voice that worked so well. She forced all thoughts of Carson out of her head, forced her mind to go inside the horse and imagine what she was experiencing.


    Barely controlled terror.


    And underneath, this time, a wisp of trust.


    On the other side of the fence, Carson was on his belly in the dirt, working at something with his knife. Rory could see his shoulders moving rhythmically as he struggled to cut through the twine. Then suddenly he looked up and made the sign of a circle with his finger and his thumb.


    At that moment, the foal pulled back, stumbling with the sudden freedom. The twine trailed behind him for a few steps, but he flicked and kicked until it dropped away. The mare tossed her head and whinnied, the foal scrambling alongside her.


    Rory leaned against a tree, weak with relief. From across the corral, although she knew it must have been a trick of the light, she thought she saw Carson smile at her.


    Then, everything went wrong.


    …


    Carson saw the pole waver just as he realized what was happening. The foal, in shaking free of the twine, pulled just enough to jostle an opening large enough to slip through. Carson threw himself toward it, but he wasn’t fast enough.


    The foal squeezed through with his front hooves and kicked off hard against Carson’s chest with his back hooves, sending the man reeling backward. A sickening crack sounded in his ears, followed immediately by skull-splitting pain.


    Oh, my head, he thought. Then everything went black.


    …


    “Carson!” screamed Rory.


    The wild mare shrieked for her baby, then backed up, gathered herself together, and leaped over the listing fence. Without missing a beat, the two of them raced up the hillside, toward the wilderness and the mustangs that awaited them there.


    Carson lay motionless. With difficulty, Rory eased through the fence and ran toward him, holding her belly. The wind whipped across her face, stinging her eyes with bits of dust and debris. He still hadn’t moved.


    In the next corral, Carson’s saddle horses whickered anxiously at her approach, huddling together, their feet tapping up and down.


    “I’m sorry, girls,” she shouted, making her voice as gentle as possible, while still being heard over the screaming wind. “I’m doing everything I can.”


    Rory fought to keep her panic at bay. She crouched awkwardly at his side, her hands immediately going to his face, his head, feeling for injuries. Blood trickled warm and wet in his hair. A bump on the back of his head rose beneath her probing fingers.


    “And here I thought you were the most hardheaded man I’d ever met,” she whispered shakily, fighting down the terror that welled within her. Gently she pulled and pushed until he was lying flat, praying that his spine wasn’t damaged, desperately searching her memory for first aid. She tore off her jacket and wadded it in a ball and tucked it under his neck. “You’re not going to die, Carson, do you hear me? You are simply not going to do that to me.”


    The first drops of rain fell. She stood up. He was in shock. He would be chilled in minutes.


    “Bliss!” she yelled, hoping her voice would rise above the wind. She couldn’t take time to run to the house. She couldn’t help him herself. She couldn’t leave him.


    “Oh God, oh God, don’t let him die.”


    But she had to do something. She’d have to leave him. She started to run and immediately slid in the mud, turning her ankle and nearly falling.


    “No!” she cried, fear joined by pain. “No! No! No!”


    She hobbled back to Carson’s side, fighting another spasm low in her back.


    “Okay,” Rory whispered, her throat closing again. She would not give way. She would not. She had to look after Carson. She had to get help. But she couldn’t bear weight on her ankle.


    A gentle nudge on her shoulder made her look up into the rain and she nearly screamed. Penny loomed over her, snorting gently, droplets running in dark lines down her face.


    “Wh…what are you doing?” Rory leaned over Carson as much as she could, hoping the horse wouldn’t step on him. Or her.


    Penny stepped closer, bent her head down, and nudged her again, harder, the metal on her halter clinking dully. Rory caught the halter to keep from being knocked over, and when the horse lifted her head, Rory went up with it. The horse took a step, dragging Rory, and suddenly she knew.


    “Penny!” she gasped, leaning against the big, warm body. The old mare wanted to act as a crutch. Penny whuffled in approval.


    The horse stepped slowly down the path, straight for the guesthouse, with Rory stumbling alongside her, one hand gripping the halter for dear life, slipping and sliding but staying upright.


    When they reached the yard, Bliss was already running to meet her. “What in holy hell happened to you? Where’s Carson? Don’t think this means I’m speaking to you again, because I’m not.”


    Relief flooded over Rory.


    “Get the keys to the pickup and bring it to the corral,” she yelled over the pounding rain. “Carson hit his head. I’ve got to get him to Chinook.”


    “My stars and garters,” muttered the older woman. She put her arm around Rory and helped her to the truck. “Get inside while I fetch the keys. Try not to drop that baby in the mud while I’m not looking, will you? Shoo, Penny!” Bliss chased the mare back to the corrals, and Rory followed behind in the truck.


    When she knelt at Carson’s side, she realized she was crying.


    Now what? She forced herself to focus. He was breathing; the heavy regular thud in his chest felt like a lighthouse during an ocean storm.


    Just keep breathing, she thought, and you’ll be okay. He had to be okay.


    “Carson, please,” she whispered. “Please, love.” She ran trembling fingers over the back of his head to see if he was still bleeding. The blood had thickened and matted with the rain and mud.


    She didn’t dare shake him, although she dearly wanted to. She wanted to grab him, like a terrier grabs a rat, and shake some sense into that thick—but apparently not unbreakable—head of his.


    “You are not going to die on me, Carson Granger. I’m not done with you.” She slapped his cheek lightly, barely enough to make his head move. No response. “Carson!”


    “Uh,” he moaned. “Whaddya doin’ to me?”


    …


    Swimming upward. Heavy, so heavy. And cold. He couldn’t do it. He wanted to let go, drift, float. But something pulled him up, through the numbing heaviness. Pain pierced his skull.


    Then magic. Warmth. Touching him here, there, covering him, mending him.


    Rory.


    Tears. Her tears. Hot, on his cheek. Her warm body, pressed against his. Her sobs, rocking his chest.


    “Please.” The words blew soft and warm over the skin of his neck. “Don’t die. Come back to me. Please, love.”


    Love.


    Love?


    Of course, something inside him answered. Of course she loves you. And you love her. So matter-of-factly. And he knew it was so.


    Words formed in his mind, but his mouth didn’t respond to the command. The cold heaviness pressed against him, threatening to suck him under again, pulling him down, down into oblivion.


    No! Her racking sobs cut through him in an agony far worse than the throbbing in his skull. He had to fight this. He had to tell her that he was all right, that he wouldn’t leave her. That he loved her, too.


    The darkness started to creep in around the edge of his vision, though, and he decided he’d earned a rest. He’d just close his eyes for a minute. Maybe two.


    …


    Carson awoke abruptly, several discomforts vying for top billing: a rock pressing into his back, the cold rain on his face, and the ice pick that someone had apparently inserted into his brain.


    He moved a fraction of an inch, setting off a dazzling display of lights and explosions behind his eyes.


    He groaned.


    Warmth against his chest shifted, and he heard a voice.


    “Carson? Thank God!”


    Gingerly, he peeled open his eyes and squinted at his surroundings. It all came back to him in a sudden flood, the foal, the broken fence.


    “The horses?” His throat was thick and dry and that infernal pounding inside his skull made it hard to hear anything.


    “Gone,” Rory said, peering closely into his face. She ran her hand lightly over his forehead, frowning. “Bliss is turning the truck around. We have to get to the hospital. ”


    She laid her hand on his chest and that was all it took to push him back. He dropped his head, closed his eyes, and groaned again. God almighty, his head hurt.


    “You shouldn’t be here in the rain,” he said, and heard the slur in his words. He cleared his throat and forced himself to speak again, slowly, carefully. He didn’t like the fear he’d seen on her face.


    “Well, we’re not leaving you alone and I certainly can’t carry you.” Rory’s hand fluttered over his shoulder and his neck, and up into his hair. “Can you get up?”


    “Yeah.” He chanced a deeper breath, glad to note that the effort didn’t cause his head to explode. “Just gimme a minute.”


    But it was too much. The darkness descended again and he sank into the mist of unconsciousness.


    …


    “Oh no, you don’t.” Bliss hunkered down, elbowing Rory out of the way. “You’re not lifting that deadweight, missy, not in your condition.”


    Rory stepped back, feeling panic rear up in her again.


    “That’s it, son,” Bliss said, easing Carson to his feet. She grabbed him by the lapel of his denim jacket, yanking him to a sitting position. The man was heavy and barely conscious. “Maybe you’ll puke on me. Maybe you’ll have permanent damage. But we are not,” her voice rose on the word, “sitting out here one more minute wondering if you’re dying.”


    Rory helped get his limbs arranged so Bliss could wedge him into the truck. She wished she could do more, but even that had her huffing and panting. She’d heard of women who’d lifted cars so their babies wouldn’t be crushed, the need of the moment lending superhuman strength. Well, if Bliss hadn’t been around she’d have lifted one big man, one way or another. She’d get him into the pickup, and from there, she’d get him to a doctor, a hospital, or onto a medevac helicopter, whatever he needed.


    She choked back a sob, but the exhaustion and fear welled up anyway. And with it, fury.


    “Come on!” she screamed, pounding at him. “Help us, damn you! Don’t you understand? We have to get out of here. You need medical care.”


    This time, she felt Carson’s limbs respond, working with her. A moment later, he sat up, leaned forward, then reached up and slung one arm over her shoulder. And unbelievably, he started laughing.


    “Oh,” he said, gasping, putting a hand to his head. “That hurts.”


    She froze, not trusting herself to speak.


    “What,” she said finally, her voice tight and clipped, “is so goddamn funny?”


    “I jus’ remembered something,” he said, laughing and wincing alternately.


    Brain damage, thought Rory. Perfect.


    “Somethin’ I heard while I was out,” he continued. He reached up an unsteady hand and scrubbed it over his face gingerly. Then he sobered. “You love me.”


    The world around her stopped. Rory heard her blood whooshing through her veins, heard molecules hanging in the air, heard the very earth pause in its spinning, while Carson’s words echoed off the mountains. You love me. You love me.


    You love me.


    “Oh ho. Maybe he got some sense knocked into that thick skull of his.” Bliss arched a glance at Rory.


    She didn’t look at either of them, didn’t speak, didn’t breathe.


    “It’s true, then,” he continued, a speculative, amused, amazed tone in his voice. Did he find this funny?


    Rory ripped herself away from him, yanked open the passenger door, and shoved him in the seat. Her ankle throbbed but at least she could bear weight on it now.


    “Get in.” She slammed the door shut. “Buckle up.”


    “You love me,” he said, as she slid her bulk behind the wheel. This time, he looked at her, a funny expression on his face. Panic of another sort rose in her, and reflexively, she covered her chest with her arms.


    Slowly, Carson turned, moving carefully, holding his head very still. But there was a light of determination in his eye. Rory concentrated on the suddenly difficult task of turning the key in the ignition, but the light touch against her cheek made her fingers fumble.


    “What are you doing?” She couldn’t seem to catch her breath properly.


    “You, Aurora McAllister, love me.” He tilted his head and looked down into her face. His eyes were so dark they looked black, his expression so intense he seemed angry.


    But somehow she knew it wasn’t anger he was feeling. Not at all.


    “Well,” she said, gulping. “What if I do?”


    “So you admit it?”


    “No.”


    “Liar.” He leaned closer.


    “What are you doing?”


    His eyes blazed down into hers and she felt their molten heat all the way to the core of her body.


    “Admit it.” He lifted a trembling hand and stroked the top of her cheek, the simple gesture laden with more promise than anything she’d ever felt in her life.


    “Admit what?” she whispered, unable to tear her eyes off his.


    “Admit,” he said slowly, trailing his fingertip along the corner of her jaw, down her neck, and across her collarbone before it dropped back to his lap, “that you love me.”


    She swallowed hard. “Bliss,” she yelled through the open window, “call the hospital and tell them we’re coming, will you?”


    “Drive careful now, you hear me?” said Bliss as she left.


    Carson’s finger dipped lower, into the neckline of her shirt. It hovered over her heart, which was thundering so loudly in her ears she felt sure he could hear it. The man had a cracked skull and he still had enough energy and magnetism to set her on fire with a single finger.


    It was the look in his eye, though, as much as the touch of his hand that heated her blood. Something was different, more open, more hopeful, more…alive.


    “All right.” The words were barely audible.


    “Louder,” he demanded. He leaned over her, balancing with one hand, using the other to draw sparks from her flesh.


    “I said,” her voice trembled, “all right.”


    “All right, what?”


    “Damn it, Carson, what’s wrong with you?” She turned her face away from him, closing her eyes. Still, she felt the hot sting of tears. Fine, he wanted to see her utterly humiliated, absolutely undone, she’d give him what he asked for. “I love you. Happy now?”


    She felt his hand still on her breast. He said nothing. Hesitantly, she opened her eyes.


    The little boy was all over Carson Granger’s face. Happy. Shining.


    “Yes,” he said, when their eyes met. “Because I love you.”


    They stared at each other for a long minute, then he reached forward and touched his lips to hers. Had he really said that? Or had fear, fatigue, and heartbreak made her hallucinate?


    “And to answer your question,” Carson continued, whispering the words against her ear, “yes. Now I’m happy.”


    Rory pulled him down closer to her. “You’d better not claim amnesia about this tomorrow,” she said, laughing and weeping at the same time.


    “I won’t,” he murmured. “Although I think you were right about the hospital. I have one hell of a headache.”


    She pushed him away so she could look at him. His complexion had a grayish tinge and she suspected he felt much worse than he was telling her. “Sit tight,” she said, finally turning the ignition successfully. “Leave everything to me.”


    “My favorite words,” Carson said, already slurring into sleep, “and I’m too tired to do anything about it. Jus’ wait till tomorrow.”


    “Sure, sure,” said Rory, careering onto the freeway. He was barely conscious. She fought down the panic that threatened to grip her. If only her back wasn’t hurting so badly.


    The drive to Chinook had never taken so long. It seemed hours before the city lights broke through the rain-dark sky, and Rory screeched into the hospital parking lot. Carson had slept throughout the drive and Rory was beside herself with worry. The pain in her back was getting worse, too. It couldn’t be labor already, could it? Sabrina had checked her two weeks ago, said everything was fine. She just needed to relax, she told herself.


    After all, her due date wasn’t until next week.


    


    At the emergency room, a couple of triage nurses had a wheelchair waiting. Rory sank into a seat while the attending doctor examined Carson. Her back was throbbing, her ankle was swollen, and she couldn’t get comfortable. She pulled out her cell phone and punched in Zach’s number, which went straight to voice mail.


    “It’s Rory.” She spoke too quickly, but couldn’t make herself slow down. “Carson’s hurt. I think he’ll be okay, but we’re at the hospital in Chinook. Can you look after the animals for us tonight? And, um.” She swallowed hard, struggling to keep her composure. “Maybe come see us here.”


    She tossed the phone into her bag and stood up, pressing her fists into her lower back. She leaned over the arm of the chair, then sat down again.


    The next hour was spent changing position, sipping bottled water, and chewing her cuticles until finally an orderly wheeled him out to where Rory waited. The emergency room physician walked alongside.


    “Mrs. Granger?” The doctor looked at her expectantly.


    She waited for him to go on, wishing she could lie down.


    “That’s you, Rory,” Carson said wryly, nudging her.


    “Oh. Oh! Right.”


    They’d been officially married for all of, what, forty-eight hours? And now she was Mrs. Granger. How strange that sounded. How foreign. She hadn’t been expecting to keep the name.


    But now?


    Everything was different now. She pulled herself to her feet, wincing as her back complained again.


    “As we hoped, there’s no fracture,” the doctor said, looking down at his chart. “He has, however, sustained a serious concussion and will need time to recover. There are certain things we want to watch for, and he shouldn’t be alone, especially at night. He needs constant observation. Can you handle it?”


    “Of course,” Rory said, rubbing her back. “I’ll do whatever he needs.”


    A clerk interrupted them then and when the doctor stepped aside, Carson slipped his hand into Rory’s, his warm, firm grip lending her strength.


    “I knew I’d find a way to get you back into my bed,” he whispered. “Can’t get out of it now. Doctor’s orders.”


    “Didn’t you say you had a headache?” she hissed back.


    “Didn’t you say you loved me?”


    “So,” the doctor said, “unless you have questions, you’re free to take him home.” He looked at Rory more closely, a frown on his face. “Are you okay?”


    “Um,” Rory replied, looking down at her feet. “There might be a small problem.”


    The doctor, the orderly, and Carson looked at her blankly.


    “My water just broke.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty


    Rory’s world had shrunk to less than the size of a curtained-off emergency room cubicle. The back pain she’d been experiencing off and on for the past few days had turned into contractions that now came with increasing regularity and speed.


    “How are you doing?” The nurse examined the monitor measuring the baby’s heart rate. “Baby’s fine, so we can take these leads off now. You need to be up and moving around, if that ankle will let you. It’ll be a few hours, at least.”


    “A few hours?” Rory’s heart plummeted. How could she do this for that long? She’d never make it. “I can’t. You have to give me something.”


    A contraction began again and she closed her eyes, moaning. This wasn’t the plan. She was supposed to be at the birthing center with Sabrina. She knew she couldn’t do this. Just as the pain peaked and she didn’t think she could take any more, someone took her hand. She grabbed on, as if it were a lifeline.


    “Breathe, Rory,” a voice said. “You can do it.”


    Carson.


    “I can’t,” she cried. “It’s too hard.”


    “You’re stronger than you know.” The voice was soft and gentle and full of tenderness. “And I’ll help you through it. I promised I’d be here. And Sabrina’s on her way. Hang in there, honey. You can do this.”


    The contraction ebbed and she opened her eyes.


    “You should be resting,” she said weakly. “Your head.”


    “I’m fine. I’m in a hospital, surrounded by doctors and nurses,” he answered, stroking her face. “If I can’t be home with you, this is the only place I’d rather be. After all,” he said with a smirk, “you are my wife.”


    Wife. She liked the sound of that. He said it without hesitation or confusion, without guilt or gratitude. He said it with love.


    “Yes, I am.” She gathered herself as the pain built up again. The wave rose higher this time and lasted longer. She clung to Carson’s hand, letting him carry her through it, letting him help her.


    As her body worked, Rory closed her eyes again and went inward. And each time, her mind came back to Carson. Did he really love her? Or had it simply been a reaction to the stress of the moment? Could a woman take seriously the words a man said when under the influence of a massive conk to the skull?


    She didn’t know. Worse yet, he seemed to remember with unsettling clarity her own reaction to his assertion that she was in love with him. Her denial would be as good as confirmation.


    “So here we are,” she murmured as the wave receded. “In love, but afraid it’s due to brain damage.”


    …


    His head hurt like a son of a bitch, but Carson barely acknowledged it. Watching Rory writhe in agony as each contraction crashed over her pushed everything else into insignificance. With one hand, he reached for the washcloth and wiped it across her forehead. Lines of fatigue and pain etched her delicate skin.


    How long had she been in labor without noticing? She’d been so focused on taking care of him that she’d ignored the early signs. He’d never forgive himself if anything happened to her or the baby.


    Rory moaned as another wave began building again. She squeezed his hand so tightly he winced. Then, with a whoosh of breath, she slackened and relaxed.


    “You okay?” Sabrina whispered to Carson as she tiptoed over to the bed. “You’re having quite the day.”


    “I’m fine.” Carson shook off her concern. “But I’m so glad you’re here. Rory’s in a lot of pain. Isn’t there anything we can do?”


    “You’re doing the best thing of all,” she answered, patting him on the shoulder. “You’re here for her. She knows she can count on you.”


    But does she really? Carson wondered, as the hours rolled on and Rory slipped deeper and deeper into the ocean of childbirth. Does she even know I’m here? Does she believe that I can be trusted? Or will she take her baby and leave, as soon as she can?


    “Carson?” Rory’s voice broke into his thoughts. She sounded exhausted, nearly done in. “I need to know, now. Right now. Oh, here it comes again.”


    She moaned and gasped through the pain, then opened her eyes and looked at him fiercely. “Did you mean it?”


    “You should save your strength,” he answered.


    “No.” She wiggled herself upright, holding tightly to the bed rail with one hand. She breathed hard through her teeth as another wave broke over her. “Is it real, what we have? Do you want me? Do you want my baby? Ahh!”


    As Rory’s voice rose, Sabrina elbowed him aside and deftly slipped her gloved hand beneath the sheet. “All right. It’s time. We’re heading to Delivery. You ready to become a daddy?”


    Before Carson could answer, two more people swooped into the room and whisked Rory’s bed out and down the hall.


    “Carson?” Rory called between pains, holding her hand out to him. “Carson! I need you.”


    “I’m here,” he said, pushing his way in front of one of the orderlies. “I’m here, honey.”


    Immediately she calmed. Someone tied a mask onto Carson’s face, shoved his arms into a gown, and set him on a chair next to Rory’s head.


    “I need,” Rory gasped, “to know, before the baby comes.”


    “The head’s crowning,” Sabrina announced. “You’re doing great, Rory. Couple big pushes should do it.”


    “Rory.” Carson wrapped both hands around hers. “Why do you think I refinished that cradle?”


    The world hung suspended in time as Carson realized that it was true. Everything he needed in life was right there in front of him. He could choose to be exactly the kind of husband and father he wanted to be. The kind Rory and the baby deserved. Between one beat of his heart and the next, he’d discovered the truth—that he couldn’t let Rory go, ever.


    “Yes to everything,” he finished. “I want you. I want the baby. I want us to be a family. Okay?”


    “Okay,” whispered Rory. She opened her eyes and looked at him with so much love that he thought his chest might crack open.


    “Then let’s have a baby,” he said. He leaned over and kissed her damp forehead. She closed her eyes again and bore down, hard. And just like that, their baby entered the world.


    And Carson cried, he was so happy.


    …


    Rory couldn’t remember when she’d been so tired. But at the same time, excitement hummed through her. Carson reached out a hand and touched her chin. He tilted her face until they were looking into each other’s eyes. There was pain and sadness in those blue depths, but also something that Rory hadn’t seen before, something alive and vibrant, something open and vulnerable.


    “We’ve been through a lot today,” he said softly. “You might think that it’s not real. That it was part of the crisis. But it’s not. This was supposed to happen, Rory, because it’s the only way you and I could admit that what we feel for each other is real.”


    “It is real, isn’t it?” she responded slowly, scarcely able to believe what she was hearing. The baby in her arms made moist, sucking sounds.


    “As soon as we’re both recovered, we’re going to have a proper ceremony,” he said. “Complete with Little Miss Impatient, of course.”


    “Good,” said an emphatic voice at the door. “It’s about time. Can I come in?”


    “Zach!” Rory beckoned to him. “You got my message.”


    “They told me everything that happened. You two are quite the pair. Took a hit on the head to knock some sense into you, didn’t it, my friend?”


    “That’s what they tell me,” Carson said, smiling sheepishly down at Rory. “But it was worth it. And now, as soon as they give us the all-clear, I’m going to let you drive us home. My wife and I have strict orders to stay in bed for the next few weeks and I intend to enjoy every minute of it.”


    “We’ll see about that, cowboy,” Rory said with a laugh. She pulled him close. “Between the two of us, we’ve got a new baby, a concussion, a sprained ankle, and two sets of stitches.”


    “Too much information!” Zach protested.


    Carson winced, then groaned. “No sudden movements. Man, the doc wasn’t kidding. Okay, maybe this won’t be all fun and games, after all.”


    “Call me when you’re ready to go.” Zach backed out the door. “I’m going to get some coffee, give you three a little privacy.”


    “Come here, you,” Rory said after Zach had left, patting the bed next to her. “You need to rest and I need to keep an eye on you.”


    “I am tired,” Carson answered, letting his head fall onto the pillow beside hers. “There’s a jackhammer inside my brain and I couldn’t tell you my own address right now. But you know what?”


    “What?” she answered sleepily.


    “This has been the best day of my life.”


    “Hm.” She snuggled closer to him. “Me, too.”


    

  


  
    


    Epilogue


    Six weeks later


    “Hold it steady!” Carson yelled. On one side of the driveway, he stood balanced on the bucket of a front-end loader, holding a rope attached to an enormous sign reading Three River Mustang Study Center. Zach stood on the ground, holding the other side. “Now, pull!”


    They winched the sign into place, then dropped the ropes. Cheers went up from the crowd gathered in the yard. Mistral barked. Chewy didn’t notice, preoccupied with gnawing his beef knucklebone.


    “All right,” Bliss called. “Time for a party. Who’s hungry?”


    Carson jumped off the equipment and moved over to where Rory stood holding little Lesley Dawn. “What do you think?”


    “It looks good.” She smiled up at him. “Great, in fact.”


    “What do you think, Des?” Zach asked. “Still think this whole thing is a monumental disaster?”


    “The mustang center? Nah, it’s good. The marriage…” Desiree shot a narrow glance at Carson. “We’ll see. I’ve got a baseball bat that looks about your size, if you mess with my two best girls.”


    Carson put his arm around her and squeezed. “Love you, too.”


    “Come on, Des, let’s get some food.” Zach took her elbow.


    She twirled out of his grasp, her dark curls fanning out over her shoulder. “Watch your hands, cowboy.” But she was grinning.


    “I’m so proud of you, Carson,” said Rory.


    “For this?” he asked in surprise, looking at the sign.


    “The mustang sanctuary is a huge accomplishment, but that’s not what I meant.” She handed him the baby and pulled a tiny digital camera from her pocket. “I’m proud of you for this, right here.”


    He put his face down to the sleeping infant and smiled as she snapped the photo.


    “All right, it’s my turn,” Blythe said, bustling up to snatch the baby from his arms. “You’ve got to learn to share, my boy.”


    “He’s not the only one.” Bliss shoved her way between them, glaring at her twin. “You’re going to have to go through me, Blight.”


    “Anyone got a Band-Aid?” hollered Blythe, looking around her. “I’ve got a Blister paining me something awful.”


    “Excuse me, but I believe I’m the grandmother here.” Rory’s mom, still jet-lagged, elbowed both of them out of the way. “I’ve got dibs on little Lulu for the next few decades.”


    Rory laughed, then pulled the three women close for a photo, the baby now wailing into Grandma’s ear, between identical voluminous bosoms. Love showed itself in strange ways, thought Rory, but that didn’t make it any less real.


    She reclaimed the baby and slipped her arms around Carson. “Come to the house. I have good news.”


    The tiny sitting room of the guesthouse was overflowing with baby paraphernalia. Rory pulled an official-looking envelope out from a pile of cards. “Look what came by courier yesterday.”


    She handed it to Carson.


    “The final documents,” he said quietly.


    She nodded. “Three River is yours. Finally.”


    He looked up at her, his eyes shining. “You mean ours. This wouldn’t have happened without you.”


    “And this wouldn’t have happened without you,” said Rory, leaning over the antique cradle. She tucked the baby in and carefully arranged the blankets. “Our daughter has a family.”


    “I knew,” Carson said. “Some part of me knew that this was my chance, even before I was ready to face it. The two of you, Rory, you’re my life.”


    She couldn’t speak, so she kissed him instead. Then she pulled back. “I almost forgot!”


    Carson frowned. “What?”


    She grinned. “I saw Sabrina today. She gave me a clean bill of health.” Her eyes sparkled at the flash of understanding on his face. “You know what that means.”


    “I do,” he said, his smile widening. He reached for her. “I most certainly do.”
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    Find your Bliss with these new releases…


    


    Sugar Rush by Rachel Astor


    


    Dulcie Carter runs her family’s homemade sweet shop, Candy Land Confections. Then she meets Nick, a molten-hot guy, whose family happens to own the big-box candy shop in town. As their competition heats up, so do the sparks between them. Can they keep their sights on winning, when love might be the sweetest prize of all?


    


    Lucky Break by Kelley Vitollo


    


    When living the LA life becomes too much for Sidney Williams, she heads back to her small hometown. Kade, the new owner of Lucky’s bar and Sidney’s former best friend, is determined to bring the place back to its former glory, and the attraction between him and Sidney is a distraction he doesn’t need. Now, with the possibility of her first major acting role looming, Sidney must decide if her lucky break is in Hollywood or right where she left it.
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