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STAR SPANGLED BANNER




Sometimes a falling star wears a flag…

 


Dr. Suzie Appleton expected a helluva ride in
the barrel-racing championships at Cheyenne Frontier Days rodeo,
but she had no idea she’d have to save a man falling from the sky.
When he calls her for a date, she’s hesitant, but there’s something
sexy and seductive about the Leap Frog, and she takes a chance. She
suggests he come to the Triple Star Ranch for his therapy to have
more time with him before he returns to jumping out of
airplanes.

 


Petty Officer Enrique Sanchez signed up to
serve his country and expected to get shot at, just not during an
exhibition jump at a rodeo. But the sexy doctor who saved his life
in the arena is willing to sign off on his transfer on one
condition: that he’s not her patient. Works for Enrique. He’d much
rather play doctor with her than have her white coat get in the way
of their personal relationship.

 


While the attraction between them isn’t
one-sided, neither are the threats. Someone is trying to complete
their attempt on Enrique’s life, and someone else has their sights
set on Suzie. Rumors and lies threaten to destroy their
relationship. But all’s fair in love and war, and both of them
could lose big.
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Chapter One




 


Suzie put her head back, closed her eyes,
and inhaled the scents of heat, horse, and sweat. This was exactly
where she wanted to be. Painted Dog Tired, her bay paint Quarter
Horse, stood beside her, nose down, hind foot cocked, apparently
asleep. But she knew better. He’d gotten his name from his sleepy
look, but it was just for show. The moment he got into the arena
starting gates for their barrel race, his head came up, ears
flickering, and his body vibrated with suppressed excitement.

“You’re not fooling me, Painted Dog.” She
thumped his shoulder and one brown eye opened to give her a mild
look of reproach.

Maybe he’s meditating before the run.

Maybe she should think about doing the same.
But the energy of the track behind the area buzzed with excitement
and anxiety. Women of all ages had come to compete in the Cheyenne
Frontier Days barrel-racing championship and this was it, the day
everyone both hoped for and dreaded. Suzie had trained and worked
with Painted Dog relentlessly on the Triple Star Ranch when her
doctoring skills weren’t needed and this was her year. After this,
she wouldn’t have the time to devote to training. The Triple Star
Therapy Ranch had become too popular and successful for her to take
time away for barrel-racing at a championship level.

She slapped Painted Dog again. “That’s okay.
It’s our year, isn’t it, buddy?”

The horse gave a long-suffering sigh as he
switched to resting the other back foot.

She chuckled and shot a look at the stands.
It was Cheyenne Day, where residents of Cheyenne and Laramie County
all got into the Daddy of ‘Em All rodeo for a hefty discount. The
stands sat fuller than previous days and she let the excitement and
pleasure of the crowd seep into her. Earlier, the Thunderbirds had
flown their aerial display over the south end of town, and the Leap
Frogs, a group of Navy SEALs who leapt out of perfectly good
airplanes, would descend upon the Frontier Park arena as a special
treat. They didn’t usually do it on Cheyenne Day, but the schedule
worked out that way.

Suzie didn’t mind.

She laughed at herself. While she enjoyed
watching hot men fall out of the sky as much as the next
heterosexual woman, she never let it go beyond that. T-type
personalities, always seeking the next thrill, and egotistical men
infuriated her too much to find any pleasure in their company. The
few she’d met while doing her PTSD training had tested her
considerable patience, but she’d written it off to their
affliction.

Despite that, she still scanned the sky for
the C-130 “Herky Bird” as the start time for the rodeo approached.
The arrogant SEALs might not be fun to talk to, but they sure were
pretty to watch when they did aerial acrobatics with their colorful
chutes. The few times she’d seen them before, they made her
nervous, swooping and twirling in the air like one of the
helicopter seeds from her grandparents’ maple tree. But they always
came down safely, as sure and confident as the professionals they
were.

The rumble of propeller engines made her
breath catch and she focused on the sky. From her position at the
north end of the arena, she could see the big, gray airship roaring
across the sky with the cargo door open at the back. Soon, now,
real soon.

The rest of the crowd cheered as the
announcers shouted out to “our Navy SEALs, the Leap Frogs” and
Suzie strained her eyes to catch the little black dots of the men
tumbling out of the back of the C-130. She bit her lip as they fell
without chutes for a few moments, but the blue and yellow sails
opened and the men stopped short. She let her breath out and shot a
guilty grin around to her fellow contestants, but no one noticed
her unease.

Two of the men fell in tandem, their feet
locked together, and the other two fell separately, one twirling
and swirling like his chute was caught in a wind vortex. Her heart
crawled up to her throat until he leveled out. Glory be, I hate
it when they do that. Not that they weren’t consummate
professionals, but the appearance of being out of control scared
the daylights out of her.

The tandem pair broke apart and one dropped
an American flag while the other dropped smoke to leave trails in
the sky. The whole team performed flawlessly, though the few “out
of control” swirls still made Suzie hold her breath. The announcers
commented on the performance the whole way down and it was a sight
to behold these powerful men falling precisely into the center of
the arena.

The first guy touched down amid cheers from
the audience, waving before he gathered up his chute. The first
member of the tandem team hit the ground, his NAVY chute fluttering
to the ground along with the smoke.

But when the second member of the tandem
team hung no more than fifty feet up, the SEAL’s chute folded like
a burst balloon. He immediately looked up and tried to maneuver
into the portion of his chute still inflated, but his speed
increased.

Oh dear glory!

Somehow, the SEAL twisted in midair and
gathered up the American flag before he hit the ground in a jarring
thud that sprayed the sand of the arena out in all directions. The
announcers shouted in panicked surprise as the landed members of
the team turned toward the downed man.

Suzie squeaked and took two steps forward to
the rail, looping the reins to Painted Dog onto it before she
vaulted over the side into the arena. She was running before her
mind even caught up to what was happening. Fortunately, he’d fallen
close to her end of the arena and she was the first to reach
him.

She skidded to a halt on her knees beside
him and scanned his body to determine where he was most hurt. He
didn’t even moan, but his face blanched white under his tan and his
lips were drawn into a tight line though his eyes remained
closed.

“Sir, my name is Dr. Suzie Appleton, can you
hear me?”

The man moaned but didn’t open his eyes.

Sweet glory, let’s hope he didn’t break his
neck.

“I’m going to check you over for injuries,
sir.”

She thanked all the watching deities he’d
uncurled onto his back, but she worried he might have broken
something internally. One arm lay curled protectively around the
bundled American flag. Always ready to protect the flag. The
other lay across his body at an odd angle and she suspected he’d
used that arm to slow him down when he landed. His ragged breathing
made her listen closely. His wheezing suggested a compression she
couldn’t see.

She checked his pulse just as the other
members of his Leap Frogs team gathered around him.

“Miss, you need to get away from him.” A
gruff man reached for her, but she shook her head and dipped out of
the way.

“That’s Doctor to you, Sailor, and I’m
checking him for injuries. He’s broken his right arm and I suspect
he’s broken a rib or two, given the sounds his breath is making. He
needs to get to a hospital ASAP to check for internal hemorrhaging
and injuries.”

“The SEALs take care of their own,
doctor.” The gruff man growled and tried to grab her
again.

“Then have your corpsman get his ass here
fast, sailor, so you can save your teammate. You’re gonna
need to stabilize his chest if you want him to live.”

She didn’t know for sure if that was the
case, given she couldn’t see inside his body armor, but she
wouldn’t give an inch when her expertise was questioned. No one
knew they were SEALs when they wore street clothes. The same
pertained to her when she competed in the barrel-racing events. She
couldn’t exactly wear a white lab coat.

“Damn, Suzie, you get here fast.” Helena
Lindstrom, the head medical organizer for CFD. “You think we can
let the others take him now?”

Suzie nodded. “Helps that I was gonna ride
in the championship barrel race.” She pointed to the different
portions of the broken man’s body. “He’s got a broken arm, and from
what it sounds like, he’s got somethin’ going on in his chest. If I
had to guess, I’d say broken ribs that might have punctured a lung.
Make sure you’re gentle when movin’ him, and make damn sure the
corpsman sees him before they tell me I’m right.”

Helena laughed as they moved back out of the
CFD medical personnel’s way. “Will do.”

Suzie nodded, but tugged Helena closer. “And
have them check his parachute for holes.”

Helena’s gaze sharpened. “Holes? What kind
of holes?”

“The bullet kind.” Suzie swallowed hard. “I
think someone took a shot at him while he was in the air.”

“Are you serious?” Helena shook her head.
“There’s no way anyone could get a rifle into the stands. We check
every bag.”

“I’m sure you do, but his chute shouldn’t
have folded like it did unless someone shot it. Just have them
check, okay? He could’ve died, and still might.” Suzie squeezed her
arm.

“Okay, okay. I’ll tell them.” Helena nodded
to where Painted Dog stood at the rail. “You still gonna
compete?”

Suzie blew out a breath and shook her head.
“I’m gonna try, but my concentration is shot. Maybe Painted Dog can
get us through if they let us. I suspect this is gonna throw a
wrench in the schedule.”

Helena snorted. “Don’t be so sure. Those
boys like their money. They can’t postpone for just one injured
sailor. Once we’re clear, they’ll make a relieved announcement and
it’s back to business.”

Suzie scowled. “Well hell, why would we care
that someone got injured performing for their little shindig?” She
shook her head as the med staff hustled the wounded man off the
arena floor. “I’m gonna compete, but I can’t say I’ll do well.
Thanks for backin’ me up with the growling sea-ape.”

Helena laughed. “You’re welcome. And I’ll
check on the bullet hole theory. Good luck on your ride.”

“Thanks.”

Suzie hoped they’d find out who made the
holes in the SEAL’s parachute because she had no doubt they’d be
there. Memories of her own bout with a deflating chute crowded her
mind before she shook her head harder to dislodge them. She
wouldn’t go to that dark place again. Instead she focused on making
it to Painted Dog’s side and hoped he’d pull out the best run of
his life.


Chapter Two




 


“Petty Officer Sanchez, can you hear
me?”

That was the wrong voice. What happened to
the sultry feminine voice Enrique had heard when he first hit the
ground? He remembered the gentle western twang, not heavy like
Texas, but definitely country. Damn, but he loved that cowboy
accent. He loved it even more when it sharpened and she gave one of
his teammates the edge of it when he questioned her expertise.
Doctor, she said. So where was that doctor now?

“Petty Officer?”

“Yes, sir. I can hear you.” He dragged his
voice out of the depths of his chest, down deep where it hurt to
breathe.

“Good. I’m Dr. Lyttle and you’re in the
Cheyenne VA Hospital. We managed to reset your humerus and add pins
to stabilize it. It should heal just fine given enough time and
rest.”

Enrique nodded, glad to hear it. He didn’t
really want his Leap Frog career to be over so soon.

“We also were able to extract your broken
rib from your right lung and repair the puncture. That, too, should
heal up just fine given enough time and rest. I’ve spoken to your
CO and he understands that you’ll need at least six weeks to
recover.”

Enrique must have grimaced because Dr.
Lyttle sighed. “I know that look, Petty Officer Sanchez. You’re
planning to push for early release from sick leave, but here’s the
thing—his isn’t a muscle you can retrain by flexing or going to the
gym. This is your lung. You have to give it the proper time
to heal or you won’t be able to breathe right ever again.
Copy?”

Enrique swallowed hard and nodded. “Copy
that, doc.”

“Good. We’re going to keep you a few days to
make sure that puncture in your lung heals correctly, but if there
are no complications, you should be released in about ninety-six
hours.” The doc made some more notes on his tablet before he
narrowed his eyes. “How is your pain level? On a scale of one to
ten, where are you sittin’?”

“I’m at about a five, sir.” There was no way
on God’s green earth he’d admit more than that. He might be wise
enough to take pain meds, but he was still a SEAL. Superhuman came
with the job description.

“Uh-huh. Okay, sounds good. Ninety-six
hours. You’ll let us know if that rises, right?”

Oh sure, right after I win the Miss
America pageant. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“Heh, I know that isn’t what you wanted to
hear, but I have faith in us and our ability to get you back on
your feet quickly if you listen to your body, and my
recommendations.” The doc’s face crinkled with his smirk.

“Yes, sir. I know, sir.”

Dr. Lyttle sighed. “And you don’t believe
me.” He shook his head.

“I didn’t say that, sir.”

“You didn’t have to, Petty Officer. I was a
Marine-trained Navy Corpsman. Been there, done that, saw it all.
Just try to rest. That will get you better far faster.” He gathered
up his papers and headed for the door.

“Yes, sir.” Enrique was done negotiating.
“Can I ask a question, sir?”

“Sure.” The doctor waited.

“Who was the doctor who treated me at the
arena? Does she work here at the VA?”

Dr. Lyttle frowned a moment. “I wasn’t aware
there was a doctor at the arena. Are you sure?”

“Yes, sir. She identified herself.” Enrique
frowned a moment. “Dr. Suzie something. Do you know her, sir?”

Dr. Lyttle’s eyebrows went up. “Dr. Suzie
Appleton?”

“Yes, sir. I think so.”

The doc nodded. “Yes, I know her. I didn’t
know she was scheduled for Cheyenne Frontier Days.”

Relief cascaded through Enrique. Thank
all that’s holy I didn’t imagine her. “Would it be possible to
thank her? I didn’t get a chance.”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’ll have one of the
nurses see if she can be contacted. She doesn’t work at the VA very
often.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

“You’re welcome.” The doc slipped out of the
room.

Enrique sighed. He hated hospitals. Where
people go to die. He’d be out as soon as he could and back to
work. But the few days here might give him a chance to see the lady
doc if she came into the VA.

In the meantime, he closed his eyes and
focused his mind on envisioning his injuries healed and gone. His
brother SEALs had laughed at him for his belief, rolling their eyes
and giving him shit. But his injuries healed faster than usual,
even as he aged, if he took the time to focus on moving healing
energy into those spots.

“Are you doing your Nicaraguan mumbo-jumbo
thing again, Sanchez?”

The gruff voice made him open his eyes.
Chief Petty Officer Andrew “Bruiser” Kent stood beside the bed, his
arms crossed over his massive chest. The reference to his paternal
grandmother made him narrow his eyes and smirk.

“Wouldn’t you like to know? But it’s only
for true believers and you ain’t one o’ them.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Kent shook his head.
“How are you doin’ for real? The docs treating you okay?”

“Yeah.” Enrique scowled. “They say I have to
lay low for a few days and rest, but I need to get back to it.”

Kent nodded. “Yeah, I feel you. But for
once, I gotta agree with them. You impacted hard and punctured a
lung. Ain’t nothing you can do but heal. What the hell happened out
there?”

Enrique shook his head and resettled himself
in the bed. “I dunno. One minute the drop was going fine, and the
next, the chute folded and I hit the dirt. Did you look at the
chute?”

“Not yet, but it’s on the docket this
afternoon and the rest of our jumps are canceled.” Kent frowned.
“Did you hear anything, like shots or ripping to tell you it was
collapsing?”

“Nope. Not a damn thing. Between the wind
and the crowd, I didn’t hear anything.” He tilted his head.
“Why?”

“Because the CFD med lady said the doc at
the arena, who looked like a fuckin’ cowgirl, said to check the
chute for bullet holes.”

Enrique scowled. “Bullet holes? Was someone
shooting at me?”

“I’ll have more intel this afternoon. But
we’ll be checking security cameras to see if we can get a fix on
anything like a shooter.” Kent rubbed the back of his neck. “Still
can’t believe she was a doc when she looked like a damn buckle
bunny.”

Enrique snorted. “You don’t really look like
a SEAL in civvies, either, Bruiser. More like a badass biker thug
ready to throw down. No one would expect you at High Tea with lace
doilies.”

Kent grunted. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t gonna
let just anyone take a look at you. But she didn’t back down.”

Enrique nodded. “Good to hear. I wanna meet
her and thank her in person. Think you could get that done,
Chief?”

“Yeah, I see nothing wrong with that. You
can congratulate her on her win.”

“What?”

“Yeah, she won the championship in
barrel-racing right after she rescued your ass. The woman’s nuckin’
futs, but damn, she can ride.”

Enrique would’ve liked to have seen that.
Damn, just her voice alone had soothed so many hurts. But to watch
a woman handle a horse like the caballeros he’d see at his
grand uncle’s place in Nicaragua would’ve hardened his cock. A
woman who could ride was sexy indeed.

“I’ll definitely congratulate her when I see
her.”

Kent grinned. “Yeah, you do that. Give me
ten mikes.”

Enrique nodded. “Roger that.”

He settled back into the bed, ignoring the
jump in heart rate as Kent ducked out the door. How could he be
this excited to meet a woman he knew for a matter of seconds, and
only by voice? The answer wasn’t there, but the excitement
remained.

 


****

 


Suzie stood on the porch of her bungalow on
the Triple Star Ranch, grinning to herself. The sky was the perfect
shade of Wyoming blue stretching over the green rolling hills
beyond Logan Creek. Though she couldn’t see or hear the water, the
cottonwoods and cattails in the foreground of her view gave the
stream away.

But that isn’t what’s making you
smile.

Nope. She grinned because she’d roped the
2018 barrel-racing championship on Painted Dog. She wasn’t sure
she’d be on her best game after helping the Navy SEAL who’d been
shot down in the arena, but she and Painted Dog had been in the
zone. They’d ridden their hearts out and left the competition in
the dust behind his flying hooves.

Not bad for a Ranch doc. She lifted
her coffee mug in salute. Never give up, never
surrender.

She laughed just as her land line rang.
Frowning, she ducked back inside and picked it up.

“Hello?”

“Dr. Suzie Appleton?”

“Yes. Who’s this?”

“My name’s Petty Officer Enrique Sanchez. I
met you at the Cheyenne Frontier Days arena?”

“Oh! Yes, Petty Officer. I remember. How are
you feeling?” She immediately switched into doctor mode.

“I’m good, thanks, Doc. Hey, I have leave
because of my injuries and I wondered if I could take you out for
coffee or dinner in thanks for working on me right there in the
arena.”

Suzie’s jaw dropped. He was asking her out?
She scrambled to get out of doctor mode.

“Uh, well, I’m on call today.”

“How ‘bout tomorrow? You can meet me here at
the VA hospital.”

The hint of accent in his voice warmed her
in ways she hadn’t expected. “I don’t know, Petty Officer. I don’t
normally fraternize with patients.”

“But I’m not really your patient. You were
the triage doc, so I got myself a whole new doctor now. You’re not
my doc, but I’d like to thank you in person anyway.”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

“Why, do you have a boyfriend or are you
lesbian?”

She laughed. “No to either of those.”

“Then I can’t see any more reasons not to
get together for coffee. Whad’ya say, Doc?”

She shrugged. “All right, Petty Officer. You
got yourself a date.”

“Hooyah, ma’am!”

She laughed at the delight in his voice.
“I’m glad you’re looking forward to it.”

“Yes, ma’am. What time should I expect
you?”

“Hmm, why don’t I meet you at the hospital
at ten hundred?”

“Oooh, a woman who knows military time.
That’s sexy.” He must have realized what he said because he paused
as if evaluating his words. “Sorry, Doc. That just slipped
out.”

“Don’t be sorry. I learned it from the time
when my dad was in the Army. Being a military brat gave me an
appreciation for twenty-four hour clocks.” And uniforms. Damn, now
she’d be imagining Petty Officer Enrique Sanchez in his dress
blues. Talk about sexy.

“Hooyah, ma’am. Ten hundred it is. I’ll be
the guy walking slow with a broken arm.”

“How are your ribs and lung? Are you
breathing all right?” She pictured him pale under his tan as he lay
in the dirt of the arena. “What is the prognosis?”

He snorted, conveying disgust. “Rest and
recuperation. No heavy lifting or working out until the puncture
heals.” He snorted again. “I’ve had worse.”

“You do know you’re talking to a doctor,
right?” She shook her head. “Who’s your Primary Care
Physician?”

A short silence filled the phone. “Dr.
Lyttle. He didn’t contact you to convey my thanks for saving me in
the arena?”

“No. I haven’t heard anything from Dr.
Lyttle.” She waved her hand. “I’m sure it got lost in the shuffle.”
She frowned. “How did you get this number if Dr. Lyttle didn’t
offer it to you?”

“Uh, well, I have a lot of time on my hands
and there aren’t too many Dr. Suzie Appletons in Cheyenne,
Wyoming.” She could hear the shrug in his voice. “It wasn’t that
hard to find out you worked at the Triple Star Ranch. You’re listed
on their website.”

“Ah yes, I’m definitely listed there.” She
nodded, some of her unease fading.

“I guess we can talk more tomorrow, but did
I read the description right? It’s a therapy ranch specializing in
PTSD recovery?”

“Yes, that’s exactly right.”

“You get a lot of vets coming through
there?”

“Yes. Our owner, Trip Colton, is an Army
veteran himself, and he wanted to do more for those in traumatic
situations.” Suzie let her pleasure come through. She’d been
honored to take this job which kept her in Cheyenne so she could
compete in Cheyenne Frontier Days. “But we also help others who’ve
had trauma at home. Domestic violence survivors, car accident
victims, emergency personnel with trauma. Everyone and anyone who
needs help with PTSD.”

“Damn, Doc, you sound like an advertising
brochure.”

She laughed. “Can you tell I like what I do?
I’m the medical side of it, but watching how Trip and the other
therapists help people is incredibly inspiring.”

“That sounds amazing. Maybe I’ll have to
come out to see it. But I’m definitely looking forward to
tomorrow.”

“I’m glad you called, Petty Officer.”

“Enrique, please. I’m just glad you decided
to answer me. Damn it!” The phone made some weird noises, as if it
had been jostled and dropped, before Enrique’s voice returned.
“Sorry. Dropped the stupid handset. I’m usually not this
fumble-handed. But I’m still in recovery.”

“Tell you what. I have to get to my morning
appointments, so you take care of yourself and I’ll see you for our
date tomorrow. Deal?”

“Yeah, deal, Doc. See you tomorrow.”

“Roger that.”

“Oh, damn, that’s so sexy. Talk to you
tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” Suzie hung up the phone and
allowed a grin to curl her lips. Who ever thought she’d accept a
date from a Navy SEAL way out in the middle of landlocked Wyoming?
She snorted and shook her head. Something straight out of a
romance novel. Yup, and she’d take it.


Chapter Three


 


Enrique practically vibrated as he waited at
the front doors of the Cheyenne Veterans Administration Hospital,
his gaze taking in all the people visiting. He couldn’t quite
remember Dr. Suzie Appleton, but he’d know her voice. He’d been so
excited to go out with the doc that he’d overexerted his arm with
the physical therapist and now it ached like a sonuvaprick.
Yeah, I think we pushed too far in the workout. He rubbed it
and grimaced.

All his pain was forgotten when a woman with
dark brown hair pulled back in thick ponytail and the kind of
curves to make a man drool stepped inside the doors. Enrique
clenched his jaw to keep his tongue firmly in his mouth.

Sweet glory in heaven. He swallowed
hard as she sauntered toward him, her hips swaying with each step.
He loved how her legs fit her denim capris and the V-necked t-shirt
showed hints of firm cleavage. Damn, it’s been a long time since
I’ve had a woman.

“Good to see you, Petty Officer Sanchez. I’m
Dr. Suzie Appleton.” The goddess in denim offered her hand to shake
and grasped his with a firm grip. “I hope you weren’t waiting
long.”

“No, ma’am, not long.” Just all my life
to meet someone like you. Jeez, when had he started waxing
poetic? The guys would give him hell just for the thought. “How was
the drive into town?”

“Eventful, which is why I’m a bit late.”

“Now that sounds like a good story.”

She smiled. “Let me take you to my favorite
coffee shop and I might tell you.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He hurried in front of her to
hold the doors open. “After you, ma’am.”

She nodded and walked through but stopped
other side as he joined her. “I appreciate the gesture, Petty
Officer, but there’s no need to stand on ceremony when you’re
injured.”

He nodded. “I understand that, but it’s hard
to go against the training my abuelo and my father taught
me. And I want to make a good impression.”

“Again, I appreciate it.” She nodded again,
her expression pensive. “How about we compromise? You let me open
the doors for you while you’re injured, thus saving time and the
possibility of further injury, and I’ll acknowledge your efforts to
be a gentleman due to your upbringing.”

Though he didn’t like going against
everything he’d learned about interacting with women, he recognized
her point. “And I take it you like everything efficient?”

She shrugged. “I’m a doctor. Wasted motions
and time can lead to the death of a patient.”

He laughed. “Yeah, we wouldn’t want that.
All right, ma’am. It’s a deal until I heal.” He winked at his
rhyme. “And you can call me Enrique.”

“Right, Enrique. It suits you.” Her smile
filled her face and damn near stopped his breath. “My name’s
Suzie.”

“Not Doctor?” He grinned to show he teased
as they headed to her car.

“Not today. Do I need to explain why?”

“You are here and that’s good enough for me.
Plus as I recall, we agreed this would be a date, right?”

“Yes, right.” She unlocked the doors and
opened the passenger side for him. “My favorite coffee shop is
downtown. It’s not far from here, but too far to walk. I hope you
don’t mind letting a woman pick you up and drive.”

“No, ma’am. You know the town better than I
do.” This was only his first year doing the Cheyenne Frontier Days
rodeo.

“That makes sense.” She closed the door
behind him and walked around the car before getting in. “It’s not
that big a town, though it is one of the “metropolises” of
Wyoming.”

She started the car and they headed into
downtown. She was right. It didn’t take them more than ten minutes
to get to the coffee shop and most of that was looking for a place
to park. Hell, it would’ve taken longer than that to get out of
the hospital parking lot in Coronado.

Suzie turned off the car and got out, but he
managed to push the car door open and get out on his own. She gave
him an appraising look as he stood up and he couldn’t help but
preen a little.

“So where’s this place?”

“It’s about two blocks down.” She tilted her
head and bit her lip, hesitant for the first time. “May I take your
uninjured arm? I don’t want to be too forward since we’ve just
met.”

“Hell no, Suzie. I’d love for you to take my
arm.” He’d like nothing better.

He held it up and she wrapped her hand
around his forearm. He resisted the urge to shiver with pleasure as
her body brushed his. Damn, it was gonna be hard to keep from
getting hard with her that close. She smelled of leather and the
sweet scent of alfalfa hay, and it reminded him of his
grandparents’ horse farm and lazy summer days.

“So do I remember right? You’re a
championship barrel-racer?”

Her smile widened. “I am now. My horse
Painted Dog Tired and I came out on top this year.”

“Congratulations. How’s it feel to be the
best of the best?”

To his surprise she smiled and frowned at
the same time. “I don’t really know. I’ve definitely worked for
this and wanted to succeed, but now that I’ve done it, I’m sort of
over it.” She grimaced. “It doesn’t make sense, I know. Lots of
women strive for this honor and it’s hard to reach. But though I
love barrel-racing, I like being a doctor more.”

“You can’t do both?”

She shook her head. “Not at professional
level. It takes a lot of hours of practice to get that good and I
just can’t spare the time away from my medical practice.” She
shrugged. “But I’m starting to think I don’t want to, anyway. Maybe
next year, I’ll volunteer to be one of the on-call arena docs just
in case more men fall out of the sky.”

He laughed, but unease slid through him. He
still didn’t know why his chute had collapsed on him, dropping him
to the ground to destroy his arm. He hadn’t heard back from the
rest of the team as to what happened, but he’d find out. In the
meantime, he’d enjoy being with Suzie.

“Yeah, well, that’s the last time I’m gonna
drop. Fall with style, but not drop.”

She nodded. “You definitely fall with style.
Speaking of that, how did you get involved with the Leap
Frogs?”

“I spent some time in various places around
the world jumping out of airplanes and getting to be the best in my
squad at it. My CO at the time put my name up to join the Leap
Frogs when an opening came up.”

He’d been in Columbia trying to recover a
downed intelligence satellite and his team had taken heavy fire
before they could hump the thing out. They’d only lost one man, but
Enrique had made it out with a commendation and a new tour.

“The CO thought I was the best at HALO
jumps, and he recommended me to the Leap Frogs team. When an
opening in the Leap Frogs came around, I thought I’d give it a
shot, so I jumped at it.” He grinned as she snorted. “Pun
intended.”

“How long have you been with this outfit?”
She released his arm as she reached for the door to The Tilted
Teacup coffee shop.

“This is my first year, and my first
Cheyenne Frontier Days.”

Suzie scowled. “I’m very sorry, Enrique.
That’s the worst luck.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, it sucks, but so far no
one has told me I can’t get back to work after I heal and I count
that as a good thing. As my CO says, when life hands you lemons,
find a way to rig an explosive and blow the hell out of everyone’s
expectations.”

She laughed again as they stepped up to the
counter and his dick saluted to the joyous sound. He noticed the
other people sitting around the coffee shop looked up and smiled as
well. That’s right, this gorgeous woman is hangin’ with me.
He stood a little straighter despite the sling around his
shoulder.

They ordered some unusually named coffee
drinks and took them outside onto the sidewalk where a couple of
tables stood in the shade of their umbrellas. She allowed him to
pull out her chair and settled into it with a graceful sway of her
hips. His dick saluted to that, too.

“So what did you
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