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Chapter One

 


 


“What on Earth have you packed in this one?” Blake
said as he hefted a box to go the truck.

“If I can pack it and stack it, you’ve got nothing
worth complaining about,” said Samantha in that brusque “don’t mess
with me” tone she used around most people. Since losing her arm and
receiving a medical discharge from the army, Sam fought harder than
ever to prove her self-sufficiency, especially around men.

“I’m not, but a word of warning wouldn’t come
amiss.”

“So sorry, Blake. I’ll be sure to label the heavy
ones as ‘women weight only’ from now on.”

“Huh! I don’t believe you could lift it yourself,
let alone carry it all the way to the truck.”

That did it! “What’s your wager?” She thrived on
their little wagers. Blake was so much fun to tease and a good
loser to boot.

“Dinner, Friday night. Loser pays.”

“Throw in a movie and you’ve got a deal.” This was a
sure bet. She’d enjoy his company and not have to spend Friday
night alone.

“Dinner and a movie it is,” he smirked, handing the
box off to Sam.

“Great! I’ll look forward to a relaxing evening
since it seems I have to handle all the heavy work around here.”
Smiling, she waltzed out through the kitchen door and met Luke,
Blake’s friend, on his way back in. She’d met both men through her
friend, Zakia. Luke and Zakia had recently remarried after an
estrangement of several years and she and Blake had offered to help
her move.

“Here, Sam. I can take that for you.”

“Not on your life, cowboy. This box in the truck
gets me dinner and a movie.”

“You and Blake at it again?”

“Of course!” She chuckled.

“Why don’t you cut him a little slack? He’s only
trying to be a gentleman.”

“That may well be, but I get a rise out of him so
easy I can’t resist.”

“What would you do if he asked you out on a real
date?”

“What?” she shrieked. “He wouldn’t. Blake knows I
don’t date.”

“Uh, huh. Ain’t that the truth.”

“Well, he does.”

“I know, Sam. Far be it from me to thwart your ‘no
dating’ scene.”

“What do you mean by that?” she called back as she
set the box down on the tailgate of Luke’s truck.

“Nothing much, but for two people who aren’t dating,
you sure seem to go out a lot.” He chuckled, walking inside and
letting the door swing shut behind him.

Sam stood and stared after him for a moment,
thinking about what he’d said. He was right. She did accompany
Blake on a lot of outings, but they were friends. Why shouldn’t
they attend functions and things together? It beat going alone. And
he was good company.

Still, if people were starting to talk—classifying
them as a couple—she shuddered, maybe it was time to back off. She
didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Didn’t want to have
to explain…nope! Not going there. The past was right where it
belonged, in the past. She’d dealt with it and made her choice.
There was no turning back but still, she couldn’t ward off a
niggling doubt.

Blake came out of the house then carrying another
carton of Zakia’s things. Her gaze tracked his movements. He sure
was a handsome devil.

He greeted her with a disarming grin. “So you made
it to the truck, I see.”

“Yes, I did, but then, you knew I would,” she said,
suddenly realizing it as the truth when Blake’s face turned
red.

“How could I know? That box was damned heavy.” He
turned to load his box on the truck. “I do like the way you rise to
a challenge though.”

“Is that so?”

He straightened to face her, his smile bordering on
a smirk. “Yep, so we’re on for Friday night?”

“Nope. At least, not this Friday. I’m busy.”

Blake scowled, his expression stating that he was
not pleased with her reply. “Doing what?”

She thought fast. “The shop needs painting, so when
I close for the weekend, I’ll need to get at it.”

“I can help.”

“If I needed your help, I’d ask for it. Haven’t you
figured that out by now?”

“Well, excuse me if I’m trying to be
neighborly.”

“That’s another thing.” His eyes flared—with anger?
Something else? She softened her tone, not wanting to appear
ungrateful. “We’re not exactly neighbors. For someone who lives an
hour away, you seem to be in Calgary a lot these days. What
gives?”

“You know I’m collaborating on Grayson’s case. Why
do you ask?”

“Every Friday?” she asked, a skeptical tone in her
voice.

“Yeah, it gets me out of the office. Why all the
questions?”

Could that really be all there was to it? “Just that
I don’t want you going out of your way to help me. I don’t like
owing anybody anything.”

He walked closer, close enough to touch, but he
didn’t. She waited, knowing he had something to say and wished he’d
just get it over with.

“You don’t owe me anything. Is it so hard for you to
accept that I enjoy spending time with you?”

Yes! No! She schooled her features into a
polite mask. “I don’t know.”

“I thought we were friends.”

“We are, but people are starting to talk.”

“About us? Is that so bad?” he asked in that low,
sexy voice of his.

“Blake, you know I don’t date. I don’t do
relationships and commitment. Friendship is all I can handle. All
I’ll ever have to offer.” She fought to keep her eyes from tearing
up. No way would she cry in front of this man or anyone else for
that matter. Zakia wasn’t even privy to her darkest secrets. She
was a rough, tough, independent woman and intended to keep it that
way.

“I think you’re cutting yourself short, Sam. Life is
for living.”

“And I’m living it my way. I thought you
understood.” She started to walk away then turned and looked back,
catching his concerned yet puzzled expression. “Come on. Get your
ass in gear, Northrup. We have more boxes to pack and lug.”

“Yes, ma’am!” He saluted her then caught up in time
to open the door for her.

She accepted the gesture gracefully for once,
knowing she’d already spouted off enough for one day.

* * * *

Blake went back to helping Zakia pack and move,
constantly wondering what all the fuss was about with Sam. He’d
tried to be the perfect gentleman, but that didn’t seem to work
with her. She was as independent and as prickly as they came. They
were friends, sure, but he’d been hoping for so much more.

From the first time he’d laid eyes on her, he knew
she was the woman for him. Sam had arrived at The Thunder Creek
Ranch, his friend Luke’s spread, and he’d glanced out the window in
time to see her emerging from her Chevy Tracker, which was painted
up in camouflage detail. Hair as dark as midnight, cut short and
curled toward her face in a sassy, don’t take no crap style, didn’t
take anything away from the long-legged beauty encased in skintight
blue jeans and long-sleeved shirt. His erection had been swift and
painful.

He’d gotten to know her fairly well over those few
weeks at the ranch, but she had a “no dating” rule that may as well
be etched in concrete. They’d spent a lot of time together, then
and since, but his innuendoes had been for nothing. She ignored
them, insisted on being just friends.

He loved taking her places and showing her a good
time. She was intelligent, witty, and sexy as hell, but he was
tired of being pushed away before he’d even gotten close. Maybe it
was time to back off and give her a little breathing room. Would
she miss him if he did? Or would she shrug and get on with her
life, forgetting his existence?

“I think that’s all we can fit in this load,” said
Luke as he came up behind him, loading another box on the back and
shoving the tailgate closed. “Let’s grab the girls and head to the
ranch.”

“You can alert the women. I still need to secure the
load on my truck before we leave.”

“Okay, buddy. Back in a sec.”

Blake had closed the trunk on Zakia’s Caddy, shut
the back hatch on Sam’s tracker, and tied down the load on his four
by four Dodge Ram by the time his friends joined him. The trip to
Luke’s gave him plenty of time to think, but the thoughts kept
rolling around in his head without conclusion. He still hadn’t
formulated a plan of action by the time they arrived and had to
unload everything.

“What’s up, Blake? You haven’t uttered a word since
we arrived,” said Luke.

“That’s because you’re keeping me too busy to form a
coherent sentence,” he joked.

“Are you too tired to smile? You’re not your usual
self. Is it Sam?”

Blake perched a hip on the tailgate and breathed a
long, drawn out sigh. His friend knew him well enough. “Yeah, it’s
Sam. What else? That woman is going to be the death of me.”

“What happened?”

“She’s worried about people thinking we’re a couple.
Reminded me that she doesn’t date, that we’re just friends. I’m not
sure how much more friendship I can take.”

“Oops! Sorry, buddy. That’s probably my fault.”

“How so?”

“She told me about your current wager and I
commented, something like, for a person who doesn’t date, you two
sure go out a lot.”

“Yep, that would do it.” He wasn’t annoyed with
Luke, rather thankful that his friend had been brave enough to
confront Sam. Maybe it was time he stopped playing by the books.
“The thing is, I’m not sure if it’s just me or if she really
doesn’t want to get involved with anybody. Is she holding me off
thinking she’ll meet her Mr. Right someday?”

“Have you tried asking her?”

“Not in so many words. I’m not sure I’m ready to
hear the answer.”

“Tough call, but you’ll handle it. I say ask her.
Put your questions out there and see what happens.”

He glanced toward the house and saw Samantha headed
their way. “Nope, not yet.” He didn’t want to totally blow his
chances. If she said no…. “I’ll figure it out, but thanks for
listening.”

“Anytime, Blake. Now let’s finish unloading. Zakia’s
rustling up some lunch and I’m starving.”

“Sounds good.” He lifted a couple boxes and passed
Sam on the way to the house. She nodded and smiled so he did the
same. Friends! Humph! He had many friends, male and female,
but none of them caused the reactions this one did. For his own
sanity, when this day was over he would keep to himself if it
killed him, which it probably would.

* * * *

“Well, that’s the last of it.” Luke stretched as
they met in the upstairs hallway.

“Those twins sure have a passel of toys.” Blake
gestured to the pile of boxes they’d hauled. “When do they find
time to play with them all?”

Luke laughed. “I don’t know. I built them a sandbox
around by the swings, but once the novelty wore off, they were back
to playing with the puppies. I’m glad the police finally gave the
okay for us to clear out her place in town though. This makes it
permanent.”

“I thought retaking your vows made it permanent,”
teased Blake. He’d been best man again with Sam as the Maid of
Honor. He bit back a groan as he recalled her form-fitting dress,
showing off more than a hint of cleavage.

“Yeah, but I wanted the boys and Zakia to have their
own stuff here. Did you see all those cookbooks?”

That brought his attention back. “See them?
Sam and I lugged them out to the truck.”

Luke laughed. “We’ll have to have you out for dinner
one of these days.”

“Let me know when.” Blake smiled. “If she catered
for a living she must be a damn good cook.”

“Speaking of Cook, are you coming out for the last
cookout of the season?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. This coming weekend, right?”

“Yep, Saturday afternoon and evening. Cook’s doing
dinner, but Zakia and Winnie are making the desserts.”

“My mouth is watering already. Is there anything
else you need help with today?”

Luke looked over his shoulder at the piles of boxes
stored in the spare room and groaned. “No, it’s just a matter of
unpacking and rearranging stuff now, but Zakia will work on it as
she has time.”

“All right. I’m going to shove off, check in at the
station, and make sure everything’s been running smooth in my
absence.” He turned and headed for the stairs, not stopping until
he’d reached the front entry.

“Okay. Thanks for all your help today. You’re
welcome to stay and sit a spell, have dinner with us.”

Blake hesitated, part of him wanting to see Sam one
last time, part of him needing to avoid another encounter. “Another
time, Luke. See you on Saturday.” He exited through the front door
and took the steps two at a time. His lengthy stride soon carried
him to his truck. Without looking back, afraid he’d change his mind
and open himself to more heartache, he fired up the engine and
accelerated down the driveway.

* * * *

“Where’s he off to in such a hurry?” asked Sam as
she stepped up beside Luke and watched Blake drive away.

“Said he had to check in at the station.”

“Oh! Is he…uh…coming back for dinner?”

“Nope. I was just going to do the evening chores.
Did you want something?”

“No, I’m fine, Luke. Just needed a breath of fresh
air. You go.”

She watched as he walked away. Zakia sure got lucky
with that one. He doted on her and those twins of theirs. With
another one, or two, on the way, they couldn’t be happier. She
grinned, happy for them.

That kind of life was not for her, no matter how
much she longed for it. No home and hearth in the foreseeable
future. Not her future anyway. Her gaze traveled the length of the
driveway, dust clouds starting to disperse after Blake’s hasty
departure.

He hadn’t even said good-bye, which wasn’t like him
at all. She felt a definite pang in her chest at the thought. He’d
always sought her out for the flimsiest of reasons. Had she taken
his attention for granted? Had she come on too strong today in
insisting they remain just friends?

She considered him a real good friend. He had a
great sense of humor, a chivalrous attitude and charming to boot.
His companionship had brought her to realize that she was still a
woman with a woman’s wants and needs. It did her heart good to be
with such a handsome man. And it wasn’t vanity on her part, more a
sense of flagging self-confidence in her worth. Blake made her feel
sexy and alive for the first time since her discharge.

The screen door slammed shut behind her as Zakia’s
twin boys came running outside.

“Where’s Daddy?” Casey asked.

“He just went to the barn.”

Without another word, they were off and running
across the ranch yard. They didn’t seem to miss the city at all,
fitting in at the ranch as if they’d been raised here. She
understood the sentiment. She loved it here, too. So much beauty in
the surrounding landscape and a peace the likes she’d never
encountered anywhere else, especially since Zakia’s stalker, Roy
Grayson, was behind bars.

That bastard had caused a heap of trouble all
around. She wondered how Winnie and Lucas Senior were coping.
Having her son arrested for a crime against her husband’s family
had to put quite a strain on their marriage.

The hinges protested as the screen door opened
again, the squeak alerting her that she was no longer alone.

“Hi, Sam! I heard the slamming door and thought the
boys came this way,” Zakia said as glanced around.

“They did, but were looking for Luke. I told them he
was in the barn and they went running.”

“Oh, good! I can sit for a moment without worrying
about them getting into stuff. Their method of unpacking is to open
all the boxes and drag the contents out onto the floor. It’ll take
me a good week or two to sort out their room.”

Sam laughed, loving the hearty exuberance of the two
little boys. She loved kids and these two were special, but....
“They’re just excited at the move. Give it a day or two and they’ll
calm down.”

“I’m just glad Mom and Dad took them during the bulk
of the move. Did I tell you they had a going away party for
them?”

“No! Really?”

“Yep! Had a houseful of little monsters all
afternoon. They were exhausted yet smiling when I picked up the
boys.”

“That was thoughtful of them.”

“Yeah, but the surplus of cake and ice cream has
them wound for sound.” Zakia let loose a heavy sigh as she sat in
the rocker.

Sam grinned. “Those boys never walk when they can
run. How are you holding up, Zak?” she asked, concerned because her
friend had so much to do and pregnant too.

“Tired, but I’m glad everything’s here.”

“Want me to help organize the boys’ room?”

“Not tonight, but can you stay over? It would be
great to at least have that done.”

“Let me check with Brogan. If he’ll tend the shop
again tomorrow, I’m all yours.”

“Thanks, Sam. You’re the best!”

“Not the best,” she muttered to herself, “but I’ll
do.” She’d never been best at anything in her life. Joining the
army had been a good move, she’d excelled at her duties there, but
look how that had ended. She had been strong enough and determined
enough to overcome her physical disabilities, but emotionally, not
so much. She wanted Blake…wanted to be with him. This fierce ache
inside wouldn’t go away on its own, but she was afraid, terribly
afraid, that she’d end up hurt and alone again. No man in his right
mind would commit to half a woman, and that’s exactly how she felt.
Better to keep her needs in check and have his friendship than to
try for something more and lose him altogether.

“What was that?” Zakia asked.

“Nothing, just thinking out loud. Here come Luke and
the boys. Looks like your rest is over.” She turned to her friend.
“Are you happy, Zak? Truly happy?”

“Yes, Sam. I should never have left. Luke is the
only man I’ve ever wanted.”

The two women watched as Zakia’s husband and
children crossed the ranch yard, playing a kind of leapfrog where
one ran ahead, then the other, all three participating until they
reached the front porch steps.

“Hello, beautiful,” Luke said as he bent to kiss
Zakia. “What’s for dinner?”

The twins giggled. Sam smiled. She was so happy for
her friend. Zakia was such an open and giving person, committed to
her life with Luke. If only she could be like that.

“Cook said he’d send something over. Doesn’t want me
overdoing things.”

“Smart man,” said Luke. “Remind me to give him a
raise. Come on, boys. We need to wash up before our grub gets
here.”

The boys followed him into the house without
argument, and the porch suddenly became quiet.

“Zak, I think I’ll head back to town, get a few
things cleared away. I don’t think there’ll be any problems with me
taking another day off, so I’ll drive back down in the
morning.”

“Why not just stay? We have plenty of room.”

“Nah! Third wheel and all that. I like driving,
gives me time to think.”

Zak hesitated as if she wanted to argue the point
but nodded instead. “Okay, if you’re sure, but I can tackle the
room by myself if you don’t make it back, so don’t worry.”

“I won’t. Say bye to the kids for me and you take it
easy tonight.”

“Aren’t you staying for dinner?”

“Nope, going to hit the road. I’ll pick up a bite
when I get to town.”

“Sam, are you all right?” Zakia asked, concern
evident in her expression.

“I’m fine, just need to do some thinking, which
isn’t possible with those twins of yours around.” She smiled to
take any sting out of her words. “I’ll see you in the morning. Bye,
Zak.”

“Bye, Sam. Drive safe.”

“Always do.” She slid in behind the wheel, thoughts
of Blake taking over before she’d cleared the end of the
driveway.

She purposely drove by the station in Fort McLeod on
her way out of town and, seeing Blake’s four-by-four, she hesitated
then hit the accelerator. Better to leave things as they were. If
she knew Blake, he’d show up with paintbrush in hand on Friday.
They’d talk then.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Paperwork had piled up in his absence, so Blake
tackled it to keep his mind off Sam. Roy Grayson’s preliminary
hearing was set for Monday morning, and he intended to be there. He
read through a copy of the statements on file, but he really didn’t
need to. The details were embedded in his brain, having been on
hand for most of the scoundrel’s shenanigans. It still frustrated
him to no end that he’d gotten to Zakia even with all the
precautions they’d taken. Sneaky bastard!

The fact that Sam could’ve been seriously hurt while
protecting her friend wasn’t lost on him either. If he’d
administered the wrong dosage of tranq juice, she might be six feet
under by now. His gut twisted at the thought. Yep, he’d definitely
attend that hearing.

He heard a vehicle slow down out front and glanced
out the window to see Sam’s Chevy Tracker, but instead of stopping,
she sped up and drove past. What was that all about? The station
wasn’t anywhere near her route home. Had she been coming to see him
and changed her mind? Maybe he should go after her. Nope! He’d
decided to stay away from her for now. If she wanted to talk to
him, let her do the running for a change. There was only so much
rejection a man could take.

Although she hadn’t really rejected him. It was more
like It was more like she preferred keeping their relationship
platonic. And for the life of him, he couldn’t understand why.
They’d been together quite often since they met, first on the
round-up and then, whenever he found an excuse to head into the
city. Or days like today, helping their mutual friends. Her spunky,
no-nonsense attitude appealed to him, except when she directed it
at him. Sam’s sarcastic wit could be cutting at times, but
he felt it to be a safety net of sorts, keeping her from becoming
too serious in her relationships, especially with him.

He sighed and pushed back from the desk. What had
happened to make her so prickly? He hated to think what she’d
suffered in losing her arm, but was there more to it? Did she feel
less of a person because of the prosthesis? No, not Sam. She’d
stubbornly learned to use her left hand to maintain her
independence. It had to be something else? But what?

Maybe he’d have the chance to ask Zakia on Saturday.
He hated to go behind Sam’s back, yet he needed to know and Zakia
knew her better than anyone. Sam was certain to be at the cookout
though, so he doubted he’d catch Zakia alone. His spirits lifted at
the thought of seeing Sam again until he reminded himself that he
would keep his distance. He resolutely pushed thoughts of her aside
and went back to his paperwork.

* * * *

Friday morning arrived with a sense of expectancy
that Sam fought hard to ignore. She left Brogan in charge of the
shop and made a trip to the hardware store, arming herself with
paint, rollers and brushes. When the shop closed at five o’clock,
she locked up and cleared everything out of the way, ready for
painting. That accomplished, she applied the first coat of paint,
constantly watching the clock and wondering where Blake was. Maybe
he’d had to check in with the Calgary police, or perhaps something
happened in Fort McLeod to delay him.

While the initial coat dried, she ordered in a
Chinese dinner for two, certain that he’d show up soon. She’d
worked up quite an appetite since noon and, as it was nearing eight
o’clock, she decided to eat without him. He could always nuke his
when he arrived.

She applied the second coat of sage green to the
walls and painted the counter and trim a contrasting forest green.
By midnight, she’d cleaned the painting paraphernalia and put
everything away. Blake hadn’t showed or called and, dejected, she
went up to her apartment, showered, and crawled into bed.

Why on Earth had she purchased a Queen-sized bed? It
was too big for one person, and she’d never intended to share it.
Or did she? Had she subconsciously hoped to develop some kind of
relationship when she purchased it? Maybe a temporary one? Yeah,
that’s it! She needed a fuck buddy. She giggled, her mind
automatically conjuring an image of her and Blake in that big bed.
Yep, Blake would fit that role perfectly.

How many times in the past weeks had he turned her
on with the briefest of looks or a casual touch? When he reached
for her hand and grabbed the wrong one, he didn’t shy away from her
prosthesis, instead, he acted as if it was entirely normal to hold
that hand. His devilish smile lit up his eyes, the smoky blue
turning to the clearest sapphire. It warmed her heart to see him so
happy and carefree. If only she could match his jest for life.

What if they did get together? It didn’t have to
involve commitment. What would his reaction be to her nakedness?
The plastic surgeon had cleverly closed the stub of her severed arm
by performing skin grafts, and tried valiantly to lessen the rest
of the scars, but they were ugly. She hated to look at herself in a
mirror, and she cringed when imagining Blake’s reaction.

Then again, as a cop he’d probably seen many ghastly
things. Maybe her scars wouldn’t faze him a bit. Or maybe they
could “do it” in the dark? She turned on her side, hugging the
spare pillow and wondered why, on the one night he hadn’t shown,
why was she thinking such thoughts? Not that she hadn’t fantasized
about him before, she had, but she’d always pushed such thoughts
away. Well, except for that one time when she’d been so worked up
and had to scratch that wanton itch herself.

She stared out the window at the moon where it
hovered in the night sky. Was he lying awake thinking of her, or
had she finally pushed him too far? Tomorrow—she’d see him tomorrow
at the ranch. She’d drop a few hints, feel him out on it. She
giggled again at the pun and, still smiling, dozed off, still
thinking about feeling a certain part of his anatomy.

* * * *

Up at daybreak, Blake fought the urge to drive into
Calgary, much as he’d done the night before. Sam had really gotten
under his skin. He missed her, felt a terrible ache where his heart
should be, and it had only been a couple of days. He refilled his
coffee cup and stepped out on the back verandah, never tiring of
the view.

He’d built the ranch house on a knoll overlooking
Clear Lake. Today the calm water resembled a mirror image, with the
huge evergreens on the opposite side reflected in its surface.

His spread wasn’t nearly as large as The Thunder
Creek, but he was proud of his acreage just the same. He’d sunk all
his earnings and plenty of hard work into making The Clear Lake
Horse Ranch profitable. Raising horses involved plenty of skill,
stamina, and patience.

The ranch provided riding lessons
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