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PROLOGUE
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DROPPING HIS SHIRT in the pile of clothing at the lake’s edge, Gabriel Allen sprinted for the Jet Ski, his best friend, Irving keeping pace. Feet slapping the sand, water splashing the legs of his shorts, he plowed through the shallow water and threw himself across the seat, with a whoop of triumph spinning around, a wide grin on his face. “Maybe next time.”

Irving waved him off, shaking his head. “Go on, Showoff.”

Gabriel gunned it, the gust of sudden movement blowing his fine, black hair flat against his skull and a spray of water high over the surface of the lake. Flying across the natural expanse, He soaked in the mid-summer sunshine, a rush of freedom stretching out before him. 

A middle-aged man on an expensive bass boat shouted an obscenity, Gabriel’s wake showering his crisp-pressed shirt. Gabriel laughed and did a figure-eight, aiming toward the reed-lined shore. Perfect day. Perfect moment. Perfect—

The smack of the bow against a hidden dock piling sent him airborne, and landing face down in the lake, he sank below the surface, arms akimbo, hands flailing. He bobbed upward, only to stare wide-eyed at the Jet Ski aimed right for him. 

No time. Nowhere to go. No way to escape.

A scream strangling in his throat, the weight of the watercraft thrusting him far beneath the surface, he sank into the sea of blood streaming from somewhere below his waist and gave into the blackness swirling in his vision and the sudden knowledge he was going to die.
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SIX WEEKS LATER

“Mrs. Allen, my name is Nina Malloy. I’m here to help your son use his new prosthesis. And this is Arden Vargas. She’s moral support.”

Arden stared down at the boy in the wheelchair, all too familiar with the expression on his face. Anger. Hatred. Despair. She glanced up at his mom, an attractive woman whose tired features and strained smile she also recognized. Her sister had looked that way.

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Malloy, but I’m afraid you’re fighting a tough battle.”

Nina smiled, the look genuine. Arden had been around her long enough to know Nina loved her job and would do whatever it took to work people through this tough time in their life.

“I hate to say I’ve seen it all before, but unfortunately, Mrs. Allen, I’ve seen it all before. It’s hard to admit your life has changed. But that’s the key word, changed, not ended. There are great possibilities still in the future.”

Nina was forever upbeat. It’s what made her good at this job and valued at the therapy clinic. It was also what grated on patients’ nerves. From the boy’s side of things, you’d rather scream and throw things than smile and be chipper. You wanted a hand on your head, spouting, “There, there, your life sucks,” not, “Buck up. It’ll all be great.”

Arden brought her gaze to the boy’s face. He was an attractive teen, not much different in age from herself, a guy she would have flirted with and daydreamed over in the hallways at school on an average day. Yet here he was, his male pride reduced to the stump of his leg, unable to see it was that same pride which was slowly killing him right now.

“Now,” Nina said, focusing on the boy. “Gabriel, isn’t it?”

Gabriel made no effort to acknowledge her question, his gaze averted. 

“I understand you’ve been fitted, but before you can walk, we need to work with your leg muscles. So we’ll ...”

“Don’t bother.”

His mother visibly winced and clenched her hands on the wheelchair handles that much tighter, her knuckles turning white.

“I know how you feel,” Nina continued, unperturbed. “But once you get up ...”

Gabriel spun his head in her direction. Brow drawn downward, mouth set in a line, he spouted a curse word that sent even Nina reeling.

“Gabriel Allen, we don’t talk that way,” his mother scolded. But it was a halfhearted attempt, and the boy knew it. 

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Take me home to die.”

To die. Because death in his mind was preferable to any of this, to the humiliation of being half of what he was, to not being able to compete with his friends, to not taking a girl on a date, not being able to drive, all the things a boy their age would want to do.

“Now, Gabriel,” his mother replied. “That’s enough. Look at these nice people here trying to help you. I think if you’ll just ...”

Gabriel gripped the wheels of the chair and spinning them forward, yanked it out of his mother’s grasp. Unspeaking, he started down the hallway.

Arden stepped in his path. 

He halted and glared at her, his every feature set.

“You need to get over yourself,” she said, calmly.

He sat back, one hand on the arm of the chair, the other in his lap. “Maybe you do. You’re not in this chair.”

She snorted. “Go ahead. Throw a pity party because the only one attending is you. The rest of the world’s going to go on as usual. Meanwhile you wallow in your misery and make everyone around you equally unhappy.”

“You have no idea,” he began.

She laughed, sharp. “Don’t I?” Raising one leg, she plopped her foot in his lap and hauled her pants leg up.

Gabriel’s face altered, his skin washing pale. “Wh-what happened to you?” he asked.

Arden stared at her mangled skin. “House fire and I couldn’t get out. Third degree burns, skin grafts, a whole lot of therapy, a long time saying poor me – like you – and enduring many jokes from kids my age who had no idea how much their words hurt.”

He gulped visibly.

“I can’t wear shorts or dresses without everyone seeing it, and forget trips to the beach. What curves I do have aren’t noticed. Can’t get a date to the prom either because no boy wants to be seen with the girl with the nasty calf.” She slapped one hand on her knee. “Go ahead. Touch it.”

He hesitated, a familiar reaction. 

She chuckled. “Ah, yeah, see? Even you don’t want me.”

He lifted his gaze then.

“Tell you what, Gabe. If you’ll touch mine, I’ll touch yours.”

He worked his jaw, teeth clenched, then relaxed somewhat, licking his lips. “Why would you want to?”

Arden tilted her head. “You fishing for a compliment? Okay, here goes. You’re a fine-looking specimen, who I’d date if you asked. I couldn’t care less about your leg. Maybe it’s as simple as that.”

The corners of his lips crooked into a smile, a good look for him, better than the thundercloud he’d worn. 

“Wouldn’t we be the pair?” she continued. “Draw every eye in the joint.”

His happiness faltered.

“Don’t you see?” she pressed. “That’s the point. Live above this. Determine to move on, and forget anyone who gets in the way.”

She silenced, giving him a chance to think it over, and he raised one hand, hesitant, hovering it over her skin. Then, with a gentle caress, he stroked his fingers over her scars, running them up and around, finally taking a firm hold on her ankle. 

He looked up. “I don’t think it’s so bad,” he said. 

She smiled, bright. “No?”

“No.”

“Then are we on?”

He swallowed. “For a date?”

She dipped her chin. “In public without either injury concealed. But I have an additional qualification.”

“Okay.”

The weight of Nina and Mrs. Allen’s stares heated Arden’s cheeks. She’d never pushed a patient quite this far before, nor laid herself on the line quite so much. But then, every case was different and most patients she worked with had been older. 

“What?” Gabriel asked.

She returned her thoughts to the conversation. “You, handsome, have to walk.”

He deflated, his shoulders sagging, what little life he’d found seeming to seep away. “I can’t walk,” he said. “Why won’t anyone believe me?”

Removing her leg from his grasp, Arden knelt at his feet and brought her eyes in line with his. He had nice eyes, brown with long lashes and an eyebrow piercing. 

“Because they love you anyway,” she replied. “Love doesn’t see trauma or distress or physical deformity. It just is.”

Arden placed her hand on his half-leg and drew it slowly downward, over the bandage onto the stump. “So ...?” she asked.

Head bowed, he stared at her fingers, unspeaking. “You’re not just saying all this? You’ll really go out with me?”

She cleared her throat. “Nothing sexier than a man with a prosthetic, in my view.”

A laugh escaped his lips. “Then I’m set for life, I guess.”

“Finally, he sees it
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