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Dedication
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To those who have lived and survived. May you always believe you're worthy of love. Hold the hand that's offered tightly, and know you were never forgotten
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Chapter One
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Joan had passed the sign announcing she'd entered Lakota ranch property two miles back, and she'd yet to see a single house or pass any oncoming traffic since turning off the highway. She gave a passing glance in the rear view mirror and cursed under her breath. A plume of smoke bellowed from the rear of her car, blocking visibility of the road. No, no, no. Not now. 

The phone call this morning from a Mr. Whitefeather wanting to hire her for in-home care for the next six weeks had come at the perfect time. Her only form of transportation was on its last leg, and after finally making her final student loan payment a week ago, she needed the extra money to purchase a new vehicle before she could go out and search for a full-time nursing job.

Her goal of bringing her sister home permanently depended on her earning a bigger paycheck. Her part-time job of delivering meals to the elderly only paid her bills and barely supported one person, never mind two. Her one crutch in the equation was obtaining reliable transportation to apply for one of the nursing jobs at the county hospital, thirty miles away.

With the accelerator pushed down to the floor, she still only achieved in getting the speed up to twenty miles per hour. She bit her lip. This was worse than last time when the junker overheated on the interstate and she had to walk three miles to town.

An explosion rocked the car. She screamed. A thick, white cloud blew up onto the front windshield blocking her view. She slammed on the brakes.

"You piece of shit!" She pushed the driver's side door open.

Coughing from the smoke, she waved a hand in front of her face and pulled her keys out of the ignition with her free hand. All the clothes she'd packed for her time at the Lakota ranch were inside her trunk, and she needed every one of them if she was going to do her job. Without her things, she wouldn't know what to do. She was living on her last fifty dollars until she completed her new job.

Acrid smoke surrounded the car, filling her lungs and stinging her eyes. She held her breath, stretched her arms straight out in front of her and walked blindly into the noxious cloud. If she could manage to get the trunk open, she'd throw her bags to safety and not be completely without a way of supporting herself.

"Whoa, lady. You need to step back." A man grabbed her around the waist and carried her across the street.

"Please, I need my suitcases out of the trunk." She pushed him away.

He glanced between the car and her. "Stay put. Don't move."

Two minutes later, she sagged in relief as the man retrieved her last bag. She plopped down on the biggest piece of luggage and shook her head, staring past him in horror.

"Are you hurt?" The man squatted beside her.

She shook her head. "My car blew up."

"Yeah, but you were able to get out safely. It could've been worse," he said.

She wrapped her arms around her knees. "God, my life sucks."

The more she thought about all her problems, the more apparent it became that her car was the only thing she had going for her. Without transportation, she stood the chance of losing the one person she loved more than anything else in her life.

"Well, there's nothing you can do about your car. It's toast. You should be happy that you're out here with your luggage and unharmed. It could have been a lot worse, in my opinion." He pulled her up. "Now stop worrying, it could've been worse. You're safe. I'll take you to the ranch. Then I'll get a couple of the guys to come back and tow your rig off the road. Someone can drive you back to town. I doubt if there's anything salvageable, but your insurance company will want to take a look at it and make sure. In a few days, you'll be able to replace the car."

"You live at the ranch?" Joan suddenly smiled. "The Lakota ranch?"

"Yes," he said.

There was hope. If she could make it to her new job, she'd earn the money for another beat-up old piece of junk, and be back on the road to bringing her sister home.

Joan clutched his arm. "Please, take me to the ranch."

"Sure. I'm Brody Whitefeather." He offered his hand.

Brody was a walking rock, not overweight, but his muscles had muscles, and he definitely worked out for long hours each day. She shook his hand. Dark and handsome, he stood only a few inches taller than her five-foot-eight inches, but he held himself tall and proud.

He ran his hand through his short black hair, studying her with dark eyes. She breathed a sigh of relief.

"My luck is changing. I'm Joan O'Hanlon, the nurse who was hired to take care of...Trace LaBatte. Do you know him?"

"Yep. I was the one who made the call to hire you." He grinned. "I'm glad you showed up. You'll be perfect for Trace as he recovers from his accident. He needs someone who's dedicated to his recovery and makes sure he does everything the doctor ordered."

"You have no idea how glad I am to hear that." She stuck out her lower lip and blew the stray strands of hair out of her face. "The last thing I need is to screw up and lose the job."

"Don't worry about that." Brody put his fingers in his mouth and gave a sharp whistle. 

She lifted her shoulders against the noise and wondered what he was doing. A chest thumping noise grew closer and she scrambled to hide behind Brody as the biggest horse she'd ever seen came running out of nowhere straight toward them.

"This is Red Moon, my horse. He won't hurt you." He grabbed a handful of black mane, swung up on the back of the horse, and stuck out his leg. "Put your foot on my boot, and I'll give you a hand up."

She eyed the snorting horse, the sexy rider, her abused luggage, and crossed her arms. No way could she leave her belongings scattered all over the road, not to mention climb onto the back of a horse the size of a mountain. A very steep mountain.

"Come on. We should hurry. By now, Trace probably got it in his mind to walk to the stables and check up on that damn horse that threw him. He's not the best about minding the doctor's orders." He motioned toward her pile of things. "I'll come back for your bags the minute I drop you off at the house, don't worry."

"I think I'll walk. You can point me in the right direction, and I promise to go fast. I'm anxious to meet Mr. LaBatte and start working." She jumped back when the horse stuck its nose close to her face.

"I'm afraid I can't let you do that. Your patient needs your...skill and guidance before he does something stupid." He held out his hand. "I can get you there quicker if you accept my help and get up on the horse."

Brody sat atop the massive animal without a saddle. She hesitated, doubting that the horse would let her claw her way up its back without throwing a fit. "I'm not a big fan of pain...or heights or even horses."

"You'll be fine. Unlike your car, Red Moon won't blow up and leave us stranded on the side of the road." He grinned, amusement lighting up his face. "Come on now, any woman who was ready to jump into a burning car can handle riding a sweet horse like Red Moon with her eyes closed." 

Ten minutes later, Joan's teeth were on the verge of shattering for all the times she'd bounced atop the back of the horse. She plastered herself against Brody's broad back, and prayed she wouldn't totter off the horse and break her neck. There was a very real reason why she'd never taken up the sport of horse riding. Heights scared her to death.

"You can open your eyes. We've arrived." He chuckled.

The horse came to a stop. She peeked over Brody's shoulder, but didn't let go of him. The animal shifted sideways, and she squeaked.

"You'll have to let go of me, if you want to get to the house." He picked her hand off his shirt.

"I-I'm not sure I want to get down." She lowered her gaze to the ground and moaned, clutching Brody tighter. "Can't you make the horse kneel down?"

He laughed. "You're funny. That'll go a long way with keeping your sanity on the job." 

Somehow, without giving her the slightest bit of warning, Brody deposited her on the ground. When the shock wore off, she smiled up at him, thinking he must be magical.

"Thank you." She straightened her shirt. "I'm sorry I was such a baby about riding. I'm sure it's a fun experience for some people."

He flashed a smile. "Oh, I can think of things that would entertain me more than riding a horse, so we have something in common."

"Mm...I don't think I want to touch that, do I?" She laughed softly.

He shook his head, hiding a grin. "Probably not today, since we just met."

She liked Brody. He had a teasing attitude, and considering how rude she was asking him to risk his life to safe her belongings, he treated her with respect.

"Go ahead, and let yourself inside the house. Trace should still be on the couch in the living room where I left him, unless he's crawled around the house in an attempt to find his crutches."

She frowned. "He wouldn't do that, would he?" 

"Hell yeah. But, hopefully he's sleeping. The doctor gave him a heavy dose of pain killers before I brought him home." He clicked his tongue, and Red Moon stepped away from her. "There're instructions from the doctor on the kitchen counter. I'll check in with you at dinner time."

Then he was gone, riding off into the sunset— or in this case the sunlight. Everything happened faster than she could process this morning, and the day wasn't over yet. She still had to meet Mr. LaBatte, and figure out a plan of action regarding his care.

She turned around; ready to take her first look at the place she'd call home for the next six weeks. It took three seconds for the bottom of her world to turn upside down. "Oh, frick, this isn't an old ranch house."

Staring up at the spacious front porch, she puffed her cheeks out and blew out a slow exhale. She expected to find a weathered old farmhouse like the ones scattered around the area with the typical two-stories, white shutters, and daisies in the yard. Instead, a sprawling one-story mansion at least half a football field wide blended into the neutral colors of the landscape. 

A huge stable and livestock barn outlined with white fencing graced the area to the left of the house. She scanned the grounds and her heart raced as she began to understand the amount of money involved in building a ranch of this size.

She walked up the cobblestone pathway lined with a myriad of flowering plants. After climbing up the wooden steps on the porch, she stopped at the double doors and glanced behind her. No one was around to ask permission to enter, so she followed Brody's directions. Quietly, so not to wake Mr. LaBatte in case he still napped, she squeezed the elaborate handle and stepped into the foyer. Her low heels clicked against the wood floor. Oh, my God.

Fifty people could have comfortably stood around in the entry area alone and never bump elbows. She moved forward, blinking fast, trying to absorb the sheer manliness of the house. Leather chairs and bronze statues of horses scattered the perimeter of the room in shades of brown and black.

She ran her fingers along the river rock wall, the surface cool and smooth against her hand. Eye-catching stones, earthy yet luxurious on the prairie, she wondered if they were imported.

An overwhelming desire to study the room further in the hopes of learning more about the owner of such a fancy place came over her, but she couldn't waste any more time. She was already late, and she still needed to find Mr. LaBatte.

The click of her shoes against the floor grew silent, and she paused. A large rug covered the hardwood floor. She slipped her shoe off and ran her barefoot over the plushness, and sighed. She wondered if someone shot the bear, or maybe it came from another kind of animal, she couldn't be sure. 

She stepped back into her heel and strolled over to the hat table, bent down, and studied a picture. She smiled. It wasn't hard to recognize Brody on one of his birthdays, holding a cake and grinning. She tried to recall what Brody said his last name was, but concluded that Mr. LaBatte must be Brody's father.

She followed the hallway, wondering exactly where the couch would be in a house this size. "Hello? I'm Joan O'Hanlon. I've been hired to be your nurse and physical therapist for the next six weeks." 

Most of the shut-ins she delivered meals to were hard of hearing, and required her to raise her voice when she talked. She decided to speak louder, in case the same was true for her new employer.

"Mr. LaBatte?"

A moan came from further inside the house. "Yeah?"

She hurried forward, plumping her hair and smoothing her slacks on the way. She plastered a smile on her face, and went in search of her patient.

Through the archway, she entered another spacious room and found a man sprawled out on the couch, covered in a blanket with his arm placed across his forehead. She sniffed, wishing she could do something about the smoke from the explosion clinging to her clothes.

"I'm sorry for arriving late on my first day of work. I had some trouble with my car on the way over here." She stepped around the coffee table and came to a complete stop. 

This man was not elderly, and he definitely wasn't Brody's father. Probably in his mid-thirty's, he had long, straight black hair that hung down past his shoulders and a piercing gaze the color of onyx. Like Brody, he too appeared Native American, but besides the darker complexion, the similarities ended there.

His dark eyes moved over her hair, which was probably sticking out in all directions after battling the catastrophe with her car. Not to mention the terrifying ride on the world's biggest horse, she shuddered. If she hadn't have been in such a hurry this morning to get to the ranch, she would have tamed it into her customary clip at the back of her neck.

"You're Mr. LaBatte?" She finger combed her hair. 

He lifted his head. "Who are you and what do you want?"

His high angled cheekbones, strong jawline, and full lips showed his displeasure. She tilted her head, trying to figure out what could be causing him such discomfort and became distracted. He was simply striking. In a hard, rugged way, all women went weak in the knees over. 

She inhaled slowly, trying to stop her heart from racing. "I'm Joan O'Hanlon. Your nurse."

"I don't want a nurse."

She became aware that she was still staring, and stuck her hand down in front of her. "Mr. LaBatte—."

"My name's Trace, use it." His gaze slid down her body briefly before coming back to her face. "Or better yet, don't, and get the hell out of my house."

"Your...I'm not sure who Brody is to you, but he hired me this morning to take care of you while you recuperate." She gave him a small, humble smile.

Trace scowled and ignored her hand. O—kay.

Joan retracted her arm and gazed around the room. "Let's see...Brody said there were doctor's orders in the—Shoot! It's been such an exciting day with my car blowing up, almost breaking my neck, not to mention how many teeth I probably chipped on the horse ride, I forgot where he said I might find the papers."

Trace sniffed, pushed himself up into a sitting position, and grimaced. "Hang on a damn minute. Where's that smell coming from? Is something burning?"

"That'd be me. I'm wearing a mix of smoke au toilet and —she wrinkled her nose— horse." She sighed, and shifted gears. "I remember. Brody said the orders where on the kitchen counter. I'll be right back."

She took three steps, stopped, and turned back to Trace. "Um, could you tell me which direction I would go to find the kitchen?"

However reluctantly, Trace pointed behind her before collapsing on the couch and moaning. She softened. Poor guy. 

Give her five minutes, and he'd change his disposition and be glad she'd come to take care of him. She'd have him comfortable and on his crutches in no time.
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Chapter Two
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Joan sat on the leather loveseat across from her drug-induced patient. Trace's lips parted and puckered with every breath he exhaled. She bid her time while he slept, watching those lips. Relaxed in sleep they were plump, moist, and all too alluring.

Appearance wise, he was much different from the type of men who usually grabbed her attention, and he fascinated her more than she wanted to admit. She crossed her legs. She'd had friends talk about the magnetism of the bad boy over the typical nine-to-five man and until now, she'd never understood the pull.

Physically, Trace was gorgeous. His attitude challenged her to draw him toward her, hoping she could break the wall he put up.

Not that she was desperate for a man, or wanted the stress of adding a relationship into her life. She glanced away from her patient. Trace was all too infuriating and bad tempered when awake, so in his sleeping state it made sense that she'd find him more attractive. 

She forced herself to concentrate on the magazine that lay opened on her lap. The chance at working with someone closer to her own age, rather than a geriatric patient must be throwing her for a loop. It hadn't been that long since she'd had a boyfriend, a date, sex. 

Taking care of Trace was a personal test. Nothing more. 

She glanced at him again. His arms were thick, strong, and she suspected the lower half of him would be in the same kind of shape. She caught her lower lip between her teeth. He was possibly the best-looking man she'd ever seen. If she wasn't here as a professional, in a business type of situation, she'd be tongue-tied and clueless about what to say to him.

"Is it part of your job to sit and watch me sleep?"

The magazine slid off her lap, and she bent over to pick it up. Her cheeks grew warm, and she was thankful for her long, curly hair curtaining her face. She was supposed to care for the man's health, not be paid to ogle her patient.

She cleared her throat and hooked the stray strands of hair behind her ear. "You're awake."

He stretched, and the blanket slid off his cast. She hurried over and covered him, but not before peeking at the solid thigh above the cast and below his boxers. 

He squirmed his way into a sitting position. "Why don't you go do...something."

"Like what? I'm your nurse for the remaining time you're laid up, and then I'm going to help you get back in shape." She sat back down. "Everything I should be doing involves caring for you and making sure you're comfortable."

Trace snorted.

"Am I expected to cook your meals too? Brody didn't say anything about that, but it'll be no problem. It'll give me something to do while you rest. I'm sure he'll fill me in on all my duties when he comes back to the house for dinner. He seemed very concerned about you getting the best care possible." She leaned forward as a thought occurred to her. "Do you have to...do you have a need I could help you with?" 

"My...needs?" He stared at her. 

"Yes. If you need help getting to the bathroom, or need help bathing, shaving..."

"Shit. This is unreal." Trace's head fell back on the couch and he gazed up at the ceiling. "Brody!"

Joan squeaked, and covered her chest with her hand to keep her rapidly beating heart from bursting out of her body. "He's not here."

"He will be."

"No. I don't think so. He dropped me off at the door earlier and said he'd be back at dinner time." She scooted to the edge of the cushion. "To be honest with you...this is my first in-home care job. I'm sure once I find out exactly what I'm expected to do, we'll get along fine."

Trace simply gaped at her. She gathered the small pillow from behind her, and hugged it to her stomach. The way he pierced her with his gaze unsettled her. This wasn't going as well as she'd hoped.

"Is there something I can get you?"

"No."

"Are you in pain?"

"No."

"You don't talk much, do you?" She tittered out of pure nervousness.

She let her gaze wander around the room, while keeping him in her peripheral vision. This job was going to be more difficult than she originally thought. He wasn't an easy patient, which was okay. 

She was used to cranky men who didn't want to be coddled. Although, she had to admit it was easier to manipulate an eighty year old man to follow the doctor's orders. She didn't think this particular man would be easy to sweet talk into doing what she asked.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

She flinched. "I'm just looking around the room. You have a beautiful home."

Trace grunted.

"Would you like to talk? You can tell me how you broke your leg?" Determined to make their working relationship polite, she used the manners her dad taught her and forced a smile.

"No reason to fill empty space with useless chatter." The deep baritone voice could've come from the couch because in her mind, Trace made no effort to acknowledge her.

She rubbed her lips together. His rudeness wasn't going to make her lose her temper. "We're going to have to figure out how to get along eventually. Six weeks in each other's company is a long time..."

He glared at her. For the second time, she noticed the dark silver of his eyes, deep and cold, almost harsh. She shivered and pulled the pillow tighter against her abdomen.

"I'm guessing Brody set all this up." His voice matched his cool demeanor. Even with the edge in his attitude, the gravelly undertone set her heart to pattering.

"Yes." She rose and took a step closer to the couch, to him. "It's time for another pain pill. If you'll excuse me, I'll make you a bite to eat too. Often times, the medicine will make you nauseous and food will help you handle the side effects better."

***
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Joan hurried out of the room. Trace ran his hands over his face and groaned. Damn you, Brody.

His cell phone rang. He reached back to his pocket, and realized his pants were in the bottom of a trashcan at the hospital. 

The ringing continued. He spotted the phone on the coffee table, leaned over, and answered the call.

"Yeah?"

"Be nice," Brody ordered. 

Click.

Trace chucked the phone across the room. If he had use of his leg, he'd march out to the stables and kick Brody's ass for hiring someone behind his back. He ran his hand over his jaw. Being laid up was his own fault. He had no one else to blame. If he would've waited one more day to get on the back of Thunderbolt, he wouldn't be in this position now.

The load of horses scheduled to his buyers were due at the reservation soon, and next week he was scheduled to go on farm visits to record new sales for the county. Not to mention, the branding files were due at the end of the month. 

There was no time for him to lie around doing nothing for six weeks. He scanned the room. Where had Brody said he put his crutches?

He heaved himself off the sofa, balancing on one leg. His vision narrowed and blackness dotted the edges. Not letting his weakness beat him; he reached out for the coffee table, hopped on one foot, and set his jaw to making it clear across the room before Joan came back and reprimanded him for standing up on his own. Two more jumps and he ran out of furniture to brace himself on.

"What are you doing?" Joan rushed over and slipped her arm around his waist, pulling him against her.

Over the wave of pain, the dizziness, he became acutely aware of her full breasts pressed against his side. His strength left him, and his good leg wobbled. Oh, shit.

Down they both went in a tangle of arms, legs, and one heavy cast. He grabbed her, hugged her to his chest, rolled and by an odd luck, he took the brunt of the fall. She landed on top of him with a squeak, her eyes wide with shock. He cursed, or maybe he moaned. Her weight on his body, with only his boxers separating them, erased all the pain screaming along the length of his leg.

And through the haze growing thicker by the second, she remained on top of him, staring down into his eyes with an interest that shocked him. He lowered his gaze to her mouth. Plush, soft lips parted and seemed to beg for a kiss. He raised his head off the floor, intending to taste what she was offering.

"Oh, God. I'm sorry." She planted her palms on his chest and pushed herself into a sitting position, and then off of him. "Are you okay? What do you want me to do? Should I call an ambulance?"

He let his head fall back on the hard wood floor. Thunk.

It was the medicine. He'd been drugged. He wasn't thinking right. Jesus...I was about to kiss the nurse.

The nurse Brody hired without his approval. The nurse he didn't want taking care of him. The nurse that had him wondering what it would be like if she slipped down beside him and let him sample her body.

"Stay right where you are, don't move, I'm going to find the phone."

"No." He rolled over onto his stomach, waited for the room to stop spinning, and then managed to pull himself off the floor using the coffee table to make it back to the couch, without making an even bigger fool of himself.

"You're sweating." She hovered over him. "Are you sure you're okay?"

He nodded, and even though he wanted to be strong, he couldn't ignore the need to use the bathroom. He needed help. "Could you get me the phone...please?"

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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"This is bull shit, Trace. She's a nurse. I'm sure she's helped loads of men in the same predicament." Brody turned his back, leaving Trace standing on his own in front of the toilet.

"I'm not going to take a piss with her holding my hand." Trace finished and hopped on one foot to the sink. "Besides, you're going to call up the agency you hired her through and tell them we don't need her. I don't need her."

"Nope. She's staying." Brody wrapped his arm around Trace and helped him out of the bathroom. "Once you snap out of it, you'll realize there are certain things she can do for you that no one else can. Without her, you'll never set atop a horse again. Think about that as you make everyone's life hell."

He grunted. "You had to pick a woman with red hair, didn't you?"

"Excuse me? I didn't hear that." Brody chuckled.

"You heard me." He let go of Brody and pitched his body toward the couch. "I need clothes. I'm tired of making her blush every time I move."

"I'll grab you a pair of shorts. Your jeans won't fit over your cast. Besides, I don't trust you to stay inside if you're fully dressed." Brody crossed his arms, grinning bigger than normal. "Joan's got a bit of a temper on her, if you haven't noticed. I thought all women with her complexion had freckles. She doesn't have a single one."

"Screw you." He covered his lower half with a blanket. "That's exactly why I need clothes. I've been humiliated enough. I don't need her to see—"

"Oh! Good. You're back." Joan swept into the room, carrying a glass of water. "It's time for more pain pills."

"I don't need them."

"Sorry, Trace. It's doctor's orders and believe it or not, these little white pills will help you heal easier." She sat down on the coffee table in front of him and held out the cup. "You'll feel better if you don't let the pain get the upper hand."

He clamped his jaw shut and shook his head.

"Please...for me." She smiled, and nodded her head like an overeager puppy looking for a treat.

Her green eyes, brighter than spring grass, were his undoing. He took the cup, popped the two pills in his mouth, and chugged half the water in the glass before he realized she'd sweet-talked him into another four hours of being sick to his stomach and the rollercoaster ride that came with being medicated.

"All right. It appears you're in good hands, Trace." Brody clapped his hands. "I'm outta here. I have horses that need tended, and some newborn calves to move in from the fields. If you need anything, you know how to get ahold of me."

"Brody." Joan's voice softened even more. "Would it be possible to have my luggage brought to the house?"

"Already done." He swung his arm toward the hallway. "Let me show you where you'll be staying before I go out. I've set your bags in the room. You'll be right across the hall from Trace, in case he needs you during the night."

She looped her arm through Brody's, smiled up into his face, and left the room laughing over something Brody whispered to her. With effort, Trace maintained his cool. He kept his mind blank. After years of practice, he had the skill to alienate himself from any situation.

His stomach tightened. He was hungry, but not for food. It'd been a long time since a woman got under his skin the way Joan did, and he wished she'd go away. The second he could stop taking the pain medication, he'd show her that he didn't need anyone taking care of him.

He wasn't the easiest person to live with, and under his own control would've already put his good foot down and demanded she leave.

Joan was all sunshine and ponies now, but what about when he dug his heels in and took back his life? She'd see him for the real asshole he was, instead of another patient for her to boss. His eyelids grew heavy, and he laid back. It was the damn pills making him wonder about things that he had no business thinking about, that was all.

***
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Joan sat down in the chair Brody held out for her in the large dining room. "Mm. It smells good in here. Fries?"

"Devon stopped in town and brought back burgers." Brody scooted her closer, and then walked around the twelve-person table. "It's calving season and with Trace laid up, we usually take turns and pick up dinner in town. Things will calm down next week, I hope."

She clasped her hands together on her lap and leaned back in her chair. "Devon?"

"He's one of us, and lives here too." Brody looked up and shrugged. "I'll explain our living situation to you over dinner, it's complicated."

She glanced back and forth between Brody and Trace, taken by surprise with the way Brody worded their relationship. They avoided her gaze. She gave her head a little shake.

"So you three are...partners?" She rubbed the polished wood grain on the top of the table.

Brody nodded. "Yeah. We grew up together, and decided to forge out on our own." 

"Really?" She smiled, understanding their situation better now. "That's great that you all have each other."

"Hm...I guess. Not that we don't have our problems, but we all have the same goal." Brody turned at the low string of cussing coming from the other side of the swinging door in the kitchen. "I better go see if he needs any help."

A few times through the day, she'd wondered why there were pictures of several different men planted around the rooms, on the fridge, above the fireplace. Even Brody and Trace's relationship was hard to figure out. They seemed to bicker back and forth the way brothers do, but their last names were different and they looked nothing alike.

Brody walked down the hall. She studied him. He was handsome, and seemed more personable than Trace, but he didn't make her stomach flutter the way it did when she looked at her patient. She rubbed her hands down her thighs.

Their long friendship would explain why Trace listened to Brody when he wouldn't give her a minute of consideration, and why Trace seemed uncomfortable around her. She'd have to get over her fascination with Trace. Not that she had any designs on him; she had a job to do.

She had no idea when she'd ever have time for a relationship in the future anyway. She had no desire or time to complicate her life with any man, no matter how spectacular he was. She'd tried serious relationships before, and ended up gaining heartache instead. 

Then her dad had died, and she'd given up on happily ever after. If she learned one thing in her twenty-five years, she realized life could change with each tick of the clock. Love didn't come with a lifetime guarantee.

Laughter came from right outside the room, a rather happy masculine sound. "No shit? She's got red hair? Trace is going to kill you." 

Then the kitchen door swung open and another man walked into the dining room. She gawked.

Over six feet tall, his tan shirt stretched across his upper body like a second skin, stood another Native American man blessed with good looks. His longish black hair pushed back off his forehead as if he often ran his hands through the strands to get them out of his face. Rugged and dirty, he must have walked straight out of the barn. She peered down, taking in the denim jeans and boots. Forget the barn. He appeared to have walked off a calendar for Rancher of the Year.

"Joan, I'm Devon Blackfoot. I'm another one of Trace's partners...and live here on Lakota ranch." He smiled, and she could have sworn his white teeth, set off by his darker skin, twinkled off the dining room lights.

Brody slapped Devon on the shoulder as he carried a few white sacks to the table. "Food's here. Let's get her fed before she thinks we have no manners."

The melt-in-your-mouth good looks must run deep in the Lakota gene. She held onto the edge of the table, growing a bit overwhelmed with the crowd gathering in the room. Each of the men made an impression but as a group, they were a little intimidating.

She whispered, "It's nice to meet you."

Devon put the plates on the table and held out his hand. "Thanks for seeing after Trace for us. I, for one, am happy to put his care into your very capable hands. He's all yours for the next six weeks."

"Mine?" she said.

Brody grinned at her in amusement. "What he's saying is we won't get in the way. In fact, you can do whatever you want with him, and we'll stay far away from the ranch while you're working."

It wasn't unheard of to run into those of Native American races off the reservation. She even worked with a woman delivering meals that had married a man who grew up on the Lakota sanctioned land. No, what shocked her was the power in this room. 

These weren't run of the mill type men she ran into every day. She shivered. Couple the sexiness of men who were secure in life, and the high level of testosterone, she became lightheaded.

Brody reached for her, but Trace had already stretched in her direction and laid his hand on her back. "When's the last time you've ate?"

She shook her head not understanding why that would matter when she'd obviously stepped right into her version of the bunny mansion. The room spun and she clutched at Trace's arm. This was too much to take in. 

"I-I don't know. Yesterday at lunch, maybe. Yeah, that's right. I had a handful of peanuts on the drive to my last delivery." She groaned and let her chin fall to her chest. "Oh God, my car...how will I drive anywhere?"

Brody nodded at Devon. "Let's get her something to eat. She's had a big day. With what happened on her drive here, dealing with you, she's been through hell and back. You've probably already made her crack, and we can't take the chance she'll quit."

Devon disappeared and came back with a glass of orange juice. "Sip on this. I'll dish up your plate and you can eat."

"There are three of you." Joan stared up at Devon. "Is this part of the reservation or a..."

Devon's lips twitched as he pulled a hamburger out of the sack and set it on a plate in front of her. "Sometimes it seems like we're all back home on Lakota ground, but no, this is private property. We just happen to live together."

She lifted the glass of juice, swallowed, and glanced from one man to the next. "You do know it's intimidating being around all of you, right? You should all be models."

Brody shot up from his chair, knocking it backward. Devon raised his brows, and Trace appeared to choke. She frowned, wishing she'd kept her mouth shut.

Devon laughed softly. "I'm not sure we're cut out to model...maybe Trace. He's got that pouty look."

"Go to hell," Trace muttered.

Needing to change the subject, she turned to Devon. "So, is the ranch part of the reservation. You're very close to Lakota land."

"No. We grew up on our community home—Devon shrugged—or what other's call the reservation, since we were toddlers, and the minute we were old enough to have a say in how we wanted to live, we left our people's land, promising each other that we'd always stay together. We love the community support of our people, our beliefs, but our dreams were bigger than
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