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Cowboy Fever Series Anthology is a compilation of five novellas and a novel in the series.

Return to cowboy country in Fever, Texas, where the heat isn't the only thing causing a fever! See if you can find the heirloom wedding band in each story!

"Wings of Love", Book 1 {Christmas story}: When Wings Mackenzie falls in love, it's for life, and Amanda is the woman he has his heart set on. He struggles to get his business matters in hand so he can settle down with her. But when he returns home, ready to make the ultimate commitment to Amanda, he finds her long gone.

"Losses and Gains", Book 2: Four years ago, Triple Aces Ranch co-owner, Lance Olsen, lost his wife and son in a fire. When her sister, his first love, comes home to Fever, sparks fly. But can an old flame be rekindled?

"For Always", Book 3: As a young man, Jared had no idea how to share the intensity of his feelings with Alana. Instead, he'd awkwardly promised her he'd always be there for her. But she isn't looking for a bodyguard even when her up-on-coming politician husband begins taking the pressures of campaigning out on her. True to his promise, Jared runs to her rescue, but he open up and become the prince who'll love her for always?

"Taming April", Book 4: Shawn Jacobs is the ultimate ladies' man. But when a former classmate of his shows up in treacherous high heels and designer clothing, asking him to train her father's horse, Shawn knows it isn't just the wild horse that needs to be tamed.

"The Only One", Book 5: Five years ago, Ken and Karla were madly in love and expecting their first child. Tragedy drove them into opposite corners. When Ken shows up with her brothers at the exotic dance club she's been working as a waitress, she sees he hasn't changed. Can Ken prove she's still the only one for him?

​

Drifter's Heart, Book 6: Easy to love, hard to hold... Maggie May's pa is still looking for the cowboy who knocked up his daughter. Just when Maggie thinks it'll never happen, the drifter she loves shows up, suddenly wise to the fact that his efforts to quiet her endless stream of conversation had ended with a child. This time, Maggie May plans to get him back in her clutches—and win his heart forever.
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Book 1: Wings of Love 

Dedication

A huge thanks to Barbara Raffin, who's been with me throughout this series. Your critiques made each story a hundred percent better, Barb! As I always say to you, I couldn't do it without you!

​
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Return to cowboy country in Fever, Texas, where the heat isn't the only thing causing a fever!

​See if you can find the heirloom wedding band in each story!
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Chapter 1

Wednesday, December 23

Six p.m. (Eastern time)

"I'll be back in a minute," Wings "Mac" Mackenzie told his assistant and protégé. 

"Gotta call the little woman?" James teased him, knowing his schedule sometimes better than Mac did himself. Most of the crew had gone on dinner break. He figured he had time to make this call.

Mac offered James a tense grin. Calling Mandy was always a big deal. He called her once a week, always on Tuesday—five p.m. her time, six p.m. his—and those short conversations had a full week's worth of gnawing worry behind them. One false move...and he'd spook the love of his life, maybe for good.

Outside, he noticed that the temperature, if anything, was getting warmer. He wasn't sure how Floridians got used to this weather in December. It was warm, the sun determinedly emitting bright sunshine before evening fell. There was no feeling of Christmas only two days away. He'd grown up in the Panhandle, where the weather this time of year could be mild, sometimes cold, occasionally blasted with a blizzard. This summer climate was ridiculous. Absolutely nothing about the weather, the place, the season resembled the Christmases he'd grown accustomed to. Christmas with my Mandy... I wanted that more than anything this year. Damn that there's no way it'll happen.

He walked out to the job site, clapping on a hard hat as he got out his cell phone, his mind carefully plotting his opening words. He'd wanted this project to be finished by now—wishful thinking, he'd always been aware. Three months ago, he'd fallen under Amanda Grant's spell for what seemed like the umpteenth time. For once, the timing had worked out for both of them. Unfortunately, within days of the start of their whirlwind love affair, one of the wastewater treatment plant projects his engineering firm was upgrading ran into problems only he could correct. Because he'd had no other choice, he'd rushed to the centrally-located city in Florida. 

He and his brother Kiowa co-owned Mackenzie Environment & Infrastructure, a business they'd built together from the ground up after college. Their successful engineering firm went further than most companies did. They understood what the wastewater treatment plants needed from start to finish. They were deeply involved in not only designing and upgrading, but in building from scratch. For years, the bachelor brothers had traveled all over the United States, spending a few months—more, if there were problems—overseeing the physical culmination of their extensive planning.

Mac came from a long line of hard workers. He worked his crew hard as well, but he never failed to reward them generously. In the past, he'd always given them major holidays off, but this particular client... He snorted. Heard that I can work miracles with timelines and won't let up until this job is done. Unfortunately, it means my crew's working through Christmas, nose to the grindstone, and I don't take time off unless they do, too.

In the time he'd been on site, Mac had been aggressively grooming James to take over the business so he could retire early to the small ranch he'd purchased more than a year ago. Getting together with Mandy... Yeah, she'd solidified his desire to take a backseat role in the business he and Ki built so he could raise horses in the dinky cattle town they'd grown up in. With Mandy there by his side, the rest of his life was shaping up just about perfectly. But experience had taught him things never worked out the way he wanted them to. He chalked it up to his inability to fathom modern women. They were unpredictable, overly sensitive, and an insane mix of needy and hands-off-buster independence. What I wouldn't give for an old-fashioned woman like my mother. And Mandy seems to fit the bill in ways I've only imagined. But ultimately, she's as much of a career girl as Linnet and Yvonne. If I move too fast, she'll bolt just like they did.

The irony was that, once upon a time, he'd been engaged to a woman more old-fashioned than himself. Barbara had wanted to graduate high school, get married and start having a passel of children immediately. Mac had been young, unwilling to settle down so quickly. "Let me get through college," he'd said over and over. "Then we'll make this permanent." But Barbara had been killed in a car accident before Mac could make her dreams come true. 

For the next four years, he'd grieved over his own choices. Finally, he'd gotten on with his life and started dating a woman who was the opposite of Barbara. Linnet had been all about her career and making her way up the corporate ladder. He'd assumed she'd want to get to serious as fast as Barbara had, but she'd freaked out the very first time he suggested they get married—since they were living together. She'd been gone before he could utter another word...and he'd let her go. 

Months passed and he met Yvonne, who was much like Linnet—young, on the fast track to making her travel agency successful. He'd learned a lesson, or so he'd thought. Waited a good year before he'd expressed the slightest interest in a commitment. Yet he'd never forgotten the argument he and Yvonne had had—"I can't bear the way you're always trying to tie me down. I have no desire to get pregnant and parade barefoot around the house all day, waiting until you get home so I can serve you dinner. Maybe someday I will have children—but only after my career takes off. You're a Neanderthal, Mac. Face it. I can't be with someone who's not willing to accept what we have and be satisfied with it." 

She took off, too, and Mac thought only once about going after her. All it took was the memory of Yvonne's parting words to tell him that he'd once more set his heart on the wrong woman. Like he had with Linnet, he'd packed up Yvonne's things and sent them to her without so much as a note enclosed with the boxes. 

In fifteen years, he'd met only one woman who made him want to try again. Amanda Grant. Mac knew her through her father, Pierce, who was also in the contract wastewater treatment operations field. They'd worked together often, whenever their interests merged. For twelve years, he and Mandy had met up at one social function or another that he'd attended at the invitation of her father. Each time, one or both of them had been involved with or dating someone else. Each time, Mac had wished they were both free. 

He hadn't even thought about his loneliness until a few years ago, when his younger brother settled down, became a consultant in the business, and devoted himself to his growing family. Mac had realized what he was missing—missing almost to the point of agony.

And then his eyes locked with Amanda Grant's whiskey brown beauties. For the first time ever, neither of them had had a date at her father's shindig. Neither held any attachments at all, in fact. Finally, he'd been free to pursue a woman who'd fascinated him from the very first time they met. Everything about her intrigued him. Not simply her breathtaking, classic, sophisticated beauty, but her heart. Her kindness and sweetness and generosity... In a million amazing ways, she was a woman without compare. Though he'd spent only a short amount of time with her since they'd gotten together three months ago, there was no way he would screw this one up by moving too fast or saying the wrong, stupid thing at the worst possible time. Because, the fact of the matter was, Amanda's wildly successful career mattered to her immensely. And why wouldn't it? She made a difference with everything she did. Mac had told himself that her career was just one facet to her personality, one that only made her more appealing. Besides, she was firmly established the way the other women he'd gotten involved with hadn't been. He wouldn't let the past ruin this for him. And that meant he had to move slowly so he wouldn't spook her into bolting. 

If only he knew what the hell he was doing. What I wouldn't give just to be myself. Tell her the truth. "From the minute I laid eyes on you, lady, I wanted to permanently hogtie you next to me so you could never get away. Seeing you with other men... I didn't like it. I wanted you all for myself."

Yeah, that would go over big with his charming little millionairess. Instead of asking her to marry him, he'd asked her to move into the ranch house with him and fix it up the way only she could. Rather than calling her every day, more than once a day, the way he really wanted to, he called her once a week. He told her he "cared for her" instead of the truth—that he was so madly, insanely in love with her, he hadn't been himself for three months. Maybe he hadn't been himself since they met when he was twenty-nine. He'd lost his head, his heart, his will to live without her. 

But he had to be careful with Mandy. She was everything he'd ever wanted in a woman, and the thought of losing her terrified him the way that phone call about Barbara's abrupt death had when he was only twenty. Play it cool. Don't scare her off. Don't go overboard. Monitor every word so she can never accuse you of smothering her, trying to take away her independence or her career. I never intended that before, but both women I foolishly got involved with assumed that was my goal.

Mac took a deep breath once he'd called up the landline number of his ranch and pressed the dial button on his cell. While he waited, he drew out the old-fashioned wedding band his mother had passed down to him, saying that someday he would know who to give this ring to. The time would be right, and the woman would be the one he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Mac had been carrying the thing around with him since the day he'd brought Mandy home to the ranch with him. He'd wanted to give it to her, but he hadn't dared. 

Ah, Mandy, my love. All I wanna do is grab you and beg you to give yourself to me. But once you do, remember, you're mine for life. I'll love you and cherish you until my dying day. More so than any other woman, Mandy brought out all his most tender, protective, loving emotions. 

"You're a Neanderthal, Mac. Face it."

"Mackenzie Ranch. Merry Christmas!" Mandy's sweet, cultured voice filled his ear and consumed his heart and chest with obscene joy.

Mac chuckled. Ah, Red, I miss you so damn much. "Hey, guess you're gettin' more Christmas spirit over there than I am over here."

"Wings," she murmured, her tone soft and intimate, the way it was when they made love. Only she'd ever called him by his first name. Only she could make him feel proud of such a ridiculous name. 

Keep it impersonal, if you can. "Did you get my flowers and chocolates?" He sent both once a week, to coincide with his phone call.

"Yes. You spoil me, but I love it. I wish you could come home for the holidays. You should see the tree Maggie May and I are putting up."

Anything Mandy decorated would be astounding. As an interior designer, she had the best taste. Asking her to renovate the ranch had mostly been a way to get her to come home with him, but he knew everything she did would be exactly what he'd always envisioned for his home. "Is the house ready? Won't be long before I can move in and become a ranch mogul." He kept his words light, teasing.

She paused and her response was decidedly cooler, maybe even confused. He felt himself sinking rapidly. What the rest of the conversation entailed flew straight over his head. Quickly, he wrapped up the call, knowing he'd made a mess of everything but not in the least bit sure what he'd said or done wrong. 

While these conversations were generally short and nowhere near as intimate as he would have liked, he'd never had one go rotten so fast before. The tone of her voice was completely off, no longer hushed and inviting. In the background, he heard her stupid little dog yipping like crazy. Mac said he'd call her next week and got the hell off the phone. 

Idiot. He stood glaring at his cell, his mind too crazed to try to figure out where exactly he'd gone amiss. Did she go cool when I talked about moving into the ranch? Why? Because it felt like too much commitment for her? Like I was about to ask her to give up her career?

He was so immersed in his disappointment, in kicking his own ass, only the combined shouts from a half dozen of his workers made him whirl around to see them waving frantically at him. He couldn't fathom what they meant until the foreman yelled, "Look out, Mac! It's comin' down!" while pointing above him. 

Mac looked up just in time to see a steel sludge collector shaft dangling off the arm of the crane. A quarter of a ton, falling. Heading right for him... 
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Five p.m. (Central time)

"I wish it would snow," Amanda Grant said on a sigh, turning her attention out the large windows that overlooked the large turn-around area in front the ranch. At the moment, the weather in Fever, Texas could be considered cool—more like autumn weather than winter. "I miss snow. Back in Wisconsin, it would have already snowed quite a few times before Christmas. How can it be Christmas without snow?"

"I declare, we got a love-hate relationship with snow down here, sug, but, when it hits, it's like a stampede—hard and fast, and, 'fore you know it, you're done snowed under." 

"But it doesn't last long," Amanda guessed, forever adoring Maggie's Southern twang and drawl when she called her "sugar" or just "sug".

"Sometimes does. Sometimes doesn't." 

The rumors she'd heard about Maggie May were all apt—and exaggerated. The "lovably horny, sheltered cowgirl always in trouble with the cowboys—always forcing her daddy to run off the source of trouble" had long, wavy hair with a tiny, curvaceous body and a chest big enough to rival a Playboy bunny's. She tucked herself into skin-tight jeans and low-cut blouses that made jaws drop. Men couldn't help being drawn to her, but, since she'd given birth to her son Tex a little less than two years ago, her life revolved around him almost exclusively. She still hadn't told anyone, including Amanda, who the father was. In the reputed only instance of her life, she was keeping her mouth shut tight on that point. 

Maggie May carefully attached a Christmas card to the ten-foot flocked Alaskan artificial tree with clear lights that Amanda had set up in the living room. She'd found a box of old-fashioned Christmas cards in the only antique shop in Fever. The card pattern showed a bejeweled Christmas tree set in burgundy and red. After removing the backs, she'd punched holes all along the edges and threaded green and silver ribbons through the holes, creating hangers so the cards could be put on the tree.

"Those cards shorely are cute," Maggie's May's mama said, coming into the living room with another of Amanda's friends, Keri Woods-Lewis. Mama May and Keri had insisted on cleaning up after the dinner Amanda served them. 

Amanda and Keri had actually known each other back in Wisconsin but only in passing. Marriage to a cowboy had brought Keri to Texas. When Amanda met up with her a few months ago, they'd bonded like glue. "You got real style, Amanda."

Maggie May and Keri both added their praise. 

"But, unfortunately, Joshua's expecting me," Keri said. 

"And I got another head to do tonight," Mama May said, gathering her massive, mobile haircutting and styling kit. 

Amanda set down her cards and walked over to give them both kisses and hugs—something she hadn't expected to participate in when she'd moved here. Where she came from, only relatives greeted and left each other's company with physical affection. Here, from the first time she'd met them, the women were always kissing and hugging while the men kept their distance and rarely said boo. Strange as it'd been to Amanda at first, she'd come to consider these down-to-earth people her closest friends. She adored them passionately and they'd made her feel she belonged in their circle. All four of the neighboring ranches—the Lewis, Triple Aces, May, and Sanford ranches—and the forthcoming Mackenzie Ranch, were what they considered "cooperative". They shared work and play all year round. These were people who worked as hard as they loved, and they could always be counted on. 

Fever, Texas was at least an hour from any city of consequence. Considered to be at the center of the South Plains, Fever was located between the Permian Basin to the south and the Texas Panhandle to the north. What little "town" there was to speak of amounted to a gas station with basic groceries, a variety of cattle and horse ranch businesses that sold feed and such, a single school that taught first grade through twelfth, a diner, the antique shop—and a tavern—"watering hole"—that was well-frequented. 

After Amanda showed the two women out of the house, she came back to find Maggie watching her twenty-two-month-old on his knees before Amanda's pooch, Pip-Pip, pretending to be a dog, too. Mimicking Pip's chew bone, Tex had one of his own toys in his mouth.

"He shorely loves that dog of yours, sug. What is it again?"

"Papillon breed. Some people call it a Continental Toy Spaniel." At eight pounds, eight inches, Pip had a small, tapered head and copper patches in his thick, white fur. His face was utterly adorable with the distinctive "drop" butterfly ears. He was always gentle with Tex, who loved to romp and cuddle him.

"Never seen anythin' like it. But then you're pure sophistication, sug. Even your dog fits ya."

Amanda laughed out loud. She pressed the button on the CD player to re-set the Christmas music they were listening to, then once again picked up the stack of Christmas card decorations. 

"Sleigh bells ring, are you listening? In the lane, snow is glistening..." she sang under her breath. Against her will, her gaze moved to the clock. Four-fifty-six.

Maggie caught the direction of her glance and said, "Mac callin' tonight, sug? I see he sent his usual two dozen roses."

"I told him when we met that I don't consider a house truly designed unless there are fresh flowers inside," Amanda murmured. "I guess he took it to heart."

When Wings had asked her to decorate his fixer-upper ranch in Fever, Texas—where he was planning to move permanently in a year or two, after his small horse ranch was built and set up—she'd instinctively said she would need to see it first. He'd agreed immediately. While they'd met up several times over the years, in the past it'd always been at one of her father's client parties. This time, they'd met at the party his brother and wife had thrown in La Crosse, Wisconsin, where the couple and Amanda lived and worked. Amanda had just finished decorating the nursery for the birth of their third child, and the party had been the unveiling of her work. 

She'd been secretly attracted to Wings the instant she laid eyes on him when she was twenty. He'd known her father through business, and Daddy had been the one to introduce them. Unfortunately, she'd been with Richard that time, expecting to be married soon. The next time they saw each other, she'd been twenty-five and still not married—and unknowingly, just about to get cruelly dumped for the first time. About once a year for the next five years, she and Wings had become reacquainted. Each time, she'd found herself thinking wildly strange thoughts. Wishing he hadn't come with a date, wishing I hadn't been in a committed relationship. The ease she'd experienced in talking to him, the way he'd looked at her... No other man had ever made her feel so wanted. She'd told herself it was silly to feel like she could fall in love with him or any other man within minutes, only for them to separate and forget each other again until the next meeting. The timing had never been right for them. She'd never expected them to get it right either. But, almost three months ago, serendipity had kissed them both.

When they arrived at his ranch only a day after his brother's party... Okay, so maybe it was my fault things happened so fast between us. I'm always like a kid with five dollars in my pocket—a fortune that'll be taken away if I don't spend it immediately. She just hadn't expected to spend six of the most glorious days and nights of her life with the most perfect man in the world for her and then have it end so abruptly. A project his company was working on had gone awry, the problems needed to be fixed immediately, and his presence had been required on-site. That had been almost three months ago. He hadn't been back to the ranch since, though he'd unsatisfactorily called once a week and sent weekly flowers and gifts. 

Not sure what else to do, she'd started work on the run-down ranch house. In part, the lack of decent shopping—and mailing services—had contributed to the lengthy stretch of time she'd taken with this particular renovation. But the biggest reason came down to tweaking, obsessing, stalling, waiting for him to come back and prove he wanted her to stay with him, indefinitely. 

In the quiet and solitude of living in an area known for wide-open spaces, however, she'd started to doubt herself, doubt the feelings she'd taken for granted Wings also felt for her. Their reacquainting almost three months ago had seemed so fated. The attraction between them had been instantaneous and rampant, the way it usually was, but this time, finally, there'd been nothing to hold either of them back. No, he'd never said he loved her. Never said he wanted her to be here with him longer than it took for her to redecorate the place. He'd never said anything to encourage her as far as she'd already gone with him in her mind. 

Along with her laborious decorating, she'd combated her insecurities by getting to know Wings' foreman, Don Shelley, who lived out in the old bunkhouse. Wings said that Shell had been his father's best friend when his parents were alive. Shell was overseeing the building and renovation of the rest of the ranch. Construction crews had been out near every day since Wings left, building the horse barn and everything else needed to run a small horse ranch. Shell had become like a grandfather and she couldn't help doting on him. But she'd also gone out to the cooperative ranches and introduced herself, saying only that she was the interior decorator working on Wings Mackenzie's house. Every single one of them had welcomed her as if she was Wings' wife. That alone had helped her comfort level skyrocket. She'd put her heart and soul in designing a home Wings would love to be in—one they would both love sharing. 

Only sometimes the doubt would creep back in, no matter how she tried to forestall it. The worst doubts came when Wings' called her. How could a man be so infuriatingly silent and yet manage to create such large hopes inside her? 

By the time the phone rang, she was nothing short of frazzled, trying to hide her state in singing Christmas carols that did nothing to lift her spirits. With Pip barking like mad the way he did at the slightest sudden noise, she picked up the receiver and said with more enthusiasm than she felt, "Mackenzie Ranch. Merry Christmas!"

Mac chuckled, and her heart squeezed tightly at the sound of his deep, tender and sexy voice. "Hey, guess you're gettin' more Christmas spirit over there than I am over here."

"Wings," she murmured, praying he would tell her he loved and missed her. Just once. Okay, so maybe that could never be enough.

"Did you get my flowers and chocolates?" 

"Yes. You spoil me, but I love it. Oh, Wings, I wish you could come home for the holidays. You should see the tree Maggie May and I are putting up." 

"I wish I could come home, too." 

His pause made her tense, eagerly anticipating some intimacy that would convince her for good this time that he loved her as much as she loved him. 

"Is the house ready? Won't be long before I can move in and become a ranch mogul."

For a long minute, Amanda replayed the light-hearted words over and over in her head, unable to believe he'd spoken them. The house? He wanted to know if she was done decorating his house? How coldly impersonal could he get? He might as well have said "Are you done decorating so I can move in soon?"

Flushed, Amanda told him what he seemed to want to hear. The house was done. She barely heard the rest of what he said, barely responded to his conversation. Hanging up was a relief she could never have believed.

"What is it, sug?" Maggie asked in surprise. 

Amanda sank down on the butter-soft leather sofa. "I can't believe he said that. Can't believe he asked that."

"What?" 

"He asked if the house was done so he could move in."

Maggie seemed to understand without another word. "You haven't said much about you and Mac, sug, but I know love when I see it. You're bat-poopy in love with the guy."

Amanda's face flamed. "I'm not so sure it's returned."

"Oh, I don't know about that. I know Mac pretty well. His work comes first, always has. It's what's kept him away from Fever all these years. But he's a good guy. He really is, sug. He's not a love 'em and leave 'em type. Not like Tex's daddy."

"You've never talked about him before," Amanda said in her distress.

"Not much to tell. Easy to love, hard to hold. You know the type."

Amanda nodded. "Did you know...Barbara?"

Obviously intrigued, Maggie lifted one silken eyebrow. "'Fact that you know 'bout her, sug, tells me Mac does have feelin's for ya. He doesn't talk 'bout Barbie too often."

Wings had told her about his childhood sweetheart after the first time they made love. She'd never been quite sure why. "She was his first love. She died. Maybe he'll never get over her."

"I agree he probably has a lotta regrets there—she wanted to get married and start a family. He didn't. Not yet." Maggie shook her head. "I know he hurt your feelin's, askin' that about the house, but don't do anything yet, Amanda. He's probably just busy. When a man's busy, he's even less likely to say the right things. Ya know?"

Just busy. That was just exactly the point in Amanda's mind. From the time she and Wings had come together again...or for the first time, he'd been busy beyond belief. All day—and night—long during those six days they'd spent together, his protégé had called him, updating him, requiring direction. Wings had never refused the calls. His life was his work. He would never have time to truly settle down, the way he said he wanted to. She no longer believed his claim that he was grooming his assistant to take over his engineering business. I no longer believe he wanted me to move in here permanently, to get it ready for the two of us to live in together. I fooled myself again because my feelings were strong enough for both of us. But he did fool me completely. During the week we spent together, I truly believed our time had come. He did everything right. Since he left, though... Nothing's right. It's time I faced that. That this might be over for him as soon as I finish getting his house ready. In other words, now. 

Maggie was looking at her with uncertainty. "Ugh, I need to get Tex home, in a bath and to bed. Call me if you wanna talk, sug, 'kay? Promise?"

Amanda nodded, and Maggie leaned over, enveloping her in a cloud of her perfume, to hug and kiss her. While she gathered her things, Amanda picked up Tex and he gave her his sweet, miniature cowboy kisses.

After her friend left, she worked mechanically to finish decorating the tree. She'd hoped Wings would come home even for a few hours and he could put the star at the top—not that he'd ever given her any indication he might. As she decorated, her mind connected dots she hadn't been willing to let herself make before. Every single one of their conversations could be traced back to a single origin, a single intent on his part. He'd hired her to decorate his house. Allowed her to live here while she completed the task. And now...now that it's done...he's also done diddling his employee.

Fire blazed in her cheeks. How was it she'd never considered he wasn't in love with her? How could she have missed that he'd found her attractive—and convenient? Now that she recalled the past, she realized she'd never seen him with the same woman twice. He'd brought a new date to every party. And never remembered her name by the next time Amanda saw him and asked about "his friend". 

Oh, Lord, I need to get out of here. I refuse to allow myself to be used even one more time, even if I so enjoyed being "used" by Wings. 

Burning with her humiliation, Amanda grabbed the cell phone out of her purse and contacted the airport. She arranged to have her private jet waiting to take her back to her home in La Crosse later that evening. That done, she got out her half dozen luggage cases and started packing. While working steadily, she saw the sweater she hadn't gotten a chance to wrap yet. She'd never knitted anything beyond a square before, but she'd remembered her grandmother trying to teach her. After re-doing every stitch about ten times, she'd finished the reindeer sweater in gold and burgundy, like his hair. I was looking forward to seeing him wear it. 

Swallowing her broken dreams, she threw the sweater in the small trashcan on his side of the bed. She changed into her cleaning clothes and did a final polish of the house from top to bottom. She wouldn't allow herself to cry. She'd worked so hard, hoping he would come home for Christmas. She'd even let herself believe he would give her the best gift ever and ask her to stay with him here for the rest of their lives. 

Fool. You've made a home here. Who told you to get so darn comfortable?

After a quick shower, she changed into comfortable traveling clothes and pulled on her coat. After loading her trunk, she went out to the horse barn. Shell was there, tending to the few horses Wings already owned. She stroked her favorite one, Sundown, wordlessly saying goodbye. She wanted to ride him one last time but knew she'd remember too poignantly all the times she'd taken Sundown out alone, imagining her and Wings riding together when he was home for good. 

Putting on a brave face, she turned to Shell. "I wanted to let you know I'm going."

"Goin'?" 

"Home."

"Home," he repeated in that unhurried drawl that had made her wonder if she spoke a different language than the cowboys here. "Got some emergency, little lady?"

"No. It's just...I usually spend Christmas with my family. Loved ones. You know. And I do love a white Christmas. It's time to get going. I left some of the blueberry muffins from breakfast on the table in the main house, and, if you're hungry tonight, there's Shepherd's pie for dinner. You can warm it up in the oven in the bunkhouse, if you'd like."

She thrust a foil and ribbon wrapped package at him. "Your Christmas present."

Delighted embarrassment filled his craggy old face. "Shucks, little lady, you didn't need to do that."

"Of course I didn't. You know I love quilting, and you admired the quilts I hung in the living room. I made you one of your own. I hope you like it."

She hugged and kissed him, clearly throwing him off with her unexpected affection. Then she turned and rushed back into the house to get Pip. It was time to go.

Her pooch was curled at the end of the huge bed, making use of the wedding quilt she'd made for her and Wings. The pattern, with the true lover's knot quilt block, had been her grandmother's favorite. 

"Don't all women start planning their weddings from the time they're little girls?" Wings had asked their first night here. They'd been talking about his brother's fairytale wedding a few years ago. 

"I don't expect to ever get married, but, if I ever do, I want it to be unique. I want to be proposed to in some wild, sweet way. Not the usual, boring restaurant proposal. Then I want the wedding all planned out for me. I know for a fact that I'd be terrible at planning a wedding. I obsess enough on interior decorating jobs. This would be a nightmare that I'd ruin for myself. No. I want something spontaneous and the exact opposite of formal with a few people that I love. I just want to show up looking beautiful." 

What she hadn't told him was that a friend of hers, a famous clothes and wedding dress designer, had made her exactly the dress she wanted to wear at her own wedding years ago. It was in her closet right now, awaiting the proposal of her Prince Charming.

Amanda lifted Pip, then smoothed her hand over the quilt. Wings wouldn't recognize the significance of the symbols. Why would he? It would simply become another facet of his home, like the new furniture and countless decorations she'd placed so carefully in every room. 

As she walked downstairs, she considered calling her new, wonderful friends. But she didn't trust herself to say goodbye. Didn't trust them not to run over here in an attempt to talk her out of leaving. How could she love them so much already? She could barely imagine living without them. Maggie May, especially, would give her an earful the next time they talked. I'll need at least twenty-four hours before I can tell anyone. If I try to talk now, everyone will know I'm bat-poopy in love with my employer.

Giving each room a final once-over, the way she always did before letting a client see her handiwork, she approved wholeheartedly of her work even as she thought, Wings is just a client, and he'll love the work I've done here. It'll be everything he ever wanted. I was his employee. That's all it ever was between us. I've done what I forever do with men—let myself fall in love blindly, be used for sometimes scandalous stretches of time, then find myself tossed aside unceremoniously. But this time I won't let myself lose stride. I'm thirty-two years old. I've wasted more time than I can afford on relationships that hurt more than they heal. 

Standing beside her car, she looked back at the beautiful house. All it needed was snow to make it look perfect—like a Christmas card scene. She couldn't help thinking, I wanted Wings to be different. But there's only one way I'll ever believe he is now. He'll have to come after me.

Chapter 2

Seven-thirty p.m. (Eastern time)

"James is investigating the incident. You knew they were removing a worn sprocket and shaft from the sludge collector?" Kiowa asked at his bedside, after Mac woke and asked where the hell he was. 

"Yeah. I knew it was on the agenda. I wasn't aware they'd already started. I assumed they were still on their dinner break."

"James says the men told him you were kind of hiding out there on the site, and no one saw you until it was too late. Do you know how lucky you are, Mac? Those shafts can be over five hundred pounds."

Mac didn't need to be told. It was a miracle he'd survived the thing partially falling on him—the top end of the shaft had caught on the arm of the crane just as the bottom had knocked him flat on his face. His own men had come running and pulled him out of harm's way before the full weight of the shaft could come crashing down on him.

He closed his eyes—even that hurt. He had a broken arm, sprained leg from where it'd been twisted beneath him when the weight of the shaft flattened him, and his entire body felt bruised and battered. His head throbbed enough to make his eyes water under the bright hospital room lights. 

"I have to get out of here, Ki," he said in what he hadn't intended to be a whisper. His throat hurt. Talking caused him to wince. "I tried calling Mandy. I called the landline at the ranch and her cell phone. She's not answering, and neither is Shell."

His little brother shook his head at him. "She's fine, Mac. You're the one who's not fine."

"I have to hear her voice. I have to know she's all right."

Their eyes met, and his brother seemed to realize what fear was driving him. He'd been trying to contact Barbara for hours before he got the call, the news that she was dead. Killed in a freak car accident.

"Trust me, Mac. Amanda's fine. But do you not understand you could have died? You've got a concussion and a few bumps and bruises, sprains and broken bones. By all rights, you should be dead. It's a miracle you're doing this well."

Mac tried to talk again, then reached for the water bottle and took a sip first. "I know what happened, Ki. It's nobody's fault but my own. I've been here for almost two hours now. Long enough to reevaluate my entire life. I'm forty-one years old. This is just not worth it anymore."

Ki seemed surprised. "What do you mean? What's not worth it?"

"You're not the only one who wants out of the engineering business, Ki—"

"I don't want out of it. I like being a consultant. But I can't afford to be away from home all the time now. I've got three kids and a wife I love more than anything. I need to be around for everything they go through. And I want to start every day of my life and end every night with my wife."

"I know. I wanted that for you, too. But it's been harder for me since you went consultant. I can't train James overnight, but, by God, I wish I could. If he has questions...you're the consultant, brother. I want out, the faster the better."

"You've always been a workaholic. I'm sorry, Mac. I just assumed—"

"Don't. You don't have anything to feel bad about. I'm just jealous. I've put work first all my life, and it's gotten me nothing but grief. I want the home-and-hearth thing you have—everything it entails. I want a woman willing to build a life with me. You did everything right after you got married, Ki. But my life wouldn't be worth anything if I never marry Mandy and have a flock of kids with her. I'm retiring. I can't teach James anything more than I already have. As of now, I'm making him acting manager, and I pray to God he doesn't put the business in the toilet. But, if he does...I hope it doesn't make your life harder. When I woke up in here and realized what happened, I knew I had to get out of this business. Now. There is no more time to waste. That's all."

For that reason, trying to get hold of Mandy over the last hours had been torture. Why wasn't she answering? Why wasn't Shell? 

Ki leaned back on the chair he was sitting in next to the bed. "You're doing the right thing, Mac. Trust me. We'll work this all out. You do what you have to do."

"Thanks."

"For what it's worth, you'll never make me believe Amanda Grant has even a passing resemblance to Yvonne or Linnet. She's a successful businesswoman, but she's also like Barbie. She wanted to build a life with you. That's what Amanda wants."

Mac laughed in a pitiful way. "She tell you that? You get that straight from her? Tell me the exact words she used."

Ki grinned, shaking his head. "She didn't have to say it. I've seen the way she looks at you."

Mac closed his eyes, praying his brother was right. With Yvonne and Linnet, he'd felt nothing but resignation when they'd walked out on him. He'd had enough of their insane, one-minute-too-tight, the next too loose approach to their relationship. Mandy could never hold him tight enough. 

"Can you check the closet? See if you can find Mom's heirloom ring?" 

Ki got up and rummaged around for a minute. Then he brought the old-fashioned ring box over to him. Mac opened it and checked on the ring inside. Thank God the band was still in perfect condition. 

"Since when do you carry that around with you, Mac?"

"Since I saw Mandy again," he admitted, "and it was perfect—finally the right timing. Since I brought her home with me." 

Ki grinned. "You gonna give it to her?"

"First opportunity. You still have my wedding quilt?"

Their mother had made both of them one before her death. Mac hadn't had a place to keep his—he'd moved around so much in the last fifteen years, he'd asked Ki to hold on to it for him. 

"Yeah. Angela put it away for you. It's safe."

"I'll give it to Mandy with the ring, beg her to make an honest man out of me, the sooner the better. When I'm back on my feet, I'm gonna make a go of the ranch. But first I have to find her."

"I think you finally got your head on straight, Mac."

Never had those words sounded more asinine to him. Over the next few hours, his head felt anything but calm and rational. He couldn't sleep for trying to get hold of Mandy and Shell. Deep down in his gut, he knew something was wrong. Knew it when I talked to her earlier, before my accident. Something happened then to make her unreachable now. 

As if his shapeless prayers were heard, a cell phone rang, but it wasn't his own. Ki pulled his out, and, after listening for a moment, he handed the device over saying, "I think you better take this, Mac."

Frowning on the assumption that James needed something, he took it. "James?" he asked.

The voice that greeted him wasn't the one he wanted, nor the one he expected, but it was familiar. "Maggie May?" he said in surprise. 

"Have you heard from Amanda, Mac?"

"No. But you were at my ranch with her earlier, weren't you? She said the two of you were putting up the Christmas tree together."

"Exactly. And I knew somethin' was wrong then. But I had to get Little Tex home to bed. I called her as soon as he was down...but she wasn't there. Wasn't answerin' the phone—yours or her cell."

"I'm having the same trouble." Dread was growing in Mac's battered chest.

"So I asked Mama to stay with Tex and I hightailed it back there. She's gone, sug."

"What do you mean gone?"

"I mean, her car's gone. Nobody answered the door. Shell wasn't there either or I would've asked him if he knew anything."

"Wait a minute. You said you knew something was wrong while you were there. What—what was wrong?"

"I don't know. She just got...quiet...after you called."

"Quiet?" What does that mean? Quiet? I didn't imagine her coolness right after her exuberant greeting. Hell.

"Yeah, quiet. But, heck, maybe one of them bachelor cowboys over at Triple Aces asked her out. You know they've been lookin' for any reason at all to call on her."

Mac tensed and the resulting pain was enough to make him feel like he might black out. "Maggie May?"

"Yeah, sug?"

"You say you don't know where she is or where she might have gone, but she might still be in Fever?"

"Anything's possible, ain't it?"

"Yet you called me? Tracked me down? To tell me this?"

"Just thought you should know, Mac. Amanda's the sweetest thing since cotton candy. You don't want somebody else in your cotton candy. And you shorely don't wanna lose your sweet tooth altogether when the candy's gone."

Mac couldn't say for sure Maggie May had his best interests at heart, but he was sure she had Amanda's. "Stay in touch, all right, Maggie? And let me know if you hear from her. Ki's gonna give you my cell phone number now."

He handed the device off to his brother, then spent the next three minutes groaning and sweating his way to sitting up. 

"You're not in any shape to do this, Mac," Ki said sternly by the time he hung up and Mac had gotten himself to the edge of the bed, legs dangling off the side. 

"Then help me."

So Ki did—he would have fallen flat on his sore ass if his brother hadn't supported and helped him dress. "What are you doin', brother?" Ki kept asking doubtfully.

Mac told him what Maggie had confided. "I can't wait anymore. I have to go home and find out what's happening. I have to see her." 

"How do you know Maggie May's not just trying to get you riled? She likes to do that to men, you know."

"I have to know where Mandy is. I have to go home if she won't answer the damn phone."

Ki let out a noise of frustration. "At least let me call the company pilot so he can file flight plans before you go running off. Besides, your doctor won't like you ducking out without a word. Without an argument."

"I don't have any choice here. I screwed up. Again. Somehow. This time...this woman... I can't let her go." Mac looked pleadingly at his brother. "Help me. This isn't over."

Obviously, Ki didn't like letting him go any more than his doctor would. But he didn't argue anymore. "All right. I'll help you, Mac. What else can I do? Let you go runnin' off and end up collapsing with a black and blue, bare ass in the hallway?" 
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Eight-thirty p.m. (Central time)

Christmas music seemed to be blasting out of every orifice. Bah humbug! Grinched by her own ruined Christmas, Amanda tried to turn her ears off as she stalked out to her car and headed straight to the successful business she'd built right out of college. Not to her penthouse suite—she couldn't go there, not after accepting that she wouldn't be living out the rest of her life on the sweetest little ranch. 

Amanda Grant Design had become A&A Design a few years ago, when one of the hard-luck kids she was driven to give a break to had become her partner. At the moment, Ashley Savage's perfectly unemotional face was just the one she needed to see. Ashley, above all, would help her to remain faithful to the vow she'd made as she drove away from Mackenzie Ranch: She would not cry!

Even from the outside, the gorgeous office building had been bedecked for Christmas in the height of true sophistication. Though it was almost nine in the evening, she knew Ashley would be working. Her partner had no life outside her work—not unless her big Marine chaplain stud was back in town on leave. Even then...well, Ashley gave new meaning to the word resistant. She rarely allowed anyone or anything to mess up her anally organized, ruthless schedule. 

Amanda popped down the lighted mirror on her shade and went to work fixing her face. She was exhausted—wrung out from expending so much energy not thinking about all she wanted to be thinking about. She rearranged her loose French twist, drawing out the strands that curved around her face. 

"Only I get to see you with your hair down, Red. Just for me."

The memory of Wings' words, the way he'd buried his face in her thick, copper red hair, made her eyes water. How could so much have happened in six measly days? I can't count all the times we met for the past twelve years before our week together, or any of those that followed because we weren't together during them. In six days, I gave my heart to a man who seemed to be fashioned straight from my dreams. Maybe that wasn't the first time I gave my heart to Wings, but it was the last. How could none of what we shared have meant anything to him? How could it not have been everything to him, too? 

The sense of disappointment and devastation welled up so hard and fast inside Amanda's chest, surging toward her throat, she found herself gasping for air even as she fought the emotions that would only bring her lower. With her purse and Pip in her arms, she forced herself to get out of the car. Snow had been shoveled all around the building, off the parking lot and the sidewalk. Still, beautiful flakes fell toward earth, unhindered by wind. She stood in the freezing air, breathing in the beauty of the setting as if it was in still-life and sending it back out in a puff of white vapor. She'd missed Wisconsin, missed the winters—maybe especially missed them, considering the time of year. But even the lovely falling snow failed to make her heart feel any lighter. 

She felt her cell phone vibrate inside her purse, and she resisted the urge to take the call coming in. She'd already listened to at least a dozen messages from Maggie May. Her friend had known she was feeling depressed and had tried to call her as soon as Tex was down for the night. Not getting hold of her bothered her. As much as Amanda wanted to break her other vow—make no phone calls for twenty-four hours, not even to reassure her friend—she knew if she told Maggie where she was, why she'd left, the tenacious country girl would try to talk her into coming back. I can't take the risk. I'm too weak right now. And that's especially why I refuse to even listen to the messages Wings has left in my voicemail.

Taking a deep breath, she strode up to the front door. She expected it to be locked, and it was. She took out her key. From inside, she could hear the strains of, "Through the years we all will be together, if the fates allow. Hang a shining star upon the highest bough, and have yourself a merry little Christmas now." 

Not bloody likely.

She stepped into the fragrant warmth and locked the door behind her. Though the main lights had been turned off, she could see that Ashley had remodeled the office suite again—and not simply with all the Christmas decorations. Everything looked different, down to the furniture. Her partner stood in her office door, not looking in the least surprised to see her. 

"I like what you've done with the place," Amanda said uncomfortably.

Ashley chuckled, one elegant, champagne eyebrow raised. "No, you don't."

What could she say? The two of them had completely different tastes—but they both had exquisite taste. Even if this design wasn't her style, she could honestly say she believed it was fabulous. 

Amanda moved deeper inside, following the scent of fresh coffee toward the hall of offices. She let Pip down and he ran back to the hall. He stood yipping at Ashley until she opened the door to Amanda's office for him. Rushing inside, he no doubt found his comfortable bed still made up for him. 

Ashley glanced back at her. "I assumed you'd be staying in Texas. Indefinitely."

Close enough now to see that her young partner looked as fabulous as their offices—even after few hours' sleep the night before and putting in a full day of work today, she knew—Amanda shrugged. "It was just a job."

"Oh, right. Who do you think you're talking to?"

Amanda clenched her teeth. Only Ashley would have the guts to call her out like this. "It was," she insisted, averting her gaze. "I admit it took me this long to figure that out. But it was just a job—for him. Maybe you wouldn't mind letting our receptionist know he needs to be billed immediately. Full package. I have the list of expenses. Every single one of them." Her teeth clenched again before she added, "I want him to pay through the nose."

Ashley laughed again. "Oh, Amanda, you do this every single time. I've lost count of the number of times you've been through this pattern. Come in here. I just made a pot of fresh coffee—candy cane. Or would you prefer a slice of the rum-drenched fruitcake Mrs. Biddle sent over today? Dried fruit instead of that candied kind. There's still some left in the lounge. I'm told it's heavenly."

But of course, tempted or not, Ashley hadn't partaken in the sinful concoction. After years of struggling with her weight, she'd come to enjoy tormenting herself by refusing anything delicious. Amanda had no such inhibitions. She sat in a plush suede armchair while Ashley prepared her treat—heavy on the dark rum.

"Thanks," she said when her partner brought it to her, then sat across from her with a mug of the coffee. "What do you mean pattern? I don't have a pattern." She dug into the cake—and sighed in bliss with the first mouthful. It was heaven in a loaf. 

"Don't have a pattern? Hmm, let's see. You jump into a relationship, fall in love in about two seconds, at which time you can no longer see the guy for who he really is. He gives you the full 'perfect woman' makeover, which you go along with without reservation. Then you start getting antsy because he's not moving fast enough or saying all the things you want to hear. He follows up on this by saying something you totally misread and you bail, usually without so much as a Dear John letter. Since Richard, you don't even bother to pack up your life anymore before or after. You've kept your own apartment since him, so you can leave at a moment's notice."

"I was with Richard for over seven years," Amanda defended.

"And he was the record. And probably the whole reason for the development of your pattern. From what you've told me, he sounds like a real creep. Don't get me wrong—I can understand wanting to be the one to walk away so you never get dumped again."

Amanda flushed, forcing herself to take another delicious, intoxicating bite. Getting drunk, even on fruitcake, was beginning to sound more and more ideal. Ashley probably knew her pattern better than Amanda did herself. But she remembered another pattern she had. Walking away from a relationship, coming to work, getting drunk on whatever was around—and sobbing her every life's mistake out to Ashley. No wonder the woman thought she had "a pattern". 

Had she walked out on Wings for little or no reason? True, his cold phone conversations had been building up inside her, making her doubt everything they'd shared together. But how could he have been so callous to say "I" instead of "we" to her? He might as well as told her to get out for how that little word had wrecked her heart.

Damn. She set the cake on the to-die-for ash burl and cherry oval side table beside her. 

"You know you're deliberately not letting yourself remember about a million things so you can get yourself to believe all this was just a job. So...what excuse did Wings so conveniently provide to give you the incentive to walk this time?"

Much as she bristled at her partner's ruthless assessment of her actions and reactions, Amanda couldn't deny them even a little. For years, she'd been doing everything Ashley insisted she had in her relationships—even with Wings, she'd been waiting for the axe to fall since the week they'd spent together before he bailed. She'd been looking for a reason to believe their time together meant nothing to him. More like waiting impatiently without believing for one second that he'll tell me he loves me and wants to spend the rest of his life with me. The design of his home had been an excuse to drag the waiting out, but, the past few weeks, knowing how close she was to finishing her work, she'd expected him to say something to set her straight on their little arrangement—just like he had. "Is the house ready? Won't be long before I can move in and become a ranch mogul." 

Seven years is my record. For seven years, she'd believed Richard Montgomery was her loving fiancé, just waiting to "get all his ducks in a row" until they got married and started a family. When he realized her father wasn't going to make him vice president of Grant Enterprises—he'd cut his losses. "It was nothing personal, Amanda. But I deserve what your father is withholding—whether I'm married to the boss's daughter or not. We're just not suited for each other. You're not what I'm looking for in the woman I settle down with."

"But I...I did what you asked. I became who you said you wanted me to be..."

Amanda shivered at the horrifying memory, thrust her chin up and threw Ashley a stubborn look. "You think you know me, Ashley. But I won't be blindsided ever again." Before I met Maggie May and Keri and the other ranch gals...Ashley was the closest thing I had to a friend. Now...now it's all over.

"Wings never reminded me of Richard Montgomery, Amanda. He didn't seem like a pompous jackass at all. And he certainly never asked you to do anything insane, like go from a B to a DD. Or did he?"

Amanda flushed, quietly correcting, "No. But I only went up to a D for Richard." She shook her head. "All right, so Wings isn't like Richard. At all."

"So maybe everything good you believed about him is true. You just don't want to remember any of it right now."

Amanda stood, shaking her head and moving over to the coffee table. But she didn't have the wherewithal to pour herself a cup, not when her hands were shaking so badly. "His childhood sweetheart...Barbara—she died before they could get married when he was twenty-one. He told me...after we made love the first time. If he wasn't telling me he'd never get over her, warning me, then why tell me? He's the type of man to fall in love once and never get over it for as long as he lives. Even in death, he'll keep on loving her."

"Doesn't sound like a bad thing."

No, it didn't. Except I'm not the woman he'll love for all time.

"Maybe you're breaking your pattern with Wings. Maybe the truth of the matter is that you're hoping he'll come after you, and this is the only way you could think of to get him running to prove his feelings for you."

Amanda snorted in an unlady-like way. "Enough psychoanalyzing me. Is this what you give out as Christmas gifts, Lucy Van Pelt? Five-cent advice? Is your desk now your psychiatrist booth?" When Ashley didn't respond, Amanda demanded, "So tell me where we are with the business. It doesn't look like you've run it into the ground." Quite the opposite, in fact.

"Our clients keep coming back and telling all their friends. I've had steady work since you left. We've made a considerable profit from them, too. I was actually considering whether I should hire another designer. I'm having some trouble keeping up all by myself with the jobs coming in."

Amanda snorted a laugh. "Like hell you are. But don't hire anyone. I'm back. And, first thing tomorrow morning, I'm going to call my best clients and see if I can scare up some work of my own."

"This close to Christmas?" Ashley asked in surprise. "Are you sure you don't want to relax, visit your parents? Look, I wouldn't mind throwing some work your way..."

Amanda shook her head. She and Ashley had always kept their clientele separate. In a business like this, two independent souls, it was the only way to keep from stepping on each other's toes. "I'm willing to work sixteen-hour days, just like you do. Who needs sleep?"

I need to forget. Forget the most perfect week of my life. The most perfect man. Most perfect love. Ruthlessly, she reminded herself that the week couldn't have been perfect. She'd made a romance out of nothing again—out of convenience and love and twelve years of wishing for something that had always been out of reach. If it'd been perfect, Wings would have told her he loved her during that first week, or anytime since. He would have asked her to marry him instead of asking her to move in and fix up the place so he could live there. He would have asked her father for her hand in marriage. Being the old-fashioned guy he was, Wings would have done that if he had mutual feelings for her. She remembered the words he'd spoken when they'd arrived at the ranch and she'd kissed him with obvious intentions. "Mandy...I didn't... I'm not... I want to do this right. I don't ever want you to think I don't respect you, but I've never wanted a woman like this. Never this fast."

"Then what's wrong? I want you, too." I love you.

He'd stared at her intently, his baby blue eyes filled with so much desire. "I want you more than my next breath. You're so beautiful, so amazing..."

She'd kissed him again, and he'd murmured, "I never want to hurt you" before he gave in to what they'd both wanted. Each other.

Amanda heaved out a sigh that sounded more like a sob. Wings had considered her a short-term lover and taken advantage of the benefits of her professional expertise with interior design. That was all there was to it. No strings attached. He'd pay his bill, and she wouldn't see him anytime soon. Forget and throw myself back into work. That's the best thing.

"Well, if you have any trouble scaring up work, I wouldn't mind a hand with the Good Samaritan Family Christmas dinner," Ashley offered. "Dr. and Dr. Sheinberg requested that I decorate in your absence."

"My baby," Amanda murmured, managing to pour herself coffee without spilling. She'd put together the annual event years ago. Local medical professionals and business leaders had come on board upon her request—many of them had been friends of her father and mother. Once a year on Christmas Day, they provided a bounteous dinner and generous gifts to families in need. Amanda had received a city Humanitarian Award every year since the event launched. 

"Are you volunteering to serve, too?"

Ashley shrugged. "I don't have anything else to do that day, and I want to make sure everything is perfect." 

The write-up in the paper would bring in a dozen new clients, but Amanda knew Ashley didn't volunteer for the event every year for that reason either. Her partner was also a perfectionist, even with their pro bono work. 

"Well, I guess I better start putting together a list of clients to contact in the morning," Amanda said. "Thanks for the coffee."

"Just like old times," Ashley murmured.

Yes, it was. Only I'm not going to get drunk and cry my eyes out this time. Even if what I feel for Wings makes all my lovers before pale to transparent. I'm going to be stronger this time. I won't fall apart. I won't be bitter. Somehow, I'll just make myself forget.

She caught her partner's eyes on her way out of the room, and the look there screamed in its obviousness: Easier said than done, wouldn't you say? Ashley had read her mind effortlessly again. 

Because I am predictable—I can't even deny it to myself, or, for the life of me, figure out how to change. 

"Maybe you're breaking your pattern with Wings. Maybe the truth of the matter is that you're hoping he'll come after you, and this is the only way you could think of to get him running to prove his feelings for you."

Amanda sighed. She was in love with another man who didn't love her. The only thing left to do was get over it somehow, the way she had countless times before—or wait for the gauntlet she'd carelessly thrown down to be picked up. She would never again hold out for an endless amount of time, hoping against hope that the man she'd given herself to would live up to her expectations. If Wings loved her, he would have to prove it.

Chapter 3

Ten p.m. (Central time)

For most of his life, Mac had wanted to get away from the dinky little cattle town, Fever, that his parents called home. They'd grown up in a circle of cooperative ranches—their old man a ranch hand on the Lewis spread. While Mac had always loved the horses, he'd remembered too much of the hardness of this life, of all the losses he'd suffered—Barbara, his parents. Until a year ago, he hadn't let himself remember all the good times beyond that he'd grown up with parents who'd loved him and his brother, given them everything they needed for happy, successful lives. They'd loved each other, sacrificed for the good of all of them. Mac realized he had friends and memories, deep roots here. About no other place in the world could he say that. "How you doing?" Ki asked, glancing over at him when he groaned uncontrollably. 

"I'll be fine—after about seventy-two straight hours of sleep and enough drugs to knock down a bull." Unable to wait, he'd taken the prescription his doctor wrote out for him but hadn't bothered to fill it. The ibuprofen he'd been popping like peppermint pillow candy had done next to nothing to relieve the full body aches he was experiencing. 

"I oughta haul you back to the hospital."

Mac offered his brother a grin. "Too late now, little brother. We're almost there." 

"Stubborn ass," Ki said affectionately.

As soon as he'd realized Mandy wasn't at the ranch, he'd said "to hell" with his once a week phone calls. He wouldn't stop calling until he talked to her. He picked up his cell phone again and dialed the ranch landline that would ring both in the main house and the bunkhouse, where Shell lived. 

No response. 

When he dialed Mandy's cell phone, his call went straight to her voicemail
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	Brainstorm and work productively to ensure that each stage in the writing process from prewriting to polishing produces masterful results the first time around.

	Create an outline so complete it actually qualifies as the first draft of your book, allowing your first written draft to be final-draft quality.

	Develop realistically three-dimensional and cohesive characters, plots, settings, relationships, and scenes so life-like and memorable your readers will be diehard fans.

	Effectively prepare for a series in advance to prevent painted-in-a-corner scenarios in order to keep fans coming back eagerly for each and every installment.

	Learn innovative techniques to write a complex sequence of stories that require overarching series arcs and immense world- and character-building.

	Craft sizzling back cover, series, and high-concept blurbs for describing, promoting, and selling your books.

	Maximize your potential and momentum for becoming a career author indefinitely.
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