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      “Two thumbs up for Sanctuary Ranch: go for the horses. Stay for the food. Best week ever.”

      
        
        —DanandJan

      

      

      There was a lot to love about ranch life, and as Haylee Hansen breathed in the aromas coming through the open sliding doors to the main house, and listened to the cook and her assistant bantering in the kitchen, she agreed with Dan and Jan’s Trip Advisor review.

      Horses, dogs and food, she amended.

      Best life ever.

      “Come on Ju-Jube,” she said to the elderly dog at her side. “Let’s see what Daphne’s got for us tonight.”

      The dog, who was actually called Jewel but responded to a variety of names including Jay, Sweetie-bear, treat, walkies, car-ride and anything to do with food—perked her ears and wagged her beaver-fat tail, her tongue lolling sideways from her grinning jaw. Jewel was the unwanted product of a classic princess/stable boy romance between a champion pedigreed Labrador retriever and an unknown opportunist, but her accidental life had brought immeasurable joy to dozens of people over the years.

      Haylee loved her like a child.

      “I hope that animal’s feet are clean.” Daphne took one hand off a generous hip and pointed at Jewel. “You know where your bed is, Miss Ju-Jube-Bear. No getting in the way, you hear me?”

      Jewel ambled to the large pillow in the corner and flopped onto it with a grunt, wagging her tail the whole time. She knew the drill.

      Haylee stood on her tiptoes and peeked at the oven. “Is that pot roast I smell?”

      “It’s the smell of murder.” Jamie, the kitchen assistant, stood at the prep station, her pierced eyebrows furrowed, up to her elbows in greens. She’d gone vegetarian three weeks ago and considered it her sacred duty to convert everyone else, as well. A month before that, she’d been all about coconut oil, which Daphne had been surprisingly open to. This, however, was a battle doomed to failure.

      “It’s pork shoulder and root vegetables roasted in pan drippings.” Daphne donned oven mitts, opened the door and lifted the enormous roasting pan onto the stovetop. “Kale salad, too. If Jamie can chop and complain at the same time.”

      Haylee’s stomach growled at the rich, fragrant steam that wafted into the room.

      “It smells amazing,” she said. “Where are the guys? Still out on the trail?”

      The wranglers had taken the foster boys plus a group of horseback riders out that morning.

      Daphne nodded. “Olivia suggested they might want to top the day off with a wiener roast at the lookout, so I packed them a basket.”

      Haylee busied herself pouring a drink, grateful for Olivia’s thoughtfulness. Of course, her aunt would be doing it for herself, as much as Haylee. It was a tough day for both of them.

      “It’s just you, me, Liv and Gayle tonight,” Daphne said. “And plenty of leftovers for tomorrow’s lunch.”

      Haylee looked at Jamie. “You’re not eating with us?”

      The girl lifted her chin with a martyred air. “I’ll be enjoying my salad in my quarters.”

      Jamie Vaughn was twenty-five, with the life experience of a forty-year-old and the attitude of a teen. She had arrived on Olivia’s doorstep from Los Angeles several years ago like an oil-slicked seabird, all gawky limbs and tufted, greasy black hair, only tolerating their kindness because exhaustion and misery outweighed her ability to fight it off.

      She’d been back and forth a few times but this time she seemed to want to stay. Haylee hoped she would. The ranch was good for Jamie. There was something healing about the Oregon coast. The air had a fresh, stinging bite. Food tasted better. With all the quiet, sound seemed purer, clearer, especially after busy city streets.

      The ranch was good for all of them, in different ways.

      “Your choice,” Daphne said pitilessly. “Everyone’s welcome at my table, but I set the menu. Take it or leave it.”

      “I choose life.” Jamie plunked the enormous wooden bowl onto the long wooden dining room table. The salad was gorgeous, fresh curly leaves of kale mixed with sliced red cabbage, shaved Brussels sprouts, slivered almonds and chewy cranberries, all covered with a sweet, tangy poppy-seed dressing.

      She served herself a large portion and then looked at Daphne. “Enjoy your flesh.”

      Daphne gave a low chuckle. “I’ve always enjoyed my flesh, honey.”

      Jamie made a face. “Gross. I’m outta here. Oh!” She stopped and turned to Haylee. “Before I forget, there’s someone I want you to meet at the shelter. You have time in the next day or two to come with me?”

      Haylee winced. Jamie’s probation included community service at a variety of animal shelters, and Haylee’s intake of potential service dogs had gone up dramatically since Jamie’s arrival. She loved the young woman’s enthusiasm, and had to admit she had great natural ability with dogs, but Sanctuary Ranch had only so much space.

      She sighed. “Sure. Let’s talk tomorrow, okay?”

      Jamie grinned and bounced out with her plate, the argument with Daphne forgotten.

      Olivia and Gayle arrived in time to hold the screen door for Jamie, and managed to hold back their laughter until they got into the kitchen.

      “I understand we’ve arrived at the scene of a crime,” Gayle said, giving Haylee a one-armed side hug.

      “That girl.” Olivia took her usual seat nearest the window, her long, gray-blond braid slipping over her wiry shoulder. “I can’t wait until she finds herself. But she’s entertaining, no doubt about that.”

      Daphne glanced out the window. “Don’t tell her, but I’m experimenting with some meatless dishes.”

      Haylee gave a bark of laughter and nearly dropped her water glass. “Seriously? This is going to be awesome.” Then she thought for a moment. “The guys are going to hate that.”

      “So what? We could all do with a little less cholesterol. It’s not like I’m going to quit cooking meat entirely.” Daphne set the platter of sliced meat and crispy skinned vegetables onto the table. “I was already thinking about it before she went all Tibetan monk on us. Now, she’s going to think it was all her idea. She’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

      She surveyed the table. “What am I forgetting? Oh yes, applesauce.”

      Daphne went back to the kitchen and Haylee watched from the corner of her eye as the cook casually glanced over her shoulder, then set a small plate in front of Jewel. Haylee pretended not to notice.

      No one went hungry in Daphne’s kitchen. Period. It was an inarguable precept. If Jewel came in, she got fed. Haylee didn’t believe Daphne would enforce the ban, but she also didn’t want to test it. The compromise was lean meat, vegetables and equivocation. Jewel certainly wasn’t complaining.

      “Applesauce?” Haylee said.

      Daphne laughed. “Behind the bread basket. I guess we’re both blind today.”

      They passed the dishes around family style, laughing and chatting in a way they couldn’t quite do when the whole motley staff was present.

      Yes, besides the animals, the best part of life on the ranch was the joy of coming together at the end of the day to share food, stories, news, gossip, the little things that make up a day, a week, a life.

      Meat or no meat.

      “Have you heard?” Gayle was saying. “There’s a new doctor in town. I met him today at the department meeting. He comes from Portland with a rock-star reputation. He’s also single, gorgeous and let’s just say, if I wasn’t batting for the other team, I’d be checking him out.”

      “Hey,” Olivia protested. “I’ve got feelings, you know.”

      “Your feelings are as fragile as a bull moose,” Gayle said with an affectionate smile.

      Olivia tilted her head and looked at the ceiling. “True. So tell us more.”

      “Maybe we could set him up with Haylee,” Daphne said, her eyes alight.

      “Ooh, good idea,” Olivia said. “It’s high time.”

      “They’d look good together,” Gayle said. “He’s got dark hair and eyes, almost Mediterranean looking.”

      Daphne put a hand to her chest and sighed. “With Haylee’s fair coloring and curls.”

      “Hello.” Haylee waved her fork at them. “I’m right here.”

      “He’s heading up the emergency room,” Gayle continued, ignoring her. “Maybe she’ll get kicked by a steer again.”

      “She’s awful clumsy,” Daphne added thoughtfully. “Just yesterday she stumbled bringing in a bagful of groceries. She could have fallen off the porch and broken her arm.”

      “I am not clumsy,” Haylee said. No one even looked at her.

      “Gideon’s got that new skittish horse,” Olivia said. “Maybe she could help him. That’s an accident waiting to happen.”

      “While I appreciate your good wishes,” Haylee broke in, “I’m not in the market for a rock-star boyfriend and have no intention of injuring myself for an introduction.”

      “Oh, honey,” Daphne said with a laugh, “you stick to your animals and leave matters of the heart to the experts.”

      She lifted a palm and Olivia and Gayle returned air high-fives to her from across the table.

      “A lesbian couple and a happily divorced middle-age cook?” Haylee said. “I question your credentials.”

      “Evil child. I’m in my prime.” She got to her feet, her smile gone. “Who wants pie?”

      Too late Haylee remembered that Daphne referred to herself as a divorcee but was, in fact, happily widowed, the end of her marriage and the end of her husband occurring around the same time, under circumstances that would have felled a lesser woman.

      Haylee carried her plate to the sink, and gave the cook a hug. “Sorry, Daffy,” she whispered. Then she straightened and raised her voice. “Dinner was great. I’ll have pie later. Right now, Jewel and I need a walk. Come on, baby-girl.”

      The dog lurched to her feet, casting a longing glance at the plate beside her, licked glistening white, as if nothing had ever besmirched the pristine surface.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Not many people were on the beach, which suited Haylee’s mood perfectly. She walked near the shining edge where the sand was surf-hardened and damp, enjoying the solid crunching shift of each footstep and the briny bite of ocean air. Occasionally she landed on a soft spot and her feet sank an inch or two but she didn’t care. There were worse things than wet feet.

      A lot worse.

      There was no point lingering in the past, but memory was cyclical and the calendar didn’t lie, so one day a year, she allowed herself to test the heaviness, like a tongue seeking a sore tooth, to see if it was still there, if it still hurt.

      It was, and it did.

      But a little better each year. And she’d feel better tomorrow.

      Jewel gave a muffled woof and Haylee jumped. She lifted her gaze to see the dog loping awkwardly on dysplastic hips to greet a man approaching from the opposite direction.

      “Jewel,” she called, but the dog ignored her.

      By sight, or by the dog they were with, she knew most of the people who frequented the stretch of sand between the town and the ranch property. But this man, she’d never seen before.

      He lifted his head and pulled his hands from his pockets as Jewel came nearer, and reached out to pat her. He was tall and broad, his dark hair a fiery halo in the waning light.

      “Hey there. This your dog?” His voice was espresso rich, deep and smooth as cream. “She’s a real sweetheart.”

      If this was the rock-star doctor, Gayle hadn’t been kidding.

      “Yeah.” She cleared her throat and swallowed. “Sorry about that. Jewel, come on back. She’s very friendly.”

      “So I see. It’s nice.” The man squatted on his haunches to give Jewel a good scrubbing on her ribs. The dog groaned, her entire body wagging in delight.

      A rock-star doctor who liked dogs.

      “Sorry to interrupt your walk,” she said, coming close enough to clip the leash onto Jewel’s collar. He stood up as she did and she felt the full force of his presence.

      There were lines around his eyes and mouth, laugh lines, she guessed, though the shadows dancing across his sculpted features suggested he hadn’t been laughing much lately. Her stomach gave a little flip.

      Maybe he was just tired.

      “Don’t apologize.” His gaze was direct and appreciative. “A friendly face is just what I needed today.”

      Haylee looked away, fumbling with the leash. “Good. I’m glad. Well. See you around, I guess.”

      She tugged gently and led the dog away. He may or may not be the person Gayle described but she had enough sense to know that chatting with a strange man on a nearly deserted beach as the sun went down was a bad idea. Dog lover or not.

      Even though she really wanted to stay.

      Especially since she wanted to stay.

      She angled her path upward so she could keep an eye on him as he walked away and before long, he’d disappeared around a rise of black rock.

      “He seemed nice,” she told Jewel. “Though I could be biased by pretty packaging and a very nice voice. I’d ask your opinion but you’re as subtle as a freight train. You’d snuggle up to Jeffrey Dahmer if you thought he’d feed you.”

      The dog kept looking behind them, as if hoping the man would reappear. And he hadn’t given Jewel any food whatsoever.

      “I don’t have time for a man,” she said. “Or interest.” She’d blown through her share of relationships—if you could call them that—years ago and wasn’t interested in revisiting that minefield.

      Fine. She was a coward.

      “On the off chance I read the vibe correctly,” she continued, “I’m doing him a favor by shutting this down before it gets started. Trust me.”

      Jewel wagged her tail, panted and licked her lips.

      “Enough arguing,” she said. “Time to head on home.”

      As they retraced their steps to the area where she’d last seen the man, a sound wafted over the water. A voice, calling out. Calling her?

      “Did you hear something?”

      Haylee squinted against the last rays of gold and scarlet painting the smooth ripples of the bay, in the universal human belief that by straining her eyes she’d be able to hear better.

      She glanced at her dog, ambling across the vast, lonely stretch of sand ahead of her.

      Of course the dog had heard it. The lapping Pacific surf that muffled sound to human ears was nothing to a dog.

      His voice?

      She was probably imagining the distress.

      Most likely, she was hearing some kids horsing around up by the cabins, in which case, they’d say hello and call it a night.

      But what if it was someone in trouble?

      “Find it, Jewel.”

      Immediately, the dog put her nose to the ground.

      Haylee picked up her pace, watching Jewel’s tail sweep back and forth, a flesh-and-blood metronome, the tick-tick-tick measuring out a life lived in the moment, anticipation unmarred by dimming vision and arthritic hips, joy untarnished by worry or regret.

      She thought of her current fosters: the little terrier cross, so full of attitude. Another Lab–pit bull, who was almost ready to move to his forever home. The Border collie with the thousand-yard stare. None of them compared to Jewel.

      She pulled salt air deep into her lungs following as the dog moved upward, scrambling over the surf-scoured rocks gleaming against the fading citrus sky, absorbed, Haylee imagined, not so much in the object at the end of the search, as the search itself. The journey, not the destination.

      Jewel glanced back as if to say Pay attention!

      “Right behind you, girl.”

      She’d heard no more calls, but the old dog’s zeal was a joy to see. And you never knew.

      Like freshwater pearls on a loose string, the Oregon coastline was dotted with beaches, each one a glowing gem nestled against the velvety silhouette of black rock. The wind-and-surf-pounded outcroppings, with their hidden caves and mussel-laden tide pools, all gloriously inviting in the light of day, told a different story when darkness fell.

      It wouldn’t be the first time an unsuspecting beachcomber or sunbather had miscalculated the tides and spent a chilly night waiting for the ocean to recede.

      Newcomers and visitors were especially vulnerable.

      She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hello? Is someone there?”

      In the silent suspension between waves, Haylee listened for the voice, but caught only the pad-pad-swish of foot and paw on sand, empty nothingness.

      Not the tall stranger then, with his piercing eyes and soft dog-patting hands who may or may not be Gayle’s handsome doctor.

      “Ju-Jube, honey, I think we’re SOL on this one.”

      But Jewel bunched her shoulders and clambered ahead. Haylee knew when she was being ignored. She ought to be firmer. She ought to reassert her position as alpha.

      Being and doing as she ought to got old. It wasn’t as if Jewel sought domination of their little pack, after all. She knew on which side of the pantry door her kibble was buttered.

      Just then the ocean paused its breathing and the sound came again, a voice, certainly, his voice, maybe, carried gently over the evening air, but landing not so much like distress as . . . the sounds you made when you banged your head getting into your car, cussing yourself out for stupidity. Dumb-ass noises, she thought.

      “Woof,” said Jewel, breaking into a stiff old lady’s run.

      “Please don’t throw yourself at him this time,” she cautioned. “He could be hurt.” More likely a loss of dignity, which did not preclude the need for assistance; however, she knew from experience that where dignity was concerned, the need for assistance was often inversely proportional to its welcome.

      “Hello?” she called again. “Is everything okay?”

      No answer.

      Haylee pulled herself up onto a ledge of rock, the top still dry, but not for long, as evidenced by growing splotches of foam where the incoming tide marked it. Already across, the dog splashed through a tide pool still warm from the sun, and disappeared around a corner. Haylee hissed as her knee grazed a section of mussel-encrusted rock, glad she’d switched her flip-flops for sturdy-soled ankle boots after supper. She’d have to check Jewel’s paws carefully when they got back.

      A watery crash sounded, large-dog loud.

      “Jewel!” Haylee hauled herself over boulders slippery with algae and bits of kelp. The Labrador retriever in Jewel gave her a great love of the water, but the Y chromosome could have come from a hippo, for all the grace she had.

      Another splash, then a storm of sloshing and splattering, and then the voice again, clearer now. Her pulse sped up a notch.

      It was definitely him. Didn’t sound like he was in trouble. Though he could certainly be trouble. And now, there wasn’t a single other soul to be seen on the peaceful beach.

      “Are you okay? Be careful with my dog. She’s old.”

      More squelching slips, accompanied by grunts and indeterminate half shouts. Haylee wide-stepped over a shallow pool and clambered around another section of rock, peering frantically for Jewel’s form among the shadows beneath her.

      “It’s the friendly dog,” came the voice. “That’s a relief.”

      She looked down onto the rocky landing from where she heard the voice and saw a figure sitting on the dark slab of rock next to a glittering pool, the sharp edges worn smooth by surf and wind. A white T-shirt clung to his upper body, cargo shorts below, both darkened by water. Jewel draped over him like a bad fur coat, half-on, half-off, her tail slapping wetly on the rock.

      The man sounded neither surprised nor irritated but, since Jewel’s sudden appearance would most certainly be cause for such reaction, this in itself was disconcerting.

      “We heard you calling,” she said. “Thought you might need help.”

      “Way better than an amorous sea lion, at least, which was my first impression,” continued the man, as if she hadn’t spoken.

      That nice crisp voice had a note of desperate calm running through it now.

      Haylee half climbed, half slid down the rock separating them.

      There he was, the same handsome stranger, in the flesh.

      “So, you’re okay, then?” she asked, slipping down the last bit, until she was standing just above where he sat with Jewel.

      “Oh, absolutely. I’m more than okay. I’m fantastic.” He gestured to the dog. “I can’t feel my legs, though. Do you mind?”

      “Right.” Haylee motioned for Jewel to climb off.

      He winced as the dog’s nails dug into his thighs. “You sure she’s not a sea lion? Ow! Or possibly a walrus? Wait. No tusks.”

      Haylee gave Jewel a hug. “Good girl, you found him. What a smart girl you are.” The dog was wet, happy, and whole. She’d definitely earned her cookies tonight.

      The guy rubbed his legs and got to his feet, keeping a hand on the rock. Yes, still tall. Still big. And all muscle, despite the unsteadiness.

      Her pulse jumped another notch. The vibe coming off him was clangy, discordant, like an orchestra in warm-up, after the long summer break. The scattered light reflecting off waves and wet rock cast stark shadows across the rugged planes of his face. No laugh lines now.

      “She was looking for me? Not to appear ungrateful, but I can’t imagine why. If she’s a sniffer dog, the cigarettes are oregano, I swear. I’m holding them for a friend. I’ve never even inhaled.”

      She took a step back and put a hand on Jewel’s warm back.

      There was no scent of tobacco, let alone weed, but he was speaking too quickly. Something definitely had him rattled and it was more than indignity.

      “I’m joking. Badly, I see. Don’t worry, I’ll keep my distance. I bet you wish you’d taken a different path tonight.”

      “What are you doing out here?” Someone needed to get this conversation on track.

      He wiped his face with his forearm. A tattoo ran along the underside but she couldn’t make out details. His strong jaw was liberally covered in a two-day growth of dark whiskers.

      You expected such a man to growl or roar or paw the ground, yet he talked like he had a beer in one hand and a pair of aces in the other.

      Bluffing?

      “It went something like this. I was watching the sunset, minding my own business, when a large, sea lion-esque creature”—he indicated the dog nudging her pocket—“belly-flopped into the tide pool at my feet. She seemed to not want to be there, so I helped haul her out. That’s when she took our relationship to the next level. You arrived. The end.”

      “You hauled her out?”

      “What can I say?” he answered. “I’m a helper.”

      “In that case . . . thanks.” She hesitated, then thought what the hell. “I’m Haylee Hansen. I work at Sanctuary Ranch, about a mile inland. You’re the new doctor, aren’t you?”

      He looked a little taken aback but then he caught himself and said, “Guilty as charged. Aiden McCall. Nice to meet you, Haylee. And Jewel, the friendly dog.”

      “Why were you yelling?” Haylee asked. “I thought you were hurt.”

      “Would you believe I was practicing for an audition?”

      “No.”

      “Right. My stand-up routine sucks. Oh well, worth a try.”

      He kept both hands on the rocky outcropping at his hip, as if he expected the earth to fall out from beneath his feet.

      “You’re going to be trapped,” she said. “The tide’s coming in.”

      He glanced down, as if only now noticing that his once-dry perch had an inch of water covering it.

      “Huh. What do you know? I guess we’ll be trapped together, then.”

      “Nah, that’s a rookie mistake.” She hesitated a moment, then sighed and held out her hand. “Come on. I’ll help you out.”

      But just then, a chunk of mussel-shell broke under her boot. She stumbled forward and would have slipped into the water below, but he caught her, one hand on her arm, the other around her waist, and pulled her away from the edge.

      His hands were cold from the water, his grip like icy steel but instead of a chill, heat rushed across her skin where he touched her. His scent enveloped her, a light, woodsy cologne overlaid with kelp and brine and wind and sweat.

      She’d misinterpreted his body language, she realized. Tight, tense, alert, this man was on, the same way she remembered her father and brother being, as all firefighters, soldiers, and surgeons were, even on weekends. Life-and-death situations demanded and honed a kind of raw energy, a costly undercurrent that didn’t disappear at the end of a shift.

      “God, I’m so sorry,” she said with a gasp. Daphne would love this story, if she ever got wind of it.

      “Don’t be.” His breath was warm on her neck. “My male ego is vastly improved.”

      He stepped away the second she found her feet, then slapped wet sand from his thighs and butt.

      Lean. Muscled. Nice.

      Oh dear.

      “Follow me,” she told him, hoping it was too dark for him to see the blush she felt on her cheeks.

      “What about your sea lion?”

      “Jewel?” Haylee gave a little laugh. The dog had given up on extra treats and was now trotting down the rocks back to the sandy beach above the waterline. “She’s way ahead of us. You okay to get back to . . . to get back?”

      He lifted his chin and looked at the horizon, his eyes narrow, his full lips set tight with thin lines slicing deep on both sides, as if in pain.

      “You bet,” he said. “I’m great.”

      Sunset colors splashed over the stark planes of his face, warmth meeting chill, light and shadow flickering and dancing. Haylee shivered.

      He looked, she thought, like a man walking through fire.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the last of the light faded, Aiden McCall walked the half hour across the beach, angling upward until the smooth sand became interspersed with the rough brush and tall, spiky grasses growing roadside. How much of his rant, he wondered, had that dog-walker caught?

      A million miles of empty beach and he had to pick the one spot where someone could hear him.

      And not just anyone.

      A cute blonde with long curly hair, toned arms, and the kind of no-nonsense attitude that belonged behind a triage desk.

      Had she really thought he’d been stranded? Her dog—Jewel?—seemed to consider him the prize at the bottom of the Cracker Jack box. How long had he been sitting there? Surely not that long. But he wasn’t the most reliable witness, was he?

      One second he’d been watching the sun move down toward the sea and the next he was wrestling a dog in the semi-dark, up to his ass in seawater.

      He swiped at his face, recalling the animal’s warm tongue, ripe with the stink of life. Bacteria too numerous to count, certainly. Nothing dangerous, hopefully. Pet lovers always told him that living with animals strengthened the immune system; he preferred the soap-and-water method himself.

      Still, the creature had shocked him with its fleshy closeness. The heavy body leaning against him without boundaries, judgment, awkward courtesy, or worst of all, sympathy, had been oddly intimate.

      If only the woman hadn’t been there to witness it all.

      He kicked at a piece of driftwood. With his luck, she’d turn out to be pals with the head ER nurse, and before he’d even set foot in the hospital, everyone would know that the new trauma doc spent his evenings yelling into the sunset.

      Let it out. Yell. Scream. Be angry. Find a place where no one can hear you and get it all out. Psychobabble bullshit.

      What a load. Letting it out wasn’t his style, but good old-fashioned denial wasn’t working, so he had to try, didn’t he?

      Aiden preferred joking. He teased. He laughed. He prattled in true idiot savant fashion. Because, contrary to the board-mandated therapist’s belief, he was already plenty angry and well aware of it. But open that can of worms? Let it out? Who would that serve?

      Still, he’d tried, as he’d tried everything. He’d yelled into the setting sun and not only did he not feel better, but by tomorrow, they’d be calling him Crazy Eyes and monitoring his scalpel blades.

      If he had the energy, he’d feel mortified. Or at least, embarrassed. But once you’ve self-diagnosed a heart attack in your own ER and been convinced you were dying, only to be informed that you were one hundred percent A-Okay, just suffering from anxiety, well, it was tough to beat that low.

      His ward clerk finding him hyperventilating in the mop closet had done it, though.

      That’s when he knew he had to leave Portland. Two hundred and ten pounds of raw, quivering panic caused by a little car accident? He’d faced down whacked out meth-heads, calmed an armed man in full paranoid delusion, leaped into codes, led his team, handled everything, seen everything.

      But the memories intruded, as they always did.

      Tires squealing, metal screeching against metal, “Mommy-Mommy-Mommy . . .”

      Then, silence.

      The silence was the worst.

      Aiden could hear his breath over the soft sounds of night. Slow down. Don’t think about it.

      Don’t think at all.

      But like avalanches, thoughts once started aren’t easily stopped. They tumbled in, over, through, gaining momentum until now, after thirteen years running a Level 1 emergency facility in one of the biggest hospitals in the Pacific Northwest, he was falling apart.

      It was the damnedest thing.

      His chest hurt. He couldn’t catch his breath. He needed to get inside. To sit down. To lie down.

      It was almost full dark now as he wound through the rabbit warren of Beachside Villas, looking for the one he’d rented for the summer, trying not to violate the privacy of those who hadn’t drawn their curtains.

      But the eye naturally follows light and every window seemed to frame people sitting around tables or moving about kitchens. Ordinary people. Ordinary meals. Not takeout in soggy cardboard containers, eaten alone in front of the TV, but real food. Eaten on dishes, at tables. Families. Friends. Husbands and wives.

      Children.

      Babies.

      He couldn’t resist looking, even though the sight of one towheaded youngster in a high chair brought Garret to mind so clearly his knees nearly buckled and he had to stop walking. This, years after the memory of his young son’s face had faded, after making peace with Michelle’s remarriage, being happy for her, even.

      The vise grip banding his ribs tightened but he stumbled on, tearing his gaze away from the window frames.

      Almost there. You can make it.

      Rich smells spiked the air, piercing his mind, giving his fragmented concentration something to grab on to but it made things worse: spicy tomato sauce spilled thick and red, garlic bit like acid, grill-seared flesh smoked, choking him.

      He gripped the back of his neck, then brought his hand up over his head, crushing his cap, as if he could physically squeeze the negative thoughts from his brain.

      He was over this! He was strong, fine, great. So why was he gasping like an asthmatic in a dust storm?

      He bent over, bracing his hands on his knees.

      He’d probably forgotten to eat again. That was a mistake. There was a bagel left in the cabin, he thought. In a bag on the counter. He’d eat that. That would help.

      Right. A bagel. That’ll fix everything.

      He half straightened, stumbling Quasimodo-style to the small playground adjacent to his unit. He grabbed at the lamppost that cast a soft light over the swings and teeter-totter, swallowed hard, then forced his ribs to expand and contract.

      Garret was gone. It was no one’s fault. But that little boy six months ago, well. Aiden, of all people, should have known to check.

      The lights from the windows started to dance in pairs, then triplets. He couldn’t get enough air.

      Rough gasps tore raggedly from his throat, littering the serene night air.

      In-one-two-three. Out-one-two-three.

      Nope. The lights stopped dancing and coalesced into one small pinpoint, disappearing down a long tunnel, far away, like a subway train.

      You’re catastrophizing again, called a little voice from way off on the subway train. Mountains, molehills. Tempests, teacups. Crazy eyes, yes, a result of adrenal overload caused by living in the worst-case scenario, of which he had endless templates.

      It was entirely possible that he’d pull himself together, get a full night’s sleep, and walk into the office tomorrow morning bright and competent, prepared to become the new emergency physician in the smallest trauma center he’d ever seen. It would be perfect. Bug bites. Food poisoning. Cuts and scrapes.

      Yeah. He could do that.

      Except that he was going to die first. His heart was exploding. The roar of the ocean pulsated all around him, thump-thump-rushing like blood from an aortic dissection. Just because he hadn’t been having a cardiac event last month didn’t mean he wasn’t having one now.

      He pushed his back against the lamppost and slid down until he plopped hard into the dirt. He was fine. He just couldn’t breathe, that’s all. No one died of panic. Of course not. That was silly.

      They died of cardiac arrest. Which followed respiratory arrest. Which was happening to him.

      Right. Goddamn. Now.

      He pushed his head between his knees, hoping to hell that he’d get over this spell before someone came by and found him. He imagined that big friendly dog leaping on him, body-slamming him to the ground, knocking the dead air out and resetting his lungs.

      He remembered the woman, Haylee, when she’d fallen into him, her warmth bleeding into his cold flesh, hearing the steady, normal rhythm of her heart, the weight of her slender body like a blanket on a cold night, or a brick on a sheaf of papers, keeping them from flying away in the wind.

      Slowly, slowly, the tunnel shortened.

      The steel band around his chest loosened and he gulped in desperate lungfuls of cool night air. He was drenched all over again with icy sweat, as if he really had been trapped by the tide, like Haylee, the pretty dog-walker had warned. His limbs quaked and he couldn’t have gotten to his feet for anything, but he could breathe again.

      “You all right there, young man?”

      Aiden lifted his head with a jerk. A figure stood in the lane beneath a large oak tree, her hair glowing white in the lamplight. Thin, knobby fingers gripped the slack leash attached to an equally small and elderly terrier.

      “It’s just, you look a little frayed around the edges,” she added. “I recognize the signs, being a little frayed at times myself. Only you being young and strong, well. Seems a little out of place.”

      He got to his feet, keeping his back to the post in case the dizziness returned. It was too late for anonymity anyway, if such a thing was even possible in a small town.

      “I’m . . . fine, thank you,” he managed. “It’s been a . . . fraying . . . kind of day.”

      “Ah, yes. Those happen, don’t they? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Her gentle smile eased the embarrassment that welled up in him at being caught. “You already have.” He glanced around the deserted play area. “It’s late. Would you like an escort home?”

      She hesitated and he realized he’d overstepped. She was right to be cautious. He started to speak, but she interrupted him with a laugh, a crinkly, tinkling sound that danced over the night air. “My name is Elsie. My husband—Anton—and I are in cabin three. You’re the new doctor, I believe, yes? In cabin four?”

      He held out his hand. “I see word’s gotten around. Aiden McCall. I’m very pleased to meet you, Elsie.”

      Her small bones felt like twigs. The dog eyed him suspiciously and took a couple of steps sideways.

      “Be nice,” Elsie said to the dog. “Her name’s Bette Davis. She’ll be fine once she gets to know you. I’ve got apple pie in the cabin. Would you care for a piece?”

      A short stand of shrubs blocked his view of the cabins on either side, a factor that had played into his decision to rent here. He wanted privacy, not company. Still, her easy generosity drew him.

      “I appreciate the offer, Elsie. But I’ve got an early morning tomorrow.”

      “Young people, always so busy,” she said with a sigh. “We’ll be off, then. But the offer stands if you find yourself at loose ends another time. I love to bake and pies are my specialty. We’re here year-round and always enjoy meeting the summer people.”

      He waved at her. His hands were steadier now, his vision clearer.

      “See you, Bette Davis,” he called.

      The dog glanced over her shoulder and gave a low woof.

      Elsie waved again and disappeared around the corner.

      Aiden leaned against the lamppost. Elsie and Anton, he thought. They sounded nice. He hoped they had a dozen pie-loving grandchildren.

      He waited a minute or two to let his new friends get a head start, then followed the trail back to his cabin. What would he do if a dozen children suddenly showed up next door?

      He’d have to find a new place.

      No. He couldn’t keep running. He had to be okay. He was okay.

      He could breathe.

      Some days, that was the best you could get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sanctuary Ranch got me out of my own head and taught me I’m stronger than I thought. I learned—literally—to get back on the horse after falling off!”

      
        
        —CityGirrl412

      

      

      Aiden walked into Sunset Bay Memorial early the next morning with an extra shot of espresso in his latte, a large box of donuts and an unexpected eagerness to start his new job. He’d awakened rested, to his surprise, which gave him hope that getting out of Portland was what he needed, that when this locum position ended, he’d be ready to return to his old life, running on all cylinders.

      He chose to wear a shirt and tie, instead of scrubs, to meet his staff, though he stopped in the doctors’ locker area to stow his keys and wallet. No office for him here, only shared desk space to write his records.

      “Doctor McCall, good morning!” He looked up to see a slightly older man coming toward him, his hand outstretched, a welcoming smile on his face. “Will Spencer, chief of staff. Welcome aboard! I see you come bearing gifts. We all know who really runs the trauma room, don’t we?”

      “Nurses rule all.” Aiden balanced his take-out mug on the pastry box and shook the man’s hand carefully. “Pleased to meet you. Call me Aiden. Or Mac. I answer to both.”

      Will fell into step with him as they made their way to the emergency department. “I was away on vacation during the interview process, so this meeting is long overdue. I’ve heard nothing but good things about you.”

      Aiden knew that wasn’t true. The critical incident stress prompting his leave of absence from the larger hospital had been disclosed to the hiring committee. He’d insisted on it in fact, the broad strokes, if not the fine details, considered it his moral duty. He’d been assured that in this small community hospital, chances of a triggering event would be small, that he’d be fine, that the information would be kept on a need to know basis.

      “How are you finding our little town so far?” Will asked. “Friendly?”

      Aiden thought of the pretty dog-walker and his elderly neighbor. “Very. I think I’ll like it here.”

      “Good. Maybe you’ll consider staying on. I have a feeling the position may be extended.”

      Aiden understood that the doctor he was replacing had just had twins, so he wasn’t surprised to hear it. He knew how tough it was to juggle a trauma specialty with family life.

      “I’m sure you’ll want to evaluate my work, first,” he said with a smile. “Good to meet you, Dr. Spencer. Will,” he amended, seeing the other man’s face. “Wish me luck.”

      “You won’t need it. I’ll check in with you later on today, make sure you don’t have any questions.”

      They parted, and Aiden pushed open the doors to his new domain, hoping that Will was right. And that he’d bought the right donuts.
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        * * *

      

      Nine hours passed before Aiden knew it. The staff he’d met had been mature and competent, showing him the ropes while accepting his authority. He’d stapled the scalp of an overly enthusiastic surfer with a concussion, prescribed antibiotics for a two-year-old with a bladder infection, reduced a dislocated elbow on an eight-year-old who’d taken a bad bounce off a trampoline and treated a hiker with a nasty case of poison oak.

      He’d grab a bite to eat, finish his records for the night shift and call the first day done. A success.

      His cell phone buzzed. He looked at the screen.

      Incoming. MVA, ETA 10 minutes.

      Or not. He slipped his phone into his pocket and headed for triage.

      “What have we got?”

      “Adult female, stable,” said the nurse communicating with the paramedics. “Two children, unknown status. Wait. Two-year-old, stable, five-year-old with possible head injury. They think she swerved to avoid an animal or something, lost control, hit the median.”

      Aiden’s chest turned to ice. Highway 101 wound down the Oregon coast from the Columbia River to the California border and was a favorite with tourists, passing through the old growth forests of Oswald West State Park in the north, past Coos Bay and then Sunset Bay in the south, hugging the spectacular shoreline along the way.

      It was popular for a reason. But spectacular scenery and winding roads were a bad combination, especially, he imagined, for a single driver with two small children in the backseat.

      Two children. Car seat failure?

      His lungs tightened in that too-familiar way. He blinked quickly, forcing images out of his head.

      Around him, the team quickly assembled and prepared for action. They knew each other, had done this many times, were prepared. All he had to do was swoop in and they would be there to support him. All he had to do was stay on his game.

      “Dr. Mac?” asked the nurse.

      “I’m fine,” he snapped.

      She held out a pair of scrubs. “You might want to change.”

      He glanced down at his dress pants and tie. “Right. Thanks.”

      A reprieve. He walked on almost steady legs to the washroom and quickly changed. He hung over the sink, staring into his eyes, his arms braced on the counter.

      “Focus,” he commanded himself. “Breathe.”

      The whoop-whoop of the ambulance sounded outside.

      When he stepped out and saw the first gurney, its tiny passenger strapped, the c-collar nearly hiding the small head, he schooled his features not to react. The little boy’s chubby arms flailed as he cried. He was so small.

      The older child fought the restraints, wailing, holding her small bloodied hands out in affronted disbelief.

      “My babies!” the mother screamed. “What’s happening? Are they okay?”

      Janice Abrams, Caucasian female, thirty-one years old. Jessica Abrams, daughter, five years old. Jeremy Abrams, son, two years old.

      The words drifted over him, pertinent crash details, vital signs, first aid administered at the scene.

      Aiden put his memories aside, into that cubby hole in his brain where they’d be locked away, for just as long as it would take for him to deal with this.

      Paramedics fed pertinent bits of data into the room and he responded by rote, going through the motions he’d done a hundred times. A thousand times.

      He heard his own voice barking questions and commands, instructing, directing and he marvelled that he could do all that, while being somewhere else entirely in his head, while part of him floated above all this, watching in unsurprised disappointment at the pathetic performance of the great Doctor Mac.

      A volcano rumbled inside his chest. He tamped it down. This was supposed to be a quiet town hospital. They weren’t supposed to take critical traumas, they weren’t equipped or staffed. That was what closed the deal for him. Level three, max. That, he could handle.

      But he didn’t have a choice. In the thick of things, you didn’t have the luxury of breaking down.

      That came later.

      It seemed to go on forever, moving from one gurney to the next, to the next, checking, assessing, ordering, dreading.

      Then, suddenly, quiet. Calm. He backed away, his hands in the air, trembling, ready to leave, quit, disappear.

      But no one seemed to notice. The room hummed with activity but people were smiling. Laughing.

      “Whew,” said one of the paramedics, jostling him with his elbow. “That was intense for a bit, wasn’t it?”

      Aiden couldn’t speak. His mouth felt like cotton, his throat like sandpaper.

      The mother, he realized dimly, wasn’t screaming. She was dozing in a bed, the side rails raised, with her son on her lap and her daughter curled up beside her.

      All pink and warm, bruised and bandaged and breathing.

      “Those are the good ones, huh, Dr. Mac?”

      He nodded numbly. He couldn’t think of a single person’s name, though he’d met them all.

      “Good job, Dr. Mac.”

      “Yeah.” He wiped the back of his hand over his forehead. “Well done, team.”

      Someone else began to speak to him, but Aiden pushed his way past. He staggered to the washroom, slammed through the door and braced his arms on the counter.

      He stared at himself in the mirror.

      “Pull it together,” he muttered.

      He opened the cold water faucet and splashed his face liberally. When he opened his eyes, Will Spencer was standing behind him, waiting for the sink.

      “Holy shit.” He winced immediately. “Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      Will smiled, rolled up his sleeves and washed his hands. “So I guessed. I heard you had a bit of excitement.”

      Aiden rubbed paper towels over his face, then tossed them in the trash. “MVA with a couple of kids. Everyone’s going to be okay, but they get to me.”

      Will nodded. “I understand completely. Kids change everything. They hit me harder once I had my own. You have kids?”

      It was the question Aiden hated the most, of everything people might ask him. Did he have kids? If he said no, then what was Garret? He was still as real to Aiden as if he was breathing and laughing in the next room, just waiting for his daddy to be finished work, to pick him up and play with him.

      But if he said yes, then more questions came. Boy or girl? How many? How old? All the commiseration of parenthood that he was no longer privy too. All the pseudo-complaints about not enough sleep, no time with the spouse, early morning soccer practice, figure skating costs, parent-teacher meetings, on and on and on.

      He did and he did not have kids. So he said the thing he’d recently learned to say, something a helpful counselor had suggested, a partial-truth that allowed him to keep within the bounds of normal human interaction.

      “I’d like to. How many have you got?”

      It sounded so simple, so normal, he had to congratulate himself.

      “One of each. Five and seven. It’s great, man. Best thing I ever did. I recommend it. But you’ve got to have the right wife, first. I’ve got a lot of friends who are divorced. Raising kids together is rough enough. Raising them separately is even rougher. You married?”

      That was the other question he hated. But this one was easier. Finally. They’d lingered way too long, though to be fair, the fault was with him. Michelle had moved on far sooner than he had. He hated her for that.

      “Divorced.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “Married too young. We grew up.”

      “It happens,” said Will. “A bunch of us get together to go golfing from time to time. You interested?”

      “Doctors golfing,” he said, smiling. “Who’d have guessed?”

      “It’s a cliché for a reason,” said Will. “Think about it. I’ll give you a call. It’s late. You should get some rest.”

      “On my way home now. Thanks, Will.”

      Aiden waited until the door closed behind Will before bracing himself once more against the counter.

      Golfing. Heaven help him. But he needed a social life. Talking to himself wasn’t doing anyone any favors.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s it going, Honch?”

      Olivia Hansen, Head Honcho of Sanctuary Ranch—Honch to most—glanced up from where she was giving the dahlias on the south side of her ranch house a nice morning drink and nodded at the skinny almost-eighteen-year-old heading out to feed the horses.

      “Good enough, kid, good enough.”

      How was it that the ones who ended up at her place always looked like they needed double rations and a dose of dewormer?

      And pants that fit, she added, watching him do that odd hitching walk that seemed to be the only thing keeping them from puddling at his size twelve feet. Why adolescent males were so devout in their belief that the world wanted to see their underwear was beyond her. As far as she was concerned, it was nothing more than a youthful version of plumber-butt.

      “It’s the not-so-tighty-whities, I think,” said a voice at her elbow, reading her thoughts as usual. “They ruin the effect. Here. You look like you need it.”

      Gayle handed her a steaming mug of coffee and brushed a kiss across her cheek.

      “Bless you,” said Olivia with heartfelt gratitude for both. It was ironic that after a lifetime in the crowds of New York and San Francisco, she’d found the love of her life in the tiny, windswept community of Sunset Bay.

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Tyler?” Olivia shrugged. “Good, far as I can tell. It’s only been a week.”

      Olivia refused to think of herself as a foster mother, and she never took in kids young enough to be in need of nurturing, per se. Her specialty, if you could call it that, was the untouchable, difficult-to-place kids on the way out of the system. Bounced around, usually. Lost in the too-old-to-be-adopted jungle or orphaned on the brink of so-called adulthood, which is how it had all begun, in fact.

      “And you?”

      “I’m great.”

      “And Haylee?”

      She and Haylee had been together for a long time but still, it was one of the most important touchstones of her life and Gayle understood, better than most, how hard Olivia worked not to worry about her niece.

      “She’s good too. I think.”

      Olivia had come here for Haylee’s sake, but then she’d met Gayle and realized it might be a whole new life for her, as well. Sunset Bay had become a sanctuary for both of them, one she’d been searching for, without even knowing it.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      The twine bit into Tyler’s bare hand and he dropped the bale, stumbling backward with a yelp they could hear from the porch. The flash of dingy white grew larger as his denims slipped lower. “Sorry,” he added sheepishly.

      “That’s one.” Olivia’s policy on cursing was clear. Three strikes earned them extra chores.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered.

      The whole picture was painful but she had to give him credit for trying. She would be able to hire him on, once he aged out of the system. If he wanted. If he kept working like this. She’d have to see.

      “You look tired this morning,” said Gayle. “You okay?”

      “Just having a slow start today, that’s all. I’m fine, Gayle.”

      Silence.

      Then Gayle said, “You’re always fine. Fine, fine, fine, that’s Honch for you. Able to manage the barn, lead every trail ride, teach workshops, sit on committees, handle recalcitrant hoodlums with one hand tied behind her back, all with time left to fuss over her full-grown niece. That’s Olivia Hansen in a nutshell. When will you realize that you’re not superwoman?”

      Olivia put her arm around Gayle and leaned her head toward her. “I really am okay. You have to stop treating me like I’m going to break. And for the record, I never fuss.”

      Gayle arched an elegant eyebrow and flicked a wing of ebony hair over her shoulder but didn’t argue. She knew Olivia and Haylee’s history, how hard they’d worked to overcome the past.

      Olivia swallowed. They’d both struggled, but it had been so much harder for Haylee.

      “Hey, Honch.” Duke, another boy with exhibitionist Under Armour, called to her from across the yard. “Tyler says Dancer is showing signs. Wanna take a look?”

      Olivia got to her feet and handed Gayle her empty mug.

      “Gotta go. With any luck, we’ll have a new foal soon. What’s your day look like?”

      “Fully booked until noon. Then a team meeting.” Gayle stood up and grimaced. “Wish me luck. Therapists can be such whiny babies.”

      Olivia laughed. “Better you than me.”

      “Honch!”

      “Coming, coming, keep your shorts on.”

      “Take care of yourself, Livvie, okay?”

      She gave Gayle a quick kiss of reassurance. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Haylee was at the main house the next morning with a whole minute to spare. She needn’t have rushed. The long plank table used for staff meals was empty, the kitchen was in chaos, and Olivia was nowhere to be seen.

      “Good morning, Daphne,” she said to the cook.

      “It’s morning,” Daphne replied, wiping her hands on her apron. “Can’t comment on the goodness, yet. Just when I think Jamie’s turned a corner, she pulls something new. Today it’s potato mutation.” She leaned toward the cellar steps. “They’re sprouting, you ninny!”

      Jamie’s voice floated up. “They’re squishy and gross. It’s a root cellar horror show down here.”

      “Kids these days,” muttered the cook. “No life skills.”

      “She’s hardly a kid, Daphne,” said Haylee.

      “And I’m an old woman, getting older by the second. Bring them up now, Jamie,” yelled Daphne, “or I’ll make you peel them, too.”

      Daphne loved Jamie like a daughter.

      A thumping, bumping noise sounded from the cellar, followed by the heavy wooden door slamming, then footsteps stomping up the stairs as the girl huffed her way into the kitchen, holding the plastic tub out at arm’s length.

      “They look like pale, starving fingers, reaching out for help,” said Jamie. “It’s bad energy.”

      Jamie had dabbled in reiki at one time. She’d dabbled in a lot of things.

      “It’s life force,” corrected Daphne. “If you put those in the ground outside, they’d turn into a whole garden of spuds.”

      Jamie tipped the tub of tubers into the farmhouse sink and turned on the cold water. “Then why aren’t we doing that?”

      “You know those green plants you spent three hours weeding yesterday? Potatoes. In another month or so, we’ll be eating them fresh. Until then, we finish last year’s crop. Quit being such a girl.”

      Jamie’s jaw dropped. “You can’t say that.”

      Haylee bit back a laugh and looked away.

      “Then woman up, girl.” She pointed at the butcher-block workstation. “Gideon and Huck will be done with the horses soon and they’ll be looking for hash browns. Ezra, too. You’re here to assist, so get to it.”

      “I thought the breakfast meeting started now.” Haylee glanced at her watch.

      “Your meeting starts now,” said Daphne, pointing a spatula toward the porch overlooking the valley, where Olivia sat reading her tablet. “The group meeting is in a half hour.”

      Theoretically, Haylee and Olivia made management decisions together. Practically speaking, as majority owner, Olivia ran the place and Haylee was happy to let her. But Olivia still insisted on giving Haylee a heads-up about business matters.

      “I’ll deal with the spuds,” she heard Daphne instruct Jamie. “You’re on fruit salad, bacon, and sausage.”

      “I object to bacon and sausage on humanitarian grounds.”

      “Noted. It’s that or the potato horror show, your choice.”

      Jamie rolled her eyes and went to the walk-in refrigerator to get the meat.

      Daphne lifted an eyebrow, shook her head and handed Haylee a carafe. “Here, bring this out with you. Mugs are on the table. See you in a few.”

      Olivia looked up as Haylee pushed through the sliding doors. “Oh good,” she said. “You’re here.”

      “With coffee, no less.”

      “Bless you.”

      “Bless Daphne.”

      Haylee sat down and poured them each a mug. “What’s up?”

      Olivia bit her lip and Haylee felt her pulse quicken. Good news or bad?

      “We just had a private party book for two weeks, possibly longer. Daemon Fiori, his wife, ten-year-old son and twelve-year-old daughter. They’ll be arriving in three days.”

      This was hardly worthy of a private meeting.

      During high season, Sanctuary Ranch was full of guests—families looking for the dude ranch vacation, corporate team builders, church youth groups.

      “Short notice, but we’ll make it work. The kids are a good age. What’s the problem?”

      “Probably nothing.” A smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Mr. Fiori wants to give his family the real ranch experience, the whole thing, no special treatment, so we’re going to get them dirty. They’ll help Gideon in the stables, he’ll teach them basic grooming and horse care, we’ll take them trail riding, I’ll take them on a campout. They’ll collect eggs, haul manure, weed the garden and Daphne will get them making chili, maybe teach them to bake bread. Can you use them in the kennels?”

      “Always.” The new dogs needed as much exposure to as wide a variety of people and situations as possible. Then she narrowed her eyes at Olivia. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Liv chuckled. “The wife may be a little . . . intense.”

      “No.” Haylee groaned. “Let me guess. He’s bringing her under protest.”

      “That’s my guess,” Olivia said. Then she bit her lip. “Her name’s Angel. I looked her up on Facebook. From her many, many selfies, it’s easy to see she’s not exactly the rugged sort.”

      Haylee thought for a moment. “Angel. And his name’s Daemon?”

      “I’m guessing that’s not what their birth certificate’s say. And that’s not the best part.” She grinned. “The kids are Athena . . . and Xerxes.”

      Haylee was getting the picture now. “Who does that to a child? Daphne and Huck are going to have a field day with that.” She sighed. “Okay, let’s go prep the team.”

      Olivia put out a hand.

      “There’s another thing.” Her eyes weren’t sparkling now. “There’s a new girl arriving today from Eugene. Ran away from her group home. She requested placement here.”

      “New guests and a new foster kid at the same time. That’s a little much, isn’t it?”

      “We’ve got the staff. Tyler and Duke are doing well. And she’s . . . I think she’s special.”

      They were all special to Olivia.

      She gave them manual labor, a safe place to stay and as much tough love as they could stand. She loved the challenge they represented.

      Haylee, having been Liv’s first challenge of that kind, knew how lucky these kids were. “Then we’ll make it work.”

      Olivia smoothed a stray hair off her forehead. “Her name is Sage.”

      Haylee froze, then reached for her mug. Coffee sloshed dangerously close to the edge, but didn’t spill. Lots of kids were named Sage. It didn’t mean anything. It wasn’t her. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Good.” Olivia stood up and the legs of her chair made a rough screech against the deck surfacing. “Let’s go update the others. I could eat a mule.”
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        * * *

      

      Haylee believed in love at first sight. She should; she stepped, skidded, and fell into it regularly. She’d done it five times last year alone.

      She was doing it right now, huddled against the doorway of the animal shelter in Roseburg, Oregon, peering out into the grassy yard where a chiseled specimen of male perfection stood casually inspecting the chain-link fencing.

      “What did I tell you?” whispered Jamie, who was responsible for three of the last five falls. “Is he gorgeous, or what?”

      Jamie had finagled them a ride with Gideon, who’d been headed this way to pick up supplies from the feed store. Haylee figured it had been another ploy for Jamie to spend time with the head wrangler, but seeing the dog now, she understood that Gideon’s extended cab truck was the best means of transport for a dog of this size.

      Jamie danced from foot to foot behind her, peering over Haylee’s shoulders, devil one moment, angel the next. Which pretty much characterized their relationship.

      “Looks like ten miles of bad road to me,” said Haylee.

      “Rugged,” said Jamie. “Tough.”

      “Baggage,” countered Haylee. “History.”

      “Come on, tall, dark, and scarred? I thought of you the second I saw him. He’s just your type.”

      “You too?” What was it with everyone these days. “I don’t have a type.”

      Although the handsome new doctor gave her pause for thought on that point. If she had a type, for men, at least, he’d be it.

      “We still talking about dogs?” Jamie eyed her slyly.

      “Of course. Unless you’d like to discuss a certain tall, silent someone.”

      Jamie curled her lip and tossed her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Haylee turned back to the dog. “Anyway, looks aren’t everything. It’s what was inside that counts. And we have no idea what’s going on inside that big, hard skull.”

      Many pit bulls were gentle, intelligent, stoic, powerful family defenders, and energetic companions, but there were always some who’d been used as tools of intimidation, or even as weapons, by people who stomped out any signs of softness.

      Given enough abuse, any creature could become a psychopath. Haylee had seen too many shelter dogs with dead eyes that stared unblinkingly, watching every move, trusting no one, ruined past what she could salvage.

      It broke her heart but she trained dogs for a purpose. She had to be as certain as possible that every animal she placed was sound in mind and body.

      “He’s got a great personality,” said Jamie. “He’s friendly. Gets along with everyone.”

      Therapy dogs like Jewel visited schools, libraries, assisted living homes, hospitals, and hospices. Service dogs like the shepherd cross she’d just trained for a boy with autism, also had to be well socialized, but their focus would always be a single person. Friendly and social was essential, but was he smart? Trainable?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” said Jamie. “There’s a brain behind that pretty face.”

      Jamie was relentless.

      “Too smart can be difficult, too.” She knew she was losing the argument.

      “You can be difficult.” Jamie shimmied in irritation behind Haylee. “Why don’t you save time and admit he’s adorable? Someone out there’s looking for a big dog just like him. He needs you to get him ready for his forever home.”

      Haylee angled away from Jamie. “Your boobs are bouncing against my back. Do you mind? And I like a little boring. Boring is easy. I can work with boring.”

      “Liar. You hate boring.”

      Just then the big guy turned in their direction. His whole body stilled and even from this distance, even though she knew he couldn’t see them, Haylee could tell he knew they were there, talking about him.

      The vast majority of dogs ended up in shelters not because they were dangerous, but because they were unwanted.

      Throwaway dogs, they were called.

      Haylee didn’t see throwaways. She saw emotionally starved, neglected, untutored, desperate blank slates waiting for someone to write them into life.

      Haylee saw a challenge.

      “See how he’s just watching? He’s thinking. I’m telling you, Haylee, he’s the whole deal. You’ll love him.”

      Her interest was piqued. Powerful young males with impulse control were rare, in her experience. Good-looking and smart, too? Haylee felt herself slipping. As usual.

      “You ready to meet him?” Jamie nudged Haylee and waggled her eyebrows. “Come on, admit it. He’s perfect.”

      Smart, strong, gorgeous, controlled, it was a good start. But that ripped musculature didn’t come from good genes and exercise so much as pure testosterone.

      Which was problematic.

      As testosterone often was.

      Haylee sighed. “He’ll need to be neutered.”

      Jamie squealed, jumping out from behind the doorframe. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist him. Come here, Hannibal! Someone wants to take you home and love you to itty-bitty bits and pieces!”

      The big dog trotted toward them, his wide Lab–pit bull head up, his small ears perked, a set of balls bouncing beneath his tail that would make a bull swagger.

      “Hannibal?”

      “Yeah.” Jamie cleared her throat. “Hannibal the Cannibal. It’s the name he came with. Not the cuddliest. But you can change it. If you decide to keep him.”

      Haylee winced. “Keeping him is not an option, Jamie. I’ll give him six weeks but if he can’t pass my preliminary testing at that time, you have to figure out what to do with him. Find him another home, or bring him back here, I don’t care. I’m already over my leg limit. I won’t be guilted into adding four more. If he doesn’t work out in the program, he’s not my responsibility. Got it?”

      “Of course, Haylee,” said Jamie, smiling brightly, her blue eyes as wide and innocent as a carnival huckster. “That’s our deal.”

      But they both knew that once Haylee was in love, she was in love. Game over. Nothing could change that.

      Hannibal the Cannibal pushed his bony skull under her arm and swiped a warm, wet tongue over her fingers.

      “Hey, buddy,” she said.

      And that was that. She was in love.

      Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Such wonderful memories.”

      
        
        —Alissa, rancher wanna-be

      

      

      When the main door to the town hospital whooshed open, Jewel stiffened, bracing all fours on the concrete sidewalk.

      “Seriously?” said Haylee. “That was years ago. You’ve gone through it a million times since then.”

      Jewel gave it the stink eye, apparently recalling the time it had almost caught her tail.

      “Fine. I can wait.”

      Olivia had already left with the horses when Haylee had stopped by the main house that morning. The sticky note she left beside Haylee’s mug read, “New girl arrives today. See you at supper. Have a great day!!!”

      The new girl, whose name was Sage.

      She tightened her grip on the leash.

      Don’t think about it.

      Jewel whined and looked up, her big face wrinkled with concern.

      “It’s okay, girl.”

      Soothed, the dog’s memory clicked into place and she stepped forward, activating the motion sensor. Ka-chunk. Ka-chunk.

      “Look who’s here.” A large black man stepped around the information desk and hunkered down with his hand out. “My two favorite girls.”

      “Hey, Duane. How’s the new hip?”

      Jewel’s nails slipped on the polished tile as she eagerly went to greet her friend.

      “It’s gonna outlive the rest of me. Who are you visiting today?”

      “Everyone we can,” said Haylee. “We’ll make the rounds.”

      Duane rubbed the dog’s ears, smiling at Jewel’s groan of pleasure. “She’ll make a lot of people smile today.”

      “It’s her gift,” said Haylee.

      She helped Duane back to his feet and turned the corner to the elevators down the hall. But before she’d reached the wide doors, something caught Jewel’s attention. She pranced a quick jig, looking toward the hall leading to the ER, too well trained to bolt, but too excited to alert in a calmer fashion.

      “What’s up, girl?” Haylee said.

      The squeal of tires sounded outside then, followed by the crash of doors, footsteps, and voices, rushed and frantic.

      A garbled all-hands-on-deck announcement floated over the hospital PA system.

      The metallic doors burst open and Haylee caught a glimpse of slim denim-clad legs, boots, and two unmistakable sun-bleached pigtails, jumping and dancing over plaid covered shoulders.

      “Olivia?”

      “Go.” Duane held out his hand for the leash. “Jewel can stay with me.”

      Haylee pushed through the doors, her heart thudding in her chest.

      “Liv, what’s going on?”

      Her aunt hovered just inside the entrance to the emergency bay, pointing at her truck. Uninjured, then. Haylee felt her breath leave her in a rush.

      “Don’t ask.” Olivia peered around her. “Hello! I need a doctor!”

      A guttural scream sounded behind them, making Haylee jump.

      “Woman in labor,” Olivia yelled into the room. “In my passenger seat.”

      A flurry of pastel-clad bodies materialized at that. Haylee stepped out of the way, pressing her back against a wall. “Name? Age? How far along?” A nurse followed Olivia to the truck, unwinding a stethoscope from around her neck.

      Olivia cast a glance at Haylee, then looked away. “Sage. Eighteen. Doesn’t know how far along. Or so she says.”

      Haylee started involuntarily, then sagged with relief. Eighteen.

      A man appeared suddenly, parting the group like Moses at the Red Sea, galvanizing the previously quiet triage center. He yanked his sports coat off wide shoulders and tossed it onto the desk.

      “Set up for delivery,” he snapped to no one in particular. “Prep an OR, too. Plan for the worst, hope for the best, team. Show me your awesomeness. Chop, chop, good people, no time to lose.”

      Sports coat. Tie. Good shirt. Good shoes.

      Good Lord. Haylee blinked. He was a cleaned-up version of the man she’d met on the rocks last night. But unlike last night, there was no rattle, only a ferocious focus.

      “Gloves, please,” he said. “It’s go time.”

      It was as if a mask had dropped over his face, smoothing out all the earlier casual-crazy and replacing it with authoritative competence.

      Or maybe the crazy was the mask, and this was normal.

      The RN stepped in front of him, her hand out like a traffic cop, catching him in the chest.

      “Hold up, there. You are?”

      “About to deliver a baby. You?”

      They exchanged glares for a split second before the nurse’s eyes widened. “You’re Dr. Mac!” She heaved a sigh of relief, mixed with exasperation. “Thank God. Everyone, Dr. Aiden McCall. Dr. Mac, everyone.”

      “We know,” came a chorus of voices.
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