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      Billionaire trauma surgeon... you'd think it would get me some time off to enjoy myself.

      Unfortunately, this holiday, I'm heading up to White Pines, Wisconsin to see my family.

      I end up on the goddamn bus, protecting a cute little thing from an asshole who's getting grabby.

      I don't take too kindly to people pawing at what's mine, and from the minute I lay eyes on pretty Chloe Becker, I have a feeling she's meant to be mine.

      Then I find out she's got a baby in her, and, other man's baby or no, something about a sweetly breeding girl just drives me wild.

      She's an innocent girl, whose idea of fun is burgers and star gazing… Maybe before the holiday season is over I can show her what kind of fun I like to get up to.
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        Chloe

      

      

      

      The bus was late getting to our stop, and the half-dozen other people waiting with me were restless. Three weeks before Christmas, the freezing Illinois air caused every breath I exhaled to turn into dragon-like steam. I imagined telling my future son or daughter that we were descended from dragons, and the idea made me smile a little as I touched my stomach through my thick coat.

      Just two months along now, my baby was a whopping three centimeters long. Despite my circumstances, despite the fact that in about 8 hours I was going to need to spill my whole sorry story to my sisters, I was still giddy. My oldest sister Mara liked to say that I had about as much sense as a Jack in the Box, and maybe she was right, but nothing was going to stop me from being happy about having a little boy or girl as a Christmas surprise.

      Anxious as I was about confronting my sisters, I also really wasn't looking forward to the six-hour trip up to White Pines, Wisconsin, but nothing could dampen my spirits—nothing, that is, until I saw the man watching me through the crowd. There was nothing obviously wrong with him. He was dressed nicely enough and wasn’t bothering anyone. It was just the way he watched me, not even bothering to hide it.

      I'd been using the bus long enough that I could spot a problem, and this man, staring at me like I was a chicken dinner, was definitely going to be a problem. He grinned as if being caught staring was a good thing, and licked his lips. When I scowled, he only laughed, and just as the bus pulled up, he started towards me. The idea of being stuck in a seat with that guy all the way up to White Pines was not my idea of a good time.

      I looked around desperately as the bus driver ticked our names off of his clipboard and started loading the bus. There were so many empty seats on the bus, and the creep was practically right behind me. I walked past a college couple and a pair of sisters sharing their seats, then past a mom with a cranky toddler. My eyes swept from seat to seat, searching for an escape. There! Beside a man reading a newspaper, there was an empty spot.

      “Hi! Is this seat taken?”

      Newspaper Guy looked up in surprise, but before he could answer, I stuck my bag under the seat and sat down.

      “Thank you so much!” I chirped, and smiled as the creep skulked off to find another seat.

      “It might have been taken,” my new seatmate said pointedly. “At the very least, did you miss the dozen other completely empty seats around us?”

      A moment ago he’d merely been my escape route. Now I actually noticed that he wasn’t much more than twenty-seven or twenty-eight at most, with sandy blond hair and dark brown eyes. He wore a black wool coat that looked expensive, and unlike most of the men on the bus who wore jeans and boots, he wore slacks and dress shoes. I realized he looked like a man who should have had a sleek Mercedes or an Audi or something. So what was he doing on a bus to nowhere, instead of flying first class, at least?

      His eyebrows arched irritably—I didn’t know eyebrows could be irritable—as he waited for me to answer him.

      “Sorry about this,” I whispered. “There's a creep who looked like he wanted a seat with me, and I'm going to be on this bus for six hours. I'll get out of your hair later, all right?”

      I thought, best case scenario, that my seatmate would go back to his newspaper, grudgingly letting me keep the sanctuary I had found. Instead, his dark gaze sharpened, and his frown deepened.

      “What did he do?” he asked, and I blinked at the slight growl in his voice.

      “Nothing much,” I hastened to add. “It's just he was staring at me, and um... he licked his lips.” When I said it like that, it seemed really minor, and for a moment, I thought he was just going to roll his eyes and kick me out of his seat to fend for myself.

      Instead he nodded, eyes still narrowed. He straightened enough so he could see over the seat backs, scanning the space like some kind of hunting animal.

      “The one in the Packers jacket?”

      “There's like four guys getting on in Packers' jackets...”

      “Brown hair, glasses, weird little beard thing?”

      “Ah, yes. How can you tell?”

      “He's staring hard at what he can see of you from where he's sitting. I think that's just your foot and your shoulder.”

      Self-consciously, I tucked myself a little farther into my seat. It had the effect of bringing me closer to my seatmate, who was still scowling at the creep behind us.

      “I'm going to go...” He started to rise, and a fast vision of a bus brawl raced through my mind.

      “No, don't worry about it,” I said, reaching out and tugging his coat to hold him back. “I just want to make it to White Pines without any problems.”

      He frowned at me, and then reluctantly nodded.

      “Here, take the window seat,” he said gruffly, peeling his coat off. “And give me your jacket, I can stow it above.”

      “Sir, yes sir,” I mumbled, but I did as he said. I did feel safer against the window, and I was more comfortable after I had taken my coat off.

      “That's simply ridiculous, a grown man harassing a girl your age,” he growled, and it was such an old man thing to say, coming from such a young guy, that I laughed.

      “How old do you think I am?” I asked. I might not have made the most mature first impression, but I didn't have that much of a baby face.

      He looked me over, and shrugged.

      “First or second year at the University of Illinois?”

      I made a face.

      “I graduated from college three years ago. I'm twenty-four,” I said. “Want to see my license?”

      He shot me a very patient look.

      “Have you thought that showing strange men proof of address and identity might be a bad idea?” he asked pointedly.

      He wasn't wrong, and Mara's weary comment about common sense and Jack in the boxes ran through my head.

      “I promise you, I'm twenty-four,” I said. “And my name's Chloe. There. Not even a last name in case you turn out to be a stalker or something, alright?”

      I startled a surprised laugh out of him, and I immediately liked him a little better. When he smiled, it eased some of the lines around his eyes and made him seem less surly. More inviting. If I was going to be utterly honest, it sent a brief ripple of warmth through me, enough to make me want to blush a little.

      Dammit, I thought. Paul broke up with me three weeks ago, this is way too soon.

      Not for a rebound, a sly little voice replied, but luckily it shut up when he offered me a hand.

      “Alex,” he said by way of introduction. “And it's a pleasure to meet you, Chloe.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” I said, taking his hand, and that might have been my first mistake. The moment I touched his hand -large with long, slender fingers and a surprising hint of roughness in a man so well-dressed- a spark shot between us. It was like a shooting star, a hot yellow streak through an endless field of blue, shocking enough that I jerked my hand away, wide eyed.

      At first, I thought I was just behaving like a freak, but from the startled expression on Alex's face, I could see clearly that he felt it too.

      “Static electricity,” he said finally. “It's dry in here.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, but I sensed that neither of us believed it. “Are you going all the way up to White Pines too?”

      Wrong question. His face closed like a door, and even in the warmth of the bus, I felt a chill. He might as well have hung a none of your business sign on his face.

      “Yes, I am,” he said curtly, and returned to his newspaper.

      Well, at least I didn't end up trapped in a seat with the creep, I thought. I pressed close against the window so that Alex would have plenty of room, and because in my hurry to get to the bus stop, I had forgotten to grab any of the books I was reading, I had to content myself with watching the scenery. Because it was northern Illinois, however, the scenery was mostly scrubby, flat or suburban, so instead I ended up covertly watching Alex, which was much more attractive.

      He wore a plain gray sweater that looked so soft that I barely stopped myself from touching it. His shoulders were broad, and I could tell that his hips were narrow. He was lean, but there was some serious muscle on him, if his shoulders and thighs were any indication.

      I sneaked another peek at him, and this time I froze because he was looking back at me, his dark eyes dancing with amusement at having caught me staring. This time I could feel a red blush creeping up my cheeks, and I felt about as old as he had thought I was.

      Mumbling something about being tired, I turned around completely, curling up towards the window.

      He chuckled, and the sweet dark sound sent a shiver up my spine. I closed my eyes. If I pretended to be asleep, he couldn't catch me doing anything else that embarrassing. Soon enough, reality caught up with pretense, and I was drifting off for real.

      He’s so classically handsome, I thought drowsily, in that random way that happens right before sleep, and then I was gone.
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        Alex

      

      

      

      When I looked closer, I could tell she wasn't a teenager. She was still younger than I was, but there was a womanly grace to her, in spite of the way she giggled and blushed. Usually that kind of thing annoyed me, but for some reason this time I couldn't help laughing.

      She turned her back to me and curled into a tight ball, nothing but a loose blue sweater, jeans, and a puff of short, fluffy dark hair in the seat next to me. I suspected she was faking, but sooner rather than later, her soft regular breathing told me that she was out like a light.

      I didn't usually find myself drawn to elves, and that was what she reminded me of. She couldn't have been an inch over 5'5, and her blue eyes were enormous and fringed with long dark lashes, giving her a gamine quality. That made her harasser's offense even worse somehow, and when she was asleep, I turned around quickly to make sure that I knew where he was sitting. He gave me a confused look, clearly having spotted me glaring at him earlier. And the guy hadn’t actually done anything yet, so I couldn’t blame him for wondering.

      I sighed, leaning back in the seat. There was almost but not quite enough space for my legs under the seat in front of me, and again I cursed myself for not just renting a car in Chicago and driving up, though I hadn't taken the bus anywhere in close to ten years. Driving would have meant I’d get to the old homestead faster, however, and it would also mean I had nothing to do the whole drive besides being alone with my thoughts. When my mother had asked yet again about when I would be heading home, it had been convenient to tell her I was bound by the bus schedule, which we both knew was late more often than not.

      Even through the phone, I could sense her disapproval, but she knew better than to try to start fighting with me so early in the game. She might have gotten somewhere doing that with David, but it would just make me hang up and skip everyone's calls for the next six months just like I’d done before. No, she would wait until I was at White Pines, and we were all gathered together like one big happy family before she started on the old song and dance with my father in chorus.

      I wasn't looking forward to that at all, and I was grateful to Chloe for distracting me from my imminent future for at least a short while. When I glanced over, I saw that she had relaxed a little in her sleep. Now I could see her face, round and with just the barest dusting of dark freckles over her nose. Cute, I tried to tell myself, but that leap of heat when we had touched suggested some other words.

      Goddamn, but you're a hypocrite, I told myself. I felt disgusted at the man who had driven her into my arms- uh, my seat- but sitting next to Chloe herself, I could feel a strange pull towards her, something that started at my heart and seemed to spread everywhere else. My thoughts were unruly enough that I wondered what it would be like to kiss her on her flushed cheek, just gently enough that she didn't wake up. Or perhaps she would wake up, and smile and...

      And hopefully call the cops, I thought bitterly. Jesus, but I'm an asshole sometimes.

      I could have passed it off as being a result of a long time between partners. Jennifer and I had gotten serious until she decided she needed someone more passionate, and Gail had been fun until I realized that she liked being a doctor's girlfriend more than she actually liked me. They were both tall, elegant, ambitious women, a lawyer and an installation artist respectively. They were my ‘type,’ insomuch as I had a type, but Chloe was blowing that idea to bits. She looked—and acted—like neither one of them, but I'd never felt a tug of desire quite as strong as that brief flash a few minutes back. I really didn't know what to do with it.

      I grunted as something jostled my leg and watched with narrowed eyes as the man in the Packers jacket headed towards the front of the bus. He dropped a scrap of paper into the driver's trash bin and made his way back, avoiding my gaze but watching Chloe with that same hungry gaze that had startled her so badly. It was enough to make me want to deal with him right then and there, but just then, as if her sleep had been disturbed by his passing, Chloe whimpered, turned over, and buried herself against my side.

      I froze for a moment, thinking that the best thing to do would be gently turn her back around, but then I relaxed into her embrace almost against my will. She was a soft warm weight against me, and now her arm came over my chest, pulling me closer still. She made a soft satisfied sound that was half enticing, half funny, and fell into a deeper sleep again.

      I sighed, giving up any ideas of immediate vengeance and settled down instead against Chloe's sleeping form. She felt almost shockingly good against my side, and I reminded myself again that it was time to find another girlfriend. Maybe it was time for something a little different than the tall and elegant types I preferred.

      Chloe didn't wear any perfume. The way her head was burrowed right underneath my chin, I could smell her shampoo, something bright and fruity, and underneath that was her own scent, soft and uniquely hers. She smelled like sleep and soap and home, and I couldn't help drifting off myself. At some point, it became natural to throw my arm over her shoulders, gathering her close as I leaned back in my seat to sleep.

      

      I woke up to the bus drawing to a stop, and for a moment I thought we had slept all the way to White Pines. Instead, the driver announced a fifteen minute stop in Madison, and told us we were welcome to leave the bus as long as we were back in time. He apparently had no intention of keeping to the always-late creed. Damn.

      Chloe must have been exhausted because she barely stirred at all before turning back to the window. I was momentarily disappointed to feel her warmth draw away, but as her harasser brushed past me again, I decided that it was just as well. Not bothering to put on my coat, I followed him off the bus and to the small shelter where he proceeded to pull out a cigarette.

      He regarded me warily as I approached him, perhaps getting ready to defend himself with some kind of protestation that she hadn't minded all that much or even that he had been paying her a compliment. I had heard plenty of that kind of talk before; it was just as common at a hospital as it is elsewhere. There was no one at the shelter except for the two of us, everyone else choosing to run to the coffee shop across the street.

      “Hey man, your girl, she's really cute, you know?”

      The whine in his voice made my hackles rise, and I knew that I couldn't conceal the look of disgust that crossed my face.

      “Don't get back on the bus.”

      He stared at me as if he wasn't sure that I was speaking English.

      “What the hell, man...”

      “I mean it. Don't get back on the bus. Stay here. Pass some time. There will be another bus here in three or four hours that runs the same route. Pay the driver and get on that one.”

      He started to get angry, his brows beetling at me and puffing up like a toad.

      “Hey, you can't tell me what to fucking...”

      I shrugged, because I had figured that there was a better than average chance it would come to this. As he stepped forward, so did I, and my forearm slammed across his collarbones. I pushed him back off of his feet and slammed him into the Plexiglas wall of the shelter with nothing more than a grunt of effort. He yelped, but then my forearm rolled up to his throat, threatening to cut off his air supply. He stared at me, and I smiled mirthlessly.

      “I can threaten you with all sorts of things if you like,” I said mildly. “I could call the police, I could refer you to the bus driver, I suppose, I could simply take it upon myself to get your name and start making life difficult for you...”

      He looked supremely nervous at that, and I had the idea that he was wondering who I was and what I could actually do. It was less than what he thought, but his ignorance of the fact suited me just fine.

      “... Or you can just call ahead to let your people know that you're going to be late, and take the second bus. Tell them you missed a connection or something. Then you never have to think about this again, and it all ends here.”

      I released him to see what he would do, and after a moment where it looked as if he might have wanted to fight, he nodded, two quick jerks of the head.

      I nodded, because there was no need to humiliate him further, turned, and walked back to the bus. From the seat, I watched, and he never left the shelter, not even when the bus driver announced we were leaving.

      Good riddance.

      When the bus pulled away from the Madison stop, Chloe stirred a little, stretching out and looking around. Her bleary eyes told me that she would have far rather stayed asleep, and she gazed at me in some slight confusion, something that I found strangely endearing. I had to stop myself from reaching out to tuck a strand of dark hair behind her ear.

      “What's going on?” she asked. “Are we in White Pines already?”

      “No, we have another few hours yet. Go back to sleep.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      With nothing more than that, she snuggled up against me again, and this time, I didn't hesitate to wrap my arm around her. I told myself that there was nothing wrong with it, that people often leaned against each other on long bus rides, and that after all, she had started it.

      I must have dozed off myself because suddenly my eyes opened, it was three hours later, and Chloe was stirring under my arm.

      “Mm, feels nice,” she murmured, but before she could enjoy herself too much, she came awake with a start, sitting up and drawing away. I was amused to see her cheek imprinted with the pattern of my sweater as she looked around in confusion.

      “I am so, so sorry,” she said contritely. “I didn't mean to sleep all over you like that...”

      “No problem at all,” I responded, stretching a little. “I got some sleep as well. No harm done.”

      She looked relieved at that and her shy smile zinged its way through me every bit as strong as the previous electric shock.

      “Thank you for not minding and for everything, really. That bus trip could have been a lot nastier if you hadn't been here and so willing to give up the fun of sitting alone.”

      That was when we rolled into the small bus station at White Pines, and I realized that I might not be having much fun for a while. I put that out of my mind in favor of helping Chloe get put back together, and as we trundled to the front of the bus, she glanced behind her.

      “Whatever happened to that guy who was bugging me?” she asked in confusion. I could have sworn he was sitting right back there.

      “Lot of stops between here and northern Illinois,” I responded with complete honesty. “He probably just got off while we were sleeping.”
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        Chloe

      

      

      

      I couldn't quite believe that I had managed to sleep all the way north from Illinois. Usually when I slept in the car, I ended up tossing and turning restlessly. Now, though, I felt as if I had finally caught up on some of the sleep I had lost last night and in the previous few weeks after learning about my pregnancy.

      As we disembarked, I turned to Alex.

      “Thank you again,” I said. “I really mean it. And... I don't mean to be strange or forward or anything else that might offend your old man sensibilities...”

      He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “I'm thirty,” he said.

      “Well, you read a paper like an old man, anyway, but yeah, if it doesn't freak you out, maybe we could get together while I'm in town? I'm planning to be here for around a month or so.”

      He smiled at that and just as he was opening his mouth to reply, there was a flurry of motion off to one side.

      “Oh Alex, there you are, I swear, we've been waiting forever and a day. I knew that you shouldn't have taken the bus...”

      Instinctively, I stepped aside to make way for the woman in an actual fur coat to fly by me, throwing herself into Alex with a frenzy that reminded me of a feeding shark. She was tall, and Alex had her sandy hair. I realized I recognized her, and then with a start, I understood why.

      She was Rina Reed, which meant that Alex was that Alexander Reed, part of one of the illustrious founding families of White Pines. Their money lay in the timber of the northern forests, and they were notoriously proud.

      Alex looked as startled to see her as I was, and his expression quickly changed to something slightly mask-like and cool. Kind of like the way he’d looked when I first got on the bus, before he thawed.

      “Mother, it's good to see you,” he said with a slight trace of irony.

      I might have kept on watching like a rude hick watching a prince, but then someone tapped me on the shoulder from behind. I turned to see two very familiar faces waiting behind me. Mara was tall with black hair like mine, but she wore it long and her eyes snapped with green fire. Shannon, born between us, looked as soft and warm as ever, her brown hair tucked under a bobble hat and her gray eyes warm.

      It was Shannon that hugged me first, and for more than one reason, I fell into her arms, holding her tight. Our parents always said that she was the sweetest of the three of us, and after Mama and Dad died a few years ago, she was the one who made all the arrangements and kept us going with food and water when I might have collapsed and Mara would have worked herself into splinters.

      “Oh, it's so good to see you, Chloe,” she said, and I nodded against an unexpected lump in my throat. It had been almost two years since I had seen either of my sisters.

      “If you've got that out of the way, I'm in a towaway zone,” Mara said briskly. “Is that all you brought with you?”

      Mara was dressed in a long black coat, and she looked as sharp as a knife. Just about everyone was at least a little intimidated by my big sister. She could be a little temperamental, but she'd come to my defense far too many times in the past for me to be too put off.

      “Yeah, let's get going,” I said with a grin. “Wouldn't want you to get a ticket on that shiny car of yours. I mean, I’m assuming it’s still shiny.”

      Mara rolled her eyes at the tease. She was OCD about cleanliness in general, but when it came to her car—there better not be so much as a fingerprint on the hood or look out world! Didn’t matter how many miles. Her wheels always shone.

      As we walked to the small parking lot, I glanced behind me one last time to see Alex being hurried away by his mother and a younger man I figured must be his brother. We'd only spent a few hours together, but there was something in me that wrenched at the idea of being separated from him. It was idiotic, and I followed my sisters to Mara's gleaming car, which fortunately had not gotten a ticket. That would’ve been a great welcome back. Shannon gave me the front automatically because I always got carsick, and as she pulled out of the lot, Mara glared at the sky.

      “It keeps threatening to snow, but refusing to,” she said. “It needs to make up its mind...”

      “Have you guys been back long?” I asked, and then I hesitated. “Have you been... to the place yet?”

      Shannon shook her head, leaning back in the seat. She had come from farther than I had, and she looked worn out as well.

      “I got in this morning, and Mara got in just an hour after I did. We've been grabbing some groceries to tide us over, talking with the lawyer...”

      “What Shannon means is that no, we haven't been into Grandma's house yet,” said Mara bluntly. “We wanted to wait for you. Do it all together.”

      She winced as if embarrassed to be caught in an obvious fib.

      “We wanted to put it off,” she said with a shrug. “Guess we can't any longer.”

      The drive to the little white house just four blocks away from the town center only took a few minutes, but we made the drive in silence. Of course it was Mara who led the way with her key in her hand, and she walked forward, unlocked the door after jimmying the rusted lock slightly, and flipped on the light automatically, like she’d done countless times.

      “I had them turned back on,” Mara explained automatically, before I could ask why the house had lights after being empty for so many years. “The water, too, since we’ll be staying here at least a few days.”

      We crept into the house like invaders or thieves. I set my bag on the floor and then picked it up again awkwardly. The place echoed a little. A lot of the old decorations and knickknacks that once made it Grandma's house had been removed ages ago, leaving only the furniture. The fridge was unplugged with the door hanging open, and there were faded spots on the walls where the family pictures once had pride of place.

      “I can't tell if it's better or worse that it looks nothing like what it used to look like,” said Mara.

      “It's different,” said Shannon gazing around us. “It won't be what it was again, but that's not a bad thing at all.”

      “Yeah, I'm not going to miss the little dolls that Grandma collected. Didn't her great niece once removed get those? Those were creepy.”

      Shannon looked slightly scandalized, but Mara laughed.

      “That's the spirit. We can't tiptoe around this place as if it was a shrine. Grandma's dead, and it's just a house now.”

      “Mara!” exclaimed Shannon, and Mara shook her head.

      “Come on, Shannon. Grandma died more than five years ago. We're lucky that folks have been taking things out even before it made its way through probate. Less things for us to dig through.”

      Shannon blinked hard, and I suddenly realized that she was on the verge of tears. She had been the closest to Grandma, even thought we had all spent Christmas up at the house.

      “That's just typical, Mara,” she snapped. “You probably just want to gut this place so that you can go back to Atlanta.”

      Mara reared back as if she had been slapped. In a way, she had. Shannon had always been the peacemaker, the one soothing my fears and Mara's temper. For her to attack was more than a little strange.

      "I'm trying to be sensible, Shannon," Mara said icily. "We're not here to spend Christmas together or to decorate a damn tree. We're here to look over the property, to decide what we want to do with it. This is a legal affair, not some kind of Christmas special."

      "God, you're so freaking cold," Shannon said, throwing up her hands. "You're technically the one in charge as far as the papers go, I guess we're just lucky you didn't sell it out from under us."

      "'Fucking,' Shannon, adults say fucking," said Mara, and I could tell that she was getting mean. God, she could get so mean sometimes, and suddenly I couldn't stand it any more. We’d squabbled and fought as much as any sisters did, but I couldn't take it while we were standing in Grandma's house, surrounded by old memories of when we had once been so happy together.

      "I'm pregnant!"

      It worked, or at least, Shannon and Mara turned to me with nearly identical expressions of shock and confusion. Mara looked as if I had sprouted wings and a tail, and a look of such longing passed over Shannon's face that I blinked.

      "Like, with a baby?" said Mara slowly.

      "Well, I hope it's not a puppy or a kitten?" I joked lamely.

      Shannon crossed the floor to give me a hug. "Oh, Chloe.” She pulled back to shake her head knowingly. “With Paul?"

      "Er, Paul's out of the picture," I said with a half-shrug. "He knows, but he doesn't... um, want to be a part of things?"

      Shannon made a concerned clucking noise, and Mara's eyes darkened.

      "Blood tests and a court order when the baby's born," she said. "He has to take responsibility..."

      "No!”

      The sharp tone to my voice surprised everyone, including me. Being a mother-to-be was apparently making me unusually defensive.

      "I don't want him involved,” I explained. “Not after he decided that it might be anyone's baby."

      Shannon and Mara made almost identical offended noises, and I nearly laughed at that.

      "I'm going to be okay. It'll be tight, but there's that little alcove in my apartment, perfect for a crib, the library gives maternity leave, and there's a really nice lady in the building who looks after kids. I have a plan."

      "There's more to taking care of a baby than..."

      Shannon cleared her throat pointedly, and Mara nodded.

      "All right. I think there's a decent crib up in the attic I can drive down for you, and when the time comes, I'll sign you up for a diaper service as a present. I did it for a co-worker at the magazine, and she liked it..."

      Mara trailed off, shaking her head, and when she looked at me, some of the prickliness and anger had drained out of her.

      "Shannon and I... we're going to be aunts," she said, and I grinned as my grouchy older sister grudgingly hugged me and patted my flat belly with surprising tenderness. Just like that, the tension between the three of us died away.

      All right, little one, well done, I thought. Six months from being born and you're already quite the little problem solver.
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      I was around twelve when I first realized that the people of White Pines called our family’s winter home ‘Dracula's castle,’ and heading up the long drive in Mother's Lamborghini reminded me of why. The place belonged to some several-times great grandfather who made all his money in lumber during the good times and whiskey during the bad, and it had more gables than any one residence should have. Three stories, eight bedrooms, more bathrooms, mullioned glass and a replica Victorian garden in the back; it was one of the most gorgeous houses around.

      Of course I hated it.

      Hate was a strong word, I supposed, but as we got closer, I started to feel the walls closing around me, even in the crisp and bright winter air. I had spent every winter in White Pines at this house until I turned eighteen and could finally beg off. This was my first year back, and it sounded like my mother was going to make the most of it

      "And of course there's dinner with the Gannfields, and tomorrow, I was thinking a luncheon down at the country club, really show everyone that you're back. Of course I hope you packed something nicer than those rags, you ought to let Lupe throw them out. God, there's never been any good shopping here, but maybe we can send to that place your father likes in Chicago to have something delivered. Nothing much, but a good suit, some nice shirts."

      I sighed, pulling my bag out of the car and stepping into the heated garage. David shot me an amused and sympathetic look. He had been home a little longer than I had been, but he'd never minded Mother as much.

      "It's nice to see you too, Mother," I said, planting a careful kiss on her professionally made-up face. She brushed it aside, leading us toward the house, still talking when Father came out to greet us on the front step. Everyone said Father and I look alike, and with every year that passed, that grew more true. We were similarly tall, though his blond hair was a shade or two paler than mine, and his eyes stared into mine as if looking for anything else that we could possibly have in common. He’d never found anything, not as far as I knew, anyway.

      "Good to see you," he said, formally shaking my hand. "Your hospital doing alright?"

      "It's not my hospital at all, but my work is going well," I said pointedly. I'd always had the feeling that they would happily tell their friends that I was the hospital director or something like that if I’d let them get away with it. Having their firstborn son turn away from the family lumber business had been bad enough, but when I’d announced my decision to pursue a career as a trauma surgeon, it had nearly given them both heart attacks. You know, most families were actually proud of their kids who decided to grow up to be doctors … heaven forbid the Reeds ever follow suit.

      Father ignored my comment, shepherding all three of us into the breakfast nook for drinks. At least the drinks kept at Dracula's Castle tended to be better than average. I barely had time to look around at how exactly nothing had changed, when he started in.

      "Did you think about that offer we talked about back in summer?" he asked as my mother worried at David's cuffs for some reason while my brother stood patiently waiting, as if he was five all over again.

      "I did, and I told you my decision then," I said with a shrug. "Answer's still no, Dad."

      He frowned.

      "That's Reed money. It's not for frittering away on whatever fun you're having in Chicago."

      I could already feel the tension headache threatening to descend. It was probably just as well that we were usually scattered to all ends of the earth for most of the year. If I had to live like this all the time, I'd be insane half the time and furious the rest.

      "Last I checked, Great-Uncle Jim left me that money," I said, meeting my father eye to eye. "No riders or instructions to put it back into Reed lumber or anything like that."

      My father glared, and he might have taken it farther- I almost wanted him to- but my mother descended.

      "I need your measurements, Alex, I think I'll call the Chicago tailor now. With luck, we can get you some decent clothes for the luncheon. David tells me that the Lundorffs are going to be there, and their daughter Esme is visiting from school. She's a lovely girl, very sweet, majoring in education, isn't that nice? I'm sorry everything went belly up with that last girl you sent us a picture of, but you know, I never thought she was quite right for you.."

      "Just based on the picture, Mother?" I asked, but she bulldozed straight ahead, plotting and planning right over me. That was familiar at least.

      I shot David a dark look, and he grinned at me, shrugging slightly as he loosened his cuffs behind Mom’s back.

      Better you than me, his look said, and obviously that hadn't changed either.

      "Alex dear, you're what, twenty-four, twenty-five? It's long past time for you to find someone nice, settle down a bit..."

      "I'm thirty, Mother," I said, and she shook her head in denial of my age as she had for the last five years or so, refusing to admit she’d given birth to me that long ago. Any sign of age for Mom was a no-go, even if it meant pretending she couldn’t remember her son’s birthday.

      "Oh surely not," she scoffed. "Argue with me all you like, but you can't tell me that your life wouldn't be a little happier and a little brighter with a sweet girl at your side, especially one as lovely and well-connected as Esme Lundorff..."

      She was off again, and no one really had to add anything to keep the conversation going so we stood around in awkward silence. What she said stuck with me, as a girl I didn't know brought us a tray of snacks from the kitchen.

      When I thought of a sweet girl, I certainly didn't think of Esme, who had been known as a little girl for cutting off other girls' braids. Instead I thought of bright blue eyes and a fluff of dark hair, cheeks pink in the cold and a sassy mouth that just begged to be kissed.

      Wherever you are, Chloe, I hope you're having a better time with this than I am...
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      I had made plans to stay up in White Pines for two weeks, skipping out on the actual Christmas celebration in favor of being back in Chicago. The actual holidays were a bad time for the trauma ward, and I had much more loyalty to my patients and my staff than I did to my family, who couldn’t be bothered with any loyalty to me.

      Two days, drinks, a luncheon, a party and a family talk about how dirty Chicago was, and I had no idea how I was going to make it a week, let alone three. I might have taken off to go on a roaring bender with my brother, but David had actually somehow hit it off with Esme Lundorff- now tall and slender, it turned out, and no longer quite so inclined to cut other women's hair- and they were spending all their time in the indoor squash court.  On his way past with his racket, however, David had poked his head into the library.

      "Mother wants you to escort her to some kind of winter garden party viewing this afternoon. She says she's expecting you in something festive. Fair warning."

      I sighed. I could plant my feet, say I wasn't going to go, start a fight. Win or lose though, it would be unpleasant, and right then, it seemed far better to simply be impossible to locate. I pulled on the wool coat that I had worn up from Chicago and a battered pair of old boots that I found at the back of my closet and headed off into the woods instead.

      The family house backed onto the Snake River, which circled about half of White Pines. Farther south, it slowed to a trickle and joined the Mississippi, but up in White Pines, it was a steady torrent.

      The other side of the river was a national forest, but the side closest to town sported a thick fringe of woods and a pleasant, if slightly primitive, path along the water. The path was a little more run-down than I remembered it being, but it suited my mood just fine. I picked my way along the water and let my mind clear of everything, family included. It must have been a mile or more before I heard the shuffle of steps coming towards me, and then there was a girl walking around the bend. She was small enough to be a teenager, but I immediately recognized her blue coat, the same one that had snuggled up to me on the bus ride. It was nearly the same color as her eyes, and the knit yellow hat she wore over it was like a little spot of sun in the gray day.

      "Chloe!"

      She looked up at my greeting, and I got a flash of those bright blue eyes right before she missed her step and tumbled right off of the path. With a curse, I lunged forward and grabbed her arm before she tumbled down the long slope that led to the water below. Not soon enough to keep her from falling to her knees on the leaf-strewn ground, however.

      "Oh God, give a girl some warning!" she gasped, her eyes huge with surprise, and I shot her a wry look.

      "I thought I had, actually."

      I set her upright once more and looked her over quickly. She looked fine, but I found myself strangely reluctant to get away. She looked up at me, her cheeks reddened with the cold, her lips slightly parted with the exertion of the fall, and I felt that same surge of electricity go through me again. It would be so easy to kiss her here, but my instincts as a doctor kicked in instead. Those instincts also kept me from automatically reaching out to dust leaves off her, thereby putting my hands all over her.

      "Here. I'm going to hang on to you, and I want you to try to take a few steps, all right?"

      Chloe did as I said, and when she put her weight on her left foot, she staggered a little.

      "Hmm, sprained maybe," I said, but she shook her head.

      "It's fine, it doesn't matter..."

      "It really does, we should get you to a..."

      "Could that have hurt my baby?"

      I froze, caught as off guard as she had been a minute earlier. There were a dozen questions running through my head, but right now, hers was the most important one.

      "Unlikely, but it's possible," I said at last. "If you're pregnant, we should definitely get to the hospital. They can tell you for sure what's going on."

      She nodded bravely, but i could see the concealed panic in her eyes. She might be twenty-four, but there was something unusually sweet and innocent in her eyes, unjaded, something that made me want to comfort her.

      "We should be safe, but you're probably fine. You didn't fall that far, and you didn't hit anything hard."

      Chloe found a grin for me, bright and nearly dizzying.

      "You saved me," she said softly. "Thank you."

      Her thanks filled me with a warmth I really didn't care to look at too closely. Instead I looked up and down the path.

      "Did you drive here?”

      She nodded.

      "My sister's car is just a few minutes back that way."

      "Good. That's short enough that a piggyback ride is probably our best bet."

      When she started to protest, I gave her an impatient look.

      "The sooner we get to the hospital, the sooner you can confirm that everything's all right. You're hardly going to break my back."

      She gave me a dubious look, but reluctantly, she consented to climb up on my back, and I set off in the direction she indicated.

      "You must be a nurse," she said after a moment, and I stifled a laugh as I kept walking. She was a light but dense warmth over my back, and with her arms wrapped so trustingly around me, it all felt strangely right. Arousal danced through me at the feel of her warm body pressed into mine, but alongside it was something more. Something atypically peaceful and content.

      "Why do you say that?"

      "Because nurses are the ones who care," she said promptly. "I'm pretty sure a doctor would have just told me to get to the hospital."

      "I'd argue with you, but I've known too many doctors," I quipped. "Sorry to disappoint, but I am a doctor. Trauma medicine though, and hopefully that keeps me from being too terrible."

      "Oh!" she exclaimed. "God, what was I thinking. I'd forgotten you're a Reed. I guess you wouldn't be a nurse, would you?"

      It was close enough to something my father had said when I decided on medical school, something about being no better than a nurse, that I had to blink.

      "I think I would make a pretty good nurse," I said offhandedly, and somehow, she must have sensed that there was some kind of disquiet there because her arms tightened around my shoulders, and she nuzzled me like a cat. It sent a bolt of sensation through me when she somehow found a bit of bare skin beyond the collar of my coat, and I wondered if she could feel the way that I shook a little.

      "I know you would have been a great nurse, and I bet you're an awesome doctor," she said, soundly oddly loyal, and I had to laugh.

      "I like to think I do alright."

      Her sister's car was an exquisitely well-maintained Mercedes, and I was grateful for the size when I loaded Chloe into the passenger's seat. I ignored her protestations that she could drive, and pulled out onto the road.

      "Should I call someone, let them know where you are?"

      "Oh God no," Chloe said with a shudder. "Mara and Shannon are already going to be upset that I took off without telling anyone, and when it comes out that I almost hurt myself, I'll never hear the end of it..."

      "Well, I meant your husband or boyfriend..."

      She shot me an amused glance from the passenger seat.

      "So sure it's a husband or a boyfriend? I mean, I might have a wife or a girlfriend..."

      The thought hadn't actually crossed my mind, and when it did, it ended up being an image of Chloe, pretty naked Chloe, wrapped around another beautiful woman, and I banished it immediately because God, I could not be that kind of asshole. Could I?

      "Do you?"

      She laughed at me, and the sound, soft and bell-like, made me smile like nothing else had in the past two days.

      "No, but I think you're blushing. I thought Reeds were way too well-bred to blush..."

      "Yes, most of my family is actually made of marble. The only reason I can blush is because of a great-aunt made of ruby on my mother's side..."

      She giggled a little bit at that, and I thought all over again about how much I liked that sound.

      "Anyway, sass and blushing all aside, is there anyone you want me to call?"

      Chloe looked down at that, not in shame, I realized, but out of thoughtfulness.

      "No," she decided firmly. "I'll call my sisters later, but aside from them, there's no one that needs to know."

      "That sounds like there's a story there."

      "A dumb one, maybe. I was seeing a guy at home, Paul. He was nice enough, but I guess it was one of those situations where it turns out I was way more into him than he was in to me. I think he might have cheated on me a few times. Anyway. I got pregnant, he blew up and said that it could have been anyone's. I honestly thought that that would have broken my heart, but after he stormed out... I felt relief. Do you think that makes me awful?"

      "I don't think anything could make you awful.” I found that I was surprisingly serious about that, but she laughed and continued.

      "Well, I guess I wasn't into him as much as I thought I was. What I felt for him, it was like a candlelight that could blow out when a door slammed. But what I feel for this little one..."

      She glanced down at her belly where she had laid her hands. There was something so tender and loving about how she gazed at her future child that I had to drag my attention back to the road. It made my heart beat a little faster, made me long for something that I wasn't sure I had words for. I was suddenly certain that she had the words, though, and in the back of my mind, I wondered if she would teach me.

      "The love is a tower of fire, and I know it's never going to go out."

      She said the words simply and sincerely, and I could tell she meant them to the bottom of her heart.

      "Then he or she is going to be lucky indeed," I said quietly.

      When we got to the hospital, it was quiet, and someone came to see us relatively soon. Patient had never been my middle name, and I’d become even more prone
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