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        O what to me the little room

        That was brimmed up with prayer and rest;

        He bade me out into the gloom,

        And my breast lies upon his breast.

      

        

      
        —WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
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      THE letter came on a Tuesday near the end of March. The man came on the first Thursday of April. Lacy McGareth looked at the man and wondered just what the going rate for making one of the wealthiest ranchers in the state of Texas disappear would be. It would almost be worth it.

      Travis Worthington-Deane was as offensive as his name. Although he sure didn’t look offensive. He was just too pretty. Too perfect. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired and green-eyed, he walked onto her slightly lopsided porch and demanded to speak to the one who’d stolen her ranch from him.

      Well, that was guaranteed to set Lacy’s teeth on edge from the very beginning.

      She stared at the man for a moment. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you need to get off my porch before I shoot you. Trespassers aren’t wanted.”

      “Neither are land thieves, darlin’. Even pretty ones.” He adjusted his white Stetson with one hand and stared at her.

      “I bought my ranch fair and square.” Using every penny she had saved up and a prayer. Had it not been a foreclosure, she never would have managed it—and if the realtor hadn’t been a friend who’d stayed up late to put in a very last-minute bid just as the auction ended.

      “It was supposed to be mine. I was the only bidder. The old woman who lived here promised I could have it when she passed.”

      “The old woman was my aunt, and she wanted me to have it.” And the small amount of cash she’d inherited from her aunt had gone a long way toward Lacy’s bid.

      The ranch had been in her mother’s family for five generations, but when her mother had died in a wreck when Lacy had been eleven, it had been sold to pay off her mother’s bills. A great-aunt had repurchased it a decade later.

      She’d contacted Lacy a few years ago to reconnect with the only family she had. It had been awkward between them, but Lacy had made the effort. Dorothy had been the only biological family Lacy had had.

      Now she had no one. She was the last McGareth of Finley Creek County. One of the county’s most historic names and she was the last.

      This was the original McGareth ranch, and it was hers. That most of the land had been gobbled up in the last decade by the man in front of her didn’t change that fact. Or make her like him all that much.

      The ranch and the two hundred acres surrounding it were hers. No Worthington-Deane was going to take that from her. “What do you want? I assume you’re the one responsible for the letter?”

      “I’m going to offer you a more than fair offer for this place.” The man smiled, revealing a too-perfect set of teeth. He looked…too sculpted, or genetically engineered to be a perfectly masculine specimen. Like a perfect cowboy-android—that’s what he was. Perfect.

      “No.”

      “Can’t you be reasonable?”

      “No.” Like she hadn’t heard that before. Many people in her life had told her to be reasonable—usually when they wanted her to do something their way.

      “Surely you don’t think you can keep up with this place all by yourself?”

      “No.” She had no intention of just keeping up with it. She was going to make it shine. Make it her home again. The way it should have been.

      The room her mother had painted for her when she’d been six was just down the hall. Her twin sisters’ room was right next to it. They had been three when they’d died, along with their mother.

      “Do you even realize what you are saying?” He took his hat off his head and wiped at the sweat. It was a balmy ninety already, and he was showing evidence of it. So was she—her place didn’t exactly have working air conditioning. Something she was determined to rectify soon. In Texas, air conditioning was a necessity.

      “No.”

      “Are you always this stubborn?”

      “No.” Yes. When it mattered. Stubbornness was what had gotten her through the last sixteen years.

      “Can you say anything else?” Hard to miss how irritated he was becoming. Lacy resisted smiling. She wasn’t going to let a man like him bully her into giving up one of the biggest dreams she’d ever had. She’d finally made it home.

      Lacy opened the screen door and stepped more fully out on the porch, avoiding the trap board that she’d been meaning to fix the night before. She’d gotten called back to the hospital on an emergency call and hadn’t been able to finish what she wanted. “No.”

      “Listen, why won’t you consider it? You can’t be attached to this place.”

      “I am. Very, very, very attached. In fact, you want this ranch, you’re going to have to pry the deed from my cold, dead fingers.” She smiled at him and walked right up to him.

      She wasn’t afraid of this guy. Well, not too afraid, anyway. She’d seen more nightmares than he could ever count. He wasn’t going to be able to intimidate her. Nothing intimidated her any longer. Besides, she already had her pistol within easy reach.

      The last few months had taught her some valuable lessons after all.

      “You really think a slip of a girl is going to be able to manage a two-hundred-acre ranch all by herself? What are you going to run on it? Cattle? Sheep? Horses?”

      “Angora-paccas.”

      “What?”

      She smiled again. It was a running joke between her and her friends. She had no intention of raising any kind of animal on the ranch. She was just going to live there. And one day pass it down to those it rightfully belonged to.

      If she ever married, that was. She still had another three to five years in her surgical fellowship before she was even going to contemplate a relationship.

      “Pretty little Angora bunnies and alpacas. That’s what I’m going to run here, Mr. Worthington-Deane. Bunnies. Maybe a few turtles. That’s it, I’m going to raise turtles. But whatever I do with it, you don’t get to say. Like I said when I called you Tuesday. My ranch is not for sale.”

      She yanked the hat out of his hand and slapped it back onto his head, stretching up on her toes to do it. She wasn’t all that tall at five seven. He had a good eight or nine inches on her. Probably a hundred thirty-five pounds, too. Pure lean muscle. “Here’s your hat, I suggest you hurry. I have company coming, and you’re wasting both our times. Bye-bye, now. Watch out for my pet rattler on your way out. His name is Larry. He lives beneath the porch. I think. It could be an alligator. I’m not brave enough to look closely. Want to?”
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        * * *

      

      Travis stared at the pretty little nutcase in front of him for a moment. What would happen if he picked her up and dropped her straight down the well he knew was behind the house? She was small enough to fit. He could toss her in blond head first. Wrap his hands around that small waist and…

      Green eyes snapped fire at him, tempting him.

      He was close enough to see a few freckles over the bridge of her nose and a tiny scar where she’d had it pierced at one time. Who was this woman, anyway?

      He’d had his secretary look up the name of the new owner of the old ranch that now sat right dead center of his much larger spread, but he’d forgotten the name in his hurry over here. He’d received her response to his formal letter in his own mail just two days after he’d sent it.

      Hell no, asshole.

      It had been rather succinct.

      He had to admit the interloper wasn’t exactly what he’d expected. She was younger, for one thing. Less than thirty would be his guess. She didn’t look like a ranch woman, either. The boots and jeans, maybe. But the rest of her…no.

      She wore a skinny little blue tank top that showed off some seriously smooth skin. And some nice female flesh. The kind a man liked to look at. The hair was pulled up off of her neck, but some had escaped. It was long and curled and light.

      The jeans were old and ragged in all the right places.

      Hell, if he didn’t want her ranch, he probably would have played very nicely with this neighbor.

      He’d burned that bridge, obviously. He wasn’t giving up, though.

      “Don’t touch my hat,” he ordered just as an older BMW pulled in the drive, carefully avoiding the potholes that should have been fixed long ago.

      This prickly little porcupine probably left them there on purpose.

      He looked over at the car as two women climbed out. Travis was always an appreciator of women and these two…

      Nice. Very, very nice. Second-look worthy—even third look.

      “Lacy?” the redhead asked. “You ok?”

      “I’m just peachy, Jill. Mr. Worthington-Deane was just leaving. He got his answer. He just doesn’t want to take it.”

      “I see.” The shorter redhead eyed him like he was a snake and her little blond friend a mouse. They stepped up to her side. He looked at them for a moment, then decided to at least try to charm them. Maybe her friends would see reason somehow.

      “I’m here to buy Miss…” Hell, he didn’t remember her name.

      She smirked at him. “It’s doctor, actually. Dr. Lacy McGareth. Owner of the last McGareth ranch in Finley Creek.”

      “Doctor of what?”

      “Of medicine, you idiot.”

      Well, that surprised him. She didn’t look like any doctor he’d ever known.

      “Lace…” the brunette stared at him out of ridiculously large brown eyes. She looked like a china doll or one of those glass ballerinas his mother liked to collect. She was the tallest by a few inches, but the most delicate looking. Ethereal. The short redhead was just as beautiful; it was the hair and the classic allure that caught a man when he looked at her.

      But it was the blonde’s sexy earthiness that would stay with a man the most. “I’m going to up my original offer by twenty-five percent. Move back to town, close to the hospitals.”

      “Don’t start this again. The answer is no. No, no, no, no. I could sing it for you if you’d like?” She patted him on the cheek.

      He had to admire her boldness.

      The friends were eying him like he was about to eat them all. It was actually a strange reaction, and he couldn’t figure them out.

      Sometimes the best strategy was retreat. Travis had the time to do just that. He’d give the girl two more months out there on the ranch, right during the hell that was a Texas summer, and let her see. She’d accept his offer then.

      He had no doubt about that.

      “Ladies, sorry to have bothered you.” He said the hell with it. She’d already touched him; she deserved it. Travis grabbed the hand she still had between them. He brought her palm to his lips and kissed her right in the center. He watched for the reaction that he expected would come.

      And react she did. With a hiss and a jerk, she yanked her hand back like he’d burned her. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

      “Oh, I’d like to. I’d really like to. If you or either of your friends are interested in dinner, I’m more than willing. They’re really pretty, too. But probably a whole lot nicer than you. Like I said, ladies.” He tipped his hat politely, ignoring the wariness in two pairs of brown eyes and one pair of green. “I’ll be seeing you again, Doc. You can count on that.”

      What a strange little trio of females they were.
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      A logical person didn’t turn down his final offer of four times what she’d paid for it. Not without a good reason.

      Travis had gotten the hint loud and clear.

      Her ranch was safe. He was a businessman—he’d lost on properties before. And he wasn’t one to dwell on situations—he was better off strategizing other solutions to his problems.

      The pretty Dr. Lacy McGareth was one of his problems. He might not need her ranch house, but he needed her land. And he was willing to pay a fair price for it. She’d been remarkably stubborn over the last month. She’d won.

      But that didn’t mean he was going to tell her that right away. For the third time in a month, he knocked on the door that hung slightly lopsided in its frame. The house had some mild foundation issues.

      The entire place had issues. Why hadn’t she started fixing them? She’d had the place for more than eight months now, according to property records he’d found in town.

      The door swung open, and there the little termagant was. Dr. Lacy McGareth, in the flesh.

      It was very nice flesh.

      She wore jade-green scrubs with FCGH Emergency Trauma Dept. Surgical Resident embroidered over the right breast. His brother Rafe had started college several years early and managed to do premed a bit quicker than average. Travis wasn’t unfamiliar with how it all worked, or how grueling it was. “Aren’t you a bit young to be a doctor?”

      “Gee, think I haven’t heard that before? Even a few times today.” There was sass in her words, but…

      Travis looked closer. There were tears in her eyes. Big green eyes that were swimming.

      Travis had always been a real sucker for crying women. Even crying termagants like this one. He lifted a hand and cupped her elbow. She was a good eight inches shorter than he was, and her arm felt more delicate than it should. She was too sassy to be delicate. He’d learned that over the last four weeks. “Hey, Doc, what’s wrong? Allergies?”

      “Something like that. What do you want, Worthington?”

      “Well, I’m here for my weekly rejection. Was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me?” He’d had no intention of ever asking this little creature out; pretty, though she most certainly was. All that attitude could be off-putting. But it had been the tears that changed his mind.

      “Ranch isn’t for sale. So if you think you can change my mind…I…just can’t deal with you tonight.” She wiped at one eye and pulled away from him. “Get lost.”

      “Honey, what’s wrong? Do I need to go kick someone’s ass? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I have big feet.” And he’d do it, too. He didn’t like to see her cry.

      “Can you kick bone cancer’s ass before it kicks an eight-year-old’s?”

      Something speared straight through him as what she said sank in. Poor Doc. No wonder she was crying alone. “Bad night at the hospital? My brother’s a doctor; did you know that? I know how rough it can be for him sometimes. Come on. I try to hug him when he needs it, but he’s the size of Texas, and it doesn’t work so easily. I bet you’re real huggable, though.”

      Before she could protest Travis wrapped a hand around hers. She had small, soft hands. Boney little fingers. Girly little hands.

      “What? I think this is kidnapping.”

      But she went with him. Travis deliberately didn’t give her much choice.

      Travis pulled her off her porch, almost tripping on her trick board—she really needed to fix that—and down into the field behind her house. “Look. Right there.”

      “The sunset?” She looked up at him like he was an idiot for a moment. “Why?”

      Because sometimes you just had to look past what was right there in front of you to see everything else you were missing. “Look at how far it stretches. From one side of the sky to the other. And it’ll do it again tomorrow. And the next night. And the next. This cancer one a kid can beat?”

      She nodded. “It’s rarely fatal if caught in time. I think we did. But…he’s facing amputation.”

      “Then we hope and pray this kid has bigger feet than I do. I strongly suspect he had a great doctor today.”
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        * * *

      

      Lacy wanted the man to go away. She also wanted him to stay. The connection to another human being was desperately needed at the moment. Even a Worthington-Deane.

      She should have gone to the Becks’ for dinner. Her friend Jillian’s family had always welcomed her. She had an open invitation for any time. But Lacy had found herself halfway home before she even realized she’d left the parking lot.

      The man next to her tugged at her hand. What was he doing there again—she couldn’t remember. And why was she letting him guide her around her own yard? “Why are you here again?”

      “Came to offer you my final, final offer. One million dollars.” He grinned a ridiculously handsome grin. For not the first time, she took a really good look at him. He was too cowboy perfect for a girl’s peace of mind.

      He reminded her of someone. She couldn’t figure out who, but it would come to her. He was a perfect example of a wealthy Texas rancher; that was for certain. Tall, broad-shouldered, and strong. Rugged, with dark-brown hair that blew in the slight wind. Green eyes a few shades lighter than her own. And dimples. Travis Worthington-Deane had some seriously adorable dimples.

      She’d always been an idiot over men with dimples.

      Until she’d learned to not be an idiot over men at all.

      Life was just easier that way. Lacy had men friends, but nothing romantically. Not now. Elliot and Chance Marshall, Kevin Beck—even Houghton Barratt, wealthiest guy in Texas—were counted among her male friends. But they were men she trusted. Felt safe with.

      She trusted their wives even more.

      But that was beside the point.

      Men didn’t come sniffing around unless they wanted something.

      Rule number one in Lacy’s experience. Every man wanted something. Period.

      So what did Worthington-Deane want? Besides her home.

      He trailed a hand down her arm and laced his fingers with hers. “What do you say? One million for the whole place? I’ll even let you live in the house as long as you want?”

      “Never. Not going to happen.” They both knew the place wasn’t worth anywhere near a million. Two hundred thousand, even with the land and water. That was far more what it was worth. His original offer. “What’s your deal?”

      He was playing her. Or there was something she just flat out didn’t know about the property. Something that he really wanted.

      Oil, maybe?

      He sighed dramatically, then tightened his fingers when she tried to pull away. Lacy pushed aside the little rush of apprehension that having any part of her body trapped by an animal that was bigger and stronger brought her.

      This guy hadn’t hurt her yet. Pestered her, yes. Hurt her, no. No sense panicking. Better to just play this out.

      “Ok. I get it. Not for sale. How about for rent?” He looked down at her out of shrewd green eyes. This was what he was really after. Lacy fought the urge to tense. “Those back one hundred fifty acres or so? Going rate plus ten percent for having to deal with me? One-year initial lease, then we go six months at a time, as long as it’s working for both of us? Rent increase every six months by one percent?”

      She hadn’t expected that. Or the businesslike way he rattled off numbers. “What’s in it for you?”

      “I want to grow some experimental grasses. More organic for the cattle side of my operation. Less destructive to the land. Your acreage is far enough away from my other fields that I don’t have to be as concerned about cross-germination. I’m looking for better feed for my cattle, but also for my horses. I’m wanting to start organic beef production over the next three years. I’d like to have my feed nailed down by then. You game? Planning to do anything with the land anytime soon?”

      No. She actually wasn’t. She just wanted to have it because it had been McGareth. Of course, half of his lands had once been McGareth, too. “I…”

      “Fifteen percent over fair market value, then, and I’ll maintain it completely. Repair fences, fix wells and irrigation, all of it.”

      “Deal.” She wouldn’t lie. One hundred fifty acres rented would bring in a lot of cash. Cash that could go to med school debt—and go toward fixing up the house.

      Foundations could cost upward of fifteen thousand after all. Having an extra infusion of cash each month would go a long way to making her house the way she wanted it quicker than she had planned.

      Of course, that meant getting into bed with this man. Figuratively speaking, anyway.

      He smiled again. “Great. I’ll have my attorney draw up a standard contract. I’ll bring it by once it’s finished. Sometime this week.”

      “I’m going to third shift in the emergency department for two weeks. I’ll be sleeping until about four. Show up before then, and I’ll bury you down a deep well.”

      “Understood.” He hesitated for a moment. Then he smiled one of those grins that probably got him whatever he wanted in life. “You want to drive into town to celebrate? I’ll take you to the Barratt. Ever been there?”

      Lacy snorted. She wasn’t a fool. He had gotten what he wanted, but he wasn’t above pushing for more. “You might say that. I’m friends with the owner. And no. I don’t want to. I’m not looking for a relationship right now. Or even something casual. I have too much going on.”

      He stared down at her for a long moment. Then he nodded. “Understood. How about a friend, then? A good neighbor? Someone to do heavy grunt work when you need it?”

      “Why?”

      Men always wanted something after all.

      She strongly suspected she knew exactly what it was this one wanted.

      It was in the way he’d looked at her.

      Lacy wasn’t inexperienced, by any definition. She’d like to think she had a healthy sex life. She wasn’t stupid or irresponsible, and it had been a few years. But right now, after everything that had happened to her recently, she just wanted to find her equilibrium again. Get through her training and move on.

      Fix her house.

      Be with her friends. Help them get through the rough time they’d had over the last five months. Was that so wrong?

      No matter how nice of a smile the man in front of her had.

      “Why not? I don’t know if you missed it, but I’m your only neighbor on all four sides. If you need something, I’m right there. Just being neighborly.”

      “Uh-huh. At what cost? Dinner? Dancing? Something more?”

      “Oh, I wish. But if you’re not interested, then nothing more expensive than a smile. Come on. Do it. Let me see if you are a vampire. Any pointy teeth in there?”

      Lacy smiled. Just to get him to stop staring at her. He did. But just to turn and look at the sky again.

      “Almost as pretty as the Texas sky.”

      “And you, Worthington, are full of shit. I need…to get inside. I’m switching from days to nights, tomorrow. I need to change my sleep schedule. Bring the contract by, and I’ll take a look at it and have my attorney go over it.”

      “Great. And…Doc? You ever change your mind about hanging out with me at the Barratt, you just let me know. I promise I don’t slurp my soup and can use a napkin most of the time. I can even provide character references.”

      “I’ll…think about it. But don’t get your hopes up.” She didn’t know where this was coming from. She wasn’t flirting; she knew that.

      But she would be lying if the small bit of attraction she saw written on his face didn’t make her feel a little bit better than she had earlier.

      Maybe he wasn’t quite as annoying as she’d first thought. He’d been almost kind.

      Until he’d gotten what he’d wanted, anyway. Still, she’d rejected him. And he hadn’t turned angry or violent or rude. That told her a lot about this guy who did surround her on all sides.

      There were probably far worse men she could be surrounded by.

      “Good night, Mr. Worthington-Deane.”

      “Please, it’s Travis. Or Trav. And I’ll see you later, Doc. Happy…sleeping. You ever need anyone to tuck you in, remember I am right next door. Sort of.”
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      LACY left trauma A, her mind filled with conflicting questions. Solpalmitraln, a new drug being tested exclusively at FCGH, was supposed to be a wonder drug, with limited side effects and safer for patients than some of the long-running drugs already in use. She had her doubts.

      They’d been testing it at FCGH for sixteen months. Her current emergency department patient had been on it for three, and he was reporting symptoms that just didn’t resonate with what she and other physicians had been told.

      It was not supposed to do what Mr. Kensington was reporting that it had.

      Had he taken something else that he didn’t want his wife to know about? The man was an intelligent man; he wouldn’t mess with his health this way. She’d treated him before.

      Still, erectile dysfunction was often difficult for men his age to discuss—especially with young female medical personnel. But was it just that?

      She didn’t know.

      He’d also reported shaking that refused to abate. That was concerning, telling her it could be neurological.

      Of course, it could be something entirely unrelated to Solpalmitraln. There were plenty of issues that could arise in a sixty-four-year-old man with a poor diet. It bore considering, before she made any decisions to alter someone else’s treatment prescription.

      And she trusted the physicians involved in Mr. Kensington’s primary care plan. She couldn’t see them not addressing any problems with Solpalmitraln before prescribing it.

      Mr. Kensington was a prime candidate for the drug; she couldn’t deny that.

      Still, Lacy had only prescribed Solpalmitraln twice. She abhorred drug trials, though she knew they were necessary.

      She just didn’t like using her patients as guinea pigs for drugs that were really not all that different from more established, better-studied pharmaceuticals. She half thought companies like Claireson Pharm would be better suited discovering different drugs that cured currently incurable conditions, rather than finding more pharmaceuticals that did the same job.

      It seemed like a waste to her.

      In the meantime, she’d be looking into Solpalmitraln more deeply, the first opportunity she had.

      She stopped off at the intake desk and asked Annie, one of the emergency department nurses, to have blood tests done, just to be on the safe side.

      If Mr. Kensington had taken something he hadn’t told her, it would show up.

      Then they could go from there.
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      RAFAEL Holden-Deane, new chief of medicine at Finley Creek General Hospital, took his first official look around the main entrance of the hospital. The emergency department was off to the left, the main admissions and information desk was off to the right. They shared the rather large lobby. He breathed in the familiar scent of medicine and fought to find his equilibrium.

      He was two days early, but he’d planned it that way. He wanted to see the hospital in action. It worked best that way in his experience.

      Of course, Finley Creek General Hospital was a long way from the little shit holes he’d been practicing in for the last four years. Djibouti, Africa, and Texas didn’t exactly have that much in common.

      Rafe stood in the middle of the emergency department and watched. He just watched everyone.

      A physician walked by, tall and blond. Rafe studied him for a moment—the man looked familiar, but he couldn’t place him. No surprise. They may have gone to med school together, here at this very hospital.

      Rafe had attended medical school at FCU’s School of Medicine. It was one of the best in the nation now. But the hospital itself was starting to get a reputation for problems.

      A former COM had been arrested for prostitution not all that long ago. His replacement had been shot in the hospital’s parking garage. Patient care was in jeopardy. On so many levels. It was his job to preserve the integrity of the hospital, however he could.

      Rafe had been hired to find out why. Two young women walked by. One was in a business suit—Rafe recognized the woman who’d been in the room during his interviews. Finley Coulter, young, blond, around thirty. Pretty.

      Perky. Almost annoyingly so.

      Rafe didn’t do perky well.

      His gaze strayed to the second blonde. She was slightly taller. She had some nice curves, and he was a man. Hard not to appreciate. The face was damned fine, too. The jade scrubs set off the entire package.

      Rafe could appreciate—but he didn’t have time for women at all. Not right now.

      It would probably be a long time before he would. He’d learned his lesson the hard way, half a world away.

      Dr. Coulter stopped walking and stared for a moment. She regained her composure quickly. “Dr. Holden-Deane. Welcome. We weren’t expecting you yet.”

      “I wanted to take a look around. I’ve been in town a few days and was tired of sitting around the Barratt.” He’d taken a suite at the Barratt hotel indefinitely. Until he decided if he wanted to stay in the city of his birth.

      He had family here. Brothers who mattered.

      They were all that did, anymore. His two brothers and his niece and nephew.

      “Dr. Holden-Deane is our new chief of medicine. Dr. Lacy McGareth, Dr. Holden-Deane. Dr. McGareth is one of our emergency trauma surgery residents. We’re hoping to keep her on permanently when the time comes.”

      The woman in scrubs shook his hand, eying him warily from eyes almost as dark green as her scrubs. “Welcome to FCGH.”

      “Nice to meet you. Dr. Coulter, if you could point me to my office? I’m ready to get started.”

      “Uh…of course. Lacy? We’ll get together to discuss that side effect first thing in the morning.”

      “Great. I’m due in surgery in twenty. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      The taller blonde practically scurried away.
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      HE recognized the man the moment Rafael Holden-Deane held his hand out to him. Dr. Logan Lanning nearly cursed in distaste when he realized his replacement was none other than a damned Deane.

      He hadn’t expected that. Everyone—including him—had thought Allen Jacobson would be taking the chief of medicine position. Logan had been counting on it. It would have made things so much simpler. It would have hurt less if it was his friend that took the chief of medicine position from Logan.

      Or at least he’d thought so.

      Not Marcus Deane’s younger brother.

      He’d been a freshman in college with Marcus Deane, this man’s brother, and a sophomore when Deane’s younger brother had enrolled at FCU. They’d run in nearly the same circles for several years, though the younger Deane had been three or four years younger than Logan, Allen, and Marcus. But there was no recognition in the big brute’s eyes.

      This was going to be the man to replace him as chief of medicine?

      Of course he was. He was a Deane, and they were the kings of Finley Creek County. If one wanted the hospital under their control, they got it. Hell, Holden-Deane had probably been planning this his entire career.

      Logan did what he had to do to smooth everything over. He knew he’d screwed up as COM, but for hell’s sake, he’d been shot point-blank in the stomach. That should buy a man some consideration.

      His hands shook, and he knew what it meant.

      In his experience, Deanes just ruined everything.

      And the hospital was all Logan really had left.

      He’d come damned close to dying, and the doctor who’d been his primary physician—his closest friend—had given him the best pain pills FCGH had ever seen. He’d always be grateful to Allen for that.

      They were experimental, but damn, did they work.

      He took one and then waited, watching Dr. Rafael Holden-Deane walk around the emergency department, inspecting everything. Like a king with a kingdom. Women—doctors and nurses alike—stopped to stare at him as he walked by.

      Damn those Deanes.

      This one was going to run the hospital. Marcus Deane even ran the damned state. Logan watched the man walk by and pushed the rage away.

      Forced himself to just get through the day.
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      DR. Virat Patel shook the new chief of medicine’s hand and said the expected greetings. He remembered the man—he was almost certain of it. “I believe we had some genetics classes together at FCU.”

      “Of course. Under Dr. Stephens.”

      “Yes. Welcome back to FCGH. It’s a great place to work.” Virat had always respected the man. Holden-Deane had been one of the top in the class, and he had always worked hard. Virat had enjoyed being partnered with him occasionally. Virat had always taken his own career seriously. He was planning on the chief of surgery position himself, someday. He was now third in line, behind Allen Jacobson and Logan Lanning, two men who had been a year or so ahead of him at FCU School of Medicine.

      Virat looked at the woman standing next to Holden-Deane. Finley Coulter was looking as peppy as she always did, but he saw the concern around her pretty blue eyes. She was the grown-up version of the blond, blue-eyed cheerleader type, and she used that to her advantage.

      She was a great general practitioner as well. He’d wondered before why she only practiced part-time and spent the rest of her days working administration at the hospital.

      A friend had told him once that Dr. Coulter was a direct descendant of the original Finleys of the county and took the hospital very seriously.

      She was good at what she did.

      There was a lot of that going around FCGH. At least in Virat’s experience. “Dr. Coulter, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m due in surgery with McGareth in ten. I’d hate for her to start without me—she gets to pick the music, and I can’t stand girl bands.”

      Virat nodded at Holden-Deane and walked away. He had to admit, he strongly suspected Holden-Deane would be a much better COM than Lanning certainly had.

      Hell, some change around this place was long past due.
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      TRAVIS signed the rental agreement with a flourish. All it needed now was McGareth’s signature. Then it was done. The ranch made up sixty-two percent of his income, with the remaining balance going to his own rental properties and mineral rights.

      He’d like to diversify that a bit more, but he was working on it. He’d been fortunate enough to inherit the ranch from his paternal grandfather. An uncle had also left him five properties. He’d multiplied those five by five himself over the last ten years. He wanted to hit thirty properties within the next year. And it was definitely doable.

      But his heart project lay with the small herd of specialty cattle. He mostly ran a horse ranch—his first love would always be horses—but organic beef was his number two project on his diversification list.

      Travis was big on making lists to guide his plans. Something he and his older brothers all had in common. They were all type A personalities. Good at planning, good at getting what they wanted.

      He smiled, thinking of his brothers. They weren’t just his brothers; they were his best friends.

      And he’d just received some seriously good news.

      Rafe was coming home. Finally. His older brother had spent several years overseas, first with the military as a volunteer surgeon right after his residency and internships were over, then with a medical-aid charity. He’d been in the hells of Djibouti, Africa, for the last two years.

      Rafe was coming home. Where he belonged.

      He’d be taking over the Finley Creek General Hospital as chief of medicine.

      It had been too long since he, Rafe, and Marcus were together.

      It hadn’t been easy having two such successful older brothers. But Travis thought he’d done a damned fine job of keeping up.

      Of course, Marcus was always going to be the guy no one could live up to.

      Marc was the damned governor of Texas after all.

      Travis was whistling when he stepped outside into the warm early May air.

      Warm? Hell, it was sweltering. Typical Texas spring.

      He pulled into the McGareth drive just as she opened the trunk of her SUV. When she heard his engine, she looked up. Toward where he carefully maneuvered around the evil truck-killing potholes. He parked and killed the engine. Travis headed over to her, admiring the way God had put the girl together. She was made to perfection, that woman.

      “Worthington.”

      “McGareth. You know it’s Worthington-Deane, right? Like the governor?”

      “I know. But a name like Worthington-Deane?”

      “I know. It’s a weird family tradition. You know how it goes.”

      “Nope. No family. Sorry.”

      Ouch. “Sorry. I have two brothers. Wouldn’t trade them for the world.”

      “I have…my friends. Ariella and Jilly. They are my family.” She shifted bags around in the back of her trunk, then looked back up at him. “I take it you have the contract?”

      “Right here.” Travis watched as she pulled a heavy box from the trunk and struggled with it. An air conditioner? “Hey, give me that.”

      “I have it.”

      “And I have bigger arm muscles. You get the rest of the bags. Let me look all manly, ok?” He didn’t give her a chance to protest. The damned box was far too heavy for her. It was just a matter of fact.

      He carried it up the steps, careful to skirt the trick board. Which she still hadn’t fixed. All it would take would be fifteen minutes. Why hadn’t she…?

      Because she probably didn’t know how. Had probably spent all her time with her nose stuck in a medical text like Rafe had, endlessly studying.

      So she could diagnose kids with cancer and come home to cry alone. When would she have had the time to learn how to fix a porch?

      Travis smiled at her as she opened the door quickly. The same jade-green scrubs he’d seen before set off the eyes perfectly. Not to mention the nice female flesh contained inside. And the heart-shaped bottom he’d admired a time or two. Or ten.

      He had to take another look at it as she hurried through the door.

      He was a healthy male after all.

      “You probably should look where you’re going with that, rather than at my butt.”

      “But…but your butt…is…well, absolutely perfect, as far as they go. A man has to look.”

      “A pig looks.”

      “No, honey. A man is going to look. Some are just far subtler about it than others.” He smiled ruefully. “Apparently I’m not very subtle. So where is this thing going?”

      “First bedroom on the left. I need something in there during the day. Or I’m going to have hyperthermia by noon.”

      “Gotta love this part of Texas. How’s night shift going?”

      “Could be better. Had a couple of rough cases lately. But I’m managing.”

      “Of course you are. Heard you’re getting a new boss soon.”

      “Already got one. He’s…going to be difficult.” Green eyes narrowed. “How did you hear?”

      “The whole weird family name thing? Well, I got Worthington. Rafe got Holden.”

      She stopped walking and stared at him. “He’s your brother. The doctor you mentioned.”

      “Older by almost three years. Of course, I’m the pretty one of the family. Now, Marcus, he was the charming one, apparently.”

      “Marcus Deane. The governor? I…know him. And the kids. Acquaintances, really.”

      “Katie and Isaac are the most awesome set of kids in the world. Even if they did fill my favorite boots with ants from Katie’s ant farm.”

      She smiled a full out smile. “That sounds like them. So…that makes…Elliot and Chance Marshall…”

      “My cousins, of course. I like Elliot. Chance and I…well…he was such a difficult child. He’s not quite a year older than Rafe. Eleven months or so. The two of them fought like wolves for years. Rafe broke Chance’s nose twice, I think.” As he talked he made quick work of opening the air conditioner. When her hands went for the unit he tapped the back of one lightly. “I’ll help. I’m being neighborly, remember? In return, you can make me some cookies or something. Or sew me up next time I do something stupid like cut my hand open on barbed wire. Deal?”

      “You’re not going to go away until I let you, are you?”

      “Nope. Besides, I think balancing this may be a two-person event.”

      It took less than fifteen minutes to have the new unit shooting cold air around her bedroom. Travis finally took a good look around where he was, though he made no comment. He knew she felt vulnerable, having a strange man in her bedroom. Her sanctuary. And it was definitely that. The bedroom was in the best repair of the entire place.

      He let her lead him out of the room and down to the kitchen. It needed some serious updating. Still, he could see where she was doing some work on the room. It still had a long way to go. “See you pulled down the old gold wallpaper.”

      “That stuff had been here for at least thirty-something years. It was time to go.” A fleeting touch of sadness went through her green eyes.

      “I heard your family used to own this place.”

      “My mother. My sisters and I, until they all died. It’s no secret. A motor vehicle accident while I was at school. I went into foster care, and the house was sold after that. But it’s mine now.”

      “Good for you. I know how a place can make you feel. Mine used to be our grandfather’s. He left it to me because he knew how much I loved it. Rafe got cash to pay for medical school, because Grandpa wanted him to have his dream and our parents weren’t too receptive. The cousins, including Chance and Elliot, all got shares in his companies. Marc…Marc got a nice house here in Finley Creek and one in Austin. He was already a state senator then. He’s always been annoyingly precocious. How do you know him?”

      She hesitated. “You know what happened at the end of last year? With the Marshall murders?”

      Yes. Anne and Elliot Marshall, his aunt and uncle, had been murdered in their home along with two of Travis’s younger cousins. Their killers had just been apprehended in the last five months. “Of course.”

      “Jillian is Chance’s wife’s younger sister. My friend, the redhead that was here that day?”

      “I see. That was…a rough time back around the holidays.” He’d wanted to help the instant he’d heard Chance was in trouble. But he’d been in Japan at a beef growers’ conference. He’d been waylaid by a nasty car accident that ended up with him flat on his back in traction for a month. Rafe had found him there and had his transfer to the United States taken care of.

      Rafe was a good older brother.

      Travis planned to keep him.

      Her head went back. There was a world of pain in those dark-green eyes. “It was. And…the men responsible attacked me one night in the hospital parking garage. And…well…it’s over now. And I’m not going to talk about it.”

      “Understood.” He didn’t want to dwell on it, either. The men responsible had almost killed his brother, too. Not to mention his cousins. And they had killed his younger cousins and aunt and uncle—good people who hadn’t deserved what had happened. He had his own anger where those assholes were concerned. “So…do you bake cookies?”

      “Don’t bake at all. But…I have a friend who does. She’s Elliot’s wife; have you ever met her?”

      “Can’t say that I have. We’ve lost touch over the last ten years.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. You should get back in touch. They are some of the best men I know.”

      Just what would it take to have her saying something like that about him?

      Travis couldn’t help but wonder.
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