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      Christ on a crutch. Sam wasn’t sure how he’d ended up in this hospital in the middle of the Great White North, but he sure had. He was up here with a broken leg that had been stomped by the biggest bronc he’d seen since he’d been in Cheyenne. The fucking horses had to be big to survive the cold, he guessed, although it wasn’t fucking cold right now, was it? No, it was July, and it was humid like Houston, and fairly damned warm. Least they all spoke the language. If he was gonna get stranded and broken in a foreign country, he’d picked a decent one. Be more decent if he was on a beach in Mexico with tequila, but still.

      His leg throbbed, all the traction wires and enforced immobility enough to drive a man out of his friggin’ mind. Then one of the prettiest men he’d ever seen came in wearing blue scrubs with cartoon dolphins on them. The guy had short brown hair and sparkling hazel eyes, teeth white in a ready smile.

      “Good morning, I’m Pat and I’m going to be your day nurse while you’re here.” The man had a hint of an accent that was different from most he’d heard up here. Maybe French?

      Pat grabbed Sam’s chart on the way to his side, glancing at it before turning the hazel gaze back on him. “How are you feeling this morning, Mr. Hawker?”

      “Just spiffy, thanks. Can I go yet?”

      “Can you fly?” Pat asked.

      “Is that a trick question?” He could totally get in a plane, except that he had zero idea how he’d get his happy ass onto the thing. He didn’t have wings—cool idea though.

      “Not exactly. You see all that?” Pat waved at the wires holding Sam’s leg up off the bed. “You can’t walk with all that gear, so, if you can fly your way out of here, you can go. Otherwise, you’re stuck with us for a while.”

      “Ah. It was a trick question.” He grinned at the guy—Pat—and shrugged. “It was worth a try.”

      “I suppose. I’m just trying not to be hurt that you’re so eager to leave my ward.” Pat gave him the fakest pout he’d ever seen, followed by a wink.

      Sam chuckled. “I’m just feeling like a cowboy out of Texas.”

      “I’m guessing that’s because you are. You’re my first, you know.”

      “Cowboy or Texan?”

      “Texan. We don’t always get a cowboy when the Russell Rodeo blows through, but it happens now and then.” Pat’s smile disappeared. “Now, in all seriousness. How are you feeling?”

      “Cooped up. Trapped as hell.” A little wigged.

      “I’ll just bet. Is anything hurting? And has someone explained how the magic button attached to your IV works yet?” Pat pointed to the morphine button.

      “They did. I’m okay, ready to stop peeing in a bottle.”

      “As soon as they spring you from this contraption you’ll be peeing wherever you want. I suggest sticking to the bathroom though.” Pat gave him a wink.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Sam leaned back, his head throbbing violently.

      “What’s hurting?” Pat asked, fingers on Sam’s wrist, eyes on his watch.

      “My head, man. I’m fixin’ to be sick.”

      Pat grabbed a kidney shaped pan, setting it on his chest. “Just have at it if you need to.” Then Pat made a couple of adjustments to his line. “You ever have any problems with painkillers before?”

      “No, sir.” And God knew he’d had lots of them. The pounding in Sam’s head eased off and he relaxed back into the pillows.

      “Maybe you were just pushing a little hard. I know you want to get up and go, but your body is going to need some time here, to heal.” Pat pulled a thermometer out of his pocket and stuck it in Sam’s ear, making it click. Then the nurse wrote some stuff in his chart.

      “You’re actually looking really good. I know you probably don’t believe it, but it’s true. And I have other patients to check on. I’ll be back when I’ve done that, see if we can’t find you something to keep you from tearing your hair out. In the meantime, if anything starts hurting suddenly or something doesn’t feel right, you page me.” Pat put the little pager in his hand. “I mean it. I’d rather you bother me for nothing than walk in here and find you coding, got it?”

      “Uh-huh.” Coding, that didn’t sound good at all.

      Pat found the remote all the way over next to the TV and brought it to Sam. “Six hundred channels, but I bet there’s nothing good on.”

      “Never is.” He’d find something mindless, some cop show.

      “Remember, use that call button if you need it.” Pat headed out, his backend even prettier than his front side had been. He was fine as frog hair.

      At least Sam’d get to sit and watch the boob tube.

      And maybe the good-looking nurse with the hazel eyes would be back before whatever Sam found on the TV put him to sleep.
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      Pat finished his rounds and made sure all his charts were up to date, then went by the nurse’s station to grab his little portable chess board. Deanna smiled and he gave her a little wave, knowing she’d page him if she needed him for anything, then he headed into Sam Hawker’s room, wondering what version of the cowboy he’d get. Sam was hurting less now than he had been a week ago, but that made it harder for him to put up with lying immobilized.

      Sam was looking at his phone, toes curling and releasing, over and over.

      Sheer stubbornness, and a need to get out, were going to serve Sam well. He was already doing the exercises the PT had given him. Pat was going to miss the cowboy when Sam was well enough to leave the hospital.

      “Hey, cowboy.” He gave Sam’s suspended leg a deliberate look. “How’s it hanging?”

      “I ain’t killed nobody yet. Can I go home?” Sam gave him a grin, warm and easy.

      “I keep telling you, learn to fly and off you can go.” He smiled right back. Sam was easy to smile at, easy on the eyes, too.

      Lean and rangy, tanned, skin roped with scars that spoke of a hardworking life, the dark hair and eyes were icing on a very manly cake. Rumor was that the man never even tried to flirt with the female nurses. Not at all. It made Pat wonder why that was. And hope it was for the same reason that he never flirted with them either.

      “I brought the chess board.”

      “Yeah?” Sam was proving to be one hell of a student, learning the game quickly.

      “Yep. I have at least a half hour to sit, maybe an hour, barring any emergencies.” Pat opened the board and dropped the pieces onto the bed before flipping it and setting it on the little tray table. Then he set up the pieces. “You want to go first?”

      “Sure.” Sam moved one of the white pawns. “I appreciate you teaching me the game, honey.”

      “I just like having someone to play with who I can beat on a regular basis.” He liked the way Sam said “honey.”

      “Butthead. You watch, I’ll beat you this time.”

      “We’ll see.” Pat knew if it wasn’t this game, it could be the next, or the one after that. Sam was a fast learner. It was probably incredibly judgmental of him to be surprised, but he hadn’t expected someone who threw himself on a wild horse for a living to be clever.

      “The docs give you a prognosis this morning?” Pat asked. He knew they’d been around, but he hadn’t seen anything new on Sam’s chart.

      “Nah. Bitching about how the bone’s not healing like it ought. Sucks, ’cause I can’t make money like this.”

      “Are you at least covered by insurance?”

      “Yeah. I don’t want to think about that. The rider relief fund will help, I hope.”

      “You can’t really even check yourself out as long as your leg is in traction. It’s going to take recovery time after that, too, even if it’s not in the hospital.” If Sam had a place to stay that was local, he’d be able to check out sooner. Pat found himself wanting to make the offer.

      “Yeah. I’ll… All I got to do is drive home, right?”

      “It’s going to be forever before you can do that. What you need is somewhere to stay. My place is close.” He let the offer slip out before he could come up with too many reasons why it was a bad idea.

      “You offer to let every broke-dick cowboy you treat come home with you?”

      “Nope. Told you, you were my first.”

      “I can’t do that, honey, but the offer means a lot.”

      Pat frowned. “Why not?”

      “Well, ’cause…” It was worth noting that Sam had to think to come up with something. “You don’t know if I’m a bad dude, and I’m not at my best.”

      “I’ve seen you at your worst, and that means I already know if you’re a bad dude or not. Trust me. You’re not.” That was just silly, to not take a hand out because you weren’t at your best. Of course Sam wasn’t—otherwise he wouldn’t have needed help.

      Sam nodded, just once. “I have to get out of here.”

      “Then let me help. You tell the docs that you have a place to stay and a way to get back for physio and they’ll free you up. You tell them you’re going to drive yourself all the way back to Texas and they’re going to leave you here forever.” Pat made a move with his queen and continued. “We’ll find a way for you to pay me back.”

      “I always pay my debts, man.”

      “Then it’s settled. You just let the docs know that you’ve got a place to go and it’s with an RN to boot, and it’ll speed your release along.” God knew, the hospital didn’t want to keep anyone in the beds a second longer than they had to.

      “Cool. Great, that’ll get me out of everybody’s hair.”

      “Except mine.” He grinned at Sam, letting the guy know he didn’t mind.

      “Yeah, you watch. I’ll heal fast.” Sam moved his queen, too, pushing Pat into a corner.

      Damn, he clearly had not been paying enough attention to the game. He blamed Sam for being so appealing. Worrying his lower lip with his teeth, Pat pondered his next move.

      Sam just sat there, grinning.

      Pat played out some moves in his head, trying not to let Sam continue to distract him, and finally decided he was going to have to sacrifice his queen if he had a chance. So he did. Damn. He hated that. Sam had him on the ropes enough that he didn’t try and keep the conversation going. They could talk when the game was over. Sam lost a bishop, but took the game anyway.
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