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  New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Emily March lives in Texas with her husband and their beloved boxer, Doc, who tolerates a revolving doggie door of rescue foster dogs sharing his kingdom until they find their forever homes. A graduate of Texas A&M University, Emily is an avid fan of Aggie sports, and her recipe for jalapeño relish has made her a tailgating legend. You can find out more about Emily March and her books – including bonus content and sneak peeks – at www.emilymarch.com and follow her on Twitter @emilymarchbooks or facebook.com/emilymarchbooks.




  Praise for Emily March:




  ‘With passion, romance, and revealing moments that will touch your heart, [Emily March] takes readers on an unhurried journey where past mistakes are redeemed and a more beautiful future is forged – one miracle at a time’ USA Today




  ‘Emily March’s stories are heart-wrenching and soul-satisfying. For a wonderful read, don’t miss a visit to Eternity Springs’ Lisa Kleypas, New York Times bestselling author




  ‘Characters you adore, a world you want to visit, and stories that tug your heartstrings. Bravo, Emily March. I love Eternity Springs’ Christina Dodd, New York Times bestselling author




  ‘Readers will be breathless as Eternity Springs works its romantic magic once again’ Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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  Town physician Rose Anderson hides a well of sadness behind her cheerful and capable professionalism. Heartbreak has only reinforced her belief that marriage and children aren’t in her future. Yet she’s a woman with a pulse – and when sexy, brooding artist Hunt Cicero shows up at her office with his young nephew, the sheer physical attraction he ignites in her is both exciting and unsettling.




  Hunt has an artist’s passionate temperament and a bachelor’s lifestyle. So when he becomes guardian to his sister’s children, he’s riddled with conflict – and in way over his head. Without Rose and her warm maternal instincts, he’d be lost. Still, she’s a woman who guards her own heart, and he’s a novice when it comes to commitment. Can the healing magic of Eternity Springs shine on this patchwork family and allow Hunt and Rose to trust that love is the fabric holding them together?




  Escape to Eternity Springs, a little piece of heaven in the Colorado Rockies, with the other books in the series, Angel’s Rest, Hummingbird Lake, Heartache Falls, Mistletoe Mine, Lover’s Leap, Nightingale Way, Reflection Point, Miracle Road and Dreamweaver Trail.




  For Kate Collins, Junessa Viloria, and Gina Wachtel. For all you’ve done to bring Eternity Springs to life, my most sincere thanks.




  ONE
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  January
Galveston, Texas




  The throbbing beat of U2 blasted from speakers mounted on the metal rafters of the old warehouse as Cicero extended the long metal blowpipe into the crucible and gathered glass. Heat from the furnace burning at two thousand degrees hit like a fist, but he didn’t notice. The image of the sculpture drawn in pencil on the top sheet of his sketch-pad filled his mind.




  A long strand of hair, black as midnight, slipped from the leather cord tied at the nape of his neck and fell forward across his face, absorbing the bead of sweat that dribbled across the chiseled ridge of his cheekbone. Cicero ignored the moisture, just as he disregarded the visitors who entered his studio as he dipped the gather of molten glass in rock crystals of color.




  Wondering why Gabi Romano had shown up with his friend and her lover, Flynn Brogan, in tow, when she was supposed to be in Italy serving as an apprentice to the master glass artist, Alessandro Bovér, could wait. The image burning in his brain took precedence over everything.




  As he closed his lips around the end of the pipe and blew life into his work with a first puff of air, Gabi pulled her long, dark hair into a ponytail and stepped into the role of gaffer. Wordlessly, he accepted her assistance and blocked out everything but the work, losing himself in the seductive and compelling fog of creativity. For a stretch of time unmarked, the two worked in a silent and practiced ballet of motion, molding the glass, applying heat, shaping and blending and blowing.




  Hunter Cicero played with fire for a living and he was very, very good at it.




  The graceful figure in his mind gradually took shape in the glass. He vaguely noted when his own apprentice, Mitch Frazier, sauntered through the door and stopped in surprise upon seeing Flynn leaning against the wall, his arms casually folded. Mitch’s gaze swept from Flynn, toward the workbench where Cicero sat, and then to Gabi as she confidently extended the blowpipe into the furnace to reheat the glass. Mitch observed the work for a full two minutes before nodding with approval. He stepped forward and seamlessly joined the creative effort.




  The trio spent another forty minutes at work before Cicero decided the piece had taken final form. With a well-placed tap from a pair of metal jacks, he separated his sculpture from the punty, and it fell into Gabi’s gloved hands. He set the punty aside while his gaffer placed the work into the annealing oven to slowly cool to room temperature. Rising from his workbench, he grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and drained it in one long draw.




  He switched off the music and spoke to Mitch first. “You were late.”




  “Sorry, Boss.” Mitch pulled the rubber band from his long Rastafarian braids, which allowed them to swing freely down past his shoulder blades. “I stayed out late last night and overslept.”




  “Use your alarm next time. Better yet, save the late nights for weekends. I don’t want you here when you’re tired. You’ll be careless and have an accident, and your mother will kill me.”




  The woman would do it, too. Cicero had barely made it off Bella Vita Isle alive after he’d convinced his apprentice to accompany to him to Galveston to help establish a hand-blown-glass studio that catered to the tourist trade.




  Cicero finally turned his gaze on Gabi, who stood twirling a long, dark curl around her finger, the light in her clear blue eyes timid. She offered him a tentative smile, and he scowled at her. The woman was too smart to be nervous; seeing her here did not make him happy.




  “Did you get lost on your way back to Italy?”




  Gabi visibly braced herself. “No, Cicero. I’m not sure I’m going back.”




  Her statement came as no real surprise. Cicero wasn’t stupid. Obviously, she and Flynn had reconciled, and she’d decided to cut her yearlong apprenticeship short—by nine months. Was she about to bail on the Eternity Springs project, too?




  Maybe, he thought, his stomach sinking. If she and Flynn were together, why wouldn’t she? The man had more money than Midas. Mindful of his not insubstantial investment in the small Colorado mountain town, and the stack of bills piling up on his desk, Cicero felt his temper rise.




  “What’s wrong with you, Legs? Working in Alessandro’s studio is the opportunity of a lifetime, one that countless other artists would kill for. What about all that talk you spouted about your dream and your passion? You’re going to throw it all away?”




  “I don’t intend to throw anything away,” she replied, her chin coming up. “I said I wasn’t sure that I was returning to Italy. Cicero, last summer you came to me with a business proposal. Now I’m coming to you to propose a modification to that plan. Will you sit down and discuss it with me?”




  Annoyed at the flash of relief over her assurance, he allowed his frown to deepen and shot a glance toward Flynn. “Are you part of her scheme?”




  Flynn lifted his hands, palms out. “I’m an interested bystander, here to support you both.”




  Honesty glimmered in his friend’s eyes, so Cicero hooked his thumb toward the small room off the studio where an old, gray metal desk and two ratty chairs sat piled high with paper. To Mitch, he said, “I need you to shift the Valentine’s Day goblets for Beachcomber’s Gifts to the top of your work list.”




  “Really?” Surprise glinted in the young man’s brown eyes. “I delivered a dozen of them last week.”




  “Yeah, well, yesterday a seven-year-old went on a rampage in the shop.”




  “Oh, mon!” Mitch exclaimed, the Caribbean strong in his voice. “Kids are such a …” His words trailed off when he noted the pain in Cicero’s expression. “Wait. Was it—?”




  “Keenan.” His seven-year-old menace of a nephew.




  Mitch winced. “I’ll get right on ’em, boss. No worries.”




  “No worries,” Cicero repeated in a mutter, as he followed Gabi and Flynn into his office. He cleared a stack of manila folders off a chair so Gabi could sit, then opened the small refrigerator and pulled out bottles of water. He tossed one to Flynn, another to Gabi, and took one for himself before clearing off the chair behind the desk and taking a seat. He twisted the lid off his water bottle, drained half of it in one drink, then said, “Bottom line it, Romano. What do you want?”




  “First I’d like to explain why I want what I want. You see—”




  Cicero interrupted. “It’s the middle of a workday and I have an appointment at two. I don’t have time for explanations. Cut to the chase, Gabriella.”




  “Okay. Well.”




  She wiped her palms on her jeans and despite himself, Cicero was tempted to smile. Ordinarily, Gabriella Romano was one of the most self-assured women he’d ever met. The only other time he’d seen her like this she’d been working up the nerve to ask him to teach her to blow glass.




  “Spit it out.”




  She nodded, then spoke in a rush. “Instead of returning to Italy to finish out my apprenticeship, I want to divide my time between Texas and Colorado. Here in Galveston I’ll work and learn with you and Mitch like I did on Bella Vita. I’ll use my time in Eternity Springs to concentrate on getting the retail shop ready to open in time for the upcoming tourist season.”




  Cicero took another long sip from his water bottle while he considered her idea. His initial reaction was annoyance. He’d called in a favor to get her the spot in Alessandro’s studio. He didn’t like to see her bail. Scowling, he asked, “What does Alessandro say about that? You came home for Christmas, not for the Fourth of July. I trust you let him know your plane didn’t go down on your return flight?”




  “Of course. I called him. He’s fine with the idea. He thinks you can teach me everything I’ll need to know because”—she paused, grimaced, and muttered—“this is more humiliating to repeat to you than I had anticipated.”




  She inhaled deeply, exhaled in a rush, then said, “Alessandro tells me I’ll never be an artist, so I can learn everything I need to know from you.”




  Ouch.




  Cicero pursed his lips. “I can’t decide if that’s more an insult to me or to you.”




  “Me, definitely,” she replied, a whine in her voice. “He thinks you’re the Second Coming of Chihuly, while I’m competent and enthusiastic, a hard worker, entertaining company and lovely to look at, but I don’t have fire for the fire.”




  Sounded like Alessandro realized he wasn’t getting in her pants. Cicero had told him from the beginning not to expect a conquest.




  He sat back in his chair and gave her a thorough once-over. Except for her obvious nervousness, she looked great. Her time in Italy had agreed with her, though he suspected that Flynn had more to do with her sparkle than anything. Had he been wrong in his judgment of her passion for glass?




  “Do you agree with his assessment?”




  “Absolutely not!” Gabi made no attempt to hide her annoyance. “I have plenty of fire. But I also have family. I missed them.”




  He shouldn’t be surprised. By the end of her first week in his studio on the island, Cicero had known that Gabi came from a tight-knit clan. She talked about them incessantly. As someone who’d grown up in the foster care system, he’d been both attracted to and repelled by the way the Romanos appeared to live in one another’s pockets.




  “I was homesick,” Gabi continued. “Last year was—difficult.”




  Flynn rested a supportive hand on Gabi’s shoulder, and said, “Difficult is an understatement. Gabi’s scars aren’t as visible as mine, but—”




  “Last year was a bitch for you both,” Cicero interrupted. “I get that.”




  It had been one of the factors behind his decision to approach Alessandro on Gabi’s behalf. In May, Gabi had been aboard Flynn’s sailing yacht in the Caribbean when it was set upon by pirates. She had taken one man’s life that day; Flynn had killed two. The fallout from the event had wounded Gabi’s heart, and all but destroyed Flynn, but they had fought their way back to health and now, apparently, to each other.




  “You’ve been a great friend to both of us, Cicero,” Gabi said, her tone heartfelt. “Flynn and I both recognize and treasure that. And the opportunity you gave me—it’s been magical.”




  “So magical that you’re ready to throw it aside?”




  “Not at all. I’m not saying that at all. If you don’t get on board with this idea, then I’ll go back to Italy.”




  “We will go,” Flynn said. “I can work anywhere.”




  Gabi flashed Flynn a quick, intimate smile, then returned an imploring gaze to Cicero. “But I’d rather we be in Eternity Springs. It’s where my heart is whole and where my fire is free to burn. Alessandro is a fine teacher, Cicero, but so are you. Maybe he’s right and I’ll never produce gallery-quality work. But it’s also possible that he’s wrong. Maybe if I’m home and happy and surrounded by loved ones, I’ll be able to create something spectacular. Eternity Springs is a special place. Just ask Sage Rafferty. She’ll be the first to say that living in Eternity Springs inspires her work.”




  Sage Rafferty owned the town’s art gallery and had made a name for herself in the art world for her boldly colored, whimsical paintings. She’d spoken enthusiastically about her hometown and its influence on her work in an interview he’d read in an art scene magazine recently. Cicero knew better than to dismiss the power of inner peace for an artist. Wasn’t the lack of it showing in his work these days?




  And yet, his obligations to Jayne caused him to miss so much studio time lately that he didn’t see how he could commit to teaching Gabi anything.




  “My hours here aren’t regular. It’ll take you eight years to learn from me what Alessandro would teach you in eight months.”




  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you underestimate yourself, Cicero.”




  That coaxed a grin from him. Underestimating himself had never been an issue of his.




  “Cute, Romano.”




  “You also have more patience with your apprentices, and that makes it easier to learn.”




  “You lose a point there. I’m not patient at all.”




  “I didn’t say you had an abundance of patience. I said you had more than Alessandro.” She leaned forward in her chair, her blue eyes gleaming earnestly. “I know this plan slows down my progress, but it also allows me to be around to watch my nieces and nephew grow. I didn’t realize how much that mattered to me until I left home. They change so fast, especially that first year. I don’t want to miss it.”




  “So you’re giving up your opportunity for kids? Somebody else’s kids, at that?”




  “This from the man who traded the aquamarine of the Caribbean for Gulf of Mexico gray in order to be nearer to his sister and her children?”




  Cicero’s gaze shifted to the stack of invoices on his desk. Houston Oncology. MD Anderson Cancer Center. Physician’s Services.




  “The two situations are completely different.”




  Gabi’s eyes softened with sympathy. “How is Jayne doing?”




  “Good,” he replied, trying to believe it. “She’s good.” Then, to ward off any further questions about his sister, he added, “You can watch kids grow by viewing pictures on the Internet. You don’t have to be in the same town.”




  “But I want to be in the same town. I recognize that it’s a trade-off. Life is a series of trade-offs. I can be passionate about glass and passionate about people, too. I’m searching for the right balance between the two. I know you understand that. You would never have left Bella Vita otherwise.”




  No, balance had nothing to do with his return to the United States, though he did understand the concept.




  “I can be of help to you here in Texas, Cicero. My training in Italy was intense. I’m good enough now for tourist work. You can shift things like Valentine’s Day goblets to me, and free Mitch up to help you with your work.”




  Cicero sat back in his chair. “You have it all figured out, don’t you?”




  “I’ve put a lot of thought into it, and—oh.” She snapped her fingers. “I forgot to mention one other applicable point. The remodel schedule. I know you’ve had trouble with the contractor you hired. Harold Benton does fabulous work but as he’s gotten older, he’s really slowed down. With someone on hand to encourage him, you’ll get better, faster results. Especially if that someone is me. He owes me.”




  “Why?”




  She pursed her lips. “Let’s just say that when I worked as a sheriff’s deputy, I used my discretionary power in his favor.”




  “Always handy to have the law in one’s corner, I guess.” Cicero picked up a pen and drummed the tip against the desktop. Gabi, her arguments made, sat back in her seat and waited quietly, though judging by the nervous tapping of her toes, less than patiently. Flynn’s attention drifted to the studio where Mitch removed a gather of glass from the furnace.




  Cicero surveyed the clutter on his desktop and mentally shifted his money around. No matter how many ways he shuffled, he always came up short. Times had certainly changed since last summer when he committed to the Colorado studio. As someone lucky enough to have had only rare dealings with the medical industry prior to this, he’d been woefully naïve about the financial costs of exceptional treatment. In hindsight, he should have never jumped into the Eternity Springs expansion so fast.




  Getting the Eternity Springs store stocked and open for the tourist season could be a godsend to his cash flow. He’d already sunk a pretty penny into purchasing the old church property and starting the remodel. Most of the materials were paid for. He still had some credit left. Maybe once Harold Benton finished up the loft apartment where he’d planned to stay during his visits, he could rent it out. Get someplace cheap to live. He didn’t need much. Maybe—




  Maybe he could think of something more self-serving than to agree to Gabi’s proposition, but he’d have to try damned hard.




  Murano. Venice. Italy. The three years he’d spent there had molded him into the artist he was today. That training showed in every piece he produced. She simply didn’t know yet how important this time was to her art.




  He tossed his pen onto the desk. “Gabi, I don’t agree with Alessandro. I’ve seen pictures of the work you’ve been producing, and I believe you do have the talent to be an exceptional glass artist. I would be doing you a disservice if I agreed to this. Alessandro is—”




  “Not as good as you,” she interrupted. “He might have more experience and a flashier reputation and a studio in the most famous glass city in the world, but Alessandro isn’t as good as you are. He will never inspire me the way you do.”




  The vehemence in her tone, along with the declaration itself, took him aback. What had Alessandro been thinking to say the woman lacked fire? Flynn Brogan is a lucky man. Then, just to goad her, he arched a brow toward Flynn. “You let your woman say such things to another man?”




  “Let me!” Gabi exclaimed.




  Flynn laughed. “Gabriella Romano is very much her own woman, as you well know. It’s one of the reasons why we both love her.”




  “True enough.” He gave her a wolfish once-over and added, “I should never have yielded the field to you, Brogan.”




  Flynn’s expression oozed self-satisfaction. “Doesn’t matter. You never stood a chance with her.”




  “Confident of yourself, aren’t you?”




  “Excuse me. I’m sitting right here!”




  Both men ignored that.




  Cicero recognized the instant when Flynn’s gaze went from amused to serious. He propped a hip on the corner of Cicero’s desk, and his voice resonated with sincerity as he said, “I’m confident in her. As so should you be. Our Gabi is loyal and honest and insightful. She has excellent instincts. She is passionate about her work and passionate about her world. Listen to her. Trust her. Believe in her.”




  Cicero absently fanned the corner of the stack of invoices on his desk, and in an uncommon moment of openness replied, “I’m afraid I’ve lost the ability to believe in much of anything.”




  Gabi reached out and covered his hand with hers. “In that case, you need to get to Colorado as quickly as possible. I know it sounds corny, but you can believe in the magic of Eternity Springs.”




  “It changed my life,” Flynn agreed. “It can change yours, too.”




  “I don’t need magic. I need a miracle.”




  Gabi’s smile went as bright as the furnace. “Hey, we do miracles, too. Just ask my sister-in-law, Hope.”




  Before Cicero could respond to that, a colorful whirlwind of noise and motion burst through the studio’s front door.




  “Uncle Skunk!” Seven-year-old Keenan exclaimed. “Where are you, Uncle Skunk?”




  “Hey, Uncle Hunk,” called nine-year-old Misty. “Wait until you hear what happened at school!”




  The sister of his heart, Jayne Prochaska, carried two-year-old Daisy in her arms and offered him an apologetic smile. “Junior? I’m so sorry, but Amy isn’t answering her phone and I need to run into Houston. Could you watch the kids for a little bit?”




  “Unc Nooner!” Five-year-old Galen exclaimed. “Do you have any candy?”




  “Uncle Nooner?” Flynn repeated, his brows arched and his lips twitching. “Man, am I going to have fun with that.”




  Cicero opened his mouth, then shut it. What could he possibly say? Some things that came from a four-year-old’s mouth simply went beyond explanation. He closed his eyes briefly, shook his head, then grasped the lifeline Gabi had offered. “I’ll agree to your proposal on one condition.”




  Warily, she asked, “What’s that?”




  “Babysitting.”




  She narrowed her eyes warily. “How much babysitting?”




  “I won’t abuse you. Much.”




  Gabi made a theatrical grimace, though he could tell her heart was singing. “All right, we have a deal, Uncle Hunk.”




  TWO
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  February
Eternity Springs, Colorado




  Rose Anderson removed her stethoscope from her ears and patted the silver-haired gentleman on his knee. “Your heart sounds just fine, Mr. Henderson.”




  “It’s not my heart that’s paining me, Doctor,” he grumbled. “I told you I broke my ankle!”




  “I think it’s sprained, but the EMT will be here to transport you to the clinic any moment now for an X ray. Dr. Coulson will fix you right up.”




  “Dr. Coulson! What about you? You’re my doctor.”




  Inwardly, Rose sighed. “I’m not on call tonight.”




  “Then why are you wearing your white coat?”




  Rose searched for patience. She wasn’t going to discuss details about her upcoming laundry day with Gilbert Henderson. “Dr. Coulson will take excellent care of you. There’s no need for concern.”




  The septuagenarian scowled. “He’s not as pretty to look at as you. His bosom doesn’t brush up against me when he examines me.”




  “For this we can all be grateful,” Rose deadpanned.




  “You’re a prize to look at, Doctor Rose. The Irish is stamped across you. I’ve always taken a shine to red-headed, green-eyed girls. Bet you burn in the summertime if you’re not careful. How come you’re not married?”




  The question could have made Rose angry, but she’d grown accustomed to it being asked. She didn’t hear it as often since moving to Eternity Springs—one of the pluses to small-town living. People ferreted out what they wanted to know about you quickly, and once they did, word got around even faster. Her friends, acquaintances, and patients knew her story by now.




  Unfortunately, Mr. Henderson had a bit of dementia going on.




  Ignoring the query, she said, “I know the ankle is tender now, but unless Dr. Coulson finds something on the X ray, I predict that you’ll be back to dancing in a couple of weeks.”




  Her patient crooked his finger for her to bend closer, then he all but bellowed into her ear. “What about S-E-X? It is Valentine’s Day, after all.”




  Yes, my personal Halloween. Rose patted his knee and told herself that she didn’t care that this senior citizen had a more active love life than she did.




  “Talk to Dr. Coulson about that.”




  Thankfully, the EMTs showed up and assisted Gilbert Henderson from the Angel’s Rest activities center. As Rose tucked her stethoscope back into her bag, Celeste Blessing glided up beside her. Celeste was Eternity Springs’s angel investor, the person whose idea—and whose financial stake—had created Angel’s Rest Healing Center and Spa, and spurred the economic revitalization of this little mountain town. An active and interested Judi Dench look-alike, Celeste had uncanny instincts, which she used to the benefit of those she befriended. And Celeste made friends with everybody. Rose adored her.




  Celeste’s blue eyes showed a glimmer of concern as she asked, “Is Gilbert okay?”




  “Gilbert is the Energizer Bunny of Eternity Springs’s seventies set, and he’ll be just fine if he stays off that ankle for a few days.”




  “Good. I’d hate for anything to cast a damper on our first official Angel’s Rest Valentine’s Day Dance. It’s been wonderful so far. And just look at our honorary king and queen. Have you ever seen a more romantic pair?”




  Rose followed the path of Celeste’s gaze to where Flynn Brogan and Gabi Romano swayed to Elvis singing “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” wrapped in each other’s arms, lost in each other’s gazes. “They are … sweet.”




  Sickeningly so.




  “We’ve had some fabulously romantic marriage proposals here in Eternity Springs already,” Celeste continued, “but I will say I’m partial to how Flynn proposed. The way he reengineered that motorboat into an iceboat so he could take her sailing on Hummingbird Lake in order to pop the question shows not only a brilliant mind for design but also a truly romantic nature.”




  Rose’s disdain melted a bit. She didn’t give a whit for romance, but a brilliant mind had always turned her on.




  Of course, that was what had led her into trouble more than once, wasn’t it?




  “They make a nice couple,” Rose observed, trying to show some interest in the local lovebirds. She liked Gabi. In fact, she liked all the women in her sister’s group of friends, and she considered them her friends too. But ever since she’d come to town, the single women had been dropping like flies—i.e., getting married. They were all so blissfully happy with their handsome husbands and darling kids. While they never intentionally excluded her, she was invariably the fifth wheel, the old maid, the auntie. Sometimes it simply grew old. And now, Gabriella Romano had joined the ranks. Another confederate bites the dust.




  “Has Gabi said when the wedding will be?”




  “I think they’re still negotiating. Gabi wants to plan a wedding—with a capital W. She does love all the froufrou and lace. Flynn, on the other hand, would like to elope.”




  “I’m sure they’ll work it out,” Rose said, zipping up her physician’s bag. She lived in the garret apartment of Cavanaugh House, the Victorian mansion at the heart of the Angel’s Rest grounds. She wanted to get home to a hot bath, glass of cabernet, and the postapocalyptic novel she was reading. Exactly why she particularly enjoyed that genre of book, she couldn’t say, but she read every one that came out. She liked how the protagonists rose from the ashes, and built new worlds for themselves. Maybe because she identified with the premise. Wasn’t the life she was presently living postapocalyptic in its own way?




  “I’ll be at home if you have any other accidents, Celeste,” Rose told her, thinking she might snag a brownie off the refreshment table on her way out. “Just give me a call.”




  “Oh, Rose,” Celeste protested. “Won’t you stay and enjoy the dance with us? Not everyone here has a date, you know. We particularly designated it as a singles-welcome event.”




  Rose’s gaze found the newly engaged couple once again, and then trailed over to where her sister danced with her husband, their expressions unfortunately sappy for a couple who should have moved beyond that dreamyeyed stage by now. “Thanks, but I need to—oh, no.”




  She switched back into doctor mode the instant she spied the bloodstained boy dash into the room. She took half a step forward, then stopped and reassessed. Not blood. Food coloring? Or paint? Probably paint.




  The kid was maybe seven or eight years old, and he wore red-stained jeans, a red-stained Oregon Ducks jersey, and a panicked expression. The reason for the panic became immediately obvious.




  A man burst through the door in hot pursuit. Hair dark as sin flowed nearly to his shoulders and framed a face that belonged on a Hollywood movie poster advertising the latest too-handsome-to-be-human vampire flick. Dark brown eyes gleamed above sharp cheekbones and a blade of a nose. His lips drew back over straight white teeth in a tight, predatory smile.




  “Get back here, you little hoodlum,” he hissed, his path taking him toward Rose. “I swear, I’m going to string you up by your shoelaces and make you listen to show tunes for two hours straight!”




  The boy stopped in the middle of the hall, glanced wildly around for an escape, then darted straight for Rose. He hit her legs with enough force that she swayed and took an inadvertent step backward.




  “Save me!” the boy cried out.




  “From what?” she wondered aloud. Then, meeting the stranger’s grim gaze, she asked, “Show tunes?”




  Mile-wide shoulders shrugged and a deep voice rumbled. “They’re torture.”




  “You like to threaten little boys with torture?”




  “Doctor”—his gaze lowered to the name embroidered on her lab coat, then dropped a little more and lingered on her breast—“R. Anderson. In the last two days, I’ve been stabbed with a Tinkertoy, beaten over the head with a Wii controller, drenched with fox urine, and bitten twice. So yeah, whatever nonviolent defense mechanism works.”




  Then, to the boy, he added, “Keenan, stop. You are too young to feel up the pretty doctor.”




  Rose’s mouth gaped, but before she could comment, the stranger continued, “Let go of her leg and come with me, you little vampire.”




  “No!”




  “I’ll give you cake.”




  “Okay.” Keenan’s face brightened, showing Rose that bribery worked with this child, too.




  The hands wrapped around her legs released her, and the stranger moved like lightning to wrap his big hand around the little boy’s wrist. Keenan pulled against him, pointing toward the door. The stranger said, “Sorry for the interruption, ladies. Doctor, if you’ll send the cleaning bill for your coat to me, I’ll be glad to pay for it.”




  He’d taken two steps away when Rose said, “Wait!”




  He pulled up. Rose focused on the boy. “The room is full of people. Why did you run to me?”




  “You’re a doctor. Doctors save people.” The boy yanked from the stranger’s grasp and darted for the door.




  The man met Rose’s gaze, and his lips twisted in a bitter smile. “Poor kid still believes in fairy tales.”




  The beautiful stranger turned away and followed the boy. Rose watched him go, his confident, long-legged strides eating up the distance. When she realized that her gaze lingered on the way his butt filled out his jeans, she snorted in self-disgust.




  “Who in the world was that?”




  “Why, he’s the newest member of Eternity Springs’s Chamber of Commerce, Hunter Cicero. Cicero is a brilliant glass artist, our Gabriella’s mentor. He moved here from Texas ten days ago.”




  “Oh, Sage has talked about him.” And how totally pretentious to go by one name, she thought as she slipped off her lab coat and inspected the paint stains. “His little boy is darling, with that white-blond hair and blue eyes. Not much family resemblance, there.”




  “Keenan isn’t Cicero’s son. He’s his nephew. Keenan, his brother, and sisters are visiting Eternity Springs for a few days while their guardians ski over at Wolf Creek. They are staying at one of our cottages here at Angel’s Rest. The poor little dears lost their mother last month. Cancer.”




  As always, a knot formed in Rose’s stomach at the mention of the word. Then, because this was winter in a small town where gossip ruled as a main form of entertainment, and because she needed a distraction from black thoughts, she indulged her curiosity. “Why guardians? Where is their father?”




  “Fathers, plural,” Celeste corrected. “According to Misty, the nine-year-old who is quite the chatterbox when you can coax her out of her book, all four of the children have different fathers, three of whom have never been part of their lives. The mother must have been quite the free spirit.”




  “That’s a charitable term, Celeste,” Rose observed. “Personally, I’d go for irresponsible.”




  Celeste didn’t argue. “The woman did marry the youngest child’s father, but tragically, he passed before little Daisy was born. His sister and her husband are the children’s guardians.”




  So they’re orphans. “Poor kids.”




  “Yes, they are heartbroken and afraid. And, a handful for whoever is supervising them. Keenan and his siblings are spending the evening in the Little Angels center.”




  “Aha. That’s where the red paint came from. Looks like craft time got out of hand.”




  “Yes,” Celeste said, with a sigh. “I should probably go check on things. Thanks for your assistance with Gilbert, dear.”




  “Glad to help.”




  Rose’s gaze followed Celeste toward the door, which led to a set of rooms currently serving as Angel’s Rest’s day care center. She hoped young Keenan hadn’t created too much chaos. Those rooms had to be just as crowded as the dance, she knew.




  The Eternity Springs baby population was booming, so much so that her sister had agreed to see pediatric patients in the clinic one day a week until the town could recruit a new specialist. Although Sage was trained as a pediatric surgeon, she’d found that her second career as an artist and gallery owner suited her better than medicine. Of course, she loved her role as wife and mother best of all.




  Rose was happy for her sister. Admittedly, envy reared its little green head upon occasion, but for the most part, Rose was content. She liked her life. She loved being a small-town doctor, adored her role of doting aunt to Sage’s son, little Colton Alexander, a.k.a. Racer. She valued her independence. She still had dreams of seeing one of the medical thrillers she’d written on bookshelves someday, but that wasn’t a happiness deal breaker.




  Sure she had regrets, but who went through life without any regrets? Nobody she knew. As a rule, she was a positive thinker. Right now she was thinking positively about red wine, a book, and a bath.




  Rose loved to read, and she’d started a new, postapocalyptic book last night. The author had done an excellent job of world building, and she was anxious to immerse herself in the story.




  With any luck, she would discover that in the new world rising from ashes of the old, Valentine’s Day didn’t exist.




  Thirty-two hours, Cicero told himself. The Parnells were due here to pick up the pest quartet in thirty-two hours. He could handle things that long. They’d be asleep for eight of those hours, too, so really, he only had twenty-four to contend with. He could survive twenty-four more hours.




  Maybe.




  Possibly.




  A crash sounded from the room off the studio where the monsters were supposed to be parked in front of the TV watching cartoons. Cicero closed his eyes and muttered, “I’m toast.”




  “You should take them outside,” Gabi suggested as she placed the vase they’d just completed into the annealer and closed the door. “Let them run off some energy.”




  The thought of going through the significant effort to get everybody suited up into snow gear exhausted him. “Maybe you could—”




  “Not on your life. You promised me when I took charge of them this morning that I’d fulfilled my babysitting duty for this visit.”




  “You’re fired.”




  “Empty threat, boss,” she shot back. “I’m the only gaffer in at least a hundred miles. So, what do you want me to work on while you are out with the little cherubs?”




  “See what sort of start you can make on the teardrops for the Danbury Homes light fixture order.”




  He no sooner finished than a second crash occurred, followed by a howl. He pivoted and strode into the storage room currently serving as his studio’s child care center. His gaze searched for the reason for the wails—no blood. LEGO bricks lay strewn across the room, five-year-old Galen looked smug, and Keenan appeared ready to start swinging.




  “He broke my bridge!”




  “All right, you hoodlums. Everybody into their cold weather gear. It’s time to go sledding—oh.” His Daisy lay curled up in one corner fast asleep. “How does she sleep with all the racket?”




  “It’s like this all the time,” Misty said, not looking up from her book. “She’s used to it.”




  Keenan and Galen jumped to their feet and grabbed for their coats.




  Misty turned another page. “I’ll stay inside with her, Uncle Hunk.”




  “Hunt,” he stressed. “You have to stop saying that.”




  She looked up from her book and managed to stare down her pretty little nose at him. “You stop calling me a worm.”




  “I’m going to clean your clock!” Keenan said to his brother.




  “What clock?” Galen replied, his little brow knitted in confusion.




  “Not a worm,” Cicero answered Misty, “just worm. As in bookworm. It’s a term of endearment.”




  “Whatever.” She shrugged and went back to reading. “Daisy will sleep for an hour. Go play with the boys. We’ll be fine.”




  Cicero hesitated. Before Jayne died, he’d noticed how often she’d dumped responsibility for Daisy off on her older daughter. It had reminded him of how he’d been forced to watch after Jayne and two younger children during his five months in the Weber household. As a ten-year-old, he’d placed the blame squarely on seven-year-old Jayne’s shoulders rather than where it belonged—on those of his foster parents. When he couldn’t sign up for Pee Wee football because he had to babysit, he’d resented Jayne. When he had to change diapers, he’d held Jayne responsible. When Penny Weber required him to take the younger kids to the park and push the baby in the kiddie swing rather than join the other kids his age in a pickup baseball game, he’d bitterly faulted Jayne. After all, to his mind, the Webers could do no wrong. They’d rescued him and Jayne from three months in hell at the Radmacher house.




  Even all these years later, just thinking that name made Cicero’s stomach roll.




  He turned his attention back to Misty. He couldn’t do anything about how her mother had treated her, and he had next-to-no influence over what the Parnells did, but he could darn well make sure that he didn’t ask too much of her.




  “I changed my mind. Since there are clocks needing to be cleaned, you boys can have a snowball fight instead of sledding. Misty, we’ll be in the side yard. The minute your sister starts to stir, you shout at me.”




  She nodded without looking up.




  He added, “Later, we’ll make a visit to the library.”




  Interest glowed in the gaze that flickered up.




  Gotcha.




  Misty was a changed girl since her mother had gotten sick. Where before she’d been vivacious and open, after Jayne’s diagnosis, she had withdrawn into herself. Now she regularly escaped into fictional worlds where wizards ruled the day. Cicero wasn’t too concerned about it. In fact, her reaction seemed healthy to him. Because Jayne had moved her brood from Oregon to Houston after learning of her illness, the girl effectively had lost her home, her friends, and her mother. She needed a chance to grieve. In time, she’d bounce back. If that didn’t happen, then he’d suggest to Amy that Misty see a counselor. What was one more doctor bill at this point?




  He helped Galen into his snow gear and shooed them outside, grabbing his own coat as he called over his shoulder to inform Gabi of the plan. Outside, sunshine sparkled off the three inches of new snow that had fallen overnight. His breath fogged on the crisp mountain air, and as he watched his sister’s sons take immediate delight in tracking up the pristine yard, he realized he’d needed a break, himself.




  He was tired. Bone-deep, ass-dragging weary. Beginning with Jayne’s sudden death in early January, life had been one challenge after another. Hell, life had been a series of challenges since he’d learned about her cancer last May.




  The snowball to the face caught him by surprise. “Take that, Uncle Skunk.”




  Slowly, he wiped the cold, wet snow from his cheek as he stared at the culprit who giggled maniacally in response.




  Damn, but wasn’t that a nice sound?




  In retrospect, he should have expected the attack. He’d have done the same thing at Keenan’s age. Narrowing his eyes, he spoke in a deep, threatening tone. “Keenan Brian Gresham. Prepare for defeat. You are going down.”




  “No way.” Keenan turned and ran, his brother trailing after him as usual.




  The property where Cicero lived and worked had once been the town’s Episcopal church. Thanks to Gabi’s influence with the local contractor, the remodeling work was in the homestretch with the studio and loft apartment about ninety percent complete. The retail space still had a ways to go, but both Gabi and Harold Benton had assured him that the shop would be ready for the grand opening celebration they had planned for Memorial Day.




  He had big plans for his property once his cash flow situation improved. The yard where the kids currently played had been a parking lot for horses and buggies in the church’s early days, and a prayer garden in more recent years. When he’d first viewed the footpath that meandered through evergreens and hardwoods across the property last summer, he’d recognized the potential. It provided a good spot to sit and relax and nurture the creative muses. Plus, it gave him space to showcase the outdoor sculptures he’d been planning.




  However, that was a topic of thought for another time. Right now, the evergreens along the path offered battlefield concealment for Keenan and his brother and their snowballs, a fact he was reminded of when an icy sphere hit the back of his neck.




  “Hoodlums!” he bellowed.




  “Kids, two. Uncle Skunk, zero!” Keenan shouted back, then ducked away into the trees.




  Cicero wore an evil grin as he bent down to scoop up snow. He cradled six fist-sized snowballs in his arms and had taken one step toward the trees in search of his targets when a blood-curdling scream stopped him in his tracks.




  THREE




  [image: image]




  Cicero’s blood turned colder than the snow. He took off running before the scream faded or Keenan’s frightened voice reached his ears. “Un-cle Hun-ter!”




  Twenty seconds later, he spied the boys. Keenan was down on his knees beside his little brother who lay still as death on the snow. Please, Lord, Cicero prayed. Please.




  “What happened?” he demanded of the older boy.




  “I don’t know! He was running then he fell down and he screamed then he just went quiet.”




  “Did he hit his head?”




  “No. I don’t know. I don’t think so.”




  Cicero assessed the situation in a single glance. No visible blood. The five-year-old’s arm lay at an unnatural angle. Broken arm, probably fainted from the pain. Please, Lord, he silently repeated. Let that be all.




  As he reached the boys’ side, Galen stirred and his eyes opened, little blue pools of pain. “Mama. I want my Mama. My arm—”




  “It’s okay, buddy. Everything is gonna be okay. Let me take a look at you.” He crouched down beside Galen. “Did you hit your head?”




  Tears began to roll down Galen’s cheeks. “My arm. Help me, Uncle Hunk.”




  “I will, son. I will. Hang in there. You’re gonna be fine.” Cicero quickly debated the best course of action. He didn’t know whether to move the boy or not. He didn’t want to leave him lying in the snow, but was it okay to move him? He hadn’t brought his phone outside, so he couldn’t call 911. Dammit, he had no experience with kids and broken bones! He didn’t know the rules.




  “Keenan, run inside and tell Ms. Gabi that your brother broke his arm and I need help. Go fast, now.”




  The older boy turned and darted off. In her previous career, Gabi had been a cop. She’d know what to do.




  Cicero patted Galen’s leg in an awkward effort at comfort and glanced around the area, trying to deduce what had happened. He couldn’t see anything the boy might have tripped over. The kid was accident prone, but how had he managed to fall hard enough to break a bone?




  Looking closer, he spotted the jagged edge of a rock peeking out from beneath Galen. He must have come down hard on it. Holy hell. It could have been his head rather than his arm.




  Shaky from the thought, Cicero turned with relief at the sound of Gabi’s hurried approach. “Oh, no,” she said, her voice brimming with compassion. “Baby, what did you do to yourself?”




  “Did you call 911?” Cicero asked, spying the phone in her hand.




  She shook her head. “Not yet. Let me take a look. I don’t see evidence of head trauma or significant bleeding, and the bone isn’t poking through skin. It’s quicker to transport him ourselves. Cicero, you pick him up and hold him, and I’ll drive.”




  “What about the other kids? We can’t leave them alone.”




  “The clinic is two minutes away. I’ll drop you off and come right back. Misty can be in charge for four minutes. How much trouble can they get into in that short a time?”




  “Don’t ask,” he said grimly before he focused his attention on Galen.




  The process of lifting the boy, carrying him to Gabi’s vehicle, driving the winter-rutted road to the clinic, then toting him into the facility proved harrowing for Cicero. Surprisingly, Galen didn’t scream and cry, but he did moan and whimper the entire way. A nurse showed them straight to a treatment room where she cut the coat and shirtsleeve to reveal Galen’s bare arm. The pretty doctor he’d spoken to at the Valentine’s Day dance walked in moments later. Cicero had never been so glad to see someone in his life.




  “What do we have here?” Dr. Anderson asked, her tone cheerful and upbeat. “Took a tumble, did you young man?”




  “My arm is broked.”
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