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Isabella Flores pulled open the kitchen door and stopped in her tracks. The house felt wrong. Come to that, it smelled wrong. The familiar scents of the empanadas she’d cooked the night before and the cleaning solution she used on the floor still hung in the air. But they were overlaid by the smell of sweat and stealth.
Moments ago she’d been prepared to fall into bed and sleep for the next eight hours, after an exhausting shift on the surgical floor at Phoenix General Hospital.
Instead, she backed out the door and started running, not toward the car she’d just left in the driveway but into the alley.
A blast of noise followed her, and she felt a bullet whiz past her head.
“Cristo. Don’t let her get away,” a harsh voice shouted.
Two hombres. Waiting in the dark for her.
She’d hoped she was safe living in this quiet, middle-class neighborhood, but she’d always been prepared for the worst. She kept two bags packed, one in the trunk of her car and the other in an SUV, hidden down the block.
She leaped the waist-high chain link fence of a neighbor’s yard on the other side of the alley, rolled into a flower bed, and lay with her heart pounding, praying that the men hadn’t seen her vanish into the shadows.
As two sets of heavy footsteps pounded toward her, then sprinted past, she let out the breath she’d been holding.
But she couldn’t stay here. When they didn’t find her, they’d double back. Which meant she had only minutes to make her escape.
Staying low, she ran toward the front of the property where she’d taken refuge, then crossed five front yards, keeping as close to the buildings as possible.
When she ducked into the passage between two houses, frantic barking stopped her. She turned to face a large German shepherd that bared enormous teeth in warning.
Ignoring the show of aggression, she spoke in a low, soothing voice. “Herman. It’s just me. Isabella. You know me. Come on, boy. Give me a break.”
To her relief, the dog licked the hand she held out.
“Good boy. That’s a good boy,” she praised him as she opened the gate and eased inside, where she crossed the yard and headed for the alley again.
If the dog’s barking brought the men who were hunting her, maybe his fangs would slow them down.
With a sigh of relief, she slipped inside the garage she’d rented on a cash only, no questions asked basis.
In the darkness, she raised the main door, wincing when the mechanism squeaked.
“Almost there,” she whispered to herself as she slipped behind the wheel of the SUV.
As she pulled into the alley, she thought she was in the clear, but one of the gunmen leaped into her path, his dark features illuminated by a street lamp. She didn’t recognize him, but she knew who he must be. One of the hired thugs who worked for General Lopez, El Jefe, who held the Central American country of San Marcos in his iron grip.
Eight years ago, her father had dared to write exposés about the general and circulate them secretly. When Lopez had found out who was behind them, Papa had been forced to flee the country with Isabella.
They hadn’t even been safe in the U.S. After an assassination attempt, her father had hired a highly recommended company, Decorah Security, to protect them and help them establish new identities. Her last name wasn’t even the same as her father’s. She’d used Flores since college. And she hadn’t even seen Papa in two years.
But the general’s men had tracked her down.
She’d heard Lopez was in trouble back in San Marcos. Was he making a last-ditch attempt to silence any enemies?
Ducking low, she pressed on the accelerator, heading straight toward the gunman.
At the last second, he leaped out of the way. But after her car barreled past, she saw him in the rearview mirror, raising his gun.
Before he could fire, Herman charged through the gate that she hadn’t locked—taking the thug to the ground, his savage snarling and the man’s screams ringing in her ears.
“Dios, don’t let him shoot the dog,” she prayed as she barreled down the alley.
She drove for two miles, weaving a random course through the neighborhood. When she judged she was far enough from home, she pulled in back of a gas station and sat behind the wheel, struggling to control the shaking that had overtaken her.
She had escaped. Now what? She couldn’t go back to her little rental house. Or to the police. The general had a reputation for paying off the authorities. For all she knew he had done that now.
After making sure no one was watching her, she climbed out of the car and retrieved the overnight bag locked in the trunk. In it was a small automatic pistol, which she placed on the passenger seat beside her.
Then she pulled out her cell phone and risked a call to her father.
The phone rang once, twice, four times.
“Jorge Arroyo aqui.”
Her heart leaped when she heard him speak—until she realized it was his voice mail, asking her to leave a message. Which she didn’t do.
He hadn’t answered. But that didn’t mean he was dead, she told herself as she clenched the phone and pondered his fate—and her own.
She hadn’t been sure where she was going when she fled the gunmen. She’d only reacted to the immediate danger. Now that she had the luxury of making some plans, a strong conviction came over her.
At least for the next few days, she would hole up at El Cayado, the Shepherd’s Crook, the ranch outside Sedona her father had bought, using another assumed name.
It was where Decorah Security had housed them after her father had shot two hombres who had come after him. Two men. Like tonight.
She and her father had lived at the ranch for six months while they improved their English language skills and Decorah set up their new identities. She had taken the Flores name and gone off to college in the East, where she’d earned a nursing degree.
Her father had established himself as Jorge Arroyo in Denver, where he’d started writing a book about his life in San Marcos. He had never finished it, maybe because putting everything down on paper was too painful for him.
She hadn’t been to El Cayado since she was a teenager, but the ranch called to her now, with an overwhelming pull, which made her think that going there was the right thing to do.
Was that a logical decision? Or purely emotional? She hoped the former was true.
As she drove up U.S. 17, she risked one more call, where she left a message with her supervisor at Phoenix General Hospital.
“I’ve got a family emergency,” she told the nursing supervisor’s voice mail. “I can’t come in for the next few days.”
The lie made her chest tighten because she was pretty sure she was never coming back to Phoenix.
She switched off her phone, wondering if she should throw it out the window. In the end, she decided to keep it for an emergency. Probably that was safe as long as she didn’t turn it on.
The closer she got to the ranch, the more she thought of the past. Especially of Matthew Houseman, the Decorah agent who’d been assigned to protect her.
Maybe their relationship had started off as just a job for him, but it had developed into a shared warmth that neither one of them had been free to admit.
That hadn’t stopped her from longing for a whole lot more with him. Even though she knew it was impossible. She was a teenager, and he was her bodyguard.
But alone in her room at night, she’d had fantasies of running her hands through his dark hair. Of stripping off the cowboy clothes he usually wore and making love.
They hadn’t even kissed, but he’d taken her for rides in the red rock desert around the ranch and made sure she knew how to use a gun. And most evenings she’d listened to him strumming his guitar and singing out on the back patio.
She shivered as she remembered one of the songs, “Ghost Riders in the Sky,” about phantom cowboys chasing a herd of ghostly cattle they would never catch.
Her heart squeezed. She’d thought she could contact him when she was out of nursing school, but that hadn’t happened, because Matthew Houseman was dead. Killed in the line of duty five years ago.
She thrust the painful thought away. Matthew was gone, and maybe her father.
Two hours after her hair-raising escape, she reached the outskirts of Sedona, where she stopped at a shopping center and bought groceries as well as two large blocks of ice.
With the provisions in the car, she headed for El Cayado. Slowing along the two-lane highway, she looked for the access road that led off into the desert. When she spotted it, she unclenched the hands clutching the wheel and made the turn onto the dirt track.
It was a bumpy fifteen-mile ride, but finally she saw the outline of the low, adobe-style buildings.
As she pulled up in front of the house, she sighed, partly in relief and partly in anticipation. Something was waiting for her here, something that she could sense, just out of reach.
Still, it was strange to be back at the ranch. All alone.
What was it like inside the house? Hopefully it was sealed well enough to have kept the varmints out.
She stuffed the pistol into her purse, then opened the car door and stepped out, breathing in the desert air. It was fresh and clean, the way she remembered. And even on a summer night, it carried a slight chill. Which might be why she felt a tingle at the back of her neck. Or had she made a mistake coming here?
Quietly, she turned in a circle, scanning the ranch yard and the desert beyond. Moonlight silvered the stark beauty of the rocky landscape, and a canopy of stars added their twinkling light, but she could see nothing stirring among the buildings or in the desert.
She’d intended to carry a bag of groceries to the house; instead she left her provisions in the car and started up the walk, deliberately forcing herself not to run like a kid afraid of the dark.
She was halfway to the front door when a sound stopped her. It came from the grove of sycamore trees down by the spring. She turned in that direction, listening to the wind rustling the leaves. The noise started off barely audible, then increased as though a storm were gathering. But as far as she could tell, there was no wind anywhere else.
Suddenly the temperature dropped, increasing the prickle at the back of her neck, and the wind gathered in intensity, moaning in the trees, tossing the branches around with an unnerving rattling sound, building in power.
She had taken an involuntary step back when something invisible rushed toward her like a great raptor diving to capture its prey.
Although she saw nothing, she felt the force of the wind like a solid wave that would have knocked her off her feet, except that it held her fast. It felt like giant hands were on her, one clamping her shoulder. The other locked around her neck, choking off her breath so that she couldn’t even scream.
The unseen attacker lifted her off her feet, pushing her backwards in a rush of chilled air toward the stable behind her.
She braced for teeth-rattling impact.
Just before Isabella slammed into the adobe wall, whatever held her in its grasp halted her backward rush. She was suspended in the air for long seconds until the force lowered her gently to solid ground again.
She sagged against the wall, dragging in blessed air, sure to the marrow of her bones that she had escaped death.
For an eternity she heard nothing except the sawing of her own breath in and out. Then a new sound came to her. Like a voice carried on a summer breeze. Or whispered by a phantom.
“Isabella?”
She went very still, wondering if the roaring in her ears was from the rushing of her own blood.
“Isabella?” This time she was sure she heard her name, but she saw no one.
“Yes,” she breathed.
She was alone out here in the desert, but who had spoken?
Was it really a ghost, like before?
She’d been six when Nana Maria had died back in San Marcos. Her grandmother had been bedridden for six months, and there was nothing the doctors could do for her. Isabella sensed her parents’ relief when the long ordeal finally ended.
She loved Nana very much, and they’d been close, but nobody took her to the hospital for visits, and she never got a chance to say good-bye.
She was so sad about that.
After the funeral, when people came to the house, Papa carried her up to her room and put her to bed, leaving a lamp lighted on the dresser.
She was lying under the covers when she felt a presence in the room.
“Is someone there?” she called in a quavery voice.
Peering into the dim light, she saw her granny standing at the end of the bed looking down at her with a smile on her face. The last time she’d seen Nana Maria, the woman had been lying in bed, sick and in pain.
“Nana, what are you doing here?”
“You called me.”
“I did?”
“Yes. And I heard you.”
“I thought you were dead.” She tipped her head to the side, staring at the beloved figure. “You were so sick. You look better now.”
“I am dead, nina,” she said in a low voice. “And I am better.”
Isabella tried to puzzle her way through that. “How can you be better if you’re in your grave?”
“The pain is gone. And I am at peace.”
“Then what are you doing here?”
“I wanted to see you one more time. And to warn you.”
“Warn me?” She took her bottom lip between her teeth.
“Some hard things are coming.”
“What things?”
“I can’t tell you. But they won’t last forever.”
Before she could ask another question, Nana Maria disappeared.
She never told anyone about that incident, but she never forgot it either.
“Nana?” she whispered now, wondering if this was another visit from her grandmother.
Yet this hadn’t been the same thing. Not at all.
Nana hadn’t touched her. Tonight, the wind had come rushing at her like an attack force and had subsided faster than it had started.
On shaky legs, she tottered back to the car, leaning against the door as she looked around.
She must be so off balance that she was making things up. Yet she knew that something strange had happened out here. And when she turned, she could see the marks where her feet had scraped across the ground as the unseen force had dragged her toward the stable.
She looked up toward the sycamore trees. They were absolutely still now. But she thought she heard the strains of music coming from that direction. A tune she couldn’t quite make out. So faintly that she wasn’t sure she really heard anything.
“Who’s there?” she called in a shaky voice.
No answer.
“What are you?” she tried.
The branches gave a little shake and then went still again as though nothing had ever happened.
She should leave this place.
No. She wasn’t going to let the wind or anything else scare her away. She had come to El Cayado because it was safe. She had to believe it was. Whatever had grabbed her had meant her no harm. Yes, it had attacked, until it realized who she was. It was as though the presence in the wind wanted to protect this place—and her.
That was the only thing that made sense.
Sense! She laughed, fighting hysteria. She couldn’t make sense of what had happened. Better to rely on her feelings.
Snatching up her overnight bag she carried it to the porch. Then she went back for the groceries.
She’d also brought a flashlight, which she clicked on and shined at the deadbolt lock.
The key was in her purse. Once she’d unlocked the door, she stepped quickly inside and shined the beam around the front room. It illuminated woven native rugs and the sturdy wooden frames of the Mission-style furniture.
She had expected the air to be stale or musty, but it was as fresh as if she and her father had left yesterday, not eight years ago.
With her bag in her hand, she walked down the hall to the bedroom she’d slept in as a teenager.
Her bed was covered with a large sheet of plastic. She folded it up and laid it in the bottom of the closet, then pulled linens from the dresser drawers and made the bed.
Still using the flashlight, she carried the groceries to the kitchen. When she and her father had lived here, they’d used a generator for several hours a day. With it off, there was no electricity at the ranch, but she carried the milk and eggs out to the springhouse, then went back to the car for the ice.
It was cool inside the little building sunk into the ground over a natural spring, and the large ice blocks should keep for several days.
Back inside the house, she opened some of the high windows that were too narrow for a man to climb through.
With the door bolted, she felt more secure. She was glad she didn’t have to go outside to use the bathroom. The house had running water, piped in from the spring. Cold water, at least. If she wanted hot, she’d have to heat it on the propane-fueled stove.
Although she had hardly any appetite, she fixed herself a quick dinner of bread and cheese and brought it to the familiar rough wood kitchen table, along with the gun, which she set at her place. She also opened a bottle of white wine from her father’s stock and poured herself a small glass, then bowed her head and said a prayer for her safety and his.
As she ate, she thought about her family. Her father was her only relative. The only one who counted. Her older brother had been killed by General Lopez’s men, although nobody could ever prove it.
Mama had left them because she’d been too afraid to stay. Isabella hadn’t seen her in years and wouldn’t even know where to find her, since she’d gone into hiding.
Isabella sipped the wine, trying to relax. When the meal was finished, she washed up quickly and changed into a T-shirt and shorts, keeping her thoughts away from the windstorm that had greeted her. But finally it was impossible not to come back to it.
She shivered, contemplating what she’d been trying to avoid. The ghost.
If it had been lurking around the ranch, why hadn’t she seen it when she’d lived here before? And now, why had it called her by name?
She kept the gun with her and laid it on the bedside table before climbing under the covers. She’d been exhausted earlier. She was even more tired now, but she lay in the darkness, her mind churning over everything that had happened in the past few hours.
Finally, she fell into a restless sleep filled with the sound of the wind in the trees and the sensation of being lifted off her feet and carried through the air.
Something woke her before dawn. Not sure what it was, she lay very still under the covers, her eyes slitted, trying to look like she was still asleep. Her gaze flicked to the window, the door, the closet, probing the shadows.
She saw no one, yet she couldn’t rid herself of the feeling that she was no longer alone in the room.
Music wafted toward her, barely audible, yet it sounded like someone playing a guitar.
Straining to hear, she made out the song.
Down in the valley. The valley so low.
Hang your head over, and hear the wind blow.
It was one of the songs Matthew Houseman had played and sung out on the patio at night. Did she really hear it now or was she only dreaming of the past?
She clenched her fist, digging her fingernails into her palm, feeling the pain. That proved she was awake, didn’t it?
Or was it still part of a dream?
As she stared into the darkness, light began to flicker in one corner. Ghostly light.
She might have screamed if the breath hadn’t been frozen in her lungs.
She might have run if she hadn’t felt compelled to stay.
She lay perfectly still, her heart pounding as she waited with a kind of tingling anticipation for what would happen next.
The moon had long since set. The room was almost totally dark, except for the hazy white light still flickering in the corner. She wanted to run, but at the same time she knew that would be a mistake. She couldn’t run from this. She must face it.
As she stared at the light, she thought she saw the shadow of a man, standing very still.
Light and shadow. It was very strange.
She couldn’t see his features. She could only tell he was tall, with broad shoulders.
Her hand inched toward the gun as her confused mind scrambled for explanations. There must be a trapdoor in the floor. The light had come drifting through. Then the man had climbed up.
“Hands in the air,” she called out. “I’ve got a gun.”
The shadow didn’t move.
“I said, hands in the air.”
He stayed exactly as he was, his voice floating toward her like a puff of smoke. “I won’t hurt you.” The sound was raspy, disused.
She kept the gun steady in her hand. “Who are you?” she asked, waiting with her heart pounding.
Long seconds passed, and she wondered if he knew the answer to the question. Finally, he said, “Matthew Houseman.”
She gasped when she heard his name, but she managed to ask the question that had gnawed at her since the wind had called her name. “You’re his ghost?”
“Am I?” he asked, sounding uncertain.
The doubt in his voice made her heart squeeze.
“If I’m dead, what happened to me?”
She swallowed hard, thinking he should know the answer.
“Matthew Houseman was killed five years ago in a raid on a militia compound in Montana.”
Again, there was a long pause. “I . . . don’t remember that.”
“What are you doing here?” she asked in a halting voice.
“Guarding this place.” She heard regret lace his tone. “That’s why I . . . attacked you when you got out of the car. I didn’t know you were Isabella. Not at first. Then I remembered.”
“Remembered me?”
“Yes. I remembered what was between us. It made me happy and sad all at the same time. Is that possible?”
“Yes,” she whispered, feeling her heart squeeze.
She flashed back on the moments when she’d first arrived, when the wind had come rushing at her. It had picked her up and started to hurl her at the stable wall. At the last second, it had put her down. Then she’d heard someone speak her name.
“Matt, is it really you?” she whispered, trying to come to terms with what was happening and failing to make sense of this encounter.
“Yes,” he answered, and she heard relief in his voice.
Her hand reached out for the flashlight.
“Don’t.”
“Why not?”
“I think you won’t be able to see me any better in the light,” he answered, his tone filled with sadness now.
He moved then, coming across the room, not exactly walking but flowing the way the wind had flowed around her when it had taken her captive.
She lay with her heart thumping inside her chest, listening for his footsteps and hearing nothing.
Yet she caught his clean male scent—mixed with the smell of soap and the desert. The scent she remembered from long ago.
He stopped beside the bed, and she knew he was looking down at her. She remembered the old rules that had always been between them. He shouldn’t be in her bedroom. She should order him to leave.
But she had the feeling that he would do what he wanted no matter what she said. Or maybe do what he needed to do. She wasn’t sure which.
She closed her eyes. If she didn’t try to look for him, maybe she could keep the illusion that he was really in her bedroom.
Because he couldn’t be here, and this couldn’t be happening. It had to be a dream. Or was this like when Nana had come to her?
That notion was comforting.
As she lay with her eyes squeezed tightly shut, the air around her stirred, and she felt his breath against her face, like mist, only it was warm, not cold.
“You’ve grown into a woman. You were pretty years ago. Now you’re gorgeous,” he murmured. “Like a beauty in a Velazquez painting.”
“That’s how you see me?”
“Oh yes. I always wanted to kiss you, querida. You knew that, didn’t you?” He called her sweetheart. He had never said that aloud to her before. But he must have thought it.
That knowledge made her heart leap.
“Yes,” she admitted. “And I wanted to kiss you,” she added, thinking it was a bold admission. But it was only to a ghost. Or a phantom in a dream.
“We both longed for what was forbidden,” he answered, just before she felt the pressure of his lips against hers.
It was a light kiss, his mouth brushing back and forth against hers.
But it stirred her senses. Finally, after all these years, it was happening.
She knew it couldn’t be real, yet she wanted to pull him closer. Still, she kept her arms at her sides, because she understood deep down that if she reached for him, she would spoil the wonderful illusion.
Heat burst inside her, overlaid by fear.
What was she doing? And with whom?
As though he sensed her uncertainty, he increased the erotic quality of the kiss, his lips moving over hers with the expertise she’d always known he would possess.
Her heartbeat quickened at the sensuality of the encounter.
She wanted more. So much more. Everything she had been denied with him in the past.
And he must know that. Must feel the same.
“Open for me,” he murmured, and this time he spoke in the warm, sexy voice that she remembered.
She did as he asked, allowing the kiss to deepen, feeling his tongue play with the inside of her lips, then the serrated line of her teeth, before plunging farther in to stroke along the side of her tongue.
When he caught her lower lip between his teeth and gently nipped at her, she heard a small moan rise in her throat.
“You like that.”
“You know I do.”
“And you don’t want me to stop?”
Without waiting for an answer, he touched her then, his fingers stroking her cheeks, her jawline, her neck, moving downward, sending tingles of sensation over her skin.
His lips came back to hers and then feathered soft kisses over her closed eyelids, her brows, the tender line of her jaw.
Enveloped by the arousing spell he was weaving, caught between fantasy and reality, she tugged at the covers, pulling them down to her waist to give him better access to her body.
He accepted the invitation, his hand skimming over her breasts, his touch light and playful and at the same time sensual, flooding her with need.
She felt her nipples bead under her T-shirt, felt his thumbs stroke back and forth across the crests.
Yet even as she responded to him, doubts stirred in her mind. When she’d arrived here, the ghost had frightened her. Talking to Matthew, touching him, kissing him had pushed the fear into the background. Now it leaped to the front of her mind again.
She must be under some kind of spell, and she was the only one who could release herself.
She brought her hands up, pushing at his broad shoulders. They felt solid. More solid than they had appeared when she had seen him standing across the room. It was like he was really here, but what would happen if she opened her eyes?
She didn’t want to find out, and she knew this encounter had gone too far. At least for her own sanity.
“Don’t,” she whispered.
“Why not?”
She asked herself the same question. Why not? Was it because this was wrong? Or because it stirred feelings she could never satisfy?
She heard a sigh ease out of him as his weight lifted off of her. His tone changed as he said, “Tell me why you came here.”
“Men from San Marcos tried to ambush me at my house in Phoenix.”
“How do you know who they were?”
“Who else would it be?”
“Describe them,” he said, his voice all business now. The Decorah Security agent on assignment.
She thought about the man who had faced her in the alley.
“Dark hair. Dark eyes. Medium height. Muscular. I couldn’t see much. They looked like Lopez’s hombres.”
“Okay,” he answered, and it sounded like he had left her bedside and was standing across the room. “I’ll guard you while you’re here. Nothing more and nothing less.”
Then he was gone. Vanished, as silently and as swiftly as he had come to her.
Or had he ever been there?
Isabella lay in bed, aroused and unfulfilled. Trying to dismiss the humming of her body, she focused on what had happened to her. Either she had had an erotic encounter with a ghost or she had had an erotic dream about a man she’d been hot for as a teenager. A man who had guarded her here, and now he said he was guarding her again.
But that didn’t make sense, in more than one way. Like, if he was a ghost, wouldn’t he haunt the place where he died?
She couldn’t suppress a wry laugh. Was she so off balance that now she was trying to be logical about ghosts?
Still scrambling for explanations, she thought about the vortexes that were all over the Sedona area. The places of power that the Native Americans had known about for thousands of years.
In modern times, they had become famous among adherents of New Age philosophies, people who incorporated Eastern and Western traditions into their spirituality and who took ideas from many different fields as diverse as motivational psychology, holistic health, parapsychology, and even quantum physics. Rather than relying on dogma, they were willing to use anything that worked for them. Including the vortexes.
They had fascinated Isabella, and she’d read as much as she could about them. In the physical world, they were forces of wind and water. Like the circular motion of a tornado or water whirling down a drain.
In Sedona, they were created by spiraling spiritual energy— locations where the conditions were right to facilitate prayer, meditation and healing. Mystical, magical places, if you put it in those terms.
From her earlier research, she knew they were believed to have an energy flow that existed in multiple dimensions. Some people could get in touch with that energy. And maybe she was one of them.
She remembered when she’d gone riding in the desert with Matthew as a teenager, there were locations where she’d felt something strange, something that seemed to connect her with a spiritual world she couldn’t see.
Was that a factor in her encounter with him now?
That stopped her. When she’d first seen the flickering light in the corner of the room, she hadn’t been sure what was happening. Now she discarded the idea that it had been a dream. What had happened was real, regardless of whether anyone else would believe it if she told them.
The ghost of Matthew Houseman had come to her bedroom and kissed her, touched her, talked to her.
Should she be thrilled or afraid?
She lay in bed for an hour longer, but she knew she was too wired to go back to sleep. Finally, when the dark of night had changed to the gray light before dawn, she swung her legs over the side of the bed.
In the bathroom, she stared at herself in the mirror, trying to see what Matthew had seen. Instead she focused on the dark smudges under her eyes. She brushed back her shiny black hair and then let it fall over her forehead again.
She was still staring at herself when another thought occurred to her. If she was really being haunted by a ghost who had come to her bedroom, then he could watch her anytime he wanted. Did she have any privacy? What if he was spying on her now?
Because she’d go mad if she kept up that kind of speculation, she put it out of her mind and went about her business.
Bringing along the gun, she went into the kitchen and heated water on the stove. Back in the bathroom, she mixed in some cold from the tap until she had two inches of warm water in the tub. Still she hesitated before pulling off her shirt. With a grimace, she finally stripped and climbed into the tub where she washed quickly and dressed again in jeans and a T-shirt.
The shallow bath refreshed her. In the kitchen, she heated more water and made coffee in the French press her father had used, then brought in half and half from the springhouse and added a generous amount.
Breakfast was more bread and cheese, because her appetite was almost nonexistent. Now that the sun was up, she positioned her chair so that she could stare out the window, watching in one direction and then the other. A dust cloud would tell her if someone was coming up the road, but she saw none, which was reassuring. She was alone here—at least in the conventional sense.
As she took small bites of her meal, her gaze swung to the grove of sycamore trees. That was where the wind had come from last night. And the faint music.
What would she find if she walked over there now?
Unable to finish her small meal, she pushed back her chair and stood. With a sense of anticipation and also of trepidation, she buckled on a holster for her gun, then slipped out the back door and headed across the ranch yard to the grove.
The countryside was dry, but the runoff from the spring produced enough water for the trees to flourish.
This morning, a slight breeze ruffled the leaves. Nothing like the roaring lion of the night before.
As she slipped into the shade under the spreading branches, the temperature seemed to drop a few degrees, making her shiver.
She stood very still, her gaze sweeping the flickering light and shadow as she looked for the man who had visited her last night. If it had really happened at all.
“Matthew?” she called, her voice barely above a whisper.
No one answered, yet she stayed where she was. And as she probed the shadows, she saw something that made her draw in a quick, startled breath.
A man was standing about twenty feet away. He’d been so still and quiet that she hadn’t even seen him. Or had he been there seconds before?
She called him a man, but that wasn’t quite accurate. He was wearing jeans and a work shirt, like the clothing he’d worn when he’d been guarding her. His dark hair was shaggier than she remembered. His eyes were dark. His jaw was tense. But the flickering light passed right through his body as though he were a figure in a movie being projected onto a gauzy, wavering curtain.
It was such a strange sight that she caught her breath.
He started to hum—not the same song from last night, but the spooky one. “Ghost Riders in the Sky.” It was the song about the dead men doomed to endlessly chase a phantom herd of cattle through the clouds.
When she took an involuntary step back, he spoke.
“Don’t leave now.”
Instead of answering, she took another backward step toward the house, thinking it was a mistake to have come here.
He spoke again. “We’re meeting here because you called me.”
She answered with a tight nod, still considering running. She gave up that idea when she analyzed the situation. He had appeared in front of her. There was no reason he couldn’t materialize behind her to block her escape if he wanted.
Trying to calm the pounding of her heart, she studied him.
“You’re not real,” she whispered.
“I am. More real than . . . before. I think it’s because of you.”
“How?”
“You bring me back to myself. I remember more. But not everything.”
He kept his gaze on her. “You were younger when you stayed here.”
“Yes.”
“How long ago was it?”
“Eight years.”
“A long time.”
She nodded.
She saw his face take on a faraway look. “Back then, I wasn’t supposed to touch you. But we were together a lot. There were horses in the stable. We went riding. I gave you shooting lessons and taught you rope tricks.”
“Yes,” she answered, remembering those things and more, like the awareness that had always hummed between them.
Those memories were some of her most vivid. But what had happened in her bedroom last night was even more vivid.
She had felt his lips against hers. Felt his hands on her body.
She saw him shift his weight from one foot to the other. “Before you came here, I lost a lot of memories. And more.”
The plaintive way he said it tore at her.
“I was here for a long time. Alone. In the wind. Yes, I could move things with the wind. And sometimes I sang the cowboy songs that I loved. But . . .” His voice trailed off before he started again. “But I didn’t know who I was. I only knew I had to be here. To protect this place. Or maybe I was to wait for you. I’m not sure now.”
“When did you know who you were?”
He turned one palm up. “When you asked my name. You asked, and it came to me and I knew it was right. I wanted to know more. Touching you, talking to you made a difference.”
“Why?”
“Maybe because it’s so . . . physical. And because we were close.”
Yes, they had been close, closer than either of them had ever been able to admit.
She saw him swallow. “I think you can help me get back more of Matthew Houseman. If you want to.”
Did she? The question was asked and answered in one breath.
“How?”
“Like last night. Let me . . . get close to you.”
He walked toward her, not in the way he had glided across the bedroom last night but with the long-legged gait of a tall man. It looked like the familiar image of Matthew Houseman striding toward her, except that she still had the unnerving sensation of seeing through him.
Maybe he saw the discomfort on her face because he said, “I think it will be better if you close your eyes. The way you did before.”
She still could have backed away. Instead she stood where she was, her eyes closed and her breath shallow in her lungs, breathing in his scent again.
Had she gone crazy? Was she so unbalanced that she was trying to bring back something she had never really had?
She felt warmth radiating from him before he touched her and had time to wonder about how that could be possible. Then she felt his body, solid and masculine. His arms wrapped around her back, folding her close. She molded herself to him, her eyes still closed as she rested her cheek against his shoulder, holding him tightly, absorbing the reality of him.
“Isabella,” he murmured, saying her name like a man who had finally come home from a long voyage or a war. “Querida.”
His hands stroked up and down her back, molding her upper body to his.
It felt so right to be in his arms, like a dream come true, and she knew at that moment how much she needed the strength of Matthew Houseman.
She had come here feeling lost and alone, yet wondering if it was really the right thing to do.
No more.
Not when she was wrapped in the security of Matthew’s embrace.
He rubbed his lips against hers, but she sensed that he was ready to pull away if she protested.
Not likely.
She felt him smile as he increased the pressure, moving his mouth against hers with the skill of a man who knows how to make love with a woman.
She marveled at the softness of his lips, at the hard pressure of his fingers on her shoulders.
Without thinking about it, she opened for him so that his tongue could slip into her mouth, stroking her as he had done the night before.
But she didn’t want to be the passive partner. She met his tongue with her own, sliding along the edge, then pressing forward, into his mouth, tasting him deeply as she had always wanted to do.
He drew back, maybe in shock.
“Where did you learn to do that?”
She wanted to open her eyes and look at him, but deep down she knew it was the wrong thing to do. “I’ve grown up.”
“Into a very sexy woman.”
As he spoke, he stroked one hand down her body, cupping her bottom and pressing her hips against himself.
When he did, she felt the erection straining at the front of his jeans. That was a shock. Yet she gloried in his reaction to her.
He was turning her on, and she was doing the same thing to him.
Not exactly a classic ghost story. Yet nothing she had read, nothing in her life had prepared her for this. Not even the meeting with her granny.
He slid his mouth to her cheek and then found the tender coil of her ear with his tongue.
When she snuggled closer, he wrapped his arms around her and leaned back against the tree trunk behind him, splaying his legs and equalizing their heights so that her center was pressed to his erection.
She moaned as she clung to him, moving against him, frustrated by the layers of clothing that separated her heated skin from his.
He shifted the top of her body so that he could bring one hand between them, cupping her breast, gliding his fingers over the aching tip.
She heard her breath turn ragged, felt the fire rushing through her veins. She had longed for him, and now—finally—she had him where she wanted him.
It was a dream come true. As real as she wanted it to be. He moved her body against his, increasing the friction and her need for him.
Where was this leading?
She heard him gasp her name, and then in an instant, everything changed. He reversed their positions, leaning her back against the tree before stepping away from her.
“Matt?” she gasped. “Matthew?”
When he didn’t answer, her eyes flew open and she found herself alone and staring into the sycamore grove.
Far away, in a facility called Garrison Care, Gloria Romano was holding a conversation with a drop-dead gorgeous guy she’d known for five years. She was the one doing all the talking, because the man never answered.
In her thirty years as a practical nurse, this man had affected her like no other patient. If she’d been younger, she might have thought of him in romantic terms. But she was old enough to be his mother, and she thought of him like a son.
“Hey, sweetie, how are you doing today?”
She kept up the cheerful chatter as he lay in the special bed that shifted his position periodically, preventing him from getting bedsores.
“I had a tuna salad for lunch. I guess you don’t think that’s very exciting. I know guys aren’t much for salad. You’d like a steak and twice-baked potatoes, wouldn’t you? Want me to bring you some next time I’m here?”
Turning away, she looked at his chart, thinking it was a damn shame this guy was never expected to wake up. But that didn’t mean she was going to give up on him. Her status as a practical nurse put her low in the pecking order at Garrison Care, but she’d read a lot about comas. They were unpredictable. Although it wasn’t likely, a person could suddenly wake up after years.
But one thing she did know from her reading: You should never assume a person in a coma couldn’t hear you. Which was why she liked to chat with him.
Still, every time she washed him or shaved him or brushed his hair, she lamented his condition. He was never going to have a life. Or was something going on in his sleeping brain that nobody knew about?
Sometimes, when she gazed at his face, she saw his eyes move beneath his closed lids, like he was looking at something. Something only he could see.
He never opened those eyes to look at anyone, even when the physical therapist was working with him, keeping his muscles toned, at least as much as the muscles of an unconscious man could be toned.
Because she’d been curious about how he’d gotten here, she’d gone back through his records. He was thirty four years old and had worked for an outfit called Decorah Security. His name was Matthew Houseman, and he had been horribly wounded in a raid on a militia compound.
He’d been found on the ground in a pool of blood, presumed dead. But when they’d discovered he was still alive, they’d rushed him to the hospital, where the doctors had done everything they could for him.
Since he’d been discharged from the hospital, Decorah Security had paid big bucks to keep him here. Sometimes she wondered why, because his life was a waste with him lying here in this bed, day after day.
“I’m going to wash your hair now, Matthew,” Gloria said. “And give you a scalp massage. Then we’ll have a nice sponge bath and a shave.”
She was just reaching for a basin of warm water when his eyes snapped open.
For the first time in her life, she stared into their dark depths, wondering what he was seeing.
“Matthew?” she breathed.
“Isabella,” he answered.
“What?”
“Isabella.”
“Who is Isabella?” Gloria pressed.
“She needs help.”
Then his eyes closed again, and she wondered if she had made up the incident, or if it had really happened.
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Isabella would have called Matthew’s name again, but she knew on some deep, instinctive level that he would not respond. He was gone. For good?
Her heart squeezed painfully.
They were just getting to know each other again. Then he had vanished.
Why?
Her face heated when she thought about what they’d been doing. They’d both liked it. She knew that. Then he’d suddenly . . . what?
Decided it was wrong? For him? For her?
She’d never been in a situation like this before.
That brought forth another one of her laughs that bordered on hysteria. Who on earth had been in a situation like this?
She’d been making out with a man who she knew was dead. A man she could see through. A man who could come and go as he pleased.
A faint breeze rustled the leaves. Was Matthew doing that? Maybe he was trying to tell her something. She didn’t know, and any answer she gave would be pure speculation.
Suddenly she couldn’t stand being in the grove any longer. Whatever had taken place here was wrong, for so many reasons.
Matthew had known that, even if she hadn’t.
She walked back to the house, wishing she could get into her car and drive away from this place. But she’d come here to hide out, and she needed time to decide what to do.
Uncertainty made her stomach knot as she stepped into the kitchen. Last night it had been too dark to evaluate the property. Today she walked through the rooms, giving each a close inspection.
The interior of the house was in remarkably good shape considering that nobody had been here for years.
Nobody. That stopped her.
Matthew Houseman was here. At least in some sense of the word.
She forced herself not to think about him as she checked the supplies in the pantry. Maybe they were even edible. And the wine had been okay.
Then she went into her father’s study with its old-fashioned, rolltop desk and book-lined walls. As a teenager, she’d thought it was a waste to have so many books in a house where they weren’t going to be staying for long. Now the volumes made her feel closer to her father. He had touched these books, read them.
And Matthew had borrowed some of them, too.
“Stop thinking about Matthew,” she told herself. “You’ve got work to do.”
Under the desk chair was a rug. And under that was a trapdoor. She pulled it up and shined a flashlight down a ladder and into the dark passage below. Papa had shown her this escape route long ago. Now she’d better make sure it still led to safety in case she was trapped in the house and needed to get out.
Tucking the light into her belt, she awkwardly climbed down the ladder, feeling the temperature drop several degrees. It was damp and close in the confined space, and she stood for a moment fighting off a feeling of claustrophobia. Her breath shallow, she made her way down the passage that was something like a miner’s shaft with crossbeams every few feet holding up the ceiling. She’d only been here once. Shivering, she headed toward the exit. It was a stout wooden door that opened on the far side of the sycamore grove, where an outcropping of rocks hid it from view from the house and ranch yard. The door was barred with a heavy beam. Experimentally, she lifted it a few inches and then pushed it all the way up. The door opened with a groan, and she stepped into the sunlight, blinking. When her eyes had adjusted to the brightness, she looked around. A rock formation loomed behind her, and the grove blocked her view of the house. After closing the door and lowering the bar again, she retraced her steps.
There were a couple more things she should do. As she walked back, she felt along the side of the tunnel until she came to an invisible seam in the earthen wall. Knocking some of the dirt away with the end of the flashlight, she uncovered a metal door. The safe. It was locked, but the key was with her others.
The lock was rusty with disuse, and at first the key refused to turn. But finally she got the door open and reached inside where she found a heavy canvas bag. Opening it, she shined her flashlight on the money inside. Most of the bills were hundreds. But there were also larger and smaller denominations. A note in her father’s handwriting said there was a hundred thousand dollars in the bag, along with the numbers of Swiss bank accounts where she could get more funds if she needed them. Back in San Marcos, her father had come from a rich family. He hadn’t even needed to work as a reporter. But he’d wanted to make a difference in the lives of the people. Which was how he’d gotten into trouble.
After taking out five thousand dollars in cash and stuffing it into her purse, she put the bag back into the safe and locked it again, then shined her light around the tunnel, looking for another panel that her father had also shown her.
It was hidden behind a screen of dirt, which she scraped off with the flashlight, then opened the little door. Her hands trembled as she examined the mechanisms. They seemed to be in working order. But there was no way to be sure after so many years.
With a shudder, she closed the door and turned away, then climbed the ladder back to the study, where she replaced the rug and the chair.
The trip into the tunnel had been unsettling, and she needed to ground herself. Turning to the shelves, she scanned the books. They were organized into fiction and nonfiction and arranged in alphabetical order in her father’s methodical way. Many were familiar to her, and a couple of old novels caught her eye. The Egyptian and Arrowsmith. She’d read them as a teenager, although Papa had thought they weren’t suitable for a girl her age. Maybe she’d revisit them.
After putting them on the desk, she went to the nonfiction section and looked for information on the Sedona vortexes.
There was no book, but she found a folder of brochures that had been put out by local organizations. They had maps with the locations of vortexes and information about tours which she obviously wasn’t going to take.
In the kitchen, she read some of the material. When she got restless, she went out and explored the stable and some of the other outbuildings on the property. At first she didn’t admit that she was looking for Matthew, but she knew that was in the back of her mind. As far as she could tell, she was alone.
The ghost had vanished. Maybe forever. Another situation she couldn’t control, she realized.
Feeling a little foolish, she stopped in the shade of the barn and called his name.
He didn’t answer.
“Do you think I should go into town and get some more groceries?” she asked.
No answer.
She had half a mind to find out if he’d try to stop her, but she knew that she shouldn’t venture off the ranch property unless she had to. At least not in broad daylight. Instead she filled a bottle with water, put it in a knapsack with her gun, and pulled on a hat and her hiking boots.
She had ridden into the desert with Matthew. She had no horse now, but she had always been a good hiker.
Her destination was a red rock formation where she’d once felt the power of a vortex. It turned out to be an hour’s walk from the ranch. When she got there, she sat with her back against one of the rocks, drinking from the water bottle and looking out across the desert, letting her eyes drift out of focus.
A lizard looked at her, then scurried noiselessly across the rocks and disappeared.
In the quiet, she felt the energy of the place, a tingling sensation that made her skin prickle.
Since the vortexes were supposed to boost the power of prayer, she opened her mind and her heart to the spirit of the universe. Of course she’d been raised Catholic, but since becoming an adult, she’d felt more comfortable with a spirituality that embraced a greater vision of religion.
She prayed for strength to get through this trial. She prayed for her father’s safety and her own. And she prayed for Matthew, too.
“Let him feel free to come back to me,” she whispered, wondering if she was being foolish. If he was a ghost, their relationship could lead nowhere. Nothing she had with him could affect her real life. The sadness of those realizations brought tears to her eyes, making her vision blur. They’d finally found each other, but it was too late.
It was well into the afternoon by the time she arrived back at the ranch. She paused in the yard, looking toward the sycamore grove, but it was as deserted as when she’d left. And as quiet. She heard no music.
With a sigh, she headed for the kitchen where she ate some of the roasted chicken and coleslaw she’d bought the night before and read one of the novels—The Egyptian—letting herself get caught up again in the story of the man who had been the pharaoh’s physician.
It would be dark in a few hours, and she wanted to keep reading. Using a flashlight wasn’t so great for her eyes, and neither was trying to read by the light of the one oil lamp she’d gotten from the front room.
But there were several more lamps on the top shelf of the pantry. Together they should provide decent light.
The step stool was in the corner, and she carried it over and then climbed up to reach for one of the lamps. The stool was old, and when she mounted the second step, it gave way under her foot, sending her flying.
Before she hit the tile floor, a rush of wind filled the room and a man’s strong arms caught her from behind, breaking her fall and holding her upright against his firm body.
She looked down, seeing Matthew’s hands around her middle—seeing them more clearly than she had seen him since she’d arrived at the ranch. They still weren’t the hands of a flesh and blood man, but they were more solid than those of the ghostly figure who had met her in the sycamore grove.
She closed her eyes and leaned back against him, burrowing into his warmth. “You saved me from a nasty fall.”
“Yes.” His voice was a deep rumble in his chest, the voice she remembered from long ago.
“How . . . did you know?”
“I was watching you.” She heard him swallow. “I couldn’t stay away.”
“But you left me in the grove. Why?”
For the span of a few heartbeats, he said nothing. Finally he answered, “I remembered the gun battle at the militia compound. Then everything went black.”
The sadness in his voice tore at her. She couldn’t speak as her throat tightened.
“Remembering that was a shock.”
“Do you want to tell me about it?”
“I don’t know.”
She wanted to keep him talking. Wanted to keep him with her as long as she could. “I’d like to know what happened.”
Long seconds passed, and she thought he wasn’t going to respond.
Then he heaved a sigh. “I was on assignment, closing in on a terrorist compound. The local cops didn’t have the resources to challenge the bad guys. The P.D. asked Decorah to find out what was going on there.”
Still behind her, he stroked his large hands up and down her arms. “There were five of us and more of the bad guys. And they had a lookout at the road. They ambushed us on the way in.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“I should have been more careful.”
“You’re not blaming yourself, are you?”
“Better than making excuses.”
“No.” She waited a beat before she answered. “But how did you get here?”
He sighed. “I don’t know. One moment I was sinking into blackness with a bullet in my chest. And in the next, I was at the ranch.”
She winced at the image his words conveyed. Matthew Houseman lying on the ground, blood spreading across the front of his shirt.
“Did you come here right away after that?”
“I don’t know. But when you came and I found out who you were, it felt like I’d been waiting for you.”
“Oh, Matthew,” she answered, allowing herself to sink into a fantasy—because it was what she wanted. He hadn’t told her much about himself when he’d been on guard duty here. Would he tell her now?
“What else do you remember about your life?”
“I remember when I was a little kid. My mom always made chocolate chip cookies and apple pie. The American favorites.”
“For me, it was flan. And hot chocolate,” she said.
“I remember your telling me.”
“You do?”
“You were homesick. You talked a lot about San Marcos. You had a house in the city and another in the mountains.”
“Yes.”
“I remember you wished you could get magazines from home. Women’s magazines and movie magazines.”
“Yes!”
“I would have gotten them for you, if I could.”
“I know. You brought me some American magazines written in Spanish.”
“And back home you went to a private school where you learned English starting in first grade.”
“That’s right. I didn’t know how much I was going to need it.” She leaned against him. “I never even knew where you were from. Tell me now.”
“I grew up in Durango, Colorado.”
“And what did your parents do?”
“We had a little ranch where Dad raised horses.”
“That’s why you were so much at home here.”
“Yes.”
“And did you have any brothers or sisters?”
“One sister. She went off to Europe and kind of lost contact with the family.”
“Why?”
“She wanted a completely different life. My parents were sad about that. I think they never got to see her again before they died.”
“I’m sorry.” Changing the subject, she asked, “Where did you learn to play the guitar?”
“My dad played. He taught me.”
“You like the old folk songs.”
“Yes, and more modern stuff. ‘The Sound of Silence’ by Simon and Garfunkel.”
“I remember that one.”
She rested her head back against his chest, and he shifted his weight behind her. “I should leave.”
“No!”
“We’re doing things together that we . . . shouldn’t.”
His certainty made her stomach clench.
“Why not? What’s wrong with it?”
“What future is there in it for you?”
She had thought the same thing. Now she heard herself say, “Do we have to worry about the future? Can’t we just focus on now?” As she asked the question, she knew she was digging herself deeper into the fantasy of Matthew Houseman.
She wanted to do that—for herself. But it was more than selfishness. She couldn’t stop thinking that he needed her. Maybe more than she needed him. Maybe that was the reason he was here, but she was afraid to say it—lest he vanish again.
She leaned back against him, just breathing, just tuning in to something fundamental that seemed to emanate from the contact between them.
Maybe he was surrendering to whatever it was, too, because he bent his head and brushed her hair aside so his lips could find the tender place where her jawline met her neck. And there was no denying the sensuality of his touch.
“I always loved your hair. So shiny and black,” he murmured. “I’m glad you didn’t cut it.”
“I have to pin it up at work.”
“What do you do?”
“I’m a nurse.”
“That suits you. I knew you’d be good at taking care of people.”
“How? I was a shallow teenager.”
“You weren’t. You took care of your father.”
“When he let me.”
“He was worried about you. Worried about the future. I think you’ve done him proud.”
They were speaking of reality, and she didn’t want it to interfere. Reaching back, she stroked her fingers against the stubble of his beard, loving the subtle roughness.
He stopped talking and slid his lips along the side of her neck, then found her ear, nibbling, then stiffened his tongue to probe the narrow cavity.
“That’s nice,” she whispered.
“Very nice.”
His fingers found her lips, caressing her with a light, teasing stroke.
Once again she closed her eyes, simply enjoying anything that he was willing to give her.
Her neck arched so that her head rested against his shoulder. She wanted to turn around and face him, but she was afraid that might break the spell between them, so she stayed where she was, feeling the heat building between them.
Smiling, she took the lead, stroking his arms, reaching up to run her fingers through his hair. He felt so solid, so real. As she pressed her bottom against him, she felt his erection again. How could he be a ghost when he was responding to her like this?
He made a small sound deep in his throat, and she knew he liked what they were doing.
Her breath quickened as his hands moved inward to cup her breasts and then found her nipples through the fabric of her T-shirt.
The clothing was in the way. Without giving herself time to think about what she was doing, she reached behind her back and unhooked her bra.
His hands slipped under her shirt, under the bra, so that he could play with her breasts, squeezing their fullness, then tugging on her nipples.
She leaned back, drifting on the sensuality of his touch, content to stay where she was.
When his hands left her breasts, she made a sound of protest, but he was only dropping them to her waist where he unbuttoned her jeans and lowered her zipper.
He felt so real, so masculine, so intense as he slipped one hand into her panties, then into the moist heat of her most intimate flesh. In long, lingering strokes, he fueled her passion, his finger finding the entrance to her vagina, then traveling upward to tease her clit.
She cried out, her hips pressing forward and back, increasing the friction of his strokes.
At the same time, his other hand cupped her breast, playing with the hardened tip, tugging and squeezing as he brought her up to a higher level, then higher still.
She was lost to everything except the sensations he was creating. Trapped between his two hands and his hard body, she gave herself over to his care.
The heat built, reaching flash point. She cried out as she came, her whole body convulsing as he continued to pleasure her, wringing every drop of sensation from her.
When she collapsed back against him, limp and satisfied, he held her to him.
“Matthew?”
“Um?”
“That was wonderful.”
“I’m glad.”
“But what about you?”
“That was for you.”
She remembered how he had vanished suddenly in the grove. She didn’t want him to do that now. She tried to turn in his arms, but he held her in place.
“Don’t leave me,” she whispered. “Not now.”
He sighed. “I shouldn’t have done that, but I couldn’t help myself. I’ve wanted you for too long.”
“No longer than I wanted you. And don’t tell me you’re sorry about giving me pleasure, because I’m not.”
“You think this is fair to you?”
“Don’t think about it in those terms. I told you. It was wonderful for me.”
“And where is it leading?” he asked, his voice turning harsh.
“We’ll have to figure that out.”
Because he wouldn’t let her turn, she leaned into his warmth. “When I first came here, you were only in the wind. Then you came to my bedroom like a man would. I think being with me is changing you, bringing you back to yourself.”
“Maybe.”
“So we should . . . see how far we can take it.”
He swallowed. “And then what? Let’s be brutally honest. I was killed.”
“And you came back to me.”
“As a ghost. Ghosts don’t come back to life.”
“Maybe you’re wrong.”
“I’d like to be wrong. But I don’t think so.”
She wanted to face him, but he kept her where she was. “Don’t you want to get married, have children?”
She didn’t answer.
“Don’t lie to yourself. Or to me.”
“Before I heard about what happened in Montana, I used to dream of getting married to you and having your babies.”
His arms tightened around her. “Yeah, I used to think of that, too, querida.”
“You did?”
“Yes. About living on a little ranch with you. Raising horses like my dad.”
Her heart squeezed as he said that.
“But that was impossible, of course.”
“Why?”
“Your father and I had a professional relationship. That was supposed to be my relationship with you, too. And then there’s the age difference. I’m nine years older than you are.”
She laughed, hardly able to believe they were having this conversation. “I think I’ve more or less caught up to you.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not seventeen anymore. I’m twenty-five. And you’re . . .”
“Dead,” he repeated what he’d said before.
“Have you ever heard of anyone having this kind of conversation with a ghost?”
“No.”
“I did.”
She heard his breath catch. “When? How?”
“I never told anyone about it. But after my grandmother died, she came to me to say good-bye.”
“That’s different. She was on her way to heaven.”
“And you’re here with me because we have unfinished business.”
Before she could say more, she felt his body stiffen.
“What’s wrong?”
“Somebody’s coming.”
“My father?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. I want you to get into the escape tunnel. Now,” he ordered in a voice that left no room for argument. He was Matthew Houseman, the Decorah agent again.
Gloria ran down the hall to the nursing station. “Something’s happening with Matthew Houseman,” she gasped as she reached the desk.
Peggy Bradley, the supervisor on duty looked up, annoyed. “Nothing ever happens with Matthew Houseman.”
“Something’s changed.”
“Like what?”
“He opened his eyes. And he was talking to me. Well, maybe not to me, but he was talking. Now something’s happening again.”
Peggy looked doubtful, but she rose out of her chair and followed the other woman down the hall.
Matthew Houseman was lying in the bed where he always lay, only instead of lying perfectly still, the way he always did, he was moving his head restlessly from side to side.
“What did you do to him?” Peggy demanded.
“Nothing!”
“You said he was talking. What did he say?”
“He called out to a woman—Isabella.”
“That’s all?”
“Maybe he said she was in danger.”
As they stood beside his bed, he opened his eyes again. “Isabella.”
When he tried to climb out of bed, alarm shot through Gloria.
“Matthew, take it easy,” she murmured as she pressed a hand against his shoulder. “Everything’s all right.”
“No. I have to . . .” He stopped talking abruptly and made a moaning sound.
“I’ll call Dr. Berman,” Peggy said.
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One moment Matthew was there. In the next, he had vanished. Was this like the night she had arrived? Had he gone to confront the enemy or had he disappeared again?
Isabella had never lit the lamp. Now she moved quietly to the window, peering out. It was still light, and in the distance, she could see a dust cloud rising along the access road. But she had no idea who was coming to the ranch. It could be her father, Decorah Security agents, or the men who had tried to kill her.
Matthew had said he would protect her in this place, but she couldn’t rely on him. Not when her life might depend on saving herself. She ran back to her room, grabbing a knapsack and her purse. After snatching the gun off the kitchen table, she dashed into the study.
She picked up the rug and threw it into the tunnel, then yanked on the desk, pulling it over the trapdoor before climbing down the ladder, lowering the panel above her as she went. In the tunnel, she opened the door to the safe and pulled out the canvas bag, which she stuffed into her knapsack and carried down the tunnel to the escape hatch where she opened the door and set the bag outside.
A stirring in the air made her catch her breath.
“Matthew?” she asked.
He didn’t bother to show himself, but he spoke in a low voice as though he were standing next to her. “Three men are coming.”
“Not from Decorah, I guess.”
“Not likely.”
“There were two the other night. Or maybe I didn’t see them all.”
“It’s definitely three. They all look like the ones you described yesterday.” His voice turned hard. “I listened to them talking. They’re here to kill you.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
“How did they find me?”
“I wish I knew.” Frustration laced his voice. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to smash all of them against the stable.”
“Blow them toward the house.”
“Toward you?” he asked, his voice full of doubt.
She told him what she had in mind.
He made a sound of approval. “Good.”
“How close are they?”
“Almost in the ranch yard.”
In the next moment he was gone again.
She was just heading back up the tunnel when she heard a noise outside.
A man shouted in Spanish. “What the hell? Get in the house. Quick.”
Then she heard the sound of shots being fired.
At the wind? She didn’t know, but it sounded like Matthew was doing what he promised.
Above her she heard footsteps pounding across the floor and more shouts from the men. They were looking for her.
“She’s been here,” one of them called out. “The bed’s been slept in. And there’s food and a book on the table.”
“She must be hiding. Maybe in the tunnel.”
“Where is it?”
“We’ll find it.”
Her heart leaped into her throat. They knew about the escape route.
Above her, she heard the thugs searching through the house. Praying that they wouldn’t find the trapdoor, she ran to the second panel. Inside was a timer attached to a long-life battery.
Her heart was throbbing like a drum as she set the timer for sixty seconds. Long enough for her to get out, but not long enough for them to figure out where she was. She hoped.
With the device ready to go, she dashed toward the exit and stepped out.
She had just breathed out a small sigh when she saw a man like the ones from the night before. He was holding a gun in one hand and the canvas bag in the other.
“Got ya. Drop your weapon,” he ordered in Spanish.
She let the gun fall to the ground.
“And I see you have the money your father stole from San Marcos, too.”
“That’s a lie. He didn’t steal anything. It belonged to our family.”
The man snorted, and she wondered what other lies he’d been told about her father.
She kept her eyes on him as she moved to the side so that her back was no longer in the doorway.
“Don’t hurt me,” she pleaded, bracing herself against the rock by the door as she silently counted in her head.
Each second seemed to stretch for an eternity. The man spoke into a microphone clipped to his shirt collar. “I’ve got her. . . . Out back.”
Just as he finished speaking, she felt an enormous explosion shake the ground.
A blast of air, rock and dust came roaring down the tunnel, knocking the man off his feet and throwing him backward.
Isabella stood with her legs locked against the ground and her back braced against the rock, waiting for the world to stop shaking as she reached for the gun she’d stuffed into her purse.
The thug had been blown about eight feet away, but a rock stopped him. He was scrambling to recover, scrambling to get his weapon into firing position when a blast of wind picked him up and sailed him into a boulder. Not from the explosion. From Matthew.
The hombre screamed as he hit. Then he went silent as he fell to the rocks, his body lying in a broken heap, his neck at an odd angle.
She stood there, feeling shell-shocked.
“Isabella, are you all right?” Matthew asked, his voice urgent.
“Yes. Thanks to you.”
“Thank God.”
He flicked into view, more solid than she had ever seen him. The man she remembered from years ago, the man who had kept his word and protected her.
“Oh, Matthew.”
She felt him then, pulling her close and wrapping her in his arms. She closed her eyes and breathed out a sigh, leaning into him, feeling the warmth of his body, even when she knew that was an illusion.
She said his name again.
“You were very brave,” he murmured.
“I guess I had to be.”
“I blew the others toward the house, and they went in to get away from the wind. They were inside when the building exploded, but they must have sent this one to cover the tunnel entrance.”
She nodded and looked back toward the house. In its place she saw a huge dust cloud and flames leaping into the air.
“It’s gone,” she whispered. As that reality struck her, she sucked in a sharp breath. “You were staying here. What’s going to happen now?”
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t leave me.”
Clasping him more tightly, she raised her face as he lowered his. Their lips met in a kiss that quickly turned frantic. She hung on to him, her mouth moving over his with gladness—until a sound penetrated the haze around her. The blades of a helicopter.
He looked up.
“Now what?” she whispered.
“Hide in the rocks.”
He was gone again, leaving her alone.
She scooped up the bag of money and thrust it back into her knapsack, then slung one strap over her shoulder. If she ran for the car, they’d see her. But maybe whoever that was would think she had died in the explosion.
She worked her way farther into the rock formation and ducked under a ledge, hoping it would hide her.
The chopper landed, and she held her breath until she felt Matthew’s shoulder against hers. When she turned her head, she saw he was looking more real than he had looked since she’d arrived.
“Matthew. Gracias a Dios.”
“It’s okay. They’re Decorah Security agents. One of them is Frank Decorah, the head of the outfit. I heard him talking to the other men. He was saying that the general was making a last ditch effort to get your father because he knew his regime was crumbling. But rebels have assassinated him. You’re safe now.”
She struggled to take that in. “Then why did those men come after me?”
“They didn’t get the latest news from San Marcos. You’re safe,” he repeated. “Frank Decorah is looking for you. Go tell him you’re alive.”
If anybody else had said that General Lopez was dead, she might not have believed them. But she believed Matthew.
“Come with me,” she murmured.
“You don’t need me now.”
“I do!”
“I can’t leave this place.”
Desperation rolled through her. “Then I’ll stay.”
“You can’t. The house is a ruin. You have to go on with your life. If you need anything, ask Frank. Remind him of Powder Keg.”
“I . . . never met him.”
“Look for a guy in his fifties. Trim. Dark hair, going gray at the temples. ”
“Mention Powder Keg,” he said again. “He’ll remember.”
“Matthew, stay with me.”
“You have to go back to your real life. I knew that all along.”
He turned and hugged her to him. Just for a moment. Then he was gone.
“Senorita Flores,” a man’s voice called. “Senorita Flores, can you hear me?”
“What in the hell happened here?” another man asked.
Still cautious, she kept the gun in her hand as she walked through the grove and into the yard where the house was a black ruin in front of her. She stared at it, hardly able to believe what she was seeing. It was her work. But even though she’d set the timer that detonated the explosives planted in the foundations of the house, it was still difficult to comprehend the magnitude of the destruction.
She didn’t speak—because she felt utterly alone, even with a rescue team on the property.
And she knew what the feeling of abandonment must mean. Matthew was gone. “Dios no,” she whispered, even when she knew she had been expecting this terrible moment.
In reality, he’d been gone for a long time. And it was a cruel irony that she’d been given a little taste of what she might have had with him, if he had lived.
Her chest tightened, as she fought the tears stinging the backs of her eyes. She wanted Matthew to stay with her. So much. But she knew she was asking for the impossible. He was a ghost. He’d been chained to this place—and she’d destroyed that link.
Wanting to be alone, she started to step back into the sycamore grove, but it was already too late.
“Over there!” a man called out, pointing toward her.
An older man fitting the description Matthew had given her came hurrying forward, moving with a slight limp.
“Senorita Flores, I’m . . .”
“Frank Decorah,” she said before he could finish the sentence.
He looked perplexed. “I don’t think we’ve met before. How do you know?”
“Somebody told me.”
“Who?”
She turned her palm up. “Somebody.”
He gave her an odd look, like he thought she might have had a couple of screws shaken loose by the explosion. Maybe she had.
“Thank God you’re safe. We were afraid the assassins from San Marcos might have gotten you,” another man said. He was taller than Decorah and looked to be in his early thirties.
“This is one of my agents, Jordan Stone,” Decorah said.
She nodded, not sure what to say.
“Are you all right?” Decorah asked.
“Yes,” she said in a shaky voice.
Stone gestured toward the smoldering heap that had been her house. “What happened? Did they blow the place up?”
“No. When we lived here, my father told me about the explosive charges under the house—if I needed them. The detonator was in the escape tunnel under the house.”
“It took guts to go through with that,” Stone said.
She turned pleading eyes toward Decorah. “What about Papa? Did the general’s men get him?”
“No. He saw them coming and got out the back way. But he couldn’t contact us for a couple of days. As soon as he did, we went to your house. You were missing, but we knew there had been some shooting.”
“I had an escape plan. I got away.”
“Your father figured you’d come here. It looks like you did a great job of protecting yourself.”
Stone turned to inspect the rubble, leaving her and Decorah alone.
She raised her chin. “You asked how I knew your name. Would you believe me if I told you I got it from Matthew Houseman’s ghost?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because Matthew Houseman isn’t dead.”
Isabella struggled to take in what Frank Decorah had said. “I don’t understand. Matthew was here. Like a ghost. Guarding the ranch. If he’s not dead, then where is he?” she gasped out.
“He was badly injured. He wasn’t expected to live. Somehow, he survived, but he’s been in a coma ever since.”
She stared at the man, still grappling with his words. “Where is he?” she repeated.
“In a facility called Garrison Care. In Los Angeles.”
“I have to go there.”
He kept his blue eyes fixed on her. “Don’t you want to see your father? He’s worried about you.”
“Ay, Dios. Of course.”
“He flew to Phoenix. He’s waiting for you.”
“Yes. Gracias.”
Frank Decorah stared at her, and she wondered if he thought she’d come unglued because of her recent experiences.
He cleared his throat and said, “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”
“Even though you think I’m . . . a little off.”
“You’ve been through an ordeal that would knock anyone for a loop.”
“Not exactly a vote of confidence.”
He cleared his throat. “I know Matthew Houseman guarded you here eight years ago. I know you were close.”
“How?”
“He talked about you.”
She struggled to hold back tears.
“It makes sense that you’d be thinking about him here.”
Not just thinking. But she didn’t say that aloud.
Isabella went back to Phoenix in the helicopter. At the Decorah Security satellite office, Jordan Stone did a full interview with her.
She gave an account of what had happened since she’d walked in the kitchen door of her rented house. But this time, she left out the parts about Matthew. Really, she was regretting that she’d mentioned him at all, because it was clear from Frank Decorah’s reaction that nobody was going to believe her.
Two hours later, Stone drove her to the Arizona Biltmore, a hotel complex designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, where she put the money from the ranch into the hotel safe, then went to one of the luxury suites scattered about the landscaped grounds where her father was waiting for her. She hadn’t seen him in two years, because they’d both known it wasn’t safe. Now everything had changed, but she needed time to think about where she was going from here.
Her heart squeezed as she looked at her father. Hiding out from the San Marcos thugs had aged him. His once dark hair was silver and much thinner. The lines in his face had deepened, and his skin was pale, probably because he hadn’t gotten much sun while he’d been in hiding. And his leg was in a cast.
When she saw that, she gasped. “What happened to you?”
“I was hiding in an old warehouse. I fell down a flight of stairs and broke my leg. It took me a while to crawl to the exit.”
“Dios.”
“I’m fine. And more important, so are you.”
When he pushed himself up and held out his arms, she came into them. As they clung together, emotions welled inside her. Deep in her heart she’d wondered if they would ever be safe. Ever be together. Now they were free for the first time in years, and it was finally sinking in.
“Nina, I’ve missed you so much. And I’ve been so worried about you.”
“I’ve missed you too,” she said, her voice cracking. “And now we don’t have to hide anymore.” As she said it, the reality finally hit her. They were safe from General Lopez.
“Are you all right?” her father asked.
“I’m fine.”
“You went to El Cayado.”
“Si.”
“I thought it was safe, but they must have found out about it. They came after you there.”
“Someone helped me get away.”
He moved back so that his eyes could meet hers. “Who?”
“I can’t tell you yet. But I have to go see him.”
Her father looked confused. “If he helped you, haven’t you already seen him?”
“It’s complicated.”
“And you’re not going to talk about it.” His face took on a regretful look. “We used to be close. But that’s changed. And being apart for so long hasn’t helped.”
“We don’t have to be apart now.”
“I put my whole family in danger with my wild idea of telling the truth about the general. My son was shot. My wife left me.”
She dragged in a breath and let it out. “We paid a price, but what you did was the right thing. The people of San Marcos needed to know there was hope for them. I’m sure your articles had something to do with what’s happened now.”
“They were long ago.”
“But the people don’t forget.” She dragged in a breath and let it out. “Don’t blame yourself for anything.”
He answered with a little nod, but she wasn’t sure she had convinced him. Maybe she could do that later. Now she had another task.
“I have to go to Los Angeles. I’ll be gone for a while,” she said. “Then I’ll come back here.”
“But you’re not telling me exactly where you’re going.”
“It’s better if I don’t. Not yet.”
He kept his gaze on her.
She wanted to look away, but his eyes compelled her. “You’re being very mysterious.”
“It would sound . . . strange to you,” she temporized, remembering the way Frank Decorah had stared at her.
He waited several seconds before asking, “Does this have something to do with a ghost?”
She stared at him in shock. “Why do you ask?”
His hands clenched and unclenched. “Because of Nana Maria.”
“What about her?” she asked cautiously.
“After the funeral, I carried you to your room. Then I wondered if it was a bad idea to leave you alone. I wasn’t sure so I came back, and I heard you talking to her,” he said in a rush, as though the words had been bottled up inside him for a long time. He paused before adding, “And I heard her answer you.”
She felt her throat constrict. All these years, they’d each been keeping a secret from the other. “You never said anything to me about it.”
“I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know if I’d made it up because I missed her so much. And I didn’t want to talk about it with a child if it wasn’t true.”
Isabella was amazed that they were having this conversation almost twenty years later.
“You didn’t make it up. And now I know I’m not the only one who heard her.”
Her father gave her a long look. “I think you’re tuned to . . . the invisible world in ways most people aren’t.”
Her mouth was so dry she could barely speak. “Why do you think so?”
“Because I saw how you read everything you could about the vortexes. And I knew you asked Matthew to take you out into the desert so you could be close to them.”
“I didn’t even know you were paying attention to that.”
“I paid attention to a lot of things that I didn’t talk about. I’m sorry, I should have—” He stopped and started again. “I think now you’d say I was depressed. And withdrawn. Forgive me.”
“Oh, Papa.” She hugged him tightly.
When she eased away, his gaze met hers. “So tell me, did a spirit help you at the ranch?”
“I’m not sure, but I need to find out.”
“Then vaya con Dios,” he answered, before giving her a critical look. “But you can’t just rush off. You should shower, get some sleep, change your clothes.”
She didn’t want to take the time for any of that, but she didn’t want to arrive at Garrison Care looking like a refugee from a war zone. So she allowed herself the luxury of showering and washing her hair. While she was getting cleaned up, her father had a messenger service bring over some clothing from her house. He also checked the airline schedule from Phoenix to Los Angeles.
“I got you on a flight tomorrow morning,” he told her when she was dressed and relaxing on the patio of their suite.
Having to wait made her chest tighten, but she understood the sense of her father’s arrangements.
They had a room service dinner together on the patio, and she felt she was getting to know him all over again as they talked of old times. Many of the memories were good like the Navidad pageant at school where she’d had the honor of playing the Blessed Virgin. Some memories were painful. Like when they talked about her brother, whom they would never see again. But maybe now they’d be able to go back to San Marcos to locate old friends.
“Did Frank Decorah tell you I had to blow up the ranch house to get away?”
“Si.”
“I’m sorry about your books . . . and everything else that was there.” She made a small sound. “Well, I did grab the money hidden in the tunnel. It’s in the hotel safe. I thought I’d need it if I had to be on the run. Now you should take it with you. Well, except for some I might need for expenses.”
“Take as much as you want. I always intended it to be yours. And about those things in the ranch house, they are nothing compared to your life.”
She reached for his hand and squeezed it, happy she had her father back.
Still she worried about Matthew.
She went to bed early and woke long before she had to leave for the airport, caught between excitement and trepidation. Though the trip covered a short distance, it seemed to take forever until she was in her rental car in Los Angeles. As she drove to Garrison Care, her tension mounted.
In the parking lot, she tried to calm the pounding of her heart.
Taking a deep breath, she gave the two-story building a critical look. It was in the mission style popular in California, with nicely landscaped grounds.
Inside, she continued her appraisal. The facility was spotless, and the staff looked efficient. Probably the best she could hope for, under the circumstances.
Her pulse was pounding as she walked to the front desk and said she was Isabella Flores, an old friend of Matthew Houseman who wanted to visit him.
The woman checked her computer, then looked up with a concerned expression on her face. “You haven’t been here before. You know he’s in our coma ward?”
“Yes.”
“I should prepare you. He probably won’t know you.”
“I’m a nurse. I know what to expect, but thanks for warning me,” she managed to say, wondering if she was really prepared.
“Room 202.”
“Thank you.”
She took the elevator to the second floor, walked past the nursing station and into a room with a bed, monitors, and the kind of equipment designed to sustain a patient who wasn’t able to function on his own.
She had looked everywhere except directly at the man in the bed. Finally, with a mixture of hope and dread, she allowed herself to focus on him.
Her breath caught when she saw him. It was Matthew Houseman, looking like the man she had seen at the ranch. Only now he was lying in a bed under a light blanket.
His face was still and pale, his eyes were closed, but his chest rose and fell without assistance. At least he was breathing on his own. And he looked like someone had been taking good care of him. He’d been shaved recently, and his hair was trimmed.
Her heart was thumping inside her chest as she walked quietly toward him. “Matthew, it’s Isabella. I’ve come to wake you up,” she said, her words bold but her voice trembling.
When he didn’t answer, she laid her hand against his cheek, stroking her finger against the stubble of his beard the way she had at the ranch. She wanted to climb onto the bed with him and hug him to her, but she was afraid to do that. Instead she leaned over him, pressing close, praying she could connect with him as they had yesterday.
“Matthew, you were at El Cayado. You were going to chase me away, until you found out who I was. You protected me there,” she murmured.
He’d grown so responsive at the ranch. Here, he said nothing, and she wondered if he had any idea someone was there talking to him.
“Matthew, please. Come back to me. I love you,” she said, the last part coming out as a sob. “And I know you love me. You didn’t say it, but I know it’s true.”
She was so focused on Matthew that she didn’t realize they were no longer alone.
A harsh voice interrupted her from the doorway. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”
Isabella turned to see a plump nurse in her sixties with a round face and salt and pepper hair. Her name tag said “Gloria Romano.”
“I came to see Matthew.”
“On a sudden impulse? You’ve never been here before.”
“I didn’t even know Matthew was here until yesterday.”
Who are you?”
“Isabella Flores.”
The nurse gasped.
“You know my name?”
The nurse’s gaze flicked from Isabella to Matthew and back again.
“He hasn’t spoken in five years. I mean, he hadn’t spoken—until he said your name.”
“My name?”
“Yes. Isabella.”
Isabella reached down and clasped Matthew’s hand, hope springing up inside her again. Maybe this wasn’t so foolish after all. “You called to me. Oh, Matthew.”
If she expected a response, she got none.
“What happened after that?” she asked. “After he spoke my name?”
“Nothing. I mean, he said that you needed help. But that was all. We called Dr. Berman. He couldn’t find any neurological changes.”
“And you were the only one who heard Matthew speak?”
The woman looked defiant. “I didn’t make it up.”
“I wasn’t saying that.” She studied Gloria Romano, sure that the woman cared about this patient.
“What are you to him?” Gloria demanded.
Isabella had come here with some vague plan of waking Matthew up. Or maybe she thought he’d open his eyes and leap out of bed as soon as he saw her. It was clear that wasn’t going to happen, but how much should she say now?
Would this woman think she was crazy—like Frank Decorah?
She continued to study the nurse, trying to decide. Finally she said, “Eight years ago, my father and I were political refugees from San Marcos.”
“San Marcos? It was just in the news. Wasn’t the strong man who ran the country assassinated?”
“Yes.”
“And now you’re deciding what lie to tell me.”
“Why do you think so?”
“Because of the look in your eyes.”
“No. I’m trying to decide if you’ll believe the truth.”
Gloria rested her hands on her hips. “Try me.”
Isabella dragged in a breath and let it out. Trying to condense a complicated story, she said, “My father was a reporter back in our country. He got tired of publishing news stories that were lies and wrote a series of articles telling the truth about General Lopez. But of course he couldn’t put them in the paper. Instead, he had them privately printed.
“Lopez found out and tried to have him killed. They did kill my brother, and my mother ran away from the family. My father and I escaped to the U.S., but General Lopez still sent assassins after us here. Papa hired Decorah Security to protect us, and Matthew was one of the agents who guarded us at my father’s ranch outside of Sedona, Arizona.”
Gloria was taking it all in. “That’s why you’re here now? Because you knew him a long time ago?”
“Partly. I thought he was dead. Then thugs from San Marcos came after us a few days ago. I escaped from them in Phoenix and hid out at the ranch and . . .” She stopped and gulped. “And Matthew came to me. He said he was there to protect me. I thought he was a ghost,” she murmured. “Until Frank Decorah told me he was here.”
“Frank Decorah. He visits every few months.”
“He does? I didn’t know that.”
“Yes. He must care a lot about Matthew. He pays his bills here.” She fixed Isabella with a penetrating look. “You expect me to believe your story?”
“Maybe not. But it’s true.”
“And what do you think is going to happen now?”
“I thought I could come here and wake him up. That he’d know me when I spoke to him, touched him. The way he did at the ranch yesterday.”
“Yesterday! He was here yesterday. Like he always is.”
“His mind was at the ranch.”
Gloria snorted. “That’s pretty hard to believe.”
“I know.”
“Well, here he only knows me,” Gloria said. “I’ve taken care of him since he arrived. He’s special to me.”
“Yes,” Isabella breathed. “I can see that, and I know you want to help him.”
“How?”
As she’d been talking to Gloria, she’d been trying to figure out what had happened to Matthew. And as she spoke now, the truth of the words grew in her mind.
“I think his spirit and his body are separated. I was hoping that my coming here might wake him up. But now I see it’s not that simple.” She dragged in a breath and let it out. “I think that the two parts of him can only be fused back together at the ranch,” she answered, the truth of her words coming to her as she spoke them.
“That’s crazy. Dragging him to a ranch outside of Sedona will kill him.”
“What’s his life worth now?”
Gloria didn’t answer in words, but her eyes told Isabella what she thought. Matthew was doomed to lie silently in this bed until he died.
“I don’t want to kill him. I want to cure him,” Isabella whispered.
“You can’t take him away from here,” Gloria argued.
“I think it’s the only way to bring him back to himself. You said he was talking about me. He said that I needed help. Now he needs help, and I can give it to him.”
“I’m going to call the doctor.”
“Don’t. Please.”
“Tell me what you’re thinking. No lying.”
Her mouth was so dry she could barely speak. She hadn’t planned this out, but the answers came to her. “I want to take him by ambulance to the ranch. To the red rocks where there’s a vortex. Have you heard of them? They’re places of power in the desert near Sedona. Places where prayers are more effective and the vibrations of the earth . . .” She turned her hand palm up. “Places the Native Americans knew were rich with psychic energy. I think I can bring him back to himself if I take him there.”
Gloria scoffed. “Now I’m sure you have a couple of screws loose.” But her eyes told Isabella that she was listening.
“It’s not just the vortex. It’s me. He responded to me.” She kept her gaze on the woman. “At first he was barely there. I could see right through him like a phantom, and that’s what I thought he was. But the more we talked and touched, the more solid and real he became. I knew I was bringing him back to himself. Then thugs came to kill me.
“He helped me escape from them. When it was over, he disappeared, and Frank Decorah told me he was at Garrison Care. I thought if I came here, Matt would wake up. But he didn’t respond to me here.”
She rushed on, “I’m a nurse. I work at Phoenix General Hospital, if you want to check up on me.”
“And then what?”
“I’ll bring him to the ranch.”
“What are you saying exactly? Take him out of here without permission?”
Isabella swallowed. “I don’t think we’re going to get permission. We’re not his next of kin.”
“Who is?”
“He told me he had a sister. I don’t even know where to find her. And she’d probably think I was crazy.”
“Like I did.”
“Yes.”
Gloria kept her gaze steady. “If I help you get him out of here, we could be murdering him.”
“He won’t die. He’ll be able to live a normal life.”
“I wish I could be as sure of that as you.”
Isabella held her breath. Gloria could refuse. Worse, she could call the police and have Isabella thrown out of here. Or maybe even arrested.
Instead, she gave a little nod. “If you’re crazy, I guess I am, too.”
They stared at each other, unlikely allies.
“Are you on duty tonight?” Isabella asked.
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll do it after midnight, when it’s quiet. You’ll stay on duty and pretend that he’s still in his bed.”
Gloria looked torn. “I don’t want to stay at Garrison. I want to go with you.”
Isabella saw the disappointment on the nurse’s face. “I know. But Matthew and I will come back as soon as we can.”
An eternity passed before the other woman whispered, “All right.”
“I’m not familiar with the L.A. area. What ambulance service should I use?”
Gloria gave her the name of a company.
After that, everything went very quickly. Isabella had some preparations to make, and then she came back to Garrison Care, using the back door that Gloria had left unlocked.
Together they dressed Matthew in sweatpants, a loose shirt that buttoned down the front, socks, and tennis shoes before rolling him onto a gurney, then wheeling him through the darkened hall to the elevator and to the ambulance entrance. The ambulance was at the service bay, and the driver waited while they transferred Matthew to the vehicle.
She could see that he was wondering why they were taking an unconscious patient out of the facility in the middle of the night, but the large tip she’d given him kept him from saying anything.
“Are you sure you can manage?” Gloria asked as she looked at Matthew lying still as death in the back of the vehicle.
“I have to.”
Gloria reached out and laid a hand on Matthew’s arm. “Sweetie, the next time I see you, I expect you to give me a hug.”
“He will,” Isabella answered.
The ride to Sedona was as uneventful as Isabella could have hoped for. She monitored Matthew’s vital signs every twenty minutes and was satisfied that she wasn’t doing him any harm.
Most of the time, she talked to him, telling him what she had done and what she was going to do.
“Gloria helped me get you out of the hospital. I’m taking you to El Cayado. I know there’s a reason your spirit came there, and when we get your body there, too, we can unite the parts of you.”
It was a strange, one-way conversation.
At first she told herself that he wasn’t going to respond until she could wake him up. But as the hours dragged by, she began to worry. He hadn’t known her in the hospital. And then there was the detail that she didn’t want to think about: He’d stopped talking to her before she left the ranch. He’d said he wanted her to go back to her life. She would—with him. If she could convince him it was the right thing to do.
A bolt of fear shot through her. Was she really doing the right thing, or had she completely gotten this whole scenario wrong? Would she kill him instead of cure him?
No. She had to believe in what she was doing.
As they rode on through the night, she tried to quiet her doubts by praying.
And at least, there were no problems on the road. They made good time and arrived at the ranch around eight in the morning.
From there, Isabella had the driver take her as close to the vortex as he could manage.
She had just gotten out of the vehicle when a loud, whooping sound from above made her look up.
A helicopter was flying straight toward the ranch. Had Gloria changed her mind and called the police?
As she pressed her fist against her mouth and watched, the aircraft landed, kicking up red dust.
The minute it was on the ground, a man jumped out, wavering for a moment on his feet before rushing toward her. It was Frank Decorah. His eyes were blazing, and he had a gun in his hand, pointed at her.
“Hands in the air.”
Isabella stopped in her tracks.
“I said, hands in the air.”
She raised her hands. “What are you doing here?” she managed to ask.
“Following a hunch. I thought you might try to do something stupid. Matthew’s missing from Garrison Care. You’ve got him in that ambulance. Am I right?”
She answered with a little nod.
“He’s still alive?”
“Of course he’s still alive.”
“Matthew is a good man. I’m not going to let you kill him. He’s going back to Garrison Care, if it’s not too late. And you’re going to jail for kidnapping. I hope it doesn’t turn out to be murder. I’ve brought a doctor to ride back to L.A. with him.”
Isabella gasped. “You can’t take him back. I’m not going to kill him. I want to heal him.”
His expression hardened. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but you can’t heal him. He’s been unresponsive for five years. I get a report on him every month.”
“He’s unresponsive because his body and his soul are separated.”
“Oh right. You told that story to the nurse who helped you spring him from Garrison. What happened to your theory that his ghost was out here at the ranch with you?”
“That was before you told me he was in a coma. But I talked to him here.” They’d done more than talk, but she was pretty sure telling the head of Decorah Security the details would only lower his opinion of her.
“Come on. We’ve leaving.”
She stiffened her legs. “Maybe you think I didn’t talk to Matthew, but it’s true. He told me that if I needed your help, I should remind you of something called Powder Keg.”
Decorah sucked in a sharp breath. “How do you know about Powder Keg?”
“I don’t. I only know Matthew said to mention it to you if I needed help. What is it?”
His gaze had turned inward. “I wouldn’t have believed that you talked to him,” he murmured. “But Powder Keg is the name of the operation where he was injured. I curse myself every day for letting my agents fall into the militia leader’s trap. Two men were killed. Matthew might as well have been.”
She kept her gaze fixed on Decorah. “And you feel responsible.”
“Yes.”
“You can’t bring the other men back, but you can make a difference for Matthew.”
“Go on.”
At least he was letting her argue her case. She swallowed hard and continued, “Eight years ago, when Matthew was guarding me, the two of us were in love with each other, even though neither of us was free to admit it. I think that drew him back to the ranch. Then I came here to hide out, and he attacked me. I mean, he was using the wind to slam me against the stable.
“When he realized it was me, he stopped, and he said my name. He kept coming back to me over the next day and a half, responding to me. The closer we got, the more real he seemed to me—and to himself. He remembered things like the raid. He thought he had been killed. We both thought that until you told me he’d been wounded.” She gave him a pleading look. “I think I can . . . help him come back all the way.”
“Or you were so off balance that you wished he was there and dreamed the whole thing.”
“Then how do I know about Powder Keg?”
He shook his head. “That’s the part I can’t figure out. The name of the operation was classified.”
“And I know it because he told it to me. To use with you. Please. Let me try to save him.”
He seemed torn, and she waited with her heart pounding, afraid that he was going to herd her toward the helicopter. But she wasn’t going to surrender. He’d have to drag her away. Or shoot her.
Centuries slid by as she waited for his answer. Finally, to her vast relief, he gave her a tight nod.
“Thank you.” She might have thrown her arms around him and hugged him tight, if she’d thought he would accept that from her.
“What do you want me to do?” Decorah asked.
“We have to take him to the vortex.”
“Which is what exactly”
“A place of power out here in the desert. Where psychic energy is multiplied and prayer is more effective.”
He shook his head. “If you say so. Come on. Before I decide I’ve gone insane.”
Tears of relief welled in her eyes, and she fought to hold them back. She pointed toward the outcropping of rocks. “I think over there is the best place for him.”
Decorah and the driver helped her get Matthew onto the wheeled stretcher. Then she and the security man half pulled, half carried the stretcher to the rocks.
“In there.” Isabella pointed to the sheltered place inside a group of rocks.
Decorah did as she asked, then took a step back, moving awkwardly.
“You hurt your leg?” she asked.
“A long time ago. Don’t worry about it,” he snapped.
She wanted to send him away from the ranch, but she was sure he wouldn’t leave.
He looked at Matthew, lying still and pale on the stretcher.
“How long is this going to take?” he asked.
“I’m not sure.”
“You have an hour.”
Was that long enough? She had no way of knowing, but she suspected pleading for more time would be a waste of breath.
When Decorah had stepped out of sight around the rocks, she breathed out a small sigh and turned to Matthew.
“He’s gone, but he didn’t give us much time.”
Panic seized her, but she fought to keep it from overwhelming her.
Instead, she opened herself to the vortex, calling on its power, letting herself feel the vibrations in the air around her.
At the same time, she spoke to the unconscious man she had brought here.
“Matt, we’re at the ranch. Your body was at Garrison Care in Los Angeles, but your soul came here. You have to bring the two parts back together.”
He didn’t answer, but she kept talking to him, touching him.
“You recognized me when I came here to hide out. Come back to me now. We were so close out here. Please, I want that again. For both of us.”
When he didn’t respond she had to hold back a sob. “Don’t you feel the power of this place? Feel it all around you. It’s like a vibration in the air. A healing vibration.”
Again when he didn’t move or speak, she looked back over her shoulder to make sure Decorah couldn’t see them.
Fear and uncertainty clawed at her. If her plan didn’t work, her heart would fracture.
With a little sob, she climbed onto the stretcher, lying on top of the unconscious man, holding him, kissing his face, stroking his arms, trying in every way she could to make him aware of his physical body.
“You came to me here. You recognized me. Matthew, you know me. And you want to come back to your body. Please do it now. For me. And for yourself. Don’t throw your life away. Please don’t do that.”
For long moments, nothing happened. Then she sensed him stirring.
“Isabella?”
“Yes. Matthew, thank God. Matthew.”
He shuddered. He had been like a man who knew nothing, sensed nothing. Now she felt the real Matthew Houseman coming back to his body.
But the words he spoke were not the ones she wanted to hear.
“After all this time, I’m finally free,” he whispered. “I should have left long ago.”
“No! Dios, no.”
As his voice faded, she felt his soul seeping out of him, rising toward the heavens.
“No!” Isabella cried out again. “Dios, what have I done?”
But even as she protested, she felt the essence of Matthew Houseman rising upward, departing to a place where no living person could follow.
With that terrible knowledge, she felt her own spirit start to die. It was the worst agony she had ever felt in her life.
Maybe that was what made her able to stay with him.
Or perhaps it was her resolve. She would not let him leave her. Not now. Not when she had found him again after all these years. Not when she knew how he felt about her.
She was going to bring him back.
Or die trying.
Tears streamed down her face as she clung to him with her arms, her hands, her legs, and her spirit, pressing herself to him.
And as his soul drifted upward, she traveled with him.
She closed her eyes, feeling the two of them hovering somewhere above the earth. Even with her eyes closed, in the distance she could see a bright light. He was going there. To a warm, sweet place where he would be at peace.
She felt the strong, seductive pull. But she had to stop him. He didn’t understand what had happened. His body and soul were united, but it wasn’t his time to depart. Not now.
“Matthew, you have to stay with me.”
“Go back.”
“Not without you.”
“I’m not supposed to be on earth.”
“Of course you are.” She gulped. “You’re confused.”
“Am I?”
“Yes. Your body and your soul came back together so you can be yourself again. Not leave.”
“Is that true?”
“Yes! You have to stay here. For me. For yourself. For us.”
A long, empty silence followed. It might have lasted for seconds or minutes or hours.
She didn’t know precisely where she and Matthew were. She could no longer feel his body or her own, but she knew that she must be suspended somewhere between life and death. With Matthew. And if she couldn’t pull him back to the world, she didn’t want to go back, either.
Physical sensation was beyond her now, but somehow she still clung to him with her spirit, calling on the power of the vortex and on the power of her love for him.
She couldn’t even form words with her lips now. But she called to him in her mind
Matthew. Stay with me Matthew. You have to do that, for both of us. If you die, I will too.
No. It’s not your time.
And not your time, either. Matthew, I love you. And I think you love me. That’s why you have to let us be together. It’s up to you. You’re the only one who can make it happen. Let yourself come back to where you’re supposed to be. But whatever happens, I’m staying with you.
I can’t let you die, he whispered in her head. You have your whole life ahead of you.
We both do.
She sensed the balance shifting. For both of them. Gradually she felt her own body, felt her arms wrapped around Matthew, felt her breasts pressed to his chest as he lay on the stretcher on which they had wheeled him into the desert
Because she had been so sure it was the right thing to do.
“Matthew! You’re here. I know you’re here.”
“Isabella?” he asked, as though he couldn’t believe she was really with him.
“Yes. Oh, yes.”
She felt his arms come up and clasp her. Not tightly, but it made her heart race and moisture sting her eyes.
She lifted her head and stared down at him through a film of tears, seeing confusion and wonder on his face.
“Isabella?”
“Gracias a Dios.”
“I was . . . I should be . . . gone.”
“Of course not.”
He turned his head to the side, staring at the red rocks. “Where am I?”
“At the ranch.”
“In Sedona?”
“Yes. Do you remember? I came here to hide out from El Jefe’s men. You were here first in the wind. Then you came to my bedroom. We met in the grove. You saved me from falling off a stool. And you saved me from one of the hombres.”
He blinked. “That’s like a dream. Was that real?”
“Yes.”
He raised his hand, looking at it. “But I wasn’t . . . myself.”
“You were shot during a raid at a militia compound. Powder Keg it was called. You told me that.”
“Did I?”
“Yes. You were badly wounded. You were in a coma. Your body was in Los Angeles, but your spirit was here. Waiting for me.”
As she clung to him, more tears welled in her eyes, and she struggled to hold them back.
She had won. They had won. She might have given in to sobs of joy, but the sound of a man clearing his throat made her head whip around.
Frank Decorah was standing beside one of the red rocks, staring at them with an astonished expression on his face.
“Matthew?”
“Frank? What are you doing here?”
“Taking a crazy chance.” He stepped forward. “Matthew, you’re awake.”
“Looks like it.”
Embarrassed beyond anything she could imagine, Isabella scrambled off the stretcher, but she kept her hand on Matthew’s arm, unwilling to break the contact with him.
Shifting away from the other man, she asked Matthew, “How do you feel?”
“Shaky. But good,” he answered, taking a deep breath of the desert air and letting it out slowly. “Lord, this place smells clean and fresh.”
“Yes.” She looked toward Frank Decorah. “I hope you’re not going to have me arrested.”
“For what?” Matthew demanded.
“For dragging you out of the extended care facility where you’ve been since Powder Keg. I thought that stunt of hers was going to kill you,” Decorah answered.
“It seems you were wrong.”
Frank’s expression turned regretful. “I’ve built Decorah Security by being innovative. By recruiting agents with out of the ordinary talents and taking on cases others ran away from. Cases with a touch of the weird. But when it came to trusting your life to Isabella’s plan, I was terrified. Then I realized that if I didn’t give her a chance, I might regret it for the rest of my life.”
Isabella didn’t tell him how close a call it had been.
When Matthew pushed himself to a sitting position, she tensed, ready to catch him if he tumbled to the side. But he sat for a moment, testing his balance, then swung his legs over the side.
She looked at the uneven ground. “Not the best place for your first walk in five years.”
“That long?”
“Yes.”
He turned to Decorah. “Give us a minute, would you?”
The other man ducked back behind the rocks, and Matthew faced her.
“When I was guarding you and your father, I couldn’t tell you I loved you. But I can tell you now.”
“Oh, Matthew. Matthew. I love you so much.”
“And you had the faith and the courage to bring me back.”
He lowered his head to hers for a kiss that was full of passion and gratitude.
When they broke apart, she whispered. “Let’s get you back to L.A. Gloria wants to see you.”
“Gloria?”
“One of the nurses who’s been taking care of you. At a facility called Garrison Care.”
“I don’t remember her. Or being there.”
“Pretend you know her, or she’ll be devastated. I think she had a crush on you. I mean, she’s old enough to be your mom, but she was very protective of you. And she helped me sneak you out of there.”
The ambulance driver took the vehicle back to L.A., and they rode in the helicopter, with the doctor who had accompanied Decorah. He checked Matthew out and pronounced him in astonishingly good health. From the heliport, Frank drove them to Garrison Care, where Gloria was indeed waiting.
When she saw Matthew walk in the door, Isabella was afraid the nurse was going to faint. Instead she rushed to her former patient.
“Matthew. Oh Lord, Matthew. I prayed for you to come back like this.”
He reached for her, and they hugged. As he held her, he told her how much he appreciated what she’d done for him.
“And I understand you helped Isabella spring me from this place.”
Gloria nodded.
“That took guts.”
“At first, I wasn’t sure what to do. But then I realized I had to take a chance—for you.”
“I’m so glad you did.”
Next Dr. Berman examined Matthew and looked like he’d witnessed a miracle.
“It’s nothing I did,” the doctor muttered as he stared at the man who had been unresponsive for five years.
“It was Isabella,” Matthew said. “She figured out what she needed to do.”
While he had some further tests, Isabella took the opportunity to call her father and tell him she’d be coming to see him tomorrow. With Matthew Houseman.
“Verdad?” her father asked.
“Si.”
“How is that possible? I thought he was killed in a raid on a militia compound.”
“So did I. What really happened is a long story. But you’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”
“Don’t get off before you tell me—is he all right?”
“Yes.”
“What a blessing.”
Next she reserved a suite for herself and Matthew at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. And finally, she rushed to a nearby department store and bought him a couple of sports shirts, slacks, and underwear.
Hours after they’d left the ranch, they pulled up in the driveway between the two wings of the Beverly Wilshire.
The suite was overlooking the pool and had a comfortable living room, a bedroom and two bathrooms.
As soon as the bellman had left, Matthew reached for her, and she came into his arms.
He held her tightly. “I’ve been aching to get you alone.”
“Oh yes.”
“It’s just sinking in what you did for me.”
“For us.”
“Because you had the guts to try something radical—then keep me from leaving the earth when I thought that’s what I was supposed to do.”
“I had to.”
“You could have died.”
“I wanted to if I couldn’t have you back. But it worked out.”
“Thank the Lord. I think nobody else could have done it. Only you.”
“Because I love you.”
“And because you have courage.”
He took her mouth in a long, hungry kiss.
When they finally came up for air, she ran her hands up and down his arms. “You’re sure you’re all right?”
He grinned. “I will be.”
He led her into the bedroom, then wrapped her close again.
“Things are coming back to me. I remember being with you at the ranch a few days ago. Holding you. Kissing you. But it’s like a dream. It won’t be real until we make it real.”
She might have argued that he needed to take it easy, but she knew he needed something more urgent, to affirm that he’d gotten his life back.
“I’m a little out of practice,” he whispered as he began opening the buttons down the front of her blouse.
She shook her head. “At the ranch, you seemed to know what you were doing.”
She helped him get the blouse off before he reached for the hook at the back of her bra, sending it to the floor with the blouse.
His eyes seemed to shine as he looked at her.
“I pictured you like this, querida. But you’re even more beautiful than I imagined.”
Her hands were shaking as she reached for the buttons of his shirt, opening them as quickly as she could, then pushing the garment off his shoulders.
He shrugged out of it, and she ran her hand across his broad chest, ruffling the crinkly hair she found there.
“I always wanted to touch you like this.”
“Oh yeah.”
He pulled her close, swaying her breasts against his chest, wringing a glad cry from her.
He ran his fingers through her hair as he brought his mouth back to hers, silently asking her to open for him. She did, closing her eyes as he explored the line of her teeth and stroked the sensitive insides of her lips. He eased far enough away to cup her breasts in his hands and slide his fingers over the taut peaks.
She heard herself make a sound of approval deep in her throat, telling him how much she liked what he was doing.
She had imagined this alone at night, but the reality was a hundred times better than anything she had dreamed up.
She was free to be with him now in a way that thrilled her.
When his tongue dipped farther into her mouth, she felt hot, needy sensations curling through her body.
He unbuttoned her slacks and lowered the zipper, pushing the pants down her legs, along with her panties, caressing her hips and bottom, sending heat rushing through her.
Then his fingers slipped into the warm folds of her sex, driving her higher still.
He had touched her like that at the ranch. Brought her to climax. Now she needed more. So much more. But she suspected that he wasn’t going to rush.
“This is our first time together,” he whispered as he nibbled at her ear. “When I was guarding you, I used to lie in bed, wanting you.”
“I wanted you, too. But I knew I’d get us both into trouble. After we left the ranch, I kept thinking I’d find you again—until I heard that you’d been killed. I was devastated.”
“But you made a life for yourself.”
“Yes, but it was always missing something important. You.”
“I’m here now. For always.”
She pulled back the covers and climbed onto the bed. As she stared up at him, he removed his jeans and shoes.
It was like a dream come true. But she knew that it was finally reality. That knowledge made her heart squeeze.
As he came down beside her, she clasped his shoulders, pulling him close, her naked body pressed to his, sending her blood pounding hotly through her veins.
She was dizzy with desire for him.
When he gathered her closer, words of gratitude rose in his throat. “Thank you for loving me. For saving me. For giving me this.”
“It was for you, for me, for us.”
She made a small sobbing sound as he rolled her to her back, playing his hands over her throbbing nipples before taking one hard peak into his mouth, drawing on her as he used his thumb and finger on its mate. At the same time he stroked his hand down her body again, finding the place that longed for him the most, driving her almost beyond endurance.
She returned the pleasure, wrapped her hand around his hard, hot shaft, clasping him tightly, stroking.
He dragged in a ragged breath, raising his head so that his eyes could meet hers.
“Don’t make me wait,” she pleaded.
He covered her body with his, and she guided him to her.
As he sank into her, she cried out with the joy of their joining.
Emotions flooded through her as he looked down at her, his eyes bright with moisture.
He began to move inside her, and she matched his rhythm, her breath coming hard and fast as they both climbed toward orgasm.
She felt him holding back, felt him waiting for her to reach the peak of her pleasure, then slipped one hand between them to press over her clit, giving her the extra touch she needed.
She called out as climax grabbed her and felt him follow her over the edge into a world that belonged only to them.
In the aftermath, they clung together, both overcome with the knowledge of what they had almost lost.
“Oh, Matthew.”
“I love you. It’s wonderful to be able to say that.”
She found his hand and squeezed it. “I need to ask you about something. After you told me about the general being dead and about Decorah, you disappeared.”
He nodded.
“Because you wanted me to leave?”
“I couldn’t let you hang around, hoping for a relationship with a ghost.”
“You thought that’s what you were?”
“That was my best guess. But you knew better.”
“Not then. Not until Frank Decorah told me you were alive, but you were in a coma.”
“Not anymore. Thanks to you.” He rolled toward her, clasping her to himself, and she held him just as tightly.
“I’m going to need some rehab,” he said. “Which will give me time to think about earning a living. It was different when I only had myself to worry about, but now that I’ll have a wife to consider.”
“Wife! Is that a proposal?”
“I should do a better job. Isabella Flores, will you marry me?”
“Oh, Matthew. Of course.”
“As soon as possible.”
“With my father to give me away.”
“He won’t mind your marrying me?”
“He liked you and respected you. You’re the kind of man he wanted for a son-in-law.”
He reached for the covers and pulled them up, then folded her into his arms.
“You told me about wanting to live on a horse ranch.”
“Um hum.”
“We could do that. Maybe somewhere I could get a job at a nearby hospital.”
“Like I said, I don’t want to make any big decisions yet. We can stay in Phoenix for a while. As long as I know I have you, everything else will fall into place.”
Closing her eyes, she snuggled against him. She had dreamed of being with him like this, and now it was real.
“We have to thank Frank Decorah,” she whispered. “He paid for you to be in Garrison Care.”
“He would never abandon one of his agents.”
“Gracias a Dios.” Raising her head she asked, “How did he hurt his leg?”
“He lost it on a military mission.”
“I didn’t know. Dios. And I made him walk out into the desert.”
“He’s used to dealing with the leg.” He dragged in a breath and let it out. “He’s had a lot of sadness in his life. His agents are his family. His wife died, and he knew he couldn’t take care of his daughter so he put her up for adoption.”
They were silent for long moments before she turned her head toward him. “Do you remember I told you about talking to my grandmother’s spirit?”
He turned to her. “You said you wanted your father to give you away. I’d like to have Frank there too. As my best man.”
“Yes. I’d like that. We owe him so much. He could have stopped me from taking you to the vortex, but he was willing to give me a chance to heal you.” She squeezed his hand. “And we should ask Gloria, too.”
“Of course.”
They were silent for long moments before she turned her head toward him. “While we’re talking about the important people in our lives, do you remember I told you about talking to my grandmother’s spirit?”
“Yes.”
“It was probably why I could accept you as a ghost. With my nana, it was after her funeral. She came to my room and said she wanted to say good-bye. And also to warn me that some bad times were ahead, but they would pass, and things would get better. I always wondered when that would happen. Now I know.”
He hugged her to him. “I think we have her blessing.”
“I think so too. And I know that the best times are ahead of us. Not just because she told me but because I have the man I always wanted.”
“And I have the woman,” he whispered before he covered her mouth with his for a long, passionate kiss.
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