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One
It was Monday, the worst day in the world to try to get a prescription filled. Behind the counter, the poor harassed male druggist was trying to field the telephone calls, fill prescriptions, answer questions from patrons and delegate duties to two assistants. It was always like this after the weekend, Cy Parks thought with resignation. Nobody wanted to bother the doctor on his days off, so they all waited until Monday to present their various complaints. Hence the rush on the Jacobsville Pharmacy. Michael, the pharmacist on duty, was smiling pleasantly despite the crush of customers, accustomed to the Monday madness.
That group putting off a visit to the doctor until Monday included himself, Cy mused. His arm was throbbing from an encounter with one of his angry Santa Gertrudis bulls late on Friday afternoon. It was his left arm, too, the one that had been burned in the house fire back in Wyoming. The angry rip needed ten stitches, and Dr. "Copper" Col-train had been irritated that Cy hadn't gone to the emer-
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gency room instead of letting it wait two days and risking gangrene. The sarcasm just washed right off; Coltrain could have saved his breath. Over the years, there had been so many wounds that Cy hardly felt pain anymore. With his shirt off, those wounds had been apparent to Coltrain, who wondered aloud where so many bullet wounds came from. Cy had simply looked at him, with those deep green eyes that could be as cold as Arctic air. Coltrain had given up.
Stitches in place, Coltrain had scribbled a prescription for a strong antibiotic and a painkiller and sent him on his way. Cy had given the prescription to the clerk ten minutes ago. He glanced around him at the prescription counter and thought he probably should have packed lunch and brought it with him.
He shifted from one booted foot to the other with no​ticeable impatience, his glittery green eyes sweeping the customers nearest the counter. They settled on a serene blond-haired woman studying him with evident amuse​ment. He knew her. Most people in Jacobsville, Texas, did. She was Lisa Taylor Monroe. Her husband, Walt Monroe, an undercover narcotics officer with a federal agency, had recently been killed. He'd borrowed on his insurance pol​icy, so there had been just enough money to bury him. At least Lisa had her small ranch, a legacy from her late father.
Cy's keen eyes studied her openly. She was sweet, but she'd never win any beauty contests. Her dark blond hair was always in a bun and she never put on makeup. She wore glasses over her brown eyes, plastic framed ones, and her usual garb was jeans and a T-shirt when she was work​ing around the ranch her father had left her. Walt Monroe had loved the ranch, and during his infrequent visits home, he'd set out improving it. His ambitions had all but bank​rupted it, so that Lisa was left after his death with a small savings account that probably wouldn't even pay the inter​est on the loans Walt had obtained.
Cy knew something about Lisa Monroe because she was
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his closest neighbor, along with Luke Craig, a rancher who was recently married to a public defender named Belinda Jessup. Mrs. Monroe there liked Charolais, he recalled. He wasn't any too fond of foreign cattle, having a purebred herd of Santa Gertrudis cattle, breeding bulls from which made him a profitable living. Almost as prosperous as his former sideline, he mused. A good champion bull could pull upward of a million dollars on the market.
Lisa had no such livestock. Her Charolais cattle were steers, beef stock. She sold off her steer crop every fall, but it wouldn't do her much good now. She was too deeply in debt. Like most other people, he felt sorry for her. It was common gossip that she was pregnant, because in a small town like Jacobsville, everybody knew everything. She didn't look pregnant, but he'd overheard someone say that they could tell in days now, rather than the weeks such tests had once required. She must be just barely pregnant, he mused, because those tight jeans outlined a flat stomach and a figure that most women would covet.
But her situation was precarious. Pregnant, widowed and deeply in debt, she was likely to find herself homeless be​fore much longer, when the bank was forced to foreclose on the property. Damned shame, he thought, when it had such potential for development
She was clutching a boxed heating pad to her chest, wait​ing her turn in line at the second cash register at the phar​macy counter.
When Lisa was finally at the head of the line, she put down her heating pad on the counter and opened her purse.
"Another one, Lisa?" the young female clerk asked her with an odd smile.
She gave the other woman an irritated glance as she dug in her purse for her checkbook. "Don't you start, Bonnie," she muttered.
"How can I help it?" the clerk chuckled. "That's the
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third one this month. In fact, that's the last one we have in stock."
"I know that. You'd better order some more."
"You really need to do something about that dog," Bon​nie suggested firmly.
"Hear, hear!" the other clerk, Joanne, seconded, peering at Lisa over her glasses.
"The puppy takes after his father," Lisa said defen​sively. He did, she mused. His father belonged to Tom Walker, and the mostly German shepherd dog, Moose, was a local legend. This pup was from the first litter he'd sired—without Tom's knowledge or permission. "But he's going to be a lot of protection, so I guess it's a trade-off. How much is this?"
Bonnie told her, waited while she wrote the check, ac​cepted it and processed it. "Here you go," she told the customer. She glanced down at the other woman's flat stomach. "When are you due?"
"Eight months and two weeks," Lisa said quietly, winc​ing as she recalled that her husband, away from home and working undercover, had been killed the very night after she'd conceived, if Dr. Lou Coltrain had her numbers right. And when had Lou ever missed a due date? She was un​canny at predicting births.
"You've got that Mason man helping you with the ranch." Bonnie interrupted her thoughts. "You shouldn't need a dog with him there. Can't he protect you?"
"He only comes on the weekends," Lisa replied.
Bonnie frowned. "Luke Craig sent him out there, didn't he? But he said the man was supposed to spend every night in the bunkhouse!"
"He visits his girlfriend most nights," Lisa said irritably. "And better her than me! He doesn't bathe!"
Bonnie burst out laughing. "Well, there's one bright side to it. If he isn't staying nights, you only have to pay him for the weekends...Lisa," she added when she saw the

guilty expression on the other woman's face, "you aren't still paying him for the whole week?"
Lisa flushed. "Don't," she said huskily.
"Sorry." Bonnie handed her a receipt. "It's just I hate the way you let people take advantage of you, that's all. There are so many rotten people in the world, and you're a walking, talking benevolence society."
"Rotten people aren't born, they're made," Lisa told her. "He isn't a bad man, he just didn't have a proper upbringing."
"Oh, good God!" Cy said harshly, glaring at her, having kept his mouth shut as long as possible without imploding. The woman's compassion hit him on a raw spot and made him furious.
Lisa's eyes were brown, big and wide and soft through the plastic frames of her glasses. "Excuse me?"
"Are you for real?" he asked curtly. "Listen, people dig their own graves and they climb into them. Nothing excuses cruelty."
"You tell her!" Bonnie said, agreeing.
Lisa recognized her taciturn neighbor from a previous encounter, long ago. He'd come right up to her when she'd been pitching hay over the fence to her cattle one day and told her outright that she should leave heavy work to her husband. Walt hadn't liked that comment, not at all. It had only been a few days after he'd let her do the same thing while he flirted with a pretty blond parcel delivery em​ployee. Worse, Walt thought that Lisa had encouraged Cy's interference somehow and they'd had a fight—not the first in their very brief marriage. She didn't like the tall man and her expression told him so. "I wasn't talking to you," she pointed out. "You don't know anything about my busi​ness."
His eyebrows rose half an inch. "I know that you over​pay the hired help." He looked pointedly at her flat belly
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"And that you're the last person who should be looked upon as a walking benevolence society."
"Hear, hear!" Joanne said again from behind Bonnie.
Lisa glared at her. "You can be quiet," she said.
"Let your erstwhile employee go," he told her. "I'll send one of my men over to spend nights in the bunkhouse. Bonnie's right about one thing, you don't need to be by yourself after dark in such a remote place."
"I don't need your help," she said, glowering at him.
"Yes, you do. Your husband wouldn't have liked having you try to run that ranch alone," he added quietly, even though he didn't mean it, and he hoped that his distaste for the late Walt Monroe didn't show. He still recalled watch​ing Lisa heft a huge bale of hay while her husband stood not ten paces away flirting with a pretty blond woman. It was a miracle she hadn't miscarried, the way she hefted heavy things around. He wondered if she even knew the chance she was taking...
She was looking at him with different eyes now. The concern touched her despite her hostility. She sighed. "I guess you're right," she said softly. "He wouldn't have."
He hated the way that softness made him feel. He'd lost so much. Everything. He wouldn't admit, even to himself, how it felt to have those dark eyes look at him with ten​derness. He swallowed down the ache in his throat.
She let her gaze fall to his arm, the one that had just been stitched, and her soft gasp was audible. "You've been hurt!"
"Two prescriptions, Mr. Parks," Bonnie said with a grin, holding up a prescription sack. She bent to pick up the package, a strand of her short blond hair falling around her pretty bespectacled face. “And Dr. Coltrain said that if you don't take this pain medication, he'll have me flogged," she added impishly.
"We can't have that, I guess," Cy murmured dryly.

"Glad you agree." She accepted his credit card as Lisa turned to go.
"You drive into town?" Cy asked the widow.
"Uh, well, no, the car's got a broken water pump," she confessed. "I rode in with old Mr. Murdock."
"He'll be at the lodge meeting until midnight," he pointed out.
"Just until nine. I thought I'd go to the library and wait."
"You need your rest," Cy said curtly. "No sense in waiting until bedtime for a ride. I'll drive you home. It's on my way."
"Go with him," Bonnie said firmly as she waited for Cy to put his credit card back into his wallet and sign the ticket. "Don't argue," she added when Lisa opened her mouth. "I'll phone the lodge and tell Mr. Murdock you got a ride."
"Were you ever in the army?" Cy asked the young woman with a rare twinkle in his green eyes.
She grinned. "Nope. But it's their loss."
"Amen," he said.
"Mr. Parks..." Lisa began, trying to escape.
Cy took her arm, nodded to Bonnie and herded Lisa out of the pharmacy onto the street where his big red Ford Expedition was parked. On the way they ran into the second pharmacist, a dark-eyed woman with equally dark hair.
"Hi, Nancy!" Lisa said with a grin.
Nancy gave a gamine smile. "Don't tell me, the line's two miles long already."
"Three. Want to go home with me?" Lisa asked.
Nancy sighed. "Don't I wish. See you!"
Nancy went on toward the pharmacy and Lisa turned back to let Cy open the door of the Expedition for her. "Imagine you with a red vehicle," she said dryly. "I would have expected black."
"It was the only one they had in stock and I was in a hurry. Here." He helped her up into the huge vehicle.
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"Gosh," she murmured as he got in beside her, "you could kill an elephant with this thing."
"It's out of season for elephants." He scowled as she fumbled with the seat belt. "That's hard to buckle on the passenger side. Here, like this..." He leaned close to her and fastened it with finesse despite his damaged left hand and arm. It required a closeness he hadn't had with a woman since his wife and son died in the fire. He noticed that Lisa's eyes were a very soft dark brown and that her complexion was delicious. She had a firm, rounded little chin and a pretty mouth. Her ears were tiny. He wondered what that mass of dark gold hair looked like at night when she took the hairpins out, and his own curiosity made him angry. With compressed lips, he fastened the seat belt and moved away to buckle his own in place.
Lisa was relieved when he leaned back. He made her nervous when he was that close. Odd, that reaction, she thought, when she'd been married for two months. She should be used to men. Of course, her late husband hadn't been that interested in her body. He didn't seem to enjoy sleeping with her, and he was always in such a rush that she really didn't feel any of the things women were sup​posed to feel. She recalled that he'd married her on the rebound from the woman he really wanted, and the only thing about Lisa that really appealed to him had been her father's ranch. He'd had great ideas about starting an em​pire, but it was only a pipe dream. A dead dream, now. She stared out at the small town as they drove through it on the way out to their respective ranches.
"Do you have anyone managing the ranch for you?" he asked when they were on the lonely highway heading out of town.
"Can't afford anyone," she said wistfully. "Walt had big plans for the place, but there was never enough money to fulfill them. He borrowed on his salary and his life in​surance policy to buy the steers, but he didn't look far

enough ahead to see the drought coming. I guess he didn't realize that buying winter feed for those steers would put us in the hole." She shook her head. "I did so want his plans to work out," she said wistfully. "If they had, he was going to give up undercover work and come home to be a rancher." Her eyes were sad. "He was only thirty years old."
"Manuel Lopez is a vindictive drug lord," he murmured. "He doesn't stop at his victims, either. He likes to target whole families. Well, except for small children. If he has a virtue, that's the only one." He glanced at her. "All the more reason for you to be looked after at night. The dog is a good idea. Even a puppy will bark when someone comes up to the door."
"How do you know about Lopez?" she asked.
He laughed. It was the coldest sound Lisa had ever heard. "How do I know? He had his thugs set fire to my house in Wyoming. My wife and my five-year-old son died be​cause of him." His eyes stared straight ahead. "And if it's the last thing I ever do, I'll see him pay for it."
"I had...no idea," she faltered. She winced at the look on his face. "I'm very sorry, Mr. Parks. I knew about the fire, but..." She averted her eyes to the dark landscape outside. "They told me that Walt only said two words be​fore he died. He said, 'Get Lopez.' They will, you know," she added harshly. "They'll get him, no matter what it takes."
He glanced at her and smiled in spite of himself. "You're not quite the retiring miss that you seem to be, are you, Mrs. Monroe?"
"I'm pregnant," she told him flatly. "It makes me ill-tempered."
He slowed to make a turn. "Did you want a child so soon after your marriage?" he asked, knowing as everyone locally did that she'd only married two months ago.
"I love children," she said, smiling self-consciously. “I
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guess it's not the 'in' thing right now, but I've never had dreams of corporate leadership. I like the pace of life here in Jacobsville. Everybody knows everybody. There's pre​cious little crime usually. I can trace my family back three generations here. My parents and my grandparents are bur​ied in the town cemetery. I loved being a housewife, taking care of Walt and cooking and all the domestic things women aren't supposed to enjoy anymore." She glanced at him with a wicked little smile. "I was even a virgin when I married. When I rebel, I go the whole way!"
He chuckled. It was the first time in years that he'd felt like laughing. "You renegade."
"It runs in my family," she laughed. "Where are you from?"
He shifted uncomfortably. "Texas."
"But you lived in Wyoming," she pointed out.
"Because I thought it was the one place Lopez wouldn't bother me. What a fool I was," he added quietly. "If I'd come here in the first place, it might never have happened."
"Our police are good, but..."
He glanced at her. "Don't you know what I am? What I was?" he amended. "Eb Scott's whole career was in the Houston papers just after he sent two of Lopez's best men to prison for attempted murder. They mentioned that sev​eral of his old comrades live in Jacobsville now."
"I read the papers," she confessed. "But they didn't mention names, you know."
"Didn't they?" He maneuvered a turn at a stop sign. "Eb must have called in a marker, then."
She turned slightly toward him. "What were you?"
He didn't even glance at her. "If the papers didn't men​tion it, I won't."
"Were you one of those old comrades?" she persisted.
He hesitated, but only for a moment. She wasn't a gossip. There was no good reason for not telling her. "Yes," he
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said bluntly. "I was a mercenary. A professional soldier for hire to the highest bidder," he added bitterly.
"But with principles, right?" she persisted. "I mean, you didn't hire out to Lopez and help him run drugs."
"Certainly not!"
"I didn't think so." She leaned back against her seat, weary. "It must take a lot of courage to do that sort of work. I suppose it takes a certain kind of man, as well. But why did you do it when you had a wife and child?"
He hated that damned question. He hated the answer, too.
"Well?"
She wasn't going to quit until he told her. His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “

Because I refused to give it up, and she got pregnant deliberately to get even with me." He didn't stop to think about the odd way he'd worded that, but Lisa noticed and wondered at it. "I cur​tailed my work, but I helped get the goods on Lopez before I hung it up entirely and started ranching full-time. I'd just come back from overseas when the fire was set. It was obvious afterward that I'd been careless and let one of Lo​pez's men track me back to Wyoming. I've had to live with it ever since."
She studied his lean, stark profile with quiet, curious eyes. "Was it the adrenaline rush you couldn't live without, or was it the confinement of marriage that you couldn't live with?"
His green eyes glittered dangerously. "You ask too damned many questions!"
She shrugged. "You started it. I had no idea that you were anything more than a rancher. Your foreman, Harley Fowler, likes to tell people that he's one of those dashing professional soldiers, you know. But he isn't."
The statement surprised him. "How do you know he isn't?" he asked.
"Because I asked him if he'd ever done the Fan Dance and he didn't know what I was talking about."
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He stopped the truck in the middle of the road and just stared at her. "Who told you about that? Your husband?"
"He knew about the British Special Air Services, but mostly just what I told him—including that bit about the Fan Dance, one of their rigorous training tests." She smiled self-consciously. "I guess it sounds strange, but I love read​ing books about them. They're really something, like the French Foreign Legion, you know. A group of men so highly trained, so specialized, that they're the scourge of terrorists the world over. They go everywhere, covertly, to rescue hostages and gather intelligence about terrorist groups." She sighed and closed her eyes, oblivious to the expression of the man watching her. “I’d be scared to death to do anything like that, but I admire people who can. It's a way of testing yourself, isn't it, so that you know how you react under the most deadly pressure. Most of us never face physical violence. Those men have." Her eyes opened. "Men like you."
He felt his cheeks go hot. She was intriguing. He began to understand why Walt had married her. "How old are you?" he asked bluntly.
"Old enough to get pregnant," she told him pertly. "And that's all you're getting out of me."
His green eyes narrowed. She was very young, there was no doubt about that. He didn't like the idea of her being in danger. He didn't like the idea of the man Luke Craig had sent over to look out for her, either. He was going to see about that.
"How old are you, if we're getting personal?" she asked.
"Older than you are," he returned mockingly.
She grimaced. "Well, you've got scars and lines in your face, and a little gray at your temples, but I doubt you're over thirty-five."
His eyebrows arched almost to his hairline.
"I'd like you to be my baby's godfather when he's
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born," she continued bluntly. "I think Walt would have liked that, too. He spoke very highly of you, although he didn't say much about your background. I was curious about that. Now I understand why he was so secretive."
"I've never been a godfather," he said curtly.
"That's okay. I've never been a mother." She frowned. "Come to think of it, the baby hasn't been a baby before, either." She looked down at her flat belly and smiled ten​derly, tracing it. "We can all start even."
"Did you love your husband?"
She looked up at him. "Did you love your wife?" she countered instantly.
He didn't like looking at her belly, remembering. He started down the road again, at a greater speed. "She said she loved me, when we married," he said evasively.
Poor woman, Lisa thought. And poor little boy, to die so young, and in such a horrible way. She wondered if the taciturn Mr. Parks had nightmares, and guessed that he did. His poor arm was proof that he'd tried to save his family. It must be terrible, to go on living, to be the only survivor of such a tragedy.
They pulled up in front of her dilapidated ranch house. The steps were flimsy and one of the boards was rotten. The house needed painting. The screens on the windows were torn, and the one on the screen door was half torn away. In the corral, he could hear a horse whinny. He hoped her fences were in better shape than the house.
He helped her down out of the truck and set her gently on her feet. She was rail-thin.
"Are you eating properly?" he asked abruptly as he studied her in the faint light from the porch, scowling.
"I said you could be the baby's godfather, not mine," she pointed out with an impish smile. "Thank you very much for the ride. Now go home, Mr. Parks."
"Don't I get to see this famous puppy?"
She grimaced as she walked gingerly up the steps, past
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the rotten one, and put her key in the lock. "He stays on the screen porch out back, and even with papers down, I expect he's made a frightful mess... That's odd," she said when the door swung open without the key being turned in the lock. "I'm sure I locked this door before I... Where are you going?"
"Stay right there," he said shortly. He opened the truck, took out the .45 automatic he always carried and cocked it on his way back onto the porch.
Her face went pale. Reading about commandos was very different from the real thing when she saw the cold metal of the pistol in his hands and realized that he was probably quite proficient in its use. The thought chilled her. Like the sight of the gun.
He put her gently to one side. "I'm not going to shoot anybody unless I get shot at," he said reassuringly. "Stay there."
He left her on the porch and went carefully, quietly, through the house with the pistol raised at his ear, one finger on the trigger and his other hand, in spite of its in​jury, supporting the butt efficiently. He swept the house, room by room, closet by closet, until he got to the bedroom and heard a sound inside. It was only a sound, a faint whis​per. There was a hint of light coming from under the door, which was just slightly ajar.
He kicked the door open, the pistol leveled the second he had a clear view of the bed.
The man's face was a study in shock when he saw the expression on Cy Parks's dark face and the glitter in his eyes. Bill Mason, Luke Craig's erstwhile cowboy-on-loan, was lying on the bed in his shorts with a beer bottle in one hand. When Cy burst in the door, he sat up starkly, his bloodshot eyes blinking as he swayed. He was just drunk enough not to realize how much trouble he was in.
"You're not Mrs. Monroe," he drawled loudly.
"And you're not Mr. Monroe. If you want to see day-

light again, get the hell out of that bed and put your clothes on!"
"Okay. I mean yes, sir, Mr. Parks!"
The man tripped and fell, the beer bottle shattering on the floor as he sprawled nearby. "I broked it," he moaned as he dragged himself up holding onto the bedpost, "and it was my...my last one!"
"God help us! Hurry up!"
"Okay. Just let me find...my pants..." He hiccuped, tripped again and fell, moaning. "They must be here some​where!"
Muttering darkly, Cy uncocked the pistol, put the safety on, and stuck it into the belt at his back. He went to find Lisa, who was standing impatiently on the porch.
"I saved you a shock," he told her.
"How big a shock?"
"The great unwashed would-be lover who was waiting for you, in your bed," he said, trying not to grin. It wasn't really funny.
"Oh, for heaven's sake, not again," she groaned.
"Again?"
She was made very uncomfortable by the look on his face. "Don't even think it!" she threatened angrily. "I'm not that desperate for a man, thank you very much. He gets drunk one night a week and sleeps it off in Walt's bed," she muttered, oblivious to both her phrasing and his sur​prised look. "I lock him in, so he can't cause me any trou​ble, and I let him out the next morning. He's got a drinking problem, but he won't get help."
"Does Luke Craig know that?"
"If he did, he'd fire him, and the poor man has no place to go," she began.
"He'll have a place to go tomorrow," he promised her with barely contained fury. "Why didn't you say some​thing?”
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"I didn't know you," she pointed out. "And Luke meant it as a kind gesture."
"Luke would eat him with barbecue sauce if he knew what he was doing over here!"
There was a muffled thud and then the tipsy man weaved toward the front door. "So sorry, Mrs. Monroe," Mason drawled, sweeping off his hat and almost going down with it as he bowed. "Very sorry. I'll be off, now." He hesitated at the top step with one foot in the air. "Where's my horse?" he asked blankly. "I left him out here some​where."
"I'll send him to you. Go back to Craig's ranch."
"It's two miles!" the cowboy wailed. "I'll never make it!"
"Yes, you will. Get in the truck. And if you throw up in it, I'll shoot you!" Cy promised.
The cowboy didn't even question the threat. He tried to salute and almost fell down again. "Yes, sir, I'll get...get right in the truck, yes, sir, right now!"
He weaved to the passenger side, opened the door and pulled himself in, slamming the door behind him.
"I'd sleep on the sofa," Cy advised Lisa. "Until you can wash the sheets, at least."
"His girlfriend must be nuts. No woman in her right mind would sleep with him," she murmured darkly.
"I can see why. I'll send a man over to the bunkhouse. And he won't get drunk and wait for you in bed," he added.
She chuckled. "That would be appreciated." She hesi​tated. "Thanks for the ride home, Mr. Parks."
He hesitated, his narrow green eyes appraising her. She'd taken her husband's death pretty hard, and she had dark circles under those eyes. He hated leaving her alone. He had protective feelings for her that really disturbed him.
"I'll want to meet that pup when I come back again."
She managed a smile. "Okay."

"Go in and lock the door," he instructed.
She clutched her heating pad and her purse to her chest and glared at him, but he stared her down. Oh, well, she thought as she went inside, some men just didn't know the meaning of diplomacy. She'd have to make allowances for that little character flaw.
He waited until she got inside and locked the door before he climbed into his truck. He wondered why she'd said Walt's bed and not their bed. The question diverted him as he drove the intoxicated but quiet cowboy over to Luke Craig's house and showed him to Luke. The blond rancher cursed roundly, having closed the door so that his new wife, Belinda, wouldn't overhear.
"I'm very drunk," the cowboy said with a lopsided grin, swaying on the porch.
"He was stripped to his shorts, waiting for Lisa in her bed," Cy said, and he didn't grin. "I don't want this man sent over there again."
"He won't be. Good God, he's hidden it well, hasn't he?"
"I'm very drunk," the cowboy repeated, and the grin widened.
"Shut up," Cy told him. He turned back to Luke. "I'm sending one of my own men over to sleep in the bunkhouse. Can you handle him?"
"I'm veerrryy drunk," the cowboy interjected.
"Shut up!" chorused the two men.
Belinda Jessup Craig opened the front door and peered out at the tableau. "He's very drunk," she pointed out, and wondered why they looked so belligerent. "You'd better bring him inside, Luke. We can sober him up in the kitchen. You can't leave him stumbling around like that. I'll phone the Master's Inn and see if they've got room for him." She glanced at Cy's puzzled expression. "It's a halfway house for alcoholics. They offer treatment and continued sup​port."
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"She wants to save the world," Luke muttered, but he grinned at her.
"And he wants to control it," she shot back with a wink. "Care to come in for coffee, Mr. Parks?"
"No, thanks," he replied. "I have to get home."
"I'm sorry about the trouble," Luke said.
"Your heart was in the right place. She's special," he added in spite of himself.
Luke smiled slowly. "Yes. She is."
Cy cleared his throat. "Good night."
"Good night," Luke answered.
"Good night!" the cowboy echoed before Luke pro​pelled him firmly into the house.
Two

Cy took his medicine and had the first good night's sleep he'd enjoyed in days. He'd sent a capable, older cowboy over to Lisa's ranch the night before to sleep in the bunk-house and keep an eye on things. He'd also arranged cov​ertly for sensitive listening equipment to be placed around her house, and for a man to monitor it full-time. He might be overly cautious, but he wasn't taking chances with a pregnant woman. He knew Manuel Lopez's thirst for re​venge far too well. The drug lord had a nasty habit of targeting the families of people who opposed him. And Lopez might not know Lisa was pregnant. Cy wasn't will​ing to risk leaving Lisa out there alone.
The next day he drove over to Lisa's house and found her struggling with a cow in the barn, trying to pull a calf by hand. He couldn't believe she was actually doing that!
He'd barely turned off the engine before he was out of the big sports utility vehicle and towering over her in the
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barn. She looked up with a grimace on her face when she realized what a temper he was in.
"Don't you say a word, Cy Parks," she told him at once, wiping the sweat from her forehead. "There's nobody but me to do this, and the cow can't wait until one of my part-timers comes in from the lower pasture. They're dipping cattle..."
"So you're trying to do a job that you aren't half big enough to manage. Are you out of your mind?'' he burst out. "You're pregnant, for God's sake!"
She was panting, sprawled between the cow's legs. She glared up at him and blew a stray strand of hair out of her eyes. "Listen, I can't afford to lose the cow or the calf..."
"Get up!" he said harshly.
She glared at him.
For all his raging temper, he reached down and lifted her tenderly to her feet, putting her firmly to one side. He got down on one knee beside the cow and looked at the situ​ation grimly. "Have you got a calf-pull?"
She ground her teeth together. "No. It broke and I didn't know how to fix it."
He said a few words under his breath and went out to his truck, using the radio to call for help. Fortunately one of his men was barely two minutes away. Harley, his fore​man, came roaring up beside Cy's truck, braked and jumped out with a length of rope.
"Good man, Harley," Cy said as he looped the rope around the calf s feet. "If we can't get him out ourselves, we can use the wench on my truck. Ready? Pull!"
They were bathed in sweat and cursing when they man​aged to get the calf halfway out.
"He's still alive," Cy said, grinning. "Okay, let's go again. Pull!"
Three more firm tugs and the calf slipped out. Cy cleared his nose and mouth and the little black-baldy bawled. The

cow turned, gently licking away the slick birth membranes covering her calf.
"That was a near miss," Harley observed, grinning.
"Very near." Cy glowered at Lisa. "In more ways than one."
"Excuse me?" Harley asked.
"It was my cow," Lisa pointed out. "I thought I could do it by myself."
"Pregnant, and you think you're Samson," he said with biting sarcasm.
She put her hands on her hips and glared up at him. “Go away!"
"Gladly. When I've washed my hands."
"There's a pump over here," Harley reminded him, in​dicating it.
"You go ahead, son," Cy muttered, glancing at his stitched arm. "I've got a raw wound. I'll have to have antibacterial soap."
Harley didn't say anything, but his face was expressive. He thought his poor old crippled boss was a real basket case, barely fit to do most ranch work.
"Antibacterial soap, indeed. The germs would probably die of natural causes if they got in you!" Lisa muttered.
"At least my germs are intelligent! I wouldn't try pulling calves if I was pregnant!"
Lisa almost doubled over at the thought of a pregnant Cy Parks, which only served to make him angrier.
"I'll get back to your place and start the men culling cattle for the next sale, boss man. I can wash up there!" Harley called, and didn't wait for an answer. The amused expression on his face was eloquent—he wanted to get out of the line of fire!
"Craven coward," she muttered, staring after the cloud of dust he and the truck vanished in. "Are all your men like that?"
He followed her into the kitchen. "He's not afraid of
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me," he said irritably. "He thinks I'm pitiable. In fact, he has delusions that he's soldier of fortune material since he spent two weeks having intense combat training with a weekend merk training school," he added with pure sar​casm. "Have you got a hand towel?"
She pulled one from a drawer while he lathered his arms, wincing a little as the water and soap stung the stitches.
"You don't want to get that infected," she said, studying the wound as she stood beside him with the towel.
"Thanks for the first-aid tip," he said with failing pa​tience. "That's why I asked for antibacterial soap!" He took the towel she offered, but his eyes were on her flat belly even as he dried away the wetness. "You take chances," he said shortly. "Dangerous chances. A lot of women miscarry in the first trimester, even without doing stupid things like heavy lifting and trying to pull calves. You need to think before you act."
She studied his quiet, haunted face. Discussing preg​nancy didn't seem to make him feel inhibited at all. "You must have been good to your wife while she was preg​nant," she said gently.
"I wanted the baby," he replied. His face hardened. "She didn't. She didn't want a child until she was in her thirties, if then. But I wouldn't hear of her terminating the pregnancy," he added, and there was an odd, pained look in his eyes for an instant. "So she had the child, only to lose him in a much more horrible way. But despite every​thing, I wanted him from the time I knew he was on the way."
She felt his pain as if it were tangible. "I won't have anyone to share this with," she said, her voice husky with remembered loss and pain. "I was over the moon when they did the blood test and said I was pregnant. Walt wouldn't even talk about having children. He died the night after I conceived, but even if he'd lived long enough to

know about the baby, he would have said it was too soon." She shrugged. "I guess it was."
She'd never told that to another soul. It embarrassed her that it had slipped out, but Cy seemed unshockable.
"Some men don't adjust well to children," he said sim​ply. It went without saying that he wasn't one of them. He didn't know what else to say. He felt sorry for her. She obviously took pleasure in her pregnancy, and it was equally obvious that she loved children. He sat down at the table with her. Maybe she needed to get it out of her sys​tem. Evidently she could tell him things that she couldn't tell anyone else.
"Go on," he coaxed. "Get everything off your chest. I'm a clam. I don't tell anything I know, and I'm not judg​mental."
"I think I sensed that." She sighed. "Want some coffee? I have to drink decaf, but I could make some."
"I hate decaf, but I'll drink it."
She smiled. She got up and filled the pot and the filter and started the coffeemaker while she got down white mugs. She glanced at him with pursed lips. "Black," she guessed.
He gave her an annoyed look. "Don't get conceited be​cause you know how I take my coffee."
"I won't."
She poured the coffee into the cups and sat back down, watching as he cupped his left hand around it. "Does it still hurt?" she asked, referring to the burns on his hand.
"Not as much as it used to," he said flatly.
"You don't have anyone to talk to, either, do you?"
He shook his head. "I'm not much for bars, and the only friend I have is Eb. Now that he's married, we don't spend a lot of time together."
"It's worse when you hold things inside," she murmured absently, staring into her coffee. “Everybody thinks I had a fairy-tale marriage with a sexy man who loved danger
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and could have had any woman he wanted." She smiled wryly. "At first I thought so, too. He seemed like a dream come true. Boy, did my illusions leave skid marks taking off!"
"So did mine," he said flatly.
She leaned forward, feeling daring. "Yes, but I'll bet you weren't a virgin who thought people did it in the dark fully clothed!"
He burst out laughing. He hadn't felt like laughing since...he couldn't remember. Her eyes bubbled with joy; her laugh was infectious. She made him hungry, thirsty, desperate for the delight she engendered.
She grinned. "There. You look much less intimidating when you smile. And before you regret telling me secrets, I'd better mention that I've never told anybody what my best friend did on our senior trip to Florida. And I won't tell you now."
"Was it scandalous?"
"It was for Jacobsville." She chuckled.
"Didn't you do anything scandalous?"
"Not me," she popped back. "I'm the soul of propriety. My dad used to say that I was the suffering conscience of the world." Her eyes darkened. "He died of a stroke while he was using the tiller out in the garden. When he didn't come in for lunch, I knew something was wrong. I went out to find him." She moved her coffee cup on the table. "He was sitting against a tree with his thermos jug of cof​fee still in his hands, his eyes wide-open, stone dead." She shivered. "Mom had died when I was in sixth grade, of cancer. Dad loved her so much. He loved me, too." She lifted her sad eyes. "I suppose I'd rather have had him for a short time than not to have had him at all. Walter felt sorry for me and asked me to marry him, because I was so alone. He'd just lost the woman he loved and I think he wanted to marry me just to spite her. The ranch was a bonus. I was really infatuated with him at first, and he liked

me and loved this ranch. I figured we had as good a chance of making a marriage work as people who were passion​ately in love." She sighed again. "Isn't hindsight wonder​ful?"
He leaned back in his chair and looked at her for a long time. "You're a tonic," he said abruptly. "You're astrin​gent and sometimes you sting, but I like being around you."
"Thanks. I think," she added.
"Oh, it's a compliment," he murmured. "I wouldn't of​fer you anything except the truth."
"That really is a compliment."
"Glad you noticed."
"What happened to the drunk cowboy?" she asked.
"Luke's wife is getting him into a halfway house," he mused. "A real crusader, that lady. She is a bleeding heart."
"She likes lost causes," she countered. "I've heard a lot about her, and I like what I've heard. If I can get this ranch back on its feet, I'd like to help her."
"Another latent crusader," he teased.
"A lot of people need saving, and there aren't a lot of reformers around," she pointed out.
"True enough."
"Thanks for sending that other man over to keep a look​out. He's very nice. Did you know that he likes to do nee​dlepoint?" she asked matter-of-factly.
He nodded. "Nels does some exhibition-quality hand​work. Nobody teases him about it, either. At least, not since he knocked Sid Turpen into the water trough."
She chuckled. "He looked like that sort of man. I knit," she said. "Not very well, but it gives me something to do when I'm by myself."
"You're always by yourself," he said quietly. "Why don't you come home with me one or two evenings a week
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and we can watch television after I've finished with the books. I could come and fetch you."
Her heart jumped. She didn't need telling that he'd never made that invitation to anyone else. He was like a wounded wolf in his lair most of the time. "Wouldn't I be in the way?" she asked.
He shook his head. "I'm alone, too. You and the baby would be good company; before and after he's born. You don't have a husband anymore. I don't have a family," he said bluntly. "I'd like to help you through the next few months. No strings," he added firmly. "And absolutely no ulterior motives. Just friendship."
She was touched. He made her feel welcome, warm and safe. She knew that a lot of people were intimidated by him, and that he was very standoffish. It was a huge com​pliment he was paying her. "Thanks," she said genuinely. "I'll take you up on that."
He sipped his coffee and put the cup down. "It might be good for both of us to spend less time alone with the past."
"Is that what you do, too, thinking about how it might have been, if..." She let the word trail away.
"If," he agreed, nodding. "If I'd smelled the smoke sooner, if I'd gone to bed earlier, if I'd realized that Lopez might send someone after me even from prison...and so forth."
"I kept thinking, what if I hadn't got pregnant so soon after I married," she confessed. "But I'm not sorry I did, really," she added with a tiny smile. "I like it."
He searched her dark eyes for longer than he wanted to and dragged his attention away. All at once, he glanced at his watch and grimaced. "Good Lord, I almost forgot! I've got a meeting at the bank this morning that I can't miss— refinancing a loan so that I can replace my combine." He got to his feet. "No other problems except for drunk cow​boys in your bed?" he asked whimsically.

She glared at him. "Don't look at me, I didn't put him there!"
His eyes roamed over her and he smiled slowly. "His loss."
"You get out of here, you fresh varmint," she said, ris​ing. "And there's no use trying to seduce me, either. I'm immune."
"Really?" he asked with raised eyebrows and a twinkle in his green eyes. "Shall we test that theory?" He took a step in her direction.
She flushed and backed up a step. "You stop that," she muttered.
He chuckled as he reached for his hat. "Don't retreat. I'll keep to my side of the line in the sand. Keep that door locked," he added then, and not with a smile. "I'm having you watched, just in case Lopez does try something. But if you need me, I'll be as close as the telephone."
"I know that. Thank you."
"Your car has a busted water pump," he added, sur​prising her that he remembered. "I'll have one of my men come get it and overhaul it for you."
She was all but gasping. "But, you don't have to...!"
"I know I don't have to," he said, eyes flashing. "You can't be stuck out here without transportation, especially now."
She didn't want to accept what she knew was charity, but the temptation to have her little red car fixed and run​ning again was too much. She couldn't afford an extra spark plug. "Thank you," she said a little stiffly. It hurt her pride to know that he was aware of her financial situ​ation.
He searched her face quietly. "No need for thanks. I'll take care of you. And the baby."
She stared at him while confusing sensations washed over her like a gentle electric current. She'd never felt such a surge of emotion, with anyone.
34

THE WINTER SOLDIER

DIANA PALMER

35
"I don't have any ulterior motives, Lisa," he said, speak​ing her name for the first time. It sounded soft, mysterious, even beautiful in his deep, measured tones.
"Then thanks, for seeing about my car," she said gently. "And if you get sick, I'll take care of you. All right?"
His heart ran wild. He'd never had anybody offer to look after him. His wife hadn't been compassionate. It hit him right in the gut that Lisa thought of him with such kindness. He searched for an answer and couldn't find one.
"I'm sure you never get sick," she said quickly, a little intimidated by his scowl. "But just in case."
He nodded slowly.
She smiled, reassured.
He turned and went out the door, speechless for the first time in recent memory. He couldn't have managed a single word to save his life.
Lisa went onto the porch and watched him drive away with confused emotions. She shouldn't let things intensify. She was a recent widow and he hadn't been widowed all that long ago. People would gossip, if for no other reason than that Cy Parks was the town's hermit. On the other hand, she was lonely and a little afraid. She remembered what Walt had told her about Manuel Lopez and the men who worked for him in the narcotics underworld. She knew what they did to people who sold them out. A shiver ran down her spine. They'd killed Walt and they might not stop until they wiped out his whole family—that was the repu​tation that Lopez had. She wasn't going to put her baby at risk, regardless of what people thought. She touched her flat belly protectively.
She smiled. "I'm going to take such wonderful care of you."
The smile remained when she thought how Cy would care about the baby, too. He wasn't at all the sort of man he seemed on first acquaintance. But, then, who was? She

went back inside to work in the kitchen, careful to make sure the doors were locked.
Cy used his cell phone to have a local wrecker service take Lisa's small car over to his ranch, where he had one of his two mechanics waiting to fix it. Harley was good with machinery, but he had the mechanic do the work in​stead. For reasons he didn't understand, he didn't like hav​ing his good-looking foreman Harley around Lisa.
He went to the meeting with his banker and then on to Ebenezer Scott's place, careful to phone ahead. There were men on the gate who didn't like unexpected company and might react instinctively.
Eb met him at the front door, more relaxed than Cy had seen him in years.
"How's it going?" he asked the newly married man.
Eb grinned. "Funny how nice a ball and chain can feel," was all he said, but his eyes were twinkling with delight. "How's it going on your end?"
"Let's go inside," Cy said. "I've found out a few things."
Eb took him into the kitchen and poured coffee into mugs. "Sally's teaching. I don't usually do more than grab a sandwich for lunch..."
Cy held up a hand. "I haven't got time, thanks. Listen, they've got the beehives on site around that new warehouse on the land adjoining mine. There's a lot more activity there, panel trucks coming and going and deliveries after dark. I've spotted a number of unfamiliar faces. They don't look like beekeepers to me. Besides," he added curtly, "I saw a couple of Uzis."
"Automatic weapons at a honey plant," Eb murmured thoughtfully. "They must have armed, militant bees." He grinned at his own whimsy. "I'd hoped that Lopez might hesitate after his failed attempt on Sally's family." Sally, along with her aunt Jessica and Jessica's young son, Stevie,
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were targeted for vengeance by the drug lord. Luckily Lo​pez hadn't succeeded in his mission.
"We knew that Lopez had mentioned to one of his slimy followers that he needed a new distribution center. What better place than a little Texas town not far from the Gulf of Mexico, with no federal officers around?"
"He knows we're around," Cy pointed out.
"He only knows about me," came the reply. "Nobody locally knows about you. And he thinks I won't do any​thing because he's backed away from harming Sally's fam​ily. He figures the two guys who are taking the fall for him will keep the wolves from his door."
"I don't like it."
"Neither do I, but unless we can prove he's channeling drugs instead of honey through here, we can't do anything. Not anything legal," he added slowly.
"I'm not going up against Uncle Sam," Cy said firmly. "This isn't the old days. I don't fancy being an expatriated American."
Eb sighed. "We're older."
"Older and less reckless. Let Micah Steele go after him. He lives in Nassau and has connections everywhere. He wouldn't be afraid of getting kicked out of the States. He doesn't spend much time here anyway."
"His stepsister and his father live here," Eb pointed out. "He isn't going to want to put them in harm's way."
"From what I hear, his father hates him and his stepsister would walk blocks out of her way to avoid even passing him on the street," Cy said curtly. "Do you think he still cares about them?"
"Yes, I do. He came back with the express purpose of seeing his father and mending fences, but the old man re​fused to see him. It hurts him that his father won't even speak to him. And I've seen the way he looks at Callie, even if you haven't."
"Then why does he live in Nassau?"

Eb glanced around warily. "He's over here doing a job for me, so watch what you say," he cautioned. "I don't want him on the wrong side of me."
Cy leaned back in his chair and sipped coffee. "I sup​pose we all have our crosses to bear." He narrowed one eye at his oldest friend. “Do you think Lopez will make a try for Lisa?"
"It's possible," he said flatly. "Down in Mexico, a 'mule' crossed him. He killed the man's whole family ex​cept for one small child."
"That's what I thought. I sent Nels Coleman over to her ranch to stay nights in the bunkhouse. He used to work for the Treasury Department back in the late seventies."
"I know him. He's a good man."
"Yes, but not in Lopez's class. Your guys are."
Ebenezer nodded. "I have to have good people. The gov​ernment and I are more than nodding acquaintances, and I run a high-tech operation here. I can't afford to let my guard down, especially now that I've got Sally to think of."
"It's been a long time since I've had to consider a woman," Cy replied, his green eyes quiet and thoughtful.
"Lisa Monroe is sweet," Ebenezer said. "She'll love that child to death."
"She's like that," Cy agreed, smiling. "I wish she wasn't so bullheaded. I went by to see her this morning and found her out in the barn, trying to pull a calf all by herself with her bare hands."
Ebenezer chuckled. "I won't turn your hair white by mentioning some of her other exploits, before she got preg​nant."
"This isn't the first time she's done something outland​ish?"
"Let's see." Ebenezer pursed his lips, recalling gossip. "There was the time she stood in the path of a bulldozer that was about to take down the huge live oak in the square that a peace treaty with the Comanche was signed under.
38

THE WINTER SOLDIER

DIANA PALMER

39
Then she chained herself to a cage in the humane society when they were going to put down half a dozen dogs with​out licenses." He glanced at Cy. "The Tremayne brothers suddenly developed dog fever and between them, they adopted all six. Then there was the time she picketed the new chain restaurant because they refused to hire immi​grants..."
"I get the idea," Cy murmured dryly.
"We were all surprised when she married Walt. He was a real man's man, but his job was like a religion to him. He didn't want anything to tie him down so that he couldn't advance in the agency. If he'd lived, that baby would have broken up the marriage for sure. Walt said often enough that he wasn't sure he ever wanted children." He shook his head. "He wasn't much of a husband to her, at that. Most of us felt that he married her on the rebound from that model who dropped him. He felt sorry for Lisa when her dad died and she was left all alone. Even after the wedding, he flirted with every pretty woman he saw. Lisa went all quiet and stopped staying home when he was around. He wasn't around much of that two months they were together, either. He volunteered for the undercover assignment the day they married. That shocked all of us, especially Lisa, and he got killed the same day he was introduced to Lo​pez."
"They knew who he was," Cy guessed.
"Exactly. And it was Walt's first undercover assignment, to boot. The only reason Rodrigo hasn't been discovered infiltrating Lopez's distribution network is that he's still a Mexican national and he has at least one cousin who's been with Lopez for years. The cousin would never sell him out."
"Lucky man," Cy remarked. "I hope we don't get him killed."
"So do I," Eb said with genuine concern. "Rodrigo's been in the business for a lot of years and he's the best

undercover man I know. If anybody can help us put Lopez away for good, it's him. But meanwhile, we have to keep Lisa safe."
Cy went thoughtful. "She's a kind soul."
"Kind and naive," Eb replied. "People take advantage of her. That baby will wrap her right around its finger when it's born."
"I love kids," Cy said. "I miss mine."
"Lisa will love hers," came the quiet reply. "She'll need a friend, and not only because of Lopez. She can't run that ranch by herself. Walt was good with horses, and the men respected him. Lisa can't keep managing those two cow​boys who work part-time for her, and she can't get a fore​man because she hasn't enough capital to pay the going rate. Besides all that, she doesn't know beans about buying and selling cattle."
"Didn't her father teach her?"
"Not him," Ebenezer chuckled. "He didn't think women were smart enough to handle such things. He ran the ranch until the day he died. She was kept right out of it until then. Walt proposed to her at her father's funeral and married her shortly after."
"She loved her father, I gather."
"Of course she did, and he loved her. But he was a nineteenth-century man. He would have fit right in after the Civil War." He shook his head. "That ranch isn't solvent. Lisa's going to lose it eventually. She needs to go ahead and put it on the market and get the best price she can."
"I might see if she'll sell to me. I could rent her the house and have my own men work the ranch."
Ebenezer grinned. "Now, that's constructive thinking." He leaned forward, emptying his coffee cup. "As for those so-called beehives, I think we'd better send somebody over to have a quiet look after dark and see if there are really any bees in them."
"Good idea. Then we can start making plans if it looks
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like Lopez is sending drugs through here." Cy got to his feet. "Thanks for the coffee."
"Anytime. Watch your back."
Cy smiled. "I always do. See you."
When Cy got home, Harley was out in the front yard having an animated conversation with a foreigner in an ex​pensive pickup truck. He turned as Cy drove up in front of the house. He cut off the engine and eyed the newcomer's vehicle with knowing eyes. Here was an opportunity not only to meet one of Lopez's executives, but to throw them off the track about him as well.
"Hey, boss, this is Rico Montoya," he said with a grin. "He's our new neighbor with the honey export business. He just dropped by to say hello."
Sure he did, Cy thought, but he didn't reply. He got out of the utility vehicle slowly and deliberately favored his left arm as he moved to the pickup truck.
"Glad to meet you, Mr. Montoya," Cy said with a care​fully neutral expression. "My men noticed the warehouse going up." He tried to look worried. "I don't really like bees close to my purebred Santa Gerts," he said without preamble. "I hope you're going to make sure there aren't any problems."
The man's eyebrows rose, surprised at Cy's lack of an​tagonism. Surely the rancher knew who he was and whose orders he was following. Or did he? His dark eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Parks was holding his crippled left arm in his right and he had the look of someone who'd seen one trag​edy too many. Lopez had been worried about interference from this rancher, but Montoya was certain there wouldn't be any. This wasn't an adversary to worry about. This was a defeated man, despite his past. He relaxed and smiled at Cy. "You're very straightforward," he said with only a trace of an accent. He was wearing a silk suit and his thick hair was not only cut, but styled. There was a slight

bulge under his jacket. "You have nothing to fear from our enterprise," he assured Cy. "We will be meticulous about our operation. Your cattle will be in no danger. I give you my word."
Cy stared quietly at the other man and nodded, as if convinced. Near him, Harley was gaping at the lack of an​tagonism that Mr. Parks showed to most visitors. It wasn't like him to favor that burned arm, either.
"I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Parks," Montoya said with a grin. "I hope that we will be good neighbors."
"Thank you for taking the time to stop by and introduce yourself," Cy said with a noticeable lack of animation. He got a firmer grip on his injured arm. "We don't get many visitors."
"It was my pleasure. Good day, Senor." Montoya smiled again, this time with faint contempt, and pulled his truck out of the driveway. Cy watched him go, arrow-straight, his mouth making a firm line in his lean, taut face.
"Mr. Parks, you are the oddest man I know," Harley said, shaking his head. "You weren't yourself at all."
Cy turned to him. "Who do you think that was?"
"Why, our new neighbor," Harley said carelessly. "Nice of him to come over and say howdy," he added with a scowl. "Your arm bothering you?"
"Not in the least," Cy said, both hands on his lean hips as he studied the younger man. “What did you notice about our new hardworking neighbor?''
The question surprised Harley. "Well, he was Latin. He had a bit of an accent. And he was real pleasant..."
"He was wearing a silk suit and a Rolex watch," he said flatly. "The truck he was driving is next year's model, cus​tom. He was wearing boots that cost more than my new yearling bull. And you think he makes that kind of money selling honey, do you?"
Harley's eyes widened. Once in a while, his boss threw
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him a curve. This was a damned big curve. He frowned. How had Cy noticed so much about a man he only saw for a minute or two when Harley, a trained commando he re​minded himself, hadn't?
"That was one of Lopez's executives," Cy told the younger man flatly, nodding at his wide-eyed realization. "I want you to go work cattle over near that warehouse and take a pair of binoculars with you," Cy told his fore​man. "Don't be obvious, but see who comes and goes for a few days."
"Sir?"
"You told Eb you wanted to help keep an eye on Lo​pez's operation. Here's your chance."
"Oh, I see, Mr. Scott told you to send me out there." Harley grinned from ear to ear. "Sure. I'll be glad to do it!"
"Just make sure you aren't caught spying," Cy told him flatly. "These people are killers. They won't hesitate if they think they're being watched deliberately."
"I can handle myself," Harley said with faint mockery.
"Yes, I know, you're professionally trained," Cy drawled.
The tone made Harley feel uncertain. But he put it down to jealousy and grinned. "I know how to watch people without getting noticed," he assured his boss. "Does Mr. Scott want tag numbers as well as descriptions of the peo​ple?"
"Yes, and pay attention to the trucks that come in."
"Okay."
Cy wanted to add more to those instructions, but he didn't want Harley to know everything. "Be sure you keep your mouth shut about this," he told Harley. "Eb won't like it if he thinks you're gossiping."
"I wouldn't want him mad at me!" Harley chuckled. “I’ll keep quiet."
"See that you do."

Cy walked back to the house with a quick, sharp stride that reflected his anger. He'd just met a new link in Lopez's chain, probably one of his divisional managers. It would work to his advantage that he had just convinced the drug lord's associate that he was a crippled rancher with no in​terest in the bees except where his cattle were concerned.
Lopez thought he had it made with his "honey business" as a blind, here in little Jacobsville. But Cy was going to put a stick in his spokes, and the sooner, the better.
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Three
Harley drove the little red car with its new water pump back to Lisa Monroe early the next morning, with Cy fol​lowing in his big utility vehicle.
Lisa was overjoyed at the way the engine sounded as Harley pulled up at the front porch and reved it before he turned it off.
"It hasn't ever sounded that good before!" she enthused. “Thank you, Harley!"
"You're very welcome, ma'am," he said, making her a mock bow with his hat held against his chest. "But I didn't fix it. I'm just delivering it."
She laughed and Cy glowered. She and Harley were close in age, or he missed his bet. The man, despite his bravado, was honest and hardworking and basically kind. Cy wondered how old Lisa was. Well, at least she was young enough to find Harley's company stimulating—prob​ably much more stimulating than the company of an aging mercenary who was half-crippled and cynical....

"Won't you both come in for a cup of coffee?" she invited.
"I will," Cy told her. "Harley, go take a look around and see what needs doing. Then find Lisa's part-time help and get them on it."
"My pleasure, Mr. Parks," he said with a wicked grin and turned to follow the tersely given instructions.
Lisa gave Cy a speaking look.
"Go ahead," he invited. "Tell me that chores are getting done by people other than you. Tell me that the south pas​ture is being hayed before the predicted rains day after to​morrow. Tell me," he added mockingly, "that you've got your new calf crop vaccinated and tagged."
She got redder by the minute. She didn't want to tell him that she couldn't get the men to take her suggestions seri​ously. They were throwbacks to another age, most of them were twice her age, and the madder she got, the more in​dulgent they became. Once they threatened to quit, they had her over a barrel and she gave up. Hands were thin on the ground this time of year. She could barely afford to pay her employees as it was.
"Harley will get them moving," he told her.
Her lips compressed and her eyes sparked. She looked outraged.
"I know," he said helpfully. "It's a new age. Men and women are equals. You pay their wages and that means they need to do what you say."
She made a gesture of agreement, still without speaking.
"But if you want people to obey, you have to speak in firm tones and tell them who's the boss. And it helps," he added darkly, "if you hire people who aren't still living in the last ice age!"
"They were all I could find to work part-time," she mut​tered.
"Did you go over to the labor office and see who was available?" he asked.
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The suggestion hadn't occurred to her. Probably she'd have found young, able-bodied help there. She could have kicked herself for being so blind.
"No," she confessed.
He smiled, and that wasn't a superior smile, either. "You aren't aggressive enough."
"I beg your pardon?"
"If you're going to hire that type of man, you have to have the whip hand. I'll teach you."
"If that means I'll end up being a local legend like you, I'm not sure I want to learn it," she replied with a twinkle in her dark eyes.
"Old lady Monroe," he recited, chuckling, "carries a shotgun and emasculates men in the barn."
She flushed. "Stop that."
"Isn't that a nicer image than sweet little Lisa who hasn't got the heart to fire a man just because he lies in wait in her bed dead drunk and stinking?''
"Cy!"
He grinned as she curled one hand into a fist. "Much
better," he said. "Now hold that thought when you speak 
to your lazy hands next time. In fact, don't smile at them
ever again. Be decisive when you speak, and don't ask, tell.
You'll get better results."

She had to admit, she wasn't getting any results at all the way she was. On the other hand, she was still young, and feeling her way through leadership. She wasn't really a drill sergeant type, she had to admit, and the ranch was suffering because of it.
"I don't suppose you'd like a ranch?" she asked whim​sically, and was startled when he replied immediately that he would.
"Oh." She stared at him, poleaxed.
"I'll give you the going market price. We'll get two appraisals and I'll match the highest one. You can rent the

house from me and I'll manage the cattle. And the cow​boys," he added wryly.
"It's not in very good shape," she said honestly, and pushed her glasses back up onto her nose.
"It will be. If you're willing, I'll have my attorney draw up the papers tomorrow."
"I'm very willing. I'll be happy to sign them. What about the appraisals?"
"I'll arrange for those. Nothing for you to worry about now."
"If only my father hadn't been such a throwback," she murmured, leading the way into the ramshackle house. “He thought a woman's place was in the kitchen, period. I'd much rather be working in the garden or doctoring cattle than cooking stuff."
"Can you cook?"
"Breads and meats and vegetables," she said. "Not with genius, but it's mostly edible."
She poured black coffee into a mug and handed it to him. When she sat down across the table from him, he noticed the dark, deep circles under her eyes.
"You aren't sleeping much, are you?" he asked.
She shrugged. "I'm still halfway in shock, I guess. Mar​ried and widowed and pregnant, and all in less than two months. That would be enough to unsettle most women."
"I imagine so." He sipped his coffee. She made the decaf strong and it tasted pretty good. He studied her nar​rowly. "You haven't had any more problems at night, have you?"
"None at all, thanks." She smiled. "And thank you for having my car fixed. I guess if people are going to own old cars, they need to be rich or know a lot about mechan​ics."
"They do," he agreed. "But I'll keep your little tin can on the road."
"It's not a tin can," she said. "It's a very nice little
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foreign car with an—" she searched for the right words "—eccentric personality."
"Runs when it feels like it," he translated.
She glared at him. "At least I don't have to have a ladder
to get into it."
He smiled. "Remind me to have a step put on just for
you."
She didn't reply, but that statement made her feel warm and safe. God knew why. She was certain he wasn't really going to modify his vehicle just for her. She'd only been
in it once.
"Do you like opera?" he asked out of the blue.
She blinked. "Well, yes..."
"Turandot?"
"I like anything Puccini composed. Why?"
"It's playing in Houston. I thought we might go."
She pinched her jean-clad leg under the table to see if
she was dreaming. It felt like it, but the pain was real. She
smiled stupidly. "I'd really like that." Then her face fell.
She moved restlessly and averted her eyes. "Better not, I
guess."
"You don't have to wear an evening gown to the opera these days," he said, as if he'd actually read her mind. He smiled when her eyes came up abruptly to meet his. "I've seen students go in jeans. I imagine you have a Sunday dress somewhere."
"I do." She laughed nervously. "How did you know I was worried about clothes?" 

"I read minds," he mused.
She sighed. "In that case, I'd love to go. Thank you." 

He finished his coffee. "Friday night, then. I'll go round up Harley and see what he knows about your place." He got up, hesitating. "Listen, there are some things going on around here. I don't want to frighten you, but Lopez has men in and around town. I want you to keep your doors locked and be careful about strangers."
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"I always am," she assured him.
“Do you keep a gun?"
She grinned. "No. I have Puppy Dog."
"Puppy Dog will get under a bed if there's trouble," he assured her flatly. "I've still got Nels staying in the bunk-house at night, and he's armed. All you have to do is yell. He'll hear you. He's a very light sleeper."
"You can't be sure that Mr. Lopez means me harm."
"I'm not. But I'm a cautious man."
"All right," she said. "I'll keep both eyes out for trou​ble."
"I'll pick you up Friday night about five. Okay?"
She nodded. "I'll be ready." She went with him to the front door and stood behind the screened door to study him, frowning. "Cy, is it too soon for this?"
"Because you've been a widow such a short time?" He shook his head. "I know you miss Walt. I'm not offering anything heavy, just a trip to the opera. It's very unlikely that we'll see anybody who knows us in Houston."
"I guess you're right." She folded both arms around herself. "The walls are beginning to close in on me."
"I don't doubt it. A night at the opera isn't exactly a cause for gossip."
"Of course not." She smiled. "I'll see you Friday, then. And... thanks."
"I get lonely, too," he said with surprising candor. He gave her one last grin and walked out to find Harley.
His foreman was tight-lipped as he came striding out of the barn. When Harley forgot to be irritating, he was a cowboy and a half. Most of the men walked wide of him in a temper already. "The whole damned place is about to fall to pieces," he said without preamble. "The hay hasn't been cut, the corn hasn't been put in the silo, there are breaks in half the fences, the calves don't even have a brand.... What the hell kind of men did Mrs. Monroe hire?"
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"Lazy ones, apparently," Cy said tightly. "Find them and put them all on notice. Lisa's selling me the place. We'll put on four new men to work this ranch and share chores with my own."
"That's a wise decision on her part," Harley said. "She doesn't seem to know much about the business end of cattle ranching."
"Her father thought women weren't smart enough to learn it," Cy mused.
"What an idiot," Harley replied. "My mother can brand cattle right along with the cowboys, and she keeps the books for Dad."
"A lot of women are big-time ranchers, too," Cy agreed. "But Lisa doesn't really have the knack, or the love, for it. Cattle ranching is hard work even if you do."
Harley nodded. "I'll put her part-timers on notice and get the boys over here with a tractor and a combine to hay those fields and harvest the corn."
"When you get that organized," Cy said, "I want to know what you saw over at the honey warehouse last night."
"Not much," Harley had to admit. "And I got chal​lenged on your land by a man with a rifle. Good thing there was a cow down in the pasture for me to show him," he added with a grin. "I told him we had a problem with locoweed and offered to show him where it grew. He went back on his side of the fence and didn't say another word."
"That was a stroke of luck," Cy remarked. "Because we don't have any locoweed."
"We do now," Harley murmured. "I set out a couple of plants and netted them, just in case I get challenged again. Now that I have a legitimate reason to be out there, they won't pay much attention to me. And if they go look​ing for locoweed," he added with a mocking smile, "why, they'll find it, won't they?"

Cy smiled at the younger man. "You're a treasure, Har​ley."
"Glad you noticed, boss, and how about that raise?"
"Don't push your luck," came the dry reply. "I'll talk to you later."
"Sure thing."
Cy drove to the lawyer's office the next morning to dis​cuss the land buy. Blake Kemp was tall, thirtyish, with a gray streak in his black, wavy hair, and pale blue eyes. He was the terror of the Jacobsville court circuit, although he looked mild-mannered and intelligent. Deceptive, Cy mused, studying him, because Kemp had a bite like a rat​tlesnake in court.
"I'm going to buy the Monroe place," Cy said without preamble. "Lisa can't run it alone, and she hasn't the cap​ital to make improvements or even necessary mainte​nance."
"Good decision on her part," Blake told him. "And on yours. It's good land, and it adjoins your property." He pursed his chiseled lips. "Is that the only merger you're contemplating?''
Cy's eyes narrowed. "She's only been widowed two weeks," he pointed out.
Blake nodded. "I know that. But she's going to have a hard time paying rent. She doesn't even have a job any​more."
Cy studied him evenly.
"Well, I guess I could use a receptionist," he said. "Cal-lie Kirby is my paralegal, and she can't really handle the research and the phones at the same time. Besides, Lisa worked for a colleague of mine last year. She knows her way around a law office."
"What happened to the brunette who works with Cal-lie?" Cy asked.
"Gretchen's gone off to Morocco with a girlfriend from
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Houston," Blake said with a chuckle. "She spent the past few years nursing her mother through a fatal bout of can​cer," he added solemnly. "And then the first man who took a shine to her insurance money broke her young heart. She needed a change of scene, and she said she doesn't want to work in a law office when she comes back. So there's a job available, if Lisa wants it."
    “I’ll tell her. Thanks."
He shrugged. "We all like Lisa. She's had a rough deal, one way or another."
"She has indeed. Now, about those appraisals..."
When Cy came to pick Lisa up for their trip to the opera, he was wearing a navy sports coat with dark slacks and a white shirt. His tie combined red and navy in a paisley print. He looked dignified and very handsome. Lisa was glad he hadn't worn a dinner jacket, because she had noth​ing that dressy in her small wardrobe. The best she could find was a simple gray jersey dress with long sleeves and a skirt that fell to her calves. She covered it with her one luxury, a lightweight black microfiber coat that was warm against the unseasonably cool autumn winds. Her hair was in a neat, complicated braid and she wore more makeup than usual to disguise her dark-circled eyes. She slept badly or not at all lately, and not completely because she missed Walt. She was having some discomfort that concerned her. She knew that pregnancies could fail in the early weeks, and it bothered her. She really needed to talk to her doctor when she went for the next visit. It might be nothing, but she didn't want to take any chances with her baby.
"Not bad at all," Cy mused, watching her pull on the coat over her clinging dress. She had a pretty figure.
"Thank you," she said, coloring a little. "You look nice, too."
"I talked to my attorney about the property," he said after he helped her into the utility vehicle and started the

engine. "He's contacted two appraisal firms. They'll be out next week to see the ranch and give you an estimate."
That worried her. She hated seeing the family ranch go out of the family, but what choice did she have? She smiled wanly. "Walt was planning a dynasty," she recalled. "He talked about all sorts of improvements we could make, but when I mentioned having kids to inherit it, he went cold as ice."
Cy glanced at her. "Not much point in working yourself to death just to have the empire go on the market the minute you're in the ground."
"That's what I thought." She turned her small purse over in her lap. "It's just as well that you'll have the ranch," she added. "You'll know how to make it prosper."
"You'll still be living there," he pointed out. “I’ll be a damned good landlord, too."
"Oh, I know that." She stretched. "I'll still have to get a job, though. I'll want to put what I get for the ranch into a savings account, so the baby can go to college."
She surprised him constantly. He'd thought she might want to brighten up the house, even buy herself a decent car. But she was thinking ahead, to the day when her child would need to continue his education.
"Nothing for you?" he asked.
"I've got everything I really need," she said. "I don't have expensive tastes—even if Walt did. Besides, I've got a little nest egg left over from some cattle Walt sold off before he...before he died."
"I know of a job, if you want it."
He distracted her, which was what she supposed he'd intended. "Really?"
"Kemp needs a receptionist," he said. "Gretchen's gone off to Morocco and she isn't coining back to work for him. So now Callie Kirby's up to her ears in work. Kemp said you'd be welcome."
"What a nice man!" she exclaimed.
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"Now there's a word that doesn't connect itself with Kemp." He gave a soft laugh. "Or didn't you know that people talk in whispers around him?"
"He doesn't seem that bad."
"He isn't, to people he likes." His eyes softened as they searched her averted face. "He'll like you, Lisa Monroe. You're good people."
"Thanks. So are you."
"Occasionally."
She glanced in his direction and smiled. "It's funny, isn't it, the way we get along? I was scared to death of you when you first moved here. You were so remote and dif​ficult to talk to. People said you made rattlesnakes look companionable by comparison."
"I moved here not long after I buried my wife and son," he replied, and memories clawed at his mind. "I hated the whole world."
"Why did you move here?" she asked curiously.
He wasn't surprised that she felt comfortable asking him questions. He wouldn't have tolerated it from anyone else. But Lisa, already, was under his thick skin. "I needed someone to talk to, I guess," he confessed. "Eb lived here, and he and I go back a long way. He'd never married, but he knew what it was to lose people. I could talk to him."
"You can talk to me, too," she pointed out. "I never tell what I know."
He smiled at her. "Who would you tell it to?" he drawled. "You don't have close friends, do you?"
She shrugged. "All my friends got married right out of high school. They've got kids of their own and, until fairly recently, I didn't even date much. I've been the odd one out most of my life. Other girls wanted to talk about boys, and I wanted to talk about organic gardening. I love grow​ing things."
"We'll have to lay out a big garden spot for you next spring. You can grow all sorts of stuff."

"That would be nice. I've got a compost pile," she added brightly. "It's full of disgusting things that will pro​duce terrific tomatoes next summer."
"I like cattle, but I'm not much of a gardener."
"It's a lot of work, but you get lovely things to eat, and they aren't poisoned by pesticides, either." She glanced out at the long, flat dark horizon. "I guess you aren't big on people who don't like to use chemicals."
"Haven't you heard?" he chuckled. "I go to cattlemen's association meetings with J. D. Langley and the Tremayne brothers."
"Oh, my," she said, because she'd heard about the up​roar at some of those gatherings, where the Tremaynes had been in fistfights over pesticides and growth hormones. Their position against such things was legendary.
"I enjoy a good fight," he added. "I use bugs for pest control and organic fertilizer on my hay and corn and soy​bean crops." He glanced her way. "Guess where I get the fertilizer?"
"Recycled grass, huh?" she asked, and waited for him to get the point.
He threw back his head and roared. "That's one way of describing it."
"I have some of that, too, and I use it in my garden. I think it works even better than the chemical ones."
The subject of natural gardening and cattle raising sup​plied them with topics all the way to Houston, and Lisa thoroughly enjoyed herself. Here was a man who thought like she did. Walt had considered her organic approach akin to insanity.
The parking lot at the arts center was full. Cy managed to find one empty space about half a city block away.
"Now that's a full house," he remarked as he helped her down from the vehicle and repositioned her coat around her shoulders. "This thing sure is soft. Is it wool?" he asked, smoothing over it with his fingers.
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"It's a microfiber," she told him. "It's very soft and warm. The nights are pretty chilly lately, especially for south Texas."
"The weather's crazy everywhere." He nudged a long, loose curl from her braided hair behind her ear, making her heart race with the almost sensual movement of his lean fingers. "I thought you might wear your hair loose."
"It's...difficult to keep in place when it's windy," she said, sounding and feeling breathless.
His fingers teased the curl and slowly dropped to her soft neck, tracing imaginary lines down it to her throat. He could feel her pulse go wild under his touch, hear the soft, broken whip of her breath at his chin. It had been far too long since he'd had anything warm and feminine this close to him. Restraints that had been kept in place with sheer will were crumbling just at the proximity. He moved a full step closer, so that her body was right up against him in the opening of her coat. His hands were both at the back of her neck now, caressing the silky skin below her nape.
"I haven't touched a woman since my wife died," he said in a faintly thick tone, his voice unusually deep in the silence. The distant sound of cars and horns and passing radios faded into the background.
She looked up, straight into his green eyes in the glow from a streetlight, and her heart raced. That look on his face was unfamiliar to her, despite her brief intimacy with her late husband. She had a feeling that Cy knew a lot more than her husband ever had about women.
Cy's thumbs edged around to tease up and down her long, strained neck. Her vulnerability made him feel taller, more masculine than ever. He wanted to protect her, care for her, watch over her. These were new feelings. Before, his relationships to women had been very physical. Lisa made him hungry in a different way.
She parted her lips to speak and he put a thumb gently over them.

"It's too soon," he said, anticipating her protest. "Of course it is. But I'm starving to death for a woman's soft mouth under my lips. Feel." He drew one of her hands to his shirt under the jacket and pressed it hard against the thunderous beat of his heart.
She was more confused than ever. This was totally un​familiar territory. Walt had never said anything so blatantly vulnerable to her, not even when they were most intimate.
His free hand went around her waist and drew her slowly closer, pressing her to him as his body reacted powerfully to the touch of her soft warmth. He lifted an eyebrow and smiled wickedly at her frozen expression.
"Why, Mrs. Monroe, you're blushing," he chided softly.
"You wicked man...!"
His nose brushed lazily against hers in a tender nuzzling. "I've probably forgotten more about women than Walt ever knew in the first place," he said. "You don't act like a woman who's ever known satisfaction."
That was so close to the truth that it hurt. She stiffened.
He lifted his head and searched her eyes. His own nar​rowed. He moved her lazily against him and felt her breath catch, felt her hands cling to his lapels as if she were drowning.
"Oh...no," she choked as a surge of pure delight worked its way up her spine. She hated herself. Her hus​band was only buried two weeks ago...!
While she was thinking of ways to escape, and fighting her own hunger, Cy backed her very gently against the big utility vehicle and edged one of her long legs out of his way to bring them into more intimate contact.
"This is the most glorious thing a man and a woman can do together," he murmured as his mouth lowered to hers. "He cheated you. I won't. Open your mouth."
Her lips parted on a shocked little gasp, and his mouth ground into them, parting them. He wasn't hesitant or ten​tative. He demanded, devoured. His mouth was a weapon,
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feinting, thrusting, biting, and all the while her body rippled with a thousand stings of new pleasure as she clung hard to his strength. Sensations she'd never known piled one upon the other until a hoarse moan tore out of her strained throat and went up into his mouth.
Another minute and he knew he wouldn't be able to pull back at all. He had her hips pinned with his, and his body ached for satisfaction.
With a rough curse he dragged his head up and moved away from her. She looked at him with dazed eyes in a flushed face, her mouth swollen from his kisses, her body shivering with new knowledge.
He drew himself up to his full height. His eyes glittered like green diamonds in a face like stone. He had to fight to get a normal breath of air into his lungs.
She tried to speak, but she couldn't manage even a whimper. Her body was still flying, soaring, trembling with little shivers of pleasure that made her knees weak.
He reached out and caught her small hand in one of his big ones, linking their fingers. "We'd better go inside," he said quietly.
"Yes." She let him pull her away from the truck and lead her toward the arts center. She was amazed that she could walk at all.

Four
Turandot was beautiful. Lisa cried when the tenor sang "Nessun Dorma," one of her favorite arias. The sets were elegant, colorful, the Chinese costumes glittery and resem​bling fantasy more than reality. The dragon was a master​piece of sound and fury and color. All in all, it was a mag​nificent production, and Puccini's glorious music brought it alive. Lisa had never seen an opera except on the public broadcasting television channel. She knew that she'd never forget this for as long as she lived, and every time she remembered it, she'd remember Cy sitting beside her in the dark.
Meanwhile, Cy was cursing himself silently for what had happened in the parking lot. It was months too soon for that. She was a pregnant, newly widowed woman and he'd let his emotions get out of control. His jaw tautened as he remembered the silky feel of her in his arms. He wanted to take care of her, and it looked as though she was going to need protection after all—from him.
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Somehow he was going to have to get them back on a simple friendly footing. It wouldn't be easy. He had no idea how she felt about what had happened. She sat quietly be​side him, obviously enjoying the opera. She even smiled at him from time to time. But if she was angry, it didn't show. He remembered her soft moan, her clinging arms. No, he thought, she'd gone in headfirst, too, just as he had. But he had regrets and he suspected that she did as well. He had to draw back before he put the delicate new feeling between them at risk. Lisa was off limits in any physical way, and he was going to have to remember that.
Lisa saw his scowl and wondered if he had regrets about what had happened. Men got lonely, she knew, and he was a very masculine sort of man to whom women were no mystery. He was probably wondering how to tell her that it wasn't about her a few minutes ago, that any woman would have produced that reaction in a hungry man.
She would save him the trouble, she decided, the minute they started home. He'd already done so much for her. She couldn't expect him to take over where Walt had left off; not that Walt had ever really felt passion for her. Walt had enjoyed her, she supposed, but there hadn't been any siz​zling attraction between them. It shamed her to admit that what she'd felt in the parking lot with Cy had been infi​nitely more pleasurable than anything she'd ever done with her late husband. She didn't dare think about how it would be if they were truly intimate...
Her hand jerked in Cy's as the final curtain fell and the applause roared. She clapped automatically, but made sure that both her hands were tight on her purse when they started to leave.
"It's a beautiful opera," she remarked as he escorted her to the exit.
"Yes, it is," he agreed pleasantly. "I've seen it in a dozen different cities, but I still enjoy it."

"I guess you've been to the Metropolitan Opera in New York City?" she mused wistfully.
"Several times," he agreed.
She imagined him there, with some beautiful woman in an expensive evening gown and wrapped in furs. It wasn't far to imagine them going into a dark room together, where the coat and the evening gown were discarded. She swal​lowed hard and tried not to think about that.
He could feel tension radiating from her. She was cling​ing so hard to that tiny purse that she was leaving the in​dentations of her nails in the soft leather.
When they reached the Expedition, he opened the door for her, but held her back when she started to climb inside.
"I'm sorry about what happened earlier," he said gently. "I've made you uncomfortable."
Her wide eyes met his. "I thought I'd made you uncom​fortable," she blurted out.
They stood just looking at each other until his lean face went harder than ever with the effort not to give in to the hunger she kindled in him.       

"You poor man," she said huskily, wincing as she saw the pain in his eyes. "I know you're lonely, Cy, that you just needed someone to hold for a few minutes. It's all right. I didn't read anything into it."
His eyes closed on a wave of pain that hit him like a bat. She reached up and pulled his face down to her lips. She kissed him tenderly, kissed his eyes, his nose, his cheek, his chin, with brief undemanding little brushes of her mouth that comforted in the most exquisite way.
He took a ragged breath and his lean hands captured her shoulders, tightening there when he lifted his face away from her warm mouth. "Don't do that," he said tersely.  

"Why not?" she asked.    

"I don't need comforting!" he said curtly.
    She moved back a step. He looked as if she'd done some-thing outrageous, when she'd only meant to be kind. It
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irritated her that he had to be antagonistic about it. "Oh, I see," she said, staring up at him. "Is this how it goes? 'Men are tough, little woman,'" she drawled, deepening her voice and her drawl, " 'we can eat live snakes and chew through barbed wire. We don't want women fussin' over us!'" She grinned up at him deliberately. He glared at her, his eyes glittering. She raised her eyebrows. "Want me to apologize? Okay. I'm very sorry," she added.
His broad chest rose and fell heavily. "I want you to quit while you're ahead," he said in a tight voice.
She stared at him without guile. "I don't understand." "Don't you?" His smile was full of mockery and he was seeing a succession of women from his wild days who liked to tease and run away, but not too far away. His lean hands tightened on her shoulders as his eyes slid down her body. "Your husband didn't tell you what teasing does to a man?"
"Teasing...?" Her eyes widened. "Was I?" she asked, and seemed not to know.
That fascinated expression was real. He did scowl then. "What you were doing...it arouses me," he said bluntly. "You're kidding!"
He wanted to be angry. He couldn't manage it. She did look so surprised.... He dropped his hands, laughing in wholesale defeat. "Get in the damned truck."
He half lifted her in and closed the door on her barely formed question.
She was strapped in when he pulled himself up under the steering wheel, closed the door and reached for his seat belt.
"You were kidding," she persisted. 

He looked right into her eyes. "I wasn't." He frowned quizzically. "Don't you know anything about men?" 

"I was married for two months," she pointed out.

"To a eunuch, apparently," he said bluntly as he cranked the vehicle and pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic.
"I am pregnant," she stated haughtily.
He spared her an amused glance. "Pregnant and practi​cally untouched," he replied.
She sighed, turning her attention to the city lights as he wound south through Houston to the long highway that would take them home to Jacobsville. "I guess it shows, huh?" she asked.
He didn't say anything for half a block or so. "Did you want him?"
"At first," she said. Her eyes sought his. "But not like I wanted you in the parking lot," she said honestly. "Not ever like that."
A flash of ruddy color touched his cheekbones. He was shocked at her honesty.
"Sorry, again," she murmured, looking away. "I guess I haven't learned restraint, either," she added.
He let out a long breath. "You take some getting used to," he remarked.
"Why?"
His eyes met hers briefly before they went back to the highway. Rain was beginning to mist the windshield. He turned on the wipers. "I don't expect honesty from a woman," he said curtly.
She frowned. "But surely your wife was honest."
"Why do you think so?"
"It's obvious that you loved your little boy," she began.
His laugh had the coldest ring to it that she'd ever heard. "She wanted an abortion. I threatened to take away her credit cards and she gave in and had him."
"That must have been a difficult time for you," she said softly.
"It was." His jaw clenched. "She was surprised that I wanted her baby."
"Hers, and not yours?" she ventured.
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"Hers by one of her lovers," he said bitterly. "She didn't really know which one."
There was an abrupt silence on the other side of the truck. He glanced at her frozen features with curiosity. "What sort of marriage do you think I had? I was a mer​cenary. The women you meet in that profession aren't the sort who sing in church choirs."
"How did you know I sang in the choir?" she asked, diverted.
He laughed, shaking his head. "I didn't, but it figures. You're her exact opposite."
She was still trying to understand what he was saying. "You didn't love her?"
"No, I didn't love her," he replied. "We were good together in bed and I was tired of living alone. So, I married her. I never expected it to last, but I wanted a child. God knows why, I assumed it was mine."
"Why did she marry you if it wasn't?"
"She liked having ten credit cards and driving a Jaguar," he said.
That produced another frown.
"I was rich, Lisa," he told her. "I still am."
She pulled her coat tighter around her and stared out the window, not speaking. She was shocked and more uncer​tain about him than ever. He was such a complex person, so multifaceted that just when she thought she was getting to know him, he became a stranger all over again.
"Now what is it?" he asked impatiently.
"I hope you don't think I agreed to come out with you...that I was eager to let you buy the ranch because..." She flushed and closed her mouth. She was so embarrassed that she wanted to go through the floor.
"If I'm rich, it's because I know pure gold when I see it," he said, casting her an amused glance. "Do you think I'll assume that you're a gold digger because you came out with me?"

"I kissed you back, too," she said worriedly.
He sighed with pure pleasure and relaxed into the seat, smiling to himself. "Yes, you did."
"But it was an accident," she persisted. "I didn't plan
it..."

"That makes two of us." He pulled up at the last street​light before they left the city behind and turned to her. His eyes were narrow and very intent. "There are things in my past that are better left there. You'd never begin to under​stand the relationship I had with my wife, because you don't think in terms of material gain. When I was your age, you were the sort of woman I'd run from."
"Really? Why?" she asked.
He cocked an eyebrow and let his eyes run over her. "Because you told me once that you hadn't slept with Walt before you married him, Lisa," he drawled.
She glared at him. "I would have if I'd wanted to," she said mutinously.
"But you didn't."
She threw up her hands, almost making a basketball of her small purse. She retrieved it from the dash and plopped it back into her lap.
"You're the kind of woman that men marry," he con​tinued, unabashed. "You like children and small animals and it would never occur to you to be cruel to anyone. If you'd gotten involved with me while I was still in my for​mer line of work, you wouldn't have lasted a day with me."
"I don't suppose I would have," she had to agree. She looked through the windshield, wondering why it hurt so much to have him tell her that. Surely she hadn't been thinking in terms of the future just because of one passion​ate kiss? Of course, her whole body tensed remembering the pleasure of it, the exciting things he'd said...
"And you weren't Walt's usual date, either," he said surprisingly. "He liked experience."
She grimaced. "I found that out pretty quick. He said I
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was the most boring woman he'd ever gone to bed with. Except for our wedding night, and the night before he was killed, he slept in a separate bedroom."
No wonder she was the way she was, he mused as the light changed and he sent the big vehicle speeding forward. She probably felt like a total failure as a woman. The child must have been some sort of consolation, because she cer​tainly wanted it.
“I’ll bet you hate admitting that," he said.
"Yes, I do. I felt inadequate, dull, boring," she muttered. "He liked blondes, but not me."
"He liked that parcel service driver plenty," he recalled, his eyes narrowing. "You were pitching hay over the fence to the cows and he was flirting with her, right under your nose. I never wanted to hit a man more."
Her lips parted on a quick breath. "You saw...that?"
"I saw it," he said curtly. "That's why I stopped by later and said something about the way you were pitching hay by yourself."
She shifted in the seat. "He said they were old friends," she replied. "I guess he really meant they were former lovers. He never treated me to that sort of charm and flirt​ing. He really wanted Dad's ranch. It was a pity I went with the deal."
"It was his loss that he took you for granted," he cor​rected. "You're not inadequate. You proved that earlier tonight, in the parking lot."
She cleared her throat. "An incident best forgotten."
"Why?"
"Why?" She stared at him. "Walt's only been dead two weeks, that's why!"
He stopped at a four-way stop and turned in his seat on the deserted road to look at her. "Lisa," he said quietly, "it wouldn't have mattered even if he'd still been alive, and you know it. What happened was mutual and explo​sive."

"It was a fluke..."
His hand reached out and his fingers traced her lower lip. She couldn't even speak. "Would you like me to prove that it isn't?" he asked quietly. "There are plenty of dirt roads between here and home, and the seats recline all the way."
"Cy Parks!"
"Best of all," he mused, "we wouldn't even have to worry about pregnancy, would we?"
Her face was scarlet; she knew it was. He was making her breathless with that torturous brush of his fingers, and she was vulnerable. She'd never really known desire until tonight, and she wished she could turn the clock back a day. Life was difficult enough without this new complica​tion.
He drew in a long breath and lifted his hand back to the steering wheel. "God knows I want to," he said shortly, "but you'd die of shock and never speak to me again af​terward."
"I...certainly...would," she faltered, pushing her hair back unnecessarily just for something to do.
He shook his head. He'd known her such a short time, really, but she seemed to hold his attention even when he wasn't with her. Every future event he thought of these days, he considered her part in. It was disturbing to know that he considered her part of his life already.
She fiddled with the top button on her coat. Her eyes were restless, moving from the dark horizon to the occa​sional lighted window flashing past as the utility vehicle picked up speed. What he'd said disturbed her, mostly be​cause she knew it was true. She'd have gone anywhere with him, done anything with him. It made her guilty because she should be mourning Walt.
"Don't brood," Cy told her. "You're safe. No more torrid interludes tonight, I promise."
She fought a smile and lost. "You're a terrible man."
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"You have no idea how terrible." He paused to look both ways before he crossed a lonely intersection. "Har-ley's fired your part-time hired hands, by the way."
"He's what?"
"Calm down. They were being paid for work they didn't do. That's economically disastrous."
"But who'll get in the hay and brand the calves...?" she worried.
"You didn't hear the noise? Harley got the tractors out in your hay field early this morning. The haying's done. The corn crop is next. I'm hiring on four new men. Harley will supervise them, and your place will live up to its prom​ise." He glanced at her. "You haven't decided not to sell it have you?"
"I can't afford to keep it," she confessed. "I'm glad you don't plan to build a subdivision on it or something. It's been in my family for a hundred years. Dad loved it with all his heart. I love it, too, but I have no idea how to make it pay. I'd like to see it prosper."
"I think I can promise you that it will."
She smiled, content with just being next to him. He turned on the radio and soft country music filled the cab. After a few minutes, her eyes slid shut as all the sleepless nights caught up with her.
She was vaguely aware of being gently shaken. She didn't want to be disturbed. She was warm and cozy and half-asleep.
"No," she murmured drowsily. "Go away."
"I have to," came a deep, amused voice at her ear. "Or we'll have a scandal we'll never live down. Come on, imp. Bedtime."
She felt herself tugged out of the seat and into a pair of warm, hard arms. She was floating, floating...
Cy didn't wake her again. He took off her shoes, tossed the cover over her, put her glasses on the bedside table and left her on the bed in her nice dress and coat. He didn't

dare start removing things, considering his earlier passion​ate reaction to her. But he stood beside the bed, just watch​ing her, enjoying the sight of her young face relaxed in sleep. He wondered how old she was. She never had told him.
He turned and went back out into the hall, pausing to check the lock on the back door in the kitchen before he went out the front one, locking it carefully behind him. He still wasn't convinced that Lopez wouldn't make a beeline for Lisa if he thought his men could get away with harming her. Cy was going to make sure that he didn't.
He stopped by the bunkhouse to have a word with Nels before he went home and climbed into his own bed. He stared at himself in the bedroom mirror, his eyes narrow and cynical as he studied his lean, scarred face and equally scarred body. He was only thirty-five, as Lisa had already guessed, but he looked older. His eyes held the expression of a man who'd lived with death and survived it. He was wounded inside and out by the long, lonely, terrible years of the past. Lisa soothed the part of him that still ached, but she aroused a physical need that he'd almost forgotten he had. She was a special woman, and she needed him. It was new to be needed on a personal level. He thought about the child she was carrying and wondered if it would be a boy or girl. She'd need someone to help her raise it. He wanted to do that. He had nobody, and neither did she. They could become a family—for the child's sake.
He turned off the lights and went to bed. But his dreams were restless and hot, and when he woke up the next morn​ing, he felt as if he hadn't slept at all.
Harley got the calves branded and the corn in the silo in quick order.
"You've got a knack for inspiring cowboys to work, Harley," Cy told him one afternoon a few days later.
"I get out there and work with them, and make them
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ashamed of being lazy," Harley told him with a grin. "Most of them can't keep up with me."
"I noticed." Cy leaned back against the corral fence and stared at the younger man evenly, without blinking. "You were out near the warehouse last night. What did you see?'' I
"Three big trucks," Harley said solemnly. "One had some odd stuff on the back. Looked like oil drums lashed together."
That was disturbing. Cy knew that drug dealers threw
portable bridges across rivers to let trucks full of their prod​uct drive to the other side. What Harvey was describing 
sounded like a makeshift pontoon bridge. Cy and the mer​cenaries he'd worked with had used them, too.
"Did you get a look at what was in the trucks?" he     asked.
Harley shook his head. "The doors were closed and locked. I was afraid to risk trying to pick a lock, with all that hardware around. Those guys had Uzis."
"I know," Cy said without thinking.
Harley's eyebrows went up, and he grinned in a fairly condescending way. "Do you now? Are you using Uzis to load cattle these days, boss?"
Cy realized what he'd said and chuckled. "I wasn't lis​tening. Sorry."
"No problem. I noticed a couple of new faces over there," he added. "Tough-looking men, and they weren't wearing suits."
"Get back out there tonight," Cy told him. "And be very careful, Harley. I've got a bad feeling about this whole thing." He didn't add that he was worried about Lisa. He saw her every other day, and the paperwork had just been completed and signed, ready for the transfer of money and deeds. He wouldn't be surprised to learn that Lopez had an informant in town who'd tell him that. It might prompt the drug lord to hasty action, if he thought Lisa was selling the ranch in order to move away. He couldn't know that Cy

planned to rent her the ranch house. He wouldn't like hav​ing to search for her.
Knowing that bothered him, and he mentioned it to Lisa when he stopped by to see her the next day. Harley had seen yet another unfamiliar face on the warehouse property, and he'd also seen flat after flat of jars being moved inside the structure. The drug dealers were getting ready to begin operations. Things would heat up very soon, or Cy missed his guess. He didn't want Lisa in the middle of it.
"Have you got family you could visit out of state?" he asked without preamble as he joined her in the living room, where she had gas logs burning in the fireplace.
She curled up on the sofa in her jeans and knit turtleneck white sweater and stared at him curiously. "I don't have family anywhere," she confessed. "Maybe a cousin or two up around Fort Worth, but I wouldn't know where to look for them."
He sighed heavily and leaned forward in the chair with his arms crossed over his knees. "All right," he said, seem​ing to come to a decision. "If you leave the house from now on, I want to know first. If you can't get me, you call Eb Scott."
"Why?"
He knew she was going to ask that. He didn't have a very logical reply. "I don't know what Lopez is up to," he said honestly. "He may have given up on ideas of tar​geting you. On the other hand, he may be lulling us into a false sense of security. I'd rather err on the side of cau​tion."
"That suits me," she said agreeably.
"Do you have a phone by your bed?"
"Yes," she said. "It makes me feel more secure."
He stood up. "Don't forget to keep your doors locked, even in the daytime, when you're home alone."
"I'm not, much," she said without thinking. "Harley
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comes by every day to check on me, sometimes twice a day."
His eyes narrowed. He didn't like that, although he said, "Good for Harley."
She caught a nuance of something in his tone. "Do you mind?" she asked deliberately. He'd been remote and she'd hardly seen him since the night of the opera. She wondered if he'd been avoiding her, and she concluded that he was. His manner now was standoffish and he seemed in a hurry to leave. She wanted to know if he was the least bit put out by Harley's attentiveness.
"It's your life," he said nonchalantly, tilting his wide-brimmed hat over one eye. "He's a steady young man with a good future."
He couldn't be thinking...or could he? She started to tell him that Harley was friendly, and that she had no romantic interest in him. But before she could, Cy was already on his way out the door.
She went after him, trying not to be undignified and run. She didn't catch up to him until he was going down the steps.
"When do we close on the sale?" she asked, having no other excuse for following him.
He turned at the door of the utility vehicle. "The first of next week, Kemp said. It will take that long to get the paperwork filed."
"Okay. You'll phone me?"
"I will. Or Kemp will."
That sounded less than friendly. She wrapped her arms around her chest and leaned against one of the posts that held up the long porch. "That's fine, then," she said with forced cheer. "Thanks."
He opened the door and hesitated. "Are you in a rush to close?"
She shrugged. "Not really. I just wanted to know when

I'd need to start paying rent. I was going to go see Mr. Kemp next week about that job."
She thought he didn't want her around, and that was so far from the truth that it might as well have been in orbit. But he didn't want to rush her, frighten her. Hell, he didn't know what he wanted anymore.
"I'll see you Monday," he said, and got into the vehicle without another word. He didn't even look back as he drove away.
Lisa stared after him with her heart around her ankles. So much for her theory that he was attracted to her. She supposed that he'd had second thoughts. It might be just as well. He was mourning his son, whom he'd obviously loved even if it wasn't his own child, and she was a recent widow expecting a child of her own. She'd been spinning day​dreams and it was time to stop and face reality. Cy wasn't her future even if she'd hoped he was hers. She turned and went back into the lonely house, pausing to close and lock the door behind her.
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The first time she heard the noise at the window, Lisa thought it was a squirrel. The old house seemed to attract them. They often scurried over the roof and came leaping down into the limbs of the big pecan trees that surrounded the porches. But she usually didn't hear them in the wee hours of the morning, and so loud that they woke her up. She tried to go back to sleep, but then the noise came again. This time it didn't sound like a squirrel. It sounded more like a window being forced open.
Lisa slipped out of bed in her sweatpants and white cot​ton top, hesitating at the door that led into the hall. The noise had come from the room next door, the one Walt had occupied for most of their married life.
She heard a faint rubbing noise, like one a man might make climbing in a window. Her heart began racing and she dashed down the hall in her bare feet, down the wooden steps and into the kitchen. Her glasses were still in the nightstand drawer by her bed, and she could barely make

out familiar objects in the dim light. She was headed for the back door when she was caught and lifted and a big, gentle hand was clapped over her mouth while she strug​gled pitifully in an embrace of steel.
"It's all right," Cy Parks whispered at her ear. "It's all right, we know there's someone trying to break in upstairs. Micah's rappeling from the roof down to the window of the room across the hall. He'll have him in a minute. Don't scream or you'll give him all the warning he needs to get away. Okay?"
She nodded.
He eased her back onto her feet, taking her soft weight against the black sweater he was wearing with black jeans, one lean arm holding her just under her breasts. She saw the glimmer of metal in his other black-gloved hand. Her frightened eyes drifted up to his face, and all she could see of it was his eyes. He was wearing some sort of black mask.
While she was studying him, she heard a loud thud, fol​lowed by a louder groan.
"All clear!" came a loud, deep voice from upstairs.
"Stay here." Cy let her go and went past her and up the staircase with an economy of motion that made her very glad she wasn't the enemy.
She leaned back against the counter and almost jumped out of her skin when the back door opened and Eb Scott came in pulling his mask off, grinning.
"Sorry," he said quickly. "But the man Cy had staying in the bunkhouse spotted two suspicious figures outside your window. Unless you're expecting Romeo, it's a bit late for social calls."
"I was asleep," she said, shaken. "I heard the noise and thought it was a squirrel. I was trying to get out the back door when Cy grabbed me." She whistled. "I thought my number was up."
"Good thing you slept light," Eb said solemnly. "We barely got here in time."
76

THE WINTER SOLDIER

DIANA PALMER

77
"Who is it, do you think?" she asked.
"One of Lopez's goons," Eb told her flatly. "And this definitely confirms our worst fears. Lopez is after you."
"But I didn't do anything!" she said, still shaken from the experience. "Why is he after me?" She brushed back the long, tangled curtain of hair from her flushed cheeks. She felt sick.
"He's going to set an example for anybody else who might consider trying to infiltrate his organization," Eb told her. "It doesn't matter what you did or didn't do. He doesn't care. Your husband betrayed him and he wants you to pay for it, too. He wants all the government agencies to know the price for selling him out—their lives and their families' lives."
The fear made a tight knot in the pit of her stomach. She sank down into one of the kitchen chairs with a protective hand over her belly. She felt twice her age.
She heard heavy footsteps on the staircase and out the front door before Cy came back into the room, tearing off his mask. He looked even more formidable than usual, and that said something about his present demeanor, Lisa thought.
"Micah's taking the guy over to the sheriff," he said. "He suddenly doesn't speak English, of course, and his friend lit a shuck while he was breaking into the house. We won't be able to prove a thing beyond the obvious."
"He'll be out on bond by tomorrow afternoon and out of the country an hour later," Ebenezer added.
Cy's expression was homicidal before he turned his glit​tery green eyes on Lisa. "You can't stay here a day longer," he said flatly. "Lopez doesn't make the same mis​take twice. You've been put on notice. The next time, there won't be a near miss."
She ground her teeth together. "This is my ranch. I haven't sold it to you yet, and I'm staying here," she said

furiously. "I'm not going to let some sleazy drug kingpin force me into hiding out like a scared kid!"
"Commendable courage," Cy remarked with a stoic ex​pression. He reached into his belt and pulled out something dark. "Here."
He tossed her his automatic. She caught it and then dropped it with a gasp of pure horror.
"You'd better pick it up and learn to shoot straight and under fire," he said coldly. "You'd better learn to shoot to kill while you're at it. Because that," he indicated the gun, "is the only way you'll survive if you insist on staying here alone. We were almost too late tonight. Next time, we might not be so lucky."
She glared at him, but she didn't argue. "I hate guns."
"Good God, so do I," Cy told her. "But when you get in a war, you don't throw potatoes at the enemy."
"Then what do I do?" she asked Cy.
Cy told her. "Go pack a bag. You're leaving."
"Leaving for where?" she demanded, standing up with both hands on her hips. "I told you already, I've got no family, no close friends, and no place to go to!"
"Yes, you have. The Expedition's outside. I'll send Har-ley over in the morning to pick up your VW and bring it over, too."
Her dark eyes widened. It didn't help much, her glasses were upstairs on the bedside table and all she could see of Cy was a blur. "I can't go home with you. I've only been widowed a short time!"
"I've only been widowed three years," he reminded her. "So what?"
"I can stay with Callie Kirby!"
"Callie's apartment isn't big enough for Callie, much less Callie and you," he said. "I've got three bedrooms. You can even have a bathroom of your own."
She didn't want to give in. But the memory of someone
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trying to break in the house scared her. She knew that she couldn't shoot an intruder. That left her few options.
"When you make up your mind, I'll be in the truck," Cy told her.
He actually walked out the door. Eb followed him with an amused grin that he didn't let Lisa see.
Lisa glared after him, hesitant and bristling with hurt pride. But in the end, she went upstairs, changed into jeans and a shirt and packed a small bag. Ten minutes later, he opened the door of the utility vehicle so that she could climb in with her tote bag.
"If Harley so much as grins, I'll kick him in the shins," she said after she'd fumbled her seat belt together.
"So will I," Cy promised her.
She glanced at him from the warm folds of her flannel-lined denim jacket. "Would you have shot that man?"
"If there hadn't been another way to stop him, yes."
"I couldn't shoot anybody," she said.
"I know. That's why you have to stay with me until we get Lopez." He glanced at her. "It won't be so bad. I can cook."
"So can I."
"Good. Fair division of labor." He glanced at her with a faint smile. "When the baby comes, we'll take turns get​ting up for his meals."
She felt a warm glow wash over her. She smiled, too. "Oh, I wouldn't want to sleep if he was hungry," she mused dreamily. "I'd get up, too."
He remembered his wife complaining bitterly about lost sleep, making formula, giving bottles. She hated everything to do with the baby, and couldn't begin to understand his affection for the tiny little boy, who wasn't even...
He closed his mind to the anguish that memory fostered, and concentrated on his driving instead.
Apparently Cy's men were asleep in the bunkhouse, be​cause the ranch house was quiet when they arrived. He
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helped Lisa out of the vehicle and carried her suitcase into the house.
"You'll probably like this room. It faces the rose gar​den," he added with a smile.
She looked around at the simple, old-fashioned room with its canopied double bed and gauzy white curtains and white furniture. "It's very pretty," she murmured.
"The house belonged to an elderly woman, who was the last living member of her family," he said. "She had to go into a nursing home. I learned the history of the house from her. It belonged to her father, who was one of the better known Texas Rangers. She raised two kids and three grand-kids here. One of her grandsons was a congressman, and another worked for the U.S. Secret Service. She was very proud of them."
"Is she living in Jacobsville?"
He nodded. "I go to visit her every other week. You might like to go along occasionally. She's a walking history of Texas."
"I'd like that." She was studying him with open curi​osity. He looked so different in that stark black outfit that she wondered if she would even have recognized him if she'd seen him on the street. Her husband had been in law enforcement, but even he hadn't looked as dangerous as Cy Parks in commando gear.
He lifted an eyebrow.
"Sorry," she murmured with a shy smile. "You look different, that's all."
"Think of it as a covert ops business suit," he mused. "The object is to blend in with the night."
"Oh, you did that very neatly," she agreed.
He chuckled. "Get some sleep. There won't be anybody to bother you here, and you can sleep as late as you like."
She grimaced. "What about Puppy Dog?"
"What?"
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"Puppy Dog," she said. "He's all shut up on the back porch..."
"I'll fetch him at daybreak," he said. "But if he eats one of my chickens, he's dog bone stew. Got that?"
"You've got chickens?"
"Five," he said. "Rhode Island Reds. I like fresh eggs."
She smiled. "I like them, too."
"A woman after my own heart." He moved toward the door. "The windows are electronically wired, by the way," he added with the doorknob in his hand. "If anyone tries to open them from the outside, they'll think we're being bombed."
"That's reassuring."
"So it is. Sleep tight."
"You, too."
He spared her a glance. "Don't get up until you want to. I'll haul Puppy Dog over here at daybreak."
"He likes to chew up things," she said worriedly.
"You shouldn't let him eat heating pads, while we're on the subject."
"He can reach the shelf I keep them on," she said. "I didn't realize it until I saw him jump up to pull it down. By then I'd lost two and I thought I'd left them on the sofa." She shook her head. "He's already very tall. His father, Moose, is almost five feet tall when he stands on his hind legs."
"He'll be good protection for you when he's trained."
"He seems to be training me," she said on a wistful breath.
"I'll take care of that. 'Night."
She smiled. "Thanks for rescuing me."
"I had good help," he told her.
She stood staring after him even when the door closed. Her life had just gone up two notches on the complications scale. She forced herself not to think of how hungry he'd made her the night they'd gone to Houston to the opera, of

how much she liked being close to him. He'd been very standoffish since, so it was obvious that he didn't like the small taste of her he'd had. She was safe with him. Safe, pregnant and a widow. She shouldn't be thinking about kissing Cy. The thought made her uncomfortable, but she slept soundly all night long.
Harley walked in the kitchen door with a wicker basket full of eggs and a disgusted look on his face. He stopped short when he saw Lisa, in jeans and a sweatshirt with her dark blond hair in an unruly bun, making coffee.
She gave him a challenging look back. "Where's Cy?" she asked.
"Gone to town to have his truck cleaned."
That sounded intriguing. "Does he do that a lot?"
"Only when dogs throw up in it"
"Oh, dear," she said.
"Seems your puppy doesn't like to go for rides," he murmured with a grin. He put the basket of eggs on the table. "He's out in the barn with the boss's collie."
"I didn't know Cy had a dog."
"He didn't know he had one, either, until it got run over week before last," he remarked. "He picked it up and took it to the vet. It was a stray that somebody had put out, half-starved, full of fleas, almost dead from lack of care. Amaz​ing what some dog shampoo, flea medicine, regular meals and attention can do for a mangy old cur." He shook his head. "For a hard-nosed man, he sure has some soft spots. He'd never make a soldier, let me tell you." He held up a hand when she started to speak. "Don't tell him I said that," he added. "He pays me a good salary and he's a fine man to work for. He can't help it if he isn't exactly G.I. Joe. Considering what he's been through, I guess he's got some grit in him somewhere."
She almost bit her tongue through trying not to tell Har​ley what she knew about his soft-centered employer. But
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that was Cy's business, and she didn't want to get on his bad side when she'd only arrived.
"I rode over to your place with the boss and drove your little VW back with me. It's in the garage. None of my business, but are you staying awhile?" he asked curiously.
"I guess so," she sighed. She poured coffee into a cup. "A man broke into my house last night. Cy let me come over here."
"Broke into your house? Why?"
She grew pensive. "My husband was an undercover DEA agent," she told him. "He was infiltrating a drug lord's organization when he was exposed and executed. Ap​parently the drug lord likes to set examples, like wiping out whole families of people who oppose him. I'm on his list."
"Then you sure came to the right place," Harley said with a beaming grin. "As it happens, you'll be safer here than anywhere else in the county, except maybe with Ebe-nezer Scott." He seemed to stand two feet taller. "I was in the Army Rangers for two years and I've had commando training. Nobody can slip by me."
"I can't tell you how much better I feel, knowing that," she said, smiling pleasantly.
He almost blushed. "Good. Well, I'll get back to my chores. Glad you're okay, Miss...Mrs. Monroe," he cor​rected, tipping his hat on his way out.
"Thanks for bringing my car," she said.
"No problem." He shot a grin back at her as he left.
She sat down at the kitchen table beside the eggs and shook her head. He didn't have a clue what was going on. His life was apparently so dull that he couldn't live without the illusion of bravery. She wondered how he would re​spond to a real threat, and hoped she never had to find out. He seemed a nice sort of man, but she had a feeling that he wasn't quite as formidable as he made out.

Cy came in for lunch, helping himself to bread, may​onnaise and luncheon meat while Lisa poured iced tea into tall glasses.
"I can make sandwiches," she offered.
He gave her a grin. "I'm used to doing it myself. Want a couple?''
"Just one, thanks," she agreed and sat down at her place beside his at the small table. "I'm sorry about Puppy Dog messing up your truck."
His eyebrows lifted under disheveled black hair. "Who told you?"
"Harley." She gave him a gamine look. "He said that he'd be glad to protect me from potential attackers, seeing as how he's a trained commando."
Cy chuckled softly. "I was his age once. Seems like fifty years ago, now."
She put her elbows on the table and propped her chin on her hands, watching him make sandwiches. "Did you swagger, too?"
"Probably. At least, I did until I saw combat for the first time. Nobody tells you that people scream when they get shot. On television they just grunt or groan and hold the part that's been shot." He shook his head. "It's a lot more...vivid...in real life."
"Were you afraid, the first time?"
"I was afraid every time," he corrected with a level stare. "Only a fool pretends he isn't. You learn to face the fear and deal with it, just like everyone else does."
"It's difficult, isn't it?"
"Difficult to watch people die, yes," he told her. "Dif​ficult to live with what you do, too. I remember a young boy in Africa who was fighting the rebels. He carried a carbine in his hands and ammunition belts that probably weighed more than he did, strapped around his chest. His name was Juba." He smiled as he worked. "He had a pas-
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sion for chocolate bars. We always had a few in our packs, just a taste of something sweet to remind us of civilization. One day, Juba ran ahead of us into a building the rebels had just evacuated. We hadn't swept it for traps and he wouldn't stop when we tried to warn him. He broke a trip wire right in the doorway and blew himself up." His hand hesitated on the knife as he spread mayonnaise on the bread. His eyes were solemn and quiet. "He didn't die right away," he added grimly. "We gave him morphine from one of our medical kits. Then I sat under a silk cotton tree with him in my arms and talked to him until he died." His eyes fell back to his task. "He was eleven years old."
She winced. "That's very young to be fighting a war."
"He'd already lost his parents and two sisters in the crossfire," he recalled. "He was alone in the world, except for us. We'd thrown in with the government forces. They were overwhelmed by the rebels and advertised for mer​cenaries. My unit went in. I started with thirty men and came back with three." He passed her a plate with a sand​wich on it and started making two more for himself. "The rebels took over the capital and formed a government of their own. It stood for two months before outside troops joined forces with the overthrown government, moved in and took back possession of their country. Before they did, ten thousand people were shot or blown up in the streets."
"I'm sure I wouldn't make a good soldier, even if Harley thinks he would," she remarked somberly.
"I wanted to make enough money to retire while I was still a young man," he mused. "I planned to come back home, buy a ranch, get married and settle down." He fin​ished his own sandwiches and poured cream into his coffee. "It almost worked. But along the way, I helped a govern​ment agency get hard evidence on that drug lord Lopez," he said, searching her eyes. "As I mentioned a while back, he had my house in Wyoming set on fire. The hitch was, my son was supposed to be rescued before the incendiary

device was placed. Lopez's henchman didn't think one kid more or less would matter." He traced an invisible pattern on his coffee mug. "The only consolation I had was that Lopez had the assassin eliminated for that slip-up. He doesn't kill children."
"I'm so sorry," she murmured, watching him.
"So am I. But all the regrets in the world won't bring back that little boy."
His face was harder than rock. She sketched it with her eyes. "You can help me take care of my little boy."
He glanced at her. "What makes you think it's a little boy?"
"Wishful thinking, I guess. I love baseball and soccer and working around the ranch. I know girls can do those things, too, but I'd love a son."
"You'd love whatever you get," he chided.
"Yes. I would." She grimaced.
"What's the matter."
"I don't know." She laughed nervously. "I have these mild cramps sometimes. I read a book about being preg​nant, and it said some women have fleeting cramps during early pregnancy."
He scowled. "That doesn't sound good."
She picked up her sandwich. "Maybe it's just nerves. It's been a rough few weeks."
"Sure it has. But if those cramps get any worse, you go see a doctor."
"I will."
After lunch, he took her out to the huge, airy barn to see Puppy Dog, who was comfortably contained in a huge stall with a drain in the concrete floor, and fresh wheat straw making a comfortable place for him to sleep.
"Hello, Puppy Dog," she said, going into the stall to pet the frisky, enormous puppy. "Did you miss me?" She glanced past him at the clean containers of dog food and
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water, and the dog toys liberally scattered along the wall. "Maybe not, considering all the toys."
"Dogs need something to play with. Keeps them active and healthy. I got half a dozen for Bob, too."
"Bob?"
He motioned to her. She gave Puppy Dog a last hug and went out of the stall. He whined for a minute and then went back to pick up a ball he liked.
In the stall next door was a huge white-and-tan collie with an intelligent face and soft brown eyes. There were still traces of malnutrition in the coat, but Bob was begin​ning to shape up into a beautiful animal.
"He's a doll," she said, smiling at him.
"She's a doll."
She hesitated. Turned. Raised her eyebrows.
"She's a doll," he repeated.
"Bob is not a female name..."
"If a boy can be named Sue, a girl dog can be named Bob."
"You listen to too many Johnny Cash songs," she ac​cused with a chuckle.
"He's great, isn't he?" he asked. "The boy named Sue was great, but I loved everything he ever recorded."
"I have two of his albums myself," she confessed.
He grinned. "I knew you had good taste."
She liked the way his eyes twinkled when he smiled. He was something of a curiosity around town, because he had a reputation for being a hard case and unsociable. But here, on his home ground, he was relaxed, pleasant, even amus​ing. She wondered how many people ever got to see this side of him. Probably not many.
"What happened to that man who broke into my house?" she asked abruptly.
"Sheriffs got him locked up," he told her. "We left the crowbar right where it dropped. The man wasn't even wear​ing gloves. There are enough fingerprints on it to convict

him. He'll make bond, of course, and then he'll go home."
"Home?"
He turned toward her. "A man wearing an Armani suit drove up here a few days ago and introduced himself as my new neighbor. There's a honey packing warehouse on my border. But it's not honey they're distributing, if you understand what I mean."
She stilled. "Drugs?"
"Raw cocaine," he replied. "Or, rather, cocaine paste. At least, that's what we suspect they're stockpiling in that warehouse."
"Here, in Jacobsville?" she gasped.
"Right here," he said.
"Then tell the sheriff and let him send some men out to arrest the owners!"
"They won't find cocaine if they do," he said carelessly. "In fact, I'd bet my boots that they'll phone in a tip about themselves just to draw the law out there to check around. And while they're checking, all the honey in the jars will be real honey, and even a drug-sniffing dog won't find a trace of cocaine. Having searched the place once and found nothing, local law enforcement will logically hesitate be​fore they go back out there a second time. At least, not without some concrete evidence of malfeasance. It's easy to get sued for harassment, and believe me, Lopez would howl at the idea of taking our sheriff to court over it."
"You sound very cynical," she told him.
"I know how these people operate. In my checkered past, I've dealt with drug dealers, gun runners, diamond smugglers, hit men..."
Her eyes were growing wider by the second. "You out​law, you."
"Count on it," he told her. "I did what the job called for. Wars make strange bedfellows. Got to have guns and ammunition, you know, not to mention explosives, com-
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munications equipment, medicines. You can't walk into the nearest superstore and buy those."
"You can buy guns," she began.
"Registered guns," he emphasized. 'They're required by law to do a background check before they sell a gun, and there's a waiting period. If you know where to go, you can get everything from Uzis to C-4, and no waiting."
"I had no idea," she murmured, shaking her head.
"It's almost impossible to shut these drug cartels down. They are run on a corporate structure. In a sense, they're multinational corporations. They have a hierarchy, com​plete with divisional managers and regional distribution networks. When you understand the way they work, you also understand why it's such an uphill battle. You can't arrest every gang member in the country. That's what it would take to stop it. And even then," he added, "there would still be dealers. You know why? Because where there's demand, there's supply. As long as there are people willing to pay for illegal drugs, there will be people who sell them."
"That's very demoralizing," she pointed out.
"Of course it is. But you can't fight a war unless you know the enemy. Every time we shut down one of the cartels, we come one step closer to cutting off the supply. It's discouraging to see the statistics, but there are a lot of dedicated people trying to stop the drug trade. I like to think that one day, they'll succeed."
"I'd be very happy if they could put Mr. Lopez some​place where he can't shoot me," she told him.
He smiled. "At least," he said, "we've got you some​place where he can't. Now eat that sandwich. Waste not, want not." She laughed softly and bit into the sandwich.

Six
Lisa settled in at the ranch, much to the interest of Cy's cowboys, who walked around with stunned expressions every time they saw her. Most people around Jacobsville had the same attitude, because of Cy's remoteness. Of course, he had dropped the charges against Belinda Craig's rebellious young charge at her summer youth camp when the lad had been caught trespassing on his property. And he'd taken Candy Marshall, that nice young woman from the local cattlemen's association out to the bar to look for Guy Fenton when he'd been drunk for the last time before he fell in love with Candy and married her. But other than those two incidents, he kept to himself and had little if anything to do with women. Now here was Lisa Monroe, a young widow alone and pregnant, living with him. It was delicious gossip.
As Cy had predicted, the man who was arrested for breaking into Lisa's house had skipped bond and left the country. That didn't let her out of the woods, though, he
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assured her. Lopez wouldn't stop until he accomplished whatever goal he'd set. Since it was common knowledge that Lisa was staying with Cy, the drug lord wouldn't have far to look to find her.
Also, as Cy had predicted, an anonymous tip led sheriffs deputies to the "honey warehouse" behind Cy's ranch. The flats of jars and the beehives Harley had watched then unload were searched and searched again, by deputies DEA agents and drug-sniffing dogs. Predictably, they found nothing illegal and went away. It didn't take a genius to realize that it would be hard to get the law enforcement people out there again without vivid concrete evidence of illegal operation. Gossip was that the owners of the new "business" had already threatened a multimillion lawsuit against the various agencies for just setting foot on the property. Jacobsville was a small town in a small county and its sheriffs department already had such a tiny budget that they hadn't had a raise in two years. The county com​missioners went pale at the thought of even a small lawsuit Like it or not, the sheriff was constrained by politics and capital.
There was one encouraging new development. Rodrigo, the Mexican national who'd successfully infiltrated Lopez's distribution network, managed to get a brief message to Eb Scott, saying that a huge shipment of cocaine paste was scheduled to be shipped into the country soon through Mexico. He had few details as yet, but would keep his eyes and ears open and report anything pertaining to the ship​ment as soon as he heard it.
Lisa overheard Cy talking with Eb Scott on a shortwave radio—an odd way to communicate, she thought, when the telephone was right beside him.
When he gave his call sign and cut the unit off, she asked him about it.
"This—" he indicated the set "—has a scrambler. It's high-tech, not a conventional shortwave device."

She shook her head as she studied the array of electrical gadgets in the study where Cy did his bookwork. "I've never seen so many strange-looking things."
"Didn't Walt have equipment like this?" he asked cu​riously.
"If he did, he kept it someplace else." She sighed, think​ing of Walt's horrible end and their very brief marriage. Absently her hand went to her belly.
"You were up walking the floor last night," he com​mented. "Why?"
She shifted. "I had some more cramps," she murmured. But she wasn't too concerned. When she called the doctor she was told it wasn't so unusual to have twinges now and again.
He scowled, watching her. "This isn't the first time you've had cramping. You need to call a doctor."
"I did, day before yesterday," she reminded him. "He said it's a fairly common complaint in early pregnancy, and as long as there's no bleeding there's no reason to worry. Actually I feel better than I have for weeks."
Cy managed not to say that she looked delectable, but she did. Her long, soft hair was loose around her shoulders and even with glasses on, she was pretty. He liked the little tip-tilted nose and the full, soft bow of a mouth. He liked the way she watched him, like a curious little bird, when he worked around the ranch. He especially liked the way she looked in cutoff jeans that showed the curves of her legs up to the thighs, and the way her knit blouse outlined her firm, small breasts. He remembered the feel of her in his arms, the softness of her young mouth, and his whole body clenched. She didn't know, couldn't know, what an ordeal it was for him to be in the same house with her and never touch her. But he didn't want her to feel threatened. She was at risk, and she had no place else to go.
She lifted both eyebrows when she saw that the dark
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scowl over his green eyes was getting more ominous by the minute. "What's wrong?" she asked.
"Don't go out in the yard like that," he said abruptly.
She looked down at herself and then back at him, puz​zled. "I beg your pardon?"
"You heard me." He stood up, towering over her. That was a mistake because now he could see the upper curves of her breasts that her knit blouse left visible. "I don't want my men leering at you." Especially Harley, he thought an​grily.
Her eyes kindled with humor. "You're leering at me right now," she pointed out, grinning because he obviously found her attractive. Her knees suddenly felt wobbly.
"I'm not leering. I'm noticing. But I've got some young men with bucking hormones and to them a woman in a steel drum would probably look sexy. Wear jeans and a blouse that buttons to your throat."
"Bucking hormones," she mused. "That's a new one."
"You aren't that naive," he grumbled. "You were mar​ried. You can tell when a man wants you."
Not really, she wanted to tell him. Walt had only slept with her twice, and apparently had to force himself both times. He wasn't really attracted to her physically, and the feeling had been mutual. It wasn't that way with Cy. She looked at him and her knees went weak.
"I'm not wearing a steel drum around the place to do housework," she informed him. "Hormones or no hor​mones. Heavens, I'm pregnant! Who's going to make a pass at a pregnant woman?"
"Any man under eighty who sees you dressed like that," Cy said flatly. "Up to and including me."
Her heart jumped into her throat as her eyes lifted to his and were captured. She felt the breath rush past her parted lips as the look intensified, making her feel odd in the strangest places, even more strongly than the night at the opera. She remembered the taste of his mouth on hers, and

no matter how disloyal it might have been to her late hus​band, she wanted it again. "Would you really?" she asked.
He looked uncomfortable. "We were talking about how you dressed. When you go outside around the men, don't wear shorts and low-cut blouses."
"Are you telling me that grown men can't control them​selves and I have to go around in a coat all summer to keep from disturbing them?" she wanted to know. "That's not fair."
"Oh, hell, of course it's not fair! But men are going to look when there's something to see. All the legislation in the world won't kill a basic human instinct, and that one is hundreds of thousands of years old!"
Her eyes dropped to his hard mouth and she remem-bered, not for the first time, how delicious it felt when he kissed her. Then she felt guilty for even the thought. She was forgetting Walt, something that Cy hadn't. He hadn't touched her again since she moved in. He was respecting her husband's death. She was sorry about Walt, but when she got close to Cy, her emotions were all over the place. "Harley seems to spend a lot of time in the house lately," he remarked unexpectedly.
"He gathers the eggs for me," she replied, fighting down the excitement she felt as his green gaze slid over her once again. "Ever since you found that chicken snake in the henhouse, I've been nervous about putting my hand in the nests."
"We moved the chicken snake into the barn," he re​minded her.
"Well, it isn't in handcuffs or anything, now is it?" she demanded. "It can go wherever it wants to, and I've no​ticed that snakes seem to feel violent attractions to anyone who's scared of them."
"In that case, I don't suppose even the house is safe."
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She immediately started looking around her feet and he burst out laughing.
"Never mind," he said on a sigh. "I guess Harley's better than a snake, at that."
"I know he isn't what he pretends to be," she replied with a smile. "But he's nice. Besides," she added with a calculating look that he missed, "isn't he helping to keep an eye on those people who set up the honey warehouse next door to you?"
He didn't like that, not one bit. Eb had agreed to let Harley spy on the drug dealers if he kept his mouth shut. Quite obviously he'd been bragging about his exploits to Lisa.
"Did he tell you that?" he asked quietly.
She didn't quite trust the look in his eyes. She didn't want to get Harley in trouble. On the other hand, she didn't like telling lies.
"He mentioned that he was watching them to make sure the bees didn't threaten your purebred cattle," she said, which was the truth. Or, at least, what Harley had told her.
"I see." He relaxed visibly and she knew she'd said the right thing. She wondered why he was so concerned about bees, when plenty of people around Jacobsville kept them. Maybe he had a hidden fear of flying insects.
Cy's green eyes narrowed. Harley was young, in his late twenties, and despite his bravado, in peak physical condi​tion. Cy was thirty-five and scarred, inside and out. Perhaps Lisa couldn't help liking the younger man. And he had been kind to her.
"If you'd rather I asked someone else to fetch the eggs, I can," she began, trying to find a way to erase that dark scowl on his lean face.
"Of course not," he said at once. "Why should I mind?"
He left her wondering about that, and she went back to what she'd been doing.

Two days later, Cy came into the kitchen and found Har​ley holding Lisa's hand in the living room.
Both of them turned and jerked at his sudden appearance. Harley's high cheekbones colored as Cy's green eyes glit​tered at him like a poisonous snake uncoiling.
"Hi, boss!" he said with forced enthusiasm. "I was, uh, just showing Lisa...Miss...Mrs. Monroe how to break a hold."
"Yes, he was," Lisa said quickly. She had on those same tight jeans and a yellow sweater with a vee neck that was much too low when she bent over. Cy's unsmiling scrutiny made her feel as if she'd just committed adultery. She'd put on the outfit deliberately, not for Harley, but for Cy. He hadn't been near her until now. Harley had.
"I'd better get back to the garage now, I guess," Harley said, still flushed. He was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans with a red rag sticking out of his back pocket. "I'm over​hauling the cattle truck, boss."
"Good. Hadn't you better go do it?" Cy asked with a bite in his voice that he seldom used these days. He looked dangerous, something Harley noted with surprise.
"Sure thing!" Harley went through the kitchen and out the back door without another word.
"He really was showing me how to get out of a hold," she told Cy with her hands on her hips.
Cy moved toward her, too jealous to think properly. "Was he now? And you've learned the lesson? Show me. Let's see you get out of this hold!"
He had her around the waist and flush against every line of his lean, powerful body before she could speak. She opened her mouth to protest and his lips claimed hers, hun​gry and rough and demanding.
She wanted to fight. She really did. But the closeness of him, the warmth, the strength of him drained her of every semblance of protest. With a tiny little cry, she slid her
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arms under his and pushed as close as she could get, an​swering that hard kiss with all the pent-up longing of the weeks since he'd touched her. She felt a shudder go through him even as her own body rippled with passion.
He said something against her mouth that she didn't hear, didn't understand. Her mouth pushed up against his, an​swering the devouring fierceness of his hard lips. It wasn't a practiced sensuous kiss at all. It was flash-fire need, hun​ger, desire, out of control. It gave her an odd feeling of pride that she could throw him off balance. And as much as it shamed her to admit it even in the privacy of her mind, his jealousy of Harley made her even hungrier for him.
His body began to swell and old instincts jerked him out of her embrace. He stepped back, fighting the desire that tautened every muscle he had. The unexpected explosion left him shocked and uncertain.
They were both breathing unsteadily, staring at each other more like combatants than lovers.
"I don't like Harley touching you," he said bluntly, bris​tling with possessive instincts he hadn't known he had.
"I noticed." She sounded breathless.
His green eyes slid down her body and back up again with desire and possession equally mixed. "You're preg​nant."
She nodded. Somewhere deep in her mind she wished it was Cy's baby. That was disloyal to Walt and she should be ashamed. Her hand went protectively to her waistline.
He muttered something under his breath and stepped back. "I shouldn't have touched you," he bit off. "God knows, I'm trying not to! I might manage it if you'd stop tempting me with tight jeans and shirts cut to the navel in front!"
So that was why he'd kept his distance. She was pregnant and he felt that he should be trying to take care of her, not make love to her. But he wanted her. She knew it in every
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cell of her body. It made her glow with new delight; with hope.
He got his breath back and glared at her. "Harley's fix​ing the truck. Make sure he stays out of here. If you don't tell him, I will, and I won't be diplomatic."
She wasn't offended by the possessive note in his deep voice. She liked it. "All right, Cy."
His eyes narrowed. Her compliance, unexpected, knocked the fire off his temper. "Stay inside and keep the doors locked."
"Okay."
"Don't assume that you're safe just because Harley's in the garage," he added tautly. "He isn't half as savvy as he thinks he is, and he's never dealt with men like Lopez."
"Okay," she repeated with a smile.
He drew in a heavy breath. "There's a loaded pistol in my middle desk drawer. Just in case."
"I'll remember."
Her mouth was swollen from the pressure of his, and it gave him a feeling of pride to see her disheveled and flus​tered because of him. He didn't smile, but his eyes did.
"Are you leaving?" she asked breathlessly.
"Yes." He dragged his eyes away from her to check his watch. "I've got to drive up to Kingsville to see a man about some new bulls."
She knew where he was going the minute he mentioned the town, and her soft sigh was all too audible. “I went on a tour of that ranch once, with Dad," she said. "It made our little operation look like a milkmaid enterprise. They had some beautiful breeding stock."
"I like Santa Gertrudis cattle," he said. "No better place to buy them than where the foundation herd originated." His eyes narrowed again as he studied her. "While I'm gone, don't go out of the house for any reason. Harley will have the house in sight all the time, and I've got surveil​lance equipment linked to Eb Scott's place. If anything hap-
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pens that Harley can't handle, Eb can be here in five minutes. You aren't afraid by yourself?"
"By myself?" she exclaimed. "Cy, have you noticed those fifteen cowboys who work for you...?"
"Only six of them work here full-time. And none of them are around the ranch house for most of the day, except early in the morning and late in the afternoon," he told her. "Harley's working on one of the cattle trucks, which is the only reason that he'll be nearby. If you need him, push the intercom button and he'll come right up." He indicated the button next to the wall phone in the dining room. He hated having to tell her that. He hated the idea of Harley any​where near her. "And keep all the doors locked."
"You're worried," she gathered.
"I've heard a few things. Yes, I'm worried. Humor me."
She shrugged and smiled up at him. "Okay, boss."
His eyebrow lifted and he smiled back. "Oh, that sounds sweet," he drawled. "Pity I know it's just lip service. You smile and nod your head when I tell you, for your own good, not to do something. And then you go right out and do it the minute my back's turned."
"It always worked with Dad," she mused. "It's a waste of time to argue with some men," she added.
He reached for his hat on the wall rack. "And some women," he countered. "Watch yourself."
"You do that, too," she returned smartly. "You're not on Lopez's good list, either."
He propped his hat on his head as the back door opened to admit Harley. He glanced at Lisa from under the wide brim. "Yes, but Lopez doesn't like to take unnecessary chances, and he's already had one bad brush with the law," he began as Harley's footsteps became audible behind him. "He won't come here unless he gets pretty desperate..."
"Because he knows I'm here, Mrs. Monroe," Harley interrupted with an irrepressible grin at his boss and their

houseguest. "Nobody's going to lay a finger on you while I'm on the job."
"Of course," Lisa said and didn't dare look at Cy.
     “I just came in to get a soft drink. It's thirsty work. You, uh, don't mind, boss?" he asked Cy warily.
"I don't mind," Cy lied. "But don't get careless," he told his young foreman, and with more than usual caution. "Lopez won't."
Harley dismissed Lopez and his entire organization with a flick of his hand. "All the same, he won't come around here."
Cy wanted to argue the point, but the younger man was in a concrete mind-set and he wouldn't listen to reason. He'd just have to hope that Harley wouldn't do something stupid.
"I'll be back late. Remember to keep the doors locked," he cautioned Lisa.
"You bet."
He left rather reluctantly.
Harley got himself a cold drink out of the refrigerator and paused at the back door. Lisa went to the kitchen counter and got out a bowl and a knife and some potatoes and began peeling them for potato salad. "I wanted to make sure I hadn't got you in trouble," Harley said sheepishly. "Mr. Parks was pretty hot when he came in."
"It's all right," she assured him with a smile. "He's protective of me because of the baby," she added.
Harley grimaced. "I should have realized that. He isn't a man who has much to do with women, you see." He shrugged. It had seemed like violent jealousy to Harley, but now Mr. Parks's ill temper seemed justified. He wouldn't want anybody making passes at her when she was pregnant. Of course, he added silently as he looked at her, she did seem somewhat flustered and her mouth was swollen. He wondered...
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"Don't you want that soft drink in a glass with some ice?" she asked. His scrutiny was making her nervous.
"No, thanks, this is fine. Well, if you need me, just call, Mrs. Monroe. I'll be trying to find the oil leak in that en​gine."
He looked as if he'd found several, she mused, judging from all the black stains on his once-white sweatshirt. It never ceased to amaze her that Harley always found some​thing white to put on when he was going to do a dirty job.
"I know where the intercom button is," she assured him. "But I don't think I'll need to use it."
"You never know. I'll lock the door as I go out. See you later."
"Sure."
He locked the door and moved slowly toward the garage. Lisa watched him walk back to the garage with a slight frown between her eyes. Cy was unusually worried about Lopez, and it made her uneasy. Surely the man wasn't go​ing to risk having any more men picked up by the sheriff. After all, he'd lost two in the midnight raid on Lisa's house that had prompted Cy to bring her here to stay with him.
On the other hand, she had to admit, if the man based his reputation on keeping his word, he couldn't afford not to make good on a threat. But she was fairly certain that Lopez was long gone. Otherwise why would Cy have gone off in the first place?
Reassured, she went to the kitchen, put Lopez forcefully out of her thoughts and peeled the rest of the potatoes.
Harley finished most of his repairs on the truck and came back into the house for another drink, liberally stained with grease and a noticeable cut on the back of one lean hand. It was bleeding. There was even a little grease in his crew-cut sandy hair.
"Here," Lisa said at once, leading him to the kitchen sink. "Wash that with antibacterial soap while I find a ban​dage."

"It's nothing much, Mrs. Monroe," he protested, but very weakly.
She smiled to herself as she fetched adhesive bandages from the kitchen cabinet and began peeling one apart to cover the deep scratch after it was clean.
"I wish you'd been with us in Africa," he observed wryly, his blue eyes twinkling. "Several of us got banged up out in the bush."
"In the bush? With the lions?" she exclaimed.
He held out his dried hand for her to put on the bandage. "Didn't see any lions," he remarked. "But there were plenty of guerrillas. Not the furry kind, either." He sighed and smiled dreamily. "That's the life, Mrs. Monroe, fight​ing for principles and a king's ransom in loot. When I get another two or three training courses under my belt, that's what I'm going to do; I'm going back to Africa to make my fortune."
"Or get yourself shot," she observed.
"Not a chance. I'm too handy with close quarter weap​ons." He looked as if he could strut sitting down as he said it. "My instructor said he'd never seen anybody who was such a natural in martial arts. And I can throw a knife, too.''
"It wouldn't do you much good if the other guy had a gun, would it?" she asked innocently.
"It isn't so hard to disarm a man, if you know how," he said confidently. "They taught us a lot of tricks. I guar​antee there isn't a man alive who could threaten me with a gun. I know my business."
Lisa almost winced at the certainty in his tone. He was young, probably not much older than she was, and she couldn't help thinking that a little knowledge could be a dangerous thing.
"Thanks for patching me up," he told her with a grin. "I found the leak. Now all I have to do is put all the parts back on the truck without having any left over."
She laughed as she put away the bandages. "I'd have
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bagsful left over," she mused. "I can cook and work horses and cattle, but I don't know a thing about engines."
"My dad's a mechanic," he told her. "He has his own garage. I grew up learning how to fix things. It comes in handy on a ranch this size, even though we have a full-time mechanic on the payroll." He shook his head. "It must cost a fortune to run a place like this. I guess Mr. Parks inherited his."
She went back to her potatoes, her head down as she asked, "You don't think he might have worked for it?"
"Not many professions that pay the kind of money he has, from what I've heard," he said. "Besides, he's not exactly a risk-taker. He doesn't do much of the heavy work around here and he really favors that left arm from time to time. I guess it still hurts him sometimes."
"I guess." She didn't add that he might change his mind about Cy if he ever saw him dressed in black and carrying an automatic weapon.
"Thanks for the first aid," he told her as he retrieved another soft drink from the refrigerator and closed it. "Bet​ter get back to work."
He went out and the door locked behind him. Lisa forced herself not to think about that hungry kiss she and Cy shared in the living room or if Cy was going to draw back into his shell again. He was a complex and attractive man, but she seemed to be off limits. Pity. They had so much in common...

Seven
It was late afternoon when Lisa heard a truck pull up out by the barn. She was sure it was Cy. Without thinking, she got up from the kitchen table where she'd been rearranging a messy kitchen drawer and went right out the back door.
It wasn't Cy. It was three men, all foreign-looking. Har-ley saw them and came out of the garage, wiping his hands on a red work cloth.
"Can I help you boys?" he asked with faint menace.
"We are looking for Mr. Parks," the flashily dressed one said with an ear-to-ear grin.
"He's gone to Kingsville to look at bulls," Harley said obligingly. "I don't know when he'll be back."
"How convenient," the man drawled, and pulled an au​tomatic weapon from under his jacket.
Harley froze in place and his jaw dropped.
Lisa realized the danger immediately. She closed and locked the back door and ran to Cy's study, locking herself
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inside. She grabbed the mike of the shortwave set, already positioned to the Scott ranch, and gave out a Mayday call.
"Stay in the house," Eb's calm but very hushed voice came over the air instantly. "Cy's on his way."
He left before she could ask what he meant. She didn't know whether to lock herself in and wait, or go to a win​dow and try to see what had happened to poor Harley. She felt guilty that she hadn't been able to do anything for him, but she was one person against three men, one of whom was dangerously armed.
In the end, she grabbed the loaded pistol Cy had told her he kept in his center desk drawer and went cautiously down the hall. She peered out the curtain that covered the upper, glassed portion of the kitchen door. Harley was in the grip of a man at least his physical equal, a pistol at his throat. One of the other men was looming with that automatic weapon and she just glimpsed the third wandering into the garage, out of sight.
She ground her teeth together and held the huge .45 au​tomatic pistol tighter, wondering what she should do. She'd never fired a pistol in her life, but if she had to use it, she thought she could. Shivering with nerves, her heart pound​ing, her mouth dry, she heard the sound of a truck ap​proaching very fast. Cy's big red Expedition roared up in the yard. He was out of it seconds after the engine died.
But it wasn't the Cy she was used to seeing. He walked slowly toward the two visitors in plain sight, his tall figure bent slightly forward, and he was cradling his burned left arm in his right hand.
"You are Cy Parks," the man with the automatic weapon called in a cold tone.
"Yes," Cy replied quietly. He glanced at Harley, who was red-faced and nervous, held securely in the grip of the second man.
"We want the woman," the flashily dressed visitor con​tinued. "You will bring her out to us. Now."

"She's a widow. She's pregnant," Cy began.
"This is nothing to us," the man replied. "We were told to bring the woman back. It will cost us our lives not to comply with the instructions we were given."
Cy sighed audibly. "I'll go get her," he said with res​ignation.
"Mr. Parks!" Harley burst out, horrified. "Man, you can't...you can't let them have Mrs. Monroe!"
"They'll shoot us if we don't, son," Cy told the other man in a subdued tone that matched his bent stance. As he spoke, he let go of his burned arm and let it dangle at his side. The right hand moved, just a fraction, but his limping posture had the full attention of the armed men. They didn't notice the movement under his long sleeve. "You might let poor old Harley go,'' he added. “He just works for me."
"Let a trained mercenary loose on the three of us?" The man laughed. “We heard him talking to the woman in the kitchen about his exploits in Africa."
Which meant, Cy deduced, that they had the house bugged. He'd have to do something about that, and quickly. He glanced at Harley and prayed that the younger man wouldn't panic and do something stupid.
"It was a lie. Honest!" Harley swallowed hard. "I'm not a merk. I'm just a simple, working cowboy...!"
"Why, of course he is. And do I look like any sort of threat to armed men?" Cy asked softly. "I mean, look at me. I'm just a poor cripple."
Harley grimaced. It hurt him to see poor old Mr. Parks grovel like that. If only he could get that pistol away from his throat. He might be able to do something to save Mrs. Monroe and his boss! His fears were still present but sub​siding a little as he realized the danger his boss and Lisa were in. He had to conquer the fear. He knew what to do. Even if he'd had little training, he remembered the moves. And he'd been an army ranger when he was in the service, only a short time before he came to work for Cy Parks. He
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wasn't a coward. He could do what he needed to do, to protect Cy and Lisa. He could do it. His head lifted and new purpose narrowed his eyes as he watched the armed men.
The man with the automatic weapon shrugged. "I see that you are injured. But this man told the woman that he had commando training and would not hesitate to use it," he told Cy. "Am I to believe now that he is harmless?"
"No," Cy drawled. "It's more than enough if you be​lieve I am," he said enigmatically and glanced at Harley. "You just stay put, Harley," he added in a tone that made Harley frown. "I'll just go get Mrs. Monroe..." His head turned abruptly to the left of the gunman and he pointed. "Good God, look at that!!"
The man with the automatic weapon reacted predictably and was diverted for a few precious seconds. It was enough. Cy's hand moved so fast that his knife was in the man's shoulder before he could turn his head back, causing him to drop the automatic weapon as he groaned in shock and pain. Even as that knife hit the target, Cy whirled and sent a second knife slicing through the air. It hit the man holding the pistol at Harley's neck, pinning his forearm, pistol, sleeve and all, to the wood of the barn wall behind him. The man cried out and Harley ducked and got out of the way immediately.
Green eyes blazing, Cy rushed forward, aimed an explo​sive high kick at the first man's stomach, bringing him down instantly. He fell, trying to extricate the knife from his shoulder at the same time, with little success.
"There's...another man...in there!" Harley called ur​gently through his shock.
"There was." A deep chuckle accompanied the words. Eb Scott came out of the barn with a miserable-looking man in denims held at gunpoint. "He made a fatal error. Never turn your back to a dark corner. Nice timing, Cy."
Cy didn't answer. He jerked up the automatic weapon

and spared a glance for the groaning man on the ground and the other one, pinned to the wall of the barn.
"I didn't want to do it like this," Cy said calmly, walk​ing to the man his second knife had pinned to the barn wall. "But if you're going to set a trap, it's best done on your home ground and in your own time. Oh, shut up for God's sake," he growled at his victim as he jerked the knife out and wiped it on the man's shirtsleeve. "You're barely nicked! When you get a Bowie knife sticking out of your arm, you can complain."
Harley was still staring at his boss with wide eyes. He hadn't said a single word. He felt his head to make sure it was where he'd left it.
"You all right, Harley?" Cy asked curtly.
"Shh...sure," he stammered.
"I'll just check on Lisa." Cy strode off toward the house.
Harley stared after his boss as if he'd never seen him before. "Did you see that?" Harley asked Eb Scott. "Did you see it? He had the second knife in the air even before the first one hit its target!"
"You said he was no threat!" the assailant with the for​merly pinned forearm growled at the man in the suit. Both were holding their wounds.
"I thought he was crippled!" the flashily dressed man growled. The knife was still in his shoulder, and he didn't dare pull it out for fear it might hemorrhage at withdrawal.
"So did I," Harley murmured, but only Eb heard him.
"Cy's not quite what he seems," was all Eb had to say about it.
On the porch, Lisa had watched with surprise and dis​belief as Cy easily took care of the two armed men, while Harley stood shellshocked nearby. If she'd ever worried about him, her mind rested easier after she saw the ease with which he subdued the armed assailants. She watched
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him with covetous, protective eyes, almost limp with relief. She'd been so worried that he might die right in front of her eyes. She opened the door as Cy mounted the steps and rushed out to throw herself against his chest, oblivious to his shocked delight. She was still holding the gun in one hand.
He took it from her, keeping the other arm around her, and put the safety back on. "Were you going to come out shooting and rescue me?" he asked with a grin.
"If I got the chance, I was," she said huskily, clinging harder. "I certainly wasn't going to cower in the house and let them kill you."
His eyes were warm with affection as he lifted his dark head to search her flushed face. "Nice to know I can count on backup when I need it," he told her, tracing a soft pat​tern down her flushed cheek.
She smiled at him and only looked away when she heard sirens and saw two sheriffs cars pull up in the driveway with their lights flashing. "Speaking of backup," she ges​tured. "Did you plan this?"
He shrugged. "Eb planned it and convinced me to go along," he said quietly. "All those surveillance gadgets paid for themselves this afternoon. Eb was already in the barn when I left here. He waited to act after the guns were drawn because he didn't want to get Harley killed." He shook his head as he saw Harley standing morose and mis​erable against the barn with his arms folded while the dep​uties handcuffed the three men. Barely two minutes later, an ambulance joined the patrol cars. "What I didn't know was that Lopez had the house bugged," he added curtly. "When we get these guys in custody, I'm going to sweep the house and get rid of them."
"They can hear what we do in the house?" she asked worriedly.
He glanced down at her and knew she meant what they were doing in the living room before he left. He smiled
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slowly. "Not all of it," he murmured wickedly. "Probably they only had listening devices in the kitchen, since we spend so much time in there."
"Oh." She sighed with relief.
"I'd better go and have a word with the deputies," Cy told her. "You okay?"
She grinned. "Never better. Are you?"
"Can't hurt a weed," he replied, winked and walked back down the steps.
Eb and Cy explained what had happened to the deputies. Cy agreed to swear out a warrant so that the three men could be held. He was furious that Lopez had dared to send men onto his own place after Lisa. He wasn't ever going to get the chance to do that again. He swore it.
As the two wounded prisoners were being loaded up in the ambulance and the other one confined in the patrol car for the trip to jail, Cy joined Harley at the barn door.
"I'm all hot air," Harley said with cold self-contempt. He couldn't meet the older man's eyes. "All that damned bragging about what I could do, and how I could take care of everybody. And look at me! I was taken by surprise and overpowered by a man half my size. I'm a fraud, Mr. Parks. You ought to fire me on the spot."
Cy only smiled. Harley was showing the first signs of wisdom. And even if he'd been overpowered, he'd con​quered whatever fears he had. Cy knew that die younger man's pride was in shreds at being surprised and captured. He'd been in similar situations himself. No need to rub it in, just because he'd overreacted at Harley holding Lisa's hand.
"If I fire you, who's going to gather Lisa's eggs every morning?" Cy asked.
Harley couldn't believe he'd actually heard that droll question. He forced his shamed eyes up, and found his boss's eyes twinkling.
"You don't want to fire me?" he asked.
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"Not today," Cy replied. "Get back in there and finish getting that cattle truck fixed. We'll need it tomorrow to haul calves."
"It's finished," Harley said with a faint smile. "I was just putting it back together when those guys drove up and caught me off guard."
Harley still felt a little disoriented. Mr. Parks, on the other hand, didn't have a hair out of place and seemed supremely calm. Despite the cool weather, Harley felt per​spiration on his forehead. He wiped his sweaty brow on his arm and let out a heavy breath. He even managed a grin. "I guess you learned how to throw a knife when you were in the military. You, uh, were in the military?"
"Somewhat."
"Well, it was amazing, what you did with those knives," Harley continued. "That's some aim you've got, Mr. Parks."
"I get in a little practice now and then."
Harley moved away from the barn. "You sure had those guys foxed about how helpless you were," he said, chuck​ling. "They bought every word."
"To their cost," Cy said easily, without breaking stride. "You never underestimate an adversary, if you want to live."
"You've, uh, been in a few fights then?"
Cy's green eyes were enigmatic as he glanced back at the younger man. "Stop fishing, Harley. Get that truck run​ning."
He turned again and started toward the house. Harley watched him go with raging curiosity. On an impulse he didn't even understand, Harley picked up the pistol his cap​tor had dropped where it lay forgotten in die straw. He tossed it toward Cy Parks's back.
As if he sensed danger, Cy whirled immediately and caught the weapon in midair. He had it cocked and leveled at Harley's nose in the space between one heartbeat and

the next. Harley stopped breathing as he looked down the barrel for seconds that seemed like hours.
Cy cursed harshly and lowered the gun. "If you ever do that again, so help me, I'll shoot you in the foot, Harley!" he growled, furious. He snapped on the safety and walked toward the sheriffs deputies to leave the weapon with them.
Harley let out the breath he'd been holding. He'd served two years in the army himself, in the rangers. He didn't know a single man who could have done what Cy Parks just had. That was a sort of training that men only got in some elite fighting force, and it wasn't regular military. He forced himself to walk back to the garage without casting another glance at his enigmatic boss. He felt as if his legs had turned to rubber.
Lisa was uneasy all night. She kept hearing noises. She dreamed that Cy was in front of the man with the machine gun, but that he hadn't managed to throw those knives in time. She woke up crying, in a cold sweat.
The door opened, the light came on and Cy stood over her, dressed in pajama bottoms with his broad, hairy, scarred bare chest. His dark hair was touseled, his eyes narrow with concern.
"You screamed," he said.
She sat up in her sweatpants and pullover white cotton T-shirt and hugged her knees. She couldn't quite see him because her glasses were in the drawer of the bedside table. She could imagine how she looked with her eyes red and wet with tears and her long hair tangled all around her.
"Sorry if I woke you," she said miserably. "It's been a rough day."
"For me, too," he replied. "I'm sorry you ever got mixed up in this business."
"So am I, but there's not much we can do about that
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now." She pushed back her long, sweaty hair. "Now Lo​pez seems to be after you, too."
"No. He's after you. This was a test run, to see if he could get to you on my ranch."
"He didn't."
"No, he didn't."
"You think he'll try again."
"They say Lopez will follow a man to hell to get even with him," he said quietly. "I believe it."
"What am I going to do? I can't keep on staying here..."
"Why not?"
"Well..."
He came around the side of the bed. "Move over," he said, sitting down beside her on the bedspread. "Now lis​ten. I've got a big house and plenty of room. As long as you're here, right here, I can protect you, and I will. You've got a baby coming and you need someone. There's no rea​son you can't stay."
She looked worried. She picked at the cover. "Cy, peo​ple are already talking about us..."
"They'll stop when we get married."
She didn't seem to breathe for a space of seconds. She looked up at him with a curious mixture of shyness, ex​citement and pleasure. "Married."
"Married."
She picked at a fingernail while she turned the proposal over in her mind. She was barely widowed. Whatever would people think of her?
"We don't advertise what's going on in this town, but the people who count know that you're staying here be​cause you're in danger," he said quietly. "As for all the rest, if we marry, no one will have any reason for talk. I'm not proposing for any hidden agenda," he added. "We'll have a marriage of convenience. Period."

That was vaguely disappointing, and she hoped she could keep him from seeing how it affected her.
"Okay," she said after a minute. "But you can kick me out when this Lopez thing is over," she added and managed a smile.
"Fair enough," he agreed, his face carefully schooled not to let any hint of emotion show through. "But only if you want to leave by then. I wouldn't make that offer to any other woman. I've had a bad time with marriage. If Lopez hadn't decided to target you, I wouldn't have pro​posed in the first place."
"I know that," she said.
"Not that you aren't attractive," he said unexpectedly. "I think you know that under different circumstances, you'd be first on the endangered list. I haven't made a secret of the way you affect me. But you're pregnant and a very recent widow. Under the circumstances, it would hardly be appropriate to take advantage of the situation."
He was talking in riddles and she was very puzzled by the look in his eyes when he spoke to her. Odd, how re​luctant he sounded to have her leave. But surely he was marrying her for the reasons he'd mentioned. He'd been through his own time of pain. She knew that there must be times when he ached for the child who had died in such a terrible manner. But for whatever reason, he was offering Lisa a marriage of companionship, protection for her baby. She couldn't have turned it down to save her life. Living with him would be heaven, even if he kept her at arm's length.
"Are you sure it's the right thing to do?" she asked worriedly.
"Yes, I am," he said firmly. "And the sooner, the bet​ter."
She toyed with a fold of her sweatpants. "I might be in the way."
His chest rose and fell heavily. His eyes narrowed. He
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looked at her with such hunger that it was blatant when she met his eyes.
Involuntarily she let her knees down. The T-shirt was thin and his eyes went instantly to the thrust of her breasts against it. Her mauve nipples were very noticeable, making soft peaks under the fabric.
His breathing changed. Her own eyes went to that broad chest and she wondered how it would feel against her.
"Don't push your luck," he said in a husky tone. "It's been three years. More than that. I didn't want her after my son was born, and the feeling was mutual."
Her eyes lifted to his. "You want me."
He nodded, very slowly. His eyes went back to the T-shirt and her own roamed over his bare chest like seek​ing, exploring fingers. In the silence of the bedroom, the sound of their breathing was harsh and loud. She could hear her own heartbeat in her ears, see his at the base of his strong throat.
She shivered and his teeth clenched.
"That baby is just starting to develop," he said, almost choking on his own voice in a throat as dry as desert sand. "And you've had cramping. I won't risk it."
"I wasn't offering, really," she managed unsteadily. She bit her lower lip and frowned as she searched his lean, hard face. "I don't understand. I never...felt like this. I'm scared."
"Felt like what?" he asked, not at all embarrassed. "Tell me, Lisa."
She flushed. "I can't!" she bit off.
He took her by both arms and pulled her gently across him, so that her head lay in the crook of his powerful arm. His free hand went to her throat and caressed its way under her long, loosened dark blond hair. She relaxed against him helplessly, her breath coming in tiny little jerks as she looked up into his quiet, gentle eyes.
"Then I'll tell you," he said softly. "You want to pull

the fabric out of the way and show yourself to me," he whispered. His thumb moved slowly over her parted lips. "You feel hot and swollen all over, and you aren't quite in control. That's what frightens you."
She shivered again. "It wasn't like this with Walt."
His big warm hand slid from her neck down to her col​larbone and as he held her wide eyes, it moved blatantly over the hard peak of one small breast and pressed there.
She whimpered, closing her eyes with a faint shudder. Her hand pressed hard into his hair-roughened chest and she leaned her hot face against the cool, hard muscle of his upper arm.
His cheek lay gently against hers. He caressed her almost absently, with a slow, restrained tenderness that made her whole body tremble with passion.
Her nails bit into his chest as the hunger grew with every soft brush of his fingers.
She felt his mouth on her closed eyelids as his hand found the hem of the T-shirt and moved under it. She arched helplessly to the sensuous delight of that expert touch.
He smiled against her mouth as he kissed her very ten​derly. All the while his hand explored the softness of her silky skin, arousing a need that made her moan helplessly.
She moved closer, her eyes opening, wide, dazed, soft as a doe's.
He slid the fabric under her chin and looked at the firm​ness of her young breasts while he traced them. Odd, he thought, that her breasts showed no evidence of a preg​nancy that should be approaching its fifth week. He'd seen his wife's body, and he remembered the changes pregnancy made in it. He wondered if women differed in the physical signs.
"I'm very small," she whispered unsteadily.
"Do you think size matters?" he murmured with a wicked, soft smile.
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"If it didn't, men wouldn't buy those picture maga​zines..."
He bent and brushed his mouth against hers. "The men who buy those magazines don't have real women to prac​tice on."
"Is that why?" she asked, laughing breathlessly through her shyness.
"You're just right," he breathed, letting his fingers sketch her body. "And if you weren't five weeks pregnant, I'd do more than talk about it."
"Would you?"
He lifted his head and looked down at the soft thrust of her creamy pink breasts. His eyes narrowed as he imagined the feel of them under his mouth. He felt his body tense with desire. It made him ache.
"You want to put your mouth on me, don't you?" she asked daringly. "I...would let you."
"I know," he said in a choked tone. His eyes met hers. "And what do you think would happen then?"
Her face colored helplessly as images flashed through her whirling mind.
His eyes narrowed. "I haven't wanted a woman for a long time. I want you very badly. Don't make it hard for me to walk away."
She forced herself to breathe slowly, to deny the ache inside her. She was suddenly ashamed of the way she'd behaved, and she grimaced as she tugged her T-shirt down and lifted herself out of his loosening arms.
"I'm sorry," she said without looking at him.
"No need to apologize." He got to his feet. His arousal was noticeable but he didn't turn away. He looked down at her with lingering traces of desire, and she looked at him the same way.
"First, we get married," he said in a subdued tone that didn't match his stormy eyes. "Then we talk to your ob-

stetrician. If it's safe, I'll make love to you. Assuming that you want me to."
"I want you to," she said honestly, avoiding his probing gaze.
"That makes two of us."
She slipped back under the covers and only then lifted her eyes back up to meet his. "I'm glad those men didn't hurt you," she said.
"Harley took it hard," he replied.
"Of course he did. He's not so bad," she added with a smile.
He didn't like hearing her say that. She was young and she had all the normal urges. He wanted to marry her right away, before Harley got to her. Maybe she'd have felt the same desire for anyone who offered her tenderness. She'd barely been married and she hadn't wanted her husband. She was ripe for an affair. If it happened, it was going to be with him. He wasn't letting Harley near her.
"You look angry," she commented.
He forced a smile. "Frustrated," he said, deliberately letting his gaze slide over her.
"Oh."
"Your breasts aren't swollen," he remarked bluntly, "and your nipples aren't enlarged or dark. Has the doctor explained the normal changes pregnancy will make in them?"
"Well, yes," she said, fighting embarrassment. "I imag​ine I'm not far enough along for it to show much."
"That makes sense." He moved back to the door. "If you need me, sing out."
"Would you like musical comedy or grand opera?" she mused. "Because I can start right now and save you the trip back to your own bed."
He chuckled softly. "Not yet," he told her deliberately. "First the ring, then the doctor. First things first."
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She sighed. "Okay. You're the boss."
"Yes, I am," he mused. "But that won't last much longer, I imagine," he murmured, and left her sitting there with puzzlement all over her face.
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A week later, with Eb and Sally Scott for witnesses, Cyrus Jonathan Parks married Lisa Jane Taylor Monroe in a quiet civil service in front of a justice of the peace. She wore a simple beige dress and carried a small bouquet of orange autumn maple leaves and yellow chrysanthemums that seemed just right for an autumn wedding.
They'd discussed rings and chose simple gold wedding bands with no ornamentation, just right for a marriage of convenience.
Except that it was more than that. Lisa began to tremble every time she got within five feet of her handsome, taci​turn new husband. He knew that she wanted him. He wanted her, too. But despite the flare of desire between them, all he'd really offered her was a refuge, not love eternal. He'd said quite bluntly that he wouldn't have mar​ried her at all unless she'd been in danger, and he didn't plan to stay married to her after Lopez was arrested or subdued. She had to remember that.
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There was time for a small reception at the Jacobsville Methodist Church fellowship hall, where friends still suf​fering from belated shock at the sudden wedding of Ja​cobsville's most reclusive rancher had laden a table with delicious tidbits while cakes for both bride and groom graced a side table. Cy and Lisa were required to cut the bride's cake together and share the first piece. As she looked up into his eyes, the photographer Cy had hired took a photograph so revealing that when Lisa would see it a week later, she would be too embarrassed to show it to anyone. She'd looked like a woman absolutely besotted with the man beside her.
They went back to his ranch together after the reception, and she went inside quickly, to spare him the humiliation of not being able to carry her over the threshhold with his damaged arm. Incredibly, the well-meant action ignited an argument that had explosive consequences.
The front door slammed audibly as Lisa went down the hall. He caught up with her in the bedroom she'd been occupying.
Green eyes blazing, he closed the door behind him. And locked it.
"Why didn't you paint a sign and have it hung on the front door?" he asked in a menacing tone. "We both know I have limited use of this," he extended his left arm. "But I could have carried you over the threshold. You aren't exactly a challenging weight!"
She just stared at him, stunned by the furious anger in his lean face. "I was only trying to spare your pride," she said tightly. "I never meant to insult you."
He threw off his jacket and tossed it onto a chair. His strong fingers went to his tie. That followed the jacket. He unbuttoned his shirt, all the while walking deliberately to​ward Lisa.
She'd never had cause to be afraid of him. She wasn't now, although her knees felt weak as water under her. He

was devastatingly attractive to her, and if her heartbeat was shaking her, it wasn't out of fear. She wondered if he knew.
His hands caught her by the waist and brought her against him firmly. His glittery eyes searched her wide, surprised ones. His fingers contracted. He wasn't behaving rationally, and it wasn't much of a surprise. He'd gone without a woman for over three years and here was Lisa, his wife, who made him hungry as he'd never been hungry before. He thought briefly of the child she was carrying, and hesitated.
"Did you speak to the doctor about the baby...?"
"Since I haven't had any more cramps, he said it's all right," she said huskily, drowning in the strong arms en​folding her.
She was hardly aware of meeting him halfway when his head bent. He kissed her slowly, softly, and then with a hunger that made fires in her blood. She reached up on tiptoe to press hard against his strong body, clung as the kiss deepened and became slow and hungry, devouring her soft mouth.
Her submissive moan made him wild. He lifted her quite easily with his right arm, catching her neatly under her knees with the left one, and carried her to the bed with his mouth still demanding and rough on her eager lips.
It was broad daylight. The sun filtered in through the blinds, but she didn't feel inhibited by the light. Walt had always wanted the darkness, but Cy didn't seem to care at all. He caressed her out of her neat beige dress and the things under it, his mouth ardent and expert in a way she'd never experienced with her husband. Walt had always been in a hurry. Cy wasn't. Long before his shirt came off, she was twisting under him in a veritable orgy of pleasure, her nails biting into his shoulders, her gasps audible as each pleasure was eclipsed by a new one. It was like the night he'd proposed, but without his stoic restraint. He didn't
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seem to mind her knowing that he was desperate to have her, although he was patient and tender and restrained.
She wouldn't have believed that a man who'd gone with​out a woman for so long could be so patient. He acted as if he had all the time in the world. He laughed softly at her obvious desire, but he didn't satisfy it. His mouth worked its way lazily down her soft body to her breasts while she trembled in the wake of new and mysterious pleasures. She seemed to hang in midair as his mouth hovered over the hard peak of her breast. Then, tenderly, his mouth worked its way completely over it and began to suckle her, and she cried out in surprised ecstasy.
Her headlong response delighted him. She'd mentioned once that her husband hadn't been patient, and now he was willing to believe it. Despite her marriage and her preg​nancy, she acted like a woman who'd never been intimate with anyone. Her ardent clinging, her soft cries of pleasure, her trembling made him feel more like a man than ever before. His own wife had hated this part of marriage, hated her child, hated him. In the old days, before his marriage, there had never been a shortage of women. But since he'd been widowed, there had been no one. Not until now. And this soft, eager woman beneath him was his wife. He groaned harshly against her breast as a wave of hot pleasure swept over him. His control was suddenly gone.
He wrestled the rest of his clothes off and jerked back the bedspread, moving Lisa onto the cool, crisp sheets. His body covered hers, feeling the heat and eagerness of it. He heard her faint gasp and felt the ripple of her soft body as she moved to accommodate him.
"Cy...!" she whispered, her nails gripping his upper arms.
His mouth closed her lips as he eased down. "Don't be afraid. I'll be careful with you," he whispered, reading the helpless fear in that soft exclamation. "Very, very careful. I won't hurt the baby."

That wasn't at all what she was thinking, to her shame, but she was too shy to tell him that she wasn't sure her slender body could adjust to his. He wasn't made like Walt, she could tell...
She gasped again as he moved lazily and a violent spasm of pleasure shook her entire body. Her nails bit into him and when he lifted his head to look at her, she knew her eyes must be like saucers. She was aware of her legs re​laxing, her slender hips arching, her body trying to incite him to repeat that lazy movement of his body, to give her that shock of ecstasy again.
His soft, possessive eyes met hers. "Is this what you want me to do?" he whispered lazily, and he smiled as he moved and she tensed again, trembling.
She couldn't get the words out, but he didn't seem to need them. He shifted their positions and the next time he moved, she closed her eyes on a shuddering moan of ex​quisite pleasure. Never like this. She hadn't dreamed that a woman could feel such...!
He heard her voice, barely audible, pleading with him, sobbing at his throat. He was near the end of his endurance, but from the sound of her, he needn't be patient any longer. He caught her mouth firmly under his and moved deliber​ately, roughly, quickly, feeling her body take up the rhythm and echo it. The silken brush of her skin took the last of his control. He could feel her going up the spiral with him, he could hear the pleasure in her choked sobs, feel it in her clinging hands and arching body, in the grip of her long, elegant legs as they curled around his and tightened in spasms.
It was more than he'd hoped for. She fell with him into the white-hot heat of ecstasy, throbbed with him as reality became nothing more than a glimpse of light somewhere in the distance. He felt his body stiffen even as hers con​vulsed under the pressure of him. It was like being buried in warm, soft velvet...
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"No!" she cried out as the pleasure fell away from her just as she'd grasped it. "No, no...!"
"What is it?" he asked huskily at her ear, his body shiv​ering a little in the aftermath as he lay heavily above her. "Did I hurt you?"
"It didn't last," she sobbed, clinging. "I couldn't... make it last...!"
He understood at once. His mouth moved softly over her damp eyes, across her wet cheek and down to her parted lips where her breath came in husky little jerks. "Pleasure like that would be lethal in long doses," he whispered into her lips. He bit at her lower lip gently and then rubbed his mouth over it in soft little caresses.
She moved experimentally and felt the intimate pressure of him. Her eyes lifted to his, a little shy, and very soft.
His thumb brushed her lower lip while he searched her eyes in a silence so profound that she could hear their ac​celerated heartbeats.
"It was like making love to a virgin," he said in a deep, slow tone.
"It was like being one," she whispered honestly. Her fingers smoothed over the hard muscles in his upper arms. The one that had been damaged was only noticeable from the elbow to the hand, she observed. The rest of him, de​spite a few scars and depressions, was absolutely perfect.
He brushed back the loose strands of blond hair and, impulsively, took all the hairpins out to let it fall around her shoulders.
"That's better," he murmured, smiling.
They were still intimately joined, and her eyes searched over his lean, dark face with wonder.
His hips moved very sensuously and her whole body clenched visibly.
He reached to put the hairpins on the side table. He looked down into her eyes and moved again, with delib​erate sensuality, watching her lift toward him helplessly.

 
125
DIANA PALMER
He bent and put his mouth tenderly over hers, shifting onto his side with both lean hands on her hips as one long, powerful leg slid between both of hers. He felt her shiver as the pleasure began all over again. His last sane thought as she pressed into his body was that he hoped he had the stamina to survive what they were going to do to each other this time...
Much later, after a shower and a change of clothes, they had a small wedding supper of bacon and eggs and toast and coffee at the small kitchen table. Cy couldn't force himself to take his eyes off Lisa, and the attraction seemed to be mutual just at first. She couldn't stop touching him, even just to pass him the sugar or refill his cup. It was more than physical desire. It was a sort of intimacy he'd only seen in old movies. He'd had brief affairs, liaisons, even a wife. But with none of the other women had he felt this deep emotional bond.
His green gaze dropped to her belly and a surge of jeal​ousy caught him unaware. She was carrying another man's child. When he'd first taken her in, protected her, it had been more out of pity and affection than anything else. But slowly desire and the need to possess had replaced his ini​tial attraction, and jealousy had become a constant com​panion since he'd seen Harley holding her hand. But after what they'd shared in bed, he was unexpectedly jealous of her late husband and the baby as well. He didn't understand his own riotous feelings. He was upset at the level of in​timacy they'd attained and disturbed by the sense of pos-sessiveness he felt for her. This hadn't been the plan at all. He'd married her to protect her and the baby from Lopez, not with any long-term relationship in mind. He'd proposed a marriage of convenience, which was interesting when he considered how quickly he'd maneuvered her into bed with the flimsiest of excuses. Abstinence alone wouldn't have caused hunger that sweeping.
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He didn't understand his sudden lack of restraint, and because he didn't, he was broody. At least he'd had the presence of mind to ask about the risk to the baby first. But that wasn't much comfort at the moment. He'd crossed the line, his own line, and he couldn't put her at risk again. He'd have to keep his uncontrollable urges to himself. As that thought persisted, he forced himself not to stare at Lisa. If he was going to practice restraint, he'd better get a head start, and right now.
She noticed the faint scowl on his heavy brow and looked at him quizzically as she sipped her second cup of coffee. "Is something wrong?" she asked.
He made a dismissing gesture with a movement of his shoulder. He smoothed his thumb absently over the fork he was holding. He seemed deep in thought and he was even more silent than normal.
She was getting more insecure by the minute. In bed, she'd felt as if she belonged to him completely, as if no two people on earth could have been any closer, any more intimate. Now, she was as far away from him as if they were still just neighbors. She wondered if she'd done some​thing wrong. Maybe she'd been too...eager. She flushed, remembering her passionate, wanton behavior. He might be one of those men who didn't like aggressive women in bed. She swallowed the lump in her throat and averted her eyes from his taciturn expression. He hadn't complained, but he was very remote since they'd left the bedroom. She'd have to remember that he didn't like her undisciplined ardor, and not be so uninhibited again. Maybe if she could curtail her headlong response, it would ease the sudden tension be​tween them.
She forced a smile to her face. "Would you like some more coffee?" she asked pleasantly.
He pushed his cup toward her to let her refill it, and finished the last of his eggs. He was furious at himself for the jealousy that had attacked him so unexpectedly. He'd

married her to protect her from Lopez and help her take care of the child, and that was just what he was going to do. He'd be better off if he could keep in mind that pas​sionate interludes in the bedroom weren't part of their deal, and stop trying to create new problems for himself and Lisa in the first days of their marriage. He'd broken faith with her by seducing her. Besides, he reminded himself, they still weren't out of the woods where Lopez was concerned. The man wouldn't stop just because Cy had married Lisa. In fact, he was willing to bet that the marriage would tempt Lopez to even further improvisation.
Meanwhile, he still had the problem of Lopez's ware​house behind his property. Since the blatant attack on Har-ley and Lisa, Cy had pulled Harley off the night surveil​lance, certain that Lopez's people would have night scopes now that would catch anyone spying on them. That excuse about locoweed worked once, but it wouldn't work again. Still, there was surveillance equipment that was undetect-able by infrared glasses, and Cy initiated it. He hadn't shared it with Harley. The younger man hadn't quite re​covered from the shock of seeing his supposedly crippled boss take down two professional assassins. He'd stopped asking questions, but he watched Cy from a safe distance and did nothing to upset him. He wouldn't even talk to Lisa unless Cy was around lately. It was almost comical.
She got up to put the dishes in the sink and he stacked his cup and saucer on his plate to simplify the chore for her. She smiled as she finished clearing the table and began to fill the sink with soapy warm water.
"I need to buy you a dishwasher," he said abruptly. "There wasn't much need for it when I lived alone, but we'll have dinner guests from time to time..."
"I don't mind washing dishes in the sink, Cy," she fal​tered, her wide dark eyes in their big lenses searching his.
He leaned against the counter, watching her deliberately, his face scowling and remote. "I wasn't as gentle as I
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should have been. Do you feel okay? Any queasiness or discomfort?" he asked bluntly.
"I feel great!" She smiled. "No cramping and I haven't had a hint of morning sickness since I've been pregnant."
Cy frowned. It had been a long time since his late wife had been pregnant, but he remembered everything he'd read on the subject. It was hard to overlook the lack of visible changes in Lisa's soft body, especially her breasts. He felt suddenly uneasy. Pregnancy tests weren't foolproof. Maybe she wasn't pregnant after all. But if she wasn't pregnant with her late husband's child, she could quite easily be pregnant with his right now. Especially, he thought rue​fully, after his exhaustive lovemaking. He hadn't held any​thing back and he hadn't tried to protect her—useless when she was already pregnant, which he'd thought at the time. He'd proposed a temporary marriage to protect her. Making her pregnant with his own child wasn't part of the plan. He didn't want a binding relationship...did he?
She noticed his curious stare. "Why are you looking at me like that?" she asked uneasily.
"I like your hair loose around your shoulders," he said evasively.
"Do you?" She pushed the heavy fall of it back over her shoulders with a tiny smile. "It's a nuisance to wash and dry."
"I had Harley bathe Puppy Dog, by the way," he men​tioned, searching for a neutral subject.
"Did you? That was nice."
"Bob needed a bath, too," he said. He didn't add that putting Harley to work bathing dogs had made him feel pretty good. He was still brooding about the way Harley had tested his reflexes with the pistol. He hadn't wanted any of his men to know about his old life. That was wishful thinking, he supposed.
She hesitated, washing the same plate until it threatened to rub the pattern off.

"Speaking of Puppy Dog," he said, "didn't he stay in the house with you before you moved over here?''
"Yes," she agreed, "but he's big and clumsy, like his father, and you've got lots of breakable stuff. Anyway, he seems to like being out in the barn with Bob. It's almost as warm in there, with the doors closed, as it is in the house. And it's amazingly sanitary. For a barn."
"I like healthy stock. Sanitation is important." He glanced around the kitchen. "I thought I was a fairly decent housekeeper, but you've brightened the place up consid​erably."
"I like housework," she said absently. "I do know a few things about the cattle business, but I enjoy cooking and cleaning and even ironing shirts." She fingered his. "I always thought I'd take to family life like a duck to water. I just never had the chance to prove it."
He scowled, thinking of the difference she'd made here. He'd gotten used to finding her in the kitchen or the living room when he came home every evening. He liked the little touches, the frilly curtains in die kitchen, the silk flowers on the table, the visible signs of her presence in his life. He thought about having her move back into her old house, and it was distasteful. He refused to pursue that line of thought.
His eyes went to her waistline and quickly away. She noticed and bit her lower lip while she finished washing utensils and put them in the other side of the sink to rinse.
"Does it bother you that I'm pregnant?" she blurted out.
He hesitated. He didn't know how to answer her. "The baby must be a comfort to you," he said slowly, "with your husband gone."
She didn't even feel as if she'd been married, she thought to herself. She'd slept with her husband exactly twice and the rest of the time he'd either been away from home or pretending that she wasn't there. He'd married her on the rebound.
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He'd proposed to Lisa, having already confessed about the woman he'd loved leaving him. Lisa had no hope of marrying anyone else and she'd been very lonely since her father's death. A marriage of convenience wouldn't be so bad, she'd told herself. But Walt couldn't love her, and she couldn't love him. Now here she was in a second marriage of convenience with a man who didn't want her perma​nently any more than Walt had.
"I've always wanted children," she said noncommit-tally.
He was remembering the little boy who hadn't been his, and how painful it had been to lose him in such a violent manner. That led him to thoughts of Lopez and revenge.
Lisa saw the expression on his face and frowned. He hadn't wanted to harm her child, but it was obvious that he regretted their intimacy. She wished she could, but it had been the only time in her life she'd felt as if she be​longed to someone.
"I'm sorry, by the way," she said quietly. "About not letting you carry me over the threshold," she added, avoid​ing his sudden intent gaze. "I really was trying to spare your pride."
He stared at her for a few seconds before he spoke. "There was some nerve damage and loss of muscle tissue to my arm after the fire," he said. "But I can do almost anything I could before. I don't advertise it," he added slowly. “It gives me a psychological advantage if people think I'm less capable than I am—especially since Eb's line of work became public knowledge."
"You don't want people to know what you did," she said with understanding. "Well, you may fool everyone else, but Harley goes out of his way not to upset you these days," she murmured.
"He's lucky I didn't shoot him," he muttered. His eyes narrowed. "Did you see it?"
She nodded.

"And you still didn't think I could carry you into the house."
She cleared her throat. "I was terribly shy of you, if you want the truth," she told him. "Walt was an ordinary man who never made me nervous. But my knees started shaking the minute I saw you. I didn't know what you'd expect of me. I was a little afraid of you."
"Why?"
Her shoulders rose and fell. "I haven't been completely honest with you about a few things. Not important things," she was quick to emphasize. "But I'd only been intimate with Walt twice and it was uncomfortable and quick and embarrassing. I...knew you were experienced, and that you'd expect more from a woman than Walt had. I thought I wouldn't be enough for you. If you meant us to have a real marriage, I mean, and not just one on paper."
So that was why. She hadn't been challenging him at all. She'd been afraid of the very thing her behavior precipi​tated.
"I'm sorry. I didn't understand," he added irritably.
"Not your fault. I sort of got carried away, too." She blushed.
A lot of things were becoming clear to him, predomi​nantly her total lack of experience with intimacy. If she'd only slept with her husband twice and hadn't liked it, the past few hours must have shocked her speechless. Funny, most women weren't naive these days. His gaze darkened as he stared at her. She seemed mature sometimes. And then she'd throw him a curve, from out of nowhere. He couldn't fathom her.
"Are we going to sleep together at night?" she asked before her courage failed.
"No," he said flatly. "This afternoon should never have happened. I'm not going to put your baby at risk a second time."
She worked not to let her disappointment show. Now she
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was certain that she hadn't pleased him. She seemed to an ongoing disappointment to men in bed, and she didn't know how to change it. "Okay," she said with forced care​lessness.
He was glad she was taking it so calmly. She might not have loved her husband, but she genuinely wanted the baby and there was still a chance that she was pregnant, despite the lack of symptoms. He recalled now that some women did have cramping in the early stages, and it usually went away, just as hers had. And a lot of women never had morning sickness.
If she really was pregnant with Walt's child, he wasn't going to be the cause of her losing her baby. Nor was he going to touch her for the duration of their marriage of convenience. Once the threat of Lopez was removed, he was going to let her go back home and go to work for Kemp. They could have the marriage quietly annulled and it would be the best thing for both of them. He wasn't going to let himself love anyone ever again. He couldn't go through the hell of losing anyone else.
Lisa felt embarrassed, but she didn't let it show. It shouldn't have surprised her that she'd disappointed him in bed, considering the sophisticated women he'd probably attracted before his marriage. She was just a country woman with no experience, and thank God he didn't know her real age or he'd be doing more than clamming up when they talked. "I'll have supper when you come in," she said.
“I’ll be late."
She nodded. "Okay."
He went to the door, hesitated, looked back and a flash of possessiveness showed in his green eyes as he stared at her. Her face colored and he forced himself to look away. She wasn't the first woman he'd taken to bed, and she wouldn't be the last. He had to stop seeing her as some sort of permanent fixture in his life. There was simply no
future in it. He grabbed his hat off the rack, slanted it over one eye and walked out without another word.
Lisa went back to her dishes on shaky legs. She won​dered if he had any idea what that smoldering look of his did to a woman.
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Nine
Two more weeks passed with the occupants of the Parkses' house being polite to each other and not much more. Cy had swept the house for "bugs" the same day Lopez's men made their assault, making sure that he didn't miss any of Lopez's little listening devices. He had no idea how long the drug lord's men had been eavesdropping, but there hadn't been that many opportunities for them to get into the house. He didn't imagine it had been long.
He checked his surveillance tapes periodically as well, noting that the warehouse on the land behind his property had been joined by what looked like a small processing plant, supposedly for honey from the row upon row of bee​hives on the property. He saw nothing to indicate a drug presence, but Lopez had added several more men to the site, and there were several big eighteen-wheel trucks on the premises now. It looked very much as if Lopez planned to start shipping his product fairly soon.
Meanwhile, Cy had gone to see Eb Scott to check on

Rodrigo's progress, and the status of the cocaine shipment he'd already reported.
"Narcs got it down in the Gulf," Eb murmured coolly. "The Coast Guard homed in on the boats that were car​rying it and strafed them with gunfire. Needless to say, they gave themselves and their shipment up. The DEA made several arrests and confiscated enough cocaine paste to ad​dict a small country."
"Damn," Cy murmured angrily. "So here we sit."
"Don't knock the confiscation," Eb mused. "I'd love to see them make that kind of haul on a daily basis."
"So would I, but I want to catch Lopez with his fingers in the cookie jar," the other man said. And soon, he could have added, because his hunger for his wife was growing less controllable by the day. He looked at her and ached. Anger made new lines in his lean face. "Meanwhile, he sits on the edge of my property like a volcano about to erupt and I can't do a damned thing about it. I suppose you know that the sheriffs department and the DEA were all over it because of an 'anonymous' tip."
"I know," Eb replied. "One of Lopez's men phoned in the tip, apparently, and then the man in charge of the honey operation threatened to sue everybody for harassment if they came out again and did any more searches." He shook his head. "You have to admire the plan, at least. It was a stroke of genius. Nobody's going to rush out there again to look around unless there's concrete evidence of drugs."
"And that," Cy agreed, "will be hard to come by now."
"Exactly." He leaned forward in his chair and studied Cy intently. "You look older."
Cy scowled. "That's what marriage does to a bachelor."
"It had the opposite effect on me," his friend replied. "I've had a streak of good luck since I married Sally."
"I noticed. Is Micah Steele still in town?" he asked abruptly.
"He's in and out. He had an assignment and he's due
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back next week. Had an apparently disastrous argument with his stepsister Callie Kirby over his father before he left."
"Callie isn't much for arguments," Cy pointed out. "If there was an argument, he started it."
"Could be."
"I wish we could nab Lopez and get Rodrigo out of there before he gets himself shot," Cy said, changing the subject. "He's good people. I don't want him killed on our ac​count."
"Same here. He's been in the business at least as long as Dutch and J.D. and Laremos," he replied. "And they taught him everything he knows."
"They were the best."
"We weren't bad, either," Eb said on an amused laugh. "But I suppose we either settle down or die. Personally I consider marriage an adventure."
"Some do," he said without enthusiasm and changed the subject.
"Did you hear that Sally's aunt Jessica married Dallas and moved back to Houston with their son Stevie?" Eb asked unexpectedly. “Nobody was exactly surprised about it."
"At least she'll be looked after," Cy remarked.
"That's true." Eb frowned as he stared at his friend. "It's none of my business, but is it true that Lisa's preg​nant?"
He was going to say yes, but Eb was watching him with the insight of years of friendship and he let his guard drop. "That's a good question," Cy replied, leaning forward. "I thought that she was, just after Walt was killed," he added. "But she had some symptoms I don't like and she doesn't show the normal signs of pregnancy." He grimaced. "We don't talk about it."
"She's young," Eb agreed. "I don't imagine she knows very much about pregnancy, since she was an only child

more or less raised by her dad. He wasn't the sort to discuss intimate issues with her."
"She's young, you said," Cy returned quickly. "How young?"
"You mean to tell me that you're married to her and you don't know how old she is?"
"She hid the marriage license," he muttered. "Put her thumb over the birthdate while I was signing it and confis​cated it as soon as the JP signed it. Every time I've asked, she's changed the subject."
"I see."
"Well?" Cy prompted.
Eb grimaced. "She ought to tell you."
"Eb!"
The other man shifted restlessly. "She's twenty-one. Barely."
Cy's face went white. He leaned back in his chair as if he'd been shot. He took off his hat and wiped his sweaty brow on his sleeve. "Dear God!"
"That's legal age," Eb pointed out. "And you don't need me to tell you that she's amazingly mature for that age. Some women grow up quicker than others. She never really had a childhood. From what I've heard, from the age of six, she was riding horses in competitions and working around the ranch. For all that her Dad wouldn't teach her management, there isn't much she doesn't know about the daily routine of ranch hands."
"Fourteen years my junior," Cy groaned. "I could never get her to tell me."
"Now you see why," his friend remarked. "You'd never have married her if you'd known."
"Of course I wouldn't have married her if I'd known, Lopez or no Lopez! I don't rob cradles!"
Eb chuckled. "She's no kid. Around Jacobsville we pay more attention to family than we do to age differences. Lisa comes from good people. So do you."
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Cy had his face in his hands. "Walt wasn't even thirty," he remarked. "And damned Harley is barely twenty-eight. He's still in and out of the house all the time flirting with her when he doesn't think I see him. I caught him a couple of weeks ago showing her how to break handholds, right in my own living room."
"You know how to handle that," Eb said easily.
Green, glittery eyes came up to meet his. "I can't handle it. She's too damned young for me and I don't want to stay married to her!"
Eb's eyebrows went up at the vehemence of the state​ment. "What do you plan to do, then, kick her out and let Lopez..."
"Oh, for God's sake, you know I wouldn't do that! I just don't want her getting comfortable in my house," he added irritably. "I think she's still in shock at Walt's death and latching onto the first pair of comforting arms she can find."
"So that's it And you don't want to take any chances until you know for sure."
Cy glared at him. "Don't psychoanalyze me!"
"Wasn't trying to," Eb said with a grin. "But she and Walt didn't marry for love eternal. He'd just lost Becky Wayne and his heart was broken. Everybody knew he mar​ried Lisa on the rebound. And she'd never been in love with anybody. She assumed it came naturally when you put on an engagement ring. That isn't the case."
"You ought to know," Cy said. "You got engaged to Maggie Barton, and I know for a fact you didn't love her."
"I was lonely," he said simply. "But until Sally stormed back into my life, I didn't know what love was. I do now."
Obviously. It was written all over him. Cy turned his eyes away.
Eb's expression became covertly amused. "If you don't want Lisa for keeps, you might let Harley get on the inside track. He's got potential..."

"Damn Harley!" Cy burst out, his eyes were blazing. "If he goes near her again, I'll feed him to my chickens!"
So much for Cy's true feelings, even if he wouldn't ad​mit them. Eb chuckled. "I haven't forgotten what happened at your place when Lopez's men made a try for Lisa," Eb murmured. "Talk is that Harley's given up throwing pistols at you and he walks a mile around you lately."
"Some men have to learn the hard way that they aren't invulnerable. Harley got overconfident. It almost cost him his life. You know that the two assailants made bond and left the country?"
"I know. What was it, a million in bond, each?"
"Yep. Pocket change to Lopez, but the judge set bond as high as she could. I don't blame her."
"She's a good judge at that," Eb agreed.
Cy stood up, feeling shaky. "I've got to get back home. If you hear from Rodrigo, let me know. I'm still trying to keep an eye on the honey plant. Nothing's shown up so far."
"Wouldn't it be a hoot if Lopez had decided to turn respectable and it's a real honey processing plant?" Eb mused.
"Sure, and pigs will fly."
"Not on my place, they won't," Eb said. He got up, too, and walked the other man to the front door. "But bullets may, before this mess is over," he added in a somber tone. "I don't like all this sudden quiet from Lopez's warehouse. They're up to something."
"That's exactly what I'm afraid of," Cy agreed, and he didn't smile.
As another week crawled by, Lisa could see that Cy was brooding about something. He continued to be standoffish and remote after their tempestuous afternoon in bed to​gether, and he'd been somber and unapproachable alto​gether since he'd gone to see Eb Scott. But his eyes always
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seemed to be on her. She caught him watching her when she worked in the kitchen, when she washed clothes. He'd bought her a dishwasher, as he'd promised, and every sort of kitchen utensil and cookware any gourmet would have cherished. He surprised her with the romance novels she liked to read, and even scarce out-of-print editions of au​thors she enjoyed. He was forever buying toys for Puppy Dog and Bob, and coaxing Lisa into stores where he had accounts. She was spoiled constantly. But he never touched her.
One evening when they'd just finished watching the news, she cut off the television and followed him daringly into the office where he kept his computer and printer and fax-modem. He looked up from behind the massive oak desk with an expression of surprise.
"Can I come in?" she asked from the doorway.
He shrugged. "Help yourself."
That didn't sound welcoming, especially from a man to his new wife, but she smiled and walked up to the desk.
"Something bothering you?" he asked quietly.
"Yes."
"What?"
She stuck her hands into the pocket of her pretty em​broidered purple apron. "I feel like an unwanted house guest lately," she said flatly. "I want to know what I'm doing wrong."
He scowled and put down the pencil he was holding over a spreadsheet of figures. "You haven't done anything wrong, Lisa," he said.
"I must have. You can't seem to force yourself to come within five feet of me." Her voice sounded raw and she didn't quite meet his eyes.
He leaned back in the chair. A harsh sound came out of his throat and his lips made a thin line as he studied her. "You didn't tell me you were just twenty-one."
She looked suddenly uncomfortable. "Does it matter?"

"Good God in heaven!" he exclaimed, explosively pushing himself up and out of his desk chair. "Of course it matters! You're still a kid and I'm thirty-five years old!"
She let out an expressive breath.
"You don't look your age," he muttered, walking away from her to stand in front of the dark window. The horizon was a faint silhouette in the distance, flat and cold-looking.
"That's what Walt used to say," she recalled. She leaned her hip against his desk and stared at his long back. “But I'm not as immature as you're making me out to be."
His shoulder moved jerkily. "If you were ten years older..."
"But I'm not. So what do you want to do about it?" she demanded, blowing a wisp of loose hair out of her mouth. "Do you want me to move back over to Dad's ranch and go to work for Mr. Kemp and pay rent? I'm willing."
He felt his heart stop. His expression was vulnerable for those few seconds, and he actually winced.
"Don't look so tormented. It won't cause any gossip if I go back home, wedding ring or no wedding ring. We can get an annulment."
"The gossips would have a field day over that!"
"I can't believe you care what people might say," she bit off. "I certainly don't."
"It isn't that." He rammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and stared at her worriedly. "You've never been out of Jacobsville. You don't know beans about men." He drew in a slow breath. "You should have gone to college or at least seen a little more of the country and the world before you married."
"There was never enough money for travel," she said shortly. "My dad was a small rancher, not an aristocrat. If I went to college it would be to study veterinary medicine or animal husbandry, and I don't really see how I could do that with a baby on the way!"
He hesitated. Should he tell her what he suspected about
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the baby? It might be the best time to do it. But he couldn't think clearly. All he could think about was her age. He should have realized how young she was. He felt as if he'd taken unfair advantage of her, even if it had been the only way to protect her from Lopez. She had been married al​ready, he reminded himself. It wasn't as if he'd snatched her from a cradle.
Her hand went to her waistline. "I'd much rather have the baby than a degree, if you want the truth," she said.
His face hardened. He couldn't tell her. Not yet. For all he knew, she might truly have loved her late husband. What would it do to her if she wasn't pregnant? He turned back toward the desk. "I don't want you to move out. Lopez may be laying low, but I guarantee he hasn't gone away. I won't risk your life."
She stood glaring at him. "Fair enough. When he's fi​nally caught, I'm out of here," she said flatly. "I am not living with a man who can't bring himself to touch me because I'm pregnant with another man's child!" she added, making a stab in the dark. It seemed to have paid off when he went rigid all over.
She turned and started out the door, sick at finally know​ing the truth he hadn't wanted to tell her. It wasn't her age that bothered him, not really—it was Walt's baby!
"Damn it, that's not why!"
She whirled. "Then what is?"
He glared at her. She had a temper that easily matched his, despite her youth, and with her dark eyes flashing and her face flushed, she gave him a very inconvenient ache.
"It's strange that you don't have any pregnancy symp​toms," he said flatly. 

She didn't answer him for several tense seconds. "All right," she said finally. "I'll make an appointment first thing tomorrow."
"See that you do," he returned curtly.
She searched his drawn face, seeking answers to ques​tions she didn't want to ask. "We were so close, the day

we married," she said hesitantly. "You were...different. I thought you cared about me."
He managed a smile that mixed equal parts of self-contempt and mockery. "Didn't anyone ever tell you that men get sentimental after sex?"
She seemed to close up like a flower. She turned away from him without another word and left the room, quietly pulling the door closed behind her.
He ran an angry hand through his dark hair and cursed himself silently for that cruel remark. He'd never been so confused. He didn't know if she was carrying Walt's child or not. He didn't know how he really felt about her. He was sick at heart to realize how very young she was. On top of that, he was frustrated because Lopez wouldn't come out in the open and make a move. One thing he was sure about, though, was that Lisa had to be protected. He was going to take care of her the best he could. Then, when it was over, and she was safe, she could have a chance to decide whether or not she wanted to spend her life with a maimed ex-mercenary.
He wasn't going to continue to take advantage of her, even if it was killing him to stay out of her bed. If she wasn't pregnant, he wasn't going to take the slightest chance of making her that way. She was going to be com​pletely free to decide her future. Even if it was with damned Harley.
Lisa went to the doctor and had the pregnancy test, and came back to the ranch looking more disturbed and worried than ever.
Cy was waiting for her in the living room. He stood up, his face strangely watchful. "Well?" he asked abruptly.
She moved restlessly, dropping her purse into a chair. She was wearing the same beige dress she'd worn the day they married, with a lightweight brown coat, and her hair was in a bun. She looked pale and quiet and not very happy.
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"The test was positive," she said, avoiding his eyes. "He said pregnancy symptoms sometimes don't show up right away. He said there was nothing at all to worry about."
Cy didn't say anything. Apparently he'd been wrong right down the line. She was pregnant, and her child was Walt's. It was uncharitable of him to be disappointed about that, but he was.
She'd noted the expression that crossed his face and it wounded her. She knew that men were said to grow pos​sessive once they'd been intimate with a woman, and it wasn't totally unexpected that he resented Walt's place in her life. It wouldn't be easy for a man to accept and raise a child that wasn't his.
"Are you sure you don't want me to leave?" she asked in a subdued tone.
"Of course not," he said automatically.
She lifted her eyes to his. "I won't get in your way."
"You aren't in my way."
She moved jerkily away. "Okay. Thanks."
She seemed to hesitate at the door, but only for a second. She went out, leaving Cy to watch her exit with a tangle of emotions.
He stopped by his office to check his messages before he retrieved his shepherd's jacket and slanted his hat across his green eyes. He went out by way of the kitchen so that he could tell Lisa where he was going.
Harley had just come in with the eggs, and he was lean​ing against the counter smiling at Lisa, who was smiling back. They were both so young...
"Sorry I didn't get them in first thing this morning," Harley was telling her, “but I had some work to do on the fence line."
"That's okay. I had an appointment in town," Lisa re​plied.
"I'll be late tonight," Cy said from the doorway. They

both jumped, surprised by his sudden appearance. Harley cleared his throat, nodded at Lisa and went rushing down the steps toward the barn.
Cy didn't understand why until Lisa actually backed up against the sink.
"Now, what, for God's sake?" he demanded shortly.
"You ought to see your face in a mirror," she retorted.
His green eyes narrowed. "Harley spends too much time in here," he said flatly. "I don't like it."
Her eyebrows arched. "How would you know? You're never here!"
His lips made a thin line. He was bristling with unfa​miliar emotions, the foremost of which was pure jealousy.
She glared up at him from her safe vantage point at the sink. "I didn't cheat on Walt and I won't cheat on you," she said coldly. "Just in case you wondered."
He glared back at her. His eyes, under the wide brim of the hat, glistened like green fire.
"I never should have agreed to come here," she said after a minute, her breath sighing out as she leaned back against the counter. "I've never been so miserable in my whole life."
That was worse than a slap in the face. His whole body tightened. "That makes two of us," he lied. "Don't worry. It won't be much longer before we'll have everything re​solved. Once the sale of the ranch goes through, you'll have enough money to do what you please."
He turned and walked out. He didn't look back.
Lisa felt like breaking things. She was crazy about the stupid man, and he wouldn't give an inch. He didn't want her talking to Harley, he was resentful of her baby because it was Walt's, he alternately ignored and spoiled her. Now he'd offered to let her leave. She didn't want to. She'd grown used to living with him, even if it was like being alone most of the time. But he had said that she could go
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when things were resolved. Did that mean they were close to dealing with Lopez? She hoped so. The memory of the assault on her bedroom and then the attempted assault here still worried her. She felt safe with Cy, even with Harley. If she went home, she'd be watched, but she wouldn't feel safe.
Cy, driving toward town in his truck, was fuming. So she wanted to go home. Well, he'd see what he could do to hurry things up for her. First he went to Kemp's office and told him to push the paperwork through as fast as pos​sible. Then he started toward Eb's place. There had to be some way to force Lopez to stick his neck in a noose.
But on the way, he decided to swing by the old Johnson house. It would be deserted now, of course, and there was only one other house on the stretch of outlying road. He didn't really know why it occurred to him to go that way. Maybe, he considered, his old instincts still worked at some level.
He pulled off the paved road and turned down the small county road that led to the Johnson place. He remembered Eb talking about the members of Lopez's cartel who had rented a house nearby and had accosted Sally Johnson be​fore she'd married Eb. It was a crazy notion, and he needed his head read. All the same, he told himself, it never hurt to play a hunch.
He noticed the lack of traffic on the road, which was nothing unusual. This far out, there weren't a lot of people who opted for the badly kept county road instead of the newer highway that led to Victoria. The late autumn land​scape was bleak and uninviting. All the leaves were off the trees now, and the last bunches of hay were cut and stacked in barns for winter forage. The weather had a nip in it. Nights were cold. He remembered winter nights when he and Eb were overseas, trudging through ice and snow. Life was much simpler here, if not overly comfortable.
He was watching the scenery, not paying a lot of atten-

tion to anything, when he noticed two huge tractor-trailer rigs parked near an old Victorian house. He didn't slow down or show any obvious interest in the once-deserted dwelling. But it was painfully clear why Lopez's "honey operation" was sitting still. He had a distribution center up and running already, only it wasn't behind Cy's property. The beehives were only a blind. Here was the real drug operation, complete with huge renovated barn and danger​ous-looking employees sitting around the big rigs, which were backed up to the barn. Cy knew without looking that there would be locks on those barn doors and men with automatic weapons patrolling around it. He knew, too, that it wasn't hay that was being loaded into the trucks.
They'd been foxed. And now it was almost too late to close down the operation. He'd have bet money that this was Lopez's follow-up shipment to the one that had been confiscated down in the Gulf of Mexico. The odd-looking oil drums were scattered around, and had obviously been used to bridge rivers between Texas and the Gulf so that the men hauling the cocaine had been able to cross at places where the border patrol wouldn't be waiting for them.
He drove straight past the place without looking again. As he passed the deserted Johnson homeplace, with its For Sale sign standing awry and uninviting, he knew that what they'd all dreaded was already taking place. Lopez was back in business, right here in Jacobsville. And if Cy and his friends were going to stop them, there wasn't much time to plan an assault.
At the end of the road, he turned back into the highway and burned rubber getting to Eb's place.
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Eb was surprised by the news.
"Right under our damned noses," he exploded. "No wonder we couldn't find any evidence of drug smuggling at the honey warehouse. That was a blind, and we fell for it, just like raw recruits!"
"The question is, what do we do now?" Cy asked coldly. "And since Rodrigo didn't warn us about this, have they found him out and disposed of him?"
"I hope not," Eb said sincerely. "But I can't help think​ing that he would have warned us if he'd been able to." He ran his hand through his hair. “Hell of a time to make this sort of discovery, when Lopez is ready to ship his new supply out to his distribution network."
"It gets worse. From what I saw, I'd say he's ready to go tonight."
"We'll have to go in now," Eb said at once. "Or we'll miss the chance. And we'll have to have help," he added. “I counted at least twelve men. Even with our experience,

we won't be able to take that many men armed with ma​chine guns."
"I know. But we can't do it without authorization, ei​ther," Cy returned. "We live here. I don't know about you, but I don't want to end up as an ex-patriated American."
"Neither do I." Eb's eyes narrowed. “There's another consideration, too. If Rodrigo's with them, still undercover, the feds won't know and they'll shoot him. We have to go in with them. I have a few contacts. I can call in favors."
"So can I," Cy agreed. "Let's compare notes. With a little luck, we may be able to bring down Lopez's local network and save Rodrigo all at once."
It was rushed and hectic to get the necessary people no​tified and in place, but they managed it, just. The sheriff pulled two deputies off patrol and called in two more spe​cial deputies. The DEA only had three men who could get to Jacobsville in time to assist with the surprise attack, but they were dispatched immediately. Two of the best officers from the local police department, Palmer and Barrett, vol​unteered to go along with the sheriffs force to help. They might still be outnumbered, but hopefully it would be pos​sible to take the drug dealers by surprise and close down their operation. Nobody wanted a drug cartel operating out of Jacobsville.
Cy was putting on his night gear when Lisa came into his room and gasped.
"Where are you going?" she exclaimed.
He turned, black face mask in hand, to study her. She was wearing sweats, yellow ones that made her blond hair look more blond. It was loose, around her shoulders, and she had that peculiar radiance that pregnancy bestowed on a woman's face.
"Lopez's goons are ready to haul their shipment out to​night. We're going to stop them," he said honestly.
Her worried eyes never left her taciturn husband, from
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his tall, powerful figure in black to his lean, scarred face and glittery green eyes. He was devastating to her, physi​cally as well as mentally. He took her breath away. She hated knowing what he meant to do.
She went right up to him, her dark eyes looking even darker through the lenses of her glasses. "No," she said shortly. "No, you don't! There are plenty of people in law enforcement who do this for a living. I'm not letting you go after those drug dealers!"
He took her by both shoulders, pulled her against him, and bent and kissed the breath and the protest right out of her. His arms enfolded her, cradled her, while his hard mouth devoured her soft, parted lips. It was a long time before he lifted his dark head.
"If Lopez is allowed to set up an operation here, none of us will ever be safe again, especially you," he said qui​etly. "If we don't stop it now, we never will."
"You could be killed," she said miserably.
The worry on her face made him feel funny. He couldn't remember anyone caring if he lived or died, especially not his erstwhile wife who'd only wanted creature comforts. His welfare was of supreme unimportance to her. But Lisa was cut from another sort of cloth. She was brave and hon​est and loyal. He searched her face and realized with a start that he could give up anything, even his own life, easier than he could give up Lisa. She was too young for him, of course...
He kissed her again, long and hard, ignoring all the rea​sons why he should do his best to send her out the door and out of his life. For her own good, of course, he ration​alized. Sadly, none of those reasons made any difference when he was within five feet of her. Her arms curled around him and she gave him back the kiss with every bit of strength in her body. It was like walking on hot coals. She couldn't get close enough.
She was breathless when he lifted his head, but the re-

solve was still there, in those narrow green eyes. “It amazes me," she whispered huskily, "what lengths you're willing to go to...in order to stay out of my bed."
He laughed despite the gravity of the situation. "Is that what you think?"
"Walt was my husband," she said quietly. "I was fond of him. I'm not sorry that I'll have his child, so that a part of him will live on. But you and I could have children of our own as well. It isn't biology that makes a man a father; it's love. And you aren't ever going to convince me that you wouldn't love a baby, even if it wasn't yours geneti​cally."
He sighed gently and smoothed back her disheveled hair. "I keep mixing you up with the past, when you're nothing like my late wife. I don't resent Walt's baby." He shrugged. "It's not the age difference, either, really. But you're young and I'm older than my years make me. Maybe you need someone closer to your own age."
"Someone like Harley?" she asked deliberately.
His face hardened and his eyes flashed dangerously. "No!"
Hope, almost deserted, began to twinkle in her eyes. "That's what I thought you said." She pulled his head down and kissed him tenderly. "I know you can take care of yourself. I've seen you do it. But don't take chances. I want to be married a very long time."
"You do?" he murmured.
"Yes. I'm not going back to Dad's ranch. If you won't let me live in the house, I'll live in the barn with Puppy Dog and Bob and tell everybody in Jacobsville that you won't let me live with you...."
He was kissing her again. It was sweet and heady, and he didn't have time for it at all. He just couldn't seem to stop. He was starting to ache and that would never do.
"And I'm moving into your bedroom while you're
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gone," she added, her voice thready with passion. "So there."
"Maybe I can think up an objection before I come back," he murmured against her lips.
"You try to do that." She grinned.
He loosened her arms and put her gently away from him, his strong hands tight on her shoulders. "While I'm gone, stay in the house with the doors locked. I've got Nels on the front porch and Henry watching the back door. They're both armed. Stay away from the windows and don't answer the phone. You know where the spare pistol is," he added, and she nodded. "It's loaded."
She bit her lower lip, realizing from his demeanor how dangerous it would be for both of them. "Okay. I'll use it if I have to. But don't you let yourself get shot," she told him firmly.
"I know, come back with my shield or on it."
She smiled and nodded. "That's right. Because you're not a 'summer soldier' like Thomas Paine wrote about. You're a winter soldier, fighting through blizzards. But you have to come back to me in one piece."
"I'll do my best to oblige," he mused, smiling back. Her eyes were soft and dark. He almost got lost in them. His gloved hand came up to touch her flushed cheek. "What did I ever do in my life to deserve someone like you?" he asked in a breathlessly tender voice. He moved away from her before that softness captured him. "I'll be home when I can."
She put up a brave front. "Okay," she said, and without further protests.
He paused at the doorway for one long, last look at her. She was a hell of a woman. And he wasn't giving her up, whether or not it would have been for her own good. He read the same resolve in her own face. She didn't cry or complain or try to stop him. She stood there very bravely and kept smiling, even though her eyes were too bright to

be normal. She was still standing there when he went out into the hall and disappeared.
Harley was sitting on the front porch with Nels, waiting for him with a lit cigarette and a scowl. He got to his feet when Cy came out the door dressed in black and wearing a face mask. Harley had on jeans and boots and a camo jacket left over from his army ranger days.
"You aren't leaving here without me," Harley said bel​ligerently.
"Who says I'm leaving?"
"Don't insult me." Harley opened his jacket to disclose a .45 automatic. "I may not be a full-fledged merk, but I was a crack shot in the Rangers," he added. "And no mat​ter how many men are going, I might still be useful."
That was much better than bragging that he had combat training, Cy supposed. He hesitated, but only for a minute.
"All right. Let's go. Nels, guard her with your life," he added to his man on the porch, who nodded solemnly.
Harley headed for the Expedition, but Cy shook his head. He indicated a black Bronco of questionable vintage, parked under a tree. There were two men already in it. Harley was shocked that he hadn't seen it at all until now.
He wasn't surprised to find Eb Scott in the front seat with an unfamiliar man much bigger than Eb or Cy, and both of the newcomers dressed similarly to Cy.
"Here," Eb said, handing a small container of black face paint to Harley. "You'll shine like a new moon without a mask."
Harley at least knew how to use camouflage paint. He wanted to ask half a dozen questions, the foremost of which was why his boss was going along on what was obviously a search and destroy mission. Then he remembered the way Cy had used that knife on the two intruders and the way he'd caught the pistol Harley had thrown at his retreating
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back. It had long since dawned on him that his boss hadn't always been a rancher.
"Stubbs and Kennedy are going to rendezvous with us at the old Johnson place," Eb said tautly. "We've got the sheriffs department out in force, too. You and Micah and I will set up a perimeter with the deputies and let the feds go in first."
"Who are Stubbs and Kennedy?" Harley asked.
"DEA," came the cold reply. "Walt Monroe was one of theirs. They get first crack at these mules."
Mules, Harley recalled, were the drug lords' transporta​tion people. He handed the face paint back to Eb. "You said the old Johnson place," Harley began. "But the ware​house is right behind Mr. Parks's place."
"That was a damned blind," Cy said shortly. "To draw attention away from the real distribution point. I could kick myself for not realizing it sooner."
"No wonder we never saw any drugs changing hands," Harley realized.
"Listen," Eb said as he eased the Bronco off the main highway and down the back road that led first to the John​son place and then to the rental house near it, "I want a promise from you, just on the off chance that Lopez is around. No storm trooper stuff."
"Mr. Scott, I wouldn't dream...!" Harley began.
"Not you," Eb said impatiently. "Him!"
He was staring in the rearview mirror straight at Cy, whose eyes were glittering.
"He set fire to my house," Cy said in a menacing tone, "killed my wife and my five-year-old son. If he's there, he's mine, and no power on earth will save him. Not even you."
"If you kill him, the DEA will string you up on the nearest courthouse lawn!"
"They're welcome," Cy returned grimly.
"And what about Lisa, when you're gone?" Micah

Steele interjected. "This isn't Africa. You're not on your own. You have to think about Lisa and her baby."
"Africa was a long time ago," Cy said irritably, noting Barley's intent stare.
"None of us have forgotten it," Micah persisted. "You walked right into a nest of snipers with machine guns firing. Your clothes were shot to pieces and you took ten hits in the body, and you kept right on going. You saved us from certain death. We won't forget how much we owe you. That's why we're not letting you near Lopez. If I have to knock you down and sit on you, I'll do it."
"They were lousy shots," Cy muttered.
"They were crack shots," Eb countered. "But you psyched them out by walking right into the gunfire. It won't work with Lopez's men. We have to let the DEA take point. We aren't even supposed to be in on this. I had to call in markers from all over Texas to get even this far. And to boot, I had to confess to Kennedy why we're here—to pro​tect Rodrigo from everybody in case he's among these guys. Don't forget that we haven't heard a word from Rod​rigo. He may also be with them and unable to get a message to us."
"They may have killed him already, too," Cy added.
"We won't know until we get there. Harley—" Eb glanced over the seat "—you stick close to Cy."
Harley was weighing the dangers of that position when Micah Steele began to chuckle. "That's all he'll be able to do, or don't you remember that it took Laremos and Brett-man and Dutch all together to bring him down just after Juba was killed, and he went right after a company of crack government troops?"
Harley's gasp was audible. "Laremos and...!"
"Who do you think taught us all we know?" Eb mused. "Now put a sock in it, Harley. This is where things get dicey."
He pulled up at the old Johnson place and cut off the
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engine. He handed out high-tech night scopes and listening devices to Micah and Cy. Cy gave Harley a level stare.
"This isn't a weekend at a merk training school," he told the younger man in a firm tone. "If there's a firefight, you stay out of it. Eb and Micah and I are a team. We know to the last ditch how far we can trust each other and we work as a unit. You're the odd man out. That being the case, you could get somebody killed. You're backup, pe​riod. You don't shoot until and unless one of us tells you to."
Harley swallowed. He was getting the idea, and an odd sickness welled up in his stomach. He could hardly talk, because his mouth was so dry. "How will we know the bad guys from the good guys?"
"The DEA boys will have that imprinted on the back of their jackets in big letters. Palmer and Barrett from the po​lice department and the deputies from the sheriffs depart​ment will all be in uniform. The bad guys will be trying to protect their product. This is important," he added intently. "If you should be captured, make damned sure that you're on the ground when we come in. Because if that happens, if we have to storm the house, the first thing we'll do is to take out everybody standing. Have you got that?"
"I've got it," Harley said. "But I'm not going to get myself captured."
The others synchronized watches, and piled out of the Bronco. With Eb in the lead, they made their way so stealthily that Harley felt like an elephant bringing up the rear. He realized at once that his so-called training session was nothing but a waste of money. And that his inexperi​ence could prove deadly to his comrades.
Eb deployed Micah and Cy at the edge of the woods behind the barn. One of the feds motioned to them, and to the five sheriffs deputies. As he waved, four other men in DEA jackets split and went around both sides. Everybody hesitated.

Harley crouched with his heart beating him half to death. He'd been in the United States for his entire tour of duty with the Rangers, except for a brief stint in Bosnia, where he hadn't managed to get out of headquarters. He'd seen people who'd been in combat and he'd heard about it. But he had no practical experience, and now he felt like a high school freshman getting ready to give a book report in front of the whole class—on a book he hadn't read. His knees felt like rubber under him.
Time seemed to lengthen as the seconds ticked by. Then, quite suddenly, one of the government agents raised his arm high and brought it down.
"Move out!" Eb called to his team.
It was pandemonium. Lopez's men were in civilian clothing, not the black gear that Cy and the others were wearing. The sheriffs deputies and the police officers were in uniform, and the DEA boys had visible identification on their jackets. Everybody seemed to be firing at once.
Harley hesitated at the sharp firecracker pop of guns go​ing off, the sound so ominous and deadly in real life, so unlike the enhanced gunfire used in movies and television. He got a grip on his nerve, clutched his pistol in both hands and moved out a few seconds in the general direction where Cy and Eb had just vanished. He started to run, but he wasn't quick enough to get to cover. He ran right into the path of a submachine gun, and it wasn't held by one of his team. He stopped, his breath catching in his throat as he looked certain death in the face for the first time in his young life.
The small, dark man in jeans and checked shirt facing him ordered him in perfect English to drop his pistol. The leveled automatic weapon he was holding looked very pro​fessional. Harley's pride took a hard blow. He'd walked right into that by being careless and he steeled himself for what was coming. He knew that the man wouldn't hesitate
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to fire on him. With a muffled curse, he dropped his au​tomatic to the ground.
"One less to worry about," the foreign man said with a vicious smile. "Adios, senor...!"
Harley heard the loud report as a shot was fired and he tensed, eyes closed, waiting for the pain to start. But the weapon spilled out of the other man's hands an instant be​fore he crumpled and fell forward.
"Get the hell out of there, Harley!" Cy raged.
Harley's eyes opened to find his opponent lying very still on the ground, and Cy standing behind him. Cy picked up Harley's .45 and threw it to him.
"Get around in front of the barn. Hurry!" Cy told him.
Harley felt shaky, but he caught the pistol and walked rapidly past the downed man. He glanced at him and had to fight the rise of bile in his throat. He'd never seen anyone like that...!
His heart was racing crazily, his mouth felt as if it had been filled with cotton. As he cleared the side of the build​ing, he saw firefights. Some of the drug dealer's men were undercover, firing from behind the big transfer trucks. Oth​ers were in the barn. They were cornered, desperate, fight​ing for their lives if not their freedom.
The DEA guys moved in, motioning to their backup, their own weapons singing as they brought down man after man. Most of the wounds were nonlethal, but the noise from the men as they fell made Harley sick. Groans, screams...it wasn't like that in the movies. He watched the police officers, Palmer and Barrett, walk right into the gun​fire and drop their opposition neatly and without killing them. He envied them their cool demeanor and courage. He reminded himself never to tick them off once this was all over!
His whole body seemed to vibrate as he followed his boss. What had he been thinking when he enrolled in that mercenary training school? It was all just a lot of baloney,

which had made him overconfident and could have gotten him killed tonight. The comparison between himself and these professionals was embarrassing.
Cy went into the barn alone, but now Harley didn't hes​itate. He took a sharp breath, ground his teeth together and went right in behind him, ready to back him up if he was needed. He fought the fear he felt and conquered it, shaky legs, shaky hands and all. He'd made a fool of himself once. He wasn't about to do it twice. He wasn't going to let Cy and the others down just because he had butterflies in his stomach. His lean jaw tautened with new resolve.
There was a man in an expensive suit with an automatic weapon firing from behind several bales of odd-looking hay in the barn. Harley noted that he was the man who'd come to Cy's ranch in the pickup truck to "introduce himself."
Cy's instincts were still honed to perfection. He pushed Harley to one side and stepped right into the foreign man's line of fire and raised his own weapon, taking careful aim. Not even the head of the other man was visible now as he crouched behind the bales.
"Drop the gun or I'll drop you, right through your damned product," Cy warned.
The foreign man hesitated, but Cy didn't. He fired. The bullet went right through the hay and into the man, who cried out, clutching his shoulder as his weapon fell.
"Same arm I got with the knife, wasn't it?" Cy asked coldly as he approached the man and dragged him to his feet. He pushed him back against one of the wooden posts that supported the hayloft and held his pistol right to the base of the man's neck. "Where's Lopez?"
The drug dealer swallowed. He saw his own death in Cy's masked face, in those terrible glittering green eyes.
Harley felt that familiar cold sickness in the pit of his stomach as the muzzle of Cy's .45 automatic pressed harder into the adversary's neck just for a few seconds. It wasn't a training exercise. The gun was real. So was the threat.
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He looked at his boss, at the man he thought he knew, and realized at once that Cy wasn't bluffing.
"Where's Lopez?" Cy repeated, and he pulled back the trigger deliberately.
"Please," the foreigner gasped, shivering. "Please! He is in Cancun!"
Cy stared at him for just an instant longer before he jerked the man around and sent him spinning away from the protection of the bales.
"Hey, Kennedy!" he called.
One of the DEA men came forward.
"Here's the site boss," Cy told him, pushing the injured man ahead. "I think you'll find him more than willing to talk. And if he isn't, just call me back," he added, watching the drug lord's man go even paler.
“I’ll do that. Thanks," Kennedy said. "The sheriffs deputies and those police officers have most of them cuffed and ready to transport. We're going into the house. At least three of them managed to hole up in there. And there's a fourth man still missing. Watch your back."
"You do the same," Cy said. He glanced at Harley. "Let's check out the perimeter of the barn."
"Sure thing, boss," Harley drawled, but he was pale and somber and all traces of his former cockiness were gone. He held his pistol professionally and followed his boss out the door without a trace of hesitation. For the first time, Cy was really proud of him.
They trailed around back, watching as shadows merged with other shadows. There was a sudden crack of twigs and Harley spun around with his .45 leveled as another man carrying an automatic weapon stepped suddenly from be​hind one of the big trucks. His lean face was unmasked, and he was definitely foreign.
Harley fired, but Cy's hand shot out and knocked the barrel straight up.
"Good reflexes, Harley," Cy said, smiling, "but this

guy's on our side. Hi, Rodrigo," he called to the unmasked newcomer. "Long time no see."
"Muchas grdcias for the timely intervention," Rodrigo replied on a husky chuckle. He moved forward, his white teeth showing even in the darkness. "It would be a pity to have come this far and be shot by a comrade."
"No danger of that," Cy said with a smile as he clapped the other man on the shoulder. "We were afraid they'd killed you. How are you?"
"Disappointed," came the reply. "I had hoped to ap​prehend Lopez, but he remained in Cancun and refused to participate. Someone is feeding him information about the movement of the government agents. He knew you were coming tonight."
"Damn!" Cy burst out.
Eb Scott and Micah Steele, the taller man who'd accom​panied them, came forward. "Rodrigo!" he greeted, shak​ing the other man's hand. "We thought you'd been killed when we didn't hear from you."
"Lopez was suspicious of me," he said simply. "I couldn't afford to do anything that might tip my hand." He waved his hand toward the barn. “As it is, he was warned in time to divert the cocaine shipment and substitute this for it," he added, indicating the neat bales. "This has a significant street value, of course, but it is hardly the haul we hoped for."
Harley was inspecting the "hay." He frowned as he sniffed a twig of it. "Hey! This is marijuana!"
"Bales of it," Cy agreed. "I noticed when we came in that the barn had a padlock on it."
"Now that's what I call keeping a low profile," Harley murmured dryly. "Locking a barn full of hay."
"It would have been coca paste, if Lopez hadn't been warned," Rodrigo told Cy. "What he'd set up behind your ranch was a small processing plant that would have turned
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coca paste into crack cocaine. If I'd had just another week...!"
Cy smiled. "We'd rather have you alive, Rodrigo. We aren't through yet."
"No, we aren't," Micah Steele said coldly. "I have a contact in Cancun who knows Lopez. He can get someone in the house."
"An inspired idea," Rodrigo said. "Just don't share it with your friends over there," he added bitterly. "They don't have much of a track record with infiltration. Some​one else infiltrated Lopez's home once before and died for it."
"Excuse me?" Micah asked.
"They lost an agent who worked for Lopez as a house​keeper," Rodrigo said. "He pushed her off his yacht." His face tightened. "Then he took a fancy to my sister, who was singing in a night club. He assaulted her, and she com​mitted suicide at his house by throwing herself...onto the rocks below."
Eb's eyes narrowed. He was remembering some of the crazy things Rodrigo had done before he took this assign​ment, behavior that had marked him as a madman. Now they made sense. "I'm sorry," Eb said simply.
"So was I." Rodrigo glanced at the government agents rounding up the stragglers. "I'd better get out of here be​fore that guy with Kennedy recognizes me."
"Who, Cobb?" Eb asked, frowning.
Rodrigo nodded. "It was his office I ransacked," he murmured. "They say he'll follow you to hell if you cross him. I'm inclined to believe it."
Rodrigo murmured, “Well, whether or not Cobb recog​nizes me, I don't want to risk being apprehended while Lopez is still loose. I can't do any good in prison."
"You were never here," Eb replied, tongue-in-cheek.
"Absolutely," Cy agreed. "I haven't seen you in years."

Micah Steele lifted one huge hand to his eyes. "Forgot my glasses," he murmured. "I couldn't recognize my own brother without them."
"You don't wear glasses, and you don't have a brother," Cy reminded him.
Micah shrugged. "No wonder I couldn't recognize him." He grinned.
Harley listened to the byplay, wondering how these men could seem so calm and unconcerned after what they'd all been through. He was sick to his stomach and shaking in​side. He was putting on a good enough front to fool every​one else apparently, though. That was some small compen​sation.
"Get going," Eb motioned to Rodrigo. "Kennedy's heading this way."
Rodrigo nodded. "I'll be around if you need me again."
"We'll remember," Cy said. "But it won't be infiltrating Lopez's gang next time."
"No, it damned sure won't," Micah Steele said with ice in his deep voice. "Next time, we'll go at him head-on, and he won't walk away."
"I will count the days." Rodrigo melted back into the darkness before Kennedy came around the barn and paused beside the small group.
"The four of you had better do a quick vanishing act," Kennedy told them. "Cobb's over there asking a lot of questions about you guys, and he won't overlook a breach of departmental procedure. Since he outranks me, that wouldn't be good. As far as I'm concerned, officially, you were special agents undercover and I don't know who you are for your own protection. You infiltrated Lopez's gang and took a powder the minute the firefight was over. Since I never knew your names, I couldn't confirm your involve​ment." He gave them a big grin. "Unofficially, thanks for your help. At least we've managed to shut down one of Lopez's little enterprises." His eyes narrowed. "The man
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you dropped in the barn," Kennedy added, talking to Cy, "was the one who popped a cap on Walt Monroe. We've been hoping to happen onto him. Cobb says he'll go down for murder one, and I guarantee he'll make it stick. Monroe was one of his new recruits. He doesn't like many people. He liked Walt."
"I'll pass that along to his widow," Cy said. "She'll be glad."
He nodded. "Walt was a good man." He looked around. "I only wish we'd had something really nasty to pin on these guys. Distribution of cocaine would have suited me better than distribution of marijuana."
"Yes," Cy agreed, "but even if this was small pickings, it will hurt Lopez to have a hefty portion of his transpor​tation force out of action, not to mention the lab he set up next to his beehives on my back property line. He's lost a big investment here tonight, in manpower, material and un​recoverable goods. He'll really be out for blood now. None of us will be safe until we get Lopez himself."
"Dream on," Kennedy said quietly. "He's more slip​pery than a greased python."
"Even pythons can be captured." Micah Steele's eyes glittered through his mask. "I've got a few friends in Nas​sau. We'll see what we can do about Lopez."
"I didn't hear you say that," Kennedy replied.
"Just as well," Micah chuckled. "Since I was never here."
"There's a lot of that going around," Kennedy mur​mured. "Get going before Cobb gets a good look at you. I'll take it from here."
Eb nodded and the others joined him for a quick jaunt back to the Johnson place where they'd left the truck.
Harley hadn't said a single word. Eb and Cy and Micah talked about Lopez and discussed options for getting to him. Harley sat and looked out the window.
It wasn't until Eb dropped the two men off at Cy Parks's

ranch, several hundred yards from the house, that Cy was able to get a good look at his foreman.
Harley had the expression now, the one any combat vet​eran would recognize immediately. The experience tonight had taken the edge off his youth, his impulsive nature, his bravado. He'd matured in one night, and he'd never be the same again.
"Now," Cy told him quietly, "look in a mirror. You'll see what was missing when you were talking about your 'exploits' on the mercenary training expedition. This is the real thing, Harley. Men don't fall and then get back up again. The blood is real. The screams are real. What you saw tonight is the face of war, and no amount of money or fame is worth what you have to pay for it in emotional capital."
Harley's head turned. He looked at his boss with new eyes. "You were one of them," he said. "That's what you did before you came here and started ranching."
"That's right," Cy said evenly. "I've killed men. I've watched men die. I've watched children die, fighting in wars not of their making. I did it for fame and glory and money. But nothing I have now is worth the price I paid for it." He hesitated. "Nothing," he added, "except that woman in my house right now. She's worth dying for."
Harley managed a wan smile. "I could have gotten you all killed tonight, because I didn't know what I was doing."
"But you didn't get us killed," Cy returned. "And when the chips were down, you conquered your fear and kept going. That's the real definition of courage." He put a big, heavy hand on the other man's shoulder. "You have a way with ranch management, Harley. Believe me, it's a better path than hiring yourself out to whatever army needs for​eign help. At the very least, you accumulate fewer bullet wounds."
Harley nodded. "So I saw. Good night, boss."
"Harley."
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The younger man turned.
"I've never been prouder of you than I was tonight," Cy said quietly.
Harley tried to speak, couldn't, and settled for a jerky smile and a nod before he walked away.
Cy walked on toward the house, smiling faintly as he contemplated the movement of the curtains in the living-room window.
Before he even reached the porch, Lisa was out the front door and flying toward him. He caught her easily as she propelled herself from the second step. He folded her close, whirled her around and kissed her with his whole heart.
She held on to him for dear life, tears raining down her face as she thanked God that he'd come back to her in one piece.
"Can I keep you?" she whispered at his lips as he picked her up and carried her inside.
His heart jumped wildly. "Keep me?" he murmured, kicking the door shut with his foot. "Try to get rid of me...!"
She smiled under the fierce hunger of his mouth, savor​ing its coolness, its beloved contours, as he carried her into the bedroom and kicked that door shut as well. She could feel the adrenaline surging through his powerful body even before she felt the aftereffects of passion in his hungry, devouring kisses. She had a feeling that it was going to be the most explosively sensual night of their married lives. And she was right.

Eleven
Two feverishly exciting hours later, Lisa lay trembling against the powerful body beside hers in the tangled covers of Cy's big bed. She stretched and moaned helplessly as the movement triggered delicious little aftershocks of plea​sure.
"If you weren't already pregnant," he murmured hus​kily, "you would be, after that."
She lifted herself up and propped her forearms on his damp, hair-roughened, deeply scarred chest. She brushed her mouth against one of the scars lovingly. "I went back to the doctor again yesterday," she confessed.
"Why?" He was concerned now, his green eyes narrow​ing on her face.
She traced his hard mouth with her fingertips. "To have a sonogram to date the pregnancy and to have some blood work done." She looked straight into his eyes. "The baby is yours, Cy."
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He shivered. She could feel the ripple of muscle go right down him. "What?" he asked.
"I'm only a few weeks along. That means the baby is yours—not Walt's." She slid down beside him and pil​lowed her cheek on his chest, letting one slender, pretty leg slide over his muscular, hairy one. "He told me he did some checking and the results from my first pregnancy test after Walt died were switched with someone else's. It was a mix-up at the lab. That explains why I haven't had any pregnancy symptoms until now."
He stroked her long hair absently. "I can't believe it."
"Me, either. But it makes sense. I didn't know, but be​fore we married, Walt...had a vasectomy. I checked with his doctor to get information on Walt's RH factor."
Every tendon in his body pulled tight. He rolled over and looked down into her flushed face incredulously.
"He said he didn't want children," she confessed. "The doctor said that he wanted to make sure he didn't have any. The doctor wanted him to tell me. He never did."
He was speechless with wonder. His baby. She was car​rying his baby. He thought of his late wife and the child she'd borne that belonged to another man. He'd married Lisa believing that she was pregnant with her dead hus​band's child. But here he was with a miracle. He was going to be a biological father, for the first time in his life. He felt moisture sting his eyes as his big, lean hand smoothed over her flat stomach gently.
The expression on his face made her feel warm inside, safe, cocooned. "No need to ask if you're pleased," she said in a tender, amused tone.
He laughed self-consciously. "Pleased? I'm ecstatic. I don't suppose my feet will touch the ground for weeks."
She smiled and pressed close. "Mine won't, either, and not only because of the baby."
"Why else, then?" he teased.
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She sighed, drawing her fingers across his mouth. "Be​cause you love me."
He didn't hesitate or deny it. He only smiled. "Sure of that, are you?"
"Yes."
"How?"
She linked her arms around his neck and pressed her mouth gently to his damp throat. "It shows, in so many ways. All the time."
His fingers tangled contentedly in her long hair. "Like what you feel about me shows," he murmured, holding her closer.
"Does it?"
"We nurture each other," he said softly. "I never real​ized married people could be close like this, tender like this, loving like this. I've been standing outside warm houses all my life, looking in, and now I'm right inside by the fireplace." His arms contracted. His face nuzzled gently against hers. "I love you with all that I am, all I ever will be. More than my life."
She moaned and pressed closer, shivering. "I love you more than my life, too," she breathed at his lips. "I'm going to give you a son, Cy."
"And a daughter," he whispered back, delighted. "And a few others, assorted."
She smiled against his mouth. "You'll be a wonderful daddy."
He kissed her with aching tenderness, almost over​whelmed with emotion. Out of such tragedy and anguish had come this woman, this angel, in his arms. He was still amazed that she could love him, want him, need him as she did, with his past, with his scarred body and scarred emotions. He'd never dared hope for so much in his life. He closed his eyes and thanked God for the biggest miracle he'd ever had.
"I'll take care of you as long as I live, Lisa."
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"And I'll take care of you as long as I do," she mur​mured happily. "I hope we live a hundred years together."
He laughed softly and agreed, drowning in the warm delight of her body curled so close into his. It was unbear​ably sweet to love, to really love, and be loved in return.
Her leg moved sensuously against the inside of his and she felt his breath go jerky. She was more sure of herself now, eager for new lessons, new techniques, new adven​tures with this man, this winter soldier, she loved.
"Cy?" she whispered as her hand smoothed over his chest and then steadily down.
It was hard to talk. "What?" he managed in a husky tone.
"I want you to teach me."
"Teach you...what?" he bit off as her hand moved again.
"How to please you."
He would have answered her, if he'd been able. But his soft groan and the shivering of his powerful body as he eased over hers were more than enough to convince her that she was pleasing him already. She stretched like a con​tented cat under the warm, sinuous press of his lean hips and then moaned as the fever burned so high that she thought she might become ashes in his arms. Life had never been so sweet. And this was only the tip of the iceberg, the very beginning of their marriage. She pressed her mouth into his and held on tight, following him into the fire.
With Lopez's Jacobsville connection closed down, and all his local assets seized by the feds, it seemed a good guess that the drug lord would set up operations elsewhere. But he still had people, unknown people, acting as his eyes and ears. He also had someone inside the federal agency, Rodrigo had said, to tip him off about drug busts. Cy wor​ried about who it was. Cy worried more about another pos-

sible attempt on Lisa, after the successful sneak attack on Lopez's shipment of marijuana.
Cy had gone to Eb's ranch at his friend's request to dis​cuss future plans, and they were talking over cups of black coffee in the living room when Micah Steele came into the room. He was taller, bigger than both the other men. He had thick, straight, medium blond hair cut conventionally short. He was wearing a beige Armani suit that seemed perfect for his tall frame. It made his dark eyes look even darker. He wore a watch like Eb's on his left wrist and no other jewelry. Thirty-six years old, the former CIA agent spoke several languages fluently and had a temper that was explosive and quiet. Dutch van Meer used to say that Micah could get more results with a steady look than he could with a weapon.
"Why are you still in town?" Cy asked curiously.
"That's what I asked you over to tell you." Eb gri​maced. "We've still got problems."
"When have we had anything else lately?" Cy said with resignation.
"The word is that Lopez's bosses in Colombia think he's slipping. First, he got arrested. Then he lost a shipment to the Coast Guard. We cost him a tidy sum in men and equip​ment here, not to mention marijuana. Yesterday, another group of his men were driving plastic bags of cocaine paste in several transfer trailer trucks bearing the logo of a gro​cery store chain. The DEA was tipped off, probably by Rodrigo, and the feds got all the trucks plus their cargo. The haul would have been worth millions, if not billions, in crack cocaine sales if it had been processed and put out on the streets. It's the largest confiscation by the DEA in years. Lopez's bosses are furious. They're ready to dump Lopez, and he's cut some sort of deal to keep his connec​tion. The word is, he's making plans to eliminate the ob​stacles to his local smuggling traffic."
"That's no real surprise," Eb pointed out.
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Micah's dark eyes narrowed. "No. But I didn't expect this quite so soon. He can't get to either of you without some difficulty, now that his operation here has been shut down. Any group of strangers in town would stick out like sore thumbs, and the local authorities are on alert. But one of my contacts said that Callie and my father might become targets, and that the last he heard, Lopez was going to call in a mechanic. One man, alone, might succeed where a larger group failed."
It went without saying that a "mechanic" meant a pro​fessional killer. "Why your family and not ours?" Cy asked.
Micah leaned against the mantel above the fireplace in Eb's study. He smiled mockingly, looking more elegant than a male model with his striking good looks. "You only helped shut down a small operation of Lopez's. But I tipped the DEA guys about the multimillion dollar cocaine ship​ment that was confiscated."
Cy whistled. "Did Rodrigo pass that tidbit along?"
"Not Rodrigo," came the reply. "It was a last act of defiance by his cousin, who," he added grimly, "is now dead. They pulled him out of a vat of industrial chemicals. They were only able to identify him by dental records."
"Any idea where Rodrigo is?" Eb wanted to know.
"Hiding out in Aruba, I gather from my sources. But he may not be safe, even so. Lopez has a long reach. He's got people everywhere."
"Plus an informant with the feds who's spilling the beans to Lopez about our government's attempts to bring him down," Cy added.
"That's how Lopez knew I blew the whistle on him. You'd better believe that Kennedy and Cobb are doing their best to find out who it is," Micah replied. "But I expect it's someone in a high position who's beyond suspicion. It won't be easy to ferret him out."

"He's risking a lot on Lopez's account, whoever he is," Eb mused.
"Lopez is paying him a million a tip," Micah inter​jected.
"Well, that would make it worth the risk for most peo​ple, I'm afraid," Eb said.
Micah dropped down into an easy chair and lit a cigar. Eb turned on the smokeless ashtray and handed it to him. Micah chuckled, taking it in one big hand.
"That will kill you," Eb said with a grin.
"In my line of work, bullets will probably get me long before smoking does. Besides, I don't expect to be here long." He checked the big watch on his wrist. "Callie gets off work in five minutes. I'm going to waylay her before she goes to pick up Dad at the senior citizen center."
His face changed when he mentioned his former stepsis​ter. His dark eyes narrowed and his jaw went taut. He smoked absently, his mind obviously far away.
"If worse comes to worst, you could take her and your father down to Nassau with you and keep her out of Lo​pez's reach," Eb suggested.
Micah gave him a hellish glare. "Neither of them will talk to me right now, much less agree to go to Nassau. Haven't you heard?" he drawled. "I'm anybody's friend but theirs."
"You always start the fights," Eb pointed out. "You can't blame Callie for defending herself."
Micah took another draw from the cigar and thumped ashes in the ashtray. "I blame her for everything," he said icily. "If it hadn't been for her and her damned mother, my father would want to see me occasionally."
"Surely he doesn't still blame you for his divorce?" Cy remarked.
"He blames me for everything." He put out the cigar impatiently and turned the smokeless ashtray off. "I blame her mother."
"Whatever happened to her?" Eb asked.
"I have no idea," Micah said abruptly. "She dumped Gallic and left town even before the divorce was final. She hired a lawyer to bring the papers to her in England so that she wouldn’t have to see any of us again.  Some mother.”
"Callie never talks about her," Eb said thoughtfully. "It's not surprising. Her mother treated her like the hired help. Callie wasn't pretty enough or sophisticated enough to please her mama."
"There's nothing wrong with Callie," Micah replied ab​sently. "She's naive, of course, but looks aren't that im​portant. She's a good woman, in the true sense of the word. I should know," he added with a harsh laugh. "I've left a trail of the other kind behind me over the years."
"I won't argue with that," Eb had to agree. "They used to follow you around like flies after honey. Really beautiful women."
"Window dressing," Micah said carelessly. "Under​neath they all had one thing in common—greed. Being rich and single has its drawbacks as well as its perks."
There was a brief silence while all of them recalled other times, other places.
"How's Lisa, by the way?" Micah asked. "Is the baby all right?"
"The test results got mixed when she had the first test, just after Walt was killed," Cy replied. He began to smile. "But she's pregnant now."
Eb scowled. "With Walt's baby. I know."
Cy shook his head. "Not Walt's baby. Mine." His eyes were brimming with pride, joy, delight. "Walt had a va-sectomy before they married. He didn't want kids at all."
The other two men chuckled softly. "I thought you said she was too young for you," Eb said mischievously.
"I changed my mind. She's old for her age and I'm young for mine." He couldn't seem to stop smiling. "It's like a second chance. I never thought I'd get one."

"I'm glad for you," Eb said. "Glad for myself, too. We've made good marriages."
"I wish you could stop talking about it," Micah said disgustedly, glancing from one of them to the other. "I'll break out in hives any minute."
"Mr. Confirmed Bachelor," Eb said, jerking a thumb at the blond man.
"Napoleon before Waterloo," Cy agreed.
Micah got up out of his chair. "I'm going to see Callie. I brought Bojo over here with me, but he flew to Atlanta to see his brother. I guess it's just as well. If I had him tail her, he'd probably attract a little attention."
“Dressed in a long white silk robe and babushes on his feet? Who'd notice that in Jacobsville, Texas?" Eb asked dryly.
"He's Berber. The beard and mustache are traditional, like the accoutrements. He wouldn't blend, that's for sure," Micah said. He sighed. "I've had a hard time replacing Dallas since he got shot up and then left to marry Sally's aunt Jessica. Good men are really hard to find these days."
"They were just as hard to find back when we started out, too," Eb said. "Well, there's always Harley. He's hooked on adventure."
"No, he isn't," Cy said firmly. "He's the best foreman in two counties and I'm not recommending him for a tar​get."
"He did pretty good that night," Eb said. "When the chips are down, he can keep his head."
"I want him to keep his head," Cy said. "That's the whole point of keeping him at home."
"How about Rodrigo?" Eb suggested.
Micah nodded slowly. "He could come to Nassau. He'd be safer there, with Bojo and me. I'll see if I can find him on my way home."
"Take care of yourself," Cy said.
Micah shook hands with him. "You do the same."
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He left the two of them still talking about Rodrigo and climbed into the racy black Porsche he drove. It was like him, power and grace conventionally packaged and decep​tively straitlaced, Micah was a law unto himself,
Micah drove to the side street near Kemp's law office, where Callie's little yellow VW beetle was sitting. He liked the updated style of the body, and the color suited her. She was bright and sunny. Or she had been, until her mother ruined all their lives.
It was five o'clock on the dot, and he waited and watched the rearview. Sure enough, less than a minute later, Callie Kirby came out of the law office and went down the side​walk toward her car, lost in thought as she dug in her purse for her car keys. It amazed him that everything didn't fall out on the pavement at her feet. He remembered Callie being all thumbs, a gangly teenager suffering from embar​rassment, lack of social graces and a bubbly personality despite her drawbacks.
But this Callie had changed. She had pale blue eyes and an ordinary sort of face, but it had a gamine charm all its own. She wore her dark hair short. She was only medium height, a little thing compared to him. But for her size, she packed a wallop when she lost her temper. He was sorry they couldn't be friends. He didn't have many, and she would have had the distinction of being the only woman among them. His affairs had tarnished him in Callie's quiet eyes. She had no use for playboys. Especially Micah Steele. Like his father, she blamed him for the divorce and the anguish that came after it. She thought that he'd been hav​ing an affair with her mother. That was ironic, when her mother was the one woman on earth he'd ever considered totally repulsive.
Well, you couldn't go home again, they said. They were right. That door was closed forever. His father was old and weak and illness had taken much of the spirit out of him. He hated the separation between them. He loved his father.

He was glad that Callie did, too, and that she took such good care of the old man. He thought about Lopez and the possibility of a hit man with those two gentle people as the targets, and his blood ran cold. He didn't want them to die for his actions. Lopez would know that, and it would please him. His teeth clenched as unwanted pictures of some neb​ulous tragedy began to take shape in his mind.
Callie came toward her car, noticed the low slung Por​sche and stopped dead in her tracks, staring at it.
Micah climbed out of the car with his usual elegance of movement and went to join her beside her car. "We need to talk."
She clutched her purse against her small breasts and looked up at him with faint hauteur. Her heart was racing. He could see her blouse move jerkily above her breasts. He remembered vividly the feel of her in his arms that once... "We never talk," she informed him. "You say what you want to, and then you walk away."
She had a point. He pulled the half-smoked cigar from its holder and lit it.
"That's illegal in the mall," she said with unholy glee. "Light up there, and they'll arrest you." 

"You'd love that, wouldn't you?" 

She wasn't going to be drawn into another verbal fire-fight with him. She straightened. "I'm tired and I still have to pick up Dad at the senior center. He stays with me now." "I know." He hated the thought of Callie being his fa​ther's nurse and protector. It was one of many things he resented. "Have you heard from your mother?" he added mockingly.
She didn't flinch. But her eyelids did, just barely per​ceptibly. "I haven't heard from my mother since the di​vorce," she said calmly. "Have you?" she added with pure venom. His dark eyes glittered at her.
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She decided to cut her losses. "What do you want?" she asked bluntly.
Now that he had her attention, he didn't know how to put it. She had no idea what he did for a living. Even his father didn't know. He'd kept his profession secret from both of them. He'd inherited a large trust from his mother, which would never have been enough to furnish him with Porsches and Armani suits. They didn't seem to realize that, so he left them to draw their own conclusions. Now, with Lopez looming over him, his profession might get them both killed. He had to find a way to protect them. But how?
"I don't suppose you and Dad would like to come down to Nassau for a vacation?" he asked speculatively.
Her chin lifted proudly. "I'd rather holiday in hell," she said with a cold smile.
He let out a husky, hollow laugh. "That's what I thought."
"Your father is all right," she said, anticipating what she thought was wrong. "It was just a mild stroke."
"When did that happen?" he asked abruptly, with con​cern.
"No one called you?" She shifted her purse. "Sorry. We've all watched him carefully since that heart attack. It was two weeks ago, he lost the feeling on the left side of his face and couldn't move it. As I said, it was mild. It was a light stroke. But they were actually able to clean out the artery that was clogged and put a shunt in it. He's on blood thinners, and he has a good prognosis. You don't have to worry about him. I'm taking good care of him."
"On your salary," he said flatly, angered.
She stiffened. "I make a decent living and he's an eco​nomical guest. We struggle along together just fine. We don't need financial help," she added firmly. "In case you wondered," she added, reminding him that he'd accused her of being money-hungry just like her mother. It was one of many things he'd said to her that still hurt.

The words went right through him, but he hid his reac​tion. He wished he could forget the accusations he'd made the hurtful things he'd said to her. But there was no going back. "Did you know your own father?" he asked, curious
Her face grew taut. "I don't know who my father was. My mother's first husband was positive that it wasn't him. That's why he didn't press for custody when she divorced him."
She said it with savaged pride, and he was sorry he'd forced the admission from her. "So my father's standing in for him?" he probed gently.
"Jack Steele was kinder to me than anyone else ever was," she said tightly. "It's no great burden to look after him. And you still haven't said why you're here."
He fingered the burning cigar and tried to find the words "I've made an enemy," he said finally. "A very bad man to cross. I think he might target you and my father to get back at me."
Callie frowned. "Excuse me?"
His dark eyes met hers. "He's a drug lord. He heads one of the Colombian cartels. I just cost him several million dollars by tipping the DEA about a massive shipment of cocaine he sent over here."
Her blood ran cold. She worked in legal circles. She knew about drugs, not only their dangers, but also the pen​alties for using or selling them. She also knew about the Colombian cartels, because they were on the news most every night. They were graphic about how drug dealers got even with people who cost them money. She couldn't even shoot a gun, and Jack Steele, Micah's father, was practi​cally an invalid despite his remarkable recovery. The two of them together would never be able to protect themselves from such an adversary, and she couldn't afford to hire a bodyguard.
She stared at Micah blankly. "Would he be that ruth​less?" she had to ask.
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'Yes.'
Her chest rose and fell heavily. "Okay. What do we do?"
Straightforward. No accusations, no rage, no exaggerated fear. She simply asked, trusting that he'd know. And he did.
"I'm going to send someone over here to watch you and Dad," he replied. "Someone trustworthy."
"And what are you going to do?" she wanted to know.
"That's my business."
He looked, and sounded, harder than nails. She felt ex​posed, vulnerable. She was eighteen again, hearing him ac​cuse her of setting him up with his father. He'd already been angry at her for what had happened when they'd been alone that last Christmas they'd all lived together. He'd given in to temptation and it had taken all his willpower to get away from her at all. He'd lectured her about being so free with her kisses, so wanton and forward. He'd left her in tears. It had only dawned on him much later that she'd had something alcoholic to drink. He'd walked out into the hall, where her mother had seen him in a state of unmis​takable arousal and had made a blatant play for him, think​ing she'd aroused him in her low-cut dress.
In the seconds it took his dimmed brain to react, his father had come out of the study and found him in the hall with Callie's mother, in a compromising position. Micah and his father had almost come to blows. Callie and her mother were summarily booted out the door and Micah had accused Callie of sending her father out there to catch him with his stepmother, out of revenge because he wouldn't kiss her. It had broken Callie's heart. Now, she withdrew from Micah Steele as if he were molten lava. She had no wish to repeat the lesson he'd taught her.
"Very well," she said demurely. "I'll look after Dad while you do...whatever you're going to do. I've got my

grandfather's shotgun and some shells. I'll protect him at night."
He looked at her in a different way. “Can you shoot it?''
"If I have to," she replied. Her face was very pale, but she wasn't flinching. "Was there anything else?"
His dark eyes slid down her slender, graceful body and he remembered Callie in bathing suits, in flimsy gowns, in her one fancy dress at her birthday party—her eighteenth birthday party. She'd been wearing deep green velvet, cut low and sensuous, and he'd refused her invitation to attend the celebration. Like so many other things he'd said and done, he'd hurt her that day. She still looked impossibly young. She was barely twenty-two, and he was thirty-six, over a decade her senior.
He wanted to prolong the meeting. That was unlike him. He shrugged one shoulder indifferently instead. "Nothing important. Just watch your step. I'll make sure nobody gets close enough to hurt either of you."
She gave him one slow, eloquent look before she turned to her small car and unlocked it. She got in and drove off, without another word. And she didn't look back.
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Twelve
Cy and Lisa were having a late supper at the kitchen table. They watched each other hungrily with every bite as they discussed the changes the baby would mean in their lives. They were delightful changes, and they spoke in low mur​murs, smiling at each other between bites. The loud squeal of tires out front caught them unaware and made them tense. Surely it wasn't another attack by Lopez or his men...!
Cy was out of the chair and heading for the front door seconds later, his hand going automatically to the phone table drawer where the loaded .45 automatic was kept. He made a mental note to himself to keep his gun locked up once the baby arrived. He motioned Lisa back and moved cautiously out onto the porch. Seconds later, he lowered the weapon. It was Micah Steele, but he was hardly rec​ognizable.

His thick blond hair was disheveled, and he needed a shave. He looked as if he hadn't slept.
Cy didn't waste time asking questions. He caught the taller man by the arm and pulled him inside. "Coffee first. Then you can tell whatever you need to."
"I'll bring it to the study," Lisa offered.
Cy smiled at her and bent to kiss her cheek. "I'll bring it to the study," he corrected tenderly. "Growing mamas need their rest. Go watch TV."
"Okay." She kissed him back, sparing a curious and sympathetic glance for Micah, who nodded politely before he preceded Cy into the kitchen.
When Lisa was out of earshot, Cy poured coffee into two mugs and put them on the table.
"Would you rather talk in the study?" Cy asked him.
"This is fine." Micah cupped the mug in both hands and leaned over it in a slumped posture that said all too much about his mental condition.
Cy straddled a chair across from him. "Okay. What's wrong."
"Lopez has Callie," he said in a husky, tortured voice.
Cy sat stock-still. "When? And how?" he exploded.
"Yesterday, not five minutes after I spoke to her outside her office building," he said dully. "We had a brief con​versation. I warned her that someone I knew might possibly target her or my father. She listened, but she didn't pay much attention. I told her I was going to have someone watch them for their own safety. But I'd barely gotten back to my motel when Eb phoned and said he'd had an urgent message from Rodrigo that Callie was going to be snatched. I phoned the adult day care where she leaves Dad every day and they said she hadn't picked him up." He looked absolutely devastated. “You can set your watch by Callie. She's always early, if she isn't right on time. I went looking
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for her, and I found her car about a block from the senior center on a side street. The driver's door was standing wide-open and her purse was still in it."
Cy cursed roundly. "Did you call the police?"
Micah shook his head. He ran a big hand through his hair restlessly. "I didn't know what to do." He looked at Cy in anguish. "Do you know what that snake will do to her? She's untouched, Cy. Absolutely untouched!"
He had a pretty good idea what Lopez would do, and it made him sick to consider it. Judging by Micah's behavior, his stepsister meant a lot more to him than he'd ever ad​mitted; possibly, more than he'd realized himself.
'The first thing we do is call Chet Blake."
"A lot of good a local police chief is going to do us," Micah said miserably. "By now, Lopez has her out of the state, if not out of the country."
"Chet is a distant relation of our state attorney general, Simon Hart," Cy interrupted, "and he has a cousin who's a Texas Ranger. Lopez's men left some sort of trail, even if it's just a paper one. Chet has connections. He'll find out where Lopez has taken her. If she's in Mexico, we can contact the Mexican authorities and Interpol..."
Micah's steely glare interrupted him. "All I need to know is where she is," he said tautly. "Then I'll pack up Bojo and Rodrigo, and we'll play cowboys and drug deal​ers."
Cy wanted to try to reason with him, but the man was too far gone. He'd seen Micah in this mood before, and he knew there was nothing he could say or do to stop him. He spared a thought for Callie, who was probably terrified, not to mention Micah's father. The old man had already had a major heart attack and a stroke, and the news might easily be too much for him. Micah would have to make

up a story and tell it to whoever was nursing him. He said as much.
"I've already taken care of that," Micah said heavily. "One of the freelance homebound nurses who sometimes visits him at the center went home with him. I've arranged for her to stay there until I come back—or until Callie does. I told her to say that Callie had an emergency out of town, a cousin in a car wreck. He doesn't know that she has no cousins. He'll believe it, and he won't have to be upset."
"Good thinking," Cy said. "What can I do?"
Micah finished his coffee. “You can keep an eye on Dad for me while I'm out of the country. You and Eb," he added. "If you don't mind."
"Certainly I don't mind," Cy told him. "We'll have somebody watch him constantly. I promise."
"Thanks," Micah said simply. He stood up. "I'll let you know when I've got her safe."
"If there's anything else you need, all you have to do is ask," Cy told him.
Micah smiled wanly. "Remember that old saying, that we don't appreciate what we've got until we lose it?"
"She'll be all right."
"I hope so. See you."
"Good luck."
Micah nodded and went out as quietly as he'd come in. Cy poured himself another cup of coffee, took out a glass and filled it with milk for Lisa before he closed up the kitchen and went to join her in the living room.
Her eyes lit up when he sat down on the sofa beside her, put the drinks down and slid his arm behind her to watch her knit.
"What was wrong with him?"
"Lopez got Callie," he said.
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She grimaced and groaned. "Oh, poor Callie! Can he rescue her, do you think?"
"As soon as we find out where she is. I've got to make some phone calls in the study. Go on to bed when your program goes off. I'll be there in a little while."
She put her hand on his cheek and caressed it softly. "I love going to bed with you," she said softly.
He smiled at her, bending to kiss her lips tenderly. "I love doing everything with you," he said.
"Will it be enough for you, me and the baby?" she asked solemnly. "Will it make up for what you've lost?"
He drew her close and hugged her. "I'll always miss Alex," he replied, naming his five-year-old son who died in the Wyoming fire. "And I'll always blame myself for not being able to save him. But I love you, and I want our baby very much." He lifted his head and looked down into her dark eyes hungrily. "You'll be enough, Lisa."
She smiled again, and kissed him hungrily before he got up from the sofa. "I love you."
"I love you, too." He ruffled her long hair and grinned at her. "You've changed my whole life. I look forward to waking up every morning. I have such a pretty view in my bed."
She chuckled. "I have a very nice one of my own." She sobered. "Will Lopez hurt Callie?"
"I wish I knew. We'll do what we can to help Micah find her."
"Even when Lopez is not here, he's still here," she said. "One of these days, he's going to be called to account for all the evil things he's done."
"And he'll pay the price," Cy assured her.
He went to make his phone calls. He paused in the doorway to take one long look at his wife. Despite his sympathy for Micah Steele, he was grateful that he hadn't

lost Lisa to Lopez's violence. His life was new again, fresh, full of promise and joy. After the storm, the rain​bow. He smiled. The winter soldier had found a warm, loving home at last.
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