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“I Want You In My Bed,
I Won’t Deny It,”

Adam said, “But you’ll have to settle for what I’'m offering.”
“What’s that?” Tate asked. “An affair?”

Adam shrugged “If you want to call it that.”

“And when you’re tired of me, then what?”

I’ll never get tired of you. “We’ll cross that river when we get to it.”

Tate was shaken by the revelation that Adam had been married. She wished she knew
more about what had gone wrong to make him sound so bitter. Her pride urged her to leave

while she still could. But her heart couldn’t face a future that didn’t include Adam.
“All right,” she said at last. “ An affair it is.”
She snuggled up to Adam’s back. He took her arms and pulled them around his chest.
“It’s a good thing my brothers can’t see me now,” she said.

“I’d be a dead man for sure.”
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“May I kiss you good night, Tate?”
“Of course you can, Hank.”
“Your brothers—”

“Forget about them! I’'m a grown woman. I certainly don’t need permission from Faron
or Garth to give yon a simple little good-night kiss.” Tate Whitelaw stepped closer to the tall
cowboy and slipped her arms, around his neck. The bright light over the front door didn’t

quite reach to the corner of the railed porch where she was standing with Hank.

Hank took advantage of Tate’s invitation, drawing her into his arms behind one of the
massive fluted columns that graced the front of the house and aligning their bodies from
breast to hip. She was uncomfortably aware of his arousal, since only two layers of denim—
her jeans and his—separated their warm flesh. His mouth sought hers, and his tongue thrust
inside. It was more than a simple good-night kiss, and Tate suddenly found herself wishing

she hadn’t been quite so encouraging.

“Hank—" she gasped, pulling her head back and trying to escape his ardor. “I don’t think

bk

Hank’s arms tightened around her, and Tate found herself in a wrestling match. She
struggled to get the heels of her hands to his shoulders to push him away. He gripped her
short black hair with one hand and angled her face for his kiss.

“Hank! S-stopit” she hissed.
Caught up in his lust, Hank was oblivious to Tate’s urgently whispered entreaties. Tate

had already decided it was time to take desperate action when the issue was taken out of her

hands. Literally.

Tate knew someone had arrived on the scene when Hank gave a grunt of surprise as he
was jerked away from her. Hex brother Faron had a handful Hank’s Western shirt in his grasp
and was holding the young man at arm’s length.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing with my sister?” Faron demanded.

Hank blinked owlishly. “Kissing her?”
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“Who the hell gave you permission to kiss, her?”

“I did!” Tate said through gritted teeth. Fisted hands on hips, chin up, she faced her
brother defiantly. “Who gave you permission to interfere!”

“When I see my kid sister getting mauled—"

“I can take care of myself!”

Faron arched a brow, and Tate knew it was because she hadn’t denied the fact she was

being mauled. Hank had just been a little exuberant, that was all. She could have escaped her

predicament without her brothers interference.

To Tate’s horror, Garth shoved open the front screen door and asked, “What in blue

blazes is going on out here?”
“I found this coyote forcing his attentions on Tate, “Faron said.

Garth stepped onto the porch, and if the sheer size of him didn’t intimidate, the fierce

scowl on his face surely would have. ‘That true?” Garth demanded of Hank.

Hank gulped. Perspiration dripped at his temple. The color left his face. “Well, sir...” He

looked to Tate for rescue.

Tate watched Garth’s tips flatten into a grim line as he exchanged a decisive look with

Faron. Hank had been tried and convicted. All that was left was sentencing.
“Get your butt out of here,” Garth said to Hank “And don’t come back.”

Faron gave Hank a pretty good shove in the right direction, and Garth’s, boot finished
the job. Hank stumbled down the porch steps to his pickup, dragged open the door, gunned
the engine and departed in a swirl of gravel and choking dust.

There was a moment of awful silence while the dust settled. Tate fought the tears that
threatened. She would never let her brothers know how humiliated she felt! But there was
nothing wrong with giving them the lash of her tongue. She turned and stared first into

Garth’s stern, deep brown eyes, and then into Faron’s more concerned gray-green ones.

“I hope you’re both happy!” she snapped “That’s the fourth man in a month you’ve run
off the ranch.”

“Now, Tate,” Faron began. “Any man who wouldn’t stand up to the two of us isn’t worth

having for a beau.”

“Don’t patronise me!” she raged. “I won’t be placated like a baby with a rattle. I’'m not

three. I’'m not even thirteen. I’'m twenty-three. I’'m a woman, and I have a woman’s needs.”
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“You don’t need to be manhandled,” Garth said “And I won’t stand by and let it

happen.”

“Me neither,” Faron said.

Tate hung her head. When she raised it again, her eyes were glistening with tears that
blurred her vision. “I could have handled Hank myself,” she said in a quiet voice.” You have
to trust me to make my own decisions, my own mistakes.”

“We don’t want to see you hurt,” Faron said, laying a hand on Tate’s shoulder.

Tate stiffened. “And you think I wasn’t hurt by what happened here tonight?”

Garth and Faron exchanged another look. Then Faron said, “Maybe your pride was
pricked a little, but—"

“A little!” Tate jerked herself from Faron’s grasp. You’re impossible! Both of you! You
don’t know the first thing about what I want or need. You can’t imagine what it’s like to have
every step you take watched to make sure you don’t fall down. Maybe it made sense when I
was a baby, but I’'m grown up now. I don’t need you standing guard over me.”

“Like you didn’t need our help tonight?”” Garth asked in a cold voice.

“I didn’t!” Tate insisted.

Garth grabbed her chin and forced her face up to his. “You have no idea what a man’s
passions can lead him to do, little sister. I have no intention of letting you find out. Until the

right man comes along—"

“There’s no man who’ll come within a hundred miles of this place now;” Tate retorted
bitterly. “My loving brothers have seen to that! You’re going to keep me a virgin until I dry
up and—"

Garth’s fingers tightened painfully on her jaw, forcing her to silence. She saw the flash
of furyl in his dark eyes. A muscle flexed in his jaw. At last he said, “You’d better go to your

room and think about what happened here tonight. We’ll talk more about this tomorrow.”
“You’re not my father!” Tate spat. “I won’t be sent to my room like a naughty child!”
“You’ll go, or I'll take you there,” Garth threatened.
“She can’t go anywhere until you let go of her chin,” Faron pointed out.
Garth shot a rueful look at his brother, then released Tate. “Good night, Tate,” he said.

Tate had learned there were only two sides to Garth’s arguments: his and the -wrong one.

Her stomach was churning. Her chest felt so tight it was hard to breathe, and her throat had a
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lump in it that made swallowing painful. Her eyes burned with tears that she would be

damned if she’d shed!

She looked from Garth to Faron and back again Garth’s face was a granite mask of
disapproval while Faron’s bore a look of sympathetic understanding. Tate knew they loved
her. It was hard to fight their good intentions. Yet their love was smothering her. They would

not let her live!

Her mother had died when she was born, and she had been raised by her father and her
three brothers. Garth, Faron and Jesse. Their father had died when Tate was eight. Jesse had
left home then, and Garth and Faron had been responsible for her ever since. It was a
responsibility they had taken very seriously. She had been kept cloistered at Hawk’s Way,
more closely guarded than a novice in a convent. If she went anywhere off the ranch, one of

her brothers came along.

When Tate was younger she’d had girlfriends to share her troubles with. As she got
older, she discovered that the females she met were more interested in getting an introduction

to her brothers than in being her friend. Eventually, she had simply stopped inviting them.

Tate hadn’t even been allowed to go away to college. Instead she had taken
correspondence courses to get her degree in business. She had missed the social interaction
with her peers, the experience of being out on her own, that would have prepared her to deal

with the Hanks of the world.

However, Garth and Faron had taught her every job that had to be done or a ranch, from
branding and castrating to vaccinating and breeding. She wasn’t naive. No one could be
raised on a ranch and remain totally innocent. She had seen the quarter horse stallions they
raised at Hawk’s Way mount mares. But she could not translate that violent act into what

happened between a man and a woman in bed.

So far, she had found the fumbling kisses of her swains more annoying than anything
else. Yet Tate had read enough to know there was more to the male-female relationship than
she had experienced so far. If her brothers had their way, she would never unravel the

mysteries of love.

She had come to the dire conclusion over the past few months that no man would ever
pass muster with her brothers. If she continued living with them, she would die an old maid.
They had given her no choice. In order to escape her brothers’ overprotectiveness, she would

have to leave Hawk’s Way.
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This latest incident was the final straw. But then, kicking a man when he’s down is
sometimes the only way to make him get up. Tate took one long, last look at each of her

brothers. She would be gone from Hawk’s Way before morning.

When the front door closed behind Tate, Faron settled a hip on the porch rail, and Garth

leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb.
“She’s too damn beautiful for her own good,” Garth muttered.

“Hard to believe a woman can look so sexy in a man’s T-shirt and a pair of jeans,” Faron

agreed with a shake of his head.
Garth’s eyes were bleak. ““What’re we going to do about her?”
“Don’t know that there’s anything we can do except what we’re already doing.”
“I don’t want to see her get hurt,” Garth said.

Faron felt a tightness in his chest. “Yeah, I know. But she’s alt grown up, Garth. We’re

going to have to let go sometime.”
Garth frowned. “Not yet.”
“When?”
“I don’t know. Just not yet.”

The next morning, Garth and Faron met in the kitchen, as they always did, just before
dawn. Charlie One Horse, the part- Indian codger who had been chief cook and bottle washer
at Hawk’s Way since their mother had died, had coffee perking and breakfast on the table.

Only this morning there was something—someone—missing.
“Where’s Tate?” Garth asked as he sat down at the head of the table.
“Ain’t seen her,” Charlie said.
Garth grimaced, “I suppose she’s sulking in her room.”
“You drink your coffee, and I’ll go upstairs and check on her,” Faron offered.
A moment later Faron came bounding into the kitchen. “She’s not there! She’s gone!”
Garth sprang up from his chair so fast it fell over backward “What? Gone where?”

“Faron grabbed Garth by the shoulders and said in a fierce voice, “She’s not is her room.

Her bed hasn’t been slept in!”

Garth freed himself and took the stairs two at a time to see for himself. Sure enough, the
antique brass double bed was made up with its nubby-weave spread. That alone was an

ominous sign. Tate wasn’t known for her neatness, and if she had made up the bed, she had
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done it to make a statement. Garth headed for the closet, his heart in his throat. He heaved a
sigh of relief when he saw Tate’s few dresses still hanging there. Surely she wouldn’t have

Hawk’s Way for good without them.

Garth turned and found Faron standing in the doorway to Tate’s room. “She probably

spent the night sleeping out somewhere on the ranch. She’ll turn up when she gets hungry.”
“I’m going looking for her.” Faron said.

Garth shoved a hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “Hell and the devil! I

guess there’ll be no peace around here until we find her. When I get hold of her, I’'ll—"

“When we find her, I’ll do the talking,” Faron said. “You’ve caused enough trouble.”

“Me? This isn’t my fault!”
“Like hell! You’re the one who told her go to her room and stay there.”

“Looks like she didn’t pay a whole helluva lot of attention to me, did she?” Garth
retorted.

At that moment Charlie arrived, puffing from, exertion, and said, “You two gonna go

look for that girl, or stand here arguin’?”

Faron and Garth glared at each other for another moment before Faron turned and

pressed his way past Charlie and down the stairs.

Charlie put a hand out to stop Garth. “Don’t think you’re gonna find her, boy. Knew this

was bound to happen sooner or later.”
“What do you mean, old man?”

“Knew you had too tight a rein on that little filly. Figured she had too much spirit to stay

in them fences you set up to hold her in.”
“It was for her own good!”

Charlie shook his head. “Did it as much for yourself as for her. Knowin’ your ma like
you did, it’s no wonder you’d want to keep your sister close. Prob’ly fearful she’d take after

your ma, steppin’ out on your pa like she did and—"
“Leave Mother out of this. What she did has thing to do with the way I’ve treated Tate.”

Charlie tightened the beaded rawhide thong that held one of his long braids, but said
nothing.

Garth scowled. “I can see there’s no sense arguing with a stone wall. I’'m going after

Tate, and I’m going to bring her back. This time she’ll stay put!”
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Garth and Faron searched canyons and mesas, ridges and gullies on their northwest
Texas ranch, but not a sign did they find of their sister on Hawk’s Way.

It was Charlie One Horse who discovered that the old ‘51 Chevy pickup, the one with the
lusty radiator and the skipping carburetor, was missing from the barn where it was stored.

Another check of Tate’s room revealed that her underwear drawer was empty, that her
brush and comb and toothpaste were gone, and that several of her favorite T-shirts and jeans
had also been packed.

By sunset, the truth could not he denied. At the age of twenty-three, Tate Whitelaw had

run away from home.



15 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

Two

Adam Philips normally didn’t stop to pick up hitchhikers. But there was no way he could
drive past the woman sitting on the front fender of-a ‘51 Chevy pickup, its hood raised and its
radiator steaming, her thumb outstretched to bum a ride. He pulled his late-model truck up
behind her and put on his Stetson as he stepped out into the heat of a south Texas mid-

summer afternoon.

She was wearing form-fitting jeans and an off-the-shoulder peasant blouse that exposed a
lush female figure. But the heart-shaped face, with its huge hazel eyes and wide mouth
framed by breeze-ruffled, short-cropped black hair, was innocence itself. He was stunned by
her beauty and appalled at her youth. What was this female doing all alone one an isolated1

stretch of southwest Texas highway in an old rattle-trap truck?

She beamed a trusting smile at him, and he felt his heart do a flipflop. She slipped off the
rusty fender and lazily sauntered toward him. He felt his groin tighten with desire and
scowled. She stopped in her tracks. About time she thought to be wary! Adam was all too
conscious of the dangers a stranger presented to a young, woman alone. Grim-lipped, he

strode the short distance between the two vehicles.

Tate had been so relieved to see someone show up on the deserted rural route that the
danger of the situation didn’t immediately occur to her. She got only a glimpse of wavy blond
hair and striking blue eyes before her rescuer had slipped on a Stetson that put his face in

shadow.

He was broad-shouldered and lean-hipped, with a stride that ate up the distance between
the two trucks. It was a fair assumption, from his dusty boots, worn jeans and sweat-stained
Western shirt, that he was a working cowboy. Tate saw no reason to suspect he meant her any

harm.

But instead of a pleasant “May I help you?” the first words out of his mouth were, “What
the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Tate was alarmed by the animosity in the strangers voice and frightened by the intensity

of his stare. But his attitude was so similar to what she had recently gone through with her
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brothers that she lifted her chin and retorted, “Hitching a ride back to the nearest gas station.

In case yon hadn’t noticed, my truck’s broken down.”
The scowl deepened but he said, “Get in my pickup.”

Tate had only taken two steps when the tall cowboy grabbed her arm and pulled her up
short.

“Aren’t you going to ask anything about me? Don’t you want to know who [ am?”

By now Tate was more irritated than frightened. “A Good Samaritan with a bad temper!”

she retorted. “Do I need to know more?”

Adam opened his mouth to make a retort, took one took at the mutinous expression on
the young woman’s face, and shut it again. Instead he dragged her unceremoniously to the
passenger’s side of long-bed pickup, opened the door, shoved her inside, and slammed it

closed after her.
“My bag! It’s in the back end of the Chevy,”* Tate yelped.

Adam staked back to the rattletrap Chevy, snagged the duffel bag from the rusted-out
truck bed and slung it into the back of his pickup.

Woman was too damned trusting for her own good! he thought. Her acid tongue
wouldn’t 1have been much help to her if he had been the kind of villain who preyed on

stranded women. Which he wasn’t. Lucky for her!

Tate didn’t consider herself at all lucky. She recognized the flat-lipped expression on her
Good Samaritan’s face. He might have rescued her, all right, but he wasn’t happy about it.
The deep crevices formed around his mouth by his frown and the webbed lines at the edges
of his eyes had her guessing his age at thirty-five or thirty-six—the same as her eldest brother
Garth. The last thing she needed was another keeper!

She sat back with her arms crossed and stared out the window as they drove past rolling
prairie. She thought back to the night two weeks ago when she had decided to leave Hawk’s
Way.

Her escape from her brothers, while apparently sudden, hadn’t been completely without
direction. She had taken several ranch journals containing advertisements. from outfits all
over Texas looking for expert help and headed south. However, Tate soon discovered that not
one rancher was interested in hiring a woman, especially one without references, as either

foreman or ranch manager.
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To confound her problems, the ancient pickup she had taken from the barn was in worse
shape than she had thought. It had left her stranded miles from the Lazy S—the last ranch on

her list and her last hope for a job in ranch management.
“Do you know where the Lazy S is?” she asked.
Adam started at the sound of her voice. “I expect I could find it. Why?”
“I understand they’re looking for a ranch manager. I intend to apply for the job.”
“You’re just a kid!”

The cowboy could have said nothing more likely to raise Tate’s neck hairs. “For your

information, I’'m twenty-three and a fully grown woman!”

Adam couldn’t argue with that. He had a pretty good view of the creamy rise of her

breasts at the frilly gathered edge of her blouse. “What know about ranching?”” he asked.

“I was raised on a ranch, Hawk’s Way, and—" She stopped abruptly, realizing that she
had revealed more than she intended to this stranger. Tate hadn’t used her own last name to
apply for any jobs, knowing that if she did her brothers would be able to hunt her down and
drag her back home. “I hope you’ll keep that to yourself,” she said.

Adam raised an inquiring brow that met such gamine smile that his heart did that
disturbing flipflop again.

“You see,” Tate said, “the truth is, I’ve run from home.”

Adam snorted. “Aren’t you a little old for that?”

Tate’s lips curled ruefully. “I suppose so. But my brothers just wouldn’t let me /live!/ I

mean, they watched every breath in and out of my body.”
Adam found the thought rather intriguing himself.

“My brothers are a little overprotective, you see. I had to run away if [ was ever going to

meet the right man and fall in love and have children.”

“Sounds like you could do that better at home than traipsing around the countryside,”

Adam observed.

“You don’t know my older brothers! They want to wrap me in cotton batting and keep

me safe. Safe, ha! What they mean is, they want to keep me a virgin forever.”

Adam choked at this unbelievable revelation and coughed to clear his throat.
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“It’s true! They’ve chased away every single beau I’d ever had. Which is only a waste of
time and energy because, you know, a man who’s born to drown can manage to drown in a

desert.”
Adam eyed her askance.
“I mean, if something is destined to happen, it’ll happen no matter what.”

Tate waited for Adam to say something, but when he remained silent, she continued,
“My older brother, Jesse, left home, too, when I was just eight. It was right after my father
died. We haven’t seen for him for years and years. I don’t plan to stay away for years, of
course, but then, who knows how long it will take to find my Prince Charming. Not that I

have to marry a prince of a man.”

Tate grinned and shrugged. “But it would be nice, you know, to just once kiss a man
goodnight, without having my brothers send him packing because he’s not good enough for

2

me.
Tate realized she was talking to fill the silence and forced herself to shut up.

Behind the young woman’s bravado Adam saw the desperation that had sent her fleeing
from the safe haven her brothers had provided for her. He felt side inside. Was this the way
his younger sister had felt? Had Melanie seen him as an oppressive tyrant, the same way this

young woman perceived her brothers?

Tate held her breath as the Stranger looked into her eyes. Thane was an awful sadness

there she felt constrained to dispel. So she began talking again.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for a job,” she said. “I must have been to fifteen different

spreads in the past two weeks. But I haven’t had so much as a nibble of interest.

“What I find so frustrating is the fact that most owners don’t treat me seriously. I mean, I

know I’'m young, but there isn’t anything I don’t know about running a ranch.”

“Do you know how to figure the amount of feed you need for each head of stock?”

Adam asked.

“Depends on whether you plan to keep the stock penned or let it graze,” Tate said “Now
if it’s penned—"

Adam interrupted with, “Give me some symptoms of colic.”

“A horse might have colic if he won’t eat, or if starts pawing, or gets up and down a lot.

Generally an animal that can’t get comfortable has a problem.”

“Can you keep books on a computer?”’
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Tate snorted inelegantly. “Boy can I ever! I stuck with all the bookkeeping at Hawk’s
Way. So, if you were hiring at the Lazy S, would I get the job?”

“What will you do if you don 't get the job?” Adam asked instead.

Tate shrugged, not realizing how revealing the gesture was of the fact she wasn’t she
wasn’t the least bit nonchalant about that distressing possibility. “I don’t know. I only know I

won’t go back home.”
“And if your brothers find you?”
Her chin took on a mulish tilt. “I’1l just run away again.”

Adam wondered if his sister was so forthright and disarmingly honest with the man who
had picked her the night she ran away from home. Had that stranger known all about the

young woman he had raped and murdered and left lying in a ditch on the side of the road?

Adam’s teeth clenched in determination. If he had thing to say about it, the innocent
young woman in his pickup would not become another such statistic. And he, of all people,

was in a perfect position to help her. Because he owned the Lazy S Ranch.

However, in the months since Adam had put his advertisement in the ranch journal, he
had changed his mind about needing a foreman. He had decided to place his country medical

practice on hold and put the Lazy S Ranch back in the black himself.

But if he told this young woman he had no job for her, where would she go? What would
she do? And how would he feel if he sent her away and she ended dead somewhere on the

side of the road?

“Say, there’s the Lazy S Ranch!” Tate pointed at wrought-iron sign that bridged a dirt
road off the main thoroughfare. To her surprise, the cowboy turned and drove across a cattle

guard onto the Lazy S.

“I thought you were going to take me into town!” she said.

“I thought you wanted to interview for a job!” he retorted.

Tate eyed the cowboy. She was perplexed. Many western men were the strong, silent
type, but the stranger who had picked her up was something more. Aloof. The more distant

he was, the more intrigued she became. It was a surprise to fine out he had been kind enough

to take her directly to the Lazy S.

She could have kicked herself for telling him so much personal information without
finding out anything about him—not even his name. When he dropped her off, she might

never see him again. Tate suddenly realized she wanted to see him again, Very much.



20 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

As the cowboy stopped his pickup in front of an impressive adobe ranch house, she said,
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your giving me a ride here. I’d like to thank you, but I

don’t even know your name!”

Adam turned to look at her and felt a tightening in his gut as she smiled up at him. Well,
it was now or never. “My name Is Adam Philips,” he said. “I own the Lazy S. Come on

inside, and you can interview for that job.”



21 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

Three

Tate was stunned when the mysterious cowboy revealed his identity, but buoyant with
hope, as well. She scrambled out of the pickup after Adam, certain that he wouldn’t have
bothered bringing her here if he didn’t intend to at least consider her for the job of ranch

foreman.

“Follow me,” he said, heading into the house.

Tate stopped only long enough to grab her duffel bag and sling it over her shoulder
before scampering up the three steps after him.

Adam’s living room was masculine through and through, filled with massive Spanish
furniture of natural leather studded with brass. There was not another frill or a furbelow to

soften the room. No woman has lived here in a long time—if ever, Tate decided.

Ashe discovered that the abode hacienda formed a U shape. The two wings enclosed a
garden shaded by immense moss-laden live oaks and bright with blooming bougainvillea. A
central tile fountain splashed with cascading water.

They finally arrived at Adam’s office, which was located at the tip of one wing of the
house. The thick abode walls and the barrel-tile roof kept the inside of the house dark and
cool, reminiscent of days gone by when everyone took an afternoon siesta.

Tate saw from the immaculate condition of the office that Adam must be an organized
person. Everything had a place and everything was in its place. Tate felt her heart sink. She
wasn’t averse to order, she just refused to be bound by it. That had been one small rebellion
she was capable of in the space in which her brothers confined her.

Instead of sitting on the leather chair in front the desk, she seated herself on a corner of
the antique oak desk itself. Adam refused to sit at all, instead pacing the room like a caged
tiger.

“Before we go any further, I want to know to know your real name,” he said.

Tate frowned. “I need a promise from you first that you won’t contact my brothers.”

Adam stopped pacing and stared at her.

Tate stared right back.
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“All right,” he said. “You’ve got it.”
Tate took a deep breath and said, “My last name is Whitelaw.”

Adam swore under his breath and began pacing again. The Whitelaws were known all
over Texas for excellent quarter horses they bred and trained. He had once met Garth
Whitelaw at a quarter horse sale. And he was intimately acquainted with Jesse Whitelaw.
Tate’s brother Jesse, the one she hadn’t seen in years, had recently married Honey Farell—

the woman Adam loved.

Honey’s ranch, the Flying Diamond, bordered the Lazy S. Fortunately, with the strained
relations between Adam and Jesse Whitelaw, Tate’s brother wasn’t likely to be visiting the

Lazy S anytime soon.

Adam turned his attention to the young woman he had rescued from the side of the road.
Her short black hair was windblown around her face, and her cheeks were flushed with
excitement. She was gnawing worriedly on her lower lip—something he thought he might

like to do himself.

Adam felt that telltale tightening in his groin. He tucked his thumbs into his jeans to keep

from reaching out to touch her.

Tate crossed her legs and clutched her knee with laced fingers. She could feel the tension
in Adam. A. muscle worked in his jaw, and his expression was forbidding. A shiver ran down

her spine. But it wasn’t fear she felt, it was anticipation.

She was so nervous her voice cracked when she tried to speak. She cleared her throat and

asked, “So do I get the job?”
“I haven’t made up my mind yet.”

Tate was on her feet and at Adam’s side in an instant. “I’d be good at it,” she argued.

“You wouldn’t be sorry you hired me.”

Adam had his doubts about that. His blood thrummed as he caught the faint scent of
lilacs from her hair. He was already sorry he had stopped to pick her up. He couldn’t be
anywhere near her without feeling as randy as a teenager. That was a fine state of affairs
when he had appointed himself her guardian in her brothers’ stead. But he believed Tate
when she had said she would just run away again if her brothers tried taking her home. Surely

she would be better off here where he could keep a close eye on her.



23 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

He carefully stepped away from her and went around to sit behind his desk. Perhaps it
would provide a more comfortable barrier between himself and the uncontrollable urges that

struck him when he got within touching distance of this engaging runaway.

He steepled his fingers and said, “The jot I have available isn’t the same one that was

advertised.”
She braced her palms on the desk and leaded toward him. “Oh? Why not?”

Adam took one look, at what her careless posture in the peasant blouse revealed and

forced his gaze upward to her wide hazel eyes. “It’s complicated.”
“How?”

Why didn’t she move? He had the irresistible urge to reach out and— He jumped up
from behind his desk and started pacing again. “You’d have to know a little bit about what’s

happened on the Lazy S over past couple of months.”

Tate draped herself sideways across the chair in front of the desk, one leg, swinging to

release the tension, and said, “I’m listening.”

“My previous ranch manager was a crook. He’s in prison now, but besides stealing other
people’s cattle, he embezzled from me. He left my affairs in a mess. Originally, I’d intended
to hire someone else to try to straighten things out. Lately I’ve decided to put my medical

practice on hold—"
“Wait a minute!”

Tate sat up and her feet dropped to the floor, depriving Adam of the delicious view he’d

had of her derriere.
“Do you mean to tell me you’re a doctor?” she asked incredulously.

He shrugged sheepishly. “Afraid so. Over the past few months I’ve been transferring my
practice to another physician who’s moved into the area, Dr. Susan Kowalski. Now I have
time to supervise the work on the Lazy S myself. What I really need is someone I can trust to

organize the paperwork and the bookkeeping.”

Adam pointed to the computer on a stand rear his desk. “That thing and I don’t get along.
I can’t pay much,” Adam admitted, “but the job includes room and board.” That would keep
her from sleeping in her truck, which was about all Adam suspected she could afford right

now.

Tate wrinkled her nose. She had cut her teeth on the computer at Hawk’s Way, and what
she didn’t know about bookkeeping hadn’t been discovered. But it was the kind of work she
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liked least of everything she’d done at Hawk’s Way. Still, a job was a job. And this was the
best offer she had gotten.

“All right. I accept.”
Tate stood and held a hand out to Adam to shake on the deal.

When Adam touched her flesh he was appalled by the electricity that streaked between
them. He had suspected his attraction for Tate, all the while warning himself not to get
involved. His powerful, instantaneous reaction to her still caught him by surprise. He blamed,
it on the fact that it had been too damn long since he’d had a woman. There were plenty who

would willingly satisfy his needs, woman who knew the score.

He absolutely, positively, was not going to get involved with a twenty-three-year-old
virgin. Especially not some virgin who wanted a husband and a family. For Adam Philips

wouldn’t give her one— and couldn’t give her the other.

Tate was astonished by the jolt she received simply from the clasp of Adam’s hand. She
looked up into his blue eyes and saw a flash of desire quickly banked. She jerked her hand
away, said, “I’'m sure we’re both going to enjoy this relationship,” then flushed at the more

intimate interpretation that could be put on her words.

Adam’s lips curled in a cynical smile. She was a lamb, all right, and a wily old wolf like
himself would smart to keep his distance. He didn’t intend to tell her brothers where she was.
But he was betting that sooner or later word of her presence on the Lazy S would leak out,

and they would find her. When they did all hell was going to break loose.

Adam shook his lead when he thought of what he was getting himself into. Tate

Whitelaw was Trouble with a capital 7.

“Where do I bunk in?” Tate asked.

Adam dragged his Stetson off and ruffled his blond hair where the sweat had matted it
down. He hadn’t thought about where he would put her. His previous foreman had occupied a
separate room at one end of the bunkhouse. That obviously wouldn’t do for Tate.

“I suppose you’ll have to stay here in the house,” he said. “There’s a guest bedroom in
the other wing. Come along and I’ll show you where it is.”

He walked her back through the house, describing the layout of things as they went
along. “My bedroom is next to the office. The living room, family room and the kitchen are

in the center of the house. The last bedroom down the hall on this other wing was set up for
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medical emergences, and I haven’t had time to refurnish it. The first bedroom on this wing

will be your room.”

Adam opened the door to a room that had a distinctively southwestern flavor. The
furniture was antique Americana, with woven rugs on the floor, a rocker, a dry sink, a
wardrobe and a large maple four-poster covered with a brightly patterned quilt. The room felt
tight and airy. That image was helped by the large sliding glass door that opened onto the
courtyard.

Tate sat down on the bed and bounced a couple times. “Feels plenty comfortable.” She

turned and smiled her thanks, up at Adam.
The smile froze on her face,

His look was avid, his nostrils flared. She was suddenly aware of the softness of the bed.

The fact that they were alone. And that she didn’t know Adam Phillips... from Adam.

However, the part of Tate that was alive to the danger of the situation was squelched by
the part of her that was exhilarated to discover she could have such a profound effect on this
man. Adam was quite unlike the men her brothers had so peremptorily ejected from Hawk’s
Way. In some way she could not explain how be was different. She knew instinctively that

his kiss, his touch, would be unlike anything she had ever experienced before.

Nor did she feel the same person when she was near him. With this man, she was
different. She was no longer her brothers’ little sister. She was a woman, with a woman’s

need to be loved by one special man.

Instead of scooting quickly off the bed, she stayed right where she was. She tried her
feminine wings just a bit by languidly turning on her side and propping her head up with her
hand. She pulled one leg up slightly, mimicking the sexy poses she had seen in some of her

brothers’ magazines—the ones they thought she knew nothing about.

Adam’s reaction was everything she could have wished for. His whole body tautened. A
vein in his temple throbbed. The muscles in his throat worked spasmodically. And something
else happened. Something which, considering the level she was lying at, she couldn’t help

observing.

It was fascinating. She had never actually watched it happen to a man before. Mostly, the
men she had dated were already in that condition before she had n opportunity to notice. The
changing, shape of Adam’s Levi’s left no doubt that he was becoming undeniably,

indisputably, absolutely, completely aroused.
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She gasped, and her eyes sought out his face to see what he intended to do about it.

Nothing! Adam thought. He was going to do absolutely nothing about the fact this

hoyden in blue jeans had him harder than a rock, in ten seconds flat!

“If you’re done testing your feminine wiles, I’d like to finish showing you the house,”

Adam said.

Humiliated by the sarcasm in his voice, Tate quickly scooted off the bed. She had no
trouble recognizing his feelings now. Irritation. Frustration. She felt the same things herself.

She had never imagined how powerful desire could be. It was a lesson she wouldn’t forget.

She stood before him, chin high, unwilling to admit the blame or shame or regret for

what she bad done.
“I’m ready.”
Then strip down and get into that bed.

Adam clenched, his teeth to keep from saying what he was thinking. He didn’t know
when he had felt such unbridled lust for a woman. It wasn’t decent. But he damn sure wasn’t
going to do anything about it!

“Come on.” he growled. “Follow me.”

Tate followed Adam back through the house to the kitchen, where they found a short,
rotund Mexican woman with snapping black eyes and round, rosy cheeks. She was chopping
onions at the counter. Tate was treated to a smile that revealed two rows of brilliant while

teeth.
“Who have you brought to meet me, Sefior Adam?” the woman, asked.

“Maria, this is Tate Whitelaw. She’s going to be my new bookkeeper. Tate will be

staying in the guest bedroom. Tate, I’d like you to meet my housekeeper, Maria Fuentes.”
“Buenos dias, Maria,” Tate said.
“;Habla usted espafiol?” Maria asked.
You’ve already heard all I know,” Tate said with a self-deprecating grin.

Maria turned to Adam and said in Spanish, “She is very pretty, this one. And very young.

Perhaps you would wish me to be her duefia.”

Adam flushed and answered in Spanish, “I’m well aware of her age, Maria. She doesn’t

need a chaperon around me.”
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The Mexican woman arched a disbelieving brow. Again in Spanish she said, “You are a
man, Sefior Adam. And her eyes, they smile at you. It wouldn’t be hard for any man to refuse
such an invitation. No?”

“No!” Adam retorted. Then added in Spanish, “I mean, no I wouldn’t take advantage of

her. She has no idea what she’s saying with her eyes.”
Maria’s disbelieving brow arched higher. “If you say so, Sefior Adam.”

Tate had been trying, to follow the Spanish conversation, but the only words she
recognized were “Maria,” “chaperon,” “Sefior Adam” and “No.” The look on Maria’s face
made it clear she disapproved of the fact Tate would be living in the house alone with Adam.
Well, she didn’t need a chaperon any more than she needed a keeper. She could take care of
herself.

Fortunately, it wasn’t necessary for her to interrupt the conversation. A knock at the
kitchen door did it for her. The door opened before anyone could answer it, and a young
cowhand stuck his head inside. He had brown eyes and auburn hair and a face so tanned it
looked like rawhide.

“Adam? You’re needed in the barn to take a look at that mare, Break of Day. She’s

having some trouble foaling.”
“Sure. I’1l be there in a minute. Buck.”

Instead of leaving, the cowhand stood where was, his eyes glued on the vision in a
peasant blouse and skin-tight jeans standing in Adam’s kitchen. He stepped inside the door,

slipped his hat off his head and said, “Name’s Buck, ma’am.”
Tate smiled and held out her hand. “Tate Wh-atly.”
The cowboy shook her hand and then stood there foolishly grinning at her.

Adam groaned inwardly. This was a complication he should have foreseen, but hadn’t.
Tate was bound to charm every cowhand on the place. He quickly crossed past her and put a

hand on Buck’s shoulder to urge him out the door. “Let’s go.”
“Can I come with you?” Tate asked.
Before Adam could say no, Buck spoke up.
“Why sure, ma’am,” the cowboy said. “Be glad to have you along.”

There wasn’t much Adam could say except, “You can come. But stay out of the way.”
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“What kind of trouble is the mare having?” Adam asked as they crossed, the short

distance to the barn, Tate following on their heels.
“She’s down and her breathing’s labored,” Buck said.

Tate saw as soon as they watered they entered the stall that the mare was indeed in
trouble. Her features were grim as she sett led onto the straw beside the mare’s head. “There
now, pretty lady. I know it’s hard. Just relax, you pretty lady, and everything will be all
right.”

Adam and Buck exchanged a look of surprise and approval at the calm, matter-of-fact

way Tate had insinuated herself with the mare. The mare lifted her head and whickered in

response to the sound of Tate’s voice. Then she lay back down and a long, low groan escaped

her.
Tate held the mare’s head while Adam examined her. “It’s twins.”
“Why that’s wonderful!” Tate exclaimed.

“One of them’s turned wrong, blocking the birth canal.” In fact, there was one hoof from

each of the twins showing.
“Surely your vet can deliver them!”

Adam’s features were somber as he answered, “He’s out of town at his daughter’s

wedding.” Adam couldn’t imagine a way to save either foal, entangled as they were.

Tate’s excitement vanished to be replaced with foreboding. She had encountered this
problem once before and the result had come close to being disastrous. Garth had managed to

save the mare and it foals, but it had been a very near thing.
“I’ll have to take one foal to save the other,” Adam said in a flat voice.

“You mean, destroy it?” Tate asked. She couldn’t bring herself to say “dismember it”

though that what Adam was suggesting.

“There’s nothing else I can do.” Adam turned to the cowboy and said, “Buck, see if you

can find some rope.”

Tate stroked the mare’s neck, trying to keep the animal calm. She looked up and saw the
dread in Adam’s eyes. It was never easy to make such decisions, yet they were a constant part

of ranch life.

She was hesitant to interfere, but there was the tiniest chance the second foal could be
saved. “My brother Garth went through this not too long ago. He was able to save both foals

2

by—
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Buck arrived and interrupted with, “Here’s the rope, Adam. Do you need my help?”
“I’m not sure. I’d appreciate it if you’d stay.”

Buck propped a foot or the edge of the stall and leaned his arms across the top rail to

watch as Adam knelt beside the mare and began to fashion a noose with the rope.

Adam paused and glanced over at Tate. She was gnawing on her lower lip again while

smoothed her handover the mare’s sleek neck.

Adam found himself saying, “If you know something that can be done to save both foals,
I’'m willing to give it a try.”

He watched Tate’s whole face light up.

“Yes! Yes, I do.” She quickly explained how Garth had repositioned the foals.

“I’m not sue [

“You can do it!” Tate encouraged. “I know you can!”

Her glowing look made him think he might be able to move mountains. As for saving

two spindly foals... It was at least worth a try.

A half hour later, sweat had made damp patches under the arms and down the back of
Adam’s chambray shirt. He had paused in what he was doing long enough to tie a navy blue
bandanna around his forehead to keep the salty wetness out of his eyes. He worked quietly,

efficiently, aware of the life-and-death nature of his task.

Adam knew a moment of hope when he finished. But now that the foals had been
rearranged, the mare seemed too exhausted to push. He looked across the mare to Tate,

feeling his failure in every inch of his body. “I’m sorry.”

Tate didn’t hear his apology. She took the mare’s head onto her lap and began chanting
and cooing to the exhausted animal—witchcraft for sure, Adam thought—until the mare

amazingly, miraculously birthed the first of the foals.

Adam knew his grin had to be as silly as the one on Tate’s face, but he didn’t care. Buck
took care of cleaning up the first foal while Tate continued her incantations until the mare had
delivered the second. Buck again took over drying off the foal while Tate remained at the

mare’s head, and Adam made sure the afterbirths were taken care of.

When Adam was finished, he crossed to a sink at one end of the barn and scrubbed
himself clean. He dried his hands with a towel before rolling his sleeves down from above the

elbow to the middle of his forearms.
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Adam watched in admiration as Tate coaxed the mare onto her feet and introduced her to
her offspring. The mare too a tentative lick of one, and then the other. In a matter of minutes

both foals were nudging under her belly to find mother’s milk.

Tate’s eyes met Adam’s across the stall. Hi opened his arms and she walked right into
them. Her arms circled his waist, and she held him tightly as she vent to the tears she hadn’t

shed during the awful ordeal.

“Everything’s fine, sweetheart. Thanks to you, everything’s just fine,” Adam said,
stroking her short, silky hair. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. You did just fine.”

Adam wasn’t sure how long they stood there. When he looked up to tell Buck he could
go, he discovered the cowboy was already gone. Tate’s sobs had subsided and he became

aware for the first time of the lithe figure that was pressed so intimately against him.

Tate Whitelaw might be young, but she had body of a woman. He could feel the soft
round of her breasts against his chest, and her feminine hips were fitted tight against his
masculinity. His growing masculinity.

He tried shifting himself away, but her nose buried itself more deeply at his shoulder and

she snuggled closer.

“Tate.” He didn’t recognize the voice as his own. He cleared his throat and tried again.

“Tate.”
“Hmm?”

If she didn’t recognize the potential danger of the situation was he honor bound to point

it out to her? She felt so good in his arms!

Before he could stop himself, his hands had tangled in her hair. He tugged and her head
fell back. Her eyes were limpid pools of gold and green. Her face was flushed from crying.

She had been gnawing that lip again and it was swollen. He could see it needed soothing.

He lowered his head and caught her lower lip between his teeth, letting his tongue ride

the length of it, testing the fullness of it.
Tate moaned and be was Lost.

His tongue slipped into her mouth, tasting her, seeking solace for a desolation of spirit he
had never admitted even to himself. Her whole body melted against him, and he was aware of
an excruciatingly pleasurable heat in his groin where their bodies were fitted together. He
spread his legs slightly and pulled her hard against him, then rubbed them together, creating a

friction that turned molten coals to fire.
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Tate was only aware of sensations. The softness of his lips. The slickness of his tongue.
The heat and hardness, of his body pressed tightly against hers. The surge of pleasure as his
maleness sought out her femaleness. The urgency of his mouth as it found the smooth column

of her neck and teased its way up to her ear, where his breath, hot and moist, made her shiver.
“Please, Adam,” she gasped. “Please don’t stop.”
Adam’s head jerked up, and he stared woman in his arms. Good Lord in Heaven! What
was he doing?

Adam, had to reach behind him to free Tate’s arms. He held her at arm’s length, his
hinds gripping hers so tightly he saw her wince. He loosened his hold slightly, but didn’t let
go. If be did, he was liable to pull her back into his arms and finish what he had started.

Her eyes were lambent, her face rosy with the heat of passion. Her body was languid,
boneless with desire, and it wouldn’t take much to have her flat on her back beneath him.

Are you out of your mind? What's gotten into you? You re supposed to be protecting her
from lechers, not seducing her yourself!

Tate could see Adam was distraught, but she hadn’t the least notion why. “What’s
wrong?” she asked.

Her voice was still breathless and sounded sexy as hell! His body throbbed with need.

“I’ll tell you what’s wrong, little girl!” he retorted. “You may b hotter than a firecracker
on the Fourth of July, but I’'m not interested in initiating any virgins! Do you hear me? Flat
not interested!”

“Could have fooled me!” Tate shot back.

Adam realised he was still holding her hands—was in fact rubbing his thumbs along her
palms—and dropped them like hot potatoes. “You stay away from me, little girl. You’re here
for one reason, and one reason only—keeping books. You got that?”

“I got it, big boy!”

Adam started to reach to reach for her but caught himself. He stalked over and let

himself out of the stall. A moment later and he was gone from the barn.

Tate curled her arms protectively around herself. What had happened to change things so
quickly? One minute Adam had been making sweet, sweet to her. The next he had become a
raving lunatic. Oh, hew f had stung when he called her /ittle gir/! She might be small in

stature, but she was all grown up in every way that mattered.

Except for being a virgin.
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Tate had to admit she was a babe in the woods when it came to sexual experience. But
she recognized that what had just happened between her and Adam was something special.
He had wanted her as much as she had wanted him. She couldn’t be mistaken about that. But
their attraction had been more than sexual. It was as though when she walked into his arms
she had found a missing part of herself. And though Adam might discount what had
happened because she was so young, she wasn’t going to let him get away with denying what
had happened them—to her or to himself. And she wasn’t let him get away with denying it—
to her or to himself.

She wasn’t some little girl he could dismiss with a wave of his hand. Powerful forces
were at work between them. Tate had to find a way to make Adam see her as a woman

worthy of his love. But how best to accomplish that goal?

Because the physical attraction between them was so powerful, Tate decided, she would

start with that. She would put temptation in Adam’s path see what happened.
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Four

Adam watched Tate smiling up at the cowboys who surrounded her at the corral while
she regaled them with another of her outrageous stories about life at Hawk’s Way, as she had
often done over the past three weeks. As usual, she was dressed in jeans, boots a T-shirt with

some equally outrageous slogan written on it.

Only this T-shirt had the neckline cut out so it slipped down to reveal one shoulder—and
the obvious fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Anyone with eyes in his head could see she
was naked under the T-shirt. The three cowboys were sure as hell looking. The wind was

blowing and the cotton clung to her outlining her generous breasts.

Adam told himself he wasn’t going to make a fool out of himself by going over there and
dragging her away from three sets ogling male eyes. However once his footsteps headed in

that direction, he didn’t seem to be able to stop them.

He arrived in time tea hear her say, “My brothers taught me how to get even when some

rabbit-shy horse bucks me oft.”
“How’s that, Tate?” one of the cowboys asked.
“Why, I just make that horse walk back to the barn all by himself!” Tate said with a grin.

The cowboys guffawed, and Tate joined in. Adam caught his lip curling with laughter
and straightened it back out.

“Don’t you have some work to do?” he demanded of the three cowboys.

“Sure, Boss.”

“Yeah, Boss.”

“Just leaving, Boss.”

They tipped their hats to Tate, but continued staring at her as they backed away.

Adam swore acidly, and they quickly turned tail and scattered in three different

directions.

He directed a cool stare at Tate and said, I thought I told you to stay away from my

cowhands.”
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“I believe your exact wards were. ‘Finish your work before you go traipsing around the

29

ranch,’” Tate replied in a drawl guaranteed to irritate her already irritated boss.

“Is your work done?”’

“Had you been home for lunch, I’d have offered show you the bookkeeping system I’ve
set up. Everything’s been logged in and all the current invoices have been paid. I have some

suggestions for ways—"

He interrupted with, “What the hell ate you doing out here half-dressed, carousing with
the hired help?”

“Carousing? 1 was just talking to them!” Tate flashed back.
“I want you to leave those boys alone.”

“Boys? They looked like grown men to me. Certainly old enough to make up their minds

whether or not they want to spend time with me.”

Adam grabbed the hat off his head and slapped it against his thigh. “Dammit, Tate.
You’re a babe in the woods! You’re playing with fire, and you’re going to get burned! Yon

can’t run around here, half naked and not expect—"
“Half naked?” she scoffed. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“That T-shirt doesn’t leave much to the imagination! I can see your nipples plain as
day.”
Tate looked down and realized for the first time that twin peaks were clearly visible
beneath the T-shirt. She decided to brazen it out. “So what if you can? I assume you’re
familiar with the female anatomy. Besides, you’re not my father or my brother. You have

absolutely no right to tell me what to wear!”

Since the erotic feelings Adam was experiencing at the moment weren’t the least fatherly
or brotherly, he didn’t argue with her. However, he had appointed himself her guardian in
their stead. As such, he felt it his duty to point out to her the dangers of such provocative

attire.

He explained in a reasonable voice, “When a sees a woman looking like that, he just

naturally gets ideas.”
Tate looked sharply at Adam. “What kind of ideas?”

“The wrong kind,” Adam said emphatically.
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Tate smiled impishly and batted her lashes at him. “I thought you were ‘flat not
interested’ in. 1i’l ole me.”

“Cut it out, Tate.”

“Cut what out?”

“Stop batting those lashes at me, for one thing.”

Tate pouted her lips like a child whose candy been taken away. “You mean it isn’t
working?”

It was working all right. Too damn well. She was just precocious enough to be charming.
He was entranced despite his wish not to be. He felt his body begin to harden as she slid her
gaze from his eyes, to his mouth, to his chest, and straight on down body be his crotch.
Which was putting on a pretty damn good show for her.

“You’re asking for it,” he said through clenched teeth.

She batted her eyelashes and said, “Am I going to get it?”

The next thing Tate knew she had been hefted over Adam’s shoulder like a sack of
wheat, and he was striding toward the house.

“Let me down!” she cried. “Adam, this is uncomfortable.”

“Serves you right! You haven’t been the least worried about my comfort for the past
three weeks.”

“Where are you taking me? What are you planning to do with me?”

“Something I’'m going to enjoy very much!”

Was Adam really going to make love to her? Would he be rough, or gentle? How was
she supposed to act? Was there some sort of proper etiquette for the ravishing of virgins? Not
that she hadn’t ever worried too much about what was proper. But she felt nervous, anxious

about the encounter to come. Finally, Adam would have to acknowledge that greater forces

were at work between them than either of them could—or should—resist

The air inside, the adobe house hit her like a cooling zephyr. The dimness left her blind
for an instant. Just as she was regaining her sight, they emerged once more into sunlight and
she was blinded again. Several more strides and she felt herself being lowered from Adam’s

shoulder.

Tate barely bad time to register the fact that they were in the courtyard when Adam

shifted her crosswise in his arms. Grinning down into her face, he said “Maybe this will cool
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you off!” and unceremoniously dumped her into the pool of water that surrounded the

fountain.

Tate came up spluttering. “Why you!” She blinked her eyes furiously, trying to clear the

water from them.

“Why, Miss Tate, are you batting your eyelashes at me again? Guess I’ll have to try
another dunking.”

He took one step toward her, and Tate retreated to the other side of the fountain. “T’ll get

you for this you roué!”

Adam laughed. It lad been so long since he had done so, that the sound brought Maria to
the kitchen window to see what Sefior Adam found so funny. She shook her head and clucked
when she saw new the bookkeeper standing dripping in the fountain. She grabbed a bath

towel from the stack of laundry she was folding on the kitchen table and hurried outside with

it.
She handed it to Adam and said in Spanish, “This is no way to treat a young woman.”
Adam’s eyes crinkled at the corners with laughter. “It is when she’s bent on seducing an
older man.”

Maria hissed in a breath and turned to eye the bedraggled creature in the pool. So that
was the way the wind was blowing. Well, she was not one to stand in way of any woman who

could make Sefior Adam laugh once more.
“Be sure you get the sefiorita dried off quickly. Otherwise she might catch a cold.”

Maria left Adam standing with the towel in his hand and a smug grin on his face. Once
the housekeeper was gone, Adam turned back to Tate. And quickly lost his smirk. Because if
the T-shirt had been revealing before, it was perfectly indecent now. He could easily see
Tate’s flesh through the soaked cotton. The cold water had caused her nipples to peak into
tight buds.

His mouth felt dry. His voice was ragged as he said, “Here. Wrap yourself in this.”

Only he didn’t extend the towel to her. He held it so she would have to step out of the
pool and into his is. When he encircled her with the terry cloth she shivered and snuggled

closer.
“I'm freezing!” she said.

He, on the other hand, was burning up. How did she do it to him? This time, however, he

had only himself to blame. He felt her cold nose burrow into his shoulder as his chin nuzzled
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her damp hair. The water had released the lilac scent of her shampoo. He took a deep breath

and realized he didn’t want to let her go.

Adam vigorously rubbed the towel up and down Tate’s back, hoping to dispel the

intimacy of the moment.
“Mmm. That feels good,” she murmured.

His body betrayed him again, responding with amazing rapidity to the throaty sound of
her voice. He edged himself away from her, unwilling to admit his need to her. In fact, he felt

the distinct necessity to deny it.
“I’m not going to make love to you, Tate.”

She froze in his arms. Her head lifted from his shoulder, and he found himself looking

into eyes that warmed him like brandy.
“Why not, Adam? Is it because I’m not attractive to you?”

“Lord, no! Of course you’re a beautiful woman, but—" Adam groaned as be realized

what he just admitted.
“I am?”

What had those brothers of hers been telling her, Adam wondered, to make her doubt
herself like this?

“Is it because I don’t dress, like a lady?”

His only objection to the clothes she wore was his reaction to her in them. “Contrary to

what you might haw heard, clothes don 't make the man— or the woman.”
“Then it must be the fact that I'm a virgin,” she said.

Adam felt himself flushing. “Tate, you just don’t go around talking about things like
that.”

“Not even with you?”

“Especially not with me!”

“Why not?”

They were back to that again. He turned her so he had an arm around her shoulder, and

began ushering her across the courtyard to her bedroom. “I think it’s time you got out of

those wet clothes.”

Tate’s impish smile reappeared. “Would you like to help me?”
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“Not on your life!” He opened the sliding glass door and gave her a nudge inside. “T’ll
meet you in the office in fifteen minutes and you can show me whatever bookkeeping
wonders you’ve accomplished today.” He turned and marched across the courtyard, fighting

the urge to look back.

Once she was alone in her room, Tate let the towel drop. She stared at herself in the
standing oval mirror in the corner and groaned. She looked like something the cat had

dragged in! No wonder Adam hadn’t been interested!

Tate sat down on a wooden chair to pull off her wet boots, then yanked her T-shirt off
and struggled with the wet zipper of her jeans. She peeled her silk panties down and quickly
began replacing her clothing with an identical wardrobe. All except the wet boots, for which
she substituted a pair of beaded Indian moccasins Charlie One Horse had given her for

Christmas.

While Tate dressed, she reviewed the events of the past three weeks since she had
arrived at the Lazy S. Teasing Adam had begun as a way of making him admit the sexual
attraction—and something more—that existed between them. But she had discovered that

kidding some folks was like teasing a loaded polecat. The satisfaction was short-lived.

Tate hadn’t been enjoying the game much these days, mainly because she had begun to
suffer from the sexually charged situations as much as Adam. The problem was, on her side

at least, her heart followed where her hormones lead.

She would give anything if Adam was as interested in her as Buck seemed to be. The
lean-hip cowboy had been asking her every day for a week if she would go out with him on
Saturday night. Well, maybe she should. Maybe if Adam saw that somebody else found her

worth pursuing, he would get same idea.

Tate had a cheerful smile on her face by the time she joined Adam in his office. He

already had the computer on and was perusing the statistics she had input there.

“So what do you think?” she asked, perching herself on the arm of the large swivel chair

in which he was sitting.

“It looks good.” Of course his office wasn’t as neat as it had once been. There were half-
filled coffee cups amidst the clutter on the desk, and a collection of magazines and a dirty T-
shirt decorated floor. A bridle and several other pieces of tack Tate was fixing were strewn

around the room.
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But he couldn’t argue with what she had accomplished. Tate had set up a program to
handle data on each head of stock, providing a record that would be invaluable in making

buying and selling decisions.
“You didn’t tell me you knew so much about computers.”

Tate grinned and said, “You didn’t ask.” She leaned across him and began earnestly

discussing other ideas she had regarding possible uses of the computer in his business.
He started automatically cleaning the debris from his desk.

“Don’t worry about those,” Tate said, taking a handful of pebbles from him. “Aren’t they
pretty? I found them down by the creek.” She scattered them back onto the desk. “I play with

them while I’m thinking, sort of like worry beads, you know?”
“Uh-huh.”

Adam forced himself to concentrate on what she was saying, rather than the way her
breast was pressed up against his arm. By the time she was done talking about the projects
she had in mind, she had shifted position four times. He knew because she had managed to

brush some part of his anatomy with some part of hers each time she moved.

Tate was totally oblivious to Adam’s difficulty, because she was having her own
problems concentrating on the matters at hand. She was busy planning how she could make
Adam sit up and take notice of her by accepting Buck’s invitation to go out tomorrow
evening. She just had to make sure that Adam saw her leaving on the date with the auburn-
haired cowboy.

Her thoughts must have conjured Buck, because he suddenly appeared at the door to
Adam’s office.

“Need you to take a look at that irrigation system to see whether you want it repaired or

replaced,” Buck said.
“I’ll be right there,” Adam replied.

Buck had already turned to leave when Tate realized she had the perfect opportunity to

let Adam know she was going out with another man. “Oh, Buck.”
Buck turned and the hat came off his head in same motion. “Yes ma’am?”
“I’ve decided to take you up on year offer to go dancing tomorrow night.”

Buck’s face split with an engaging grin. “Yes ma’am! I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock if

that’s all right, and we can have some dinner first.”
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The thunderous look on Adam’s face was everything Tate could have wished for, “I’ll

see you at seven she promised.
Buck clipped his hat back on his head and said, “You coming, Boss?”
“In a minute. I’1l catch up to you.”
Adam’s fists landed on his hips as he turned to confront Tate. “What was that all about?”

“Buck asked me to go dancing at Knippa on Saturday night, and I though it might be
fun.”

Adam couldn’t very well forbid her going. As Tate had so pointedly noted, he wasn’t
related to her in the least. But he couldn’t help have misgivings, either. There was no telling
what Buck Magnesson’s reaction would be if Tate subjected him to the same teasing
sensuality that Adam had endured for the past three weeks. If Tate said “Please” Buck was
damned likely to say “Thank you” and take what she offered.

Adam suddenly heard himself forbidding his sister Melanie from going out on a date
with a boy he had thought as little wild. Heard himself telling Melanie that he knew better
than she what was best for And remembered the awful consequences of his high-handedness.
Adam didn’t have to like the fact Tate had decided to go out with Buck Magnesson. But if he

didn’t want to repeat the mistakes he made with his younger sister, he had to put up with it.

“Have a good time with Buck tomorrow night,” he said. Then he turned and walked out

the door.

Tate frowned at Adam’s back. That wasn’t exactly the reaction she had been hoping for.
Where was the jealousy? Where was the demand that she spend her time with him instead ?
Suddenly Tate wished she had thought things through a little more carefully. Agreeing to date
Buck simply to make Adam realize what he was missing wasn’t turning out at all she had

hoped.

She felt a little guilty that she had even considered using Buck to make Adam jealous.
But since her plan had failed—quite miserably—she could at least enjoy the evening with

Buck with a clear conscience.

Tate had gotten the broken water hose fixed on her ‘51 Chevy, and she used the pickup
to drive the ninety miles east to San Antonio that afternoon to go shopping. She could have
worn jeans to go dancing, but had decided that she owed it to Buck to show up for their date

looking her best.
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She found a pretty halter sundress that tied around the neck and had an almost
nonexistent back. The bodice fit her like a glove and showed just a hint of décolletage. The
bright yellow and white floral print contrasted with her dark hair and picked up the gold in
her eyes. The mid-calf length skin was gathered at the waist and flared at the hem. She
whirled once in front of the mirror and saw that the dress was going to reveal a great deal of

her legs if Buck was the kind of dancer who liked to twirl his partner a lot.

Buck’s smile when she opened the door on Saturday night was well worth the effort
spent shopping. She couldn’t help feeling a stab of disappoint that Adam wasn’t around to see
her off. Apparently he had made plans of his own for the evening.

Tate found Buck surprisingly entertaining company. The cowboy had older brothers of
his own, and Tate was quick to agree, “Nothing is harder to put up with than a good
example!” He and Tate shared older brother horror stories that kept them both laughing
through dinner.

The country and western band was in full swing when they crossed the threshold of the
Grange Hall in Knippa. The room was fogged with cigarette smoke that battled with the
overwhelming odor of sweat and cologne. The sawdusted dance floor was crowded, elbow to
elbow, with men in cowboy hats partnered by ladies wearing flounced Western skirts and
boots.

Just as they made their way to the dance floor, a two-step ended and the hand began

playing a waltz.
“Shall we?” Buck asked, making a dance frame with his arms.
“Absolutely!” Tate said, stepping into his embrace.

Tate got another welcome surprise when she and Buck begat to waltz around the room.
The lean cowboy was graceful on his feet. He led her into several intricate variations of the

dance that left her breathless and feeling like a prima ballerina by the time the song ended.
“That was wonderful!” she exclaimed.
“Would you like something to drink?”” Buck asked.
“Just a soda, please.”

Buck found a seat for Tate at one of the small tables that surrounded the dance floor and

forced his way through the crowd toward the bar.
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Tate was tapping her foot to another two-step tune and enjoying watching the couples
maneuver around the dance floor when she thought she saw someone she recognized. She

followed the couple until they turned at the corner of the room.

Tate gasped aloud. It was Adam! He was dancing the two-step with a buxom redheaded

woman.
As he passed by her table, Adam smiled and called out, “Hi, there! Having fun?”

Before she could answer, they had danced on past her, and she was left with the trill of

the woman’s laughter in her ears.

Tate felt sick. Who was she? The Redheaded Woman in Adam’s arms was absolutely
beautiful. No wonder Adam hadn’t been interested in pursing her when he was acquainted

with such a gorgeous female.
“What’s caught your eye?” Buck asked as he set a soda in front of Tate.
“Adam’s here.” She pointed him out. “See there. With that redhead.”
To Tate’s amazement, Buck scowled and swore under his breath.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Nothing I can do anything about.”

“That’s the sort of statement that’s guarantee get a nosy female’s attention,” Tate said.

“Out with it.”

Buck grinned sheepishly and admitted, “All right. Here goes.” He took a deep breath and

said, “That woman dancing with Adam is my ex-wife,”
“You’re kidding!”
“‘Fraid not.”

Tate watched Buck watching the Redheaded Woman. His feelings were painfully

transparent. “You’re still in love with her.”
Buck grimaced. “Much good it’ll do me.”
“I assume Adam knows how you feel.”
“He asked my permission before he took Velma out the first time.”
“And you gave it to him?” Tate asked incredulously.
“She isn’t my wife anymore. She can set whoever she pleases.”

Tate snorted in disgust. “While you suffer in noble silence. Men!”
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Tate had been so involved with talking to Buck that she hadn’t realized the song was

ending. She was less than pleased when Adam and Velma arrived at their table.
Mind if we join you?”” Adam asked.

Tate bit her lip to keep from saying something censorable. She slipped her arm through
Buck’s put a gigantic smile on her face, and said, “Why sure! We’d love to have the

company, wouldn’t we, Buck?”

It was hard to say who was the more surprised by her performance. Buck or Adam. What
she hadn’t expected was the militant light that rose in Velma’s green eyes when Tate claimed

Buck’s arm. Well, well, well. Maybe there was more here than met the eye.

Adam made introductions, then seated Velma and caught one of the few waitresses long

enough to ask for two drinks.
“I didn’t expect to see you here,” Tate said to Adam.
“I enjoy dancing, and Velma’s a great partner.”

Tate could imagine what else Velma was great at. She had observed for herself that the

redhead had a wonderful sense of rhythm.

Tate was aware of Buck sitting stiffly beside her, quieter than he had been at any time
during the evening. How could Adam not be sensitive to the vibrations that arced across the

table between the cowboy and his ex-wife?

In fact, Adam was imminently aware of how much Buck Magnesson still loved his ex-
wife. It was why he had brought Velma here this evening. Adam knew that with Velma in the

room, Buck wasn’t liable to spend much time thinking about Tate.

There was more than one way to skin a cat, Adam thought with satisfaction. He had
known, Tate would rebel against an ultimatum, so he hadn’t protested her date with Buck. He

had simply sought out a more subtle way to get what be wanted.

Bringing Velma to the dance seemed like the answer to his problem. He was pretty sure
Velma was as much in love with Buck as the cowboy was with his ex-wife. He didn’t mind

playing Cupid, especially if it meant separating Tate from the virile young cowboy.

“How about trading partners?” Adam said, rising from his chair and reaching for Tate’s

hand.

Before Tate could protest, Buck said, “That sounds fine to me,” took Velma by the hand
and headed for the dance floor.
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Tate wasn’t sure what to make of Adam’s ploy. She waited until they were half a dance

floor away from the other couple before she said, “That was a pretty sneaky thing to do.”
“I wanted to dance with you.”
“Are you sure you aren’t matchmaking?”’
Adam smiled. “You could feel it, too?”
“I think he might still love her.”
“I’m sure he does.”
“Then why did you bring Velma here tonight?”
“I would think that’s obvious.”
“Not to me.”
“I enjoy her company.”
“Oh.”
He grinned. “And I knew Buck would be here with you.”

He sent her into a series of spins that prevented her from making any kind of retort. By
the time she was in his arms again the song was over and he was ushering her back toward
their table, where Buck and Velma were sitting across from each other arguing vociferously.

“Buck?” Tate didn’t want to interrupt, but she wasn’t sure whether she should leave him
alone with Velma either.

“Let’s get out of here,” Buck said, jumping up and turning his back on Velma. “Good
night, Adam. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As Buck hurried Tate away, she heard Velma say, I’d like to go home now, Adam. It
that’s all right with you?”

Tate wasn’t sure where Buck was taking her when he burned rubber on the asphalt
parking lot. It was a safe guess from the dark look on his face that he had no romantic
intentions toward her.

“Want to talk about it?”’ she asked at last.

Buck glanced quickly at her, then turned his eyes back to the road. “I don’t want to

bother you with my problems.”

“I’m a good, listener.”
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He sighed and said, “Velma and I were high school sweethearts. We married as soon as
we graduated. Pretty soon Velma began to think she had missed something. She had an

affair.”

Tate bit her lip keep from saying something judgmental. She was glad she had when

Buck continued.
“I found out about it and confronted her. She asked for a divorce, and I gave it to her.”
“Why?”
“Pride. Foolish damn. pride!”
“And you regret it now?”
“My life’s been running kind of muddy without her.”
“So why don’t you do something about it?”” Tate asked.

“It’s no use. She says that I deserve better. She doesn’t believe I can ever forgive or

forget what she did.”
“Can you?”
The cowboy’s eyes were bleak in the light from the dash. “I think so.”
“But you’re not sure?”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “If I were, I’d have her back home and under me faster than

lightning with a link snapped!”

Tate had thought they were driving without direction, yet she realized suddenly that they
had arrived back at the front door of Adam’s house. She saw Adam’s, truck parked there. So,

he was home. And there was a light on in the living room.

She let herself out of the truck, but Buck met her on the front porch. He put an arm

around her waist and walked her away front the light.
“May I kiss you good night, Tate?”
Tate drew a breath and held it. This was so exactly like the scene she had played out the

night she d left home that it was eerie. Only there were no brothers here to protect her from

the big, bad wolf.
“Of coarse you can kiss me good night,” she said last.

Buck took his time, and Tate was aware of the sweetness of his kiss. And the reluctance

in it. When he lifted his head their eyes met, and they smiled at each other.

“No go, huh?” he said.
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Tate shook her head. “I like you an awful lot, Buck. I hope we can be friends.”
“I"d like that,” the cowboy said.

He leaned down and kissed her again. Both of them knew how much—and how little—it

meant.

However, that was not so the man watching them through a slit in the living room

curtains.
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Five

It had taken every ounce of willpower Adam possessed to keep from stalking out onto
the front porch and putting his fist in Buck Magnesson’s nose. It wasn’t just the thought at his
sister Melanie that kept him from doing it. There were things he couldn’t offer Tate that Buck

could.

But he wasn’t a saint or a eunuch. If Tate persisted in tempting him, he wasn’t noble
enough to refuse her. He was determined to keep his hunger leashed at least until he was
certain Tate knew what she wouldn’t be getting if she got involved with him. She was too

young to give up her dreams. And there was no way he could fulfill them.

Before Adam had time to examine his feelings further, the front door opened. Tate
stepped inside to find him sitting in one of the large Mediterranean chairs before the

blackened fireplace, nursing a half-empty glass of whiskey.
“Hello,” she said. “I didn’t expect to see you again tonight.”
“I was waiting up for you.”

Tate immediately bristled. “Look, I don’t need caretaker.” She wanted a lover. But not

just that. A man who loved her, as she was beginning to fear she loved him.
“Old habits die hard.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I used to wait up for my sister Melanie.”
“You have a sister? Why haven’t I met her?”
“She died ten years ago.”
“I’m so sorry.”

Adam had drunk just enough whiskey to want tell her the rest of it. “Melanie ran away
from home when she was seventeen. She was picked up by a stranger while hitchhiking. He

raped her, and then stabbed her to death.”

“That must have been awful for you!” Tate wanted to put her arms around Adam to

comfort him, but his body language posted obvious No Trespassing signs.
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She used sitting on the couch as an excuse, to cross closer to him, slipped off her boots
and pulled her feet up under her. She folded her arms under her breasts to give herself the

comfort he wouldn’t accept.

Then another, more troubling thought occurred to her. “Is that why you picked me up on

the road? Because of your sister?”

Adam nodded.

Tate fell as though she’d been physically struck. She hesitated and asked, “Is that why

you offered me a job?”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Tate swallowed over the lump that had grown in her throat. “So I’m just a charily case to
you?”’

Adam heard the pain in Tate’s voice and realized he had handled this all wrong. If he
didn’t do some fast talking, he knew she would be gone, by morning. “You can hardly blame
me for offering help under the circumstances, can you I couldn’t take the chance that I might

'77

be responsible for another young woman’s death

Tate wasn’t so wrapped up in her own feelings that she failed to recognize the
significance of what Adam had just said. “How can you blame yourself for your sister’s

death? What happened couldn’t possibly be your fault!”

“Oh, no?” Adam’s nostrils were pinched, his blue eyes like shards of ice. “Didn’t you
tell me that you left home because your brothers made your life miserable?”

'3’

“They only did what they did because they love me!” Tate protested.

“So that makes it all right for them to interfere in your life? To aggravate you enough to

send you running that old rattletrap truck?”

It was clear Adam was searching for answers would release him from the guilt he
suffered over what had happened to his sister. Tate found herself equally confounded by the
issues he had raised. Was love a good enough excuse for the high-handed way Garth and
Faron had acted? What if she had met the same fate as Adam’s sister? Would they have

blamed themselves for her death?

She knew they would have, just as Adam blamed himself for Melanie’s death all these
years. She didn’t know what to say to ease his pain. She only knew she had to do something.

Tate stood and crossed to Adam. She knelt on the cool tile floor at his feet and laid a

hand on his thigh. She felt him tense beneath her touch. “Adam, [—”
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He rose abruptly and stalked away from her. “I’'m not in the mood for any teasing

tonight.”
“I was trying to offer comfort!” Tate retorted.
“Just stay away from me!”

Tate struck back like the scorned woman she felt herself to be. “There are plenty of

others who’ll welcome my attentions!”
“Like Buck?”

“Like Buck!” That was a lie, but told in a good cause. Saving her pride seemed of utmost

importance right now.

“He’ll never marry you. He’s still in love with Velma.”

Since Tate knew he was right, she retorted, “I don’t have to marry a man to go to bed
with him!”

“Is that so, little girl?”

Tate was gasping, she was so furious at the taunting words. But it was clear she could cut
her own throat with a sharp tongue. She had certainly dug a hole for herself it was going to be
hard to get out of. She took two deep breaths, trying to regain her temper.

Adam didn’t give her a chance to speak before he said, “If you’re smart, you’ll go back

home where you belong. Now, before you get hurt.”
“Are you firing me?”
Tate held her breath until he said, “No.”
“Then I’m staying. If you’ll excuse me, I’m tired. I want to go to bed.”
Tate had started for the door when Adam quipped, “What, no invitation to join you?”

Tate slowly turned back to face him. She took her time getting from where she was to
where he was. She hooked a finger into the opening at the neck of his shirt and looked up into

eyes that were both wary and amused.

“‘I learned at my brothers’ knees never to approach a bull from the front, a horse from

the rear... or a damn fool from any direction. Good night, Adam.”

“We’ll talk about this again tomorrow,” he said to her retreating back.

“Like hell we will!”” she replied.
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Tate spent a restless night, tossing and turning as her mind grappled with all of Adam’s
revelations. What she found most disturbing was the possibility that Adam had merely been

tolerating her because he felt responsible for her welfare.

Surely she couldn’t have been mistaken about his physical reaction to her! More likely,
he was attracted to her, but his feelings of responsibility toward her were keeping him from

pursuing a relationship. If so, she would soon cure him of that!

Tate felt somewhat cheered by her decision, and she made up her mind to confront Adam
at breakfast. Only, when she arrived in the kitchen the next morning, she discovered that he

had already eaten and left the house.
“Did be say where he was going, Maria?”
“No, seriorita.”

Tate worked hard all day in the office so she wouldn’t have time to worry about where
Adam gone. He was bound to turn up sooner or later. He wasn’t going anywhere. And neither

was she.

However, by seven o’clock that evening there was still no sign of Adam. He hadn’t even
called Maria to say he wouldn’t be home for dinner. Maria washing up the dinner dishes, and
to keep herself busy, Tate was drying them and putting them away. Maria had tried to start a
conversation, but Tate was too distracted to keep track of what she was saying. Finally Maria

gave up trying and left Tate to her thoughts.

Tate was worried. Where could Adam have gone? She had already checked once at the

bunk house, but no one bad seen him all day.

When she heard a knock at the kitchen door, Tate leaped to answer it. It wasn’t until she

opened the door that she realized Adam wouldn’t have knocked.
“Buck? You look terrible. What’s wrong?”

Buck pulled his hat off his head and wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve.

“Um, I, um.”
She put a hand on his arm and urged him inside room, “Come in. Sit down.”
He resisted her efforts to move him from his spot just inside the kitchen door. “No, [—"
“You what?” Tate asked in exasperation.
“I need your help.”

“Of course, anything.”
9
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“Maybe you better not say yes until you hear what I have to say,” He eyed Maria, but

was too polite to ask her to leave.

Aware of the tension in the cowboy, Maria said, “I give you some time alone, so you can
talk,” and left the room. But she made up her mind she wouldn’t be gone for long. The nice
senorita, she was good for Sefior Adam. It would not do to let cowboys like Buck Magnesson

take what should not be theirs.
Tate turned a kitchen chair and sat in it like a saddle. “I’m all ears.”

Buck fidgeted with the brim of his hat another moment before he said, “I’ve thought a lot
about our conversation last night. You know, about whether or not I could forgive and forget

what Velma did? And, well... I believe 1 can.”

A smile spread on Tate’s face, “I’m so Buck.”

“Yeah well, that’s why I need your help. I’ve decided to go see Velma and tell her how I
feel, and I thought maybe if you were along to sort of referee—"

Tate was up and across the room in an instant. She gave the startled cowboy a big hug.
“It’ll be my pleasure. When would you like to go see her?”

Buck grinned. “Is right now too soon?”

Tate thought about leaving a note for Adam, then rejected the idea. It would do him good
to know how it felt to worry about someone who didn’t leave a message where he was going!

Maria, heard the kitchen door slam closed and came back in to see what Sefior Buck had
wanted. She frowned and clucked her tongue in dismay when she realized that Sefiorita Tate
had left the house with the handsome cowboy, “Sefior Adam will not like this. He will not

like this at all.”

Maria made up her mind to stay until Sefior Adam got back from wherever he had gone
and tell him what had happened. Then be could go find the sesiorita and bring her home

where she belonged.

Meanwhile, Buck drove Tate to a tiny house with gingerbread trim in a quiet
neighborhood off Main Street in Uvalde. She waited anxiously with him to see if Velma were

going to answer the doorbell.

Tate saw the light in Velma’s green eyes when she saw Buck, and watched it die when

she realized Tate was with him.

“I want to talk to you, Velma,” Buck said.
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“I don’t think we have anything to say to each other.” She nearly had the door closed

when Buck stuck his boot in it.
“I’m not leaving until I say my piece,” Buck insisted in a harsh voice.
“I’ll call the police if you don’t go away,” Velma threatened.
“I just want to talk!”

When Velma let go of the door to run for the phone, Buck and Tate took advantage of
the opportunity to come inside. Buck caught Velma in the kitchen and pried the phone

receiver out of her hand.
“Please, baby, just listen to me,” he pleaded.

“Please give him a chance, Velma. I know you’re going to want to hear what Buck has to

2

say.
Velma froze when she heard Tate’s voice. “Why did you come here?”” she demanded.

“Buck thought it might make it easier for the two of you to talk if there was someone

else here to sort of mediate.”

Velma looked at Buck’s somber face. She took a deep breath and said, “All right. I’ll

listen to what you have to say. For five minutes.”

Buck set her down, letting her body slide along his as he did. Tate could have lit a fire
from the sparks that flew between them. They belonged together, all right She only hoped

Buck would find the right words to convince Velma he meant what he said.

Five minutes later, Velma was still listening, but Tate could see she was torn between
the fervent wish to believe Buck, and the awful fear that he would soon regret what be was
saying.

“I don’t think I’ll ever forget what happened Velma,” Buck said. “But I think I can live
with it.”

That wasn’t exactly the same thing as forgiving it, Tate realised. Apparently Velma also
noticed the distinction.

“‘That’s not good enough, Buck,” she said in a quiet voice.

“I love you, Velma,” he said.

She choked on a sob. “I know, Buck. I love you, too.”

“Then why can’t we get back together?”

“It just wouldn’t work.”
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By now Velma was crying in earnest, and Buck would have been heartless indeed if he

could have resisted pulling her into his arms to comfort her. In fact, that was just what he did.

Tate suddenly realized another reason why she been brought along. Her presence
provided the only restraint on the sexual explosion that occurred whenever the two of them

touched. Even that wasn’t sufficient at first.

Buck already had his fingers twined in Velma’s red curls, and Velma had her hand on the
front of Buck’s jeans when Tate cleared her throat loudly to remind them that she was still
there. They broke apart like two teenagers caught necking, their faces flushed as much by

embarrassment as by passion.
“Uh, sorry “Buck said.

Velma tried rearranging her hair, a hopeless task considering how badly Buck had

messed it up.

“You look fine, honey,” Buck said, taking a hand smoothing her tresses himself. But the
gesture turned into a caress, which turned into a fervent look of desire, which ended when

Buck’s lips lowered to Velma’s in the gentlest of kisses.

There was no telling where things might have gone from there, except Tate said, “All
right, enough is enough! Well never get any where this way. Buck, you go sit over there in

that chair. “Velma and I will sit on the couch.”

Sheepishly, Buck crossed the room and slouched down in the chair Tate had indicated.
Tate joined Velma on the couch. She dragged her T-shirt out of her jeans, and used it to dab

at Velma’s tears.

“Now it seems to me,” Tate “began, “that you both want to give this relationship another

try. So I have a suggestion.”

Tate outlined for them a plan whereby they would start from scratch. Buck would pick
Velma up at her door, they would go out together and he would return her at the end of the

evening. Absolutely no sex.
“You have to learn to trust each other again,” she said. “That takes time.”

Buck’s face had taken on a mulish cast. “I’'m not sure I can play by those rules.

Especially that ‘no sex’ part.”

It wasn’t hard to see why. The sexual electricity between than would have killed a

normal, person.
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“No sex,” Tate insisted. “If you spend all your time in bed, you won’t do as much

talking. And both have a lot you need to talk about.”

Tate chewed anxiously on her lower lip while she waited to see whether they would

accept her suggestion.

“I think Tate’s right,” Velma said.

The negotiations didn’t end there. In fact it wasn’t until the wee hours of the morning
that all parties were satisfied. Tate felt as emotionally exhausted as she knew Buck and
Velma were. The hug Velma her as she was leaving, and the whispered “Thank you” from
the other woman, made everything worthwhile.

Tate rubbed the tense muscles in her neck as Buck drove her back to the ranch. She knew
Buck was still troubled, but at least now there was some hope that he and his ex-wife might
one day end up together again.

When they arrived at the front door to Adam’s house, Buck took Tate’s hand in his and

said, “I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Just be good to Velma. That’ll be thanks enough for me.”

He ruffled her hair as an older brother might, then leaned over and kissed her on the

cheek. “You’re a good friend, Tate. If I can ever do anything for you, just let me know.”
“I’ll remember that,” Tate said. “You don’t need to get out. I can let myself in.”

Buck waited until she was inside the front door before he drove his truck around to the

bunkhouse.

“Tate had only taken two steps when the living room lights clicked on. Adam stood at
the switch, his face a granite mask of displeasure.

“Where were you?” Tate accused. “I waited for you for hours, but you never came
home!”

Adam was taken aback, since he had intended to ask the same question. “Dr. Kowalski
had a medical emergency with one of my former patients. Susan asked me to come because
Mrs. Daniels was frightened, and she thought the old lady would respond better if T was

there.”

“I knew it had to be something important,” Tate said with of relief. “Were you able to
help?”

“Yes, Mrs. Daniels is out of danger now.”
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Adam suddenly realized that Tate had completely distracted him from the confrontation

he had planned.

His eyes narrowed as he tried to decide whether she had done it on purpose.

“Where have you been all night?”” be asked cool voice. “Do you realize it’s four a.m.?”

“Is it realty that late? I mean, that early,” Tate said with a laugh. “I was out with Buck.
Oh, Adam—"

He cut her off with a snarl of disgust as she confirmed his worst suspicions. “I don’t
suppose I have to ask what you were doing, /ittle girl. If you were that anxious to lose your
virginity you should told me. You didn’t have to drag Buck into the picture.”

Tate was aghast. “You think Buck and [—”

“What am I supposed to think when you come rolling in at this ungodly hour of the
morning your T-shirt hanging out and your hair mussed up and your lower lip swollen like
it’s been bitten a dozen times.”

“There’s a perfectly logical—”

“I don’t want to hear any excuses! Do you deny that you spent the night with Buck?”

“No, but something wonderful happened—"

“I don’t want to hear the gory details!”

He was shouting by now, and Tate knew that if she had been any closer Adam might not

have been able to control the visible anger that shook his body.
“Get out of my sight!” he said in a hard, quiet voice. “Before I do something I’ll regret.”

Tate put her chin up. If this foo/ would give her a chance, she could explain everything!
But her pride goaded her to remain silent. Adam was neither father nor brother. Yet he
seemed determined to fill the role of protector. She felt the tears that threatened. Why

couldn’t he see that she only had eyes for one man—and that man was him!

Some folks can’t see any farther than the steam from their own pot of stew.” With that

pronouncement, she turned and stalked from the room.

Once Tate was gone, Adam swore a blue streak. When he was done, he felt worse
instead of better. He had hoped he was wrong about what Tate and Buck had been doing out
so late. He had been stunned when Tate hadn’t denied losing her virginity to the cowboy. He

felt absolute, uncontrollable rage at the thought of some other man touching her in ways he



56 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

knew she had never been touched. And thought that she had found it wonderful caused an

unbearable tightness in his chest.

He tried to tell himself that what had happened for the best. He was not a whole man.
She deserved more. But nothing he said to himself took away the bitter taste in his mouth.

She was his. She belonged to him.

And by God, now that her virginity was no longer an impediment, he would have her.
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Six

Suddenly it was Adam who became the pursuer and Tate who proved elusive. She gave
him the cold shoulder whenever she met him and made a point of smiling and recklessly
flirting with Buck. Because of the way Buck’s courtship was prospering with Velma, he had
the look of a happy, well-satisfied man. Which left Adam seething with jealousy.

Tate suspected she could lift the thundercloud that followed Adam around if she simply
told him the truth about what she had been doing the night she had spent with Buck. But she
was determined Adam would be the one to make the first move toward conciliation. All be

had done for the past week was glare daggers at her.

However, there was more than anger reflected in his gaze, more than antagonism in his
attitude toward her. Tate was beginning to feel frazzled by the unspoken sexual tension that
sizzled between them. Something had changed since the night they had argued, and Tate felt
the hairs lift on her arms whenever Adam was around. His look was hungry. His features
radiated leashed power. His features were harsh with unsatisfied need. She had the uneasy

feeling he was stalking her.

Tate escaped into the office by day, and played mediator for Buck and Velma at night.
She refused to admit that she was hiding from Adam, but that was the case. His eyes followed
her whenever they were in the same room together, and she knew he must be aware of her

reaction to his disconcerting gaze.

Exactly one week from the day Tate had accompanied Buck on his pivotal visit to
Velma, the cowboy took Tate aside and asked whether she minded staying home that evening

instead of joining them as chaperon.
“There are some things I’d like to discuss with Velma alone,” Buck said.
“Why sure,” Tate replied with a forced smile. “I don’t mind at all.”

Once Buck was gone, Tate’s smile flattened into a somber line. She was more than a
little worried about what Adam might do if he found out she was home for the evening. She
decided the best plan was to avoid him by staying in her room. It was the coward’s way out,
but her brothers had taught her that sometimes it was best to play your cards close to your

belly.
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Tate quickly found herself bored within the confines of her bedroom. She remembered
that there was some work she could do in the office—if only she could get there without
being detected by Adam. The light was on in his bedroom across the courtyard. Adam often

retired early and did his reading—both ranch and medical journals—in bed.

She was already dressed for sleep in a long pink T-shirt, but it covered her practically to
the knees. She decided it was modest enough even for even Adam should he find her working
late in the office. She tiptoed barefoot across the tiled courtyard, which was lit by both moon
and stars, slipped into Adam’s wing of the house via a door at the far end, and sneaked down

the hall to the office.

It could have been an hour later, or two, when Tate suddenly felt the hairs prickle on her
arms. She had long since finished working at the computer because the chair in front of the
desk was more comfortable than the one behind it—which was straight-backed and rigid as
the man who usually sat there—she had plopped down in it to look over printout of what she
had done. She had one ankle balanced on the front of the desk and the other hooked on the

opposite knee.

She glanced up and found, herself ensnared by the look of desire in Adam’s heavy-lidded
blue eyes.

“Working late?”” he asked in a silky voice.

“I thought I’d finish a few things.”

Tate was frozen, unable to move, uncomfortably aware that her long T-shirt had rucked
up around her thighs, and her legs were bare all the way up to yonder. As Adam stared
intently at her, she felt her nipples harden into dark buds easily visible beneath the pink
cotton.

Adam’s chest was bare, revealing dark curls that arrowed down into his Levi’s. His jeans
seemed to be hanging on his hipbones. His belly was ribbed with muscle, and a faint sheen of
perspiration made his skin glow in the light from the single standing lamp.

Adam was no less disconcerted by Tate’s appearance. He had come to his office looking
for a ranch journal and found a sultry sex kitten instead. His view of Tate’s French-cut
panties was wreaking havoc with his self-control. Her crow-black hair was tousled, and her
whiskey-colored eyes were dark with feminine allure.

“You ought to know better than to come here half dressed,” Adam said.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you.”
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One black brow arched disbelievingly. “Weren’t you?”

Adam abruptly swept the desk clear of debris with one hand while he reached for Tate
with the other. Papers flew in the air, cups shattered, Tate’s handful of pebbles pinged as they
shot across the tile floor. The last paper hadn’t landed, nor the pinging sound faded, when he
set her down hard on the edge of the desk facing him.

Tate’s frightened protest died on her lips. Adam’s fierce blue eyes never left hers as he
spread her legs and stepped between them. He yanked her toward him, fitting the thin silk of

her panties snugly against the heat and hardness of his arousal.
“‘Is this what you had in mind?” he demanded.
“Adam, [

She gasped as rough hands smoothed the cotton over her breasts, revealing nipples that

ached for his touch.
“Adam_)’

“You’ve been teasing me for weeks, little girl. Even I have my limits. You’re finally

going to what you’ve been asking for.”
GGAdam_’,
“Shut up, Tate.”

He seized both her hands in one of his and thrust his fingers into the hair at her nape to

hold her captive for his kiss.

Tate didn’t dare breathe as Adam lowered his head to hers. Her body was alive with
anticipation. Though she had wanted this ever since she had first laid eyes on Adam, she was
still a little afraid of what was to come. She wanted this man and she was certain now that he
wanted her. Tonight she would know what it meant to be a woman, to be Adam’s woman.

The waiting was over at last.

Adam’s anger at finding what he considered a sensual trap in his office made him more
forceful with Tate than he had intended. But after all, she was no longer the tender,

inexperienced virgin of a week ago.

However, somewhere between the moment he laced his hand into her hair and the instant
his lips reached hers, his feelings underwent a violent transformation. Powerful emotions
were at work, soothing the savage beast. When they finally kissed, there was nothing in his

touch beyond the fierce need for her that thrummed through his body.
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Tate was unprepared for the velvety softness of Adam’s lips as he slid his mouth across
hers. His teeth found her lower lip, and she shivered as he nipped it and then soothed the hurt.
His tongue teased her, slipping inside, then retreating until she sought it out and discovered
the taste of him. Dark and distinctive and uniquely male.

Tate was lost in sensation as each kiss was answered by a streak of desire that found its
way to her belly. Her breasts felt full and achy, yet she was too inexperienced to ask for the
touch that would have satisfied her body’s yearning.

Sometime while she was being kissed, Adam had released her hands. Tate wasn’t quite
sure what to do with them, She sought out his shoulders, then slid her hands down his back,
feeling the corded muscle and sinew that made him so different from her.

Her head fell back as Adam’s mouth caressed the hollow in her throat. The male hands at
her waist slowly slid up under her T-shirt until Adam was cupping her breasts. Tate gasped as
his thumb brushed across the aching crests. Her body seemed alive to the barest touch of his
callused fingertips.

“I want to feel you against me,” Adam said as he slipped the pink T-shirt off over her
head.

Before Tate could feel embarrassed, his arm slid around her.

He sighed with satisfaction as he hugged her to him. “You feel so good,” he murmured

against her throat.

Tate’s breasts were excruciatingly sensitive to the wiry texture of Adam’s chest hair. She

was intimately aware of his strength, of hear own softness.

Adam grasped her thighs and pulled her more snugly against him. She clutched his
shoulders and held on as his maleness pressed against her femininity, evoking feelings that

were foreign, yet which coaxed an instinctive response.

A guttural groan escaped Adam as Tate arched her body into his. His hands dug into her
buttocks, trying to hold her still.

“You’re killing me, sweetheart,” he said. “Don’t move!”
“But it feels good,” Tate pretested.

Adam half groaned, half laughed. “Too good,” he agreed. “Be still. I want to be sure you

enjoy this as much as I do.”

“Oh, I will,” Tate assured him.
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Adam chuckled as he slid his mouth down her throat. He captured a nipple in his mouth,
sucked on it, teased it with his tongue, then sucked again, until Tate was writhing with

pleasure in his arms.

He took one of her hands and slid it along the hard ridge in his jeans, too wrapped up in
the pleasure of moment to notice her virginal reluctance to touch him. “Feel what you do to
me,” he said. “I only have to look at you, think about you, and I want you!” His chin rested at
her temple, and he was aware of the faint scent of lilacs. He would always think of her from

now on when he smelled that particular fragrance.

It didn’t take Tate long to realize how sensitive Adam was to her barest touch, and she

reveled in her new found feminine power.

When he could stand the pleasure no longer, Adam brought each of Tate’s hands to his
mouth, kissed her wrists and her palms, then placed her hands flat on his chest. “Lift your

lips, sweetheart,” Adam murmured as he tucked his thumbs into her bikini panties.

She did as he asked, and an instant later Tate was naked. She hid her face in his shoulder,

suddenly shy with him.

Adam’s arms slipped around her. “There’s no need to be embarrassed, sweetheart,” he

teased.
“That’s, easy to say when you’ve got clothes on,” she retorted.
Adam laughed. “That can be easily remedied.”

He reached between them and unsnapped his jeans. The harsh rasp of the zipper filled a

silence broken only by the sound of her labored breathing and his.

Tate grabbed Adam’s wrist to keep him from pulling his zipper down any more. “Not

yet,” said breathlessly.

She couldn’t help the nerves that assailed her. Adam seemed to think she knew what to
do, and perhaps she had led him to believe it was so, but she was all too aware of her

ignorance—and innocence.

He dragged the zipper back up but left the snap undone. “There’s no hurry, sweetheart.
We have all night.”

Tate shivered—as much from a virgin’s qualms as from anticipation—at the thought.

Adam settled her hands at his waist and lifted his own to gently cup her face. He angled

her chin so that she was looking up at him. “You’re so damn beautiful!” he said.

“Your eyes.” He kissed them closed.
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“Your nose.” He cherished the tip of it.

“Your cheeks.” He gave each one an accolade.
““Your chin.” He nipped it with it is teeth.
“Your mouth.”

Tate’s eyes had slipped closed as Adam began his reverent seduction. She waited with
bated breath for the kiss that that didn’t come. Suddenly she felt herself being lifted into his

arms. Her eyes flashed open in alarm.

“Adam! What are you doing? Where are we going?”’

He was already halfway down the hall to his room when he said, “I want the pleasure of
making love to for the first time in my own bed.”

Tate had peeked into Adam’s bedroom, but she had never been invited inside. It was
decorated in warm earth tones, sandy browns and cinnamon. She had remembered being
awed by the sheer size of his bed. The antique headboard was intricately carved masterpiece,

and the spindles at head and foot nearly reached to the ten-foot ceiling.

The quilt that covered the bed was an intricate box design Tate had never seen before,
but the craftsmanship was exquisite. Tate grabbed Adam around the neck to keep from falling
when he reached down to yank the quilt aside, revealing pristine white sheets.

“Now we can relax and enjoy ourselves,” he said.

Adam laid her on the bed and in the same motion used his body to mantle hers. He
nudged her legs apart with his knees and settled himself against her so that she was left in no
doubt as to the reason he brought her here.

“Where did you get this bed?” Tate asked, postponing the moment of ultimate truth.

“It’s a family heirloom. Several generations of my ancestors haw been conceived and
born here.”

But not my own, Adam thought. Never my own.

Tate felt the sudden tension in his body. “Adam?”

Adam’s features hardened as he recalled what had happened over the past week to cause

him to be here now with Tate. She had made her choice. And he had made his. He wanted

her, and she was willing. That was all that mattered now.

Adam’s kiss was fierce, and Tate was caught up in the roughness of his lovemaking.

There was nothing brutal about his caresses, but they were not gentle, either. His kisses were
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fervent, his passion unbridled, as he drove her ruthlessly toward a goal she could only
imagine.

Tate was hardly aware when Adam freed himself of his clothes. She was so lost in new
sensations that the feel of his hard naked body against hers was but one of many delights. The
feel of his hands...there. The feel of his lips and tongue...there.

Tate was in ecstasy bordering on pain. She reached with trembling hands for whatever

part of Adam she could find with her hands and her mouth.

“Adam, please!” She didn’t know what she wanted, only that she desperately

needed...something. Her body arched toward his, wild with need.
Just as Adam lifted her hips for his thrust, she cried. “Wait!” But it was already too late.
Adam s face paled as he realized what he had done.

Tate’s fingernails bit into his shoulder, and she clamped her teeth on her lover lip to keep

from crying out. Tears of pain pooled in the comers of her eyes.

Adam felt her muscles clench involuntarily around him and struggled not to move,

fearing he would hurt her more. “You didn’t sleep with Buck,” he said in a flat voice.
“No,” she whispered.
“You were still a virgin.”
“Yes,” she whispered.

“Why did you make me think—Dammit to hell, Tate! I would have done things
differently if I'd known. I wouldn’t have—"

He started to pull out of her, but she clutched at his shoulders. “Please, Adam. It’s done

now. Make love to me.”
Tate lifted her hips, causing Adam to grunt with pleasure.

Now that he knew how inexperienced she was, Adam tried to be gentle. But Tate took
matters out of his hands, touching him in places that sent his pulse through the roof, taunting
him with her mouth and hands, until his thrust was almost savage. He brought them both to a

climax so powerful that it left them gasping.

Adam slid to Tate’s side and folded her in his embrace. He reached down to pull the

covers over them and saw the blood on the sheet that testified to her innocence.
It made him angry an over again.

“I hope you’re pleased with yourself!”
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“Yes,  am.”
“Don’t expect an offer of marriage, because you’re not going to get it,” he said bluntly.

Tate fumbled for a sheet to cover herself. She up and stared at Adam with wary eyes. “I
don’t think I expected any such thing.”

“No? What about all those dreams of yours— meeting the right man, having a nice home

and a gaggle of children playing at your feet?”

“Geese come in a gaggle,” she corrected. “And for your information, I don’t think my

dream is the least bit unreasonable.”
“It is if you have me pictured in the role of Prince Charming.”
Tate flushed. She toyed with the sheet, arranging it to cover her naked flank.
Adam watched with regret as her tempting flesh disappeared from view. “Well, Tate?”

She looked into eyes still darkened with passion and said with all the tenderness she felt

for him, “I love you, Adam.”
“That was lust, not love.”

Tate winced at the vehemence with which he denied the rightness of what had just

happened between them.
“Besides,” he added, “I like my women a little more experienced.”

Adam did nothing to temper the pain he saw in Tate’s face at his brutal rejection of her.
He couldn’t give her what she wanted, and he refused to risk the pain and humiliation of
having her reject what little he could offer.

“If what you want is sex, I’'m available,” he said. “But I’'m not in love with you, Tate.
And I won’t pretend that [ am.”

Tate fought the tears that threatened. She would be damned if she would let him see how

devastated she was by his refusal lo acknowledge the beautiful experience they had shared.
“It wasn’t just sex, Adam,” she said. “’You’re only fooling yourself if you think it was.”

His lips curled sardonically. “When you’ve had a little more experience you’ll realize

that any man can do the same thing for you.”
“Even Buck?” she taunted.

A muscle jumped in Adam’s jaw. She knew all the right buttons to push where he was
concerned. “You get the hankering for a little sex, you come see me, drawled. “I’/l make sure

you’re satisfied, little girl.”
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Tate pulled the sheet free of the mattress and wrapped it around herself as best she could.
“Good night, Adam. I think I’ll sleep better in my own bed.”

He watched her go without saying another word. The instant she was gone he pounded a
fist into the mattress.

“Damn you, Tate Whitelaw!”

She had made him wish for something he could never have. She had offered him the

moon and the stars. All he had to do was bare his soul to her. And take the heart-wrenching

chance that she would reject what little he could offer in return.
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Seven

The tears Tate had refused to let Adam see her shed fell with a vengeance once she was
alone. But she hadn’t been raised to give up or give in. Before long Tate brushed the tears

aside and began to plan how best to make Adam eat his words.

If Adam hadn’t cared for her at least a little, Tate reasoned, he wouldn’t have been so
upset by her taunt that she would seek out Buck. She was certain that Adam’s jealousy could
be a powerful weapon in her battle to convince him that they belonged together. Especially
since Adam had admitted that he was willing to take extreme measures—even making love to
her!—to keep her away from Buck. Tate intended to seek Buck out and let the green-eyed

monster eat Adam alive.

It was with some distress and consternation Tate realized over the next several days that
Adam had somehow turned the tables on her. He was the one who found excuses to send her

off alone Buck. And he did it with a smile on his face.

Where was the green-eyed monster? Was it possible Adam really didn’t care? He was
obviously pushing her in Buck’s direction. Was this some sort of test? Did be expect her to

fall into Buck’s arms? Did he want her to?

If Tate was unsure of Adam’s intentions, he was no less confused himself. He had woken
up the morning after making love to Tate and realised somewhere between the moment she
had first flashed that gamine smile at him and the moment he had claimed her with his body,
he had fallen in love her. It was an appalling realization, coming, as it had, after he had

insulted and rejected her.

Loving Tate meant being willing to do what best for her—even if it meant giving her up.
He had made the selflessly noble—if absurd—decision that if, after the way he had treated
her, she would rather be with Buck, he would not stand in her way. So he had made excuses
for them to be alone together. And suffered the agonies of the damned, wondering whether

Buck was taking advantage of the time to make love to her.

One or the other of them might have relented and honestly admitted their feelings, but

they weren’t the chance before circumstances caused the tension-fraught situation to explode.



67 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

Adam had gritted his teeth and nobly sent Tate off with Buck to the Saturday night dance
at the Grange Hall in Knippa, not realizing that they were stopping to pick up Velma on the
way.

Tate didn’t lack for partners at the dance, but she was on her way to a wretchedly lonely
evening nonetheless—because the one person she wanted to be with wasn’t there. She
refused a cowboy the next dance so she could catch her breath. Unfortunately, that gave her

time to think.

She found herself admitting that she might as well give up on her plan to make Adam
jealous, mainly because it wasn’t working. If he truly didn’t want her, she would have to
leave the Lazy S. Because she couldn’t stand to be around him knowing that the love she felt

would never be returned.

An altercation on the dance floor dragged Tate from her morose reflections. She was on
her feet an instant later when she realized that one of the two slugging away at each other was

Buck Magnesson.

She reached Velma’s side and shouted over the ruckus, “What happened? Why are they
fighting?”

“All the poor man did was wink at me!” Velma shouted back. “It didn’t mean a thing!

There was no reason for Buck to take a swing at him.”

When Tate looked back to the fight it was all over. The cowboy who had winked at
Velma was out cold, and Buck was blowing cool air on his bruised knuckles. He was sporting

a black eye and a cut on his chin, but his smile was broad and satisfied.
“Guess he won’t be making any more advances to you, honey,” Buck said.

“You idiot! You animal! I don’t know when I’ve ever been so humiliated in my entire

life!” Velma raged.
“But honey—"
“How could you?”
“But, honey—"

Tate and Buck were left standing as Velma t in a huff and headed for the door. Buck

threw some money on the table to pay for their drinks and raced outside after her.

Velma was draped across the hood of the pickup, her face hidden in her crossed arms as

she sobbed her heart out.

When Buck tried to touch her, she whirled on him. “Stay away from me!”
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“What did I do?” he demanded, getting angry now.
“You don’t even know, do you?” she sobbed.

“No, I don’t, so I’d appreciate it if you’d just spit it out.”
“You didn’t trust me!” she cried.

“What?”

“You didn’t trust me to let that cowboy know I’m not interested. You took it upon
yourself to make sure he’d keep his distance.”

“You’re never going to forget the fact that I strayed once, Buck. You’re always going to
be watching—waiting to see if I slip up again. And every time you do something to remind
me that you don’t trust me—Ilike you did tonight—it’1l hurt the way it hurts right now.”

“I won’t be able to stand it, Buck. It’ll kill me to love you and know you’re watching me
every minute from the corner of your eye. Take me home. I never want to see you again!”

Velma sat on the outside edge of the front seat, with Tate in the middle during the long,
silent fifteen-minute drive west to Uvalde from Knippa. When they arrived in Velma’s

driveway, she jumped out and went running into the house before Buck could follow her.

Buck crossed his arms on the steering wheel and dropped his forehead onto them. “God.

I feel awful.”
Tate didn’t know what to say. So she just waited for him to talk.

“I couldn’t help myself,” he said. “When I saw that fellow looking at her... I don’t know,

I just went crazy.”
Because you were afraid he would make a move on Velma?”
“Yeah.”
“Is Velma right, Buck? Didn’t you trust her to say no on her own?”
Buck sighed. It was a defeated sound. “No.”

There wasn’t anything else to say. Buck had thought he could forgive and forget. But
when it came right down to it, he would never trust Velma again. The risk was too great that

his trust would prove unfounded.

“I don’t want to be alone right now,” Buck said. “Would you mind driving up toward the
Frio with me? Maybe we can find a comfortable place to sit along the riverbank and lie back

and count the stars. Just for a while,” he promised. “I won’t keep you out too late.”
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Tate knew Adam might be waiting up for her, but Buck had promised he wouldn’t keep
her out late. Besides, Adam’s behavior over the past few days— throwing her into Buck’s

company—suggest that he no longer cared one way or the other.
“All right, Buck, Let’s go. I could use some time away to think myself.”

They found a spot beneath some immense cypress trees, and lay back on the grassy bank
and listened to the wind whistling through the boughs. They tried to find the constellations
and the North Star in the cloudless blue-black sky. The burble of the water over the rocky

streambed was soothing to two wounded souls.

They talked about nothing, and everything. About childhood hopes and dreams. And

adult realities. About wishes that never came true. They talked until their eyes drifted closed.
And they fell asleep.

Tate woke first A mosquito was buzzing in her ear. She slapped at it, and when it came
back again sat up abruptly. And realized where she was. And who was lying beside her. And

what time it was.

She shook Buck hard and said, “Wake up! It’s dawn already. “We must have fallen
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asleep. We’ve got to get home

Buck was used to rising, early, but a night on the cold hard ground—not to mention the
events of the previous evening—had left him grumpy. “I’m going, ’'m going,” he muttered as

Tate shoved him toward the truck.

Tate sat on the edge of her seat the whole way home. She only hoped she could sneak
into the house before Adam saw her. She could imagine what he would think if he saw her
with grass stains on her denim skirt and a blouse that looked as if she had slept in it—which

she had. Adam would never believe it had been a totally innocent evening.

When Buck dropped her off, she ran up the steps be front door—a better choice than the
kitchen if she hoped to avoid Adam—and stopped dead when he opened it for her. Adam

stood back so she could come inside.

“We fell asleep!” she blurted, “Oh, Lord, that came out all wrong! Look. Adam, I can

explain everything. Buck and I did fall asleep, but we weren’t sleeping together!”

“I wouldn’t have let you sleep, either, he drawled. “Not when there are so many more

interesting things to do with the time.”
“I mean, we didn’t have sex,” she said, irritated by his sarcasm.

“Oh, really?” It was obvious he didn’t believe her.
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“I’m telling you the truth!”

“What makes you think I care who you spent the night with, or what you did?” he said in

a voice that could have cut steel.

“I’m telling you that absolutely nothing sexual happened between me and Buck

Magnesson last night,” she insisted.

Adam wanted to believe her. But he couldn’t imagine how Buck could have kept her out
all night and not have touched her. He didn’t have that of willpower himself. His mouth was

opened and the words were out before he knew he was going to say them.

“I made you an offer once, little girl, and 1 meant it. If you’re looking for more

experience in bed, I’ll be more than happy to provide it.”

Tate’s eyes widened as she realized what Adam’s harsh-sounding words really meant.
He was jealous! He did care! If only there was some way of provoking him into admitting
how he really felt! Of course, there was something that might work. It was an outrageous

idea, but then, as her brother Faron had always preached, “A faint heart never filled a flush.”

Tate sat down on the brass-studded leather sofa and pulled off one of her boots. When
Adam said nothing, she pulled off the other one. Then she stood up and began releasing the
zipper down the side of her skirt.

“What are you doing?” he asked at last.
“I’m taking you up on your offer.”
“What? Are you serious?”

“Absolutely! Weren’t you?” She looked up at him coyly, batted her lashes, and had the

satisfaction of seeing him flush.
“You don’t know what you’re doing,” he said.
“I know exactly what I’'m doing,” she replied.

Her skirt landed in a pile at her feet, and Tate was left standing in a frilly slip and a

peasant blouse that was well on its way to falling off her shoulder.

Adam swallowed hard. He knew he ought to stop her, but was powerless to do so.

“Maria will be—"
“You know Maria isn’t here. Sunday is her day off.”

Tate reached for the hem of her blouse and pulled it up over her head.
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Adam gasped. He had never seen her in a bra before—if that’s what you called the tiny
piece of confection that hugged her breasts and offered then up in lacy cups for a hungry

man’s palate.

Tate watched Adam’s pulse jump when she stepped out the circle her skirt and walked
toward him. His hand was warm when she took it in her own. “Your bedroom or mine?” she

asked.
“Mine,” he croaked.
Adam allowed himself to be led to his bedroom as thought he had no will of his own.

Indeed, he felt as though he were living some sort of fantasy. Since it was one very much to

his liking, he wasn’t putting up much of a struggle—none, actually—to be free.

“Here we are,” Tate said as she closed the door behind her, shutting them into Adam’s
bedroom alone.

“I’ve never been made love to in the morning Tate said. “Is there any special way it
should be done?”

What healthy, red-blooded male could resist that kind of invitation?

Adam swept Tate off her feet. From then on she was caught up in a whirlwind of passion

that left her breathless and panting. But now he led and she followed.

Lips reached out for lips. Flesh reached out for flesh. She was aware of textures, hard
and soft, silky and crisp, rigid and supple, as Adam introduced her to the delights of sex in

the warm sunlight.

This time there was no pain, only joy as he joined their bodies and made them one. When
it was over, they lay together in the tangled sheets, her head on his shoulder, his hand on her

hip, in a way that volumes about the true state of their hearts.

Tate was aware of the fact Adam hadn’t said a word since she had closed the bedroom
door behind them. She didn’t want to break the magic spell, so she remained silent. But it was
plain from the way Adam began moving restlessly, tugging on the sheet, rearranging it to
cover and uncover various parts of her body, that there was something he wanted to get of his
chest.

“I don’t want you to go out with Buck anymore,” he said in a quiet voice.

“All right.”

“Just like that? All right?”

“I don’t want Buck.” she said. “I want you.”
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Adam groaned and pulled her into his arms, holding her so tightly that she protested,
“I’m not going anywhere!”
“I can hardly believe that you’re here. That you want to be here,” Adam said with a

boyish grin. “I’ve been going crazy for the past week.”

“Me, too,” Tate admitted. “But everything is going to be perfect now, isn’t it, Adam?

You do love me, don’t you?”
She didn’t wait for an answer, just kept on talking.

“We can be married and start a family. Oh, how I’d love to have a little boy with your

blue eyes and—"
Adam abruptly sat up on the edge of the bed.
Tate put a hand on his back and he shrugged it off. “Adam? What’s wrong?”

He looked over his shoulder with eyes as desolate as an endless desert. “I thought I'd
made it clear that [ wasn’t offering marriage.”

“‘But you love me. Don’t you?”

Instead of replying to her question, he said, “I was married once before, for eight years.
It ended in a bitter divorce. I have no desire to repeat the experience.”

Tate couldn’t have been more shocked if Adam had said he was a convicted mass
murderer. “Why didn’t you ever say anything to me about this before?”

“It wasn’t any of your business.”
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“Well, now it is!” she retorted, stung by his bluntness. “You don’t have to make the same

mistakes this time around, Adam. Just because one marriage failed doesn’t mean another

will.”

He clenched his teeth, trying to dredge up the courage to tell her the truth. But he wasn’t
willing to risk the possibility that she would choose having children over having him. And he

refused to offer marriage while his awful secret lay like a wedge between them.

“I want you in my bed, I won’t deny it,” Adam said. “But you’ll have to settle for what

I’m offering.”
“What’s that?” Tate asked. “An affair?”
Adam shrugged. “If you want to call it that.”
“And when you’re tired of me, then what?

I’ll never get tired of you. “We’ll cross that river when we get to it.”
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Tate was shaken by the revelation that Adam had been married. She wished she knew
more about what had gone wrong to make him sound so bitter. Her pride urged her to leave
while she still could. But her heart couldn’t face a future that didn’t include Adam. With the
naiveté of youth, she still believed that love would conquer all, that somehow, everything

would work out and that they would live happily ever after.

“All right,” she said at last. “An affair it is.”

She snuggled up to Adam’s back. He took her arms and pulled them around his chest.

“It’s a good thing my brothers can’t see me now,” she teased.

“I’d be a dead man for sure,” he said with a groan.

“Just thank your lucky stars that I’ve been using a false last name. They’ll never find me
here.”

“Let’s hope not,” Adam muttered.

The conversation ended there, because Adam turned and pulled Tate around onto his lap.
He still didn’t quite believe that she hadn’t stalked out in high dudgeon, that she had chosen
to stay. He straightened her legs around his lap and slipped inside her.

Tate learned yet another way to make love in the morning.

It was a mere three weeks later that their idyll came to a shocking and totally unforeseen

end.
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Eight

Tate was pregnant. At least she thought she was. She was sitting in. Dr. Kowalski’s
office, waiting for her name to be called so she could find out if the results of her home
pregnancy test were as accurate as the company claimed. She was only eight days late, but
never once had such a phenomenon occurred in the past. Who would have thought you could

get pregnant the first time out!

It had to have happened then, because after that first time she had gone to see Dr.
Kowalski and been fitted for a diaphragm. She had managed to use it every time she had
made love with Adam over the past weeks—except the time she had seduced him after
spending the night at the river with Buck. So maybe it had happened the second time out.

That was beginner’s luck for you!
“Mrs. Whitelaw? You’re next.”

Tate sat up, then realized, the nurse had said Mrs. Whitelaw. Besides, she had given her

name as Whatly. So who was this mysterious Mrs. Whitelaw?

The tall woman who stood up was very pregnant. The condition obviously agreed with
her because her skin glowed with health. She had curly blond hair that fell to her shoulders
and a face that revealed her age and character in smile lines at the edges of her cornflower-

blue eyes and the parentheses bracketing her mouth.

Tate found it hard to believe that it was pure coincidence that this woman had the same
unusual last name as she did. Jesse had been gone for so long without any word that Tate
immediately began weaving fantasies around the pregnant woman. Maybe this was Jesse’s
wife. Maybe Jesse would walk in that door in a few minutes and Tate would see him at long

last.

Maybe pigs would fly.

Tate watched the woman disappear into an examination room. She was left with little
time to speculate because she was called next.

“Ms. Whatly?”

“‘Uh, yes.” She had almost forgotten the phony name she had given the nurse.
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“You can come on back now. We’ll need a urine specimen, and then I’d like you to strip
down and put on this gown. It ties in front. The doctor will be with in a few minutes.”

Tate had had only one pelvic examination in her life—when she had been fitted for the
diaphragm— all the medical hardware attached to the examining table looked as cold and
intimidating as she remembered. The wait seemed more like an hour, but actually was only
about fifteen minutes. Tate had worked herself into a pretty good case of nerves by time Dr.
Kowalski came into the room.

“Hello, Tate. I understand the rabbit died.”

The doctor’s teasing smile and her twinkling eyes immediately put Tate at ease. “I’'m

afraid so,” she answered.

The doctor’s hands were as warm, as her manner. Tate found herself leaving the doctor’s
office a short time later with a prescription for prenatal vitamins and another appointment in

six weeks.

Tate was in the parking lot, still dazed by the confirmation of the fact she was going to
have Adam’s baby, when she realized that the woman who had been identified as Mrs.

Whitelaw was trying to hoist her ungainly body into a pickup.
Tate hurried over to her. “Need a hand?”
“I think I can manage,” the woman answered with a friendly smile. “Thanks, anyway.”

Tate closed the door behind the pregnant woman, then cupped her hands ever the open

window frame.

“The nurse called you Mrs. Whitelaw. Would you by any chance know a Jesse
Whitelaw?”

The woman smiled again. “He’s my husband.”

Tate’s jaw dropped. “No fooling! Really? Jesse’s your husband! You’ve got to be
kidding! Why that means he’s going to be a father!”

The woman chuckled at Tate’s exuberance. “He sure is. My name’s Honey,” the woman
said. “What’s yours?”

“I’'m Tate. Wow! This is fantastic! I can’t believe this! Wait until I tell Faron and Garth!”

Tate sobered suddenly. She couldn’t contact Faron and Garth to tell them she had found

Jesse without taking the chance of having them discover her whereabouts. But Jesse wouldn’t

know she had run away from home. She could see him, and share this joy with him.
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With the mention of Tate’s name, and then Faron’s and Garth’s, Honey’s gaze had
become speculative, and finally troubled. When Honey had first found out she was pregnant,
she had urged Jesse to get back in touch with his family. It had taken a little while to

convince him, but eventually she had.

When Jesse had called Hawk’s War, he had found his brothers frantic with worry. His
little sister Tate had disappeared from the face of the earth, and Faron and Garth feared she

had suffered some dire fate.

If Honey wasn’t mistaken, she was looking husband’s little sister—the one who had been
missing for a good two and a half months. The prescription for prenatal vitamins that Tate
had been waving in her hand suggested that Jesse’s little sister had been involved in a few

adventures since she had left home.

I have a confession to make,” Tate said, interrupting Honey’s thoughts. “Jesse— your
husband—is my brother! That mates us sisters, I guess. Gee, I never had a sister. This is

great!”

Honey smiled again at Tate’s ebullience. “Maybe you’d like to come home with me and

see Jesse,” she offered.

Tate’s brow furrowed as she tried to imagine what Jesse’s reaction would be to the fact
that she was here on her own. On second thought, it might be safer to meet him on her own
ground. “Why don’t you and Jesse come over for dinner at my place instead?”” Tate said.

“Your place?”

Tate grinned and said, “Well, it’s not exactly mine. I’'m living at the Lazy S and working
as a bookkeeper for Adam Philips.”

“Horsefeathers,” Honey murmured.

“Is something wrong?”

“No. Nothing.” Except that Adam Philips was the man she had jilted to marry Jesse
Whitelaw.

“Well, do you think you could come?”

If Tate didn’t realize the can of worms she was opening, Honey wasn’t about to be the
one to tell her. Honey was afraid that if she didn’t take advantage of Tate’s offer, the girl
might run into Jesse sometime when Honey wasn’t around. From facts Honey knew—that
Tate obviously didn’t—it was clear the fur was going to fly. Honey wanted to be there to

make sure everyone came out with a whole skin.
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“Of course we’ll come,” she said. “What time?”
“About seven. See you then, Honey. Oh, and was nice meeting you.”

“Nice meeting you, too,” Hooey murmured as Tate turned and hurried away. Honey
watched the younger woman yank open the door to the ‘51Chevy pickup her brothers claimed

she had confiscated when she had run away from home.

“Horsefeathers,” she said again. The word didn’t do nearly enough to express the

foreboding she felt about the evening ahead of her.

Meanwhile, Tate was floating on air. This was going to work out perfectly. She would
introduce Adam to her brother and his wife, and later, when they were alone, she would tell

Adam that he was going to be a father.
Boy was he going to be surprised!

Tate refused to imagine Adam’s reaction as anything other than ecstatic. After all, just as
two people didn’t have to be married to have sex, they didn’t have to be married to have

children, either. After all, lots of movie stars were doing it. Why couldn’t they?

Long before seven o’clock Tate heard someone pounding on the front door. She knew it
couldn’t be the company she had invited, and from the sound of things it was an emergency.

She ran to open the door and gasped when she realized who was standing there.

“Jesse!”

“So it is you!”

Tate launched herself into her brother’s arms. He lifted her up and swung her in a circle,
just as he had the last time they had seen each other, when she was a child of eight.

Jesse looked so much the same, and yet he was different. His dark eyes were still as
fierce as ever, his black hair still as shaggy. But his face was lined, and his body that of a

mature man, not the twenty-year-old boy who had gone away when she was just a little girl.
“You look wonderful, Tate,” Jesse said.
“So do you,” she said with an irrepressible grin. She angled her head around his broad
chest, trying to locate Honey.” Where’s your wife?”

“I came ahead of her.” Actually, he had snuck out behind Honey’s back and come
running to save his little sister from that sonofabitch Adam Philips. Jesse had never liked the
man, and now his feelings had been vindicated. Just look how Philips had taken advantage of

his baby sister!
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“Faron and Garth have been worried to death about you,” Jesse chastised.
“You’ve been in touch with them? When? How?”

“Honey talked me into calling them when she found out for sure she was pregnant. Is it

true what Honey told me? Are you living here with Adam Philips? Jesse demanded.

“I work here,” Tate said, the pride she felt in her job apparent in her voice. “I’'m Adam’s

bookkeeper.”
“What else do you do for Adam?”
Tate hissed in a breath of air. “I don’t think I like your tone of voice.”
“Get your things,” Jesse ordered. “You’re getting out of here.”

Tate’s hands fisted and found her hips. “I left home to get away from that kind of high-
handedness. I don’t intend to let you get away it, either,” she said tartly. “I happen to enjoy

my job, and I have no intention of giving it up.”
“You don’t have any idea what can happen to a young, woman living alone with a man!”
“Oh, don’t 1?”
“Do you mean to say that you and Philips—"
“My relationship with Adam is no concern yours.”

Jesse’s dark eyes narrowed speculatively. His little sister glowed from the inside out. He
was mentally adding one and one—and getting three. “Honey said she met you in the parking
lot of Doc Kowalski’s office, but she didn’t say what you were doing there. What were you

doing there, Tate? Are you sick?”

Jesse was just fishing, Tate thought. He couldn’t know anything for sure. But even a

blind pig will find an acorn once in a while. She had to do something to distract him.
“Honey’s a really beautiful woman, Jesse. How did you meet her?”
“Don’t change the subject, Tate.”

Jesse had just grabbed Tate by the arm when Adam stepped into the living room from the
kitchen. “I thought I heard voices in here.” Adam spied Jesse’s hold on Tate, and his body
tensed. He welcomed the long overdue confrontation with Tate’s brother. “Hello, Jesse.

Would you mind telling me what’s going on?”
“I’m taking my sister home,” Jesse said.
Adam searched Tate’s face, looking deep into her hazel eyes. “Is that what you want?”

“I want to stay here.”
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“You heard her, Jesse,” Adam said in a steely voice. “Let her go.”
“You bastard! It’ll be a cold day in hell before I leave my sister in your-clutches.”
Adam took a step forward, his eyes flashing, teeth bared, fists clenched.

“Stop it! Both of you!” Tate yanked herself free from Jesse’s grasp, but remained

between the two men, a human barrier to the violence that threatened to erupt at any moment.
“Get out of the way, Tate,” Jesse said.
“Do as he says,” Adam ordered.

Tate put a firm, flat palm on each man’s chest to keep them apart. “I said stop it, and I

meant it!”

“I’'m taking you home, Tate,” Jesse said. But his words and the challenge were meant for

Adam.
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“If Tate “wants to stay, she stays!” Adam retorted, accepting the summons to battle.

Tate might as well not have been there for as much attention either man paid to her. She

was merely the prize to be won. They were intent only on the conflict to come.

There was a loud knocking at the door, but before any of them could move, it opened and

Honey stepped inside. “Thank goodness I got here in time!”

Honey stepped between the two men who fell back in deference to her pregnant state.
“What at two doing to this poor girl?”” She slipped a comforting arm around Tate’s shoulder.
“Are you all right, Tate?”

“I’m fine,” Tate said. “But these two idiots are about to start pounding on each other!”

“He’s got it coming!” Jesse growled. “What kind of low-down hyena seduces an

innocent child!”

“Jesse!” Tate cried, mortified as much by his use of the term child as by his accusation.

Jesse might still remember her as a child, but she was a woman now.
Adam’s face had bleached white. “You’re way off base, Whitelaw,” he snarled.
“Can you say you aren’t sleeping with her?” Jesse demanded.
“That’s none of your damn business!”” Adam snapped back.

Honey stepped back a pace, taking Tate with her, beyond the range of the animosity

radiating from two powerful men.
Tate turned to plead peace with her brother. “I love Adam,” she said.

“But I’ll bet he hasn’t said he loves you,” Jesse retorted in a mocking voice.
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Tate lowered her eyes and bit her lip.
“I thought not!” he said triumphantly.
Tate’s chin lifted and her eyes flashed defiance, “I won’t leave him!”

“He’s just using you to get back at me,” Jesse said. “The reason I know he can’t love

you, is because / stole the woman /e wanted right out from under his nose.”

“What?” Confused, Tate looked from her brother to her lover. Adam’s eyes were dark

with pain and regret.

Tate whirled her head to look at Honey. The pregnant woman’s arms were folded
protectively around her unborn child. Her cheeks flamed. She slowly lifted her lids and

allowed Tate to see the guilt in her lovely cornflower-blue eyes.

It couldn’t be true! Adam wouldn’t have done something so heinous as to seduce her to
get back at brother for stealing the woman he loved. But none of the three parties involved
was denying it.

Her eyes sought out Adam’s face again, looking for some shred of hope that her brother
was lying. “Adam?”

Adam’s stony features spoke volumes even though he remained mute.

“Oh, God,” Tate breathed. “This can’t he happening to me!”

Jesse lashed out with his fist at the man who had caused his sister so much pain. Adam
instinctively stepped back and Jesse’s fist swung through, empty air. Before Jesse could

swing the other fist, Honey had thrown herself in front of her husband.
“Please don’t fight! Please, Jesse!”

It was a tribute to how much Jesse loved his wife that he held himself ‘in check. He

circled his wife’s shoulder with one hand and held out the other to Tate.
“Are you coming?” he asked.

“I... I’'m staying.” At least until she had a chance to talk with Adam in private and hear
his side of this unbelievable story. Then she would decide whether to tell him that she was

going to have his chid.

Honey saw that her husband was ready to argue further and intervened. “She’s a grown

woman, Jesse. She has to make her own choices.”
“Dammit, this is the wrong one!” Jesse snarled.

“But it is my choice,” Tate said in a quiet voice.
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Honey slipped her arm around her husband’s waist. “Let’s go home, Jesse.”

“I’'m leaving,” Jesse said. “But I’ll be back with Faron and Garth.” He yanked open the

door, urged his wife out of the house and quickly followed, slamming the door after him.

Tate felt her stomach fall to her feet. She had been surprised to see Adam stand up to her
brother—overjoyed, in fact. But if all three of the Whitelaw brothers showed up, there was no
way Adam would be able to endure against them. Her brothers would haul her back home

before she had time to say yeah, boo, or “I’m pregnant.”

“You might as well say goodbye to me now,” she said glumly. “When Faron and Garth
find out where I am they’ll be coming for me.”

“No one—your brothers included— is going to take you from the Lazy S if you don’t
want to go,” Adam said in a hard voice.

“Does that mean you want me to stay?”

Adam nodded curtly.

She didn’t want to ask, but she had to. “Is it true, what my brother said? Did you love
Honey?”

That same curt nod in response.

Tate felt the constriction in her chest tighten. “Would you have married her if Jesse
hadn’t come along?”

Adam shoved a hand through his hair in agitation. “I don’t know. I wanted to marry her.
I’m not so sure she was as anxious to marry me. I asked her. She never said yes.”

That was small comfort to Tate, who was appalled to hear how close Adam had come to
marrying her brother’s wife.

“Is that why you can’t love me?” Tate asked. “Because you’re still in love with her?”

The tortured look of pain on Adam’s face left Tate feeling certain she had hit upon the
truth. But she didn’t despair. In fact, she felt a great deal of hope. Adam must realize that he

could never have Honey Whitelaw now. Time was the best doctor for a wound of the heart.

And time was on her side.

She very carefully did not bring up the subject of Jesse’s accusation that Adam had made
love to her to get revenge on her brother. In her heart she knew Adam would never use her
like that. He might not be able to say he loved her—yet—but she was certain that one day he

would.
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“I need a hug,” Tate said.

Adam opened his arms and Tate stepped them. She snuggled against him, letting the love
she felt flow over them both. But his body remained stiff and unyielding.

“Adam, I’'m...” The word pregnant wouldn’t come out.

“What is it, Tate?”

His voice sounded harsh in her ear, his tone still as curt as the abrupt nods with which he
had acknowledged his love for another woman. Maybe Tate would just wait a little while
before she told him she was carrying his child.

“I’'m glad you want me to stay,” she said.

He hugged her harder, until his hold was almost painful. Tale felt tears pool in the
corners of eyes. She blamed the phenomenon now on the heightened emotions caused by her
pregnancy.

But the devil on her shoulder forced her to admit that unsettling seeds of doubt had been

planted concerning whether everything would turn out happily ever after.
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Nine

Tate spent the night in Adam’s arms. He couldn’t have been more comforting. But for

the first time since they had begun sleeping together, they didn’t make love.

When they met across the kitchen table the next morning, an awkwardness existed

between them that had not been there in the past.

“You must eat more, sefiorita,” Maria urged. You will not make it through the day on so

little.”

“I’'m not hungry.” Tate said. Actually, she had already snuck in earlier and had a light
breakfast to stave off the first symptoms of morning sickness. Under Maria’s stern eye, she

dutifully applied herself to the bowl of oatmeal in front of her.

Tate’s concentration was so complete that she paid no attention to the subsequent

conversation Maria conducted with Adam in Spanish.
“The senorita has been crying,” Maria said.

Adam glanced at Tate’s red-rimmed eye’s. “Her brother came to visit yesterday, the one

site hasn’t seen since she was a child.”
“This brother made her cry?”
“He wanted her to go away with him.”
“Ah. But you did not let her go.”
“She chose to stay,” Adam corrected.
“Then why was she crying?” Maria asked.

A muscle worked in Adam’s jaw. At last he answered, “Because she’s afraid I don’t love

her.”
“Stupid man! Why don’t you tell her so and put the smile back on her face?”
Adam sighed disgustedly. “I don’t think she’ll believe me now.”

Maria shook her head and clucked her torque. “I am going to the store to buy groceries. |

will not coming back for two—no, three hours. Tell her you love her.”

Adam’s lips curling sardonically. “All right, Maria. I’ll give it a try.”



84 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

Tate had been making shapes with her oatmeal and had only eaten about three bites when

Maria whisked the bowl out from in front of her.

“I need to clear the table so I can go shopping,” Maria said. She refilled Tate’s coffee

cup. “You sit here and enjoy another cup of coffee.”

She refilled Adam’s cup as well and, giving him a suggestive look, said, “You keep the

seriorita company.”

Maria took off her apron, picked up her purse and left by the kitchen door a few

moments later.

When she was gone, the silence seemed oppressive. Finally Adam said, “What are your

plans for today?”
“I guess I’ll input some more information on the computer. What about you?”
“I’m moving cattle from one pasture to another.”
“Your job sounds like more fun than mine. Can I come along?”
“I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
“Oh.”

Adam saw the look on Tate’s face and realized she thought he was rejecting her—again.

He swore under his breath. “Look Tate. I think we’d better have a talk.”

Tate rose abruptly. This was where Adam told her that he had thought things over and he
wanted her to leave the Lazy S after all. She wasn’t going to hang around to let him do it. “I’d
better get going. [—"

Adam caught her before she had gone two steps. He took her shoulders in his hands,

turning her to face him. She kept her eyes lowered, refusing to look at him.
“Tate,” he said in a voice that was tender with the love he felt for her. “Look at me.”

Her eyes, were more green than gold. He couldn’t bear to see the sadness in them. He

grasped her nape and pulled her toward him as his mouth lowered to claim hers.

It was a hungry kiss. A kiss of longing for things that ought to be. A kiss fierce with

passion. And tender with love.

Adam waited to be closer, he pulled her T-shirt up and over her head, then yanked the
snaps open down the front of his shirt and pulled the tails out his jeans. He sighed in
satisfaction as be closed his arms around her and snuggled her naked breasts tight against his

chest.
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“Lord, sweetheart. You feel so good!” He cupped her fanny with his hands and lifted her,

rubbing himself against her, letting the layers of denim add to the friction between them.

His mouth found a spot beneath her ear that he knew was sensitive, and he sucked just

hard enough to make her moan with pleasure.

Adam froze when he heard the kitchen door being flung open. He whirled to meet
whatever threat was there, pulling Tate close and pressing her face against his chest

protectively.

Tate felt Adam’s body tense, felt his shoulders square and his stance widen. She knew
who it was, who it had to be. She turned her head. There in doorway stood her three brothers,

Faron, Jesse and Garth. And Garth was carrying a shotgun.

Tate felt her face flush to the roots of her hair. She was naked from the waist up, and
there could be no doubt as to what she had been doing with Adam. Or, from the looks on
their faces, how her brothers felt about it. She closed her eyes and clutched Adam, knowing

her brothers planned to tear them apart.
“Make yourself decent! Garth ordered.

Tate reached across to the chair where Adam had slung her T-shirt, and with her back to
her brothers, pulled it over her head. When she turned to face them, Adam put an arm around

her waist and pulled her snug against his hip.

The three men crowded into the kitchen. It soon became apparent they hadn’t come
alone. An elderly gentleman wearing a clerical collar and carrying what Tate supposed to be a

Bible followed them inside.

“You have a choice,” Garth said to Adam. “You can make an honest woman of my

sister, or I can kill you.”
Adam cocked a brow. “That’s murder.”
Garth smiled grimly. “It’ll be an accidental shooting, of course.”

“Of course,” Adam said, his lips twisting cynically. “What if Tate and I aren’t ready to
get married?”

“Man gets a woman pregnant, it’s time to marry her,” Jesse snarled. “I made a point of
seeing Doc Kowalski on the way home last night and told her Tate was my sister. She

congratulated me on the fact I’ll soon be an uncle!”

Adam froze. He turned to stare at Tate, but she refused to meet his gaze. His hand

tightened on her waist. “Are you pregnant, Tate?”
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She nodded.

Adam’s lips flattened and a muscle worked in his jaw. He grabbed hold of her chin and

forced it up. “Whose child is it? Bucks?”
“Yours!” Tate cried, jerking her head fro grasp.
“Not mine,” he said flatly. “I’m sterile.”

Tate sank into a kitchen chair at one end table, her eyes never wavering from Adam’s

granitelike expression.
Meanwhile, Tate’s brothers were in a quandary.
“We can’t force him to marry Tate if the child’s not his,” Faron argued.
“But it must be his!” Jesse said. “Look how we found them today!”

Garth handed the shotgun to Faron, then crossed and sat down beside Tate on the
opposite side of the table from Adam. He took Tate’s hand from her lap and held it in his for
a moment, gently rubbing her knuckles. “I want you to be honest with me, Tate. Have you

been with another man besides Adam?”
“No! I'm carrying Adam’s child, whether believes it or not!”
“Adam says he’s sterile,” Garth persisted.
“I don’t care what he says,” Tate said through clenched teeth. “I’m telling the truth.”

Garth and Faron exchanged a significant glance. Garth stood and confronted Adam.

“Can you deny you’ve made love to my sister?”
“No, I don’t deny that.”
“Then my original offer still holds,” Garth said.
“Given that choice, I suppose I have no choice?” Adam conceded with a stony glare.
“what about me?” Tate asked. “Don’t I get a choice?”
“You’ll do as you’re told,” Garth commanded, “Or else.”
“Or else what?”
“You come home to Hawk’s Way.”

Tate shuddered. There seemed no escape from the ultimatum Garth had given her. At
feast if she went through with the wedding, she would still have her freedom. Once her
brothers had her safely married would go back where they had come from —and she could

figure out what to do from there.

“All right. Let’s get this over with,” she said.
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“Reverend Wheeler if you please?” Garth directed the minster to the head of the table,

arranged Tate and Adam on one side, and stood on the other side with Faron and Jesse.

He told Adam, “I had to cut a few corners, but I’ve taken care of getting the license.” He

gestured to the minster. “Whenever you’re ready, Reverend.”

If Reverend Wheeler hadn’t baptized Tate presided at her confirmation he might have
had some qualms about what he was about to do. Never had bride and bridegroom looked
less happy to be wed. But he firmly believed in the sanctity of home and family. And Garth
had promised a large donation to build the new Sunday school wing.

The reverend opened the Bible he had brought along and began to read, “Dearly
Beloved...”

Tate listened, but she didn’t hear what was being said, spoke when called upon, but was
unaware of the answers she gave. She had fallen into a deep well of despair.

Tate had never really thought about having a big wedding, but a white T-shirt was a poor
substitute for a wedding gown. She wouldn’t have minded giving up the festive trappings, if
only she were sure the man standing beside her wanted to be her husband.

Adam did not.

How had things gone so wrong? Tate had never meant to trap Adam. It was clear he
thought she had slept with Buck, and that the baby wasn’t his. She knew front her experience
with Buck and Velma that a marriage that lacked trust—on both sides—was in deep trouble.
If Adam believed she had lied about the child’s father, wouldn’t he expect her to lie about
other things? Would he, like Buck, overreact from now on if she so much as looked at
another man? Of course Buck was jealous because he loved Velma.

Tate wasn’t so sure about Adam’s feelings. He had never once said he loved her.

Tate would have given anything if she had just told Adam about the baby last night.
Then, they would have had a chance to discuss things alone. Such as a man who was

obviously able to sire children thought he was sterile.
“Tate?”
“Hold out your hand so Adam can put the ring on your finger,” Garth said.
What ring? Tate thought.

“With this ring I thee wed,” Adam said. He slipped the turquoise ring he usually wore on
his little finger on the third finger of Tate’s left hand.

Tate was lost. What had happened to the rest of the ceremony? Had she said “I do?
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Reverend Wheeler said, “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

When neither of the newlyweds moved, Faron said in a quiet—some might have said

gentle—voice, “It’s time to kiss your bride now, Adam.”

Adam wanted to refuse. It was all a sham, anyway. But when Tate turned her face up to
him she looked so bewildered he felt the urge to take her in his arms and protect her.

Garth cleared his throat at the delay.

Adam’s jaw tightened. Tate already had three very efficient guardians. She didn’t need
him. But he found himself unable to resist the temptation of her lips, still swollen from his
earlier kisses.

Her eyes slid closed as be lowered his head. He touched his lightly to hers, taking the
barest taste of her with tip of his tongue.

If this had been a real wedding he would have wanted to cherish this moment. From the
shuffling sounds across the table, Adam was reminded that it was real enough. So be took
what he wanted from Tate, ravaging her mouth, letting her feel his fury and frustration at
what her brothers had robbed them of when they had insisted on this forced marriage.

As soon as he lifted his head Adam saw that Garth had crossed around the table. Instead
of the punch in the nose Adam expected, Tate’s eldest brother held out his hand, to be
shaken. To Adam’s further surprise, Garth had a grin on his face.

“Welcome to the family,” Garth said. He gave Tate a fierce hug. “Be happy! he
whispered in her ear.

Faron was next to shake Adam’s hand. “How about a drink to celebrate?” he asked. “I’ve
champagne on ice outside in the pickup.”

“I guess that would be all right,” Adam said, still stunned by the abrupt change in
attitude of Tate’s brothers.

Faron headed outside as Jesse approached Adam. The two men eyed each other warily.
At last Jesse held out his hand. “Truce?”

When Adam hesitated, Jesse said, “Honey will kill me if we don’t make peace.” When

Adam still hesitated, Jesse added, “For Tate’s sake?”

Adam shook hands with Tate’s middle brother. They would never be good friends. But
they were neighbors, and now brothers-in-law. For their wives’ sakes, they would tolerate

one another.
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The wedding celebration was a lively affair. Now that Adam had done the right thing by

Tate, her brothers were more than willing to treat him like one of the family.

As the morning wore on and Adam had a few glasses of champagne— and more than a

few glasses of whiskey— he began to think maybe things hadn’t turned out so badly after all.

Now that he and Tate were married, there was no reason why they couldn’t make the
best of the situation. He couldn’t feel sorry about the baby, even if it meant Tate had lied to
him about sleeping with Buck. He had always wanted children, and this one would be

especially beloved because it would belong to him and Tate.

After he made love to his wife, Adam would tell her that he loved her. They could forget
what had happened in the past. Their lives could begin from there.

Tate’s brothers might have stayed longer, except Honey called to make sure everything
had turned out all right. When Jesse hung up the phone, he said to his brothers, “I know you

don’t want to be reminded, but I have work that has to get done today.”

Faron guffawed and said, “Tell the truth. What you’re really concerned about is getting

home to your wife.”

The three brothers kidded each other good naturedly all the way out the door. Once they
and preacher were gone, Tate closed the door and leaned her forehead against the cool wood

frame.
“I’'m sorry, Adam.”

He crossed to her and slipped his arms around her waist from behind. “It’s all right, Tate.

It wasn’t your fault.”
“They’re my brothers.”

“They only did what they thought was best for you.” Despite the fact he was a victim of
their manipulation, Adam could sympathize, with her brothers. If Melanie had lived... if be
had found her in the same circumstances... he might have done the same thing. And hoped for

the best. As Adam was hoping for the best now with Tate.

He kissed her nape and felt her shiver in his arms. “Come to bed, Tate. It’s our wedding
day.”
She kept her face pressed to the door. She was too intent on giving Adam back his
freedom to hear the message of love in his words arid his caress. “I can’t stand it—knowing
you were tapped into marrying me.” She felt his body stiffen, and said, “I promise I'll give

you a divorce. As soon as the baby is born [—”
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Adam grabbed her by the am and jerked her around to face him. “Is that the reason you

agreed to marry me? So you can have a name for you bastard?’”
“Please, Adam—"
“Don’t beg, Tate, it doesn’t become you.”

Tate had slapped him before she was aware she had raised her hand. She gasped when

she saw the stark imprint her fingers had left on his cheek.

Adam grabbed her wrist. Tate could feel him trembling with rage. She waited to see what

form his retaliation would take.

“All right,” Adam said in the harshest voice she had ever heard him use. “I’ll give you
what you want. Your baby will have my name and you can have your divorce. But there’s
something [ want in return, Tate.”

“What?” she breathed.

2%¢

“You. I want you in my bed every night.”* His grasp on her wrist tightened, “Warm. And

willing. Do I make myself understood?”

Oh, she understood, all right. She had offered him the divorce hoping he would refuse.
His ultimatum made it clear what he had wanted from her all along. Well, she would just

show him what he was so willing to give up!

“‘Believe me, you’re going to get what you’re asking for, Adam,” she said in a silky

voice. And a whole lot more!

He started for the bedroom, his hand firmly clamped around her wrist, Tate hurried to

catch up, afraid that if she fell, he would simply drag her behind him.
When they arrived in the bedroom he closed the door behind her. Only then did he

release her. “Get undressed,” he ordered. He crossed his arms stood there, legs widespread,

staring at her.

Tate held herself proudly erect. Sooner or later Adam was going to realize the truth. The
child she carried was his. Meanwhile, he was going to get every bit of what he had demanded

—-and perhaps even more than he had bargained for.
Tate had never stripped to tease a man. She did so now.

The T-shirt came off first. Slowly. She let it hang by one finger for a moment before it
dropped to the floor. She looked down at her breasts and saw the aureoles were pink and full.
She reached down to brush her fingertips across her nipples, then returned to tease the pink

buds until they stood erect.
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Adam hissed in a breath of air.

Tate didn’t dare look at him, afraid she would lose her nerve. Instead she smoothed her
hands over her belly and down across the delta of her thighs, spreading her legs so that her
hand could cup the heat there. She glided her hands back up the length of her body, feeling
the textures of her skin, aware the prickles as her flesh responded to the knowledge that

Adam was watching every move she made.

She shoved her hands into her hair at the temples and then gathered her hair and lifted it
off her nape, knowing that as she raised her arms her breasts would follow. She arched her

back in a sensuous curve that thrust breasts and belly toward Adam.

She actually heard him swallow. Then she made the mistake of looking at him—at his
bare chest. His nipples were as turgid as hers. As she relaxed her body into a more natural

pose, she met blue eyes so dark with passion they were more the hue of a stormy sky.

His nostrils were flared to drink in the scent of her. His body was wired taut as a
bowstring, fists clenched at his sides. His manhood was a hard ridge that threatened the
seams at the crotch of his jeans. As his tongue reached out to lick at the perspiration his upper

lip, she felt her groin tighten with answering pleasure.

Tate felt exultant. Powerful. And oh, so much a woman. Encouraged by her success, she
reached down for the snap of her jeans. Adam’s whole body jerked when it popped free. The

rasp of her zipper as she slid it down was matched by the harsh sound of Adam’s breathing.

She slowly turned down each side of her jeans in front, creating a V through which the
white of her panties showed. Then she spread her legs, stuck her thumbs into her panties and
let her fingers slide down inside the jeans, pulling her underwear down and slowly exposing a

V of flesh on her belly.
Adam swore under his breath. Bui he didn’t move an inch.

Tate took a deep breath and shoved both panties and jeans down low on her hips,
revealing her hipbones and belly and a hint of dark curls at the crest of her thighs. She put her
hands behind her and rubbed her buttocks, easing the jeans down a little more with each

circular motion.

She stuck her thumbs back in the front of the jeans, and met Adam’s gaze before
skimming her fingers across her pubic arch. A pulse in his temple jumped. His jaw clenched.

But otherwise he didn’t stir from where he was standing.
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Tate smiled, & feminine smile of enjoyment and satisfaction. She gave one last little
shove and both panties and jeans began the slide down to her ankles, where she stepped out

of jeans, panties and moccasins all at once.

At last Tate stood naked before Adam, her body felt languid, graceful as it never had.
She realized it was because Adam adored her with his eyes. Because he desired her with his

body. She made no move to hide herself from him.
It wasn’t until she took a step toward him that Adam finally moved.

He gilded toward her like a stalking tiger. Tate felt the sexual energy radiating from him
long before their bodies met. His kiss was fierce, consuming. His hands seemed to be
everywhere, touching, demanding a response. She arched against him, feeling the swollen

heat and hardness beneath the denim.

Adam didn’t bother taking her to bed. He backed her up against the wall, unsnapped his

jeans to free himself, then lifted her legs around him and thrust self himself inside.

Tate clung to Adam’s neck with her arms and to his hips with her legs. His mouth sought
hers, and his tongue thrust in rhythm with his body. His hand slipped between them and
sought out the tiny nubbin that was the source of her pleasure. His thumb caressed her until
he felt the waves of pleasure tightening her inner muscles around him. He threw his head

back in ecstasy as his own powerful orgasm spilled inside her.

Then his head fell forward against her shoulder as he struggled to regain his breath. He
finally released her legs so that she could stand, but found he had to hold her to keep her from
falling, her knees were so wobbly. He lifted her into his arms and carried her bed, throwing

the sheets back and setting her down gently before joining her there.

He pulled the covers up over them both and found he could barely keep his eyes open.

But there was something he wanted to say before he fell asleep.
“Tate? Are you awake?”
“Mmm. I guess so,” she murmured against his throat.

“You can admit the truth about sleeping with Buck. It isn’t going to make a difference in

how I feel about you.” Or the baby, he thought.

Tate pushed herself upright. The sheet that covered her fell to her waist. “I’m telling the

truth, Adam, when I say I never slept with Buck. Why won’t you believe me?”

Adam levered himself up on his elbow and met her gaze with a flinty one of his own.

“Because | have the medical tests to prove you wrong.”
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“Then your tests are mistaken!” Tate retorted. She leaned back against the headboard and

yanked the covers up to her neck.

Tate had never looted more beautiful. Adam had to lie back and put his hands behind his
head to keep from reaching for her again. The three hours Maria had promised to stay gone
were nearly up, and he had no doubt the housekeeper would come looking for him to find out

whether be had told Tate that he loved her.

He was glad now that he hadn’t. At least he had been spared the humbling experience of
confessing his love to a woman who had married him only to have a name for her child.

Adam lay there trying to figure out why Tate persisted in lying about the baby.
“Does Buck know about the baby?” he asked.

“He guessed,” Tate admitted. Buck had known from the glow on her face that something

was different and had confronted her about it. She had told him the truth.
“I suppose he refused to marry you because he’s still in love with Velma,” Adam said.

Tate lurched out of the bed and stomped over to where her clothes lay in a pile on the

floor. She kept her back to Adam as she began dressing.
“Where are you going?” be asked.
“Anywhere I can be away from you,” she retorted.
“Just so long as you stay away from Buck, I don’t care—"

Tate whirled and said, “Buck is my friend. I’ll see him when and where and as often as I

please.”

Adam shoved the covers out of the way and yanked on his jeans. “You took vows to me

that I don’t intend to see you break,” he said.
“You’re a fool, Adam. You can’t see what’s right in front of your face.”
I know a whore when I see one.”

Adam was sorry the instant the words were out of his mouth. He would have given
anything to take them back. He was jealous, and hurt by her apparent devotion to Buck. He
had said the first thing that came into his head that he knew would hurt her.

And he was sorry for ft. “Tate, [

“Don’t say anything, Adam. Just get away from me. Maybe someday I’ll be able to

forgive you for that.”
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Adam grabbed his shirt, underwear, socks and boots and left the room, closing the door
quietly behind him.

Tate sank onto the bed, fighting sobs that made her chest ache. This was worse than
anything she had ever imagined. She had ample evidence in Buck’s case of how suspicion
and mistrust could make a man act irrationally She had just never expected to see Adam

behave like a jealous jackass.

What was she going to do now?
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Ten

Adam had ample time all through the day and overnight to regret his outburst. Tate had
spent the rest of the day in the office, then retreated to her own bedroom for the night. He had
decided it would be best to meet her over the breakfast table and try to mend fences when

Maria was thereto act as a buffer.

But morning sickness had once again brought Tate to the kitchen early. Instead of
waiting to have coffee with Adam, she left the house to go for a walk, hoping it might settle
her stomach. Buck waved to her from the loft of the barn, where he was forking down hay.
After looking back once at the house, Tate headed toward the barn to talk to him. She had

better give him fair warning that Adam was on the war path and looking for scalps.

Adam’s mood wasn’t improved when he realized, after sitting at the table for half an
hour alone, that Tate wasn’t coming to breakfast. He had snapped at Maria like a wounded
bear when she started asking questions, and now she wasn’t talking to him, either. He shoved
his hat down on his head and headed out to the barn to work off some steam by cleaning out

stalls.

Adam’s eyes had barely adjusted to the shadows in the barn when he spied Tate standing
next to the ladder that led to the loft. His heart gave a giant leap—then began to pump with
adrenaline when he realized that Buck was standing right beside her. And that the lanky

cowboy had his arm around Tate’s shoulder.
Adam marched over to Buck and ordered, “Get your hands off my wife.”
Buck grinned, “Jealous, huh? You’ve got no reason—"

Adam thought he had damned good reason to be jealous. After all, his wife was carrying
Buck’s child. His fist swung hard and fast, straight for Buck’s nose.

Buck fell like a stone, his nose squirting blood. Tate quickly knelt beside him, grabbing
the bandanna out of her back pocket to staunch the bleeding.

“You idiot!” she snapped at Adam. “Go stick your head in a bucket of water and cool

Of 2

Adam wanted to yank Tate away from the other man’s side, but it was plain he would

have a fight on lands if be tried. His pride wouldn’t allow him to ask her nicely to come with
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him. Not that he could have forced the words past the lump in his throat. “Do as you please,”

he snarled. “You always have.

With that, he turned and marched right back out of the barn. They heard the gravel fly in

the drive as he gunned his pickup and drove away.

“Who put a burr under his saddle?” Buck asked, dabbing gently at his nose with the
bloody bandanna.

“How did you like the way he treated you?” Tate asked.
“Damn near hated it,” Buck replied.

“Think about it the next time you see Velma with another man and decide to take a
punch at him. Because that’s what an unreasonable, mistrustful, paranoid sonofabitch looks

like in action.”
Buck’s lips quirked at the corners. “Are you saying that’s the way I act around Velma?”
“Bingo.”
Buck tested the bridge of his nose to see if it were broken. “Maybe this bloody nose
wasn’t such a bad thing after all.”
“Oh?”
“Adam might have knocked some sense into me. | know damn well he has no reason to

be jealous, even though he thinks he does. He should have trusted you.” Buck struggled to his
feet. “Maybe I’ll just go see Velma again.”

“Is there any chance she’ll speak to you?”

“If she’s been as miserable as I have the past few weeks, she will,” Buck said, a

determined light in his brown eyes.
“I wish you luck,” Tate said.
“I don’t think I’'m going to need luck,” Buck said. “I’ve got something even better.”
“What’s that?”
“I think I just might have had some trust pounded into me.”

Tate gave Buck a hug, which he was quick to escape with the excuse of dusting the hay

off his britches.

“I may have become a trusting soul,” he said, “but Adam’s still crazy as a loon. No
telling when he’ll turn right around and come looking for you. I’d feel a mite safer if you go

on back to the house.”
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Tate did as he asked. She hoped Buck experience with Adam had shown Buck once and
for all the folly of being needlessly jealous. Because if Buck could learn to trust Velma, there

was some hope that Adam would one day come to trust her.

Meanwhile, Adam had driven north toward Fredericksburg and was almost into the hill
country before he calmed down enough to look around and see where he was. He made a U-
turn in the middle of the highway and headed back the way he had come.

Jealousy. Adam had never before had to cope with the feeling, and he had been doing a
pretty rotten job of it so far. He could spend the little time he and Tate had together before
she sought out a divorce condemning her for what was past. Or he could simply enjoy the
company at the irrepressible, lively hoyden he had come to know and Love. Between those
two choices, the latter made a whole lot more sense.

When Adam arrived back at the ranch house he sought Tate out first in the barn. He

found Buck working there.
The lanky cowboy leaned on the pitchfork and said, “You finally come to your senses?”
Adam grinned ruefully. “Yeah. About that punch—"

“Forget it.” Buck had been working out how he could use his swollen nose to get
Velma’s sympathy, and then explain to her the lesson it had taught him. “Believe me, I can
understand how you must have felt when you saw me with Tate.”

“Because of Velma?” Adam remembered how devastated Buck had been when he had

found out his wife was cheating on him.
“Yeah.”
“Uh, have you seen Tate?” Adam asked.
“She went back to the house. Look, Adam, you don’t—"

“You don’t have to explain, Buck. It doesn’t matter.” Adam turned and headed back to

the house. He found Tate working in his office at the computer.
“Busy?”
Tate jumped at the sound of Adam’s voice. She looked over her shoulder and found him

leaning negligently against the door frame, one hip cocked, his hat in his hands. The anxious

way his fingers were working the brim betrayed his nerves.

“Not too busy to talk,” she said. She turned the swivel chair in his direction, leaned back,
put her ankles on the desk and crossed her arms behind her head. It was a pose intended to be

equally carefree. In Tate’s case, her bare toes—which wiggled constantly—gave her away.
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In his younger days, Adam had ridden bucking broncs in the rodeo. His stomach felt now
as it did when he was on the bronc and the chute was about to open. Like the championship

rider he was, he gave himself eight good seconds to make his point and get out.

“I'm sorry. I was out of line—with what I said last night and today with Buck. I'm not

asking you to forgive me. I’d just like a chance to start over fresh from here.”

Tate sat there stunned. Adam apologising? She had never thought she would see the day.
But like Velma, once burned, twice chary. “Does this mean you’re rescinding the bargain we

made?”
Adam swallowed hard. “No.”

So, he still wanted her, even though he was convinced the baby was Buck’s. And he was
willing to keep his mouth shut about her supposed indiscretion—and give his name to Buck’s

child—in return for favors in bed.

A woman had to be out of her mind to accept a bargain like that.

“All right,” Tate said. “I accept your apology. And I agree to abide by the bargain we
made yesterday.”

Adam noticed she hadn’t forgiven him. But then he hadn’t asked for forgiveness. More
to the point, she had agreed that their marriage continue to be consummated.

Tate thought she must be an eternal optimist, because she took Adam’s appearance at her
door as a good sign. She hadn’t given up hope that she could somehow convince him of the
truth about the baby, and that they would live happily ever after. It might and never happen,

but at least now they would be living in amity while they tried to work things out.

“It’s beautiful out today,” Adam said. “How would you like to take a break and come
help me? I still have to move those cattle from one pasture to another.” Work that hadn’t been

done yesterday because they had gotten married instead.

A broad smile appeared on Tate’s face. “I’d like that. Just let me save this material on the

computer.”

She dropped her feet and swivelled back around to face the computer. She was

interrupted when Adam loudly cleared his throat.

“Uh. I didn’t think to ask. Did Dr. Kowalski say everything’s okay with the baby?

There’s no medical reason why you can’t do strenuous exercise, is there?”

Tate turned and gave him a beautiful smile. “I’m fine. The baby will enjoy the ride.”
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Nevertheless, Adam kept a close eye on Tate. When he saw her eyelids begin to droop
late in the afternoon he suggested they take a siesta. He led her to a giant live oak that stood
near the banks of a creek on his property. There he spread a blanket he had tied behind the
saddle and provided a picnic he had packed in his saddlebags.

Tate pulled off her boots and wiggled her toes. Then she lay back on the blanket with her
hands behind her head and stared up at the freckles of sun visible through the gnarled, moss-
laden limbs of the live oak. “This is wonderful! A picnic! I had no idea you had this in mind

when you asked me to come with you today.”

Actually, Maria was responsible for the impromptu picnic. Adam had thought of the
blanket himself. The delight on Tate’s face was its own reward. Adam sat down cross-legged
across from her and passed out ham and cheese sandwiches, deviled eggs and pickles. There

was a thermos of iced tea to drink.

“I don’t usually care for pickles,” Tate said, crunching into the sweet gherkin in her

hand. “But you know, this tastes pretty good.”

Adam smiled to himself. In his experience, pregnant women had odd cravings. He had

once had a patient who’d eaten liver with peanut butter.

Soon after she had finished her lunch, Tate yawned. “ I can’t believe how tired I feel

lately.”
“Your body is going through a lot of changes.”

“Is that a medical opinion, Doctor?” Tate asked, eyeing him through half-closed lids. But
she didn’t his answer. “The moment she laid her head on her hand and closed her eyes, she

fell sound asleep.

Adam cleared away the picnic and lay down beside her to watch her sleep. He had never
realized how very long her lashes were, or how very dark. She had a tiny mole beside her ear

that he hadn’t detected before. And dark circles under her eyes, which he also hadn’t noticed.

As a doctor he knew the strain pregnancy put on a woman’s body and her emotions. He
made a vow to himself to take care of Tate, to make sure that the dark circles disappeared and

that the smile stayed on her face.

He knew how she would resent it if she thought he had taken on the role of caretaker.
After all, she had her brothers because they had been overprotective. He knew he would have
to be subtle if he were going to get her to rest. Like the picnic today. He was sure she had no

idea she was being manipulated for own good.
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When Tate awoke, she stretched languorously, unaware that she had an appreciative
audience. When she blinked open her eyes she realized it was nearly dusk. She sat up

abruptly and made herself dizzy.
Adam was beside her instantly, his arm around her shoulder to support her. “Are you all
right?”
“Just a little woozy. I guess I sat up too quickly. Why did you let me sleep so long?”
“You were tired.”
Tate leaned her head on his shoulder. “I guess | was. Hadn’t we better head back now?”

He nuzzled her neck, searching out the mole near her ear. “I don’t have anything planned

for this evening. Do you?”
Tate chuckled. “‘No, I can’t say that I have.”

Adam slowly laid her back down and found her mouth with his. He brushed his cheek
against her long lashes and slid his hands into her hair, smoothing it back where the breeze

had ruffled it into her face.

As the sun slipped from the sky, Adam made sweet love to his wife. They rode home by
moonlight, and after they had taken care of the horses, Adam made sure Tate went right to

bed. In his room. With his arms around her.

“I’ll have Maria move your things to my room,” he murmured in her ear. “It’ll be more

convenient since you’ll be sleeping in here.”

Tate opened her mouth to object and shut it again. After all, she wanted this marriage to
work. It made sense that the more time she spent with Adam, the better chance she had of

making that happen. She intended to become absolutely irreplaceable in his life.

But as the days turned into weeks, and the weeks into months, the invisible wall of
mistrust between them did not come down. Though she made love with Adam each evening,
the words “I love you” stuck in Tate’s throat whenever she tried to say them. It was too
painful to expose her need to him. Especially since she didn’t want to put him in the position

of feeling he had to say the words back. Which she was afraid he wouldn’t.

Adam was equally aware of how much he had gained when he had moved Tate into his
bedroom, and how little things had really changed between. He found himself enchanted by
her constant delight in the baby. He tried to be happy with each stage of her pregnancy.

Mostly he was successful.
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But he watched her and wondered if she ever thought of Buck. The cowboy hadn’t been
spending much of his free time around the ranch lately. But Adam was watching. Which
meant that he still didn’t trust her not to seek Buck out if she got the chance. Meanwhile, he
had waited for Tate to tell him again that she loved him. She hadn’t said the words lately. Not
once, in fact, since they had gotten married. And be found he wanted—needed—to hear those

words.

Tate was still in bed with Adam when she felt the baby move for the first time. She

grabbed his hand and placed it on her belly. “Can you feel that? Kind of a fluttery feeling.”
“No.” He tried to remove his hand.
“Wait. Maybe it’ll happen again.”

“Feel here,” Adam said, putting her hand on his arousal. “I think I’ve got a little fluttery

feeling of my own.”

Tate couldn’t help giggling as Adam’s body pulsed beneath her hand. “You’ve got a one
track mind, Dr. Philips.”

“Oh, but what a lovely track it is,” he murmured, kissing his way down her body. His
head lay against her belly when he felt a slight movement against his cheek. He came up off

her like a scalded cat.
“I felt it! I felt the baby move!”
Tate smiled triumphantly. “I told you so!”

Adam found himself suddenly uncomfortable. As a doctor he had described the stages of
pregnancy to his patients hundreds of times. Yet he found himself overwhelmed by the reality
of it. That feather-light touch against his cheek had been an actual human being. Growing
inside Tate. A baby that would have his name. A baby that Tate planned to take away with

her when she divorced him.

Adam was reminded why he shouldn’t let himself care too much about either Tate or the
baby. It going to be bad enough when Tate left him. He wouldn’t be able to bear it if he got
attached to the child, as well.

Adam didn’t say anything about what he was thinking, but from that night onward Tate
noticed a distinct difference in his behavior whenever she mentioned the baby. Adam seemed
indifferent. Nothing she said got him excited or brought a smile to his face. It was as if the

baby had become a burden too heavy for him to bear.
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Tate had conveniently forgotten that she had promised Adam a divorce as soon as the
baby was born. So she was certain the only possible explanation why Adam wasn’t allowing
himself to get involved with anything having to do with the baby was because he believed it

wasn’t his child. She decided try, once more, to convince him that he was the baby’s father.

She chose her moment well. She and Adam had just made love and were lying with their
bodies still tangled together. Their breathing had eased and Adam’s nose was nuzzled against
her throat. The baby was active now, and she pressed her belly against his, knowing Adam

couldn’t help but feel the movement.
“Adam?”
“Hmm.”
“The baby’s kicking a lot tonight.”
“Hmm.”

She threaded her fingers through Adam’s hair. “You know, I think he’s going to be a lot
like his father.”

She felt Adam stiffen.

“Like you, Adam. He’s going to be a lot like you.”

Adam’s voice was weary as he said, “You don’t have to do this Tate. It’s not necessary
to try make me believe the baby’s mine, [ I/l love it anyway. Adam bit his lip on that
admission. No sense revealing the pain she would be causing him when she took the child
away.

“But the baby is yours, Adam.”

“Tate, we’ve been through this before. I took tests—"

“What about your wife? Did she take tests, too? Maybe it was her fault and not yours.”

“Anne was tested. There was nothing wrong her.”

“Maybe they got your test results mixed up someone else’s,” Tate persisted, I mean,

you’re a doctor. You know those things happen. Did you see the results yourself?”
“Anne called me from the doctor’s office,” Adam said.
“You mean you weren’t there?”
“I had a medical emergency. 1—”
“Then she could have lied!” Tate said.

“Why? She wanted children as much as I did. What earthly reason would she had to lie?”



103 THE RANCHER AND THE RUNAWAY BRIDE

“I don’t know,” Tate said. “All I do know is that a child is growing in my body, and the

only man who’s put his seed inside me is you!”

For an instant Adam felt a wild surge of hope. Maybe there had been some mistake.
Maybe Anne had not lied, but been mistaken. He couldn’t believe she would have lied about
a thing like that. He had seen her tests himself. The problem did not lie with Anne. So

something must have been wrong with him for them to remain childless for eight years.

He felt the hope die as painfully as it had been born. “You’re making wishes that can’t
come true, Tate,” he said. “This child isn’t mine. I’'m sterile.” Tate could have screamed, she

was so frustrated.

Is that why you refuse to get involved with anything having to do with the baby?” she

demanded. Because you think it isn’t yours?”

“Have you forgotten that you promised me a divorce as soon as it’s born?” Adam

reminded her.

“What if I said I didn’t want a divorce? Would you feel differently about the baby then?”
Tate persisted.

“What do you want me to say, Tate? That I’ll be a father to your child? I will. What more

do you it from me?”” The words seemed torn from someplace deep inside him.

Tate felt frozen inside. It was clear Adam wouldn’t ever be able to accept the baby she
carried as his own. And she wouldn’t subject her child to a lifetime of rejection by its father,
the one person who should love and protect it above all others. That knowledge, on top of her
doubts about whether Adam loved her, made it plain that she would be better off away from

here.

She didn’t say another word, just allowed Adam to pull her into his embrace and hold her
one last time. Once he was asleep, she carefully disentangled herself. She turned and looked

at him once before she left the room—and his life—forever.
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Eleven

Garth and Faron were shocked—to put it mildly— when Tate showed up on the doorstep
at Hawk’s Way.

““What happened?” Garth demanded. “What did that bastard do to you?”

“You look awful. Tate,” Faron said, putting an arm around her shoulder and leading her

inside. “If that man hurt you I’ll—"

“Don’t, Garth!” Tate pleaded. “Just leave it alone. Adam and I are both better off this

2

way.
“Do you want to talk about it?”” Faron asked.
“I just want to go to bed and sleep for a week,” Tate said.

Faron and Garth exchanged a sober look. There were deep shadows under Tate’s eyes.

Her face looked gaunt and unhappy.

“He’ll pay for the way he’s treated you,” Garth said.

“No! Listen to me!” Tate said, her voice sharp with fatigue and anxiety. “You have to
trust me to know that’s best.” There it was again. That word trust. “This marriage was a
horrible mistake. I’'m going to file for a divorce.”

“Don’t be hasty,” Faron urged.

“You’re dead on your feet. You have go idea what you’re saying,” Garth countered.

“Stop it! Both of you! I'm a grown woman.” She laughed hysterically. “Don’t you see?

I’m going to be a mother myself! Surely it’s time for you to admit that I can manage my own

life. You have to love me enough to let go.”

Tate didn’t wait to hear whether they were willing to concede to her wishes. She was too
distressed to deal with them anymore. She ran up the stairs to her bedroom, her rigid bearing,
defying either one of her brothers to come after her.

“She’s changed,” Faron said.

“And not for the better,” Garth noted.
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Faron frowned. “I’m not so sure about that. She’s grown up, Garth. She’s not a little girl
anymore. Six months ago she wouldn’t have stood up to you like that. I think she had to be in

a lot of pain to leave here in the first place, and a helluva lot more pain to come back.
I think maybe we’re at least partly responsible.”
“I blame the bastard who got her pregnant, Garth said.

“None of this would have happened if she hadn’t run away from home. And she

wouldn’t have run from away from home if we hadn’t kept such a tight rein on her.”
“It was for her own good.”

“It doesn’t seem, that way now, does it?” Faron asked. “I think maybe our little sister

grew up in spite of us. And I, for one, am not going to interfere anymore hi her life.”

Adam had been scowling ever since he had woken up to find Tate gone from his bed—
and his life.” The first thing he had done was to go hunting Buck. His fury had been
boundless when the lanky cowboy was nowhere to he found. Finally, one of the other hands

told him Buck had been spending rights with his ex-wife.

That news bad confounded Adam. He had doggedly made the trip to Velma’s house and
knocked on the door in the early hours of the morning. Buck had answered the door wearing

low-slung jeans and scratching a head of auburn hair that stood out in all directions.

“Adam! What are you doing here this hour of the morning?”

“Where’s Tate?”

“How the hell should I know?” Buck retorted.

By now Velma had joined him, wearing a flashy silk robe, and with her red tresses
equally tangled. “What’s going on, Adam?”

It was obvious to Adam that Tate wasn’t here. But he didn’t know where else to look.
“Do you mind if I come in?”

“Come on in and I’ll make us some coffee,” Velma. said. “You can tell us what’s got

you running around at this hour like a chicken with its head cut off.”

While Velma was in the kitchen making coffee, Adam put his elbows on the table and
wearily rubbed his forehead. Buck waited patiently for Adam to speak his piece.

“Tate’s gone. Run away,” Adam said at last.
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Buck whistled his surprise. “Thought that little filly loved you too much ever to leave

2

you.
Adam’s head came up out of his hands. “What?”
“‘Sure. You and that baby of yours was all she ever talked about.”
“My baby?”
“Sure as hell wasn’t mine!” Buck said.
Adam’s eyes narrowed. “She spent nearly the whole night with you. Twice.”

Buck laughed in Adam’s face. “We were here at Velma’s house the first night. And we
fell asleep on the banks- of the Frio after Velma and I had an argument on the second.

There’s only been one woman for me. And that’s my wife.”
“You mean your ex-wife.”

Buck grinned and held up his left hand, which bore a gold wedding band. “I mean my

wife. Velma and I got married again last Sunday.”

“Congratulations. I guess.” Adam was confused. “But if you’re not the father of Tate’s

baby, then who is?”

Buck pursed his lips and shook his head, “I would think that has to be pretty obvious

even to a blind man.”

“But - Adam swallowed and admitted, “I can’t father children.”

“Whoever told you that,” Buck said, “is a whopping liar.”

“But—" Adam shut his mouth over the protest he had been about to make. Was it really
possible? Could Anne have lied to him? It was the only answer that would explain
everything.

Adam jumped up from his chair just as Velma brought in the coffeepot.

“You’re not staying?” she asked.

“I’ve got to get in touch with someone in San Antonio.” He was going to see the doctor

who had done those fertility tests and find out the truth for himself.

“When you’re ready to go after Tate, I have a suggestion where you might look,” Buck

said.
“Where?”
“I figure she went home to her brothers. You’ll probably find her at Hawk’s Way.”

“Damn”
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Buck laughed. “I’d like to be a fly on the wall when you try to take her out of there.”

Adam wasn’t able to think that far ahead. Right now he had a doctor to visit in San

Antonio.

Early the next afternoon Adam came out of a glass-walled office building feeling like a

man who had been poleaxed.

“Your sperm count was low,” the doctor had said. “But certainly still within the range

that would allow you to father children.”
“‘But why didn’t Anne and I ever conceive children?” he had demanded.

The doctor had shrugged. “It was just one of those things that happens with some

couples.”

Anne had lied to him. Whatever her reasons— maybe she just hadn’t wanted to keep on

trying-she had lied to him.
I’'m going to be a father! Tate is pregnant with my child!

The realization was only just hitting him. Adam was floating on air. He bad always
intended to love the chid because it was Tate’s, but the knowledge that the baby Tate was

carrying was a part of him filled his cup to overflowing.

There was only one problem. Tate was at Hawk’s Way. And he was going to have to

fight her brothers to get her back.
An hour later, he was in his pickup traveling north.

Adam shouldn’t have been surprised when he discovered the vastness of Hawk’s Way,
but he was. The cliffs and canyons in northwest Texas were a startling contrast to the rolling

prairies found on the Lazy S.

The ranch house was an imposing two-story white frame structure that looked a lot like
an antebellum mansion with its four, twenty-foot-high fluted columns across the front and its
railed first- and second-story porches. The road leading to the house was lined with

magnolias, but the house itself was shaded by the branches of a moss-laden live oak.

Adam was glad to see that the barn and outbuildings were a good distance from the
house. He was hoping to catch Tate alone and talk with her before he had to confront her

brothers. He went around to the kitchen door, knocked softly and let himself inside.

Tate was standing at the sink peeling potatoes. She was wearing an apron, and sweat

from the heat of the kitchen made her hair curl damply at her nape.
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“Hello, Tate.”

Tate dropped both potato and peeler in the sink and turned to face Adam. Once she had
wiped her hands dry, she kept them hidden in the folds of the apron so Adam wouldn’t see

hew much they were trembling.
“Hello, Adam,” she said at long last. “I was just peeling potatoes for tonight’s pot roast.”
“You look tired,” he said.

“I haven’t been sleeping much the last couple of days,” She swallowed over the ache in

her throat and asked, “What are you doing here. Adam?”
“I’ve come to get you. Go upstairs and pack your things. I’'m taking you home with me.”
“I am home.”

“Like hell you are! This is where you grew up Tate. It isn’t your home. Your home is

with me and our child.”

Tate felt her heart racing with excitement and with hope. Adam’s words now were a far
cry from what she had heard a mere forty-eight hours ago. It appeared he intended to be a
father to the baby after all.

Before Adam could say more, the kitchen door opened and Tate remembered she had
told her brothers to come to the house early for lunch cause she wanted to take a long

afternoon nap. She quailed at the confrontation she knew was coming.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Garth demanded.
“I’ve come for my wife.”
“Tate’s not going anywhere,” Garth said.

Adam wasn’t about to be said nay. He grabbed Tate by the wrist. “Forget your things,”
he said. “We can get them later.” He dragged her two steps but could go no farther.

Faron and Garth, were blocking the way out.
“Get out of my way,” Adam said.
“Look, Adam,” Faron began in a reasonable voice. “If you’ll just—"

But Adam was in no mood to be reasonable. He twisted around to shove Tate out of the
way then reversed the arc with his fist. Faron was felled by the powerful blow, which caught

him completely unprepared to defend himself.

Adam stood spread-legged, facing Tate’s eldest brother. “I’m telling you to get out of my

2

way.
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“You’re welcome to leave,” Garth said. “But Tate stays here.”
“I’'m taking her with me.”
“That remains to be seen.”

Tate knew her brother’s strength. He had at least three inches of height and thirty more

pounds of muscle than Adam. “Garth, please don’t—"

“Shut up, Tate,” Adam ordered. “I can handle this on my own.” He was fighting for his

life—the right to cherish his wife and raise his child—and he ha no intention of losing.

The fight that followed was vicious, but mercifully short. When it was finished, Adam
was still standing, but it was a near thing. He grabbed Tate’s wrist and helped her step over

Garth’s body on the way out, letting the screen door shut behind her.

Once Tate and Adam were gone, the two brothers, still sprawled on the floor where
Adam had left them, had trouble meeting each other’s eyes. Two against one and they were

the ones dusting themselves off.

Garth cradled his ribs as he sat up and leaned back against the kitchen cupboards. He

pulled his shirttail out and pressed the cloth against a cut over his cheekbone.

Faron stretched his legs out in front of him as he leaned back against the refrigerator. He
rubbed his sore chin, then opened his mouth and moved his jaw around to make sure no

bones were broken.
“Guess our little sister is married to a man loves her after all,” Faron said.

“One with a damned fine right hook,” Garth agreed, dabbing gently with his shirttail at

the bruised skin around his eye.

The two brothers looked at each other and grinned. Garth yelped when his split lip
protested.

“Guess that’s one suitor you couldn’t scare off,” Faron said.
“I always said Tate would know the right man when he came along.”
“Seems you were the one needed convincing,” Faron said, eying Garth’s battered face.

Garth guffawed, then moaned when his head protested. “By the way, who do you think’s
going to be godfather to that baby of hers?”

“Me,” Faron said, hauling himself off the floor. “You get to be godfather to Jesse’s

firstborn.”

“Jesse’s next oldest. It ought to be him.”
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“Jesse and Adam don’t get along. I’m a better choice,” Faron said.

The two brothers headed out to the barn, arguing all the way. Neither of them mentioned
the fact that they had been relegated to a new role in Tate’s life. Their little sister had found a

new protector.

Meanwhile, Tate was aware of every move Adam made, every word he spoke. She had
him stop at the first gas station they came to with the excuse she had to use the bathroom. She
used the opportunity to clean the blood off his face and bought some bandages in the

convenience store to put across the cuts on his cheek and chin.

Once they were back in the car, she said, “You were wonderful, you know. I don’t think

anybody’s ever beaten my brother Garth in a fight.”
“I had more at stake than he did,” Adam mumbled through his split lips.

Tate’s spirits soared at this further evidence that Adam’s attitude toward both her and the
baby had somehow changed.

It was a long ride back home to the Lazy S, broken frequently by stops to allow Tate to

use the rest room facilities.
“It’s the baby,” she explained.

“I know about these things,” Adam replied with an understanding smile. “I’m a doctor,

remember?”’

“It was dark by the time they arrived back at the Lazy S. Maria greeted them both at the
door with a big hug.

“It is so good to see you back where you belong, seriora!”

In Spanish she said to Adam, “I see you have put the smile back on her face. You will

tell her now you love her3 yes?”
“When the time is right,” Adam said.
Maria frowned. “The time, she is right now.”

Adam refused to be pressed. He excused himself and ushered Tate to his bedroom. He

lifted her into his arms and carried her across the threshold.
“Our marriage begins now,” h& said, looking into her eyes. “The past is past.”
Tate could hardly believe this was happening. “I love you, Adam.”

She waited for the words she knew he would say back to her. But they didn’t come.
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There was nothing very difficult about saying those three little words, but Adam felt too
vulnerable at the moment to admit the depth of his feelings for Tate. He hadn’t really given
her a choice about coming back with him. It seemed more appropriate to show her that he

loved her, rather than to tell so in words.

He made love to her as though she were the most precious being in the world. He kissed
her gently, indifferent to his split lip, tasting her as though he had never done so before,
teasing her with his teeth and tongue. Her soft whimper of pleasure rolled through him,
tightening his body with need.

His hand slid down to her rounded belly. “My child, he whispered in her ear. “Our
child.”

“Yes. Yes, our child.” Tate agreed, glad that he was ready to accept the baby as his own.
“I mean, I know it’s mine,” Adam said.

Tate was jerked abruptly from her euphoria. “What?”” She turned to face him, her eyes
still wide and dilated with pleasure. “What did you say?”

Adam’s thumb caressed her belly as his eyes met hers. “I went back to that doctor in San
Antonio. The one who did the fertility tests on Anne and me. I’'m not sterile, Tate. Anne lied
to me.”

Tate’s eyes widened in horror as she realized what this meant. No wonder Adam hadn’t
said he loved her. He hadn’t come to Hawk’s Way for her at all. He hadn’t fought Garth for
the purpose of getting her back. He had fought to get back his child!
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Twelve

Tate pleaded fatigue from her pregnancy as an excuse not to make love to Adam, and the
damned man fell all over himself being understanding. Naturally he wanted to make sure she
took good care self so Ais child would be born healthy!

But the next morning, when Adam stood blocking her way into the office—because she
shouldn’t have to work in her delicate condition—Tate let him have it with both barrels.

“I’'m just as capable of working with your growing inside me as I was when it was just

my child!” she snapped.
“But—”

“No buts! I’ll eat right, get enough rest and come through this pregnancy with flying

colors. Even if it is partly your child growing inside me and not just mine.”

Adam wasn’t sure what he had done wrong, but Tate obviously had a bee in her bonnet
about something. “What’s all this your child and my child business? What happened to our
child?”

“That was before you found out you can father as many children as you want. Well, you
can go father some other fool woman’s kids. This baby’s mine!”

With that, she shoved him out of the office and slammed the door in his face.

Adam could hear her crying on the other side of the door. He tried the handle and found
it was locked. He pounded on the door. “Tate, let me in!”

“I don’t want to talk to you. Go away!”

He pounded on the door again, “If you don’t open this door, I’'m going to break It down,”

he threatened.

He had just turned his shoulder toward the door when it opened, and he nearly fell inside.
“That’s better,” he said, walking in and shutting the door behind him. “I think maybe we

better talk about this...difference of opinion. What’s important—"

“I’'m not a baby that needs coddling. I’'m fully capable of taking care of myself. You

have to trust me to—oh, what’s the use?” she said, throwing up hands in disgust. “Trust was
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never a part of our relationship the past. I don’t suppose that just because you’ve found out I

didn’t lie to you about the baby, it’s going to change anything between us.”

“What does trust have to do with this?”

“Everything!” Tate was quivering she was so upset. “Buck and Velma—"

“Whoa there! What do Buck and Velma have do with this?” Adam was getting more
confused by the minute.

“It doesn’t matter,” Tate said.

Adam grabbed her by the shoulders. “It obviously does matter. Now I want an
explanation and I want it now!”

“You sure about that? Food for thought gives some folks indigestion!”

Adam shoved Tate down in the swivel chair and settled his hip on the desk in front of
her. “Settle down now. This kind of agitation isn’t good for baby. [—"

Tate leaped out of the chair and poked a finger at Adam’s chest. “The baby! The baby!”
she mimicked back at him. “That’s all you really care about, isn’t it? I’'m nothing more than a
vessel for your seed. I could be a test tube for all the difference it would make to you! Well,
I’ve got news for you, buster! 1 want more than a father for my child, I want a husband to

love me and hold me and—" Tate choked back a sob.

“Tate, I do love—"

“Don’t say it! If you really loved me, you’ve had plenty of opportunities to say so. If you
say it now I’ll know you’re just doing it to calm me down for the sake of the baby.”

“I’m telling the truth!”

“So was I! When I told you months ago that this baby was yours and mine—ours/ But
you didn’t trust me then. And I don’t believe you now! Just like Buck and Velma—"

Are we back to them again?”

“Yes-s-s!” she hissed. “Because Buck and Velma are a perfect example of what happens

when there’s no trust in a relationship. You hurt each other, and you’re miserable and

unhappy together.”

“If you love somebody you have to be willing to trust them enough to be honest with
them. To lay yourself open to the pain of rejection by admitting how you really feel about
them. And you have to trust in their love enough to know that they would never do anything

purposely to hurt you. Like lying to you. Or sleeping with another man.”
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“Without trust, love will just wither and die.” Tate swallowed another sob and said,

“Like it did with Buck and Velma.”
“Are you finished?” Adam asked.
Tate sniffled and wiped her nose with the hem of her T-shirt. “I’m finished.”
“First of all, I think you should know that Buck and Velma got remarried on Sunday.”
Tate’s eyes went wide. “They did?”

“Second of all, whether you believe me or not, I do love you. I’ve loved you for a long

time. I never said anything because...”
“Because you didn’t trust me,” Tate finished in a small voice.

He couldn’t deny it, because it was true. “I guess it’s my turn to point to Buck and

Velma,” Adam said ruefully.
“Why?”
“Aren’t they proof that people can change? That mistakes aren’t irrevocable?”’
Tate’s brow furrowed. “I suppose.”

“Then will you give me a chance to prove how I feel? To prove that I do love you

enough to trust you with my heart?”
Tate felt her throat swelling closed with emotion “I suppose.”

“Come here.” Adam opened his arms and Tate walked into them. He tipped her chin up

and looked deep into her eyes. “We start from here. Our baby, our marriage—"
“Our trust in each other,” Tate finished.

They shared a tender kiss to seal the bargain. But it turned into something much more.

Or would have, if Maria hadn’t interrupted them.
“Senor Adam, there is a man here with the rodeo bull he says you must sign for.”
“I’'m coming, Maria.”
Adam gave Tate another quick, hard kiss. “Until tonight.”

“Until tonight.” Tate managed a smile as he turned and left her. He had given her an
awful lot to think about. But it was better to confront these issues now, before the baby came,
than later. Garth had always, said, “If you have a hill to climb, waiting won’t make it

smaller.”

As Adam began to realize over the next several weeks, it was one thing to believe

yourself trustworthy; it was quite another thing to earn someone’s trust.
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He made love to Tate each night, revering her with words and gestures. But he never told
her that he loved her. It was plain from the cautious way she watched him when she thought

he wasn’t looking, that she wasn’t yet ready to hear the words—an believe them.

Maria got thoroughly disgusted watching Sefior and Sefiora Tate tiptoe around each
other. She nagged at him in Spanish to tell Sefiora Tate he loved her and be done with it. “If
you say it often enough, she will believe it,” Maria advised.

“Do you think so?” Adam asked. “Even if she thinks I’'m lying through my teeth?”

“But you would not be lying!” Maria protested. “She will see what is in your eyes. And
she will believe.”

Adam truly wished it were that simple. He was beginning to despair of ever convincing
Tate that he loved her enough to want her both as his wife and the mother of his child.

The situation might have gone on unresolved, with both Adam and Tate less than happy,
if Maria hadn’t decided to take matters into her own hands.

As far as Maria was concerned, it was as plain as white socks on a sorrel horse that Sefior
Adam loved the little sefiora, and that she loved him. The problem was getting the two of
them to recognize what was right in front of their noses.

So right after lunch one day she sent Sefior Adam off to the store to buy some spices she
needed for dinner. She waited a half hour, then raced into office where the sefiora was
working.

“Sefiora Tate, come quick! There’s been an accident! Sefior Adam—"

By the time Adam’s name was out of Maria’s mouth, Tate had already left her chair. She
grabbed hold of Maria’s sleeve and demanded, “How badly is he hurt? What happened?
Where is he?”

“It was the new Brahma bull, the one he has penned in the far pasture,” Maria said. “He
was not watching closely enough and —”

“The bull stomped him? My God! How did you find this out? I never even heard the
phone ring! Has somebody called an ambulance? We have to Adam to a doctor!”

“Sefior Buck has already called the doctor. He is with Sefior Adam now.” Maria smiled
inwardly. She hadn’t even had to invent an injury for Sefior Adam. The seriora had done that
herself. She said, “Sefior Buck—"

“Thank God, Buck’s with him!” Tate headed for the kitchen to get the keys to her pickup

from the peg where she usually left them. But they weren’t there.
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“Where are my keys? Maria, have you seen my keys?”

Maria closed her hands around the set of keys in her pocket. “No sefiora. But your horse,
she is saddled already for the ride you wished to take this afternoon.”

“That’ll probably be faster anyway. I can go cross-country. Thanks, Maria. You’re a

lifesaver!”

Tate had barely been gone ten minutes when Maria heard Sefior Adam’s pickup pull up
in back of the house. She sniffed the onion she had ready and waiting and went running out to
the truck, tears streaming, waving her hands frantically to attract his attention.

“Sefior Adam! The seriora! Hurry!” Maria hid her face in her apron and pretended to cry.

“What’s wrong, Maria? What happened to Tate?

Is she all right?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but bounded up the back steps toward the

house.

“She it not there!” Maria cried.

Adam’s face bleached white. “She’s gone? She left me?”

Maria saw she had made a serious mistake and said, “Oh, no! But she went riding toward
the pasture where you are keeping that big-humped bull. Her horse must have been
frightened. Sefior Buck found her there on the ground?”

“She’s hurt? Has she been taken to the doctor?”

“She is still there. Sefior Buck is with her—"

Adam didn’t wait to hear more. He jumped back into his pickup and gunned the motor,

heading down the gravel road, hell-bent for leather toward the opposite end of the Lazy S.

Maria dabbed with her apron at the corners of her eyes where the onion had done its
work. Well, she would soon see the results of her meddling. If she was right, there would be
more smiles and laughter around this house in the future. When e/ bebé arrived, Tia Maria
would tell the story of the day Papa rescued Mama from the big bad bull and brought her

home to live here happily ever after.

Tate managed to get through the gate that led to the new bull’s pasture without
dismounting, but she still begrudged the time it took the mare to respond to her commands as

she opened the metal gate and closed it behind her.
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Once she was inside the pasture she kept a sharp lookout for the huge Brahma. She
wasn’t sure what Buck had done to secure it after it had stomped Adam. The chance that it

might still be roaming free in the pasture made her shudder in fear.

Tate hadn’t gone far when she heard the sound of a truck spinning gravel somewhere
beyond the pasture gate. There was no siren, but she thought it might be the ambulance.
Maybe they would know exactly where to find Adam. Tate turned the mare back toward the
gate and headed there at a gallop.

She was almost to the gate when she realized the huge Brahma bull, with its thick horns
and humped back, was standing there, apparently drawn by the sound of the truck, which
usually brought hay and feed.

When the bull heard the horse behind him, he whirled to confront the interloper on his
territory. Tate found herself trapped, with no way out. She yanked the mare to a halt, holding

her perfectly still, knowing that any movement would make the Brahma charge.

Adam swore loudly and fluently when he realized Tate’s predicament. He slammed on
the brakes, grabbed a rope from the bed of the tréuck, and hit the ground running.

“Don’t move!” he yelled. “I’m coming.”

“Wait!” Tate yelled back “Don’t come in here! It’s too dangerous!”

Adam didn’t bother with opening the gate, just went over the top and down inside. The
rattle of the fence had the bull turning back, certain dinner was about to be served. He

stopped, confused when he saw the man on foot inside the fence. He nodded his lowered head

from Tate to Adam and back again, uncertain which way he wanted to go.

Adam shook out the lasso and started looking for something he could use as a snubbing

post. Not too far away stood a medium-size live oak.

Adam didn’t hesitate. He walked slowly toward the Brahma, which began to snort and
paw at the ground in agitation. The bull’s attention was definitely on Adam now, not Tate.

“Please don’t come any closer, Adam,” Tate said quietly.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got this all worked out.” If he missed his throw, he was going to run

like hell and hope he got to the fence before the Brahma got to him.

But Adam’s loop sang through the air and landed neatly around the Brahma’s horns. He
let out the rope as he ran for the live oak. He circled the tree several times, enough to make

sure the rope was going to hold when the bull hit the end of it.
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By then, Tate had realized what he was doing. She raced her mare to the live oak, took
her foot out the stirrup so Adam could quickly mount behind her, then kicked the mare into a
gallop that took them out of harm’s way.

The Brahma charged after them, but was brought up short by the rope that held it hog-
tied to the tree.

Tate rode the mare back to the gate, where Adam slipped over the horse’s rump, and
quickly opened the gate for her. Once she was through, he fastened the gate, and reached up
to pull her off the mare.

They clutched each other tightly, well aware of the calamity they had barely escaped. As
soon as their initial relief was past, they began talking at the same time, amazed by the fact
they had found each other alive and well and unhurt.

'9,

Maria told me the bull had stomped you
“She told me you had been thrown from your horse!”
“I wasn’t thrown!”

“I wasn’t stomped!”

The realization dawned for both at the same time that they had been manipulated into

coming here under false pretenses.
“I’Il kill her!” Adam said.
“I think you should give her a raise,” Tate said with a laugh.
“Why? She nearly got us both killed!”

“Because she made me realize I’ve been a fool not to believe what I know in my heart is
true.”
“I do love you, Tate,” Adam said. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard. “I do
love you.”

“I know. And I love you. When I thought you might be dying—or dead—I realised just
how much.”

“When I thought something might have happened to you, I felt the same,” Adam said. “I
should have been saying ‘I love you’ every day. I love you, Tate. I love you. I love you.”

Adam punctuated each statement with a kiss that was more fervent than the one before.

Tate was having trouble catching her breath. She managed to say, “Adam, we have to do

something about that bull.”
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“Let him find his own heifer,” Adam murmured against her throat.
Tate laughed. “We can’t just leave him tied up like that.”

“I’ll send Buck and the boys back to take care of him and to pick up your mare. We have

more important things to do this afternoon.”
“Like what?”
“Like plotting how we’re going to get even with Maria.”

As they drove back toward the ranch house, Adam and Tate plotted imaginative
punishments they could wreak on the housekeeper for lying to them. It wasn’t an easy job,

considering how they had to balance her dubious methods against her very satisfying results.
“I think the best thing we could do is have about five children,” Adam said.
Tate gulped. “Five?”
“Sure. That’ll fix Maria, all right. She’ll have the little devils sitting on her lap and

tugging at her skirts for a good long while!”
“Serves her right!” Tate agreed with a grin.

Adam stopped the pickup in front of the ranch house, grabbed Tate’s hand and went

running inside to find the housekeeper.

“Maria!” he shouted. “Where are you?” He headed for the kitchen, dragging Tate along
behind him.

“Here’s a note on the refrigerator,” Tate said.
“What’s it say?”

Tate held the note out to Adam.

Dear Senor Adam,
Tell her you love her. I’ll be gone for two—no, three—hours.
Love, Maria

Adam laughed and pulled Tate into his embrace—where the first of Maria’s little devils

promptly kicked his father in the stomach.
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