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She was a lady. Ethan recognized the breed, though it had been a long time since he had seen one quite so fresh from finishing school—feathers in her hat, gloves on her hands, and a steel rod running down her spine. He was hidden from view, sitting in a high-backed chair in the lobby of the Oakville Hotel. Waiting. Every so often his green eyes flicked to the dusty street outside. Watching.

His eyes were drawn back to the lady. The soft complexion of peaches and cream and a short, up-tilted nose contrasted with a strong, determined chin. His lip curled cynically. A lady used to getting her own way, he amended. She looked up at the hotel clerk from under long, feathery lashes that concealed big blue—not quite innocent, he thought—eyes. Her voice was melodious, not demanding, but not demure, either.

“I’d like a room, please,” she said.

“For how long?” the clerk asked.

Ethan watched the lady’s brow furrow. Her black-gloved hand reached up to smooth already perfectly arranged golden tresses bound up in a very ladylike bun at her nape. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m looking for someone who—” She cut herself off.

Ethan was distracted by something on the registration desk. The lady’s velvet drawstring purse, which exactly matched her rose red dress, seemed to be moving of its own accord. A moment later a pointed pink nose and long whiskers appeared at the center of the drawstring opening. Ethan grinned. Somehow a field mouse had gotten into the lady’s purse.

He started to call a warning but looked out the plate glass window first. He didn’t want to let them know where he was any sooner than necessary. Instead of speaking, he leaned back into the comfortable winged chair and waited for the fun to start.

To his amazement, elegant gloved hands surreptitiously poked the mouse back into the purse and once again drew the strings tight. Ethan’s brow arched in speculation. She wasn’t quite what she seemed, then. No lady in his experience had ever carried a mouse around in her purse.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be here,” the lady repeated. “I would love to have a bath sent up to my room. It’s been a long trip.”

From where? Ethan wondered. And who had she come to find in Oakville, Texas? Lucky man. Because besides being a lady, she was also a woman. Full breasts that would overflow a man’s hands, a tiny waist—unfortunately corseted—and long legs that he could imagine wrapped tight around him while he thrust deep inside her.

Ethan felt his body respond, felt the heavy pulse in his throat, the tightness in his groin. He reminded himself that the steel rod down a lady’s back didn’t usually bend for the finer pleasures in life. Besides, he thought bitterly, no lady was going to want anything to do with him—ever again.

“Hawk! Ethan Hawk! We know you’re in there. Come on out!”

Ethan rose slowly from the high-backed chair. He saw the stunned look on the lady’s face as she turned to stare at him. He grinned and tipped his Stetson to her. From the corner of his eye he saw the flash of sunlight on blue steel out on the street. He launched himself at the lady and yelled to the clerk, “Duck, Gilley!”

Ethan twisted in midair, trying to keep the lady from being crushed beneath him as he snatched her out of harm’s way. Several bullets crashed through the hotel window, sending glass flying. He landed on his shoulder and rolled several times away from the splintering glass.

The lady was a lovely package, but enough to knock the wind from him. He knew every second counted, but he lay frozen for a moment, infinitely aware of the curves lying beneath him. Her hat had come off, and her hair had come loose from its tight bun. A stray curl was tickling his nose, which was pressed against her throat. He blew it away, and felt her shiver.

Ethan lifted his head and looked into big blue eyes that seemed to swallow him in their depths. Her hair lay like a golden nimbus around a heart-shaped face. She had her lower lip caught in straight white teeth. He surveyed that perfect complexion—now pale with fright—and realized that powder half hid a dozen freckles across her nose. So he had exposed another of the lady’s secrets. He wished he had time to discover them all. But there were men waiting outside for him. Dangerous men.

He reached across her for his Stetson, which lay amid scattered glass on the tapestry carpet, and settled it back on his head. He was aware of her femininity as firm breasts cushioned his chest. His body naturally slipped into the cradle of her thighs. He swore at his instantaneous reaction to such intimate contact. From the way her eyes widened and darkened, she felt it, too.

She struggled to get up, but he put a hand to her shoulder to hold her down. “Stay here,” he warned. “Don’t move!”

He started to slide off her but stopped when she said his name.

“Ethan?”

Her eyes searched his face and for a moment he thought she looked familiar. Especially with those freckles and a strand of that glorious golden hair falling over one eye. “Do I know you?”

Her eyes showed pain, as though a shard of glass had cut her deep. “Are you all right?” he asked. His hands quickly roamed her body, searching for some wound.

That perked her up. Her face got that indignant look he might have expected from a lady not used to having a man handle her like a woman. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, there was another cry from the street.

“Hawk! Come on out, Hawk!”

He grinned and touched the brim of his hat to her. “Sorry I can’t stay to get better acquainted. If you’re smart, darlin’, you’ll get out of Oakville while there’s still some starch in your drawers.”

She gasped, but his attention was already focused on the men out in the street, hired killers who wanted him dead so they could collect their blood money from Jefferson Trahern. Ethan had learned that he couldn’t expect help from the sheriff. Careless Lachlan owed his livelihood to the town council. And the town council was owned by the richest rancher in Oak County, Texas—Jefferson Trahern.

Ethan realized the lady was trying to wriggle out from under him. “Keep your head down!” he snapped, grabbing a handful of those golden tresses to hold her still.

“Ethan, it’s me! It’s Patch!” she hissed at him, her head bobbing up again. “Patch Kendrick.”

He stared with dawning horror at the once impeccably groomed lady lying beneath him, the beautiful stranger who had stirred his lust. He released her hair and rolled off her as though she had become a mass of angry ants.

“Don’t move! Not an inch! Your pa’ll kill me if anything happens to you!”

He crawled quickly toward the side window and slithered out into the dark alley before another call came from the street.

What the devil was Seth Kendrick’s tomboy daughter doing in Oak County, Texas? And when, by God, had she become a lady? Ethan stood in the shadows of the alley near the front of the hotel and waited for the hired guns to make their move. And remembered.

The last time he had seen Patch Kendrick was eight years earlier in Fort Benton, Montana. She had been a pugnacious twelve-year-old brat with elfin features, budding breasts—and the crazy idea that she was in love with him! He had been twenty-five, her father’s best friend—and on the run from the law.

Jefferson Trahern had been hunting him even then. Ethan had ridden hard and fast out of Fort Benton to avoid the detectives Trahern constantly had trailing him. He hadn’t been caught—not for another year, anyway. Then …

What was it Patch had made him promise her when he had left Fort Benton eight years ago? That he would marry her when she was grown up? No, he wouldn’t have—couldn’t have—promised that! Not, leastways, to a kid who spent more time sporting a black eye than any three prize fighters, who collected wild animals like marbles, and who swore like a bullwhacker who had been to Sunday meeting. He could hear her ranting now with her garns and durns. Danged if he didn’t!

Ethan smiled at the memory of the precocious child she had been. So what had he promised that rumpled hoyden—now elegant lady—the last time he had seen her? She had made him cross his heart, he remembered that. He frowned, trying to dredge up the memory of that long-ago conversation.

But he couldn’t recall it. She had just been a kid with romantic notions. He hadn’t paid much attention to exactly what he had said to her, something about returning to Fort Benton when she was all grown up. His mouth flattened and his eyes narrowed as he thought of the reason he hadn’t gone back to see her again.

Otherwise, he had promised her … nothing. Which was a damned good thing, considering the fact that no decent woman would have anything to do with him now. Whatever she might once have been, now Patch Kendrick was one helluva lady.

Ethan couldn’t believe the carnal thoughts he’d had about her. And the way he had touched her! Ethan felt the heat in his face. How was he ever going to look Seth Kendrick in the eye? Ethan grimaced. Reluctant as he was to admit it, Patch Kendrick was about the most arousing piece of femininity he had ever held in his arms. Even thinking about her had his body thrumming with desire.

Unfortunately, if Seth ever got wind of the thoughts Ethan was having about his daughter, Ethan wouldn’t have to wait for Trahern’s vengeance to put him six feet under. Seth would kill him first!

“Come out and get what’s comin’ to ya, Hawk!”

Ethan pulled his Colt and fanned the hammer as he charged out of the alley, spraying bullets at the five men who converged on him from all sides of Main Street.

He saw one go down near the horse trough. Another fell on the wooden porch of the mercantile. A third dropped where he stood in the center of the rutted street. The fourth dove for cover behind the livery. The fifth got off one shot before he pitched headlong through the plate glass window of the Silver Buckle Saloon.

By then, even with his awkward gait—long step, halting step, long step, halting step—Ethan had reached his horse. He launched himself into the saddle and spurred the big black stallion. The animal hit his stride long before the mass confusion Ethan had left behind him cleared enough for anyone to grab a rifle.

“Ethan! Ethan Hawk!”

He heard Patch Kendrick calling him from the front porch of the hotel and reined his horse to an abrupt stop at the end of the short main street. The urge to answer her was strong. But she could have no idea of the trouble he was in. And he wasn’t about to let her get involved. The instant Trahern found out Ethan cared anything about her, Patch would become a target for the old man’s revenge.

He pulled off his hat, letting his sun-streaked hair blow in the wind, and gave her a gentleman’s bow from the saddle. Then he spurred the black stud and raced out of town, disappearing in a cloud of Texas dust.

Patricia Wallis Kendrick had watched the gunfight unfold with a mixture of terror and awe. She had traveled all the way from Fort Benton, Montana, to find the man who had just ridden hell-for-leather out of this godforsaken south Texas town. She had an old debt to settle with Ethan Hawk. Years ago he had promised to return to court her when she was a grown woman—and to marry her. Patch was here to hold him to his promise.

She angled her hat in a rakish tilt over her brow and tucked a stray blond curl back into the mass of hair she had repinned into a stylish bun. Then she marched down the front steps of the hotel toward the man who had arrived on the scene—well after the gunfight—wearing a badge on his brown leather vest. There was no need to elbow her way through the crowd of gawkers who had converged on the street, because it parted like the Red Sea before her.

“Are you the sheriff?” she demanded.

Sheriff Careless Lachlan was bent over Johnny Two Toes, who was deader than a doornail. He looked up over his shoulder. Startled by the imposing dignity of the woman behind him, he snapped up like a bent willow branch and yanked his hat off his head.

“I’m Sheriff Lachlan.” He smiled, exposing tobacco-stained teeth. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”

“Why didn’t you stop this gunfight before it started?”

“Why, uh …” He scratched his balding pate and said, “Someone mighta got hurt.”

She stared down at the dead man at her feet, then toward the other three men who lay sprawled in various postures on the street, her pointed gaze finally landing on the broken window of the Silver Buckle Saloon. “It seems to me someone did get hurt, Sheriff.”

His face turned beet red. “Only this riffraff, ma’am.” He frowned and muttered, “I told Mr. Trahern this wasn’t a good idea.”

“You knew these men were hired killers, and yet you did nothing to stop them?”

The sheriff pulled at the neck of his shirt and loosened a string tie that was already half undone. “Now I wouldn’t exactly say that, ma’am. I did warn the boy they was after him,” he said. “Told Ethan he oughta get outta town and go back to that ranch of his’n. But Hawk, he insisted on stayin’ in town, facin’ ’em down.” Careless shrugged in a characteristic way that showed how little he cared, which was, in fact, what had gotten him his name. “You see how it turned out.”

“What if Mr. Hawk had been hurt?” Patch asked.

“Nobody can kill that son of Satan,” the sheriff muttered. “Not that they ain’t been tryin’ more years than I can count. Ever since …”

“Ever since what?” Patch asked.

“That’s history now. The boy’s paid for what he done.”

“What do you mean?” Patch asked. “How has he paid? And for what?”

“Why, for killing Jefferson Trahern’s boy, Dorne. Claimed it was self-defense, Ethan did. Only thing that kept him from gettin’ hung was Boyd spoke up for him.”

“Boyd?”

“Boyd Stuckey. Old friend of Ethan’s from when they was kids. Boyd’s near rich as Trahern these days. Anyway, that Hawk boy finally got out of prison ’bout a month ago. Been there nigh on to seven years. I say he’s paid his debt. Oughtta be able to walk the streets like a free man. Only …” He frowned up at the sun and put his hat back on—lady or no—to keep off the noonday heat.

“Only what?” Patch asked, impatient to hear the rest.

“Only Trahern don’t figure it that way.”

“So Trahern hired these men to kill Ethan—because Ethan killed his son? Even though Ethan has paid his debt to society by spending seven years in prison?”

“Jefferson Trahern don’t forgive nor forget.”

“How do I get to Ethan’s ranch from town?” Patch asked.

“Head southwest ’bout five miles, you’ll find it right along the Neuces River. But you don’t want to go there, ma’am.”

Patch arched her most intimidating brow. “Why not?”

“Ain’t safe.”

“Why not?”

The sheriff grimaced. “Lady like you has no business bein’ ’round a fella like him. Convicted murderer and all.”

Patch squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I’ll have you know that Ethan Hawk is—” Patch cut herself off. She couldn’t call Ethan her fiancé, not without stretching the truth. Nothing had been settled that day eight years ago when Ethan had said good-bye.

Patch had waited as long as she could for Ethan to return to Fort Benton. Both her father and stepmother had advised her to keep on waiting. “He’ll come back when the time is right,” her pa had said. But Patch hadn’t been satisfied with that.

When her parents began planning a trip to Boston for her to visit her stepbrother, Whit, she realized it was the chance she had been waiting for. She had smiled a guilty good-bye, knowing she was heading for Texas, not Boston.

She had come to this small south Texas town because Ethan had once told her he was born and raised in Oakville, Texas. It was where she had planned to start her search. Darned if she hadn’t found him!

Only her journey wasn’t quite over yet.

“Can you tell me where I might purchase some gentlemen’s clothing?”

Sheriff Lachlan pulled the scruffy hairs on his chin. “Suppose you could check at the Oakville Mercantile, ma’am. Only, why you wantin’ men’s duds?”

“I could hardly ride five miles cross-country dressed like this.” Patch turned her back on the sheriff, stepped up onto the shaded boardwalk, and marched straight into the Oakville Hotel.

Knowing Ethan was an ex-convict didn’t change Patch’s intentions toward him one whit. She had known he was on the run from the law when she first fell in love with him. Ethan had once told Patch’s stepmother, Molly, that he’d had a good reason for killing the man he had killed. Patch wasn’t about to pass judgment until she heard Ethan’s reasons herself. Assuming Ethan didn’t throw her out before she had a chance to ask for them.

Patch felt the color skating up her throat as she remembered what had happened in the Oakville Hotel. She wasn’t very experienced in such matters, but it seemed to her Ethan found her at least a little bit attractive. She was ready now to approach him as a woman rather than a child. Surely he would give her the chance to convince him they belonged together.

As Patch entered the hotel lobby, the clerk Ethan had called Gilley said, “You’ll have to wait for that bath until I get this glass swept up.”

“That’s all right,” Patch said. “I have some errands to do first.” The first thing she did was to retrieve her purse from the registration desk. She gave it a little pat and was relieved to discover that Max was still inside. She had rescued the mouse from a hungry cat at the stage depot in Three Rivers. As soon as she found a catless barn, she planned to release him.

“I’d like to write a letter. Do you have stationery and a pen I can use?” Patch asked.

“You can sit over there at that table,” Gilley said. “You should find everything you need.”

Patch made her way to the table and chair in the corner Gilley had indicated. She found pen, paper, and ink and sat down to let her parents know she had arrived safely in Oakville—especially since they thought she was on her way to Boston—and that she had found Ethan Hawk.

She laid her purse carefully on the polished cherry surface, then placed a piece of paper in front of her and took pen in hand. She smiled as she thought how much she owed to her stepmother, Molly Gallagher Kendrick.

When Patch was twelve, Molly had come to Montana from Boston to be Seth Kendrick’s mail-order bride—and brought along her ten-year-old son, Whit, and six-year-old daughter, Nessie. If Molly hadn’t come into her life, Patch knew she would still be wearing scruffy shirts and torn jeans and fighting everyone in town to prove her father wasn’t a coward. Instead, she was a lady close to realizing a childhood dream.


Dear Ma and Pa,


You don’t need to worry about me. Everything is fine. I know you both wanted me to wait for Ethan to return to Montana on his own. I hope you’ll understand that I couldn’t wait any longer.


So, when I got off the steamship in St. Louis, instead of taking the train to Boston to see Whit, I exchanged my ticket and headed south to the town where Ethan told me he grew up. I arrived safely in Oakville, Texas, today—and found Ethan!


Oh, by the way, there was a very good reason why he didn’t keep his promise to me. He was in prison!


Ethan has a ranch not far from here, and I’ll be going there early tomorrow morning. You can write to me care of the Oakville Post Office.


All my love,
Patch         

P.S. Please give my love to Nessie and my favorite little brother, Jeremy. Will you write Whit for me and explain everything. Tell him I’ll see the whaling ship bequeathed to him by Captain Sturgis some other time, and I’m sorry I’m going to miss all those Boston society parties he’s attending now that he’s a rich nabob.


P.P.S. I’ll write again soon! Don’t worry about me!


P.P.P.S. I think Ethan was a little surprised to see me, but I know everything will work out just fine.


Love and brown sugar kisses,
Patch



 

Patch folded the letter and addressed it to her father and stepmother. She put everything away and retrieved her purse as she stood and turned to the clerk. “Can you direct me to the post office?”

“It’s at the end of Main Street,” Gilley said. “In the rear of the Oakville Mercantile.”

“I’ll be back soon.”

“I’ll have that bath ready,” Gilley promised.

Patch stepped out into the sunlight once more and headed toward the mercantile. She walked as though she had an egg in each hand and a stack of books on her head—the way they had taught her at the fancy school she had attended in Boston. What she didn’t realize was that her natural physical grace made her body sway in a way that had every cowhand up and down the boardwalk gawking at her.

Patch had learned a lot of rules in Boston, most of which began with A Lady Never … Patch figured she had broken about ten of them in the past twenty minutes. She found it difficult to always act like a lady, but she was determined that for Ethan’s sake she would epitomize that feminine ideal. No matter how hard it was, she would follow the rules—except when it was absolutely necessary to break them.

Patch politely nodded her head to the local ladies and kept her eyes straight ahead when she passed the cowboys on her way to the mercantile. She didn’t care to be accosted by any of them. It was a little harder to ignore the trickle of sweat that snaked down her back. But she was a lady now, and that meant enduring certain discomforts.

Oakville’s main street wasn’t very long and consisted of two saloons, two hotels, the livery, a jail, a bank, several eateries, and the mercantile. Patch welcomed the cool difference in temperature when she stepped inside the oak-shaded one-story wood-frame building that Gilley had told her housed the Oakville Post Office. She introduced herself to Mr. Felber, the postmaster and owner of the store, and was assured that her letter would be on its way to Montana on the next stage.

“I’d also like to buy a few things,” she said.

“Help yourself, Miss Kendrick,” Mr. Felber said. “Help yourself.”

Since Patch had supposedly been heading for Boston, she didn’t have the sort of clothes packed in her trunks that she needed for a jaunt on horseback. Fortunately, her parents had given her enough funds for the trip to Boston so that she could afford to buy what she needed.

As Patch discovered, Mr. Felber never came out from behind the counter. When he’d said, “Help yourself,” it was because he couldn’t be bothered. While she searched out a pair of Levi’s, a chambray shirt, socks, and boots, she watched Mr. Felber sit on his stool and play solitaire. He stopped only long enough to take payment from a lady who bought pins and another who bought peaches.

Patch’s attention was drawn to the door when the bell rang to announce another customer, mainly because Mr. Felber got up off his stool and walked all the way to the end of the counter. Apparently, whoever was entering the mercantile was a person of some importance.

The tiny young woman who stepped inside had hair as black as coal, dark brown eyes, and the face of an angel. She was dressed every bit as modishly as Patch herself. Patch had never in her life seen such a beautiful woman. She knew she was staring, but she couldn’t help herself.

Patch was chagrined when the woman not only noticed her stare but smiled and walked right up to her.

“Hello,” the beauty said. “My name is Merielle. What’s yours?”

“Patch—Patricia Kendrick.”

“I haven’t seen you before,” Merielle said.

“I just got into town today.”

“Would you like to come to my house to play?”

“To play?” Patch was confused by the invitation, which made no sense. To play what?

“Merielle!”

The tiny woman jumped at the shout from the door. She turned and her smile widened as she hurried up to the sun-browned cowboy standing in the doorway, his hat in his hand, his black hair awry. “Frank! I’ve found a new friend. Come and meet her.”

Merielle took the cowboy’s hand and drew him into the store. Patch stared again, because the cowboy was as tall and handsome as the woman was tiny and beautiful. He also had black hair, but his eyes were gray. There were lines beside his eyes and around his mouth, but Patch didn’t think he had gotten them smiling.

“Howdy, ma’am,” the cowboy said, nodding his head in a jerky motion. He turned his attention to the young woman. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, Merielle. I wish you wouldn’t run off like that.”

Patch frowned as she listened to the way the cowboy was speaking to the woman—as though she were a child. Merielle was tiny, but she had a woman’s body. As Patch watched the man and the woman together, it became increasingly apparent, however, that Merielle had a child’s mind.

“Can Miss Kendrick come home and play with me?”

Patch saw the cowboy’s jaw harden, saw his lids drop to cover the melancholy in his eyes.

“Maybe we could get together another time,” Patch said to Merielle, hoping to smooth things over.

The cowboy slanted Patch a grateful look before he focused his eyes on Merielle. His features were troubled. “I don’t think your pa wants you bringing home company today.”

“But we could have fun. I just know it!” Merielle said.

Patch set her purchases on the counter, then reached out and took both of Merielle’s hands in her own. “I promise I’ll come visit soon,” she said. “You go with Frank now.”

“You promise?” Merielle asked worriedly.

Patch wondered why Merielle didn’t also have a child’s trust. She smiled at the other woman. “I promise.”

Merielle’s whole face brightened. “All right. I’ll see you soon.” She turned and linked her arm through Frank’s. He nodded to Patch, then slipped his hat on. Patch noticed that he leaned down to listen earnestly to Merielle as he led her from the store.

When Patch turned around to pick up her purchases again, she found Mr. Felber shaking his head and tsking.

“Such a shame,” he said. “Poor Trahern.”

That name struck a strident chord with Patch. “Trahern?”

“That was Merielle Trahern. Jefferson Trahern’s daughter. I don’t know how Frank can stand to see her like that.”

“What is Frank’s relationship to her?”

“He’s Trahern’s foreman. He and Merielle used to be sweethearts a long time ago. Whole town knew those two kids were in love. Wasn’t ever going to come to anything, though.”

“Why not?”

Mr. Felber played a red nine on a black ten. “Frank Meade was dirt poor. Trahern would never have let his daughter marry a sod farmer’s son.”

Patch told herself she wasn’t going to ask, but the words were out before she could stop them. “Has she always been like that? Childlike, I mean?”

“Nope. And that’s the shame of it.”

Patch felt the gooseflesh on her arms but forced herself to ask anyway. “What happened? What made her like that?”

“Poor girl lost her mind when Ethan Hawk raped her.”
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“Hold it right there!”

A towheaded hoyden in hitched-up trousers stood on the porch of a rundown ranch house, holding a rifle aimed at Patch’s heart. The girl reminded Patch vividly of herself at twelve or thirteen—except she had never carried a gun. The shadow of fear in the girl’s hazel eyes was countered by the pugnacious thrust of the youngster’s chin.

Patch shifted in the saddle but didn’t attempt to dismount. “I’m looking for Ethan Hawk’s place,” she said with a smile meant to ease the child’s anxiety.

“You found it.”

“Do you know Ethan?” Patch asked.

“Guess I do. I’m his sister.”

Patch was stunned. She had never thought of Ethan as having a family. He had always seemed so … alone. Obviously, she didn’t know as much about Ethan Hawk as she had thought. She met the girl’s brazen stare and asked, “What’s your name?”

“Don’t think I’m gonna tell you.”

Patch bit back a retort and asked with ladylike calm, “Is he here?”

“Who wants to know?” the girl demanded.

“My name is Patri—Patch Kendrick. I’m a friend of your brother’s.”

The girl harrumphed in disbelief. “Ethan don’t have no friends in this town.”

“I came here all the way from Montana especially to see him.”

The ragamuffin’s eyes narrowed. “What if I say I don’t believe you?”

Patch issued an unladylike snort. “How many females have come here hunting for Ethan?”

The girl shrugged. “You got me there. He usually tracks down Jewell at the saloon if he needs a woman.” She kept the gun aimed at Patch.

Patch forced down a stab of jealousy at the mention of another woman’s name. It had never occurred to her that Ethan might be involved with somebody else. Her common sense rescued her from further distress. No Soiled Dove could hope to compete with an honest-to-goodness lady when it came to claiming a man’s love. Could she?

“Do you mind if I get down off this horse?” Patch asked. “It’s been a while since I did a lot of riding. I have to admit I’m discovering muscles I’d forgotten about. I can explain everything, if you’ll let me.”

A weak voice from inside the house called out, “Leah, let her come on in.”

“But Ma! What if Trahern sent her here to spy on us?”

“Leah! Do as I say!” the voice from inside commanded.

Patch let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding as Ethan’s sister lowered the Winchester.

“You can come in,” Leah said, “but don’t try anything, ’cause I’ll be watching you.”

Patch had been appalled at the decrepit condition of the ranch house and outlying buildings, but even the sorry state of affairs outside hadn’t prepared her for the shambles the house was in. Patch stepped into a parlor that reminded her of the days when she had been a runny-nosed kid keeping house for her widowed father. Unkempt didn’t half describe it.

The horsehair sofa was threadbare, but it was barely visible beneath the collection of dirty clothes, leather tack, and yellowed newspapers that were strewn across it. A hat rack held a filthy saddle blanket and a pair of spurs. The rolltop desk provided a snug haven for a calico cat and a litter of nursing kittens.

Through an open doorway Patch could see pots and pans stacked around the pump in the kitchen. The trestle table still held plates and silverware from a previous meal. A baby raccoon played with a coffee mug on the kitchen floor, tracking through the puddle of coffee that had apparently been spilled when the cup landed.

Patch had spent enough time at Ethan’s cabin when he lived in Montana to know he hadn’t put up with such squalor then. So she didn’t understand the mess now, especially since it appeared there were at least two females, mother and daughter, living here with him.

“Leah, bring her in here,” Ethan’s mother called.

“Ma’s sick,” Leah said. “Don’t you go bothering her,” she warned.

“Is it serious?”

Patch saw the flash of panic that shifted across Leah’s face despite the girl’s confident, “Ma’ll be fine. Just a little upset stomach she can’t seem to shake.”

When Patch stepped through the bedroom door and saw the older woman’s sickly pallor, she knew Leah’s mother was every bit as ill as the girl feared. The delicate-looking, white-haired woman lay in the center of a maple four-poster bed. She was dressed in a plain chambray nightgown that was tied primly at the neck. Her skin was stretched thin across high cheekbones, and her silvery gray eyes looked sunken in their sockets.

Despite the chaos in the rest of the house, here everything was clean and neat. The lace curtains had been drawn aside and sunlight streamed across the patterned quilt that was pulled up under the older lady’s arms.

Patch crossed to stand beside the bed. “How do you do, Mrs. Hawk. I’m Patricia Kendrick. My friends call me Patch. I hope you will, too.”

“Call me Nell, please,” the old woman said. “Sit down, Patch, and let me look at you.”

Patch sat in the only chair available, a well-used rocker beside the bed. It wasn’t the kind of seat a lady normally chose. She forced herself to sit forward and put her feet flat on the floor. Patch wished she were dressed like a lady, but since she wasn’t, she settled for putting the steel rod down her spine, tipping her chin up, and squaring her shoulders. Once her fingers were laced together and settled on her lap, she faced Nell, ready to endure the older woman’s scrutiny.

Patch quickly began to fret under Nell’s regard. She would have resented the thoroughness of the examination if it had been anyone else. But she wanted Ethan’s mother to like her. After all, she planned to become the woman’s daughter-in-law. She resisted the urge to reach back and scratch as a devilish drop of perspiration trickled down her spine.

“You look like your mother,” Nell said at last.

Patch froze. Her mother had died when she was three, and her father had rarely spoken about her. “You knew my mother?”

“Why sure, girl. Your pa’s place wasn’t far from here. Annarose and I crossed paths in town now and then. Your mother had beautiful bluebonnet eyes and silky blond hair—just like you. Your father adored her. Your grandfather could show you a picture of her if you go visit him.”

Patch lurched to her feet. “My grandfather?”

“He lives in town now. You mean to say your father never told you about him?”

“No.” Patch was still stunned. “Never.”

“I suppose I should have guessed. Your grandfather was pretty hard on your pa when Annarose died. He blamed your father for your mother’s death. Corwin Marshall never was a forgiving man. I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.”

Patch’s head was whirling. She had come to Texas with a precise plan: locate Ethan and get married. She hadn’t expected to find Ethan accused of rape. She hadn’t expected him to have a family he obviously supported. She hadn’t expected to find a grandfather. She sank back down into the rocker. What other surprises were in store for her?

“Did Ethan ever tell you anything about me?” Patch asked.

Nell smiled. “I’m not likely to forget the Kendrick name. My son told me how your father hid him from Jefferson Trahern seventeen years ago, how he tended the wound in Ethan’s leg until he was well enough to ride again. Ethan mentioned Seth had a little girl, only three years old. He called her Patch, because she was always leaving wet spots …”

Nell chuckled. “Oh, well, I suppose that isn’t the sort of story a lovely young lady wants to hear about herself. But my, how the time flies. You’re certainly all grown up now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Patch was mortified that Ethan’s mother knew how she had gotten her nickname. She was downright concerned that Nell apparently knew nothing about the time Ethan had spent at her father’s ranch in Montana. “Did Ethan say anything about meeting me again, years later?”

“Later?”

Patch cleared her throat. “When I was twelve, Ethan came to Montana to visit us. He stayed for six months and worked with my father in Fort Benton, breaking horses for the army. The law was closing in on him, so he had to leave. He promised he would come back.” To marry me. “But he never did.”

Nell’s fingertips worried a loose diamond shape on the quilt. Her voice was bitter when she spoke. “I never had a chance to speak at any length with Ethan after he was finally caught by that detective Trahern hired to hunt him down. And he never wrote to me from prison.”

“Ethan hasn’t mentioned me at all during the month he’s been home?” Patch asked in a voice that surprised her by its breathlessness.

Nell looked at Patch curiously. “I’m afraid not, dear. Is there something I should know?”

“Uh … no … that is … No.” Patch felt the blush at her throat work its way up to stain her cheeks.

“What, exactly, brought you all the way to Texas to see my scapegrace son?” Nell asked.

Did she dare reveal to Nell what she was doing here in Oakville? Patch’s stomach clenched. What if Nell forced her to leave the house before she saw Ethan? But she didn’t dare tell Ethan’s mother why she was here before she had told him! There had to be something she could say that would convince Nell to let her stay around until Ethan returned.

Patch felt the presence of Ethan’s sister behind her, like a cat waiting to pounce. “I … uh …”

“Don’t trust her, Ma.” Leah slid past Patch and seated herself cross-legged at the foot of her mother’s bed, the rifle braced across her knees. “She has a shifty look to her.”

Patch watched Nell shake her head at the sight of Leah’s dirty boots on her quilt, but it was a sign of just how ill she was that she didn’t chastise her daughter. “Let’s hear what Patch has to say before we condemn her, Leah.”

“Ethan wrote to me that you weren’t well, and I volunteered to come and help keep house until you’re on your feet again,” Patch blurted.

“The heck he did!” Leah retorted as she clambered off the bed. “I do the housekeeping around here.” Leah pointed the Winchester at Patch and gestured toward the door. “You can take yourself back wherever you came from, lady. We don’t want you here!”

Patch hurried to speak before Leah forced her from the room. “I don’t know how long it’s been since you’ve left your bed, Nell, but I can tell you the rest of the house looks nothing like this room.”

Nell appeared genuinely surprised. “It doesn’t? But Leah has been taking care of everything.”

Patch shook her head in denial. “Everything is a shambles. There are dishes and clothes that need to be washed and floors that need to be swept and mopped. Ethan wrote me that he’s been too busy with the work outside to be able to handle things in the house, too.”

“Leah? Is what Patch says true?” Nell asked.

Leah shot a mutinous look at Patch. “Dirty stinking tattletale!”

“Leah! Apologize to Miss Kendrick.”

“I won’t!” Leah shouted. “It ain’t as bad as she says, Ma.”

“Leah, perhaps—”

Leah interrupted her mother. “I ain’t hanging around to listen to more of her tall tales.” Leah shoved her way past Patch and broke into a run. Her boots could be heard on the wooden-planked floors, followed by the slam of the door at the back of the house.

“I’m sorry, Patch,” Nell said.

Patch smiled ruefully. “She reminds me a lot of myself at the same age.”

“I knew I was asking too much of her, but …” Nell shrugged helplessly. “There was no one else.”

“I’m here now.” Patch crossed to Nell and fluffed the pillow up behind her. “You just rest and don’t worry about a thing. Cleaning up this place will be as easy as throwing a two-day calf.”

Patch saw the visible relief in Nell’s eyes, the way her body relaxed back into the feather mattress. “Thank you, Patch.”

“Thank Ethan,” Patch countered with a smile. “He’s the one who contacted me.”

Patch hadn’t told a whopper like that one in a long time, and she was surprised at how guilty she felt. “Get some rest, Nell.” She closed the door behind her as she left so Nell could sleep.

The house felt empty, forsaken, and neglected. Actually, the whole ranch gave Patch an eerie feeling. Something was terribly wrong here. She wanted Ethan home, so he could explain just what disaster had befallen him.

Patch heard the raccoon shoving the cup around on the floor in the kitchen. The tiny, sightless kittens were mewing for the calico cat, which had momentarily abandoned them. She looked around at the mess and heaved a giant sigh. Since she had told Nell she was the new housekeeper, she had better do a little housekeeping. She shoved up her sleeves and set to work.

“First things first,” Patch muttered as she headed for the kitchen. She had once had a pet raccoon herself, so she wasn’t the least bit afraid of the animal. It was simple to grab the raccoon by the scruff of its neck. To her chagrin, the kitchen door that Leah had slammed was stuck closed. She shoved it open with her shoulder and dropped the raccoon on the back porch. No sooner had she pulled the door shut again than the raccoon was back inside.

“Durn it! How’d you do that?” Patch grimaced when she realized what she had said. Over time, that fancy finishing school in Boston had soaped all the garns and dangs and durns right out of her. It was amazing how they came back to haunt her in moments of stress. She had worked hard to become a lady. She didn’t want to have a lapse now, when it was important to impress Ethan with what a good wife she would make.

She stooped down to examine the place where the raccoon had snuck back in and discovered that a section of the floor board had rotted away, leaving a hole that led under the house. Obviously both the cat and the raccoon used the convenient opening as a way in and out.

Patch picked up several of the split logs from beside the stove and stacked them over the hole to block the entrance. No animal was coming through there anytime soon. “That ought to keep you out from now on, you little bandit,” she murmured to herself.

Patch was unused to the heat of a Texas spring, and found herself already wet under the arms. The window above the pump was open, and she walked over to it, placed her palms on either side of the frame, and let the steady breeze cool her. It felt wonderful.

But standing in the kitchen like a scarecrow in the field wasn’t getting the house cleaned up. She turned to survey the mess and saw the raccoon had climbed up on the table and was eating scraps.

“Come on, Bandit,” she crooned to the masked animal. “It’s back outside for you.”

This time the raccoon wasn’t as easy to catch. The animal anticipated her attempts to snare him and evaded her. He hopped off the table and ran behind the stove. At last she had him cornered under the trestle table. He stood up on his hind legs and chattered at her.

“All right, you little bandit, let’s—go—now!” She lunged and grabbed the raccoon by one paw, which she used to reel it in. However, she sat up too quickly and banged her head against the bottom of the table.

“Garn!”

“Serves you right!”

That was the first inkling Patch had that Leah was back in the house.

Patch scooted out from under the table, wishing she could rub her head where she had bumped it, but needing both hands to hold the wriggling raccoon.

“I thought you left,” Patch said.

Leah eyed her suspiciously. “I came back.”

“To help?”

“To make sure you don’t steal the silverware!” Leah retorted. “After all, we only have your word that you’re who you say you are. The minute Ethan gets home, I’m going to ask him if what you said is true.”

“That’s fine with me.” Patch worked hard to keep the dismay she felt from showing on her face. She was going to have to find a way to head off Ethan and speak to him before Leah revealed her lie. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into taking this little bandit outside.”

“Give him to me.” Leah was halfway to the door when she turned and asked, “How did you know his name is Bandit?”

Patch laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“I had a pet raccoon named Bandit when I was your age.”

“But you’re a lady!” Leah protested.

“Thank you, Leah. That’s the first nice thing you’ve said to me.”

Leah bristled. “Yeah, well, don’t get used to it.”

Patch was standing by the door to close it after Leah came back in minus the raccoon.

The belligerent child leaned against the kitchen wall and crossed both arms and ankles. “Now what?” she demanded.

“Now we clean.”

Patch set Leah to work putting away anything that had a place. Meanwhile, Patch took the time to stable her horse. Then she used Leah’s room as a place to change into a calico skirt and starched white shirtwaist that were among the clothes she had brought with her in her saddlebags. She wasn’t taking any chances that Ethan might turn up and find her looking like anything less than the perfect lady she had worked so hard to become.

Patch checked to make sure her bun was neat and covered her golden hair with a kerchief. Then she confiscated one of Nell’s aprons to save wear and tear on her clothes and carefully transferred her mouse, Max, from the pocket of her shirt to the deep pocket on one side of the apron. “I’m afraid there’s one too many calico cats around here to let you go yet,” she murmured as she patted the mouse.

Patch couldn’t remember the last time she had worked so hard. From the time she was twelve and her stepmother had moved in, the Kendrick home had been a model of order and cleanliness. Patch unconsciously mimicked all the things she had learned over the years from Molly Gallagher Kendrick.

Instead of sweeping the dust from the floor into the corner, she swept it out the door. Instead of stacking the dirty clothes into a neat heap on the chair, she carted them out back and laid them over the washtub for later attention.

Leah grumbled.

Patch praised.

Leah griped.

Patch placated.

Leah groaned.

Patch played deaf and dumb.

When the parlor finally sparkled, Leah slumped down on the horsehair sofa. “I thought we’d never get this place clean enough to please you. Who you expecting to come visit, President Grant?”

“I’m only doing what your mother would do if she were able,” Patch said in a quiet voice.

Leah’s face scrunched up, and her chin trembled. For a moment Patch thought the girl was going to cry. Patch was learning that Leah felt much more than she wanted anyone to know. The young girl was much more aware—and afraid—that her mother was seriously ill, maybe even dying, than she let on. As quickly as the instant of vulnerability appeared, it was gone. “Yeah, well, we’ll see what Ethan has to say about all this cleaning when he comes home.”

Which reminded Patch she had dang well better catch Ethan before Leah got to him.

“No rest for the weary,” Patch said. “We’d better clear a path in the kitchen if we hope to have supper ready when Ethan gets here.”

“Aw, Ethan won’t expect—”

“Whether he expects it or not,” Patch said firmly, “supper will be ready and waiting when he gets home.”

Leah eyed the huge stack of dirty dishes askance. “How you gonna clean up that mess?” “One dish at a time.”

Patch washed, while Leah dried and put the dishes away.

“I used to do this with Ma,” Leah said wistfully as she stuffed a towel down into a cup and swished it around.

“How long has your mother been sick?”

“Since about a month before Ethan got out of prison.”

Maybe Ethan hadn’t forgotten his promise to her, Patch mused. Maybe he had only been waiting until his mother was well before he came for her. If so, she had saved him the time and trouble of going to Montana after her.

“Has a doctor examined your mother?”

Leah stiffened. “Doc Carter took a look at her.”

“Did he say what’s wrong with her?” Patch asked.

“Nothing he can fix,” Leah replied in an agonized voice.

Patch dropped the subject. It would be better to ask Ethan the questions she wanted answered than to distress Leah any further.

While Leah dried the last of the dishes, Patch started looking for something to make for supper. “As I recall, Ethan used to love biscuits.”

“He still does,” Leah said. “Only, the ones I make taste more like shoe leather.”

“Those used to be my favorite kind,” Patch said with a chuckle.

Patch found the flour and began looking for the other ingredients she needed. Every step of the way Leah said, “That’s not how Ma does it.” Or, “Ma always does it this way.” Patch obligingly changed her methods, each time involving Leah in the preparation of the biscuits. Before long, Patch had the dough ready to cut into circles.

“Ma always let me do that,” Leah mumbled.

Patch handed over the cup she had intended to use. “I’ll get some beans started.”

Before long there were biscuits in the oven and beans on the potbellied stove. Leah showed Patch where she could find a smoked ham. Between them they set the table.

“Too bad we don’t have some flowers for the table,” Patch murmured.

“There’s some black-eyed Susans out back. I mean, if you gotta have flowers.”

“Thanks, Leah.” Patch put a hand on Leah’s shoulder, but Leah stepped out from under the caress.

“I better go pick those flowers.”

“I’ll check on your mother.”

Leah paused on her way out the door. “Ma would like what you did to the house,” she conceded.

“Thanks, Leah.”

“Yeah, well, don’t thank me. You did most of the work.” A moment later she was out the kitchen door and had shoved it closed behind her.

Patch shook her head. She knew some of the things Leah must be feeling. She remembered her own turmoil when her father had advertised for a mail-order bride and Molly Gallagher had shown up with her two children. Patch had bitterly resented their intrusion. She had hated Molly on sight and felt an equal animosity toward Whit. She remembered labeling Nessie a whining crybaby.

But she hadn’t come here to be Leah’s mother. Leah already had a mother.

Who might be dying.

Patch wondered what was wrong with Nell that a doctor couldn’t fix. She hoped it wasn’t as serious as it appeared. From her little acquaintance with Nell Hawk, she already liked her.

Patch eased Nell’s bedroom door open slowly, but the hinges obviously hadn’t been oiled in a while, because they squeaked loudly.

“Is that you, Leah?”

“It’s me,” Patch answered.

There was a moment of silence.

Patch stepped into the room. The old woman was obviously agitated, but Patch wasn’t sure why.

Nell sniffed the air, frowned, then sniffed again. “How long have I been asleep?” she asked irritably.

Patch glanced out the window at the unbroken view of rolling prairie. The sun was low in the sky. “Most of the afternoon. It’s nearly suppertime. In fact, I came to see if I can bring you something.”

“I’m not hungry.”

Patch raised a brow. “When was the last time you ate?”

“I had a glass of milk and some mush for breakfast. I … I don’t remember what I ate for lunch.”

Patch was alarmed. Ethan’s mother certainly couldn’t get well if she didn’t eat. “Could you manage some ham and beans and biscuits.”

“Is that what smells so good?”

“Yes.”

Nell smiled with relief. “Oh, dear. I thought I’d gone crazy for sure. I smelled ham and biscuits, and I couldn’t figure out how that was possible since I haven’t been out of this bed to cook for weeks.”

“Leah helped me.”

Nell’s eyes went wide. “She did? My Leah?”

“She insisted I make the biscuits just the way you would.”

Nell’s chin began to quiver.

Patch was desperate for a diversion that would take Nell’s mind off the illness that kept her bedridden and unable to take care of her family. Just at that moment, Max moved in her apron pocket. Patch reached down and pulled him out to display him in the palm of her hand.

“Look what I have. His name is Max.”

Patch didn’t see Leah come in behind her. Leah peered around Patch, curious to see what Patch was showing her mother.

“It’s a mouse!”

Leah’s excited cry frightened Max, who scrambled up the arm of Patch’s shirtwaist. Patch grabbed for him, but he shot off her shoulder onto Nell’s pillow.

Nell shrieked “Catch him!” and covered her head with the quilt.

“He’s gone off the other side!” Leah shouted as she leapt over the bed in pursuit. “I think he dropped to the floor!”

Patch fell to her knees and peered under the bed, but all she saw was Leah on the other side.

Drawn by the commotion, the calico cat appeared at the bedroom door and let out a loud “Mrrrrrrow!”

“How did the cat get in here?” Patch cried. “She was still outside when I covered up that hole in the kitchen floor.”

“I brought Calico in,” Leah replied. “Her babies were crying for her.”

Patch met Leah’s hazel eyes across the bed. “That cat of yours will kill Max if she catches him. You get her, and I’ll try to catch Max.”

Nell lowered the covers enough to ask, “Have you found him yet?”

“No, but—”

“There he is!” Nell pointed at the mouse as it ran along the foot of the bedstead and shot off onto the quilt and down over the side of the bed again. Nell shouted orders as Patch and Leah scooted under the bed.

“Get the cat!” Patch screeched at Leah.

Patch and Leah found themselves face-to-face under the bed. The calico cat had the mouse cornered between the carved leg of the bed and the wall.

Leah grabbed the spitting, clawing cat by the scruff of the neck and dragged her away. “Ow! Hurry up, Patch. She’s scratching me!”

Patch caught Max as he made a break for it. “Got him!” She wriggled back out from under the bed, fanny first. She lifted her head too soon and caught it on the edge of the bed. “Garn! That hurts!”

She sat up triumphantly on the floor at the side of Nell’s bed and held the mouse aloft in her hand. Her scarf had come off and pulled her hair down with it. Blond tresses dangled over one eye. A piece of fuzz was stuck on her nose, and she could feel grit on her cheek. Obviously, Leah hadn’t cleaned under her mother’s bed lately. But at least Max was safe. The ridiculousness of the situation hit her all at once and a silly grin split her face.

Patch heard a footstep behind her. She looked up and found herself staring into a pair of disbelieving male eyes.

“What on God’s green earth are you doing down there, Patch?”

It was Ethan. He was home.
  


[image: ]
 

Ethan had spent the better part of the day rounding up stray cattle. He was appalled at how few there were to gather. The only way he had survived the seven miserable years he had spent in prison was by imagining how wonderful it would be when he returned to his family and the Double Diamond a free man. His homecoming had been an awful disappointment, a rude awakening to the cold light of reality.

His father was dead. The ranch was in ruins. His mother was sick. His sister was a stranger who watched him with wary eyes. He had felt like crying. But he hadn’t. He had gone instead to see Boyd Stuckey, who had been his best friend when they were kids growing up. He had shared everything with Boyd, both his joys and his troubles. In the face of the disaster he had found on his release from prison, he had needed a friend.

Boyd had welcomed him like a long-lost brother. “Ethan! It’s great to have you home!”

They had shaken hands, and Ethan wasn’t sure which of them had made the first move, but a moment later they were hugging and patting each other on the back. They parted and grinned at each other. They were men now, but the friendship they had forged as boys was a bond that had never been broken. Each knew he could trust his life in the other’s hands. In the West, that was about as deep as friendship got.

“You’ve changed,” Boyd said.

“You haven’t,” Ethan said.

Boyd gestured Ethan to a brass-studded leather chair, one of two situated across from each other in front of the stone fireplace in Boyd’s parlor. Once Ethan was seated, Boyd took the other chair.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

“Whiskey, if you have it.”

“Theresa,” Boyd called. “Some whiskey, por favor.”

A pretty Mexican girl brought a tray with a bottle of whiskey and two glasses and set it on a nearby table before she disappeared.

Ethan whistled his approval. “Very nice.”

“My housekeeper,” Boyd said with a dimpled grin as he poured them each a whiskey. “What shall we drink to?”

“Freedom,” Ethan said.

When their glasses were empty, Boyd refilled Ethan’s and settled back in his chair. “How have you been?”

Ethan hesitated. A man kept his hardships to himself. And there wasn’t much good to share.

“That was a stupid question,” Boyd said. He turned his empty glass in his hands. “I’m sorry about your pa.”

“It’s hard for me to believe he’s been dead for two years.” Ethan shook his head. “And I can’t believe what bad shape the ranch is in.”

“Careless never did find out who rustled all your pa’s cattle,” Boyd said. “I did the best I could to help your ma, but she said she’d never taken charity and never would. Wish I could’ve done more.”

“I thank you for being there for both of them while I was gone.”

Neither man spoke about the events of seventeen years ago that had forced them to go their separate ways, to lead separate lives, and put their friendship in abeyance.

“I never had a chance to thank you for speaking up for me at the trial,” Ethan said.

“It was the least I could do. You’re the best friend I ever had.” Boyd paused and added, “I missed you, Ethan.”

The moment might have gotten maudlin, but neither man could have tolerated that.

Boyd grinned. “With you gone, it’s been as peaceful around here as a thumb in a baby’s mouth. Maybe there’ll be a little excitement now that you’re home.”

Ethan grinned back. “Likely you’ll see so much of me now that you’ll start barring the door when you hear me coming.”

They had laughed and talked about other, happier, things and finally, when he had worn out his welcome, Ethan left. He felt better. And he felt worse.

Ethan had shared everything with Boyd when they were children, because Boyd had owned nothing. Their circumstances were nearly reversed now. Boyd was obviously very well off, while Ethan was barely making ends meet. It was a sign of what good friends they had been—still were—that Ethan could be happy for Boyd, rather than jealous of him. But after that first visit, he avoided Boyd because seeing his friend reminded him too much of all he had lost.

Sometimes, when Ethan saw how much work it would take to bring the Double Diamond back to what it had been, he wished his mother had sold out. She’d had several offers for the ranch, including one from Boyd, back when it had been in better condition. Then he would look around him, at the land he and his father had worked together, and feel a well of emotion so great he almost couldn’t breathe. In those moments he was glad—and grateful—that his mother had struggled, tooth and claw, to save his heritage for him.

But he wondered about the cost of her sacrifice. She had been confined to her bed constantly since he had returned home. Lately he had come to believe that Doc Carter was right, that his mother was dying of the same wasting sickness that had claimed his father. And, though he fought against admitting it, he was afraid she hadn’t much longer to live.

It was plain to see the effects of all that calamity on Leah. His younger sister had sad, wise old eyes that belied her tender age. Leah hadn’t even been born when he had been forced to flee his home. He had seen her briefly when he was on trial—a spindly child of five, all eyes and ears, hands and feet. But now, seven years later, she was a stranger to him, and it felt awkward treating her like the sister she was.

Leah was so tough on the outside that it had taken him a while to see how frightened she was inside. She kept to herself, and he was having a hard time breaching her defenses. His sister reminded him a great deal of another rebellious tomboy he had known.

Patch.

Ethan had tried not to think about Patch, but the image of her as she lay beneath him at the Oakville Hotel kept creeping back. He had spent the day wondering what she was doing in south Texas and wishing that his life were in better shape than it was. She had grown up into a beautiful, desirable woman.

Ethan swore as his body tightened in response to the mere thought of her. He had no business thinking about any lady in those terms. Least of all Patch!

Even if he were not a convicted murderer, it was becoming increasingly clear that Jefferson Trahern was never going to let him be free to marry and settle down. Ethan always had to watch his back for an ambush.

As he approached the ranch house, the sun was nearly down. He was dog-tired, but there was work yet to be done. The horses and hogs and chickens had to be fed. He didn’t keep a milk cow because he was never sure he would be around to milk it. He hoped Leah had made some supper, but it wasn’t always a sure thing. Maybe tonight he could make some headway on the mess in the house.

Dusk had reduced the landscape to shadows by the time Ethan had brushed down his horse and fed the animals. He trudged to the house, wondering why Leah had lit so many lamps. When he shoved open the front door, he stopped dead.

The parlor was immaculate. The cat and her litter of kittens had been consigned to a basket in the corner. The top was down on his rolltop desk. The hole in the arm of the horsehair sofa had been covered with a neatly pressed doily. His spurs still hung from the hat rack, but his old saddle blanket was nowhere to be seen. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be found. And he could smell food. Delicious food.

Biscuits and … ham?

Ethan’s first thought was that his mother must have made a miraculous recovery. She was the only one he knew who could have wrought such an astonishing change in the state of things in a single day. He looked for her first in the kitchen, but when he didn’t find her there, he figured she must have lain down for a rest after all that effort.

Ethan headed for her bedroom, his stride confident despite his limp. He felt really, truly happy for the first time in the month since he had come home.

He shoved open the door and was treated to the appalling—but utterly appealing—sight of a woman’s fanny wriggling out from under his mother’s bed. You could have knocked him over with a feather when he saw who it was.

“What on God’s green earth are you doing down there, Patch?”

Patch reached up to tuck in the hank of hair that had fallen across her brow. She brushed her nose where the piece of lint she had picked up under the bed tickled her. “Hello, Ethan.”

Patch’s heart was beating lickety-split in her chest. Of all the times for Ethan to arrive! She knew she ought to get up, dust herself off, do something! But she sat there like a bump on a log, just staring at him.

His hair was darker than she remembered. That was to be expected after all the years he had spent confined in a cell. Lines bracketed his mouth, and deep crow’s feet fanned out from piercing green eyes that had seen too much sorrow and disillusion and disappointment. His angular face showed the harshness of a life spent running from the law. But to her, every line, every wrinkle was dear.

His features were blunt, his nose straight, his chin strong, his cheekbones high and wide. Right at this moment his eyes were wide with worry and surprise and … confusion. She had the sneakiest suspicion that he wasn’t glad to see her.

“Hi, Ethan!” Leah jumped up, the snarling calico cat hanging by the scruff of its neck from her hand. “This lady says she knows you!”

“What are you doing here, Patch?” Ethan said in a harsh, very unwelcoming voice.

Patch’s heart was in her throat, so she cleared it before she spoke. “Looking for you.” She tucked the mouse back in her apron pocket and struggled to her feet.

Ethan reached down a hand to help her, and Patch was aware of a stirring warmth where he touched her arm.

“I’m here now. What do you want?” he demanded.

Patch was aware of the two interested parties listening with bated breath. “Is there somewhere we can be alone?”

“Ethan doesn’t keep secrets from us,” Leah piped up.

Patch shot a pleading glance in Ethan’s direction. He grabbed her by the hand and headed out the bedroom door. When Leah started after them, he turned and said, “Let us be, Leah.”

“Aw, Ethan—”

Nell called Leah back to her side. “I need some help getting my quilts straightened up, girl.”

Leah groaned, but she turned back toward her mother.

Ethan yanked Patch through the immaculate parlor, through the kitchen, with its enticing smells and table set for supper, and out the back door. He kicked the door twice before it would close in the frame.

Ethan stopped beneath a tin roof that looked like it might collapse at any moment and swung Patch around in front of him. “Give me the mouse.”

Patch reached down and pulled Max from her apron pocket. Ethan picked up the mouse by its tail, dropped it in the wooden box that held his mother’s gardening tools, and slapped the lid closed.

He turned to Patch, crossed his arms, and snapped, “I want to know what the hell is going on! What are you doing in Oakville, Texas? Does your father know why you’re here? How did you find this place?”

“Looking for you. Not yet. And Mr. Felber gave me directions,” Patch snapped back.

“What are you doing here, Patch?”

“I think that should be perfectly obvious.”

“Not to me, so spit it out.”

“I’m here to marry you.”

Ethan glared at her from beneath lowered brows. He didn’t look at all like a happy groom.

Patch’s heart dropped to her feet. “You don’t have to look so surprised. You promised to marry me, and here I am.”

“I don’t remember doing any such thing!”

“When you left Fort Benton—”

“When I left Montana seven years ago—”

“It’s been nearly eight, but who’s counting?” Patch replied flippantly.

Ethan ground his teeth and repeated, “When I left Montana, you were just a kid! I sure as hell didn’t propose marriage to a twelve-year-old with tangles in her hair and holes in her britches and a mouth that could use soaping every time she opened it!”

Patch was mortified by Ethan’s description of her. The words of protest and explanation were spoken before she could stop them. “I loved you!”

A red flush crawled up Ethan’s neck all the way to the tips of his ears. “Hell, Patch. You were just a kid.” He shook his head in disbelief. “What you felt must have been hero worship or something.”

“Hero worship?” This time it was Patch’s face that reddened, but with fury, not embarrassment. Her forefinger seemed to have a life of its own as it poked away at Ethan’s chest, punctuating her verbal rampage. “Why you vainglorious, cock-strutting, mule-eared jackass! Of all the hogwash I ever heard spouted, that was the worst!

“You made me a promise, Ethan Hawk. And durn it all, you’re going to keep it!”

Ethan grabbed Patch’s wrist and twisted the offending finger behind her. When her other hand came up, he grabbed that too, and suddenly he had both her arms snagged behind her. Only she wouldn’t stay still, so he backed her up against the unpainted wall of the house and held her there with his body. Which hardened like a rock when it met her softness.

Ethan felt his heart pounding. He had thrown a lasso expecting a kitten and caught a wildcat instead. His whole body was alive with expectation. He could feel generous breasts crushed against his chest, and his loins were cradled by soft, feminine flesh. He had the craziest urge to rub himself against her.

Then he remembered who she was. And who he was. And why what he wanted was ludicrous, not to mention impossible, stupid, and just plain idiotic.

“What does your father have to say about your being here?” Ethan demanded in a voice harsh with the passion he was struggling to control.

“I’m sure he’d approve.”

“And I’m sure he wouldn’t! Does Seth even know you’re here?”

“He will when he gets my letter.”

Ethan groaned. “He’ll kill me.”

“Not if you’re my husband.”

“I’m not going to marry you, Patch,” Ethan said through his teeth.

“Why not? I love—”

“Stop saying that!” Ethan found himself unable to look away from the blue eyes staring back at him. Her nose was tipped up in defiance and her chin jutted with stubborn determination.

“You’re just a kid!” he said in desperation.

“I’ll be twenty next month.”

Ethan sneered. “And already a sophisticated woman of the world, I see.”

Patch’s eyes slipped down to the soiled apron. She blew out a puff of air to remove the strand of hair that had caught on her lips. If only she’d had the time to repair the damage caused by that fracas between Max and the calico cat before Ethan had shown up. Then he would be treating her like the lady she had struggled so hard to become. For him. Because of him.

“I’m a grown woman, Ethan. A lady, to be precise. And I deserve to be treated like one.”

Ethan purposely chose to misunderstand her. “You want to be treated like a woman? Well, this is how I treat the only kind of woman I have anything to do with these days.”

Ethan ground his hips against hers the way he had been wanting to do. The surprised, satisfied sound she made in her throat drew his flesh up tight.

He hardened his jaw. Seduction wasn’t his intent. He transferred both her wrists to one hand and grasped her chin, angling her face up to his. Her eyes went wide with surprise and—heaven help him—anticipation.

Ethan lowered his mouth toward hers, determined on teaching her a lesson about girls playing with men that she wouldn’t soon forget. His mouth closed over hers and his tongue thrust its way past her sealed lips.

Only they weren’t sealed.

Her whole body swayed toward him.

Ethan jerked himself free. “Oh, no you don’t! I’m not going to get caught in that trap.”

Still dazed by the effects of Ethan’s closeness, Patch stared at him in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“I know what you’re trying to do. It won’t work.”

“What is that?”

“You’re trying to seduce me. Then I’ll be honor-bound to marry you. Or else have your father hound my tail for the rest of my life. Where’s your sense, girl? You’d have to be crazy to want to marry a man like me.”

“Why?”

“I’m an ex-convict,” he said flatly.

“I knew you were wanted by the law when I fell in love with you,” she countered.

“You weren’t old enough to know what that meant.” Ethan yanked off his Stetson and forked his fingers through sun-streaked chestnut hair that badly needed a trim. His eyes were bleak when they sought Patch’s again. “I spent time in prison for murdering Dorne Trahern.”

“But—”

“Don’t interrupt. Let me finish. If it were only that, I could maybe think about asking some woman someday to be my wife. But it’s far worse than that, Patch.” Ethan took a deep breath and let it out. He tried to look at her, but found he couldn’t face her expectant—devoted—expression and say what had to be said.

“I’ve paid for Dorne’s death with seven hard years in prison, so most people around here don’t hold that against me anymore. But the whole town of Oakville still believes I raped a girl so brutally that she lost her mind.

“There’s no hope of me marrying you—ever.” He turned and brushed the lock of hair away from her eyes with a touch as gentle as one he might use for a newborn filly. “I care enough about you—and your ma and pa—not to make you an object of pity and scorn by marrying you.”

“Are you done?”

Ethan nodded grimly.

“In the first place, I might have been a child when I first fell in love with you, but I’m grown up now.” She took a deep breath and, searching his troubled eyes, admitted, “I still love you, Ethan. I always will.

“In the second place, I don’t believe you raped Merielle Trahern.”

Ethan grimaced. “You’re the only one who doesn’t.”

Patch put a hand across his lips to shut him up and found them still damp from kissing her. And soft. She knew just how soft, because those lips had been pressed to hers. Ethan’s first kiss had been everything she had ever imagined, and some things she hadn’t.

She hadn’t expected her knees to go weak. She hadn’t expected him to put his tongue in her mouth. She hadn’t expected to taste him. Despite all her talk of being a woman, she had been amazed at the new sensations that had bombarded her, making her feel like a bowl of jelly left too long in the sun. But she had liked it all. And she wanted more.

“I know you’re worried about what Pa will say. But Pa only wants me to be happy, Ethan. And marrying you will make me happy.”

Patch saw the denial in Ethan’s features and hurried to finish before he cut her off. “You need a wife, Ethan. Or at least this ranch needs a woman’s touch. Your mother obviously isn’t well, and your sister …” Patch smiled ruefully. “Your sister reminds me of myself at the same age.” Patch grinned. “She’s no housekeeper.”

“Patch—”

Patch put her whole hand across his mouth. “You can’t say I’m not attractive to you, Ethan.” Patch felt the flush skating across her cheekbones at such plain speaking. “I … uh … could feel the evidence that would make any denial a lie.”

Ethan would never know how frightening that had been for her, to feel the shape of him pressed hard against her and to know what it meant he wanted from her. Her father raised horses, so she had seen more than one stallion cover a mare. Their coupling was always a wild and savage thing. When the time came, she couldn’t imagine how she was going to survive the embarrassment of it all. But with Ethan, she darn sure was willing to give it a try.

Having nothing more to say, Patch dropped her hand from Ethan’s face. She threaded her fingers together before her and waited for his response. It wasn’t long coming.

“You’re forgetting the most important reason why I can’t—won’t—make you my wife.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Patch said. “I simply don’t believe a word of the accusation against you. You’d never rape a woman, Ethan.” She swallowed and said, “You wouldn’t have to.”

Ethan felt a painful tightening in his chest. He wasn’t sure whether it was gratitude for her blind faith in him or the awful knowledge that he had forfeited any chance of ever having a decent woman for his wife when he had fled so many years ago. Now he saw the folly of running instead of staying to seek out the truth.

He had been only fifteen when someone raped Merielle Trahern. He had found her after the fact, but when her brother, Dorne, discovered them together, he hadn’t waited for explanations. By the time Jefferson Trahern arrived on the scene to find Ethan wounded in the leg by Dorne’s bullet, and Dorne accidentally shot dead, Ethan had known nobody was going to listen to his side of the story before they hung him.

So he had run, and kept on running for ten years, until one of Trahern’s private detectives finally caught him. The trial had been a farce, but at least he hadn’t been convicted of raping Merielle, for which he had his friend, Boyd, to thank.

Now, seventeen years later, he still wasn’t free of his nightmare. He had been out of prison only one month—four short weeks—and judging from the hired guns he had faced today, Jefferson Trahern was planning to pick up his quest for vengeance where he had left off when Ethan went to prison. It was quickly becoming apparent that, although the townspeople might be willing to tolerate his presence in Oakville, Jefferson Trahern was not.

In fact, the man seemed obsessed with seeing him dead. Ethan supposed if he had spent the past seventeen years watching a beautiful daughter become a woman, yet remain a child, he might be a little crazed and unforgiving, too.

Ethan closed his eyes so Patch wouldn’t see the regret he felt when he thought of what she wanted from him. The events of the past prevented any thought of marriage to her. Even so, his feelings about finding her here were confused, to say the least. On the one hand, he found her incredibly desirable as a woman. On the other hand, he couldn’t separate the woman from the spirited, yet vulnerable tomboy in raggedy clothes for whom he felt a big-brotherly affection. It was the younger Patch he felt he had to protect. For her own good, he had to make her go home.

“You’re forgetting one other thing,” Ethan said in a grating voice.

“What is that?”

“I don’t love you.”

Patch felt her stomach shift sideways. She lowered her lashes to hide the sharp pain she felt at Ethan’s admission. Patch had believed when she left Montana that she had enough love for both of them. She hadn’t realized how it would feel to hear Ethan say those crushing words denying any feelings for her.

Patch didn’t know there were tears in her eyes until Ethan drew her into his arms and murmured, “Don’t cry, Patch. I can’t stand to see you cry.”

She buried her face in his shirt, clinging to him, to the dream that had brought her all the way to Texas from Montana, the dream of being loved by Ethan, of loving him in return. But he didn’t love her. He didn’t want to marry her. He—

Patch stiffened as a startling thought occurred to her. Ethan had said he didn’t love her in one breath, and in the next had pulled her into his arms and was, unless she was very much mistaken, kissing away her tears at this very moment.

Patch jerked herself from Ethan’s embrace. “Liar!” she accused.

“What?”

“You’re lying, Ethan Hawk, about not loving me. You do love me. That’s why you don’t want to marry me. You want to protect me from the scandal of marrying an ex-convict, an accused rapist.”

“Patch, I—”

“I appreciate those feelings,” Patch said. “Really, I do. Which is why I’m going to stay here and help you find the real culprit.”

“Patch, I—”

“When your name is cleared, we can be married and live happily ever after.”

“Patch, I—”

“Yes, Ethan?”

Ethan took one look at her glowing eyes and forgot what he was going to say. She smiled at him and his body started thinking what it would be like nestled up close to hers. His hands had already reached for her when his brain started functioning again.

“No.” Then, because her smile remained firmly in place, he repeated, “No, Patch. It’s been seventeen years since Merielle Trahern was violated. It could have been anyone, even some cowhand passing through town. It could have been—” Ethan cut himself off because he had his own ideas about who had done it. He’d had seventeen long years to think about it.

Patch took advantage of Ethan’s hesitation. “You do have some idea who might have done it! I knew you would!”

“It’s water under the dam. Knowing—suspecting—who did it won’t change what’s happened. Merielle will still be a child forever,” he said, his eyes bleak. His voice was bitter as he added, “And it won’t bring back all the years that were stolen from me.”

Patch reached out a tentative hand and placed it on Ethan’s forearm. She felt his muscles bunch under her touch. “If we find the man responsible, your name will be cleared.”

“And if we don’t? You’ll be stirring ashes that have been banked a long time.” There was liable to be a fire down there somewhere that would burn them both.

Ethan voiced another reason it would be foolhardy, not to mention dangerous, to go digging up the past. “Trahern hasn’t stopped hounding me, Patch. He wants me dead. He won’t care if you get caught in the crossfire.”

“But you do.” Patch took a step closer to Ethan. He did care. Probably more than he knew. She was sure of it when he folded her into his arms and held her tight. She would just give him a little hand clearing his name. Could she help it if, during the process, he fell deeply, hopelessly in love with her?

“We can find out the truth, Ethan. The two of us, together.”

“Patch, I—”

“We’ll be a team, hunting down clues to the mystery. Meanwhile, I’ll be here to help take care of your mother and sister. By the way, I told them you wrote me in Montana and asked me to come help with the housekeeping. Leah suspects I wasn’t telling the truth. You won’t give me away, will you?”

Ethan groaned.

“I love you, Ethan.”

His arms tightened around her. “All right, dammit,” he said in a guttural voice. “You can stay long enough for me to do some investigation. But if I don’t discover any new information about the rape, you’ll have to abide by my decision not to marry you and go home to Montana. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Ethan,” Patch said meekly.

“And meanwhile, you’re not to say anything to anybody about this crazy idea you have that I promised to marry you. Understand?”

“Yes, Ethan. You forbid me to tell anyone why I’m really here in Oakville. Is that right?”

Ethan hmmed his assent.

“And I promise”—Patch crossed her heart—”that if you don’t find the real culprit, I’ll leave.”

If Ethan could have seen Patch’s face, he would have put her on the next stage back to Montana. Fortunately for Patch, her face was safely, happily, snuggled against Ethan’s chest.

“Ethan!” Leah shouted from the house. “Someone’s coming!”

Leah’s warning cry set Ethan in motion. He set Patch aside and grabbed the doorknob. The kitchen door wouldn’t budge.

“I don’t believe this!” The door was wedged tight in the frame. “Can you see who it is, Leah?” Ethan shouted through the kitchen window.

“Why don’t you just walk around the house and see for yourself?” Patch asked.

Ethan turned a scowling face toward Patch. “You might have noticed in town that the sight of me tends to draw bullets. I’d just as soon know who’s out there before I show my face.”

“I’ll go see who it is.”

Before Ethan could stop her, Patch scooted around the side of the house through the weeds that had grown up in the yard and headed for the front porch.

“Damn, damn, damn!” Ethan exploded. “That woman is going to be the death of me yet!”

He slammed his palm against the door and it popped open. He shoved it wide and raced—long step, halting step, long step, halting step—for the front of the house.
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Patch told herself she wasn’t in any danger. Even if the two men riding toward her in the deepening shadows of sundown meant some harm to Ethan, they wouldn’t bother her. That made it easier to wait on the front porch with a smile on her face for the arrival of the intruders. The forced curve became more natural when she recognized one of the riders as the handsome young man who had come looking for Merielle Trahern in the mercantile. Her stomach rolled when she remembered he was also Jefferson Trahern’s foreman.

“Hello, Mr. Meade,” she called out when the two men were within hailing distance. “What brings you here?”

Frank tipped his hat. “Miz Kendrick. Came looking for Ethan.”

“He’s not—”

“We know he’s here,” the other man said.

Patch’s attention was drawn to the man on Frank’s left. She considered Frank handsome. The stranger beside him could only be called striking. His features might have been appealing viewed one at a time, but they were combined in a way that gave the man a fierce, unrelenting look, more intriguing than attractive. If she hadn’t been in love with Ethan, her heart might have taken a few quick beats.

He was wearing a Stetson shoved back off his brow, and a hank of dark hair hung down over his forehead. His eyes were mesmerizing, a tawny gold that reminded her of the cougar she had kept as a pet in Montana. She could almost feel the tension radiating from the man. She held her breath waiting for something—she wasn’t sure what—to happen.

He smiled.

He had dimples. One, actually, on the left side.

Patch couldn’t help smiling back. She had the strangest urge to laugh with relief. He hadn’t said a word, yet she was ready to like him.

He wasn’t done charming her. While she stood there grinning like an idiot, his mouth tilted up on one side, skewing his smile and giving him a rakish look. His eyes warmed as they focused on her. Even worse, she warmed as his eyes surveyed her from top to toe. She was left in no doubt that he liked what he was seeing.

It dawned on her that she was meeting these two cowmen still wearing the apron she had put on to clean house, with her hair tumbling down and her face smudged with dirt.

“Garn!” she muttered.

“What’s that you said, ma’am?” Frank asked.

“Nothing,” Patch replied. “What can I do to help you gentlemen?”

“We came to make sure Ethan’s all right,” Frank answered.

Patch’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Don’t you work for Jefferson Trahern?”

Frank ran the reins through his fingers nervously. “Yes, ma’am. I do.”

Her mouth twisted in disdain. “And you call yourself Ethan’s friend?”

“I’ll personally vouch for him,” the stranger said.

“And who are you?” Patch demanded.

The cowboy stepped down off his horse, tipped his hat, and said, “Boyd Stuckey, at your service, ma’am. I’m a friend of Ethan’s, too. Whom do I have the honor of addressing?”

Patch was flattered and flustered by his formal speech. It belonged in a drawing room back East. Then she remembered that she had spent more than a couple of years learning how to respond when addressed in such a manner. “I’m Patricia Kendrick. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Patch realized too late that she had extended her hand as though she were wearing elbow-length gloves and a satin ballgown. To her surprise, Boyd Stuckey knew exactly how to treat a lady. He marched up two of the three front porch steps, took her hand in his, and raised it to his lips.

When his mouth touched the back of her hand, she got goose bumps all the way up her arm. She snatched her hand back, bewildered by feelings she had previously been certain no man except Ethan could have incited.

“It’s a pure delight meeting you, Miss Kendrick,” Boyd said. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

The sound of his voice, husky and low, sent an astonishing chill down her spine. Patch was confused and upset by what was happening to her. How could a perfect stranger make her feel like this, when she was already in love with another man!

She hurried into speech to cover her feelings. “Ethan worked with my father in Montana years ago. Since we’re such old friends, he asked me to come and help out around the house until Mrs. Hawk is feeling better.” She arched a brow, eyed both men, and said, “What’s your real reason for being here? I have it on good authority that Ethan doesn’t have any friends in town.”

Frank answered before Boyd could. “Me and Boyd and Ethan grew up together here in Oakville. We’ve been best friends since we were in short pants. Just ask Ethan. He’ll tell you. The three of us have always been tighter than ticks on a dog.”

Frank looked so honest and sounded so earnest that Patch was inclined to believe him. “In that case—”

The squeal of hinges as the front door opened interrupted her. Patch turned and saw that Ethan was joining them.

“I was just about to invite your friends to stay for supper,” she said.

“We wouldn’t want to put you out, ma’am,” Frank said.

“It’s no trouble at all,” Patch replied. “Please, won’t you both join us?”

“I have some things to talk over with Ethan that’ll sit better on a full stomach,” Boyd said.

“Then it’s settled,” Patch said. “You’ll stay.”

“Patch, it’s not necessary—”

Patch patted Ethan’s arm on her way past him. “Invite your friends into the parlor, Ethan. I’ll get Leah to help me set some more places at the table.” She was gone before Ethan could protest further.

Ethan watched with narrowed eyes as Boyd and Frank ogled Patch’s swaying rear end all the way into the house.

“Come on inside before your eyeballs drop out,” he said, glaring at his friends. The two men followed sheepishly.

“Looks a little different in here from the last time I saw it,” Boyd said as he settled himself on the horsehair sofa.

“Patch has taken things in hand.”

“Patch?” Boyd asked.

“That’s her nickname.”

“I like Patricia better,” Boyd said.

“Suit yourself.”

Frank edged into a rawhide chair across from the sofa and accepted the glass of whiskey Ethan poured from the bottle his father had always kept along with some glasses on a table near his desk.

“None for me, Ethan,” Boyd said.

“What shall we drink to?” Frank asked.

“Freedom,” Ethan said grimly.

“To freedom,” Frank echoed.

Boyd laid one ankle on the opposite knee and drummed his boot with his fingertips, eyeing Ethan speculatively. “I wish I had a few old friends who look like Miss Kendrick.”

“I last saw her seven—almost eight—years ago when I worked with her father in Montana.” Ethan was irritated by Boyd’s interest in Patch, but unwilling to tell his friend to back off. After all, Boyd Stuckey was exactly the sort of man a lady like Patricia Kendrick deserved.

“Patch couldn’t have been much more than a kid eight years ago,” Frank said.

“She was a kid,” Ethan retorted. “Hell, when she was three, I changed her wet drawers! Her father, Seth, was the man who hid me out after Dorne shot me, until my leg healed.”

The other two men sobered at this reminder of the awful events of the past that had changed all of their lives.

“Pretty nice of her to come all this way to help you out,” Boyd said. “Is she staying here at the house with you, or does she have a room in town?”

“I’m staying right here,” Patch answered.

All three men stood at the sight of her. Patch had put on the rose red dress she had worn at the hotel. The velvet hugged every womanly curve, emphasizing her femaleness. Her hair was twisted into a neat bun at her nape, and she had powdered away the freckles on her nose. Her back was ramrod straight, but she moved with feline grace. She was as elegant a lady as any of them had ever seen.

Ethan was awed by the transformation from frazzled housekeeper to flawless female, but he wasn’t by any means alone in his admiration.

“Well, well,” Boyd murmured. “This is a rare treat indeed.”

“Shall we go in to supper, gentlemen?”

Boyd was quick to offer Patch his arm, and although she would rather have walked the few steps to the trestle table in the kitchen with Ethan, she was unable to avoid Boyd without being rude.

“Certainly,” she said with slight nod.

Ethan was left to trail behind his friends, pondering the way Patch Kendrick had turned his household inside out and his friends upside down.

The kitchen looked homey in the glow from several lanterns Patch had placed around the room. Patch was sitting on the right side of the table. Boyd had seated himself across from her—so he could look at her throughout supper without seeming to stare, Ethan thought wryly. Frank had taken the seat beside Patch. Leah was sitting at the foot of the table. Although sitting perhaps wasn’t the right word. Leah had her feet doubled under her on the chair, her dirty elbows on the table, and her chin resting in her hands.

Before he sat down, Ethan surveyed the table in amazement. Hot, buttered biscuits. Baked ham. Boiled beans and bacon. A pot of steaming hot coffee. His mouth hadn’t watered like this in a month of Sundays. But it wasn’t just the food, it was the fact that silverware had been precisely placed on either side of the plates, which held cloth napkins. He hadn’t even known his mother owned cloth napkins! Somewhere, Patch had found five cups that matched. In the center of it all stood a fruit jar jam-packed with fresh-picked black-eyed Susans.

As Ethan took his seat at the head of the table, he eyed Patch surreptitiously. The troublemaking hoyden he had known in Montana wouldn’t even have used silverware, let alone been capable of arranging it on the table. He watched her place the napkin precisely in her lap. His stomach knotted when she smiled at Boyd across the table.

Then she turned to him, the smile still on her face, and said, “Do you still like biscuits as much as you used to?”

“Yeah, I do.” It took Ethan a moment to realize she was holding the basketful of biscuits out to him. He took one, felt how soft it was, and reached for two more. He took a quick bite and through a mouthful of biscuit said, “These are great! Not at all like the ones you used to make.” He stopped chewing and looked up guiltily.

Patch laughed. “You mean these don’t taste like shoe leather,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “Molly taught me how to make them.” She turned to Leah. “And I had a lot of help from your sister.”

Ethan’s look was nothing short of incredulous. He quickly recovered himself and said, “Then my compliments to you, too, Leah.”

Leah flushed to the roots of her hair. “You’re welcome, Ethan,” she muttered.

Ethan passed the basket on to Boyd, who helped himself to several and passed it across to Frank, who passed it down to Leah. By the time the basket got back to Patch, there was one biscuit left. She took it and was grateful, knowing the typical cowboy’s appetite, that they had left her any at all.

If Patch had hoped for civil conversation at the table, she was doomed to disappointment. These were working cattlemen, and their appetites showed it. Once their plates were full, they concentrated totally on eating. It was only after they had demolished the ham and scraped the bowl of beans and poured themselves a third cup of coffee that they sat back ready to talk.

“That was a close call you had this morning,” Boyd said to Ethan.

“Yeah, it was.” Ethan settled his gaze on Leah. “It’s bedtime, kid.”

“I’m not tired.”

“Then you can go check on Ma.”

“Aw, Ethan—”

“Get going, brat.”

“I always miss the good stuff,” Leah grumbled.

“Tell Ma I’ll be in to say good night soon.”

Patch was amazed when Ethan’s sister obeyed him. She had felt the tension between them all evening. But Patch had also seen the girl’s occasional furtive glances at her brother throughout supper. She remembered the painful flush when Ethan had complimented Leah on the biscuits. Patch suspected the girl idolized her brother and wanted his approval, while Ethan, though indulgent, kept her at a distant arm’s length.

That wasn’t so hard to understand. After all, the brother and sister barely knew each other. They had been robbed of a lifetime together by the catastrophe that had occurred seventeen years ago. Fortunately, once Ethan’s name was cleared, they would have the rest of their lives to get well acquainted.

When Leah was gone, Ethan turned to Patch and said, “Maybe you’d like to clear the table.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t,” Patch retorted. “You’re not going to get rid of me as easily as you got rid of Leah. I’m staying right here. I think I’d like to hear what your friends have to say.”

Ethan frowned. “Don’t blame me if you hear something you don’t like. Go ahead, Boyd.”

Boyd took a sip of coffee and set down his cup. “How’s your ma doing?”

“About the same,” Ethan replied. “I’ve had Doc Carter in to see her, but he says there’s nothing wrong with her that he can fix. He said just make sure she gets plenty of rest and get her to eat whatever she will.”

“Too bad. With your ma so sick, your kid sister would be in a bad way if anything ever happened to you.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Ethan snapped.

“One of these days Trahern is going to get lucky. Wouldn’t it be better to sell this place and head for greener pastures?”

“These pastures are plenty green for me,” Ethan retorted.

“Boyd is right,” Frank said. “It’s too dangerous for you to stay here, Ethan. Trahern isn’t going to give up. He wants you dead.”

Ethan smiled grimly. “I’m still alive.”

“But for how long? You’ve only been back home a month, and he’s already sicced a pack of killer dogs on you,” Boyd said.

Patch cleared her throat. “What would happen if Trahern found out who really raped his daughter? Do you think he would give up his quest for vengeance against Ethan?”

Boyd and Frank stared at Patch as though she had grown another eye in the center of her forehead. Then they stared at Ethan.

Ethan felt his ears getting red. “Patch has this crazy idea about hunting down the rapist.”

“After seventeen years?” Frank asked incredulously. “We looked for clues at the time, and there weren’t any!”

“If there weren’t any clues, why does everyone believe Ethan is guilty?” Patch asked.

Patch couldn’t get any of the three men to meet her gaze. At last Ethan said, “Because Merielle’s father found me a half mile from his house holding his daughter in my arms, her face all bloody and her clothes half ripped off.”

Patch felt queasy. That was certainly damning evidence. But not enough by itself to condemn a man to a lifetime on the run. Her brow furrowed as she thought aloud. “How did you come to find her? I mean, what were you doing there?”

Ethan shoved his chair back from the table and stood in agitation. “Are you so sure I didn’t do it?” he challenged.

Patch shoved her own chair back and stood facing him nose to nose. “Absolutely, positively sure.”

The tension in the room was palpable. Suddenly, Ethan collapsed back into his chair and dropped his head into his hands. He made a frustrated, growling sound in his throat. “Aw, hell,” he muttered in disgust. “Believe what you want. It won’t change what everyone else thinks.”

Patch sat back down. Before Ethan had spoken, she had convinced herself that he hadn’t been anywhere near Merielle Trahern when she was raped. Obviously, she had been deluding herself. Proving his innocence might be a bit more difficult than she had thought. “We have to find out the truth,” she croaked past the sudden lump in her throat.

“It’s too late,” Boyd said flatly. “You’re both kidding yourselves if you think you’ll find the culprit after all these years.”

“We certainly won’t if we don’t try!” Patch retorted. Her fear that Ethan might somehow be involved after all caused her voice to come out sounding shrill. The look of shock on Boyd’s face at her outburst made her realize that her ladylike facade had slipped. But she was fighting for her life. Being a lady came a distant second.

“What about Merielle?” Patch asked. “Is there any chance she’ll ever regain her memory?”

Boyd shook his head. “After seventeen years? I’d say it’s damned unlikely.”

Patch turned to Frank, who hadn’t said a word. “Frank? What do you think?”

Patch wished she hadn’t asked when she saw the wounded look in Frank’s gray eyes.

“For a long time I kept hoping …”He knotted his hands and swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I try to take as much pleasure as I can from her company just the way she is.” He paused and added in a harsh voice, “Because I don’t think she’s ever going to be any different.”

Everyone at the table was silent, and Patch realized they were all willing to give up before they had even started. “There’s no reason why we can’t ask some questions,” she said.

“To what purpose?” Boyd asked.

“To find some answers!” Patch said in exasperation.

Boyd shrugged. “You’d be wasting your time.”

“I agree,” Frank said in a quiet voice. “It’s ancient history.”

“Not to Jefferson Trahern,” Patch insisted.

Silence fell again.

At last Ethan raised his head. “Patch is right about one thing. We’ll never know if we don’t try. I’m sick and tired of having to watch my back. Now Trahern has decided to wage war another way. He’s making it impossible for me to borrow money from the bank. Without credit I can’t buy feed. I’ll be out of business in six months. I don’t have any choice. I need to make peace with Trahern. The only way to do that is to find out who really raped Merielle.”

Boyd sighed. “I think you’re wasting your time—”

“Boyd—” Ethan interrupted.

“—but I’ll do what I can to help,” Boyd finished.

The two men exchanged glances, then grinned. Boyd slapped Ethan on the back. “Hell, what have we got to lose?”

“When do we start?” Frank asked.

“How about now?” Patch said.

Ethan gave her a sideways look. “What did you have in mind?”

“How about filling me in on everything you can remember that happened the day Merielle was raped?”

The three men looked at each other warily. Because of Ethan’s flight and the years he had spent running, they had never spoken about that day.

“All right,” Ethan said. “Who wants to go first?”

Frank’s Adam’s apple bobbed again. “I will.”

Patch settled back in her chair to listen.

“It was Merielle’s birthday,” Frank began, “so we made arrangements to meet in our secret place.”

“You met in secret?” Patch asked.

Frank’s face contorted in lines so savage he could no longer be called handsome. “Jefferson Trahern didn’t approve of his daughter seeing a no-account dirt farmer’s son.”

“So you and Merielle met behind his back,” Patch concluded.

“We were in love,” Frank said. “We planned to be married someday. Somehow.”

“Where was this secret place?” Patch asked.

“I can tell you that,” Ethan said. “The three of us used to meet there. It’s a cave along the Neuces River about a mile from Trahern’s ranch house. The entrance is hidden by brush and cactus.”

“So all of you knew where it was?”

Ethan nodded. “But we stayed away when Frank asked us to.”

“What time did you meet Merielle?” Patch asked.

“Her father was having a party for her that evening, so we decided to see each other right after school. She had to go home first, but she promised to come as soon as she could. I had a present for her … a ring.” Frank twisted the braided horsehair ring on his little finger.

“What happened?”

“She never showed up.”

“Why not?” Patch asked.

“Because some bastard stopped her on the way and beat her up and raped her!”

Patch forced herself to remain calm in the face of Frank’s all-too-apparent rage. “When did you realize she wasn’t coming?”

“I waited there till the sun had almost set. I figured her father must have caught her trying to sneak out of the house and stopped her. Just in case something else had gone wrong, I backtracked the trail to her house. That’s when I found her. She was …” Frank’s voice broke.

“You found her?” Patch asked. “Why weren’t you suspected of raping her?”

Patch watched as Ethan and Frank exchanged guilty glances.

“You might as well tell her,” Ethan said. “It’s way past time we spilled the whole story.”

Boyd sat up straighter. “You boys been keeping secrets from me?”

“It didn’t concern you,” Ethan said curtly.

Boyd’s face shadowed. “I can leave if you’d rather not include me now.”

Frank fidgeted in his seat. “Hell, Boyd, I always wanted to tell you, but Ethan—”

“I figured the less you knew, the less you’d have to lie,” Ethan said baldly.

“So what happened?” Patch asked impatiently.

“My family had been invited to the Trahern house for Merielle’s birthday party,” Ethan began. “When we got there, Merielle was missing. Everybody was out searching for her. I knew she was supposed to be meeting Frank, because he’d warned me at school earlier in the day to stay away from the hideout.

“I headed in the direction of the cave. I didn’t get far before I found Merielle. Frank was with her. Her torn underclothes were on the ground beside her. Her nose was bloody, and she wasn’t conscious that I could tell. Frank had her in his lap, rocking her in his arms.”

He was also crying like a baby, Ethan remembered. He flashed a look at Frank, took a deep breath, and said, “I didn’t know what to think. Before I could say a word, Dorne Trahern came riding over the hill. He saw the same thing I did. Only he came to a different conclusion about what had happened.”

“He thought Frank had raped Merielle!” Patch said.

“Dorne was always hotheaded, but he went plain loco. And with good reason, I suppose. If it had been Leah …” Ethan lowered his eyes to concentrate on the stray thread in his Levi’s he was twisting between his fingers.

Patch looked from Ethan to Frank and back again. “How do you know Frank didn’t do it?” she asked.

Patch watched Ethan chew on his lower lip. When he raised his eyes, she could see they were troubled. Suddenly she realized that Frank was the one Ethan suspected!

“Merielle loved Frank,” Ethan said. “I don’t think he would have needed to use force with her.”

“What if she said yes at first and changed her mind later?” Patch asked. “Would Frank have been willing to stop?”

Ethan thrust all ten fingers through his hair. That was the question he had been asking himself for more years than he cared to count. “Hell, Patch. I don’t know. Ask Frank!”

“Frank?”

“I loved Merielle. I would have cut off my hand before I hurt her. But there’s no way I can prove my innocence.”

“If you were there, why was the rape blamed on Ethan?” Patch asked.

“No one ever knew I was there,” Frank said.

“What?”

Ethan picked up the story where he had left off.

“Dorne didn’t stop to ask questions. He came off his horse with his gun in his hand. At first I thought he was going to shoot Frank in cold blood. At the last instant he turned the gun and started pistol-whipping Frank.

“Frank was hanging on to Merielle, so he wasn’t in a position to defend himself. I tried to stop Dorne, but he was ten years older than me and forty pounds heavier. The best I could do was grab his wrist and hang on. I … I didn’t realize he had his finger on the trigger.

“I was just trying to get him to leave Frank alone. Only the gun went off. Twice. One shot hit me in the leg and crippled me. The other caught Dorne in the thigh. His wound shouldn’t have been fatal, but the bullet cut an artery, and blood spurted out so fast … he never had a chance. He bled to death before our eyes.

“For years afterward I tried to convince myself that Dorne deserved what had happened to him. Now I see his death for what it was. A tragic, avoidable accident.

“Anyway, I talked Frank into leaving while I stayed there to try and smooth things over.”

“You left Ethan to take the blame?” Patch demanded of Frank. “How could you?”

Frank flushed. “I wanted to stay—”

“It was my idea,” Ethan said. “Because of all the gossip about Merielle and Frank, Trahern would have been willing to believe Frank was guilty—and Frank had told me he wasn’t. I figured I had a better chance of explaining things and avoiding more bloodshed if I was alone.”

His lips twisted into a rueful smile. “Neither of us ever dreamed Trahern would accuse me of Merielle’s rape.”

Ethan laced his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. He remembered everything that had gone through his mind at the time. It had been like a nightmare from which he was going to wake up any second. Only it wasn’t a dream. He could recall every word he had said, everything he had done as though it were yesterday.

He had known the bang and echo of the gunshots would bring all those searchers on the run. They weren’t going to give Frank Meade any more chance to explain than Dorne had.

Ethan had dragged himself on hands and knees to Frank and yanked on his friend’s bloodied shirt. “Frank, you’ve got to get out of here. People will be coming soon.”

“I can’t leave Merielle,” Frank had said, sobbing.

“Don’t you understand? You’ll only make things worse if you stay.”

“I’ll tell them I found her like this.”

“You think they’re going to give you time to explain, considering who you are and with the picture of you holding her like that staring them right in the face? If they find you with Merielle, they’re going to start jumping to the wrong conclusions. You’ve got to get out of here!”

“I can’t just leave her here all alone!” Frank protested.

“Give her to me,” Ethan said. “I’ll take care of her for you. Go to the cave and wait for me. I’ll meet you there when I can.”

“I want to stay here,” Frank said stubbornly.

“Dammit, Frank! Don’t argue with me. Just get out of here. Now!”

Frank had barely stumbled to his feet when they heard the sound of hoofbeats. “Run! Run! Merielle will need you by her side when she’s well again,” Ethan had shouted.

Frank had taken one last, anguished look at Merielle and fled.

Ethan had stayed, believing that the adults descending on the scene would recognize Dorne’s death was an accident. He planned to substitute himself for Frank in the scene where Dorne attacked with his weapon. It never occurred to him that anyone would even consider the possibility that he had raped Merielle Trahern.

It was only later that he realized how stupid, how childishly naive, he had been. Jefferson Trahern had been the first to arrive. Ethan’s father, Alex, had been riding at his side.

Frank interrupted Ethan’s reminiscence to ask, “What happened after I left Merielle, Ethan? You never said.”

Ethan continued his reflections aloud. “Jefferson Trahern came riding over the hill. If my father hadn’t been with him, I’d be dead now.”

Boyd whistled his appreciation of the life and death situation Ethan had found himself in. “So that’s why Trahern tried to ruin your pa. I always wondered why he blamed the father for the sins of the son.”

Ethan continued as though Boyd hadn’t spoken. “By now it was nearly dark. Trahern was crazed with grief when he realized Dorne was dead. When he saw Merielle … I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so wild. His eyes bugged out, and he started foaming at the mouth. His fists were clenched so hard he was drawing blood with his nails.

“He hit me hard enough in the jaw to roll me over. I lost my hold on Merielle, and she slid a little way down the hill from us. He completely ignored her, just grabbed hold of my shirt and pulled me up far enough so he could reach my face to hit me again.

“Pa dragged him off a little, and pretty soon they were fighting. Pa yelled at me to take Dorne’s horse and get away. I didn’t know where to go. I figured they’d look for me at home. And I was afraid the cave was too close, so I didn’t even stop to tell Frank what had happened, because someone might have found me there. So I just started riding.

“I didn’t realize I was heading in any particular direction, but I ended up at Boyd’s place. You weren’t there, Boyd, but one of the women from the Silver Buckle, Dora Deveraux, had come to spend the night with your pa. Dora dug the bullet out and put on a bandage. But I couldn’t stay at your place. They’d be sure to look for me there.

“So I took off. My leg started bleeding again and I was damn near bleached white by the time I came upon what I thought was an empty line shack. I staggered inside, and that’s when I found Seth Kendrick and his daughter. A day or so later we rode on to Seth’s ranch.

“Seth hid me until my leg healed. At least, as well as it was ever going to. One of Trahern’s hired detectives found me there six months later, and I had to run again. I kept running until Trahern’s men caught up with me seven years ago. You know the rest.”

Patch had listened carefully to Ethan’s story, but it raised more questions than it answered. “Sheriff Lachlan told me that Boyd testified on your behalf at the trial. But if Boyd wasn’t at home, how could he know anything about what happened that night? Was he invited to Merielle’s birthday party, too?”

Boyd snorted. “Hell, no. My father was just a hired hand on Trahern’s ranch, a regular drunk, who worked when he was sober for enough money to get drunk again.”

“But you’re rich now!” Patch blushed a furious red. Imagine saying such a thing, and with such disbelief, to Boyd’s face, as though no one who had come from such humble beginnings could have turned his life around so completely. It was just that she hadn’t expected such a past from a man as suave and well-mannered as Boyd had shown himself to be.

“I’ve made the most of life’s opportunities,” Boyd said with a rueful grin.

“So where were you when all this happened?” Patch queried.

“I was out hunting down my pa to bring him home.”

“Where, exactly, was your home?”

“A line shack on the edge of Trahern’s property.”

“Was anyone with you who could give you an alibi?” Patch asked.

“My father. But he wouldn’t make much of a witness.”

“Why not?”

“He was drunk then, and he’s dead now.”

Patch let her gaze shift from one man to the other around the table. Any one of them might have raped Merielle Trahern. They all had opportunity. None had an iron-clad alibi. However, with just the little she knew of them, she couldn’t imagine any of these three men doing such a thing.

“I guess that’s that,” she said.

Ethan cocked a brow. “What’s what?”

“We need some more suspects.”

Ethan laughed. He couldn’t help it. “More suspects? Who did you have in mind?”

Patch shrugged. “I don’t know. But they’re out there. All we have to do is find them.”

“Do you have someplace in mind to start?” Boyd asked.

Ethan rubbed the stubble on his chin. “We could start with Careless Lachlan. He conducted the investigation.”

Boyd snorted. “What investigation? It was an open and shut case.”

“The sheriff will have whatever information there is,” Ethan said.

“Do you want me to talk to him?” Boyd asked.

“I’ll do it,” Ethan said. “You can start making a list of every man in town at the time who was old enough to do the deed.”

“What about me?” Frank asked.

“Have you ever talked to Merielle about what happened that day?” Ethan asked.

Frank shook his head. “I couldn’t.”

“Try. It may be my only hope.”

“All right,” Frank said, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I’ll try.”

A brief, awkward silence followed, broken finally when Boyd rose and said, “Guess I’d better be heading home.”

Frank stood as well. “Me, too. Thanks for the supper, Miz Kendrick.”

“You’re welcome, Frank. And you, too, Boyd.”

“If you’re going to call me Boyd, I hope you’ll allow me to call you Patricia,” Boyd said with a smile meant to charm.

Patch was charmed. “Of course,” she said.

Ethan gritted his teeth.

“You don’t have to see us out,” Boyd said. “We know the way.”

Once they were gone, Patch and Ethan sat back down at the table. Neither of them looked at the other, but they were both very aware that his fingertips lay only an inch or so from hers on the scarred tabletop.

“Well,” Ethan said. “You got what you wanted.”

“Only the first part,” Patch replied. “There’s more to what I want from you, Ethan Hawk. Much more.”

Ethan caught himself reaching for her and abruptly rose to his feet. He had no business getting involved with Patch Kendrick, no matter what she wanted from him. “You need any help clearing the table?”

Patch stood and gathered up a handful of dishes. “Sure, if you don’t mind.”

Ethan’s willingness to help was one of the things she had liked about him when she was a child. As a woman, having learned over the years how rare such helpfulness was, she admired him all the more.

They worked together in surprising harmony.

He made sure to treat her like a younger sister.

She made sure to act like a lady.

Because Patch had first loved Ethan when she was a child and he was an adult, there had been none of the sexual nuances that sprang up between them now. She was pleased when Ethan made an effort to ease the tension by reminiscing about the time he had spent with her in Montana and teasing her about her infatuation with the Masked Marauder, who had been a sort of local Robin Hood.

Patch had forgotten how easy it was to talk to Ethan. She had confided often in him as a child. Now she wanted the opportunity to share with him her hopes and dreams as a woman. Only there were matters that had to be settled first before he would be ready to contemplate a future that included her.

They were both sorry when the dishes were done, because they had enjoyed the time together. Patch lifted her arms over her head and stretched, unaware of how much Ethan was enjoying the view. She caught him staring and dropped her arms, realizing she had been caught in unladylike behavior.

However, Ethan didn’t seem to mind. His green eyes were warm with approval. “Where do you plan to sleep?”

“I’ve made a place for myself in Leah’s room. We’re going to share a bed.”

Ethan’s lips pursed ruefully. “Does Leah know about your plans?”

Patch smiled, remembering a time when her stepmother, Molly, had suggested that Patch share her room with her brand-new six-year-old stepsister. Patch had fled to Ethan’s cabin and spent the night wrapped up in a buffalo skin in front of his fireplace. “I spoke with Leah earlier in the day. She was agreeable … after your mother had a talk with her.”

“Then I guess we’d better say good night.”

“Oh, my Lord, I forgot all about him!”

“Him? Who?” Ethan demanded, his neck hairs rising at the thought of Patch so concerned about another man.

Patch ignored Ethan and headed for the kitchen door, which, once again, was stuck fast.

Ethan held his hand over hers to keep her from opening the door. “Who is it you’re going out to meet at this hour of the night?”

Patch looked at him over her shoulder and smiled coyly. “Max!”

Ethan wasn’t amused. “Who’s Max?”

“My mouse.”

Ethan felt like an idiot. “Let me help you.” He leaned across her and pried the door loose. For a moment he didn’t move. He was conscious of the scent of some kind of flower in her hair, and he could feel the heat of her all down his front. “Do you need a light?”

“It would help if you’d get a lantern so I can see what I’m doing.”

Ethan fetched the lantern from the table and held it aloft while Patch retrieved Max, who had remained safe and sound in the gardening tool box all evening.

“Why don’t you just let him go?”

“That calico cat would make dinner of him for sure!” Patch responded tartly. She crossed past Ethan back into the house and only waited for him to come inside and drag the door closed before she said, “Good night, Ethan.”

Patch resisted the urge to look back at him as she headed for Leah’s bedroom.

Ethan stood where he was without moving, because if he took one step, he was going to have her in his arms. And that was not—absolutely not—part of his plans for Patch Kendrick.

He would have to make some time soon to sneak through the back alleys into town and talk with Careless Lachlan. Once Patch realized there was no hope of clearing his name, she would be on her way back to Montana. And his body would stop responding like he was some teenage kid in the throes of calf love. Because he was not—absolutely not—going to make love to any lady with marriage on her mind, especially Seth Kendrick’s daughter.
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When a week had come and gone in which Ethan had made no move to start his investigation, Patch decided to get things rolling on her own. She told Ethan she needed to take a wagon into town to pick up her trunks from the hotel, which was true, of course. What she failed to mention was that she also planned to have a talk with the sheriff while she was there. It occurred to her that this might also be an opportunity to finagle an introduction to her grandfather.

She decided to do her pleasant business first. Since small towns were notorious for gossip, she thought news of her presence might already have reached her grandfather. Apparently he lived like a hermit, because he was both disbelieving and disgruntled when he opened the door to his room at Pearlie Mae’s Boardinghouse and found her standing there.

“Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

Patch revised her expectation that this was going to be a pleasant visit. She realized she was nervous, and her pulse fluttered erratically as she announced, “I’m Patricia Kendrick. Your granddaughter.”

She saw a brief spark of acknowledgment in his eyes. Then he scowled. “What do you want?”

“I want to talk to you.”

“Well, you’ve talked to me.”

If Patch hadn’t put her foot in the door, she would have found herself standing in the hall with the door slammed in her face. “How do you think my mother, Annarose, would feel if she knew you were treating me like this?”

His eyes flickered to a framed picture on the dry sink, then back to her. “All right. You can come in. But if you once mention your father’s name, I swear I’ll throw you out on your fanny so fast the wind’ll whistle.”

Once she had bullied her way inside by invoking Annarose’s name, Patch closed the door behind her and stood toe to toe with her grandfather, matching him glare for glare. Which gave her a good chance to look him over.

Corwin Marshall had aged as lean as she suspected he must have been as a young man. He stood tall and proud and obstinate before her, dressed in a plaid shirt and store-bought trousers held up by bright red suspenders. His full head of white hair needed a trim. His lips were thin, his nose prominent, his eyebrows as bushy white as his hair. His eyes reminded her of her own. They were a startlingly vivid blue. His face was lined, craggy almost, and his jowls sagged a bit. Otherwise, he looked as hard as she suspected his life had been.

Patch had worn her rose red traveling outfit, complete with gloves and feathered hat and iron rod down her spine, because she had wanted to impress her grandfather with how well she had turned out. She had never dared to ask her father how her mother had died, because any mention of Annarose always made him so sad. But she intended to find out the details from her grandfather. And she wanted very much to see that picture the old man had glanced at before he let her in.

“You are my grandfather, aren’t you?” Patch asked when it seemed the old man had no intention of speaking.

He searched her face, looking for familiar features. “I suppose I must be.”

“May I sit down?”

There was a small, square table by the window with a chair on either side of it. Her grandfather gestured her toward it. “Be my guest.”

He seated her and took the chair on the other side of the table for himself. He began packing a pipe with tobacco from a small pouch. He didn’t seem in any hurry to talk.

A checkerboard and checkers sat on the table, along with a deck of cards. A quick survey of the room revealed that her grandfather lived a neat, if Spartan, life. His bed was made, a pair of Sunday boots stood against the wall, and his clothes hung on pegs on the back of the door. A kerosene lamp stood on the table beside the bed, which also held a book. Patch tried to make out the title, but it was turned the wrong way.

On the other side of the room stood a dry sink with his shaving equipment and a pitcher and bowl. A framed photograph of a woman was angled toward the bed. Patch hoped it was her mother, Annarose. Nell had said her grandfather had a picture he could show her. She resisted the urge to get up and go over and look at it and purposely turned her head to gaze out the window. She didn’t want her grandfather to think that seeing a picture of her mother was the only reason she had come.

Sunlight streamed through faded gingham curtains that Patch supposed had been put there by the landlady. The window was open, and she could hear sounds from the street a floor below her—a bawling bullock, the creak and rattle of a wagon, the stomp of boots echoing on the boardwalk. The smell of fresh manure swept in on the breeze. She peered down and saw a hitching rail to the left of the window with a bay gelding canted on three legs. The swish of its tail kept a swarm of flies from enjoying the manure without constant interruption.

She could feel the loneliness in this room. It was almost a presence. How sad that Corwin Marshall was living the last years of his life in this solitary way. She wondered why her father had never mentioned her grandfather’s existence. And whether the old man would even want to know her now.

When she turned her attention back to her grandfather, she caught him staring at her. Unfortunately, she had no idea whether he liked what he saw. “Well,” she said. “Where shall we begin?”

“You look like your mother.”

Patch forced a smile. “Nell said the same thing.”

Her grandfather’s brow furrowed. “Nell who?”

“I’m sorry. I thought you two knew each other. Nell Hawk. I’m staying at the Double Diamond, keeping house for Mrs. Hawk until she’s feeling better.”

“That’s not a fit place for you to be.”

Patch’s neck hairs bristled. “Why not? Nell is a perfectly respectable—”

“It ain’t Nell Hawk I’m concerned about, it’s that no-good, gunslinging outlaw son of hers.”

Patch leapt from her chair, ready to do battle on Ethan’s behalf. “You take that back!” she shouted. “Ethan is as fine a man—” Patch cut herself off. She had risen to Ethan’s defense just as she had to her pa’s when she was twelve and the whole town had believed Seth Kendrick was a coward. But she wasn’t twelve anymore. And her grandfather had a point. Ethan Hawk was a man fresh from prison with a years-old crime still hanging over his head.

She slumped back down into her chair. “I’m sorry for flaring up at you like that. Only, you see, I love Ethan Hawk. I’m convinced he’s innocent of everything he was accused of doing. And I’m going to do my best to see that his name is cleared before I marry him. Even if it isn’t, I’m going to marry him anyway,” she said defiantly.

Patch was breathless by the time she had finished. Her grandfather said nothing, simply struck a match and puffed at his pipe until it was lit. He shook the match out and laid it on the table in a spot that she could see had been blackened by the practice.

“How is Nell Hawk? I didn’t know she was sick.”

Patch was disconcerted by the change of subject but answered, “She says it’s just an upset stomach.” Patch leaned forward to confide in her grandfather. “But I think it’s something much worse. She doesn’t look good, and she’s been ill for almost two months without getting better.”

Corwin Marshall grunted. And changed the subject again. “How’d you find out about me? When he left town, your father swore I’d never see hide nor hair of you again. Did he have a change of heart?”

Patch fiddled with the strings of her velvet reticule. “Well, no, he didn’t.” She could almost feel the old man stiffen on the other side of the table. “He probably knew you didn’t want to see me,” Patch ventured.

“Not want to see you? When Annarose died, I begged him to let me have you. He was no fit—”

Patch had already started to rise from her chair again when her grandfather stopped himself. She sank back down. “I don’t know what went on between you and my father,” she began, “but don’t you think it’s time you settled things between you?”

“Your pa murdered my girl. I’ll never forgive him for that!”

Patch was appalled at the fury and vindictiveness of the old man’s voice. Her grandfather seemed so sure of what he was saying, yet she knew it had to be impossible. She rose immediately to her father’s defense. “My father loved Annarose Marshall so much that when he finally married again, he did so with the understanding that his heart was already taken. Are you telling me he murdered the one person he loved above anything else in this world? I don’t believe it!”

“He never told you, did he?”

“Told me what?”

“Your father shot Annarose and killed her,” he said flatly.

Patch gasped. “If he did, it must have been an accident, he—”

“Oh, he claimed it was an accident, all right. I suppose he didn’t see her in the dark,” the old man conceded grudgingly.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“Your pa was a Texas Ranger, and some Mexican bandidos he’d been chasing ambushed him here in town. Your ma was supposed to be safe at home. But you’d gotten sick, and she’d come into town hunting the doctor. Your pa was standing on the boardwalk in front of Doc Carter’s office when he heard something behind him and thought it was one of the bandidos. To keep from being back-shot, he turned and fired into the dark.

“When the Mexicans fled on horseback, your pa discovered that when he’d fired into the dark, the person he’d hit was your mother. She’d been shot twice in the chest. My daughter was still breathing when your father found her, but it didn’t take her long to die.”

“Oh, my God. How horrible for him!”

“For him! What about me?” Corwin said in a ragged voice. “I lost my girl, and then he took you away, all because I threatened …”

Patch waited for him to finish. When he didn’t, she prompted, “Threatened what?”

“To take you away from him. After Annarose died, he was never without a bottle. He left you alone, sometimes all day. Come to find out later he was hiding Ethan Hawk at that place of his, letting that murdering rapist take care of you!”

“Ethan is not—”

“Be that as it may,” her grandfather interrupted, “your pa disappeared without a trace. Where did he take you?”

“We moved around for a while, especially during the war. We ended up in Fort Benton, Montana. It’s as far north as the Missouri River runs, practically to Canada. Pa’s a doctor now. He’s remarried and has two stepchildren and a seven-year-old son by his wife, Molly.

“Grandpa Corwin …” Patch hesitated, waiting to see if he would object to the familiarity of the address. When he didn’t, she continued, “Grandpa Corwin, I thought you might like to be my grandfather for real. I mean, now that I’m going to be living in Oakville, we could see each other often.”

The old man harrumphed. “What is it you want from me?”

“I don’t really know,” Patch said. “I’ve never had a grandfather before.” She gave him a gamine smile and said, “I thought you might have some ideas.”

“Grandpas usually dandle the young’uns on their knee.” He gave her a look and said, “That’d be a bit of a chore now.”

Patch laughed. “I promise you can dandle your great-grandchildren on your knee. I’d like us to be friends. Is that all right with you?”

He stared out the window and puffed on his pipe, creating a cloud of cherry-scented smoke. “All right,” he said through teeth clenched on the pipe stem. “Friends.”

“Thank you, Grandpa Corwin!” Patch was around the table and on her knees beside her grandfather before she thought about what she was doing. She put her arms around his waist and hugged him tight. His shirt smelled of cherry tobacco.

When his hands folded around her shoulders, she felt a band tighten in her chest. “There’s one more thing,” she said, her voice muffled against his shirt.

He reached out with a shaking hand and gently smoothed her hair. “What’s that, girl?”

She leaned her head back and met his eyes, which looked rheumy now with age. “Nell said you had a picture of my mother. May I see it?”

He dropped his hands and sat back, staring out the window. “It’s on the dry sink.”

She rose and crossed the room. She picked up the daguerreotype in its brass frame. “Oh,” she said in a trembly voice, “she does look like me.”

Patch turned to her grandfather and saw through a blur of tears that he had set down his pipe. His eyes were closed tightly, and he was pinching the bridge of his nose as though he were in pain.

“You must miss her terribly,” she whispered.

“Every day,” the old man grated in a hoarse voice.

A moment later she was on her knees again at his feet with her arms wrapped tightly around his waist.

She said nothing.

Neither did he.

Patch made a silent vow to get her grandfather out of this lonely place. She wasn’t sure how she was going to accomplish that goal, but she knew she had to try.

“Will you come visit me sometime at the Double Diamond?” she asked.

“I don’t know …”

“I won’t leave until you promise.”

“All right,” he said with a sigh of resignation. “I’ll come.”

Patch took leave of her grandfather shortly thereafter and headed for the hotel. She sat down at the desk in the lobby and wrote a quick letter to her parents, letting them know she had met her grandfather and chastising her father for not telling her about him sooner.

Meanwhile, Gilley hauled her trunks from the room where she had left them when she arrived in Oakville and put them in the wagon she had brought to town for that purpose.

Patch realized she had spent more time with her grandfather than she had intended, and that she would have to hurry if she didn’t want to worry Ethan by a too-long absence. He had given her strict orders not to dally in town. “There’s no telling how Trahern will react to the news you’re staying at the Double Diamond,” he had warned. “So finish your business and get back here as quick as you can.”

It wasn’t that Patch had ignored his counsel on purpose. But once she had started talking to her grandfather, the time had simply gotten away from her. She still had one more stop to make before she was ready to head back to the ranch. Actually, two stops. First the post office to mail her letter and then the sheriff’s office.

She folded her letter and addressed the envelope, then stood and adjusted her hat. “Everything all set, Gilley?” she asked the clerk, who was once again manning his post behind the hotel desk.

“All finished, Miss Kendrick,” the clerk answered. “Two trunks, three carpetbags, and five hatboxes all loaded into the wagon.”

Patch remembered how much trouble it had been to keep secret from Molly the things she was packing in the bottom of her trunks that had nothing to do with her trip to Boston. She hadn’t planned on coming back to Montana, so she had brought a few mementos of her past, as well as some items from her hope chest to start her new life with Ethan. In those trunks, under all the fashionable clothes Molly had insisted she would need for her social life in Boston, were the treasures she had collected for the home she planned to make with her new husband.

Some of the things she could use right away, the linens and such. There were other things—Patch blushed at the thought of the lacy nightgown she had bought in St. Louis—that would have to wait until she was married. Because she had packed so much extra, there hadn’t been room to hide boots and trousers. Thus, her necessary stop at the mercantile her first day in town.

Patch crossed to the desk to give Gilley something for his trouble. “Thank you, Gilley. By the way,” she said, “where will I find the sheriff this time of day?”

“Careless? Probably be in his office. He usually eats at his desk, mostly ’cause the town pays for his meal if he’s working at noontime.”

Patch smiled. “Thanks, Gilley.”

The jail was across the street from the mercantile. It was made of rock and surrounded by three huge live oaks, one of which, Ethan had told her, had actually been used for hangings in the past. Patch wasn’t superstitious, but she just knew there had to be ghosts that haunted the place at night.

Patch decided to post her letter before she paid her visit to Careless Lachlan. As far as she knew, Ethan hadn’t been in to see him yet, and it couldn’t hurt to let the sheriff know that the investigation of that long-ago incident was being reopened.

Patch had stepped off the boardwalk where it ended to allow access to an alley when a hand reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. She was yanked into the cool, murky shadows and slammed up against the wall. A hard male body pressed up against her and a callused hand stifled the scream on her lips. The abrupt change from sunlight to darkness momentarily blinded her. She was terrified until she heard a familiar male voice.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Patch?”

“Mmmmp,” Patch replied. The hand came away and she snapped, “I was walking down the street! Or at least I was until you yanked me into this alley. What’s got into you, Ethan? What’s wrong?”

“I told you to get your bags and get back to the ranch. You left right after breakfast. It’s practically noon. What the hell have you been doing all day?”

Patch relaxed. He was worried about her. She played with a button on his shirt with her gloved fingers. “I went to see my grandfather.”

Ethan had the oddest sensation he was being undressed, even though the buttons remained in place. It was a fantasy he had been fighting the past week, Patch undressing him. Here she was doing it—or rather, not doing it—in the middle of town. He forced his mind back to the subject at hand. “I thought Corwin Marshall was dead.”

“No, he just sold his ranch and moved into town. And guess what, Ethan?”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“He’s going to come visit me at the ranch sometime.”

“Patch, there’s no sense getting any more people involved in my situation than already are.”

“He’s not involved. He’s just a lonely old man, Ethan, and I want to spend some time with him.”

“Patch—”

“Have you talked to the sheriff yet, Ethan?”

“No, but—”

Her gloved fingers walked up his shirt toward his collar. “Could I go with you?”

He grabbed her wrist. “No.”

Her lips pouted. “Why not?”

He smoothed them out with his thumb. “I told you, it isn’t safe.”

She stared up at him, her eyes pleading even though she wasn’t saying a word.

“Patch …”

Ethan hadn’t intended to kiss her. That had been the last thing on his mind when he dragged her into this alley. In fact, he had been ready to wring her neck. But he lowered his face and she lifted hers and, sure enough, their lips met.

It was just a touch of flesh to flesh, but it made his blood hum and his spirit soar. He rubbed his lips against hers, and her mouth came open. Lord, Lord! How could he resist that sort of temptation? His tongue slid along the crease of her mouth, and he felt her quiver.

He wasn’t aware of what his hands were doing until she froze. He had her breast cupped in his hand! He started to let go, but she hesitantly arched toward him. She made a low, animal sound in her throat that caused his groin to draw up tight.

Ethan brushed his thumb delicately across her nipple and heard her gasp as it tightened into a bud. He thrust his tongue into her mouth and groaned when she sucked on it.

It was the sound of two women talking that brought him to his senses. He jerked away from Patch, put a hand across her mouth to keep her from making any noise, and pulled her deeper into the alley.

“It’s shameless, that’s what it is, a lady like her staying in the same house with the likes of him,” one woman said.

“His mother is there, and his sister,” the other answered.

“A sick woman and a little girl,” the first woman retorted. “What’s to keep him from forcing himself on her the way he did that poor Trahern girl?” The woman tsked and continued speaking, but by then they were well past the alley, and their voices were no longer clear.

“See what you’re in for if you hang around me,” Ethan whispered in the darkness. “Misery and unhappiness, that’s what’s in store! You’ll be a source of gossip on the tongue of every old harpy in town. Get out of here, Patch. Now, while you can.”

Patch dropped her forehead against Ethan’s shoulder and rubbed her cheek against his chest. She liked the feel of him and wanted to be closer. Her fingers curled themselves into his shirt reflexively, like a kitten’s claws. “No, Ethan. Whatever happens, I want to stay here with you.”

Patch felt him shudder.

“Then heaven help you, little one. Because I can’t help myself.”

He tipped her chin up and kissed her, only this time he wasn’t gentle. The fervent kiss frightened her, but she reminded herself this was Ethan, that she loved him, and he would never do anything to hurt her. Sure enough, the pressure on her mouth eased, then gentled, then persuaded.

Patch found herself responding. Her arms slid up around Ethan’s neck, and her tongue slipped out tentatively to meet his. Ethan’s arms tightened around her, and he pressed his lower body against her. She could feel the hard length of his shaft.

She slowly arched her body into his and heard him groan.

His hands grasped her hips and held her still. “Don’t, Patch. Or I’ll end up having you right here, standing against an alley wall in the middle of town.”

Patch lowered her hands to his shoulders and leaned against him. All she heard for the next several moments was the sound of her own ragged breathing and the heavy beat of Ethan’s heart.

“Let’s get married now, Ethan. Let’s not wait.” Patch lifted her face to his. She could easily see his features now that her eyes had adjusted to the dark. “I don’t care what the old biddies say. I don’t care what the town thinks of you. I only know I love you. And you want me, Ethan. You can’t deny it.”

Ethan used his hold on her hips to lever her a good foot away from him. Maybe with distance he could keep his senses. “You’re only making this harder for both of us, Patch. I won’t deny I want you. But I don’t love you. And I absolutely will not marry you with the whole town thinking I’m the kind of man who could beat up a woman and take her innocence and leave her bleeding on the ground.”

Patch turned her head away. “All right, Ethan,” she said. “I won’t mention marriage again.”

He caught her chin in his hand and forced her to face him. “You know I’m right, Patch.”

She avoided agreeing with him. Because she didn’t. “As long as you’re in town, wouldn’t this be a good opportunity to see the sheriff?”

Ethan gave in gracefully. “I suppose so.”

“Good,” Patch said. “Let’s go.”

“Whoa!” Ethan said. “I can’t just go marching into his office.”

“Why not?”

“Because …” Ethan realized that the threat of being bushwhacked was probably pretty slim in the sheriff’s office. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go. You let me do all the talking.”

“Of course, Ethan,” Patch replied. “You’re the boss.”

Ethan laughed at the totally un-Patchlike meekness of her reply. He hugged her quickly and just as quickly let her go. The temptation was too great to do more. “Come on, you shameless minx. Let’s go see what Careless has to say.”
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Ever since Ethan had suggested that Frank talk to Merielle about the rape, he hadn’t been able to think about anything else. Every day for a week Frank had been trying to get up the courage to broach the subject. The truth was, he was terrified. What if she got hysterical? What if she stopped talking altogether? What if she went completely out of her mind?

What if she remembered what had happened?

Greater than his fear was his desire to have Merielle as she had been seventeen years ago. Laughing. Smiling at him. Loving him. He wanted to kiss her and hold her in his arms and have her touch him with wonder as he touched her.

They had been naive and innocent then. He was only fifteen, she barely thirteen, and each of them in love for the first time. Generally they understood what was supposed to happen between lovers. But they had both been as shy as they were eager to discover the secrets of each other’s body.

He had touched her breasts only once. Her cheeks had burned red with embarrassment the whole time he was unbuttoning her dress, and she had clenched fistfuls of his shirt to keep herself from shoving his hands away. He had pushed the dress down off her shoulders until it caught on her elbows and felt her shiver as her flesh was exposed to the sunlight in the loft of her father’s barn. Her eyes, oh, God, her eyes had blazed with ecstasy and joy when his callused fingertips brushed against her flesh for the first time.

Her breasts had been small, only half-developed, the nipples tight, tiny pink buds. His chest had been banded with awe. His whole body had trembled with need. That other part of him, the part he hadn’t yet used as a man with a woman, had surged to life, hardening in readiness for an act he could only imagine.

Frank had wanted to put his mouth on her flesh. He had dreamed of it. Before he could garner the courage to act on his desire, she had asked, “Could I touch you, Frank?”

“What?”

It had never occurred to him that she had the same sorts of fantasies he did. After all, she was a lady, or would be in a very few years. But there was no mistaking the longing in her eyes. He had reluctantly let go of the precious part of her he was holding and slid his arm around to her back.

“Do you want to unbutton my shirt? Or do you want me to do it?” he asked.

She looked delightfully confused for a moment before she said, “I want to do it.”

Her fingers were stiff at first, from having been clenched so tightly on his shirt. She kept her chin down so he could see only the top of her head. He marveled at how she always got the part so straight, evenly dividing the lustrous sheen of black hair. He reveled in the thickness of her braids, their softness. All the while he was trying to think of something else, she was slowly but surely unbuttoning his shirt.

He sucked in his gut reflexively when she tugged on his shirttails to release them from his pants. He laughed nervously when he felt his body shiver. “I sure ain’t cold,” he said. And he hadn’t been.

Shivering in sunlight. In the years to come he would often ponder the phenomenon. That day, his thoughts had been on Merielle. He had held his breath waiting to feel her fingertips on his skin.

A small patch of black curls had formed very recently on his chest, and that was what drew her attention. She reached tentatively and grasped several of the curly hairs.

He winced when she pulled too hard, but he wouldn’t for the world have asked her to stop what she was doing. She slid her hand across his flesh, raising goose bumps along the way. Until she found a male nipple. It fascinated her. She traced it with her finger. She tweaked it and laughed when he jerked. She brushed it with her thumb.

Not even in his dreams had Frank imagined such feelings. His body drew up tight. His pulse pounded in his head until he couldn’t think. His whole being came alive with wants and needs as old as the ages and as primal as nature.

Then she leaned forward and tasted his nipple with her tongue.

A groan, almost of pain, wrenched its way out of his throat.

She looked up at him, her eyes concerned, questioning. “Did I hurt you, Frank?”

“Oh, no, Merielle,” he hurried to assure her. “It was just that … I felt like … I …” His tangled emotions left him tongue-tied. He didn’t have words to tell her what he felt.

She demanded them anyway. “Felt like what, Frank?”

“I’d have to show you,” he grated out.

He waited to see if she would let him do to her what she had done to him. Her brow furrowed slightly while she thought—it always did—and when it cleared he had his answer.

“All right, Frank.”

He felt awkward, like the schoolboy he was. What if she didn’t like it? What if she never let him touch her again? His sense of humor rescued him. If he didn’t hurry up, she might change her mind, and he would never get to touch her the first time!

Frank was just lowering his head, and it was a ways down, since he was so much taller than she was, when they heard someone coming into her father’s barn. They were in the loft, and there was no reason for anyone to come up there, but they waited with bated breath to be discovered. Whoever it was left the barn again almost immediately, but the spell was broken.

The instant it was safe to move again, Merielle pulled away from him and hurriedly yanked her dress back up over her shoulders. She fumbled with her buttons, and he brushed her hands away to do it himself.

“We should have met at the cave,” he murmured. “Then we wouldn’t have been interrupted.”

She blushed, but a mischievous smile teased her lips. “Tomorrow,” she promised.

“Tomorrow’s your birthday. What about the party your father’s having for you? Will you be able to get away?” He hadn’t been invited and had been afraid he wouldn’t see her alone. He had braided a ring out of black horsetail hair especially for her.

“I’ll meet you after school,” she said. “I have to come home first, but once Father sees I’m back, he won’t pay any attention to where I go.”

He buttoned the last button at her throat. “Don’t be late. I have a present for you.”

“I won’t.” She stood on tiptoe and pulled his head down to kiss him quickly on the lips, then raced for the ladder and headed down. She flashed him a quick grin of complicity before she disappeared from sight.

His thoughts shied away from what had actually happened the next day. It was too painful to remember. However, his confrontation with Jefferson Trahern the day following Merielle’s birthday—the day after she was brutally raped—remained vivid in his mind.

He had gone to the Tumbling Tbecause he couldn’t stay away. He had slid off the mule his father used to pull his plow and tied it up along with the assortment of wagons and buggies drawn up at the front of the imposing house. He swallowed hard as he looked, really looked, at Merielle’s home.

Merielle lived like a princess in a palace. What had ever made him think they would someday get married? He could never provide her with a grand home like the one she had grown up in. Pillars held up the second story of the house and black shutters framed sparkling windows. There must have been twenty rooms inside.

Merielle had never cared that her father had money and his father never would. Frank knew the town had him pegged as a man who would never get the dirt out from under his fingernails. And the chances of him getting into that great big house to see her the day after she had been brutally raped were slim to none. Nevertheless, he had to try. He had been in agony wondering how she was, whether she was still hurting, whether she would be willing to see him again.

When he knocked on the solid front door, it was answered by Mrs. Felber, whose husband owned the mercantile. She was a big-boned woman, with equally large features. She was wearing black. With her hair scraped back off her face, her nose became the focus of her face. Her mouth opened to reveal large, horsey teeth. Frank knew her son, Chester. He had started school with the other kids, but hadn’t progressed far, since he was slow-witted. From the time he was ten, Chester had stood head and shoulders over everybody else. He had never fit in. He had only gotten bigger as he got older. Fortunately, he was a gentle giant.

“Why, Frank, you shouldn’t be here,” Mrs. Felber admonished.

He stood there, hat in hand, one booted foot digging at a knothole in the porch and muttered, “I came to see Merielle.”

Mrs. Felber shook her head emphatically. “That’s impossible.”

“Can you tell me how she is?”

Mrs. Felber took pity on him. “I’m sorry, Frank. The poor girl … she … she isn’t well.”

Frank had figured that out for himself. He wanted more specific information. “Is she awake? Can she talk? Does she know who did it?”

“Oh, dear. I don’t think—”

“Can I come in? I need to see her. I—”

“Who’s at the door, Mrs. Felber?”

Frank recognized Jefferson Trahern’s booming voice. His first thought was to turn tail and run as far as he could as fast as he could. But he would only have to come right back. He had to know how she was!

Mrs. Felber stepped aside and Jefferson Trahern stood in the doorway. “What are you doing here?”

In the past month or so Frank had discovered that his Adam’s apple had a life of its own when he swallowed. He swallowed now and felt it slide jerkily up and down. “I came to see Merielle.”

Trahern stepped out onto the porch and closed the front door behind him. Before Frank realized what the big man was going to do, he had grabbed a handful of Frank’s shirt and drawn him up on his toes. “Did you have anything to do with what happened to my girl?”

“I love Merielle, sir.”

Trahern shook him like a rat. “Bah! You’re not fit to shine her shoes.”

“I will be someday, sir.”

Trahern’s eyes narrowed. “You talking back to me, boy?”

Trahern’s fist knotted tighter on his shirt. Frank was starting to choke. “May I see her, sir?”

He met Trahern’s penetrating stare, trying to look innocent, even though he knew a lot more than Trahern thought he did about the rape.

“I’ve heard the gossip about you and my daughter, boy. If I thought for one second that you’d laid a hand on her, I’d hang you myself!”

Frank might have been poor, but he had never begged. He was begging now. “Please, won’t you tell me how she is, sir?”

“That’s none of your damn business!” Trahern used his hold on Frank to force him backward toward the edge of the porch. When he let go of Frank’s shirt, Frank staggered backward down the steps into the dust at the bottom. A horse nearby snorted nervously and shifted sideways.

“Get on your mule and get out of here! I don’t ever want to see your face around here again.” Trahern turned his back and reached for the doorknob.

Frank scrambled to his feet and headed back up the stairs. He wasn’t leaving without finding out what he had come to learn. He grabbed Trahern’s arm and pulled him around. “Is she all right? Has she spoken? What did she say?”

Trahern’s mask of civility was more fragile than Frank had suspected. Pressed for answers, he exploded. “Hell, no, she’s not all right! My baby’s been brutalized by some fiend and she … she’s lost her mind!”

Frank stood stunned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean she doesn’t remember a thing! She smiles and smiles like nothing happened, like everything’s fine. With one eye so swollen she can’t even see, and her mouth so tender it hurts when she talks. She wants to know what I got her for her birthday, and whether I think everyone will show up for her party. It’s like yesterday never happened!”

Merielle’s father was staring right at Frank, but he wasn’t seeing him. Frank knew that when Trahern came to his senses he would be sorry he had spoken. Frank backed away, then ran. He mounted the mule and kicked him hard into a trot. He knew now what he had come to find out.

A month or so after the rape, Merielle started showing up in town, always with her father. She seemed perfectly fine. She smiled and laughed and conversed normally. Frank found a way to cross her path one day and said hello, but it was clear she had no recollection of him or of what they had been to each other. It was all gone. Wiped clean.

Frank had been devastated. He hadn’t stopped loving Merielle, hadn’t stopped wanting to touch her. But when he looked into her eyes, no hint of the budding woman he had loved could be found. That horror was compounded when it became apparent that Merielle was trapped in time, caught as the young girl she had been when she was violated.

It was nearly a year later, when Frank turned sixteen, that he made up his mind to work for Jefferson Trahern. He worried what Ethan would think of him—working for a man who hated his friend and wanted him dead.

But Frank felt sure Ethan would understand why he had to do whatever was necessary to be close to Merielle. The way things stood, he rarely got to see her. At least if he worked on her father’s ranch, he would get a glimpse of her now and then. Only, Frank wasn’t at all sure that Trahern would hire him.

When he presented himself once again at the front door to Merielle’s home, his heart was pounding in his chest. He couldn’t have been more surprised when Merielle herself answered his knock.

“Hello,” she said. “Don’t I know you?”

For an instant he thought she remembered who he was. Her next words made it clear she didn’t. “We met in town, I think.” Her brow furrowed. “I don’t remember your name.”

“Frank Meade,” he said.

“Yes, that’s right. Come in, Frank.”

Frank looked around for someone to stop him. There wasn’t anybody, so he stepped inside. Trahern’s wealth was even more evident on the inside than the outside.

The house had the standard dogtrot entrance typical in most Texas homes, with a hall down the center and doors leading off to rooms on either side. But there all resemblance to the hovel in which Frank lived ceased.

The walls were paneled with walnut and a chandelier graced the entryway. He saw bits of china and pewter in the dining room on the right. Merielle led him to a parlor on the left where lush green velvet curtains framed the windows. A mahogany piano stood in one corner, with a piece of music on the stand. He wondered if Merielle still played. She had hated her lessons before—

He forced himself to focus again on the room. Two settees faced each other separated by a plush Oriental carpet. One wall held shelves full of leather-bound books. A comfortable reading chair was close by. His jaw dropped when he caught sight of the elaborately carved marble fireplace. It was covered with half-dressed cherubs.

He self-consciously brushed off his trousers before he lowered himself gingerly onto the shiny brocade that covered one of the settees. To his amazement, Merielle sat down right beside him.

“Now, Frank,” she began. “Tell me all about yourself.”

It had been the strangest conversation of his life. He told her things he had never told her before. He didn’t know how long he had been sitting there when Trahern entered the room. When he spotted Frank, the man had murder in his eyes.

Frank stood instantly, looked for the way out, and saw that Trahern had it blocked. Since he couldn’t flee, he prepared himself to fight.

Only, Merielle took the fight right out of her father when she said, “Frank has come to ask you for a job, Father. You will give him one, won’t you? Frank could hitch up my buggy and drive me to town, and then you wouldn’t always have to stop what you’re doing to worry about me. And Frank knows all about cattle. Don’t you, Frank?”

The two men were helpless to deny her what she wanted. They both loved her more than their own lives. So Trahern agreed to hire Frank. Oh, he watched him like a hawk. But he hired him. In return, Frank had worked hard to make Trahern respect him. And he had spent every spare moment he could with Merielle. Loving her.

But he had never spoken of the past.

Only, now that Ethan had put the thought in his head, Frank couldn’t wait to get Merielle alone to talk to her about what had happened all those years ago. He was terrified, because he had found something he thought he had lost.

Hope.

Frank was working in the barn, forking hay into a stall when Merielle suddenly appeared.

“Father and I are going to town. Would you hitch up the buggy for us?”

Frank leaned the pitchfork against the side of the empty stall. “Sure.” He pulled a bandanna from his pocket and swiped at his face.

“You missed a spot.” Merielle took the bandanna from him and rose up on tiptoes to dab at a spot on his temple. “There. That’s better.”

When she offered the bandanna back to him, Frank caught her hand in his. “Merielle, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

She looked guilelessly up at him. “What, Frank?”

Frank opened his mouth and closed it again. “Let’s go up into the loft and talk there.” Maybe if they were back in the loft together, it would help spark some memory of the past.

Merielle looked uncertainly up the ladder.

“Don’t be afraid,” Frank said. “I’ll make sure you don’t fall.”

It was a sign of how much time they had spent together, and of how much she trusted him, that Merielle climbed right up the ladder. Once they were at the top, she headed immediately for the open loft door.

“Oh, you can see everything from here,” she said as she gazed out over the rolling prairie.

Frank came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. It was the first time he had touched more than her hand in seventeen years. His hands were trembling, but she didn’t seem to notice.

Merielle looked over her shoulder at him and smiled.

Encouraged by her lack of fear, he said, “You and I were up in this loft together once before. Do you remember?”

Her brow furrowed. He felt her shoulders tense. She shook her head. “No.”

He turned her around so she faced him. “It was the day before your thirteenth birthday.” Frank’s heart was pounding so hard it felt like he had been running. It was hard to breathe. He felt panic building, but he fought it back.

“When we were here the last time, we kissed each other,” he said.

“We did?”

“We promised to meet the next day, so we could kiss some more.”

Her eyes were a dark chocolate brown. He had lost himself in them more than once, years ago. Now they looked wary.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been kissed,” she said.

“Oh, but you have. I’ve kissed you myself. Would you like me to show you how it’s done?”

He was holding her hands, waiting for her to pull away. Instead, she lifted her face to his and said, “All right, Frank.”

He kissed her. It was the barest touch of lips.

When he lifted his head, she was staring at him strangely. She pulled one hand free and touched her lips in wonder.

Remember! he willed her. Remember what we had together.

“I …” She put her hand to her forehead as though she were dizzy, then looked up at him as though she had never seen him before. “Would you kiss me again?”

His heart thundered. He lowered his head and pressed his mouth to hers. She made a small sound in her throat, but when he would have ended the kiss, she put a hand on his shoulder to hold him there. He slid his arms around her and pulled her close.

This moment was all his dreams come true. She was in his arms kissing him again, and he was kissing her. He thought he would go crazy when her body arched instinctively toward his.

The instant she came in contact with the hard length of him, she wrenched herself free. He sought her eyes. Instead of the wonder and delight of the past, he found terror and confusion.

“Don’t kiss me anymore, Frank. It … it scares me. I feel … strange inside.”

He reached out to her, and she shrank from him.

“It’s all right, Merielle,” he said. “I just want to hold you.”

“You won’t … you won’t hurt me, will you, Frank?”

“Oh, God, no, Merielle,” he said, horrified that she could even think such a thing.

She threw herself into his embrace. “You’re my best friend, Frank,” she said, her cheek pressed against his chest. “Please don’t be mad at me.”

He slid his hand down her silky hair again and again in a gesture of comfort that brought back the most painful of happy memories. “I’m not mad,” he murmured against her temple.

“You won’t kiss me again, will you? I didn’t like it.”

“I promise I won’t kiss you again.”

Now he knew why he had never spoken with Merielle about that long-ago day. Because before there had always been hope. Hope that she would somehow cast off the childlike demeanor that had protected her from the awful truth and be ready for a life with him as the woman she had become. Now there was nothing to look forward to except endless unfulfilled longing.

“Hey, Frank! You got that buggy hitched up yet?” Trahern called from the front porch of the house.

“Not yet,” Frank called back.

“Get a move on! I’m late for a meeting with the sheriff.”

Frank grabbed Merielle’s hand and headed for the ladder down out of the loft. He went first and she followed quickly after him. He had reached the floor of the barn by the time Trahern barked, “Is Merielle out there?”

“She’s here,” Frank called back.

“Send her on into the house. I want to talk to her before we leave.”

Merielle started for the barn door, but Frank caught her hand to stop her. She kept her back to him and said, “Father wants me. I have to go.”

Frank could hear the fear in her voice. He tried to turn her around so he could look at her, but she resisted him.

“No—” She was almost frantic to get away from him.

But he was stronger. When he finally got her turned around, she burst into tears. He drew her into his arms and held her close.

“It’s all right, Merielle. It’s only me. It’s Frank.”

“I’m sorry, Frank. I don’t know why I got so scared,” she confessed.

But he knew.

He could feel her shuddering. “Shhh,” he soothed. “I’m not going to hurt you. No one’s ever going to hurt you again.”

“I … I … my head hurts,” she said. “I think there’s something I should remember, but when I try, it hurts!”

“Then don’t try,” he said in a quiet voice.

Frank cupped Merielle’s face in one hand and caressed her damp cheek with the pad of his thumb. “Smile for me,” he said in a gentle voice.

Merielle managed a wobbly smile. “I’ll always smile for you, Frank.”

He turned her toward the barn door. “Go on, now. And tell your father I’ll be there in a minute.”

The instant she was gone, Frank let out the sob that had been building in his chest. He brushed his eyes roughly with the sleeve of his shirt and tried to get hold of himself. It wasn’t the end of the world. She considered him her friend. She smiled for him. He could still love her.

Only not as a woman.

His throat felt raw, swollen so thick it hurt. “God! Do something! Help me!” he pleaded in a raspy voice. “I don’t know how long I can keep on seeing her every day, wanting her, and knowing I can never have her.”

There was no answering voice. Because he was living in hell. There was no God here.
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Patch paused one step beyond the shadowed alley and squinted her eyes against the brilliant sunlight. Ethan was more careful. He stopped and stared out into the sunlight from the safety of the alley until his eyes had adjusted to the differing light. He couldn’t afford to be blinded even for a second. A bullet was faster than chain lightning with a link snapped.

When Ethan stood at her side, Patch said, “I have to make a stop at the post office first and mail a letter to my family. Why don’t you go ahead to the sheriff’s office, and I’ll meet you there.”

“I’m not sure I should let you out of my sight,” Ethan replied with a wry smile. “I might not see you again till suppertime.”

Patch wrinkled her nose at him. “I’m only going across the street.”

“All right. But don’t be long.” Ethan studied the main street of town with narrowed eyes. “And watch your step.”

“I’ll be fine,” Patch assured him. “You’re the one who needs to be careful.” She let her gaze follow the same path as his. “Do you really think there’s someone waiting out there to shoot you?”

“Crowd the fence and someone’s liable to boost you over.”

Patch waited for the dust to settle after a wagon loaded with farm tools passed, then began her trek across the rutted dirt road. When she arrived on the other side, she looked for Ethan over her shoulder, but all she saw was the door to the sheriff’s office closing.

She walked briskly into the Oakville Mercantile, intending to drop off her letter and leave. After all, she had promised Ethan she would join him as soon as she could. She fully intended to keep that promise. Of course, that was before she ran into Merielle Trahern.

Merielle wasn’t alone. Frank was with her. Patch was dying to ask whether Frank had found an opportunity to speak with Merielle about the past, and what the results of that talk might have been. Merielle hadn’t seen her yet, so Patch mouthed to Frank, Have you talked to her?

Frank mouthed back, Yes.

Does she remember anything?

Frank shook his head once, twice. No.

Before Patch had time to register the disappointment she felt, Merielle spied her.

“Patch! My friend, Patch!” Merielle’s face was wreathed in a smile of delight. “Where have you been? I wanted to invite you to come to my house, but I didn’t know how to find you.”

Patch accepted Merielle’s embrace and hugged her back. “I’m staying with a friend of mine, and yours too, once upon a time—Ethan Hawk.”

Patch ignored the frown Frank aimed at her for bringing up Ethan’s name. She was too busy searching Merielle’s face for any sign of recognition.

Merielle’s pretty brow furrowed. “Ethan Hawk? Do I know him?” She placed a gloved fingertip to her temple.

“Is something wrong?” Patch asked.

“I … My head hurts.”

Because she’s trying to remember, Patch thought. But why did remembering hurt? Obviously, the events of that day were simply too horrible to contemplate. Or maybe it was more than that. What if it had been someone close to Merielle who had violated her trust? Like Frank.

Or Ethan.

Patch shoved that second thought aside. She wouldn’t believe that Ethan was capable of such a heinous crime. It occurred to Patch that if it hurt Merielle to try to remember, the memories were there!

Obviously, Frank was too protective of Merielle—or worried about the answers she might give—to force her to recall the past. Patch wasn’t. Somehow, she had to find a way to be alone with Merielle, to provoke the girl’s memory, to force her to confront what had happened and remember.

Frank loomed over Merielle’s shoulder. “We’d better be leaving now. Your pa—”

Merielle shook her head and stood her ground. “I don’t want to leave. I want to talk to Patch.”

To Patch’s surprise, Mr. Felber appeared at Merielle’s other shoulder. “Jefferson Trahern wouldn’t take it kindly if you upset his daughter,” he warned Patch.

“Patch is my friend,” Merielle said to Mr. Felber. “She’s coming to my house for supper.”

“Miz Kendrick probably has other plans,” Frank said. His message to Patch was clear: Don’t come.

“I’m not doing anything that would keep me from joining Merielle for supper,” Patch countered with a beatific smile at Frank.

Frank’s lips pressed flat in disapproval. For some reason, Mr. Felber didn’t look too happy, either.

“When can you come?” Merielle asked.

“When would you like me to come?”

“Today.”

“Your father might have other plans,” Frank cautioned Merielle.

“He won’t mind if I invite Patch. Do you, Father?”

Patch turned and saw that Jefferson Trahern had entered the store. Her first impressions were of power and pride. He was a big man, both broad and tall, with collar-length white hair and a neatly trimmed salt and pepper mustache. He was wearing a black broadcloth suit with a brocade vest that hid a slight paunch at his waist and a string tie that emphasized the sagging flesh at his throat.

This was the Jefferson Trahern she had imagined, a man who wouldn’t hesitate to crush his enemy. This man was easy to hate.

Her second impressions were no less distinct, but gave her a contrary image of Trahern which made her uneasy. Lines of pain and bitterness pinched his nose and bracketed his mouth. When his gaze alighted on his daughter, his dark brown eyes bore a look so sad they made Patch want to weep.

But it would be a cold day in hell before she wept for Jefferson Trahern. This was the man who had hounded Ethan Hawk to hell and back. Trahern had made sure Ethan spent the better part of his youth in prison. Trahern wanted Ethan Hawk dead.

Patch curled her clawed fingers into daintily gloved fists that she kept hidden in her skirt. She wasn’t about to let Trahern know what she really thought of him. The smile on her face as she turned to greet Merielle’s father was so warm it would have melted butter.

“Why, hello,” she said. “I don’t believe we’ve met, Mr. Trahern. I’m Patricia Kendrick.”

Trahern tipped his flat-crowned hat. “Nice to make your acquaintance, Miss Kendrick. Merielle has told me about you.”

Patch was surprised. “She did?”

Trahern gave Patch a look up and down. She was careful to keep her eyes lowered demurely, to look as mild-mannered and gently bred as she possibly could.

Merielle hurried over to her father and looped her arm through his. “Father, I’ve invited Patch to supper tonight. You don’t mind if she comes, do you?”

Trahern pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I suppose it would be all right.”

Merielle stood on her toes and tugged on her father’s arm so he knew to bend down for her kiss on his cheek. “Thank you, Father.”

Merielle turned to Patch, her face beaming. “See, I told you he wouldn’t mind.”

“Are you sure it won’t be any trouble?” Patch asked Trahern.

“If my daughter wants you to come to supper, you’ll come.”

Trahern’s statement sounded more like an order than an invitation. Patch bit back a scathing retort, told her neck hairs to settle down, and nodded her acquiescence. “What time?” she asked.

“We eat after the sun sets.”

“I’ll be there,” Patch said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have another appointment.” She swept past Trahern, dropped her letter on the counter for Mr. Felber to send off in the next day’s mail, and left the mercantile with her chin up and her shoulders squared.

Once outside, Patch crossed beyond the window out of sight, then quickly backed up against the wooden wall of the building. She took several deep breaths. She unballed her fists and realized her hands were trembling.

Patch knew it was unreasonable to despise Jefferson Trahern. He had lost his beautiful daughter on the same day his only son was killed. His grief must have been awful, overwhelming. She couldn’t blame him for wanting justice. She probably would have applauded his efforts, if only he weren’t stalking the man she loved. But Jefferson Trahern had to be stopped. And the best way to do that was to find out the truth.

“Miss Kendrick?”

Patch whirled at the sound of Trahern’s voice. Think of the devil, and he lands on your doorstep.

“Are you all right?”

“You surprised me.” Patch put a hand on her heart as though she could slow it down from the outside.

“I wanted a chance to talk to you privately.”

“We’re alone now.” Patch had no intention of going anywhere with Jefferson Trahern.

Trahern looked around him. There was no one coming along the boardwalk in either direction. They stood in the shade of a live oak, so the heat wasn’t unbearable. “All right. I can say what I have to say here. I want to know what your relationship is to Ethan Hawk. I want to know why you’re staying at the Double Diamond. And I want to know why you’ve befriended my daughter.”

That was plain speaking.

Patch started with the last question, because it was the easiest to answer. “I didn’t choose to befriend Merielle, she chose me. I know she isn’t … quite right. But I think she needs a friend, and I can be that to her.

“I’m staying at the Double Diamond because Mrs. Hawk is ill, and she needs someone to do the cooking and cleaning and to keep an eye on her young daughter.”

Patch avoided answering the most difficult question directly. “I know you’ve sworn vengeance on Ethan Hawk, that you blame him for everything bad that’s happened to your children. But I believe you’ve wronged him. Someday, soon, I hope to prove that to you.”

“I plan to see Ethan Hawk dead and buried if it’s the last thing I do,” Trahern said. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your distance from him.”

“I won’t leave Mrs. Hawk to manage alone,” Patch said.

“Suit yourself.”

He started across the street, and Patch hurried to catch up with him. “Am I still invited for supper?”

He paused in the middle of the street, and such was his presence that he stopped a dray full of lumber coming one way and a load of cotton coming from the other. “I won’t deny my daughter anything she wants. If you wish to come, Miss Kendrick, you’re welcome.”

He left her standing there, and she was lucky not to be run over when the two wagons swung back into motion. It wasn’t until she reached the sidewalk that she realized Trahern’s destination.

He was opening the door to the sheriff’s office.

Patch experienced a terrifying moment when she imagined what would happen when Jefferson Trahern and Ethan Hawk met face-to-face with only Careless Lachlan to referee. She was frozen in a state of helpless panic. There was no way she could get there in time to prevent what was going to happen.

She was so focused on the door to the sheriffs office that she never saw Ethan until he was beside her.

“What are you doing here? I thought …” Her face seesawed from Ethan to the sheriff’s office and back.

“Shall we stroll this way?” Ethan placed her arm through his and headed down the boardwalk away from the jail.

“Ethan, what—”

“Later,” he said. “I think it’s time we headed for home.”

Careless Lachlan never looked up from his plate when he heard the front door open and shut. Damn that Ethan Hawk, stirring up trouble, keeping a man from his dinner. It was plumb loco to open up an investigation of a crime committed seventeen years ago. He had told Ethan everything he knew. Which was nothing. What did the damned man want from him now? “What the hell’re you doin’ back here—”

Careless glanced up to see Jefferson Trahern standing in front of him. The forkful of food he had just shoveled into his mouth came spewing back out. He bobbed to his feet, grabbed the red-checkered cloth tucked under his chin, and swiped at the mashed potatoes on his chin and scattered in clumps across his desk.

Trahern retrieved the gold pocket watch from his vest pocket, extended it the length of the gold chain that held it there, snapped it open, checked the time, and snapped it closed again. “It’s exactly one o’clock. Did we, or did we not, have an appointment today?”

Careless stood there looking like a fool and feeling like a jackass. “We did. Have a seat, Mr. Trahern.” Careless gestured toward the nearest chair, but it was piled high with posters and flyers. He gestured to another that held a frayed Montgomery Ward catalog. In fact, there wasn’t any surface in the room that wasn’t covered with something.

“Why don’t you clean this place up?” Trahern asked in an irritated voice. “Sheriff of a town ought to be a little neater, don’t you think?”

Careless wasn’t sure whether that was a warning or a threat. It felt like both. Careless swallowed down his feelings of annoyance. He was the same man now that he had been twenty years ago when Trahern had gotten him hired by the town council. He had felt then as he felt now. Cleaning was a waste of time. Things just got messed up again.

But he served as sheriff of Oakville only so long as it pleased Jefferson Trahern for him to do so. At fifty-four, Careless Lachlan didn’t feel like pulling up stakes and moving on. When Trahern said jump, Careless got to hopping like a bunch of tree frogs. “I’ll get someone in here to straighten up,” he mumbled.

Careless hurried around his desk and shoved a pile of flyers and posters onto the floor from the seat of a ladderback chair. “You can sit here.”

Trahern took one look at the uncomfortable chair and said, “I think I’ll stand. This won’t take long.”

Careless felt uncomfortable standing face-to-face with Trahern. But he didn’t know any way to retreat behind his desk except by turning his back on the other man. No one with sense and a wish for survival turned his back on Jefferson Trahern.

“Uh … what can I do for you, Mr. Trahern?” Careless asked. “You ain’t come about that idea of Hawk’s, have you? I mean, ‘vestigatin’ what happened seventeen years ago—that’s crazy, right?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Trahern said. “Who’s investigating what?”

Careless wished he had kept his mouth shut, because it felt damned uncomfortable now that he had his foot in it. He pulled at the hairs on his chin. “Uh … ain’t you heard?”

“Heard what? Spit it out, Careless. I haven’t got all day.”

“Had a visit from Hawk. He wanted to know everythin’ I ’membered ’bout the ’vestigation of your daughter’s ra— ’Bout what happened that day when Miss Trahern got …” Careless didn’t dare get any more specific because every time he tried, Trahern’s face tightened up. Finally, he said, “Anyway, Hawk wants to know what I found out in my ’vestigation.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That there weren’t no ’vestigation, ’cause we knew who done it.”

“What did he say to that?”

“Said we was mistaken. Said he didn’t do it. Said the real culprit has been runnin’ free all these years. He means to find the man who done it and bring him to justice.”

“He won’t have to look any farther than his own mirror,” Trahern said. “Ruthless son of a bitch.”

Careless scratched nervously at his crotch. He caught Trahern’s disgusted look and left off what he was doing.

“There isn’t anyone else it could be,” Trahern muttered.

“Hawk said there’s whole bunches of suspects.”

“Who?” Trahern demanded.

“Everybody who showed up to your daughter’s party. Hawk said it coulda been any one of ’em.”

Trahern quickly went through a mental list of everyone who had been invited to Merielle’s birthday party. It was a long one because he had just finished his year of mourning for Merielle’s mother, who had died unexpectedly of pneumonia the previous winter. He had wanted his daughter to have the kind of shindig her mother had always given. He had asked half the businessmen in town to come, along with everyone in the cattlemen’s association. Dorne had invited some of his friends, as well.

But none of them had been anywhere near Merielle when she was found. Ethan had.

There was only one reason why Hawk was raising doubts now about what had happened. He wanted to stop Trahern from hounding him, and he hoped to get public sympathy on his side. By God, that wasn’t going to happen!

Every morning when he faced his daughter across the breakfast table, Trahern was reminded of Ethan Hawk’s crime. He hadn’t been able, even with all his wealth, to undo the damage Ethan had done.

Once, a long time ago, he had brought in some doctors from back East to see if they could help Merielle recover her memory. But their attempts only made her hysterical. For several days afterward she didn’t speak at all. He was afraid of losing her completely, so he had sent the doctors back where they came from. He had loved the child she was, and mourned the woman she would never become.

It had cost a fortune to hunt Ethan down. He had frothed at the mouth when a jury sentenced Ethan to a mere seven years in prison instead of hanging him for Dorne’s murder. And he had nearly gone mad when they insisted there was insufficient evidence to convict him of Merielle’s rape.

It was during the years Ethan spent in prison that Trahern realized the law wasn’t going to give him the justice he craved. Of course he couldn’t be blatant about taking the law into his own hands, because the town was willing to concede that Ethan had paid his debt in prison. Trahern had to exercise discretion in order to avoid causing trouble for himself.

Ordinarily, he would have ordered his foreman to make whatever arrangements were necessary to solve the problem. But his foreman, Frank Meade, had been Ethan’s friend. He didn’t trust Frank to look to his boss’s interests where Ethan was concerned.

So Trahern had left Frank out of it. To distance himself, he had asked Careless Lachlan to take care of hiring someone to kill Ethan Hawk when he got out of prison. To his chagrin, Ethan had easily dealt with the first bunch of hired guns Careless had found. This time, however, Trahern was bringing in the best. He wanted this business finished once and for all.

His hate for Ethan Hawk had been a boil on his neck for seventeen years, chafing under his collar, the swelling less some days and worse on others. He wanted it cut out.

“Have you contacted that gunman in Wichita?” Trahern asked the sheriff.

Careless had been surreptitiously shifting himself, trying to get comfortable inside his trousers. He hadn’t yet succeeded, and his agitation came out in his answer. “It ain’t that easy hirin’ killers when you’re the sheriff!”

“That problem can easily be remedied,” Trahern said in a menacing voice.

Careless realized he had crossed the line and mentally stepped back. “Ain’t gonna get rid of Ethan Hawk with no hired gun. He’s too fast,” he said sullenly.

“We’ll see. Calloway has a reputation of his own. Now, are you going to take care of it, or do we need a new sheriff in Oakville?”

Careless felt like a pony with his bridle off. He didn’t know which way to go, what to do. This had been a good job for a long time. He had done a few favors for Jefferson Trahern over the years, especially when Dorne was alive. Overlooking the boy’s pranks in town that resulted in broken windows and damaged property. Calming down Horace Felber when Dorne roughed up Chester. Warning off the father of a sodbuster girl Dorne had made advances to.

He had manipulated the law for Trahern, too. Moving off some drifters who had settled on land that didn’t belong to the Tumbling T, but which Trahern used to graze his cattle. Refusing to help Alexander Hawk when masked riders began rustling his cattle. Railroading Ethan Hawk into prison.

He’d had his doubts at the time about whether Ethan was guilty, but he had lacked the guts to face down Jefferson Trahern. Things hadn’t changed much in seventeen years. Careless wasn’t proud of himself, but he had to live somehow. And this was all he knew.

He faced Trahern with his head hanging like a panting tongue. “I’ll take care of it.”

“How long before you think he’ll get here?”

“I ain’t got no control of that,” Careless said. “He’ll be here when he gets here.”

“Just make sure he does the job,” Trahern said. “Or you can say good-bye to yours.”

Trahern whirled on a booted heel and left Careless standing there.

When the door slammed behind the big man, Careless heaved a sigh so big you could feel the draft.

“Hell,” he muttered. “Way things are goin’, looks like I might have to shoot Ethan Hawk myself.”
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Ethan tied his horse to the back of the wagon Patch had brought to town, helped her up onto the wooden seat, then stepped up and across her and seated himself. He grabbed the reins, gave the team a slap, and headed the wagon out of town.

Patch scooted as close to Ethan as she could and threaded her arm through his. “What did the sheriff say?”

“That I’m wasting my time. There never was any investigation, so he doesn’t have any information to share with me.”

“Did you tell him you plan to do your own investigation?”

Ethan smiled wryly. “He wasn’t impressed.”

Ethan looked at the spot where Patch’s thigh rested against his. The feel of her flesh pressed up close to his was giving him ideas he had no business having. He sidled his leg away, but to his dismay, hers followed.

Ethan glanced at Patch from the corner of his eye. She smiled at him, the soul of innocence. She couldn’t know what she was doing to him, he decided, and it would only embarrass them both if he said anything. He gritted his back teeth and tried to ignore his body’s response to her nearness.

“I thought surely Trahern was going to catch you in the sheriff’s office,” Patch said.

“I saw him coming and slipped out the back.” Ethan eyed her keenly. “It looked like the two of you were having a discussion. What was that all about?”

“You’ll never guess what happened!”

“Knowing you, probably not,” Ethan said with a wry twist of his mouth.

Patch playfully hugged his arm tight against her. Ethan felt the weight of her left breast against his arm. He glanced sharply at her, but she seemed oblivious to what she had done.

“It’s something wonderful, actually,” Patch said. “I got invited to supper by Merielle Trahern.”

“You what! Are you out of your mind?” Ethan yanked the team to a quick halt. He set the brake and wrapped the reins around it to leave his hands free to shake the daylights out of Patch. Only she had clutched his arm and was holding on for dear life.

“Give me a chance to explain!”

He grabbed her jaw with his free hand, tipped her chin up, and said, “This had better be good.”

“Don’t you see? Merielle is the key to everything. What if she could remember what happened? What if she could name the man who attacked her? Trahern would have to leave you alone.”

“What does all that have to do with going to dinner at Trahern’s place?”

“Merielle likes me, Ethan. I think she might learn to trust me. Maybe I could get her to talk about the past.”

“I thought Frank was going to do that.”

“Did I happen to mention that I saw Frank with Merielle at the mercantile?

“No, you didn’t.”

“Well, Frank was there. He already tried talking to Merielle, but she didn’t remember anything.”

Patch slipped her free hand up to play with the dark curls at Ethan’s collar. He shuddered as her gloved finger slid across his nape. He grabbed her wrist and dragged her hand down. His eyes narrowed. That sort of behavior was damned provocative. The lady had to know what she was doing to him.

Patch smiled nonchalantly up at him and continued, “So you see, I have to go to Merielle’s house for dinner.”

“No, I don’t see that at all. I’ve told you how Trahern feels about me. I don’t want you getting caught in the middle.”

“Trahern knows I’m staying at the Double Diamond, Ethan. He said if Merielle wants me for a friend, he won’t stand in her way. Actually, once he found out Merielle liked me, he practically ordered me to come.”

Patch traced the corded muscle that stood out on the back of Ethan’s hand. “This is a chance we can’t afford to pass up. If Merielle ever gets her memory back—”

“You’re shooting at stars, Patch. The chances of Merielle being like she was are slim to none.”

“I’ll take that chance,” Patch retorted.

“I don’t want you to go.”

“I’m going.”

Her chin jutted mulishly, her blue eyes flashed. Her breathing picked up so her breasts rose and fell practically under his nose. Ethan found her absolutely beautiful. Utterly desirable. Almost irresistible.

He carefully separated himself from Patch, picked up the reins, and headed the team homeward again. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“I won’t change my mind.”

“We’ll see.”

The team had barely started moving when Patch cried, “Stop the wagon!”

Ethan jerked the team to a halt. The wagon was still rolling when she leapt down from the seat and headed off in the direction of a patch of sagebrush. Ethan wrapped the reins around the brake and raced after her.

“What’s the matter?” he yelled as he ran. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

By the time he caught up to her, Patch had already dropped to the ground in the brush beside a small doe that was trying unsuccessfully to get back on her feet.

“Stay away!” Ethan warned. “Those flailing hooves could slice you to ribbons.”

He noticed that Patch was on her knees in the dirt—totally unmindful of the costly red velvet dress she was wearing. Here was the reckless hoyden he remembered from the days in Montana. Careless, carefree, with a heart as big as the sky. Only his hoyden had grown into a woman, the sight of whom left his throat dry and his heart pounding.

“Relax, dearie. Everything’s going to be all right,” Patch crooned to the wounded animal.

“Dearie?” Ethan rolled his eyes.

“Shut up, Ethan, you’re scaring her,” Patch said in a cooing voice for the benefit of the anxious deer. “She’s going to need some help. She’s been shot in the leg.”

“By someone who expected to have venison for supper,” Ethan replied. “Let me finish the job, and we’ll be the ones with fresh meat on the dinner table.”

He already had his Colt out when Patch turned on him like an avenging fury. “How could you even think of killing this poor, defenseless creature?”

“I like venison steak.”

“Ethan Hawk! Are you going to help me get this deer into the wagon, or not?”

“I will, but only because I figure it’ll die anyway, and I’ll get my steak sooner or later.”

Patch glared at him. “You didn’t used to be so uncaring of a wild animal forced to flee the hunter’s gun.”

His features hardened. “That’s because, once upon a time, I used to be one myself.”

While Patch crooned comfort to the deer, Ethan took off his shirt and draped it over the deer’s eyes. Then he picked up the animal and put it in the back of the wagon. Instead of returning to her seat beside him. Patch clambered into the wagon bed.

“You’re going to ruin that dress,” Ethan warned.

“Garn!” Patch said, looking down at the dust-covered velvet, which now had a small tear in the hem where it had caught on the wagon when she jumped down. “I forgot all about it!”

Ethan gave her a quick kiss. He couldn’t help it. She was such a delightful mixture of impatient child and caring woman, minx and starched-up lady. He quickly retreated to his seat on the wagon bench before he was tempted to do more.

Leah was standing on the porch with the Winchester in her hand when they arrived back at the ranch. “Where you been all day? Ma’s been askin’ for you.”

It wasn’t clear which of them Leah was speaking to, but both of them reacted to the urgency in Leah’s voice.

Patch scrambled down before Ethan could come around the wagon to help her. “She’s not any worse, is she?” Patch asked.

“I … I don’t know,” Leah answered.

Patch saw the worried look on the girl’s face. She paused to say, “Ethan, put the deer in a stall in the barn, please. I’ll get to it as soon as I can.” Then she hurried inside to Nell.

“Deer?” Leah said, eyes wide.

Ethan pulled Patch’s trunks, bags, and hatboxes off the wagon onto the porch. He barked orders to Leah about taking care of the team as he picked up the doe and hauled her into the barn. Then he followed Patch into the house.

He found Patch sitting on the side of the bed, brushing the damp hair from his mother’s forehead.

“There, there, now,” Patch was crooning. “You don’t have to think about a thing except getting well.”

He watched Patch massage his mother’s temples.

“Does that feel better?” Patch asked.

Ethan stayed at the foot of the bed, afraid to come any closer. He could see his mother was worse. He couldn’t lose her now. Not after everything she had been through to save the ranch for him. Leah needed her. He needed her.

Ethan wasn’t aware of the sound of protest he made until Patch turned to look at him.

“Your mother’s feeling poorly. She aches all over, and her stomach feels too upset for her to eat what Leah prepared. You sit with her, and I’ll go make her some broth.”

Patch relinquished her spot, but Ethan stood frozen by the foot of the bed.

Nell called to her son. “Ethan?”

Patch could almost see him bracing himself before he took the few steps to his mother. His eyes pleaded with her not to leave him alone. “I’ll be back soon,” she promised him.

His mother’s eyes slid closed, and Ethan took advantage of the opportunity to look closely at her. He could see her veins through skin that was thin as ice on a Texas pond. Her right hand shook with palsy. Perspiration dotted her forehead and the narrow space beneath her nose. Her lips were dry and cracked. Her breathing was shallow. She was so motionless, he thought she must already have fallen asleep.

Ethan felt suddenly like that boy of fifteen who had been forced to flee his home, confused and alone and frightened of what the future held.

He sat down beside his mother and gently laid his head down on her breast, as though he were a boy again, come to her for solace. The scent of her was familiar, even after all these years. It must be the soap used to wash her nightgown.

He felt his throat squeeze up tight and swallowed over the lump there. When he felt her hand in his hair, he closed his eyes and let her comfort him.

She spoke to him in a voice that was barely a whisper. “During the awful time after Alex died, when you were still in prison, I was tempted to sell this place. Boyd would have given me a fair price. You’ll never know how close I came to accepting his offer. But I thought of how much this ranch had meant to you and your father, and I couldn’t do it. So I hung on. I wanted you to have a home to come to when you were free.”

Nell’s fingers tangled in Ethan’s hair and stilled.

He put his hand atop hers on his head. “This place and you and Pa were all I thought about in prison,” he admitted. “I … I think it would have killed me to come back and find it all gone.”

“I’m dying, Ethan.”

Ethan’s nose burned. He closed his eyes against the sting of tears. “Ma, you … Ma.” He couldn’t speak past the pain in his throat.

“You have to leave this place!” she said in a fierce whisper. “I can’t bear to wake up another morning wondering whether this will be the day Jefferson Trahern kills my son! Take Leah and Patch and go somewhere far away from here and start over. Please, Ethan. Promise me you’ll leave!”

She was clutching at him. Crying. Sobbing.

Ethan sat up and lifted his mother into his arms to comfort her, as though their roles had suddenly changed, and he was now the adult and she the child. He rocked her back and forth, offering the only comfort he could give her.

“Did you know that Patch and I have started to investigate what happened all those years ago? We’re going to find the real culprit, Ma. Then Jefferson Trahern can hound him instead of me. Don’t worry, Ma. Everything will be all right. I can take care of myself. You just concentrate on getting well.”

Fortunately for both of them, Patch arrived at the door, bearing a tray that held a bowl of broth and a glass of milk. Ethan settled his mother back against the pillows and carefully straightened the blankets under her arms. But he didn’t look at her. He didn’t think he could face the terror and pleading in her eyes. “You eat some soup, Ma, do you hear me?” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, then left the room as quickly as he could.

Patch caught a glimpse of the exhaustion and despair on his face before he got away. She had stood outside the door, holding the tray of food for Nell, not willing to intrude on Ethan and his mother. Her heart had gone out to him.

As a child, she had never seen Ethan’s vulnerability, only his strength. Needing his mother and being able to comfort her in turn made him seem more human somehow. She saw him suddenly less like a god to be adored from afar. He could feel pain. He could suffer.

Until this moment, Patch hadn’t realized how little she knew about the man she had idolized as a child. Only now did she see how much more there was to Ethan Hawk than the friend who had tickled her ribs and ruffled her hair when she was twelve years old.

Patch wished there were something more she could do to help Nell and Ethan. She didn’t know how Ethan could stand to watch his mother die. It was killing Patch.

She sat down beside Nell without saying a word and began spooning broth into her mouth, a teaspoon at a time. To her surprise, Nell managed almost half the bowl before she turned her head away. Then Patch held the glass of milk while Nell drank a swallow or two.

Patch set the tray of dishes down on the table beside the bed long enough to be sure Nell was comfortably settled to sleep, then picked it up as she turned to leave the room.

“Patch?”

“Yes, Nell?”

“Take care of him for me. And Leah.”

“I will. Rest, Nell. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Send Leah to me, will you?”

“All right.”

Patch found Leah in the kitchen with Ethan. “Your mother would like to see you.” Patch saw the dread in Leah’s eyes, but there wasn’t much comfort she could give. Nell wasn’t getting better. She was much, much worse.

Once Leah was gone, Patch confronted Ethan. “Isn’t there something we can do? I feel so helpless!”

“Doc Carter says there’s no medicine that will make her better. She has the same thing my father had. There isn’t any treatment.”

Uncomfortable with Ethan’s prognosis, Patch busied herself collecting the things she needed to care for the wounded doc. “After I make a quick change of clothes, I’m going out to the barn to take care of Dearie,” she said. “If you’d like, you can send Leah out to join me after she speaks with your mother.”

“Thanks, Patch. I will.”

Patch was on her knees in the hay when Leah’s wide eyes appeared in a space between the slats of the stall.

“I could use some help,” Patch said.

“What’s wrong with her?” Leah asked as she slipped into the stall and squatted down beside Patch.

“Someone shot her in the leg.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First I’m going to take out the bullet and bandage the wound. Then I’m going to take care of her until she’s well. You can hold her head down and keep her busy at that end while I work on her leg. Make sure that blindfold stays tight over her eyes.”

“All right.” Leah reached out a hand to rub the doe’s nose. “I’ve never seen a deer so close up before. I mean, one that wasn’t dead.”

The doe’s nose twitched as she smelled Leah’s hand.

“I think she likes me,” Leah said with a flashing grin. The grin disappeared as she added, “Ethan will never let us keep her.”

Patch noticed the “us” with satisfaction and said, “I’ll take care of Ethan.”

“You’re braver than I am,” Leah muttered. She rubbed the doe’s coat, keeping her eyes downcast as she said, “Sometimes I don’t think Ethan likes me.”

Patch wiped the blood off her hands onto a towel she had brought with her and reached for Leah’s chin. She tipped it up, forcing the girl to look her in the eyes. “Right now, you and Ethan are still getting to know one another. Love takes time to grow.”

“Like a watermelon or a pumpkin?” Leah asked.

“Something like that,” Patch replied with a laugh.

Love takes time to grow.

Patch couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t loved Ethan. But it was becoming apparent that what she had felt as a child was a mere seedling that had been sprouting leaves and flowering vines since she had come to Texas.

Which made her wonder, as Leah had, about Ethan’s feelings for her. She knew he desired her sexually, but beyond that she was as much in the dark as Leah was. It was not a comfortable feeling.

Patch finished what she was doing as quickly and as painlessly for the deer as she could. She left Leah in the barn making friends with Dearie while she headed back to the house. There were some chores she had to do before she left for her supper at the Trahern house.

She tipped most of Nell’s leftover milk into a bowl for the calico cat, but saved some for Max. Ethan had made a small wooden-slatted cage for the mouse, which spent its days on the kitchen windowsill. Patch usually moved the cage inside to the counter beside the pump at night. She did so now and poured a small amount of milk into Max’s dish.

“I didn’t know mice drank milk,” Ethan said.

Patch smiled. “I have to admit it’s an experiment. I just thought he has as much right to it as the cat.”

They both watched while Max sniffed at the bowl, lapped at it once, then stuck both front paws into the milk and began drinking in earnest.

Patch laughed. “I guess he likes it.”

The calico cat came bounding over as Patch set the larger bowl of milk on the floor beside the stove. The cat was a lot more dainty—her paws didn’t go into the bowl—but she lapped the milk with equal relish.

Patch took off the apron she had donned to fix Nell’s supper and laid it over a kitchen chair. “Would you mind hitching up the buggy for me while I finish getting ready.”

“I thought it was settled that you’re not going.”

“I thought it was settled that I am.”

Ethan put his hands on his hips and glared at her.

She put her hands on her hips and glared back.

“Ethan, I’m not going to argue with you about this. You’re not my father or my brother or … or my husband.” Yet. “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind. So please, just tell me whether you’re going to hitch my horse to the buggy, or whether I need to do it myself.”

“I’ll do it,” Ethan said through tight jaws.

“Will you bring my trunks to Leah’s room first?”

Ethan nodded abruptly and left the room.

Patch made sure she left something prepared in the kitchen for Leah and Ethan’s supper, then headed for Leah’s bedroom to change her clothes. Leah was there waiting, her hazel eyes wide with awe at the number of trunks and bags Ethan had brought inside.

“Arc all these trunks filled with clothes?”

Patch laughed at the look of amazed reverence on Leah’s face. “Mostly.” She opened the trunk in which she had packed her wardrobe and sifted through things until she found a princess dress of slate blue silk and a white silk fringed shawl. In another bag she found a pair of riding boots made of kid, with patent leather tops. In a third, smaller bag she found a cameo pendant framed in gold. It had been a graduation gift from her father and stepmother.

“Ooooh.” Leah’s admiration of the gown was obvious. She reached out to touch the silk, realized her fingers were dirty, and drew back. “I’ve never seen the likes of that.”

“It needs to be pressed before I can wear it. Do you think you can find your mother’s iron?”

Leah was clearly reluctant to leave the room for any purpose.

“Go find the iron and wash your hands, and you can help me unpack a few of these things before I go.”

Leah rushed to obey. When she returned, she said, “I put the iron on the stove to heat. It’ll be ready in a minute.”

“You can unpack that bag,” Patch said, pointing to a faded carpetbag. “Most of those things can be put in the top drawer of the chest, the one you emptied for me to use.”

Leah’s eyes were bright with excitement. Most of the items she recognized for what they were, although she had never seen such fine quality. A pair of kid gloves. A muslin fichu. A fan of ivory, embroidered in black silk. And two bolts of cloth, one of dark green wool and another of mint green silk.

Leah fingered the silk lovingly.

Patch draped the silk across Leah’s shoulder. She turned the girl to face the oval mirror standing in the corner. “You’d look lovely in a dress made of this silk. Maybe we can—”

Leah sidled away. “Wouldn’t have no place to wear it.”

Patch saw herself years ago, wishing and wanting till her teeth hurt for a fine silk dress, yet not daring to hope. She made a vow to herself that, whatever happened between her and Ethan, she would make sure Leah had a dress made of mint green silk before the girl got too much older.

Patch was keeping an eye on the sun. It was on its way down when she finished dressing. Before she left the bedroom, she donned a straw bonnet trimmed with blue silk ribbons. The envy in Leah’s eyes when she stepped into the parlor was enough to convince Patch she looked fine, but she wanted Ethan’s approval. Only he was nowhere to be found in the house.

There had been a day, a long time ago, when Patch had dressed up just for Ethan. It had made her heart soar when he looked her up and down and said, “You’re going to be a beautiful woman someday, Patch. Take my word for it.”

Patch wanted Ethan to look at her now and tell her she had become everything he desired, and more. More importantly, she wanted him to acknowledge her as a lady. Because back then, she had fallen far short of Ethan’s standards for ladylike behavior. In fact, she had gotten into a fight and ruined the beautiful dress she had been wearing. Even now she could remember Ethan’s words of comfort and counsel.

“It isn’t what you wear that makes you a lady, Patch. It’s how you handle yourself around other folks. It’s more than manners—although you have to learn them. It’s knowing you’re entitled to respect, and respecting the rights of other people.”

Patch had tried to grow into the kind of woman Ethan could admire. She had spent the past eight years trying to become his ideal. It hadn’t been easy.

She hadn’t minded giving up fighting. If she never got another black eye, it wouldn’t break her heart. She hadn’t minded giving up trousers. Too much. Although she still resorted to them when she needed to ride astride. She hadn’t even minded learning manners. Having courteous, preplanned responses to every situation helped her immeasurably to maintain her self-control. Because she loved Ethan, she had always thought the sacrifices she had made were well worthwhile.

But she wanted Ethan to notice the changes. And he hadn’t. Yet.

Patch pursed her lips, wondering why Ethan hadn’t come back inside. It wasn’t like him to sulk.

“Do you know where your brother is?” she asked Leah.

“He was out on the porch last time I saw him.”

Patch stepped onto the front porch and closed the door behind her. It was that gorgeous soft pink and gray time between daylight and dark. Everything seemed to cast a longer shadow. Patch thought she saw something move beside the house. “Ethan?”

“I’m right here.”

Patch whirled to face him. He had stepped onto the porch behind her. Her swinging skirt wrapped around her legs, holding her paralyzed for a moment.

“I’m ready to go,” she said.

“You look beautiful.” Ethan hadn’t known he was going to say the words until they were already out. He walked in a circle around Patch. She stood perfectly still, but he could feel the sexual vibrations radiating from her. He wanted to pick her up and carry her off somewhere, to take his time undressing her and then bury himself deep inside her. He wanted to be as close to her as two human beings could be to each other. He stopped behind her and breathed in the scent of her, something sweet and soft, like she was.

“You can still change your mind,” he murmured in her ear. “You can stay here with me.”

It was all Patch’s dreams come true. Ethan admired her. He wanted her. But the timing couldn’t have been worse. “I have to go, Ethan. I won’t stay late.”

Rationally, Ethan knew why Patch was going to supper at Jefferson Trahern’s house. But it was one more piece of straw in the load he had been collecting since he had gotten out of prison. Lately, it seemed like so much of what happened in his life was beyond his control. His mother dying. His persecution by Trahern. His desire for Patch Kendrick. It left him feeling riled and edgy. Loaded to the muzzle with tamped-down rage.

He stalked around her until he was looking her in the eye. “A real lady wouldn’t be haring off into the dark all alone,” he taunted.

Because he knew Patch so well, his barb stabbed her where she was most vulnerable. “A real lady would never get involved with an outlaw!” she shot back.

“A rapist outlaw!” Ethan hissed. “Watch yourself, Miss Kendrick. You never know when I might go crazy and attack you!”

Ethan snaked a hand around her waist and pulled her snug against him. Patch felt more anger than arousal, but Ethan was exhibiting equal measures of both.

Patch could see he was on the edge. She didn’t want to push him over. “Let me go, Ethan.”

“You came all this way to marry me. Are you saying you don’t want me anymore?”

“Not this way!” she spat at him.

He released her as suddenly as he had taken her in his arms. They stood glaring at each other, panting.

“You know why I have to do this, Ethan. It isn’t fair to blame me—”

“You’re the same reckless brat you always were, Patch. Just dressed up in finer feathers,” Ethan accused.

“Durn you for a long-eared—” Patch clapped her hand over her mouth. How had she allowed Ethan to provoke her into swearing at him? “I don’t know who set a burr under your saddle,” she said. “But I’m not going to hang around to get stomped. I’ll be glad to discuss this further with you at another time, when you’re calmer.”

She tried to cross past him, her head held high, but he snagged her elbow and wrenched her back around.

“Don’t walk away from me.”

There was something in his voice when he spoke, a layer of need beneath the anger and arrogance, that kept Patch from struggling against his hold. “What do you want from me, Ethan?”

She shouldn’t have asked, because he made short work of showing her exactly what he wanted. She was in his arms so fast it made her head spin. His mouth latched on to hers in a savage kiss, and his arms crushed her tight. His hand found her breast and kneaded it through the satin.

God help her, she did nothing to stop him.

No lady Patch knew would have allowed such liberties to a man who wasn’t her husband. So maybe Ethan was right. Maybe she was the same shameless hoyden she had always been, dressed up in finer feathers. But she had always known that if it ever came to a choice between meeting Ethan’s ideals for a lady, and being the woman in his arms, she would always choose the latter.

At the sound of a horse approaching, Ethan abruptly let her go and slipped back into the shadows closer to the house.

“Patricia? Is that you?”

Patch took a step closer to the edge of the porch. “Boyd? What a surprise! What brings you here?”

“I came to make sure you get to Trahern’s place and back home safely,” Boyd said as he stepped off his horse.

“Seems to me that’s asking the fox to guard the chicken coop,” Ethan said as he emerged from the shadows.

Boyd laughed. “You’re just jealous.”

“This is a very thoughtful gesture,” Patch said, “but totally unnecessary. I don’t want to take you out of your way.”

“It’s not out of my way.” Boyd smiled, showing off his dimple. “You see, I’ve been invited to supper, too.”

“You mean this wasn’t Ethan’s idea?” Patch asked, glancing at him from the corner of her eye.

“Hell, no, it wasn’t my idea!” Ethan bit out.

Patch turned to Boyd for an explanation, which he quickly gave.

“When Trahern mentioned that Merielle had asked you to join her tonight, I volunteered myself to be your escort.”

“Why, thank you, Boyd, I guess,” Patch said.

“You don’t mind, do you, Ethan?” Boyd asked his friend. “I promise to make sure Patricia gets home safe and sound.”

Ethan leaned against the post that held the tin roof up over the porch. “No problem. I’m sure Patch—Patricia—will enjoy your company.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind, Ethan?” Patch asked.

“Why should I mind?” Ethan smiled, but there was no joy in it that Patch could see. He had his hands stuck in the back of his Levi’s and his boots crossed at the ankle. It was a relaxed pose, but Patch could feel the hostility rolling off him in waves.

“Go on, Patch,” Ethan said. “Boyd’s waiting.”

Patch turned and walked away from Ethan. It seemed safer for Boyd if she stepped down off the porch, rather than have Boyd come up to get her. When she reached Boyd’s side, he put his arm around her shoulder. He made it seem like the most natural thing in the world. His touch was light, and Patch had the feeling that all she had to do was shrug the slightest bit and it would be gone. So she did nothing to make him remove it.

Boyd led her to the buggy Ethan had brought around to the front of the house and helped her step up to the seat.

“All right if I leave my horse here?” Boyd asked.

“I’ll put him in the barn for you,” Ethan said.

Once Patch was settled in the buggy, she met Ethan’s eyes. They were fierce with emotions that changed from moment to moment. Anger, resentment, need, desire, then anger again.

“Good night, Ethan,” she called to him as Boyd turned the buggy away from the house. She had the feeling she was leaving something important behind her. She looked back over her shoulder, wishing she were on the porch with him. Then Boyd said something to her, and she turned to answer him.

Ethan stood watching the buggy until it disappeared into the dark. He fought back the terrible jealousy he felt of his friend. Ethan had seen the look in Boyd’s eyes when they followed Patch. It had taken all his restraint not to lay Boyd flat.

But Ethan had to stop thinking about his own wants and needs, and start thinking about Patch. She belonged with a man like Boyd. Boyd could give her all the fine things Ethan couldn’t. Boyd would be good to her. If Jewell at the Silver Buckle was to be believed, Boyd was good with a woman in bed. If Boyd offered to marry Patch, she would have everything a woman could want in a husband. Except, that husband wouldn’t be him.

He wondered when and how his feelings for Patch had changed. He certainly hadn’t been aware of it happening. All he knew was that his need for Patch now didn’t all reside behind the buttons of his jean’s.

When Ethan turned to go back inside, he found Leah staring at him from the doorway. His heart leapt to his throat. Ma. “What is it, Leah? What’s wrong.”

“It’s Calico. Her babies are crying, but she hasn’t come to them. I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t find her.”

Ethan’s heart started beating normally again. From the distress on her face, Ethan had been afraid Leah was going to tell him their mother was dead. Instead, it was only a missing cat.

Ethan put a hand around Leah’s shoulder to reassure her. He was amazed at how thin she was. He pulled her close against his hip. “Let’s go look together. She can’t have gotten far.”
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In the first moments after they drove away from the ranch, when Patch realized she was all alone with a virtual stranger—a handsome, debonair man who had let it be known he found her attractive—she felt self-conscious. Boyd didn’t allow that feeling to last long.

He relaxed forward with the reins in his hands, spread his knees wide, leaned his forearms on his thighs, stared straight ahead between the horse’s ears, and said, “Do you know what my earliest recollection is of Ethan?”

As simply as that, Boyd relieved her discomfort, aroused her curiosity, and gained her complete attention. “What?”

“My pa was drifting around Texas looking for work, and we rode up to the Double Diamond, my pa sitting on this walleyed, goose-rumped, bandy-legged mare that couldn’t chase a cow if her life depended on it, and me perched up there behind him, my legs spread wide over the croup of that old cayuse.

“This boy about my age was sitting cross-legged on the front steps of a shiny white house like he owned the place. He was petting a black and white spotted hound dog, and oh, how I envied him!”

“For the house, or for the dog?” Patch asked with a grin.

“Both. And for the parents he had sitting in rockers on the porch behind him. His pa was smoking a pipe, just watching the sun go down, and his ma was knitting something yellow.

“Ethan jumped up and trotted down the porch steps, that hound bitch right beside him. His ma warned him off—my pa wasn’t much into shaving or baths, and we must’ve been a sorry-looking sight—but Ethan kept on coming. That’s when his pa joined him.

“Didn’t take me long to figure out that the reason Ethan hadn’t been worried about coming down those steps to meet us was because he knew his father would be there to help him out if he got into trouble.

“Ethan’s pa stood right next to Ethan, even put a hand on his shoulder. Ethan looked up. His pa looked down. Didn’t say a word, either one of them. But I could see they were having a whole conversation.”

Boyd shifted his head from side to side, playing first one role, then the other.

“What do you think, son?”

“I wanta meet that boy, Pa.”

“Don’t look too respectable, son.”

“But I need someone to play with, Pa.”

“We’ll see, son. We’ll see.”

“Then the two of them turned to look at us, waiting to hear what my pa had to say.”

Boyd slowed the buggy as they came to a particularly rutted section of the road. When they were past it, he flicked the reins and resumed his story.

“That’s the picture of Ethan I carried with me when he was gone all those years, running from the law and in prison. Him and his pa standing there together, the two of them against the world. When I was a kid, I used to imagine myself in his place.

“Anyway, my pa asked for work, and Ethan’s pa took another look at him and that pitiful excuse for a horse he was riding, and I could see he was going to turn him down.

“Ethan’s pa was already making apologies when Ethan’s ma interfered. She said sure they had some work for my pa and the two of us were welcome to bed down in a room in the barn.”

Patch laid a hand on Boyd’s arm. “Your father actually worked for Ethan’s?”

Boyd nodded. “We stayed at the Double Diamond for three years. That was longer than my pa had ever been anyplace. You see, Mrs. Hawk took one look at me and saw a motherless waif who needed tending. She wasn’t about to send me off alone with my drunken pa.

“During that time, Ethan and I became fast friends. We shared everything.” Boyd smiled. “Or rather, he shared everything he had with me. I didn’t have much of my own.”

“Why did you leave?” Patch asked.

“Pa got drunk once too often and accidentally burned down the barn. We had no place to live anymore. But Ethan’s pa made sure my pa got work, and Jefferson Trahern let us use a line shack on the edge of his property to live in. That’s where I grew up.”

“So Ethan’s family and the Traherns really were friends before all this happened.”

“Sure were. That one night changed all our lives.”

“You’ve come a long way from being the boy you just described to me. And you don’t strike me as being anything like your father. What made the difference?”

Boyd shrugged carelessly. “Funny how it all came about. I had an aunt who died and left me some money. I used it to buy a small place. Over the years, I’ve managed to make my nest egg grow.”

“There’s something I don’t understand. If you’re Ethan’s friend, why did Trahern invite you to supper tonight?”

“Purely a business matter,” Boyd said.

Because they had reached their destination, Patch didn’t have a chance to pry further.

The instant Boyd stopped the buggy, Merielle came running out of the house to greet Patch. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was afraid you wouldn’t come!”

Patch was impressed anew with Merielle’s beauty. She was dressed in an exquisite evening dress that showed off the woman she was. The short-sleeved gown was made of white tulle and trimmed with cloth zinnias of rich, bright colors along the square-necked bodice and in a trailing diagonal spray across the layered skirt. She wore a coronet of real zinnias around her upswept hair and a necklace of gold pendants set off her flawless skin.

The picture of a poised, confident young woman was not what it seemed. Merielle quickly stepped back as Boyd crossed past her on his way to Patch’s side of the buggy. Patch realized she was seeing, for the first time, Merielle’s reactions to a man she didn’t know well. The young woman had plainly put some space between herself and the stranger.

Merielle waited until Patch had taken several steps away from Boyd before she approached and slipped her arm through Patch’s. She ignored Boyd and urged Patch inside. “Come on in. Father’s waiting for you in the parlor.”

The way Merielle had greeted, or rather, not greeted Boyd made Patch wonder whether the girl had an aversion to all strange men, or just this one.

Was Boyd the one? He didn’t have an alibi. He had known where Merielle would be. Merielle avoided him like the plague.

It couldn’t be him.

Why not?

I like him.

Patch saw movement beyond the front porch and recognized Frank Meade standing in the shadows. He threw the stub of a cigarette down and ground it out with his boot. He met her gaze briefly before he turned and walked away toward the bunkhouse. Patch wondered what it must be like for him, always living on the fringes of Merielle’s life. Awful, she decided. Just plain awful.

Patch was nervous about meeting Jefferson Trahern again, but hid her anxiety behind a smile. The big man rose as she entered the parlor with Merielle by her side. Boyd followed a few steps behind her.

“Good evening, Mr. Trahern,” she said.

He nodded his head. “Miss Kendrick. Would you like some sherry?”

“No, thank you.”

“Can I get you a drink, Boyd?”

“No, thanks. A cup of coffee would be welcome,” Boyd replied.

Trahern walked to the parlor door and called, “Maria!”

A short, rotund Mexican woman appeared. “Señor?”

“Please bring a cup of coffee for the gentleman.”

“Sí, señor.”

“Make yourself comfortable, Miss Kendrick,” Trahern said.

Patch couldn’t help seeing the absurdity of the situation. Here she was being asked to sit down and engage in social chitchat with the man who had sworn to kill Ethan. She just couldn’t do it. Fortunately, Merielle came to her rescue.

“Father, I’d like to show Patch my room. Would you excuse us for a little while?”

“I’ll call you when supper’s ready,” Trahern said.

Boyd winked conspiratorially at Patch as she made her escape with Merielle, who walked a wide circle around him on her way out of the parlor.

Merielle took Patch’s hand and started up the steep stairs in the central hallway. “My room is up here.”

In Merielle’s room, Patch saw further evidence that the thirty-year-old woman had been caught in a web of time. The room was filled with the playthings of a nine- or ten-year-old child. Merielle showed Patch her favorite rag doll.

“Her name is Emily,” Merielle said. “I tell her everything.” Merielle sat on the canopied bed and urged Patch onto the counterpane beside her.

Seated on the bed as they were, the two women were reflected in the gilt-framed mirror that hung above a copper-plated dry sink across the room. Patch wondered what Merielle saw when she looked at herself in the mirror. Did she see a woman with breasts and hips made for childbearing? Or did she see the child she was in her mind?

“What are you looking at, Patch?”

“Two lovely ladies.”

“Lovely? Who?”

“Us, silly.”

Merielle flopped onto her stomach with her chin in her hands and stared at herself in the mirror. The longer she stared, the more confused she got. She knew very well that her nose was too big for her face and covered with freckles, and that her cheeks were too full and made her face look round.

She brushed her hand down the bridge of her nose. That’s strange. The freckles are gone.

She touched the pale flesh beneath pronounced cheekbones. Where did the roundness go?

The face staring back at her was lovely. But it wasn’t hers!

She stuck out her tongue and crossed her eyes.

Patch laughed at Merielle’s antics. “Didn’t you like what you saw?”

Merielle sat up with her back to the mirror. “Not really.”

“Why not? You’re very beautiful.”

Merielle frowned. “Not yet. But I will be when I grow up. Father says so. My mother was beautiful. She died when I was twelve. That was … that was … a long time ago.”

“How old are you now, Merielle?”

Merielle opened her mouth to answer, but realized she wasn’t sure. “I …”

“When is the last birthday you remember?” Patch prompted.

Merielle sought an answer to the question, but it wasn’t forthcoming. She felt dizzy and closed her eyes to concentrate. Her mouth was dry, and her tongue felt thick. Her head was pounding, but she furrowed her brow and forced herself to think back.

At first there was nothing. It was like being in a maze. Every road she took led to another blind alley. It was frightening because sometimes she felt trapped. As she traversed the maze, she saw something glowing in the distance. She headed for the light. It was candles. Candles on her birthday cake.

My birthday. It’s my birthday. But which one?

She could see her mother smiling at her, urging her to blow out the candles.

Count them. How many candles are there? One, two—

“I’m eleven!” Merielle announced triumphantly. She opened her eyes and smiled at Patch. “I’m eleven.”

Patch hadn’t realized how farfetched it was to hope that Merielle would regain her memory, until she heard the lovely young woman announce that she was eleven years old. Especially since Merielle had just recollected that her mother had died when she was twelve.

There was nothing in Merielle’s behavior that led Patch to believe she had any notion of all the years that had passed since she had been violated. Her actions were consistent with the age she believed herself to be, even if the words that came out of her mouth were not.

There just had to be some way to get through to her. All Patch had to do was find it.

Merielle picked up her rag doll and began rebraiding Emily’s hair. She leaned close to Patch and said, “I told Emily about Frank.”

“What about Frank?”

“That he kissed me.”

“Frank kissed you?” Frank hadn’t said anything about kissing Merielle. Talking, yes. Kissing, no. But then, they hadn’t really had an opportunity to discuss Frank’s efforts to help Merielle regain her memory. Maybe he had thought a kiss would do the job.

Merielle put a fingertip to her lips. “Don’t tell Father.”

“Why not?”

Merielle bit her lower lip as she concentrated on Emily’s braid. “I …” Merielle knew there was some reason she was not supposed to tell her father about kissing Frank. But she couldn’t remember what it was. “I don’t know. But I’m not supposed to tell him about kissing Frank.”

Patch’s eyes lit with excitement. Maybe Merielle was remembering a time in the past when kissing Frank had been forbidden. Frank had said they kept their relationship a secret from Merielle’s father. “When did Frank kiss you?”

“The other day we were in the barn, and he asked me if he could kiss me.”

“Oh.”

Merielle mistook the reason for Patch’s disappointment. “It wasn’t so bad. At first I liked it.” Merielle reached down and put a hand on her stomach. “It made me feel … funny.”

Merielle tried to remember the sensations. The ticklish feeling that had spread throughout her body. The way her knees had suddenly buckled so she had almost fallen. Then the blackness, swallowing her up, sucking her down, so she felt like she was falling. Even now it made her tremble to remember those other feelings.

“After a little while, I didn’t like it,” Merielle said abruptly. “It scared me.”

“Why were you scared?”

Patch knew she had pressed too hard when she saw the panicked look in Merielle’s dark brown eyes.

“It doesn’t matter,” Patch said.

At that moment Maria knocked on the door and called them to supper. Patch noticed that once again Merielle walked wide circles around Boyd. She made up her mind to ask Boyd if this was the first time he had been around Merielle, or if she always acted this way toward him.

Conversation at the dinner table was surprisingly general. Patch couldn’t remember afterward what had been said. She was hoping for a chance to talk to Merielle again after supper, but the young woman pleaded fatigue.

“Will you come again soon?” Merielle asked.

“Maybe we could go on a picnic,” Patch suggested.

“That would be fun! May I go, Father?”

Patch couldn’t look at Trahern because his eyes gave away too much of what he was feeling, and it was plain that his feelings were sad.

“If you wish,” Trahern said. “When is this picnic going to be?” he asked Patch.

“How about next Sunday, after church,” Patch suggested.

“Next Sunday,” Trahern agreed.

Patch gave Merielle a quick hug before she left.

Once Patch and Boyd were back in the buggy, Boyd sidled closer and quipped, “I like the way you say good night. Am I going to get a hug, too?”

Patch wasn’t in any mood to put up with advances from Boyd, especially since she had put him back on her list of parties suspected of raping a vulnerable young woman.

“What you’re going to get is a black eye if you don’t put some distance between us.”

Boyd scooted away, but looked offended. “You didn’t mind me getting close earlier tonight.”

“Did you rape Merielle Trahern?”

There was a moment of stunned silence before Boyd said, “You’re taking an awful chance asking me a question like that when we’re all alone in the dark, miles from anyone who could hear you scream for help, don’t you think?”

The irony and sarcasm in his voice was enough to convince Patch she had made a mistake. She groaned and looped her arm through Boyd’s to make amends. “I’m sorry, Boyd. I’m going crazy wondering who could possibly have done it.”

“We may never know,” Boyd said.

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“All right. There’s a dance in town on Saturday night. Will you go with me?”

Patch’s first thought was to wonder why Ethan hadn’t mentioned the dance. The answer was painfully obvious. Ethan couldn’t walk freely down the main street of town, let alone attend a social function in Oakville. Patch wished she could tell Boyd that she was committed to Ethan. But Ethan had forbidden it. She was now in the awkward position of having to refuse Boyd without being able to give him the real reason she wouldn’t allow him to court her.

“I couldn’t leave Mrs. Hawk alone,” she said. It sounded like the lame excuse it was.

“You can’t leave her for a few hours to go to a dance, yet you’re going on an afternoon picnic with Merielle the next day?”

“I don’t want to go with you, Boyd.”

“That answer sounds more honest, although I’m not any happier with it. Why won’t you come with me, Patricia?”

“I’m not attracted to you, Boyd.”

Boyd clucked his tongue. “You’re lying again, Patricia.”

Patch flushed, mortified that Boyd knew she was a little fascinated with him, even though it was Ethan that she loved. She told herself it was merely that she felt unsure of herself with Ethan, who had known her first as a baby whose wet drawers he had changed and then as a coltish child of twelve. Naturally she had relished Boyd’s attentions as a sign that she was the kind of woman who could attract a man. But it was Ethan she wanted to attract. Not Boyd.

“I’m flattered that you want to take me to the dance, Boyd. But I wouldn’t feel right kicking up my heels when Ethan is still a hunted man.”

“That’s more honesty, but still leaves me without a partner for the dance.”

“I like you, Boyd,” Patch admitted to soften her refusal. “But I don’t—”

Boyd put a hand to her lips to stop her speech. They were back at the rutted part of the road, so he slowed the buggy down. “All right, Patricia. I’m willing to wait a little while to see whether—how—Ethan’s situation gets resolved.”

“Boyd, I—”

Boyd kissed her.

It happened so suddenly, Patch didn’t see it coming. He just turned his head and laid his mouth on hers. The kiss was over before she had a chance to protest. By the time she realized she should have slapped him, he was already leaning forward again in that harmless pose, his forearms on his thighs, his eyes directed between the horse’s ears. He slapped the reins, and the buggy picked up speed again.

Heat burned in her cheeks. “Don’t ever do that again!”

“You liked it.”

“I didn’t! I hardly know you.”

Boyd showed her a cheeky grin. “But you like me.”

Hoisted on her own petard. Patch was feeling her lack of sophistication in worldly matters. Boyd was Ethan’s age, and it seemed he had learned a few tricks in the ten or twelve years he had on her. But Patch knew the time to stop this flirtation was now, before Boyd’s feelings got engaged.

Whether Ethan wished it or not, she would have to tell Boyd the truth.

Patch saw lights in the distance that signaled they were nearing the Double Diamond. If she was going to say something, she had to do it now.

“I can’t get involved with you because I’m already in love with another man.”

Boyd didn’t look at her, but she saw a muscle tighten in his jaw.

“Ethan,” he said flatly.

Patch said, “Yes.”

“Ethan can’t—won’t—marry you.”

“I won’t argue with you about this, Boyd. I can’t change how I feel.”

It didn’t happen right away, but she saw the tension ease out of him.

“Ethan’s a lucky man,” he said at last.

“I wish you’d tell him that,” she replied with a wry laugh.

“All right, I will.”

“No, don’t!” She put a hand over Boyd’s and removed it when she felt him flinch.

“Why not?”

Patch laughed to relieve her nervous tension. “I want him to figure it out for himself.”

Patch had half expected Ethan to be waiting up for her, but there was no sign of him on the porch when they arrived at the ranch house. She got down on her own, unwilling to give Boyd the opportunity to touch her, afraid he might take liberties again that would cause another confrontation. This time she would slap him!

“I’ll unharness the buggy and take care of your horse before I leave,” Boyd said.

“Thanks.” Patch fled into the house before he could say more.

Ethan wasn’t waiting on the porch for Patch because he was waiting in the barn for Boyd. He was sitting on a bale of hay just outside the circle of light created by a lantern hung on the end of an empty stall.

“How did it go?” he said as Boyd led the tired horse into the barn.

Though startled, Boyd quickly recovered his composure. “I couldn’t figure out why you weren’t waiting on the porch for her. I would have been, if she were my girl.”

“Patch is not my girl.”

“She thinks she is.” Boyd walked Patch’s gelding into the empty stall, found a brush, and began currying the animal’s sweat-flecked hide.

Ethan stayed in the dark. It was easier to speak to Boyd when he didn’t have to worry about his friend reading the brittle emotions on his face. “Patch believes my name will be cleared. She thinks we have a future.”

“What do you think?”

“I think she’s dreaming.”

“Why not tell her so?”

“Don’t you think I’ve tried? She was stubborn and willful as a kid, and she hasn’t changed a whit! She doesn’t know when to give up.”

“Then you give up. Sell out, take your mother and sister and go away. Leave Patch behind.”

Ethan’s heart skipped a beat. It wasn’t the loss of the Double Diamond that crossed his mind. It was the thought of a lifetime without Patch that left him feeling bereft. “I can’t.”

Boyd threw the brush down in the hayrack in disgust. He found his horse in another stall and tightened the cinch on the saddle. “Patricia deserves a chance to be happy. Speaking frankly, I think she’d be happier with me than with you.”

“Maybe so. But I’m not giving her up. Not yet.”

Boyd led his horse to the barn door and mounted up. “You’re my friend, Ethan. So here’s a little friendly advice. Do yourself a favor. Leave Oakville while you still can.”

“And Patch?”

“She won’t miss you. I plan to make her my wife.”
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Frank grasped the naked flanks of the woman beneath him and thrust himself deeper inside her. He withdrew and thrust again. His air-starved lungs, his sweat-streaked body, his pounding heart gave mute testimony to his labor. There was pleasure to be had from the exquisite friction of flesh against slick flesh as he drove himself toward satisfaction. His fingers tightened as he felt the woman struggle for freedom beneath him.

“Don’t move,” he said through gritted teeth. “Don’t move.”

She stilled, and he continued his plunder of her body. He kept his eyes closed, squeezed tight, and used his imagination to remake her features into the ones beloved to him. He imagined her with dark eyes alight with desire, her lips full from being bitten in passion, her nostrils flared to catch the scents of lovemaking thick in the air between them. He heard his name whispered by her voice, heard her begging him to fill her full with himself.

He sat up and pulled the woman’s legs over his thighs. He slipped his hands under her buttocks and levered her body closer to his. And thrust again. Harder. Deeper. Faster. Wet sounds. Slapping flesh. Harsh breathing. His body drove him to find surcease from the endless craving for one particular woman. He felt as though he would die of wanting. Die of needing. Finally, his body demanded release from its torment. As he spilled his seed, he cried, “Merielle!”

His body slumped forward, drained of its essence. Exhausted. Finished.

Frank wished he could be swallowed up in a void so he wouldn’t have to face what happened next. He heard the woman take a breath to speak and tightened his fingers to keep her silent. After so many years, she knew what he wanted. Sometimes she gave him the peace he needed. Sometimes she forced reality back too soon.

“Frank? I’ve got another customer waiting downstairs.”

Frank’s breath shuddered out of him. He opened his eyes. The room was dark. But not completely. Harsh yellow light seeped in under the door and up through cracks in the floor along with the noise of the piano from the saloon downstairs. “All right, Jewell. Give me a minute to get my pants on.”

Frank liked the dark. It helped the illusion last longer. He didn’t want to see Jewell’s kohl-blackened eyes and rouged cheeks, her plump, middle-aged body. He didn’t want to see the starkness of the room where she did business. He rid himself of the condom Jewell made all her customers wear and left it in the brass spittoon beside the bed.

Jewell had risen and crossed to a dry sink, where she kept water in a pitcher for washing. He heard her wet a washcloth and wring it out in the bowl. He knew she was wiping away all traces of him, of his saliva and sweat and semen, before her next customer came. It was one of the things he appreciated about Jewell. She was clean.

“How is Merielle?”

It was a question Jewell always asked. She knew, as well as anyone, that Frank had always loved the other woman. She knew, better than anyone, just how much.

“I tried talking to her about what happened all those years ago,” Frank said.

Jewell sank down onto a bench beside the dry sink. “My, my. What happened?”

“Nothing. Except maybe I scared her.”

“How’d you do that?”

“By kissing her,” Frank admitted in a taut voice.

“She didn’t like it?”

“I think she did, at first. Then she pushed me away.”

“So what she’s feeling toward you now maybe is at odds with what she remembers happening to her a long time ago?”

Frank frowned. “I never thought of it like that.”

“Are you going to kiss her again?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because she didn’t like it.”

Jewell shook her head. “I think maybe you ought to kiss her some more and see what happens. What have you got to lose?”

“She might not want me around anymore.”

Jewell laughed. “That girl adores you. You’d have to do something pretty terrible for her to send you packing.” Her eyes crinkled as she smiled. “And I’m telling you, Frank, there isn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t enjoy your kisses.”

Frank felt embarrassed by the sexual compliment. He turned his back on Jewell and pulled on his long underwear.

“I haven’t seen Ethan in a while,” Jewell remarked.

Frank pulled on his jeans over his long johns. “He’s been busy.”

Jewell laughed, a husky, throaty sound. “Busy with a long-legged blonde, the way I hear it.”

“Miz Kendrick is a lady, Jewell.”

“A lady’s got all the same equipment as a woman, last I heard,” Jewell replied.

Frank took some money from his pocket and laid it on the table beside the bed. He reclaimed his shirt from the standing mirror he had thrown it over. He had caught sight of himself in bed with Jewell once, and ever since had made sure the mirror was covered. He slipped on his shirt and began buttoning it. “I think she means to marry Ethan.”

“Question is whether Ethan means to marry her,” Jewell said. “Or whether he’ll get the chance. Saw a man come into the Silver Buckle tonight looked like trouble for Ethan.”

“Gunfighter?”

“Think so. Mean, hard-looking son of a bitch. Gonna find out just how hard in a few minutes,” she said with a grin.

“He your next customer?”

“Uh-huh. Do me a favor, will you? Ask him to come on up.”

Frank stomped his feet to make sure his heels were down in his boots. “Sure. And Jewell?”

“Yes, Frank?”

“Be careful.”

“You know me, Frank. I’m always careful.”

Once downstairs, Frank searched the bar for the stranger he knew he would find. The gunman was tall and lean. He looked tough as hobnails. His spurred boot was hooked over the footrail, but he wasn’t leaning on the bar. He kept his body free, ready to react. Frank met the man’s eyes and had the feeling he was seeing death—cold, icy gray orbs that bore no human emotion.

Frank crossed the room quickly, not wanting to give the stranger time to worry that he was looking for a fight. “Jewell says she’s ready for you.”

Frank felt a chill go down his spine when the stranger said, “I recognize you.”

Frank shifted uneasily. “Don’t remember us crossing paths before.”

“I was here in town a long time ago. Just a kid, really. Came through with my ma. She was looking for work. Didn’t find any, so we kept moving. But I remember you.”

Frank stood there, waiting to see if he had somehow, in his misspent youth, offended this menacing stranger.

The gunfighter smiled. “You were walking with a black-haired girl in pigtails, and you were both eating off the same apple. She told you not to get near me, because I had sores on my feet and you’d probably catch some horrible disease from me and die.

“But you weren’t afraid. You said you’d talk to anybody you pleased.”

Frank searched for the incident in his memory. And found it. It was the contrast between the boy and the man that had caused his lapse. “Gloria Violet,” he murmured.

“So you remember my mother.”

Frank stared at the gunfighter. He remembered now what had drawn him to the barefoot boy. Pity. He had felt sorry for the tall, skinny kid whose mother couldn’t even get work as a whore at the Silver Buckle Saloon.

Frank made the mistake of letting the pity he had felt then back into his eyes.

The gunfighter’s face hardened like granite. “Name’s Calloway. I never forget a friend. Or forgive an enemy.” Then the man was gone.

Frank turned to the bartender and asked for a rye. He drank it down when it came and asked for another. The second one he nursed, because he wasn’t ready to go back to the Tumbling Tand play cards in the bunkhouse with the hands. It was getting harder and harder to pretend that he wouldn’t rather be in a home of his own with a wife and some kids playing at his feet.

Frank lost himself in the noise of the saloon, the clink of glass, the rise and fall of conversation, the piano tinkling out “Oh! Susannah!” over and over and Harvey missing the same note each time in the refrain. He was on his fourth rye when Calloway came back down the stairs.

The gunfighter headed straight for Frank. “Jewell told me you work for Jefferson Trahern.”

“I’m his foreman,” Frank said.

“I need directions to his place.”

Frank emptied his glass. “If you care to ride along, I’m going there now.”

Calloway nodded his agreement.

Frank had left his horse tied out front. He mounted and followed Calloway to the livery, where he waited while the gunfighter saddled his horse. Frank wasn’t in much of a mood to talk, which suited both men just fine.

The ride in the dark was peaceful. There wasn’t much to hear but the sound of the wind in the grass, the jingle of the bit and the creak of saddle leather, the clop of horses’ hooves, and once in a while, the yip of a coyote. The night was clear, and stars filled the sky as far as a man could see. There were so many they couldn’t be counted. Frank had fallen asleep once, trying. A man felt how small he was with so much space around him.

As they neared the ranch, Frank finally broke the silence between them. “Did Trahern say why he hired you?”

“Just that he needed my services,” Calloway replied.

“He wants you to kill a friend of mine.”

Calloway eyed Frank warily. “I’m real sorry about that.”

“I’m asking you to ride out of here, now. Forget you ever heard of this town.”

Calloway shook his head. “Can’t do it. Got a reputation to keep. I always earn my fee.”

Frank felt the hair-trigger tension in the gunfighter. One wrong move, and it would be all over. He didn’t intend to draw; he was no match for a fast gun. But Frank owed Ethan what help he could offer. He had to speak on the chance he could head off a showdown. “My friend has done his share of killing, too. You might be the one ends up dead.”

Calloway shrugged. “Just makes my job more interesting.”

Frank left Calloway in front of Trahern’s house and headed for the barn to stable his horse. He knew Ethan could take care of himself. He always had. But Calloway worried him. The man seemed more shrewd, more patient and savvy than the usual gunman Trahern hired.

Frank had spent some time talking to Ethan when he got out of prison, about the awkward situation he found himself in. It hadn’t been so bad when he worked for Trahern the first ten years, because Trahern’s obsession for vengeance against Ethan—who was nowhere to be found—had come to naught.

He had felt guilty working for Trahern the seven years Ethan was in prison, even though he couldn’t see how it hurt Ethan. But he hadn’t quit. There was just no reason to keep on living if he could never sec Merielle again.

When Ethan had returned recently to Oakville, Frank had realized he couldn’t ignore the situation any longer. But after so many years of seeing Merielle day in and day out, he was more attached to her than ever. So he had broached the subject with Ethan.

“If you don’t want to be my friend anymore, I’ll understand. But I can’t give up Merielle. I can’t.”

“You don’t have to,” Ethan assured him. “All I ask is that you don’t do anything to help Trahern nail my hide to the wall.”

“You have my word,” Frank said.

And he had kept it.

This latest threat from Trahern, the bounty hunter named Calloway, looked more serious than the last one. Frank made up his mind to ride over to the Double Diamond in the morning and warn Ethan what he was up against.

Inside the barn, Frank heard soft, whimpering cries coming from the loft that sounded like some animal in pain. There were traps in the barn to catch rodents, and he figured he might as well put whatever cat or possum or coon that had fallen prey to one of those vicious traps out of its misery.

As soon as he had unsaddled his horse and forked some hay for him, he climbed the ladder, taking a lantern with him so he could see in the dark.

The noises seemed to be coming from the corner. The closer he got, the more his eyes widened in disbelief. “Merielle? Is that you?”

He hung the lantern on a hook on one of the eaves and knelt beside her in the scattered hay. She was curled into a ball in the corner, her head hidden in her hands. The woeful sounds he had heard were her muffled sobs. When he put a hand on her shoulder, she jerked upright. She took one look at his face in the light and threw herself into his arms.

“Frank! Frank, you came!”

“I’m here, Merielle,” he crooned. “I’m here.”

“Father wouldn’t let me come see you,” she said in a choked voice. She levered herself away from his chest with her palms and said in a fierce voice, “I won’t let him keep us apart, Frank. I love you. I’ll always love you!”

Then she kissed him, her body pressed fervently against his, and her lips like sweet, sweet honey.

Frank kissed her back. If this was a dream, he didn’t want to wake up. He thought maybe he had drunk too much, and his mind was making up the words she was speaking, the things she was doing. As much as he wanted to kiss her, he wanted even more to look at her face, to see if her eyes were lucid, to see if what was happening was real.

“Merielle,” he murmured against her lips. He took her face in his hands and held it steady in the light while he tried to find the girl he had loved in the eyes of the woman in his arms. But Frank had loved Merielle too well and too long. To him, they were one and the same. “I love you, too, Merielle,” he whispered.

Her eyes were clear, and she seemed actually to hear and understand what he was saying. The joy she felt was there in her dark eyes for him to see. It was a moment from the past she was remembering, but she was remembering. How they had felt toward each other. What they had meant to each other.

Frank hoped like hell his perceptions weren’t blurred by the liquor he had drunk. Because this was the first sign he had seen in seventeen years that Merielle had any recollection of their relationship. He was afraid to ask for more, to press her for more. But he recalled Jewell saying “What have you got to lose?”

So he asked, “Merielle, where were we supposed to meet tonight, when your father wouldn’t let you leave the house?”

“At the cave.”

He pulled her into his arms and hugged her tight. “That’s right, at the cave.” Just as quickly he put her away from him again. “Do you remember why I wanted you to meet me?”

“You have a present for me,” she said with a mischievous grin.

Frank found himself grinning back at her. “Yes, I do.” He could hear his heart pounding. He had waited so many years for this moment. He took the ring off his little finger and slipped it onto her middle finger. “I made this for you.”

He watched her touch the braided ring he had worn all these years, saw her pleasure in the gift.

Her eyes glowed with warmth and happiness. “I’ll always treasure it, Frank.”

Suddenly it wasn’t enough to watch her relive the past. He needed her here, in the present. So he pushed a little harder. Pressed for more. “What happened, Merielle? Why didn’t you come? Who—”

She was gone. As quickly as that, the girl of his childhood was gone, replaced by the childlike person, bereft of memory, who had taken the place of his beloved.

“Frank?” She looked around, obviously upset and confused by her surroundings. “How did I get here? I want to go back to the house.”

Frank wanted to bellow with rage. He wanted to howl with despair. He had thought nothing could be worse than Merielle without her memory. He had been wrong. It was far worse to be teased like this. To get a taunting glimpse of the past and have it yanked away again. To think she might be getting better and see it was only an illusion.

“All right, Merielle,” he said in a soothing voice. “I’ll take you back to the house.”

“I can’t imagine how I got out here,” she said as she followed him down the ladder. “The last thing I remember is saying good night to Father.”

Frank wondered if she had snuck out of her room as she had in those days long ago, by shinnying down the live oak outside her window. He looked her over in the light from the lantern and saw the scrapes on her arms and the tear in her skirt. He felt a moment of stark terror. What if she had fallen?

He debated whether to tell Trahern what she had done, but decided against it. The only way to keep Merielle from using the window for escape would be to bar it or nail it shut, and he couldn’t bear to think of her locked in like that. She had climbed that tree for years. There was no reason why she should suddenly start falling.

The problem now was how to get her back into the house without letting Trahern know she had been out. He took Merielle’s hand and led her from the barn. When they reached the front door, he eased it open and gave her a nudge inside. “Go on upstairs, Merielle.”

“Come with me, Frank.”

“Merielle, I—”

“Is that you, Merielle?” Trahern called from the parlor.

“Yes, Father. I’m going back upstairs now.”

Merielle grabbed Frank’s hand and drew him inside. He tried to free himself, then heard Trahern stirring in the parlor. Rather than get caught in the hall, he followed Merielle up the stairs. He felt foolish tiptoeing through the house, but the thought of seeing where Merielle slept kept him moving after her.

She pulled him into her bedroom and closed the door after him. “Come sit down, Frank.”

Frank had never seen so many frills, so much lace. Everything looked so fragile, so delicate. He knew if he touched anything it would break. Including Merielle. Especially Merielle.

What was he doing here? Why had she brought him here?

Frank stared at Merielle. What was she thinking now? What did she expect of him?

“This is Emily,” Merielle said, holding out a rag doll for his inspection. “She’s my best friend.”

“I thought I was your best friend,” Frank countered.

“Oh. Well, you are. Only I can tell Emily anything.”

“You used to tell me everything.”

Frank knew he was being contrary, but he couldn’t help it. This was an unbearable situation. He didn’t belong here. He should leave, but he didn’t have the strength to do it on his own. The best he could do was provoke her until she kicked him out.

Merielle’s brow furrowed. “Don’t you like me anymore, Frank?”

Frank realized the futility of playing games with Merielle. She couldn’t keep up with the rules. He sighed. “Of course I like you.”

“Are you mad at me?”

“No, I’m not mad at you.”

“Then why are you frowning like that?”

Frank forced himself to smile. “There. Is that better?”

She smiled back at him. “Yes.” Merielle yawned hugely.

“You’re tired,” Frank said. “You should go to bed.”

“Will you help me get out of this dress? It buttons in back.”

Merielle turned her back to him. Frank knew he ought to make her call for Maria. But he told himself he could do this without letting his desire for her get out of control. He undid the buttons as quickly as he could. When he was done, Merielle turned, pulled the dress down over her hips, and stepped out of it.

She stood before him in her undergarments with no more modesty than a newborn babe.

“Would you get me a nightgown from the chest at the foot of the bed?” she asked.

Frank moved as though in a trance. He lifted the lid of the mahogany chest and sorted through the intimate apparel he found there until he came up with a simple chambray gown.

When he looked up again, Merielle had removed the slips and the corset and was standing before him in a thin cotton chemise and lacetrimmed pantalets. When she reached for the bow at the top of the chemise he said, “No, don’t.”

She looked up at him. “I don’t wear anything under my gown.”

“You will tonight.” Frank slipped the gown over her head and pulled her arms through the sleeves. “There. Now get into bed.” He reached over and folded down the counterpane, then pulled down the sheet. Merielle obediently climbed into bed. Frank tucked her in, then sat down beside her.

“Sleep well, my love.” He leaned over and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. He started to rise but she grasped his hand.

“Stay with me until I fall asleep,” she said.

Frank bit back a groan of frustration. “All right.”

She turned over on her side and tucked his hand under her chin. He sat with her until the moon rose. The house was quiet. He gently freed his hand and crossed to the open window. The leaves rustled in the tree. The moss swayed in the wind. He looked at the door, then back at the window. It was safer to climb down than to take the chance of getting caught in the house.

Frank was sitting on a low branch of the tree, seven feet off the ground, when he heard Trahern speaking to someone on the front porch. He figured Calloway was leaving. The longer he listened, the more familiar he found the voice. It wasn’t Calloway. It was Boyd Stuckey.

Frank strained to hear, but he couldn’t make out what was being said. The two men were speaking too softly, and the rustle of the leaves made the sounds indistinct.

Frank drew his legs up out of sight as Boyd mounted his horse and rode away. He waited until he heard Trahern go back into the house before he lowered himself to the ground.

He leaned against the house with his foot braced on the wooden wall, and rolled himself a cigarette. He struck a match on his jeans and cupped his hand around the tip while he lit it. He inhaled and held the smoke down in his lungs before he breathed it out, along with the tension he felt.

Boyd had been coming to the ranch more frequently of late to speak with Trahern. Frank figured they must be doing some business together. He didn’t begrudge Boyd his success, but he didn’t understand it, either. Boyd had taken the small inheritance from his aunt and become almost as rich as Trahern. Frank had asked Boyd once the secret of his success.

Boyd had grinned and said, “Calculated risks.”

Frank hadn’t understood Boyd then. Now he did. It was like what he had done tonight with Merielle. Pushing her to remember. Following her to her room. Staying there to put her to bed. Hoping against hope that a miracle would happen.

He crushed the cigarette under his boot. He was taking his own calculated risks. Only the prize he was hoping to win wasn’t wealth and riches. It was Merielle Trahern.
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Ethan held a kitten in one palm and a leather work glove full of sugar water in the other. He had poked a hole in one finger of the glove and was trying to get the kitten to take suck. Tiny claws dug into his skin as the blind kitten latched on.

“It’s working!” Leah cried.

Ethan grinned at her. “Looks like it.”

“What’s going on?” Patch tied on her apron as she crossed to where Ethan was sitting at the kitchen table. Leah hovered over his shoulder.

“Leah noticed the calico cat was missing last night. We looked for her, but we never found her. I figured she’d come home sometime during the night, but she never did. Leah found these babies crying up a storm this morning and asked if there was anything we could do.”

Patch leaned over Ethan’s shoulder. “What are you feeding them?”

“Sugar water,” Ethan said. “There isn’t any more milk.”

“Gilley is supposed to deliver some this morning,” Leah said.

“Sit down, Leah, and you can take over for me,” Ethan said.

Leah quickly settled in the chair next to Ethan. He carefully transferred the kitten into her waiting hand. When he broke the kitten’s connection with the glove, it began mewing pitifully. Ethan stood behind Leah and helped her figure out the most comfortable way to hold both the glove and the kitten.

When the kitten latched on once again, Leah looked up at Ethan and smiled shyly. “Thanks, Ethan.”

“It was your idea to feed the kittens. I just found a way to do it.”

Patch watched as Ethan ruffled Leah’s hair. It was the sort of affectionate gesture that brothers the world over used with little sisters. It was a first for both of them, a beginning. Patch felt a sudden lump in her throat when she realized that the way Ethan had just interacted with Leah was exactly the way he had treated Patch in Montana. Like a little sister!

Why hadn’t she ever realized that before? Was it possible that the affection she had felt for Ethan back then wasn’t romantic love? Then what was it she felt for Ethan now? It felt the same. No, that wasn’t precisely true. She was able now to admire qualities in Ethan that she hadn’t even known existed when she was a child. She needed him in a different way, not just as a friend, but as the missing part of a puzzle she was only beginning to unravel. She was discovering that her happiness was inextricably linked with his.

Patch shook her head slightly. She wanted to share her realization with him, but she was too afraid he would dismiss what she was feeling as fancy. She decided to cherish the feelings and let them grow. There would be time enough to tell Ethan later.

Patch stroked the fur of the kitten in Leah’s hand. “What do you think happened to Calico?” she asked Ethan.

“Nothing good, or she’d be here with her kittens,” he replied. “I think I’ll take another look around for her before breakfast.”

Ethan had already kicked the back door open and gone outside to search when Patch made a discovery of her own.

“Max is dead!”

She picked up Max’s cage from the counter beside the pump and brought it over to the kitchen table where the light was better. She opened the top and reached in carefully to lift Max out, then sat down across from Leah with the mouse in her palm. She rubbed a finger across his fur. He was stiff and cold, and Patch realized he had been dead for some time.

“I can’t believe Max is dead. He seemed perfectly fine last night.” Patch laid the mouse back in the cage.

Leah returned the kitten she had been feeding to the basket and picked up another one. “He was just a stupid mouse.”

“He kept me company when I was all alone on the journey here. And he made me smile,” Patch said in defense of her pet. “I guess I should have let him go sooner. I just didn’t want your cat to eat him.”

“Cats are supposed to eat mice!” Leah retorted.

There was a knock on the back door. “Patch? Can you let me in?”

Patch shoved the kitchen door open and stepped aside to give Ethan room to enter. He carried something wrapped in his shirt. He lifted the cloth to reveal a patch of calico fur. “I’m sorry, Leah,” he said. “I found her under the house. It looks like she died sometime last night.”

Leah stared with stricken eyes at the bundle Ethan held in his arms. She hurriedly set down the makeshift feeder and returned the kitten to the basket with the others, then crossed the room to where Ethan stood near the stove. Leah reached out a hand, but couldn’t bring herself to touch the dead cat.

Ethan knelt and laid the bundle on the floor beside the stove.

Leah squatted down beside him, her chin on her knees. “What happened to her?”

“I’m not sure. There’s not a mark on her. If I had to guess, I’d say maybe she ate something that was poisoned.”

“Calico was poisoned?” she asked incredulously. Leah jumped up and pointed an accusing finger at Patch. “You poisoned my cat so she wouldn’t eat your mouse!”

“I never did any such thing!” Patch protested.

Ethan rose and stepped between them.

A knock on the kitchen door interrupted what promised to be an ugly showdown. Ethan kicked the back door open and stared in disbelief at the old man standing there.

“You gonna invite me in or let me stand here all day?”

“Come in, Mr. Marshall.”

“Grandpa Corwin! What are you doing here?”

“I gotta have a reason to visit my granddaughter?” the old man asked.

“Of course not,” Patch said, shooting a quick glance at Ethan to see what he thought of her grandfather’s invasion. Ethan leaned back against the counter beside the pump, frankly relieved because the old man’s appearance had staved off a fight he hadn’t looked forward to refereeing.

Patch gestured her grandfather inside. “Come in, Grandpa Corwin. Sit down. I don’t even have the coffeepot on the stove.” She settled her grandfather at the table, whisking away the cage with the dead mouse in it and putting it on the window-sill.

Leah sat glaring as Patch hurried around, stirring up the ashes in the stove to make sure it was hot, filling the coffeepot with water from the pump, grinding up coffee beans, and finally putting the coffeepot on the stove to boil. The whole time, Patch was filling in her grandfather on the mysterious deaths of both the cat and the mouse.

Ethan was surprised to hear that Max was dead, too. “It’s strange that both animals died the same night. Do you have any idea what killed Max?”

“No. There wasn’t a mark on him.”

“Same as the cat,” Ethan murmured to himself. He had kept to himself his suspicions that someone might have purposely poisoned the cat. It looked now like the mouse might have died of poison as well. However, while the cat had been roaming free outside, the mouse had been in a cage the whole time. So what could have killed both animals?

Corwin Marshall had examined both the cat and the mouse while Patch was bustling around. He sat back down at the table and pronounced, “Most likely poison killed the cat. Probably something it ate. You got any bait out for coyotes?” he asked Ethan.

“Nothing close to the house,” Ethan said.

“Your theory might explain what happened to the cat, but what about Max?” Patch said.

“You keep that mouse in a cage all the time?” the old man asked.

“Unless I was holding him.”

“What did you feed him last night?”

“Just some milk.”

“Milk tainted, maybe?”

“I don’t think so,” Patch said. “At least, Nell didn’t complain about it. But she only drank a swallow or two.”

Ethan uncrossed his legs and stood with his hands on his hips. “We fed the same milk to the cat.”

“Milk might’ve been bad,” Corwin suggested. “Could’ve been what killed them both.”

“I’ve never heard of sour milk killing anything,” Ethan said.

“Maybe it was tainted with poison,” the old man said.

“How is that possible?” Patch asked.

“Cow maybe ate something with poison in it—strychnine, arsenic, lead—and it came through in the milk,” Corwin explained.

“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Ethan scoffed.

“Doesn’t happen often, but it happens,” Corwin insisted.

Ethan stared at Patch with dawning horror. “Ma’s been drinking that milk! Ma’s been drinking poisoned milk!”

“What’s that you’re saying?” Corwin asked.

Patch exchanged a glance with Ethan across the room. She could see the wheels turning in his head. “I told you Nell has been ill,” Patch explained to her grandfather. “If what you say is true, maybe something in the milk she’s been drinking is what’s been making her so sick.”

“What are Nell’s symptoms?” Corwin asked.

“Fatigue, nausea, headaches, palpitations—lots of aches and pains,” Patch recited.

“That would fit with arsenic poisoning,” Corwin said.

Ethan’s brow furrowed. “What I don’t understand is why we aren’t sick, and why there aren’t a lot of other sick folk in town. I mean, if the milk is tainted, wouldn’t everyone who drank it get sick?”

“Stands to reason,” Corwin said.

“I don’t drink milk,” Leah volunteered.

“Neither do I,” Ethan said. “That would explain why we aren’t suffering any symptoms. What about you, Patch?”

“I think I’ve had one glass of milk in the time I’ve been here. No more than that.”

Ethan turned back to the old man. “How much poison would it take to make a person really sick?”

“Depends on the person. Depends on how much and what kind of poison. Where did you get the tainted milk?”

“Gilley delivers milk every couple of days,” Ethan said. “What I still don’t understand is why no one else in town has gotten sick.”

Corwin pulled his pipe from his pocket and slipped it between his teeth. “Maybe the poison was put in the milk after it was bottled. Maybe someone has been delivering poisoned milk only to your house.”

Ethan shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Who would want to poison my mother?”

“That’s a question worth pondering,” Corwin said. “Patch said your ma’s been sick since before you got out of prison. Maybe she was supposed to die before you got out. With your ma gone, maybe someone would already have bought this place, put Leah in a home somewhere. Then you’d have no reason to stick around. Who wants you gone from here?”

“Trahern.” Ethan spat the name.

Patch’s voice was hushed when she said, “Didn’t your father die of an illness similar to the one your mother is suffering from?”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed as he considered the question. “So whoever is poisoning my mother also poisoned my father?”

Corwin nodded. “It fits.”

“Pa didn’t drink milk,” Ethan said flatly.

“But he had a glass of whiskey every evening,” Leah said. “Gilley delivered a bottle of whiskey from town every other month.”

“Leah, go get that whiskey of Pa’s in the parlor,” Ethan said.

Leah came running back a moment later with the half-filled bottle.

“Was Pa drinking this when he died?” Ethan asked.

Leah nodded. “He said the whiskey eased the pain.”

Ethan held the bottle up to the light. It didn’t look any different. He frowned. “Frank and I each had a glass of this the other night. Afterward, I didn’t feel sick.”

“Probably not enough arsenic in one glass to make you sick,” Corwin said. “But after a while, a glass a day every day, and pretty soon you’re getting too much arsenic for your body to get rid of it all. You get sick. Eventually, you die.”

Ethan shook his head, unable to absorb the monstrous truth—if it was the truth. “I can’t believe it. My father murdered! My mother—God, if this is true …” Ethan balled his hands into fists. He felt a terrifying violence building inside him. It had been possible to accept his father’s untimely death, because he had believed it to be an act of God. But if their suppositions about poison were true, someone, some man, had shortened Alex Hawk’s life.

Ethan felt strangely breathless as he asked Corwin. “If Ma is being poisoned, would she get well if she stopped drinking the tainted milk?”

“If it’s not too late,” Corwin said. “If she hasn’t taken too much poison already. You could try having her fast and drink lots of water. The effects of the poison would slowly disappear once the poison was gone.”

Ethan closed his eyes, afraid to let anyone in the room see the powerful emotions he felt. His mother might not die. She might get well. No wonder old Doc Carter hadn’t figured out what was wrong with her. Who would have suspected poison?

“It’s not too late,” he said fiercely. “I won’t let it be too late!”

Without Ethan being quite sure how it happened, Patch was in his arms, and he was hugging her tight. Then he grabbed Leah and lifted her into the air and swung her around until she shrieked with laughter. There was a lightness to Ethan’s step and a joy in Leah’s eyes that had previously been missing. They had been given hope of a reprieve. Maybe Nell Hawk wasn’t going to die just yet.

Patch wanted to tell Nell what they had discovered. Ethan had other thoughts.

“I’d rather wait,” he said.

“For what?” Patch asked.

“To see if she gets well. We’re just guessing about all this. That the milk was poisoned. That it’s the milk that’s made Ma sick. I can send samples of both the whiskey and milk to a chemist in San Antonio to be tested for arsenic, but that will take time. What if it isn’t the milk?”

Ethan paused. He met Patch’s blue eyes and said in a raw voice. “Or what if we didn’t catch the poison in time? I couldn’t bear to give her hope and then—”

“How will you explain asking her to fast? How am I going to get all that water down her throat without telling her why I’m asking her to drink it?” Patch demanded.

“I’ll tell her I wrote a letter to a doctor in San Antonio. That he recommended this treatment,” Ethan said.

Patch thought Ethan was being foolish not telling his mother the truth, but she had already figured out that he had difficulty dealing with his mother’s illness. “All right, Ethan. We’ll try it your way.”

They all agreed it wouldn’t hurt Nell to get a visit from Corwin Marshall. Patch was surprised at the pleasure in Nell’s eyes when she realized who had come to see her. She seemed almost flustered. She reached a frail hand up to check her hair, and her pale face flushed.

“What are you doing here, you old coot?” Nell asked.

“Came to see how you’re doing, Nellie.”

To Patch’s astonishment, Nell laughed like a schoolgirl.

“Hasn’t been anyone called me Nellie in more years than I can count,” Nell said.

“Time somebody did.” Corwin sat down in the rocker beside Nell’s bed and settled back with his pipe between his teeth. The two talked like old friends, which, Patch discovered, they were. Patch finally had to make Corwin leave so Nell could get a little rest. He promised when he left the house to come visit again soon.

Patch realized that she had found the perfect means of getting her grandfather to end his self-imposed isolation in that dreary boardinghouse room. She would keep him so busy visiting Nell and doing chores around the Double Diamond that pretty soon he wouldn’t realize how much time he was spending there.

During the next few hours there was a flurry of activity. The cat and the mouse had to be buried, with appropriate requiems for each. Their deaths were solemnized because they had not been in vain. Leah had to feed the kittens. The sugar water didn’t seem to fill them up, and they cried constantly from hunger.

“We’ll have to get some milk for them,” Patch said.

Leah’s eyes looked frightened. “How will we know if it’s poisoned or not?”

Ethan’s mouth tightened grimly. “I’ll go into town myself and get some. And have a talk with Gilley Stephenson.”

Patch grabbed Ethan’s arm, fearing he would shoot Gilley first and ask questions later. “Gilley only delivered the milk, Ethan. Someone else might have put the poison in it.”

“I won’t kill him,” Ethan promised. “What I want are some answers.”

Patch didn’t want Ethan to go alone, but he reminded her that his mother and Leah both needed her attention. Patch reluctantly nodded her acquiescence.

Less than a minute after Ethan left the house, she had second thoughts. Patch left Leah in the kitchen and followed Ethan out to the barn. She found him saddling up his horse.

Patch stood at the end of the stall and waited for Ethan to notice her. With instincts honed by years as prey for lawmen and outlaws alike, it only took a second. He spun around, crouched with his gun in his hand. When he saw who it was, his face clouded with anger. He shoved his Colt back in his holster and stalked toward her.

Patch stood her ground.

“What are you doing out here, Patch?”

Ethan put his hands on Patch’s shoulders, intending to turn her around and send her back inside. Before he could stop her, she had pressed herself against him and wrapped her arms tight around his waist.

“Promise me you’ll be careful, Ethan.”

His arms slid naturally around her. “I’m always careful,” he murmured in her ear.

She looked up at him. “It’ll be more dangerous now. Once you confront Gilley, whoever has been poisoning your mother will know he’s been discovered.”

“Is there any doubt who’s responsible?” Ethan retorted. “Trahern owns the hotel where Gilley works. I wouldn’t be surprised if Trahern threatened to fire Gilley if Gilley didn’t do what he asked. Not that anything excuses what Gilley’s done.”

“Maybe Gilley didn’t know the milk was poisoned. Maybe Trahern had someone else poison it without telling Gilley about it.” Patch stopped. There was no getting around the obvious. Trahern was to blame. Trahern was the one who wanted to ruin Ethan’s life.

“Just be careful,” she pleaded. “If Trahern knows you’ve discovered his plot, he’ll try something else to get rid of you and your family. Maybe something more direct. More deadly.”

Ethan toyed with a stray tendril of hair beside Patch’s ear. “Trahern can’t try any harder to kill me than he already has. And he won’t get another chance to attack my family.”

“Let the law—”

“Trahern owns the law in this town! Don’t try and stop me, Patch. I intend to make Jefferson Trahern pay for what he’s done to my mother. And for killing my father.”

Ethan’s voice was ruthless, and Patch could see that the years of running, the years of fighting for his life, had made him a dangerous man. “Just don’t rush into anything,” she begged. “At least give the sheriff a chance to do his job. And come back to me. There’s so much we haven’t done together. So much I want us to do together.”

Her hands slid up his back and, for the first time, down over his buttocks. Because she was pressed close to him, she felt his instantaneous reaction. She turned her face up to his, inviting his kiss.

Patch watched the struggle Ethan waged against his desire. His green eyes blazed with fury and frustration and leaping flames of passion. His arms slowly tightened around her as he pulled her tight against him.

“Damn you, Patch. Damn you for tempting me like Delilah. Daring me to touch what I crave like water in the desert. Begging me to take what I need. I’m just a man, not a saint. And I want you.”

Then he was kissing her, his tongue in her mouth, his hands tracing the shape of her body, as though he were a blind man feeling his way in a new world. She was wearing a shirtwaist with buttons that came free—tore free—as he forced his hand into her bodice. Then he was holding her breast in his hand. Flesh against flesh.

The frenzy halted abruptly. His eyes sought hers.

Patch let him see the wonder she felt. The terrible need. The fear and trembling at this new step he had taken.

His fingertips moved slowly, reverently, across her breast, and she purred like one of Leah’s kittens as her skin responded to his touch. She bit back a groan when his thumb brushed across her nipple.

“Look at me,” he said.

Patch raised eyes that were heavy-lidded, lambent with the fire he fanned within her. There was no voice for the yearning she felt, only her body pulsing with excitement as he cupped her breast and made her feel his need.

“Patch, this is crazy,” Ethan murmured against her lips. His hand slid her dress off her shoulders, baring her to his gaze. “Don’t let me do this.”

Patch was beyond caring what was right or wrong. Her body sang with pleasure as Ethan touched her. When he slid his hand down the front of her, down between her thighs, she grabbed his arms and hung on.

Ethan had no intention of stopping. Nor would Patch have stopped him. She was too afraid something might happen to Ethan and rob her of ever knowing what it felt like to be held naked in his arms, to be loved by him as a man loved a woman.

Patch was immediately aware when Ethan tensed.

“Someone’s coming,” he whispered.

Patch took one look at the disarray of her clothing and frantically began repairing the damage. Ethan helped her as best he could.

“I’ll do it,” Patch said when his efforts hindered more than helped her.

Ethan turned to face the intruder, using his body to shield Patch, who wasn’t quite finished redressing.

“Leah! What are you doing here?” Ethan realized the ridiculousness of the question. There wasn’t any particular reason Leah couldn’t be in the barn anytime she pleased. He could hardly expect her to know he was having a tryst with Patch. “I mean, is there something you wanted from me?”

Leah was as upset by the scene she witnessed as the two lovers were by the interruption. She wasn’t stupid. She recognized Ethan’s protective posture in front of Patch. The way Patch’s elbows were moving made it plain she was buttoning buttons.

Leah understood why Ethan wanted to be with Patch. She had her own eye on one of the boys at school. But she’d only had her brother to herself for a short time, and she wasn’t ready to share him just yet. It was impossible not to feel jealous of the time Ethan was devoting to Patch. In fact, the way things were going, Patch might soon monopolize all Ethan’s time.

“I know what you two were doing,” Leah said in a disgusted voice. “I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Ethan’s features hardened. “What Patch and I do is none of your business.”

Ethan was immediately sorry for his blunt reprimand when he saw the hurt look that flashed across Leah’s face. It was replaced by a mulish cast that boded ill for their budding sibling relationship.

Leah was practically snarling when she spoke again. “I only wanted to remind you that Gilley buys all the milk he delivers to us from Mrs. Felber, at the mercantile. Also, Chester Felber earns his living by milking his mother’s cows. So maybe you should talk to all three of them when you’re in town. That’s all I wanted to say.”

Leah backed a few steps, then turned and ran from the barn.

“Damn, damn, damn!” Ethan took off his hat, shoved his hand through his hair, then yanked his hat back on, tugging it down low on his brow. “Just when I thought Leah and I were making some progress, getting to know one another, she gets her nose bent out of joint, and we’re back where we started.”

Patch slipped her arms around Ethan’s waist from behind. “My stepbrother and I fought like cats and dogs. But I love him dearly now, and I know he’d give his life for me.” Patch gave Ethan a reassuring hug. “Arguing is a treasured part of being siblings.”

“If you say so,” Ethan muttered. “I just wish I knew how I’m supposed to act toward Leah. She takes everything I say so seriously. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but I inevitably do.”

“Keep on doing what you’re doing,” Patch advised.

“What’s that?”

“Love her. Care for her.”

Ethan reached down and unclasped Patch’s hands from around his waist, then turned to face her. “How did you get so wise?”

Patch shrugged and grinned. “Trial and error?”

Ethan tucked a stray lock of hair behind her car. Actually, it was a damned good thing Leah had come along. He wasn’t any closer to understanding his feelings for Patch than he had been the day she arrived in Oakville.

He was having trouble differentiating between the child of twelve he had known and the woman she had become. He desired the grown-up Patch, all right. He wasn’t denying that. And he admired the way she had pitched in to help with the work that had to be done in the house, her tender care of his mother, and her understanding of Leah.

But every once in a while he saw flashes of the untamed hoyden she had been once upon a time—her flaring temper, her willingness to fight tooth and claw for what she believed, her impatience, her undaunted spirit. To his surprise, he found he admired those traits as much, or more, than her ladylike demeanor.

He wasn’t sure which Patch he liked better. He wasn’t sure which Patch was the real one. And he was never quite sure which Patch he was dealing with, the lady or the troublemaking minx. But he knew he would hurt them both if he wasn’t careful.

Ethan put Patch away from him and picked up the reins to back his horse from the stall. Patch walked beside him as he led his horse from the barn. Once outside, he quickly mounted.

Patch shaded her eyes from the sun as she looked up at him. “I’ll be waiting here for you.”

“I’ll be back when I get some answers.”

It was hard for Patch to watch Ethan ride away. She had convinced herself that Ethan Hawk wasn’t really an outlaw. He had shot Dorne Trahern in self-defense. Whatever killing he had done while on the run had been necessary to stay alive. She was convinced he had never committed the rape of which he was accused. Now he had gone hunting human quarry. Would he do it within the bounds of the law? Or would the years of being a law unto himself cause him to take vengeance into his own hands?

She had to find out who had raped Merielle Trahern, and soon. There must be a key somewhere that would unlock the secrets of the past. She had to find it. Because without that key, she and Ethan would never be free.
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“Hello, Gilley.”

The hotel clerk nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard the sinister voice behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and visibly relaxed. “Hawk! Why’re you sneaking around here like some Injun?”

Gilley turned completely around, which was when he saw the gun in Ethan’s hand. Pointed at him. He tugged on his starched collar. He snuck a peek out the brand-new picture window, but the people walking up and down the boardwalk were oblivious to his personal dilemma inside.

Gilley felt the sweat melting the starch in his shirt, making it stick to him. He licked the salty dots of perspiration from his upper lip. “Uh. Something I can do to help you, Ethan?”

“You can tell me why you’ve been delivering poisoned milk to my house.”

“What?” Gilley’s eyebrows rose till they nearly met the leftover fringes of hair on his balding head. “I never did such a thing! What makes you think I did?”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed as he tried to decide whether Gilley was telling the truth. “Who else, if not you?”

“I get all the milk I deliver to your place from Mrs. Felber. It’s already bottled when I put it in my wagon. Maybe she knows something I don’t.”

“It isn’t just the milk that’s been poisoned, Gilley. You delivered poisoned whiskey to my father.”

Ethan watched the freckles on Gilley’s face brighten as his face reddened.

“I swear I don’t know a thing about any poisoned whiskey.”

“Where’d you get the whiskey you sold to my father, Gilley?”

“From the saloon. I got it from the Silver Buckle.”

Ethan frowned. He had been hoping he would find the poisoned drinks had come from the same source. That would mean fewer people were involved in the conspiracy to poison his family. However, now that he had talked to the hotel clerk, Ethan had his doubts whether Gilley was a guilty party. The little man just wasn’t terrified enough of the gun in Ethan’s hand.

Nevertheless, Ethan said, “Don’t leave town, Gilley. Or I’ll come after you.”

Ethan turned on his heel and headed for the Silver Buckle. It was still early, and there weren’t many people in the bar. Slim, the bartender, was sweeping out the old sawdust before laying down new. Ethan was about to seat himself at one of the tables when he noticed the stranger at a table in the corner, with his back to the wall. So Jefferson Trahern had hired another gunfighter to shoot him down.

Ethan seated himself across the room with his back to the opposite wall. He couldn’t help smiling at the absurdity of the situation. At least this way they could keep an eye on each other.

In a matter of moments Slim was at Ethan’s table. “Can I get you a drink?”

“I’d like a bottle of whiskey.”

Slim raised his eyebrows. “A whole bottle?”

Ethan nodded. While he waited for Slim to bring him the whiskey, he studied the stranger. The man wore his gun low, tied down, and the fact he had his back to the wall said a lot about the kind of life he led. He played with a deck of cards, doing tricks, and Ethan suspected that when he wasn’t working for hire he played a mean hand of poker.

The stranger didn’t bother hiding his interest in Ethan. He stared up from beneath the brim of his Stetson, his eyes glittering intently. He smiled grimly, lifted his glass to Ethan in a toast, and drank it down.

Ethan’s sense of humor told him they resembled two mangy dogs walking stiff-legged around each other, sniffing and growling and seeking out a weakness that could mean victory in the inevitable fight to come. Only, he had to hand it to Trahern. This man looked a cut above those who had been sent after him in the past. It sure didn’t appear that he planned to rush any fences.

Slim brought the bottle to Ethan’s table along with a glass. When he started to open the bottle, Ethan stopped him., “Where do you get this stuff, Slim?”

“Comes from Tennessee, I think.”

“No, I mean, do you order it yourself, or do you get it from a supplier somewhere?”

“We get it through Felber at the mercantile.”

So the tainted whiskey that had been delivered to his father two years ago had its source at the mercantile. As had the poisoned milk more recently delivered to his mother. It was time he talked with Horace Felber.

“Deliver this bottle of whiskey to the gentleman at the table across the room,” Ethan said. “With my compliments.”

Slim eyed the gunslinger. “Sure you wanta do that?”

Ethan rose. “I’m sure.” He felt the hairs prickle on his nape when he pushed through the batwing doors of the saloon. He half expected a bullet in the back. But it didn’t come.

An honorable adversary, Ethan thought with a cynical smile. In days gone by he would have relished the contest. That was before he had recognized his mortality. The several scars on his body were evidence of the lessons he had learned. Ethan didn’t want to die. Especially not now, when he had so much to live for.

Patch.

She was never far from his thoughts these days. Every time he believed he had a handle on her, she revealed another facet of her personality. He wondered how many of those different sides of herself she would bring to bed with her. The sprite? The siren? The lady with an iron rod down her spine? Oh, how he would love the chance to melt it down!

He had felt her response to his kisses, her surprise and her surrender. He had felt her tremble at his touch.

She thinks she’s in love with you.

What he wondered, what was driving him crazy, was whether her feelings were all left over from her childhood infatuation with him, or whether the woman she had become loved the man he was.

His musings were cut off by his arrival at the door to Horace Felber’s store.

The Oakville Mercantile was busy. Several ladies were perusing the notions, while Horace Felber stamped a letter behind the jaillike cage that constituted the Oakville Post Office. The bell over the door jangled, announcing Ethan’s arrival. It was almost funny, Ethan thought, how the women shrank from him as though he carried some contagious disease. His mere presence quickly cleared the premises.

Horace Felber didn’t bother to hide his agitation at the loss of business. The storekeeper waited until he had closed the door behind the last of his customers before he acknowledged Ethan’s presence. He returned to a position of relative safety behind the counter and asked, “What can I do for you, Hawk?”

Ethan fingered a piece of grosgrain ribbon that he thought might look pretty in Patch’s hair. “I have a problem, Horace. It seems my mother’s been drinking poisoned milk that came from your dairy.”

Ethan watched for signs of guilt. Horace didn’t twitch an ear or blink an eye. He wasn’t even sweating. His chin came up and his palms landed flat on the counter.

“Are you accusing me of something?” Horace demanded.

“I’m asking if you put poison in the milk you gave Gilley to deliver to my mother.”

Before Horace could answer, his wife stepped through a dark, heavy curtain that separated the store from the storeroom in back. Mrs. Felber was considerably less composed than her husband. In fact, her face was white as chalk.

It was obvious from her next words that she had overheard Ethan’s conversation with her husband. “Is your mother all right?” she asked. “Nell isn’t going to die, is she?”

Instead of answering her questions, Ethan asked one of his own. “What do you know about all this, Mrs. Felber?”

“Don’t say another word, Lilian,” Horace admonished his wife.

“But Horace—”

“If you’re going to make accusations like that, you’d better have some proof, young man,” Horace said. “Honest citizens like us have rights—”

Ethan had Mr. Felber by the throat in no time flat. He grabbed a handful of the storekeeper’s shirt to haul him over the counter and stood him up so he could stare him in the eye. “I want some answers. Now I can get them the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you.”

The bell jangling over the door alerted Ethan to the fact someone had entered the store, but he didn’t take his eyes off Horace. “Well? What’s it going to be?”

“Boyd,” Horace croaked. “Make him let me go.”

Boyd crossed far enough into the store that he could look Ethan in the face. “Some problem here, Ethan?”

“No problem,” Ethan replied. “Horace was just going to tell me what he knows about the poison that turned up in the milk my mother’s been drinking.”

Boyd’s face registered alarm. “Poison? Are you sure? What kind of poison?”

“Marshall Corwin’s guessing arsenic. Ma has all the symptoms.” Ethan tightened his grip on the storekeeper. “I figure Horace can fill me in on the details.”

“I don’t know a thing!” Horace bleated.

“Why would Horace want to poison your mother?” Boyd asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“I figure Trahern paid him to do it. What about it, Horace? You on Trahern’s payroll?”

“No, I’m not. You’re making a mistake. Anyone could have put poison in the milk.”

“How do you figure that, Horace?” Ethan asked.

“My boy Chester milks those cows, bottles the milk, then leaves it sitting till it’s picked up. Anybody could’ve put something in the milk and told Chester some story why he was doing it.”

“Then maybe I’d better go have a talk with Chester.”

“No!” Mrs. Felber cried. “Leave him alone! He’s not right in the head. He won’t be able to tell you anything.”

Ethan loosened his hold on Horace. “It looks like Chester is the one who has all the answers.”

“No!” she insisted. “He doesn’t understand—”

Mrs. Felber didn’t wait to finish her sentence, just shoved her way back through the curtains and out of sight. Ethan heard her heels pounding on the wooden floor, then the slam of the back door.

“Where’s Chester now?” Ethan demanded of Horace.

“I don’t know. I—”

Ethan leapt over the counter to follow Mrs. Felber.

Boyd was right behind him. “Wait for me, Ethan!”

Ethan damned the badly scarred leg that kept him from moving at a run. Once out the back door of the mercantile, Ethan saw a flash of green gingham that looked like Mrs. Felber’s skirt going around a corner at the end of the alley and headed toward it.

When they got there, she had disappeared.

“She probably headed for the Felbers’ barn. Chester lives in a room there,” Boyd said.

“Let’s go.”

It took only a matter of minutes to reach the barn on the outskirts of town where Chester milked the cows. Ethan shoved the barn door open and let the sun stream in. The pungent smells of fresh manure and hay assaulted him.

It was long past the morning milking time, and the cows had been driven back out to pasture. He found the tiny room with its simple wooden bed and table where Chester apparently lived. The door hung slack on leather hinges. The only things moving were dust motes in the sunlight. The barn was empty.

“So where are they? Mrs. Felber and her son?” Ethan demanded angrily of Boyd. “You said they’d be here.”

“How the hell should I know where they are?” Boyd retorted. “I thought she’d come here. She was headed in this direction.”

“Where else could they have gone?” Ethan queried.

“Home, maybe,” Boyd suggested.

“I’ll go check the Felbers’ house,” Ethan said. “You take another look around here.”

The two men split up and began their search. Ethan knocked and, when there was no answer, let himself in the Felbers’ house. There was no one there. Disgusted, but not yet ready to give up the search, he headed out past the houses on the edge of town toward the cow pasture.

He froze when he heard a twig snap behind him. Too late, he remembered the gunman who had been hired to kill him.

“Lucky for you I’m not Calloway. You’d be dead now.”

Ethan heaved a sigh of relief. He turned to find Frank lounging against a backyard fence. “Is that his name? Calloway?”

“Yep. Brought him out to the ranch last night myself,” Frank said. “Meant to come find you earlier this morning to warn you about him, but I guess it wasn’t necessary after all. According to Slim, the two of you already met at the Silver Buckle.”

“We did.”

“Thought sure you would already have drawn on each other. What’s the holdup?”

Ethan grinned. “I’m not ready to die, and I guess he isn’t, either.”

Frank laughed. “I’ve been following your trail all morning. Boyd sent me out here from the barn to find you. What’s going on?”

“Walk with me while we talk.”

Frank slipped into step with Ethan as he stalked—long step, halting step—the streets and alleys of Oakville, searching for his quarry.

“I’m looking for Chester Felber and his mother,” Ethan explained. “If I had to guess, I’d say Mrs. Felber ducked into a friend’s house somewhere around here. I just wish I knew whether she has Chester with her, and if not, where the hell he is.”

“Why are you hunting Chester?”

“I suspect he’s the one who’s been putting arsenic in Ma’s milk. Maybe in the whiskey Pa drank, too. At least, Mrs. Felber acted awful damn suspicious when I started asking questions. She was ranting and raving about how poor Chester doesn’t know what he’s doing, and how he can’t be held responsible. Well, if he isn’t responsible, I damn well know who is!”

“Your ma was poisoned? Your pa, too? I can’t believe it!”

“Everything points in that direction. I sent some samples off on the stage this morning to a chemist in San Antonio.” Ethan stopped. “Hell, I won’t find him now unless I start knocking on doors. And I’m not ready to do that. Yet.”

He headed back toward the barn as fast as his hitching gait would allow. “Come on, if you’re coming.”

Frank did a hop-skip to catch up, then matched Ethan’s stride as best he could. “Where are we going?”

“I want to see if Boyd found anything in the Felbers’ barn. Then I’m going to pay a visit to the sheriff.”

“Surely you’re not expecting any help from Careless,” Frank said. “I mean, not if you’re going to accuse who I think you’re going to accuse.”

“Careless can keep an eye out for Chester. And he can question Horace and his wife.”

“What good will that do you?”

“Maybe none,” Ethan conceded. “But at least it’ll put everyone on notice that I’m through running.”

Frank eyed Ethan sideways. “I don’t understand.”

Ethan paused for a moment and met Frank’s glance. “I’m through running from Trahern. From now on, he’s the one who’d better watch his back.”

Ethan walked through the open barn door, and Frank followed him inside.

The barn was quiet. “Boyd? You in here somewhere?” Ethan called.

“Up here,” Boyd said.

“You find anything worth mentioning?”

Boyd came down the ladder from the loft. “I found this.” He handed Ethan a small cloth bag that contained a powdery white substance.

“What is it?”

“I’d guess it’s arsenic,” Boyd said.

Frank whistled. “So Chester really was putting poison in your ma’s milk.”

“We’d have to get someone to confirm that this is arsenic,” Ethan said as he hefted the bag in his hand.

“Even then, you don’t have proof it was Chester who did it. Someone else might have kept the poison here and slipped it into the milk when Chester wasn’t looking,” Boyd suggested.

“I’m sticking with Chester as the guilty party until I get a better suspect,” Ethan said. “But even if Chester did put the poison in the milk, I’m betting he didn’t act on his own. He doesn’t have the brains to think out something like that. Or the motive to do it. Someone told Chester what to do. Someone gave him the poison.”

“Trahern?” Boyd asked.

“Who else?” Ethan replied in a harsh voice. “He blames me for Dorne’s death. He blames me for what happened to Merielle. He hated my father for helping me get away. He wants me to suffer the way he’s suffered all these years. Killing my father and mother would accomplish that.

“Give me another suspect,” Ethan demanded of his friends. “Tell me who else has a motive to attack me and my family.”

Ethan’s two friends remained silent.

At last Frank said, “You need to find Chester. He could tell you who asked him to put the poison in the milk. That way you’d know for sure.”

Ethan took off his hat, shoved his fingers through his hair in agitation, and pulled his hat back down. “I can’t help thinking he won’t go far. Not on his own, anyway.”

Frank grinned. “I wonder who Horace will find to milk his cows now. Do you think he’ll do it himself?”

The three men looked at each other and broke out laughing at the thought of Horace Felber sitting on a milkstool with his hands on a pair of udders. Their common dislike of the man ran long and deep. Horace hadn’t been the kind of shopkeeper who offered free licorice to penniless eight- and nine-year-old kids. The three inseparable friends had each taken a turn distracting Horace while the others stole candy from the jars on the counter. Their sugary loot was relished all the more for the fact it had been taken from beneath Horace Felber’s nose.

Boyd sobered first, recalling the day when they had finally been discovered in the act. Horace had caught Boyd red-handed with his fingers in the jar of licorice. Boyd would never forget the humiliation of being seized by the ear and yanked all the way across the street to the sheriff’s office. He was thrown into a cell with Cyrus McFee, the town drunk.

The cell stank of vomit and urine, and Boyd gagged trying to breathe. Even worse was the knowledge of what his father would do when he came to get him out. Boyd had known he was going to get a licking. The anticipation of that beating was making his stomach roll.

What he hadn’t expected was that his father would just leave him there. He spent three days in that cell, the second two alone, before Clete Stuckey showed up to claim him. Boyd had felt relief when he first saw his father’s face. It lasted no longer than the first blow of his drunken father’s fist on his back. He had fled the jail—and his father—as fast as his legs could carry him.

Boyd had learned later that when he didn’t get out of jail the first day, Ethan had begged his father to do something to help. Alex Hawk had gone hunting Clete. It had taken a day to find him and a day to sober him up enough to sit on a horse. Clete hadn’t thanked either Alex or Ethan for the favor. Boyd had done it himself. Boyd had had no use for his father after that. He had resolutely and thoroughly killed what little love he’d had for him.

He hadn’t mourned when Clete Stuckey had fallen off his horse drunk one rainy winter night and died of exposure. Despite the fact that by then Boyd was comfortably well off, he had allowed his father to be buried in an unmarked pauper’s grave. He had given back to his father exactly what he had gotten from him—nothing.

Boyd jerked reflexively when Ethan put an arm around his shoulder. He forced himself to relax. They had no way of knowing that the wounds of the past still had the power to hurt him. He hid his bitterness, his anger, and his regret in a charming smile.

“Come on,” he said to his friends, throwing his free arm around Frank’s shoulder. “Let’s go see the sheriff.”

Frank excused himself before they got to the main street of town. “Considering Trahern’s my boss, I think maybe I’d better leave you two here. Remember to watch out for Calloway,” he said to Ethan in parting.

“Who’s Calloway?” Boyd asked once Frank was gone.

“The gunfighter Trahern has hired to put me six feet under.”

“Calloway. Sounds familiar.” Boyd repeated the name several times to himself, then snapped his fingers as he recollected where he had heard it before. “I remember now. Calloway’s a bounty hunter. Goes after outlaws with a price on their heads, men wanted dead or alive. Rumor is, Calloway brings them back dead. All done legal, of course.”

“Of course.” Ethan frowned as he considered what Boyd had revealed. “I’m not wanted by the law anymore. I wonder what Trahern told Calloway about me when he hired him on. Especially if Calloway likes his killing to be legal.”

“You can bet he made it look like the fact you’re not a wanted man is just a technicality,” Boyd said. “And I’m sure he put the price high enough for Calloway to ignore the small print.”

“Still, it might be worth having a talk with Calloway sometime.”

Boyd grinned and shook his head. “You never cease to amaze me, Ethan. What makes you think that bounty hunter is going to let you get two words out of your mouth before he shoots you?”

“You’ve been living on the right side of the law too long, Boyd. There is such a thing as honor among thieves.”

Boyd grinned his charming grin. “I’ll take your word for it.”

They stepped out of an alley onto Main Street a few doors down from the jail. And saw Jefferson Trahern leaving the sheriff’s office.

Ethan froze. Here was the man who had murdered his father. Poisoned his mother. Put him in prison for seven long, nightmarish years. Here was the man who wanted his sister orphaned. Who wanted him dead.

“Trahern!” he shouted. “I’m going to kill you!”

The whole of Main Street stood frozen in tableau as Ethan made his threat.

Ethan had reached the middle of the street by the time Boyd caught up to him. Boyd grabbed Ethan around the chest from behind and pinned his arms so he couldn’t reach his gun. “Have you lost your wits, Ethan?” he hissed in his friend’s ear. “Do you want to end up swinging from a rope for murder?”

“Let me go, Boyd. I’m going to kill him.”

Trahern had opened the jailhouse door and called inside to the sheriff. Careless immediately appeared on the boardwalk beside him. It was clear the sheriff didn’t want any part of what was happening, but Trahern gave him a shove and he headed toward Ethan.

“Now, Ethan,” Careless said, shoving his gunbelt down under his belly where it was more comfortable. “What’s all this about?”

“Trahern killed my father. He poisoned my mother. He deserves to die.”

“What are you ranting about?” Trahern demanded from where he stood on the boardwalk. “I did no such thing.”

“No sense lying,” Ethan said. “We found the arsenic you used to do the job.”

“You’re insane! stark raving crazy!”

The townsfolk listened with big ears. No one had ever challenged Trahern. Not until now.

“It’s your turn to watch your back, Trahern,” Ethan shouted across to Trahern. “You won’t know when the bullet’s coming, or where it’ll happen. But if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to kill you.”

Trahern didn’t dignify Ethan’s final threat with a response. He simply called to Careless, “Sheriff, arrest that man.”

Careless felt like a worm in a bed of ants. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get eaten alive. “Hell, Mr. Trahern. What’m I goin’ to arrest him for? Ain’t no law ‘gainst talkin’ like a jackass.”

“Ethan Hawk just threatened to kill me,” Trahern said, exasperated with the lack of response from the sheriff.

“Well, he ain’t committed no crime till he does!” Careless snapped back.

The flush shot up Trahern’s neck and left his cheeks ruddy with rage. “Do something, Careless, or you’ll find yourself looking for a new job.”

Careless swore up one side and down the other. He turned to Ethan and said, “Go on home ‘fore I arrest you for loiterin’.”

When Ethan began to back away, Boyd released him.

“I’m going,” Ethan said. “But don’t forget what I said. Soon, Trahern. Someday soon.”

Ethan untangled the reins of his horse from the post in front of the saloon where he was tied, mounted, and rode out of town, leaving several nervous people behind him.

One man knew what had to be done now and set his plans in motion.
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Ever since Patch had kissed Ethan in the barn, he had kept his distance. She wasn’t sure what it was that made him stay away. She had the sneaking suspicion that Ethan thought he had to treat the lady she had become with kid gloves, and that his leather ones weren’t a good enough substitute.

Patch wrinkled her nose in disgust. She had gone to a lot of trouble to become a lady because that was what she thought Ethan wanted her to be. But it seemed there wasn’t much use for a lady on a ranch like the Double Diamond. More often than not, the work was backbreaking, grueling. It couldn’t be done in a corset. Velvet and satin had no place on the prairie. Cotton and wool absorbed sweat better and could be cleaned easier.

Because being a lady hadn’t seemed as important on the ranch, Patch had slipped back into a few old habits. A garn here and a durn it there hadn’t seemed so bad. Sometimes the occasion demanded it. Like when she had found that hawk with a wing broken, flapping around in the chicken house, and Ethan had wanted to kill it.

“Durn it, Ethan! This bird wouldn’t be caught dead chasing chickens if he could fly!” she had shouted.

“Well, he can’t fly! I’ve got enough things to do on this ranch without running a refuge for chicken-stealing hawks!”

“I can fix its wing!” she had protested. “I know I can.”

“Then what? Once you tame an animal like that, it won’t want to fly free again.”

“Garn! Who said I plan to tame it? I just want to help it get well! Then it’s free to go whatever way it wants.”

“What if it doesn’t want to leave you? Then you’ll be stuck with it!” he yelled.

“So I’ll be stuck with it!” she shouted back. “I happen to love the poor, dumb animals that cross my path—and I don’t feel stuck when they love me back!”

She had thought he was going to explode, he was so mad. He bit out, “Suit yourself!” and marched off in high dudgeon.

She had named the hawk Penny, because his feathers had a coppery sheen like a new Indian head penny. She kept him tied by one foot to a perch in the kitchen, and he had learned to take raw meat from her gloved hand. She had seen him eyeing the kittens and moved their basket to safety in the bedroom she shared with Leah. The raccoon, Bandit, knew enough to keep himself out of harm’s way.

Leah had been fascinated by the hawk, and Patch had let the girl take over his feeding as she had with Dearie. In this particular respect, the love of wild animals, the two of them were in perfect accord. So when Leah found a rabbit caught in one of the rat traps Ethan had set around the barn, she brought it directly to Patch.

Patch took one look at Leah’s white face and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“His foot is cut nearly in two.”

Patch hadn’t been able to save the rabbit’s left front paw. She had done some quick surgery and stopped the bleeding, and the rabbit seemed to be healing fine.

Ethan laughed when he heard Leah had named her new pet Lucky. “What’s lucky about losing a foot? Especially a rabbit’s foot.”

“Don’t you see?” Leah said as she cuddled the small brown rabbit close to her chest. “If I hadn’t found him when I did, some coyote or hawk or snake might have come along and eaten him. I rescued him, instead. Wasn’t that lucky?”

Ethan had protested that between Patch and Leah his home would soon be overrun by animals. In fact, since that night the menagerie had grown by a horned toad and a jar that contained a leafy stem upon which a caterpillar had spun itself into a chrysalis.

The kitchen door grated open, and Ethan leaned in to say, “Patch? Are you ready to go?”

“I’ll be with you in a minute, Ethan.”

She had begged Ethan to show her the cave he and Boyd and Frank had used as a secret hideout, and he was finally taking her there today. She had talked Grandpa Corwin into coming to the house to keep Leah and Nell—who was feeling better every day—company while they were gone.

Patch put down her pen and blew on the letter she was writing to her parents, to make sure it was dry before she folded it. She would get Grandpa Corwin to take it to the post office when he went back to town today. She stood and stretched out the kinks from sitting so long at the kitchen table writing.

Ethan was staring at her strangely, so she asked, “Is anything wrong?”

“Those are the pants you’re wearing?”

Patch turned in a circle for him. “What do you think?”

He swallowed hard. “You look … fine. Hurry up. I’ll wait for you at the barn.”

Patch looked down and tried to figure out what it was Ethan didn’t like about the way she was dressed. He was the one who had insisted she wear pants. She had put on the jeans she had bought in town her first day in Oakville. While they were a little snug in the hips, she couldn’t see anything wrong with them. She certainly wasn’t about to change now.

Once they were on the trail, Patch could barely contain her excitement. “I’ve been wanting to see this cave ever since Frank first mentioned it.”

“Why?”

“I guess because I’ve pictured the three of you there in my mind, and I wanted to see the real thing.”

“Don’t get your hopes up. It’s not much to look at.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind taking the time to do this with me?”

Actually, Ethan had a dozen other things that should have claimed his attention. But at breakfast, when Patch had asked, he hadn’t been able to say no. She had looked so beautiful, her eyes radiant, freckles scattered across her freshly washed face, that the thought of spending the morning with her had been too much to resist. He had agreed that, once his chores were done, he would show her the cave.

Ethan didn’t regret his decision. But he could see he had underestimated the temptation he would face, alone with her like this, especially with her dressed in those pants.

He didn’t want to talk about what was uppermost in both of their minds, so he remained silent. To his surprise, Patch was content to ride beside him, enjoying the peace and quiet.

When he pointed out the cave to her at last, she reined her horse to a stop and shaded her eyes so she could see it better. Their secret hideout was located along the bank of the Nueces, shaded by hackberry and elm. The cave opening was hidden by mesquite bushes and guarded by a patch of cat-claw cactus.

Patch urged her horse into a lope and jumped down from the saddle when she arrived at the cave opening, ready to explore. Ethan quickly followed her, caught up in her unrestrained enthusiasm.

“So this is the infamous secret cave. It’s bigger than I expected it to be. I’ll bet I could stand up in there.” Patch stuck her upper body in the narrow opening and peered down inside. “It seems to go a long way back.” She leaned in and shouted, “Helloooo!” Patch laughed when her voice echoed back to her.

Ethan was too busy looking at Patch’s rear end in those damned tight-fitting pants to pay much attention to the cave. Why on earth had he agreed to bring her here? He should never have insisted she wear pants. It had been a distinct shock to see her long legs and shapely hips when what he had expected was the same shabby, formless trousers she had worn as a child. The snug Levi’s were a forceful reminder that Patch Kendrick was a grown woman.

What was worse, Ethan knew they were completely alone, and that they were unlikely to be disturbed. The ideas he was having about Patch were enough to get him hung.

“Can we go inside the cave?” she asked.

“If you like.”

“Which is better, to go in headfirst or feetfirst?”

“Let me go in first,” Ethan said with a rueful grin. He wouldn’t be able to stand the sight of Patch wriggling her way inside. “We used to keep a lantern in there and some matches in a tin box. I’ll see if I can get you some light so you don’t break your neck.”

Patch was enchanted with the interior of the cave. Though the morning was sunny and hot, the cave was cool. It was bone dry inside, but the rock walls and floor were polished smooth as though water had once run through it. “How did you ever find this place?”

“I didn’t. Boyd found it and shared it with me and Frank.” Ethan lit the lantern and set it on a natural stone shelf.

Patch sat on a low, flat-topped rock that made a perfect chair. “You three must have had some wonderful times here.”

Ethan forked himself down over a wooden crate that had been left in the cave. Between them lay a darkened circle ringed with stones that had obviously been a fireplace. “We used to meet here and talk and plan and dream.”

“About what?”

“Girls, mostly.”

“Did you have a special girl back then?”

Ethan shook his head. “Boyd was the ladies’ man.”

“I can believe it, as charming as he is now.”

Ethan picked up a polished stone and smoothed it between his fingers. “We used to plan how we were going to own all the land around here. How we’d have so many cattle that at roundup time our longhorns would stretch as far as the eye could see.

“It’s strange how our fortunes have changed. Of the three of us, Boyd had the least back then. Now he’s a successful businessman with a ranch of his own. Frank is foreman of the largest spread in these parts. While I …”

“You have the Double Diamond,” Patch said.

Ethan snorted. “What’s left of it. Most of the cattle have been rustled, the buildings all need repair, and the house is falling down around us. I’m flat broke, and I can’t borrow money from the bank.”

“Maybe Boyd would loan you some money.”

“Sure he would! If I asked. But I’m not going to. All I’ve got left is my pride, dammit!”

Ethan threw the stone he was holding with all the force of the frustration he felt. It ricocheted off the stone wall and headed back toward Patch. “Look out!”

Ethan moved at the same time he yelled, grabbing Patch and tumbling her out of harm’s way. They ended up on the floor of the cave in a tangled heap of arms and legs.

Patch was lying under Ethan, her single braid coming undone. She smiled up at him. “Seems like we’ve done this before.”

Both of them were reminded vividly of the first day they had met in the Oakville Hotel, when Ethan had admired her, before he had known who she was. Ethan took his weight on his elbows, and his body slipped between her thighs. There was less cloth between them this time, only his jeans and hers.

Patch could feel the shape of him, the contours that made him male to her female. She felt his arousal, saw the quick flare of need in his eyes.

“Make love to me, Ethan,” she said. “Show me what it means to be a woman.”

Ethan tenderly brushed a stray hair back from her face. “Patch, you don’t know what you’re asking. Nothing in my life is settled. In fact, things are worse than ever. There’s a hired gun dogging my footsteps—”

She put her fingertips on his lips to shush him. “I don’t want to think about tomorrow. I want to live for today.”

Ethan turned his head away to avoid the appeal in her liquid eyes.

“You don’t want me?”

His head snapped back around. Feral eyes found hers. “Woman, I’m on fire for you! But I like and respect your father too much to—”

“What about liking and respecting me? What about what I want?”

“You’re too young—”

Patch shoved Ethan off her and scrambled to her feet. “If I hear again how young I am, I think I’ll scream.”

“But you are young!”

Patch screamed.

Ethan caught her and put a hand over her mouth. “That’s enough, brat! I get your point!”

When the echo ended, Patch pulled his hand down so she could speak. “I’m old enough to know my own mind, Ethan. I’m old enough to know what I want and go after it. And I want a life with you.”

“When you grow up, Patch, you find out that you don’t always get what you want,” Ethan said bitterly.

Patch bit her lip on further argument. There was time still to wear him down. He wanted her. It was only circumstances that were keeping them apart. She had to work harder, investigate further, faster. In the secrets of the past lay the hope for her future with Ethan.

“I’m supposed to meet Merielle this afternoon. We’re going on a picnic together. Can you join us?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

A muscle jerked in Ethan’s cheek. “You know why not. Besides, I’ve got work to do.”

“Then I guess I’ll invite Boyd to come along. He’s good company.”

Patch had been hoping for a jealous reaction from Ethan. She was unprepared for the one she got. Lickety-split he had her pressed up against the stone wall of the cave. He pinned her there with his hips and tangled his fingers in her hair.

“Don’t play games with me, Patch. If you choose Boyd, I won’t stand in your way. He’s a good man. But don’t play us off against each other. He won’t like it. Neither will I.”

“So noble of you to stand aside for your friend,” Patch said with a sneer. “Now get out of my way. I want to leave.”

Ethan found the thought of Patch with Boyd unbearable. He wanted to claim her as his own. So he kissed her. And knew right away he had made a mistake, because Patch responded. She always responded. With her heart. With her soul. He took and took with his mouth and gave back what he had no right to give. Somehow he pulled away. He wasn’t going to let her goad him into doing something he would be sorry for later.

He was having trouble drawing breath.

So was she. Her mouth was slightly open, her eyes dilated, her body quivering with need.

“It isn’t going to work, Patch. I’m letting you go.”

It was harder than he had thought it was going to be. He was aware of how silky her hair was as his hands slid free. He felt her shudder as he levered himself away from her. Her chin was trembling, and he wanted to pull her back into his arms and hold her tight and be her bulwark against the world.

“Damn you, Patch,” he muttered. “You don’t fight fair.”

Patch didn’t speak again as she shimmied her way out of the cave. Ethan got tired of watching her fanny wriggle like a worm on a hook. He gave her a shove that sent her out through the opening before he ended up taking the bait like some stupid fish.

Patch leaned down and called, “Are you coming, Ethan?”

“I think I’ll stay in here for a while.”

“Suit yourself!”

He could tell she was angry. And frustrated. So was he.

With any luck she would think of him when she spent the afternoon with Boyd Stuckey.

“Ethan! Come quick!”

Ethan scrambled out of the cave the instant he heard Patch’s cry for help, his heart in his throat, his adrenaline pumping. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

Once outside the cave he looked where she pointed and saw what had caused her distress. “A fox? You scared the pants off me for a fox?”

“A kit—a baby fox,” Patch said, her chin stuck defiantly in the air. “He’s stuck in this patch of cactus.” She was on her knees beside the mouth of the cave. Her fingertips and the backs of her hands were covered with cactus stickers she had apparently collected while trying to rescue the fox from where it was trapped in the thorny maze.

“How do you suppose it got in there?” Patch asked.

“I don’t know. I can’t believe you tried getting him out of there without wearing gloves. Give me your hands.”

“I need to—”

“Give me your hands!” Ethan snarled.

Patch extended her hands.

He took them in his and turned them over. “Dammit, Patch! Look what you’ve done to yourself. You’re a bloody mess. We’d better get these hands taken care of, and fast.”

When he tried to draw her to her feet, she wouldn’t rise.

“Ethan, please, will you help me get the kit free? It’s going to starve if we don’t do something.”

He didn’t know whether to be irritated by her stubbornness or enchanted by the look of appeal on her face. He settled for a quick, hard kiss.

“What was that for?”

“Because …”

I love you.

He was appalled at the words that leapt to his mind. At least he knew better than to speak them.

“Because you’re going to need something else to think about besides your hands when I start pulling out those cactus needles.”

“The kit—”

“After I free the kit, of course.”

He took her by the shoulders and moved her bodily aside, then pulled on his leather gloves and reached down through the thorny cactus to retrieve the baby fox.

The kit snapped at him, and he jerked back his hand. A bead of red welled through the rawhide.

“Feisty little son of a gun,” Ethan murmured.

“Be gentle,” Patch admonished.

“I hope you’re talking to the fox,” Ethan said. “He’s the one with the rotten temper.”

Patch grinned. “That goes for both of you.”

The instant Ethan freed the fox, it took off like a pack of hounds was chasing it.

“Happy now?” Ethan asked.

“Happy.” Patch looked down at her hands. “But I think it’s time we took care of my hands—and yours.”

They walked down to the riverbank and made themselves comfortable while Ethan painstakingly picked the stickers out of Patch’s fingertips and the backs of her hands.

They spent the next half hour soaking their wounded hands in the cool river water. Patch took off her shoes and soaked her feet too. She laughed at him when he told her he’d keep his boots on. She looked adorable. Lovable. Kissable. It was all he could do to keep his hands off her.

With the thoughts he was having about Patch, Ethan thought his time would have been better spent soaking his head.

He was jealous, he realized, of his best friend.

“Are you going to invite Boyd on that picnic?” he asked.

She flashed a wary look at him. “Yes.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened, but he refused to let her provoke him to anger again. He rose abruptly. “We’d better get moving, then, if you’re going to have time to get ready.”

Ethan tensed as he felt Patch’s fingertips on his arm.

“Are you sure you can’t come, too?”

He purposely avoided looking at her, afraid he would succumb to the entreaty he was sure to find in her eyes. He didn’t want to spend the afternoon in her company, watching her be charmed by Boyd Stuckey. Because he was liable to end up punching his best friend in the nose.

“I’ve got work to do,” he said in a harsh voice.

He saw her flinch. He was aware of the moment she removed her hand from his arm and drew away from him.

“All right, Ethan,” she said. “I understand.”

He watched her walk away from him, her back stiffened by that iron rod, reminding him of who and what she was—and why he had no right to claim her for his own.

He held himself rigid to keep from running after her, to keep from pulling her into his arms and holding her close, to keep from laying her down on the cool grass and loving her as he longed to do.

“Damn, damn, damn,” he muttered.

It was time to find the man responsible for Merielle’s rape. Therein lay his only hope for a future with the shamelessly saucy lady who was slowly but surely claiming his heart.

Trahern turned a jaundiced eye on the gunfighter sitting across from him in his parlor. “Why isn’t Ethan Hawk dead yet?”

“I like to get to know a man before I make my move,” Calloway said.

“You’ve had a week. How long does it take?” Trahern demanded irritably.

Calloway focused wintry gray eyes on the man who had hired him. “I’ve had my doubts about this job from the day I got here. Your telegram said Ethan Hawk was wanted by the law, but there’s no poster on him that I can find.”

Trahern flushed guiltily.

“I’ll make up my own mind when and where—and whether—I’ll handle this job. If you don’t like the way I do business, find yourself another man.” Calloway stood to leave.

“No need to be hasty,” Trahern said, rising to block the door. “You can understand my concern. After all, the man threatened my life.”

“Seems to me he had some provocation.”

The narrow smile on Calloway’s face chilled Trahern to the bone. He sputtered a denial. “It’s not the same thing at all. The man raped my daughter!”

“So you said.” Calloway started for the door.

Trahern stood to block his way. “So? Are you going to do the job or not?”

Calloway waited for Trahern to move aside and let him pass. Trahern debated the wisdom of staying where he was. He took a step to the left. “Where can I contact you?”

“You can’t.” Calloway left the parlor, then turned back to Trahern from the central hallway. “You’ll hear from me.”

Calloway reached the front door at almost the same time as Merielle reached the foot of the stairs.

“Hello,” she said. “You must be a friend of Father’s.”

Calloway tipped his hat. “An acquaintance only, ma’am.”

Merielle didn’t notice the distinction, but Trahern did. He marveled that his daughter seemed unafraid of the intimidating gunfighter.

Merielle saw only kindness in the face that looked down at her. The tenderness in the gunman’s gray eyes for the child-woman would have amazed her father and appalled Calloway, had he realized it was visible.

“Excuse me,” he said to Merielle. “I have business that needs tending.”

When Merielle shut the door behind the gunfighter, Trahern joined his daughter. “You’re looking very pretty. What’s the occasion?” he asked.

“Have you forgotten? I’m going on a picnic this afternoon with my new friend, Patch.”

“I had forgotten. Where are you planning to have this picnic?”

“Somewhere along the river, where it’s shady and cool.”

Trahern looked at his precious child and debated the wisdom of letting her go off alone with that Kendrick woman. He knew it was unreasonable to deny her the pleasure of going, simply because he would worry about her while she was gone. He decided the best solution was to send someone along to keep an eye on her. “What would you think about taking Frank along on this picnic?”

Merielle smiled brightly. “Why, what a wonderful idea, Father! I’ll go ask him now.”

When Patch arrived in a buggy with Boyd at her side and a picnic basket under her feet, she found Merielle waiting on the front steps with Frank beside her.

Merielle looked like a flower in springtime. She was wearing a yellow gingham dress, with short, puffy sleeves trimmed in eyelet lace. A wide-brimmed straw hat banded with matching yellow gingham was tied with a large bow at her chin.

In contrast, Patch looked more like the cool moss that draped the live oaks. Not that she wasn’t dressed well, just more sedately. She wore a pleated white cotton blouse and a moss green skirt of sturdy bombazine, something she knew would be comfortable and durable for an afternoon spent sitting on the ground. Seeing how lovely Merielle looked, Patch wished she had been less practical.

“Frank’s going with us,” Merielle said. “I hope that’s all right with you.”

“And I invited Boyd,” Patch replied. “I hope that’s all right with you.”

Merielle glanced quickly at Boyd and then back at Patch. “I guess it’s okay.”

Frank helped Merielle up into the buggy he had harnessed for the two of them. “Follow us,” he said. “Merielle has a spot all picked out.”

Patch laughed when she realized Frank had driven straight to the cave. “I was just here this morning with Ethan,” she confessed to Boyd. “I can’t say I’m sorry to be back. It’s a wonderful place.”

They chose a shady spot under an elm and began unloading the picnic supplies from the buggy, including a jug of cold lemonade. Patch had brought a quilt, which they spread on the ground to make it harder for the ants to get to the food.

Patch noticed that Merielle shied away from Boyd when he came in her direction and clutched Frank’s arm.

“Shall we eat now, or later?” Frank asked.

“Can we go for a walk along the river first?” Merielle asked.

“Why don’t you and Frank go for a walk, while Boyd and I finishing setting out the food?” Patch saw the grateful look on Frank’s face. She had seen how he watched Merielle from afar with his heart in his eyes. It couldn’t hurt to give them some time alone together. That would also give her the opportunity to get to know Ethan’s best friend better. It was important that she make it clear to Boyd that she wasn’t interested in being anything but his friend. Hopefully, she could spend time with Merielle after lunch while the men went down to the river to fish.

“Enjoy yourselves,” Patch said. “Come back when you get hungry.”

Merielle was already chattering to Frank as he led her away. “Do you think it would be all right if I took off my shoes and stockings and walked barefoot along the river?”

“I don’t know, Merielle—”

“It would be so much fun, Frank. Do you remember how we used to spend hours sitting on the bank, letting the fish nibble at our toes?”

Frank stared hard at Merielle. “You remember that?” he asked sharply.

She smiled up at him, apparently unaware that her recollection of the past had any special significance. “Of course I do. I remember lots of things.”

“Like what?”

“First you have to promise to take off your boots and socks and join me,” she teased.

“All right. I promise,” Frank said with a grin that made his eyes crinkle at the corners.

“I love the way you look when you smile,” Merielle said.

Frank didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t used to compliments from Merielle, especially not the kind that a woman gave to a man. It made him uncomfortable, and he had to struggle to keep the smile on his face. Somehow, for her sake, he succeeded.

They had reached the riverbank, where Merielle plopped down on a rotting log and pulled her skirt up to her knees so she could get to the laces on her shoes.

“Let me help you.” Frank went down on one knee and took her tiny foot in his hand. He felt her resist and looked up to reassure her that he wasn’t going to hurt her. There was a stunned look on her face, and he wondered what she was thinking.

“Merielle?”

“Frank?” Merielle stared at the handsome man who knelt at her feet. She couldn’t remember a time when Frank hadn’t been near. Yet, it was as though she were seeing him for the first time. It was confusing because she expected him to look younger. This face was more mature, weathered by age and sun, and there was a shadow of a beard where before there had been none. His hair was thick and dark, and somehow she knew how it would feel under her hands.

Merielle slipped Frank’s hat off without asking for permission and set it on the log beside her. She traced the line of his jaw and felt him swallow. She tried to make the person before her match the image in her mind.

“You’re so much older,” she murmured.

Frank felt his heart leap with hope. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you, Merielle.”

She looked down into his eyes. “Where have you been, Frank?”

“Right here,” he whispered through a throat swollen with joy. “Waiting for you to come back to me.”

Merielle laughed. “That’s silly. I haven’t gone anywhere. Hurry up, Frank, and unlace my shoes. I want to go play in the water.”

Merielle was gone again and the child was back. Frank concentrated on unlacing her shoes, and watched her rip off her stockings with a childlike lack of modesty that only endeared her to him.

“Hurry up, Frank,” she urged. “Take off your boots and socks and come play with me.”

Frank forced himself back into the role of protective older brother. He would be for her what she needed him to be. Once Frank was barefoot he took her hand, and they ran down toward the water. At the very edge, Merielle stopped abruptly.

“Do you think it’s cold?”

“Like ice,” he said.

She grinned. “Good!” She leaned over and splashed a handful of water right in his face. Then she ran.

Frank caught her up in his arms and swung her around in a dizzying circle.

She laughed like a child, but she felt like a woman in his arms. He stopped and stared down at her, his heart pounding.

She looked up at him, and her eyes clouded. Her fingers threaded into his hair, and she pulled his head down toward her mouth.

“Frank, where are you?” Boyd called. “We’re ready to eat.”

Frank let Merielle’s legs slide down the front of him until she was standing on her own. They never took their eyes off each other. Their bodies were pressed close together. He kept waiting for her to change back, to become the childlike Merielle. When she didn’t, he kissed her, like a starving man who has found the sustenance that will keep him alive.

And she kissed him back. Without fear. With enthusiasm. With delight.

He broke the kiss and hugged her tight against him, hardly able to believe the miracle in his arms. “Merielle. After all these years. Finally. Merielle.”

“Frank, my head hurts,” she said. “It hurts so bad.”

He felt her go limp. She would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her. “Merielle? Merielle!”

She was unconscious.

“Boyd! Patch! Somebody! Help!” He fell to his knees with Merielle in his arms. “Somebody please help.”
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Patch and Boyd came on the run. It was immediately apparent that Merielle had fainted. It was not so apparent why.

Patch looked anxiously from Frank to Merielle and back again. She had stopped suspecting Frank of rape. He had seemed too attentive, too much in love with Merielle. But the situation raised her doubts again.

“What happened?” Patch asked as she dropped to the ground beside Frank.

Frank never took his eyes off Merielle. “I don’t know. She said her head hurt, and then she fainted.”

Boyd went down on one knee and reached across to check Merielle’s pulse at her throat. “Her pulse is strong.”

“Do you know what caused this to happen?” Patch asked Frank.

“She was remembering.”

Patch could barely contain her excitement. “Remembering?”

“You mean she got her memory back?” Boyd demanded in a taut voice.

Frank winced under the force of Boyd’s grip on his shoulder. “Not exactly. It was more like she seemed to be here, you know, not stuck in the past.”

“Has this happened before?” Boyd asked.

“Not the same thing, but something similar,” Frank replied. “A week or so ago she remembered a time in the far past when the two of us were together.”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Patch said. “I mean, I prayed for it, and I hoped for it, but … It’s like a miracle!”

Frank nodded. “It is a miracle.”

Merielle’s eyelids fluttered and a moan issued from her throat. When she opened her eyes, they were clouded with confusion. She looked around at the trees and the river and the three people staring anxiously down at her. Her brow furrowed in thought. “Where am I? How did I get here?”

“Don’t you remember?” Frank asked in a gentle voice. “We came to the river for a picnic.”

Merielle’s eyes sought out Patch. “Yes. I came with my friend, Patch.” Her glance slid past Boyd and back to Frank. “We went for a walk by the river. I wanted to take my shoes and stockings off and play in the water.”

Frank took one of her bare feet in his hands. “So you did.”

She placed her palm on Frank’s cheek. “I remember splashing your face.”

He smiled. “So you did.”

“Then …” She looked up at Frank. “Then … then … Why can’t I remember any more, Frank?”

Frank tucked her head under his chin and held her close. He met Patch’s somber face and Boyd’s sympathetic gaze. “It’s all right, Merielle. It doesn’t matter.”

Patch put a comforting hand on Merielle’s shoulder. She felt like howling with disappointment. To get so close! And then to have the doors shut again. But if it had happened once, it might happen again. Patch couldn’t help feeling optimistic.

However, from the wan aspect of Merielle’s face, remembering had taken its toll on her. “Maybe we should postpone our picnic to another time,” Patch suggested.

“Oh, no!” Merielle said. “I feel fine! Please, let’s stay.”

Patch looked to Frank to see what he thought. When he nodded she said, “All right. We’ll stay. But let’s go eat. I’m starving!”

After they ate, Frank settled on the blanket with a lapful of daisies that Merielle began weaving into a chain, while Patch and Boyd took a walk.

Patch had been itching to discuss Merielle’s situation all through lunch but felt constrained to be silent in the young woman’s presence. As soon as they were out of earshot, Patch turned to Boyd and said, “Do you know how much it will mean to Ethan if Merielle regains her memory?”

“You’re assuming, of course, that Ethan didn’t rape Merielle,” Boyd said flatly.

“Of course he didn’t! You’re his best friend. You of all people should know he couldn’t possibly—”

Boyd held up both hands in surrender. “You win. I’m convinced Ethan is innocent.” He reached out and put his hands over hers, which were perched in balled fists on her hips. “Can we talk now about something nearer and dearer to my heart?”

Patch was still bristling from Boyd’s accusation of Ethan, and his ready capitulation hadn’t done much to assuage her wrath. “Like what?”

He gently pried her hands loose and opened them so her fingertips rested in his. “You.”

Patch wasn’t sure how to respond. She hesitated an instant too long, and Boyd’s fingers closed over hers. He turned her hands over and lifted them one at a time to kiss her palms.

“Boyd, I …” Patch had promised herself that if Boyd tried to kiss her again she would slap him. But she had expected him to seek out her lips, not her hands.

While she was deciding what to do, his fingertips found and caressed the calluses she had developed the past couple of weeks at Ethan’s ranch. “You should have servants waiting on you, Patricia, instead of working like a mule for Ethan Hawk.”

Patch’s chin lifted a notch. “I happen to like working,” she said in a cool voice. “It gives me a sense of satisfaction to earn my keep.” Patch resisted the urge to pull her hands free. She didn’t want to get in a tug-of-war with Boyd that she couldn’t win.

“You’re beautiful when you’re angry, Patricia,” Boyd said as he surveyed her flashing eyes.

“If you know I’m upset by what you’re doing, why don’t you stop?”

“I’m waiting for some clear sign that you don’t appreciate my attentions.”

Patch snatched one hand free and slapped his face. “Is that what you had in mind?”

Boyd worked his jaw to ease the soreness and laid a hand against his reddening cheek. “That’ll do.”

Patch shook her head in disbelief. “Are you pixilated, possessed, or what?”

Boyd grinned. He waited a heartbeat before he said, “I just wanted to see how far you’d let me go.” His smile invited her to forgive him. “Shall we continue walking? Or do you want to go back?”

Patch knew he was a rogue, but given the choice, and now that things were crystal clear between them, she decided to enjoy the beauty of the day. “Let’s walk.”

Boyd offered his arm, but Patch declined it. “I think it’ll be safer if I keep you at a distance.”

He reached down and tore off a stem of grass. He chewed on the sweet tip as they continued strolling the riverbank.

In a little while Patch said, “Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Sheriff Lachlan told me the only reason Ethan wasn’t hanged for killing Dorne Trahern was because you spoke up for him. With Trahern being so rich and all, why did they listen to you? Are you really that influential in town?”

“Over the years I’ve made a loan here and there to certain people. I run several thousand head of cattle on my ranch, so a lot of cowboys work for me. My wagons haul freight to wherever it’s going when it leaves town. I own the cotton gin and press. If you count assets, I’m probably worth as much as Trahern. But he has more land.”

“How did you get so rich?”

“Nosy, aren’t you?”

Patch shrugged. “Just curious. You have to admit it boggles the mind that anyone could rise so far, so fast.”

“I had an aunt who left me money—”

“You told me that. It must have been a huge inheritance.”

“It was enough to get me started. It gave me the bankroll I needed to make some investments. After that, whenever I saw an opportunity, I took advantage of it.”

He stopped walking, and Patch turned back to see why. He was looking at her intently. She marveled again at how striking a figure he made, with his hair blowing in the wind and his intriguing features demanding attention. But she was totally unprepared for what he said next.

“I’d be willing to share it all with you, Patricia. Will you marry me?”

Patch gaped. She realized how unladylike a pose it was and shut her mouth. She stared at Boyd in bewilderment. “I don’t think I heard you right. Did you just propose marriage to me?”

Boyd grinned. “I did.”

Patch turned her back on him and began striding toward the spot where they had left Frank and Merielle. Boyd caught her arm and swung her around.

“You haven’t given me an answer.”

“A question that stupid doesn’t deserve an answer.”

“Didn’t seem stupid to me. You’re a lady. You deserve to live like one. I can provide everything you’d ever want. Between my golden eyes and your golden hair we’d make beautiful children together.”

“Why not just mold them out of the real thing? It sounds like you’re rich enough to do it!” Patch exclaimed sarcastically. She increased her pace.

Boyd kept step with her. “Maybe I’ve jumped my fences a little early. But I wanted you to know how I feel about you.”

“Really? I didn’t hear one word about love or caring during that entire ridiculous proposal.”

“A man doesn’t wear his feelings on his sleeve.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Patch said.

“Ethan can’t give you—”

Patch stopped abruptly. Her finger poked Boyd in the chest as her temper flared. “Don’t you dare compare yourself to Ethan Hawk!”

“Ignoring facts won’t change them,” Boyd retorted.

“How can you say something like that and call yourself Ethan’s friend?”

Patch watched Boyd struggle to contain his temper. She had a fair idea how angry he was. She could hear him grinding his teeth.

“As you pointed out yourself,” he said through tight jaws, “I stood up for Ethan when nobody else would. I offered to buy his ranch when it looked like his mother would lose it. I’ve spent the past week hunting night and day for Chester Felber. And as far as you’re concerned, Ethan knows I plan to marry you!”

The blood drained from Patch’s face so quickly that she thought she might faint. But two fainting ladies in one day was really one too many. She closed her eyes until the dizziness passed. When she opened them again, she said, “I think I’d like to go home now.”

Boyd put a tentative hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right? You look ready to fall over.”

She shrugged out from under his touch. “Probably too much sun. I should have worn a hat.”

Back at the picnic site, Patch practically pulled the quilt from under Frank and Merielle. She packed all the leftovers into the straw picnic basket in record time. Her parting from Merielle was as warm as she could make it, considering her state of distraction, and they agreed to get together again soon.

The last thing Patch wanted to do was ride back to Ethan’s ranch alone with Boyd, but there wasn’t any other choice. Frank had to take Merielle home. She climbed into the buggy without waiting for Boyd’s assistance and sat with the iron rod down her spine waiting for him to join her.

During the ride home Boyd asked, “How much longer do you think you’ll be staying at Ethan’s ranch?”

“As long as I’m needed.”

Patch refused to be cajoled, teased, or goaded into further conversation. The two people in the buggy were equally agitated by the time they arrived back at the Double Diamond.

Ethan took one look at Patch’s sun-warmed, rosy face as the buggy came to a stop in front of the house and felt his body flood with jealous possessiveness. Patch, his Patch, was seated in easy familiarity next to his best friend, her thigh practically resting against Boyd’s. Adrenaline flowed. His senses came alive, and he could see and hear and feel everything as though it were magnified under a glass.

He saw the way Patch jerked as her elbow bumped against Boyd when she raised a hand to wave a greeting. Heard the rustle of fabric as Patch’s skirt brushed against Boyd’s trousers when she reached for the picnic basket under the seat. Felt the charged atmosphere between them when Boyd took Patch’s hand to help her down from the buggy.

He knew without being told that Boyd had made advances to Patch. There was an unmistakable tension between them that reeked of intimacy. Had Boyd tried to kiss Patch? Had she let him? Did Boyd know how Patch tasted, how she felt cradled in his arms? His muscles flexed and tightened. Rage banded his chest, making it difficult to breathe.

Before today, if anyone had asked him how he felt about Patch Kendrick, Ethan would have replied that he felt affection and a certain responsibility for her, feelings rooted in the past when a twenty-five-year-old man had admired the spunk and fire of a twelve-year-old hoyden in britches. He had come to realize that all the things he had cherished in the child, the daring and the gumption, the mettle and nerve and spirit, were embodied in the woman she had become. And he wanted that woman for his own.

“Hello, Boyd. Have a nice time?” Ethan’s words were laced with menace that Boyd was quick to discern.

“Certainly did. Spent the afternoon with a beautiful lady. Even got her to listen to my proposal of marriage.”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “What did she say?”

“I told him it was ridiculous,” Patch snapped, annoyed that the two men were talking to each other as though she weren’t even there. She turned to Boyd and said, “Thank you for driving this afternoon.”

Before she knew what he was going to do, Boyd took her hand again and turned it palm up. She managed to jerk her hand away, but not before he had kissed it. “Good-bye, Boyd,” she said pointedly.

Patch felt Ethan come up behind her. If she could have seen the deadly look in his eyes, she would have known why Boyd didn’t persist in his attentions to her.

Boyd tightened the cinch on his horse, which he had left tied to the rail in front of the house, mounted, and waved a wordless good-bye with his hat. When he was gone from sight, Patch turned and ran square into Ethan’s chest. His hands clamped down on her shoulders.

“Why didn’t you say yes to Boyd’s proposal?” Ethan demanded. “He can offer you everything I can’t.”

“I don’t happen to love Boyd,” Patch retorted.

“Did he kiss you?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Did he?”

“If you care so much, you should have come along.”

“Did he?”

“What does it matter to you?”

Provoked beyond rational thought, Ethan responded as primitive man had for ages when possession of his mate was threatened. He picked Patch up, threw her over his shoulder, and retired to the closest dark cave to stake his claim in the most demonstrative way possible. Of course, a cave not being particularly handy, Ethan made do with the barn.

Once inside, Ethan dumped Patch off his shoulder and turned to barricade the doors. She had barely gotten her balance when he picked her up again. He headed for a stall at the rear of the barn that was filled with clean straw.

“Ethan, stop! I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have provoked you! What are you going to do?”

“Something I should have done a long time ago.”

“You’re not going to spank me! You wouldn’t dare!” But he had once. When she was twelve, she had snuck into his cabin and played with his gun. It had gone off accidentally, shattering a window. Ethan had come on the run—or as close to a run as Ethan ever got—and caught her trying to wrap the gun back up in the blanket in which it had been hidden.

She had felt sheer bliss when he hugged her tight in relief that she wasn’t hurt. The next minute, however, he had taken her over his knee. She couldn’t sit down for an hour. Worse, she had been so humiliated at being treated like a child that she hadn’t been able to face him for a week.

Ethan threw Patch down off his shoulder, and she landed hard on the straw. While she stared at him, with the wind knocked out of her, he began unbuttoning his shirt. He pulled the tails out of his Levi’s, yanked his shirt down his arms, and tossed it behind him. She saw two scars where he had been struck by bullets, one on his shoulder and one near his ribs.

“Take off your clothes,” he said.

“I most certainly will not!”

“Then I’ll take them off for you.” Ethan dropped to his knees and reached for the buttons on her blouse.

Patch protected them as best she could, but Ethan wouldn’t be denied. He got impatient and tore her blouse off. “You’re out of your mind!” she cried.

“I wouldn’t doubt it. You’ve been driving me crazy ever since you crossed the threshold of the Oakville Hotel.”

Patch had wanted Ethan to make love to her for so long she didn’t know when it hadn’t been a part of her dreams. But not like this. Not in a frenzy. Not in anger. Not the first time, anyway.

“Do you love me, Ethan?”

He had her skirt off and was working on her petticoat. “What kind of question is that?”

Patch bucked under him and kicked her legs to hinder him as much as she could. “Just answer it!”

“How could any man not love you?”

It wasn’t exactly the answer she wanted, but it wasn’t a denial, either.

Ethan got the tapes undone and pulled her petticoat down over her legs, leaving her in chemise, corset, and pantalets. He rolled her over and began unlacing the corset.

“I don’t know why the hell you wear this thing,” he muttered. “With your figure, you don’t need it.” He yanked the corset up over her head.

“A lady—”

“I don’t make love to ladies, only to women.” His green eyes glittered with need. “Are you my woman, Patch?”

There it was. The need for her and her alone. The claim of belonging. She hadn’t known she was waiting to hear the words of commitment until they were spoken. They signaled her surrender to the man she loved—not with the infatuation of a child, but with her heart and soul, as a woman loves the man she is destined to be with forever.

“I’m yours, Ethan. I always have been—always will be—yours.”

He pulled the delicate pink bow that laced her chemise, spreading the cotton wide with his fingers so her breasts sprang free in his hands.

“Good Lord, Patch, you’re so beautiful!”

The frenzy was gone from his eyes and his hands. In its place was reverence. For a moment Patch feared he might stop. Then she saw the possessive light in his eyes and felt the solid shoulders under her hands.

Patch wasn’t afraid, exactly. Molly Gallagher had been an exceptional stepmother, in that she had explained the pleasures to be found in the sexual act. But it was one thing to understand how things were supposed to happen. It was quite another to actually experience the feel of a man’s hand against her flesh.

The medal hanging on a piece of rawhide around Ethan’s neck felt cool against her skin. She took it in her hand and read the inscription. For Valor. “This is a medal for heroism! Is it yours?”

Ethan took the medal out of her hands. “No.”

“Then why do you wear it?”

“For luck.” Ethan slung the medal around so it lay on his back and concentrated on kissing his way down Patch’s body.

She soon forgot entirely about the medal. Being loved this way was like nothing she could have imagined. Her skin felt taut, and her body arched reflexively toward Ethan. When his lips caressed her, when his mouth sought the tip of her breast, she moaned. It was as though a drawstring pulled up tight inside her belly.

Ethan’s whole being was focused on bringing pleasure to the woman in his arms. He felt her hands circle his neck and twine in his hair. His mouth tasted her—breast, shoulder, throat, the shell of her ear, temple, cheek—and finally found her mouth, which was open and eager for him.

He thrust his tongue inside, mimicking the action of bodies joined. She tasted of cinnamon and ginger. He knew she must have eaten some of the gingersnaps she had made that morning for the picnic. His hands roamed, uncovering more of her and touching virgin flesh.

Patch writhed in his embrace, loving the feel of his strong, callused hands, wanting more, but not certain what that more was. Her hands roamed his back, feeling muscle and tendon and bone. Then she sought out the scars on his chest, marveling that he had survived so long, against such odds. She let her fingers slip down into his Levi’s and felt him jerk when she touched the crease where his buttocks began.

She froze. “Is it all right to touch you, Ethan?”

He swallowed hard. “Do you want to?”

“I do.” Her voice was husky and sounded nothing like her own.

“All right. What do you want to touch?” He sat up, and Patch rose to face him.

She reached out a hand and touched his nipple, which immediately tightened into a hard bud. “It happens to you, too,” she said in wonder. Her hands tangled in the black curls on his chest that arrowed downward. When she reached for the top button on his jeans, he covered her hand with his.

“Have you ever seen a naked man?” he asked.

Patch blushed rosily. “No. But I’d like to.”

Ethan stood and reached down a hand to Patch. “Let’s do this together.”

Patch stood slowly, aware that her breasts were bare and that she wore only a pair of pantalets. Ethan pulled her into his arms, and she couldn’t believe how right it felt. His flesh was warm and the hair on his chest abraded her breasts, sensitizing her flesh. She felt Ethan’s hands sliding into the back of her pantalets and tensed as he slid them down over her buttocks. When she stepped out of them, she stood there in her shoes and gartered knee-length stockings, naked except for the remnants of her chemise.

Ethan reached up and pulled the last of the pins out of her hair so it flowed like golden silk down her back and over her shoulders.

“Your turn,” he said.

“Take off your boots and socks,” she said.

Ethan balanced on one foot, then the other, as he complied with her command. “Now what?”

“Come here.”

Ethan took a barefooted step closer, wincing as the straw prickled under his feet. He sucked in his stomach reflexively when Patch reached again for the buttons on his jeans. He held his breath while she tugged one free and reached for the next. His jeans hung on his hipbones for a moment before she shoved them down.

He noticed she was looking into his eyes, rather than down at what she had exposed. He watched her swallow hard before she said, “Take them off.”

He pushed his Levi’s and long johns down and stepped out of them, kicking them out of his way. “All right, Patch. You can look now.”

He saw the uncertainty in her eyes before she glanced down. She took her time looking. The longer she looked, the harder he got. He felt himself flushing with embarrassment, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

“Can I touch it?” she whispered.

“If you like,” he croaked.

But it was the scar on his leg she touched, not that other part of him.

“It’s ugly,” Ethan said.

Patch shook her head. “No part of you is unpleasing to me.” Then her hand traced its way upward to the part of him that made it very clear how he felt about her.

Soft, Patch thought. Smooth and warm. But hard too. She circled him with her hand and heard a wrenching groan. She released him immediately, but his hand caught her wrist and brought her hand back to cup him.

“Don’t stop touching me. It feels good.”

“When you groaned like that, I thought I’d done something wrong,” she explained.

“It was good. Great,” he amended. “Would you like me to touch you, too?”

Patch nodded shyly. She had her eyes lowered, so she saw his hand moving toward her. It took all the courage she had to wait for him to touch her there. His hand slid down her belly and through the dark curls at the apex of her thighs. He slowly pressed inward with a finger. She thought her knees would buckle then and there. She caught herself by grabbing his shoulders.

“Okay?” he asked.

She nodded jerkily.

“More?”

“Yes, please.”

Ethan grinned. “You have lovely manners, young lady.”

Patch laughed. “Why, thank you, kind sir.”

Ethan made love to Patch with his hands, watching her face constantly to gauge her reactions. Her eyes were lambent, heavy-lidded, her mouth open, panting for breath, her skin flushed with pleasure.

“Ethan, I can’t stand any more,” she said at last.

Abruptly he let her go. She swayed and almost fell. He caught her and said, “Can you manage on your own for a minute?”

She felt the silly grin on her face. “I’ll try.”

He arranged the remnants of their clothing over the scratchy hay to make a more comfortable bed. Sunlight streamed in golden bars through the wooden slats of the barn. The air was warm and their bodies glistened with sweat. The outside world seemed far away, only cattle lowing in the distance and a horse munching hay in the corral beyond the wall.

They might have been alone on a desert isle. There was only each other, and this moment in time. Warm eyes. Shy smiles. Taut bodies. Muscles that flexed and tendons that bunched. Hardness. Softness. A single thrust. One sharp cry of pain, caught by another’s kiss. Tenderness. Sighs of pleasure. Moans of wonder and delight. Groans of ecstasy. At last, heaven. And finally, panting breaths and sighs of repletion.

Patch snuggled close, her head nestled in Ethan’s shoulder, her body aligned with his. She didn’t want to leave this place, ever. She wanted to remember every sensation, even the pain, because it had been the first moment they were truly joined. She had given Ethan a special part of herself and taken part of him in return. She knew there were certain times of the month when a woman was more likely to conceive, and hoped this day was one of them.

Ethan held Patch tight against him, circling her slender body so he could feel the weight of her breast on his arm. He didn’t want to leave this place, ever. He wanted to remember every sound, every sensation, because he knew it was going to be the last time he enjoyed them. He had been wrong to take Patch like this, without benefit of marriage. A lady—and Patch was one—deserved more. He hoped to hell he hadn’t gotten her pregnant.

“Ethan? What are you thinking?”

“This was a mistake, Patch.”

Patch was in such a state of euphoria that even Ethan’s flat tone of voice didn’t penetrate at first. Then the gist of what he had said sank in. “We’re not the first couple to anticipate the wedding night.”

“There isn’t going to be any wedding night.”

Patch pulled herself free of Ethan’s hold and sat up. “I don’t understand.”

Ethan rose, pulled his long johns out of the pile of clothing under them, and began putting them on. Patch followed his lead, grabbing her pantalets and turning her back to him.

“I had no business making love to you,” Ethan said. “I might be dead tomorrow. Or spend the rest of my life walking this town with a cloud of suspicion over my head. What I did this afternoon was selfish and stupid, and I’m sorry for it.”

Patch whirled on him wearing pantalets and her half-laced chemise. “Where does that leave me? I gave myself to you because I love you. You knew that, Ethan. How can you just walk away like nothing happened?”

“It’s because I love you that I’m walking away!” he snarled. “Don’t you see? What kind of life could we have together?”

“A perfectly wonderful life. If one of us wasn’t so intent on being a bean-headed jackass!”

“I refuse to argue with you, Patch.” Ethan yanked on his pants and buttoned them up, then sat down to pull on his socks and boots. He was shoving his arms in his shirt before he looked at Patch again.

She held her bloodstained petticoat in her hand. Her eyes brimmed with tears. She closed them to shut him out, and a tear spilled onto her cheek. It slid slowly down her face until she caught it with her tongue.

“Patch?”

“I’m all right, Ethan,” she said in a quiet voice. “I’m a big girl now. I can take care of myself.” She found the opening on the petticoat and slipped it on. Her skirt followed over her head. She folded the corset into a tiny square and set it aside. With shaky hands she buttoned the remaining buttons on her blouse, then tucked the torn ends into her skirt. She straightened the wrinkles as best she could, but her clothing looked like it had spent a night in bed with her, which, in a sense, it had.

“I’ll be leaving for Montana tomorrow,” she said.

Ethan stared at her with horrified eyes. “When did you make this decision?”

“It’s obvious there’s no reason for me to stay any longer. I came here to find you, to hold you to the promise you made seven years ago—”

“Eight.”

“—eight years ago. You’ve just made it plain that you’re never going to marry me. I might as well leave now and save myself the heartache of hanging around where I’m not wanted.”

“Who says you’re not wanted?” he retorted harshly.

Patch’s eyes opened wide in feigned surprise. “Why, you did. Or was I mistaken in what I just heard?”

Ethan flushed. “Wanting you and deserving you are two completely different things. If I weren’t accused of rape, if I weren’t a hunted man, things would be different.”

“Oh. Well, then, perhaps I will stay a little longer. There were definite signs today that Merielle may be able to remember something soon.”

Ethan eyed Patch through narrowed eyes. He had the sneaking feeling he had just been manipulated by a master fisherman. She had wiggled the worm and he had taken the bait and she had reeled him right in.

“What’s all this about Merielle regaining her memory?” he asked. “When did this happen?”

Patch’s eyes lit with enthusiasm. “This afternoon on the picnic. Frank said Merielle was looking at him as though she really saw him. He also said that a week or so ago she remembered a time when they had been together in the past. Doesn’t that sound encouraging?”

“Maybe. If Frank isn’t reading more into what Merielle says and does than is actually there.”

“Don’t be a pessimist,” Patch chided as she finger-combed her hair. “Merielle will remember. Just you wait and see.”

Patch was completely dressed, but when she looked down at herself, she groaned in dismay. “Your mother and sister will take one look at me and know exactly what happened here.”

Ethan grinned. “You look fetching to me.”

Patch arched a brow. “You really want me to walk into the house looking like this?”

Ethan eyed her speculatively. Her hair hung in tangles over her shoulders, laced with pieces of hay. Her brow and chin held a glowing sheen of perspiration and pink patches where his whiskers had abraded her skin. Her lips were swollen from his kisses. Her blouse was ripped, her skirt was dirty, and she was holding a scrunched-up corset in her hand. “Maybe it would be better if I go first and make sure the coast is clear.”

Ethan and Patch snuck out of the barn together and raced for the kitchen door.

“You wait here, and I’ll go check Leah’s bedroom. If it’s empty, I’ll open the window and you come around and climb in.”

“A lady doesn’t climb through—”

Ethan eyed Patch. “I don’t see any lady. Just a well-loved woman.”

“Oh, well, in that case, I’ll be waiting under the window.” Patch turned and marched around the side of the house. She ducked under Nell’s window and met Ethan at the window to Leah’s room. When he opened it, she reached up her hands and he pulled her inside.

“Hurry up and change,” he whispered. “Ma heard me come in and she asked where you were.”

“Tell her I’ll be there in a minute,” Patch whispered back. “Tell her—”

“Tell me what?”

Patch and Ethan stared thunderstruck at the elderly woman in the doorway.

Patch cleared her throat. “Hello, Nell. I’ll be with you as soon as I change.”

Ethan’s heart was thumping so hard in his chest he thought it was going to burst. He had no idea how his mother would react to this situation. The last thing he wanted to do was upset her when she was just beginning to recuperate. For some reason he felt like a small boy again, caught in an indiscretion. His mother had never laid a hand on him in all the years he was growing up. All it took was one disapproving look from her gray eyes, like the one he was receiving now, for him to feel remorse and pledge to reform.

It felt strange to receive her censure now as an adult, after all the missing years of growing up without it. But she was still his mother, and he still wanted her love and approval. Amazing how effective her method was.

She waited until he was seated across from her at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in front of each of them before she spoke.

“Patch is a lovely woman.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Are you in love with her?”

“I care for her,” he hedged.

“I see.”

He waited for further questions, but they didn’t come. “Aren’t you going to ask me whether I intend to marry her?”

She sipped her coffee, making a slurping sound because it was still too hot to swallow. “All right. Are you going to marry her?”

Ethan smiled grimly. “In a simpler world, I would marry her and bless every day I had with her. But my life hasn’t been simple for more years than I can count. I want you to understand why I can’t marry her. Not now. Not yet.”

Ethan waited for his mother’s blessing, her sanction of his relationship with a young woman living in her house. He wanted her to say it was all right for him to make love to Patch Kendrick even though he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—marry her. It was asking a lot.

“You’re my son and I love you. I also love Patch like a daughter. I don’t want either of you hurt. Be wise, Ethan. Let your head rule your heart. At least for now.”

“Are you telling me to leave her alone? I don’t think I can.”

“Then make an honest woman of her.”

“I can’t do that, either.”

“Whatever the risks—”

“What if Trahern goes after her? He might, you know, if I married her. What if she’s in the wrong place when that gunfighter wants a showdown? I can’t take that chance, Ma!”

“All right, Ethan. You have to do what you think is best.” She reached out a hand and smoothed his hair back from where it had fallen over his brow.

He took her hand and held it against his cheek. “I love you, Ma. And I miss Pa.”

“I know, Ethan. I miss him, too.”

Patch had heard most of the discussion from where she stood just outside the kitchen door. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but once she was there, she didn’t want to interrupt, and she was afraid she would be discovered if she tried to back up over the creaking floorboards.

Patch could understand Ethan’s reasons for not marrying her. They were mostly the same ones he had given her the day she arrived in Oakville. But she knew something now that she hadn’t known then.

Ethan cared for her.

That made all the difference. She could wait. It was only a short step from caring to love. Something was bound to happen soon to tip the balance in her favor.
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Chester Felber had been sighted in Three Rivers. The word came to Ethan through Frank, who had gotten it from one of the Tumbling Tcowhands who visited his mother in Three Rivers every Sunday for dinner.

“Are you going after him?” Frank asked.

“Damn right I am!” Ethan said.

“Maybe you should send for the sheriff.”

“I have the feeling Chester would have an unfortunate accident on his way back to Oakville if I sent Careless after him. No, this is something I have to do myself.”

“Just be careful,” Frank urged. “Chester isn’t very smart, and he’s liable to panic when he realizes you’ve found him.”

Ethan didn’t tell Patch where he was going. Chester didn’t have any answers that affected their relationship. The only thing Chester could tell him was who had wanted his parents poisoned. Ethan already knew what Chester would say. He just wanted to hear it from Chester’s lips.

Three Rivers had gotten its name from the fact it was situated on the fork of the Nueces, Atascosa, and Frio rivers. Ethan rode into town from the south and tied his horse up in front of the boardinghouse on the main street. According to the cowhand from the Tumbling T, Chester Felber had been spotted having supper there.

There were no boardwalks in Three Rivers. Frankly, Ethan thought, there wasn’t much of a town, either. Just the boardinghouse, a saloon, the stage depot, an eatery, and a general store, along with a few mud-chinked wooden houses. It was a place for passing through, not a place to stay.

The boardinghouse parlor was empty except for a very old lady sitting in a rocker, staring out the front window. She didn’t acknowledge Ethan’s presence, so he ignored her and headed toward the dining room and kitchen, hoping to find some sign of Chester. He was thwarted there, too. From the kitchen window Ethan could see a woman out back hanging sheets on a line. He figured she must be the owner. Would she be likely to cooperate?

Ethan decided to do some further checking on his own before he let it be known why he had come to town. He found the registration book on a desk in the parlor and, after a quick glance at the old lady in the rocker, began thumbing through it. Sure enough, Chester Felber was registered in Room 4. Ethan did a quick inventory downstairs and found Rooms 1, 2, and 3. He looked up the stairs. Likely Room 4 was up there. And maybe Chester Felber.

He checked his gun and headed up the stairs on tiptoe, not wanting to alert his quarry. He paused when the stairs creaked loudly, but when there was no sound from upstairs, continued his climb.

Room 4 was at the top of the stairs. Ethan checked the knob to see if the door was locked. It wasn’t. He held his gun in one hand and shoved the door open with the other.

The room was empty.

Ethan felt a flood of disappointment. Had Chester somehow been alerted and fled? He turned and ran back down the stairs. To his surprise the lady in the rocker turned and asked, “Who’s it you’re lookin’ for?”

“Chester Felber.”

“Poor boy fretted somethin’ fierce stayin’ in that room day and night. He’s down to the livery, helpin’ Rufus Finney.”

Ethan tipped his hat. “Thanks, ma’am.”

“You ain’t gonna shoot that boy, are you, Mister? Chester don’t have a mean bone in his body.”

Ethan didn’t know what to say. “I won’t kill him unless he gives me no other choice.” He left the boardinghouse before the old lady could say more.

Ethan tried to remember what Chester Felber had looked like when they were boys. He had always been bigger than everyone else, his neck thick, his chest broad, his legs like tree trunks. His hands and feet had been too big even for his big body, making him awkward and ungainly. His hair was brown like tobacco, his nose had a slight hook in it, his chin had a deep cleft, and his eyes—Ethan couldn’t remember his eyes, because he had never much looked Chester Felber in the face.

Nobody wanted to be Chester’s friend, because he was slow-witted and clumsy. He was too dumb even to recognize when he wasn’t wanted, because he stood around on the fringes of whatever game the other boys were playing, waiting for his turn—which never came. Ethan was ashamed to remember the incident that finally drove Chester away once and for all.

A bunch of boys from town had been playing baseball. Boyd was pitching, Ethan was catching, and Frank was playing in the outfield. Chester was standing in the outfield not too far from Frank, as though he were fielding balls as well. The batter hit a high pop fly ball that went over Frank’s head, close to where Chester was standing.

Chester had watched the ball land and headed in that direction at a lumbering run. Even though Frank had farther to go, he beat Chester to the ball because Chester tripped over his own feet and fell. While Chester was facedown on the ground, Frank threw the ball back to third base and the runner was tagged out. The third baseman then threw the ball back to Boyd, who concealed it in his glove.

Ethan wondered later what would have happened if they had continued play immediately, so Chester would have known the ball had been recovered. It didn’t happen that way. Chester had rumbled to his feet and shouted, “I’ll get it! I’ll get it!” and started toward where the ball had landed.

Of course, when he got there, the ball wasn’t to be found. The boys had sniggered behind their hands and snorted their ridicule and finally laughed out loud at Chester’s confusion. Finally Boyd had shouted, “We can’t play anymore until you find that ball, Chester. You let us know when we can come back.”

Then Boyd and Frank and Ethan and every other boy on both teams had left the field, giggling like girls, chortling through their fingers at how that stupid idiot Chester would probably spend the next hour hunting for a ball that wasn’t there.

It was almost midnight that night when Ethan was awakened from sleep by someone pounding on the front door of his home. He ran to see who it was along with his father and mother. Horace Felber stood there, his eyes red-rimmed, his face haggard.

“Have you seen Chester?” he asked. “Lilian and I have searched everywhere. No one’s seen him.” He had looked at Ethan, his eyes pleading, “Do you know where he might have gone?”

Ethan didn’t like Horace, but he was alarmed that Chester wasn’t home. He couldn’t believe that some other boy closer to town hadn’t told about the trick they had played. He must have looked guilty because his mother said, “If you know anything about this, Ethan, speak up.”

The whole sordid story spilled out. How the boys had fooled Chester and sent him off on a wild-goose chase after a ball that wasn’t there.

“Where was this?” Horace asked.

“We were playing in the pasture behind the Silver Buckle after school today,” Ethan said.

Ethan’s father had insisted on going with Horace and had brought Ethan along to show them the exact spot where Chester had begun his search for the missing ball.

Amazingly, Chester wasn’t ten feet from the spot where the boys had left him that afternoon. He had apparently become convinced that the ball must be lost in a patch of thorny mesquite nearby. He was covered with bloody scratches when they found him. And he was crying, blubbering like a baby.

Ethan was embarrassed that such a large person could act like such a tomfool. It wasn’t until Chester spoke that he felt ashamed, as well.

“I’m sorry I lost the ball, Ethan. I looked and looked. But I couldn’t find it. Now nobody can play ball ’cause of me. I’m sorry. So sorry. Don’t tell them I couldn’t find it. Please don’t tell. Please.”

Horace Felber had pulled his distraught son into his arms and held him tight. It looked funny because Chester was so much bigger than Horace. Somehow Ethan didn’t feel like laughing. He felt his nose pinch and his eyes sting.

His father’s hand tightened on his shoulder—in rebuke, in reprimand. He was afraid of what his father might say to him, but his continued silence was worse than any scolding. At last he said, “Come on, son, let’s go home.”

Chester hadn’t come to school after that, and he stopped hanging around the other boys when they played games. Most everybody was grateful that he wasn’t bothering them anymore. Ethan felt guilty about his part in driving Chester away. He made slight amends by keeping Chester’s secret. He never told the other boys about finding Chester late that night, still hunting for the ball.

Ethan wondered if Chester had the ability to remember back that far. The day and night were still vivid in his mind, giving him more sympathy for Chester than he wanted to feel at the moment. He knew how easy it was to manipulate the slow-witted man. Could Chester really be held responsible for what he had done?

Ethan was surprised at how easy it was to find Chester when he knew where to look. The big man was wielding a pitchfork, cleaning out the stalls of the stage livery.

“Hello, Chester.”

Whatever Ethan had been expecting, it wasn’t the smile of genuine pleasure on Chester’s face at the sight of him.

“I know you,” he said. “Your name is Ethan. You were in prison. Did you come to see me? I had to go away from Oakville, because …” Chester’s lips pursed, and he scratched his chin. “Ma said I did something bad. I don’t know what it was. She didn’t tell me that.”

Ethan wondered just how much the big man would be able to tell him if he couldn’t even recognize the difference between right and wrong. Ethan would just as soon do his questioning without the pitchfork in Chester’s hand. “Can you stop for a little while and talk to me?”

“Mr. Finley said I could get a drink if I got thirsty.” Chester grinned. “I’m thirsty now.”

“Let’s go to that eatery across the street.”

“All right, Ethan. Whatever you say.”

Ethan was having trouble working up any desire for revenge against Chester Felber. How could he blame a gullible lack-wit for his father’s death or his mother’s illness? There had to be intent in order for there to be guilt. He could find nothing in Chester’s behavior that presented him as a monster capable of murder.

Furthermore, Ethan couldn’t see that locking Chester up would resolve anything. Chester would have to be watched more closely if he was left free, but Ethan felt certain Mr. and Mrs. Felber would be willing to do that. All Ethan wanted from Chester, he realized, was the name of the person who could be held accountable.

Once they were sitting across from each other in the Three Rivers Café, Ethan pulled out the bag of arsenic Boyd had found in the barn and set it on the table between them.

“Do you know what this is?” Ethan asked.

“Hey! That’s mine!”

Ethan didn’t try wrestling the bag away from Chester. He simply said, “I found it in your father’s barn. Do you know what’s in the bag, Chester?”

Chester nodded. “It’s medicine. I put it in the milk to make your ma get better.”

Ethan felt his stomach roll. What devious mind had come up with that ruse? “Who gave you the medicine, Chester?”

Chester frowned and hugged the bag close to his chest. “It’s a secret. I’m not supposed to tell.”

Ethan tried pleading, but Chester remained surprisingly firm. He tried threats and Chester clammed up completely. Finally, in desperation he said, “If your mother said it was all right, would you tell me then?”

“If Ma said I could, I guess it would be all right.”

Ethan wasn’t sure what Mrs. Felber would do when he showed up with Chester, but at least she would be capable of listening to reason. Especially since he was more interested in prosecuting the real guilty party than Chester Felber.

“Let’s go get your things so we can ride back to Oakville,” Ethan said.

Chester shook his head. “Ma said I can’t go home until she comes for me.”

Ethan ground his teeth in frustration. It took a great deal of persuasion to convince Chester that his mother wouldn’t mind if he came back to Oakville with Ethan. “Otherwise,” Ethan explained, “there’s no way you can ask whether it’s okay to tell me who gave you the bag of medicine.”

“Oh. Yeah,” Chester said at last. “Okay. I’ll go.”

Ethan gave whoever had explained the use of the poison to Chester great marks for patience. It wasn’t easy dealing with the simple man. At last they were on their way.

“Do you think my cows missed me?” Chester asked.

“I’m sure they did,’ Ethan replied.

“I missed them, too. They like me, you know.”

They were halfway to Oakville when two shots rang out.

*  *  *  
 

As far as Patch was concerned, the investigation of Merielle’s rape was moving much too slowly. But when she had broached the subject to Ethan early this morning, he had told her his work on the ranch had to take precedence over clearing his name.

“It’s been seventeen years,” he’d said. “The investigation can wait a few more days for my attention. My cattle can’t.”

Patch disagreed. So right after Ethan rode off to round up his cattle for branding, she harnessed up the buggy and headed for town to interrogate Careless Lachlan.

She dressed like a lady because she thought that might entitle her to more consideration when she started asking pointed questions. She considered taking a gun with her in deference to the danger Ethan had suggested lay waiting for her in town, but she wouldn’t have known how to fire it. Patch would have to trust to her wits—and her fists. She had considerable experience using both.

Patch visited Careless at lunchtime because she knew the sheriff ate at his desk.

“Don’t bother getting up,” she said as she closed the jail door behind her.

Careless bobbed up and sat back down, his fork still in his hand. “Afternoon, Miz Kendrick. What can I do for you?”

Patch emptied a ladderback chair of a stack of newspapers by shoving them onto the floor. She ignored the sheriff’s grunt of dismay and set the empty chair beside his desk.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Careless said sourly.

“Thank you, Sheriff Lachlan. I will. Now, where shall we start?”

“Mind if we start after I finish my lunch?”

“Feel free to continue. I just have a few questions.”

“Don’t know nothin’,” Careless said through a mouthful of sweet potato pie.

“You don’t even know what I’m going to ask!”

“Word’s all over town you’re hopin’ to clear Ethan of that rape. I’m tellin’ you, I don’t know nothin’.”

“Did Trahern order you not to talk to me?” Patch asked.

“Trahern don’t own me,” Careless said.

“Then why won’t you tell me what you know?”

“Because I—”

“—don’t know nothin’,” Patch finished. “What if I say I don’t believe you. You must have asked some questions, at least found out the details of—”

“I did go look at the place where it happened the next day.”

Patch inched forward to the edge of her chair. “And?”

“Lotta footprints there. More footprints than there shoulda been.”

“What does that mean?”

“Means maybe somebody else was there ’sides Ethan and the girl.”

Patch knew for sure that Frank had been there, but she wasn’t going to mention that to Careless.

“Who do you think it was?” she asked.

“Couldn’t say for sure. Big man, I think.”

“A big man? Like a grown man? Ethan was just a boy then! How could you not speak up about something that important?”

Careless put down his fork. “Listen, Miz Kendrick. When Jefferson Trahern tells me Ethan Hawk raped his girl, I ain’t gonna contradict him.”

“But that’s your job! You’re the sheriff! You owe your allegiance to the people who depend on you to be the law, not any one man.”

Careless wasn’t going to sit still while some strapped-down, starched-up lady gave him what-for. He jumped up, snatched the checked napkin from under his chin, and said, “Now lookee here, little lady. What gives you the right—”

Patch was out of her chair and nose to nose with the sheriff in two seconds flat. “Are you the sheriff, or aren’t you? That’s what I want to know!”

Careless let out a string of cuss words that would sizzle bacon. Nobody—except Trahern—had ever thrown in his face the fact that he had let himself be bought. It didn’t sit well on his stomach. Or maybe he had eaten too much sweet potato pie. “You’ve got a lot of nerve, lady,” he said to Patch. “Who says what I saw would’ve made any difference? Ethan was guilty, all right.”

“Thanks to you, we may never know the truth,” Patch accused. “And an innocent man has been robbed of a normal life! Think about that the next time you decide to abdicate your responsibility to this town.”

“I ain’t aba—abik—dicktated—I ain’t done nothing wrong!”

The door slammed open, and Gilley stood there with his eyes bugged wide. “Ethan Hawk just rode into town. He brought Chester Felber in with him. Chester’s been shot!”

“Is he dead?” Careless asked.

“Naw. But he’s hurt bad. Doc Carter’s looking at him now.”

Careless pulled his pants up under his belly, rearranged his gunbelt on his leg, and marched toward the door. He stopped before a stunned Patch long enough to say, “You wanted a sheriff. Well, now you got one.”

Patch hurried after the sheriff.

“Make way! Make way!” Careless forced his way through the crowd that surrounded Ethan.

The moment Careless reached Ethan’s side he said, “You’re under arrest.”

Ethan’s lip curled sarcastically. “Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?”

Careless caught sight of Patch’s arched brow and scowled. “All right. What happened?”

Ethan started to reach beneath his leather vest, and Careless pulled his gun. “Hold it right there.”

Ethan held both hands up. “There’s a pouch in my shirt pocket.”

“Gilley, you reach in there and see if he’s telling the truth,” Careless said.

Gilley did as he was told. “Here it is.”

“Look inside,” Ethan said. “You’ll find a white powder. Arsenic.”

Gilley looked. “It’s a white powder, all right. Don’t know about it being arsenic.”

“I had it checked by a chemist in San Antonio,” Ethan said.

“So what does this have to do with Chester gettin’ shot?” Careless asked.

“I went looking for Chester because I found out he was putting arsenic in the milk Gilley delivered to my mother and the whiskey he delivered to my father—whiskey that poisoned him to death.”

The crowd gave a collective gasp as they became aware for the first time that Alex Hawk had been murdered.

“Ethan did ask me about poisoned milk,” Gilley confirmed for the crowd.

“And he asked me where I got my whiskey,” Slim volunteered.

“Chester found out that I suspected him and ran off,” Ethan said. “I got word that he was in Three Rivers, and that’s where I found him. We were riding back to Oakville when we were ambushed. Someone—whoever gave Chester the poison—didn’t want him telling any tales.”

“You tryin’ to tell me you didn’t shoot Chester?”

“You’re damn right I am!” Ethan said heatedly. “Why would I want him dead? He’s the only one who knows for sure who wanted my parents dead.”

“Maybe Chester told you, and then you shot him,” Careless suggested.

“If I knew who the culprit was, I would have delivered you his corpse,” Ethan said in a deadly voice.

“Who—” Careless cut himself off. The answer to his question was obvious. Ethan Hawk meant to kill the man who had poisoned his father. That didn’t mean he hadn’t also taken advantage of the opportunity to shoot Chester.

“Yeah, well, how do I know you’re not lyin’?” Careless demanded of Ethan.

“You’ll just have to take my word for it—unless and until Chester comes to and can tell you himself.”

Careless pulled on his chin hairs. He sneaked a peek at Patch and looked back at Ethan. “Guess you wouldn’t’ve brung him in alive if you’d’a been the one who shot him. You got any ideas who did shoot him?”

“You’ll be the first to know,” Ethan said grimly.

Mrs. Felber had been visiting a friend at the other end of town, so it had taken a few minutes for word of Chester’s fate to reach her. Then her shrieking wails could be heard as she made her way through the crowd.

“Chester! Oh, my God! Chester! What happened to my son?”

“He’s with Doc Carter right now, Miz Felber,” the sheriff informed her.

Her ululating cries sent chills down Patch’s spine as several ladies ushered her to the doctor’s office.

Then Horace Felber arrived. He looked right at Ethan and demanded, “What happened?”

“I was bringing Chester back to Oakville. Someone shot at us from cover, and he was hit.”

“Why?”

“I thought maybe you could tell me something about that.” Ethan watched the blood drain from Horace Felber’s face. He knew! He knew about the poison! “I think we need to talk.”

Horace shook his head vigorously. “No! I can’t help you. I don’t know anything. Not a thing. Nothing.” Horace fled.

For a man who knew nothing. Horace Felber had protested too long and too loudly. Ethan felt a surge of excitement. When he first realized Chester had been shot, he had felt as though he would be forever thwarted in his search for the truth. He had reached the bottom of a sinkhole with no hope of climbing out.

Even though Chester was still alive, Ethan had his doubts whether the big, simple man would survive. Now he suddenly felt hope again. Horace might not know everything. But he knew something.

Ethan had been so wrapped up in his confrontation with Careless and his excitement over confronting Horace that he hadn’t focused on the crowd. But as he started after Horace, he found himself facing Patch.

“What are you doing in town? I told you it’s too damned dangerous—”

Patch’s fingertip poked him before he could evade it. “Look who’s talking! You were supposed to be rounding up cattle. What on earth possessed you to go after Chester Felber on your own? You could have been killed! You could have been shot! You could have—”

Ethan grabbed Patch by the hand and dragged her away from the avidly watching crowd. “Let’s finish this discussion without an audience.”

He headed into the lobby of the Oakville Hotel, but that wasn’t empty, either. He grabbed a key from the shelf behind the unattended desk and headed up the stairs, seeking a place where he could be alone with Patch, where he could vent the fury and frustration he had suffered when Chester was shot.

Patch realized she could either walk on her own two feet or get dragged. Walking seemed more dignified.

When they were in the hotel room alone with the door locked behind them, Patch opened her mouth to continue her tirade and found it covered by Ethan’s.

Anger gave way to passion. Without Patch knowing quite how it happened, the two of them landed on the four-poster bed. She wasn’t sure who undressed whom, only that they had removed the necessary clothing in less time than it took for the sounds of the crowd to die down in the street.

Patch clutched Ethan close and sighed as with a single thrust he joined their bodies. Her fingernails made crescents in his shoulders as he moved inside her. His hand slipped between them, and she gasped as her body responded with a speed and intensity she wouldn’t have believed possible.

It wasn’t lovemaking, exactly. It was an affirmation of their need for each other, a quick, spontaneous release of the anger and fear and dread they had both recently experienced.

When it was over, they lay half-dressed on the bed and let the breeze from the open window cool their musky bodies.

“Do you think we’ll ever find out the truth about who poisoned your father without Chester’s help?” Patch asked.

Ethan sighed. “I don’t know, Patch. I just don’t know.”

Patch rolled over with her back to Ethan. “I’ll never be able to hold up my head in front of these people again,” she said. “They’ll know exactly what we were doing up here.”

“No, they won’t,” Ethan said. “You’ll leave here looking about as warm as an icicle, with your hair in that tight little bun and your nose tilted up in the air, and they’ll know a lady like you wouldn’t let an outlaw like me within forty feet of her drawers.”

Patch laughed. The laugh was cut short when Ethan’s hand roamed across her belly and into the still-damp curls below. “Again?”

He answered by slipping a finger inside her. He edged her onto her back, and his mouth found hers, his tongue tasting the edges of her lips before slipping between them. He ran his tongue along the inside of her upper lip, then sucked on her lower lip and teased it with his teeth.

Patch learned quickly how to please Ethan, where to touch, where she could taste to wrench groans of pleasure from him. She loved the feel of his skin, the textures of his body, the strength and the softness of him.

Their second joining was slower, and Patch surrendered like a willow in the wind. She was arched off the bed with need before Ethan finally released her from the throes of passion. Afterward, Patch was embarrassed at the noises she had made, at the scratch marks she had left on Ethan’s shoulders and buttocks. When she tried to apologize, Ethan laughed.

“You’re in worse shape than I am,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“You may want to knot that bow on your shirtwaist a little higher when you leave,” he said.

“Why?”

“To hide the marks I left on your neck.”

Patch ran to the mirror over the dry sink and looked at her neck. “Goodness.” She turned and smiled coyly at him. “How would you like one of these?”

Ethan grabbed his long johns and started yanking them on. “No thanks, young lady. Your reputation will be in tatters if I turn up with a love bruise after having spent half the afternoon up here with you.”

Patch looked out the window at the setting sun. “Good Lord! Look what time it is!” She scrambled around, tugging on clothes as quickly as she could, but was slowed down by Ethan’s insistence that she look as perfectly dressed and coifed as she had when they entered the room. Fortunately, Patch had a comb and some extra hairpins in her reticule. Ethan had lost her other pins somewhere in the bedding.

“Remember,” Ethan cautioned. “Cold as ice. You go down those stairs with that satin skirt swishing like a high wind in tall grass. Won’t anybody dare say a word to you.”

Patch did as Ethan said. There were no smirks, no smiles, no snickering. She kept her chin up and exited the hotel with a smug smile, thinking, No one suspects a thing!

Behind her, at the top of the stairs, Ethan eyed every manjack in the lobby, daring any one of them to look cross-eyed at Patch, making it plain that any man who insulted his woman was flirting with death.

When Ethan reached the lobby, he looked out the plate glass window, expecting to see Patch.

She wasn’t there.

He hurried outside onto the boardwalk and looked up and down both sides of the street.

Patch had disappeared.
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Patch had realized that if she didn’t go immediately and offer her sympathy to Mr. and Mrs. Felber that the opportunity wouldn’t likely arise again anytime soon. She was afraid Ethan might try to stop her, so she took advantage of the fact he planned to remain awhile longer than she had in the hotel to make her escape.

She hurried down the street and into the Oakville Mercantile, hoping she would find the Felbers, or at least someone who could tell her where they lived. The store was empty. Patch waited a few moments after the bell over the door jangled to see if someone would come. No one did.

Patch headed for the muffled sounds she heard beyond the blanket that separated the front of the store from the back. She found Mrs. Felber sitting on a small barrel of salted pork, her face hidden in her hands. Patch sat down on a nearby barrel and put her arm around the sobbing woman. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I know Ethan—”

Mrs. Felber’s head jerked up at the mention of Ethan’s name. Tears drenched her face, and she wiped her dripping nose with the hem of her apron. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to say how sorry I am—”

“I’m glad it’s almost over!” Mrs. Felber said fiercely. “I’m glad my son will soon be laid to rest. I’ve been waiting seventeen years for the other shoe to drop. Now that it has, I’m glad!”

“I’m sure you don’t mean that.”

“Are you?” Mrs. Felber focused desolate eyes on Patch. “Now I don’t have to keep that damnable secret anymore. Seventeen long years I kept quiet. But no more! There’s no reason everyone shouldn’t know all about it once Chester is dead.”

“Know all about what?”

Mrs. Felber’s lip curled derisively. “Ask Ethan’s good friend, Boyd Stuckey. He could tell you.”

Patch was getting more concerned by the minute. All this talk of “seventeen years ago.” Could Mrs. Felber possibly know something about Merielle’s rape? The big woman’s face had flushed an alarming red. “Please, Mrs. Felber, don’t keep me in suspense. Do you know something about what really happened to Merielle Trahern seventeen years ago?”

Patch heard a sound behind her and looked up to find Ethan framed by the blankets in the doorway.

“Come in, Ethan,” Mrs. Felber said. “You’ll want to hear this, too.”

Patch and Ethan exchanged uneasy glances. Mrs. Felber was obviously agitated, her eyes wild-looking, her voice harsh and guttural.

Ethan came and stood at Patch’s side, his hand on her shoulder. “You have something to say, Mrs. Felber?”

Lilian Felber gave a shuddering sigh. “Horace wanted to put Chester in an orphans’ home when he found out he was slow-witted. Did you know that? But I loved my boy too much to send him away. I think Horace learned to love him, too. Otherwise, he would never have done what he did.”

She remained silent for so long that Ethan asked, “What did Horace do, Mrs. Felber?”

“He saved his son from the law. He paid and paid and paid again to keep the truth hidden. For seventeen years he paid.”

“Paid what?”

“Blackmail.”

“Someone blackmailed Horace? Was it Careless? Did the sheriff know who did it all along?” Patch asked.

“What? No, not Careless. Boyd Stuckey.”

“You’re lying!” Ethan said. “Boyd wouldn’t need to blackmail anybody. Why are you accusing him?”

“Because it’s true. Where do you think he got the money to buy that ranch of his?”

“His aunt left him money,” Ethan retorted.

Mrs. Felber laughed. It was a jarring sound. “Meet Boyd’s aunt Lilian,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “Because all the money Boyd ever got came from Horace and me.”

“Why was Boyd blackmailing you? What did he know that you wanted kept secret?” Patch asked.

“Boyd was there.”

“Where?”

“Boyd was there with Merielle and Chester when Horace found them. Boyd said Chester had raped Merielle. He hated Horace, and he gloated about how Chester was going to hang for what he had done. Horace took one look at the fingernail scratches on Chester’s face and knew there wasn’t a court in the world that wouldn’t convict his son. So he offered Boyd money to keep his mouth shut.”

“And Boyd took it?” Ethan said in a raw voice.

Mrs. Felber nodded. “Over the years, he kept coming back for more. And more. We paid. And paid.

“Now Chester is dying. We won’t have to lie anymore. We won’t have to pay Boyd any more to keep our awful secret.”

Mrs. Felber raised her eyes to Ethan and then lowered them again. “I’m sorry you had to be the one who took the blame. But you could take care of yourself. My Chester, they would have hanged him like a dog. I’m sure he didn’t meant it to happen. I’m sure it must have been an accident. He isn’t right in the head, you know.”

Ethan left the storeroom and walked into the empty store. He crossed behind the counter and fingered the glass candy jars. Licorice. Cherry balls. Cinnamon candy. Boyd had liked the licorice best.

Ethan’s stomach rolled and acid bit his throat. His best friend had taken money and hidden the truth. Ethan had spent ten years of his life running from the law, had spent seven hellish years in prison, because Boyd had cared more about money than he had cared about his best friend.

Ethan picked up the jar of licorice and hurled it against the wall.

The shattering glass brought Patch to the opening between the two rooms. “Ethan? Are you all right?”

“Sure. I’m fine,” he muttered bitterly.

Patch closed the distance between them, but Ethan moved away from her to the other end of the counter.

“Do you know what Mrs. Felber’s confession means?” Patch asked.

“It means my best friend betrayed me!” Ethan snarled.

“It means you’re free!” Patch retorted. “Jefferson Trahern has no reason to want you dead anymore. He’ll call off his gunfighter.” Patch hesitated and said, “We can be married.”

Ethan turned on her like a cornered wolf. “Free? My father was murdered. My inheritance has been destroyed. I’ve lost years I can never get back. My best friend is a Judas. If you can call that free, I’m free.”

Ethan turned agonized eyes on Patch. “How could he do it? How could Boyd watch my life being destroyed and do nothing to stop it? All those years. Maybe at first I could understand him taking the money. He always hated being poor. But later, when he had so much, couldn’t he have said something then?

“I want to kill him. I want to strangle him with my bare hands. I want to empty a gun into him and watch him die. All those years, Patch, I never had anyone except Trahern to blame for what happened to me. At least he had an excuse. What excuse is there for what Boyd did to me? I trusted him!”

Ethan flung himself toward the door.

“Ethan! Where are you going?” Patch cried.

“I don’t know.”

“You’re coming back home, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know.”

The bell jangled for several moments after Ethan slammed the door behind him. Patch realized suddenly that Ethan might actually go after Boyd. Maybe even kill him. Then it would start all over again. Ethan would run, and the law would chase after him. And she would end up living miserably ever after.

When Ethan rode out of Oakville, he wasn’t aware of heading in any particular direction. His thoughts had turned inward. It was hard to imagine a life where he didn’t have to be constantly looking over his shoulder. It was hard to believe he could marry Patch and settle down and raise a houseful of kids with her. But knowing who had raped Merielle Trahern didn’t resolve all the questions in his life that needed answers.

He believed, because he had no evidence to the contrary, that Jefferson Trahern had murdered his father and poisoned his mother. Unfortunately, he had no proof of Trahern’s perfidy. The one man who could have told him the truth was clinging to life by a thread.

So what should he do now? If Trahern called off his dogs, could Ethan in good conscience leave his father’s death unavenged? Simply retreating from the field of battle would end the armed conflict between himself and Trahern. But would he ever know a moment’s peace while his father’s murderer ran free?

Without evidence, he couldn’t accuse Trahern. But how the hell was he going to prove that Trahern had given the poison to Chester, if Chester died? There had to be some clue he had missed, something that would point a finger at Trahern. He would just have to go back and find it.

Ethan reined his horse to a stop. And realized he could see the gate to Boyd Stuckey’s ranch on the horizon.

Ethan wasn’t ready to confront Boyd just yet. He was still too angry. And confused. How had he so misjudged his friend? How had Boyd been able to sit at Ethan’s dinner table, drink with him, smile at him, knowing all the while that he had betrayed him?

“Howdy.”

Ripped abruptly from his thoughts, Ethan found himself confronting death in the form of the bounty hunter Jefferson Trahern had hired to kill him. Calloway’s eyes were cold, merciless. But his gun was still in his holster.

Ethan felt a flash of hope. At least he had a chance to outdraw the other man. “I wondered why you were taking so long to come after me. Now I see you were just waiting to catch me with my pants down—figuratively speaking, of course.”

Calloway shrugged. “Don’t like to shoot a man in the back. Ambush isn’t my style. Figure it’s more sporting to give the other fellow a fair chance.”

Which meant he must be damned fast with a gun. Forget trying to outdraw him.

Ethan wanted to laugh. Talk about bad timing. He felt confident that once Trahern knew Chester had been the rapist, he would call off Calloway. Unfortunately, Ethan was in the awkward position of trying to convince the gunfighter that it was no longer necessary to complete his job.

“What would you say if I told you I’m innocent of what Trahern has accused me of doing?”

“You’d be amazed how many guilty men say that.”

“But I really am innocent. The man I brought into town draped over his saddle today is the actual culprit.”

“Awful damned convenient to let another man take the blame, wouldn’t you say?”

Ethan snorted in disgust. “Then shoot me and get it over with.”

Calloway kneed his horse and closed the distance between them. Ethan thought of Patch. What would happen to her if he was killed? Would she go back to Montana? Would she end up with Boyd? That thought made his neck hairs stand on end. He would be damned before he would allow that to happen. Maybe the chance he was about to take would get him killed, but he was probably going to die anyway.

Ethan saw his opening and took it. He spurred his horse, and as it lunged forward, he launched himself at the gunfighter. The force of his body knocked Calloway off his horse, and they tumbled to the ground. The horses shied away as the two men rolled beneath them. Calloway got off one shot as they fell, but it went wild. They struggled to see who would end up with possession of his Colt.

Ethan grabbed Calloway’s wrist and banged it against a rock. The gunman released the .45, but before either man could recover it, they were rolling in the opposite direction. Ethan tried to get to his own gun, but the instant he freed it from its holster, Calloway knocked it away. Fingers gouged. Fists landed vicious punches to face and belly.

At last they stood across from each other, staggering and bloody, waiting to catch their breath before they went at it again. Ethan was leaning forward with his palms braced on his thighs when the sun caught the swaying medallion he wore on a thong around his neck.

“Where’d you get that medal?” Calloway asked.

Ethan tucked the medal back inside his shirt. “It’s just a worthless piece of tin.”

“Where’d you get it?” Calloway demanded.

“Man gave it to me.”

“What man?”

“Ran into him late one night. Never got his name. Never even saw his face, it was so damn dark. He was gone before first light.”

“Hell,” Calloway said. He walked away from Ethan, picked up his gun from the ground, holstered it, and headed for the shade of a mesquite.

Ethan picked up his own gun, wiped it clean of dust with his bandanna, and put it back in his holster. He followed Calloway into the shade.

“Mind telling me what’s going on?”

“I gave you that medal.”

“That was you I saved?”

Calloway grinned. “Afraid so. Nice to know I can finally return a ten-year-old favor. I’ll tell Trahern he has to get another man for the job.”

“I always wondered who you were, what happened to you,” Ethan said, leaning against the mesquite and putting one booted foot against the trunk. “With that posse chasing you, it wasn’t too hard to guess you were on the wrong side of the law. At the time, so was I.”

“Wasn’t a posse,” Calloway said. “It was personal. I was much obliged to you for hiding me, for taking care of my wounds, for feeding me and giving me your horse. Not many men would have done that.” Calloway dabbed with his bandanna at the blood dripping from his lip.

“That horse of yours was a pretty good cayuse once he got some rest and a little green grass in him,” Ethan said.

“I’m surprised to see you’re still wearing that medal. I wondered if you’d hang on to it.”

“It’s my good luck charm,” Ethan said. “After all, the way I figure it, you had to be a pretty damned lucky man to outrun that bunch.”

Both men laughed. Calloway stuck out his hand. Ethan shook it.

“So long, friend,” Calloway said.

“You’d do to ride the river with.”

Calloway mounted up first and headed for the Tumbling T. Ethan stood in the shade of the mesquite for a while longer, trying to decide what he should do next. He might as well give Calloway a chance to deliver his news to Trahern before he made his own peace overtures. Maybe he would go see Boyd after all and ask for some answers.

Ethan mounted up and turned his horse toward Boyd Stuckey’s ranch.

Patch arrived at the front door of Boyd’s ranch house half expecting to find him already dead. Ethan had left town a half hour earlier, and knowing his state of mind, Patch had been certain he would seek Boyd out and demand an explanation. When Boyd answered the door with a huge smile on his face, Patch knew he was unaware that his treachery had been discovered.

She wasn’t about to enlighten him. There was no telling what he would do if he knew Ethan was looking for him with murder on his mind.

Patch hadn’t formed any notions of what Boyd’s ranch would be like, but she was nevertheless surprised. It wasn’t ostentatious, as she might have expected from someone who had been very poor and become very rich. The house was the typical wood frame, single-story dogtrot Texas home, with a central hallway leading to rooms on either side of it.

The inside was tastefully if not richly decorated. Patch might have been more amazed by how neat and clean it was, except almost the first thing Boyd did was introduce a shy, sloe-eyed Mexican girl as his housekeeper. Patch had never seen a housekeeper quite so young or lovely in a bachelor household. But since the house was immaculate and smelled strongly of the beeswax used to shine the hardwood floors to a polished sheen, she kept her speculation to herself.

“Come on into the parlor,” Boyd said. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit? Theresa, bring us something cool to drink. Is lemonade all right?” he asked Patch.

Patch ignored the first question and answered. “Lemonade will be fine.”

“Welcome to my home,” Boyd said. “Please sit down and make yourself comfortable.”

Boyd had arranged a brass-studded leather couch and chairs in the parlor around a stone fireplace, with a Navajo rug on the floor. A rolltop desk and swivel chair faced the front window, which looked out over a vista of rolling prairie that stopped with a line of pecan and willow trees that grew along the river. A longhorn skull, with impressive horns at least six feet across, hung over the oak mantel.

There were no photographs of family on the mantel, no knickknacks placed here and there to reveal the character of the man who lived here, or to preserve the memories of a past life. Perhaps the absence of those things spoke more loudly than their presence would have.

As Patch looked around, she realized this was what Boyd had bought with his ill-gotten gains. A home. The home he had never had as a boy. She wanted to feel sorry for him. He had been given a choice between honesty and fulfilling a lifelong dream. He had chosen the dream. Morally, it was the wrong choice. Boyd had bought seventeen years of the kind of life he could never have hoped to lead. But at what price?

“Do you ever feel guilty?” Patch blurted.

“What?” Boyd had settled on one of the two leather chairs that faced each other in front of the fireplace. He stared in confusion at Patch in the chair opposite him. “Guilty about what?”

“About making your own dreams come true at Ethan’s expense.”

“If you’re referring to my offer to buy the Double Diamond before Ethan got out of prison, I spoke to Mrs. Hawk because I was afraid otherwise she would end up with nothing.”

Patch bit her lip, realizing that Boyd had misinterpreted her question, knowing she shouldn’t say any more. This whole situation was a powder keg, and she didn’t want to be anywhere near when it blew up. She changed the subject. Sort of. “Chester Felber was shot today.”

Boyd’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know. That’s too bad. Now Ethan will have a devil of a time finding whoever gave Chester that arsenic. Too bad Chester’s secrets died with him.”

“He isn’t dead.” Patch bit her lip again.

Boyd sat forward in his chair. “Has Chester said anything about where he got the poison?”

“No. He’s in a coma. But Doc Carter thinks there’s a good chance he’ll live.”

She watched for some reaction from Boyd to that news, but all she got for her trouble was a noncommittal “You don’t say.”

Patch’s nerves forced her to her feet. She walked over to the mantel, as though she were examining the longhorn skull in greater detail. In fact, she marveled at the size and sharpness of the steer’s horns. It was hard to believe cowboys faced down these animals daily with no more than a horse and a rope.

She turned around to face Boyd. “When she thought her son was dying, Mrs. Felber admitted that Chester was the one who raped Merielle.”

Boyd jumped to his feet. “Good God!” He paced back and forth across the room, his hands thrust through his hair.

Patch stood frozen where she was. She waited for Boyd to realize that she must also know that he had been blackmailing Mrs. Felber. To her surprise, Boyd didn’t come to that conclusion at all. Instead he turned to her and said, “Has anybody thought to let Trahern know about this? The chances are good that if he knew Chester was the guilty party, he’d call off that gunfighter he has chasing Ethan.”

Patch stared, stunned that the first words out of Boyd’s mouth appeared to be concern for Ethan. This, from the man who had betrayed Ethan over and over for seventeen years? It didn’t make sense. However, she could see the wisdom of Boyd’s suggestion.

“I’ll go with you,” she said.

“No, it would be better if I go alone. I can get there faster on horseback than if we both go in your buggy. In matters like this, every second counts.

“You go on back to the Double Diamond and make sure Ethan keeps his head down until we know for sure what Trahern plans to do with this new information.”

For an instant, Patch considered confronting Boyd with her knowledge of his blackmail scheme against the Felbers. But she couldn’t see that any purpose would be served except to make him defensive. Better to let well enough alone, at least for the present.

Boyd urged Patch to stay and finish her lemonade, but she was anxious to find Ethan and recount Boyd’s reaction to the news that Chester was guilty of Merielle’s rape. Maybe Ethan could find more sense in it than she could. She hadn’t gone a mile toward home in the buggy when she met Ethan coming toward her on horseback.

“What are you doing out here?” he demanded.

“I went to see Boyd.”

“Are you crazy? Or just plain stupid!”

“I was scared out of my wits for you!” she retorted. “I thought you might have gone after Boyd. I take it from the fact you’re here that I was entirely wrong.”

A slight flush stained Ethan’s cheekbones. “I thought I might talk to him.”

“You just missed him,” Patch said. “He’s on his way to the Tumbling T.”

“Then there’s no sense in my going any farther. I have to admit I wouldn’t mind a little more time to think about all this before I have to confront him. And I’ve got cattle that need to be rounded up for branding.”

Ethan tied his horse to the back of the buggy and joined Patch on the seat. He took the reins from her and set the horse in motion.

“I suppose Boyd has some more ‘business’ with Trahern.” Ethan couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice.

“That’s not why he’s going there today. As soon as I mentioned that Mrs. Felber had admitted that Chester was the guilty party in Merielle’s rape, he asked whether anyone had informed Trahern. I didn’t know. He’s on his way there now to see whether Trahern will use this information to call off that gunfighter he hired to hunt you down.”

Ethan shook his head. “I’ve already had a showdown with Calloway.”

Patch’s stomach did a flip-flop. “What happened? Did you kill him?”

“Bloodthirsty, aren’t you?”

Patch glared at him. “Well, you’re not dead, so I figured he must be.”

“It turns out Calloway and I had crossed paths ten years ago. I saved his life then. He decided to return the favor.”

“You’re kidding! Why didn’t he recognize you in town?”

“I never saw his face or learned his name the night I saved his life, and he never saw mine. We were just two strangers who met one dark night. If it hadn’t been for Calloway recognizing the medal he gave me that night, things might have ended up a lot less happily than they have.”

“That sounds like something I might read in a novel.”

Ethan grinned. “It was damned coincidental, all right. When Calloway left me, he was headed for Trahern’s place to resign.”

“Then Boyd’s trip will be wasted.” Patch paused and said, “Do you find it as strange as I do that Boyd’s first concern seemed to be for your safety?”

Ethan scowled. “Why not? It isn’t going to cost him anything to help me out this time.”

“Maybe he regrets what he did. Maybe he saw this as a way to make some amends,” Patch speculated.

“It’s too late for that,” Ethan said. “Years too late.”

“Do you think you can ever forgive him?”

Ethan stared off into the distance. “I don’t know. I’ve never trusted anyone the way I trusted Boyd. I ran into him after I left the line shack where Dora fixed me up. He was on his way home with his pa. Clete was dead drunk, so Boyd and I were able to talk without being bothered.

“He promised to watch after my family for me,” Ethan said in a hoarse voice. “He told me not to worry, that he wouldn’t let my parents get lonely. He would be their son until I came home.”

Ethan swallowed over the thickness in his throat. “All that time, he knew who was really guilty. When we hugged each other good-bye, there were tears in his eyes.… I thought they were for me.”

A band tightened around Patch’s chest, making it hard to breathe. Monstrous. There was no other word for Boyd’s actions. Patch became convinced that, considering the past, it was likely Boyd’s race to Trahern’s ranch had nothing to do with helping Ethan.

But if not, why had Boyd been in such a hurry to go there?
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Jefferson Trahern fisted his hand around the fifty-dollar gold certificates Calloway had shoved into his palm. Nothing he could say had swayed the bounty hunter. Calloway had quit. Trahern felt a rage born of frustration. Once again, his efforts to kill Ethan Hawk had been thwarted.

“Father?”

Trahern turned away from the front window to face his daughter. Seeing her every day over the past seventeen years had fanned the flames of his ire, so the fire had never died. Being angry was the only way he could survive the agony of watching his child grow up, but never grow older. “What is it Merielle?”

“Did your friend leave?”

“Yes, he’s gone.”

“Is he coming back?”

“No. He wasn’t somebody you should know, Merielle.”

“I liked him.”

Trahern didn’t argue with his daughter. He had learned from experience that he always lost. She saw only the good. The bad had ceased to exist for her since that awful night. She had been the soul of amiability—until the last couple of weeks.

Lately, she had been unusually contrary. And she had headaches all the time. He worried that something might be wrong, that she might be getting ill. But he avoided seeking out a doctor because that would be giving his fears substance.

“There’s someone coming, Father. Maybe your friend decided to come back after all.”

Trahern wasn’t expecting anyone. The ranch was virtually abandoned. Frank had taken every cowhand who could fork a horse out to round up and brand the spring calves. Maria had gone along with her husband to manage the chuck wagon.

Trahern leaned over to look past the draped curtain in the parlor to the front yard. Sure enough, a rider was approaching. It wasn’t Calloway; it was Boyd Stuckey. Trahern headed to the front door to greet his visitor. “Stay here, Merielle.”

Over the years, Trahern had spent a great deal of his fortune on private detectives and bounty hunters to track Ethan Hawk down, on lawyers and judges to convict him, and most recently, on gunfighters to shoot him down. He had sold off his assets one at a time to finance his campaign against the man who had murdered his son and raped his daughter.

He didn’t like or trust Stuckey, but over the years he had found it advantageous to do business with him. He wondered what had brought Boyd to the Tumbling Tin such a hurry.

Trahern opened the front door before Boyd knocked. “What are you doing here? I thought we’d finished our business together.”

“I have some news that might be of interest to you … and Merielle.”

Trahern might not have invited Boyd inside, except anything that concerned Merielle had special significance. He hadn’t missed the fact that Boyd’s horse had been ridden hard and was lathered with sweat. “Come on in.”

Trahern knew Merielle was in the parlor, but it was the most logical place to take Boyd. As he stepped over the threshold he said, “Merielle, Boyd has—”

He didn’t get any more out before his daughter gasped. “You!” She stared at Boyd across the width of the parlor, her eyes wide. Then she shut her eyes tight and put a hand to her head. “Father?”

Trahern stood frozen with fear for his daughter. “Merielle? Are you all right?”

“My head hurts, Father.”

“I have some news that might make her feel better,” Boyd said as he stepped farther into the room. “Chester Felber was shot today.”

Merielle’s eyes opened wide in fright. “Chester?”

Trahern stood at the apex of a tense triangle that also included his daughter and Boyd. “I think you’d better leave now. You’re upsetting my daughter.”

“You’ll want to hear what I have to say,” Boyd countered.

“Then get it said and get out!”

“Chester Felber is the man who raped Merielle!”

“What?” Trahern stood stunned, his jaw agape.

Boyd took advantage of Trahern’s inaction to approach Merielle, circling like a wolf that knows its prey is crippled and helpless. He stopped behind her, his mouth close to her ear. His voice was no more than a whisper, certainly not loud enough for Trahern to hear. “It was Chester, wasn’t it, Merielle? You remember, don’t you, how it was? You screamed and screamed. Chester hit you again and again to stop those horrible screams. It was Chester who raped you.”

Merielle shook her head no.

“Leave her alone!” Trahern snapped.

But Boyd’s sudden appearance, his command to remember, had already sent Merielle’s thoughts spinning backward in time. She tried to shut everything out, but the memories kept flooding in, until there was no holding them back.

And she remembered.

She had come home right after school and told her father she was going to her room to rest before the party. Then she had climbed down the tree outside her window and started for the cave where she was supposed to meet Frank. They sky had been so blue! The wind was blowing in the grass so it almost sang. She had never felt so happy!

She had been nearly to the cave when she saw Boyd coming toward her.

“I came to wish you a happy birthday, since I wasn’t invited to the party,” Boyd said.

“Thanks, Boyd.”

“You going to meet Frank?”

She smiled shyly. “He has a present for me.”

“I’ve got one, too,” Boyd said.

Since he didn’t have anything in his hands she asked, “Where is it?”

He pointed to his lips. “Right here.”

Merielle laughed. “Right where?”

“Here.”

He grabbed her before she realized what he was going to do and kissed her right on the mouth.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand in disgust. “Boyd Stuckey, you snake! You skulking stinkworm! How dare you kiss me!”

She was so busy being outraged that she didn’t notice the expression slowly changing on Boyd’s face. When she finally looked at him again, she was frightened at what she saw. His features were contorted, and his face had turned red.

“So I’m not good enough for you, huh! Frank, the dirt farmer’s son, is good enough. But not Boyd, the drunk’s kid. Hoity-toity, high and mighty Merielle Trahern! You’re no better than a whore in the saloon, spreading your legs for Frank whenever he asks.”

“Stop it, Boyd!” She held her hands to her ears, appalled that Boyd could say such awful things to her face. “I won’t listen!”

He grabbed her hands to pull them from her ears. “You’ll listen to me, Merielle Trahern. I’m as good as Frank Meade. Better. I’m smarter, and I’m going to be somebody someday, just you watch and see. Frank will never be anything.”

“You’re not even good enough to lick Frank’s boots,” Merielle retorted.

Boyd shoved her, a little push to shut her up, but she lost her balance and fell. That made her even madder, because she had on the skirt she planned to wear to her party, and now it was dirty. She shouted, “You’re nothing compared to Frank, Boyd! Just a nasty old—”

He straddled her and held her hands down on either side of her head, taunting her that there was enough of him to hold her down. She kicked and bucked under him, but he was too strong for her. She wasn’t sure when she realized that his hands had suddenly tightened on her wrists. He switched both wrists to one hand and began rubbing his body against hers as she bucked against him.

“Stop it, Boyd!” she screamed.

He hit her in the mouth with his fist. While she was still stunned, he pulled her skirt up and ripped her drawers off. She twisted under him, terrified, frantic. “Nobody will want to be your friend anymore when I tell them about this. Just you wait until I tell Frank and Ethan—”

She felt a sharp, tearing pain, excruciating pain.

She screamed. A long, loud wail of horror and indignation, of pain and fear.

Finally, the pain stopped. She felt something dripping down her thigh. She was afraid to touch herself to find out what it was.

“You say a word about this to anyone, and I’ll kill you,” Boyd whispered in her ear. “Hell, you say a word about this, and I’ll kill Frank! Before I do, I’ll tell him that you liked it, that you asked me to do it to you!”

Suddenly her hands were free. She lashed out and felt her nails strike flesh. She curved her fingers into claws and dug deep. When she looked, it wasn’t Boyd’s face before her, it was Chester’s.

She was confused. She wanted to apologize to Chester. But when she tried to speak, no words would come out.

She could see everything that was happening around her, but she couldn’t seem to form the words she wanted to say. She watched Horace Felber’s arrival, paralyzed by fear. What if Boyd did what he had threatened? Frank would hate her if he thought she had wanted Boyd to put himself inside her. But if she accused Boyd of rape, he would kill her! He would kill Frank!

She tried to tell Horace Felber that she didn’t know who had hurt her. Her mouth moved, but the sound was stuck in her throat.

She didn’t understand why they left her all alone. She tried to stand, but her knees kept buckling. Dusk fell. And Frank came. She was terrified again. She tried to tell him she hadn’t wanted Boyd to do it.

He pleaded with her to speak to him. Her eyes were open, but she saw everything through a mist of what she realized must be tears. She answered him, but he acted like she hadn’t. Finally, she realized that the words were only sounding in her head. Frank couldn’t hear them. She closed her eyes to shut out the pleading, terrified look in his.

She heard Ethan come and try to send Frank away. In her head she heard the words form, begging Frank to stay. Then Dorne was there. She could hear him shouting at Frank. She didn’t want her brother to see her like this and squeezed her eyes closed as though to hide her shame in darkness.

She began trembling violently when Dorne attacked Frank, and jerked when she heard shots fired. She chanced a look from beneath lowered lashes and saw Dorne lying on the ground beside her with blood spurting from his leg. She closed her eyes again, shutting out the horror. Shutting out everything.

Much later, she heard her father’s voice, but she couldn’t face him. It was too horrible. It was too awful. She could never tell him what had happened.

That was the last thing she remembered. How long ago had that been? Traces of the past few weeks flashed before her eyes.

“You’re a beautiful young woman.”

“Ethan Hawk is an old friend of yours.”

“Do you remember kissing me, Merielle?”

“I won’t let Father keep us apart, Frank!”

Merielle opened her eyes and looked around her. She was in the parlor of her home. Her father—God, he was so old! She put her hands to her face and felt the changes in her features. She looked down at her body. Her breasts had grown! And she had hips! I’m all grown up!

“Chester did it,” Boyd repeated like a litany. “Don’t you remember? Chester did it!”

“No!” Merielle put her hands to her ears to stop Boyd’s voice. “Stop! Stop!”

“Leave her alone,” Trahern barked again. “Get out, Boyd. I think you’ve said enough.”

“It wasn’t Chester!” Merielle cried. She turned to face Boyd, then backed away toward her father. She pointed her finger at Boyd. “It was you, Boyd! You raped me!”

Both men were stunned at her outburst.

“She’s talking crazy,” Boyd bluffed.

“Don’t believe him, Father.” Merielle turned to face her father. She looked up into his searching eyes. “I remember everything. Boyd raped me. Chester came along and tried to stop him.”

“Boyd wasn’t there when we found you, Ethan was.”

Merielle grabbed a fistful of her father’s shirt. “Ethan came later! He didn’t do it, Father. It was Boyd!”

Trahern was still having trouble accepting the idea that Merielle had her memory back. It was horrifying to think he had sent the wrong man to prison and welcomed a viper into his home. Trahern lunged for the rifle that was mounted over the mantel, but he didn’t get two steps before Boyd shot him in the back.

“Father!” Merielle raced to where her father had fallen on the carpeted floor. He was bleeding from a terrible wound between his shoulder blades. “You’ve killed him!” she cried.

“Good riddance!” Boyd said. “Now I’m going to take care of you!”

When Boyd aimed the gun at her, Merielle did the only thing she could think of to save herself.

“Have you seen my friend, Patch? We went on a picnic and it was lots of fun. I want her to come play with me again.”

Boyd grinned. “Crazy as a coot again, huh?” He walked over and knelt beside her, looking into her eyes.

Merielle didn’t move. Look hard, Boyd. See what I want you to see. “What happened to Father?” she whimpered.

“Ethan shot your father. Remember that. Ethan shot your father.”

“Ethan shot my father,” Merielle repeated obediently. I know exactly who killed my father. And you’re going to hang for it!

“Good girl. I’ll be leaving you now, Merielle. I’ve got to get to the sheriff with the tragic news. Ethan Hawk just made good on his threat to kill Jefferson Trahern. He’s finally gone too far. A lynch party ought to go after him. Yeah. That sounds good. A lynch party.”

You fiend! “Can I come to the party?” Merielle said.

Boyd laughed. “Not this one.” He stopped at the door and turned back to her. His eyes narrowed until his face looked cruel. “By the way, Merielle, next time you start remembering the wrong thing, I will kill you. Remember that.”

Merielle remained frozen where she was until she heard Boyd’s horse gallop away. She looked down at the blood pooling around her father and knew there was nothing she could do to help him. If she hurried, there might still be time to save Ethan Hawk.

She wanted to fly to Frank. She needed to feel his arms around her. She needed to know whether he still wanted her after everything that had happened. But she had no idea where he was. He could be anywhere on Tumbling Trange. If she stopped to search for Frank, Ethan might end up getting hanged.

Merielle raced upstairs and put on a split riding skirt and boots. As she saddled a horse for herself in the barn, Merielle tried to think what would be best to do. It probably wasn’t a good idea to go to the sheriff by herself. Boyd would convince everyone she was deranged. But there was someone who would believe her. Someone who would listen to what she had to say and warn Ethan.

Merielle left the Tumbling Tand rode straight for Patch Kendrick at the Double Diamond.

Boyd knew he had to move fast. He was lucky the hands were all gone on the roundup. Apparently, no one had heard the shot that killed Trahern. He wasn’t sure he had done the right thing leaving Merielle alive, but it was easier to accuse Ethan of murder if Trahern was the only victim. He felt certain that he could intervene in time if Merielle did begin to regain her memory, and that he could get her committed to some asylum where she would never be heard from again.

He was running on adrenaline. How the hell had it come to this? Killing Trahern had never been part of his plan. But if he didn’t want to lose everything he had gained over the past seventeen years, he had to cover his tracks, and fast. That meant accusing Ethan of the crime and making sure he died before anyone had time to investigate Trahern’s death. Luckily, no one was likely to believe Ethan’s protestations of innocence.

A lynch party would solve Boyd’s problem nicely.

Before he incited a riot, he had a little business that needed taking care of. He rode down the back alleys into town and dismounted behind the Oakville Mercantile. He looked around to make sure he wasn’t being observed before he stepped inside. The change in light blinded him momentarily, but he could feel the room was empty. He stood where he was and inhaled deeply.

He had always liked the way the storeroom smelled. Vinegar. That was pickles. Leather. That was a new saddle. Wool. That was bolts of fabric. Wood. That was new-made barrels and casks and crates filled with everything and anything. This room smelled of all the things he had craved as a child and never had. He had liked coming here to get his money from Horace Felber. He had insisted on it.

“What are you doing here?”

He realized Mrs. Felber must have heard him come in. “I need to speak with you. And with Horace.”

“Horace isn’t here. You can talk to me.”

“I know you’ve already told some people what Chester did. I just came to make sure you don’t flap your jaws about other things.”

“Like what a poor excuse for a human being you are?” Mrs. Felber taunted.

Boyd would have hit her if he had been closer. Fortunately, several barrels blocked his way, and by the time he could get past them, he had regained his temper.

“It might interest you to know Jefferson Trahern is dead.”

“Why should that make any difference to me?”

“Because I’m the big man in Oak County now. Everything Jefferson Trahern controlled will fall to me. For instance, I’ll own the sheriff.”

Mrs. Felber gasped.

“I see you’re beginning to get the picture. In case it isn’t crystal clear yet, if you or Horace say one word to Careless Lachlan about blackmail, I’ll have Horace arrested as an accomplice to the rape of Merielle Trahern. And I’ll make sure he goes to prison for a long, long time.”

Mrs. Felber remained mute. It was already too late to comply with Boyd’s demand for silence. Horace was with Sheriff Lachlan right now, spilling the beans. Whatever happened now would happen. She would never let herself be blackmailed by this man again. “You’ve said your piece, now get out. And don’t ever come back.”

Boyd smirked. “I’ll be back next month for my money. Just like always. Nothing’s changed.”

Mrs. Felber’s mouth tightened grimly. “Get out.”

Boyd backed his way out of the room. He didn’t like the look in Mrs. Felber’s eyes. But she would keep her mouth shut and pay. Frightened people always did.

Boyd used the alleys to take himself back to the edge of town. Then he spurred his horse and raced down Main Street at a gallop, shouting and waving his hat to draw attention to himself. He slid his horse to a stop on its haunches in front of the Silver Buckle and came out of the saddle on the run. He shoved the batwing doors so hard they swung back and forth behind him.

“Where’s the sheriff?” he shouted. “Ethan Hawk just killed Jefferson Trahern!”

If anyone had been thinking, they would have realized that the best place to look for Careless, especially at noontime, was the jail. Boyd wasn’t really interested in getting Careless involved until he had done a little rabble-rousing. Men with a few drinks in them didn’t always think clearly.

“You all heard Ethan Hawk say he was going to kill Trahern,” Boyd said. “It looks like that’s exactly what he did!”

“Murder’s a hanging offense,” someone shouted.

“Probably just send him to jail again,” Boyd said.

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” another man said. “Man kills someone deserves to pay at the end of a rope.”

Another man agreed. And another.

“He’ll probably get away before the sheriff can arrest him,” Boyd said.

“The hell you say! Let’s go get him, boys!” someone yelled.

“He oughtta hang!” yelled another.

Boyd followed the drunken mob out through the batwing doors. He couldn’t have formed a lynch party faster or better if they had been following a script. The drunken men hadn’t even thought to ask him how he knew Ethan had done it.

The first glitch came when Careless caught up to the crowd. The men from the saloon were already mounting their horses.

“Where’re all you fellas goin’?” Careless asked.

“Gonna find Ethan Hawk and hang ’im!” someone shouted.

“He deserves a trial first,” Careless said, alarmed when he saw someone working a rope into a hangman’s noose.

“We’ll give him a trial,” one man said. “Then we’ll hang ’im!”

The crowd laughed.

“You can’t just lynch a man,” Careless protested.

“Watch us!”

“You comin’ or stayin’?” someone called to the sheriff.

Careless realized the only way he could control the crowd was to join it. “I’m comin’,” he grumbled. “Give me a minute to saddle my horse.”

“Take mine,” one of the men standing in front of the saloon said. “My wife’d have ten fits if I went along, but she don’t have to know I sent my horse to a lynchin’.” He laughed and slapped his knee.

Careless took the reins and mounted.

One man kicked his horse into a gallop, and eight more followed quickly after him. Careless was left in the rear with Boyd.

He stared at the young man riding beside him with new eyes. He had just had a very informative session with Horace Felber. Amazing how Boyd Stuckey had fooled them all. Everybody thought he was a fine, upstanding citizen, even if he was Ethan Hawk’s best friend. When word got out what he had done, how he had double-crossed a friend for money, there wasn’t a man, cowboy or drunk, who would give him the time of day.

Unfortunately, there was no proof of Horace’s accusations. It was just Horace’s word against Boyd’s. With Trahern dead, Boyd was the richest man in the county. And he had made a lot of friends over the years. If Careless tried to arrest Boyd, Boyd just might get him fired. It would be a damn shame to keep his job all these years and lose it now that Trahern was no longer around to be a burr under his saddle.

Careless spurred his horse closer so he could talk to Boyd without shouting. “I just had a talk with Horace Felber,” he said to Boyd.

Boyd immediately slowed his horse to put more distance between the two of them and the rest of the lynch party. “Whatever he told you is a lie, Careless. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll forget you ever heard it.”

“But Horace—”

“Horace will keep his mouth shut. Or I’ll shut it for him.”

“Those are pretty big words …” Careless shuddered under the look in Boyd’s yellow eyes.

“I’m the big man in Oak County now, Careless. If you want to keep your job, you’ll do as I say.”

Boyd didn’t wait to see whether Careless was willing. He just spurred his horse and headed for the front of the mob.

“Grits and galoshes!” Careless swore. “There goes my job again!”

Maybe not. If he could just manage to arrest Boyd when Boyd wasn’t expecting it, he could put him in jail. Let Boyd try to talk his way out once the word was on the street about exactly how Boyd had gotten the stake that made him into a rich man. Boyd would be lucky if the town didn’t lynch him! With Trahern dead and Boyd taken care of, there would be no one to tell Careless what he could and couldn’t do. For the first time in twenty years, he wouldn’t have to answer to anybody. Except the people of Oakville.

“I’m the law,” he muttered. “I am the law.” He would take care of Boyd when the time came. First he had to get control of this situation. “When we find Ethan, I’ll bring him in for trial,” he said aloud.

Careless took another look at the men riding pell-mell toward the Double Diamond and shook his head. “Grits and galoshes.”

Could one man—even if he was the sheriff—stop a lynch mob on the prowl?
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Patch couldn’t understand a word Merielle said. The woman was completely hysterical. She grabbed Merielle’s hand and pulled her toward the ranch house. “Come inside with me, Merielle. You need a cool drink. I promise you we’ll talk.”

“You have to listen to me, Patch,” she begged as they stepped onto the porch. “Boyd is going to hang Ethan.”

That made no sense at all to Patch. “Just calm down, Merielle.”

“I won’t calm down!” She stomped her foot like a six-year-old having a tantrum. “Listen to me! I’m not crazy!”

Nell heard the commotion and came running to the front door along with Leah.

Leah’s eyes widened in fright when she spied the red-faced, shouting woman on the porch. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Leah, would you get a cold drink from the kitchen?” Patch asked as she ushered Merielle across the threshold and on into the parlor. “Nell, please come here and sit on the sofa on the other side of Merielle.”

Patch got Merielle settled between herself and Nell. Each of them had an arm around Merielle trying to calm her down. Tears began streaming down Merielle’s perfect face.

“Please listen to me,” Merielle begged. “Ethan’s life is in danger.”

That got their attention. Leah had returned with a glass of lemonade and stood listening raptly.

“What’s all this about Ethan being in danger?” Patch asked.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Merielle said. “Boyd shot my father, and he’s going to blame Ethan. When he left my house, he was on his way to town to form a lynch party. He wants Ethan hanged before anyone can start asking questions.”

Patch stared at Merielle. The Merielle she had first met wouldn’t have understood the danger involved in such a situation, or even acknowledged it. Something was very different about this woman from the Merielle she had known. “You’ve got your memory back!”

“Enough to know it was Boyd who raped me!”

“But Chester—”

“Chester tried to stop him! When my father heard the truth, he reached for a gun to kill Boyd, and Boyd shot him in the back.”

Patch shivered. “Oh, my God! My God! We have to find Ethan and warn him.”

“Isn’t he here?” Merielle asked.

“When he found out that Chester had—oh, Lord, but it wasn’t Chester! I can’t wrap my mind around the fact it was Boyd. Mrs. Felber told us Chester had raped you. Ethan thought you might be needing Frank, so he went hunting for him. He was going to send Frank to you.”

“Frank? You know where Frank is?” Merielle asked.

“I know where Ethan went looking for him.”

Nell was quicker than Patch to realize the real ramifications of what Merielle had said. Boyd was truly evil. He would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. If he couldn’t manage to hang Ethan, he might shoot Ethan in the back, as he had Jefferson Trahern.

“We’ve got to get word to Ethan now,” Nell said. “He won’t realize he’s in danger from Boyd.”

“I’ll go on horseback,” Patch said, rising from the sofa. “That’ll be the fastest way to reach him.”

Merielle jumped up after her. “I’ll go with you.”

Patch tried sitting Merielle back down, but the girl wasn’t yielding. “If you just wait here, I’ll send Frank back to you.”

“You can’t leave me here!” Merielle cried hysterically. “Don’t you understand? Boyd is coming here with the lynch party! If he finds me here, he’ll know I’m not crazy anymore. And he’ll kill me!”

“We can hide you,” Nell said.

“No! No! I’m scared! Please, Patch, take me with you!”

Patch hugged Merielle tight and met Nell’s eyes over her shoulder. “Maybe it’s for the best if I take her with me. There’s no telling how far Boyd will go. He might search the house. If he found her …”

Nell rose and patted Merielle on the back. “All right, both of you go. But hurry! Leah and I will stall Boyd here as long as we can.”

Patch took time enough to strip off her day dress and put on one of Ethan’s shirts, Levi’s, and boots for the hard ride ahead. Then she and Merielle headed for the barn for fresh horses, slamming the door behind them.

Nell opened her arms and a frightened Leah stepped into them.

“Will Ethan be all right, Ma?”

“We’ll do everything we can, Leah, to protect him. He’s managed to survive worse danger for a lot of years. He’s always careful.”

“But he won’t be expecting Boyd to try and kill him.”

“We’ll just have to pray, Leah, that Patch and Merielle get to Ethan first.”

Leah started to cry. “I didn’t know I was going to love Ethan so much, Ma, but I do. I don’t want him to die.”

Nell tightened her arms around her daughter. “Shh. Shh. God willing, you and your brother will have many long years to tease each other to death.”

Leah laughed and wiped her nose with her sleeve. “Aw, Ma.”

Then Leah’s head whipped up at the rumbling sound of galloping horses. “They’re coming!” She raced to the front window and looked out. “They’re here!”

Nell crossed to the window to look for herself. “You stay inside, Leah. I’ll handle this.”

Nell was frightened, but she had lived in the West long enough to know that the fact she was a woman gave her a certain immunity to harm. Women were so scarce that those who braved the loneliness and the danger of the West were revered and protected. These men might hang her son without a qualm, but they would hunt down and kill anyone who dared to lay a finger on her.

She patted her hair once and straightened her apron before stepping out onto the front porch. “What can I do for you gentlemen this afternoon?”

“We’re lookin’ for Ethan,” one of the men said. “Send him on out.”

“Ethan isn’t here.”

“Hidin’ behind his mother’s skirts, more likely,” someone muttered from the crowd.

“I’m telling you the truth,” Nell said in a calm voice. “Can I offer you gentlemen something cold to drink?”

Boyd could see that Nell’s courtesy made the crowd uncomfortable. If he didn’t do something fast, she would have them all inside drinking lemonade, instead of hunting Ethan down.

“We’re going to have to look in the house for Ethan,” Boyd said. “And in the barn.”

“Of course,” Nell said. “But just a few of you in the house, please.” The longer they spent searching the house, the more time it gave Patch and Merielle to find Ethan and Frank.

Boyd picked a few of the rowdier men to search the house, those without wives and family, who would be less finicky about looking under furniture. He joined them. The rest he sent to the barn and area surrounding the house. Boyd was surprised when Careless insisted on staying with him.

“If you find Ethan, I wanta be there to see what he has to say for hisself,” Careless insisted.

That was exactly what Boyd didn’t want, but nothing he said could budge the sheriff. “All right,” he said at last. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

The presence of the sheriff lent credibility to the search, but Boyd wasn’t really surprised when they didn’t find Ethan. However, he suspected that Nell Hawk knew where her son was. If Careless hadn’t been along, he would have used force to get the information from her. He wasn’t quite sure what to do now.

Shouts and gunshots from outside brought all those in the house to the porch on the run.

“Did you find him?” Boyd shouted.

The man they dragged out of the chicken coop wasn’t Ethan Hawk.

“Corwin!” Nell cried. “What are you doing here?”

The mob dragged the old man up onto the porch where Boyd was waiting with Careless.

“I wanted to surprise you,” Corwin said sheepishly. “I decided to build that roost you’ve been wanting for your hens.”

“Swears he don’t have the least idea where Ethan Hawk is,” said one of the two cowboys who was holding Corwin hostage.

“You better tell us what you know, old man,” Boyd said.

“I wouldn’t tell you the time of day,” Corwin retorted. “You’re what you’ve always been, Boyd Stuckey. Nothing.”

Boyd drew his pistol and cracked the old man on the head with the butt of it. Corwin sagged like a bag of grain in the arms of the men holding him. They let go and he fell to the ground.

“Corwin!” Nell dropped to the ground beside the old man, and put the hem of her apron to his temple to stanch the flow of blood. She looked up at Boyd and found that he was staring back at her defiantly with those golden yellow eyes of his.

“Does it make you feel important to pistol-whip a defenseless man?” she said.

“You’ll be next if I don’t get some information quick,” Boyd threatened.

The crowd suddenly hushed.

The next thing Boyd knew, Leah had jumped on his back and was strangling him. He reached up and tumbled her over his shoulder.

“Hey! Leave the kid alone,” Careless warned.

“She attacked me first,” Boyd retorted. He grabbed both of Leah’s hands in one of his and held her at arm’s length, so she couldn’t kick him. But then he couldn’t reach her mouth to shut her up.

“You two-legged coyote!” she ranted. “You back-shooting coward.”

Boyd flushed at the names she was calling him. He started to raise his hand to her when Careless warned, “The girl ain’t guilty of nothin’. Leave her alone.”

The crowd that had been hushed began to make ugly noises at Boyd’s rough treatment of the girl.

Boyd realized he would be the one at the end of a rope if he didn’t let go of the brat. When he released her hands, she backed off, but only far enough to give her room to kick him hard in the shin before running to the protection of her mother’s arms.

He rubbed his leg but didn’t dare lash out at her as he wished. His face ruddy with rage, Boyd demanded, “Tell us where to find Ethan.”

“I don’t know where Ethan is,” Nell answered.

“You must have some idea what he planned to do today,” Boyd insisted.

“No, I don’t.”

The cowboys shifted restlessly. None of them had bargained for this kind of confrontation when they left the saloon.

“Hey!” one of them said. “Leave the lady be!”

“We’ll find Hawk some other time,” another shouted.

That was exactly what Boyd did not want. The time to strike was now, before Ethan had a chance to establish an alibi or profess his innocence. He raised his gun to strike at the old man again, and Nell cried, “No! I’ll tell you! Don’t hit him again!”

“Where is he?” Boyd demanded.

Nell knew she had bought the two women as much time as she could. Surely they had enough of a head start to find Ethan and warn him. “Ethan went to find Frank at the Tumbling Troundup.”

“If you’re lying,” he said, “I’ll be back.”

“I’m sorry for you, Boyd,” Nell said. “I can’t imagine what any of us ever did to make you hate us so.”

Boyd leaned close to Nell and spoke in a guttural voice that was barely loud enough for her to hear. “It’s nothing personal. I’m just doing what I have to do to survive.”

When Boyd turned around, he discovered that the lynch mob, which had been so hot for revenge in town, was now colder than a dead snake. Boyd had work to do if he was going to whip them into a frenzy again.

Careless didn’t help matters. “Maybe it would be a good idea if you and me go after Ethan and bring him back to town.”

“These men have as much right as anybody to witness a hanging,” Boyd said. “You don’t want to rob them of all the fun, do you?”

The drunkest of the bunch yelled, “I ain’t seen a hangin’ for nigh on to two years. Don’t aim to miss this one!”

Reminded of how long it was between adventures of this sort, the mob mounted up, revived and refreshed by its gory purpose.

Careless didn’t try any longer to stop the crowd. He rode off at a gallop after them. He hadn’t realized how ruthless Boyd Stuckey was. Maybe he had better rethink his plan to thwart the richest, meanest bastard in Oak County.

*  *  *  
 

Patch and Merielle were in a race with time. They had to reach the spot where the Tumbling Tcowhands were dipping, branding, and castrating calves before Boyd’s lynch mob caught up to them.

Patch’s greatest fear was that Merielle might slow her down. After an hour on the trail, Patch conceded she had vastly underrated Merielle’s grit and gumption. The young woman had dried her tears, squared her shoulders, and ridden as hard as a horse thief with a prize stallion under him and the law on his tail.

Their horses were blown by the time they spotted a crowd of cowboys squatting down around a branding fire. “Ethan!” Patch shouted. “Ethan!”

Merielle joined in with a different verse. “Frank!” she shouted. “Frank!”

Only one cowboy came out of the bunch around the fire.

Frank started running toward them. Merielle came flying off her horse straight into Frank’s open arms. He hugged her so tight she could barely catch her breath.

“If you don’t loosen up a little, she’s going to faint,” Patch pointed out.

Frank let go a little, but kept his arms around Merielle. “What’s happened? What are you two doing here?”

“Where’s Ethan?” Patch asked.

“Haven’t seen him. Why? What’s wrong?”

“Boyd shot and killed Father,” Merielle said. “He’s blaming Ethan, and he’s hunting him with a lynch mob.”

“Why would Boyd shoot Trahern? Why is he after Ethan?” Frank’s confusion was easy to understand, and the answers he was getting weren’t doing much to clear things up.

“Boyd shot Father because Father was going to shoot him.”

“Why was Trahern going to shoot Boyd?” Frank demanded in exasperation.

Merielle couldn’t just blurt it out. Not in front of Frank. She turned to Patch.

Patch was more concerned about Ethan than about making explanations to Frank. “Ethan told me he was coming here to meet with you. So where is he?”

“For the second time, I haven’t seen him,” Frank said. “Why was he coming here?”

“We heard that Chester Felber was the one who—”

“It wasn’t Chester,” Merielle contradicted. “Boyd raped me!” Merielle realized what she had said and turned to Frank. “It was Boyd, Frank. I didn’t want to do it! He forced me!”

Frank’s face bleached white. He grasped Merielle’s shoulders so hard she winced. “You remember? Everything?”

Merielle bit her lip and nodded.

“You’re sure it was Boyd?”

“I’m not likely to forget a thing like that!” Merielle snapped back. The three of them looked at each other and laughed nervously. It wasn’t funny. But it was.

“What I don’t understand,” Frank said, “is why the lynch party is after Ethan, when Boyd is the guilty party.”

“Boyd plans to tell everyone in town that Ethan made good on his threat to kill my father,” Merielle said.

“Meanwhile,” Patch added, “the Felbers are under the impression that Chester committed the rape. Boyd has been blackmailing them all these years to keep silent.”

Frank met Merielle’s dark eyes. “I thought you said Boyd—”

Merielle lowered her eyes to avoid Frank’s gaze. “He did.”

Frank took off his hat and rubbed his head with his knuckles. “I’m confused.”

Patch explained. “Horace found Chester and Boyd together with Merielle the day she—” She cut herself off and began again, avoiding actual mention of the word rape. “Merielle had scratched Chester’s face while he was trying to rescue her. But Boyd told Horace that Chester was the guilty one. It wasn’t until Merielle got her memory back that she confronted Boyd with the truth.”

“Which was when Trahern tried to shoot him, and he shot Trahern,” Frank concluded.

“Right!” both women said together.

“If Boyd knows you recognized him as the … one who hurt you, why did he let you go?” Frank asked Merielle.

“Because I made him think I’d lost my memory again.”

Frank’s face was grim. “I’d like to get my hands on him. And it looks like I might get a chance real soon,” he said, pointing to a bunch of riders approaching in a hurry.

“That can’t be the lynch mob already,” Patch said. “It’s too soon!”

“It takes a crowd to raise that much dust. I don’t have that many cowhands working out here.”

Both Frank and Patch thought of Merielle at the same time. When they looked at her, she was standing frozen with her wide eyes focused on the riders jostling for position at the head of the pack.

“He’ll kill me,” she whispered. She turned to Frank. “And he’ll kill you, too!”

“He’s not going to kill anybody,” Patch said.

“He’ll know I remember. He’ll know—”

“He’ll know what we tell him,” Patch said. “You keep quiet and let me do the talking.”

Patch had barely finished speaking when Boyd separated himself from the crowd and rode toward them.

“Who’s that with you, Boyd?” Patch asked.

“The sheriff and a posse,” Boyd said. “We’re hunting Ethan.”

“What for?”

Boyd eyed Merielle sideways. “Didn’t Merielle tell you?”

“She came to my place crying, very distressed,” Patch said. “She was so hysterical, I couldn’t understand a word she said. I brought her here hoping that Frank could calm her down. As you can see, she’s all right now. Do you have any idea what might have upset her?”

Patch held her breath, waiting to see if she had assuaged Boyd’s suspicion. From the corner of her eye she watched Frank’s arm tighten around Merielle. His hand slipped down toward his gun. A muscle jumped in his jaw. She hoped Frank wouldn’t take the law into his own hands. There was altogether too much of that going on in Oakville.

Patch felt the tension palpably increase while she waited for Boyd to assess the situation.

At last Boyd said, “Merielle probably witnessed her father’s murder.”

“Jefferson Trahern is dead?” Patch let her mouth fall open in surprise.

“Apparently Ethan made good on his promise to shoot him.”

“Did someone see Ethan do it?” Patch knew as soon as she saw Boyd’s lips flatten that she was only making trouble for herself by asking pointed questions that Boyd would be forced to answer with lies.

“As a matter of fact,” Boyd said. “I saw him. Do you know where we can find him?”

“I can’t imagine he would be anywhere within a hundred miles of here,” Patch said. “Especially if he knows you can identify him as Trahern’s killer.”

Boyd snorted in disgust at how he had trapped himself.

“By the way,” Patch said, “how did Ethan escape in the first place? I mean, if you saw him murder Trahern, why did you let him get away?”

Boyd was clearly flummoxed by Patch’s question. “Ethan just shot and ran. There wasn’t time to react.”

Patch could have kicked herself for forcing Boyd into a corner. He was clearly suspicious again.

Boyd had been leery of approaching the branding fire when he realized Patch and Merielle were there with Frank. When he first rode up, the look in Frank’s eyes was deadly. He felt certain Merielle had somehow recovered her memory and exposed him. But no sooner had he identified the danger in Frank’s eyes than it was gone, replaced by a bland friendliness.

He had been put off guard at first by Patch’s smooth explanation of Merielle’s appearance. Then she had started asking those pointed questions.

She knows.

Boyd glanced at Merielle from the corner of his eye. She was staring straight at him, and there was no confusion in her dark eyes, just fear and loathing. Her second loss of memory had been a fraud.

The bitch told them everything!

His eyes narrowed in calculation. It appeared, from the tension in Frank and from Patricia’s verbal attack, that they believed Merielle’s accusations against him. He would have to send Careless and the lynch mob back to town. His pursuit of Ethan would have to be postponed while he took care of more pressing business.

Patricia and Merielle and Frank all had to die.
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Ethan knew he would never be free to settle down with Patch until he had made his peace with Jefferson Trahern. Since all the Tumbling Thands were gone on the roundup, there would never be a better time to beard the lion in his den. Trahern’s big bay gelding stood saddled and waiting in front of the house. Chances were good Trahern was still inside.

Ethan rode right up, tied his horse on the rail beside the bay, and knocked on the door. When no one answered, he looked around him uneasily. Maybe he was walking into some kind of trap. A narrow-eyed search revealed nothing unusual. In fact, the place looked deserted.

Ethan felt the hair prickle on the back of his neck. He took the few steps to the front window, cupped his hand against the glass, and looked inside. A second later he had let himself in and was running for the parlor.

“Anybody home?” he shouted. “Anybody here?”

He knelt beside Trahern’s inert body. The big man lay on his stomach, his arms outstretched. He had been shot in the back at fairly close range. Blood stained his suit jacket and the carpet beneath him. Ethan checked for a pulse and was amazed when he found one.

“Son of a bitch.”

Ethan faced a choice he would rather not make. Should he try to save the man who had murdered his father? Or let him die? He stood and paced the length of the parlor once. He turned and paced back again. When he reached the parlor door, he walked through it.

Trahern groaned.

Ethan stopped just beyond the doorway. His chin dropped to his chest. He couldn’t leave the man to die. He had to do what he could to save Merielle’s father—if not for Trahern’s sake, then for his own. He had no idea who had shot Trahern, but he had a pretty good idea who was going to get blamed for it. He had been a loudmouthed idiot, threatening Trahern in front of the whole damn town. They would be after him again, and this time he might very well hang. Ethan had no choice. He had to help the man who had murdered his father.

Ethan searched quickly for a downstairs bedroom where he could take the wounded man and tend to him. He found it at the back of the house. It was obviously a guest room. He pulled the quilt off and yanked the sheets down. Then he hurried back to the parlor—long step, halting step—turned Trahern over, and lifted him enough to circle his arms around Trahern’s chest from behind. He dragged the heavy man across the parlor and down the hall to the bedroom.

Getting Trahern onto the bed wasn’t easy, but Ethan finally managed it. He pulled off Trahern’s coat and shirt, so he could bandage the bullet wound and stop the bleeding. The bullet had entered Trahern’s back high enough to miss the heart and lungs and far enough to the left to avoid the windpipe. But if Ethan didn’t do something quickly, Trahern was going to bleed to death.

The hole where the bullet had gone in wasn’t too big. Ethan managed to plug it with cloth he tore from a pillowcase. However, the hole in Trahern’s upper chest, where the bullet had come out, was substantially larger. Ethan used pressure to stop the bleeding, and then tied on a tight bandage with more strips of the pillowcase.

When Ethan tightened the knot, Trahern grunted. And his eyes opened.

When he saw Ethan, Trahern tried to rise, but he had lost too much blood. He fell back and clutched his chest. “What the hell are you doing here, Hawk?” he rasped.

“Trying to save your life,” Ethan muttered. “Lie down and be still.”

Trahern grasped weakly at Ethan’s arm. “Merielle … Where’s Merielle?”

“How the hell would I know? There wasn’t a soul around when I got here.”

“Maybe she got away. She must have … or he would have killed her, too.” Trahern clutched Ethan’s shirt. “You have … to find her!” he gasped.

Ethan freed his shirt and took a step back so Trahern couldn’t reach him. “What the hell went on here? Who shot you? Is Merielle in some kind of danger?”

“Please … You have to go look for her!” Trahern’s voice was a bare whisper as he struggled to make Ethan understand his desperation, his fear for his daughter’s safety. “You can’t make her pay for what I did to you. I know now how wrong I was. Oh, God, I’m so sorry!”

“What the hell happened here?” Ethan demanded.

“I didn’t know,” Trahern said. “How could I know?”

“Stop talking in riddles,” Ethan said irritably. “What is it you didn’t know?”

“That Boyd … raped Merielle.”

Ethan froze. He met Trahern’s eyes and saw the shame, the regret. His blood curdled. Not Chester. Boyd? “Who said he did it?”

“Merielle. She remembered everything.” Trahern took a labored breath. “When she pointed a finger at Boyd, I reached for a gun to kill him, and he shot me in the back.” Trahern tried to raise an arm to cover his eyes, but the pain forced him to abandon the effort. “Once Boyd shot me, Merielle was left to fend for herself with that rotten bastard.” Tears appeared in the old man’s eyes. “I’ll never forgive myself … if anything happened to her.”

Ethan sank down onto the mattress at the far end of the bed. He leaned his head against the foot post. “So it was all for nothing. All that running. All those years in jail. The murder of my father. The loss of—”

“Your father wasn’t murdered. He got sick and died.”

Ethan rose like an avenging angel and towered over Trahern. His face contorted with rage. “Are you trying to tell me you didn’t give Chester Felber the arsenic he put in the whiskey that was delivered to my father.”

“Arsenic! I sure as hell did not!” Trahern blustered. “I never did a thing to hurt your family. My argument wasn’t with them. It was with you.”

“You didn’t rustle my father’s cattle, or pay someone to do it?”

Trahern shook his head. “I did not.”

Ethan was perplexed. He had blamed every bad thing in his life on Jefferson Trahern. He had just assumed Trahern was guilty. But if not Trahern, then who?

Who had raped Merielle Trahern? Who had blackmailed the Felbers? Who had misdirected Ethan at the mercantile so Lilian Felber could warn Chester and allow him to escape? Who had found the arsenic in the barn? Who had gotten rich over the years on Judas silver?

Boyd Stuckey.

But why would Boyd want to kill Alex Hawk? And why poison Ethan’s mother? How much of the calamity he and his family had suffered could actually be laid at Boyd’s doorstep? Ethan wanted answers—answers he could get only from Boyd himself.

Ethan walked away from Trahern to the oval mirror that was set over a dry sink that separated two paneled wardrobes. When he got there, he couldn’t look at his reflection. He was afraid of what he would see. Horror. Disgust. Hatred. Loathing. Malice. Dark, malevolent emotions that were new to him. Feelings that rose when he thought of the man who had been his best friend.

He poured some water from the pitcher into the bowl at the dry sink, washed Trahern’s blood from his hands, and dried them on a shaving towel.

“Are you okay?” Trahern asked.

Ethan barked a laugh. “That sounds odd coming from you.”

“I suppose it does.”

Ethan threw the shaving towel onto the dry sink and turned to face Trahern. “Dorne’s death was an accident,” he blurted. “I never meant to kill him. He pulled his gun, and we fought and the gun accidentally went off.”

Trahern sighed. “I suppose, ultimately, Boyd Stuckey has to answer for Dorne, too.” He eyed Ethan. “I wonder which of us Boyd has made a bigger fool of.”

“He was my best friend,” Ethan said bitterly. “I suppose that makes me the bigger idiot. I thought I knew him, but I never did. I don’t. What I can’t understand is why?”

“I can offer at least one reason,” Trahern said. In brief, breathless phrases he explained, “It’s still not definite, but there’s a good chance the railroad’s coming to Oakville. Their proposed route cuts right across your father’s land. It’ll make your property worth a fortune.”

“So money was at the root of all his evil?”

“A great deal of it, anyway,” Trahern said.

“Are you all right here by yourself for a while?”

“I suppose I can manage if you bring me that rifle over the mantel. You heading anyplace in particular?”

“As long as you’re alive, it’s safe for me to go to the sheriff,” Ethan said.

“Would you keep an eye out for Merielle?” Trahern’s eyes were bleak. “I’m hoping and praying she got away. Because if she didn’t …”

“If anything’s happened to her, Boyd will pay,” Ethan said. “He’ll pay for everything.”

Ethan watched from concealment as a crowd of men led by the sheriff rode down Main Street on tired, sweaty horses. He wasn’t sure who they had been chasing, but he could make a good guess. Deciding discretion was the better part of valor, he kept to the alleys and let himself in through the back door of the old rock jail.

Careless froze in his chair when he felt the bore of a gun in his back. “Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” Ethan said.

“Been out lookin’ for you,” Careless said. “Heard you killed Jefferson Trahern.”

“Put your hands where I can see them, Careless,” Ethan said.

Careless slowly raised his hands in the air and swiveled his chair around to face Ethan. “You gonna kill me, too, Ethan?”

“Nope. Just want a little information.”

“Sure.”

“Have you seen Boyd today?”

“He’s the one told us how you killed Trahern.”

“Trahern isn’t dead, just wounded. He was shot in the back by Boyd Stuckey.”

“Aw, hell.” Careless laced his hands together on top of his balding head. “You want me to arrest Stuckey?”

“Not before I have a chance to talk to him.”

“I’m sorry ’bout what happened to that old man and your sister.”

Ethan’s heart skipped a beat. “When did you see Leah?”

“We went huntin’ you at the Double Diamond. Boyd started askin’ questions, but your ma wasn’t givin’ him any answers. Then that old man, Corwin Marshall, turned up in the chicken coop. He wouldn’t talk, either. Boyd got a little rough, I guess.”

“You guess?” Ethan interrupted curtly. “Where does Leah come into this story.”

“Well, Boyd was threatenin’ your ma, and Leah come outta nowhere and jumped on Boyd’s back and started scratchin’ him like a she-cat. Can’t blame a man for defendin’ hisself.”

Ethan stiffened. His eyes narrowed dangerously. “Boyd hurt Leah?”

Careless realized suddenly that he was looking death in the face. He swallowed hard. “He let her go ’fore it come to that.”

Ethan was on his way out the back door when he stopped abruptly and said, “Have you seen Merielle Trahern today?”

“Yeah. She was with Frank, both her and Miz Kendrick, when the lynch—uh, when the posse got to the Tumblin’ Tbrandin’ fire. That’s where Miz Hawk told Boyd we’d find you. Course, we didn’t. Boyd sent us all back here and stayed to visit with ’em.”

Ethan was gone before Careless could finish his sentence. From what Trahern had said, Merielle was in mortal danger. He was already spurring his horse before he acknowledged his fears for Patch. If Merielle had told Patch about Boyd—and why wouldn’t she?—Patch’s life was in just as much peril. Ethan’s chest squeezed tight, and he fought to draw breath.

All the questions in his mind concerning how he felt about Patch Kendrick were answered in the moment Ethan realized he might lose her forever. Life without her was unthinkable. He wanted a chance to explore all the different facets of her personality—the lady and the hoyden. He wanted the chance to love her in all the ways he never had.

Ethan knew that fear made a man too careful. He needed every advantage he could find if he was to win against a villain as ruthless as the one he chased. He swallowed back his terror for Patch as he raced toward a showdown with Boyd Stuckey.

Patch was searching desperately in her mind for a way to disarm and capture Boyd without someone getting shot. She could see it wouldn’t take much provocation for Frank to draw his gun, but the danger to herself and Merielle constrained Frank from acting. The two women were bound to get caught in the crossfire if there was a gunfight.

“I’m going to head on back to town,” Boyd said. “Why don’t I take these two ladies off your hands so you can get back to work?”

Patch watched Frank’s gray eyes darken like storm clouds. Before he could speak and ruin everything, she said, “Frank’s going to take Merielle home. But I’d be grateful for the escort.”

“It’s no trouble to take both women,” Boyd assured Frank.

Frank tightened the protective arm he had around Merielle. “I’ll take care of Merielle.”

Again, Patch was afraid Frank would say too much and provoke the gunfight she was trying so desperately to avoid. She took the few steps that separated her from Boyd and linked her arm through his. Just let him try to get the gun out of his holster now! she thought.

Boyd realized that he had lost whatever chance he might have had of going off alone with both women. At least he had Patricia. He could take care of Frank and Merielle while they were on their way home.

Patch watched Frank open his mouth to object to her going off alone and hurriedly said, “Don’t worry about me.” The rest of what she had to say, she spoke with her eyes as she met Frank’s worried gaze. Find Ethan fast! Come and get me, but be careful!

Patch looked over her shoulder once as she rode away with Boyd. Frank and Merielle were already headed for their horses.

Boyd remained broodingly silent until they were well away from the Tumbling Tampfire. Then he said, “Ethan won’t get to you in time.”

Patch jerked her head around to stare at Boyd. “What did you say?”

Boyd’s lip curled up. It was his charming smile, but with a cruel twist. “I said Ethan won’t be in time to save you.”

“Save me from what?”

“Don’t play stupid with me,” Boyd said curtly. “I think you understand very well what’s going on here.”

“Why don’t you spell it out for me? Just so there’s no misunderstanding.”

Boyd chose actions, rather than words, to make his point. Before she realized what he had in mind, Boyd shoved her out of the saddle. She hit the ground hard and was still trying to catch her breath when he arrived beside her with a short piece of rawhide, which he used to tie her hands in front of her. Then he yanked her to her feet.

When she tried kicking him, he swept a boot under the leg she was standing on, and she found herself flat on the ground again. He grabbed her by her hair, which had fallen free, and pulled her painfully to her feet.

“Try that again, and you’ll wish you hadn’t,” he said in a nasty voice.

“Ethan will kill you!”

“Not before I have a chance to enjoy your charms.” Boyd looked her up and down with lust in his eyes. He dug his hands into her buttocks hard enough to bruise her. “I like you in pants, Patricia. I can see what I’m getting.”

Patch ignored him.

He roughly fondled her breast through her blouse and grinned as he pinched her nipple.

Patch spat in his face.

Boyd slapped her hard. “Don’t play high and mighty with me! I’d be willing to bet Ethan’s been between your legs. You’re no lady, that’s for sure!”

“You’re not even human!” Patch retorted.

Boyd barely restrained himself from hitting her again. He wiped the spittle from his face with his sleeve. “Don’t make me angry, Patricia. I’ve discovered I have a bad temper. Sometimes it gets out of control and bad things happen.”

“Like Merielle’s rape!” Patch accused.

“Like Merielle’s rape,” Boyd confirmed.

Patch shivered. When Boyd was done with her, he would kill her and bury her where no one would ever find her. This was a time when she needed to use her wits instead of her fists. Especially since her fists happened to be tied up at the moment.

“All right, Boyd,” she said. “I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t kill me.”

Boyd smirked. “I might be tempted to keep you around for a while if you’re a lot nicer to me.”

“Oh, I will be,” Patch assured him.

“How about a little test.”

“What kind of test?” Patch asked warily.

“Give me one of those kisses you’ve been guarding so carefully.”

Patch swallowed back the gag that rose at the thought of kissing Boyd Stuckey. Better a kiss than a bullet. Given that choice, Patch figured she could suffer through it.

“All right,” she said. “Untie my hands first.” She held them out in front of her.

“Sure. Why not? I like a little spit and fire in a woman.”

Patch watched while Boyd untied her. Her hands were still numb as his mouth lowered toward her. Her body tensed, and her spine went rigid. She kept her mouth firmly shut.

Boyd wasn’t having that. He grabbed her cheeks with his hand, forced her mouth open, and thrust his tongue inside.

The skills Patch had learned fighting boys as a hoyden of twelve stood her in good stead now. She bit him at the same time as her clawed fingers scratched at his face and her knee came up hard between his legs. While Boyd was bent over bleating like a new-sheared sheep, Patch ran for her horse. The animal had been ground-tied, which meant the reins had been left trailing so the horse could graze, but wouldn’t go far.

Unfortunately, one of the dragging reins had caught between two rocks, and refused to come free. Her desperate tugs only seemed to lodge it more firmly. At last, she yanked it clear.

But it all took too much time. She managed to get a foot in the stirrup, reached for the horn, and lifted her other leg halfway over the horse before she was hauled back out of the saddle.

Boyd’s temper had obviously gone a degree past hot. He was still bent over from the pain of her attack, and he was out for revenge.

“As long as I’m bent over, you might as well join me,” he snarled. He hit her in the stomach with his fist as hard as he could.

Patch fell to her knees and curled into a ball. He didn’t try to pick her up to hit her again, he just kicked her.

“That’s enough, Boyd.”

Boyd cursed the fact that Patch was so doubled over with pain that she couldn’t stand on her own. She would be more of a liability to him as dead weight than useful as a shield. He turned to face Ethan with nothing more separating them than twenty feet of Texas grass.

Ethan had his Colt in his hand. It was aimed at Boyd’s heart.

“Hello, Ethan. You’re a little early. I’m not finished with her yet.”

“You’re finished, Boyd. I’d say you’ve done quite enough damage for one lifetime. Get rid of your gun. Do it nice and slow. I won’t need much provocation to shoot you like the rabid dog you are.”

Boyd slowly pulled his gun out of the holster.

“Throw it as far as you can,” Ethan instructed.

Boyd hesitated an instant, as though he was deciding whether to take a chance on using his gun.

“Don’t try it,” Ethan said. “You’d be dead before you hit the ground.”

The gun went flying in a shiny arc as sunshine reflected off blue metal. It soared high but didn’t go far, maybe fifteen feet, and slid to rest under a mesquite bush. Boyd noted where it landed.

“Patch, are you all right?” Ethan asked.

“I’m not going to be dancing a jig anytime soon,” she gasped.

Ethan smiled briefly. “Move away from Boyd,” he instructed.

Patch crawled painfully away from Boyd a few feet, toward where his gun had landed, until she was out of the line of fire.

Boyd lifted a hand and Ethan said, “I wouldn’t move a hair, if I were you.”

“We’re best friends, Ethan. Surely you’re not going to kill me over one slightly used woman.”

Ethan bit back a retort. If he had learned one thing in all the years he had been on the run, it was that the man who stayed in control of his emotions was the man who survived. “It isn’t just Patch you have to account for, Boyd.”

Ethan paused and waited for Boyd to start confessing his sins and pleading for mercy. He should have known better. Boyd hadn’t survived all these years by worrying about the wrongs he had done. Ethan looked right at Boyd and said, “Trahern is alive.”

Ethan marveled at how little Boyd’s expression changed. His mouth flattened slightly and his eyes narrowed, but otherwise he didn’t move a muscle.

“You know, then,” Boyd said.

“About the rape, yes. About how you blackmailed the Felbers, too.”

That surprised a raised brow out of Boyd. “You know about that?”

“Mrs. Felber confessed everything, including the fact Chester was responsible for raping Merielle. Only that turned out not to be the truth. Trahern told me how Merielle remembered everything. You raped her, Boyd. Why?”

Boyd glanced at the gun, fifteen feet away, then focused his gaze on Ethan. “It just happened.”

“Why accuse Chester?”

“I hated Horace Felber. It was a way to make him suffer.”

“And the blackmail?”

“He offered me the money before I asked for it.”

“You could have turned him down.”

Boyd’s lips curled downward. “Could I? He offered me what amounted to a fortune. More money than I could make in ten years of riding herd. All I had to do was keep my mouth shut. You know what my life was like. I saw a chance for something better.”

“What about me?”

“How could I know you would be accused?” Boyd said. “I was damn sorry about that, Ethan.”

“Not sorry enough to take the blame yourself!”

“You have to understand, Ethan. With that money from Horace, I had a chance for a new life,” Boyd explained. “I could have everything you had.”

“Including my parents!” Ethan snarled. “When I think how I asked you to take care of them—I get sick to my stomach, Boyd. Were you a good son? As good as I was?”

“Better,” Boyd said sharply. “I appreciated them more, because I knew what it was like to do without.”

“Then why did you poison them?”

Boyd cocked his head sideways. “How did you know I did that?”

“I didn’t. Until now.”

Boyd shook his head in disgust at how he had been tricked.

“Why?”

Boyd tried to look at Ethan, but found his stare too intense for comfort. His gaze dropped to his feet. He kicked at a tuft of grass with his boot. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible. “Your father caught me rustling cattle. He was going to turn me over to the law.”

Ethan frowned. “But Pa didn’t die right away. It took a while for the poison to kill him. So why weren’t you arrested?”

“Oh, I promised I’d pay him back the money I got for the cattle and that I wouldn’t do it again, and he gave me a second chance.”

“Then why did you have to kill him?” Ethan asked in an agonized voice.

Boyd looked up at Ethan, his eyes pleading for understanding. “I found out the railroad was coming through Double Diamond land. I knew he wouldn’t sell to me. Besides,” he said with a shrug, “there was always the chance he would change his mind.”

“Dear God.” Ethan’s heart pounded in his chest. His ears buzzed. His eyes glazed, and he blinked to clear them. His gunhand wavered, and he tightened his grip, forcing himself to keep his finger away from the trigger.

“And my mother?” he said in a hoarse voice. “What good thing did she do for you that you figured she ought to die?”

“I wanted the Double Diamond,” Boyd said bluntly. “I always have. I figured if she were dead, you’d have no reason to stay in Oakville, and you’d sell the ranch to me.” He shrugged. “I guess I miscalculated the dose.”

“Too damn bad for you,” Ethan said bitterly. “What about Chester? Did you shoot him, or have him shot?”

“One less person to tell tales if I did the job myself.”

“I don’t understand you, Boyd. What makes a person like you tick?”

“You only had to walk a mile in my shoes,” Boyd retorted. “All my life I had nothing! I was nothing! Just poor white trash, son of a drunken sot, with nothing but the shirt on my back to call my own. Nobody gave a damn what happened to me!”

“I cared! You weren’t nothing to me!” Ethan cried. “You were my friend, the brother I never had. I loved you!”

Boyd smiled sadly. “I never knew.”

Ethan stood stunned. “How could you not?”

“Maybe I did,” Boyd conceded. “I guess it just wasn’t enough to fill up the hole inside me.”

“Did all that blood money make you feel like something?” Ethan demanded.

“It gave me power,” Boyd said. “It made people listen to me. It bought me respect and respectability. I’m someone, something, in Oakville.”

“Were something,” Ethan corrected. “Things will change a bit once the truth is known.”

Boyd smiled grimly. “I’ll be nothing again? I don’t think I could stand that, Ethan. I’d rather die.”

“That can be arranged.”

“If you’re going to shoot me, get it over with.”

“A bullet in the heart is too quick and easy a death for you, Boyd.” Ethan holstered his gun and began unbuckling his gunbelt. “I figure it’s time we settled things between us once and for all.”

Boyd was smiling as he took off his Stetson and hooked it on his saddle horn. “A fair fight?”

“You don’t know the meaning of the word fair,” Ethan said. “Just a fight. To the finish.” On the last word, Ethan dropped his gunbelt on the ground and walked—long step, halting step—toward Boyd.

When Ethan was only a few steps away from him, Boyd ran for the mesquite bush where his gun had landed. He had the advantage because Ethan was prevented by his awkward gait from getting back to his gunbelt before Boyd would get to his gun.

But Boyd hadn’t reckoned on Patch, who stuck her foot out and tripped him.

Or on Ethan, who knew his limitations, and launched himself at Boyd rather than trying to reach his gun.

The two men landed in a heap and rolled several times before they came to a breathtaking stop.

That was when Patch realized Boyd had a knife.
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“Ethan, look out! He’s got a knife!”

Patch’s warning came barely in time for Ethan to keep Boyd from cutting his throat, and the two men went rolling over and over in the dust. The underhanded attack made Ethan furious. It was further proof that the man who had been his best friend was every bit as deceitful and treacherous as his actions in the past had proved him to be.

“You fight dirty, Boyd,” Ethan said through gritted teeth as he struggled to keep the knife from his throat.

“You didn’t ask for a fair fight,” Boyd replied through equally clenched jaws.

It was a contest between two men who, physically, were evenly matched. But even though Boyd was a bad man, he had spent his life in a much more civilized world than the one Ethan had inhabited. Outlaws and derelicts, killers and thieves had taught Ethan a few tricks that Boyd had never learned.

Ethan delivered a quick punch to the throat that, if it had been harder, would have killed Boyd. As it was, Boyd dropped the knife and grabbed his throat, trying to catch his breath through his bruised windpipe. Ethan recovered the knife and held the tip of it under Boyd’s car.

“I ought to slit your throat.”

“Go ahead,” Boyd taunted. “Murder me. And live with it the rest of your life.”

Ethan smiled wolfishly. “When did you get so good at manipulating people?”

“It’s a talent I’ve always had,” Boyd said. “You were just too gullible to see it.”

“Unfortunately, you’re right about how I’d feel later if I killed a defenseless man. Even if you do deserve to die.” Ethan stood and left Boyd on the ground still holding his throat. He threw the knife so the point landed in the bark of a mesquite, then gave Boyd his full attention. “On the other hand, I wouldn’t feel a damn bit guilty about beating the hell out of you before I turn you over to the sheriff.”

Boyd struggled to his feet. “You going to let me catch my wind first?”

“This isn’t a fair fight,” Ethan reminded him.

“All right, Ethan. Whatever you—” Boyd lunged before he finished his sentence, his shoulder driving into Ethan’s solar plexus and knocking the air out of him as both men landed hard back in the dust.

Patch watched the combatants with bated breath, terrified for Ethan until she witnessed several of the lethal maneuvers he used on Boyd. The viciousness of the fight amazed and appalled her. The two men were engaged in a knock-down, drag-out brawl, with no holds barred.

Blood flowed from a cut over Ethan’s left eye, blinding him on that side. His cheekbone and chin suffered bruising blows. His knuckles were rubbed raw from punching Boyd, who was in even worse shape. Boyd’s lips were puffy, his right eye was swollen almost closed, and his nose was broken and dripping blood. He was half bent over to protect the ribs Ethan persistently and effectively attacked.

The two men circled, each trying to keep his prey in sight with his one good eye. Every once in a while one or the other got in a blow, but just as often they swung and missed.

Ethan kept punching at Boyd’s stomach and ribs, trying to wear him down. His head was ringing from the jabs Boyd had managed to deliver. Ethan leapt back to avoid Boyd’s boot aimed at his crotch and grinned raggedly. “Missed,” he taunted.

Boyd replied with an uppercut to the jaw that left Ethan reeling. He responded with another blow to the belly that doubled Boyd over. To his surprise, Boyd fell to his knees. Ethan staggered back a step. “Get up, Boyd.”

“Can’t fight anymore, Ethan,” Boyd gasped. “Need a rest.”

“Get up, Boyd.”

All three of them heard the sound of galloping horses at the same time.

Patch joined Ethan as they sought out the figures in the distance, wondering whether help was on the way, or whether they were in for more trouble.

Boyd didn’t hesitate. He saw his chance and took it, crawling stealthily toward where his gun lay in the dust, careful not to draw either Ethan’s or Patch’s attention.

Keeping Patch close beside him, Ethan headed for the spot where he had left his gunbelt on the ground. He had just reached it when Boyd called his name.

“Ethan.”

Ethan’s reflexes were so finely honed that he reacted to the glint of sunlight off steel without thinking. He shoved Patch out of the line of fire and snatched his Colt from his holster in one smooth, swinging arc of his arm. He fired as soon as he had a target.

Boyd grunted when the bullet struck him. He fired back, but his aim was thrown off, and his bullet sailed harmlessly wide.

“Drop the gun,” Ethan said.

Boyd shook his head. “You’re going to have to kill me, Ethan. I’d rather not hang, if it’s all the same to you. As my best friend, just do me this one last favor.”

Boyd aimed his gun at Ethan, and Ethan fired.

The force of the shot toppled Boyd backward. His legs crumpled under him and he came to rest with his arms flung wide and one leg bent under him.

“Damn you, Boyd!” Ethan swore. “You son of a bitch. I didn’t want to kill you!”

Patch arrived at Ethan’s side just as Frank and Merielle brought their horses to a sliding stop in front of them.

“Are you all right?” Frank called to Ethan as he came off his horse.

“We’re fine,” Ethan said. Then, in a flat voice, “Boyd is dead.”

Frank helped Merielle down, then slipped his arm possessively around her waist and walked the short distance to Patch and Ethan. “Don’t waste your pity on him,” Frank said. “He deserved to die.”

“I’m glad he’s dead,” Merielle said in a hushed voice. She glanced at Boyd’s blood-soaked body and hid her face against Frank’s chest. Her whole body trembled.

Frank rocked her in his arms. “It’s all over, Merielle. You’re safe now, with me.”

Merielle looked up at Frank. There was nothing childlike about the glow of love in her eyes.

Frank swallowed so his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “Once upon a time, when we were kids, I proposed to you. Do you still want to marry me?”

“Oh yes, Frank!” Merielle said. “I love you. I always have.”

Frank met Ethan’s eyes over Merielle’s head and said, “Then we’ll be married. And no one and nothing will stop us.”

“My father can’t stop us now,” Merielle said sadly. “He’s dead.”

“No, he’s not,” Ethan corrected.

Merielle whirled to face Ethan. “Father’s not dead? But I saw Boyd shoot him. At least, I thought I did. I …” Merielle put a hand to her head. It was clear she was afraid her memory had tricked her again.

“Your father was shot, all right,” Ethan explained. “But Boyd’s bullet missed his vital organs. I got the bleeding stopped, and I doubt it’ll be long before he’s back on his feet.”

“Oh, thank goodness! Not thank goodness my father was shot,” Merielle amended quickly, realizing how she had sounded. “But it’s a relief to know I wasn’t wrong about what I recollected,” she explained. “Things are kind of mixed up in my head right now. I’m not sure what I remember from the past and what I remember from the present.”

“Give it a little time,” Patch said encouragingly. “Things will straighten out.”

“With Frank’s help, I know I’ll be all right,” Merielle said.

The way she looked up at Frank, with such love and trust in her eyes, made Patch believe Merielle Trahern would be just fine. What made Patch even more envious was the look in Frank’s eyes. What she wouldn’t give to see such open admiration, such adoration, aimed at her by Ethan!

“I’ll send the sheriff back to pick up Boyd’s body if you want to take Patch home,” Frank volunteered.

“Thanks, I’d appreciate that,” Ethan said.

“You’d better wipe the worst of that blood off your face,” Patch warned. “Or you’ll frighten your mother and Leah.”

While Ethan dabbed gingerly at the cut over his eye with his bandanna, Patch retrieved their horses. Ethan took advantage of the opportunity to speak privately for a moment with Frank. Then he walked over to where Boyd lay. He knelt down and straightened out Boyd’s leg, then crossed Boyd’s arms over his bloody chest. Finally, he closed Boyd’s golden eyes for the last time. The odyssey that had begun with Merielle’s rape seventeen years ago was over at last.

A month ago, before Patch Kendrick had shown up in Oakville, Ethan had been resigned to his fate. He had been playing the rotten cards he’d been dealt and had even considered throwing in the hand. Patch had forced him to ask for new cards, and he had come up a winner. Now that he didn’t have the past hanging over his head, he was free to make choices that had never been his to make. The most important of those involved Patch.

“Ready to go?” Patch asked.

She had already mounted her horse. Ethan took the reins Patch handed him and vaulted into the saddle without touching the stirrups. “Let’s go home.”

Patch had a thousand questions she wanted to ask Ethan, but she held her tongue, waiting for him to speak. There was just one question she wanted him to ask her.

“Will you marry me, Patch?”

She waited, but no proposal was forthcoming.

Ethan remained silent. His troubled gaze had turned inward, and his expression was brooding. He didn’t look like a man who was contemplating a proposal of marriage. At least, not one he was happy about making.

Patch’s heart was in her throat. She had latched on to the rape accusation against Ethan as the main reason he hadn’t wanted to marry her. But she hadn’t forgotten the other reason he hadn’t jumped at the chance to make her his wife.

“I don’t love you, Patch.”

Not once in the month since she had been in Texas had Ethan said he loved her. Not even when he made love to her. She had just loved him so much, and for so long, that she couldn’t conceive of him not loving her back. If she had to face that possibility, she would. But it would be devastating to walk away from the man who was the other half of her being.

What if he doesn’t ask me to marry him? What if he doesn’t love me?

Patch opened her mouth to ask Ethan what he was thinking and snapped it shut again. She could wait. If it was bad news, she didn’t want to hear it. If it was good news, the wait would be worthwhile.

Leah was sitting on the porch steps with the Winchester across her knees, guarding the house much as she had been the first day Patch had met her.

Leah stood as they tied up the horses at the rail. Ethan never took his eyes off his sister as he walked—long step, halting step—over to her. Standing on the ground level, his eyes were even with Leah’s, who stood on the top step. He took his sister’s chin in his hand to look at her. Patch joined Ethan, but she had to look up slightly at Leah.

“Are you all right?” Ethan asked.

Leah nodded shyly. “Sure. It was you I was worried about.”

“I’m just fine.” Ethan affectionately tousled Leah’s blond hair, as he had done with Patch when she was the same age, as he had done to his sister only once before.

This time Leah reacted more naturally, as Patch had, by shoving his hand away. She ducked back out of his reach. “Hey! Cut it out, Ethan.”

Ethan grinned. “Big brothers gotta tease little sisters.”

Leah grinned back. “Then you won’t mind me telling you that your face looks like you chased a turpentined cat through a bob-wire fence.”

Ethan reached for Leah’s braid to yank it.

“Let go, you toad!” She turned and raced for the door, shouting, “Ma, Ethan’s bein’ mean to me!”

“Ma! Don’t listen to her! She was callin’ me names!”

Patch laughed and grabbed Ethan to keep him from running after Leah. For the first time, the brother and sister were acting like ordinary siblings—fighting like cats and dogs, and driving their mother crazy with it.

Ethan slipped an arm around Patch’s waist. “Let’s go on inside.” The smile faded from his face. “I might as well get this sad, sordid story told.”

Ethan and Patch trailed Leah to Nell’s room, where Ethan was shocked to find Patch’s grandfather propped up reading a book in Nell’s bed, while she sat in the rocker beside him knitting.

“This looks cozy,” Ethan said.

Nell heard the acid undertone in Ethan’s voice and rose. “I’m so glad to see you’re home safe!” She embraced her son, who remained stiff. Nell stepped back and saw Ethan was bristling at the sight of Corwin in his father’s bed. For Ethan, his father’s death had happened only two months ago. For Nell it had been two years. She refused to defend what she had done, but she offered her son an explanation.

“I couldn’t very well send Corwin off to town in the condition he was in. He might have a concussion, and he needs to be looked after.”

Corwin was equally sensitive to Ethan’s stiff posture. “I’m sorry to impose,” he said. “But Nell insisted.” He paused and, when Ethan didn’t bend, said, “Now that you’re here, maybe you can talk some sense into her. I ought to be getting on home.”

Patch stepped into the breach. “Of course you’re not going anywhere, Grandpa Corwin.” She crossed to the head of the bed and unnecessarily fluffed the pillows behind him. “Tell him he’s welcome to stay, Ethan. Your mother could certainly use the company. And if anything happened to Grandpa Corwin, I’d feel responsible.”

She raised innocent blue eyes to Ethan, whose lips curled in a rueful smile. His gaze slid from Patch to Corwin to his mother. The tension visibly eased in his shoulders. It was hard to let go of the memories of his parents in this room. But his mother deserved whatever happiness she could find.

Ethan nodded to the old man. “You should stay, Corwin. Rest easy and get well.”

“Thank you, Ethan,” Patch said.

Ethan saw the worry in his mother’s eyes and gave her a quick hug. “Don’t wear yourself out playing nurse,” he cautioned. “You just got out of the sickbed yourself.”

“I won’t,” she promised.

“When are you going to tell us what happened with Boyd?” Leah interjected impatiently.

“As soon as everybody gets settled down somewhere,” Ethan said.

Nell sat back down in the rocker, Patch curled herself up near her grandfather’s side, Leah sat cross-legged on the bed, and Ethan sat down at the foot of the bed and leaned his back against the footpost. He recounted everything he knew about Boyd Stuckey’s nefarious activities, from the time he had raped Merielle to the moment when he had forced Ethan to shoot him down.

There was a stark, shocked silence in the room when Ethan was done.

“That poor, poor boy,” Nell said.

“He made a lot of bad choices,” Corwin agreed.

“Don’t waste your sympathy on Boyd Stuckey,” Ethan countered in a harsh voice. “He was a bastard, and he deserved to die.”

“I liked him,” Patch said.

Ethan scowled.

“I liked him when I met him,” she amended. “He was so charming—”

“Maybe I should have stepped aside sooner,” Ethan said.

“That’s not fair!” Patch said. “I couldn’t help liking him. He was charming.”

“And I suppose I’m not?” Ethan snarled.

“Not when you’re growling at me like a grizzly!”

“If you don’t like the company around here, you can always leave,” Ethan said in a dangerous voice.

“Maybe I will! Maybe I’ll just pack my bags and head for Montana!”

“Children, children,” Nell said. “Why don’t you take your argument outside, so Corwin can get some rest?”

“That’s a damned fine idea.” Ethan grabbed Patch’s wrist and dragged her through the bedroom door.

When Leah started to follow, Nell said, “I need some help with Corwin, Leah.”

“Aw, Ma. I miss all the good stuff.”

Nell straightened Leah’s braids over her shoulders. “You’ll have lots of chances to watch them fight. Right now we need to give them a little privacy so they can make up.”

“Is Ethan gonna marry Patch?”

Nell smiled. “If Ethan isn’t already sure what his feelings are for Patch, I think he’s about to find them out.”

Patch was dreading the coming confrontation. It looked like Ethan was looking for any excuse to send her back to Montana. She was going to shrivel up and die. But not before she gave Ethan a piece of her mind. He had to see that they belonged together! He had to see that they were two halves of a whole!

To Patch’s surprise, Ethan didn’t seek out another room of the house for privacy. He dragged her right out the front door, hoisted her into his saddle, and slipped onto the horse behind her. His arm tightened around her waist as he spurred his gelding into a steady lope.

“Where are we going?” Patch asked.

“You’ll find out when we get there.”

Patch soon realized where Ethan was taking her. “The cave! But what if Frank—”

“I told Frank to stay away this afternoon,” Ethan said.

Patch tightened her grasp on Ethan’s arm where it circled her. “You spoke to Frank about bringing me here? When was that?”

“Earlier today. Before we headed for home.”

Patch felt her heart beat faster in anticipation. She was afraid to hope too hard because she didn’t want to be disappointed. When they got to the cave, Ethan slid down off the rump of his horse, then came around and put his hands on Patch’s waist to help her down.

“I didn’t have a girlfriend before I had to run away,” Ethan said. “If I had, I would have brought her here. Boyd stole that experience from me. I want a chance to get it back.”

Ethan led the way into the cave and insisted Patch wait until he had the lantern lit before she shinnied inside. She had never felt as uncomfortable with Ethan as she did now, when they were alone with so much left unsaid between them.

She sat down on the chairlike rock and pressed her hands flat between her knees.

“Patch?”

When Ethan called her name, she realized he had gone down on one knee beside her. He slowly pried her hands from between her knees and took them in his.

His eyes were focused on her hands, and she felt her whole body tingle as his callused fingertips abraded her soft palms. She stared at their joined hands, fascinated by the way he could elicit so much feeling with such a simple touch.

“Patch?”

When Ethan spoke, he tightened his grip. Patch looked up to find that he was staring intently at her. She searched his eyes for some sign of what he was feeling. The knowledge of Ethan’s love started as a spark somewhere deep inside her and spread its warmth outward, resulting in a smile of utter delight.

“Yes, Ethan?”

Ethan cleared his throat. “I don’t know quite how to say this. It’s hard to imagine myself married to the same three-year-old brat who left wet patches on my shirt when I was fifteen.”

Patch laughed nervously.

“Or the twelve-year-old girl with budding breasts and a hankering to fight, who wanted so badly to be a lady for me, but couldn’t say two words without a garn or a durn slipping out.”

Patch grimaced.

“But I’d be a damn fool if I didn’t jump at the chance to marry the elegant lady …” Ethan put Patch’s palm to his cheek.

“…  the sexy woman …” He rubbed her hand across his bruised jaw and down to his lips, where he kissed it with his lips parted. He let his tongue slide along the most sensitive part of her hand until he felt her shiver.

“…  the feisty hellion …” He pulled Patch onto her feet and into his arms, holding her buttocks pressed tight against his arousal.

“…  who moved in at the Double Diamond and turned my life rightside up again.”

“Ethan, I …”

He kissed her open-mouthed, a gentle, questing foray, that asked for her love and offered his. He broke the kiss and caught her hair up in both hands. His voice grated with emotion when he said, “I love you, Patch.”

Tears of joy welled in Patch’s eyes. “I love you, too, Ethan.”

“Will you marry me? Will you have my children?”

“Yes, Ethan.”

He brushed her tears away with the pads of his thumbs. “I remember your pa used to say that these freckles of yours tasted like brown sugar. I think I’d like to find out for myself.”

“Now, Ethan …”

Ethan kissed a freckle on her cheek, then licked his lips. “Yep. Definitely sweet.”

Patch giggled.

“Let me try a couple more.” He kissed one more freckle on her cheek and two on her nose. “Seth was right. They’re absolutely delicious.” He began kissing Patch all over her face, everywhere he could find a freckle.

Soon she was laughing, fighting him off—not too hard—and loving every breathless minute of it. When the giggles died down she said, “Do you remember when it was that Pa used to do this?”

“When?”

“Right before he tucked me into bed,” Patch said with a naughty grin.

“Is that so?”

Patch nodded.

Ethan put an arm around Patch’s shoulders and under her knees, sweeping her off her feet. “I think maybe this is one tradition we should keep in the family.”

Patch laughed and slipped an arm around Ethan’s neck to hang on. “Ethan, there’s no bed in this cave.”

Ethan looked around. “It seems you’re right about that. We’ll just have to make do with what we have.”

Patch took one look at the stone floor of the cave and said, “I get to be on top.”

Ethan laughed. “Somehow, Patch, I can’t conceive of you ending up anywhere else.”
  

AUTHOR’S NOTE
 

For purposes of my novel, I have put the town of Three Rivers on the map thirty-seven years before it was actually established. Three Rivers was founded in 1913 and was originally known as Hamiltonburg. The U.S. Post Office renamed the town Three Rivers because of its location near the fork of the Nueces, Atascosa, and Frio rivers.

Supposedly, the old rock jail in Oakville was surrounded by three large oaks, one of which was actually used for hangings. The Oakville Post Office, which has always been and continues to be in the Oakville Mercantile, dates back to 1854.
  

LETTER TO READERS
 

Dear Readers,

If you’ve read Outlaw’s Bride, you’ve already met the hero of my next novel. Nicholas Calloway, a gunfighter and bounty hunter with a whore for a mother, fascinated me. He’s a ruthless man, with a soft spot for children and dumb animals, and no use—except one—for women.

I wondered what would happen if Calloway inherited a title and became the Duke of Severn. What if, when he returned to take up his rightful role in England, he crossed paths with an English spitfire named Daisy who considered him a barbarian and refused to be exploited or ignored? A sample of this rousing clash of wills, entitled The Inheritance, can be found following this letter.

I want to thank all of you who “crossed over” and enjoyed my contemporary Western Hawk’s Way Trilogy from Silhouette Desire. You helped make me #1 at both B. Dalton’s and Walden-books. If you’d like another taste of Hawk’s Way, watch for The Cowboy Takes a Wife, coming in March 1994 from Silhouette Desire, to be followed later in the year by the Children of Hawk’s Way Trilogy The Unforgiving Bride, The Headstrong Bride, and The Disobedient Bride.

I always appreciate hearing your opinions and find inspiration from your questions, comments, and suggestions. I enjoy learning more about you—your age, what you do for a living, and where you usually find my books, whether new or used.

Please write to me at P.O. Box 8531, Pembroke Pines, FL 33084, and enclose a self-addressed, stamped envelope so I can respond. I personally read and answer all my mail, though a reply might be delayed if I have a writing deadline.

Take care and keep reading!

Happy trails,
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November 1993
  

I hope you enjoy this excerpt from my next novel, coming soon from Dell Publishing!

Joan Johnston
  

THE INHERITANCE
 

Her Grace, the Duchess of Severn, had been summoned to the library as though she were a naughty child. It wasn’t to be borne! Except, she had no choice but to bear it. The barbarian who had demanded her presence was none other than His Grace, the new Duke of Severn. From now on he would be making the decisions, guiding the lives and fortunes of all who lived at Severn Manor. And that included her, Margaret, the Dowager Duchess of Severn, the precious Duke’s widow.

Margaret, called Daisy by those who loved her, fought back a surge of grief for the husband who had been gone a year, taken by an inflammation of the lungs. She still missed Tony dreadfully. Especially now. Tony would know how to handle the toplofty foreigner who had come all the way from America—where he had hunted down outlaws to make his living—to take the reins of power from her.

Daisy had held those reins for the past year during the search for the missing heir, so she knew how difficult they were to manage. It it were not for her concern that Tony’s long-lost cousin wouldn’t look after the best interests of the servants and tenant farmers she had grown to care for over the eight years she had been Tony’s wife, she would have been long gone to the Dower House.

But she wasn’t about to leave the premises until she had assured herself that a certain cold, gray-eyed stranger intended to take care of the people whose lives he now held in his callused, unrefined hands.

Daisy halted abruptly at the library door, unaccountably nervous now that the time for confrontation had arrived. Her corset prevented her from taking a deep breath, but as a belle who had once taken the ton by storm, she was a creature of fashion, and fashion dictated a tiny waist.

She resorted to several shallow pants to release the tension in her shoulders. She resisted the urge to wipe her sweating palms on the front of her yellow and black striped Worth gown and settled for balling her trembling hands into fists, which she hid in the folds of her skirt.

“Is he in there, Higgenbotham?” she demanded of the servant stationed at the library door.

“Yes, Your Grace.” There was a short pause before he added, “Pacing like a tiger, Your Grace. If Your Grace wants my advice, you won’t go in there alone.”

“Thank you, Higgenbotham, but I’m sure he won’t do me any harm.” He wouldn’t dare! she thought. But a shiver of foreboding froze her in place.

Her first impression of the duke as he swept through the front door last night was of a very tall, very dangerous man. Then there were those disturbing rumors about how he had killed so many men in some godforsaken place called Texas. To be honest, she wasn’t sure what the man would dare. After all, he had actually drawn a gun on the solicitor who had been sent to America to find him! Or so Phipps had claimed.

“I shall be right here, Your Grace,” Higgenbotham reassured her. “You need only call for me, and I shall be instantly at your side.”

Daisy wanted to hug the old retainer for his support, but knew he would expire in a fit of apoplexy if she did anything so impulsive. Higgenbotham was every inch a duke’s servant, which was to say, as much on his dignity as the man he served. They both knew that duchesses did not hug the servants.

Nevertheless, she gave him a warm smile before she squared her shoulders and said, “You may open the door, Higgenbotham. I am ready to meet His Grace.”

With an impassive face the old man opened the paneled mahogany door and closed it with a solid thunk behind her as she entered the library.

The room smelled of leather and, even after a year, slightly of the tobacco Tony had smoked. Daisy felt a pang of self-pity at being left a childless widow at twenty-six. She remorselessly snuffed it. Tony might have left this world before his time, but she was still here, and there was business she must conduct.

Her eyes were drawn to Nicholas, Eighth Duke of Severn, who stood with his back to her, staring out a window through which the sun streamed in golden shafts that exactly matched the twelve windowpanes. Tony had often lingered in the same spot, perusing the vast acres of rolling green lawn that surrounded Severn Manor.

As her gaze focused on the duke, she had an impression of strength, of barely leashed energy. She fought a sudden urge to flee as she waited for him to turn and make his bow to her. Instead, he confirmed her belief in his crude lack of manners by neither turning nor bowing before he spoke.

“I understand you’ve been managing things since my cousins—since Tony’s death,” he said.

“I have, Your Grace.” Daisy was mortified that her voice broke between the first two words, and that she had to choke out his title. She wasn’t going to let that broad, imposing back intimidate her. The Duchess of Severn was entitled to courtesy, and before he left the room, this boorish brute would acknowledge it!

Nicholas turned to face her at last, and it took all her courage to stand fast. For if she had thought his shoulders impressive, they were nothing compared to the sight of the duke himself. His face wore the most awful frown, but the rest of him was simply awesome.

The white shirt beneath his black frock coat was open at the throat, revealing a great deal of tan skin. She could even detect the hint of black curls on his chest! It was unforgivable for a gentleman to appear undressed before a lady! The man had just confirmed her belief that he wasn’t the least bit civilized.

He radiated an aura of savage power totally unlike the well-bred gentility of his cousins, Tony and Stephen. Stephen had been killed in a hunting accident four years ago, but sportsman that he was, Daisy could never remember Stephen looking quite so predatory as the man standing before her now.

In appearance as well as manners the latest duke was nothing like his cousins. Both Tony and Stephen had been blue-eyed and blond-headed. This man had coal-black hair that hung down too long over his collar and hooded gray eyes that reminded her of a bleak winter night.

Where Tony and Stephen had possessed the hooked nose, full lips, and thrusting chin of past generations of Windermeres, this man’s profile was markedly different. His nose was straight, his chin strong—but hardly jutting—his lips thinned by annoyance or disdain, she wasn’t sure which. However, she was forced to admit he was a striking—all right, she conceded in disgust—a handsome man.

He smiled suddenly, revealing a wolfish mouthful of irritatingly straight white teeth.

She flushed, chagrined to discover that he had caught her staring. Color skated across her aristocratic cheekbones as she realized from the improper look of masculine approval in his eyes that he had been giving her an equally thorough appraisal.

“Have you looked your fill, ma’am?” he drawled, lifting a supercilious black brow. Daisy was startled by how much the arrogant gesture reminded her of the old duke, Tony’s father.

She stiffened as it dawned on her that the insolent American had failed to accord her the title due her rank. As the previous duke’s widow, and until the new duke married, she was the Duchess of Severn. How dare he call her ma’am! She was tempted to address him as sir, but forbore to stoop to his level. Maybe it was only ignorance that had made him address her so rudely.

“I am properly referred to as Your Grace,” she instructed him.

The duke arched one of those devilish black brows. “Oh? I had heard you were called Daisy. Although, dressed in those provocative stripes you look more like a bee than a flower.”

She couldn’t mistake the way his lip curled in amusement. He was laughing at her! She bit back the cutting retort that sought voice, drew herself up proudly, and said instead, “I apologize for staring. However, you must admit, Your Grace, that you bear little resemblance to your cousins.”

“That is easily explained, ma’am,” he replied curtly. “I am not my father’s son.”

Daisy had heard the story of how Nicholas had been torn away from his family at the age of eight. A hunting crony had nudged his blond-headed father in the ribs at the sight of the dark-haired boy, winked, and said, “Your wife has been out hunting a bit of sport for herself, eh, my lord?”

Until that moment, Nicholas’s father, the old duke’s second son, had been unaware of, or had simply ignored, the startling difference in appearance between his son and the rest of the Windermeres. It was only when it had been brought so uncomfortably to his attention that he had confronted his wife. She had denied being unfaithful, of course, but the damage had been done. Thereafter, Lord Philip could never look at Nicholas without seeing his wife in another man’s arms.

In a fit of rage one evening shortly after his crony had spoken, he had banished his wife and son from his presence. Lady Philip Windermere, proud and hurt, had left England for America. Lord Philip had been too stubborn and too angry to call her back. Even though she never returned he had not divorced her. Nor had he disowned his son. He had died years ago in a carriage accident. Thus Nicholas, bastard though he was, had become Eighth Duke of Severn, Earl of Coventry, Baron Fenwick, and several other lesser titles when his two cousins had died childless.

A movement to her left caught Daisy’s attention. Her eyes widened in amazement. Standing beside the imposing Sheraton desk was a younger version of Nicholas. Her gaze streaked from the younger man to the duke and back again. The tall youth bore a startling resemblance to the duke, but his eyes were blue rather than gray, and his features hadn’t hardened into the stone mask that Nicholas wore.

Who was the boy? Since the youth was very nearly a man, there seemed only one conclusion. Nicholas’s mother must have borne another child!

“Your brother?” she asked the duke.

“My son, Colin Calloway.” In response to her confused look, he explained, “I took my mother’s name, Calloway, in America.”

“But he can’t be your son! He must be at least—”

“Eighteen, ma’am.”

“But you’re only—”

“Thirty-five, ma’am.”

“But when he was conceived you must have been a mere boy of—”

“Sixteen, ma’am.”

Daisy’s mouth dropped open. She quickly snapped it shut. She put a hand to her breast in an attempt to calm herself, since her agitation was making her gasp, a dangerous proposition in such a tightly laced corset. “You were married at sixteen, Your Grace?” she questioned breathlessly.

“I’ve never had a wife.”

Daisy’s heart skipped a beat. “Then the boy is—”

“A bastard. Like myself, ma’am. And my heir.”

“But … but …”

“He can’t inherit the title, of course. But the solicitor who found me in America—Phipps, I think, was his name—assured me that neither Severn Manor nor the house in London is entailed. The property and the funds that support them are entirely mine, to do with as I choose, to dispose of as I will.”

“Are you implying that you might actually sell Severn Manor?” Daisy asked incredulously. “This house has been the home of Windermeres for generations!”

“As we’ve already established, I’m not a Windermere. Their heritage isn’t mine. Therefore, I see no reason why I shouldn’t sell.”

“No reason!” Daisy was aghast. All her worst nightmares were coming true. “What about the servants? What about the tenant farmers? What will happen to them?”

“Their plight, ma’am is no concern of mine.”

She made one last plea for reason. “What about the title, Your Grace? Surely you wouldn’t wish to see the next duke left destitute.”

“Since he’ll be no relation to mine, I don’t see why I should care,” he said with a shrug. “I’m an American, ma’am. I have no use for titles or the fawning behavior that goes along with them.”

“But when you marry—”

The aggravating man interrupted her yet again. His eyes, if possible, turned even colder. “I will never marry, ma’am. You can be sure of that! Now that you’ve satisfied your curiosity—and I’ve satisfied mine,” he added with a rueful twist of his mouth, “this interview is concluded.”

“But—”

“You are dismissed, ma’am.”

Daisy stared in disbelief as the uncouth barbarian turned his back on her once more. He had interrupted her once too often. Her auburn curls bounced in indignation, and her eyes flashed with emerald fire.

“You may be done with me, Your Grace,” she said between gritted teeth, “but I haven’t even begun with you!”
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