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CHAPTER ONE

April 1873

Theride to the train station had been delayed by aloose carriage wheel, forcing Courtney Danning to
search for a seat on the overcrowded train. She moved down the aisle, tightening her mouth as she
entered another car and discovered it as full asthe first two.

Tiny beads of perspiration trickled down the small of her back and between her breasts. Other
women fanned themselves with whatever they had nearby, while men blotted the sweat from their
brows with fancy handkerchiefs. Why hadn’t she chosen a more appropriate dress for traveling? The
blue silk poplin was much too heavy for thistime of year. At least the heartshaped neckline gave her
skin breathing room.

At last Courtney spied an unoccupied seat in the crowded train. A ray of hope lifted her spirits until
she noticed the man sitting on the aisle side of the bench seat. His arms were folded across his chest,
his head bent, and his hat covered his face. Perhaps he was asl eep.

Searching up and down the car at the sea of people pressed together, Courtney felt renewed despair.
Apparently no one wanted to sit next to the savage.

Curious, she perused him. Ash blond hair came midway down his neck and he had an eerily untamed
appeal about him. His buckskin pullover was unlaced down his chest where afair amount of dark
blond hair poked through the crisscrossed leather ties. The shirt fit him nicely, hiding nothing of his
wide shoulders and brawny arms. She swallowed the dryness in her throat and dropped her gaze. She
had never been this close to a man wearing dual guns. Certainly, she’d never in her life seen one
wearing aknife strapped to hisright calf. The gentlemen she’ d known often carried a concealed
derringer, but never aweapon in plain sight.

“Y ou gonna stand there al day, lady?’ the man grumbled.

Courtney bristled at his pestered tone. She narrowed her eyes. At her continued silence, he lifted his
head. Not enough for her to clearly see his features, but she had the distinct feeling his eyes were
roaming up her skirt to her waist and breasts. Suddenly she wished she’ d worn a different dress.
Only moments earlier she’d thought the dress had been too hot. Now she wished for a higher
neckline, the heat be damned.

“1 can’'t very well climb over your legs,” she said, perturbed by hislack of manners.

At first he didn’t move. Then, slowly he straightened and tucked his feet beneath the seat to give her
just enough space to pass. Courtney slipped by, unaware her backside closely neared his face. As she
lowered to the seat, she shivered. Drawn to the stranger, she peered at him. Though his eyes
remained shadowed, she was able to see his square jaw and afaint scar on hisright cheek. Her eyes
darted to his hands, then back to his face. His dark skin looked bronzed from the sun.

Scooting over as far as she could, she left a proper amount of space between them. She gazed out the
window, thankful to have scenery to occupy her journey. Deep down, she had the awful feeling it
was going to be along one. Oddly, the brute stirred her curiosity.
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Every muscle in Beau's Hamilton's body pulled as tight as a gate spring. Since the train pulled out of
the station, he'd remained tense. He hadn’t expected to be sitting beside Courtney Danning
throughout the entire trip. Was it only yesterday he’ d stood in the study with her father? Sinking
lower in his seat, he remembered the scene all too vividly.

“1 have another job for you. My stubborn daughter thinks she’sin love. I'll pay you twentyfive
hundred dollarsto follow her to Santa Fe. And another sixthousand to keep an eye on her for ayear
following her wedding to that nogood scoundrel who wantsto marry her.”

Beau had schooled his shock. It had been a damn generous offer and he would have been afool to
turn down easy money. How hard could it be to keep track of a spoiled, rich girl in Santa Fe? The job
description seemed too simple, had made him grow leery. The simple things ended up costing him
more than he bargained for.

Still, that amount of money was damn hard to resist. “I’ll do it.”
Now here that woman sat, stiff as a board next to him.

She smelled clean and wore a hint of flowery perfume. Honeysuckle or jasmine, he couldn’t be sure.
Mixed with the glistening perspiration beaded on her upper breasts, the scent was driving him to
distraction.

He shifted dlightly, cursing his body’ s swift reaction to the woman’ s nearness. From her expensively
tailored dress— with folds of blue velvet on it, for God' s sake—to her gloved hands, he couldn’t
stop his eyes from roaming. He glimpsed her profile, strong, yet refined. She had a small nose and
high cheekbones. In them he saw the stubbornness her father had spoken of. When her lips pursed,
he had the sudden urge to taste them, to appease his curiosity. Were they as soft as they looked?

Damn. He should have said no to this job. Should have walked away the instant he saw her from her
father’ s study window and gone back to doing what he did best—tracking down men with insidious
reputations. No matter what he’ d told Danning, he was nobody’ s nursemaid. He had no business
wasting his time on a spoiled woman who' d decided to go traipsing off to the West for love.

But that first image of her wouldn’t leave his mind.

“Step over to the window, Mr. Hamilton,” Leif Danning had said. “My daughter isal | have |eft; |
need someone to protect her. Not that worthless Burgess. But she’ s too headstrong, needs a man who
will tame her.”

Beau crossed the room. When he glanced down at the woman talking to a stable boy from atop her
horse, his breath jerked in unexpectedly. He narrowed his eyes, keenly studying her from head to toe.
Her carriage bespoke money. No doubt about it, this filly was used to the finer thingsin life, to
[uxuries most women only dreamed of .

From that distance, he’ d perused her waistlength hair, the silkiest and finest he’ d ever seen. And the
straightest, not a curl anywhere. It swirled about her upper body when she moved, glistening brightly
beneath the afternoon sun. Her riding habit clung as though painted on her feminine curves. His
breath had lumped in his throat, and afamiliar stirring crept through his lower belly.
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So now, fool that he was, he sat beside her on atrain to Santa Fe.

Settling back into the seat, he tipped his hat forward to cover hisface. With any luck, he'd sleep
through the entire trip.

k%%

Santa Fe, New Mexico Territory

Courtney shielded her eyes from the | ate afternoon sun as she scanned the Plazafor Stanley. The
profound heat was almost suffocating, yet the first thing she noticed was the clear blue sky. It was an
artist’s canvas compared to the debridlittered streets leading away from the Plaza.

She took a deep breath and regretted doing so. The smells of the town differed greatly from those in
New York City. Most notable was the foul scent from hogs, goats and dogs roaming freely.

People dressed rather poorly. The whites wore plain prairie clothes, while Mexicans dressed in
unusual colorful garments and Indians dressed similar to the savage she’ d shared a seat with on the
train. The pace seemed slower, too. Mosey, she' d heard several men say when they disembarked.
Glancing around, she assumed the word meant to walk like the dead.

“Need a hotel 7’

Courtney startled at the smooth, deep tone of the stranger’ s voice. She spun around and tilted her
head back to glance under his hat brim. He held his head at just the right angle to shield his eyes
from her view. After the long, silent journey by train, followed by the jostling, uncomfortable coach,
thiswas the first time he' d spoken since he' d asked if she was going to stand all day on the train.

She swept him with an assessing look. From what she’' d seen of the other men roaming the Plaza, his
rustic clothesfit in perfectly in Santa Fe. “Thank you, but I’ m certain my fiancé has taken care of my
lodging.”

Tossing his saddlebags over his shoulder, he touched his forefinger to the brim of his hat and ambled
off without another word. Courtney might have taken offense at his rudenessif he hadn’t given her
the courtesy of bidding her goodbye. Watching him walk away, she indulged herself and let her eyes
skim his wide shoulders and broad back. His gun belt hung low around his hips, the leather ties
hugging the inside of his thighs. She found his pantherlike walk intriguing. Courtney swallowed
hard, perplexed by her attraction to the man. She didn’t even know his name.

“Hello, Courtney.”

She tore her eyes away from the physically appealing stranger to face Stanley. Fearful she was as red
asthe kerchief sticking out of Stanley’s coat pocket, she pretended to dab her hot cheeks with her
gloves. Guilt wrung her heart twofold. She’ d been so enthralled by the stranger, she’d momentarily
forgotten all about Stanley. Daring a quick peek over her shoulder, she saw the man enter the hotel
across the Plaza.

“You're as beautiful as ever,” Stanley complimented.

Courtney floundered for words.



“Don’t you have anything to say to your soontobe husband?’

“I’'m sorry, Stanley. It’s been along, tiring journey.” She presented her gloved hand, and he placed a
kiss on top of it. Courtney tried not to frown. Where was the giddy feeling that used to tickle her
stomach when he’d kissed her in New Y ork?

“Show me your bags and I’ ll have them taken to the house.”

“The house? We're not—"

“Don’'t worry. You're staying at the Exchange Hotel until this evening. I’'m glad you sent the
telegram to let me know when you were arriving. Everything is arranged for the ceremony and the
celebration. | think you'll be extremely pleased.”

“I'msurel will.” A year had changed Stanley. It wasn’'t ssmply that his once neatly cropped brown
hair had grown to his jaw. She could get used to that. Y et something seemed—different. “I’ll take the
floral bag with me to the hotel.”

“Sure thing, honey.”

After instructing a Mexican boy to load her bags and trunk onto awagon, Stanley hefted the only
piece of luggage she would need for the wedding and started off toward the Exchange.

Courtney balked.

“1s something wrong?’

She glanced at the same hotel the stranger had entered. “Is this the only hotel in town?”’

“It may not be Fifth Avenue, but it’s a nice place. Come on, now, let’s get you settled.”

Once she and Stanley entered the lobby, Courtney wondered if she might come face to face with the
stranger. The mere thought jolted her into examining why she would even care if she saw him again.
Just because they’ d traveled together from New Y ork to Santa Fe didn’t mean they were
acquaintances.

“Areyou sureyou're al right?” Stanley asked.

“Yes, I'mfine.” She hoped her forced smile was convincing.

Stanley escorted her to aroom that opened onto a courtyard landscaped with rocks and desert plants.
She sighed, much preferring flowers and lawn.

Stanley set her bag on the plank walkway outside her door and gave her a quirky smile. “Thisis
where | leave you. Wouldn't want anyone thinking I’ m taking advantage of alady.” After aquick
kiss on her cheek, he left.

Courtney observed his jaunty walk, as if he were a man without a care in the world. She expected
him to be alittle nervous on their wedding day; she certainly was. She eyed his gray suit and the way



it fit his lender body. Charming, and handsome in a cultured way, Stanley wasn’t a rugged man, by
any means. The complete opposite of the savage.

She compressed her lipsin selfcastigation. Now why had she thought of him? No other man had the
right to take up residence in her head. She wasin love with Stanley.

The door next to hers opened and out stepped her unwanted distraction. He still wore that damned
hat. Courtney snatched her bag and hurried into her room. She prayed the deliberate sound of the
turning lock would keep the wolf at bay.



CHAPTER TWO

In the cantina Beau nursed a beer and mulled over the turmoil wrestling with his gut. He hadn’t had a
decent minute’ s peace since laying eyes on the Danning woman. She was trouble. He knew it the
instant she sat beside him on the train. But he’ d endured that part of the journey better than he had
the stageride.

Thinking back, he clenched his fingers tightly around his mug. The stage had been full. Jammed
inside with six other people, their legs bumped and their shoulders had been wedged into a space
built to fit three to a seat. His gut remained unbearably coiled the entire way. Worst of all, her
enticing scent baited his overworked senses.

“Dammit,” he gritted through clenched teeth.

Gulping down the rest of his beer, Beau slammed the mug on the table and stood. Four beers
couldn’t deaden the confusion in his mind or the roiling low in his belly.

He walked across the cantina, barely noticing the sultry heat of the late evening. He' d lived in Santa
Fe long enough to have grown accustomed to it. It was the heat of another kind he couldn’t ignore —
his body’ s burning need for awoman. But not just any woman—that woman! Truth was, he' d lost
interest in the females in Santa Fe. And those in New Y ork had turned up their aristocratic noses at
him.

He looked across the Plaza at the woman dressed in expensive white silk. Unlike any other in Santa
Fe, she was conspicuously beautiful and snobbishly wellbred.

Beau lifted one corner of his mouth in asneer as he stared at Courtney Danning, now Mrs. Stanley
Burgess. He ducked the low entry of the cantina and leaned his shoulder against the wall. Mulling
over her father’swords, Beau doubted if any man could ever tame Courtney, though trying might be
worth the challenge. Her fiery nature seemed cooled only by her social upbringing.

He'd be adamned liar if he didn’t admit wanting to ride and master a pure bred like her.
She was married now. By his own rules, he didn’t mess with married women. Besides, he' d already
seen how the high and mighty eastern fillies reacted toward him. Courtney would probably be no

different.

Two arms snaked around his middle and hugged him back against small, firm breasts. Beau’' s gaze
remained trained unerringly on Courtney.

“Do not think you will share that white woman’s bed, querido,” the Mexican woman said. Sidling
beside him, she tried to fit herself under his arm. When he wouldn't let her, she bared her teeth at the
bride and spat harshly, “Puta.”

“Afraid of competition, Celina?’ he asked, fully aware of her overflowing jealousy.

“Celinais afraid of no woman, especially that gringa.”



Glancing down at the glower on Celina s face, Beau warned, “ Careful, honey. The new Mrs. Burgess
might have claws as sharp as yours.”

Celinawas a beauty in her own right. But the little whore packed too much spit and punch for his
taste. Her spiteful nature didn’t sit well either. Another glance at Courtney, and Beau realized how
much brighter her beauty shone in comparison to Celina's.

“You’ve got nothing to worry about. Burgess won't give you up just ‘ cause he’s got awife.”

Celina grew pensive. After a short spell, she stepped in front of him and ran her long, painted
fingernails seductively along his arm, across his chest and along his jaw.

“What about you, mi amor? Do you not have an eye for the gringa? Or do you prefer awoman like
me who can pleasure you into forgetting any other woman exists?’

Beau arched a brow. Wildcat that she was, Celina could make a man forget his name in the throes of
passion. But she couldn’t make him forget what he didn’t want to forget. “Y ou know my rule,
Celina”

“1 do not believe you are faithful to it,” she pouted. “ There must be many women you have taken to
your bed more than once.”

“Don’t bet on it, honey. Y ou can forget trying to get me into yours again.” She fixed her mouth with
ahurtful pout. It lasted one very short minute and soon she was scanning the Plaza, searching for
Burgess, no doubt. Beau laughed scornfully to himself. Right from the beginning, he had told her flat
out, he never bedded a woman more than once. He should have known she wouldn't leave it at that.

Celina swayed to the music. “ The celebration is grande, no? Sefior Stanley knows how to throw a
fiesta”

“Sure he does,” Beau said, his tone bitter, “on hisvictims money.”
“Take me out with the others to dance.”

“1 don’'t dance.” Beau narrowed his eyes on Courtney again. Look at her, pretending to enjoy herself,
he scoffed privately. She didn’t belong here. Probably realized that by now. It showed in the way her
eyes darted over the darkskinned faces and in the stiff way she moved among the guests—mostly
Mexicans and Indians. Strongwilled or not, the woman wouldn’t last the full year. Regardless, he had
every intention of collecting all Danning had promised him.

The Plaza was awash in color, with lanterns hung across the underside of the portals and from the
few treesin the square. White paper streamers were strung everywhere—all for her and Stanley. She
should feel honored the townspeople went to such lengths. But all she could think was she’d made
the biggest mistake of her life. After ayear apart from Stanley, she foolishly believed she still loved
him. Too late she realized the idea of marriage had been more appealing than the man she'd traveled
across the country to marry.

A cold spear of uncertainty shot straight up Courtney’s neck, tingling at the back of her head.
Surreptitiously she skimmed the Plaza to validate the strong feeling that someone watched her. The
thought ruffled her nerves. Taking a deep breath, she turned toward Stanley as he rejoined her.
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“How's married life so far?’ he asked jovially.

Courtney glanced at her husband, bedecked in a plain navy suit and crisp white shirt with ruffles
down the front similar to what the Mexican men wore. He was clean shaven and tidy, much like a
respectable gentleman in New Y ork. Too bad her heart no longer swelled with love when she looked
at him. She wondered if it ever had, even alittle.

“1 haven't any complaints.”

“1 won't give you any cause for complaints,” he promised, running the back of his finger across her
cheek.

The promise sounded empty, his gesture meaningless, the touch of his flesh against hers ineffectual.
She noticed the blackhaired woman walking seductively toward Stanley. When she looped her arm
through his and leaned into him, it was alittle too cozy for Courtney’ s peace of mind.

The woman turned her painted lips into a pout. “Do you have room for a dance with Celina?’
“Let me check with the missus here.” He flashed Courtney a dazzling smile.

Glancing from her husband to the woman, then back to Stanley, Courtney wished he had the decency
to appear illatease. She held back a glare for the petite woman.

“Go ahead, Stanley.” At least he remembered to ask for her permission. “1 believe I'll stroll around
the Plaza, perhaps greet our guests.” She heard Celina’s snicker just before Stanley whisked her off
to the portable, wood dance floor.

As the mariachi band played, Courtney hung back, tracking her new husband and his spirited partner.
They glided to the music as if they’ d danced in each other’ s arms many times. Celina clung to
Stanley like a cub to its mother. He didn’t seem to mind the woman’ s closeness or the indecent
proximity of her hips pressed into his. He was too busy nuzzling her ear.

Courtney turned away abruptly. She weaved throughout the large gathering, nodding at guests, trying
repeatedly to engage in conversation. When she realized few spoke English, she gave up and
wandered to an unlit boardwalk.

Drifting farther from the festivities, Courtney snuck a peek over her shoulder. Stanley and Celina
were lost in aslow song, clearly alove song. Looking away, she meandered down the boardwalk,
feeling slighted. A newly married man simply didn’t intermingle with loose women in public. She
should be angry with Stanley, but couldn’t find one reason to blame anyone but herself for bursting
her dreams. Missing from what should have been the happiest day of her life was the grandeur she’'d
grown up with. What she got instead was a raucous party, glares from the women and leers from
men.

Courtney chomped on her lower lip as she moved to a deserted area of the Plaza. Searching the sky
overhead, she glimpsed the many stars. “I will make thiswork,” she muttered, fighting tears of
regret.



She detached herself from the mariachi’ s sound and lifted the hem of her wedding gown. The
poultdesoie was ruined, and her white kid shoes were covered with dust, neither worth keeping after
tonight. She' d left her white tulle veil somewhere, she couldn’t remember.

Her father’ swarning replayed in her head. “The man is a lecher, awomanizer...and scum!”

Thank God he wasn’t here to witness her foolish mistake. She could see his face now. When his
Itoldyouso expression jumped out of the dark, she flinched.

“A long way from the party, aren’t you?”’
Frightened, Courtney gasped and whirled to find the dark outline of a man.

“You sure don’t look like a happy bride after traveling al this way to marry the man of your
dreams.”

Her breath gently whooshed out the instant she realized it was the man from the train. The savage.
Her heart pounded fiercely, and her nerves tingled beneath the surface of her warm skin. She tried to
glance under his widebrimmed hat. As he'd done before, he angled his head, depriving her of
satisfying her curiosity. It was as if she might seeinto his soul if he exposed his eyesto her.
Indignant, Courtney straightened, too perturbed with the turn in her lifeto give in to caution and run.

“You are happy, aren’'t you?’

He stepped out of the shadows then. He wore the same buckskin clothing and black hat, the same
dual guns, the same knife strapped to his calf. And the same grim expression he’ d worn during their
long journey together. “My happinessis of no concern to you.” She was unnerved by his skulking.
“Areyou lurking in the dark for areason?’

“Could be.”

“Join the festivities,” she invited offhandedly, then added with sarcasm, “everyone else in town has.”

“1 don’t care much for parties.”

The man wasn’t much for socializing civilly either. When she turned to leave, she found her wrist
caught in agrip as strong as steel. She yanked back, but he held her firmly, burning her skin where
his fingers banded. She jerked her head aside, about to scream. He hauled her against his rocksolid
torso and covered her mouth with his warm lips.

He was rough, powerful, and the possibility that he might rape her flashed across her mind. Then
something changed. His hard kiss eased, turned almost tender. He released her, and she stumbled
back against a hitching rail. She pressed the back of her hand to her stinging lips and gaped at him.
His manly smell lingered, teasing her scattered senses. A hitch caught in her throat. The jaded
excitement invading her body from hisimproper behavior didn’t quickly subside.

Pulling herself together, Courtney squared her shoulders. “Why did you do that?’

“lsn’'t it customary to kiss the bride?’
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“Customary?’ How could he justify akiss that nearly curled her toes as customary? How could she
justify the thrill it gave her?

“If 1 got inline again, could | have another kiss?’

“Kiss?’ Courtney started to tremble. The idea of another kiss was too inviting. Confused by her
unladylike reaction, she tried desperately to recall what she would have done in New Y ork had a man
kissed her without permission. Then she reminded herself shewasn’'t in New Y ork anymore. Herein
Santa Fe, the liberties this stranger had taken might be considered acceptable.

Courtney held her breath and pressed her hand flat against her fluttering stomach. She knew it would
be awfully difficult to forget that bold, stirring kiss.
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CHAPTER THREE

As she hurried toward the safety of the Plaza, Courtney glanced back over her shoulder. The stranger
was gone. A shiver raced down her spine, chilling her to the bone. She took a deep breath to calm her
wildly galloping heart, but her hands refused to stop trembling. The man’s dangerous appeal didn’t
frighten her, but his kiss had taken her off guard, shocked her to the deepest corner of her soul and
stirred something in the pit of her stomach. Worse, it had piqued her undying curiosity. Honestly, she
should have been appalled. Instead, she found herself intrigued.

Touching her lips once more, Courtney felt their tenderness, the tingling left behind, and tasted the
beer from hislips. Her heartbeat slowed to a canter and her hands finally stilled, but the fluttering in
her stomach held the dangerous reminder of the savage’' s rugged kiss.

Courtney shook the stranger’ s brazen behavior from her mind and walked toward a wagon where a
temporary bar had been established. Stanley was hoisting a glass of whiskey and talking to two men
she hadn’t noticed before. One was burley with long scraggly dark hair; the other was thin, his skin
leathered like an old saddle.

“Well, there's my beautiful bride.”

Stanley clamped his arm around her shoulders, displaying affection Courtney knew wasn’'t genuine.
Worn out, she barely smiled. “1’d like to go home now, Stanley.”

He produced alopsided grin. “ Sure thing, princess.” To the two men he apologized. “ Sorry boys.
You'll have to win back your money some other time. My lovely bride and | are going home to our
conjugal bed.”

Beneath a blush of humiliation, Courtney’ s nerves prickled with questionable concern. She couldn’t
tear her sight away from the two meanl ooking men.

Stanley gripped her elbow, pulled her back with him and turned her toward their wagon, an older rig
some of the locals had decorated with paper streamers and strands of chili peppers. He tossed her
onto the seat, forcing her to grab hold of the front board or she would have fallen between the wagon
and the horse.

“Was that necessary?’

“Sorry, sweetheart. | got carried away.”

Quickly guiding them out of the main part of town along San Francisco Street, Stanley seemed
nervous. He glanced back over his shoulder more than once before they headed north toward open
range. The sound of revelers faded to a murmur, then silence — a silence broken by the occasional
howling of awolf and the melodic chirping of insects. The combination was eerie.

“I'm sorry if | embarrassed you,” Stanley said.

“Y ou should have thought before you spoke.”
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“Let’snot start our marriage off with aspat,” he cajoled.

Courtney agreed. She was too tired to argue, anyway. “Why didn’'t you describe Santa Fe in your
lettersto me?’

“Would you have joined meif | had?’

“Yes, | think | would have.” She couldn’t be sure, though. Maybe for love alone she would have.
Now, with that emotion no longer part of their equitable future, she had to be careful about her
honesty.

Which brought to mind a most distressing thought. With their wedding night looming, she glanced at
Stanley. Heat crept up her cheeks when she tried to imagine lying naked in his arms. The truth of the
matter was, not even in her wildest dreams had she ever conjured wedded bliss with Stanley. More
precisely, the idea of giving up her virginity to him had never crossed her mind. She had only his
chaste kisses to remember him by, though she recalled now how they had never left her breathless.
Certainly not the way the stranger’ s kiss had. She closed her eyes on alow moan.

“Areyou al right, Courtney?’

“Yes, I'mfine, Stanley.” It was aterrible lie. Not until she rid her memory of that kiss would she be
convinced.

k%%

Bewildered, Courtney stared at the small adobe. It wasn't much larger than the parlor in her father’s
house. Not that she' d expected to live in a huge mansion from the start. But she had expected Stanley
to provide a home with more style, not some mud adobe a good distance from the main part of town.

Hiding her disappointment, she waited for Stanley to come around the wagon to help her down. He
swayed as his arms reached for her. Too much whiskey finally caught up with him. She was about to
tell him she'd get down on her own when he closed his fingers around her waist and pulled her off.
Amazed they both hadn’t tumbled to the ground, Courtney reprimanded him with one very stern
look. All he could muster in his defense was a sloppy grin.

“1’m gonnatake care of the horse and wagon. Y ou go on in and make yourself ready for me. A
lantern’s hanging on anail to the right of the door. At the back of the house, the door to the left is our
bedroom. The right door leads to the kitchen.”

Incredibly, he kept his drunkenness from his speech. She watched him climb back into the wagon,
flinching when he missed the narrow step on hisfirst try. Hisinebriation left her with one
consolation to celebrate. Stanley would probably fall asleep as soon as his head touched his pillow.
Her father always did when he drank too much.

She entered the house and removed the lamp hanging beside the door where Stanley said it would be.
When she turned up the wick, the flame pranced, creating eerie shadows over the room. Shocked by
what she saw, Courtney balked. Except for a massive fireplace against the left wall, the room was
furniture bare.
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Regretting her rashness al the more, she started across the floor. The unfamiliar quality beneath her
softsoled shoes gave her pause. She lowered the lamp, stunned to find earth everywhere — hard
packed, but nonetheless, earth. Her heart plunged to her stomach, and she had to force down the sick
feeling trying to wiggle upward to her throat. What had she gotten herself into? Married to a man she
didn’t love, living in astrange part of the country with areputation for lawlessness...

“No point feeling sorry for yourself now,” she admonished aloud. “Y ou wanted to be married. Y ou
wouldn't listen to Father. Y ou insisted you were following your heart.”

Feeling about as low as any woman could, she entered the bedroom. Too weary to lament her meager
new home and her selfmade predicament, she set the lamp on adresser and immediately removed her
wedding gown, tossing it over her trunk at the foot of the bed. In her chemise, pantaloons, stockings
and filthy shoes, she hugged her arms around her waist. Despite the hot night, a chill spread over her
body. She abhorred the thought of Stanley touching her like a husband had the right to. She couldn’t
very well deny him, even though making love with him seemed repulsive now. Lying with Stanley
would be akin to lying with a brother, if she had one.

“What a disgusting thought,” she chided. Unfortunately, it was the truth. Before it went too far, she
should face Stanley with the honesty of her feelings. It wasn't fair to either of them to be stuck in a
loveless marriage.

The bedroom door suddenly crashed open. Courtney jumped with a startled cry and gawked at the
ragtag men standing there. Her heart trapped in her throat and her eyes grew large with disbelief
when she realized they were the same men Stanley had spoken to in the Plaza. The bearsized one
dragged Stanley into the room and dropped him to the floor.

“Get the money,” he ordered.

“No,” Stanley rasped, struggling to get to his feet.

Courtney grimaced when she noticed the gash above hisleft eye. Blood streamed down his cheek
and over his nose, leaving red splotches on the ruffles of his shirt.

“Give them what they want, Stanley,” she begged.
“Stay out of this,” he warned angrily.

“Listen to the lady, Burgess. ‘ Sides, that money ain’t yours, leastways not fairly. We know you
cheated,” the same man accused.

“Y ou cheated these men out of their money?”’

“Shut up, Courtney.”

She gawked at her husband, seeing a side of him she wasn’'t aware existed. Sickened by the wild,
greedy glow in his eyes, she turned her attention to the pair of cowpokes. Without warning, the burly

one drove his meaty fist into Stanley’ s midsection, dropping him to his kneesin agony.

“For God's sake, Stanley! Give them the damn money.”
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“No!” he shouted. “I don’t haveit. | lost it in another card game.”

“You ain't too smart Burgess. | hate to ruin your weddin’ night, but I’m gonnaKkill your bride if you
don’t quit lyin’ and hand over our money.” The man leveled his gun at Courtney’s chest. She froze.

“Don’'t shoot her.” Stanley gasped as he fought to regain his footing. He stumbled to the dresser and
leaned on it, carefully drawing in a deep breath.

“Don’t go gettin’ a notion about pullin’ agun, Burgess,” the same man warned. “I’ Il shoot your
woman before you can cock any pistol.”

Stanley glared at him. “The money’ s not here.”

“You'relyin'. Pete, get the girl.”

“No!” Courtney screamed. The wiry man leaped for her and slammed her against his body. Real fear
gripped her entire being, surging bile to her throat. She swallowed repeatedly, forcing down the
awful taste, all the while praying these men would leave them unharmed after they got what they
came for.

“What' re we gonna do with her, Tully?” Pete asked, his foul breath making her gag.

“Kill her.” His matteroffact attitude heightened Courtney’ s fear.

“Don’t touch her!” Stanley shouted, rushing Tully. Another hard drive of the man’s huge fist to his
stomach crumbled Stanley in an instant.

“Comeon,” Tully ordered Pete. “We'll turn this place upside down ‘til we find the money. First |
want the girl outta here before she goes hysterical on us.”

He pulled a bandana from his neck and tied it around her mouth. Courtney gagged from the stench of
sweat and the taste of dirt. Her stomach lurched frighteningly.

Tully yanked her hands behind her back and tied her wrists with alength of rope he'd carried in his
back pocket, then shoved her back at Pete. “ Take care of her.”

Courtney resisted at first, but Pete, aswiry as he was, jerked her through the main room with little
trouble. She didn’t feel the full weight of panic until he tossed her onto his horse and mounted
behind her. Tully stepped onto the porch, holding Stanley by the scruff.

“Let her go and I'll take you to the money.”

Tully laughed gruffly. “Y ou'll take usto the money no matter what we do to her.”

Stanley twisted and wrangled himself free, knocking the gun from Tully’s hand. Grimacing, Stanley
leaped for the loose weapon and whipped it toward the man’ s huge chest.

“| said let her go. Now!” Stanley demanded.
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In the next instant, a gun barked and echoed into the night. Horrified, Courtney watched helplessly as
Stanley’ s body jerked and stiffened. His head turned slowly, his glazed eyes finding her atop the
horse. Through the stunned expression on his face, she recognized his silent apology. He took two
steps, then collapsed like arag doll.

Tully toekicked him. “Dammit, Pete. Why’d you have to go and kill him for? Now we' Il never get
our money.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Courtney dlid her wary gaze from Tully to Pete. Asthey went about making camp for the night, it
seemed they had forgotten about her. But they did remember she was there, and she colored hotly
when Pete leered at her prone form.

Four stakes had been hammered straight into the ground, her wrists and ankles secured to them with
leather strips. She was spread open with only her chemise and pantaloons to protect her. That wasn’t
any comfort, though. The fine material would rent easily if either miscreant had a mind to rape her.
Pete’ sintentions clearly hedged toward that ghastly crime. He practically drooled each time he
sought her out with his mawkish eyes. As hopeless as it seemed, she wouldn’t give up fighting for
her life.

Pete glanced at her again, scratching his crotch in plain sight. Repulsed, Courtney would have turned
away, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off either man. Knowing what they were about made it easier
on her nerves — no surprises that way.

“You know, Tully, I ain’t hungry just yet. | think I’ll work me up an appetite first.” Pete smacked his
lips together, turning Courtney’ s stomach inside out.

Tully squatted and poked at the campfire with a stick. “Do what you want, just don’t mess her up. |
want her awake when | take her. We'll kill her before we move out.”

Pete tossed his bedroll down. “I’'m only gonnarelieve myself between them pretty legs. But first |
gottarelieve myself of a different nature.”

Courtney tracked Pete until he disappeared into the brush. She returned to Tully, narrowing her eyes
on hislarge back, wishing she could shoot bullets with her glare. She tugged on her restraints,
wincing when the unforgivable leather bit deeper into her skin. It was useless. She'd have to saw
clean through her flesh and bones before she’ d be able to pull free.

Out of nowhere a bare hand clamped over Courtney’s mouth. She tensed. Her heart thundered
painfully. She feared Pete had come up behind her. The smell of beer from the man’s warm breath
beside her ear pulsed dread through her veins. She lay perfectly still.

“Keep quiet, lady. | don’t intend to lose my life over some hairbrained female.” He removed his hand
slowly. “Good girl,” he praised, a small amount of relief rimming his words.

Courtney recognized the smooth voice instantly. It was him. The him who had given her that kiss.
Oh, God, why did it have to be him?

She craned her neck, but all she could see were moccasined feet. The rest of him remained hidden in
the spiny shadows from surrounding trees. Looming above her like a nightmare, he was all she had at

the moment to protect her from those two murdering rovers.

Beau grasped hisrifle firmly in one hand and waited, breathing calmly as he observed the man
hunched beside the campfire. Damn, he was a big sonofabitch. He glanced down and spoke barely
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above awhisper. “How many? Two?" She nodded, the uncertainty and fear in her eyes pricking his
heart.

Careful Hamilton. Feeling sorry for her will only get in the way of your judgment, could damn well
get you killed.

As he moved toward the woman'’ s feet, out of the shrub ambled the other man, fastening his grungy
denims. He raised his eyes and dug his heelsinto the dirt.

“What the hell?”
The bear beside the campfire jumped to his feet, surprisingly agile for someone so large.

Before either could reach for his weapon, Beau cleared |leather and fired his sixgun and rifle
simultaneously. When the smoke cleared, both men lay sprawled on the ground.

A remorseful sigh passed between Beau' s pursed lips. “God, | hate doing that.”

He checked each man for a pulse even though he knew he wouldn’t find one. He trusted his
accuracy. The bullets hit hisintended victims clean through their hearts.

Without hesitation, he lifted the leaner man, throwing his lifeless body over one of the horses and
tying him to the saddle. He did the same with the other man, grunting from his dead weight, and
almost dropped him halfway to the horse. Grimacing at the painful pull in the curve of his back when
he bent to retrieve hisrifle, Beau swore to himself. He set his hardened sight on the woman. She was
the reason he' d probably lie awake all night suffering from a sore back.

Courtney met hisicy cold eyes, fearful yet curious. He had killed Tully and Pete in a heartbeat, and
she wondered if he realized what he' d done. She swallowed hard as he approached and stood at her
feet. The brim of his Stetson hid his eyes. Instinctively, she knew they were measuring her length.
She swore she could feel them inching up her legs and torso.

Boldly, Courtney returned the assessment. Her carefully trained eyes roamed up his buckskinned
figure with as much thoroughness as her humiliating position allowed. He wore a bandol eer across
his chest and held arifle at his side. All those weapons and ammunition, she thought. He was
outfitted to face an army of thieves. One thing was certain: His ruggedness bewildered her and at the
same time excited her senses. She couldn’t help fidgeting from the strange sensation turning circles
in her lower body.

When the stranger pulled the knife from its scabbard and squatted near her head, Courtney’ s breath
sucked in on a gasp. He held the sharp weapon over her face, watching her eye the blade glistening
in the firelight. When he brought the knife down, she squeezed her eyes so tightly she saw stars
behind her eyelids. Instead of the expected searing pain from the blade imbedded into her flesh, she
felt atug at her cheek and an uncomfortable shift in her facial muscles as the bandana fell away.

Relief washed new warmth and life into her body. She was so grateful to be rid of the disgusting
bandana she didn’t think about the stranger’ s motive for coming to her rescue. He moved to her feet,
his eyesraking over her in away that made her feel naughty for exposing too much of herself outside
the privacy of her bedroom. Courtney licked her lips to restore the moisture to her mouth while
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keeping her eyes steady on the man. His continued silence made her nerves dance with trepidation.
Had she been saved from one evil and tossed into the pit of another?

She cleared the dryness from her throat and attempted to speak. To her dismay, her voice came out
like afrog's croak. Clearing it once more, she asked tentatively, “Are you going to untie me?’

A lazy smile brought up the corners of his mouth. “1 don’t know if | want to. Y ou owe me for saving
your life. And since you're in the right position...”

Courtney stiffened with indignation. “If raping a defenseless woman will make you feel manly, go
ahead.”

He stooped, setting hisrifle on the ground, and sliced the ties at her ankles. Leery, afraid he might
take her up on her foolish challenge, she kept a guarded eye on him as she raised her knees, restoring
life to her stiff joints. She caught a glimpse of his eyes, though it was too dark to see their color.
Their shine settled over her, following the movement of her legs. He lifted a hand to her calf, stilling
her in an instant. His fingers stepped up her leg, pressing into her flesh through her snagged and torn
stocking. When his hand drifted to her thigh, Courtney froze. Then his hand snapped away, asif it
had been branded by ared hot poker. Without another word, he cut the ties from her wrists and
pulled her up to sit.

Courtney immediately rubbed at the chafed skin around her wrists. The stranger frowned. He
removed a blue bandana from the waist of his pants and handed it to her. As she wiped away the
spots of blood, she kept her eyes steady on her rescuer while he sheathed his knife and retrieved his
rifle. A minute passed, then another. Realizing he wasn't about to offer her a hand up, she stood on
her own. Unsteady, she prayed she wouldn’'t embarrass herself by falling. She had already suffered
enough humiliation. A shiver wracked her body, and she hugged her arms. She wasn’t cold, but she
was flooded with a spate of emotions: relief, fear, uncertainty and...desire.

Baffled, she wondered why that particular emotion would surface now. After coming so closeto
death — knowing she had to return to the adobe she was supposed to share with Stanley, who lay dead
because he'd tried to protect her— why would anything but bereavement overcome her?

She cleared her throat gently. “Thank you for saving me, Mr...”

He watched her a moment before responding. “Beau.”

Peeved by his clipped tone, Courtney raised her chin anotch, lengthened her spine and stood tall. “|
realize you had to kill those men to save me, but the least you can do is respond like a gentleman.”

“1’m no gentleman, lady.”
“1 have gathered as much.” She continued staring down her nose at him. “Do you have a last name?’

At first she didn’t think he would answer. Then just as rudely as he' d spoken before, he replied,
“Hamilton.”

Courtney squared her shoulders, unintentionally jutting her breasts higher above the low neckline of
her chemise. She couldn’t begin to understand the look that flashed across his face and settled into
his eyes.
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“Sonofabitch,” he muttered and stomped over to the fire. He promptly scooped the bedroll from the
ground and shook it out, scattering its contents. He thrust it at her. “Wrap this around yourself.”

She shook her head. “1t smells awful.”

“Lady, either you wrap this around yourself, or I' [l rip your underwear off and take you right herein
the dirt.”

She snatched the wool blanket out of his hand and made a face at its foul odor as she wrapped it
securely around her shoulders. “ Do you always try your damnedest to intimidate others?’ she
snapped.

“I don’'t haveto try.” Heleft her for a moment, but returned shortly with hishorsein tow. “I'll take
you back to your ranch,” he said abruptly before he mounted. He glared down at her. “What? Y ou' d
rather walk?’

She held her ground.

“Lady, if I had wanted to harm you, | would have already done so.”

Still she hesitated.

He narrowed his eyes. She tried to figure out what he was thinking, but she suspected that would be
harder than hitting a pea from twenty yards away with a hand gun. For now she had to trust he
wouldn’'t harm her. He hadn’t so far. No matter, she wasn't willing to put herself at his mercy, so she

trounced around his horse and started for the copse of trees.

“Dammit, don’t be anidiot. Y ou won't make it back to the ranch alive.” He nudged his horse
alongside her, easily keeping up with her hurried strides.

Courtney kept moving. “And | would if | rode back with you?’

He leaned down, took a firm hold of her upper arm and yanked her up to hissaddle. “Lady, I'm all
you’ ve got right now. And don’t say another word or I'll gag you.”

She bristled, but kept atight grip on some sense. The ruthless set of hisjaw and the stern sound of
his voice gave her reason enough to believe he would indeed gag her.

After awhile, Courtney gave in to exhaustion and slumped back. She rested her head on his
shoulder, a solid shoulder. The muscles were thick and strong, by no means an uncomfortable pillow
for her weary head. She closed her eyes and unknowingly sighed. He smelled like a man should, she
supposed, his natural scent undisguised by cologne. Stanley had worn cologne. Sometimes he had
reeked from it. But not Beau Hamilton.

The bullets from his bandoleer pressed into her cheek. Courtney hardly noticed. The steady gait of
his horse and the even rise and fall of his chest lulled her into a preslumber state.

“It was one hell of awedding, lady,” he commented. “A wife and awidow all in one day.”
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She sensed he was holding his sarcasm at bay. She glanced up anyway, studying his features, giving
him the chance to study hers.

Beau liked what he saw.
“1 can't feel anything,” sherevealed. “Am | aterrible person?’

“Not so terrible.” The moonlight drew sad shadows on her pretty face. “It’s hard to mourn alow life
like Burgess.”

As he expected, she jerked upright and fixed him with a hostile glare. “That was uncalled for, Mr.
Hamilton.”

He regarded her coolly. “It’ s the truth.”
“How isit you knew my husband?’ she asked, suspicion evident in her tone.

Beau hardened his features against the repercussions answering her question could bring. Somehow
he had to end her curiosity about his acquai ntance with Burgess. “We sat in on a card game
occasionally. Shared a beer now and again. Went to the local cathouses together.”

If she tightened her body anymore, she'd break in two, Beau thought as he watched her features twist
with rage. When her hand came up to slap him, he turned his eyes as hard asflint.

“Go ahead, strike meiif it’ll make you feel better. I'll even be fair about it and give you my cheek.
But I’m warning you. The last woman who slapped me lived to regret it.”

Shetook histhreat to heart and dropped her hand to her lap where it balled into an angry fist. Then
she surprised him again by losing steam, her fire sucked into some black hole. Oh, he didn’t doubt it
would flare up again the instant he mentioned a truth about Burgess.

“Stanley’ s unfaithfulness was to be expected. We had been separated a year, after all. He would have
ceased his errant waysif he were alive.”

“You're so damn naive,” Beau said quietly. “Y ou best go back home. L eave Santa Fe and Burgess
far behind.”

“I won't, Mr. Hamilton. Thisis my home now, and I’ll take over the ranch and the business Stanley
worked hard to build.”

“You go right on believing that, lady. It may be al that’ Il get you through life out here.”

A short time later, they reached the adobe house. Beau dismounted, taking the woman down with
him. Setting her on the ground, he made sure she was awake enough to stand on her own before
moving off to the barn to fetch a horse to carry Burgess' body to the cemetery. He cursed himself for
holding her protectively while she lept. He could have sat her behind him, could have forced her to
lean against his back to stay on the horse. Instead, he had cradled her in his arms like a man who
really gave adamn about her. He didn’t. She was another job, that’s all.

*k*k*%k
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Twenty minutes later, Courtney stood on the porch in her nightgown and robe, in time to see Beau
Hamilton replace his hat and mount his horse. He wasn’t much at conversation and was rude and
unrefined. But he had saved her life and safely returned her to the adobe. She couldn’t fault him for
that. Neither could she blame him for speaking the truth about Stanley. Coming to her senses, she
realized the signs of Stanley’ sinfidelities had been there all along.

Married life wouldn’t have changed him one bit.

She glanced at Stanley’ s lifeless body slung over a horse. No matter how unfaithful he was, he didn’t
deserve to die aviolent death. She gave her rogue savior an appreciative smile.

“Thank you for seeing to my husband’ s burial, Mr. Hamilton.”

He gestured with a curt nod. “You’re in no condition to do it yourself.”
“Still and all, you are kind to help me.”

“If you say so.”

Courtney dropped her arms to her sides and took up a combative stance. “Yes, | say so. I'mtrying to
be friendly. Can’t you accept that?’

“Little old ladies are friendly. So are whores. Be careful which friendly you want to be.” He tugged

gently on thereins. “Y ou might want to lock your doors, Mrs. Burgess. I’m not killing any more men
because of you. Unless|’m paid to.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Courtney straddled a bay gelding, one of only two horses she found in the barn, which doubled as a
stable. The other was a beautiful gray mare. At least Stanley had the good sense to obtain wellbred
horses. He certainly had little wisdom for much else.

As she steadied the horse on a sloping hill overlooking her land, she tried hard to imagine what a city
boy like Stanley had seen in this place. Pastures were abundant as far as the eye could see — some
plush grasslands, others eaten down to the trampled dirt. A river flowed in the distance, providing
water for the stream that passed close to the back wall of the adobe. The barn appeared new, as did
several corrals. A short distance behind the barn was another adobe, perhaps for the hired help. In a
way, the setting was almost perfect. Almost, but not quite.

She looked out over the far range at the scattered sheep grazing in peaceful silence. What in God's
name did she know about sheep ranching? Why hadn’t Stanley had the insight to warn her she'd be
helping him rai se sheep? She' d have been better prepared when she awoke this morning to the
shocking discovery. Raising cattle, she could understand. Or breeding horses. But sheep? God, they
smelled awful.

Tugging on the bay’ s reins, she urged him down the slope and headed for town. She could have
easily packed up and taken the first stage out, but her last conversation with her father still rang in
her ears. She wouldn’'t go back to New Y ork if he begged her on bended knees. Besides, it still
goaded her that he’ d been right about Stanley. What did it matter now? Stanley was dead, and she
was left to prove she didn’t need her father’s help to survive.

A short while later, she reached the main part of town. She wondered if she’d ever see Beau
Hamilton again. She owed him for having the courage to help her. An ordinary gentleman might not
have gotten involved. In some small way, she felt indebted to him for his bravery.

“You must still be in shock, Courtney. Beau Hamilton is a man you have no right being indebted or
attracted to. He' strouble,” she said aloud.

Oh, but that kiss. It had haunted her throughout the night. She had tossed and turned, burning with
the memory of it. It had amost obliterated her sorrow over Stanley’s death.

“Stop it!”

The horse pulled up abruptly. He flicked his ears back and forth and turned his head toward her.
Courtney lifted her brow in awe at the animal.

“l don't believeit. Y ou thought | was telling you to stop, so you did.” When the horse bobbed his
head, her eyes widened. “Did Stanley teach you —?" She shook her head. “No, he couldn’t have.
Stanley wasn'’t good with horses.” The animal bobbed his head again, asif agreeing with her. “I’ll be
damned. Y ou do understand. | suppose you couldn’t tell me your name?”’

Heading up San Francisco Street, Courtney looked ahead to the Plaza. Scattered decorations and

loose trash blew across the wide open area. No one paid any mind to the debris. They simply
sidestepped anything blowing in their path. Remnants of last night’s celebration were trapped along
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the low slung adobe buildings that framed the square. Beneath the portal of the Palace of Governors,
she noticed burros using the thatched canopy for shelter from the hot morning sun. She gawked at the
sight, disbelieving a place of government would permit such an implausible use of the building.

Life flourished in the Plaza. Peddlers hawking their wares appeared to enjoy the friendly competition
among one another. Almost everyone was of Mexican heritage or from one of the many nearby
pueblos. Their lifestyle seemed impoverished in comparison to the Anglos. She glanced down at the
expensive clothes she wore: aroyal blue split leather skirt, a white longsleeved shirt buttoned down
the front, and a black softleather vest that fit closely to her small waist. Even her kneehigh riding
boots spoke of elegance. Suddenly she felt conspicuous, so much more with her long, straight blonde
hair. And one more thing made her different from the others. She was the only person not wearing a
hat.

At the First National Bank, she dismounted and draped the reins over a splintered hitching post.
Before entering the building, she observed a Mexican climbing into his muledriven carreta. Inside,
Courtney immediately sought out anyone who seemed important and was grateful when a slender
Mexican wearing a suit approached.

“Buenos dias,” he greeted in a softspoken voice. “ Sefiora Burgess. | deeply regret your misfortune.”

She was taken aback by his fluent English, but not more than she was by his condolences. His kind
face and the fatherly look in his brown eyes bespoke of genuine sorrow for her loss.

“Itissotragic,” he added.

“Yes, itis. But how -

“News travels like wildfire in Santa Fe. After Sefior Hamilton brought in the bodies—"

“Yes, well, I'm grateful to Mr. Hamilton, though I’'m not sure how he knew | wasin trouble.”
The man grinned. “ Sefior Hamilton knows everything that goes on in Santa Fe.”

“Does he?’

“Si, sefiora.” He grasped her hand and held it a moment. “ Please excuse my forgotten manners. | am
Mr. Garcia, manager of the First National Bank. What can | do for you, Mrs. Burgess?’

“1 would like to discuss my husband’ s ranch.”

The banker’s head swiveled from side to side. He acted asif she' d said something secretive. He
appeared suddenly uncomfortable and whisked her to his office at the back of the bank. Confused
and alittle curious, Courtney accepted the hard mahogany chair he offered and waited while he took
his seat behind a matching desk.

“Now, what isit you wish to discuss?’ He fussed with papers on the desk top, hissmile as
uncomfortable asif he’d sat in a puddle of water.
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“My husband and | never had the chance to discuss our ranch. | thought I’ d start by going over the
business ledgers.” She thought he was going to spring from the chair. His lips twitched, seeming
indecisive about whether to smile or frown.

“1 am sorry, sefiora. Y our husband ran out of money and was forced to list the ranch as collateral for
aloan. His account with us was closed months ago.” He lowered his voice to awhisper. “The bank
was ready to foreclose at the time of his death.”

“That can’t be. Stanley owned a prosperous business,” sheinsisted. He'd said so in his letters, she
wanted to add, but the genuine sorrow in the banker’ s eyestold her he had spoken the truth. Her
heart slipped into icy disdain. “How much did Stanley owe the bank?”’

“Two thousand dollars. But do not worry about it now, sefiora,” Mr. Garcia added in arush.
“Because of the circumstances, the bank will hold off on foreclosure and extend a new payment
deadline. Will two months be sufficient?’

Courtney inhaled to clear her head. Mulling over the offer, she realized she had no other choice and
accepted the new terms. “| don’t know why or how Stanley got himself into debt, but | will make the
ranch profitable again,” she promised.

Her mind whirled as she made her way through the bank, too preoccupied to notice how the patrons
and employees alike gaped at her. Outside, she mounted her horse and wondered what she should do
next.

“Sefora Burgess,” she heard and glanced down at a stout Mexican man beside her right leg. He wore
baggy pants and a white shirt with garters cinching the wide sleeves at his thick upper arms. Deep
down Courtney sensed he hadn’t sought her out for asocia visit.

“Sefiora Burgess, | am José, owner of the cantina. | apologize for burdening you so soon after your
husband’ s death.”

Impatient, Courtney spoke bluntly. “How much did Mr. Burgess owe you?”’
“Three hundred dollars, sefiora. The tab -

“Will be paid,” she interrupted, grimacing at the audacity of her late husband. “I’ [l need time to
gather the money, but | assure you, you will haveit.”

Courtney waslivid. How could Stanley leave her with so much debt? She tugged on the reins and
absently let the horse lead the way. With the unexpected responsibility on her mind, she failed to
notice the boy who imitated the bleating sound sheep made. If she dwelled on her financial woes, it
would only make her sick and further aggravated. She must get over the dreadful disappointment she
harbored toward Stanley and deal with the knowledge that she had married afirst rate bastard.

Courtney looked up with a start. The horse had brought her to Seligman’s General Store. It was
uncanny how the animal knew her mind. She planned to purchase the proper clothing to work the
ranch. The wardrobe she brought from New Y ork was far too expensive and elegant for working
with sheep. She could only hope the proprietor of the store would be a gentleman and allow her to
open an account.
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As she dismounted, she shuddered from the prickly sensation of fingers stepping along her back. She
sgueezed her shoulder blades together to rid herself of the uneasiness gripping her like avise.
Without solid reason, she turned her attention down the street to the Exchange Hotel. What she saw
gathered her breath into aformidable lump within her chest. Beau Hamilton leaned casually against
the building. He tugged down on the brim of his black Stetson with its two rows of colorful beads
circling the crown.

She acknowledged his guarded scrutiny by lifting her chin, then turned sharply and entered the store.
The sudden silence was indescribable. All the peoplein Seligman’s, including the small children,
stopped. She must be getting used to the impolite attention, she assumed, because suddenly they
didn’t ruffle her feelings anymore. Unfortunately, the store was at its busiest during the morning
hours before the high temperature drove the Santa Feans indoors. With her head held high, she wove
through the crowded room toward the counter.

The proprietor immediately stepped through faded blue curtains hung over the door to hide the back
room. He wore the same expression of regret as had Mr. Garcia and Jose. Rankled, Courtney
arranged her mouth into a stern line and blatantly engaged the man’s eyes.

“1"d like to open an account. | will not be able to pay you on aregular basis until | get the ranch-"
“I"m sorry, Mrs. Burgess.”

Of course he would know her name. Everyone knew who she was. No one wanted to be her friend,
though. Her composure fled. “Sorry | lost my husband? Or sorry you cannot extend me credit? How
much was Stanley in debt to you?’

The man pinched his lips together and glanced at his nosey customers. He leaned over the counter
and whispered, “I’m sorry for both, Mrs. Burgess. Y our husband’ s account is already close to twelve
hundred dollars. | can't extend -

“1 understand,” she said curtly. “You'll have your money. It may take alittle time, but you'll have
it.”

Damn that philandering, inept bastard! If Stanley wasn't already dead, she might kill him herself.

Bursting through the door, Courtney leaped from the boardwalk to the stirrup, hoisting herself into
the saddle with ease. She glanced over at the Exchange and was unnerved to find Beau Hamilton still
there, his position unchanged. She tried her damnedest to fight the strong pull of the man’s eyes and
wheeled the horse in haste. She couldn’t trust herself to remain in town, couldn’t trust her temper to
restrain itself much longer. Tapping her knees to the bay’ s sides, it was al the urging the horse
needed to get her the hell out of town.
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CHAPTER SIX

Filth. Everywhere Courtney turned she saw layers and layers of dust and dirt. It appeared the hand of
a cleaning woman hadn’t touched the inside of the adobe in months.

She started in the bedroom, taking an old cloth to the pine furniture. By the time she finished, the
heavy wood gleamed. In the kitchen, she scrubbed and chipped away at the grease for hours until her
stinging muscles couldn’t take any more. Thank God the adobe only had three rooms, two that were
furnished.

As she stretched her stiff muscles, Courtney smiled. Housecleaning wasn't so difficult, merely tiring.
Doing it all herself gave her a genuine appreciation for the servants who worked for her father.

Sitting on the bed, careful not to mess the pretty calico quilt, she released a welldeserved sigh. The
bedroom wasn’t as sparse as it seemed at first sight. All she needed was there: the bed, the night
table and the chest with four drawers. Amazingly, they matched. A chair sat beside her trunk, which
she had cleaned out. She’d even removed Stanley’ s clothes and her wedding dress, throwing them
outside the back door until she decided how to dispose of them. It wasn’'t the comforts of her father’s
home, but it was her home now.

Her glance grazed the dresser, and she huffed in frustration. Dust already settled over the furniture
from the damn earthen floor. Although it was packed as solid as cement, it wasn’t enough to keep the
dust from flying every time she walked on it. All her efforts seemed fruitless.

Regardless, she made a mental note of what was left to do. The blue checkered curtains begged to be
washed, but she was too tired to tend to them now. Asit was, it had taken hours to remove the wood
shutters from the entire adobe. She hadn’t been able to figure out why they’ d been put up when glass
panes and curtains dressed the windows.

The clopping of horses’ hooves brought her to the fore of the boxstyle adobe. Through the sparkling
window pane she saw three men on horseback. Two wore ranchhand clothes. The man in the middle
bore aregal posture. He wore an expensively tailored suit. She glanced at his russet brown hair, then
hisface. A man of means. Thank God. She promptly flung back the door.

“Good afternoon, ma am,” the welldressed man greeted cordially. “ The name’s Jared Stover. | own
the Bar Sranch to the west.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Stover.” Courtney suddenly felt the heat rise to her neck and face. She
wore an old pair of Stanley’strousersrolled up at the ankles and cinched in with a belt too long for
her small waist. She'd tied off the oversized cotton shirt above her hips and rolled the sleevesto her
elbows. She was so happy to see another Anglo face that she forgot all about her scrub woman’s
appearance.

“1 apologize for coming unannounced,” he said, his eyes raking over her.
After smoothing back the wayward strands of hair that had slipped from her single braid, Courtney
waved aside his apology. Feeling awkward, she shoved her hands into the pockets of her trousers and

attempted to smile. “Please don’t tell me my husband was in debt to you, too.”
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“Not at al, Mrs. Burgess. And please accept my condolences. I'm simply here to let you know you
can come to me if you need assistance.” His gaze flickered over her breasts, then her lower body, and
the green of his eyes glazed over. “Anything at al, | will be happy to oblige.”

Courtney stifled a shiver and accepted his offer sweetly. “ Thank you, Mr. Stover. I’ [l keep that in
mind.”

He smiled politely, looking every bit like a man who' d been triumphant in a quest of some kind. “Do
you intend to work thisranch?’ he asked.

“I’m certainly going to try. Y ou wouldn’t happen to know anything about sheep, would you?”’
“No, Mrs. Burgess. I’'m a cattle rancher. Isn’'t Manuelo here?’
“Manuelo?’

“Your husband’s...hired hand. Manuelo, his wife and two sons worked the ranch. They live—" He
lifted his eyes briefly to the adobe behind her, then twisted in his saddle. “ They live there,” he said,
nodding at the smaller adobe beyond the barn. Stover returned his questioning stare.

“1 haven't met them yet. But it relieves me to know someone is here to guide me.”

Stover’s smile twittered. “Well, be careful out here. It’s not safe for awoman by herself. Good day,
ma’ am.”

*k*k*%k

The sun beat relentlessly on Courtney’ s back as she knelt in the dirt, tilling the garden beside the
main house. Many varieties of cacti, herbs, roses, and colorful flowering plants surrounded a fragrant
pifion tree. The soil was overrun with weeds, but once she began clearing them out she noticed the
garden had been thoughtfully laid out.

On her feet, Courtney stretched from one side to the other to relieve the stiffnessin her sore muscles.
Two days of hard work had taken itstoll. Painful knots formed in her shoulders and across her back.
Her legs ached, and her hands had lost their softness. She could have lamented their redness and
rough texture, but casting an appreciative eye over the garden, she wasn't sorry for all she’'d done. It
felt good to get her hands dirty. But at the moment, a bath would make all her hard work feel much
better. Because the hip tub in the kitchen was rusted, she decided the next best thing was the river.

She gathered atowel and soap and followed the narrow stream to the point where it widened into a
mildtempered river. Among the cottonwoods on both sides, firs and other trees grew thick along the
banks and deep into aforest. She carefully scanned the rocks and boulders that, in some areas,
resembled roofs protecting secret hiding places. The water lapping gently against the rocks and fallen
branches had a calming effect. It was beautiful here, the serenity mesmerizing. She instantly fell in
love with the birds singing from the trees.

A shameless thrill spiraled through Courtney. What she was about to do was entirely improper. In

New Y ork, she never would have removed her clothes outside the privacy of her boudoir. It would
have been scandalous. But Santa Fe was afar cry from New Y ork, she reminded herself, and a
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wicked smile edged the corners of her mouth. She kicked off her shoes, loving the soft feel of the
grass beneath her bare feet.

Because of the heat, she no longer wore hose. With an exaggerated flair, she removed the oversized
pants and shirt and plunged into the water, shrieking from the unexpected cold enveloping her body.

The peaceful respite drew out al her problems and floated them down the river. For the moment, she
thought of nothing and no one. Suddenly, something frightened her. She floundered in the water and
sat up. Scanning the trees, she found nothing out of place and saw no one watching her. Although
alone, shedidn’t feel like it.

With the exception of her head, every inch of her body remained underwater. She hugged her knees
to her chest. Once she convinced herself she was alone, she would leave. Anxious, she searched the
two sides of the river banks and the trees again. The feeling of unease refused to dissipate and for
some reason she glanced at the taller rocks.

“Oh, my God!”

He was there, sitting atop a boulder like a vulture stalking its prey. Would he swoop down, scoop her
out of the water and devour her? A violent shudder ripped through her body. The reality of what he
could do to her in their secluded hideaway intensified her fear. She thought about screaming, but
what good would that do? Sheep weren’t created to rescue humansin trouble.

“You're on private property, Mr. Hamilton,” she pointed out. “Do you mind?’

“Not at al,” hereplied in alazy drawl.

“Threatening you would be futile. I’ m certainly not in a position to carry out any threat. But if you
don’'t leave at once, I'll report your trespassing to the sheriff.”

Unmoved, he offered, “I’ll ride you into town.”

His arrogance tripped her anger, and it couldn’t have happened at a more inopportune moment.
“Don’t think I'm bluffing. I’ ve made friends in this town who will cometo my aid, if necessary.”

“Like Jared Stover?’

“Why...yes.” How did he know she'd spoken with the rancher? “He' s offered me his protection,” she
lied.

“And what have you offered him?”’

Appalled by his defaming insinuation, Courtney pulled her mouth into atight line to keep from
blurting out an unwise retort. Soon, she pressed her lips in earnest to still her chattering teeth. He
must have noticed her dilemma.

“Y ou should finish washing and get out of the river before you catch achill.” He held out his hand.

Courtney’ s eyes rounded with shock when she saw her cake of soap lying on his open pam. “Don’t
you want it?’
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“Throw it to me.”

He jumped down to the grass.

Realizing hisintent, Courtney panicked. Her eyes tracked him as he moseyed along the river’s edge
toward the spot where she' d undressed. He must know she wouldn't leave theriver in his presence.
Was she doomed to awatery death?

He squatted, haunch to heel, his forearm resting across one knee. “ Are you aways so stubborn?”’
“Yes,” shehit off, giving credence to his observation. “It gets worse, Mr. Hamilton.”

He chuckled. “I'll bet it does.”

Her body trembled fiercely now. She didn’t know how much longer she would last. “Mr. Hamilton,
thiswater is freezing.”

“Come out and dry off.”

Courtney clamped her lips together, though it did little to stop their incessant chattering. “Will you at
least throw me my clothes?’

He wagged his head, and an unconvincing frown pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Can’t.”

“Why not?” Warily following his direction, she glanced at the cottonwood. The bastard had tossed
her clothes onto a branch, along with her towel. “That...that was arotten thing to do!”

“Come now, Mrs. Burgess. It’s not like aman’s never seen you naked before.” He smiled wickedly
and reached for her towel. “Come on out now. I’m not going to watch you freeze to death because of
false modesty.”

A wave of panic roseto her chest and her heart hammered mercilessly. “Please,” she whispered,
despising him for making her grovel. “Drop the towel and leave.”

“Stand up,” he demanded.

Obey him or freeze to death. Either way, he’' d see her naked. Courtney drew in a deep breath and
slowly shed the protection of the water. Flames of humiliation licked across her cheeks. Her long
hair clung to her like pale tentacles, but neglected to cover her embarrassment. She couldn’t believe
this was happening to her.

“Come here,” he commanded.

“Please '

“| said, come here.” If shedidn’t do as he said, Beau was afraid he' d lose control of the lust she

made him feel. Asit was, he' d tortured himself over her for days, his mind battling his body over the
right and wrong of wanting to delve into that enticing body of hers.
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He shouldn’t have followed her after she’d finished working in the garden, but he couldn’t resist one
peek, like aboy sneaking up on his sisters and her friends playing innocently in the river. He hadn’t
intended to stay. But when the fool girl had stripped naked, he hadn’t been able to turn away, to
leave her unprotected. Try convincing ajudge of that, Hamilton. Her father sure as hell wouldn’t buy
it.

Beau' s eyesriveted to her. She was willowy, yet curvy where awoman should be. Her full breasts
stood proud, golden like the rest of her skin. But it was her shapely legs that captured his direct
attention. The muscles in her thighs shifted gracefully with each step, cording and relaxing, showing
their strength.

When she stopped on the grassy bank, Beau suddenly couldn’t move. It was a good thing, too. He
would have taken her in his arms, kissed her lips with the promise of what wasto follow. Idiot! What
the hell are you thinking?

He reached up and yanked down her garments. Tossing them at her feet, he ordered, “ Get dressed.”

He cursed the lingering gruffnessin his voice, chastised the meanness of his behavior. He wasn't
about to apologize, though. Not when he couldn’t rid himself of the tantalizing images of her
attractive limbs wrapped around him as he rode her to heights of pleasure he’ d bet she had never
experienced before.

She dressed in a hurry. In fact, he' d never seen awoman dress that fast. Her head didn’t raise once,
not even after she was completely clothed. Taking the towel to her hair, she vigorously worked down
its length. Asif suddenly remembering he was there, she pinned him with aglare that didn’t let up
until she bunched the towel and tossed it angrily to the ground.

“You don’t have to continue proving to me what you said the other night. It’s obvious you' re not a
gentleman. Y our manners are |loathsome and unacceptable.”

“Do you prefer gently bred sissies like Burgess?’

“He was not asissy! Stanley may not have been callous and cold, but he wasn’t weak. He was a good
man.”

Beau’' s mouth quirked upward, but he stopped himself short of asmile. “Y our eyes flash with fire
when you're angry.”

Her jaw dropped open. Clearly, she didn’t understand him. Hell, he didn’t understand himself
sometimes. He knew she was off limits. The truth was, he didn’t care for her type— the snobbish,
spoiled daughter of awealthy businessman. So why couldn’t he stay away from her? Why couldn’t
he stop wondering how she would feel lying naked in his arms or how it would feel losing himself
inside of her?

His sexual need grew swiftly. He wanted her. Now.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Courtney’ s heart pounded relentlessly as she tried to stave off the building anticipation of his touch.
His hand floated toward her. Would he kiss her as excitingly as he had on her wedding night? She
couldn’t distance herself from the tingling sensations bridling her mind and body. She prayed he
wouldn’t come any closer and implored him with her eyes to stop, but he seemed intent on a mission
to overpower her confused senses. The air closed in, surrounding her. When his hand clamped over
her wrist, her chest rose and fell raggedly from the pal pable current of awareness awakening her
yearning desire for the man.

“Mr. Hamilton, please don’t do this.” Her voice warbled like a frightened child’'s. She pulled back,
but his grip was iron strong. One look into his eyes and she seemed to be irrevocably drawn to him.
It was the first time he let her see under his hat brim to his smooth gunmetal gray eyes and the
danger lurking in their depths. There was more to Beau Hamilton than the rough quality that had first
intrigued her. He had a survivor’ sinstinct, perhaps a coldhearted way about him. And as usual, her
poor judgment might just have gotten her into the kind of trouble no woman ever wanted.

He brought her hard against his body, knocking the air from her lungs. She fought to breathe as he
pressed her tightly to his soft buckskin, then tighter yet until she felt every hard ridge of him. She
would have protested his unfair imprisonment if her own body hadn’t betrayed her, reacting like a
ship in aviolent storm and tossing her good senses out of reach.

“Don’'t—" Courtney managed, not a second before his mouth swooped down and claimed hers,
stealing a kiss with a savagery that for some ludicrous reason didn’t frighten her. She breathed in his
scent—an appealing mixture of man, leather and horse—felt his body tense, heard hislow groan.

He seized her buttocks, pushing her deliberately into the stiff line of his masculine bulge. Courtney’s
breath sucked in sharply, forcing him to release her mouth, if for only a moment. When he
recaptured her lips, his kiss degpened. She clamped her hands over his taut shoulders and held onin
case the earth fell away from beneath her feet. He tipped her over hisarm, forcing her head back. His
warm lips coursed across her cheek and along her jaw to her neck, leaving atrail of heated flesh in
their wake.

“God, you smell good. Not like the cheap perfume the whores wear.”

Courtney tensed. Had he just compared her to awhore? Her senses hurtled back just as he started
unbuttoning her shirt. She pushed at his chest and managed to redo the buttons before he realized
what she had done.

“1 am not awhore, Mr. Hamilton.” He gave her a strange look, asif he didn’t know what she was
talking about. After afew seconds, he shrugged his wide shoulders and smirked. “Bastard.”

Impulsively lifting her hand to slap him, in that split second before she did, she caught the dark
warning in his eyes. She snatched her hand away and angrily scooped her towel from the grass.
Moving to stand behind him, she glared at the straight line of his shoulders. She should have taken
his knife and plunged it into his cold, insensitive heart. It was what he deserved for stirring her
woman’s desires and passions and for making her forget she had recently lost her husband.
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“Don’t ever do that again, Mr. Hamilton. The next time, | just might shoot you.”

*k*k*k

Courtney leaned her forearms on the top slat of the corral fence and shielded her eyes from the
blinding morning sun as she watched the mare and the bay prance energetically. Her thoughts drifted
back to the day before at the river. Admittedly, she hadn’t really exhausted all her effortsto rid
herself of thinking about Beau. In truth, she' d thought constantly about the passion he’d aroused in
her, how he'd made her yearn for histouch and for something more she knew she shouldn’t want.
She couldn’t help herself. After his commanding kiss yesterday, her desire for the mysterious man
had grown stronger. He wasn'’t the kind of man she needed, not now. Not ever. In fact, she saw him
asanintrusion in her life at atime when she already had enough on her mind with the ranch and
Stanley’ s debts.

The pounding of horses’ hooves over the dirt pulled her away from delving further into her
disturbing attraction to Beau. She glanced down the road leading to the adobe. Jared Stover and the
same two men who had accompanied him two days earlier rode toward her. The cattle rancher’ s face
was dark, threatening. Courtney stepped away from the fence and faced the three as they approached.

“Mrs. Burgess,” Stover greeted with aterse nod. He gave her a sweeping assessment, the kind a man
saved for awoman like Celina.

Realizing what had captured his attention, Courtney frowned. It wasn't that she was atrifle
overdressed in alowwaisted dress made of pink silk and black velvet trim. She doubted he even
noticed. He was too busy leering at the square neckline pushing her breasts upward.

She cleared her throat to distract him. “Thisisn’'t asocial call, isit, Mr. Stover?’

“My men found some of your sheep on my property. They moved them back to your pastures. You'd
best find your two sheep dogs and do something about their straying.”

“Dogs?’

“Mrs. Burgess, it’s obvious you aren’t cut out for ranching. Before your husband died, | made him an
offer for this ranch. He agreed to sell to me. Perhaps you’ll honor the agreement.”

“Stanley never mentioned any such agreement. Besides, | haven’t decided what I’ m going to do with
the ranch.”

“Then keep your sheep away from my land. Trespassers are usually shot in this part of the country.
That goes for man or animal.” He nodded curtly before he and his men rode off at a hard gallop.

“Aren’'t there any gentlemen out here?’ she shouted.
Intending to go back to the adobe, she caught a movement on the hill. She squinted for a clearer

view, though she knew exactly who it was. Beau Hamilton sat astride his horse, watching her again.
The man was a bad itch that couldn’t be scratched.
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Courtney started for the adobe just as an idea popped into her head and she pulled up short. As crazy
asit was, she gave it some serious thought. Lifting her mouth into a calculating smile, she aligned
her chin along her shoulder to look at him.

“Soon, Mr. Hamilton, we will meet again.”

*k*k*k

Courtney emerged from Seligman’s General Store, grinning like alittle girl with a new doll. She
hadn’t been pushy, but she was persistent, and the proprietor finally agreed to give her asmall
amount of credit. She bought herself apair of Levis, two shirts, work boots, gloves, and severa pairs
of heavy wool socks. She flung the laden saddlebags over her horse and unconsciously glanced at the
Exchange Hotel. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of Beau Hamilton leaning casually
against the building. She compressed her lips tightly. He disappeared into the hotel then, unwittingly
stoking the fire under her quickdraw curiosity.

Leaving her horsein front of Seligman’s, Courtney marched over to the Exchange. The
repercussions of her going to aman’s hotel room entered her mind, but she'd had enough of his
loitering about, watching every move she made. It was time to put an end to it. She passed under the
arched doorway of the hotel. Thankfully, the inner courtyard was deserted. Most of the town was
taking their afternoon siesta.

At Hamilton’ s door, Courtney paused to give some thought to disturbing the enigmatic but arrogant
man. She pulled her blouse away from her damp skin and dabbed a hankie at her neck, all the while
talking herself out of knocking.

But like arabbit jumping into a pot of boiling water, she rapped her knuckles on the door.
“1 know you'rein there, Mr. Hamilton.”

In a heartbeat she was yanked into the room and shoved against the slamming door. He pressed into
her, his knee intimately parting her legs, and seized her lipsin a searing kiss she had come to
recognize. There was nothing gentle about the man, but he never raised a hurtful hand against her.

“Isthat what you came for?” he growled beside her ear. He nipped the tender lobe and traced its
outline with his tongue. She shivered involuntarily.

Y es, Courtney would have answered, but she didn’t dare bait the lion in his own den. His tongue
laved across her jaw and plunged between her parted lips. The intoxicating taste of hiswarm
intrusion jolted her senses. He wasn’t making this easy for her. Finally, she pressed her hands flat to
his chest, ignoring the heavy hammering of his heart against her palms, and pushed. He reluctantly
released her from his arresting kiss. Now if only he would move back afew steps. She couldn’t think
clearly with him so whispering close.

“Actually, | came here to talk to you about following me.”
“What makes you think I’'m following you?’

“Don’t play games, Mr. Hamilton. Whatever your reasons, | don’t want to know. However, | am
willing to offer you ajob.”



She thought she saw a spark of surprise in his eyes, maybe amusement. Then he schooled his
features.

“What can you offer mein return, lady?’

Courtney deliberately fidgeted, hoping he would understand that she needed space between them.
She simply couldn’t talk to him with any rationality aslong as he remained so damn close. “I’m
prepared to pay you for your protection.”

Hislight brows arched in question. “1 thought Jared Stover handled that end.”

“Not...exactly.”

His brows lifted higher.

“Mr. Stover did offer his help, but he's suddenly changed his mind. Apparently my sheep wandered
onto his property.”

“Cattle and sheep don’'t mix.”

“Why not?’ Shefigured it was avalid question, so when he laughed dryly she took offense. “It was a
simple question, Mr. Hamilton. Why not?’

“Go home, lady,” he said, evading her question. “Go back where you came from and leave ranching
to men.”

“That is such a predictable answer and just what | expected from you. However, | will not leave. |
can handle amost anything a man can.”

“Then why do you need my protection?’

“Because | don’t know the first thing about sheep and cattle, or ranching, or Santa Fe. Or the people
here. And where the hell are the two sheep dogs I’ m supposed to have?’

“Easy, lady. Don’t get so worked up.”

“1I guess | am a bit overwhelmed. It sjust that | don’t know where to begin,” she admitted quietly,
dropping her gaze.

His crooked finger under her chin lifted her face. Only then did she realize he wasn’'t wearing his
Stetson. Hiswavy hair fell recklessly to the edge of his squared jaw. The color reminded her of a
field of pale wheat. She also noticed a small bump on his nose, just like the boxers at her father’s
club sported from a broken nose.

“Just what kind of protection did you have in mind?’ He reached behind her, lifting her single braid
over her shoulder.

“1 need someone to watch over my land. To protect my sheep and make sure they’ re taken care of
until Manuelo returns.”
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“Protect your sheep?’ His features twisted strangely, turned dark and foreboding. Courtney reacted
by pressing her back to the door. “It’ s not a hired gun you want, isit?’

“Hired gun? NNo, of course not.”
“1’m not what you need,” he said flatly.
“But | want to hire you.”

“To protect your sheep? Not on your life, lady. If you hired me to guard your person, that’s one
thing. But | draw the line at dying for stinking sheep.”

Courtney flinched. “You don’'t have to get so hostile, Mr. Hamilton.”
“You don't get it, do you, lady?’
Sheignored his question. “1 want an answer, Mr. Hamilton. Will you accept my offer?’

“Only afool would accept what you' re offering. Everyone in Santa Fe knows the debts your husband
incurred.”

“But | will pay you.”
“How?’ he demanded harshly.

“1 don’t know yet. No!” she cried when he leaned into her again, pinning her to the door. He lowered
his head, balancing his lips mere inches away from hers.

“If 1 accept your offer, | expect to be paid in cash. | don't take trade.” His hand roughly inched along
her waist to her breast. “ Although | might consider taking it from you for aweek’s work.”

She dlapped at hisarms. “Y ou’ d have to work ayear for the trade you want.” She could have died
from that thoughtless remark. Then she caught his subtle smirk and the way he appraised her as if
she’d made afair offer. “Mr. Hamilton, either you want the job or you don’t.”

He eased back. “All right, lady. I'll take the job. But on my terms.”

“Now look here-" Before she could chide him for his assuming attitude, she found herself sitting
under the portal outside his room. Courtney was too stunned to move.

He had thrown her out like yesterday’ s trash. She was insane to think she could strike aworking
relationship with the man. “Brute,” she spat.

She got to her feet and brushed her hands free of the dirt that littered the boardwalk. She glared at the
closed door, hoping her anger penetrated the wood.

“Y ou should do something about your manners, Mr. Hamilton. When you work for me, you' Il show
some respect.”
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He snatched the door open. Courtney jumped back with a start. Lord, but he wore the most ferocious
expression.

“You didn’t hire meto be polite. If you want me to protect you and your damn sheep, then you'll
accept me as | am. Comprende, sefiora?’

She slowly backed away. “We'll discuss the terms of your employment tomorrow.”

He flung the door back and stepped menacingly onto the boardwalk. He looked as if he wanted to
strangle her. Courtney didn’t stay long enough to give him the chance.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Beau noticed the Burgess woman from a distance and stopped to observe her working in the garden.
She jabbed at the soil with a short hoe and had already cleared away threequarters of the greens. It
began to resemble the old garden once again, with even rows of flowers and cleanly turned soil. He'd
lost track of how long he’ d been sitting atop his horse on the hill. He figured at this distance, his
body wouldn't tighten with carnal need for the woman. He was dead wrong.

Urging Paco into alazy gait, he rubbed the animal behind his |eft ear to signal silence. The woman
was completely absorbed and had no idea he was coming close to her. Beau scowled. He could have
been Stover or some other miscreant intent on harming her. He would make it his business to teach
her how to be attuned to her surroundings, no matter what she was doing. For now, though, he’' d
simply enjoy the view.

She was on her hands and knees, her sleeves rolled up her slender forearms and her new chambray
shirt secured around her small waist. She had elegance, an aura of richness bred into her from birth.
He'd noticed it when he' d observed her from the window in her father’s study. She was no mutt, any
fool could see. Only pedigree blood flowed in her veins.

Beau stopped his horse a few feet from the garden. The woman was crawling backwards as she
rotated the soil. His eyes rooted to the inviting sight of her denim pants pulled snugly across her
attractive behind. A powerful surge of lust launched through his body, spreading like wildfire
through his blood. He closed his eyes and counted to ten, hoping to alleviate the fullnessin his Levis.
It didn’t help.

He shifted in the saddle. “1 don’t think thisis the proper greeting from a boss to a newly hired hand.”

She whipped her head around too fast and lost her balance. Beau couldn’t believe his eyes when she
toppled onto one of the flowering plants.

“Ogre,” he heard her mutter.

Mesmerized by her beautiful green eyes shining at him and the rosy hue on her cheeks, he didn’t
realize she was glaring. Then her eyes shifted and slowly roved downward over his blue striped
pullover and black vest, perusing his body almost too thoroughly. He wondered at the blush
spreading over her face, thinking it was embarrassment over his comment. Or maybe she
remembered the scene at his hotel room the day before. It was enough to get his blood boiling all
over again.

“You'll kill that plant if you don’t get up.”

She sprang to her feet and glanced down at the flattened flowers. Her mouth twisted into a frown.
Vexed as al get out, her eyesturned to him.

“Now see what you’ ve done by sneaking up on me. Y ou could have warned me.”
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How the hell was he supposed to know she' d get so frightened that she'd fall on the plants? “I’ll start
wearing a cow bell around my neck,” he remarked dryly, then surprised himself by grinning. “I guess
| couldn’t take my eyes off that rear of yours.”

“Mr. Hamilton...” The woman was clearly affronted. He liked the way her chest puffed out when she
let off steam. “Let’s get one thing straight. From now on there will be no more immoral insinuations,
and you will keep your hands, body and mouth to yourself. Isthat clear?’

“Very.” He tugged on the reins, turning his horse.

“Where are you going?’

“1 quit.”

“But you can't!”

She ran after him. He listened to the quick padding of her footsteps and her small chirps of
frustration. She was easy to provoke, and his gotohell attitude probably rubbed her like a burr under
her skin. Too bad she used that superior high and mighty tone with him. He never did take to anyone
giving him orders.

“Mr. Hamilton, if you don’t stop thisminute I’ll...1"ll find some way to make your life miserable.”
He continued at an unhurried pace. “Y ou already have.”

“What is that supposed to mean?’

Beau finally stopped and urged Paco around. He crossed his forearms on the saddle horn and |eaned
forward. “Do you think your threat scares me?’ he asked casually.

“I"'msureit doesn't.”

“1 don’t take kindly to threats, Mrs. Burgess. Neither do | like being told what | can or cannot do.
When I’'m hired to do ajob, | do it my way. Have | made myself clear?’

“Very,” she responded, imitating him. “Now, if you'll tether your horse to the post, I'd like to
discuss my terms with you.”

“|sthat an order?’

“No,” she huffed, fire radiating from her eyes. When she spoke again, her lips drew taut. “Please,
come into the house where we can discuss your employment.”

After aspell, Beau nodded.
She'd aready entered the adobe by the time he stepped onto the porch. He could take areal liking to
annoying the hell out of her. Her reactions were predictable, and that was fine with him. He'd seen to

making sure she wouldn’'t slap him, a gesture haughty women resorted to when they couldn’t
outsmart a man. So far, she hadn’t forgotten his threat.
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“Pick out the furniture yourself?’ he asked as he walked across the main room.

“Your sarcasm is not appreciated,” she informed him bluntly. “1 suppose Stanley never got around to
furnishing this room.”

He followed her into the kitchen. Just inside the door he surveyed everything with a thoroughness
he'd learned over the years when his life depended on his keen awareness of his surroundings.
Though hetried, he couldn’t stop afrown of discontent. At least the kitchen still had furniture, if not
much else.

“Please, sit. May | offer you a glass of water?”’

Beau declined and perused her as she poured herself aglass. He backed up to lean against a pine
cupboard. In the corner beside it stood a rusted hip bath.

“Please, sit,” she repeated.

“I’ll stand.” He glanced to hisright at the aged iron stove, then to his left at the sink and cabinet.
Without aword, he opened cabinet doors.

“What do you think you're doing?’

Beau moved in her direction, but she refused to step aside. He pulled her away and flung open the
cupboard doors. Inside were afew canned goods and a bag of flour that was half gone.

“What the hell have you been living on?’

Slamming the doors shut, she faced him boldly. “How | live does not concern you, Mr. Hamilton.”
“Like hell, it doesn’t. If you can’t afford to feed yourself, how are you going to pay me?’

“I"ll find away.”

He scrutinized her—from the fervor in her eyesto her belligerent stance. She believed money was
the issue here. But he had something more on his mind. What would Leif Danning say about the poor
conditions his pampered daughter lived in? Now Beau had to find away to remedy her situation
without raising her suspicions. He didn’t want her thinking he did it out of real concern. Once a
woman started thinking that way ...

He stifled a shiver.

“Dammit!” He lammed his fist on the counter, rattling dishes and drinking glasses. He saw her
jump, noticed her widened eyes. He frightened her, but he wasn’t about to console her fears. “I’m not

a goddamned nursemaid,” he muttered to himself.

The protective wall surrounding his patience crumbled, and he rambled in Spanish. If he was going
to lose his patience, better she couldn’t understand a word.

“You needn’t get so upset, Mr. Hamilton.”
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Beau gave her a sharp look. He realized then, she truly believed she’ d be able to pay him. It wouldn’t
be with her father’s help. Her powerful pride wouldn’t allow it. He meant to walk around her, to put
distance between his temper and her pigheadedness. But when he moved, she backed up all the way
to the heavy pinetable. He pinned her to the edge. Her cheeks wore a healthy glow from working
outdoors, and her skin was the smoothest he’ d ever seen. Her long, ebony lashes were tinged with
blonde tips that shadowed her cheekbones when she blinked. He hadn’t taken the time before to
notice the little details that combined to make her face the most beautiful he'd ever laid eyes on.

“If you' re thinking about kissing me, Mr. Hamilton, I’ll be forced to fire you. | don’t want to, but
you can't work for meif you don’t behave.”

“Isthat athreat, Mrs. Burgess?’

She slipped under his arms and moved across the kitchen. Was that a challenge swirling in her green
eyes? Was she daring him to kiss her, to break the first rule of his working agreement, though he
hadn’t agreed to anything yet?

He closed the space between them in two strides. She didn’t cower away this time. On the contrary.
She welcomed him, lifted her lips to his. Losing his precarious grip on his senses, he gathered her to
his chest, taking greedily what she generoudly offered. Unless he' d sorely misjudged her, she wanted
him as badly as he did her. He would have carried her off to bed if she hadn’t abruptly chilled his
ardor by emptying her glass of water over his head.

More vexed than startled, Beau broke away instantly. Rivulets of water dripped off his hat to his
vest. He dropped his hands to his side — better there than around her precious little neck — and
tightened his jaw to restrain his unstable temper.

“Real dlick move, lady.”

“1 warned you to keep your entire person to yourself.”

Beau remained stock still or he would have ignored her warning and kissed her again. 1 was just
seeing what kind of payment I'd get if you didn’t have the money to pay me.”

“My body isthe one thing you'll never have.”

Beau yanked her against his length. “Lady, that’s the one thing I’ d have no problem getting.” He
released her and dropped heavily onto one of the chairs. His eyes trained on her, he shook the water
off his hat, then raked his hair away from his forehead. “Tell me your terms or | walk outta here.”

All business now, she complied. “1 need someone to protect my investments. The sheep are dl | have
on which to survive. If | can sell afew, I'll have the money to pay you. But | don’t know whereto
begin or how to go about—"

“The sheep are Manuel 0’ s job. Histwo sons help him.”

“In the five days I’ ve been here, this Manuelo person hasn’t shown his face.”

“He' sin Taos visiting family.”
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Astonishment adorned her features. “How do you know?’

“1 overheard someone talking in the cantina.” The lie rolled off histongue easily. He too had
wondered where the Mexican sheep herder and his family had gone. He was afraid harm had come to
them, so he' d asked questions around town. “They’ |l be returning soon,” he added, knocking down
that suspicious look she gave him.

“In that case, until Manuelo returns, 1’1l need your services.”

Beau’ s brow arched.

“For heaven’'s sake! Y ou know what | mean.”

He rose and stood before her. “What if | won’t accept money in return for my...services?’ He traced
her jaw with the tip of hisfinger.

She brushed his hand away. “You'll have to.”
“Then I'll take twentyfive dollars aweek. If there’s any trouble, I’ ll be asking for more.”
“That sounds fair. Will you begin right away?’

Beau stole another kiss, then plucked his damp hat from the table and set it on hishead. “I’ll start
when I'm ready.” Asexpected, he riled her again.

“1’m the boss here, Mr. Hamilton. | hired you, and you'll start when | say, and | want you to start
now!”

He casually walked into the main room, smiling to himself when he heard her aggravated sighs
followed by her hurried footfalls over the earthen floor. Outside, he mounted and was about to ride
off when she emerged from the adobe.

“You can’t ignore me, Mr. Hamilton. Not if you want to get paid.”

“You'll pay meif you want my protection. I’ [l be back when I'm ready. Good day, Mrs. Burgess.”
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CHAPTER NINE

Courtney rode out to the northwest pasture to investigate the two gunshots she’ d heard earlier. She
wouldn’t have bothered if it hadn’t been for the unusual silence of the sheep, who were always
bleating. Skittish about riding among the flock, she was afraid she' d crush the smaller animals
beneath her horse' s hooves. Fortunately, the bay seemed accustomed to the sheep and calmly made
his way across the huge pasture. When she reached the borderline, she discovered long portions of
wire fence lying in atwisted mess on the ground. Two sheep lay on Stover’s side of the fence, a
single gunshot to their heads.

“Your troubles have begun,” said afamiliar voice.

Courtney’ s heart pounded fiercely. Why did the man persist in sneaking up on her? “If you' d been
here this morning, these poor sheep would still be alive.”

“They would have been slaughtered soon anyway.”

Something tugged at Courtney’s heart. It never occurred to her that the small, innocent animals
would be slaughtered. She simply couldn’t bear the thought. There must be a mistake. “Why?”

“For the meat. Why do you think you're raising sheep?’

“1 told you, | don’t know the first thing about sheep ranching.” She glanced down again at the dead
sheep and truly felt saddened. “ Shouldn’t we bury them?’

Beau's eyes widened. “You don’t really mean that, do you?’

“Yes, Mr. Hamilton, | do.” She thought he rolled his eyes, although she couldn’t be certain with his
hat brim so low.

“Sheep aren’'t people. You don’t bury them when they die. Y ou shear the wool to sell and the meat
will go to market.” He grinned. “ Then you can start paying me my wages.”

Perturbed with his preoccupation over his wages, Courtney snapped, “Y ou’ll get paid when you' ve
earned your money. And stop grinning at mel”

“Whatever you say, Mrs. Burgess,” he drawled.

“1 should have thought this out better,” Courtney muttered. Why did she never learn that impulsive
decisions ended in disfavor? “ Since you' re here, you might as well earn your wages. After you take
care of the sheep, mend the fence.”

His features swiftly lost the smilelines. “I don’'t shear sheep.”

“Then find someone who does.” She attempted to ride off, but he tangled his gloved hand in her
reins.

“Y ou should learn how to ask politely.”
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“1 would, Mr. Hamilton, but you don’t take to politeness very well.”
He released the reins and Courtney immediately rode away.

Courtney reclined on her bed reading last week’ s newspaper when aknock at the door cleaved the
silence. She hesitated, afraid of who might be calling on her at such alate hour. It approached ten,
well past bedtime for most people. After another knock, she slipped her feet into soft dlippers, picked
up the lamp and left the bedroom.

“Whoisit?
“Hamilton.”

Her nerves danced beneath her skin, and her heart pounded fiercely against her ribs. “Whatever you
have to say can be said in the morning.”

“1’m not leaving, so you might as well open the door.”

She heard something odd in his voice, asif he were too tired to pronounce his words clearly. Was he
exhausted? Or drunk? All the more reason to keep him on the other side of the door. “Just say your
peace then and be on your way.”

The door shook beneath his heavy pounding. “Open this damn door or I'll break it down. That will
make me very angry, Mrs. Burgess, and you won't like me when I’'m angry.”

“1 don’t like you now,” she retorted, flinching when he resorted to kicking. The wood creaked and
groaned. “All right! I'll let you in.”

Against her often lacking better judgment, Courtney lifted the wood slat and jumped out of the way
just as the door crashed open with aloud boom. Beau Hamilton filled the doorway like an ogre from
achild sfarytale. The flickering flame from her lamp cast fiendish shadows over his dark features.
He looked evil, like Satan himself.

“Thisisn’t proper, Mr. Hamilton. Can’'t we talk in the morning?’

He stepped into the adobe and swung the door behind him. Courtney backed across the room, hoping
to make herself less conspicuous. But with the lantern in hand, she had nowhere to hide. He tossed
his hat to the floor without losing sight of her. Determination filled his eyes. As he moved forward,
his swagger gave her fear good reason to rise.

The rough adobe wall bit through her nightdress at her back. Ignoring the discomfort, she tried to
determine what exactly he wanted. Was he here to quit again? She’ d save him the breath and fire him
if only she could. But the closer he came, the more difficult she found it to think clearly. The man’s
rugged appearance did something to her she probably would never understand. His animal grace
made her desire him, even though she considered it terribly wrong. The fact he couldn’t walk a
straight line paralyzed her limbs. He wasn't tired; he was drunk. Her father often turned unruly in
that condition. What would Mr. Hamilton do? If only she could get to the gun in the dresser drawer.

When he stopped a breath away, her heart beat with an unusual rhythm, pounding like the distant
wild drums she heard at night while lying in bed. He was going to kiss her again. She held her
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breath, waiting for the familiar feel of hislips. Instead, confusion filled her head. He removed an
envelope from his vest and handed it to her.

“Y our money, Mrs. Burgess.”
Relief flooded her entire being, yet her heart still hammered her chest. “ From the dead sheep?”’

Hislips formed agrim line as he nodded. His eyes met hers for several long seconds before he spoke
again. “1 rode the northern most section of your property. | found your dogs. They’re dead.”

“Dead? First the sheep and now the dogs. Why would anyone want to frighten me into leaving Santa
Fe? That iswhat is happening, isn't it, Mr. Hamilton?’

“Some people in these parts hate sheep. There' Il come atime when they’ll stop with the warnings
and go after you.”

“Areyou saying I’'min danger?’

He nodded ever so dightly. He took the lamp and the money from her hands and set both on the
floor. She should have made her move, should have darted around him for the door. Without reason,
she stayed. “I’ll fight whoever is behind the malicious attacks.”

“1 buried your husband. | don’t want to bury you, too, Mrs. Burgess. The sheep ain’t worth it.” He
removed his gloves and dropped them to the floor. His bare hands caressed her arms.

Courtney shuddered. “Please, don't.”

His face floated closer, hislips ever so near. His breath mingled with hers, but she was too frightened
by her unwanted reaction to notice he reeked of stale whiskey. The instant his lips touched her neck,
she tensed.

“Easy, lady. I’'m not gonna hurt you.”

She smelled it now, that awful drift of old liquor. But there was more. He also smelled like sheep
and...cheap perfume!

“No, Mr. Hamilton.” She spoke with conviction and backed it up by attempting to push him away.
Her palms were ameek barrier to his formidable chest. “1 will not allow you to—"

He silenced her with a solid kiss. Before she completely lost her senses, she knew she must gain his
attention. She was probably making a huge mistake, but there was only one way to stop him.

The crisp sound of flesh against flesh reverberated in her ears. His head popped up. A savage glow
leaped into his eyes and a snarl curled hislips. The last woman who slapped me lived to regret it, he
had told her. What had she done?

He wrapped her unbound hair around his fingers and yanked her head back, forcing her to meet his
wild eyes. Courtney held herself stiff, boldly daring him to throw a punch.

“That was a stupid thing to do, lady.”
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“You wouldn’t listen to me,” she said, trembling now, not from fear but from the intense feeling of
desire, of longing for his touch, of hislips moving on hers.

You'vefinally lost your mind, Courtney. Y ou have no business desiring a man like Beau Hamilton.
He' s no good for you.

“1 didn’t know of any other way to make you listen to me.”
“Now you're sorry?’
“No,” she whispered.

He lowered her to the floor. It was futile to fight him off, considering his strength and size. Given the
force behind his desire, she might not have minded what he was about to do—if he wasn’t drunk.
Worse, the smell of another woman'’s perfume clinging to him boosted her righteous anger. She'd
not allow him to treat her like the whore whose bed he'd just left.

“You can’t do this, Mr. Hamilton. Y ou can’t leave one woman’ s bed and expect to share mine.”
Confusion knitted his brows. “Y ou smell like awhore!”

She could have slapped him when he grinned broadly, outright boasting he was as fit asa stud in
mating season. Accusations and anger only ignited his fury, so she found another way to reason with
him.

“Mr. Hamilton. Y ou’ ve been drinking. Y ou’ Il regret thisin the morning.”
“Lady, | may be drunk, but | won’t regret anything come morning.”

She turned her head aside to avoid his kiss. He squeezed her cheeks between his fingers, forcing her
eyes to his smoky ones.

“Tell meyou don’'t want me,” he said hoarsely. “ Tell me you haven't been giving me those looks
lonely women give to men. Y ou can't, can you?’

She opened her mouth to deny him, if for no other reason than to convince herself she hadn’t given
him inviting looks of any kind. But he was quick, histongue striking like an angry rattler, plunging
into her mouth before she uttered one dissenting sound. Her fight fled in an instant, along with all the
denials she tried to conjure. It was so very wrong to want him, but deep down she already knew it
was too late to deny what her heart truly desired.

When their lips parted, Courtney gasped for air. He nibbled her neck, kissing and drawing his tongue
along her heated flesh. He pulled her nightdress down her shoulder, trailing kisses over her
collarbone. Courtney moaned from the delicious sensations. Unknowingly, she lifted her hips off the
floor, pressing into him, making him reckless with need. She sensed his urgency, felt it in the hurried
way his hands slid up and down her arms, then her waist and hips. He tugged at her nightdress, but
she was too lost to her own building passion to notice...until her bare backside touched the cold,
damp floor.

“Beau, we shouldn’t,” she moaned unconvincingly.
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He pulled the garment over her head, and Courtney shivered. When he covered her body with his,
she instantly felt enveloped in awarmth no amount of blankets could ever offer. She held his head
between her hands to guide hislips back to hers. He wouldn't take her lead. Instead, his mouth
closed over her breast, shocking her naiveté. She curved her hands over his shoulders as shiver after
shiver raced up and down her body at an incredible speed. His mouth slid to her other breast, and she
cried out from the unimaginable pleasure squirming throughout her body. He captured her hard
nipple between his teeth, relentlessly flicking his tongue back and forth until she could take no more
and begged him to stop.

It was no use. He was too far gone, and she wasn't far behind. He reached between them to unbuckle
his gun belt and unbutton his pants. She sensed his reluctance to release her breast while he sat up on
his knees. In a haze, she searched his features as he pushed his pants down his thighs. His
impassioned gaze never strayed from her face, holding her prisoner while he lost his vest and almost
his shirt. In his present state, he was clumsy and unable to get the pullover off, getting tangled in it
instead. Giving up, he lay on her again, their bare bodies coming together in an explosion of fire.

Once again, the voice of reason echoed in Courtney’s head. “Mr. Hamilton, please, we shouldn’t do
this.”

“Why not?’ he rasped. “No one cares, if that's what’s on your mind.”
“You don’t understand. Stanley and |-

He placed a silencing finger to her lips. “I don’t want to hear about you and Burgess. As much as
I’ve avoided virgins all my life, | find myself wishing you were still pure as Montana snow.” He dug
his elbows into the dirt floor and laced his fingers through her hair. “Wrap your legs around me,” he
commanded gruffly.

Courtney hesitated. She'd tried to tell him she was that virgin he wished for. How could he possibly
know the truth? Like everyone else, he assumed she and Stanley had consummated their marriage.

The very tip of him teased her innocence. But she was too nervous to enjoy his mentoring her into
womanhood. She tensed, making it difficult for him to push into her. He didn’t swear in anger or
force himself inside. Instead, he touched her where no man ever had before, stroked her with his bold
fingers, coaxed her into relaxing. His gentle caresses brought forth a strange moistness, unlike
anything she' d ever experienced in her life. It wasn’t long before she opened up and invited him into
her secret place.

Intense pain drove her hands to his arms, and she dug her fingers into his dense muscles. Through
her tears she saw his eyes widen as he slowed his strokes. Did the fact he'd just ripped through her
womanhood pierce through his drinkmuddled mind? Or was he so drunk he didn’t even realize she
was avirgin?

When her nails quit digging into his arm, he moved slowly within her, groaning with each undulating
stroke, lost in an ecstasy she had yet to attain. Amazingly, the pain subsided, and she let go of the
grueling hold on his arms. Her hands molded more intimately to his upper arms, feeling the beauty in
his shifting muscles. Soon, he glided in and out with ease, luring the ultimate response from her
body. She was unable to control a staggering shudder. Mortified, she gasped as he groaned in her ear.
He pumped faster, harder and seized her buttocks, elevating her to his powerful thrusts. Her body’s
unfamiliar response forgotten, Courtney gripped his arms tighter and pushed upward with a sudden
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urge to meet him halfway. She forced him deeper, matching his excited movements thrust for thrust,
moan for moan. All of a sudden something inside her exploded. His guttural sound contrasted
sharply with her highpitched cry. She felt him pulse repeatedly until finally it subsided and his hips
stilled.

It was over.

Her induction into womanhood hadn’t been the romantic event she'd anticipated, yet it was more
than she ever imagined it could be. One thing was certain, she felt betrayed. Not by Mr. Hamilton.
She'd expected him to try seducing her into bed. Had known it would happen from her response to
his kisses. The betrayal was of her own doing. She simply wasn’t strong enough to resist his coarse
personality and rugged charm. Neither was she capable of telling him no. Now how would she face
him and be his boss after allowing him to take her virginity?

Herolled off and lay beside her, breathing raggedly. His chest heaved from his effort; hers glistened
from sweat. She was ashamed to just lay there without attempting to cover herself, but what was the
point? He' d already seen her naked—and knew her most intimately.

After awhile, Courtney sat up and hugged her knees to her chest. Confusion reigned in her mind.
Emotions bounced tumultuously, but she didn’t give in to crying. There was no point lamenting what
had just happened. She would have changed only one thing-osing her virginity to Beau Hamilton on
her bed instead of on a cold earthen floor with him drunk and neither of themin love.

He moved her hair aside to kiss her shoulder. She tensed. His heavy sigh fanned out over her skin.
Thankfully, he rose and moved about getting dressed.

“1 should report you to the sheriff.” Ice formed around her threat.

“Why? Because you enjoyed lying with areal man?’

She pressed her lips together to stop from denying what was alie. She wouldn’t tell him there had
been no other man to use as comparison, though she suspected none would get her blood flowing like
Beau did. No, not Beau. Mr. Hamilton. If she allowed herself to think of himin familiar terms, it
would undermine her position as his boss.

“You forced yourself on me.”

“Did I, Mrs. Burgess? Y our cries of ecstasy seemed mighty obliging to me. And the clerk at the hotel
saw you come to my room willingly.”

“Bastard,” she spat, hating him for speaking the truth.

Theicinessin his eyes caused her to shiver. “| wear that title with pride, lady. Don’t think you're
hurting me with it.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Thunder erupted in Beau' s head. He clutched his temples and struggled to sit. Iron bands tightened
insufferably around his skull, squeezing like a snake with a death grip. Carefully moving his legs
around to sit on the edge of his bed, confusion angled his brows. Where did it go? He forced his
eyelids upward, flinching when aray of sunlight pricked his eyes. All of a sudden his stomach
twisted and gurgled then lurched sickeningly. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard, forcing back
the awful urge to heave his guts. Between his throbbing head and roiling intestines, he knew he'd
finally descended into the pits of hell. But how did he get there? Beau felt his chest and belly.
Nothing indicated he'd died by the bullet. So what was making him feel like an animal hide hung out
in the hot sun to dry?

His hands fell heavily to his sides. It was then he realized he was sitting on hay. Slowly lifting his
lids again, he kept his movements minimal and searched his surroundings through his blurred vision.
Just how in blasted hell did he get into ahorse' s stall?

He staggered to his feet and supported himself against one of the woodslatted walls. He fought the
lightheadedness threatening to topple him back to the hay when a huge, wet tongue licked the side of
hisface. He startled and jerked his head, regretting it in an instant. Cursing the downright cruel pain,
he found himself staring into the culprit’ s large brown eyes.

“You damn near scared me to death,” he scolded Paco in agravelly voice. “Don’t ever sneak up on
me when my head’ s about to roll from my fool neck.”

Histhroat felt as scratchy as sand. He reached for his canteen and cursed again. He' d been so drunk
he' d forgotten to unsaddle his horse. Taking along guzzle of water, Beau thought he’ d never slake
histhirst. After drinking the canteen dry, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Bits of the
past evening started coming back. Through the fog in his head he remembered sitting in the cantina
drinking whiskey instead of beer. A huge mistake. He and whiskey never mixed well. Celinawiggled
her way into his lap and fondled him. Her persistence angered him so badly that he dumped her to
the floor. Furious, the whore cursed the blonde gringa for his disinterest. Then she took up with a
hired hand from the Bar S.

Beau rubbed gingerly at his temples. What happened after that? Think. If only the persistent
pounding in his head would stop.

Vaguely recalling finishing off afull bottle of the rotgut before leaving, there was something he had
to do. Something to deliver. He remembered now. He saw the rising sun in the black of night. No,
not the sun. It was hair the color of pae...

“Shit!” The harshly spoken word ripped through his head like a flaming arrow. But the excruciating
pain paled in comparison to the knowledge of the insufferable thing he’ d done. How could he have
bedded Courtney? For Christ’s sake! He worked for her father. He was supposed to protect her.

Just how the hell was he going to get himself out of this mess?

Beau gripped Paco’ s mane and let the horse guide him out of the barn. The radiant sun blinded him,
crushing his skull with itsintensity. “God, | swear I’ [l never touch another bottle of whiskey again.”
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At the trough, Beau dropped to his knees and immersed his head into the water. He came up for air
only when hislungs felt close to bursting. He submerged his head again. He was being punished for
every indiscretion in his miserable life.

He came up for the second time and gently shook off the water. As he dlicked back his hair, he
wished he could remember what he' d done with his hat. Jesus, he felt wretched. Maybe if he lay
down again, rested his head on a soft pillow.

“1 should charge you for sleeping in my barn last night.”

He lifted his head sluggishly. Courtney had planted her feet to the dirt and folded her arms sternly
across her chest. She sure as hell looked none too happy. He balanced on the edge of the trough and
whispered, “ Do you have to speak so damn loud?’

“1 should shoot you.”

“ At the moment that would be a blessing.”

“1 hope you' re suffering like the devil you are,” she spat, causing him to flinch from the force of her
irritation. “1 have no sympathy for drunkards, you lecherous bastard.”

Beau would have scowled at her verbal attack if his head wasn’'t in so much pain.

“Sober up, Mr. Hamilton. Make yourself presentable and join me in the kitchen.”

“1 don’t take orders from anyone.”

“So you say.”

He cocked awary eye at her when she marched right up to him and placed her hands flat against his

chest. Thinking she was going to slap him, he tensed. After what he’ d done last night, he deserved to
be slapped. To his utter amazement, she shoved him hard into the trough. He came up splashing and

sputtering, cursing the whiskey that put him in this condition.

“Like | said, sober up. If you want to keep your job, you'll behave like a gentleman should.”

Beau glared at her retreating back. She wouldn’t be so haughty if he wasn't incapacitated. “Aw,
hell,” he moaned, gripping his stomach. He was going to be sick.

*k*k*%k

Courtney removed the biscuits from the oven and dropped the pan on the counter. She tossed atowel
over it and checked on the coffee. She couldn’t believe she was making breakfast for a man who
crassly took her virginity on acold, dirt floor. After he'd left another woman’s bed, for God’ s sake.
She should hate him, despise him with every ounce of her being. But how could she without hating
herself as well? No matter how she rationalized last night, all roads of blame led back to her and her
inability to stop her body from responding wantonly.

Just as she finished pouring two cups of coffee, the object of her irritation entered the kitchen.
Courtney pulled back abruptly, struggling to keep hold of the pot. “Y ou call that presentable?’
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He glanced down at the towel wrapped snugly about hislean hips. It was al he wore. “ Somehow my
clothes got wet. And my guns,” he added, his tone a mixture of disgust and disbelief. “Y ou’ d better
pray the water didn’t ruin them.”

Courtney wasn’t listening. She was lost in the breathtaking sight of his near naked body, fascinated
by the little dark blond hairs covering hislong legs. Her perusal paused at the corner of the towel
tucked in just below his navel. Darker blond hair speared up his stomach and fanned out over his
chest. When her eyes rested on the breadth of his shoulders, she gasped softly. In the gilded light of
the lantern last night, she hadn’t noticed the scars.

“My God. What—7?" She stifled her curiosity when his features transformed to stone. “1I’m sorry, it
was rude of me to stare.” Shetried not to gawk at the scars riddling his upper torso. She'd never
known a man could survive so many bullet holes. She discovered more of the same on hisarms
and...legs. “I’'m sorry,” she repeated, but couldn’t retract her reaction.

He sighed as if he' d received the same reaction a hundred times and was tired of it. “I was caught in
an ambush. Got fourteen holesin all.”

He sat at the table and said nothing more. She served the biscuits and slipped into the chair across
from him, but her appetite was gone. The simple biscuits must have been edible because he ate three,
drank two cups of coffee, then devoured two more biscuits piled with butter and the jelly she'd found
in the cupboard. He certainly recovered quickly from his drinking binge.

He leaned back in his chair, histhird cup of coffeein hand, and studied her. The awkward silence
lengthened. Courtney felt terribly uncomfortable. Not only from his lack of proper attire, but also
from her undying curiosity. She wanted badly to ask about the ambush and his wounds, but she
didn’t want to dig up his bad memories. However, her curiosity was something she'd never been able
to control and she asked, “Was the law after you?”

He nodded.

“Did you kill aman?’

“No.” One corner of his mouth lifted dightly. It could have passed for a smile. It also could have
been a gesture of arrogance. “1’ve killed eight men, counting those two drovers when | rescued you.”

Courtney scraped her chair back across the floor and rose rather abruptly. She gathered the plates and
set them in the basin with a clatter. With her back to him, she was able to hide her sudden distress.
He' d spoken about killing asif it was as much a part of hislife as breathing and eating.

“Not bad eats for a spoiled filly.”

“Thanks...l think.” Unable to leave well enough aone, she faced him and asked outright, “Are you
wanted by the law?”’

He held up his empty cup for arefill. “Does my past bother you?’
“Just answer the question.”
He set the cup down with deliberate calm, she noticed. “No, Mrs. Burgess, I’ m no longer wanted.”
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She carried the coffee pot to the table, praying her hand wouldn’t tremble when she poured. “It
doesn’t actually,” she answered and returned the pot to the stove. “Aslong as you do thejob | hired
you to do, then there will be no more questions asked about your past.”

“But you're curious, aren’'t you?’ He halfgrinned. “All right, Mrs. Burgess, I’ [l appease your
curiosity, only so you stop looking at me like I’'m ano good killer.”

“1 was not-"’
Heinclined his head, silencing her.

“1 was shot seven years ago. Only twentytwo and dying. But | knew the mountains better than most
bounty hunters and made it to Mexico where afriend took mein. | spent ayear there recuperating.”

“And you' re not wanted now?’
13 Nope_”

His chair scraped along the floor as he stood. He walked around the table, and that same flittering
feeling returned to Courtney’ s stomach.

“My friend is an important man in Mexico. He has friends in the United States who owe him favors.”
His smile melted her heart. “But you were acriminal.”
“That’s amatter of opinion.” He looked over her shoulder. “ Got anything else to eat?’

She accused him of being a criminal and all the man could think about was food? “No, | don't. |
intend to go shopping with the money you gave me...”

“Last night?’ His expression soured. “1 was wondering if you'd bring that up.”

Courtney hit the inside of her cheek to keep from blurting out how she truly felt about the previous
night. How his rugged passion excited her, ignited her own desire. But she refused to ply him with
praise for the rotten scoundrel he was, taking advantage of her when she was at a most vulnerable
point in her life.

“l wish | could apologize,” he said, “but | don’t rightly know if | should. | mean, the whiskey really
got to me. But it won't happen again, Mrs. Burgess.”

Courtney threw him a scathing look. “Y ou’ re damn right it won’'t. The next time | will shoot you.”

There was that grin again, that halfhearted, nonplussed grin that both aggravated her and made her
heart skip a beat.

“I’ll remember that.” He reclaimed his chair. “ So, what did you want to discuss?’
“Perhaps you should dressfirst. Thisis highly improper, Mr. Hamilton.”
“You could undress and wrap yourself in atowel, too,” he suggested.
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“Certainly not!”

“Then it seems we have two options. We talk now, or we sit here until my clothes dry, and that could
take hours. So which isit, Mrs. Burgess?’

Wait, she almost said, but the thought of him hanging around the adobe wearing only a towel wasn't
only perplexing, it was utterly tempting. “We talk now.”

Shejoined him at the table, doing her best to keep her eyes from straying back to his muscular chest.
Not even the scars made him any less appealing. “1 want to learn about the sheep business. Can you
teach me?’

“’Fraid not. | know nothing about sheep.”

“Then perhaps you know someone who can guide me.”

“Don’t you think you're aready in debt enough?’

It always circled back to money with him. She didn’t understand his obsession. Maybe the fact that
she never had to worry about money had something to do with it. “Don’t you see? If | can make a go
of thisranch, | can pay off al of Stanley’s...my debts.”

“You don't belong here, Mrs. Burgess. Take the money you got and buy a one way ticket home.”

Vexed, sherose and leaned her palms on the table, locking her elbows. “Don’'t tell me where |
belong. | hired you to protect me, not give me advice.”

He left his chair, too, imitating her stance, though she was positive he looked a sight meaner. “Lady,
the adviceisfree”

It would be futile to argue with him, so she calmed her ire...or was it resentment of his authoritative
manner. In some ways, he reminded her of Father. “Y ou, sir, are quite impossible.”

“1 was thinking the same about you,” he returned with subtle arrogance.
“Mr. Hamilton...”

He molded his hand to the back of her head and eased her closer. “Beau,” he whispered before
engaging her in abrief but tender kiss.

Courtney removed his hand from her head and stepped away from the table. The mere touch of his
lips elevated her senses. She felt frightfully exposed, more so now that he gave her permission to call
him by hisfirst name. Really, how could she not address him by anything else. Even though it bred
familiarity, it seemed inane to stand on formality. Well, at least in her mind it did.

“1 am capable of running thisranch,” sheinsisted. “All | need is someone to teach me about sheep.”
He straightened and finger combed his semidried hair. She wondered if he was trying to get rid of
her, like Jared Stover had. But then he relented. “Y ou don’t need to hire anyone. When Manuelo
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returns, he'll help you. In the meantime, 1’1l arrange for the sale of severa hundred head of sheep.
That' Il get you enough cash until you decide if ranching is what you really want to do.”

A small smile of victory rippled across her lips. “Fair enough, Mr. Hamilton. But who will buy the
sheep? And can | afford to sell off several hundred?’ She liked the way the sides of his eyes crinkled
when he smiled.

“1 know some ranches between here and the far north. Up Cheyenne way there’ s John and Tom
Durbin. They’re always looking to buy. There’'s also the Bar H. And yes, you can spare severa
hundred sheep. Apparently your husband forgot to tell you he owned more than two thousand head.”
“Two thousand?’

“Two thousand.”

She never would have guessed. At best she estimated about five hundred or so. “What will | do with
so many?’

“Sell them for slaughter.”
“No, | can't. That’s cruel.”

“Do you think the meat you eat grows out of the ground?’ He shook his head. “I don’t understand
you, lady.”

“They can't bekilled,” sheinsisted. “They’'re so...50 Sweet.”

“Jesus! What kind of reasoning is that?’

“It's my reasoning,” she shot back defensively.

Consternation cut across his handsome face, creating new lines. Dark blond stubbles covered his
upper lip and jaw, and for afleeting moment she wished she could caress his cheek, run a soothing

finger over hisfirm lips.

Courtney headed off the turn in her thoughts and broached the matter of her sheep in adifferent light.
“Y ou mentioned selling the wool.”

“If you can’t raise sheep for the meat, then shearing is the next best thing. A shearing crew comes
this way once ayear, working from Mexico to Canada. They hit all the sheep ranches, stay afew
daysto aweek, longer if the ranch has alarger number to shear. A small crew can do your sheepin
three days. They’'re fast and efficient.”

“Doesit hurt the sheep?’

Herolled his eyes and drew in a deep breath. She sensed he was trying to be patient.

“The animalsdon’t feel athing.” The smile in his eyes contained a humorous shine. “I’d best get out
to the barn. | can make myself useful until my clothes are dried.”



She looked past him and gasped. Instinctively, he pushed her out of harm’s way and went for his
gun. Apparently, he’ d forgotten he wasn’t wearing any weapons. Suddenly he grinned broadly at the
man standing near the open door.

“Manuelo! You' re adamn good sight, amigo!”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Manuelo clutched aworn felt hat in both hands, curling its floppy brim. His gaze dlid to Courtney,
though he didn’t directly meet her eyes. Beau recognized the Mexican’s humble confusion.

“Dénde esta Sefior Burgess?’ Manuelo asked.

“He' sdead,” Beau replied in Spanish, giving him abrief account of Burgess' death. The man’s
weary expression changed to sorrow for the young widow.

“What did he say?” Courtney whispered to him while keeping an eye on the man. Manuelo’ s reply
clearly startled her.

“1 am sorry for your loss, sefiora.”
Holding back a grin, Beau asked, “Is Carlitawith you?”’

Manuelo failed to hide his curiosity, undoubtedly wondering why Beau wore only atowel in the
woman’s presence. “ Sheis at the adobe with Marcos and Eduardo.”

“1t’s good you' re back. Thislittle lady here needs guidance. It seems she' s partial to the sweet
sheep.” He winked at her and chuckled softly when her jaw swung open and shut in absolute
astonishment. “1’d best be getting’ back to work before the boss lady has my hide for neglecting my
duties.”

Courtney reeled with disbelief as he walked casually

through the back door, leaving her in awkward silence with Manuelo. What must the Mexican think,
finding alady alone in the presence of a nearnaked man? One glance at him and a full blush swept
over her cheeks.

Disapproval filled his chocolate brown eyes.

“My nameis Courtney.”

“Si, sefiora.” He gripped his hat tighter. “We returned from Taos late last night. My sons and | will
get to work immediately.” He hesitated. “That is, if you will keep uson.”

“Keep you on? Of course, | will. I don’t know the first thing about sheep. Mr. Hamilton assured me
you are quite knowledgeable.”

“Si, sefiora. | learned from my father, and he from his father. This ranch gives me great pride. The
sheep here are among the finest.”

“Well, thank the Lord for bringing you back, Manuelo. | hope you'll teach me about sheep
ranching.”

“Do you mean that, sefiora?’ At her nod, he sighed with relief. “Then you will not sell the ranch?’
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“No, Manuelo, | couldn’t. It's all | have left of Stanley.”

“Of course, sefiora. | will tell my wife, Carlita. She saw to the house for Sefior Burgess. Thank you,
sefiora,” he said as he backed away. “ Thank you for making Rancho Ortega your home.”

Rancho Ortega? Stanley named his ranch Ortega?

She closed the door, pondering the Mexican. Beneath his heavy accent was a welleducated man.
What didn’t make sense, though, was his poor manner of dress. The fabric of histrousers was worn
thin and patched, and he’ d bound his shoes with sack cloth, most likely to keep them together.
Hadn't Stanley paid the man enough to buy decent clothes? Regret for his treatment of hisranch
hand coursed through her. The first order of business with Manuelo would be to discuss wages for
hisfamily.

k%%

As Courtney removed a batch of sugar cookies from the oven, a shrill scream pierced the thick adobe
walls. She dropped the pan to the stove, flung the door wide open and rushed outside. At the edge of
the garden she skidded to a stop. A distraught middleaged Mexican woman perused the manicured
plants and mumbled rapidly in Spanish. Courtney noticed Beau moving surreptitiously around the
corner of the house. His gun drawn, his features hard, he was summing up the situation. Then he
stepped out in plain sight and sighed visibly with relief. He reholstered his gun and strode over to the
garden. She didn't trust the glint in his eyes.

“Buenos dias, Carlita,” he said with abroad grin.

He was awfully cheerful, Courtney thought, unable—or perhaps unwilling—to comprehend his humor.
“Do you know why she screamed?”’

He shifted his shameless grin to her. “ Ask her yourself.”

The heavyset woman continued walking among the neat rows of plants, still mumbling under her
breath. Every now and then a sob shook her matronly shoulders. She looked up with rueful brown
eyes. Courtney stepped back, fearful the woman might raise a hand to her.

“What did you do here?’ Carlita asked.

Beau was no help. He still wore that lousy grin on hisface. Indignant, she raised her chin. “1 pulled
the weeds.”

“Dios! Those were not weeds.” Carlitalifted her hands to her cheeks. “They were herbs.”
“Medicinal herbs,” Beau added, histone cocky.

Courtney was speechless. How was she supposed to know she'd pulled herbs instead of weeds? She
couldn’t tell the difference.

Carlitawalked out of the garden and paused to give her a disparaging frown. “1 must go to the
Villanueva house. If | do not replenish the herbs...” Shefell silent and wandered away, shaking her
head.
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Courtney couldn’t see past her pricked ire to the twinkle in Beaus' eyes or the soft lines around his
mouth. “Why is she so distraught?’

“Carlitais acurandera. She heals by using the weeds you pulled for medicine.”

“If you knew that, why didn’t you speak up when you saw me digging in the garden?’

He shrugged. “It wasn’'t any of my business.”

“Going through my cupboards was your business and this wasn’'t?” She forcibly held back from
giving him a good, oldfashioned slap to remove that infernal grin. Doing the only thing she could to
save her from an unpleasant confrontation, she stormed back into the kitchen. About to slam the

door, something solid got in the way.

Beau shoved her into the room and kicked the door shut. The wild shinein his eyeswarned her of a
brewing storm. Her wary retreat ended at the table.

“You have away of trying to make me feel guilty whenever something doesn’t go your way. I’m fed
up with it.”

Courtney rooted herself to the floor. “1t’ s not intentional .”

“Like hell itisn't. | won't feel guilty for any of your troubles. They began the moment you said | do
to that pathetic lowlife Burgess.”

“Leave Stanley out of this. He's dead.”
“And you’ re better off because of it.”

Her hand flew up before she realized its intent. She’d swear on her mother’ s bible it had amind of its
own. Her palm cracked across his stubbled cheek, compounding her consternation. Too bad it didn’t
lessen her fury.

“Dammit, woman.” He clenched his teeth and the muscles along his jaw danced erratically. He
clamped an ironstrong hand around her wrist and pulled her behind him as he stalked angrily into the
main room.

She made a desperate attempt to unclasp hisfingers, but she lacked the strength to pry them loose.
Digging her boot hedls into the earthen floor was a mistake. Beau merely grunted from the feeble
resistance and jerked on her arm. Shards of pain speared through her shoulder.

“Ow!” she cried. “Beau, stop!”

He halted abruptly. She didn’t and sslammed into his rock solid form. When he released his hold, she
tumbled hard to the floor.

Beau thought his chest would explode. He was breathing heavily, kicking himself for treating her
brashly. What the hell was he doing anyway? Where did he think he was taking her? God help him,
but he wanted to ring that pretty neck of hers, then make love to her until there was nothing left of
himself to give.
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Dammit, what was she doing to him? He' d never desired to bed awoman more than once. Not until
Courtney came along and he discovered he couldn’t get enough of her sweet kisses. Last night
merely whetted his appetite.

She remained on the floor, her brows furrowed. Beau balled his fingersinto tight fists to aleviate his
gripping tension. He had to do something before he forgot every vow he' d ever made and hauled
Courtney off to the bedroom and lost himself in her soft flowerscented body. Aw, hell. You've lost
your mind, Hamilton.

“1’m glad to see you were able to dry out your guns.”

His features froze with disbelief. He was angrier than sin, and she had the nerve to bait him with the
guns she amost ruined.

She rose and dusted off the seat of her Levis, then brushed her hands loose of dirt. Although his
tension hadn’t yet improved, her anger had obviously dissipated. She was changing right before his
eyes, losing her obstinacy and turning sweeter by half. He grew leery.

“1 baked a batch of sugar cookies. Would you-"

“Sonofa...!” Beau hurried to the front door. There he paused. “I don’t want your damn cookies. |
want you to stay the hell away from me. | quit!”

The instant he exited the adobe, a shot rang out, forcing him back into the house. He slammed the
door and crouched beneath awindow, at the same time drawing his gun and ordering Courtney to get
down. Looking cautiously out the window, Beau searched the yard. He saw no one. On the hill,
however, he glimpsed arider galloping away.

He unfolded and reholstered his gun. “Nice neighbors you got. Lucky for me the gunman couldn’t hit
amoving target.”

Her face drained of color. “Do you think Mr. Stover shot at you?”

“It was one of his hired guns. And he wasn’t shooting at me.”

Her eyes grew as wide as the bottom of awhiskey bottle. “Why would he shoot at me?’

“Your property forces Stover to go out of hisway when he drives cattle up from Texas. The fence
prevents him from running cattle over the land. And when sections of fence are down, the sheep get
onto his property, eating his cattle’ s prime grazing grass. Y ou also have more river running through
your land. To put it smply, Mrs. Burgess, you have everything Stover wants.”

She remained quiet for a spell and lowered her gaze, giving Beau the perfect opportunity to study
her. Her hair was braided into athick, blonde column resting over her shoulder. Her blue flannel shirt
was tucked into the waist of her Levis, clearly defining her feminine curves. Quicker than he could

spit, he was as hard as an iron pipe. Damning his body’ s swift reaction, he shifted his stance.

“What would it take for Mr. Stover to leave me alone?”
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He felt atwinge of sadness for the rude lesson she'd just learned. “ L eave the ranch and go back to
New York.”

Her eyes narrowed, and anything he felt a moment ago was gone. Her dander was up again, and he
braced himself for what was to come. “I’ ve had enough of you telling me to turn tail and run, Mr.
Hamilton. Thisis my home, my land, my sheep.”

“You'd diefor those stinking animals?’

“It’s not only the sheep. It’s about what is rightfully mine. And it's a matter of pride. So if Stover
wantsto play dirty, then sowill 1.”

Thetilt of her obstinate jaw turned his stomach into knots. She had no idea of the danger she wasin.
Stover would shoot his own mother to get what he wanted. “ Stover has twenty men working his
ranch. And another five are hired guns—men he paysto kill for him. | know these men.”

“1 suppose you would know your own kind.”

“My kind,” Beau stated harshly, “kill or bekilled. It'sarule you best live by if you want to survive
sheep ranching.” He turned sharply to leave.

“Mr. Hamilton?’
“What?’

“Maybe | was abit hasty in my demands when | hired you. Y ou're not my servant, | know that. If
you're still interested, I'd like you to reconsider your resignation.”

Beau closed his eyes. Say no, Hamilton. Y ou don’t need her kind of trouble.
“1 made the right decision when | hired you.”

The knots in his stomach tightened like wet rope.

“1 can only assume you have an aversion to working for awoman.”

The little vixen was doing it again, trying to make him feel guilty and at the same time baiting the
hook, thinking he would bite. Maybe he should, just to show her who really wore the pants in their
working relationship. Taking histime, he faced her again.

“Am | to understand you want me to work for you even though | violated your first rule?” He arched
abrow, expecting her to respond. All she did was stammer. He sauntered over to her. “What isit you
really want, Mrs. Burgess?’

Despite his valiant attempts to leave her aone, he engaged her in akiss that took the air out of his
wind. It made him momentarily forget what he’ d asked, made him believe she desired his kind.
Reality sank in and he straightened away. She was warm and flushed, like avirgin bride. He gently
ran his hand over her silky hair. The longing in her eyes confused him al the more. He wasn't
accustomed to wearing his heart on his sleeve. A heart many said he didn’'t have. At the moment, he
would disagree.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Courtney rested in the rocking chair on the front porch. On the far side of the barn, Manuelo and his
two sons were heading home for the noon meal and a siesta. Naps were afact of lifein Santa Fe, she
learned quickly, a necessity when the temperature rose so high even criminals lay low.
Unfortunately, she never took naps, even as a child. She'd always been too curious with life to sleep
during the day.

She followed Manuelo with her eyes. What would she have done without him? He and
eighteenyearold Marcos and Eduardo, who recently turned sixteen, tended the sheep and saw to the
workings of the ranch. Carlita eventually came around. After their awful first encounter, she and the
curanderarelished a closeness two women developed in a business consisting mostly of men. Ina
sense, Carlita was the mother Courtney missed.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the rocker. The warm breeze brushed softly across
her face. The offensive smell of sheep didn’t bother her any longer. In fact, ranch life had begun to
grow on her. More so since it quieted down. There were no more gunshots, no dead sheep, no threats
from Stover...no Beau. He' d been gone from the ranch for two weeks, since the day he quit. She’'d
offered him the job back, but he left before giving her an answer. Maybe he was gone for good.

Frowning at the thought, she opened her eyes and gasped softly at the sight of Beau approaching the
adobe on horseback. Her heart skipped a beat. He was more handsome and appealing than ever in his
buckskins. Judging by his posture, he seemed alittle cautious.

He dismounted at the porch steps and dropped the reins, ground tethering the horse. He climbed them
and leaned back against a post. “Y ou’ re not thinking about slapping me again, are you?”’

“Are you disappointed?’

“Don’t rightly know. Maybe | need a good reason to get worked up enough to kiss you again.”
A quick intake of breath lodged in her throat as heat soared through her body. How quickly she
forgot about everything except that suggested kiss. Shaking free from the sudden constraints of
desire, Courtney cleared her throat. “I didn’t think you needed a reason to do anything.”

He pushed away from the post and walked directly past her. “1 don’t.”

When he entered the adobe, Courtney balled her fists on the arms of the chair, frustration returning.
His nonchalant attitude inevitably rubbed her wrong. Bounding to her feet, she marched in after him.

Beau listened to her heavy footfalls as he crossed the main room. She was hopping mad. It certainly
didn’t take long for him to get under her skin. He barely smiled as he looked back. Shewasasight in
Levis, heavy boots and a chambray shirt. Her cheeks flushed a dusty shade of pink, and her single
braid trailed over her shoulder, resting alongside her breast. His heart raced, his pulse pumped
erratically.

He stopped near the kitchen door. She pretended to be subdued. Y et deep down she was mad as hell
with him for staying away two weeks without telling her he was leaving. If he hadn’t quit, she’d no
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doubt threaten not to pay him. All he' d have to do was quit again. Then she' d beg him to stay—in her
own way, of course. And in amanner al his own, he'd begrudgingly relent. It wasn’'t much of a
relationship, but then, he’ d never asked for one.

“Stover must be making big plans for you.”

“Why do you say that?’

“He' sbeen quiet since | left.”

“How would you know? And why would you care? Y ou quit, remember?’

“1 have my ways.” He answered her first question but ignored the last two.

She splayed her slender fingers over her hips and planted her feet apart. Her fury was building, but
he wasn't about to get into a heated confrontation so soon. He entered the kitchen.

“Where have you been the last two weeks?’ came her suspiciousinquiry.

“You sound like a nagging, jealous wife. Besides, | don’t work for you, so it's none of your
business.”

“Fine.” She looked as belligerent as a trapped possum.

“I’m starved. Got anything to eat?’ He washed in a basin of water, then scrounged around for food.
He fixed himself a plate of Ieftover chicken and tortillas. “ Got any coffee?’

A smile briefly cut across his mouth as she poured a cup and slammed it down on the table. Coffee
splashed over the rim in her recklessness. She was a sight to behold when she was irritated.

“1 rode up north, Wyoming way, to talk to one of the sheep ranchers| told you about. The Bar H is
interested in athousand head of your sheep. The foreman rode back with me and took aroom at the
Exchange. | told him he could come out tomorrow to see what you’ ve got here.”

“You did what?' she bristled. “Without consulting me first?’

His good mood began to unravel. Dammit, he hadn’t come here to argue with the stubborn twit.
“You'rein no position to throw atantrum, Mrs. Burgess. By the end of the month a shearing crew
will arrive. Thisisagood time to sell off what you don’t need. The money will pay your debts to
Seligman'’s, the cantina and the bank.”

“How did...? Who told...?”

“Just shut up and listen,” Beau said ungraciously. “ After you pay your debts, you owe Manuel o back
wages, then the rest of the money will pay the shearers. After you sell your wool, you'll have enough
money left over to get you through winter and into next spring.”

“Mr. Hamilton—"
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“Y ou can sustain the ranch on the sale of sheep wool without slaughtering sheep. It’s what you
wanted, lady.”

He couldn’t decide if she was angry, fed up or shocked. It was several minutes before she spoke
again.

“How in God’ s name do you know so much about stinking sheep?’

Beau responded tightly. “1 asked Manuelo.”

“Why would he talk business with you and not me?’

“Because he doesn’t know you well enough.”

“That’s hogwash and you know it.”

His patience hung by athread now. When she reached for his plate and cup, he grabbed her wrist.
The uncertainty in her eyes pinched his heart. Still, he refused to let up. “Heed Manuel 0’ s knowledge
of sheep ranching. You'd be afool not to.”

The instant he released her, she busied herself with the dirty dishes. Beau walked over to the
cupboard for another cup and poured the last of the coffee from the pot. It was strong enough to
stand a knife in. Exactly the way he liked it. He reclaimed his seat at the table.

“By the way, | decided to stay on here.”

The plate she was washing dropped into the basin, the water preventing it from breaking. She
whirled on him, her eyes glowing like abranding iron. “Maybe | don’t want you working for me.”

“Lady, you need me.”

“Like | need atoothache.”

Beau grinned and balanced his chair back on the two rear legs. “I’m not that bad.”
“You'reinsufferable, arrogant, presumptuous, rude and... insubordinate!”

“The exact qualities needed in aman hired to protect your welfare.”

Her hands flew upward in stilted frustration. “1 give up.” Then she pinned him with a determined
look. “I'[I rehire you on one condition. Y ou report to me and only me. Not to Manuelo. I'm your

boss, and you must abide by my rules.”

Beau eased the chair forward. He didn’t take his eyes off her as he rose and walked around the table.
“Rules don’t apply to hired guns.”

“But | didn’t hire you for that reason.”



“How do you think I’m going to protect you, Mrs. Burgess? By inviting Stover’smen in for teaand a
dance?’ He leaned in close, inhaling that honeysuckle scent he’d missed while he' d been gone.
“Well, am | rehired or not?”’

He heard her swallow, heard her shallow breaths, heard her heart beating. He placed his hands on the
counter, trapping her between his arms. Battling his conscience over whether he should kiss her or
simply walk away, it seemed his will was stronger than his good sense. He kissed her asif hislips
were touching fine porcelain. God she tasted good— swest, just like he remembered. If only he

could linger, but he couldn’t allow himself too much pleasure or he wouldn’t be able to stop himself
from carrying her off to the bedroom. For now, his longstanding vow remained intact.

Beau stepped back, forcing himself to turn away from the sensual glow on her beautiful face. Gruffly
he said, “I’'ll be back tomorrow morning with the Bar H foreman. Until then, decide if you want me
working for you again.”

He swiped his hat from the table and |eft the adobe the same way he came in.

*k*k*%k

“You have the best here, Mrs. Burgess,” the foreman from the Bar H Ranch complimented. “ Rancho
Ortega always did breed the finest merinos.”

From atop the bay gelding, Courtney shifted her attention from the sea of woolly animals to the
foreman. Hislast comment piqued her curiosity. In the year Stanley owned the ranch, how did he
build such a good reputation?

“My husband never settled for anything less than the best.” She shot Beau awarning glance. This
wasn'’t the time for him to air his deprecating opinions of Stanley.

“My bosses authorized me to pay two dollars a head. I’m sure the animals are disease free?’

“Of course they are,” shereplied quickly, assuming it was true. Manuelo never said otherwise. “Two
dollarsahead is—’

“Bird crap,” Beau cut in. “Don’t hornswoggle the lady, Braden. Hell, in 59 merinos were fetchin’
four dollarsahead.”

Courtney twisted her lips with suppressed anger. “1’m sure Mr. Braden wasn’t-"
“Givethelady afair offer or don’'t waste her time.”

Braden smiled, and his sundarkened features wrinkled. “Y ou drive a hard bargain, Mr. Hamilton.
Three dollars a head then.”

“Seven,” Beau countered.

“That’safair price for afew head,” Braden admitted. “But I’'m fixin’ to take a thousand off her
hands. My bosseswon't go for it.”
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“I'll take five dollars. No less,” she said, eyeing Braden, “and no more,” she added, her eyesissuing
astern warning to Beau.

“You got yourself adeal,” Braden said. “I’ll meet you at the bank to sign the papers. My men are
waiting in town. I’ [l inform them to prepare to move out within the hour.” He shifted his likeable
blue eyes to Beau then back to her. “1 do get my pick, don't |7

“Whatever you want, Mr. Braden.” She didn’t have the heart to say no to a man with fivethousand
dollars ready to deposit into her account.

“Good. My men will take equal flocks of ewes and wethers. | expect two prime rams to be included.”
“Why, certainly.” When Beau opened his mouth to object, Courtney maneuvered her horse between
hisand Braden’s. “I'[| meet you in town then.” As the foreman rode off, Courtney hung back.
“What' s a wether?’

A wry grin wrestled with Beau's lips. “A castrated male.”

Courtney felt her face brim with color.

“A eweisafemale. A lamb isayoung sheep, and aram...” Devilment filled hiseyes. “A ram isakin
to astud. Heain’t got nothin’ better to do than service the females.”

“Oh! You'd certainly know all about that, wouldn't you, Mr. Hamilton?’

66



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

After meeting Braden at the First National Bank, Courtney paid her debts to the bank and
Seligman’s. Once the cantina was paid, she' d have fifteen hundred dollars |eft to pay Manuelo’s
back wages and to prepare for the shearing crew. Not bad for a city girl.

She entered the cantina, relieved to find very few patronsinside. She quickly tracked down José and
handed over his money. As she headed for the double swinging doors, she caught sight of Beau
sitting at the back of the cantina, coddling a beer. Why wasn't he at the ranch helping Manuelo get
the sheep ready to head out with Braden and his crew? She wasn’t about to cause a scene with Beau
roosting in histerritory. She’d give him an earful for his unprofessional behavior later at the ranch.

A flash of red stopped Courtney in her tracks. She narrowed her eyes on Celina sashaying toward
Beau. The whore' s provocative walk made Courtney blush. The consequences of confronting Beau
in public was no longer an issue. Furious, she marched right to the table. Celinanow sat cozily in his
lap, blocking his view. Courtney watched in disgust while she eavesdropped on the pair, trying with
all her will not to toss Celina from Beau' s lap.

“Why do you not come to the cantinamore?’ Celina asked, her voice pouty.

“Maybe I’m bored with the company here,” Courtney heard Beau say. When he said something
harshly in Spanish, Celina sprang from his lap. Courtney glimpsed Beau’ s jaw, the muscle there
jumping wildly, clearly using great restraint to curb hisfury.

Celina spun away and pulled up instantly when she saw Courtney. The surprise in her eyes dissipated
into malevolence. “Do not think to work the cantina, sefiora. Thisis my territory.” She spat at
Courtney’ s feet then turned back to Beau. “Y ou will tire of this scrawny gringa. When you are ready
to have areal woman in your bed, you know where to find me.”

Courtney’ s face heated with humiliation, and she didn’t dare search the many eyes fixed in her
direction. What made Celina believe she was a whore? Worse, everyone in the cantina probably
thought the two of them were fighting over Beau’ s attention.

“You can stand there all day, Mrs. Burgess, or you can join me.”

She cast aquick glance at Celina before accepting Beau' s invitation.

“Celina s afraid you'll take customers away from her. Y our kind of woman would be awelcomed
change here. You' d do well for yourself...if you like that sort of work.”

“A scrawny gringa must be hard to come by in this part of the country.”
Beau chuckled. “ Glad to see Celinadidn’t pluck your feathers.”

“She didn’t. But you, Mr. Hamilton, are plucking me bare.” At his salacious grin, she sought to
correct her poorly chosen words. “What | meant was-"

“No need to explain, lady.”
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“Then what are you doing in the cantina when you’ re supposed to be at the ranch?’

“Manuelo will help Braden with the sheep he chooses.”

Courtney eyed him bitterly. She should have hired area ranch hand instead of a man of questionable
character. But then, aranch hand might be lousy at protecting her investments. “Y ou don’t take
ordersvery well, do you, Mr. Hamilton? | know you don’t like being told what to do, but as your
boss—

“Asyour protector, | do what | think is necessary for your continued good health. The cantinaisthe
best place to hear what’ s going on.”

“With abeer in one hand and awhore in the other?’
Beau’ s devastating grin turned Courtney inside out.

“Neither getsin the way of listening,” he pointed out. Sitting forward, he set his elbows on the table
and fit one hand in the other. “Was there anything else you need to say?’

Even though he had away of setting her off quickly, he also had away of disarming her, making her
forget how infuriating he could be. It caused her heart an extra beat every time he looked at her with
those gray eyes that, lately, seemed to be losing their steely edge.

“1 never thanked you for bringing Mr. Braden down. | didn’t want you to think | was ungrateful .”

“Didn’'t think you were.”

She could get used to this quiet side of Beau. It was charming, a huge change from his
| don’ tgiveadamn attitude.

His warm breath fanned across her mouth, drawing Courtney from her private thoughts. She hadn’t
noticed him leaning closer. His head was slightly tilted, his lips precious seconds away from
touching hers. But then his breathing slowed considerably, and she feared he wasn't breathing at all.

Sensing they weren’'t alone, Courtney half turned her head to see a stocky man beside their table.
Another man dlipped around to Beau’ s side, while athird positioned himself behind Beau’ s chair.

“Don’t it smell baaaad in here?’ the stocky man asked his friends.

“Yeah, kinda like the stink them sheep give off,” the man at Beau’ s side replied. Leaning toward her,
he sniffed the air. “ Think she sleeps with ‘em? After al, we all know how lonely widows get.”

“Leave her alone, Jack,” Beau warned as he leaned back. He set his steelyeyes on the reprobate.
“Has Stover stooped so low, he's sending his men out to taunt women?’

Jack’ s hand went to his gun. “ Stay out of this, Hamilton. It ain’t your business.”
Beau' s gaze dlid from Jack to Steve, the man beside him. Both were hired guns with nasty
reputations. The man at his back was undoubtedly Lonie. Beau would bet hislife on it. Lonie usually

snuck up on a person and attacked from behind.
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In the sudden quiet, the scraping of chair legs over the wood floor echoed ominously. Beau remained
seated, but pinned Jack with an intrepid look. “Well, now, you’ re wrong there, Jack. Mrs. Burgess
hired me to see after her well being.”

From across the room, José pleaded, “No fighting in the cantina. Go outside.”

“There' s nothing to worry about, José,” Beau assured the jittery Mexican. “ These gentleman stopped
by for afriendly chat. Isn’t that right, Jack?’

“Yeah, that’ sright,” Jack mumbled. He jerked his head toward the door, ordering Steve and Lonie
out of the cantina.

Thetightnessin Beau' s gut felt worse than the staggering pain from the bullets he’ d taken in the
ambush. He' d been afraid one of the men would touch Courtney. He would defend her, evenif it
meant killing Stover’s men and suffering the consequences later. He' d never be able to live with
himself if he failed to protect her.

“Who were those men?’

Her pale face troubled him. She sat rigidly in her chair, obviously spooked by Stover’s henchmen. A
pinch of compassion squeezed his heart. “Three of Stover’s guns, same as those other two men

who' d ridden out to your ranch with Stover.” He drained the glass and replaced his hat. “1’ m taking
you back to the ranch.”

His tone brooked no argument and, thankfully, Courtney rose and headed across the room.

Reaching the doors, he stopped and gently pushed her behind him. The instant Beau stepped onto the
boardwalk, his right arm shot out to shield the blow he rightly anticipated. With hisleft, he jabbed a
fist into Jack’ s underbelly and hooked his boot toe behind the man’ s knees, taking him down easily.

Steve lunged at him, the force knocking Beau to the ground. He rolled away from the lanky man and
sprang to his feet, swiping the knife from the sheath at his calf in timeto slice Jack’ s forearm when
he charged. With his back unprotected, Beau could do nothing against Lonie stackle. They fell hard
to the ground, grunting. Beau was getting awfully mad. He didn’t favor the three against one odds,
and someone was going to pay for the lopsided fight.

He heaved Lonie off his back at the same instant he caught sight of Courtney yanking arifle away
from the man beside her. She lifted the heavy weapon and swung full circle, body and all. Everyone
cowered to the boardwalk.

Beau scowled. “Put that damn thing down before you kill someone!”

He grunted when Loni€’ sfist clipped his cheek.

“Someone’ s got to help you,” she shouted back, glaring at the witnesses lying belly down around
her.

Beau swore when she raised the rifle and steadied it against her shoulder. Therifle exploded in a
gray cloud of smoke, the force throwing Courtney to her backside. Beau crouched to the ground,
leaving Lonie clutching at hisrear and writhing in agony.
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“She shot mel The bitch shot mein the ass!” Lonie hollered. He carried on as if he' d been hit with a
full load of bullets.

From the corner of his eye, Beau noticed Steve drawing his gun against Courtney. He was about to
warn her when she got to her feet and arced the rifle once again to her shoulder. Beau ducked.

“Crazy woman!” Steve squawked. “Women ain’t got no business holdin” agun.”

“Then don’t mess with me,” Courtney warned, lowering the long barrel to Steve' svitals, “or | may
find a better target on you.”

“Damn crazy bitch.” Steve helped Jack collect their injured friend. “We ain’t through with you,
sheep lady.” He glared at Beau, a silent warning that they weren't finished with him, either.

Breathing unevenly, Beau calmly spoke to Courtney. “Easy, girl. Set the rifle down nice and gentle.”

“Don’t you dare talk to melike I’ve lost my wits. I'm not crazy,” she huffed. “| take that back.
Maybe | am insane for saving your ornery hide.” She lowered the rifle as everyone began to rise. The
butt hit the boards hard, and her finger accidentally brushed the touchy trigger. Another loud report
sent everyone scrambling for cover again.

“Shit.” Beau belly crawled to Courtney who sat semidazed on the boardwalk. He grabbed the barrel
and yanked therifle out of her hand, then shoved it at its rightful owner as he stood. Jerking her to
her feet, he saw no other recourse but to treat her like a disobedient adolescent. “Don’'t you know any
better than to play with guns?’

Her glowing eyes rounded on him. “I was helping you, you miserable wretch. Do us both afavor and
quit again.”

“Not achance, lady,” Beau said. “Y ou really do need protection now. Stover’s men won't give up.
They’ll go off and lick their wounds while they restore their pride. But the war has begun.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The moment Manuelo and Carlita bid Courtney good night, she piled her hair atop her head and
donned a cool summer shift. From the threshold of the kitchen door, she watched the hot, sultry night
close over Santa Fe. Rubbing her perspiring neck, she leaned back against the door jamb and studied
the lacy crests of mountains sweeping from the lush grasslands. Incredibly, several peaks were still
covered with snow. That intrigued her, wondering why the snow hadn’t melted from the sweltering
western heat. Often over the past weeks she' d gazed out the back window at the fiery sunset,
marveling at the red glow of the mountains. The sight was as breathtaking as a brilliant painting.

A coyote howled in the distance. Itslonely sound chilled her to the bone despite the high
temperature. Closer to home, crickets chirped in the shrubs against the adobe. Listening to the
peaceful symphony orchestrated by Mother Nature, Courtney wished life could aways be this
serene.

“A beautiful sight, isn’t it?’

Courtney jolted with fright, and her hand pressed against the enormous pounding of her heart. She
inhaled repeatedly to settle her startled nerves.

“1 didn’t mean to frighten you,” Beau apologized. “1 saw the light.”

He stepped out of the shadows, scanning her from head to bare feet. Courtney glanced down at
herself. The low firelight from a candle on the table cast her in silhouette. Chagrined to discover he
could see her naked outline through the thin cotton garment, she crossed her arms over her chest, but
did little to shield the rest of her body from his perusal. She was grateful when he turned to view the
mountains she’ d been admiring.

“Those are the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. The name means Blood of Christ. The locals call them
the Sangres.”

“How appropriate.” Unnerved that he remained there as if she were clothed decently, she wished he
would respect her privacy and leave. However, it wasn't Beau' s style, so she focused on the
mountains and prayed he' d be on hisway soon.

“The color isreflected from the setting sun,” he went on. “1 remember the first time | saw the
Sangres at night.” He gathered a clump of dirt and ground it between hisfingers, |etting the powdery
matter float away on amild breeze. After wiping his hand against his buckskin, he peered into her
eyes. “| decided | should teach you how to shoot.”

“Why? | handled myself fine today.”

“Look, Courtney—" Beau nearly lost his selfcontrol. If he allowed himself familiarity with her name,
he wouldn’t stop there. He rectified his blunder. “Mrs. Burgess, those men were playing with you
today. You can’t stand up to hired guns without knowing how to protect yourself.”

“lsn’'t that the reason | hired you?”’
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He dragged in along breath and held it awhile before releasing it with aresigned sigh. “ Stover’ s got
five guns. I’'m only one man. As much as1’d like to believe I’ m infallible, I'm not God. Don’t you
understand? Y our lifeis on the line here. If you were their mother, they’ d kill you. Their kind don’t
have a conscience.”

“But you're their kind. Would you kill me?’

“Don’t ask me that, Court—Mrs. Burgess. Although God knows sometimes | want to-" He
swallowed his words. Dammit. She was turning him soft, forcing him to feel emotions he thought
he'd buried all those years ago.

“Sometimes you want to strangle some sense into me, is that it? Well, you're not the only one. My
father threatened me with that for years. | suppose when awoman has a mind of her own, the only
way aman thinks he can control her is by aheavy hand.” Her mouth tightened at the corners. “Is
there areason you' re here, Mr. Hamilton?”’

“Just making sure you had no more trouble.”

“I haven't.”

They turned in unison to the distant mountains. He should leave, but he didn’t want to ride back into
town just yet. More to the point, he didn’t want to be alone. It never bothered him before. Hewas a
loner by nature, always had been. Lately, however, he found himself wishing he could be near
Courtney all day long. Then there were the nights, when loneliness crept over him, swaddling himin
its cold blanket. God he hated the nights.

He tried to stop his gaze from wandering back to her, but he failed. One more look and his restraint
broke. He selfishly drank in her beautiful feminine form, though he did so without giving in to the
pleasure his body craved.

“You could have given this ranch up right after your husband was killed. Why didn’t you?’

She seemed at odds with forming a plausible answer. Then her shoulders dropped and her voice
lowered. “My father would have given me the Itoldyouso lecture the minute | walked into his
house.”

“Was that the only reason keeping you from going home?’

“That and...” She smiled coyly. “I started liking it here. More so now that Stanley’ s debts are paid.”

Beau moved in closer, but she turned into the kitchen. Near the table, she stopped. He was afraid
she’d bite into him for overstaying his welcome.

“I’mtired, Mr. Hamilton,” she said quietly.
“Before you turnin, | need to know one thing.” He crossed the room and without reservation,

gathered her into his arms. In awhisper that could have passed for a plea, he said, “Kiss me,
Courtney.”
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The instant she came to him, Beau realized the fear that had been riding him. Against his solemn
vow, he would make love to her again.

Lost in the moment, hisrationality fled. Her feminine scent and warmth were a drugging
combination. He craved her touch, even if later he might regret it. She boldly pressed against him,
the proof of her passion nearly his undoing. Her soft moaning sounds tickled his lips as she wrapped
her tongue around his, pushing back into his mouth. The tentative action reminded him she wasn’t
worldly in the ways of men. She hadn’t been married long enough to know how to please a man, or
to feel the pleasure of area man’s seduction. Suddenly, he wanted her to know him like no other
woman had dared.

Her breasts burned his flesh through their garments. He felt her shudder, knew she had experienced
the same spear of desire, the same longing that had ambushed his own body. Before long, afine
sheen of perspiration broke across his forehead and blanketed his back where her hand wandered
down the groove of his spine.

Beau snuck a hand under her shift and caressed her thigh, cherishing her soft flesh and shapely
muscles. His palm turned damp, asif he suffered from a bad case of nerves. But the second he lifted
her leg and circled it around his hip, he forgot about his fear of needing awoman so badly.

Molding his hand over one side of her nicely rounded buttocks, he eased her closer. Heat radiated
from her core, exciting him, easily making him forget who he was fondling. He loathed losing his
selfdiscipline to awoman, yet he desperately wanted Courtney in spite of hislifelong vow. Still, he
couldn’t let her rob his fortitude to turn his back on any female, no matter who she was.

Regretfully, he reached behind him, unwrapping first her luscious leg, then her arms. She protested
with asoulful cry, but he refused to fall to that dolorous sound. “We can’t do this, Courtney,” he
rasped. “I’m not the man you want or need.”

“Y ou should have thought about that before you took me the first time.”

“1 was wrong to come to you when | did. | was drunk.” The crushed expression on her beautiful face
strangely cut through his heart. “1 promise it won't happen again.”

She raised her chin, her pride winning out above the emotions she held inside. She walked calmly
from the room, leaving him feeling empty and incompl ete.

“You'readamn fool,” Beau told himself with regret.

*k*k*%k

Astride her gray mare, Courtney observed Manuelo and his sons attending to the sheep lying on the
ground. She noticed Manuel0’ s grave concern. Marcos fixed his black as night eyes on her. It was as
if he blamed her for the sheep’s misfortune.

“Isit injured?’ she asked.
“Si, sefiora,” Manuelo answered. “The ewe has a broken leg and internal injuries. She must have
wandered through the broken fence onto Stover’sland. | think she was trampled by cattle or a horse

and thrown back.”
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“Isn’'t that the same stretch of fence where those other sheep wandered through a few weeks back?’
“Si, sefiora’

“Why hasn’t it been mended yet?’

“Without money, | cannot buy the wire to fix the fence.”

Courtney noticed Beau riding toward them at aloping gait. It was about time he showed up. After
throwing herself at him two nights ago, she was afraid she’ d scared him away. She still couldn’t
believe she’ d behaved as brazen as the whores in the cantina.

“Trouble here?’ Beau asked Manuelo.

Courtney listened as Manuel o repeated his suspicions. All the while she couldn’t pull her eyes away
from Beau. Even though she’ d seen him in his Levis and bluestriped pullover often before, he looked
especially handsome today. She particularly liked the way his hair curled around the neckband of his
shirt, caressing it like a baby’ stiny grasp. At his chest, all four buttons were fastened, but wayward
hairs eased over the top edge, teasing her senses. She knew only too well what lay hidden behind the
shirt. When she followed the line of his muscular arm to his gloved hand loosely gripping the reins,
sherealized it had gone silent. All four men were staring at her.

Unduly peeved with herself for giving in to her misguided desire, she intentionally snapped at Beau.
“Where have you been? Y ou didn’t come around once yesterday. It seems every time you decide to

take along siesta, something happens.”

If the thick nerve along his jaw twitched any faster, it might have worked clean through the stubbles
there. She barely noticed that he wasn't cleanshaven. All her tunneled vision saw was that flittering

nerve.

“Y esterday was Sunday. My day of rest.”

He was cam. Too cam. That disturbed Courtney. All the other times she' d spoken abrasively to
him, he'd flown into atirade. She should have realized there was always a cam before the storm.

“1 supposeit’s also aday of rest for evil men like Stover’s hired bunch?’
“1’m not working seven days aweek, lady.” His calm began to unravel.

“Your job isto protect me and my sheep. That means day and night. So you might as well move your
gear out of the Exchange Hotel. Manuelo will fix you a corner of the barn.”

“Now hold on one damn minute. No one, and that includes you, bosses me around. | do what | want,
when | want, and no pampered little twit in britchesis gonna dictate my life. And | don’t sleep in
barns.”

She heard his teeth gnashing. She noted the tautness of hislips, but it was that damned nerve along

his jaw that kept drawing her attention. “Maybe sleeping in a barn when you’ re sober might change
your mind.”
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A long silence ensued. The heavy beating of her heart throbbed faster with each passing second.
Suddenly, Beau' s features changed. He smiled, and his tense posture relaxed. She became leery,
distrusting.

“1 get it now,” he said, arrogance quieting hisvoice. “Y ou’ve got a needle stuck in your craw
because | turned you down the other night.”

Disbelief widened her eyes. How dare he mention that moment of indiscretion in front of Manuelo
and his sons? She hated him for purposely humiliating her. She was certain he’'d meant to, if only to
repair his fleeting control over her. She'd fire him if she didn’t need him so badly. Her horrified
expression turned to spite.

“1 suppose when you' re used to whores, you wouldn’t know how to treat alady. So don't pride
yourself, Mr. Hamilton. Y ou’ re not worth this lady’ s time.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Courtney marched around the side of the adobe, fury riding her like a cumbersome saddle on a pony.
She had never been so humiliated in her life. And she hadn’t ever wanted to slap a man as badly as
she did Beau. The man had no manners, no idea of the meaning of decorum. She wasn't stupid. She
knew men in the West weren’t known for their social graces but what Beau had said was
inexcusable.

She spotted Carlita planting new herbsin the garden and marched to the edge of the cultivated dirt.
The Mexican woman glanced up with concern.

“1s there something wrong, sefiora?’
“That man!” Courtney blurted.
Carlitawinced as she stood. “Who, sefiora?’

“Beau Hamilton.” Courtney paced to the corner of the garden. She swiftly retraced her steps, then
abruptly stopped. “How well do you know him?’

“Not aswell asyou do,” Beau said from the corner of the adobe. “I guarantee that, mi amor.”
Burning hot flames spread rapidly across Courtney’ s cheeks. Embarrassed and unreasonably angry,
she stormed through the kitchen door, stomping loose dirt over the newly swept floor. Barely across
the room, she was roughly yanked off her feet by the strangling grip of Beau’'s hand around her
upper arm. She jerked her startled gaze up, meeting the storm in his eyes.

“1 don’t like women who order me around, who chastise and make an ass of mein front of my
friends.”

“1 wasn't aware you had friends.”
“Yes, Mrs. Burgess, even uncompromising bastards like me have friends.”

“Still and all, it was unfair of you to say what you did. | am your boss, and you spoke to me with
disrespect and insubordination.” She rotated her shoulder, but his grip remained solid, numbing.

“You haven't learned how to be a boss yet. Y ou haven’t even learned how to run your own ranch. So
what the hell gives you the right to issue orders to me or Manuelo?’

“1 own this ranch. That’s what gives me the right.” She fought back.
Beau grew steadily intolerant. She was so damned muleheaded. And naive, too. Too bad Burgess
hadn’t been man enough to tell her the entire truth about Rancho Ortega. That twobit snake in the

grass probably glorified his holdings and socia standing in Santa Fe. Someone ought to tell Courtney
all about the ranch. It sure as hell wouldn’t be him.
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“1 suggest you start behaving like a sheep rancher.” He tugged her over to the table, kicked out a
chair and shoved her down. When her bottom hit the hard wood, she grunted.

“1 won't let you bully me.”

“Forget the you' retheboss, I’ mthesubordinate crap. If you want to keep this ranch going, you'll listen
to me. Personally I’ d like nothing more than to see you turn tail and run home to your father. But |
understand your reason for wanting to make a go of this place. I'm willing to help you, provided you
stop pretending to be someone’ s boss and work like the owner of one of the best sheep ranches south
of Cheyenne.”

“You don't need to shout at me. I’'m not hard of hearing.”

“Maybe not, but you’' re damned hardheaded.” Beau walked to the back door, leaned out and spokein
Spanish. Manuel o appeared, his floppy hat in hand.

“Sefiora,” he acknowledged, ever the gentleman.

Beau set his hat on alow cabinet. Using his forearm, he wiped away the sweat beading across his
forehead, and pinned Courtney with alook that dared her to question what he was about to say. She
was complacent for the moment, and he didn’t like that. Something was brewing in that hot head of
hers.

“Manuelo is going to explain what sheep ranching entails and what you have to do to help out. Ask
guestions, if you'd like, but don’t argue anything he tells you. Comprende, sefiora?’ At her leery
nod, Beau glanced at Manuelo. The Mexican pulled out a chair to make himself comfortable. All the
while, Beau kept awary eye on Courtney. God help her, she had better behave.

*kk*x

The crew arrived aweek later, as Manuelo said they would. Courtney was grateful the man had
prepared her for the shearing. She’ d never realized it was such hot, tedious work. She pushed back
another sweat soaked clump of hair from her temple and hooked it behind her ear. Smoke from the
pit dug into the ground rose upward as she turned the meat over the large grill. Fat dripped onto the
flames, sizzling and crackling, spattering her hand with hot grease.

“Damn,” she muttered, jerking her hand back to her lips. As she ran her tongue over the burns, she
looked across the pit to Beau. He was ravishing, unfairly desirable. His work shirt parted down the
front, revealing his glistening chest and stomach. The flickering flames reflected enticingly on his
damp skin, accentuating the hard ridges she found utterly breathtaking. The garment molded to his
shoulders and the musclesin his arms, revealing the power she knew existed in them.

She dragged her wayward gaze to his unshaven face. Dark blond stubbles caressed the granite line of
his jaw, and his stubbornness showed in the angles marking his face. He had called her hardheaded.
In that sense, they were alike.

He removed his hat and wiped his perspiring forehead with the bandana he kept in his back pocket.
He came around the rockedged pit and nodded at her hand. Y ou should set your hand in cold
water.” He lifted her hand to inspect the raised welts. “1 think Carlita should have alook at the
burns.”
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Courtney held her breath. It was the first time they’ d been this close since he' d chased her into the
kitchen about a week ago.

He brought her hand to hislips and gently kissed the burned area.
“Isthat supposed to make it feel better?’
“My mother used to tell meit did whenever | scraped aknee.”

Uncomfortable with the smoldering look in his eyes, she slipped her hand out of his. “I didn’t mean
the kiss.”

“The cold water eases the pain. And Carlitawill have salve to ward off infection.”

Courtney gave him atight smile before turning her attention to the Mexican men beyond the pit.
They’d arrived yesterday afternoon and already sheared half her flock. The crew consisted of
Manuelo’s cousin Juan and six others who were amazingly efficient at their job. Tonight was
reserved for rest and visiting with Manuelo and his family. Large cans were filled with wood and fire
to keep the yard from total darkness. Carlita had prepared bowls of rice and beans, stacks of freshly
made tortillas, and had bought enough beef and chicken to feed all of Santa Fe. For once, the air
smelled delicious, relieving the strong odor of sheep.

One of the men strummed an old, beat up guitar. The tune sounded clear and soul bearing. Another
of the men began to sing.

“They’'re characters,” Beau commented.

“Yes, they are. Juan certainly is different from Manuelo. | can't say I’ ve ever seen a man wear so
many bright colors. He reminds me of abow! of fruits.” She angled her head to look at Beau. “Why
are you laughing?’

“It’ s refreshing to see excitement in your eyes.”

Beau brushed his fingers along her cheek. She was mesmerized instantly by his smile, and her heart
flipflopped in her chest as he bent to kiss her. The warmth and tenderness of his kiss was heavenly. It
wasn'’t rough, neither did it promise that more would follow. Even so, when it ended and Beau
straightened away, a wave of disappointment washed over Courtney. She returned to the man
singing.

“Angel de amor, tu pasion no lacomprendo.” His intonation was lamenting, long suffering. “Yo no
siento el que me hayas querido. Yo no siento e que me haya amarlo.”

“What is he saying?’ she asked, hoping to fill the sudden void in her heart.

“The song speaks of one man lamenting over the love of his woman. He s trying to understand why
she gave him up for another man. Angel de amor—Angel of love.”

“It'salonely sound,” she commented in earnest. The longing she saw in Beau's eyes charged shivers
of excitement through her stomach.
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“Shepherds are lonely men,” hereplied. “Many of the New Mexican folk songs came from
shepherds. They spend months in the wilderness with no companionship other than their sheep, two
dogs and one human partner. So they make up songs.”

A gratifying smile graced her lips and reached to light her eyes. Beau couldn’t begin to know where
it came from. In his narrowed vision, he saw only her lips, their curvy shape beckoning him to take
his pleasure from their warmth and softness. He studied her angelic features. She was forever
drawing him deeper into her spider’ sweb. His eyelids fluttered downward as he imagined himself
alone with her at some magical place he knew couldn’t possibly exist. As he leaned down to kiss her
again, someone called to him, breaking the dream.

Juan strode up, exuberant as ever and spoke in Spanish. Beau quirked a brow, then turned his amused
smile on Courtney. “Juan says you're beautiful. Y our hair reminds him of a sunrise on a summer
morning.”

A blush crept over her aready flushed face. She brushed a hand over the mass of hair she’d braided
that morning. Silky strands had fallen free, sticking to her neck from the hot evening and the steam
of the pit.

“Thank you,” she mumbled.

When Juan spoke again, Beau chuckled with amusement. “ Juan would be honored if you'd allow
him to teach you how to shear,” he related.

She excitedly jumped at the opportunity. “Yes, I'd love to!”

Juan glanced over his shoulder to his crew and nodded. Loud cheers erupted into the night. Before
Courtney fully comprehended what she had accepted, her hand was lost in Juan’ s calloused paw, and
he pulled her behind his hurried steps. He brought her to one of the corrals where the next batch of
sheep had been singled out for shearing.

“Juan wants you to capture a sheep,” Beau told her.

Courtney’ s dubious expression rounded on Beau' s smiling face before she turned to regard the
sheep.

“Follow Juan’s lead,” Beau prompted.

“Easy for you to say,” she returned tenuously.

Beau' s chuckle rang in her ears as she imitated Manuel0’ s cousin. Courtney quickly discovered that
gaining a solid hold on the animal was harder than it appeared. After afew unsuccessful attempts, all
she had to show was a mouth full of dust and sore palms from breaking her fall each time the sheep
darted out of her grasp. Juan came to her rescue just in time. She was about to chastise Beau for
laughing uproariously.

“What?’ she asked of Juan’s foreign rambling and cast a skeptical eye on Beau.

“He said he'll hold the ewe while you shear. But first you need to cut off the dung locks.”
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“Thewhat?’ She stared at him, aghast.
“You heard right.”

She glared at Beau as he climbed to the top dat of the corral fence. Clearly trying to keep his
amusement in check, he bit the inside of his cheek.

Clamping her jaw tightly, she faced the sheep. The poor animal had to be uncomfortable. Juan had
wrapped its forelegs over its hind legs and held them from behind so it couldn’t kick out and injure
her.

“Pick up the cutters, Mrs. Burgess. If you don’t do something soon, the sheep will get restless.”

Hesitantly, Courtney grasped the cutters and pinched a gob of matted hair between two fingers. She
snipped as close to the sheep’ s skin as possible without cutting the animal.

“Thisisdisgusting!” she cried, dropping the stained wool to the ground.

“You missed afew,” Beau pointed out.

“You'll pay for this, Beau Hamilton,” she promised.

After cutting off the remaining pieces of matted wool, Courtney stepped back. Juan turned the ewe
and settled it down, using his hands and legs as restraints. He grinned while giving her further

instructions.

“Juan said you should begin at the head and clip as close to the body as possible. Make sure you
work your way back to the tail. Oh, and you need to keep the fleece in one piece.”

“Should | spinitinto yarn while I’'m at it?’ she said, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

“Just try to avoid second cuts or you' | reduce the value of the wool.”

“Thank you, Mr. lwantnothi ngtodowithstinkingsheep.”

Deep in concentration, Courtney had no idea how enticing she looked. Bent over, her Levis stretched
across her sweet little bottom and the musclesin her legs shifted gracefully. The sight made Beau's
breath stick in his throat. Sweat saturated most of her shirt, molding it alluringly to the curves of her
waist and the gentle rise of her arm muscles. When her braid fell over her shoulder, she nearly

sheared the end along with the sheep’s hair. Beau’ s grin returned.

Aware of the cumbersome and hot work of shearing, Beau admired her tenacity. He didn’t think
she’ d accept Juan’ sinvitation. He had to admit, she surprised him once again.

Now and then she glanced at Juan, and Beau saw the consternation tightening her features. It
probably was due to the Mexican’s neverending grin.

At last, she straightened and stepped back, announcing proudly, “I did it.”
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A roar of laughter thundered around the yard. Beau grabbed the fence dat to keep from falling off.
He hadn’t laughed so hard since... He honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’ d gotten a stitch
in his side from laughing.

“Lamofetal” Juan howled.

When Courtney heatedly spun around, Beau slipped off the fence and leaned against it for support.
She was positively livid, yet he couldn’t stop laughing.

“What did he say?’ she demanded.

Beau dragged in a breath just so he could speak. Through a gulp of air, he managed to reply.
“ Skunk!”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Courtney vaulted to the top rail of the fence as if she wore springs beneath her boots. Frantically
scanning the yard for the dreaded animal, all she saw were the men doubled over, laughing so hard
one nearly choked. Next to her, Beau was having fits of his own. His shoulders shook with laughter.
Courtney was beside herself.

“Lady...no one' s gonna...forget this year’ s shearing,” he managed to say as he fought to compose his
laughter.

“What the hell is so funny about a skunk?’

He shook his head, snorting now and then. When he didn’t answer — couldn’t answer through his
amusement—she smacked the hat off his head.

Still chuckling, Beau bent to retrieve his Stetson. He hung it on afence post and climbed up to sit.
“Take alook at the ewe you sheared.”

She dlid her wary gaze to the sheep. Apparently, she had missed a strip of wool down the animal’s
back. It did indeed resemble a skunk, although a mighty odd one. “All right, I’ll be the first to admit
shearing isonejob | should leave to the experts.” In spite of the ribbing from Beau and the others,
and the soreness she aready felt in her arms, Courtney grinned.

Juan turned the ewe over to two other men who forced the sheep into along, narrow vat filled with a
brew of sulfur and herbs to kill parasites and other skin ailments. The animal bleated through the
entire process and long after it came out and was sent into another corral where it would be branded
tomorrow.

“Gringo!” Juan shouted to Beau.

Courtney observed Beau closely as the Mexican spoke to him. A mischievous grin stretched clear
across his face.

“Juan’s challenging me. He seemsto think he can shear faster than | can.”
“My money ison Juan,” she said with confidence.

“Really? What say we make a bet?’

“Nameit.”

“A night swim in theriver. You and me... alone.”

Courtney thought he’d lost his senses. “Y ou’re on. But only because | know where you stand on
sheep. Oh, | saw you help out these past two days. Y ou really should stick to being a gunfighter.”

“I"ll remember that, querida.” He hopped down from the fence. “Make sure you remind me of my
vocation after Juan embarrasses the hell out of me and bruises my ego.”
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The twinkle in his eyes was unsettling. He seemed awfully happy for a man who hated sheep. She
shook off the butterflies in her stomach and watched Beau and Juan with keen interest. When the
sheep kept darting out of Beau' s grasp, Courtney felt more at ease.

Until the men took up the shears. Beau matched Juan’s cuts inch for inch, like he' d done it for years.
Before her eyes, she saw her bet with the rogue fal in his favor. When the contest ended, Courtney
gawked in astonishment.

Beau took everything in stride. He accepted the congratulatory slaps on his back asif his due.
Pressing her lips together, she swung her legs over the fence and jumped.

“I'll meet you at the river in an hour,” Beau shouted. The amusement in his tone raised her hackles.

*k*k*%k

The pretty Spanish song drifted into the kitchen. Courtney sat at the table, listening while the silly
bet she made with Beau loomed like a hairy monster. The crew had quit for the night and were
enjoying their whiskey and beer. They’d be turning in soon. She prayed Beau would do the same. An
hour crawled by, then two. A smidgen of hope lifted her spirits. Perhaps Beau made that bet in jest.
Of course, he did. He'd simply been teasing her.

The back door swung open. Courtney jumped with fright. With Beau looming there, his hair slicked
with sweat, the sickening taste of dread stuck in her throat.

“Didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” He braced his hands on the door’ s top frame.
“Areyou...drunk?’ she stammered.

“Not thistime, lady. | can hold my beer. | made sure to stay clear of the rotgut.” He stepped into the
kitchen. “Let'sgo.”

Courtney shrunk away.

“1’m hot and tired, Mrs. Burgess. Y ou made a bet with me and lost. So get out of that chair or I'll
carry you to theriver.”

“The contest was rigged.” She tried in a desperate and feeble attempt to wriggle out of going with
him. She wasn’t about to give in to Beau again, or make him think she desired him. He'd said he
wasn'’t the right man for her. He wasn't. Absolutely and most assuredly not the man for her.

“I never told Juan about the bet.”

“But his sheep was bigger than yours.”

“Nice try, but it doesn’t wash. Both ewes were within afew pounds of each other. Now quit
stalling.” When he reached for her hand, she hid it behind her back.

“Wait. I think you're lying.”
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Beau inhaled deeply. “All right, Mrs. Burgess. I'll give you two choices. You walk or | carry you
there.”

She snatched a towel from beneath the cabinet and grabbed a bar of honeysuckle soap. Despite his
weariness, Beau grinned as she marched past. He followed several paces behind, hoping she’d run
out of steam before reaching the river. But when she threw her towel and soap to the grassy bank, he
knew he would have to be somewhat sagacious in dealing with her fury.

He lowered to the ground with a grimace. All his muscles felt shredded. Holding back a groan, he
pulled off his boots then got to hisfeet and stripped the sweaty clothes from his sticky body. To his
annoyance, Courtney stood stone still, eyes downcast. He amost believed she was ashamed, until he
recalled how badly she'd wanted him to make love to her just over aweek ago. He hadn’t imagined
that, had he? Had he misread the signs, only seeing what he wanted to see?

“Do | have to undress you?’ The thought pulsed excitement through his veins.

She shifted her stance. “Turn around, please.” She acted like a shy little girl asking her father to look
the other way.

“Modest, Mrs. Burgess?’ Feeling cranky now, Beau didn’t wait for an answer and treaded into the
river. Without so much as flinching from the chilly water, he crouched on the river’ s bottom and
instantly felt the tension of the day dissipate. A few minutes passed before Courtney stepped into the
river. He was glad she didn’t attempt to shield her body from his view. The moonlight softened her
feminine figure, giving her an ethereal appearance. Beau was afraid she might fade into the night,
only avision in his distracted mind.

As he stood, his eyes remained on her features. He saw she was caught in indecision. Back in the
kitchen she'd asked if he was drunk. Did she remember the night he’' d come to her intoxicated?
Many times he' d wanted to tell her how sorry he was—not for making love to her, but for frightening
her with hisinsufferable condition. Beau frowned. She’ d been right about him bedding mostly
whores. Worse, she hit the target dead center, telling him he didn’t know the first thing about alady.

He waded toward her, the water rippling outward to where she stood. “Do you know why | made the
bet?’

She shook her head. Her eyes locked with hisin an obvious attempt to avoid perusing his nude body.
“1 wanted you al to myself. Does that surprise you?’

Her nod was wary at best.

Beau chuckled softly. “It surprised the hell out of me, too.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed
her cool fingertips. They smelled like sheep and smoke from the pit. “1 vowed never to make love to
the same woman twice. Y ou’'re making it hard for me to keep that vow.”

He grasped her by the shoulders and dragged her alongside his body. Her breasts smashed against his
chest, her taut nipples pressing into his flesh. Desire and need converged on him like never before. It
wasn’t enough to merely hold her. He meant to have all of her, to possess her and make her desperate

to have him, too. He stole her lips asif the kiss were their last. He gave no thought to his strong grip
biting into her shoulders or to the stubbles around his mouth chafing her tender skin.
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She wriggled loose from his callous hold and placed her palms on his heavily pounding chest. Beau
straightened, relieving his grip, but he couldn’t let her go.

“Must you always behave like a brute?’
“1’ve never had to haggle alady over akiss before,” he confessed, perplexed.

“Maybeif you'd ask instead of take,” she suggested rather sharply. “ And another thing. What was
that comment about your vow?”’

“Nothing,” Beau snapped.

Courtney wondered what had dampened his desirous mood. After al, she’ d spoken the truth. He
didn’t exactly act the gentleman. Or was it his vow she’ d mentioned? Maybe he was sore because
shedidn’t fall at hisfeet with lust in her veins. She aimost had once, but never again would she open
herself to the humiliation of his rejection.

As he retrieved her soap, she turned her head aside, not ready to study hismale formin al its
splendor. 1t was enough she' d seen him wearing only atowel. She preferred leaving the rest to her
imagination.

He returned and stepped behind her. She glanced at him over her shoulder, but he busily lathered the
soap. When he ran his hands and the soap over her back, she shivered. He was thorough, washing her
from her neck to her waist. Courtney’s breath hitched when he glided the scented bar over her
buttocks. His touch never drew away. Instead, it slid up and down, one side to the other, until she
caught herself moving with the same rhythm he' d composed. How did she tell him never to stop
what he was doing without sounding wanton?

A moan brushed over her lips. With each stroke she fell deeper and deeper into a trance of euphoric
delight. Hisarms circled her, and he pressed the small bar into her hand. When his lathered hands
covered her breasts she thought she would jump out of her skin. She rested her head back to settle
her shock and inhaled deeply, her expanding breasts filling his hands. As her eyelids fluttered
downward, she heard him groan, felt it vibrate at her back. She glanced back, enthralled by the sight
of hisclosed eyes and his mouth tightly drawn. If he felt half the bliss as she, Courtney knew hiswas
alook of pure pleasure.

He turned her and commanded in araspy voice, “Wash me.”

Courtney wondered if it was wise to touch him. She feared it might cast her over the edge of
propriety, if such athing existed when a man and woman stood naked together. There could be no
shame in what she was about to do, she decided. Not when both she and Beau desired the same end
to their play.

She worked the soap into his chest hair. His muscles rippled like a flag in the wind beneath her
fingers. Slowly moving downward, she sensed his stomach contract like a nervous fist. She ventured
lower yet, and a sudden wave of desire overshadowed all her fears. At the base of him she lingered,
wondering how to hold his hard staff. Was there aright way to grasp aman? She didn’t know.

“Courtney,” he pleaded, “don’t tease me.”
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He thrust her fingers around his male shaft. They gasped in unison before Beau captured her lips. His
hungry kiss shivered down her spine. She hadn’t noticed he lifted her into his arms until the river
swallowed most of her body. But the cold water didn’t squelch their ardor. The soap dropped from
her grasp when she wrapped her arms around his wide shoulders and molded to him, aching for the
moment he eased the dire need gripping her body.

Beau’' s masterful lipslaved over her ear and down her jaw, leaving atrail of heated gooseflesh.
Courtney arched back, exposing her neck to his quest, and shivered when his tongue struck like a
bolt of lightning. Her fingers plunged through his hair, guiding his head down toward her breasts. A
long, satisfying groan floated away on a breeze the instant his warm lips closed over her tiff nipple.
“Oo000h, that feels wonderful.” The breathy sound of her voice lingered in her ears.

Suddenly, Beau tensed. Hislips stilled, and his ragged breathing sounded eerie in the night. He
pulled her upright. “I can’t,” he said abrasively. “1 won’t!” He waded to the bank where he faced her
with aferocious glare. “Lady, what the hell are you doing to me?’

Courtney remained in the water as he dressed. Confused, she wondered if she'd been wrongin
touching him as intimately as she had. She' d been so sure he enjoyed her caresses.

“Wash up. I'll walk you back to the adobe.”
“But-"

“Dammit, wash up and don’t say another word.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Everything in the garden flourished again. It was amazing how Carlita’ s experienced hands nurtured
the plants and herbs. Courtney still wasn’t sure how Carlita used the greens, but she knew for certain
that she was grateful the woman had forgiven her horrible mistake.

“Your garden is growing like wildflowers,” she said to Carlita, who stooped over some plants.

“Si, sefiora” Carlita grimaced as she lifted her bulk. But her pain was forgotten the instant her eyes
rested on Courtney. Concern traversed her face. “What is troubling you, sefiora?’

Courtney shrugged.

“You have not smiled in aweek. Y ou should be celebrating. The shearing went well and will be
more profitable than last year.”

“1’m happy for that, Carlita. It's only that...” She leaned against the adobe. “Mr. Hamilton has not
been around since the shearing crew left. Do you know where he’s gone?’

“No, sefiora.”

“1 hope he knows I’m not paying him while he’s away. He certainly hasn't earned the right to any
W%%.”

“Do not be quick to judge Sefior Hamilton.”
“Why, Carlita? Whereis he? What is he?’
“1 do not understand, sefiora.”

“Never mind.” Courtney pressed her fingers to her templesto clear her mind. “I’m going into town
to buy the tools Manuelo needs for castrating the lambs.”

“It is not safe, sefiora. Stover’s men-"
“Don’t worry about me, Carlita. | can take care of myself. I’'m carrying Stanley’s gun.”
“A lot of good that will do when you do not know how to use it. Sefior Hamilton said—"

“1 don’t care what he told you. After what happened at the cantina, maybe Stover’s men will think
twice before tangling with me.”

*kk*k
“Si, sefiora. Vaya con Dios, then.”

Courtney looped the bay’ s reins over the post in front of the bank. As she stepped up to the
boardwalk, the crisp sound of cracking whips and blaring horns captured her attention. Coming off
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the Santa Fe Trail, a caravan of wagons rolled down the hill and into town amidst huge balls of dust
clouds. Shouts of los Americanos and |os carros spread across the Plaza. Before long, everyone ran
to join the throng of newcomers.

A smile remained on her lips as she entered the First National Bank. As usual, her presence garnered
curious looks, but they didn’t bother her anymore. She headed straight to Mr. Garcia's office.

“ Sefiora Burgess, a pleasure to see you again.”

Of course it was. She' d paid off her debt and was accruing a sizeable account. “Manuelo says the
sheared wool will be ready for market this week. On Wednesday, a man representing a firm back
East will be arriving to inspect our pile.”

“That is good news, sefiora. Thanksto you, Rancho Ortegais restored once again to its prosperous
days.”

“Isit, Mr. Garcia? Perhaps you will enlighten me about those days. I’ ve heard othersrefer to the
ranch’s past, but no one seemsto be able to tell me much.”

He smiled regrettably. “| am afraid | cannot be of help to you either.”

“1 didn’t think so. People in this town know everything and nothing.”

“Si, Sefiora Burgess.”

The banker whetted her curiosity more than ever now. There must be someone in town who could
tell her the truth. She left the bank and headed across the Plaza to the cantina to buy alemonade
before riding back to the ranch. It was only midmorning and already a steady stream of customers
were coming and going from the place. Travelers from the newly arrived caravan descended on the
cantinaasif it were the only place in town to get food and a drink.

Inside, people were packed shoulder to shoulder. She squeezed through the crowd, wrinkling her
nose from the awful odors clinging to the men. Maybe alemonade wasn’t worth the trouble after al.
A heavyset farmer passed by, his overhanging belly pressing her into another man. She bumped into
one body and another until she' d been pushed to the back of the room. Ignored like the runt in alarge
litter of puppies. Tired of the shoving, Courtney shoved back and yelped when she lost her balance.
Shefell helplessly into aman’s lap, the beer in his hand spilling down the back of her shirt.

“Goddammit,” the man cursed, slamming the mug down. “Why the hell don’t you watch where
you’'re going?’

Courtney’s heart thumped faster at the familiar voice. She turned, her wideeyed expression meeting
his cold gray eyes straight on.

“Aw, hell,” Beau swore again.
Dumbstruck, Courtney sat on his lap, paralyzed with shock.

He scowled. “Are you gonnasit there all day?’
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Recuperating quickly, Courtney gathered her senses and sprang to her feet. She didn’t know why her
cheeks burned hotly, because she wasn’t embarrassed in the least. Neither could she fathom why
Beau would be so hopping mad. His nostrils flared like an angry bull’s,

She was about to apologize for the impromptu meeting, but he spoke first.

“What are you doing in here?’

The apology fell by the wayside. “I1t’sa public place, isn’'t it?’

Celina sauntered to Beau just then and made herself cozy and comfortable on hislap. The whore
draped both arms around his neck. Courtney moved her scorching glare to the smug Mexican,
purposely narrowing her eyes before tearing them away to splay piercing disapproval on Beau.

“So, you don't bed the same woman twice. Or isit only whores you sleep with more than once?’

“Putal” Celina spat.

Whatever Celina said, Courtney figured it wasn't aword alady would utter. “Y ou two deserve each
other, Mr. Hamilton,” she sneered. “And don’t bother coming back to the ranch. You're fired.”

She fought her way to the front of the cantina. When someone grabbed her hand, she thought it was
Beau and attempted to yank herself free. The man’s voice beside her ear froze the breath in her
lungs.

“Don’'t go fightin' me, girlie,” Lonie gritted, trying in earnest to subdue her.

“Let go of me!” Courtney leaped for the swinging doors but was forced to halt her hurried flight or

she would have flown headlong into two more of Stover’s men blocking the entrance to the cantina
She spun around, alarmed to find Lonie advancing on her. With Steve and Jack at her back, she was

trapped.

“You'reared painintheass,” Lonietold her, chuckling. “A paininthe ass. Get it?” He laughed
harder. All of asudden, hisfeatures turned vicious and hislip curled like asnarling dog’s. “Do you
know how it feelsto take a bullet in the—"

“It was your fault,” Courtney charged.

His hand came up to strike her and she cringed. A tall figure loomed behind Lonie.

Thank God, Courtney thought with relief as Beau seized Loni€ swrist in atight grip. The savage
glint in Beau’' s eyes was startling, and she prayed he wouldn't kill Stover’s man.

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you it’s not polite to hit awoman?’

“Stay out of this, Hamilton,” Lonie warned.

Beau released the man’ swrist with aflick. “Y ou have a short memory,” he said with a halfsmile.
The gesture construed anything but amusement. “Y ou shouldn’t anger this little lady or she might
take a shot at your other side. Y ou know, turn the other cheek.”
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Lonie slipstwisted maliciously. “I’ ve had it with you, Hamilton. Why don’t you step outside where
we can fight it out, you and me? Y ou win, | leave her be. | win, you stay out of her business.”

Beau held a hand out toward the doorsin open invitation. “After you,” he said calmly.

“No!” Courtney grabbed Beau’ s arm with both hands. “Don’t do this. Please.”

Beau shook her off as if she were an annoying pest and kept on walking. She clutched at the fear
knotted inside her stomach and fought desperately to quell the unpleasant tightening. If anything
happened to Beau, she'd never forgive herself.

Rushing out of the cantina, Courtney stopped at one of the supporting posts under the portal. Anxiety
stabbed her breast as she watched the two men face each other with malice in their eyes and their
stance.

“What' s your choice?’ Beau asked, quickly noting the gunman wasn’t as calm as he tried to show.
He took stock of the man, from the erratic twitch in his jaw to hisfingers crawling nervously over the
butt of his gun.

“Indian style.”

Beau nodded curtly with approval. Long ago he had argued with Paco over learning that particul ar
style of fight. He hadn’t seen much use for it. He was grateful now that Paco had insisted he learn.

He removed his dual sixguns and handed them to Courtney. Her eyes locked pleadingly with his, but
Beau had already closed his heart to emotion.

“You stay out of thisfight. Promise me.”

“But—"

“Promise me!”

“l...promise,” shereplied, her voice trembling.

“Swear it, Courtney.”

“Please, Beau. He did nothing-"

“Swear it!”

Her bottom lip quivered when she whispered, “1 swear.”

Beau turned his back to her before he did some fool thing like consoling her. She appeared
vulnerable, frightened. And as much as he' d distanced himself, preparing his mind and body for the
fight, his heart wasn’t completely devoid of feeling. He wished she wasn't standing there watching.
Lonie untied his neckerchief and placed one end between his teeth. Beau did likewise with the other

end.
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“To the death,” Lonie announced around the cloth.

Beau covered his astonishment. “What for?”

“Afraid to die, Hamilton?’

“No. | just hate killing a man for no good reason.” Cold finality edged his words.

Lonie visibly tensed, and his hand trembled when he pulled a knife out of the sheath at his back.
“Say your prayers, Hamilton.”

“Don’'t know any. Why don’t you say them for me?’

Beau smoothly removed the Bowie knife from the leather scabbard strapped to his calf. He turned it
in his hand, and the blade glistened under the reflecting sun. He kept his senses attuned to his
surroundings. The fight wasn’'t merely between him and Lonie. Before it was over, Beau knew he'd

be fending off Jack and Steve—and anyone else from Stover’s unsavory bunch.

Sweat dripped down Beau' s forehead, falling into his eyes and blurring his vision. His teeth ached
from clenching them tightly on the kerchief. Determination kept him going.

Lonie wasn't spared either. Hampered by the same, he began stabbing erratically at the air. His
distress made him careless. More than once he gave slack to the cloth separating them. Once again
Beau saw his chance and lunged, nicking Loni€’ s upper arm. The man howled like a wounded dog,
and the end of the kerchief fell from his mouth. He covered the gash with his hand, but that didn’t
stop the blood from oozing through his fingers.

Beau spit the kerchief out of his mouth. Breathing raggedly, he asked, “Had enough?’
Lonie glowered at him. “You stinkin’ sheep lovin’ bastard!”

“Thefight's over, Lonie. We've had our fun. It’stime to go home.” Taking a grave risk, Beau turned
his back to the man.

“Beau, look out!” Courtney shouted.

His reflexes like quicksilver, Beau spun around with his knife poised upward. Lonie launched
himself, knocking Beau backward to the dirt. He twisted his upper body, narrowly missing the blade
in Loni€e s grasp. Grabbing afistful of Lonie’s shirt, Beau propelled him overhead and immediately
scrambled to hisfeet. He realized he' d lost his knife. He didn’t panic. Instead, he held onto his wits
and sharp edge. Planting his feet firmly in the dirt, he bent his knees and anticipated Loni€’ s next
move.

At the step of the planked walkway, Celina grabbed Lonie€' s arm. The gunman shook her off and
lunged for Beau again, but tripped over his own feet.

Beau watched in stunned silence as the man fell onto his own knife.
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Dead silence rippled through the Plaza. The crowd that had gathered watched in shock while Lonie's
life'sblood spread out from under him and bubbled over the dirt. He was gurgling now, a sure
indication his last breath wasn't far away.

Paralyzed with horror, Courtney focused on Beau. He seemed unaffected, emotionless, like he'd
been when he killed those two men who had abducted her. She shivered from hisfrigid expression
and understood now—it was his gunman’ s fagade she was seeing.

Beau' s knife lay at her feet. When she bent to pick it up, she noticed the sheriff push through the
crowd with Jared Stover on his heels.

The sheriff hastily surveyed the scene. “What happened here, Hamilton?”

“lsn’t it obvious, Sheriff?” Stover interjected, then accused, “He killed one of my employees.”
“Beau?’ the sheriff questioned.

“Self defense,” Beau replied.

“Like hell it was,” Jack disagreed. “Me and Steve saw the whole thing. Hamilton challenged Lonie.
Didn’'t give him no chance. Came at him like a mad man.”

When Courtney stepped forward to speak up, Celina caught her arm. “Do not interfere.”
“Butit'salie”

“Look around you, sefiora.”

Reluctantly, Courtney did. The crowd was already dispersing, acting asif they’d watched a sideshow
in acircus. There wasn't one person willing to challenge Stover or his men. But these people had
seen what really happened, same as she had. Beau was innocent. What was wrong with everyonein

this town?

“El gringo Stover isan evil man. Do not say aword or you will suffer the consequences,” Celina
warned.

Courtney stood by helplessly as the sheriff cuffed Beau’ s wrists behind his back and escorted him to
thejail.

“Dear God,” she whispered desolately.

“Not even He can help Sefior Hamilton now,” Celina said quietly.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“I"'m pressing charges,” Stover said irately.

Sheriff Jeff Taylor shook his head sagely. “1 wouldn’t adviseit. Lonie was your hired gun. No judge
will take his death seriously. Besides, Lonie had badgered the Burgess woman once before. Hamilton
merely protected her.”

Stover shoved his face close to Jeff’s. “Who are you protecting? An exgunfighter? Why, Jeff?
Hamilton will never amount to anything, not like you could.” He stepped back, gaining his
composure. “Need | remind you who helped you become a respectable lawman?’

Jeff gnashed his back teeth with selfdisgust. “No, dammit. But | can’'t lock up an innocent man.”
“You know, Jeff, the governor won'’t be happy if he learns his sheriff used to ride with the same
unsavory bunch as Hamilton once did. Do you think you' |l get the same respect when Santa Feans
hear their sheriff, the very man who was hired to protect them, is a hired gun?’

“Was,” Jeff corrected tightly.

“Once ahired gun...” Stover’s conniving smile sickened Jeff. “Will you be holding Hamilton on
murder charges?’

“I'll' hold him afew days until things die down.”

Stover scowled. “ Open the cell door.”

Jeff hesitated. When Stover shot him a threatening look, Jeff compressed hislipsinto agrim line and
snatched up the keys from his desk. Beau sat on a cot, his back propped against the adobe wall and
his foot braced on the wood frame. Jeff threw him an apologetic look before he swung the iron door

open and admitted Stover’s men.

Stover yanked the keys out of his hand and locked Steve and Jack in with Beau. “ Go about your
business, Jeff.”

Jeff wished he could defy the man. Instead, he left his office, regret hanging heavy in his chest.
Outside he saw the Burgess woman coming toward him. The determined set of her mouth and her
hurried footfalls pressed more guilt into his heart. He closed the door and met her at the bottom of
the steps.

“Sheriff, may | see him?’

She held Beau’ s weapons to her chest. Jeff glanced capricioudy at them. “Mr. Hamilton isn't
allowed to have visitors.”

A loud grunt came from inside the jail. Then another. And one more. The thick adobe walls failed to
muffle what Jeff knew was going on in the cell.
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The woman'’s fearful gaze met his, and Jeff forced his guilt into hiding. “Please, Mrs. Burgess. Not
now.” He placed ahand at her elbow and steered her away from the building. “Beau won't hang. But
you can't interfere. For his sake, stay away from town for afew days.”

The door behind them opened. Jack stepped out first, releasing and tightening his fist. Steve walked
out next, rubbing his knuckles. At last, Jared Stover emerged lighting a cigar, selfassured and pleased
with himself.

“What have they done to him?”’

“For God's sake, Mrs. Burgess. Go back to Rancho Ortega and forget what you saw here today.”

“Sheriff!” Stover called. “1 expect your full cooperation in the ruthless murder of Lonie Smith.”

Jeff tensed. He loathed the man, but his hands were tied. He was as much a prisoner to Stover as
Beau was now. Jeff gave the Burgess woman a contrite glance before heading back into his office.

Courtney would have chased after the sheriff if it hadn’t been for Stover’s men guarding the
jailhouse door. Jared Stover approached. The man made her stomach crawl with disgust, yet she
refused to cower before him like the meek women he undoubtedly preferred.

“Have you given thought to selling your ranch, Mrs. Burgess?’

“No,” she answered tersely.

“You should. I might consider dropping the charges against Hamilton.”

“You'll ask the sheriff to free himif | sell to you?’

Stover gave a dlight nod.

Courtney stiffened her spine as she fought desperately not to pull one of Beau's Colts from its tooled
holster and shoot the despicable man clean through his black heart. “Blackmail isacrime, Mr.
Stover.”

His features glazed over with disbelief. After amoment, he tossed the cigar to the dirt, his eyes
meeting hers with as much warmth as anicicle. “Y ou won’t be so smug when your lover’ sneck is
stretched by a hangman’ s noose.”

“Don’t threaten me, Mr. Stover. If | haveto, I’ll hire the best lawyer in the country to defend Beau.”

A cold, empty laugh rumbled up his chest and settled like gunmetal in his eyes. “Y ou couldn’t afford
to.”

“Don’t underestimate what | am capable of doing.” God help her, she'd crawl back to her father on
hands and knees if she had to.

*kk*x
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Jeff set the breakfast tray on the cot and looked down at Beau' s prone form. “Hope you’ re hungry.
There' s enough hereto feed asmall army.”

Beau winced and held his breath as he struggled to sit. Leaning back against the cool wall, he
gingerly held his stomach and ribs.

“Sure you don’t want me to fetch the doc?’ Jeff asked for the tenth time since Stover’s men left the
day before. “Y ou could have broken bones.”

Beau shook his head. “I’ ve had enough broken bones in the past to know there aren’t any broken
now. Stover went easy on me. It wasawarning.” He grimaced. Breathing hurt like hell.

“He's pressing murder charges.”
“Let him. Loniefell on hisown knife. There were too many witnesses.”
“None will come forward, you know that.”

“Maybe not now. Give it timeto cool. Most folks in town hate Stover. Someone with a grudge will
eventually speak up.” Beau rested his head back and closed his eyes. “It was set up.”

Jeff moved the tray aside and joined Beau on the cot. “How do you know?’

“Stover’smen knew I’ d take the bait if they bothered the Burgess woman. | didn’t realize it at the
time, but Celina had something to do with Lonie taking the fall. She tried to help him up after | threw
him. | can’t figure out why, but she tripped him.”

“If that’s what you believe, I'll question her.”

“Y ou gotta do something for me, Jeff. Wire Drake. The message should read, ‘ Tell Mother I'm
sorry.””

Jeff furrowed his brow asif Beau had lost his mind. “But your mother—"

“Doit, Jeff. And make sure Stover’s men don’t get wind of it.” A sharp, cutting pain ripped through
Beau' s gut, trapping his breath in his throat.

Jeff rose with asigh. At the door to the cell, he paused. “By the way, the widow Burgess came to see
you after | brought you in. | told her to stay away for afew days. It’s none of my business, Beau, but
what does this woman mean to you?’

“Not adamn thing.”

*k*k*k

Courtney huffed in frustration. The sheriff closed the door behind him and practically pushed her
down the steps to the jailhouse. He combed back his light brown hair and replaced his hat, fussing
with its position and tugging at the brim. He was stalling, and Courtney was growing terribly
impatient.

95



“Why can’'t | see him?’ she asked again. I’ ve stayed away for three days.”

Three long, miserable, agonizing days. She pressed Beau’ s weapons to her breasts, asif it might
bring her spiritually closer to him. For now, it was al she had.

“l can't allow anyonein to see him.”

She eyed the sheriff suspicioudly. “He's till in there, isn't he?”

“Yes, maam.”

It was her right to visit Beau. No one, not even Sheriff Taylor, would keep her away. She attempted
to walk around him, but he agilely stepped in front of her to block her path. Furious, Courtney

demanded, “ Since when can’t a prisoner have visitors?’

The jailhouse door opened then, and Courtney looked around the sheriff’s arm. Jack and Steve exited
the building, clenching and unclenching their fists, asthey’ d done three days ago.

“We'll be back, Sheriff,” Jack said, smiling like a man who had won top prize in a boxing contest.
The men sauntered off toward the cantina.

Courtney snapped her attention to the sheriff, but he was glaring at Stover’s men. She didn’t know
what was going on, but she wouldn’t leave until she got some answers. “| want to see Beau now,
Sheriff.”

“Please, Mrs. Burgess. Stay out of this. Let me handleit and I’ll have Beau out by the end of the
week.”

Courtney stubbornly stood her ground.

After several uncomfortable minutes passed, he relented. “All right, but | have to warn you. Beau’'s
had a bit of trouble.”

Not liking the sound of hiswarning, Courtney prepared for the worse. With her nerves flittering
wildly, she entered the sheriff’s office. Halfway to thejail cell, she halted in shock.

Beau lay on his back, one knee bent and his right arm slung across his stomach. He moaned
intermittently, breathing asif it were a chore. Blood trickled down his jaw from a nasty crack on his
bottom lip. His cheek was red and swollen. When he turned his head, Courtney couldn’t stop herself
from gasping aloud.

Horrified by the sight of his swollen eyelids, she choked back a sob and whirled on the sheriff. “I
demand to know what is going on here.” All he gave her was an apologetic frown. “ Answer me!”

Before he could, Beau' s gruff words reached out through the cell bars. “Go away,” he pronounced
slowly, carefully. “I...don’t...want...you...here.” He grimaced, and his features paled frightfully.

“1 want to help you, Beau.”
“1 don’t need...your help.”
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Clearly he was in excruciating pain. Helpless, she could do nothing for him. How she wanted to
comfort him in her arms. Her heart was hurting as strongly as Beau was suffering physically. “But |
can-"’

“Stay the hell out...of my life.” Heturned his face back to the wall.

Courtney persisted. “If for no other reason, let me help you because you' re my employee.”

Without looking at her he said, “You fired me.”

Aghast, Courtney recalled how she'd fired him. “1 was angry at the time. | didn’t mean what | said.”
“1’m through with...your stinking sheep ranch. Give my...severance pay to Jeff.”

She choked back the tears perched on the rim of her eyes. He didn’t mean that. He couldn’t.

“Maam?’ she heard the sheriff say.

Moving like the wooden figures on the old German clock in her father’ s study, Courtney handed
Beau’ s weapons to Sheriff Taylor and |eft the office in stunned silence.

Beau eased his head around. Jeff set his gun belt and knife on the desk and faced him, clearly
annoyed.

“A little rough on the woman, weren’'t you?”’

He' d been more than rough, and it bit painfully into his heart to treat Courtney with so much enmity.
She didn’t deserve his rudeness, but she didn’t deserve the alternative either.

“When are you going to give in to Stover?’” Jeff asked.
“Do you know what he's asking me to do?’
Jeff nodded grimly.

“1 won't sweet talk or...” He swallowed the dryness in his mouth and wiped away the blood
congealing on hislips. “I won't coerce Courtney into selling to him.”

“Because of the woman, or because of Manuelo’ s family?’

“Because of my conscience.”

Beau sat ever so carefully, his stomach on fire. The only thing that probably saved him from serious
internal injury from the vicious punches was his hard muscles. Despite al the bullet and knife
wounds he' d suffered over the years, his physical condition was superb.

“How much more are you going to take? I’ ve never known you to be a martyr.”

“Stover won't kill meinjail. It would raise too many suspicions.” Beau couldn’'t even grit his teeth
to stave off the pain. Speaking with minimal movement to his facial muscles, he continued. “He' ll
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drop the charges eventually. Any judge will question Stover’ sintegrity. He's using me to persuade
Courtney to give up theranch.”

“Dammit, Beau.” Jeff rubbed the back of his neck, a nervous habit he'd had for as long as Beau had
known him. “It’s not right what Stover is doing to you. It's damn hard to stand by and watch you
take this needless abuse. I’ m getting you outta here. The governor’sin today. I’m going over to talk
to him.”

“At what cost, amigo?’

“My badge, if it hasto be.”

“No, don’'t. Prove my innocence with lack of evidence. Find someone who will back up my story.”

Beau held his breath for amoment until the jabbing between his ribs decreased. “ Stover won't carry
through his threat to expose your past. He needs you right where you are.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Blearyeyed and listless from another sleepless night, Courtney moved like the figures on a
mechanical bank as she pitched the hay in the barn. She hadn’t been able to close her eyes without
the image of Beau' s battered face haunting the darkness. His bruised and cracked flesh clearly had
been painful. He was suffering because of her, and that above al else had kept the tears flowing
throughout the long night.

If he hadn’t come to her rescue... If she hadn't left Stanley’s gun in the saddlebags... The‘ifs didn’'t
count anymore, didn’t seem to matter now that Beau wanted nothing more to do with her.

She stuck the pitchfork into the ground and leaned on the top of the handle. Resting her cheek on her
hand, she forced back the threat of new tears. Every time she recalled the way Beau had told her to
stay out of hislife, the dit in her heart spread alittle wider. All through the night she tried to figure
out how she could hurt so badly for a man with whom she had nothing in common. A man who
could be asrude asadrunk at ateasocial. A man who didn’t seem to know the meaning of
compassion.

A man who had stolen her heart in spite of his shortcomings.

Against her proper upbringing, she had fallen in love with a man whose life represented everything
she was raised to believe was wrong. Y et she loved Beau Hamilton. Nothing and no one would ever
take that away from her heart.

Not even Beau himself. Evidently he was incapable of loving her back. And now that he had severed
their short, turbulent relationship, she didn’t know what to do or how to fill the void he’d left in her
soul.

The creaking of door hinges snapped Courtney out of her unhappy reverie. She scanned the barn, but
saw no one. “Manuelo, isthat you?’

She leaned the pitchfork against the wall and stepped out of the stall. Halfway to the barn door
someone snagged her from behind and threw her to the ground. There was no warning, no chance to
scream. Rising above her like a bad dream, Marcos glared down. Courtney dragged in deep breaths
in avaliant attempt to calm the erratic beating of her heart. She frowned at Manuelo’s son, annoyed
yet apprehensive about being alone with him. When she moved to stand, he placed a heavy work
boot to her chest, driving her back brutally. Terror courted her nerves. Marcos hedged six feet, his
still growing body lanky, but strong. Courtney feared he would rip her apart with his unjustified
anger.

“Anglo whore,” he spat, startling her. “Y ou are not so brave now that your bastard lover isinjail.”

Heraised hisarm to strike her. Out of some innate reaction, Courtney cringed. A spider web of fear
prickled across her shoulders, and she cringed again when he laughed with spite and venom.

“Ah, so you are afraid. That isgood. | can snap your whore neck with one hand. | can hurt you real
bad.”
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“1 have no doubt you could, Marcos. But | don’t understand why you would want to.” Therewas a
dlight tremble in her voice. He might smell instant victory if she showed fear and left her
vulnerability exposed. So she tamped down the anxiety shackling her body and endeavored to reason
calmly. “I’ve treated your family fair. They’ve had no complaints.”

“Y ou have no knowledge of what has been done to my family,” he sneered.

“Marcos, I'm sorry your family has suffered. Surely you can’t blame me-"

“Célate!” He reached under her head, twisting her braid around his fist and yanked her to her feet.
Indignant, Courtney cried out, “Marcos, let me go at once!”

“No, sefiora. You are awhore, and | will treat you no better than awhore deserves.” He tore her shirt
open, popping buttons and scattering them to the hay. Tightening his grip on her braid, he jerked her
head back vicioudly.

“Marcos, no!” Courtney howled. The sting on her scalp brought instant tears to her eyes. She
grabbed a solid hold of hiswrist with both her hands to prevent him from ripping her hair out of her
head. Fighting with all her strength, she prayed he would come to his senses. All of a sudden, she fell
backward. For whatever reason, he released her. She scrambled away. Breathing raggedly, she dared
not move from the prickly hay and gawked at the gleaming knife blade pressed against Marcos
throat. She had never been more relieved to see Beau.

“Manuelo won't be pleased with your shameful behavior,” Beau said in Spanish while he held his
knife steady at the fool boy’s neck. Marcos was a hothead, and there was no telling if the kid would
pull the knife he kept hidden in his boot.

Beau glanced at Courtney, regretting doing so the moment he saw the state of her dress and the
fettered fear in her eyes. She held the edges of her shirt together. Her cheeks were flushed bright red,
and her hair wasin disarray. His gut constricted sickeningly. Two minutes more and he would have
been too late. He didn’t dare think about what he would have done if Marcos had succeeded in
raping her.

“Apologize,” hetold Marcos, his voice gritty and uncompromising.

“1 will not apologize to the bitch. She deserves everything bad. It is because of her that my family
continues to suffer in disgrace.”

“It’ s because of you,” Beau corrected harshly. “No one has disgraced your family more than you. |
would have disowned you if you were my son. Manuelo was too softhearted and forgave you. And
thisis how you show your gratitude?’

“Sheisawhore!”

Beau twisted the boy’ s neck, pressing the blade’ s edge deeper into his dark skin. Just one swallow

and the sharp Bowie would dlice easily through his flesh. “Dammit, Marcos, apologize. Don’t force
me to hurt you.”
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With caution, Beau loosened his hold on the boy. He removed the knife, but held onto the back of
Marcos' neck, forcing him to face Courtney. Beau reverted to English.

“Marcos has something to say to you. Isn’t that right, Marcos?’ He squeezed the boy’ s neck.
“Si,” Marcos bit off. “I am sorry.”

Beau dug hisfingersin cruelly. “Say it like you mean it.”

Begrudgingly, Marcos complied. “I am sorry, Sefiora Burgess.”

Beau released him, but maintained a solid grip on the knife for insurance. “Y our father needs help in
the north range. Get out there or | swear I’ll whip the crap out of you for your stupidity.”

Marcos hurried out of the barn without giving Courtney the scathing look Beau was certain he
wanted to. With a gasp, Beau clutched his ribs and doubled over. His gnarled curse died on hislips
as he worked to take deep, but gentle breaths.

Courtney rushed to his side and helped him lower to the bale of hay. God he wished she hadn’t
touched him. As much pain as he wasin, his body reacted like aflash fire. She must have sensed it,
for she suddenly put afew feet between them.

“My God, you should be in bed.”

“Isthat an offer?’ he quipped with great effort.

She almost smiled. “Y ou don’'t give up, do you?’

“I’ve been incarcerated. Have a heart.”

She glanced away for a brief moment. “How did you get out?’

“Lack of evidence.”

“Y ou should have gone straight to the doctor.”

Without thinking, Beau reached for her hand and pulled her down to kneel between his spread knees.
Confusion ruffled her features. He saw she was unsure of his action. Hell, he wasn’t sure himself.
But there was one thing he knew for certain.

“1 had to seeyou first.”

Her mouth opened in surprise. She undoubtedly thought he had changed his mind and had come back
to work. He hated to disappoint her.

“I’m leaving Santa Fe.”
Her crestfallen features were too much to bear. He smoothed back the stray hairs and hooked them

behind her ear. Unexpectedly, she leaned her soft, warm cheek into his palm and rested her hands on

101



his thighs. Beau groaned inwardly, damning himself for returning to the ranch. Why didn’t he ride
out of Santa Fe straight from the jail?

“1 don’t know how long I'll be away. Don’t worry about Stover bothering you any time soon. When
Jeff let me out, | made sure plenty of the citizens in town saw me. They know Jeff wouldn’t have
done this. Stover won't risk making a wrong move now.”

“Will you be back?’

“I’ve got alot of thinking to do.” Tearswelled in her eyes, and he prayed she wouldn’'t cry. “I’ve
spoken with Manuelo. Y ou did good with your sale of wool. Y ou’ll have enough money to get you
through along winter and well into next summer. Listen to Manuelo. He cares for thisranch like it
was hisown.”

She raised her hand to hisface, but hesitation kept it poised in midair when he tensed and sucked in
his breath. When she gently skimmed the distended scar on his right cheek with afingertip, he
released his breath with a soft sigh. Her touch comforted more than it hurt. Despite his rejection back
at the jailhouse, she seemed pleased to see him. He was grateful she didn’t turn her back on him,
although she had every right to.

She rose higher on her knees and brushed her lips across his, careful not to disturb his healing mouth.
“Your job will be waiting here for you,” she whispered.

Beau tried to figure out which caused him to ache more-the physical injuries from the beatings or the
heavy throbbing of his heart against his sore ribs. Part of him was disappointed. He' d hoped she
would beg him to stay. It wasridiculous, of course. He wouldn’t have givenin. Y et asmall part of
him yearned to hear her say she didn’t want him to leave, that she needed him here with her. That
there was a slim chance she cared for him.

Y ou'’ re getting too damn soft, Hamilton. Jeff might believe he was till the hardened outlaw, but only
Beau knew to what extent his heart had mellowed. It was al this woman’s doing. Until she’d come
into hislife, he hadn’'t ever allowed his heart the freedom to care for awoman. But he cared for
Courtney, cared more than he should.

Holding her slender hand in his, he rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. 1 best get on my way. |
want to cover alot of ground before nightfall.”

“Can’t you postpone your plans until you're healed?’
“No, | have to leave now.” He adjusted the Stetson on his head and slowly got to his feet. “ Stay out

of trouble. And for God' s sake, let Manuelo and his boys handle the firearms if there should be
trouble.”

*kk*x

Three weeks. Threeincredibly long, lonely weeks since Beau rode away from Rancho Ortega.
Courtney kept busy, but there wasn’'t anything she could do to stop her mind from dwelling on him.
He' d burrowed into her heart for good, and missing him had thrown her into a melancholy mood.
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She pushed up in bed, fluffing the pillows behind her, and settled back into them. It was happening
again, asit had every morning for the past two weeks. Her stomach churned, but it usually passed
within ahalf hour. Until she walked into the kitchen and smelled the coffee Carlita left heating on
the stove. For some reason, the smell of it made her feel like retching.

Laying her palm on her flat stomach, Courtney sighed with bittersweet sadness.

She didn’t have to seek out a fortuneteller to predict what was in her future. If her calculations were
correct, come February, very near her father’ s birthday, she was going to have a baby.

Of al the rotten luck. Only one time with a man, and she managed to conceive. Marriage and a
family had been her dream once. But she was a widow now and in love with a man who had lived by
the gun and no other man’s rules most of hislife. This was hardly the future she’d envisioned. The
only consolation was there’ d be no reason for anyone to believe it wasn't Stanley’ s baby.

She thought about the tiny life growing inside of her and smiled. Beau’ s baby. Even though he had
no idea he was going to be afather, she was glad the baby was his. She might never see him again,
but she' d preserve his memory with this baby.

“And then there’s my father.” Leif Danning wouldn’t be overjoyed to hear he would be a
grandfather. Believing the baby was Stanley’s, he’' d be furious. One thing was for certain. He'd be
livid if he discovered the identity of the real father. She should write to him, but there was one
problem. She hadn’t yet informed him about Stanley’ s untimely death. Where did she begin to
explain what had happened in her life since then?

Courtney swung her legs over the edge of the bed and got up slowly. The nausea subsided by the
time she dressed in apair of Levis and her chambray shirt. After braiding her hair, she plucked her
hat from a nail on the wall and left the adobe.

The sky was unbelievably blue. Thankfully, the slight breeze kept the heat at bay. She entered the
barn as Manuelo rode in from the opposite door. He dismounted, and his glum expression caused a
flitter of apprehension in her stomach. Had he received word from Beau? Maybe Beau was in
danger.

Or...dead.

“Sefiora, we have lost two more sheep,” Manuel o reported.

Thank God it wasn’t Beau. She breathed a sigh of relief and fixed dear, sweet Manuelo with alook
of understanding. They both knew Stover was warming up for battle. The cattle rancher had been
quiet after Beau' s release from jail, just as Beau had predicted. But Courtney knew it would be a
matter of time before the man turned restless and elected to kill her sheep again.

“Please take care of them. I’'m riding into town to talk to Sheriff Taylor.”

Alarm for her safety flared in hiseyes. “No, sefiora. Y ou must not go.”

“Don’'t worry about me, Manuelo.” Stover was a coldhearted man, but even he wouldn’t be brazen
enough to harm her in broad daylight. At least she hoped he wouldn't.
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“Por favor, take Marcos with you.”

“No!” Biting down on her bottom lip for speaking rashly, Courtney fought to calm the queasiness
troubling her stomach once again. She had stayed clear of Marcos since the day he' d attacked her.
She had also taken to locking her doors when she was alone in the adobe. “| don’t need an escort,
Manuelo. Really, I'll be fine.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

“Sheriff, you can’t turn your back on this.” What would it take to make the man listen to reason,
Courtney wondered? “1 know Jared Stover is behind killing my sheep. He says they strayed onto his
land. But Manuelo told me that sheep stay together. It takes a good amount of coaxing to get them to
move, especially without the aid of dogs.”

“Without solid evidence | can’'t do adamn thing.”
“Can’'t? Or won't? Just like you didn’t stop Stover’s men from hurting Beau.”

His shoulders sagged. After amoment, he relented. “All right, I' [l investigate. If what you say istrue,
will you be pressing charges?’

“Damnright | will, Sheriff.” She had worked up full steam long before she stepped into the sheriff’'s
office. And now she was so hot, she was afraid she might explode into atirade. Thankfully, with the
sheriff’s promise to check out her claim, she cooled down abit. At the door she said firmly, “Keep
me informed.”

Outside, Courtney paused to gain her unraveled composure. The secrecy in thistown was baffling.
How could an entire town be afraid to speak out against one man’s wrongdoings? What happened to
Beau never would have happened in New Y ork.

Across the street, Celina moved quickly toward the cantina. That damn whore knew something about
Stover. About Beau, too. Courtney was sure of it. She hurried across the large Plaza with long,
determined strides. When she entered the cantina, she encountered rude stares and hushed whispers.
Carlita had told her about the rumors buzzing about town. Speculation about her relationship with
Beau had spread like a bad disease. Apparently malicious words advanced faster than amilitary front
line during wartime. Courtney refused to alow the ignorance of gossipers to undermine her right asa
citizen. To hell with what these people believed.

Celinawas easy to locate in her blood red skirt and off the shoulder sunflower yellow peasant blouse.
Making her way to the bar, Courtney set her sight on the Mexican. Celinaregarded her suspiciously.

“I"d like afew words with you.” She spoke with confidence.
Celina sdark eyes glittered brightly. “Beau left town if that’s what you came to ask.”

“No, itisn't.” Courtney cast afurtive glance about the room. “Is there another place where we can
speak privately?’

Celina balked.

“Please,” Courtney implored. She understood the woman’ s hesitation. They hadn’t been friendly
toward each other from the moment they’ d met. Celina undoubtedly felt threatened that Courtney
might lure Beau away from her. Admittedly, Courtney felt the same, maybe even jealous, even
though Beau wasn't hers to defend. Compared to her, Celinawas petite, with beautiful olive skin and
shiny black hair. It was easy to see how she could attract a man like Beau.
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At last, Celina nodded. Courtney followed her through buffalo hide curtains into the cantina’ s liquor
storeroom. The only light available seeped in from the cantina’ s many lamps.

“1 need to know why Sheriff Taylor doesn’t do anything about Jared Stover’s harmful shenanigans?’
Celina s brow lifted in surprise. “Why ask me?’

“1 believe you know a great deal about what goes on in thistown. Y ou're in the perfect position
to...”—how did she say this without affronting the woman?—*...to obtain information.”

Celinasmiled. *Y ou came to me for thisinformation yet you turn your nose up at me because |
pleasure men with my body?”’

“Our lives are very different, Celina. Perhaps | shouldn’'t have been quick to judge, but at this
moment | am asking for your help — one woman to another.”

“All right, sefiora. | will help if | can. I do not know why the sheriff does not stop Sefior Stover. Is
that all you need?’

“There’s more. | may be forced into fighting for my ranch. But there is something about Rancho
Ortegathat isn't right. | can’'t find anyone who will tell me the truth.”

“1 cannot either, sefiora.”
Courtney scrutinized Celina s shadowed features for a clue. “Who can then?’

“Sefior Hamilton is the only person who can help you.”

*k*k*%k

Courtney leaned back against the frame of the open door to the kitchen. It seemed ages ago that
she’ d been in the same position, wearing the same shift and gazing at the beautiful Sangres beneath
the glowing red, setting sun. She recalled how Beau had appeared out of the darkness, almost
frightening her to death. God how she missed him. Loved him.

In the distance, lightning streaked the sky and thunder rolled. Summer stormsin Santa Fe were
aweinspiring, exquisite light shows in an otherwise dark sky. She wouldn’t have dreamed that beauty
could be found in astorm. Really, she hadn’t ever given it amoment’ s thought until she’d cometo
this unusual, but addictive town.

Turning back into the house, Courtney shook with a powerful gasp. Marcos stood in the middle of
the room, his eyes as black as midnight. Dear God, this couldn’t be happening again.

She was about to run out of the adobe when she noticed Carlita amble through the door from the
main room. The woman set aglassjar and a pile of folded garments on the table. “ Go on back to the
house, mijo. | would like to speak to Sefiora Burgess alone.”

Marcos slid his surly look away from Courtney. His expression softened when he spoke to his
mother. “1 will wait on the front porch.”
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Carlitasmiled fondly as she watched her son leave. “Heisagood boy.”

A violent shudder passed through Courtney at the thought about what that ‘ good boy’ had almost
doneto her. Turning the conversation away from Marcos, she gestured to the things on the table.
“What have you brought?’

Carlita’ s smile turned motherly. “1 do not wish to offend you, sefiora, but | have noticed a change in
you. Please do not think | am meddling. | am simply concerned.”

“ About what?’
“Y our health.”

“I"'m fine, really. You needn’t worry about me. But what about those?” Courtney nodded at the jar
and clothing.

Carlita set her hand on the pile. “I wore these when | carried my sons.”
Everything in Courtney’s body froze.

“They will need to be altered, of course, but | will help you with that.” Carlita’s smile faded. “Have
upset you?”’

Courtney shook her head. She wasn't upset, just amazed that Carlita figured out she was pregnant.

“It isimportant now that you take care of yourself.” The woman rested her arm around Courtney’s
shoulders. “Are you happy?’

“For the new lifeinside of me? Yes, | am.”

“But you wish the baby’ s father was here.”

Courtney wished for Beau’ s return often enough, though it wouldn’t matter if he did come back to
Rancho Ortega. He never would share her joy over their baby. Marriage and family were two things
aman like Beau Hamilton avoided.

“Do not fret, sefiora. The baby’ s father will return to you.”

Astounded, Courtney narrowed her eyes at the woman.

“You cannot hide what is written in your eyes.”

“Carlita,” Courtney said with anervous laugh. “This baby’ s father cannot return. He's dead.”

“If you wish,” the woman said in a placating tone.

“1 don’t wish. | mean...” She compressed her lipsto stop their quivering. Incredibly, tears welled
like huge ocean swells. “ Stanley is dead.”

“You may keep the truth from everyone else, but do not deny it to yourself.”
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Shedidn’t deny it. Beau was the father, but dwelling on it only set her up for alife of misery.
Holding her worries in wouldn’t do either. Maybe it was time she spoke with someone about her
situation. “1 don’t know what to do, Carlita. Beau is gone, and | may never see him again. If he does
come back, I’m not sure he would be a good candidate to become a father.”

Carlita chuckled. “Heis not running for political office. Tell me what man stands on a soapbox and
boasts of his qualifications for becoming afather.”

Courtney grinned. Carlitawas right, of course. “I must ask you something about Beau's past.” That
same wary look Courtney had seenin Celina' s eyes slipped into Carlita’s. She was afraid the woman
wouldn’'t help relieve her curiosity either.

“1 will try to answer.”

“How was Beau cleared of murder? | mean, | know he was saved by an influential friend in Mexico.”

“Si, Paco. He hired the best lawyers money could buy.” A twinkle shonein Carlita’s brown eyes.
“And the judge was Paco’ s brother.”

“1 supposeit’s helpful to have friendsin high places.” It relieved Courtney to know Beau was no
longer a wanted man. Explaining it to their child would have been difficult. “I spoke to Celinalast
week, but she refused to answer my guestions about the ranch. She said only Beau can relieve my
curiosity.”

“That is correct.”

“Then you will not tell me either?”’

“Lo siento, sefiora.”

Carlitacarried the clay jar to the cupboard. Courtney wouldn't pressure her into talking about the
secret. For now, she would let the subject rest.

Carlitatapped the jar lid with her blunt, hardworked fingers. “1 have made a special mixtureto help
ease the morning sickness. Stir a spoonful into hot water and drink it down first thing upon waking in
the morning.”

“What concoction have you blended?’

“1f 1 told you, you would not drink it.”

Carlita couldn’t stop her laughter at Courtney’s wry expression.

*k*k*%k

The low flame flickered softly over the room, giving off enough light for Beau to see the angelic face
and the halo of pale blonde hair spraying outward over the pillowcase. Courtney slept on her side,
one arm draped over her hips and the other resting near her head. She was so damn beautiful.
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He' d come in through the back door, surprised to find it unlocked and annoyed as hell that she'd
been that careless. But one glance was all it took for his annoyance to abate. The urge to protect her,
to envelop her in his arms and keep her safe from men like Stover and foolish boys like Marcos grew
stronger.

As he gazed down at her from beside the bed, he was reminded of the loneliness that had engulfed
him while he’' d been away. At times it had been unbearable; twice he'd almost turned around and
headed back to Santa Fe. Then he'd think about what he would do once he was back. That was when
all hisfears crashed around him and the main reason for the other vow he had made-to avoid
commitment at al cost—brought him back to his senses.

Beau reached out to touch her hair. He had dreamed of doing so too many times, but he was afraid
he' d awaken her. He couldn’t, not now when his muscles hurt from a month in the saddle. Drawing
his hand away, he smiled down at Courtney. No matter how badly he ached for her, he was fatigued
and in desperate need of sleep. Besides, his head throbbed from all the indecision rambling around
inside. It was either Courtney or avoid commitment. If he thought on it any longer, he'd drive
himself insane.

Lifting the crisscrossing bandoleers over his head, he quietly placed them on the floor in the corner
of the room. His gun belt followed, then the Bowie knife and his moccasins. He paused beside the
bed again, drinking in the breathtaking sight of the woman who haunted his soul. If he wasn’t
careful, Courtney might be the only woman to make him break hisvow.

Mindful of his movements, Beau dlipped into bed and carefully scooted behind her. He wondered
briefly if lying this close wouldn’t tempt his passion into forgetting how tired he felt. He rested his
arm around the curve of her waist anyway. She moaned in her sleep. He held his breath, praying she
wouldn’'t open her eyes. Instead, she wiggled her bottom into his contour. Heat flared like wildfire
racing across the desert. He nearly lost the will to leave her be.

Practicing hislongstanding control, he started to count. At thirty he finally began to relax.

At fifty he buried his face into the clean, honeysuckle scent of her hair.

At sixty he closed his eyes. In less than a heartbeat, he was asleep.
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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

Courtney strode toward the barn in unusually high spirits. She attributed it to the first night of restful
sleep she’ d had in months. Her body felt invigorated and tingled in a strange way. It was peculiar,
really. The feeling lingered and put a much needed smile on her face. Today, she wasn’t going to let
anything trample her good mood.

As she approached the barn doors, she ran over alist in her head of all the chores she hoped to
accomplish before the heat sapped her energy. First she would bathe the horses. It hadn’t been done
since she’' d arrived at Rancho Ortega. Second, she' d clean out the storage shed in the barn to make
room for the new supplies Manuelo said were needed for repairs around the ranch. After that she'd...

Courtney grounded to a halt when she heard a deep grunting sound coming from inside the barn. It
was an exerted grunt followed by a thud, like something heavy was dropped. A chill embraced her in
itsicy cape and raised the hackles on her neck. She feared it was Marcos stacking the bales of hay
Manuelo brought back from town yesterday. Courtney backed up and was about to return to the
adobe when a disgruntled curse caused her heart to race. That wasn’'t Marcos. She knew that
inhospitable tone, had heard it too often not to recognize it.

Apprehension wrapped her in its uncertain hold, and suddenly she couldn’t seem to place one foot in
front of the other without her knees trembling. Somehow she made it to the half opened doors and
hesitated a second before stepping quietly into the barn. Pulsing blood pounded heavily in her ears.
Her palms dampened, and her heart thudded against her ribs. Then she heard it again, a grunt that
lifted her hope and spirits higher. Only one man belonged to that sound.

*kk*x

Beau tossed another bale, maneuvering it to stack evenly with the others. He removed his hat, wiped
his sweaty forehead with his shirt sleeve, and straightened for a moment, giving into hismind’'s
wandering.

It had been damned hard to walk away from Courtney this morning. She' d looked too inviting, like
an angel, innocent, loving. Damned tempting. They’ d remained in the same position all night, her
curvy behind molded into him, his arm around her waist. He couldn’t recall the last time he'd had
such arestful night’s sleep. He replaced his hat and grinned. Hell, he' d softened, all right. Maybe it
wasn't only his heart that was mellowing. Maybe his past had finally released its stronghold.

He grabbed another bale, turned and...froze. His stricken gaze locked on Courtney, studying,
searching, lapping up every beautiful inch. In her Levis and blue shirt, she appeared aray of
sunshine. He couldn’t stop staring. Her expression baffled him though. He couldn’t tell if she was
happy to see him, or if she stewed over hislong absence. The building ache in his arms reminded
him about the hay he held, and he pitched it onto the others.

“When did you return?’

Beau noticed alilt in her voice he' d never heard before. “Last night.”

“Did you get all your thinking done?’
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He grinned. “My brain hurts from it all.”

Her smile blossomed. “What have you decided?’

“That | need to do more thinking.”

It was good to see her smile. “Y our face is healing nicely.”

They fell silent and regarded each other like long lost friends. Beau removed his hat again and tossed
it onto the bale of hay beside hisleg.

“Any trouble while | was gone?’ He pulled at the fingers of his gloves and dropped them to the same
bale of hay next to the hat.

Courtney shook her head. Awed by the roguish sight of him, she couldn’t speak. She tried not to
stare; it wasn’t polite. But her desire for Beau was far stronger than her will for propriety, and she
drank in what she'd missed these past weeks. His unbuttoned work shirt exposed his chest and
stomach. His flesh glistened with sweat. When he raised his arm to swipe his sleeve across his
forehead, she gawked at the way the fabric caressed his corded muscles.

Moaning to herself, Courtney prayed she didn’t appear as lustful as she felt. She was afraid she
might throw herself at him, hug him and welcome him back with along, passionate kiss. Then he did
the unthinkable and removed his shirt. Every nerve inside her broke free, reigning chaos over her
senses. Her heart pounded with fury, drumming in her ears and head. She was spellbound by the
hard, sculptured shape of hisbody and the beauty of his muscles gliding beneath his damp flesh.

Clearing the dryness from her throat, Courtney tore her tremulous gaze away and fixed it on his eyes.
Those eyes. There was a sparkle in them she’ d never noticed before. Their gray seemed grayer, yet
their clarity gave her abrief insight to his soul. What she saw confused her more than the abrupt,
abrasive Beau she remembered.

“A week ago.” She floundered helplessly over what she should say. She inhaled to revive her
scattered senses. “Manuelo found two more sheep. They were shot.”

“Stover’slettin’ you know he hasn’t forgotten.”

“1 don’'t understand.” Please put your shirt on, she begged in silence. She simply couldn’t think with
him half naked in her presence.

“1 don’t understand, either,” Beau admitted. “1 expected him to make a move aready, especialy with
the skirmishes down south in Lincoln County. Stover has a Texas cattle baron’s mind. He believes
God' s green earth was meant for cattle only, and sheep are a disease because they eat al the good
grazing grasses. Like | said before, cattlemen hate sheep ranchers because they erect fences that
prevent cattle from being driven across a wide open range.”

“But there' s abundant land and grass for both Stover’s cattle and my sheep.”
“Stover doesn’t see it the same way. He' s forgetting this territory was home to sheep long before

cattle.”
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He ran his shirt roughly over his head, drying the shaggy mess. It had grown longer since she'd last
seen him. She liked where it hung, close to his shoulders. The length softened his features some,
lessened the granite edge that gave him that intimidating demeanor.

He draped the shirt over the back of his neck. “I know Stover’s working up something we' re not
going to like. Y ou ought to think about what to do if he should force your hand.”

She knew Jared Stover would stop killing off her sheep sooner or later and resort to something more
sinister. How ruthless would he become to gain her property? Would he go after her? Or would he
hurt the people who meant the most to her to persuade her to sell? There was only one thing she
could do if she planned to beat Stover’s pressure, and that was rely on Beau. The thought of coddling
him didn’t sit well. True, she’'d missed him terribly. And yes, she loved him. But his arrogance still
reflected in his posture, and she hated stroking his aggravating ego. She didn’t wish to admit it, but
she needed him in more ways than solely her heart’s desire.

Simultaneously they said, “The job offer till stands.” and “Isthe job still open?”’

Beau' s lopsided grin pulled a smile from Courtney. “Yes, the job is still open. But the sheep haven’t
changed. They still stink.”

His dazzling grin deepened, and Courtney thought she would melt. He sauntered over to her, planting
atwinge of panic deep inside. She wasn’t ready for him to get too close, to touch her or — she gulped
— kiss her. She inched her way backward, but he lifted his shirt over her head, wrapping it across her

lower back, and pulled her toward him. He left her no room for denial.

“I’ll put a clothespin on my nose.”

“That’s not funny.” Feigning insult, she slapped his arm. She couldn’t keep a straight face for long
and wrinkled her nose. “1 think the sheep are going to need the clothespins.”

“That’s cruel, Mrs. Burgess,” he teased. “1’ve been working hard all morning.”

“1 know.” She pinched her nose closed with flair.

“Heartless witch,” he whispered, dropping the shirt and holding her against him. He smoothed her
hair back and cupped her cheek in his hand. Beating back her soaring passion, Courtney pressed her
face into hisfamiliar warmth, believing she was in control. He touched his lipsto hers, perhaps
testing her acceptance, then kissed her tenderly.

He raised his head and hislipsin a pleasant smile. “1’d best get back to work.”

“Yes,” she croaked.

k%%

Courtney whacked the carpet with vengeance. She wielded the rug beater like a whip, taking another
swing and another. She didn’t realize her teeth were clenched until a sharp pain blasted through her
jaw.
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Whack! God, her shoulders hurt, and she grimaced with the next swat. The dingy gold carpet danced
over the clothesline. Very little dust floated off of it anymore, but she kept on swinging the cane as
she concentrated with piercing hatred on her mission.

“You can’'t keep on beating a dead horse,” Beau told her from the back corner of the adobe.”

“Can’t 17" She heaved another mighty swing.

“1 just rode in from town.”

“Good for you.”

Beau frowned. “What's eatin’ you?’

Shedidn’t answer.

He hesitated before moving closer to her. No telling what a woman bent on destruction was capable
of doing. He' d best go on about his business and say what he came to tell her before she turned that
wheezing beater on him.

“1 figured out what Stover’s planning. | recognized some new facesin town, hired guns mostly.”

She halted her next blow, the cane poised in midair. “Hired guns?’

Beau nodded grimly. “ Stover’ s planning to run you off your land, and he's hired the worse lot of
renegades to back him. They’d as easily rip your heart out as they would fight mano a mano.”

That determined look she got when she set her mind to something glazed her eyes. “There aren’t
enough of usto fight him.”

“Being prepared is the best defense.” A hint of a smile crossed his face when his eyeslanded on the
cane. He realized now what had prodded her temper. She’ d been thinking about Stover and his
wrongdoings going unpunished. “Y ou plan on using that against Stover?’

“What?’ She glanced at the cane gripped fiercely in both hands. Her eyebrows arched and she set her
lips askew.

“1 think you’' re gonna need more than a cane to beat Stover at his own game.” Beau whipped out his
sixguns, concealing a grin when she jJumped with fright. “I’m teaching you how to shoot.”

*kk*x

Beau planted himself behind Courtney once again. His arms lined hers as she positioned one of his
Colts between her hands, the barrel pointed at a can on the fence post.

“Thistime, keep your hands steady and your eyes open,” he directed in atight voice.
Courtney was hard pressed to keep from laughing. Aware that she was the direct cause of hiswaning
patience, she decided she liked frustrating him. Perhaps it wasn't fair to toy with his genuine concern
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for her safety. But she had Beau all to herself for now, and if she continued to mess up, he’'d have to
stay awhile longer.

His breath on the back of her neck gave her a chill each time he moved behind her and bent his knees
in order to see the target at her level. She wondered if he noticed the goosebumps on her exposed
forearms.

“Now concentrate.”

Grinning, Courtney squeezed the trigger. The gun barked, rocketing her hands skyward.

“Dammit!” Beau exploded. “I told you to keep your hands steady. Were your eyes open?”’

Glancing back over her shoulder, she gave him atentative smile. Meekly, she answered, “1 don’t
know.”

“Jesus! How the hell are you going to defend this ranch against Stover’s bunch?’ he blustered, then
expelled along breath of hardfought patience. “All right,” he said, his tone more subdued. “We' ve
been at thisfor an hour. Let’s get ariflein your grip.”

While he explained how to load the weapon, Courtney observed him closely. Frustration carved
gullies on his handsome face. The discoloration was gone and only afew minor scars were left asa
reminder of what Stover’s men had done to him. She almost felt badly for Beau. He was trying his
best to teach her, and she was making it more difficult than it actually was.

He bent his head forward, and his hair rested carelessly about his neck, caressing his shirt collar and
catching on the stubbles at his jaw. Unconsciously, he pulled the strands away. Courtney smiled
fondly. But the second he looked at her again, she quickly put on her sweetest face. Sheredly
shouldn’t do thisto him.

“Press the butt against your shoulder or you' Il break it.”

“The butt?’ she asked innocently.

“Your shoulder!” he snapped.

“Don’t get testy.”

“Don’t get...” he repeated, then clamped his teeth against the retort she knew clawed to get out.
Doing as he instructed, Courtney turned her back to him, grinning again. “Like this?’

He positioned the rifle against her shoulder. “Now, do you think you can squeeze back gently this
time?’

“I"ll try,” she said sweetly.
Therifle exploded, forcing Courtney back into Beau. Taking him unaware, he lost his balance, and

they toppled together to the dirt.
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“Goddammit, woman!” Sitting, he pushed her to sit between his outstretched legs. “I said gently.”
Gripping her elbow, he helped her stand as he got to hisfeet. “You don’t yank on the trigger like it
was an udder.”

Pretending to react to his harsh words, Courtney revealed her impertinent side. “I didn’t yank on it.
Maybe you don’t know how to teach me to shoot. Ever think of that?’

“Damn meif | ever volunteer to teach anyone to do anything ever again,” he mumbled.

Courtney snapped her shoulders back indignantly. “Well, damn you for being so shorttempered and
impatient.”

Beau shoved her shoulder to turn her attention back to the target. “ Try it again. And thistime—"

“1 know. Sgqueeeeze gently.” She bit the inside of her lip to stop agrin as she gently applied pressure
asif holding an egg between her fingers. “I did it! | hit the fence post,” she said excitedly.

“It’ s about time.” Beau scratched his head, obviously confounded by her clumsiness with a weapon.
“Lady, | think you gave me afew white hairs.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

The wagon rattled and clanked as Courtney pulled to a stop in front of the sheriff’s office. She
wrapped the leather lines around the floor peg, hopped off and straightened her vest and riding skirt
before entering.

Sheriff Taylor stood behind his desk, talking to two men. One was a Mexican wearing a blood red
sombrero, striped pants tucked into curvedtop leather boots and a jacket cropped at the waist. He
carried dual guns at his hips and two bands of bullets crisscrossed over his upper torso, same as Beau
had worn.

The other man wore buckskin and a breechclout hanging down to the moccasins on his feet. A red
cloth around his head kept his waistlength raven hair in place. The Indian was astall as Beau, but he
had the thickness and musculature of a bull.

The three studied her closely, the Mexican and Indian with sharpedged eyes, the sheriff with loathing
and something else that told Courtney he wasn'’t too pleased to see her in his office again. Nothing
was going to take the steam out of her engine. Not the sheriff, and certainly not the two strangers
with their chilling expressions. She was as fed up as a dog chasing its own tail, and she meant to
rectify the problem of Jared Stover.

“Mrs. Burgess, what can | do for you?”’

“1 want to know what you’ re doing about Stover. He' s planning something awful against my ranch.”
“What makes you think—"

“Mr. Hamilton told me.” “Unless Beau works for Jared Stover, where would he get information on
Stover’s plans?’

“How should | know?” She snapped a reproachful ook to the other two men, but neither flinched
beneath her hostility. She returned her attention to the sheriff and frowned. He acted like a horse
wandering around with his bridle off. His sudden restlessness puzzled Courtney.

“All right, Mrs. Burgess. Suppose Stover is scheming against you. What do you want me to do?’

“Make him stop. You are the law in Santa Fe.” “Without evidence of any wrongdoing, | can’t bring
him in. He hasn’t done anything—"

“Hasn’t done anything?’ She balled her fists into her hips and changed her stance from stern to
bellicose. “Who do you think has been killing my sheep?’

“Do you have proof?” “No, but—" “Then | can’t help you,” hetold her flatly. “1f you won't put a stop
to Jared Stover, then I'll haveto

fight him myself.”

“Sometimes fighting for what you believe in isn’t worth it, Mrs. Burgess.”
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Courtney glanced at the other men once more. They hadn’t lifted their austere scrutiny from her
since she’ d walked into the sheriff’s office. “I hope | won’t be coming back to say | told you so,
sheriff.”

“No, Mrs. Burgess, I’'m the one who hopes never to say those words to you.”

*k*k*k

Beau left the cantinain afoul mood. The information he hoped to gain wasn’'t worth the beer he
drank. Either he was dead wrong about Stover, or his informant was holding back. He stepped
beneath the portal and glanced across the Plaza. Courtney hurried out of the sheriff’s office. The way
she hurled herself into the wagon seat revealed she was none too happy. He wondered why she'd
sought out Jeff. What the hell was she up to?

She grabbed hold of the lines and turned her head. From across the open square, Beau felt the
glowing heat from her eyes. He realized the reason for it when a pair of slender arms snaked around
his stomach.

Celina brushed invitingly against him as she moved to hisside. “1 will take no customerstoday if
you come upstairs with me.”

She ground her hipsinto him, but Beau’ s posture remained as stiff as the post supporting the awning.
Celinafollowed the direction of his eyes, and hersinstantly narrowed with hatred. She tugged on his
arm then. Beau didn’t budge, not even when she placed his hand on her breast. “Forget that gringa.”
Courtney jerked away. Beau knew instinctively she'd hold Celina’ s indiscretion against him. He bit
off acurse before it left his mouth and pulled his hand free. He glared down at the whore. “| told
you, | don’t take the same woman to bed a second time.”

“You lie! How many times have you eased yourself between that puta’ s thighs?’

In his mind, more than he cared to admit. He stepped off the boardwalk and mounted his horse.
“Forget about me, Celina. Seek out the new crop of bastards in town. Show them what a whore does
best.”

“Bastardo!” she shrieked.

Beau easily ignored Celina, his mind on the hotheaded woman heading up San Francisco Street. At a
steady lope, he caught up to her wagon.

Studying Courtney’s profile, he recognized the fury in her stiff posture. Her back was straight, her
head erect, her mouth pinched into a neat pucker. He hoped she didn’t draw him into an argument.
He wasn’'t in the mood for one.

“What did you see Jeff about?’

Her eyes remained on the road ahead. “What did you see Celina about?’

“Areyou telling meit’s none of my business?’
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“That’s exactly what I’'m telling you.”

He attempted to figure out why his seeing Celinawould burrow under Courtney’s skin. She behaved
like ajealous woman, not that she had any reason to. Then out of nowhere, he did something he’d
never donein his life-he explained himself to a woman.

“1 didn’t go to the cantina to see Celina.”

She halfturned her head, raising a single pale brow into a dubious arch. “And | didn’t go to the
sheriff’s office to see Sheriff Taylor.”

Beau compressed his lipstightly and ground his back teeth to get the upper hand on his tottering
patience. He tried, he really did, to practice selfcontrol with Courtney. Damn if she didn’t always
find away to undermine the longstanding composure he’ d developed when his guns had been his
life's blood.

With the town behind them, they made their way across the open road in silence. There was some
relief from the heat today, though it was still early in the day. By afternoon, Beau knew it would be
hot enough to roast a chicken in a pit without the aid of afire.

To conserve his energy, he relaxed in the saddle and let Paco take the lead. About ten minutes later,
he noticed three men on horseback in the distance. He found afew more to their left, another two to
their right. He remained poised while his senses sharpened.

“Did you find what you needed at Seligman’s?’ he asked cordially, camly.

Courtney eyes widened in surprise. She probably thought he was a feather shy of afull headdress.

But if he didn’'t engage her in pleasant conversation, he was afraid she might panic. The group of
ruffians weren't exactly the town’s social committee.

She grunted in answer.

“I’ll take that as ayes.”

“Oh, my God!” she gasped.

Beau reined in hisfears. The band of eight riders bore down on them. His nerves sizzled with
anticipation, but he kept his fingers away from his guns. If he had to, he’ d shoot every last one of the
bastards. If it meant hislife, he'd die protecting Courtney. It was what he' d been paid to do. More
than that, it was what he wanted to do, to protect her and keep her safe. If harm cameto her... He bit
down, his grinding teeth working the musclein his jaw like it was a dead man dangling at the end of

arope.

“Pull up,” he ordered. “Let me do the talking.” When he caught her veiled movement, he swore.
“Leave the damn rifle alone. Y ou pull it and we' re as good as dead.”

“But | can shoot.”

“Yeah, and | can sew aquilt with my eyes closed,” he sneered. “Do as | say, dammit.”
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She sat contrite, her wary gaze fixed on the ungodly bunch. Beau’ s gut constricted with renewed
fear. He prayed she wasn't fool enough to lift the rifle against them. He'd learned first hand, she was
unpredictable.

The men created a halfmoon before him and Courtney. They were Stover’ s men, although he
recognized only Jack and Steve. He scanned their faces, the other six of Mexican heritage.
Something about them ruffled the hairs behind his neck.

Jack nudged his horse forward. He cast his mocking expression on Courtney. “Mr. Stover ain’'t been
happy with you.”

She desperately wanted to respond. Beau saw it in her eyes. God help her if she disobeyed him and
they made it out of thisalive. He' d give her a hard lesson in knowing when to keep her mouth shut.
For once, however, she did as she was told.

“Doesn’t Stover have anything better to do than send his men out to threaten women?’ Beau asked,
testing Jack’ s mood.

“Stay out of thisfight, Hamilton. Ain’'t you already learned? Don’'t go messin’ with Jared Stover,” he
warned smugly.

Jack was feeling his oats because of the beatings he' d given him without getting pummeled in return.
Was the man too stupid to realize revenge had its place and time?

Beau searched the faces of the Mexicans and spoke in Spanish. The six men whispered among
themselves, repeating one of the words Beau had spoken—Padrino.

Jack twisted in his saddle, swearing maliciously when the Mexicans widened their circle to give
Beau and Courtney room to pass. He jerked himself around, the rabid hatred in his eyes directed at
Beau.

“What did you say to them?’ Jack demanded.

“1 can't rightly recall,” Beau lied. Without backup, Jack didn’t dare instigate a gunfight. Beau's
reputation with a gun was widely known. Jack knew he wouldn’t stand a chance in hell against his
lightningquick draw.

“Thisain't over, Hamilton,” Jack promised.

“No, | expect not. Y ou might want to pass along a message to Stover. Rancho Ortegaisn't for sale at
any price. Mrs. Burgess is considering a partnership with the Bar H in Cheyenne. Y our boss can
easily figure out what an operation like that can do if it joins with Rancho Ortega. The Bar H has
thirty thousand sheep. The owners might run about ten thousand head down to this territory.”

Jack glared at Courtney asif the message had come directly from her mouth. He bared his yellowed
teeth in a sneer, then ordered the men to move on.

Courtney cast her displeasure at Beau. “Why did you tell him that? Now Stover will attack my ranch
for certain. Y ou’ ve backed him into a corner and have probably succeeded in singlehandedly losing
Rancho Ortega to that slimy toad.” She slapped the lines with a heavy hand. The horses whinnied
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and stomped in protest. “ And another thing, don’t ever tell me not to arm myself again. | can shoot, |
tell you. And | can very well protect myself.”

k%%

Courtney brought the wagon to an abrupt halt at the back of the adobe. Her ire riding shotgun, she
sprang from the seat and jumped to the ground. Convincing herself Beau had said what he did to
save their hides did little to settle her agitation. No doubt she should thank him for his quick
thinking, but she hated his overstepping her authority and making her appear like a feeble woman
instead of the owner of aranch. She was his boss, after all.

Stomping toward the adobe, Courtney almost collided with Carlita as the woman hurried out of the
kitchen. Startled, Courtney clutched her stomach to stop the sudden nausea.

If her body didn’t stop trembling, she might very well lose what little she had eaten for breakfast.

Carlita sfright quickly passed, and she smiled unreservedly. “| prepared arroz con pollo and fresh
tortillas for you.”

Courtney gagged.
“Senora?’
She waved off the woman’s concern. “I'm all right, Carlita. The ride home was a little bumpy.”

Carlitanodded, clearly not convinced. “Two plates are sitting on the stove to keep warm. After lunch
and a short siesta, | will return to help you stock the cabinets.”

“Don’t rush. I'll be taking a nap myself today.” She gestured toward the wagon bed. “Half these
groceries are for your family. Send Eduardo for the wagon later.”

“Gracias, sefiora.”

Beau dismounted beside the wagon. One measly ook at him and Courtney felt her agitation climb
another plateau. She witnessed his secretive wink to Carlita as the woman passed by. When his
amusement found her, Courtney grumbled with discontent.

She began to unload her half of the canned goods, cheeses, jugs of cider, coffee, salt, spices, and
dried fruits. All the while, Beau leaned casually against the wagon and watched. He didn’t even offer
to help. She did her best to ignore him, but each time she went back for more, he'd give her a cursory
grin.

Finally, her portion of the food was in the kitchen, except for the heavy flour and sugar sacks. She'd
ask Eduardo to bring them in later. For now, she could stock some of the canned goods. The rest
she’d leave for Carlita. Preoccupied, Courtney vaguely heard Beau enter the adobe.

“Where do you want these sacks?’ He balanced one on each shoulder, stretching the limits of his
shirt.
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“Over...there.” Her eyes seemed to have awill of their own and tracked him as he walked over to the
corner she'd indicated. He leaned forward and nudged the sacks loose, then bent alittle more to drop
them to the floor. Courtney’ s eyesriveted to his small, tight backside. She couldn’t stop ogling the
sight of his denims pulled tautly across his buttocks or the way they accentuated the long, corded
muscles at the back of histhighs.

Gasping for air, she clutched her throat, desperate for an easy breath. Good Lord! The lusty images
in her mind made her lightheaded. Heat surged into her cheeks, and she touched her fingers to them,
fearing they had truly caught fire.

How could you, she reprimanded herself, bewildered by her inappropriate conduct. God will strike
you blind for that.

“What about the other sacks? Do you want them in?’

“Uh...yes. No!”

Beau tilted his head at her indecisiveness.

“Only the two at the front of the wagon.” After he walked outside, Courtney released a tremulous
sigh. She must get hold of herself, steady her nerves. Her cheeks still hadn’t cooled, but at least they
were only simmering hot now. Lord, how could she have leered at him asif she were awhore
seducing aman? What if he'd caught her?

Beau came through the back door again and set the last two bags on one of the low cabinets.
“Thank you,” she said while she fussed with the utensils and cloth napkins Carlita left on the table.

“The food smells good. I'm starved,” Beau said as he threw his leg over the chair and plopped down.

Courtney gaped at him. Did he think he was the rooster in this coup? “Y ou weren’t invited for
lunch.”

“There are two place settings.”

“Carlitaarranged them.”

He peered around her shoulder. “ Two plates of food, too.”

“Don’t you understand?’ she said, flustered. “Y ou are not invited for lunch.”

He stripped his gloves and slapped them down on the table top. “Y ou’ re gonna waste the food?’

Of course he would mention avalid point. She should allow him to eat. She didn’t have to stay. “All
right,” she conceded. “But don’'t even think about eating without washing your hands.”

He crossed to the counter. Grumbling to himself, he rolled up his sleeves and plunged his hands into

the bucket of water, scrubbing clear up to his elbows. After drying his hands, he pinned her with an
unforgiving look.
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“Can | eat now?’ Without waiting for an answer, he reclaimed his chair.
Courtney set the waterfilled glasses on the table. “Why must you behave rudely?’
“Lady, you haven't seen rude.”

“Yes, | have. It goes by the name of Beau Hamilton.”

“If 1 wasn’t so damn hungry, | wouldn’t stay and listen to your nagging. Give me my food and I'll be
outta here.”

“Give?’ Her voice cracked asit elevated. Impulsively, she picked up one of the plates from the stove
and hurled it across the table at him. It clipped his head, spilling rice and beans all over his shirt. She
was mortified by what she’ d done, and her feet bonded to the floor.

Beau rose with deliberate slowness. His unmerciful features drove fear deep into her soul, afear that
facing a pack of hungry wolves couldn’t do. He stepped around the table, walking toward her with
the predatory grace of a stalking animal. Having no desire to be his frightened prey, she willed her
feet to move, to carry her away before he lunged. It took a scant second to dart across the room, but
he was faster, his reflexes sharper. He caught her at the door and dragged her back by her wrist.

“1 didn’t mean to throw the plate,” she said by way of an apology. “Y ou get me so...soriled. | think
you do it on purpose.”

“Why the hell would | do that?’

“1I don’t know. But we always end up arguing when we' re together.” “Y ou have an argumentative
nature,” he pointed out.

“1 do not!” “Like hell you don't. Every time | say turn left, you go right. | say stand up, you sit down.
You're deliberately defiant.”

“Look who's lecturing me about defiance.” “Don’t, Courtney,” he warned. “Fine. We'll only have
another argument.” “No, we won't.” With one sweeping motion of hisarm, the

contents from the table flew onto the floor. The glasses shattered noisily amid the settling silverware.
He lifted her onto the table and jutted his hips between her legs. “Not thistime, lady.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

Beau cupped the back of her head with one hand, easing her face closer to his. He studied her
wideeyed expression, knowing he was responsible for the fear he saw there. While it wouldn’t have
fazed him some months ago, he realized now, he didn’t want her to be afraid of him.

Their lips met, tentatively at first, but Beau’ s inflamed passion left no room to idle. He deegpened the
kiss, filling her mouth with his questing tongue. She tasted as he remembered—sweet like candy and

fresh like summer fruit. A searing flame shot through his body, the intensity catching his breath. He
tore his mouth away with atortured groan.

Fumbling with the buttons down her vest, he couldn’t believe how badly his hands trembled. Never
had he come down with a case of jittery nerves with awoman. What was it about Courtney that made
him feel asif he was an inexperienced youth? When he finally unbuttoned the last one, he
encountered her shirt. He made quick work of those buttons as well and tossed both garments to the
floor.

God, he couldn’t get her undressed fast enough. He felt awkward as he removed her riding skirt and
boots. Another obstacle stood between his eagerness and her nudity. He stared at her lacy
underclothes in bewilderment. Damn woman wore too many clothes.

Swiftly stripping off her frilly undergarments, he lifted her to the table again and nudged her long,
luscious legs apart with his hips. She shivered, and he figured she was cold. He wrapped his arms
around her to share his warmth.

She opened her mouth, perhaps to speak, but the words never came forth. Instead, she shocked the
hell out of him by moving toward him, her tongue poking out to trace the outline of his mouth.

Beau helped her remove his shirt while their lips remained locked in afervent kiss that left him
breathless and set his blood ablaze. He nestled intimately between her thighs, caressing her creamy
smooth flesh up to the curve of her hips. She fit his hands comfortably, like she’ d been created solely
for him.

Beau kissed the corner of her mouth, laved his tongue along that willful jaw of hers, then pressed his
moist lips to the elegant column of her neck. The faint smell of honeysuckle would be imbedded in
his senses forever. He kissed a feverish path under her chin and back up again, reclaiming her mouth
with an urgency that had him incredibly impatient to tear off the last of his clothes and plunge
recklessly into her delectable body.

Slow down, Hamilton. Enjoy the woman. Take your time.

He circled her waist with his hands. Something felt different. The inward curve wasn’t quite as deep
as he recalled. His fingers ascended her ribcage and brushed her breasts. Her nipples stood erect, and
he rubbed the pad of his thumbs over their tips, eliciting a breathy moan from Courtney. The sensual
complacency on her features made his heart constrict almost painfully. With her eyes closed, her lips
parted and the softness in her flushed cheeks, he ached so far down inside for the love of awoman he
could never have. A woman who was about to make him break hislifelong vow.
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He lowered his lips to her breasts. They were reminiscent of the classical beauty he had once seenin
a painting. Savoring the moment, he touched his lips to one plump mound, like akid taking hisfirst
lick of acandy stick. She was warm, lamb’s wool soft, enticing his already heightened senses. He
teased her, repeatedly flicking histongue over her sensitive nipples, taking them carefully between
his teeth. Her body jerked from a strong spasm, and he knew instinctively she was perched on the
edge of ecstasy.

Blood pounded in hisloins. If he didn’t get out of his pants, the fabric might strangle the life out of
his ardor. He hastily discarded his gun belt and unbuttoned his Levis and placed quick kisses over
her belly as he eased the pants down his hips.

“Beau!” she gasped when his lips touched the inside of her thigh.

The pleain his spoken name lifted his need unbearably. He felt her desperation first hand, shared the
anticipation of culminating the lust driving both of them. He straightened before her. Her jade eyes
shone with raw desire, and he found it hard to believe she wanted him that much. With a groan of
pure delight, he captured her mouth again.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, holding him like awoman who entrusted him with her
life. With little urging, she locked her legs about his hips, bringing him closer to the exuding heat of
her womanhood. His patience came to an abrupt end, and he held his breath as he slowly entered her.

She tensed. Beau searched her features. Desire covered her cheeks with awarm hue, but in her eyes
he saw uncertainty. He could have sworn she was desperate to have him. Easing into her alittle
more, he watched her closely, waiting for adenial, a change of heart.

Courtney leaned her head on his solid shoulder and buried her face into his neck. She hardly noticed
the layer of sweat blanketing his body, or the manly scent of his skin. She was too aware of the feel
of his manhood resting within her, keeping her moist and throbbing around him. She wanted himin
the worst way, but she was afraid to make him aware of it. He had broken his vow, and she had
trouble deciding what that meant. Maybe it was too late to have a conscience now. She was carrying
his baby, and they were in the most intimate position a man and a woman could bein.

Lifting her head, she looked into his eyes, curious about the concern she saw in them. Gently, he
stroked the area above her buttocks. Courtney moved her hips alittle, gasping in the face of his
sharply indrawn breath. Her eyes met his.

“Don’t ask me to stop now,” he beseeched, his voice gravelly, strained.

He spread one hand across her lower back, the other over her thigh. She lifted her buttocks, melding
their bodies even closer. Using her palmsfor leverage, she tilted back and rotated her hips. Beau's
breath hissed in between his teeth. The faster she moved, the more he seemed to react, holding his
breath, closing his eyes. She crossed her ankles above his tight haunches. A staggering discharge
inside Courtney coursed white hot blood through her veins. She threw her head back with a startled
cry, the sound of her own pleasure unfamiliar.

Beau thrust into her with fury, histhighs slapping against hers from his quick, urgent movements.
She fell into the rhythm, pushing when he did, pulling back as he readied for another plunge. Her
breasts jerked back and forth, but Courtney was beyond the scope of embarrassment. Their joining
felt right, asif they had done it a hundred times before.
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Hislipstwisted, his teeth bared and clenched. His head whipped back, and he thrust forward one
more time, growling her name like an oath. His powerful eruption rocked her body, his pulsing
within her teasing her already sensitive womanhood. Gaining control over her breathing, Courtney
basked in the sensual glow in Beau' s eyes. He settled his hips, his body still a part of her.

He rained kisses over her face, lingering at her lips. Her heart swelled with love. He hadn’t walked
away or turned his back on her. Instead, he kissed her with the selfless abandon of alover.
Enchanted, Courtney sighed when the kiss ended. After a minute, maybe two, he disengaged himself
and stepped back to pull up his pants. She glanced at the back of his shoulder at atattoo of a heart. A
lightning bolt zigzagged through a hole in its center and three droplets of blood dripped from the tip.
She couldn’t imagine why she hadn’t noticed it before now, not the day he had stood in her kitchen
wearing only atowel, and not even at the river that night after he had won the shearing contest.

“What isthat?’ she asked, intrigued.
Beau glanced over his shoulder. “A tattoo.”

“Yes, | know,” she said quietly, turning crimson when his eyes raked over her. She crossed her arms
over her chest, an inane gesture considering how often he’' d seen her naked. Strange, but her nudity
hadn’t bothered her moments ago. “I’ ve seen tattoos before, on men at the shipyard. They told me
every picture has atale. Does yours?’

He dipped his head, and when he raised it again he wore a sheepish grin. “It means | was passed out
drunk and woke up with it.” His grin turned into agentle smile. “I got it in Mexico. | guessthe
woman | was with thought | needed atattoo. Her cousin did it while | slept. She told me the lightning
bolt isasymbol of my quick draw with agun.”

“And the hole in the heart?’
Unbelievably, he seemed shy. “She said it represents all the broken hearts I’ ve left behind.”

Courtney understood the significance of the injured heart. One day it might be her heart embedded in
his shoulder.

She observed him in silence while he finished dressing. After he slipped the end of his gun belt into
the loop, he picked up her shirt and draped it over her shoulders.

“1 have work to do,” hetold her gruffly. He planted a chaste kiss on her cheek, then headed for the
back door.

She sat there all alone, but not lonely. Passion lingered, and she enjoyed the enveloping feeling. He
must have forgotten that he' d been famished. Glancing at the plate and scattered food over the floor,
Courtney grinned. Maybe it had been one hell of alunch after all.

*k*k*k

Night descended early under the threat of a summer storm. The air smelled of rain, but not the fresh,
welcomed rain that fell during spring. This rain brought the oppressive hest, the kind that made a
person sweat while standing still.
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Manuelo wiped his neck with his bare hand, dismounted and followed Sefior Hamilton into the barn.
While he and the gringo unsaddled and brushed down their horses for the night, Manuel o glanced up
now and then, frowning. Something troubled the young man.

“What do you make of Sefior Stover’s silence?’ he questioned.

“He' s gathering asmall army. | saw some of his men in town today. | crossed paths with afew of
them years ago. They’'re cutthroats. There's asmall group who won't trespass, though. 1’1l bet my
Stetson that Stover is unaware he's hired several of Paco’s men.”

Manuelo’s jaw dropped. “ Es verdad?’

“Si, it'strue.”

“Paco will not be happy,” Manuelo said grimly.

“No, but it will be to our advantage for those men to remain in Stover’s employ. They won't cross
Paco, and | know away to get a message to them.”

“If they cherish their lives, no they will not cross him.” Manuelo shook his head in disbelief. “There
could very well be awar. If that is God’ s will, you do not owe this land your life, amigo.”

“1 owe Paco my life. For him | will stay on and help. Besides,” the sefior said with an amusing grin,”
someone hasto ook after lagringa. She is more harmful to herself than are Stover’s men.”

Manuelo chuckled. “ She is a good woman.”
The young man remained silent, brooding again.
“Does she suspect? About Sefior Burgess and Rancho Ortega?’ Manuelo asked.

“No.” El sefior rolled out a blanket near arow of hay bales, then removed his boots and set them
nearby. “Those who know haven't said anything to her. Don’t worry, amigo.”

Nodding, Manuelo led his horseinto its stall. He closed the gate and headed for the door. “ Should |
douse the lamp?”’

“Not yet.”
“Buenos noches.”

Beau unbuckled his gun belt, placing it within easy reach, and stretched out on the thin wool bed. He
locked his fingers behind his head and stared at the domed ceiling.

Courtney.

She was fixed in his mind and buried in his heart. Whether working or resting, she was never out of
his thoughts. He closed his eyes, mulling over what it was about her that made him burn with
untamed desire. What did she have that other women didn’t to make him crave her with every breath
he took?
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A noise across the barn sharpened his senses. He closed his fingers over the butt of his gun and
moved it gradually to his side. Lying deathly till, he felt his heart pound heavily in his chest as he
listened to the cautious footsteps of someone approaching. He was afraid one of Stover’s men
decided to seek revenge for today’ s meeting. Jack and Steve wouldn’t attempt facing him alone. And
the threat of Paco’ s wrath undoubtedly deterred the others. Who then?

Feigning sleep, he maintained steady, shallow breaths. He sensed the person at his side now. He
could lie still and wait for a bullet to put another hole in his already marked body, or a knife blade to
carve anew scar.

Or he could surprise the trespasser.

Like a startled rattler in abed roll, Beau struck, closing his fingers around a booted ankle and taking
the man’ s feet out from under him.

A shrill scream pierced the air.
Every nerve in Beau' s body twanged like a plucked wire.

“Aw, shit!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Sprawled on her back, Courtney was certain the shock on Beau' s face mirrored her own. She lifted to
her elbows, waiting for her head to stop spinning so she could sit upright. Holding his glovesin her
outstretched hand, she said, “Y ou left these today. | was returning them.”

He yanked the gloves out of her grasp and threw them onto the blanket. She frowned at hisirrational
mood. After all, she was the one who' d suffered from the fall. Rubbing the back of her head, she
noticed a bump already forming. It was tender, and she winced.

“Y ou shouldn’t sneak up on aman at night,” Beau grumbled. A deep frown etched grooves on his
forehead. “Let me have alook at your head.”

“It'sonly asmall bump.” Courtney brushed away his offer and attempted to stand. Lightheaded and
dizzy, she swayed on her feet.

Beau curved his hands over her shoulders, forcing her to sit again. He moved behind her and parted
her hair at the back. He didn’t say anything for several minutes. Courtney grew impatient as he
pressed his fingers lightly over her scalp. When he touched the bump, she jerked forward.

“Hold still,” he groused.

“You don’t have to be so grouchy. I’m the one who was knocked to the ground.”

He ignored her and walked around on his knees to face her. “ The skin’s not broken.”

“1 could have told you that.” Slowly rising, she made certain her footing was solid before standing
fully.

“Don’t go,” he said, his voice subdued.

She measured the seriousness in his eyes. She didn’t want to go, but she couldn’t stay, either. There
was no hope for them. Beau would take off for good eventually, and she refused to leave her heart
unprotected to that kind of hurt.

“You can’t put it off any longer. If you want to beat Stover, you need to hire more men.”

Stover’simpending move bothered Beau. Not her...not them. Why did she expect anything more? “I
don’t know if | can. A bloody war over sheep versus cattle-"

“Ignore Stover’swarnings and you' |l learn about war the hard way. Do you think you will be able to
close your eyes at night when Stover sacrifices human lives to convince you to sell? Men like him
don't give up.”

“1 don’t want awar, and | don’t want anyone to die because of a piece of land. There must be another
Ww.”

“Thereisn't.”
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After amoment, Courtney nodded. “I’ll think it over.”
“Think hard and fast, lady. Time's runnin’ out.”

Silence descended between them. Courtney looked down at the hay in thought, troubled and bitter
over what Jared Stover was forcing her to do. He took advantage of her being a woman who knew
nothing about ranching. Beau was right. She must make a decision soon.

Unfortunately, more than Stover troubled her. Fighting off the cattle rancher didn’t seem as difficult
as defending her heart against breaking if she lost Beau. He' d broken his vow with her. She tried not
to read more into it than what it truly was—-a man giving in to lust, and awoman giving in to
inexperience and a curiosity that shouldn’t have been.

“What isit, Courtney?’

The tender concern in his voice cut deeply. She avoided meeting his eyes. “This afternoon, at the
house...I don’t want it to happen again.”

“What don’t you want to happen?’
“The humiliating way you... Thetable...” Shetrailed off in private shame.

Beau reached for her hand and tugged her down to his lap, stilling her when she protested. He didn’t
manhandle her, and she quickly realized he wasn’t going to try and make love to her again.
Quiescent, she studied his eyes, unsure of the gentleness she saw in them.

“I’ve got alot to learn about ladies, don’t 17" He brushed his lips over hersin a thoughtful kiss. “Be
patient with me, Courtney.”

*k*k*k

Beau entered the sheriff’ s office right on time. His meeting with Raul Rivera and Cloud had been set
up by Jeff, and Beau knew the men would be punctua. He walked past the desk and cells and
through a door leading to a patio. He waited a few minutes, glanced into the office to make certain he
wasn't followed. He strode across the private courtyard to another building. Inside, he wound
through a deserted corridor, passing through a door that opened to an alley behind another set of
buildings. Scanning the nearby adobes, he slipped through one last door.

Cautiously entering the room at the very back of the millinery shop, Beau listened to the quiet. Not
many knew the private room existed. The only access was the route he’ d taken.

Jeff struck amatch, setting it to a lantern wick. The room, not much bigger than a horse stall, glowed
yellow and orange. It was then Beau noticed they weren’t alone.

Raul Rivera detached himself from the shadows of a corner, his bandito style clothing making him a
fearful sight. His heart of stone for those he didn’t trust gained him a merciless reputation. Beau
noticed afew fresh scars on the man’s face, minor nicks compared to others he' d received over the
years.
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From another corner, Cloud emerged. His formidable appearance was intimidating, even to Beau's
accustomed eyes. The men remained silent until Beau stepped farther into the room.

“You sorry sonofabitch,” he said, clasping Raul in afriendly bear hug.
The Mexican laughed heartily. “Do not be quick to judge, amigo.”

Beau nodded in acknowledgement to Cloud, then smiled at the huge Comanche warrior. They were
the same age, but there was no mistaking the superior power behind Cloud.

“1 am indebted to you and honored that you would leave your people to help mine,” Beau told him
with sincere appreciation.

“It is my peopl€e swish to help their blood brother. Y ou saved them from grief many times. We will
do no lessfor you.”

Beau nodded again, accepting Cloud’s offer to fight beside him. “Y ou don’t have to bein on this,
Jeff. The less you know—"

“I’m not turning my back again, Beau. I'm sick of Stover blackmailing me. It’s time to break that
bastard.”

“In that case,” Beau said, “we have plans to discuss.”

*kk*x

Standing at the window of the main room, Courtney anxiously watched the barn. For the last four
days, Beau seldom came near the adobe. She knew he’ d been working the ranch; she’d seen him
riding with Manuelo. She simply couldn’t imagine why he was avoiding her.

Miserable, she wondered if he regretted breaking his vow. She didn’t. She was glad he’ d made love
to her again. Sober, he was much more attentive. The next time—if there was one-she might suggest
they use the bed. It was sure to be more comfortabl e than the floor and the table.

A heavy sigh fell short when she saw Beau riding toward the barn. He dismounted and disappeared
into the building. Seconds later, he hurried out with arope that he hooked over the saddlehorn. A
movement pulled her attention to the hill. She glanced at Beau, then back to the hill.

“Oh, my God!” She grabbed the rifle beneath the window and threw the door open wide. Planting
her feet to the porch, she positioned the rifle, burying the butt firmly into her shoulder.

Beau looked at her and scowled. Following the direction of her aim, he gritted his teeth and marched
across the yard. “For Christ’s sake,” he growled as he bounded onto the porch and pressed therifle
barrel to the boards.

“What are you doing?’ she asked, her anxious gaze darting back to the hill.

“Preventing you from making a stupid mistake.”

“That man is one of Stover’s,” she argued.
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“Ishe? Beau said harshly.
“But -

“Besides,”—ateasing gleam replaced his anger—"you might have missed the man and clipped me
instead.”

Courtney yanked the rifle free and balanced it on her shoulder, the muzzle pointed somewhere
behind her. “I’m a better marksman than you think.”

“No, querida. I’ ve seen you shoot.”
She huffed and swung around to go back into the adobe. Beau ducked to avoid getting knocked in
the head by the rifle barrel. He grinned broadly and looked out toward the hill. At this distance he

couldn’t see Raul Rivera sface clearly, but he knew the Mexican found the hottempered gringa
amusing.

*kk*x

Courtney slammed a set of utensils on the table. She plodded over to the storage cabinet for the salt.
Rummaging through the canned goods, she located the box and didn’t bother fixing the cans she
disturbed. Turning swiftly, she balked for the briefest moment. Surprise turned into annoyance when
she saw Beau leaning casually against the table. She scolded him with her eyes, but it didn’t affect
him at all. He acted asif everything between them was as calm as a sleeping tiger.

“1 know that man on the hill,” he told her.

Courtney banged the salt box on the counter. “1 didn’t think you associated with Stover’s scum.”
“Raul Riveraisnobody’s scum. He's aleader. Have you heard of the Comancheros?’

She had read they were traders, but the tales she’ d heard from people who' d gone against a
Comanchero had been horribly frightening. “Isn’t he far from home? | thought they raided from
Mexico through Texas.”

“He recently came to New Mexico Territory. Remember those Mexicans who confronted us with
Jack and Steve last week? They used to ride with Raul.”

“Then he' sworking for Stover.”

“Not necessarily.”

Courtney rolled her eyes. “Either heisor heisn’t.”

“Don’t worry about Raul. Just don’t try to shoot him the next time you see him on that hill.”
Intuition told her what little Beau revealed was the truth. For whatever reason, he was closemouthed

as a corpse and intent on remaining as enigmatic as ever. Frowning, she turned her back to him to
prepare her lunch.
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“That food smells mighty good,” he remarked.

Still perturbed with him over the scene on the porch she slapped atortillaon a plate. Did he think she
was some twittering female without an ounce of sense? She was only trying to protect her home...and
his ungrateful hide.

“It’ s gotta taste better than the jerky waiting for me in the barn.”

“1’m sure Carlita’ s rice and beans are much tastier than eating leather.”

“Why do | sense you’ re unhappy with me?”’

She came around then, regarding him curiously. He was still leaning against the table, his hands
gripping the edge and his ankles crossed. The arrogance in his stance extended to the smirk on his
face. She arranged her features with the most becoming smile, the one she’ d used on the eligible
society bachelorsin New Y ork.

“Do you bargain, Mr. Hamilton?”’

“What do you think?’

Courtney shrugged, as if to play down the significance of her question. “I thought perhaps | would
invite you to join me for this delicious lunch in exchange for the truth. Y ou have been lying to me

from thefirst day | met you, and don’t deny it.”

The slightest flicker of muscle edged his strong jaw. He must have tightened his back teeth. “You're
adistrusting person.”

That wasn't the reply she expected to hear. “ Only because you give me reason to be.”
“Then let’s clear up whatever it isyou think I'm hiding.”

They were dancing around each other without music. It was time to strike up the band. “All right.
How well do you know Raul Rivera?’

“We crossed paths years ago.” Hisfirst answer and already he was lying.
“Why is he here?”

“1 don’'t know.” Second lie. He hoped it didn’t show in his eyes. When her brows lifted dubiously, he
raised his, offering her to challenge his responses.

“Why didn’'t you inform me about the Bar H being interested in a partnership with Rancho Ortega?’
He brushed it off with a shrug. “I forgot.”
“1 don't believe you. Y ou never forget anything.”

She marched over to the sink and ladled water into a glass, spilling most of it back into the bucket.
She set the glass down on the low cabinet and kept her straight, imposing back to him. She was as
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mad as a horse with his belly cinch too tight. He tried to figure out what in hell triggered her temper.
Good luck, Hamilton. Y ou’ d be better off making friends with arattler than figuring out that woman.

Dammit. She was making him walk the fence, and that was the last thing he’ d do for any woman.

His stomach growled. He was as hungry as a halfstarved wolf, but he’d be damned if he'd be reduced
to begging for food. The jerky sounded much better now.

“When you'’ ve cooled your heels, you can find mein the barn taking a siesta.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Beau spotted Courtney from the hill overlooking the ranch. She was kneeling in the dirt beneath the
sunfiltered semishade of a pifion tree, doing something in the garden, hopefully nothing Carlita
wouldn’t approve of. He grinned, recalling the alarm on Courtney’ s face when she'd learned she'd
mistaken the medicinal herbs for weeds. He probably should have mentioned it to her, but he'd
figured it wasn't any of his business.

“Hamilton, sometimes you' re an ornery bastard.”

Chuckling, he guided Paco down the hill and headed toward the adobe, his eyesriveted to the
woman who'’ d captured his heart and soul. It bothered him to admit Courtney had done what no other
woman had been able to. She turned his head and made him desire only her. There wasn't anything
he could do about it, either. He supposed he could Ieave town, never see her again. He' d thought
about it often. But he' d be unhappy, probably a miserable wretch, without Courtney. Just looking at
her awakened his emotions, and he discovered he didn’t mind. He' d guarded his heart for so long, it
felt good to giveit freerein. Still, he' d practice caution around the woman. If he wasn't careful, she
could drive him to marriage. And that he'd never do.

Beau dismounted near the stable and walked toward the garden. Courtney wore a dress today, a
simple outfit, not as elegant as he might have expected. His sharp eyes closed in on her backside as
she reached for an orange flower among the cactus. She wasn’t wearing any petticoats. It was
obvious by the way her dress draped her like a clinging tablecloth. Hot damn, she had a tempting
little bottom.

Beau grinned like afox in ahen house. Reliving the feel of her bare buttocks in his hands, he curled
hisfingersinto fists to stop from throwing off his gloves and filling his palms with that delectable ass
of hers. He slowed his steps, his moccasins as quiet as a whisper over the ground. She was unaware
of his approaching. He hated to disturb her, especially with the appealing view she presented him.
But she’d no doubt fly into afit if she caught him ogling.

“That could be a dangerous offer to aman,” he teased.

She popped up rather quickly. Damn him, he' d startled her again. His eyes widened in horror as she
lost her balance. The flower in her hand dropped to the dirt when she tipped backwards.

“Courtney!” Beau dashed into the garden, but he wastoo late.

“Ow, ow, ow!” she cried, trying desperately to disengage her backside from the cactus.

Anguish knotted Beau’ s stomach. The sharp needles pinned her dress to her flesh. He lifted her into
his arms, awkward in his fear that she might be terribly injured, and carried her into the house. “It’ll
beall right. Don’'t cry.”

“It hurts,” she lamented, moaning between tears.

He kicked open the door to the bedroom and gently laid her on her stomach on the bed. He pushed
back the curtains.
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When he turned around, he felt the blood rush from hisface. “I'll fetch Carlita. Don't move.”
“Where the hell would | go?’ she snapped.

*k*k*%k

Beau followed Carlita s instructions, making a poultice out of the juice of a cactus plant and the
goat’ s ail she' d brought. He gathered fresh tree leaves at theriver, all the while worried that Carlita
might not be able to stop Courtney’ s wounds from becoming infected. It was all hisfault. He
shouldn’t have come up on her so quietly, not with her leaning over the cactus.

He sat at the kitchen table, enduring Courtney’ s wails, one after the other. How many cactus needles
were embedded? Covering his ears to drown out her cries, he rested his elbows on the table. His gut
constricted and burned, feeling every ounce of her pain until he could take no more and jumped to
his feet.

“Por Dios,” he mumbled.

He bounded into the main room, skidding to a halt at the closed door to the bedroom. When he raised
hisfist to knock, Carlita’s consoling voice stopped him cold.

“Do not worry about the baby. The fall was not so bad.”

Every muscle in Beau' s body pulled taut. Baby?

“No, it wasn't,” Courtney replied. “But | sure picked the wrong placeto fall.”

“You will befine, sefiora. The discomfort will pass soon enough.”

Silence. Beau dropped his hand and stared at the door in a daze. Baby? “Have you told him?’ Carlita
asked. “Told who what?" “ Sefior Hamilton.” “No, he doesn’t have to know.” “ Sefiora—" “I think it

best he doesn't, Carlita.”

“Asyou wish. I will make herb teato help you sleep.” Preoccupied with what he’ d overheard, Beau
didn’t realize Carlita was leaving. When the door suddenly opened, he startled.

“Sefior Hamilton?’ He glanced at Courtney lying on her stomach, a sheet covering her body to her
waist. Her nightdress covered the

rest of her. He swallowed with uncertainty. “I came to check on...how isshe?’ “Y ou don’'t have to
whisper,” Courtney said, annoyancein

her voice.

“She will befine,” Carlita assured him. To Courtney she said, “I will return with the tea.” Beau stood
in awkward silence, unable to think what to say.

Apologizing crossed his mind, but he’ d never been good
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with apologies. He' d probably messit up anyway and make her more irritated with him. So he kept
quiet, wishing he didn’t feel so rotten inside.

Courtney craned her neck to see him. His features and demeanor came across as pathetic and |ost.
She might have taken pity on him any other time. At the moment, she was in too much pain to
sympathize with the helpless feeling she was certain claimed him.

“What do you want?’ she asked bluntly. She wasn’'t in the mood to speak otherwise. He was looking
at her strangely now. She couldn’t begin to understand his wounded expression. Maybe he felt guilty
for the painful mishap. He rightly should.

“Stanley Burgess was one lucky sonofabitch.”

“What?' She twisted alittle more for a better view. “What do you mean by that?’

“1 overheard...about the baby,” he replied, oddly reserved.

Courtney closed her eyes briefly, not wanting to believe he' d learned about the baby. Thank God she
and Carlita hadn’t said anything more.

“The fool had a mighty powerful—" He inhaled and glanced away for a very short minute. “It’ s too
bad he’ s not alive to share your joy. You are happy, aren’t you?”’

God, what do | say to him?

Appealing to God seemed inane. It was all her fault for giving in to temptation in the first place. Yes,
she had tried to deter him. But in her heart she knew she hadn’t tried hard enough. Worse, she
shouldn’t have fallen in love with Beau.

Clearing the clutter from her mind, shereplied, “Yes, | am happy.”

Silence descended like a quiet prairie night. Beau didn’t say aword, didn’t grow! or bite. He didn’t
even turn around and stalk away, proving, in her mind, that he truly didn’t care if she was carrying
Stanley’ s baby.

“Well,” hefinaly said. “I only cameto seeif you were doing al right. Carlitawill take good care of
you.” His gaze lowered briefly. “I best get back to work. | promised Manuelo I’ d ride the fence with
him. The northern tip of the ranch has a dangerous gully where the sheep often wander.” He moved
forward to leave, but then whirled back to face her. The light in his eyes was both pained and
angered. “Dammit, Courtney. Why didn’t you tell me about the baby?’

“Because my baby does not concern you.”
He seemed to be battling over whether to stay or go. He rocked back and forth on his feet while

working his jaw into a multitude of muscle spasms. In a heartbeat, his eyes glazed over and coldness
hardened hisfeatures. “You'reright. It doesn't. It damn well doesn’t.”

*k*k*k
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Beau entered the adobe through the back door. He hadn’t been back since Courtney’ s accident four
days ago. She'd probably be angrier than spit with him for not showing his face sooner. He couldn’t.
He had too much thinking to do. Too many hurtful emotions to deal with.

Leaning back against the closed door, he stared off across the room, seeing nothing but the image of
Courtney cradling ababy in her arms. Dammit! Why couldn’t he let it go? She wasn’'t his woman,
never would be. Why couldn’t he get that through his thick head?

He moved toward the opposite door, but stopped short midway across the kitchen. What the hell was
he doing? She didn’t need him checking in on her. She might get to thinking he cared. He did. But he
didn’t want her to know that. He had no place in her life now, not with her carrying Burgess' baby.

He sank down onto a chair. Love was hellpure, undiluted hell. Being in love with atemperamental,
headstrong woman added to the torture.

Carlita came through the door from the main room, moving in her usual bustling way. As soon as
their eyes met, she bunched her mouth and closed the door hard. She didn’t slam it. She didn’t have
to. Beau understood. She was unhappy with him for staying away from the adobe.

“Lasefiora?’ he asked after Courtney’ s wellbeing.

“Hrumph,” Carlita grunted. Shaking a finger beneath his nose, she scolded, “Why did you not come
to see her before now?’

“Carlita, don't start in on me,” Beau warned.

“Aiyeeg, if | wasyour mother...”

Disappointment shifted her features. She pulled out a chair and eased down with aweary sigh. “You
show respect for me and my Manuelo, but you do not give the sefiora the same. For this you are loco.
Y ou will be sorry when Sefiora Burgess becomes tired of waiting for you to stop behaving like an
hombre too stubborn to admit he isin love with her.”

“Mierda.” Beau gnashed his back teeth together. “Do you see my heart on my sleeve?’

“No, but | seeit in your eyes each time you look at her.” Carlitainclined her head, sternness creeping
into her voice. “Well? Are you going to admit it?’

“To her?’ Beau shook his head. “1t wouldn’t do any good.”

“You think not?’

“1 know it wouldn’t. She's having another man’s baby.” Beau sighed heavily as he removed his hat
and set it on the table. He combed through his hair with both hands trembling. “1 don’t know if | can
accept Burgess' baby, knowing the kind of man he was.”

“Y ou should accept the baby because it isapart of her.” Carlita’' s features softened, and she placed a

reassuring hand on Beau’ s where it rested on the table. “When you are in love, you must be blind to
some matters.”
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“l can't.”
“You are afool then.” She straightened her spine and swept gracefully out the back door.

Beau might be afool, but it was better than playing second fiddle to another man’ s baby.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Ten minutes. He stood at the bedroom door that long before he finally worked up the courage to
knock. His heart pounded like cannon blastsin his chest, in his ears and at his temples.

Courtney’ s sweet voice drifted through the door. “Comein.”

Taking a deep breath, he pushed the door open slowly, wondering what to expect. She had every
right to reproach him for staying away. Would she? Or would she be happy to see him again? Little
knots tangled in his stomach, making him sick. He wasn’t accustomed to apprehension rifling his
nerves because of awoman.

He hadn’t expected to see her sitting in bed, reading by lamplight. She looked like an angel with her
flaxen hair spread over her shoulders. Her face was sweet, her eyes bright and her lips set in a sort of
pout. He wasn't fit to be in her company. He hadn’t shaven for two days, and although hisfacial hair
was blond, it was thick and untidy. He hadn’t cleaned up, either. After along day of hard work, his
Levis and shirt needed a good washing. Y et she didn’t seem to mind. At least he didn’t think so.
“1’m happy to seeyou're ableto sit.”

“Carlita s herbs worked their magic.”

Beau shifted, an unaccustomed feeling of diffidence creeping in. “Things have been running
smoothly. On the ranch, that is,” he added in haste.

“Yes, | know. Carlita has kept me informed.”

“Of course.” God how he wished he held his hat to occupy his hands. He shoved them into his
pockets, as clumsy as it wasto do because of the dual guns around his hips.

“Any word on Stover’s next move?”’

“No oneistaking, but a man would have to be blind not to notice the increase in manpower around
Stover’sranch.”

“1f what you say istrue, what is taking him so long to attack us?’

“My guessis he' swaiting until he has enough men to overpower us.”

“1 suppose we have no choice but to prepare for the worse.”

His knuckles scraped the coarse fabric when he attempted to make a fist. He removed his hands from
the pockets and let them dangle at his sides. “Y ou're not part of the ‘we.” A pregnant woman has no
business getting caught in arange war.”

“Need | remind you that | own this ranch?’

“Why are you so damn stubborn? Y ou have to think of your unborn child.”
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“1 am thinking of my baby. This land, thisranch,” she spread her arms outward, indicating the adobe
and everything beyond, “will belong to my child one day.”

“Not if you both die fighting for what doesn’t...” He pressed his lips together.
“Doesn’'t what?’ she demanded. Grit and determination settled in her eyes.

“Nothing.” He plowed his fingers through his hair to tone down his agitation. Remembering one of
the reasons he' d gone to see her, he tugged an envelope from inside his shirt. “ This came for you. |
picked it up in town today.”

The tumult in his voice rubbed Courtney’s nerves raw, and without intending to, she snatched the
envelope from hisfingers. She glanced at the writing. The Madison Park address jumped out boldly,
unsettling her stomach. For a horrible moment she thought she was going to be sick. Her father never
wrote |etters.

She broke the seal on the envelope and pulled out the cream colored paper inside. Her hand trembled
as she read the letter. Shereread it, confused by what it meant. Taking another look at the envelope,
she realized it had been addressed to Stanley, with the word ‘confidential’ at the very bottom. Her
cheeks heated with shame and disbelief.

“What isit?’ Beau' s voice sounded tight with concern.

“1’ve been such afool. A stupid, stupid fool,” she said bitterly. “ This |etter was meant for Stanley. |
knew Father disliked him, but | never realized how much until now.” Her eyes warmed with tears.
“To be honest, | never understood Father’ s aversion to Stanley. They’d only met on two occasions.”
Courtney sighed sorrowfully. Her father had known the kind of dishonest man Stanley had been
before she discovered it for herself here in Santa Fe. He' d tried to warn her, but she’ d stubbornly
refused to listen.

“1t seems Father paid Stanley ten thousand dollarsto leave New Y ork.”

Beau tensed. He prayed he' d be able to keep from reacting. It was damn hard not to, since he'd
known all along about the pay off. Now he was caught in the middle of Leif Danning’s deceit and
Courtney’ s appalling discovery about her father’ s obsession with the man she'd married.

“Apparently Stanley took the money and left. Now | understand Father’ sinsistence that | shouldn’t
go to Santa Fe. At least | think | do. Oh, God,” she moaned miserably. “I’m so confused.”

Careful, Hamilton. She' s vulnerable right now. It would be too easy for you to comfort her in your
arms.

Beau sat on the bed beside her legs. The tears sliding down her cheeks might as well have been his
own. Seeing her downtrodden squeezed the tender side of his heart. “Don’t be quick to judge until
you've heard both sides,” he advised sagely.

She sniffled. “What do you mean?’

140



He studied her features, debating on whether to reveal what he knew about her dead husband. The
truth might devastate her even more. Then again, it might ease the distress the letter caused. Hell,
how had he gotten caught in this emotional mess? Y ou’ ve gotten too damn caring, that’s how.

“Courtney,” he sighed, seeing theirony init all. He never thought he’ d be comforting her over her
father’s motives.

“ After Burgess gambled away every cent he had, he tried to bilk your father out of a substantial
amount of money by luring him into afraudulent investment scheme. But he couldn’t hustle your
father.”

“No,” she denied, shaking her head.

“Ask your father,” he challenged without thinking about the consequencesif Leif Danning found out
who told his daughter about Burgess' duplicity. “Y our father was about to have Burgess arrested, but
the bastard purposely gained your trust and affection. Y ou easily fell into his new scheme. He went
to your father and demanded ten thousand dollars to leave you and New Y ork behind.”

“Why would my father pay him?’

“He knew Burgess was a lying, cheating bastard.” His lip curled in asneer. It happened every time
he thought about what that man had done to her. “Not long after he arrived in Santa Fe, he got caught
up in the diamond scandal farther west. That’s where he lost all hismoney. So he tried to get your
father to invest in a nonexistent mine in Denver.”

She kept shaking her head, denying the words he spoke. “No matter what Stanley had done, he
wouldn’'t have used me to blackmail my father. Thisranch is proof that Stanley was turning hislife
around.”

“Courtney, please. Don’t force me to reveal the ugly truth. Can’t you trust me just this once?’

She drew in a shaky breath. After abrief silence, hurt turned to suspicion. “How isit you know all
this?’

“1 told you, your husband and | drank together on occasion. He had a tendency to run off at the
mouth when he was drunk.” It wasn’'t atotal lie, although most of what he knew about Burgess came
from Leif Danning.

Courtney shivered and hugged her arms around her chest. “ Stanley was never in love with me, was
he?’

The desolation in her voice ripped at Beau' s heart. He desperately wanted to hold her until every last
vestige of pain flowed out of her body. Instead, he denigrated Burgess memory further.

“Your husband lived for expensive liquor, women and a shady scheme or card game where he could
cheat some unsuspecting fool out of his money.”

Her bottom lip quivered uncontrollably. “ Celina?’
“She was his constant companion,” Beau said quietly.
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A sob leaped to her throat. He realized how hard she was trying not to lose any more tears over her
scoundrel husband. He forced his arms to remain close to his body, though he didn’t know how
much longer he’ d be able to keep from wrapping her in their protective embrace.

“My father hired an investigator.”
He tensed again. What would she do if she learned he was that investigator?

“1 thought he was overreacting. | realize now he was only trying to protect me from a broken heart.”
She sniffled and dabbed the moisture pooling in her eyes. “ Do Carlita and Manuelo know?’

Beau nodded in silence.

When she inhaled, her chest trembled. “Thank you,” she said barely above a whisper.
“For what, querida?’

“Your honesty.”

He felt about aslow as a man who'd lost his family to a gang of outlaws. Nothing else could make
him feel guiltier than he did at this moment. Not even the realization that he' d revealed Burgess
insidious character for selfish reasons. Compared to her dead husband, maybe his own past might not
seem as unfavorable. Maybe she would see that, in spite of his gunman’ s reputation, he wasn't the
weasel Burgess had been.

She looked at him asif he'd performed an admiral deed. If she only knew the lies he' d been
weaving... He laughed scornfully to himself. He wanted her to believe he was a better man than her
husband. Nice try, Hamilton.

As Beau moved to stand, she caught his hand. Her gentle touch shot bolts of shock through hisveins,
heating his blood with intense desire. He observed her, seeing her vulnerability much clearer now.
She was reaching out for consolation in a moment of unguarded pain, and al he could think about
was making love to her.

“Please don't leave me. | need...someone to hold me.”

His heart lammed against his chest and pounded so hard he thought he’ d stop breathing. “Dios,
Courtney. Do you know what you' re asking?’

“1’m asking for companionship. Nothing more.” She tilted her head, her expectant features too
damned hard to resist. “Please.”

How the hell was he supposed to say no to that? He searched her features, noting the sincerity in her
eyes. Did he trust himself to be what she wanted — a companion? Or did he turn his back on her,
walk away without a care? He sighed with resignation and removed his gun belt, folding it neatly on
the floor beside the bed within easy reach. Then he sat on the mattress and pulled off his boots.

Courtney scooted over to make room for him. As soon as he lay back, she came into his arms. Using
his shoulder for a pillow, she snuggled as close as possible, wrapping her arm over his stomach. The
muscles beneath her limb contracted, and his entire body tensed.

142



“Good night, Beau.”

“Good night,” came histightlipped response. He didn’t dare move. She felt too soft, too tempting
with her breasts pressed into the side of his chest. God help me make it through the night. It damn
well was going to be along one.

Beau started counting.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

Pressing her head into the pillow, Courtney stretched her neck. The stiffness in her back slowly
abated, and all the tension worked out happily from a good night’s sleep. She must have been terribly
exhausted last night. It was the only explanation for her sleeping so well. Oddly, her stomach didn’t
roil like it usualy did in the mornings. Whatever the reason, she decided she' d use her renewed
energy to get back to ranch business today.

Glancing to the ceiling, she inhaled deeply and smiled. Of a sudden she stilled, listening, wondering
where the soft sound of breathing was coming from. Fearful, she turned her head and swallowed a
sharp gasp at the sight of Beau lying beside her, sound asleep.

Memories of the night before flooded her head. She had asked him to stay with her because she
didn’t want to be alone. How could she have been so forward and...

And so desperate? She had pleaded with him not to leave. Oh, God, she remembered it all now and
closed her eyes, shame burning her face.

Not a minute later, sherolled to her side and watched Beau. She had never awakened withamanin
her bed and didn’t know what to do.

“Oh, no,” she barely whispered. Hesitantly lifting the covers, she peeked underneath. What she saw
made her sigh with relief. She wore her nightdress; Beau still wore his clothes. Thank God they
hadn’t...

Or had they?

Shifting her attention back to Beau, Courtney studied him selfishly. In sleep he didn’t seem so tough.
It was hard to imagine him being abrupt and shorttempered when his features were relaxed and soft.
Y es, soft. And quite young. He saw the under side of thirty, but he looked years younger, even
through the stubbles. She would have brushed her fingers across his firm lips, ran afingertip along
the scar on his cheek and kissed the line of his strong jaw, but she was afraid to disturb him. It would
be best if shetried to get out of bed without him knowing.

Moving as little as possible, she lifted the covers away and rolled to the other side. The mattress
creaked, and she froze. She listened for movement behind her, any indication that Beau had
awakened. It remained quiet, except for the even sound of his breathing, so she started to sit. Beau
grasped her wrist, scaring the daylights out of her. She snapped her head around and met his
glimmering eyes.

“Good morning.”

“Good...morning,” she stammered.

“Areyou al right?’

All right? Why wouldn’t she be?
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“You're not going to be sick, are you?’
“Sick?’
“Y eah, you know, the morning and all. Don’t pregnant women get sick in the morning?’

Courtney swallowed hard. He shouldn’t have asked such a personal question. Men didn’t inquire
about awoman’ s state during pregnancy. That was one subject never spoken of in mixed company in
New Y ork. Then again, neither did an unmarried lady awaken with aman in her bed. Flames of
shame licked up her neck to her cheeks.

“1 think you should leave,” she said, her voice quiet.

Beau' s attitude changed right before her eyes. The corners of his mouth curved down and his eyes
turned murky, cold. He probably couldn’t fathom her reason, but there ssmply was no diplomatic
way to ask him to get out of her bed.

“1 guessin the light of day you don’t need my companionship,” he remarked sharply.
She lowered her eyes. “I shouldn’'t have asked you to stay last night. It was a mistake.”

“No, Mrs. Burgess. I’'m the one who made the mistake. A hired hand has no business comforting a
woman like you, does he?’ He sprang from the bed, shoved his feet into his boots and scooped up his
gun belt. “1t’ll never happen again.”

“You say that about as often as you quit.”
He snapped to a halt, holding his gun belt at his hips. “Don’t goad me,” he warned.

She laughed derisively. “It doesn’t take much to do that.” It sounded like a challenge, though for the
life of her she didn’t know why she’d challenge his unpredictable disposition. “Go on, get out.”

“That does it, woman. I’ ve had enough of your orders.” He let go of the gun belt, and it dropped
heavily to the floor. Courtney hardly noticed. All she saw were the dark clouds building in Beau's
impassioned eyes.

He closed hisfingers over her wrist and yanked her to her knees. She was foolish enough to jut her
chin in defiance, showing him he didn’t frighten her. Inside, however, she trembled like the ground
under a stampede. Not from fear, though. She realized the instant his mouth closed over hers that she
had purposely instigated his surly nature.

Courtney folded her arms behind his neck, pressing him closer, absorbing the rapid pounding of his
heart through their clothing. The intensity in his kiss matched the rhythm beat for beat. She pressed
closer still, rubbing against him, growing feverish from the strong desire to have him naked in her
arms. His virility excited her, made her impatient. Any modesty she might have retained vanished.

Her moans vibrated at their lips. Needing no encouragement, she pulled his shirttails out of his pants
and unbuttoned his shirt. They parted briefly when she yanked the garment over his head. She toyed
with his small, hard nipples until he groaned and deepened his kiss. With their lips seared together,
Courtney brushed her hands down his ribcage, enjoying the feel of his warm flesh. When she
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unfastened the first button on his pants, his breath sucked in. She searched deep into his eyes,
puzzled by what she saw. The storm abated, replaced by alight of longing. Blatant desire warmed his
eyes, the kind of desire that began in the heart.

Nervous and uncertain, her hands trembled over the remaining buttons. Every time she brushed his
hard ridge, his body jerked. He helped her, and in mere seconds his pants were laying on the floor
with his shirt. Her nightdress quickly followed.

Courtney shivered. The ache between her legs grew stronger. She almost begged him to touch her
there. But she wasn't ready to verbally tell him what she craved, at least not sexually. It was enough
that she’' d asked him to sleep with her. And now she goaded him, knowing he' d release his
frustration by making love to her.

Threading her fingers through his hair, she brought his lips whispering close to hers. “Kiss me.”

The urgency in his touch rippled through Courtney. Beau splayed one hand across the small of her
back, his other supporting her head as he laid her down on the mattress. Courtney lost herself in his
warmth, his hot kisses, his soothing caresses. Nothing and no one existed beyond her and Beau. If
this was a dream, she never wanted to wake up.

*k*k*%k

Tucked in Beau's embrace, both lying naked in atangle of sheets and blankets, Courtney felt a sense
of peace from the even rise and fall of his chest. She never imagined lying with a man could be so
exciting, so consuming. Beau was the perfect lover—kind and considerate, passionate, shockingly
thorough. Still reeling from the inexplicable sensations when he' d kissed her and touched her
intimately, Courtney blushed all over again. She stirred and pulled his arm around so she could
intertwine her fingers with his. But first, she held his hand and studied his palm, noticing he hadn’t a
single callous. In fact, his skin was as smooth as saddle |eather. Her brows angled down in thought.
Even her father sported calluses.

“Why do you have a banker’ s hands?’

“1 wear gloveswhen | work. It’'s alongstanding habit. Callused hands are a hazard to a gunfighter.
Thefeel of agunin hisgrip isimportant.”

“But you're not agunfighter anymore.” She looked at him. “Are you?’

“You're awfully curious this morning, Mrs. Burgess. But I'm afraid | can’t satisfy your curiosity. If |
don’t get my carcass out of bed, | won’t be much good to Manuel o today.”

“Why not?’
Taking her hand, he brought it down to his burgeoning male.

“Oh!” she gasped, her cheeks flaming once more. She didn’t know a man could be ready so soon
after.

“Oh, the hell with Manuelo today,” he growled playfully and pressed her back into the mattress.
“There are more important things in aman’s life than”—he grinned mischievously—" stinking sheep.”
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*k*k*%k

Not long after the noon hour, Beau entered the adobe through the back door. He halted right inside
the kitchen and grinned shamelessly at the sight of Courtney’ s bottom straining the material of her
Levi’s as she bent over the open oven door. His grin turned sheepish.

“A mouth watering sight if ever | saw one.”

Courtney straightened and set the pan of cookies on the stove. For once his entrance didn’t startle
her. The creek of the door hinges gave his presence away.

Beau strode to the table and set his hat down before going to the sink to wash his hands. “What are
you burning that smells so good?”’

“They’re sugar cookies, and they’re not burnt. They'rejust alittle well done.”

“Exactly the way | like my sugar cookies.” He shook the water from his hands and searched for a
towel. When he didn’t find one, he wiped his hands on the front of his shirt.

“What are you doing?’
Beau pulled out a chair and sat down before replying. “ About to have lunch.”
“1 didn’t invite you to have lunch with me.”

“You didn't?’ He gave her awounded look, hoping it would temper whatever tick got under her
skin. “WEell now, | enjoyed breakfast so much, | couldn’t resist coming back for lunch.”

A bright red flush unfolded over her face. Beau chuckled at her chaste response. Sometimes he
forgot she wasn't practiced in the ways of men. He reached for her hand and pulled her to hislap.
Shelost her steam, growing quiet, almost shy.

“Don’t think I’'m making light of this morning,” he told her as his hand roamed up her spine to caress
the back of her head. At first she resisted, but he didn’t give her the chance to reason with the
impropriety of fondling her in the middle of the day and in the kitchen where Carlita could walk
through the door at any time.

Lowering his head, he kissed her breasts through her shirt. He released the top button and touched
his lipsto her soft skin, kissing and laving his tongue up her neck until he captured her mouth. He
felt her tremble, felt her body grow. Felt her sudden need when she lost her fingersin his hair,
guiding him back to her breasts.

Nerves throbbing, he beat back his own urgent need. “The bed, Courtney. L et me take you—"

She cut him off with ahungry kiss. Her hands framed his face, and she deftly maneuvered herself
around to straddle his thighs. Passion surged through his body like a speeding bullet. To hell with the
bed.

He lifted her as he stood, and she wrapped her legs around his back. Her arms locked behind his
neck. He set her gently on the table, and this time there was only his hat to clear away.
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“Querida,” was all he seemed capable of saying. He couldn’t believe how impatient he was. Hell, he
couldn’t believe how insatiable she made him fedl.

She quickly undid the buttons of his shirt and pushed it eagerly halfway down his arms. But their
ardor came to a crashing end when a man cleared his throat. Beau immediately shielded Courtney
with his body. When he glanced over his shoulder toward the back door, a prankish grin cut across
his face.

“1 swear, Beau, women are gonna be the death of you,” the man teased.

Beau shrugged back into his shirt and grinned at Courtney. She wasn’t smiling. In fact, she was
mortified. He' d have to make it up to her later. For now, he faced his halfbrother. “ Good to see you,
Drake.”

Courtney glanced around Beau’ s shoulder. The man’s smile was dazzling. He was slightly taller than
Beau, his eyes abluegray and his hair alighter shade of blond.

“Where are your manners?’ he asked Beau, but his eyes were locked on hers.

“He doesn’t have any,” she remarked impetuously. The stranger gave her a puzzled look and glanced
at the table. Realizing how promiscuous her position must appear, Courtney hopped down.

Beau moved aside. “Thisis Courtney Burgess.”

“Burgess?’ Drake shot Beau a skeptical glance and stepped into the kitchen. “Thisis the pestering
intransigent you— humph!” Drake grasped his side where Beau elbowed him.

“Don’'t mind Drake,” Beau said. “He has a problem with his mouth. It tendsto run like ariver. Oh,
by the way, thisis my brother.”

Courtney’ s mouth went slack. When she recovered, she sputtered, “ Bbbrother? But...” Her tone
turned to accusation. “I thought you didn’t have any family?”’

“Did | say that?” Beau retrieved his hat and tilted his head into the crown. “Drake is my one and only
brother.

However, | take no responsibility for his straightlaced manner.”

Courtney couldn’t stop watching Beau. All of a sudden, he was a changed man, lighthearted and
easygoing. Suspicion crept in, even as Beau leaned to kiss her cheek. She thought that would be the
end of their tryst, but he swept her up in a onearmed embrace and molded her intimately to his
clearly unsated body. He spread kisses along her neck and jaw, moving smoothly to her mouth. His
tongue invaded it thoroughly, possessively.

He freed her at last, and all Courtney could do wastake in gulps of air. The rogue grinned devilishly,
and she blushed right down to her toenails.

“1 guess I’ll be passing on lunch.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink.
Courtney compressed her lipsin exasperation.
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“Weéll, brother, let’sride out to the cantina. I’ ll buy you adrink. Then I’'ll introduce you to some of
the pretty sefioritas...” His voice faded as he ushered his brother out of the adobe.

Courtney inhaled deeply. “Men!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

Courtney reined in the gray mare at the barn door, swung her leg over the animal’ s neck and jumped
to the ground. She felt wonderfully invigorated. She hadn’t ridden that briskly since she'd left New
York. The hard run cleared her mind and helped bring alittle perspective to her life. She was more
focused on the delicate situation with Beau and the baby he didn’t know was his. Although she
hadn’t come to any decisions about her future, she’ d decided to be with Beau as much as she could,
until he moved on.

She led the snorting mare by the reins into the barn and unbuckled the saddle girth. With a solid
grasp on the saddle, she gritted her teeth and dlid it from the horse’ s back. Her knees buckled under
the weight, but she managed to stay on her feet. The blanket slipped to the ground, and she kicked it
aside so she wouldn’t trip.

A short while later, she slapped the horse' s rump, sending it into its stall. As she brushed the horse,
voices outside the barn slowed her movement. She hadn’t thought Beau and Drake were at the ranch
today. Ducking down, she held the brush against her heavily pounding heart and prayed the mare
wouldn’'t give her away. Through the wood dats, she saw the brothers walking across the barn. Beau
looked irritated.

“She has the right to know,” Drake insisted.

“Manuelo made me promise to keep quiet. What am | supposed to do?’

“Beau, thegirl isliving alie. | can't believe you won't do anything about it.” Drake grasped his
brother by the shirt sleeve. “If what you told me istrue, then she must leave Santa Fe at once. If she
won't, at least get her off this ranch.”

“I’vetried.” Beau tugged his arm free. His hurried footsteps carried him swiftly to the storage closet
where he stored his weapons. “ Thereisn’t one single person | know who can break through that

woman’'s damn stubbornness.”

“Then you’ d better have atalk with Manuelo. He should tell her about Rancho Ortega. The man’'s
put hislife’s blood into this ranch. The charade can’'t go on.”

“It will aslong as Manuelo wantsit to.”

“Dammit, Beau. Thisis Manuelo’ sranch. He built it. He made it a successful sheep ranch. Until that
swine Burgess came along.”

Beau released along, slow breath. “ The fact till remains. Burgess conned Marcos into that card
game then cheated. The kid was naive and stupid. He didn’t realize Burgess lured him into a trap.
When Marcos put up Rancho Ortega and lost, Manuel 0’ s pride forced him into honoring the bet. And
you know Manuelo. He won't say anything.”

“What about Stover?’ Drake asked.
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“Courtney or Manuelo, Stover doesn’t care. He invaded the area with his cattle, and now he'strying
to squeeze out the sheep ranchers. He' s not about to get Rancho Ortega,” Beau vowed as he loaded
therifle.

Courtney stepped hesitantly out of the stall. Time suspended. She saw the brothers through the haze
of her shock. Their expression differed — Drake' s with sorrow, Beau’' swith a cold distant void. He
had lied to her, had kept the truth from her even though the ranch and her life were in danger. And
now he was angry with her for learning the truth, probably angrier that it had come from his own
mouth. Disappointment and hurt surfaced, leaving her numb. She couldn’t even light afire under her
precarious temper. For once it was dead, buried beneath the emptinessin her heart.

“Why wouldn’t anyone tell me about Stanley?’ she asked, her voice thick from holding back her
unstable emotions.

“It’ s not easy telling awoman that the man she married was a lowlife reprobate.”

“Beau,” Drake cautioned.

“Stay out of this, Drake.” Beau's cool gaze remained on Courtney.

“Marcos was too young. His lost bet never should have been honored,” she reasoned.

Beau' s anger intensified. “Manuel0’ s son learned his lesson the hard way and at the expense of his
family’ s holdings. Only because Manuelo's pride was in this ranch did he stay on. And it turned out
to be awise decision. Y our husband didn’t know a damn thing about sheep.”

Courtney digested the truth and realized how enormous her responsibility in the ranch had become
now. She held another man’s past and future in her hands. If only she’ d known the truth up front. It

seemed they were all victims of Stanley’s dishonesty and deception.

“A few nights ago,” she recalled aloud, “you were about to tell me Rancho Ortegaisn't really mine,
weren't you?”’

“Unintentionally, yes. But | couldn’t go against Manuelo’ s wishes.”

She understood not wanting to break a promise. It was admirable of him to preserve Manuel o’ s trust.
But she was glad the secret was finally out in the open. Things finally made sense—Carlita’s garden,
the comments about how prosperous Rancho Ortega had once been, Marcos' loathing of her.

“Courtney,” Drake called gently, gaining her wayward attention and Beau’ s sharp glance. “I redlize
this has all been aterrible shock to you. But you’ ve got to forget it for now and consider leaving the
ranch.”

She studied the concern written on Drake' s face. He had some of his brother’ s qualities — the straight
nose, the squared jaw. What he didn’t have was Beau' s hard edge, neither temperamental nor abrupt.
On the contrary. Drake would have fit in with the gentlemen of New Y ork’ s society.

She sighed. The past couldn’t be changed, but she could do something about the future.
Determination dlipped into her demeanor. “1 will not leave this ranch.”
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“Didn’'t | tell you she was stubborn?’ Beau said to Drake. “Goddamn stubborn,” he muttered, turning
back to the storage shed.

Grinning in apology, Drake continued to reason. “It will be too dangerous for you to remain here.”
“Ask her why shewon’t leave,” Beau said.

“Shewon’t leave,” Courtney began, mimicking hisirritated tone, * because she owes Manuelo. She
feels obligated to make up to him and his family all the wrong her husband did.”

Bemused, she watched Beau stuff boxes of cartridgesin his shirt pockets and shove severa rifles
between his arm and body. He slammed the door, then pivoted curtly to face her.

“You owe Manuelo nothing.” A veinin his neck protruded. He turned back to the shed, jerked open
the door and laced filled cartridge belts over his head and across his chest. He was a oneman arsena
by the time he finished. When he faced her once again, his scowling expression invariably turned
hers to haughty disdain.

“Manuelo would never ask you for anything, especially your pity. He reconciled with Marcos long
ago. The boy carries the guilt for hisfoolishness. Don’t complicate the issue by trying to make things
right. You're not in your comfortable highbrow society in New Y ork. It’s the West, lady. Men here
use cacti for pillows. And you damn well better remember that.”

Courtney balled her hands at her sides. She would have taken a mighty swing at that arrogance of his
if she knew it would do any good. But he' d still be arrogant, and she’ d probably get hopping mad
because she’ d hurt her hand on his granite jaw. Her fists clenched tighter.

“1 suppose men here spit bullets, too,” she retorted. Huffing in frustration, she was about to turn
away when another irritating thought tumbled into her head. “What | don’t understand is why you’ ve
remained here for so long. Y ou once told me you'd never lose your life over stinking sheep.”
Expecting no comment, she marched to the barn door, missing Beau' s glower and Drake’ s shock.
She was so riled she' d forgotten what she’ d been doing before the two brothers entered the barn. On
her way back to the house, it came back to her and she abruptly turned around. She' d never neglected
a horse like she was doing now. Damn Beau Hamilton, anyway. He was turning her insideout.

She stomped back into the barn, ignoring Beau and Drake, and went directly to the gray mare to rub
her down. Engrossed with Beau' s revelation, she didn’t realize she was taking out her fury and
agitation on the animal.

“You fixin' to make horsemeat out of that animal’s hide?’ Beau questioned incitingly.

“I"'m sure | know more about horses than you do. I'll thank you to mind your own business.”

“Anything you say, Mrs. Burgess,” Beau snapped. He hurried out of the barn asif his shirttail was on
fire.

“Arrogant, insensitive lout,” she muttered.
“You may be partially correct,” Drake said. “But Beau’ s not the complete ass you may think heis.”
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“Could have fooled me.”

*k*k*k

Courtney stepped onto the front porch of the adobe and stretched her sore limbs. Her shoulders ached
from the vigorous rubbing she'd given the mare. It was entirely her fault. She shouldn’t have let
Beau get under her skin. Her muscles were paying for it now.

Glancing at the hill, she noticed a man sitting astride a black horse. Lately, she' d seen one stranger or
another standing guard there. From that point, all of Rancho Ortegawas visible. If they were
Stover’s men trying to intimidate her into giving up the ranch, their ploy failed. Y et she had the
distinct feeling they weren't part of Stover’s nasty bunch. Beau never seemed alarmed by their
presence. If he wasn’t concerned, then those men were undoubtedly there because of him.

She leaned against the post and thought about the scene in the barn this afternoon. It was just like
Beau to get angry at her because she discovered his wellkept secret. It till rankled. The more she
thought about it, she realized any anger between those involved in Stanley’ s deception was
misplaced. Without him here to admit to what he' d done, there was no one to vent their frustrations
on except each other. Marcos, Beau, even Manuelo and Carlita. Their behavior was much easier to
comprehend now.

A noise came from inside the adobe. It sounded like— Courtney listened more closely—exactly like
the clacking and pinging of rifles against the ground. She swung open the door. After her eyes
adjusted to the dim light inside, she gaped at the sight. Guns and rifles were everywhere! He' d turned
the barren main room into a depository for weapons. Flinging the door behind her with a meaningful
slam, she planted her hands on her hips. She was too stunned to do anything other than gawk. Beau
stepped out of the kitchen then.

“What isall this?’

“Exactly what it appearsto be.”

“Ever since | came to Santa Fe, you’' ve been assuming and bossy. | own this ranch, regardless of how
it came into my possession. And as an employee, you must abide by my rules. Obviously, | can’t

seem to get that through your damn skull.”

“I’ve had abelly full of you and your demands. I’ ve worked my tail off trying to keep you out of
trouble. I'm the one who' s had it with your assuming and bossy tone.”

Each heated word brought him a step closer. Courtney backed up to the closed door, pinned there by
theicy sharp glarein his eyes.

“Instead of arguing, we should be getting this place shored up. Just a matter of time before Stover
attacks.”

“How do you know?’
“Take my word,” was all he offered. “I’ve checked al the windows in this house. What the hell did

you do with the shutters?’
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“Y ou mean those ugly wood things with holes in them?”

He closed his eyes briefly, shaking his head. “ They were meant to be functional, not afancy
adornment.”

Courtney disliked his sarcasm and cranky mood. “They’re in the fireplace.”

“Woman...” Heraised his handsin frustration. “I should have said no,” he mumbled to himself as he
strode across the room. “| should have turned a deaf ear to him. I’m not a goddamned nursemaid.”

“What are you going on about?’

Ignoring her, Beau grabbed the shutters then rocked back to his feet and stood. “Why don’t you
rustle us something to eat while I hammer these back on.”

“I’m not your servant.”

Beau whipped around, disbelief and thunder contorting his features. “Then you hammer these
shuttersin place, and I’ll make supper.”

He dropped the shutters, and as he stalked past her, Courtney grabbed afistful of his shirt sleeve.
Contrite, she muttered, “I’ll make supper.”

*k*k*%k

Courtney entered the kitchen as Beau finished eating. He refilled his cup with coffee and glanced at
her. A frown ruffled his mouth.

While he had refit the shutters, she fried together most of the leftover food from lunch, a concoction
of meat, rice and vegetables. With the tortillas Carlita had left, there’ d been enough to feed Beau and
Drake. Unfortunately, her appetite had gone missing.

She went over to the sink for aglass of water and felt Beau's eyes at her back. She drank down half
the glass before she faced him. He lounged in the chair and seemed relaxed, except for his finger
tapping nervously on the tabletop.

“How do you know Stover isready to make his move?’

“Rumors| heard in town.”

He was lying, but she wasn’t up to challenging him and let it go.

“Don’'t worry,” hewent on. “Thisol’ house is secure enough. The adobe won't burn and the walls
arethick. Ashot asit is, we might have to light the fireplace to keep any of Stover’s men from

shimmying down the chimney.”

“They would go that far?” She suddenly had misgivings about her decision to stay and fight.
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Beau nodded solemnly. “But not if the fire’s going, if they have any smarts. | got the shutters all
secured. And the holes,” he added with awry grin, “are there for the barrel of a gun and for the
shooter to see through.”

Courtney stood straight and tall. “ Y ou didn’t expect me to know that, did you?’

He wagged his head from side to side, amused—or perhaps confounded-by her lack of ranching
knowhow. “1 hope you remember all I’ ve taught you about shooting.”

“Of course, | remember. Besides | already—"

Drake entered through the back door, making enough noise to disturb a hornet’s nest. He glanced at
the two of them, relief smoothing his mouth into a handsome smile.

“Glad to see the two of you having a normal conversation,” he remarked, then chuckled. With anod,
he indicated the weapons cradled in hisarms. I’ ve made sure these are fully loaded. Where do you
want them?’

“In the bedroom,” Beau instructed.

“1 bought enough cartridges to arm a nation,” Drake joked.

“Get the windows open while you're at it,” Beau said. “But |eave the shutters closed.”

Courtney remained silent while Drake crossed the kitchen and disappeared into the main room. The
weapons distributed throughout the adobe were more than she had ever seen in one place. She
managed to keep fear from creeping into her bones, but she was helpless to stop her stomach from
fluttering with apprehension.

“How are we going to fight off Stover’s attack?”’

“The way this house was built, there aren’t any blind spots. The three of us will have the rooms
covered. With al that ammunition, we should be able to last aweek.”

“A week!”

“Until reinforcements get here.”

“Whose reinforcements?’ she asked, alarmed.

“Qurs, of course. All you have to do isfollow my orders. Do you think you can do that?’

She nodded with uncertainty. Not because she wouldn’t follow his orders, she had no choice. It was
because she’ d never dreamed she'd get caught in a gun battle.

Beau smiled softly. “I won't let anything happen to you. Or to your baby.” Longing washed over his
eyes. It lasted for a brief moment, then he pushed to his feet and stretched, yawning and grimacing
when abone in his back snapped. “Y ou should get some sleep. Morning will come early. Drake and |
will bed down in the house. Manuelo and Carlita and their sons are guarding the ranch from their
adobe.”
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Courtney almost told him how grateful she was that he chose to help her fight for the ranch. That
he'd put aside his aversion to sheep to see her through this dreadful situation. But she couldn’t
without throwing her arms around his neck and clinging to him for security. She was afraid — for her
life and the life of their baby. And for Beau.

“Good night,” she said.

“Courtney?’

“Yes?’ She searched his eyes, he searched hers. Her heart hammered against her breast.

“Good night,” he said and turned away .
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CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

The front door vibrated beneath the forceful pounding. Beau jolted awake from where he' d fallen
asleep on the floor near the fireplace. The urgent sound brought Drake in from the kitchen, alighted
lamp in his hand. Beau exchanged an anxious glance with his brother. It wasn't quite dawn. Both
knew what that meant.

“Beau, open up! It’s Jeff!”

Throwing back the lock, Beau opened the door just enough to admit him. Jeff rushed in, gasping for
breath, and leaned back against the cool adobe wall until he could talk comfortably. At the far side of
the room, Courtney came out of the bedroom, tying off the belt of her robe. Jeff looked back to Beau,
irresolution clouding his eyes.

“Have you heard something?’ Beau asked.

Jeff’ s gaze shifted uncomfortably to Courtney again. “Raul got word. Stover’s men gathered afew
hours ago.”

Beau knew what Jeff was thinking, that nothing he or Drake or Carlita said got through to Courtney.
“How many?”’

“Eighty, ninety. He' s enlisted outriders from cattle spreads down Texas way. Word is hewon't et up
until he runs Mrs. Burgess and Manuelo off, a ong with the sheep.”

Jeff glanced at Drake, then Courtney once again. Beau recognized the fear in Jeff’ s eyes and
wondered what he wasn’t saying. “What else?’

Jeff lowered his gaze briefly before meeting Beau' s eyes. “He' s ordered his men to kill you.”

Courtney’ s gasp echoed across the room. “But Jared Stover’sfight is against me and Manuelo. Why
would he want to kill Beau?’

“Because | killed hisfather.” Beau had guarded himself against revealing the painful memory. Jeff
knew about it, but Beau had never mentioned the man’ sidentity to Drake.

“Stover’ s father was the man you were defending your mother against?” Drake asked. “That was
fifteen years ago. If Stover’s still carrying agrudge, why didn’t he come after you sooner?’

Jeff cleared his throat, his demeanor sorrowful. “I’m sorry, Beau. Stover gave me no other choice.
He knew you and | hooked up fifteen years ago in Amarillo. He put the simple facts together and
forced meto fill in the holes.” He raised his bandaged |eft hand. “If he hadn’t broken my fingers—"

“Sonofabitch!” Beau swung his hardedged eyesto Courtney. “Get dressed. Y ou're leaving Santa
Fe.”

“1 told you, I’'m going nowhere.”

157



“Thisisno timeto—'

Courtney returned to the bedroom, saying over her shoulder, “I’ll get dressed and prepare breakfast.
Then I'll take a post at one of the windows. Y ou’re going to need all the help you can get.”

Jeff’ s hand on his arm stopped Beau from marching across the room and shaking some sense into
that hard head of hers. VVexed, he shook free.

“It’ s best she stays here, Beau,” Jeff said. “ Stover’s men are likely spreading out by now.”

Beau watched the closed bedroom door. He should have never allowed her to stay. He should have
physically removed her himself. God help him if anything happened to Courtney.

*k*k*%k

The morning evolved in deathly silence. Outside, an eerie quiet descended over the breaking day. No
chirping birds. No bleating sheep. No neighing horses. Only silence.

Inside the adobe, the ominous quiet spread over Courtney as she sat beneath a window in the main
room, anxious and tense, listening intently for the slightest indication of Stover’s arrival. She glanced
toward the kitchen, wondering how Drake fared. He hadn’t been as calm as Beau. That came as no
surprise. After all, Beau was the experienced gunman.

The sheriff waited with aload of weapons in the bedroom. She was afraid he wouldn’t be able to
handle arifle with only one good hand. Aware of how badly his broken fingers were hurting, she
regretted what Stover had done to him. Somehow, she felt responsible for their situation. She
shouldn’t. Stover would have waged his war whether or not she controlled Rancho Ortega. Y et there
might have been something different she could have done. Or could have said.

Courtney slid her kneesto her chest and hugged them. She focused on the soft light beam poking
through the shutter above her head and cutting the room into portions. The last two hours seemed
like an eternity. She prayed to God that Stover developed a conscience and decided not to attack the
ranch. Deep down, though, she knew better than to hope Jared Stover had a conscience at all.

She was acutely aware of Beau at the other window. He sat back against the wall, his forearm resting
on his raised knee. Now and then she' d glance at him, amazed at how relaxed he appeared. She
wondered if this was how he prepared for a gunfight.

Another hour crept by. Courtney listened to Drake pacing in the kitchen and Jeff tapping hisfoot in
agitation in the bedroom. The prolonged wait was making everyone edgy.

“What were Sheriff Taylor and Drake talking about? What happened fifteen years ago that forced
you to kill Stover’s father?’

Beau didn’'t immediately answer. He pondered her questions, hisinner voice summing al the reasons
he should tell her the truth, and most of the reasons why he shouldn’t. The past was something he
wasn't particularly fond of dredging up.

She moved, stretching her legs out before her. “Isit so horrible to talk about? Or are you thinking of
more lies to hand me?’
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Beau’ s lips tightened. She had every right to that last remark, yet it didn’t sit well, knowing he hadn’t
had the guts to be honest with her. Hisfirst reaction was to slam the door in the face of her personal
inquiries. But he wasn’'t about to run from his past anymore.

“1 haven't talked about it in fifteen years,” he said, his voice gruff.

“Maybe you should. It might knock that intimidating block off your shoulder.”

Beau grinned at that. “And | thought you liked me arrogant and hardnosed.”

“Not funny,” she remarked, smiling. “I suppose | could get used to you without the sarcasm.”

“That’ |l never happen.” He grew serious, contemplative. “1 want to talk about it, but I...” He closed
his eyes and rested his back to thewall. “1 can’'t just yet.”

The sudden desolation in his heart gave him a start. He thought he’ d gotten over that part of hislife.
Strange, but it seemed asif it happened yesterday. The only difference, he wasn't that same young
kid full of hostility and hatred.

“Answer one question for me,” Courtney said.

Beau didn’'t know if he could speak at all. Even so, he nodded.

“Why hasn’t the sheriff done anything to stop Jared Stover?’

Revealing the secret Jeff had guarded for so long could jeopardize hisjob if word spread. Worse, the
truth might put Jeff’ s life in danger. Without question, Beau trusted Courtney enough to tell her.
Maybe it was time to bury the ugliness of his past and Jeff’s.

He sighed through pursed lips. “ Stover’ s been blackmailing Jeff. In return for Jeff looking the other
way when Stover is up to no good, Stover promised not to spread rumors about Jeff’ s past. He' d
been a hired gun like me, but he was never cleared.”

She sat straighter. “ A sheriff who was a hired killer and is still a wanted man?’

“Exactly the reputation Jeff didn’t need while trying to turn hislife around. Y ou have to understand,
Jeff wasn't a coldblooded killer. He shot a man in selfdefense, but the marshal down near Abilene
didn’t seeit that way. Jeff had no choice and took to the hillslike | did.”

“What about the governor here in Santa Fe? Couldn’t he pardon Sheriff Taylor?’

Beau's chest jerked from his short, cynical laugh. “ Stover has two elected officialsin the governor’s
office on his payroll, and there’s no way to proveit.”

The crack of gunfire rang out. Beau jumped to his knees and cautiously rose to look through the
shutter. He motioned Courtney to stay low, then barely turned his head to speak. “Drake, see
anything?’

“No movement here,” Drake called from the kitchen.
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“Jeff?’
“Nothing here, Beau.”

“Beau!” Courtney gasped. She had defied his silent command and watched through the shutter’s
hole.

“Got him.” Beau’ s rifle barked once. The man sneaking near the barn fell to the ground. The loud
noise frightened Jeff’ s horse, and it took off toward the stream. “ Sonofabitch,” he snarled. “If we put
up along fight, Stover’s gonnatorch the barn.”

“No, he can’'t! The horses...” Impulsively, Courtney bolted for the door. Beau was quick to take her
down and pin her to the earthen floor.

“Listen to me. There' s nothing we can do. If we step out that door, we're as good as dead. Do you
understand?’ His stomach twisted sickeningly at the thought of the horses perishing in afire, but the
possibility of losing Courtney was more unbearable. “Promise me. Give me your word you’ll stay
put if Stover stoops that low.”

“He can’t,” she cried softly.

Beau drew her to him and held her against his heavily pounding heart. “ God, Courtney. | don’t want
it to happen, either. But | won't risk losing you.”

At that moment, all hell broke loose. An explosion of gunfire erupted around the adobe. Beau
released her. He gave her one last 100k, his heart wrenching at the horror and pain riddling her face.
Then he closed his features and his heart to emotion and turned his unequaled concentration on the
line of riders forging down the hill.

*k*k*%k

Throughout the day, Stover’s small army attacked and retreated like ateasing tide over sand. Dead
bodies lay scattered across the front yard. None of those men were the gunmen Stover hired to win
the war. They were only the diversion and the warning. Beau knew that. So did Jeff.

Stover was saving the real hired guns—the ruthless but expert marksmen—for the end when he'd close
in for the ultimate kill.

Beau took advantage of the momentary respite to rel oad the weapons and to check in on Drake and

Jeff. When he returned to the main room, he found Courtney trembling in the corner. His heart sank
with alarming speed. She hadn’t been hit, he was certain, but he was afraid the gunfire had in some

way physically affected her or the baby.

“You al right?’ he asked from the middle of the room. He fought powerfully hard not to go to her,
not to let his guard down. He couldn’t risk tangled emotions now.

“Never been better,” came her caustic reply. She wiped away the tears with the back of her hand.

Despite their situation, Beau grinned. She never let up on her spirited disposition. He moved to her
and hunkered down, placing a crooked finger beneath her chin, and lifted her watery gaze.
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“You're doing agood job. You killed the barn with your first shot.”

She jerked away from his touch. “ That’s not funny. | killed men today. Took human lives.” Her chin
quivered.

Careful, Hamilton. Keep your wits about you. She may be aching inside, but you can’t afford to give
in.

His tone gentled. “Y ou had to, Courtney.” It was too damn difficult to remain detached from her
feelings. He understood what she was going through. He' d gone through it every time he’ d been
forced to kill aman. He brushed away the new trickle of tears on her cheeks and pushed her braid
over her shoulder. “Do you want to get some rest?’

“No,” she sniffled. “I'll befine.”
“Maybe you should get something to eat then.”
She smiled tremuloudly. “Is that concern | hear?”’

Beau sat back on his heels, watching her. Yes, it was concern, but he didn’t dare admit it outright. If

only she understood that he' d been staying on at Rancho Ortega because he was in love with her, not
because her father paid him to assure her wellbeing. He was fighting her battle because he wanted to
protect her. He was dying inside because he knew she could never be his woman.

“1 don’t want you gettin’ sick on me, that’s all,” he said. “I’ ve got enough on my mind.”

He helped her to her feet. “Yes, you'reright. | suppose | could use alittle food. Can | get you
anything?’

“A beer.” Beau got to hisfeet. “ Since that’s out of the question, coffee will do.”

*kk*x

“You're going to wear a hole in your bootsif you keep that up,” Beau said after an hour of watching
Courtney pace. He observed her building agitation and was afraid she' d do something irrational, like
run out of the adobe to reason with Stover.

“It’ s strange, but I’ d rather hear gunfire than the quiet,” she admitted.

“So would 1.” He frowned as she continued to walk the same short path over and over. He prayed the
lengthy reprieve meant Stover had given up. No such luck, though. Stover used an ageold ploy and
tried to break them mentally. A ruse, Beau swore, that wouldn’t work. “Save your energy. Stover’s
going to attack by night. He' s thinking we' Il be too tired to fight back.”

A minute later, she settled down beneath her window. She curled up, resting her arms on raised
knees and nodded off almost immediately.

Beau trained his eyes on her, drinking in every detail of her huddled form. She gave his life meaning,
gave him something that had been missing for most of it. She taught him how to love, to desire and
want only one woman.

161



He rose, removed his vest and walked over to Courtney. Carefully laying her on her side, he set the
vest under her head and kissed her forehead. Quietly, he went back to his position.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Silence dragged on. For Beau, the waiting was far worse than the actual gun battle. He stretched his
legs out in front of him and glanced at Courtney’s shadow in the dark. Maybe the night was a
blessing. What he was about to say had been bottled inside him for too many years. He didn’t know
how he’d react to talking about his other life. Cautiously, he began.

“Drake and | had the same father, but different mothers. Drake’ s mother died when he was four.
They lived in San Francisco, not far from where my mother had worked as a...a prostitute. Dad went
to her for comfort after hiswife' s death. He fell in love with my mother and thought he could reform
her. They got married, but it didn’t work out.”

Beau inhaled slowly, wondering if Courtney was listening. He released his breath, thinking he’'d
revea ed enough. But the dam’s wall suddenly crumbled, flooding him with the desire to flush out
everything that had burdened him all hislife.

“When | was three, my mother took me to Amarillo. She got ajob there at a reputable whorehouse.
The madam was good to us. She gave me my own room at the back of the building, but it didn’t
isolate me from the goings on there.”

Inhaling again, his breath shuddered. He was taking a chance by exposing his past to Courtney. He
wouldn’'t blame her for turning her back on him. What respectable woman got involved with a
reformed outlaw and the son of a whore?

“Beau?’ shecalled.
God, how her sweet voice warmed his heart.
“How long did you live with your mother?’

“Until | was fourteen. By then | despised every man she took to her room. She was my mother.” His
teeth clenched against the memory of that emotional pain. He swallowed hard, his now unseeing
eyes focusing across the room into a dark corner.

“She had one customer in particular—Jared Stover’ s father. The man was a cattle baron and had
wealth and power. He' d come to the cathouse once or twice a week to see my mother. He made her
happy at first. Then he took to beating her. She made excuses for him even when he made a habit of
using her for a punching bag.”

A sickening taste rushed into Beau’ s throat and settled in his mouth. The hostility of his youth
returned. He didn’t realize he was grinding his back teeth until a sharp pain shot across hisjaw. He
opened his mouth to relax the tension. Then he continued, keeping tight control over hisvoice.

“1 used to sit outside her room and listen to hisfist crack against her flesh. She begged him to stop,
but he' d laugh and called her awhore. | burst into her room one night. He' d pinned my mother to the
bed and was sitting on top of her.” He swallowed repeatedly, biting back the rising bile. “He was
punching her face with both hisfists. | tried to stop him.” Beau laughed with contempt. “A scrawny
fourteenyear old has no business picking afight with aman like Stover. He was built like a bear. |
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found his gun belt and pulled his own gun on him. He knocked it from my hand, then grabbed me by
my shirt and backhanded me across the face. Hisring sliced open my cheek.”

Courtney remained silent. Beau wanted desperately to know what she was thinking. Was she
condemning him for his past? Did she pity him? God, he didn’t want that from her. Pity was the one
thing he refused to accept. But her opinion mattered more than outliving his haunted dreams.

“What happened next?’

She was listening. And there wasn't atrace of condescension in her voice.

“When my mother begged me to leave, Stover silenced her with ahard slap. | thought he killed her. |
went crazy and lunged for the gun. Blood was pouring down my cheek. It hurt like hell, but | was

incensed. He came at me, and |...l shot him.”

“Dear God, Beau. Surely any judge would have found you innocent. Y ou were protecting your
mother and yourself from a cruel man.”

“Whores don’t count,” he sneered.

She knelt beside him and rested her hand on his forearm in a tender, comforting gesture. A shiver
crept along his arm, and he forced himself not to turn to her for solace.

“What did you do next?’ she asked gently.

“l ran away. That’s when | met Jeff. He was hiding out, too. We roamed the country eluding
authorities and finally ended down Mexico way.”

“Where you met Paco?’

Beau nodded. “Paco took usin, fed us, taught us how to survive, then offered a place to stay
permanently. But Jeff and | thought we were too good for Paco, so we left. Trouble followed us
wherever we rode. It all came to an end when | got caught in an ambush.

“When | didn’'t arrive at one of our meeting places, Jeff rode into the mountains searching for me. |
was as close to death as any man could be. He took me to Paco. Nearly dying was enough to make
me and Jeff decide to go straight. | don’t know how, but Paco cleared my name. Jeff wanted to clear
his on his own. | never saw him again until | came to Santa Fe.”

Courtney cupped his face in her hands and rubbed her thumbs across the stubbles on his chin. She
smiled tenderly. “Maybe that block on your shoulder isn’'t so awful after all.”

“1t kept me alive through those years.” Beau placed his hands over hers, holding their softnessto his
cheeks. “When we get out of this mess, promise me you'll go back home.”

She withdrew her hands and responded with atired sigh. “1 can’t.”
“1’m sure your father will understand.” He doubted it, but he couldn’t et her know that. She'd hate
him if she learned about his connection to her father. He wished he hadn’t taken on the job. Given

the circumstances, he would have met Courtney eventually.
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“You don’t know my father. He' d never let me forget how right he' d been about Stanley. I'll be
miserableif | go home. Anyway, he'll never forgive me for this baby.”

Beau' s brows slanted down with concern. “What'’ s there to forgive? Y ou were married first.”
“Sol was.”

She didn’t sound overjoyed, and he wondered if she regretted marrying Burgess. It was on his mind
as she sat beside him.

“Beau, hold me...please.”
He groaned to himself. “Any time, querida.”

She came into his arms and rested her head on his chest. She felt comfortable there, like she
belonged snuggled against his body. Deep down he exulted in the fact that she knew the awful truth
about his past and hadn’t turned away from him. It left a glimmer of hope in his heart.

*k*k*k

Beau jerked awake. His body tensed, and his mind was attentive. Light flickered through the
shutters, dancing eerily across the darkness of the room. He prayed it was a bad dream. But the crisp
pop and crackle of flames and the highpitched whinny of frightened horses made it horribly real. He
closed his eyesin anguish and disbelief.

“The bastard,” he gritted out, hisjaw locked painfully tight.

Dropping his gaze to the woman resting peacefully against him, her flaxen hair shining brightly in
the fractured light, he felt his heart chip and break away. He slid his hand over her head and
whispered, “I’m sorry, querida.”

Courtney stirred, the familiar scent beneath her nose a comfort. If she could, she'd stay in Beau's
embrace for the rest of her life. She moved her limbs, moaning when her muscles stretched
uncomfortably. Stiffness and pain seized places they had never before troubled.

She wrinkled her nose. Something wasn't right. Raising her head alittle, a choking, acrid smell
attacked her senses. She refused to open her eyes. It was anightmare. It had to be. Lifting her eyelids
tentatively, she choked back a sob when she saw the erratic streams of light awash over the room.
She straightened and turned to Beau.

“The barn?’

He nodded grimly. They lifted to the window together, and Beau pulled open one side of the shutter.
“My God!” Courtney cried.

The barn was engulfed in flames. There was nothing either of them could do. Even if they could, it

would be too late to save the animals. Tears of anguish coursed down Courtney’ s face. She wept
softly, praying the horses would be spared a painful death.
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One of the barn doors heaved, undoubtedly from the intense heat. Courtney hated feeling helpless.
She was about to turn away when the door heaved again. Fire didn’t pound on doors.

She tugged on Beau’ s shirt sleeve. “Look.”

The wood gave, and a thunderous roar followed by aloud crack as strong as a bolt of lightning split
the night. The doors splintered into a thousand pieces, showering the yard with wood. Beau’ s horse
reared, posing in fury as he clawed at the smokethickened air. Paco broke free into the yard and
stopped, bobbing his magnificent head at the adobe. His shrill sound echoed above the ravenousfire.
In the next instant, the other horses emerged, snorting. With Paco in the lead, the animals dashed off
toward the stream.

“What's going on?’ Drake asked from the open door of the kitchen.

Jeff came out of the bedroom. “What’s al the noise?’

“The barn was set on fire. The horses escaped.” Relief lingered in Courtney’ s voice.

Beau closed the shutter and moved her away from the window. “What time isit?’

“Two,” Drake answered.

As he stood, Beau' s knees and ankles popped in protest. He winced “I’m getting too old for this.”
Jeff grinned. “Aren’t we al?’ Heraised his arms overhead, working the knots out of his body. “I
brought Celinain the other day. Y ou were right, Beau. Stover paid her to trip Lonie during that fight.
She said Stover threatened to kill her if she didn’t go along. I’m not sure what charges | can keep her
on, but if she goes free, I'm running her out of Santa Fe.”

Rubbing at the tension mounting in his shoulders and neck, Beau stepped over to the other window,
ending any further conversation about Celina s duplicity. He inspected the rifles then went about
checking all the weapons in the main room. “ Stover’ s probably thinking he'll be close to victory with

that fire.”

“If we don’t get help soon, we might not last the week,” Jeff remarked. “What’ s to stop Stover from
storming the house? We couldn’t shoot fast enough to pick off every man he sends out.”

“We' ve been in tighter squeezes than this. Where' s your sense of adventure, Jeff?’
“Maybe I've lost my outlaw edge. All | know is, if we make it out alive, I'm hauling Stover in and
going to the governor and make him listen. | don’'t give a damn anymore if it risks exposing who |

used to be. I'm sick of men like Stover running my life.”

“1 can help,” Courtney spoke. “My father will get you the best lawyer in the country to clear your
name.”

“Her father’srich,” Beau commented with disregard.

“If money will save Sheriff Taylor’slife, isn't that all that matters? God knows you' re not in the
position to pay for agood legal mind.”
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Beau shot a silencing glance at Jeff and Drake before bringing his heated expression back to
Courtney. “Money is not the answer to everything. Jeff will be cleared, with or without your father’s
money.” He left her alone and charged into the kitchen.

Courtney fumed. “He's so...impossible!”

A broad grin lit Drake' s weary features. “ Can't disagree there.”

“Me either,” Jeff chuckled, returning to the bedroom.

Even though her nerves remained tender, Courtney calmed down and fixed Beau' s brother with a
rueful look. “Hetold me, Drake. | know about his past. | see now why he tries to make peopl e think
he' s unapproachable. What | can’t figure out is how he can be so pigheaded and arrogant when he's

capable of being tender.”

Drake smiled perceptively. “Tender is one word I’ ve never heard in the same breath with Beau’'s
name.”

As he walked toward the center of the room, gunfire erupted. A stray bullet flashed through the
shutter, whizzing dangerously past Courtney’s head, and slammed into Drake' s |eft shoulder. Her
“Oh, my God!” swiftly brought Beau and Jeff into the main room at the same moment Drake
collapsed to the floor.

“Get down!” Beau ordered her, then snapped his attention to Jeff. “ See to the bedroom window.
They’ ve opened fire again. We can't let them get too close.” He knelt beside his fallen brother.

Drake clutched his shoulder in agony, blood oozing through his fingers. “Don’t worry about me. It's
not serious. Just hurts like hell.”

Beau removed his shirt, tore it in half, and stuffed one of the pieces between Drake’ s wound and his
bloodied shirt. He looked at Courtney. “Can you handle this room by yourself?’

She nodded in stunned silence.
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CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

Dawn broke across the land in a haze of colors. The sky was awash with shades of red and orange
through the lingering fog from the smoke of the barn fire that burned out shortly before daylight.
Dead men littered the yard, most seeming to be deep in lumber. The scene was eerie, Courtney
thought as she turned away from the window. At least the horses got away. She was grateful for that.

Sitting on the floor with aweary sigh, she crossed her legs and rested against the wall. Exhaustion
fatigued her body. She was sticky with sweat and edgy from the imprisonment Stover had created.
The confinement grated on her nerves.

Across the room, Drake was sitting on the floor, his back leaning against the wall for support. His
face was pale, but he was holding up fine, considering the gunshot wound and lack of proper medical
help. Now and then he grimaced. All Courtney could do was look away, allowing him hispainin as
much privacy as their situation permitted.

“1 get the feeling there’ s more to your being at Rancho Ortega than visiting your brother.” She
observed the fleeting change in his eyes from weary to mild surprise.

“Beau sent for me. He had a gut feeling about what Stover was up to. | left my ranch to my foreman
and rode down here as soon as | could.”

“Whereisyour ranch?’

“Up Cheyenne way.”

“1 hope you’ re not going to tell me you raise cattle.” She laughed wryly.

“He doesn’t raise cattle,” Beau grumbled as he walked into the room.

A gasp trapped in her throat. The sight of Beau shirtless caused her heart to flutter. When he knelt at
Drake' s side to examine his wound, Courtney let her gaze roam over his tattoo, then across the width
of his shoulders and the length of his spine. Excitement fluttered deep in her belly. Resting her hands
on the dight swell of her stomach, she smiled, missing Beau’ s dark scowl when he glanced at her

over his shoulder.

None of it, however, escaped Drake' s notice. “How’ s that baby holding up?’ he asked, grinning
when Beau spit out an unhappy curse.

In answer, Courtney lifted her smile to Beau’ s brother. She realized almost from the moment they’d
met that Beau confided in his older brother. So she wasn’t surprised or upset that he knew about the
baby.

Beau pressed a clean piece of cloth to Drake's shoulder and pushed his shirt back into place alittle
harder than was warranted.

“Ow!” Drake yelped, drawing his shoulder back.
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Beau stood, looking down coolly at Drake. *Feel good enough to shoot?’

“1 can handle agun.” Drake struggled to hisfeet. “1 hope my shoulder heals before | return home.
Braden didn’t mind seeing to business for afew weeks, but he might not take to running the ranch
while | recuperate.”

Courtney’ s attention snapped to Drake. Her mind groped for an explanation. Braden. Why did it
sound so familiar? When she looked at Beau, alarm reared within her. Murder darkened his
countenance as his eyes held Drake's.

“Beau, didn’'t the foreman from the Bar H go by the name Braden?”’
He didn’t acknowledge her. He was too busy bludgeoning Drake with silent hostility.

The Bar H, Courtney mused. The Bar... Hamilton! Her eyes flashed on Drake, then dlid heatedly to
Beau. In ablink, she was on her feet.

“You lying bastard. Y ou went on and on about stinking sheep and all the while your brother isa
sheep rancher? Why did you withhold the truth from me?’

“Beau likes to shroud himself in mystery.”
“Shut up, Drake,” Beau snapped.

“You're despicable, Beau Hamilton.” Livid with rage, Courtney itched to pick up her rifle and shoot
him for the deceitful bastard he proved to be.

“He’'s more than that,” Drake commented, ignoring Beau’ s glare. “My brother can’t seem to tell the
truth to save hislife. He' s been lying for so long, he' s forgotten how to be honest.”

“You're goading me, Drake, and | don’t likeit.”

“1 don’t give ahoot what you don’t like. She has every right to know about you. If you won't tell her,
I will.”

Beau glowered now, fighting his foolish anger in silence. He rocked with indecision, though
Courtney thought it was over punching Drake, wounded as he was. Beau turned abruptly and
stormed off toward the kitchen. At the door, he spun around and pinned her with aflustered and
vexed look.

“I’m half owner of the Bar H. And | could well afford athousand lawyers for Jeff. And that night
Manuelo’s cousin challenged me to shear a sheep was no surprise. I’ ve been doing it for years, and |
haven't lost yet.”

Courtney’ s mouth hung open in utter bewilderment. His admission caught her off guard, and she
couldn’t mutter one word. Not asingle sound. It all clamored in her throat, choking her and
strengthening her shock. Everything she' d noticed the day Beau began working for her made sense
now. All of it had been aruse, one big lie. He' d humiliated her and had been aware of doing it with
every lie he spoke.
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Betrayed by the man she loved, Courtney wanted to crawl into a dark corner and lock out the world.
Feeling low, deceived, and hurt, her bottom lip began to quiver, and she couldn’t even summon the
will to stop the prelude to tears.

“I"'m sorry,” Drake said. He glanced to hisright at Jeff, then tilted his head for him to check on Beau.
“My brother rode out to the Bar H to tell me about the turn of events at Rancho Ortega. We agreed
that buying some of your sheep would help you until a solution to the real problem could be worked
out. Beau despised what your husband did to Manuelo and his family. Y ou must know, my brother
would lay hislife down for Manuelo. | doubt Beau told you, but Manuelo and Paco are brothers.”

Courtney moaned in misery. “What else has he been keeping from me?’

“Whatever else my brother neglected to tell you, it’s not my place to say. Can't say | agree with all
the lying he’ s done, but don’t be too quick to judge his reasons.”

*k*k*k

Courtney set her plate on the counter beside the stack of others and leaned wearily into the cabinet.
Fatigue pinched between her shoulder blades, making her neck stiff. Not knowing what Stover
planned sapped all her energy and frayed what little nerves she had left. Cooped together for two
days with three men and very little time for privacy didn’'t help either.

Someone entered the kitchen, but Courtney didn’t turn around. She wasn't in the mood for
conversation.

“Areyou al right?’

Her eyes closed. She had hoped it wasn't Beau. The cold edge in his voice from earlier was replaced
with concern. His moments of tenderness were rare, but knowing he was capable of caring burrowed
deep in her heart.

“Yes, I'mfine.” She used her fingertips to blot the moistness from her eyes. When she faced him, her
heart wrenched all the more. His chest glistened with sweat, but she was captivated by the breadth of
his shoulders and the strength of muscles she saw there. All the scars riddling his upper body
belonged now. With his features subdued, his eyes appeared haunted by the pain of something more
than his unpleasant past or, perhaps, by the lies he had woven. He shifted from one foot to the other,
glanced down, then back at her again.

“Thisisn't easy for meto say,” he began, his discomfort puzzling. “I...apologize for not being up
front with you.” He lowered his head and said no more.

“Beau,” she called to stop him. But she couldn’t say it. She'd thought about it all morning, debating
fiercely within herself, still she couldn’t tell him about their baby. I want you to know that as soon
asthisisover, I'm going home to New Y ork. I’ [l sign Rancho Ortega over to Manuelo. Don't be
angry, but Drake told me about Manuelo and Paco. | fully respect your loyalty to the Ortegas.”

“Beau! You'd better get out here!” Drake shouted.
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Courtney followed on Beau' s heels and waited anxiously while he stared out one of the windowsin
the main room. When he slammed his fist into the wall, she hurried to the other window and
cautiously eased open the shutter.

“My God,” she breathed, horrified.

Stover’ s men surrounded the ranch. The cattleman’s patience had finally run out. He meant to end
the standoff. Beau snapped orders to Drake and Jeff before he cast his grim sight on her. “Let’ s hope
we can shoot asfast as they attack. Keep your head down between rounds.”

His gaze swept over her with raw yearning. Courtney shivered from the intensity of it. A quirk
curved hislipsinto agrin, and she distrusted the sudden humor in his eyes.

“Now that the barn’s gone, you should have no trouble hitting something else.”

She never got the chance to burn him with aretort. The men surrounding the adobe broke loose,
shouting and charging. She slammed the shutter and poked the barrel of her rifle through the hole.
Squeezing the trigger, she prayed to God to keep her and the men safe.

The noise in the adobe was deafening as the four rifles exploded repeatedly. The riders converging
on them fell one by one. But then a shrill sound rent the air, followed by chanting of sorts, and a
barrage of foreign sounds. Courtney listened with uncertainty. She glanced at Beau, perplexed to find
him grinning like a man who had cheated death.

“Reinforcements,” he quipped with an air of cockiness. He drew in a deep breath and released it with
a heartfelt chuckle. “Drake! Jeff!” he shouted. “Hold your fire and look out your windows.”

Reluctantly, Courtney dragged her attention away. Had he gone insane? She peered through her
shutter and almost gagged on her shock. Indians! Rows and rows of Indians. She noticed a quick
movement beyond. Scores of Mexicans raced over the hill toward the adobe, their leader the same
man she had seen in the Sheriff’s office and again on the hill watching over the ranch. She turned her
befuddled expression on Beau.

“Merely afew friends dropping in to say hello.” Relieved, he bellowed with laughter.

All Courtney could do was sink to the floor in joyful exhaustion.

*kk*x

Rounding up Stover and his army had been quite an interesting undertaking. Courtney’s ears still
burned from all the cursing. The dead were dragged to where the barn once stood. The wounded
were gathered and roped together not far from the adobe.

The sight of so much blood unsettled her stomach. She rested a hand to it, hoping to control the mild
nausea. Her friendsin New Y ork would never believe what she’ d experienced here. They would
faint dead away.

Standing beside Beau in the front yard, she held a handkerchief over her nose to help her breathe.
Residue from the fire hung thick in the air. She watched in awe as Indians and Comancheros worked
together. It was something she' d never, ever forget.
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“What the hell took you so long?’ Beau teased Raul Rivera as he gripped the Mexican’sforearmin a
strange handshake of gratitude.

“ Assembling this many men takes time, amigo. And do not mouth off to me. Do you forget who
taught you all you know about fighting and surviving?’

“No, amigo, | haven’t forgotten.”
“1 thought Paco was your mentor?’ Courtney gave Beau a skeptical 100ok.

“He was, but Raul made certain | followed Paco’s orders.” Beau's charming grin and the twinklein
his eyes warned Courtney of his playful mood. “Raul’s sister is Paco’ swife,” he added with awink.

Courtney rolled her eyesin exasperation. “Are all these Mexican's related?” Raul’s hearty laugh
flooded her cheeks with awarm blush. She should have thought before speaking and hoped she
hadn’t offended him.

“No, sefiora. But we are familia. We stand together.” Still smiling, he said to Beau, “We must be on
our way. Paco is expecting us by next week.”

“Vayacon Dios, mi amigo,” Beau bid.

Raul nodded his acceptance, then turned awicked grin on Courtney. “ Gringa, you take care of this
hombre.” A spark radiated from his dark eyes. “Heis familia, too. One day, | will tell you all about
teaching this testarudo.”

“I"d like that.” Courtney smiled as she watched him walk away. In her mind, she couldn’t picture
Raul the fearless leader of the Comancheros. He had a genuine sense of humor. “Beau, what does
testarudo mean?”’

Beau' s grin changed. He seemed suddenly shy. In a quiet voice he replied, “ Pigheaded.”

“Really? | see you haven't changed much.” The sound of the Indian’s laughter reignited her blush.

“Beau is our white brother. He spent many months in our camp, so | must agree with Raul.” Cloud
resumed his stoic mien.

“All right, that’ll be enough of assessing my less than hospitable qualities,” Beau said. Serious now,
he clasped Cloud on his shoulder. “I am indebted to you.”

“No, my friend. Y ou have helped my people. It was our time to come to your aid. | will leave braves
behind to see that no more trouble arises.”

“Thank you, Cloud.”
Asthe Indian moved away, his gait graceful and predatory, Courtney watched him. “Y ou and Sheriff
Taylor had this planned, didn’t you?’ She shifted her gaze to Beau. “That’ s the reason | saw Raul

and Cloud talking to the sheriff in his office several weeks back. But how did you know when Stover
planned to attack?’
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“Remember those men we came upon?”’
“The ones who used to work for Paco?’

He nodded. “When they hired on with Stover, they had no ideait was to fight against Manuelo. They
stayed on to report back to me or Jeff.”

“Well, then, I’'m grateful to you and your friends for helping me.”

Beau stepped closer until he stood a hair’s breath away. “Isthat all you' re grateful for?’

“After al your lying, should there be more?’ To her chagrin, he kissed her. Anyone lingering could
have witnessed it. She pushed fervently at his chest, ending the kiss, but was helpless to stop her

cheeks from turning crimson. At this rate, she might never stop blushing.

“1 should get to work or my boss might bite my head off if she finds me dallying with the prettiest
female here.”

Courtney appreciated his humor. “I’m curious about one thing. If the money didn’t matter to you,
why did you accept my job offer?’

“Sweetheart, you wouldn’t believe me if | told you.”

Drake joined them, brimming with an amusing smile. Courtney groaned inwardly. He hadn’t missed
their searing kiss.

“1’m heading into town to have the doctor look at my shoulder.”

“Why not have Carlitatend to it,” Courtney suggested.

“Uh, no. | prefer areal doctor.”

“Don’t let Carlita hear you say that. She might shoot you in the other shoulder,” Beau teased.
“Speaking of Carlita...” Courtney searched the yard.

“The Ortegas are fine,” Drake assured her. “Manuelo is out comforting the sheep. Marcos and
Eduardo are rounding up the horses. And Carlita’—he glanced over his shoulder— “is heading this
way. I'll seeyou two later.”

“Coward,” Courtney gibed. Her lighthearted mood faded the instant her eyes settled on Beau. Her
heart ached with the knowledge that she would be leaving soon, never to see him again. “Will you be

going back to the Bar H?

“In afew weeks. I'll help Manuelo rebuild the barn first. | also want to make sure Jeff doesn’t need
me here. He' s got hiswork cut out if he's going to confront the governor.”

“Were you serious about the Bar H merging with Rancho Ortega?’
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“It was something Manuelo and | had discussed before Burgess came along. What about you? Will
you be leaving soon?’

“Yes.” The heat of tearsrose quickly to her eyes. “Next week, perhaps.”

Courtney was grateful for Carlita’ s interruption. She didn’t want Beau to see her cry.
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CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

Courtney surveyed the yard from the porch. In the week since the fire, the rubble had been cleared
and wood delivered to the ranch. Beau, Manuelo and Marcos worked on the new barn. Even Drake
tried his hand at construction, although he was more of a hindrance.

“Dammit, Drake!”

Courtney laughed at the frustration in Beau’' s voice. Drake strode toward her, wearing alopsided grin
and hisarm cradled in a sling against his stomach.

“1 best stick to raising sheep. | never was real good with my hands. Got any lemonade left?’
“In the kitchen,” she replied with a genuine smile.

Shifting her gaze to Beau again, Courtney’ s smile softened. Watching him do physical work stirred
her feminine senses. He was unbearably attractive in her eyes, from the way he wore his Levis and
dual guns, boots and hat, to his bare back glistening under the midday sun. The sight of his muscles
gliding beneath his bronzed flesh scattered goosebumps over her arms.

Sadly, she would be on her way back to New Y ork in three days. Now that Stover was no longer a
threat, and Manuelo’ s ranch would be returned as soon as the papers were processed, Beau had no
reason to want her to stay. Besides, he’' d be heading for the Bar H right after they finished rebuilding
the barn. She hated goodbyes, more so now that she was leaving the man she loved behind. Just
thinking about it misted her eyes.

Two ridersin the distance drew her out of her musings of Beau. It was the sheriff and her father.
How nice.

Her father! What was he doing in Santa Fe?

Courtney stepped off the porch. Her sudden tension quickly turned her muscles into tight ropes.
While she waited for her father to dismount, she glanced nervously at Beau. He was crouched down,
hammering, seemingly obliviousto their uninvited guest.

Oh, dear. Her father wasn't happy. His features were besieged with anger, his eyes glowing,
reminding her of afire’sfury against adark sky. There was nothing giving about the man. Good
Lord, he'd never listen to reason in his frame of mind.

Courtney turned to the sheriff. His apologetic expression told her everything she needed to know.
Her father had been filled in about Stanley and Jared Stover. God help her if he had learned anything
more.

“Hello, Father.” She hugged him the instant he stepped off the wagon. She wondered if he felt her

trembling. When she looked at him, she blanched. He was trying to control histemper. His cheeks
always puffed out with the effort, as they were doing now.
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“Were you afraid to write to me about Burgess' death?’ he asked pointedly. Her father never dallied
with words.

“1 chose not to. If | had come running home, you would have given me your Itoldyouso lecture.”

“For God' s sake, Courtney. Y ou're not accustomed to this lifestyle. Anything could have happened
to you in this uncivilized part of the country.”

“It’ s not that uncivilized here. Besides, I’ ve made friends. Carlita and Manuelo took care of me like
family.”

“Yes, so the sheriff here said. Still, you had no business getting mixed up in arange war. That
bastard husband of yours jeopardized your life.”

“I'll give you that, Father. But as you can see, | came through it unharmed. Anyway, you wasted a
trip. | planned to leave for New Y ork in three days.”

“Good,” he grunted. His eyes lifted above her shoulder. She turned to see what had caught his
attention.

Carlitajoined them. “May | introduce Carlita Ortega. Thisis my father, Leif Danning.” Courtney
frowned when her father stiffly acknowledged the woman. “ And thisis Drake Hamilton.”

“Hamilton?” Leif questioned.

“Uh, yes, sir,” Drake responded uneasily. When his smile quavered, Courtney gave him a
guestioning look.

“Perhaps Sheriff Taylor will be kind and make you areservation at the Exchange Hotel,” she
suggested, troubled by Drake' s reaction to her father. The calculating shadow that settled into her
father’s eyes wasn’'t much comfort either. “I’ll pack my belongings and finish business here. | should
be in town and ready to go in afew days.”

“1’m not leaving here without you, Courtney.” His eyes kept drifting back to Drake. “Hamilton,
don’t I know you from somewhere?’

“No, sir,” Drake answered.

Leif grunted again. “Pack your things now, Courtney. Y ou’ re coming to town with me.”

That demanding tone rattled her reserve. She positioned herself in an uncompromising stance and
faced her father with determination. “Thisis exactly what | expected from you. Never a‘please,
Courtney.’ It'salways ‘do this' or ‘do that.” Well, | won’t. I’'m old enough and responsible enough to
make my own decisions. And we're not budging until I'm ready.”

“Who'swe?’ her father demanded.

“Me and the baby, of course,” she spouted indignantly then gasped, “Oh, no!”
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Her father’ s face mottled with rage. “ That bastard. That no good sonofabitch. He gets his miserable
hide murdered on your wedding night and manages to leave you with one more burden to bear.”

“Stanley didn’t leave me with any burden.” She resented his referring to her baby as a ball and chain
around her neck.

“You're pregnant, aren’t you?’ he shouted.
“Yes, but it'snot Stanley’s!” she yelled back without thinking.
Silence hung oppressively in the air. It felt as though a heavy hand pressed against Courtney’s spine.

Everyone looked stunned. Oh, my God. Her gaze shot to where Beau had been working. He was on
his feet now, staring at her, his features twisted in amire of emotions.

“Then who the hell isthe father?’ Leif demanded.

“1 am.” Beau tossed the hammer to the ground and walked across the yard, his eyeslocked on
Courtney’s. He didn’t notice anyone, didn’t see the firein Leif Danning’s eyes. He finally
remembered the night he’ d gone to her drunk, but not so drunk he didn’t realize something was
different about her. She' d been tight, like awoman who had never been with aman. His eyes
widened in disbelief. She’d been avirgin! She'd never slept with her husband.

Dammit. This blasted woman was going to leave without having the decency to tell him the baby
was his. His gut coiled like atightly wound spring.

A few feet away from Courtney, her father stepped in his path. Leif Danning stood larger than life
and thoroughly peeved. Damn, but he looked like he wanted to hurt someone. Beau didn’t doubt that
someone was him. The man was afew inchestaller, too many pounds heavier, probably a hellsight
stronger.

Beau rooted his boots to the earth. Foolish as it might prove, he met the hostility in Danning’s eyes
without blinking. His gunfighter’ s senses heightened, preparing him for the inevitable.

“Mr. Hamilton,” Danning began stringently, stepping dangerously closer until they were almost
chest to chest.

Courtney’ s gaze shifted from one man to the other. How did her father know Beau’s name? As
curious as she was, first she had to console her father’ s temper before he killed Beau.

“1 can explain,” she said, concealing the nervous edge in her voice. “I hired Beau to protect me when
| discovered Jared Stover meant to harm Rancho Ortega.”

Her father’ s incredul ous features swiveled slowly to her. “Y ou hired him?’ He returned a venomous
glare to Beau. “Y ou twotiming bastard. Wasn't my money good enough? What the hell did you think
| was paying you for? To service my daughter?’

“You paid him?’ Courtney asked, aghast.

Neither man acknowledged her.
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“Mr. Danning—" was as far as Beau got. The man’s fist sammed into his jaw, and Beau stumbled
backward to the dirt, dazed. He shook his head vigorously then replaced his fallen hat.

“Get up,” Danning ordered.

You realy did it this time, Hamilton. Beau complied, tightening his muscles. He took a punch to his
lean belly, grunting from the impact. For a horrible moment, he thought he would lose his lunch. He
clenched histeeth to combat the pain and slowed his breathing to compensate for the shock to his
muscles.

“Fight me, damn you. Or are you too gutless?’ Danning baited, jabbing Beau with another punch.

The only fighting Beau did was to catch his breath. His lungs were about to collapse from his efforts
to take one lousy breath. His jaw throbbed, his stomach burned like hell, and his temper was on the
verge of exploding.

“1 won't fight you, Danning,” he rasped. “| accepted your job offer and carried out my end of the
deal.”

“By getting my daughter pregnant? And taking money from her as well?’

“When she approached me with the prospect of working for her, | figured it would be a good
opportunity to keep acloser eye on her.” Beau inhaled, his breath trembling in his chest. “1 didn’t
need the damn money. | did it so | could protect her better. When | discovered what Stover was up
to, | had to do something.”

“You got her pregnant!” Danning bellowed.

Beau glimpsed Courtney’ s flushed face. He didn’t much care for the way her father humiliated her
with his obsession over her condition. If he were in Danning’ s shoes, Beau knew he would have
killed any man who lied and took his daughter’ s virginity. Still, his motives hadn’t been without
merit, and Danning should have dealt with his anger in private. Worried over Courtney’ s feelings,
Beau didn’'t see Danning’ s fist until the man’s powerful punch burst with more pain in hisjaw.

“That does it,” Beau gritted. He unbuckled his gun belt and threw it angrily to the ground somewhere
near the hat that had flown off his head again. He raised hisfists, effectively blocking Danning’s
next hit. If there was one thing Paco and Raul taught him well, it was how to defend himself in afist
fight. Unfortunately, they never explained what to do when he came up against an enraged father
who was built like a bear.

Too quickly, Beau felt like Danning was using him for target practice. The man’s punches were as
sharp and quick as bullets hitting tin cans. He was damn sore and tired of being the object of the
man’s wrath.

Rustling up alick of strength, Beau managed to duck the next blow, retaliating with a solid fist to
Danning’'s cheek. Lucklessin his effort, Beau took the brunt of Danning’s next punch in his upper
stomach. The air whooshed forcefully from his mouth. He doubled over as he dropped to one knee.
Y et he refused to go down in defeat.
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Slow in getting up, Beau knew the instant he was on his feet he’ d be swallowing the man’ sfist. If
God was merciful, He'd end his misery now.

“1’m not finished with you, Hamilton,” Danning growled. Beau swore the man sounded asfierce as a
rabid dog.

Courtney’ s father grabbed him by the throat and hauled him up. “Go ahead,” Beau rasped. “ Take
your best shot.”

“No!” Courtney shouted. “You'll kill him.”

“Damn right I'll kill him.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

The wretch deserved to suffer at the hands of her father. How dare he take money from her when he
was aready accepting payment from her father to ensure her wellbeing.

Courtney cringed. Her father’ s punches turned deadly. Beau wouldn’t last, not against a man who
had won a boxing title three years running at his men’s club. She must end this foolishness before
her father killed him. She retrieved one of Beau's Colts. Pointing it skyward, she fired.

Beau reacted like quicksilver, instinct sending him to the dirt. In the same motion he grasped his
pistol and aimed it at her. He could have shot her, but she was too peeved to care.

“Fighting will not solve anything,” she admonished the two of them. The disheveled and battered
sight of Beau tore at her heart, but she refused to feel one ounce of pity for the dishonest rogue.

“1 didn’t start it,” Beau snapped, sounding like a child caught in a schoolyard scuffle.
She shot him a damning look.

Frowning, illtempered and haggard, Beau got to his feet and thrust his hat on his head. When he
strapped on his gun belt, Courtney noticed he was still riding high with agitation.

Beau swung his disgruntled expression to her father. “1 quit. Find yourself another nursemaid.”

Courtney huffed aloud. “1’ve never in my life seen aman quit so often. Y ou’'re always running
away.”

“1 don’t have to listen to this crap.” Beau started to leave.
“Beau Hamilton, if you walk away, I'll shoot you.”

“Hah!” He threw a derisive look at her over his shoulder. “Y ou need to learn how to hit atarget
first.”

Courtney noticed her father’ s brows angle downward, clearly puzzled.

“What the devil are you talking about, Hamilton? My daughter is an expert marksman.”

“Her?’ Jabbing a pertinent thumb in her direction, he laughed cynically.

Red with fury, Courtney brought the gun up and, without taking the time to aim, squeezed the
trigger. Beau swung around to the corral fence. The bullet hit a glass atop a pot, shattering it into a
spray of crystals and lemonade.

“If you think that was luck, watch the glass on that other post.” Firing once again, she easily found
her intended mark, shattering that glass as well. At thisrate, there wouldn’t be any drinking glasses
left. But it was worth the satisfaction of seeing Beau stare in openmouthed astoni shment.

Unfortunately, he was none too happy and nailed her with an unfriendly glare.
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“Why the hell didn’t you tell me you could shoot?’

“1 tried many times, but you were too damn pigheaded to listen. Besides,” she added, an air of
nonchalance about her, “I didn’t want to show you up.”

“Show me-" The red on his face grew a shade darker. “Woman, that was an underhanded attempt to
feed your own ego. Don't think for one damn minute that you can shoot better than me.”

“Why not? Just because you used to be a hired gun doesn’t mean you’ re the best,” she countered.
“And another thing. | should shoot you for the coldhearted liar you are. How dare you accept my job
offer when you were working for my father?”’

His voice rose, matching hersin pitch and intensity. “1 wouldn’t have accepted your offer if you
weren't such an incompetent rancher. Y ou didn’t know the first thing about sheep.” He glared and
deepened hisvoice. “Or men.”

“Hamilton,” her father barked. “I can’t say I’m pleased with the situation here. Burgess wasn't good
enough for my daughter. And | can’t honestly say you are, either. | want to know what you intend to
do.”

“1 intend to go back to Cheyenneto the Bar H.”

“1 hope you’ll be very happy there with your stinking sheep,” Courtney snapped.

“You'redamn right I’'ll be happy. And so will you.”

“What do you mean?’

“You’ re coming with me to Cheyenne.”

“1 will not!”

“Like hell youwon’t.” In several long strides, Beau was face to face with her belligerence. He
yanked the pistol from her grasp and shoved it into its holster. Clamping his fingers around her hand,
he pulled her alongside him.

Courtney dug her boot heels into the dirt. “Where are you taking me?’

“We're getting married.”

“Not on your life, Beau Hamilton. | will not marry you because of the baby.”

He halted abruptly, hauling her against his length when she kept moving into him. “Then marry me
because you love me.”

His voice was suddenly husky, his eyes gazing down into hers with new hope. Ragged breaths
fanned her face, but Courtney could only stare at him, shocked by his remark.

“That goes both ways, Beau,” Drake gibed from the porch.
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“1 know that,” Beau shot back. He touched her cheek. “Marry me because | love you.”
“You do?
“1 fell in love with you when | watched you dancing on your wedding night.”

“1 should have suspected when you broke your vow, Mr. Hamilton. Y ou know, the one about never
going back for seconds.”

Beau grinned broadly. “I fought it all the way. | guess | can’t live without you. Or our baby.” His
features softened. “ So, will you marry me?’

“On one condition.”

He arched his brows dubioudly.

“1 don’'t have to shear another sheep for aslong as| live.”

A rousing laugh lifted Beau’ s chest, and he gathered her into hisarms.
“1 do love you, Beau,” she whispered into his neck.

He pulled back, surprised. “Y ou do? Honestly? But I...I didn’t think a woman who' s been
accustomed to the finer things in life would ever fall in love with my kind.”

“You grew on me.” Her teasing grin caused him to smile again. “ By the way, why did you accept the
money from me and my father when you don’t really need it?’

Beau glanced at her father, then his brother. “I was never able to stay in one place for long. So Drake
ran the Bar H while | took on jobs, mostly like what you and your father hired me for. The money |
earned, | sent back to Cheyenne to my mother. | set her up in business there. She runs a home for
runaway boys.”

“Oh, Beau, that’s wonderful,” Courtney said, tears welling in her eyes.

Her father stepped forward, scowling. “That’s all well and good, young man. But my daughter’s
future and reputation are at hand here.”

“1 love your daughter, Mr. Danning. If she'll have me, | want to marry her. With your permission, of
course,” Beau added hastily.

Drake chuckled. “Never thought I’ d see the day Beau Hamilton asked for permission to do anything.
It's going to take some getting used to.”

“All right,” her father grumbled and pinned Beau with a dangerous look. “Y ou had better be good to
her, Hamilton, or I'll finish off what was started here today.”

Beau ran ahand over hisjaw. “I don’t doubt that, Mr. Danning.”
“And for God’ s sake, get a shirt on. There are ladies present.”
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Courtney held onto Beau’ s neck as he carried her across the threshold of the adobe and heel kicked
the door shut. His eyes gazed lovingly into hers, and her heart skipped a beat. He loved her. Beau
truly loved her.

“It was nice of Carlitaand Manuelo to give us their home for our wedding night,” she commented.
She' d have to make up to the Ortegas all the wrong Stanley had done them. It wasn't until this
morning that she learned Stanley had sold some of their furniture for gambling money.

“1 wouldn’t have cared where we spent our wedding night. Just as long as we' re together, Courtney.”
Beau carried her into the bedroom and set her down beside the bed. His hands were all over her like
tentacles of an octopus. She slapped them away.

“Don’t be so impatient. We have the rest of our livesfor this.”

“Convince my body of that.” He pulled her into his embrace, revealing the proof of his need when he
pressed into her belly. He devoured her lips, stealing her breath.

Reluctantly, Courtney broke his deliciouskiss. “1f you love me so much, why didn’t you object to
me leaving for New Y ork?’

“1 didn’t think | was good enough for you. My reputation and the life | led weren’t good
recommendations to hand a woman who grew up with propriety and wealth al her life. | thought I'd
save myself the rglection.” He grinned sheepishly. “And | was...uh, concerned about your father.”
“My father?’ Astonishment crept into her voice.

“Hell, yes.”

Courtney laughed. “Y ou were afraid of my father!”

“What' s so humorous about that?”

“You were the one others feared. | guess | never thought you could be afraid of anyone, especially
my father.”

“The man paid me to protect you. | got my jobs confused, even though he’ d warned me he’d come
after meif anything happened to you. When | realized how | felt about you, | knew he'd kill me. |
wasn't exactly hisidea of a soninlaw.”

“How do you feel about us now?’ She leaned her hipsinto his. A thrill swept through her when he
groaned.

“Like we were made for each other.” He closed his hands around her thickening waist.

“How were we made for each other?’
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“Hmm, Mrs. Hamilton. I’'ll have to show you.” He lifted her onto the bed and stretched out beside
her. “And | will have to keep showing you until I’'m convinced | am indeed worthy of you. You
know how hardheaded | can be.”

Courtney molded her hand to the back of his head, drawing hislips down. “I’ll proveto you that we
were truly made for each other, Beau. Every day of our lives,” she promised.

How very far their relationship had come. A few short months ago, she’ d been intrigued by the
mysterious, handsome exoutlaw. Back then, she never believed anyone could tame his rebel heart.
Now, Courtney felt asif she’d known Beau her entire life.

THE END
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