
        
            
                
            
        

    



What have I done to deserve this?



Jed froze at the sight of his young bride sleeping soundly in his bedroll.


He suppressed a groan while trying to push the tantalizing image of her perfect, pint-size body from his mind. His gaze skimmed across her pretty face before he forced himself to look away.


Heavens, but he’d never had so much trouble controlling his wayward thoughts. This little bit of a woman, who’d done nothing but glare and shout at him, was making short work of the disciplined control he usually executed over his mind and body.


She didn’t care for him one bit, which suited Jed just fine. The wide stretch of land between them and California required an aggressive spirit. Judging by the glint in Rachell’s eyes and the rigidness of her spine, she planned to fight him like a cornered mountain lion the whole way.
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Chapter One



Colorado Territory, 1870

I’ll stand before God before I lie under Maxwell Sumner!

The silent vow echoed in Rachell Carlson’s mind as she pulled the sheet tightly around her cold body, her narrowed eyes boring into the locked bedroom door. The stench of smoke and alcohol filtered up through the floorboards, along with the roar of a drunken crowd and the clanking of a poorly tuned piano.

If Maxwell’s henchmen thought taking her dress would keep her from running, they were in for a surprise. She’d ride out of this old mining town stark naked if she had to. She wouldn’t return to Missouri or to the man determined to make her his bride.

She turned and walked to the other side of the small room. Securing the bed linen around her chest, she shoved at the high window, and cringed with each creak of wood. The damp night air swirled inside. Chills rippled across her skin as the evening breeze tugged at her loose hair.

Outside, a full moon glowed ten times brighter than the oil lamp on the night table behind her, lighting up the deserted alley below. She pulled the sheet over her shoulders to shut out the cold as she surveyed the steep awning stretched across the back of the saloon. It was a good twenty-foot drop to the ground.

Using both bed linens, she might be able to reach the alley. Anticipation bubbling, she crept back to the door and pressed her ear to the wood. Holding her breath, she listened for signs of Maxwell’s son or one of his ruffians standing guard. The past six days of being dragged from Nevada to Colorado by the three heathens had been a living hell. It had taken months to squirrel away enough money for that train ticket to California, only to be pulled off the train in Lake’s Crossing.

I should have married an English lord when I had the chance. The gruesome matchmaking efforts of Miss Abigail’s Academy for Young Ladies had been a paradise compared to the rambling life she’d endured over the last five years. She’d been singing in saloons for so long, using so many stage names, she hardly recognized her own. California held the promise of a new start, and a life which included her sister.

Rachell sucked in a quivering breath. “Lord, give me strength.”

The whispered words no sooner left her lips than a man’s hand clamped over her mouth. Her startled gasp was trapped behind the warm, calloused palm. The man’s other arm banded her waist and lifted her bare feet off the floor. He silently backed toward the open window—the window he must have just come in through.

She tried to jab her elbows into his sides, but his firm hold prevented even the slightest movement.

“Don’t be afraid,” he whispered against her ear. “I’m here to help you.”

Don’t be afraid? The man had just crept up on her like a warm fog. The heat of his body easily penetrated the thin bed sheet.

His grip on her waist shifted, spinning her around while he kept one hand over her mouth.

Hard silver eyes locked with hers. Fear shivered through Rachell as she looked at the man towering over her. Dark stubble shadowed his strong jaw.


“You are Rachell Carlson, aren’t you?” His eyes narrowed with growing skepticism.

His hand still latched over her mouth, she did her best to nod.

“I’m going to release you, but I’m warning you, if you scream, we’ll both likely end up with a bullet in our bellies.”

His fingers eased away from her lips.

“I’m Rachell Carlson,” she wheezed, her lungs straining for a full breath.

“Uh-huh,” he said, the deep rumble of his voice barely above a whisper. “Then you’ll know who sent me here to fetch you.”

“My sister.”

“What’s your sister’s name?”

“Elizabeth.”

“Last name?”

“Coleburn,” she replied without hesitation.

The stranger cursed under his breath, filling her nose with an unexpected sweet scent. Apples. Before she could question his response, he took a step back and jerked the sheet away from her body with one swift tug. “Let’s get…holy…”

Rachell lunged forward and yanked the linen from his grasp. “They took my clothes,” she choked out, quickly covering herself.

“I see that.” He stared at the bed linen as though trying to penetrate the white barrier.

Rachell assured herself the dim lighting of the bedroom had concealed her brief nudity, but when he continued to stand there, stiff as a board, her skin began to sizzle with embarrassment. Spiteful women were always quick to comment on her scrawny frame. “Mr., um?”

“Jed.”

The single spoken syllable fell from his lips with the weight of a boulder. His eyes moved slowly up to her face. Another shudder claimed her body. She didn’t know if it was the lamplight reflected in the pale shade of gray or the intensity of his gaze, but his eyes held her captive, preventing her from even drawing breath. She lowered her gaze and another chill seized her spine.

The man could have been a shadow, a very large and masculine shadow. His shoulder-length hair was as black as the hat pulled low on his brow and the clothes clinging to his muscular frame. Only his piercing eyes and knee-high moccasins contrasted with his dark appearance. Every hard line of his body spoke of danger.

“Mr. Jed, what are—”

“It’s just Jed. Which one of the jackals downstairs put all those bruises on you?”

“Stewart Sumner,” she said, cinching her sheet a bit tighter. Stewart had more on his mind than taking her dress tonight. Thank goodness she’d convinced him she wasn’t worth the trouble. “He tried to…h-he tried…”

Jed Doulan felt an odd tug in his chest as he watched the petite woman tremble while tripping over her words. His body tensed, stifling an urge to pull the young auburn-haired beauty into a comforting embrace.

“I understand,” he cut in.

He’d seen the filthy lecher carrying a pile of scarlet silks and ruffles out of this room when he entered the saloon. He’d heard Sumner’s lewd comments when he’d joined his cronies at a poker table. Judging by the four bloody scratch marks on Sumner’s left cheek, she’d put up quite a fight during the removal of her dress. But, hell, he hadn’t expected her to be buck naked. Damn if he hadn’t seen a boot-print on her slender hip.

Anger lashed through him. No woman deserved such treatment. Jed’s gaze returned to her large green eyes. Relief had replaced the fear he’d first seen in them.

Jed felt no such relief. The nagging tension in his back told him he had just stepped into a hornet’s nest of trouble, and this was the first of many stings to come. At first glance, he would have sworn he’d tracked down the wrong red-haired woman. This little temptress certainly didn’t look to be the widowed boardinghouse keeper he’d come to retrieve.

Buck’s wife was a short redhead in her early forties and had said her sister was younger, but this woman didn’t look a day over twenty.

“How old are you?” he demanded.

Emerald eyes widened. “Pardon?”

“Your age,” he demanded in a low tone. “I’ll be damned if I’m gonna haul the wrong woman clear to California.”

Her posture stiffened. “I’m twenty-three.”

“And what was the name of that boardinghouse you told your sister you ran in Kansas?” He and Buck had peeked inside the carpetbag they’d found on the train. Only one type of boardinghouse had a hostess who wore such scanty red dresses.

Her eyes narrowed until they were slits of green.

Lord save me, she’s gonna be a feisty one.

“I am Elizabeth Coleburn’s sister!” she all but shouted.

“Lower your voice, you fire-haired imp, unless you plan on walking out of here alone.”

Her expression instantly clouded with worry. She tightened her hold on the sheet and took a step toward the window.

She was in a tangle, all right. Clear up to her pretty green eyes. He aimed to find out why. Again, his gaze inadvertently moved across the white linen.

Hell’s fire. The impression of her smooth rosy skin had been burned into his mind. He’d never seen a woman blush clear to her toes. Damn if it hadn’t been a beautiful sight.

“I’m gonna get you out of here,” he assured her. “But you’ll have to do exactly as I say. For starters, tie that blasted sheet around you so it won’t be falling off.”

She did as he said, tying it tightly around the gentle swell of her chest. “Mr. Jed—”

She reared back, clutching the linen as he stepped forward. Jed stopped. “My name is Jed, and I won’t harm you, Rachell.”


“You believe me then?”

Aside from being too young and too damn attractive, she’d given him the one answer that mattered. She was Buck’s sister-in-law. As such, he’d do anything necessary to protect her.

Damnation, but he had thought his days of bloodshed were over. “Yes, I believe you. The man downstairs with the cat scratches, he’s the one who’s after you?”

She shook her head.

Why wasn’t he surprised? “Who’s after you?”

“His father, Maxwell Sumner. I worked for him in Missouri.”

Oh, now she’s from Missouri instead of Kansas. “Hold on to that sheet.”

“But—”

“Hush,” he ordered, lifting her into his arms.

She trembled against him. Jed’s muscles tightened in an unexpected lash of desire.

What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve seen more curves on a fence post!

The internal blaspheme did nothing to ease the heated stir of his body.

“You’ll have to hold on to me.” He lifted his foot to the rim of the window. Her body went rigid as his knee moved between her thighs. He wrapped her stiff arms around his neck then let go of her entirely, forcing her to cling to him. He pulled them up and through the open window. A low groan escaped his throat as she coiled her legs around his waist and pressed her face against his neck.

Buck, you’re gonna owe me dearly for this one.

Stepping out onto the slanted awning, he banded his arms around Rachell’s shivering body and concentrated on keeping his balance. He took broad steps, trusting only the wide-spaced beams to support his weight. Wood creaked beneath his feet with each slow advance.

Delilah ain’t gonna like this, he thought as he reached for the open window emitting a red glow and the heavy scent of perfume and smoke. The saloon owner had just harped on at him about men like the four downstairs and how they were ruining her business by bringing in their own girls. She’d been irate when he told her he planned to rescue the red-haired strumpet.

But he couldn’t ride off with Rachell wearing nothing but a sheet. He also needed to flush out the source of Rachell’s trouble. Stewart Sumner wasn’t likely to greet him in a diplomatic fashion.

The moment his feet touched the floor of Delilah’s room, Jed set her trembling body away from him.

“What in tarnation?” Delilah cried out.

Rachell stiffened. Her wide eyes locked on Delilah still lying on her bed, cheroot in hand.

“Keep your voice down,” Jed grumbled.

“You weren’t worried about me makin’ noise just a bit ago.” Delilah rose from the bed and flicked blond hair over her bare shoulder. Glaring at Rachell, she thrust out her bosom which swelled from her well-fitted corset.

Jed bit back a smile. It had been a long time since his wild weekends with this particular woman. He’d been damn lucky when he’d spotted her tonight in this saloon, but he didn’t dispute Delilah’s bluff.

“Why’d you bring her in here?” she demanded.

“She needs a dress.”

“So go buy her one!”

“Delilah.”

She took a leisurely drag from her smoke, and scanned Rachell from head to toe. “It’ll cost you, and I ain’t givin’ up none of my nice silks.”

“Give her a damn shift for all I care, just so she’s not stark naked.”

“Begging your pardon, Miss Delilah,” Rachell cut in. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I would prefer a dress. Any dress.”


Jed was stunned by Rachell’s steady tone and charming smile as she held Delilah’s hostile gaze. Damn if the woman didn’t manage to look dignified, standing there in nothing but a sheet, her long hair a wild mess of tangles.

“Ain’t got nothin’ that’ll fit ya,” Delilah retorted. “Can’t imagine you draw much business. You got the build of a ten-year-old boy.”

The color already staining Rachell’s cheeks heightened. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I’ve not been blessed with your splendid figure,” she said softly, shocking Jed to his core. “I noticed your gown of lavender silk when I was brought in.” She smiled prettily. “A stunning gown, and quite flattering.”

Delilah’s face lit up like a Roman candle.

Well, I’ll be damned. The imp was a charmer, all right.

Walking toward Delilah’s night table, Jed took a thin rolled cigar from her tin. “You gonna give her a dress or not?” he asked, striking a match.

“I suppose.” Delilah crouched in front of a wooden chest at the foot of her bed. “Here ya are, sugar.” She tossed a green calico skirt and waistcoat onto the bed. “Ain’t as fancy as the one you had on when you was brought in.”

“Thank you, Miss Delilah. This will be lovely.”

“Aw, hell,” Delilah said, waving her hand. “It ain’t nothin’.”

“I do appreciate your help.”

Intrigued by the sincerity he heard in her tone and saw in her eyes, Jed couldn’t pull his gaze away from Rachell. She doesn’t seem the uppity sort. Course, what did she have to be uppity about? He knew she had attended some eastern school for upper-class ladies, but a refined, well-educated whore was still a whore. Not that he held her profession against her. Some of the nicest women he knew were saloon girls, or had been for a time.

What he couldn’t tolerate was a liar. So far, none of the information she’d written in her letters to her sister had been truthful. “Enough with the sisterhood display. Put the damn thing on so we can get out of here.”

Rachell met his gaze. “Mr. Jed, will you kindly turn around?”

“Sure.” Flashing a slow smile, he turned his back to her.

Hearing the wisp of her sheet falling to the floor, his mind flooded with the image of her ivory skin. The small room seemed to amplify the sound of the rustling fabric as his mind visualized her delicate limbs slipping into the green garment.

Blazing hell. Think about something else!

Staring at the door, he finished his smoke in a few hard puffs. “You dressed yet?”

“Land sakes, Jed,” cried Delilah. “Who stomped on yer tail?”

He spun around just as Rachell began to button the roomy waistcoat. With two strides he was in front of her. He flicked his cheroot into an ashtray and reached out, brushing her shaky hands aside.

“Woman, I don’t have all night.” He quickly fastened the row of small black buttons, all the while wondering what in the hell he was doing. Finishing, he looked up at her stunned expression. “Just so you know, there’s bound to be gunfire. I prefer not to have you shrieking in my ear. Hold still and keep quiet and we might get out of here lead-free.”

“We’re not leaving through the window?”

Her face lit with fear, and Jed grimaced. “To flush out the vermin you’ve got on your tail, I have to leave a good trail of bait. Sneaking out the back like a coward ain’t gonna get that done.”

Turning away from her, he pulled a pouch of coins from his britches pocket. “Delilah, I’m obliged for all your help. You take care of yourself,” he said as he stuffed the money into the top of her corset.

“I always do, Jed. If you ever get back this way, be sure to stop in for a visit. It’s always a pleasure. That is, if you’re still an unclaimed man,” she added, glancing at Rachell.


“Since when has that ever mattered to you?” he asked. He pulled her against him and planted a firm kiss on her mouth.

She laughed and pushed him away. “Sugar, you know it don’t, but it would matter to you.”

As he turned toward Rachell, she cast him a look of pure fire, hot as her flaming hair.

Without warning, he grabbed Rachell and strode toward the door. She shrieked as he hoisted her dainty frame over his shoulder. “I said no screaming,” he reminded her as he pulled the door open then slammed it shut behind him.

“I can walk on my own two legs!” She twisted in his grip and jabbed her pointed elbows into his back.

“I won’t have you running off or stepping in front of a bullet.” Keeping his arm wrapped tightly around her backside, he descended the stairs.

As expected, the four men sitting at the poker table near the staircase spotted Rachell and jumped to their feet. Hopefully their speed with a side iron matched the meager mentalities he’d witnessed earlier. He hadn’t had a chance to assess the skinny blond kid now standing at the table. He’d been tending their horses when Jed had first entered the saloon.

“Mister, jus’ what the hell do you think yer doin’?” shouted the man who’d been tagged by Rachell’s sharp claws.

Sumner. “Takin’ the lady back to her family, where she belongs,” Jed said as he reached the bottom step.

“The hell you are!” Sumner drew his gun. Jed was faster, dropping Sumner and firing two more consecutive shots. The men on either side of him fell to the floor, their guns clattering on the ground beside them.

Surrounded by silence and the scent of gun smoke, Jed stared at the thin kid left standing at the table.

Every bit Jed’s height of six foot three, the kid couldn’t be older than fifteen. Yet he’d been the only one with enough sense not to draw his guns.

Rachell straightened, forcing Jed to ease her a little down his chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face against his skin. Jed remained motionless at the base of the stairs, holding the kid’s steady gaze.

“Shuck those guns, son, and hit the floor. Unless you plan to join those sorry bastards in hell.”

The kid didn’t flinch, looking him straight in the eyes without a trace of fear. Don’t make me shoot you, kid, Jed silently pleaded, certain the lanky lad could be a lethal adversary if he chose to be.

“You really takin’ Miss Nightingale to her family?” the boy asked, his pale-blue eyes flickering at Rachell.

“I am.”

Relief rushed through Jed as the boy tossed his guns onto the table then stretched out on the floor as ordered. Jed’s gaze swept the silent, smoke-filled room. In what he figured to be a routine drill for a town like Weaver, all had dropped for cover at the first sound of gunfire. His gaze settled on the bartender standing behind the bar, his shotgun in hand. “Sam. You plan to use that against me?”

“Hell, no, Jed. I’s makin’ sure no one else took a mind to join the fight. Yer still fast as a snakebite.”

“A snake headed straight to hell,” he mumbled.

Rachell tightened her grip, keeping her face pressed against his neck, clearly not about to give up her hold until she was out of the saloon. “You got a name, boy?” Jed asked, kicking the kid’s boot.

“Juniper Barns, sir,” the kid called out, keeping all four limbs stretched wide and his nose to the floor.

“Tell your boss Miss Nightingale is no longer in his possession. If he has a problem with that, he’s welcome to come and protest the matter in Shadow Canyon. Sam’ll even give him directions. Ain’t that right, Sam?”

“Sure thing, Jed. I’ll be glad to point the way to any man fool enough to go chasing shadows.”

More than a dozen pairs of eyes snapped up in his direction. Jed’s jaw flexed with tension. Folks sure had a knack for remembering tragedy.

His gaze dropped back to the kid. “Juniper, if you plan to live long enough to see hair grow on your chin, I suggest you use better judgment when choosing who you ride with.” He holstered his gun then grabbed a pair of red leather boots from the pile of scarlet silks on the table. “Sorry about the mess, Sam,” he said, backing toward the door.

Stepping out into the cool night air, Jed eased his hold on Rachell and released a hard sigh of relief. Rachell’s tight grip didn’t relax one bit as he carried her toward his horse.

“Loosen your grip, lady. I need air.”

Rachell pulled in a deep breath and eased away from the bend of his neck, the sound of gunfire still ringing in her ears.

“You killed them?” she asked, her voice shaking from the fear still ripping through her body.

“I wasn’t shootin’ daisies.”

He lifted her back over his shoulder like a sack of oats and swung into the saddle atop a large tan horse. Before she could protest his manhandling, he grabbed her waist and brought her down hard on his lap with her bare feet hanging to one side. A sharp cry escaped her throat as her hip hit against the saddle horn.

“Ah, hell. I plain forgot about that bruise,” he said in a shockingly gentle tone. She gasped as an even gentler hand smoothed across her aching hip. “I’ve got a coat.”

He took a dark range coat from behind his saddle and placed it between her hip and the hard leather.

A blush burned beneath Rachell’s skin. Lord above! He’d seen her entire body.

“You all right?” he asked a moment later as he guided his horse down the dusty, moonlit road.

“Am I?” she asked in a weak voice, feeling completely uncertain and wondering what had happened to the callous man who had carried her out of the saloon.


“We’re both alive. Sounds all right to me.”

Rachell glanced up at her rescuer. His softened expression stunned her. She noted too that he was older than she’d first assumed. He’d removed his hat, and his shadow of a beard and long hair were as black as a midnight sky, the bright moonlight shone on a touch of gray streaking out from his temples. He smiled, crinkling the tanned skin at the outer corners of his eyes.

His smile broadened, spreading charm across what moments ago had appeared to be a face carved from stone. White teeth flashed in the moonlight.

He was clean. She recalled how his skin had smelled of soap, a rarity among men. Could this be the same man who had just hauled her from that filthy saloon?

“Sugar, you plannin’ on giving me a thank-you kiss?”

It’s him, she thought, releasing a huff as she diverted her gaze. A handsome devil with all the manners of a jackass.

“So much for gratitude,” he retorted. “Maybe later.”

“Certainly not.” Real fear raced through her. Saints alive! She was riding off into the dark wilderness with this gunslinger. What type of man had her sister sent after her?

“I reckon you’re out of my price range anyhow.”

“I am not a—”

“Tighten your lip until we’re clear of this town.” He urged his horse into a faster pace.

Startled, Rachell clutched at his chest.

“Lady, there’s hair and skin under that shirt.”

“Sorry,” she mumbled, releasing her hold.

“I won’t drop you.” His arm wrapped around her waist as he took the reins into one hand. His large palm slid across her side and covered the flat of her stomach. “Is that better?”

Lord above! No, it wasn’t better. Had she been able to find her voice, she would have told him so.

“We can slow our pace just as soon as we get some ground between us and Weaver.”


 

After a half hour of riding, Jed was growing increasingly annoyed. They were traveling at a nice easy pace, yet she continued to squirm and shift about, apparently searching for just the right spot to rest her tender backside.

“Sit still, goddamn it!” he finally shouted.

“I beg your pardon, but your lap is far from comfortable.”

“Yeah?” he quipped. “Well, you keep wrigglin’ your backside, and my lap is only bound to get harder.”

She stiffened like an iron rod, sitting perfectly still.

That did the trick, he thought. It obviously hadn’t been her intention to aggravate him, but he hadn’t been exaggerating. Her squirming about had quickly become slow torture.

Hell. He knew she was going to be a whole heap of trouble the moment he and Buck stepped onto that train and found her abandoned carpetbag. Elizabeth had become hysterical when they’d informed her that her sister had been escorted off the train by two men in Lake’s Crossing. Buck needed to stay with his wife, which was just as well. His best friend had helped him out plenty of times in the past, but stalking was not one of Buck’s finer skills.

Walter Buck Coleburn couldn’t sneak up on a deaf blind man, and Jed had a hunch the men who’d escorted Mrs. Rachell Carlson off the train were neither deaf nor blind. As usual, he’d been right. He wasn’t about to lead Satan’s army back to his ranch. Rachell wouldn’t be stepping foot in California until he was sure she was free of trouble.

A grumbling sound distracted Jed from his thoughts. When it sounded again, he grinned, realizing it was Rachell’s stomach.

“You tryin’ to tell me you’re hungry?”

“How kind of you to notice,” she said in a dull tone.

“It’s either that or there’s a grizzly on our tail.”

Rachell glanced up at the man above her, surprised by his unexpected show of humor. His eyes sparkled in the moonlight. Somehow, his soft expression increased her uneasiness. She wished those chiseled features would return to stone.

“What?” he asked, holding her gaze.

Rachell shook her head, annoyed that she’d been caught openly staring at him, again. She felt a jolt of alarm as he tugged on the reins. “Why are you stopping?”

“Relax. You’re safe with me.” He lifted her from his lap and gently eased her down. She shivered as her bare feet touched the damp ground.

“Sage could use a rest,” he said, dismounting. “I have some dried beef in my saddlebags, and I thought you might want your boots.”

“You have my boots?”

“Red leather’s hard to miss. I grabbed ’em off the table while I was chattin’ with Juniper.”

She’d been such a bundle of nerves, unable to bear the sight of more bloodshed, she probably wouldn’t have noticed if he’d taken the piano. She hadn’t even thought about young Juniper being left alone in that town. He’d been so brave to tag along with the others, doing his best to protect her. “Do you think Juniper will be all right?”

Jed pulled her boots out from under a rope tied around the pack behind his saddle. “Don’t tell me you’re feeling sympathetic toward your captors?”

“I would hardly refer to Juniper as one of my captors, Mr. Jed. He’s just a boy. June isn’t like the others. He’s not bad.”

“If he doesn’t change his line of work, he soon will be,” Jed said with dark certainty as he held out her shoes.

“Only my boots?” she asked with a ring of disappointment.

The coldness came back into his eyes, firming his features. “I had you in one hand and my gun in the other.”

She avoided his harsh glare as she accepted the boots. “Thank you. I didn’t intend to sound ungrateful.”

“Just put your boots on. I want to get as far from Weaver as I can before sunup. We won’t be making camp tonight.”


“The sooner we reach California, the better,” she said as she pulled on a boot. “I was eleven when I last saw my sister.” Sadness washed over Rachell like a winter chill as she recalled the day Elizabeth’s late husband had carted her off to California. Never knowing her mother, she’d been raised by Elizabeth and their housekeeper, Amity. Six months after her sister’s departure, their father had sent her away to boarding school.

For six years she’d lived at Miss Abigail’s Academy for Young Ladies. Six years of being an outcast, a dandelion in a garden of roses. Not a day had gone by that she hadn’t dreamed of returning to the farm and people she loved. When that day finally came, she’d returned home to nothing but a brick chimney stack surrounded by rubble, ruined crops, and the state torn apart by war, along with the family who’d given her up.

“I lost touch with Elizabeth during the war,” she said in a neutral tone, pushing the painful memories from her mind as she tugged on her second boot. “It was a miracle I managed to locate her. I had no idea her first husband had died or that she had remarried. A man came up to me after a show while I was working in Kansas and said he’d heard my last song once before, sung by a little redheaded woman in California as she hung out her wash.”

Securing her boot laces, Rachell smiled at the single stroke of good fortune she’d received in so many years. “He gave me the name of her husband’s horse ranch and Elizabeth and I have been exchanging letters for the past seven months. She was kind enough to find a job for me, at my request. Her husband’s nephew has a ranch not far from his. I only hope Mr. Darby hasn’t hired another housekeeper. I don’t wish to be a burden on my sister.”

“Ben hasn’t hired anyone else.”

Kneeling over her unlaced boot, Rachell looked up in sharp surprise. Jed stood beside his horse, his arms crossed over his wide chest as he stared down at her. She suddenly realized she’d been prattling on without regard to his presence.


His expressionless gaze sent a shiver down her spine. Just who is this man?

“You know Benjamin Darby?”

“Yes.”

“How was it that my sister came to hire you, Mr. Jed?”

“Your sister didn’t hire me. Buck’s a friend of mine.”

“Buck?”

“Your sister’s husband, Walter ‘Buck’ Coleburn. I volunteered to find you and bring you back safely. You’d make that job a whole lot easier if you’d be truthful with me.”

She dropped her laces and glared at him. “I’ve not said one untruthful word thus far.”

Jed grunted. “Why is Sumner after you?”

“I’ve been working in his establishment for the past four months. I knew he’d be angry when he discovered I’d left, but I never imagined he’d send men after me.”

“You worked in a brothel?”

“A saloon!”

“You’re a whore.”

She sucked in a hard breath before shouting, “I am not!”

Her sharp response surprised Jed. He hadn’t said it as an accusation or a question. Just the simple truth. Apparently, she wasn’t ready to be truthful.

She sprang to her feet, her posture stiff as a soldier’s, her expression as hard and lethal as a warrior ready for battle.

“I sing, Mr. Jed. Nothing more.”

“He hired all those men to fetch a songbird?” Jed shook his head. “I don’t buy it. You must have taken something of his or be something of his. You’re not his mistress?”

“No, I am not. Nor am I a thief. Maxwell knew I was intending to leave. He had gotten it into his mind that I was his woman and had tired of taking no for an answer.”

Jed knew there had to be more to the story than she was telling. He turned away from her harsh glare and mounted his horse. He held his hand out to help her up, but Rachell didn’t move a muscle.


“Comin’?” he asked when she continued to stall.

He couldn’t hold back a grin since she stomped toward him making some sort of growling sound. “Sugar, you can’t weigh a hundred pounds,” he said as he lifted her up and onto his lap. “If he wanted you, what was to stop him from taking you?”

“Titus.”

“What?”

“Titus. He’s been with me for the past five years. When I began to sing in saloons, he protected me from Sumner and others like him.”

Jed noted the distinct sadness in her tone as he urged Sage into motion. “I take it this Titus fellow is no longer around. Your boyfriend ran off?”

“He was a friend, not my boyfriend, and no, he did not run off. Maxwell Sumner had him killed.”

“If you’re so all-fire sure of that, why didn’t you just turn Sumner in to the law?”

“Because the sheriff of Mason County wasn’t about to investigate the murder of a black man. More than likely, he’s the one who shot Titus. Maxwell owns the law in that town.”

The words he’s been with me took on a sour meaning for Jed. “I don’t suppose Titus received wages for his protective services?”

“Half of anything I earned.”

Jed’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “That’s awfully generous for a hired guard.”

She shifted, lifting her hate-filled gaze. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Are you deaf? Titus was more to me than a hired guard. He was the closest friend I’ve ever had. And now he’s dead, because of me.” She twisted, putting her back to him.

“Here,” he said, holding out the large piece of dried beef he’d taken from his saddlebags. She snatched it with a mumbled thank-you.

Jed guided Sage through the moonlit countryside, silently contemplating her story. He wasn’t a man easily swayed by succulent pouting lips and water-filled eyes, but something about Rachell pulled at the hollows of his chest.

A droplet of moisture hit his hand, telling him the glaze of tears he’d seen in her eyes was cascading down her fair cheeks. Yet she didn’t make a sound, refusing to brush the wet trail from her face and draw attention to her emotional release.

Damnation. He didn’t know what to make of this woman. She was lousy at playing the part of a damsel in distress.

He gave himself a silent word of caution. Imps were cunning little creatures, known for their mischief and trouble.










Chapter Two



The man is a barbarian!

He hadn’t even bothered to wake her before dumping her from his lap, sending her stumbling forward then staggering backward. Disoriented and unable to catch her balance, Rachell fell back onto her sore bottom in a flutter of oversized green calico.

She had never fully appreciated the padding of petticoats until now when she was without them. Her thin skirt offered no protection against the hard ground.

Ignoring Jed’s mumbled words of apology, she gazed about the small town, making no effort to rise. Good Lord. How long had she been asleep? As her eyes adjusted to the sunlight, she realized the town was actually a cluster of saloons built inside a narrow mountain crevasse. “Where are we?”

“Charlesville.” Jed stepped down from his saddle. “Get off your butt. We have business to take care of.”

Rachell glared up at the man towering over her with his hands on his hips. Jed turned away and tethered his horse to a hitching rail six feet beyond the double doors of a saloon. Rachell barely suppressed a groan as she stood. The solid, unmoving ground had begun to feel quite good beneath her. She pushed her hair away from her face and gasped as Jed moved behind her, wrapping his hands around the long mass of tangles.

“You need a horse,” he said as he tied her hair back with his handkerchief. “Can you ride?”

“Yes, I can ride.” She stepped away from him the second his hands left her hair.

Jed ignored her inquisitive gaze. Hell if he knew what had possessed him to take the liberty of tying her hair back. Must be my lack of sleep. He’d ridden the entire night, intermittently looking down at the woman sleeping in his arms.

She’d fought hard to stay awake, but he imagined she hadn’t slept much, if at all, in the past few days. Once she’d lost the battle and drifted to sleep, she had slept sounder than he thought anyone possibly could on horseback. She’d curved around him like a warm blanket, damn near crawling inside his shirt.

She’d been pretty in the moonlight, but in the warm glow of the early-morning sun, she’d been downright sensual. Every soft sigh that left her throat as she nuzzled against his warmth had torn at his flesh. When they’d finally reached Charlesville he’d been so desperate to get her off him, he’d simply shoved her from his lap, realizing too late, she’d still been pretty much asleep. He was lucky she’d landed on her butt and hadn’t been hurt.

“We’ll find you a horse then get you into some decent riding clothes,” he said as he walked past her.

“Unless there’s food included in this plan of yours, I’m liable to eat the horse rather than ride it.”

“And food,” he agreed.

“I’m starving.”

“First we’re getting a horse.”

“Food,” she insisted, coming up behind him.

“Horse,” he countered and increased his stride.

“You’re intentionally being disagreeable because you’ve made up your mind not to like me!”

Jed stopped, turning back at the sound of her sharp voice.

Concentrating on keeping up with his long-legged strides, Rachell nearly ran into the rigid surface of his body. She skidded to a stop and met his hard gaze with one of her own.

“It doesn’t matter a whit whether I like you or not,” Jed said matter-of-factly. “You’re Buck’s sister-in-law and I gave my word I’d bring you back safe and sound. Starving you wouldn’t rightly be to my benefit, now would it?”

“Uh, Jed?” called a shaky voice from behind Rachell.

She spun around to find a tall blond man standing behind her with his gun drawn and aimed straight at Jed’s chest.

“Howdy, Emmit,” Jed greeted in a casual tone. “Thought that was you headed this way.”

Rachell’s gaze whipped back to Jed. His lips eased into a smile as though the man had extended his hand in welcome and not a loaded gun.

“Nice shiny badge you have on your vest,” Jed continued in his calm voice. “Who was crazy enough to make you a sheriff?”

“Uh… Judge Widell. Real sorry ’bout this, Jed, but it seems I have to place you under arrest.”

Jed’s expression stoned over. “Tell me Widell is not in Colorado.”

The young sheriff shifted uneasily. “Wish I could. You gonna come peacefully or…you gonna shoot me dead?”

Rachell and the timid lawman jumped as a burst of unexpected laughter rumbled from Jed’s chest.

“Hell, Emmit. I hope that’s not the line you use to apprehend all your criminals.”

“No, sir,” he said with a slight grin. “I know you ain’t a criminal, as well as I know you could drop me with your six-shooter or the blade sheathed at your waist before I could pull this damn trigger. Judge Widell insisted I approach you armed and escort you over to his courtroom.”

“Then you better unarm me before you shoot the lady by mistake.”

Stunned, Rachell watched Jed lift his arms into the air, surrendering without protest. “You’re just going to let him arrest you?”


The insufferable rogue had the nerve to smile. “I can’t shoot Emmit. We go way back.”

“You haven’t even asked the charge!”

“Murder, ma’am,” replied the sheriff, tucking Jed’s gun into his waistband. He lifted a long menacing looking knife from a scabbard behind Jed’s holster.

“What? My sister sent a wanted criminal after me?”

“Jed ain’t no criminal, ma’am,” the sheriff said in a firm tone she hadn’t thought him capable of. “I’m guessin’ there’s jus’ some confusion that needs clearin’ up. Jed wouldn’t kill a man unless there’s due cause.”

“Do you often find cause?” she demanded. Exhaustion and hunger gave way to a wave of fury. “Just how many men have you killed?”

“Only three in the past twenty-three hours.”

“You mean…but how…that was only last night.”

“Word spreads like wildfire. Ain’t that so, Emmit?”

“Yes, sir. ’Specially when there’s talk of Shadow Canyon. Ma’am, you’ll need to come along with us.”

“Get your hands off me.” Rachell’s palm met the back of the sheriff’s hand with a loud snap as he reached for her arm.

“Ouch! I was just tryin’ to escort you—”

“I can manage without your assistance, thank you.”

Jed couldn’t fight his smile as Rachell stomped toward him, her face flushed with anger. He was beginning to see why Sumner had sent four men after this one tiny woman.

“You know this judge?” she asked, moving close beside him.

“Yep.”

“Please tell me he’s another friend of yours.”

“Not hardly. Widell’s a circuit judge from hell.”

A deep sense of dread washed over Rachell as she watched all the warmth drain from Jed’s face. He took her by the elbow and guided her toward the double swinging doors.

Lord, she hated saloons.

A rumble of conversation dropped to low murmurs as she stepped inside. The smell of smoke and whisky was enough to make her gag. She was surprised to see over a dozen men seated at tables scattered across one side of the dimly lit room, many with whisky-filled tumblers sitting in front of them.

Shouts of greeting rang out when Jed strode in behind her. Jed acknowledged a few by name. He followed Sheriff Emmit to a table a few feet in front of the bar. Placed atop the bar was what she assumed to be a makeshift court bench. An elderly judge resided behind the block of polished wood. His chair, placed upon some sort of platform, set him above everyone in the room.

His face a network of folds and wrinkles, the man looked to be a full hundred years old. A pair of wire spectacles sat upon his bulbous nose. His fingers laced across his chest stood out against his ebony robe like long, white bones, lapping over knobby knuckles. A few remaining strands of white hair swerved around his head. The elderly judge looked down at her with squinted eyes as she followed Jed to the table at the center of the saloon.

A large burly man stood in front of the bar with his arms folded across his thick chest. He nodded, his lips showing the hint of a grin as Jed stepped up to the table. “Howdy, Jed.”

“Buster,” Jed replied. Rachell stared up at the man beside her in disbelief. Did he know everyone in all of Colorado?

“Jed Doulan,” croaked the judge. “Must be near fifteen years since I’ve seen yer mug. Should’ a known it was too good to last.”

So the ogre does have a last name!

“What’s this, the sixth time I’ve seen you before my court?”

“Judge Widell,” Jed responded in a dry tone. “I believe it is. Figured you’d have put down stakes by now, or did you run out of cattle rustlers and horse thieves to hang in Texas?”

“Stakes? Why should I limit myself to one stuffy courthouse when there’s dens of sin all over this land needin’ my justice? Trouble is, I seem to find you in every one of ’em. I knew you was a hellion the first time I laid eyes on you in Texas.”


Rachell watched the two men exchange a quick smile, yet Jed had implied they weren’t friends.

“Damn shame what happened to that little squaw of yers. You did the world a favor by huntin’ down that pack of vermin. Don’t suppose I’m seein’ you today under those type of circumstances?”

“No.”

Rachell peered up at the man beside her. His little squaw had obviously met some horrible fate, yet Jed’s staunch expression never wavered. Cold gray eyes stared straight ahead.

“Whelp, you and the lady know why you’re here, so let’s get this started. Buster!”

The burly man walked forward and held out a large Bible.

“If you’ll each place your right hand on the Bible,” Buster instructed.

Rachell pulled in a deep breath as she lifted her shaky hand and placed it next to Jed’s.

“Do you swear before God to tell the truth?”

“I do,” she said in unison with Jed.

Judge Widell leaned forward, peering down at them like a beady-eyed vulture. “You sure got some bigwig stirred up with yer business in Weaver. He’s harpin’ murder to every rail-town in the area. Seems you shot his boy. This Sumner feller’s also claimin’ you kidnapped his fiancée.”

“I am not his fiancée!”

Judge Widell didn’t pay any attention to Rachell, but kept his eyes on Jed.

“Are you tellin’ me all this ain’t on account of yer lady, there?” Judge Widell continued, motioning toward Rachell.

“Mrs. Carlson is not my lady.”

A white eyebrow rose high into his forehead. “Is that so? She was sure fussin’ at you like she was yer lady.”

The room echoed with low chuckles as he turned his gaze toward Rachell. “Missy, you got petticoats on under that skirt?”

The skin of Rachell’s face sizzled as Jed released a low groan. “I, uh—” She glanced up at Jed, but he offered her no assistance, keeping his focus on the judge.

“Spit it out, missy. Either you do or you don’t.”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Jed, what are you doin’ ridin’ around with a woman on yer lap who ain’t even wearin’ petticoats? Where’s her husband?”

“She’s a widow. He died in the War Between the States.”

“Blue or gray?” the judge barked.

“Gray?” Jed finally glanced down at her.

“Yes. He was a lieutenant in the Confederate army.”

“Honorable, honorable,” the judge said, nodding his head. “Lost too many good men on both sides. Let’s move on to the charges at hand. Three counts of murder, destruction—”

“Now wait just a damn minute,” Jed roared. “I no more murdered—”

“No one raises their voice in my courtroom but me!”

“Damn it—”

“One more profane word out of you, Jed, and I’ll have you tossed into jail and leave you there. Have you forgotten the month you’n yer injun’ friend spent behind bars for such behavior in my courtroom? You shot three men dead. The charge is murder.”

Rachell watched Jed’s muscles flex against the strained fabric of his shirt in his obvious attempt to control his temper.

“I can see you’re itchin’ to tell yer side of the story, so let’s jump right to it. I suppose you’re gonna say you fired that side iron of yers in self-defense?”

“Damn straight!”

Widell narrowed his eyes. “A Yes, Yer Honor will suffice. So you did nothin’ to provoke those poor dead souls?”

“I suppose they weren’t too pleased by my taking Mrs. Carlson, but she gave her full consent to leave the premises under my protection. I didn’t draw my weapon ’til I saw them go for theirs. I’d have been just as willing to leave without a ruckus.”

“But y’all knew that wudn’t gonna happen. Didn’t ya?”


Rachell glanced up at Jed who only shrugged his wide shoulders.

“If she ain’t yer lady, why are you blazin’ yer gun for her?”

“She’s Buck Coleburn’s sister-in-law. I came to escort her safely to California.”

Judge Widell’s face lit with a wide smile, lifting a web of wrinkles. “A woman finally branded that ol’ horse peddler?”

“Yep.”

“Well good for him! Ain’t nothin’ better for a man’s soul than a good woman.” He paused, leaning forward onto his elbows. “So, yer takin’ the little lady to California then?”

“That’s what I said,” Jed seethed in a tone of clear impatience.

Rachell had the impression that Judge Widell was enjoying Jed’s riled state.

“I suppose you’ll be rushing her to California straight away?” he said, peering over the top of his spectacles.

“No.”

Rachell’s head snapped up. “No? But—”

“Hush yer mouth, missy. When I want to hear from you I’ll address you directly.” Judge Widell reclined in his chair, a slow smile stretching his lips as he returned his attention to Jed. “So, the pretty lady has trouble on her tail, does she?”

“That seems to be the case.” Jed glared down at her with his wintery eyes. Rachell glared right back. It wasn’t her fault!

“Usually is with the pretty ones,” the judge commented. “So, just where do you plan to take the lady?”

“Nevada.”

“Uh-huh. You could wait here for ’em. I’ll see that you get a fair trial after the killin’ and be happy to serve swift justice to those who go against you and manage to keep livin’.”

Rachell sucked in a gasp. She could have sworn he’d just given Jed permission to kill and offered assistance with the leftovers. He was visibly agitated when Jed declined the offer.

“Suit yerself,” he snipped. “Is she a lady of a respectable stature?”


“She claims to be.”

“Uh-huh.” Judge Widell skimmed her over, his expression reflecting Jed’s skepticism. Rachell told herself it didn’t matter what any of them thought.

“So, you’ll be traveling alone,” the judge added.

There was a distinct change in Jed’s posture. His stance widened, his strong body seemed coiled to strike as though someone had pulled a gun on him. “What are you getting at, Judge?”

“Just gettin’ the facts straight so I can make a fair judgment. So you’re claimin’ you fired yer gun in self-defense. You got collaboration to that effect?”

“Mrs. Carlson will attest to the fact. You won’t find a soul in Weaver who’ll say different.”

“All right then, self-defense it is. As for disturbing the peace and destruction of property, yer fine’s three hundred dollars.”

Rachell sucked in a sharp breath. Three hundred dollars!

“Fair enough.”

Shocked, she looked up at Jed’s relaxed expression. Hopefully he had three hundred dollars. She didn’t have a dollar to her name.

“Five dollars for the marriage license,” the judge said quickly, “and we’re done.”

“Marriage license?” shrieked Rachell.

“Wait just a damn minute!” Jed roared simultaneously.

“You know the law, Jed. She’s an unchaperoned lady traveling in the presence of a man.”

“We’re not in Texas and she’s a widow!”

Judge Widell stood, shouting over them. “Defendant is found innocent on all counts of murder, by the powers invested in me I now pronounce you man and wife!” He rapped his gavel. “Court adjourned!”

Rachell suddenly felt dizzy. “This can’t be legal!”

“Damn it, Widell! You have no cause to—”

“I’m old, not blind, Jed! I watched you ride into this town. I saw the way you was lookin’ at her before you dumped her in the dirt. You ought to be thankful I’m thinkin’ of yer soul.”

His words reduced Jed’s protest to muffled curses. Rachell gaped up at him. Surely not! The man couldn’t stand her.

Buster strode toward them and placed a document on the table.

“If you want to ride out of this town with the lady, you’ll sign the paper,” said Judge Widell.

Jed held the judge’s gaze for a long, silent moment before he took the pen from Buster. He scribbled his name onto the bottom of the marriage document then held the writing quill out to her. “Sign the damn paper.”

Dear Lord, she did not want to be married to this man. But she supposed a temporary bind didn’t really matter. After all, she’d already spent a year of her life in a paper-bound marriage.

“My gun and my blade,” she heard Jed say to the sheriff as she signed her name.

“Here’s how it’s gonna work,” called Widell. “If you can get that pretty redhead to California without consummatin’ the marriage, you’ll have no trouble gettin’ an annulment. Although, if I’s a bettin’ man, I’d wager yer married for life, Jed Doulan.”

Laughter erupted throughout the now crowded saloon. Rachell was hauled up and slung over Jed’s wide shoulder. “Put me down,” she shouted, trying to ignore the lewd comments following them from the farce of a courtroom.

“Button your lip, wife.”

He swung into his saddle, still holding her like a sack of potatoes.

“I am not your wife! Put me down!”

His hands clamped around her waist as he brought her down onto his lap. “I swear, woman, if you don’t shut that—”

She slammed her fists against his chest. “I will not be tossed about like a sack of oats!”

“You better get control of those hands before I hog-tie you and throw you over the back of this saddle.”


“You wouldn’t dare!” Rachell froze as her gaze settled on his fierce expression. He looked mad enough to do that and worse. She hoped he didn’t see the fear that spiked through her at the sight of his cold eyes. “Why aren’t we going to California?” she asked, annoyed that her voice was soft as a whisper.

“I know trouble when it’s biting me in the ass,” he said as he urged his horse into motion. “I’ll be damned if I’m taking it back to my ranch.”

“Your ranch?”

“The Double D. The Darby and Doulan Ranch. Ben is my partner. He has two young boys and his wife recently had a baby. They don’t need your trouble. You won’t step foot onto our place ’til I’m sure you’re not being followed.”

“You can’t—”

Jed reined his horse to a hard stop. Unrelenting eyes glared down at her. “Lady, let’s get somethin’ straight. I’m in charge of this rescue operation. I can do anything I damn well please.”

“What about the horse and clothes? Food! You said—”

“I changed my mind. I’m getting out of this damn town before anything else goes wrong.”

 

Try to do someone a favor and get saddled with a wife!

The scenario was all too familiar. How many times can a man be wed against his will in one lifetime?

For Jed, that total had just hit twice in his thirty-nine years. The marriage he’d blindly walked into a lifetime ago suddenly seemed as though it had happened only yesterday. He’d been nineteen when he’d tracked down the two Indians who’d jumped his friends in their sleep, robbing them of all but their boots and drawers. He’d been amused to discover Buck and Tom had been hog-tied and shystered by a ten-year-old Ute Indian boy and his eighteen-year-old sister.

Raised by a Cherokee and able to speak a few Indian dialects, Jed learned that Running Bear and Malika were trying to get home after escaping from a rival tribe. Had he even suspected that their father would give him the hand of the very daughter he’d brought home in appreciation for their safe return, he wouldn’t have escorted them into their camp.

Before he had a firm handle on their language and what was happening, he’d been shoved into a teepee with his pretty young bride. And there’d been damn little either of them could do about it, without bringing shame upon Malika and insulting her father.

In the three years they spent traveling between the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevadas they’d had their enjoyable moments, but in all that time, she’d never been truly happy with him. Jed was certain he had loved Malika. He respected her courage and strength. He’d spent three years trying to prove his worthiness of her love, as she proved that all the passion in the world couldn’t penetrate a heart betrayed by fate.

Despite the passion they’d discovered in one another, he wasn’t the brave she’d pledged her love to, the brave who’d died trying to protect her the night she’d been abducted. She’d reminded Jed of that fact until her very last breath.

He wasn’t a man who had to learn a lesson twice. He’d offer his soul to the devil before opening his heart to another woman.

As frustrated and angry as he was about his current situation, Jed couldn’t ignore Rachell’s hunger. She wasn’t any happier about the unexpected turn of events. Unlike his marital tie to Malika, his marriage to Rachell could be easily severed.

He reached back into one of his saddlebags and pulled out an apple. “Here,” he said, holding it out.

Rachell stared at the green fruit for a long moment before glancing up at him. “You’ve had this all along,” she accused before snatching it.

“You’re not starving to death. But don’t worry. You’ll be having meat for supper.” Her green eyes lit up, bringing the start of a smile to Jed’s mouth. “Didn’t those bad men feed you, Imp?”

“My name is Rachell Carlson.”

“Actually, sugar, your name is Rachell Doulan.”


Her eyes widened, and Jed laughed out loud.

“You don’t seriously think—”

“Calm down. We’ll get an annulment as soon as we reach California.”

She shifted, taking a loud bite from the apple as she turned her back to him.

Unable to fight his smile, Jed knew his lack of sleep was affecting his mind. He should still be steamed over Widell’s underhanded courtroom shenanigans, but Rachell’s flashing green eyes and stricken expression at his announcement of her new last name had somehow taken the edge off his anger.

This woman didn’t care for him one bit, which suited Jed just fine. The wide stretch of land between them and Nevada required an aggressive spirit. Judging by the glint in Rachell’s eyes and the rigid set of her spine, she planned to fight him like a cornered mountain lion the whole way.










Chapter Three



The afternoon sun glared overhead as Jed reined in his horse. Rachell felt him pluck his black hat from her head, where he’d placed it hours earlier, saying her fair skin didn’t need any more sun. The man’s dark mood and harsh tongue certainly contrasted to his unexpected consideration and gentle touch, which continued to catch Rachell off guard.

“Sage is done for the day,” Jed said, lifting Rachell from his lap. “We’ll make camp here.”

She managed to suppress a groan as he eased her to the ground. Her body ached from head to toe. She was tired, hungry and, after not having had a bath for days on end, she was filthy. Hearing the distant sound of rushing water, her mood began to brighten. A bath would improve her spirits considerably.

“Mr. Doulan—”

“Damn it, woman,” he said as he slung out of his saddle. “My name is Jed.”

“I prefer to call you Mr. Doulan, thank you.” Rachell thought it best to keep as much formality as possible between herself and her temporary spouse. The slow smile etching across his lips reaffirmed that decision. Calculating gray eyes warmed as he gazed down at her. Not with merriment, but pure mischief.


Rachell tensed. He had no right to be so almighty confident, and dreadfully good-looking.

“Suppose I prefer to call you Mrs. Doulan?”

“You will not.” She fumed as his smug smile widened. A single black eyebrow arched high into his forehead.

Blast it all! She did not like this man. “Fine,” she conceded. “Jed, do you have any soap? I’ve been collecting trail dust for over a week and wish to clean up a bit.”

He studied her for a long moment. “If you’d like to wash your hands before we eat, sure. If you’re askin’ to lather some all over your smooth ivory skin, the answer’s no.”

“Very well,” she said in a light tone, refusing to show her disappointment. It took no small effort. She’d not had a decent bath in two weeks, but she would make do with the fresh water. “Do you have a cloth then?”

He reached into his saddlebags, pulled out a white rag and tossed it to her. “Don’t be all day about it. We have a camp to set up. I’m not your damned servant. And don’t be splashing about like a duckling,” he called after her. “You never know who or what might be in the area.”

“Thank you,” she chimed, walking away.

As Rachell approached the river’s edge, listening to the rush of the rapid current, watching the white caps of water twisting and slapping against the rocks, her heart began to thunder in her chest. Spotting a shallow cove a few yards down, she continued downstream. She stopped at the edge of the clear, still pool and stared at the rocks beneath the cold water.

She hated rivers. She also hated being filthy. She sat on a nearby boulder to remove her boots, then slowly approached the shallow pool. Three feet deep, four at the most, she told herself. Not enough water to go above her head.

She knew how to swim, but so had Andrew. Rachell hadn’t been in a river since she was nine and watched her twelve-year-old brother slip under a deceptively calm veil of water and never resurface. Luke and Isaac, her older brothers, had frantically searched the water for him, but they couldn’t save him from the river.

This small cove was beyond the reach of the deadly current. There was no undertow to hold her under. She sucked in a deep gasp of air as she took another step toward the edge, striving to shut out the sound of the deadly rushing water only a few feet away.

Rachell glanced at the white cloth in her hand. A sponge bath was not going to do the job. She reached for the bottom of her waistcoat. There was no sense in wasting time on the buttons. The garment hung on her like elephant skin. She whipped it over her head, tossing it aside then quickly dropped the large skirt which barely clung to her hips. She paused as her toes met the ice-cold water.

“You can do this, Rachell.” Drawing another deep breath, she hurried to the center of the shallow pool. Air rushed from her lungs and she sank into the freezing water. Shivering, she briskly ran the cloth over her body. The number of dark bruises marring her arms stunned her. No wonder she was so sore. She was a mess!

Cringing from the very thought of dunking her head, she sucked in another deep gasp and went under, digging her fingers into the dirt-filled tangles. Rachell sprang from the water, her teeth chattering as she hurried toward her discarded clothes.

After wringing the water from her hair, she reached for her dress. As she carefully pulled the skirt over her black-and-blue hip, she thought of Jed’s gentle hands. Jed was a mountain of muscle, yet whenever he stopped to rest or water his horse, he was always careful not to bump her hip. His large hands continually handled her with extreme tenderness.

Unexpected, given his temperament.

Shivering, she picked up her boots and hurried back to their campsite barefoot. She was overjoyed to find a fire burning when she returned. A pot of water sat on a grate above the flames and a bedroll had been spread out beside the fire. But Jed was nowhere to be seen.


Chilled to the bone, she didn’t hesitate as she slid under his blanket. Once she eased her chill, she’d be ready to help with supper. She sighed with relief as she pulled the thick wool over her cold body, surrounding herself in its warmth, and a surprisingly pleasant masculine scent.

 

Dear God, what have I done to deserve this?

Jed froze at the sight of his young bride sleeping soundly in his bedroll.

Why did I have to look downstream?

He suppressed a groan while trying to push the tantalizing image of her perfect, pint-size body from his mind. Crouching beside his pack, he pulled out a cast iron skillet and dropped in two fish. He reached into a deep pouch on his saddlebag and pulled out his last lemon. Cursing his short temper, he carried everything to the fire. He should have taken the time to buy more supplies. What he had left wouldn’t last long, and he surely wouldn’t be finding any fruit trees until he reached his ranch in California.

As he seasoned the fish, his gaze kept wavering to the vision across the fire. He’d been doing his job, he reasoned. After watching her approach a shallow pool of water, he’d scouted a decent perimeter for any signs of danger. Satisfied that all was clear, he’d returned to the river’s edge to catch some trout for supper. Rachell was still standing on the rocky shoreline, staring into a calm pool of water.

And then, before he’d realized what she was about to do, she was as naked as the sunrise, with all its shimmering splendor. The sight had knocked the air from his lungs and all the sense from his head. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from her ivory skin and long auburn hair that radiated in the sunshine. She’d shocked him again by slipping into the frigid water, completely submerging herself. Only then did he find enough sense to step back from the river’s edge.

She must have been desperate for a bath. He wasn’t against bathing in cold mountain streams, and had every intention of bathing later this evening, but most women would go without, rather than endure the bite of the cold water. He almost felt guilty for not allowing her to use his soap.

Almost. The last thing he needed was for this woman to be more enticing. Even his bitter lye soap would be too sweet a scent on her soft skin. His gaze skimmed across her pretty face before he forced himself to look away.

Blazing hell, but he’d never before had so much trouble controlling his wayward thoughts. This little bit of a woman, who’d done nothing but glare and shout at him, was making short work of the disciplined control he usually executed over his mind and body.

Lord save him if she actually tilted those delicate pink lips upward and flashed him a smile.

Deciding not to disturb her sleep, he prepared their food and finished his meal in peace before he went to wake her. His hand barely grazed her shoulder when her arm shot out, fast as a striking snake to combat his touch.

“Jed,” she said, releasing a slow breath as she sat up.

“Good thing you don’t wear a gun,” he said. “Or I’d surely have a hole between my eyes.” He wasn’t sure she’d heard him. Her wide eyes had fastened to the plate he held in his hand, her hunger as transparent as her pale skin.

“You caught fish—biscuits!” She dragged her eyes away from the plate, which he imagined hadn’t been easy for her, and glanced up at the pink-streaked sky behind him.

“Gracious! I didn’t mean to sleep so long.” Guilt-filled eyes met his gaze. “Sorry.”

He couldn’t fight his laughter. “Don’t worry,” he said, handing her the plate. “We’ll find a way for you to earn your keep.”

He read her startled response before she said the words.

“I am not a—”

“That’s not what I meant. You’re Elizabeth’s sister for cryin’ out loud. Just what kind of a bastard do you take me for?”


“I just—”

“Thought I’d take advantage of a woman stuck in my care. Well, sugar, I’m not in the practice of badgering women with unwanted advances.”

“I didn’t intend to be insulting,” she said. “But I know you don’t believe me. I’m not a prostitute.”

Jed held her angry gaze, wanting to press her with questions about the man chasing her, but now wasn’t the time. She didn’t trust him. And at the moment, her word didn’t carry a whole lot of weight.

“Why won’t you believe me?” she demanded.

“Did you lie to your sister about living in Kansas?”

“Only because I was—”

“Did you lie to her about running a boardinghouse?”

“Yes, but—”

“If you’ll lie to your own sister,” he continued, talking over her, “why should I expect you to be truthful with me? I read your letters, Rachell.”

That seemed to surprise her. “Your sister thought the information may be of some use, but we both know those pieces of paper were full of nothing but fabricated stories.”

He saw the anger growing in her eyes, but continued anyway. “I’ll tell you what I do know. You dress like a saloon girl, you admit to working in a saloon, and you’re on the run from a man who either believes you belong to him in a personal manner or views your absence as a profit loss. Now, you can shout innocent songbird all you like, but I say…if it walks like a duck and talks like a duck—”

“I am no more a duck than I am a prostitute!”

“Fine. Sing for me.”

Her eyes popped wide. Her posture stiffened. “What?”

“You say you’re a songbird. Prove it. Let’s hear the voice that drives a man to send a posse across the country just to keep you in his saloon.”

Seemed a fair enough request to him, but judging by the burning rage in her glare, she didn’t agree. The three words that exploded from her mouth confirmed that notion.

“Go to hell!”

He didn’t need this aggravation. “Eat your supper. You have dish detail. There’s water on the fire.” He turned away, grabbed his saddlebags and slung them onto his shoulder. Reaching into one of the pockets, he pulled out one of his shirts and tossed it onto the blanket next to her. “See about working that into some sort of bonnet. Your nose is already starting to peel.” He dropped a rawhide pouch on top of the ivory shirt.

Stunned by his sudden change from hateful to considerate, Rachell watched him grab his rifle and head toward the river.

Now, why did he have to do that? She didn’t want to accept anything from a man who thought she was a liar. Her stomach churned loudly as she eyed two fish fillets, three biscuits and half an apple. More than she’d eaten in a week. That too surprised her.

Most folks attempted to starve her, judging her appetite by her size, but she was certain Jed had given her exactly half of all the food he’d prepared. The succulent aroma tortured her senses. Hungry enough to eat her boots, she broke off a piece of fish and popped it into her mouth. She shuddered from sheer delight. He’d seasoned it—with lemon juice and salt.

After spending a week eating mostly dust and a bit of dried beef, she was certain no finer tasting food had ever touched her tongue. The man knew his business when it came to cooking. She wondered if there was anything he couldn’t master. The probable answer to that question sent a frown sliding across her face.

Pompous know-it-all.

For all his skill and know-how, Jed Doulan was positively infuriating.

 

After eating and doing the chores he’d assigned her, Rachell sat by the fire, stitching the fabric she’d cut up with the shears she’d found in the leather pouch, and intermittently looking at the bedroll spread out on the other side of the low flames.


I don’t need his lousy blankets, she told herself, trying to ignore the cold shivers shaking her body. She and Titus had slept outdoors without such comforts plenty of times in the past five years, although, she’d been smart enough to keep her hair dry and had been wearing more than one thin layer of cotton.

Things just seemed to keep going from bad to worse.

Her life had been a downward spiral since the age of eleven, the day her father had stuck her on an eastbound train. His departing words often played in the back in her mind.

For once in your life, Rachell, try to do as you’re told and stay out of trouble.

Good advice she hadn’t quite mastered. Here she was, in the deepest trouble of her miserable life. Miss Abigail had depicted her future as one of a penniless spinster. A wide smile of satisfaction would surely stretch the old woman’s wilted lips if she could see her now. Her headmistress had been nothing short of elated when she’d informed Rachell that, due to her father’s untimely death, she was being sent back to Louisiana, straight into a war.

Had it not been for her second cousin and childhood friend, James Carlson, she would have been arrested for treason the moment she was escorted off the train by two Confederate officers. Instead, she’d been pulled into James’s arms and kissed flush on the mouth.

The tension she saw behind his dashing smile was enough to keep her from questioning his strange welcome. Only when they were alone, after a rushed wedding ceremony, did she learn that her father had been hanged for treason after her brothers had joined the Union army, and she was suspected of conspiring with the north, passing them information. James had vouched for her, insisting she’d been his loyal intended.

The following day, James had taken her to see another old friend. Titus.

Rachell choked on a sob as the vision of his dashing smile flashed in her mind. Tears scalded her cheeks. She could still feel his strong embrace closing around her as she leapt into his arms. In that moment, she’d felt a true sense of homecoming. James instructed Titus to take her back to the Carlson estate and watch over her until he returned, warning them that the news of their marriage hadn’t been well received.

James had severely understated his family’s animosity toward her. They’d merely tolerated the presence of a Yank’s daughter. James had only managed two brief visits over the next year, until his older brother Malcom had returned home, informing her that her husband was dead. Both of her older brothers had already been reported as casualties to the North. A week later, Malcom cornered her in the stables, claiming he would take over James’s husbandly duties. Titus came to her aid, knocking him out with the back of a shovel.

They had to leave.

They’d stayed constantly on the move. Singing had always paid far better than the seamstress work she sometimes took, and though Titus hated her being in the saloons, he couldn’t deny they needed the money. If she hadn’t been in those saloons, she never would have found her sister.

It was their plan to go to California, but progress was slow. They’d been saving to purchase supplies for the trip. When she took the job with Maxwell Sumner, she’d hoped it would be her last. They’d been so close, intending to leave within the week. But they had stayed too long and Titus paid for their mistake.

Pain surged through her as she remembered his strong body sprawled on the back stoop of the apartments, his blood pooled around him. She must have been in shock, or she never would have allowed Maxwell to lead her into his private upstairs office. In the four months she’d worked at the Nightingale Saloon, she’d never been up there. Her attention had immediately fixed on an enormous portrait hung behind his desk. A woman with auburn hair, green eyes and pale skin lounged on a green velvet couch. Her scarlet dress resembled the gowns Maxwell had given Rachell for her shows. She had immediately asked who the woman was.

Maxwell stunned her by responding, “You, my love.” He’d clamped hands over her wrists so forcefully she’d thought he would crush her bones. His eyes had been wild with fury as he told her she wouldn’t get away from him again.

The man was delusional. He didn’t even know her true name. Knowing The Nightingale Saloon drew a large crowd and would pay well, she’d walked in and introduced herself as Miss Nightingale. Maxwell had hired her on the spot, and he’d paid her well. And then he killed Titus.

Because of me.

She knew Maxwell was taken by her, but never could have imagined to what degree. It wasn’t her he was obsessed with—it was the woman in the portrait. Seeing the conviction in his eyes, she’d never been so terrified, until she saw his son board the train in Nevada.

He wouldn’t let her go.

Dear God. She hadn’t thought of bringing such danger into her sister’s home.

Pulling in a shaky breath, she lifted her gaze and was startled to find Jed’s silver eyes staring back at her. He stood at the edge of the clearing, silent as a shadow, barely visible in the darkness.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine.” She turned her back to him and wiped roughly at her tear-streaked face, annoyed he’d caught her crying.

“What were you thinking about to put such fear in your eyes?”

“None of your business.”

“You’re shivering,” he said as he approached her. “Here, this will warm you up a bit.”

She shrugged his long coat from her shoulders and threw it back at him. “I don’t want your coat!”

“Suit yourself.” Jed shrugged it back on, walked around the fire and sat on his bedroll.

Damn, but she’s a stubborn woman. Her flimsy dress wasn’t enough to keep her warm. Long, damp hair clung to her shoulders and back in tangled clumps. She rested her head on her raised knees, clamping her arms around her legs, and still she shivered.

Her choice, he thought as he stretched out on his bedroll. He folded his arms under his head and gazed up at the night sky. For a lady schooled in the fine laws of propriety and proper etiquette, she sure had a hot temper. But her temper hadn’t shadowed her tear-glazed eyes before she’d caught him staring at her. He’d seen fear.

It’s not my business, he reminded himself. Just as soon as he shook the trouble off her tail, she’d be Buck’s problem, not his. She’d surely hate him by the time they reached California and would have no intention of staying on at the Double D.

He hoped.

A half hour later, Jed had watched Rachell shiver for as long as he could stand. The little fool’s teeth had started chattering. He stood and silently walked around the fire.

Rachell gasped as she felt herself being lifted into Jed’s warm arms. He easily suppressed her struggle, pressing her firmly into the warmth of his chest. Lord, was he warm, and strong. “Jed, I—”

“Hush. You’re freezing.”

He set her onto his bedroll, and Rachell was hit by a shaft of panic. She instantly tried to move away as he stretched out beside her.

“Damn it, Rachell!” He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her back beside him.

Paralyzed by fear, Rachell stared up at him as he loomed over her. His silver eyes shone like twin moons in the low light of the fire. He was convinced she was a prostitute and she was legally his wife. Lord help her if he insisted on taking a husband’s liberties, she was nowhere near strong enough to stop a man his size.

“Rachell? Do you really think I would harm you?”

Jed could feel her heart pounding against his arm and was stunned by the fear clearly visible in every line of her face. He eased back, loosening his hold on her. “I’d never force myself on you, or any woman. You’re safe with me.”

He felt her shudder as she continued to stare up at him, and hoped it was in relief. “Go to sleep,” he said, turning her away from him. He pulled her close, wrapping her inside his coat with him then pulling his blanket over them.

He reached out, capturing one of her hands in his. It felt like a small block of ice in his palm.

“You truly would have frozen to death! Turn around here and shove those hands inside my coat.”

She didn’t argue, allowing him to shift her position. He gathered her close, lifting her head onto the cushion of his arm, again closing her inside his jacket.

Her cold nose pressed against his neck as she shivered against him. As cold as she was, he was surprised she had the strength to put up the fight she had. Her stubborn pride wasn’t only aggravating, it was damn hazardous.

“Jed?” she called a while later.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you…for—”

“It’s been a long day,” Jed cut in. “Just go to sleep.”

The sound of her voice and the feel of her breath against his neck wasn’t helping the stimulating effect her tiny body stirred inside him. And he surely didn’t want her to say something in a moment of exhaustion she would regret tomorrow. They had a long way to travel under such close quarters. Her temper was as good a barrier as any to keep between them.

“I never meant to cause so much trouble,” Rachell whispered a few minutes later.

Jed’s deep laugh surprised her.

“Don’t worry, Imp. I’ll get you to California safe and sound. Count on it.”

His deep, gentle tone sent shivers clear to Rachell’s toes, shivers that were a far cry from the cold tremors that had shaken her body moments ago. He obviously felt them and tucked the blanket tightly around her.

For a hard man, Jed could be incredibly tender.

Under all his harsh glares and rude remarks, Jed Doulan was a good man. She closed her eyes and settled against the warmth of his body, awed by the feeling of safety she felt while lying in the arms of a complete stranger.

A stranger who had bathed, she realized. A strong scent of lye lingered from his warm skin.

He had bathed with soap!










Chapter Four



Hearing a soft, feminine voice call his name, Jed slowly roused. He opened an eye, peering at the fire-haired woman lying on her back beside him in the dim light of early dawn.

“Yeah?” His other eye opened. Both eyes blinked as his vision cleared. His brow creased in confusion at her curious expression. Her green eyes were wide as saucers.

“What’s wrong?” Surely he would have awakened at the slightest sound of approaching danger.

“Your hand,” she said in a quivering breath. “It’s—”

Jed suddenly became aware of smooth soft skin beneath his palm. “Holy smoke!”

He pulled his hand away from the soft swell of her breast and scrambled backwards. How the hell had his hand gotten under her waistcoat?

“I swear I didn’t do that on purpose.”

“I know,” she said, sitting up, banding her arms around her chest as she turned away from him.

“Why didn’t you push me away?” Jed sat back on his heels. The feel of her breast under his palm had shocked him awake and damn if he wasn’t already fully aroused! He rubbed his hand against his thigh, trying to rub out the tingling sensation the firm tip of her breast had left in his skin.


“I tried, but you only pulled me closer and…you’re quite strong.”

Jed’s eyes moved over her trembling body. From her side profile, he saw red staining her pale cheeks. For a working girl, she sure acted like a woman who’d never been touched.

Oh, Lord. Perhaps he’d been rough and hurt that petal-soft skin in his sleep. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

She vigorously shook her head, swaying the twisted, tangled flames of her hair across her back and shoulders.

“You’re all right, then?”

“Yes,” she said, although her voice was barely audible.

“Rachell, look at me.”

He waited for her flushed face to meet his gaze. “You’re sure I didn’t hurt you?”

“I’m sure,” Rachell assured him, stunned by the sincerity of his concern. He hadn’t hurt her at all, in fact, her pulse still hammered in her veins from the volatile effect his roaming hand had had on her surprisingly sensitive body. She stood and stepped over the rumple of blankets. “I need to go…find a privy.”

By the time she came back from the bushes, Jed had a small fire started. He picked up his saddlebags as she walked into camp.

“I’m gonna go down to the river and see about catching some trout. Make yourself useful by whipping up some biscuits and coffee while I’m gone. There’s supplies in my pack.” He motioned to a large canvas sack.

“Biscuits?” Rachell looked back to tell him she didn’t know the first thing about cooking, but he had disappeared into the trees.

How does he do that? The man had to weigh a good two hundred pounds. Her gaze moved between the fire and Jed’s supplies. “Biscuits?”

She’d never attempted such a feat, but how hard could it be?

 

“Oh, fiddle!”

Rachell’s mouth twisted into an unhappy curve as she stared into the cast-iron skillet. She had used flour, salt and water, and though the white lumps were in the shape of biscuits, they didn’t have that fluffy feel. Again she tapped her fork against the rocklike surface. Should I try again? She had already tossed two batches of stones into the bushes and had used up most of the flour. Why wouldn’t they stay soft?

“What the hell is that?”

Rachell jumped at the sound of Jed’s hard voice directly above her. “Biscuits?” she ventured, glancing up at the man who was peering over her shoulder.

Lord! She stared up at the dark hair of his muscular chest. As her eyes roved his exposed body, she discovered she wasn’t the first person who’d been aggravated enough to shoot the man, for someone had done just that. His body bore two scars from bullet wounds. One in his left shoulder, the other above his right hip.

She felt slightly dizzied as her eyes followed the narrowing trail of dark hair across the sculpted muscles of his abdomen before the thin dark strip disappeared beneath the low waistband of his buckskin britches. Never in her life had she seen such a magnificent—

“You can’t even cook?”

Rachell’s gaze darted up from the staggering view of Jed’s muscular torso. She shook her head. Anger crept across his face, tightening his sharp features.

“Then why did you waste my supplies?”

“I tried—”

“What type of woman can’t cook a damn biscuit?” he shouted as he grabbed the skillet, tossing the petrified clumps into the fire. “Didn’t they teach you anything useful in that god-damned ladies’ academy? Of course not!”

He turned away from her and stormed toward his supplies. “That’s what servants and slaves are for, isn’t that right, Mrs. Carlson? Well I’ll be damned to the deepest, darkest regions of hell before I’ll be your servant. You got that, Mrs. Carlson? So you better figure out how to do something besides sit there and look pretty.” He crouched beside his pack and began rummaging through his supplies.

Oh, goodness. He’s not going to be happy when he finds the near-empty sack.

To her surprise, he closed the bag and sat back on his heels, not saying a word. He rolled his broad shoulders, flexing the tight muscles beneath the bronze, scarred skin of his back.

He’s mad.

His gaze snapped toward her, his narrowed eyes seething with anger.

No, he’s furious.

She didn’t understand the foreign language that fell from his mouth as he stood and dropped the skillet into the dirt, but she was certain he wasn’t spouting sonnets. He shrugged on an ivory shirt. Then, grabbing his rifle, he stomped toward the woods.

Rachell didn’t draw an easy breath until he was gone from view. She sat back, pushing her hair away from her face. Her heart thundered painfully in her chest.

She hadn’t actually comprehended his words as he shouted over her, she’d been too stunned by the sheer power she saw in his flexing muscles. But as she sat in the silent tranquility of the woods, his words echoed back in her mind with crystal clarity, and she was quite offended by his insults.

She could cook…meat…maybe. If she tried, she was sure she could! Biscuits were just fickle little things. Plenty of women couldn’t cook biscuits, she assured herself. Why, some people didn’t even eat biscuits!

Her eyes were drawn to his saddlebags. While looking for cooking supplies, she’d found his soap. Not just one, but three full bars. She glanced at the trees Jed had disappeared through then looked around their campsite. No sense in sitting about like a lump when she could be scrubbing off two weeks’ worth of grime.


 

Returning from the river, Rachell felt a pang of guilt as she followed a mouthwatering aroma back to camp and spotted Jed crouched beside the low-burning fire, preparing his breakfast.

Needing to warm herself after the freezing cold but worthwhile bath, she continued toward the fire.

“All primped up?” Jed asked in a cool tone, keeping his eyes on the skillet he held over the flames as she sat across from him.

“You can use those powerful legs to take a long leap straight to hell, Mr. Jed,” she snapped before she could restrain her flippant tongue.

Heavens. She was regressing into the belligerent tomboy of her youth.

“Too much longer with you, and I’ll go willingly, just to be free of your worthless hide.” He didn’t spare her a glance as he flipped the flat bread he was cooking over the fire.

A moment later he dropped a plate in front of her. Rachell’s mouth watered and she looked at the tin plate filled with chunks of meat and two steaming pieces of a strange flat bread. She closed her eyes, trying not to breathe in the heavenly scent.

She wouldn’t accept his food. She’d eaten a large supper. Surely she could hold out until later, when she could hunt for something herself.

Jed ate most of his breakfast before he glanced up. He was surprised to find Rachell sitting with her eyes closed and her plate still on the ground, exactly where he’d dropped it.

Her stubbornness was going to drive him insane.

“Why aren’t you eating?” he asked in a deceptively even tone.

“I’m not hungry,” she said, meeting his gaze for only a moment.

“Lady, you can eat enough to fill a full-grown cowpuncher, and I don’t care to listen to the roar of your stomach all afternoon. Swallow some of that stubborn pride and eat.”

“I’m not hungry,” she repeated, crossing her arms and staring into the fire.


“The hell you’re not!” Thunderation, the woman was impossible. “You’re just mad because I stormed at you for wasting a week’s worth of supplies to sculpt stones.”

She didn’t respond.

“I’m sorry for shouting at you,” he said, biting out each word. “Is that better?”

Narrowed green eyes met his gaze. “No, you’re not.”

Heaven help him, he was going to throttle the woman. “I don’t say things I don’t mean and I don’t lie.” He was sorry he had yelled at her. He should have taken her over his knee and tanned her sassy little ass. Next time he’d know better.

“If you don’t lie,” she said, arching a slender eyebrow, “why did you tell me you didn’t have enough soap for bathing? I found three bars in your saddlebags.”

“I never said that.”

“Yes, you did. You said you didn’t have enough to waste on a bath.”

“No. I said I didn’t have any I’d let you use for a bath. I didn’t say there wasn’t enough.”

She continued to glare at him over the fire. “Last night, when you walked down to the river, you bathed with soap. I could smell it.”

“It’s my soap. What are you griping about? You helped yourself to all the lather you pleased while I was cooking. I can smell it from here.”

“You lied.”

Damn it! When he saw her sink into that freezing water, he knew this one would come back to bite him in the ass. He should have given her the damn soap. But he wasn’t about to admit it. He’d already apologized for shouting at her, which was more than she deserved, and what did she do, but throw it back in his face?

Time to nip this in the bud, he thought, pushing his plate aside as he rose. He crouched in front of her, picked up her plate and held it out to her. “Rachell, if you don’t take this plate and eat your damn food, I’ll hold you down and feed you every last bite myself. That’s a promise.”

If looks could kill, her devil eyes would have put him six feet under, but she took her plate and shoved a piece of tortilla into her mouth. “That a girl,” he said with a wide smile, patting her on the head before dodging her fist.

“That just cost you a tortilla,” he said, snatching one from her plate as he stood. “Eat up. We’re leaving as soon as I saddle Sage.” He turned and strode off in the direction of his hobbled horse.

 

She’s in a tizzy about something, Jed thought as he walked back into camp a short time later. Rachell’s face was flush with anger as she dug through his pack like a dog with its nose in a gopher hole, making one hell of a mess.

What the hell?

He felt a jolt of alarm when her hand emerged with a knife. At first he thought she might be planning to go after him. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been attacked by his own bride. Malika had had one hell of a violent streak.

Rachell reached around and grabbed a fistful of hair. Realizing she was about to cut it off, he ran into the clearing, grabbed her from behind and secured her hand just before she dragged the blade across the long red strands.

“Let go!” she shrieked, twisting like a wild cat caught by the tail.

“Damn it, woman! Stop before you slit your own throat!” Jed tightened his arm around her, restraining her movement. She was strong for such a tiny thing.

“I’m going to cut my blasted hair!”

“The hell you are,” he said, prying the knife from her hand. He tossed it back into his pack. His hands clamped over her shoulders, turning her to face him. “What the blazes is wrong with you?”

She drew a ragged breath as she glared up at him, her cheeks flushed, her face creased with rage. “I’ve been without a brush for over a week. I can’t get the knots out.” Her green eyes glistened with moisture as she forced each word through clenched teeth. She tried to twist from his grip. Unsuccessful, she lowered her head, struggling to conceal her tears as they spilled down her cheeks.

This was a woman clearly near her breaking point. He didn’t need a half-cracked lunatic on his hands. Jed was tempted to pull her into his arms, sure the emotions she was trying to cap off would rush to the surface in a heavy wave of tears, but he had a feeling her pride wouldn’t take such an emotional release in its stride. She definitely had some strong feelings against him seeing her cry. And he sure as hell didn’t need to be holding this woman in his arms.

Spotting his brush on the ground by her feet, he picked it up. Keeping a hold on one wrist, he turned and led her to a patch of sunlight streaming through the surrounding trees. He sat down and tugged on her wrist. “Sit down.”

She stood rigid in front of him, staring at him as though he were the one who’d lost his mind. He tugged her down in front of him and turned her so that she sat between his legs with her back to him.

“It’s no use,” she ground out as he set the brush against her scalp. “Just cut it!”

“I’ll do no such thing.” He eased the brush through her hair. She gasped when it snagged, gripping her head as though she expected him to muscle it through, ripping the hair from her scalp.

“Move your hands. I won’t hurt you.”

When she didn’t respond, he set the brush down and lifted her hands from her hair. She trembled as he crossed her arms over her stomach and held them there. He lowered his head, talking close to her ear. “Trust me. I can get the knots out without scalping you. Do you trust me not to hurt you?”

Jerkily, she nodded her head. Jed released her and again took the brush. Rachell remained perfectly still as he pulled the coarse bristles through her damp hair. He took his knife from the scabbard at his waist and carefully cut out the stubborn knots that refused to be brushed loose.

When he finally had her hair brushed free of snags, the thick auburn mane flowed across her back like a brilliant, beautiful wave of fire. Jed slid his fingers across the center of her scalp, separating the shimmering mass, revealing her long, slender, kissable neck.

He pushed the two sections over her shoulders then called himself ten kinds of fool for doing something so stupid as running his fingers through the silken flames of her hair. Not just stupid, dangerous.

Damn his ignorant hide. He shouldn’t be attracted to this little charlatan who’d caused him nothing but trouble. So why wasn’t that stopping him?

“Are you braiding my hair?” she asked in a tone of disbelief.

“Yes,” he said, annoyed to discover his voice was so thick, it clogged his throat. “This is a surefire way to keep those tangles out.” She sat perfectly still while his fingers worked the three strands into a long weave.

“Did you braid your wife’s hair?”

The question took Jed by surprise. Had he ever braided Malika’s hair? “No,” he answered a second later, certain Malika would never have allowed him the privilege of such an intimate task. “Just my own.”

Her head whipped around, pulling the near-finished braid from his hand. She gazed up at him with wide eyes. “Your hair? Are you of Indian blood?”

To his surprise, the question carried no negative implications. Pure curiosity sparkled in her eyes.

“No. My sister married a Cherokee Indian when I was six. Laura died in childbirth a year later. I was raised by Shuhquoy.”

“I’m sorry. Did the baby survive?”

Jed shook his head.

“How horrible.” Her shoulders slumped as she dropped her gaze toward her lap. “My mother died in childbirth with me,” she said in a quiet voice. “When I returned from the Academy in New York, Olivia Carlson told me I was the spitting image of my mother. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was part of the reason why my father sent me away, because I reminded him of her.”

She glanced up with somber eyes, and Jed was struck by her youthfulness.

“Although, I really don’t see how my appearance mattered to him in the least. I was rarely in his range of vision.” She took a deep breath. “But that’s neither here nor there.” Her lips tilted slightly upward, her expression brightening.

Jed was amazed by the wide range of emotions that flittered so rapidly across her face. The woman’s eyes were as readable as an open book.

“Elizabeth and Amity raised me.”

“Is Amity another sister?” Jed asked, certain Elizabeth had never mentioned the name.

“No. She was our housekeeper, but more like our mother. I always seemed to be in the way, so I spent a great deal of time in the stables and fields with Titus.”

“You must have been close,” Jed said, noting the sadness that darkened her eyes at the mention of Titus’s name, and somewhat interested to learn more of her past.

“We were raised together. Amity was his mother. He wasn’t a full year older than me. Folks at church used to tease Amity about us being the strangest twins they ever saw. I sang quite a few songs from church on stage. No one seemed to mind, or perhaps they were too drunk to notice.” Her brow puckered as she said, “Hopefully the Lord saw it as missionary work and didn’t take offense at my singing spiritual hymns in such filthy places.”

“Missionary work, huh?” A smile tugged at Jed’s mouth. He was certain that in the complex workings of Rachell’s mind, she truly believed singing hymns in a saloon could be perceived by the Heavens as missionary work. “My folks were missionaries,” he felt inclined to mention. “My father was a preacher. I don’t recall him ever—”


“I’m so sorry,” she cut in. “I didn’t mean to be offensive.”

“Sugar, if you’d let me finish, I was about to say that I don’t recall them ever fishing for lost souls in saloons, but I reckon that’s as fine a place as any to find those who’ve strayed from the Lord.”

That hadn’t been what he was about to say, but something in her sad eyes pricked at his conscience and having said what he did, it did seem to make some sense.

Rachell eyed him warily, apparently just as caught off guard by his supportive statement. After a moment, her lips twisted into a wry grin.

“You’ve obviously adopted much of the Cherokee heritage.”

“I have. With my dark hair and skin, I’m sure most folks we came across took me for a full-blooded Indian boy. Had hair down to my butt ’til I was seventeen.”

Rachell flashed a devastating smile. “Did you wear a headband?”

Damnation. It was bad enough to be talking of such personal matters with her sitting between his legs. He didn’t need to see her smile. He never could have guessed just how enchanting her full smile would be. He’d pictured it in his mind, but he hadn’t come close. “Turn around so I can finish,” he instructed, taking her by the shoulders and twisting her back around.

“Well, did you?” she asked a moment later.

“Did I what?” he said as he separated one side of her hair into three even sections again.

“Wear a headband?”

“What the hell difference does that make?”

“I saw what looked to be a leather headband in your pack. I was just wondering—”

“Yes, I wore a headband, and yes, sometimes I still do. I’ve answered your questions, so now you can answer a few of mine?”

“All right,” she said in a bright voice.

“Why is Sumner after you?”

Her spine stiffened. “I told you, I’m not his—”


“You’ve told me what you’re not, but you haven’t given me a good reason, by any stretch of the imagination, why this man would resort to murder, and track you across the continent to keep you in his saloon.”

“There is no good reason.”

“Sugar, a man doesn’t go through this kind of trouble and expense unless there’s one hell of a reason. I’d like to know what I’m dealing with before I meet up with him in Shadow Canyon.” Jed felt a shudder rack Rachell’s body. “Are you frightened of the man for no reason?”

“He killed Titus,” she said in a strained voice.

“Why?”

“I didn’t know he was in danger. Not until afterward. Titus was dead and Maxwell took me into his office and there was a picture of a woman, but it wasn’t me. He told me he’d not let me go. I did nothing to encourage such behavior. He’s a…a crazy old man!”

“Relax,” Jed said, securing the end of her long braid with pieces of rawhide cording he kept tied to the end of his brush. “You’re not on trial.”

Rachell didn’t respond. Jed tossed the finished braid over her shoulder then turned her head so he could tackle the other side. He had a list of questions he wanted to ask her, but now wasn’t the time. Not with her emotions on edge.

“What happened to your parents?” she asked, breaking the stretch of silence. But if he couldn’t get any answers, he didn’t see the point in talking.

“Why don’t you concentrate on sitting still while I finish this braid?”

“Such an age difference between you and your sister,” she continued, ignoring his comment. “There’s eighteen years between Elizabeth and me, but we had three brothers between us. Do you have other siblings?”

Lord, she must have been deprived of conversation. “No,” he said in a hard tone. “Laura was my half sister. My mother was a widow when she met and married my father.”


“How did they die?”

Hell, she was persistent. “From what I recall, they set out for an Indian camp and didn’t return. I reckon they met some Indians who didn’t much care for the preaching of a white man.”

“Oh my goodness! Do you find it ironic that you were raised in the very culture your parents were trying to convert?”

“I didn’t say they were killed by Cherokee,” Jed clarified. “And I was raised by Shuhquoy, in California mostly. We tended to roam. But I read the Bible and prayed to the God Shuhquoy called Laura’s God. What I do find ironic is my telling you I’d not be your servant, yet here I sit, braiding your hair as though I’m your damn chambermaid.”

“Why did you cut your hair when you were seventeen?”

“Because, like you, it was a pain in the ass to take care of.”

Rachell didn’t say anything, but Jed sensed her smile. He’d also noticed how her posture had relaxed as she sat chattering between his thighs. From the corner of his eye, he saw her hand reach toward his raised knee. Her fingers grazed the fringe at the top of his tall moccasin, sending a lightning charge straight to his groin.

Damnation!

He didn’t like the power this woman had over his body. He shook his head in self-disgust and secured a leather thong around the end of her silky hair. Twenty-three. She’s twenty-three! Ben’s wife was only a year younger, a girl he’d helped raise and considered his daughter in every way that mattered. Rachell was too damn young for him.

“Finished.” He flipped the braid over her shoulder. He pulled out the bonnet he’d tucked into his waistband while folding up his bedroll, and tugged it onto her head.

“Thank you.” Rachell scooted out from between his legs before she got to her feet.

Jed actually winced as he watched her rise, the vivid image of her sweetly shaped backside flashing in his mind. Dear God, he was pathetic. He hung his head like a whipped dog, resting his forearms on his raised knees.


What in blazes is wrong with me? He wasn’t a man deprived of the physical pleasures of a woman, yet his body was behaving like that of a sex-starved coal miner. Having seen every smooth inch of Rachell’s skin hadn’t helped matters.

“Jed?”

“Yeah?” he said without looking up.

“Are we leaving?”

“Yeah. Just…give me a minute.”

“Are you feeling ill?”

“Not exactly,” he mumbled.

He took a deep breath, then rose to his feet, obviously a bit too soon. The blunt proof of his stray thoughts still pressed against the confinement of his pants. Rachell’s wide eyes seemed to home right in on it.

“What the hell do you expect to happen when a man has a beautiful woman sitting between his legs, all soft and smiling?”

Her gaze darted up as her cheeks flamed to a bright red. “I, I didn’t mean…that is, I wasn’t—”

“I know!”

Why did I have to braid her hair? Now she truly looked like a frightened schoolgirl in braids and a bonnet.

“Don’t worry,” he said as he turned and walked away. “I’m not a rutting beast. I can control myself.”

At least he used to be able to.










Chapter Five



He thinks I’m beautiful?

That should have been the least of Rachell’s concerns, yet as she watched Jed kneel beside his scattered supplies, tossing them back into the large canvas sack, she seemed unable to form another thought. His absurd statement stunned her. She knew what attracted a man. It had been her business to know.

She’d spent six years being thoroughly trained in all the proper etiquette and apparatus to capture a wealthy husband. Too bad she’d never met any worth being caught. Surprisingly, many of the same lures were used to pack randy men into saloons. Both required oodles of satin and lace, heavily padded corsets, and for her later field of employment, layers of colorful cosmetics. All to hide the short, flat-chested waif hidden beneath.

How can he be attracted to me?

Yet, she’d seen the proof, plain as day. It just didn’t make any sense. She glanced down at the grass-green calico tent hanging from her spindly frame. Without a stuffed corset, a man had to use a good deal of imagination to even believe she had breasts under the roomy bodice.

The tips of her high-heeled scarlet boots poked out from beneath the curtain of green. Her braided hair and makeshift bonnet certainly couldn’t have improved her impoverished state.


She looked ridiculous. The man must be daft.

Her own state of mental well-being was none the better, for she had very much enjoyed sitting in the midst of Jed’s long, brawny limbs, feeling his deep voice grate across her neck as he brushed her hair.

Not at all sensible. But then, when had her life ever made sense?

She watched Jed stalk off toward the river, clearly impatient to be away from her. She reminded herself that Jed hadn’t liked her from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. He was only helping her as a favor to Buck and Elizabeth, and to protect his ranch.

The last thing she wanted was to cause her sister pain. Only now did she see the selfishness in her endeavors to be reunited with Elizabeth. She had put her own longing to be part of a family again ahead of her sister’s safety.

Tears burned at her eyes, her chest ached with grief.

I’ve been fooling myself.

She would never find a place where she would be accepted. Her own father had been the first to send her away, unable to stand the sight of her. She’d been no better received at boarding school or with the Carlsons. Not even the saloon patrons had wanted to have anything to do with her and had ridiculed her appearance, just as everyone else had. She knew she’d been lucky to be selling her voice and not her body, but it hurt not to belong, anywhere. She’d taken solace in her sole friend, Titus, who’d been killed on her account.

She caused pain wherever she went. Why should California be any different? She would only find further torment and cause more pain to those she loved. The sister she remembered from her youth didn’t deserve the cloud of despair that shadowed her existence. She would indeed be doing her sister a kindness to remain on the opposite side of the continent.

Rachell glanced toward the river, then east, recalling the slightest glimpse of a settlement they had passed. It couldn’t be more than a day’s walk.


She started through the dense section of trees, increasing her pace until she was running, her only thought, to get away. She headed for a patch of aspen too thick for Sage to get through. Not that Jed would bother to look for her. He’d surely be happy to find her gone.

I’m not helpless. She leapt across a narrow gorge, lifting her skirt higher to accommodate longer strides as she sprinted through the trees.

Fifteen minutes later, Rachell’s heartbeat pounded in her ears, and her lungs drew raggedly for breath as she ducked under another low branch, her boots rapidly working across the uneven ground. Certain she’d gotten a good start, she slowed her pace to a brisk walk, endeavoring to catch her breath. Jed probably hadn’t even returned from the river yet.

“Mind telling me where you’re going?”

Rachell nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of Jed’s deep voice. He seemed to materialize beside her.

He was actually leaning against the thin white trunk of an aspen, calm as you please, with his arms crossed over his chest as he stared down at her.

“Away,” she said when she managed to catch her breath.

“The wrong way.” He motioned in the direction of their camp.

“I’m not going with you.”

Jed pushed away from the tree. “Damn it, Rachell. I’m not going to rape you!”

“No! I never thought—”

“The hell you didn’t! You’ve been waiting for me to pounce on you since I took you from that saloon. If I’d planned to have my way with you, don’t you think I’d have done it when I woke up this morning with my hands on that soft body of yours? I didn’t intend for that to happen, any more than I intended to respond to you when I brushed your hair. You are safe with me.”

“I know that! That has nothing to do with why I’m not coming with you.”


“Oh, you’re coming with me.”

She stiffened, aggravated by his confidence. “I’ve decided not to go to California. Surely you can tell my sister I’ve changed my mind. You, of all people, should be relieved.”

Jed stood still as a statue, staring down at her with hollow gray eyes. He didn’t look at all relieved, although she couldn’t tell how he felt.

“Rachell, have you taken a good look around? You happen to be standing in the middle of Colorado wilderness. You expect me to leave you here, with no horse, no food, and nothing to defend yourself from wild animals, Indians and bushwhackers? Not to mention you damn near froze to death last night. Have you lost your mind?”

Dear Lord, she wasn’t quite sure. But she was certain if she spent any more time in the arms of this man, she would be insane before their journey was through. He made her feel all too vulnerable. His unbending confidence and tender touch filled her with the urge to wrap herself in the safety of his arms. An irrational and inconceivable thought.

“I’ve simply changed my mind, and I’m quite capable of taking care of myself.”

He crouched low, resting his arms on his bent knees. His ebony hair fell forward from his shoulders as he dropped his gaze to the earth. He released a deep sigh before looking up into her eyes. She could see he was straining for patience, an effort that increased her growing discomfort with this man. Her body crowded with strange sensations as he continued to stare at her. She had the strangest urge to hug him…or run.

“Let me see if I’ve got you figured out.”

Dear God. She hoped he hadn’t.

“For reasons that have nothing to do with me, you’ve decided you don’t want me to escort you to California. Even though you’ve risked your life and your good friend Titus died in your efforts to get there.”


“That is exactly why. Had I realized I would be bringing such danger into Elizabeth’s home, I never would have come.”

“You do realize I’ve already traveled across three states to find you, not to mention the three lives that have been tallied onto my conscience, all to get you safely to California. Yet you’ve suddenly decided all was for naught, and you’d rather get yourself lost in the woods.”

Now why did he have to make her sound like an ungrateful idiot! She crossed her arms and turned her back to him, her eyes burning with the tears she refused to shed.

She was trying to save them from more trouble. She didn’t want to put more strain on his or anyone else’s conscience.

“I’m not trying to be mean,” he said.

“And I’m not trying to cause you more trouble. I never intended to drag anyone else into the mess I’ve created. I surely never meant for people to be killed on my account. I’m sorry if your conscience has suffered because of me.”

“No man of good conscience takes another life without being affected by it.”

Hearing sadness in his tone, Rachell turned, meeting Jed’s gaze, yet his face remained expressionless. How did he do that? “They were terrible men,” she said.

“I don’t doubt it, sugar,” he said as he straightened. “I’m just tired of playing the role of executioner.”

Knowing she’d already caused him damage was a personal torture. “I’m sorry for putting you in such a position.”

“I’m not placing blame. I’m only trying to point out the serious events that have brought you this far. We’ve got a long, hard path ahead of us, and you trying to veer off course isn’t going to help us any.”

“I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“Face it, you can’t take a step without snagging trouble, whatever path you choose. Elizabeth is expecting you. Furthermore, I gave my word I’d bring you to her. That’s just what I aim to do, but not without taking care of those troublesome snags. If my assumptions are correct, which they usually are, Maxwell Sumner is on his way to Shadow Canyon. We also have the little matter of our marriage to clear up.”

She didn’t need to be reminded of her marital bond to this man. If the tingling pleasure she’d experienced from his touch this morning was any indication of the physical intimacies shared between husband and wife, she shuddered to think of what a further exploration would feel like. The thought of his hands intentionally caressing her bare flesh was enough to make her dizzy.

Would he want to kiss her when he touched her?

Dear God. Why am I even entertaining such provocative thoughts?

“Now, you can either come with me,” he continued, oblivious to her internal swooning, “or we can do things the hard way, which won’t be pleasant for either of us.”

His grave tone captured her full attention, and raised the fine hairs on the back of her neck. Even as she stared into his dark eyes, she was certain he wouldn’t hurt her. He’d simply overpower her as gently as possible.

“We’re burning daylight. What’s it gonna be? We can travel with you sitting upright or bound and gagged.”

“Those are some options,” she grumbled, while admitting to herself there was no way out of her situation. She stiffened her spine, making the most of her five feet three inches as she stared up at her overbearing protector. “We may be stuck together, but I’ll have you know, I am not useless. I’ll admit, I have much to learn about cooking but I’m a skilled seamstress and happen to possess plenty of other fine talents.”

The corners of his mouth twitched with the start of a smile. “Lady, if you’re fishing for another apology—”

“Not at all,” she assured him, lifting her chin a bit higher. “I feel it’s imperative that you understand my motives for trying to evade you. They were based purely on the concern of bringing danger to my sister’s home. I’ve come to discover in the past twenty-four hours that you are, in your own peculiar way, a gentleman.”

Jed smiled.

Dear Lord, she wished he wouldn’t do that.

“I appreciate the clarification, but let’s not overdo it.”

“I’m also aware that you can be a rude, arrogant, foulmouthed tyrant.”

To her amazement, Jed didn’t seem at all offended by her harsh assessment of his character. He actually looked as if he were pleased by her deplorable description of him.

“Fair enough,” he said. “Anything else?”

“Yes. I’m tired of being called sugar, lady, woman and Imp. My name is Rachell. And if we are to continue traveling with only one horse, I prefer to sit astride. I’d like to see where we’re going without putting a kink in my spine.”

Rachell paused, assessing his response to her requests.

“So we’re setting some ground rules, is that it?” Jed asked as he leaned back against a tree.

“Indeed.”

“Well, then, I have a few stipulations of my own. Three to be exact.”

“Very well.”

“Number one, I’ll do all the cooking. Number two, due to our current sleeping arrangement, you’ll make sure that waistcoat is tucked into your skirt good and tight before you bed down at night. Number three, which is most important, you’ll stop being so damned stubborn. As you mentioned, I tend to bark quite a bit, and with you being an unruly female, that’s not bound to change. But it’s certainly not worth freezing to death over or going hungry. Do you think you can handle that, Miss Rachell?”

She bristled at the chilling emphasis he put in her name. “Do I have a choice?”

“We always have a choice, Miss Rachell,” he said with a thin smile.


What could she have been thinking? She did not like this man. “Agreed.”

She turned, starting back toward camp.

“This way, Miss Rachell,” Jed instructed, taking a northern route.

Rachell released a sigh of aggravation and hurried after him. Not more than a hundred yards from where he’d found her, Sage was waiting. She glanced toward the western horizon and saw the wide path he’d ridden on the outer rim of the woods which stretched clear to the river.

Jed stopped beside his horse, smiling as he watched her approach.

“I really don’t like you,” she said, gripping her hips to keep from clawing at his smug face.

“And here I thought we were gettin’ to be good friends.” He moved behind her, his large hands engulfing her waist as he lifted her toward his saddle. “You better hike up that skirt, Miss Rachell, if you plan to sit astride.”

Rachell pulled the back side of her skirt between her legs as she was hoisted up. Jed followed her into the saddle, again lifting her by the waist as he sat behind her, so as not to crush her into the hard leather.

“Better?” he asked as his arms moved around her to take the reins.

A shudder racked her body. She couldn’t possibly sit on his lap clear to California. “Having my own horse would be better.”

“I’ll oblige that request at the soonest opportunity, Miss Rachell.”

Rachell had the strong suspicion she would soon be hating the sound of her own name.










Chapter Six



After several days of travel, Rachell wondered how cattlemen spent so many hours on horseback. Her buttocks were going numb again, and her legs ached. She tried to shift her weight without attracting any attention from Jed.

“Not much further, Miss Rachell, and you’ll be able to stretch your legs,” came Jed’s voice from above her. “We’ll stop for the night at the next river.”

Rachell seethed with annoyance at his formal politeness. Not much further, Miss Rachell. Yes, Miss Rachell. Of course, Miss Rachell. Your supper, Miss Rachell! He intentionally tried to wear on her nerves by treating her like some pampered princess, and it was working.

She’d offered to hunt for their supper more than once. He had refused, seemingly bent on trying to make her feel useless. She didn’t doubt her skill with a rifle, but she refused to be baited. Miss Abigail would have been astonished by the refined discipline and self control she’d displayed in the past few days. Jed had teased, harped and goaded, while she remained content to silently stew in her anger.

As annoying as Jed could be, he guided his horse with a confidence she envied. They’d ridden through trees, gorges, and canyons so tall she wouldn’t have been able to locate the sun if she’d had to, much less be certain of their direction. A few times Jed seemed to be leading them straight into a mountainside and just when she’d doubt his choice of direction, a crack would appear in the wall of stone. A few hadn’t been much wider than Sage. Jed steadily guided their course, often whistling above her. The man was clearly incapable of getting lost.

They were definitely taking a path less traveled. When she’d gone across the state with Stewart Sumner and the others, they’d ridden visible trails and passed through several towns. This time, she hadn’t seen a town or even a single dwelling in days. The land surrounding them was wild and rugged.

Even so, she slept surprisingly well at night, knowing she was well protected. When Jed thought she’d fallen asleep, he’d wrap her in his strong arms and cradle her against his long, warm body. She couldn’t recall when she’d ever slept so peacefully.

She smiled at the thought.

“What are you smiling about?”

Rachell glanced up at the man sitting behind her, surprised to discover he’d been watching her. “None of your business,” she answered, mortified by what she’d actually been smiling about, horrified that he might be somehow capable of reading her mind.

Jed shook his head. He hadn’t really expected an answer. She’d been unusually quiet in the past few days, which was fine with him. He kept his mind busy, studying the terrain and mountain passages, and keeping an eye out for company.

It was the evenings that grated on his nerves and his body. He took his time hunting for their meals, all the while trying not to focus his thoughts on their sleeping arrangement. Every morning he woke with a red-haired vixen sleeping in his arms, her small body pressed tightly against him. Having her waistcoat tucked into her skirt didn’t stop the painful hunger that tormented him as he watched her sleeping face, tasted her breath, felt the rise and fall of her chest against his. He’d never slept so intimately with any woman.

He’d shared his bed with Malika for two years, yet she’d never lain pliant in his arms, her limbs entwined with his. Jed had come to realize Rachell’s open display of trust was so much a part of her character. No man had to guess at the mysteries of this woman’s emotions, for they were as visible as the sweet little nose on her face. During her waking hours that emotion tended to be pure anger.

Just because the woman trusted him, didn’t mean she liked him. The fact that she didn’t like him sure as hell didn’t dampen his attraction to her. He’d been in the company of more than his share of beautiful women, but none who made the blood roar through his veins the way this woman did.

A woman who hadn’t so much as batted an eye at him or given a slightly flirtatious gesture. In fact, in the last several days she’d done nothing but glower at him over a campfire. Knowing that he was far more attracted to her than she was to him annoyed him beyond reason.

Shoot, even if she wanted me like hell on fire, I wouldn’t take her. He couldn’t. She was Buck’s sister-in-law. More than that, he wasn’t about to sour his chance of getting an annulment, not that she wouldn’t beat a path to the first judge she could find.

He wasn’t taking any chances. Her sweet little body was off limits.

Maybe that’s it, he thought, glancing down at the auburn crown of her head. Just knowing he couldn’t have her naturally stoked his fire.

Still, he didn’t like it.

He suppressed a groan as his eyes tracked the late afternoon sun. They’d be coming upon a river soon, where they would stop for the night. Rachell wasn’t bound to be keen on crossing the wide stretch of water. He figured he’d spare her ’til morning.

She hadn’t balked when they’d crossed other streams and rivers, but she’d clung to him like a treed cat, gripping his arm so tight, her nails had bit through the sleeve of his shirt. He imagined he’d be losing a good chunk of flesh in a couple of days, when they reached the San Juan.


By late tomorrow they’d be near the Rio Colorado, an unpredictable torrent cutting through thick rock canyons. Any man with an ounce of sense would feel some pause about crossing it. He’d bypass that wild stretch of water and ride south into Northern Arizona and then into Nevada.

What he needed was to acquire another horse. A pack horse and more supplies wouldn’t hurt. He’d shot himself in the foot by letting his temper get the best of him in Charlesville. He hated putting such a strain on Sage, and he didn’t think he could handle another full day of riding with Rachell on his lap.

He wouldn’t risk taking her into one of the few settlements frequented by travelers through these parts. Though he’d love the chance to send a few telegrams and catch any word on Sumner’s location, he couldn’t chance running into him. Not yet. A man like Sumner wouldn’t be traveling alone.

Jed prayed Buck had received the message he’d sent through Delilah, and was planning to meet up with him in Shadow Canyon. After all, Rachell was his sister-in-law. He was counting on Buck to lead her safely across the Sierras before Sumner arrived.

The sound of rushing water penetrated his thoughts. The whispering hush grew louder, echoing off the high canyon walls and sending a wave of relief throughout Jed’s body. He needed some distance from the woman sitting rigid in front of him. Running Bear’s tribe occupied these valleys near the streams during the spring. With any luck, he’d be able to locate their camp and replenish his supplies.

Just as the river came into view, Rachell pulled his rifle from the scabbard at the side of his saddle. She slid from his lap in a flutter of green fabric, all before he reined his horse to a stop.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he called after her.

She ignored him, taking brisk strides. She cocked the rifle with familiar ease, never slowing her stride as she took her aim at a duck flying overhead, and fired.


Damn if the bird didn’t fall from the sky.

“Where the hell did you learn to do that?” he shouted in sheer astonishment, but he was talking to the wind. Rachell had disappeared over the hillside into a small meadow. A moment later, another gunshot carried across the narrow valley. Jed dismounted and went to retrieve the duck she had marched past. He walked back toward Sage, thinking he was probably safer staying out of rifle range. By the cold look he’d seen in her green eyes lately, she’d been picturing his face flying around up in that sky.

He sighed, leading Sage toward the river. Perhaps he’d been too hard on the woman. Maybe she needed to be coddled a bit more.

Another gunshot echoed in the distance.

“Nah.” He shook his head. For all her softness and beauty, Rachell was twice as strong and ten times as stubborn. When life handed her lemons, she wasn’t the sort to sit around and fuss about it. She rolled up her sleeves and made lemonade. Course, with her knack for cooking, it wouldn’t taste worth a damn, but like the three batches of stones she’d baked, Rachell didn’t let her lack of know-how keep her from trying.

Jed grinned as he pulled out his knife and crouched beside the river. The woman wasn’t short on spunk. He imagined Miss Abigail had had more than a handful with the young Rachell. And for all of Miss Abigail’s effort, Rachell’s lady polish was beginning to wear off.

As Jed finished cleaning the duck, Rachell returned from her hunt. She walked toward him with the rifle clamped in one hand and the ears of two large rabbits in the other. Jed strode toward her, reaching for the rabbits. “Rachell, I can—”

“I’m not helpless,” she spat, jerking her hand beyond his grasp. “I may not be able to cook it, but I can clean my own kill.” She walked past him, never taking her eyes off the river as she continued toward the edge.

Jed saw the moment her fear of the fast-moving current caught up with her anger. She came to a dead stop a foot from the edge. There were no shallow pools in this stretch of river, only a hard, cold current moving across slick rocks. A tremor shook her body as she stared out at the water. Jed moved behind her and carefully pulled the rifle from her hand. He took the rabbits from the other.

“You know,” he said softly, leaning toward her ear. “If you’d have mentioned your skill with a long gun sooner, I could have been catching up on my beauty sleep while you worked off some of the aggression you’ve kept bottled up for the past twelve years.”

She glanced over her shoulder, a smile playing on her lips. “I told you I was a decent shot.”

“Decent? Hell. You’re better than decent. Where did you learn to shoot like that?”

“Home. My brothers used to take me hunting with them, until I started bringing in more game than they did.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Jed said with a grin. “I’ll clean the rabbits. Go powder your nose or somethin’.”

Her lips blossomed into a full smile, bringing a brightness into her green eyes.

“I think I’ll settle for washing the blood off my hands,” she said, dropping her tired gaze to her red-stained fingers.

And there was that damn smile again. Much to Jed’s relief, she turned away from him and walked downstream.

“She has the prettiest smile,” he murmured as he drew his knife again. He hated to admit it, but he’d missed the upward curve of those soft, pink lips in the past few days.

When he finished with the meat, he strode toward his horse who’d trotted off to a patch of tall spring grass. He found the empty sack that had held his flour and dropped in the duck and rabbits.

Rachell might not know squat about cooking, but the woman had real salt. She had surely trudged through hell and back in the past few years, not to mention the past two weeks, but she didn’t hound him with complaints or whine about the fatigue he could see in her eyes.


She’d been one surprise after another since the moment he’d laid eyes on her. He’d never been real keen on surprises, but was finding Rachell to be more and more intriguing.

“Well, hell,” he muttered.

He surely didn’t need to like this woman. Physical attraction was one thing, but likeability, now that was another thing entirely. Considering the staggering force of his attraction, it was downright dangerous.

“What are you lookin’ at,” he said, glancing at Sage’s dark eye. “I saw her scratching your ears yesterday. She’s already got you snared.” His buckskin was as ornery as they came, and usually downright vicious to anyone but him, yet whenever Rachell stroked his golden hide, Sage acted like a big hound, lowering his block head to get it under her palm.

“Come on, boy,” he said, taking Sage by the reins. “Let’s go find her. Lord knows what kind of mischief she’s stirring up.”

Jed walked a couple hundred yards before he spotted her. She sat on a grassy river bank, holding a two-foot garter snake. She held the colorful serpent at eye level, just a few inches from her face. Her free hand caressed the black, white and orange coils banded around her arm. Her lips drew into a smile as the snake’s black tongue flicked out.

Jed’s mouth gaped.

Lord, save me. She can even charm snakes. Damn if she wasn’t conversing with the slithery thing.

She had unraveled her braids, and her long hair rippled across her back and into the tall grass. The light afternoon breeze tugged at the wispy red ends. Her dress blended well with the blades of lush green, bonding her to the earth. She looked to be just as he’d named her, a little forest sprite, finding mischief and delight in the nature surrounding her.

Jed shook off his trancelike state, released Sage and continued toward her. “Did they teach you to speak reptile at that fancy school back east?” he asked as he sat beside her.


Startled by the sound of his voice, Rachell nearly dropped the snake on her lap. “Jed! How do you creep about like that?”

“I’d be happy to show you, if you’d be willing to give me a lesson in reptile talk.”

She released the snake then glanced up at Jed with those pure green eyes. “What do you mean?”

His gaze settled on her succulent lips. He yearned to press his lips to her sweet mouth, the way a drowning man craves air. Before he found the sense to stop himself, his lips were moving over hers in a light caress. She didn’t back away as he would have expected, nor did she show any sign of resistance when he lifted her hands from her lap and wrapped them around his neck.

His body surged with heat as she trembled in his arms while he traced the rim of her mouth with his tongue. “I’m waiting for that flicking tongue,” he whispered.

Rachell’s eyes opened wide at the sound of Jed’s husky voice. Gracious! How had her fingers become entwined in his hair?

She’d been too caught up in the shivering bursts of heat rippling though her body and the caress of his lips to notice anything else. Her eyes drifted shut as his incredibly gentle hands continued to stroke her back. His mouth nibbled tenderly at her lips. She pushed her fingers deeper into his smooth, black hair, and was sure he liked it when he groaned, pulling her closer.

“Imp?”

She shivered as his tongue skimmed across the seam of her lips. Did he truly want her to stick out her tongue? Parting her lips, she discovered that was exactly what he wanted. His tongue didn’t wait, however, but came seeking, into her mouth.

Rachell was jolted by surprise and an unexpected rush of pleasure as Jed molded his mouth to hers. His scent, taste and texture surrounded her, consuming her. She gave herself to his kiss, swept up in the sweet intimacy and sheer wonder of the wild sensations coursing through her.


Belatedly, she felt the cool grass against her back, her sole focus on the rhythmic probing of Jed’s velvety tongue, encouraging her to take part in the delicious dance taking place inside their joined mouths. His restless hands carried fire across her body, caressing her shoulders, her sides, her hips.

Her own hands mapped the firm muscles of his sides and back. She shifted beneath him, trying to pull his body closer, wanting to feel his weight, but it was like trying to move a mountain. His knees, straddling her hips, securely supported his weight just inches above her.

Jed’s senses reeled as Rachell allowed him to taste her sweetness. She seared him to his soul with the timid strokes of her tongue and her soft sighs of surprise. He slid his hand beneath her waistcoat, brushing across the satiny skin of her trim abdomen, slowly seeking the tender rise of her breast.

His whole body trembled with a rush of desire as he found the gentle swell. He swallowed another soft moan and caressed the firm peak rising to his touch. Her sharp fingernails bit into his shoulders, her back arched off the grass.

“Oh, God,” he groaned against her mouth. He shouldn’t be doing this! She’s Elizabeth’s sister; with a taste as sweet as honey and skin as smooth as silk. He massaged the soft satin flesh, caressing her delicate breast. She trembled beneath him, sounds of pleasure and surprise rising from deep in her throat.

Her passionate response to his touch went to his head faster than whisky.

She’s Buck’s sister-in-law!

Using every last ounce of his willpower, Jed wrenched his mouth away from hers and forced his hand away from her body. For a long moment he hovered above her, his arms braced on either side of her head. Breathing heavily, he stared into her passion-filled eyes.

She’d been telling the truth about her line of work. This woman was no prostitute. If he didn’t know she was a widow, he’d damn near bet his ranch she’d never been properly kissed. Her kisses were timid, unskilled…and pure fire.

Damn if she hadn’t burned him senseless with those chaste kisses and soft cries.

“Sorry, Rachell,” he rasped, his chest still pulling for the air that somehow kept eluding his lungs. “I shouldn’t have done that,” he said as he rolled away from her and stood.

Rachell sat up, dazed and gasping for breath. She watched Jed walk downstream. What on earth had just happened? He had just…he had… She drew a hand to her tingling lips.

Good gracious. She hadn’t made the slightest attempt to stop him. She cringed with indignation, realizing she hadn’t wanted him to stop. But he had, obviously finding her to be less than adequate.

No news there. She glanced down at the small peaks he’d thoroughly measured in his hand. Miss Delilah hadn’t been the first to point out her boyish figure. The thought of the voluptuous saloon owner increased her growing despair.

Jed had undoubtedly expected a woman skilled in the area of physical pleasures. She had no more experience with the intimacies between a man and a woman than she did with cooking. She’d never had an interest in either, or at least she hadn’t until she’d come into contact with a certain man with quicksilver eyes, magical hands and unbending confidence.

Tears swelled into her eyes, increasing her self contempt.

“Now he truly believes I’m a whore,” she muttered, swatting at a fallen tear. “A lousy one at that.”

But, what did it matter? She only wanted to get to California. Once she arrived, she wouldn’t have to see him. He wouldn’t want her to cook for his cowhands…or want her for anything else.

She should be relieved, but somehow, she wasn’t. Jed stirred the strangest feelings inside her. She’d tried to tell herself it was fear. What woman in her right mind wouldn’t fear a man his size, with his dark moods?

She clearly wasn’t a woman in her right mind.


In the past few days, all she could think about was the late-night hour when Jed would pull her close, warming her, sheltering her with his body. Only then did she drift into a peaceful sleep.

A shiver vibrated through her at the thought.

“Rachell.”

Startled by Jed’s whispered voice, Rachell clutched her chest. Lord, the way he crept about, a body would die of heart failure!

Noting his frigid gaze, she followed it across the river and sucked in a hard breath as she spotted the small band of Indians riding toward them. She scrambled to her feet and clutched at Jed’s shirt.

“Don’t panic,” he said, pulling her against his side.

The three men had the appearance of young warriors. Rachell hoped the red markings painted on their cheeks didn’t signify hostility. Clad only in buckskin britches and moccasins, their bronzed, muscular chests and torsos shone brightly in the sun. Large feathers were bound in their long black hair. A wide black stripe was painted across the eyes of the man riding in the center, reminding Rachell of a raccoon.

“Are they friendly?” she asked.

“Hard to say,” Jed replied as he backed up toward Sage, keeping Rachell close to his side.

“Do you know them?”

“Nope. By the markings on their horses, I’d say they’re Apache.”

“Is that bad?” she asked, his neutral tone giving her no indication.

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether or not they’re bad men.”

Recognizing the contempt in their gazes, Jed didn’t hold much faith in their good intentions. These three had strayed pretty far north into Ute territory. As he watched the Apache slowly plodding across the river, his focus locked on the brave riding in the center. The young man’s eyes moved admiringly over Rachell’s auburn hair. A sharp smile sliced across his face. Seemed this brave had a mind to acquire a new woman.

My woman.

“Jed.” Rachell’s voice quivered. “I don’t like the way that racoon-eyed Apache is looking at me.”

“Neither do I,” he said under his breath. “Don’t worry, Imp. I won’t let him take you.”

“Take me?”

Jed wrapped her hands around the reins. “Stay put and don’t speak unless I ask you to.”

As the Indians reached the rocky edge of the river, the one in the center lifted his hand, calling out to them. Rachell was stunned when Jed answered in the foreign tongue as he strode toward them. The Apache seemed to share her surprise.

They reined in a few feet before Jed, the racoon-eyed warrior doing all the talking.

Jed’s harsh-spoken response startled her. The only word she understood had been the first—a hard-spoken no.

The young warrior’s dark eyes seethed with anger. He clearly didn’t like whatever Jed was saying. When again the warrior spoke, Jed shook his head.

“Rachell. Come stand behind me,” he called.

She complied without hesitation. Terrified, she wanted to be near him. Jed tugged her in front of him, spreading his hand across her stomach as he spoke. The warrior’s face creased with blatant rage before he shouted a response.

Jed stepped in front of her. Rachell suppressed a scream as Jed pulled his long knife from the scabbard at his waist.

After a few minutes of what appeared to be a heated debate, they seemed to reach a settlement. Jed took her by the hand and led her back to Sage.

“Are we leaving?” she asked with hopeful earnestness.

“Not just yet. You picked a fine time to let your hair down. Seems if I want to keep my fire-haired wife, I’ll have to fight for her.”

“Fight? Jed, there are three of them!”

“Ain’t that the truth?” he said, shaking his head as he unhooked his gunbelt and slung it over the back of his saddle.

“Why on earth are you removing your gun?” She glanced at the Indians standing in front of their horses, talking amongst themselves. “Can’t you just shoot them?”

“Now, Rachell, that wouldn’t be honorable.”

“Why not?” She whipped her gaze back to Jed who was digging in his saddlebags.

“Because they’re not gonna use guns,” he said as he tucked another knife into the tall shaft of his moccasin.

“How can you be sure?”

“Take a gander, sugar. See any holsters or pockets on those boys?”

Rachell bristled. He wasn’t thinking rationally! “Are you telling me there are rules to be followed when trying to keep a woman from being abducted by savages?”

The insufferable rogue had the nerve to smile!

“Two, to be exact,” he said. “They won’t kill me if I kill them first, and the last one standing gets to keep my wife.”

“But I’m not really your wife!” Lord, she wished he’d stop smiling. She was feeling real fear. She watched in disbelief as he pulled his shirt over his head, laughing all the while.

“Don’t tell them that,” he said, his silver-gray eyes shining with his ill-gotten humor. “Then you’d be free for the taking. I suggest you sit tight and start casting them some of the ferocious glares you’ve been using on me all week.”

Without warning, he took her by the waist and lifted her into the saddle.

“Jed!” Frantic to keep him next to her, she clutched his hand. She didn’t resist when his other hand wrapped around the back of her neck, pulling her toward him, not stopping until his lips were touching hers.


“Rachell,” he whispered against her mouth, “if you start tearing up, they’re gonna think you don’t have any faith in me. Sit up here like the hellcat I know you are and wish me luck.”

“You’re going to get hurt.”

“Probably,” he said, just before his tongue slipped past her lips, grazing her teeth and assaulting her mouth with an intensity that both comforted and overwhelmed her.

Rachell folded her arms around his neck, losing all sense of timidity as she returned the deep, fervent kiss, wishing the magical feelings he stirred inside her could somehow carry them away from this present danger.

Jed pulled his mouth away from hers and stared into her eyes as though she were the one threatening his life. “Good God.”

One of the Indians shouted out impatiently.

“Whatever happens, don’t get out of this saddle and don’t run.”

“I’m not a deserter or a coward.” She lifted her chin, her features hardening in an instant.

Lord, I could love this woman.

The unexpected thought stunned him. Jed shook his head as he turned, pushing the ridiculous thought from his mind. One mountain at a time, he told himself as he eyed the Apache warriors. He hoped Rachell wasn’t the type to swoon at the first sight of blood. There was bound to be plenty of it.

Hopefully it won’t be mine.

He drew his knife and walked past the three young warriors, leading them away from Rachell. Sensing their fast approach, he ducked under a fallen log. He heard the thwack of a tomahawk biting into the wood as he straightened on the other side. His fist cracked against the Indian’s jaw, sending him staggering backwards. Jed pulled the tomahawk free as the second man advanced over the fallen tree.

Jed blocked the knife sweeping down at him with one hand and swiped the tomahawk across the Indian’s chest with the other while turning away from his opponent’s grasp.


He tucked the tomahawk into the rear waistband of his buckskin pants and backed toward the river, his body honed for the fight. Conscious of the third Apache watching from a few yards away, he eyed the two stalking toward him. The sun at his back glistened on the blood he’d drawn from them. Both had been a warning blow. His next move wouldn’t be so playful.










Chapter Seven



The Apache weren’t fighting fair!

Jed was amazing.

He maneuvered his body with a speed and grace she’d not thought possible of a man his size. His powerful limbs moved in strong, sure strokes, fighting off attacks and delivering blows as he moved between the two Indians.

Rachell didn’t know whether to be wary or relieved that the racoon-eyed warrior hadn’t engaged in the fight. He stood several yards away, watching the battle through narrowed eyes. Rachell’s breath caught as those blackened eyes snapped toward her. His slow smile sickened her stomach. His calculating gaze moved over her body, violating her even from the great distance between them. Her heart constricted painfully as he shifted, preparing to take a step toward her.

A keen cry drew their attention back to the river’s edge where one of the Indians had fallen to his knees, his hands gripping the handle of Jed’s knife, the blade buried in his chest. Rachell gasped as he crumpled facedown onto the rocky shoreline. Without a weapon in hand, Jed lunged aside, dodging the attack of the second Apache. The Indian’s knife sliced only air. Jed grabbed his arm and whipped the Indian off his feet, flipping him onto his back.


Seeing movement out of the corner of her eye, Rachell shifted her gaze back to the racoon-eyed Apache.

Fear bonded with the blood coursing though her veins as her gaze locked on the dark eyes steadily moving toward her.

“Jed!” she screamed, then wondered what she was thinking. Jed already had his hands full.

“Touch her and I’ll hand-deliver you to Satan.”

Jed’s lethal promise boomed over the hush of the river.

The Indian stalled, his gaze lingering over her for a long, heart-pounding moment.

Rachell flickered a glance at Jed. His chilling gray eyes were locked on the black-painted warrior, as his hand held the second Indian pinned facedown on the rocks.

“Rachell,” Jed shouted, “if he takes another step in your direction, shoot him.”

Rachell groped for the rifle as Jed spoke again, this time in the Apache’s language. Before she could pull the long gun free, the Indian turned and set into a hard run toward Jed. Wielding a large knife, he bounded over the fallen tree, intent on reaching his target.

Jed straightened away from the unmoving man on the ground, just in time to grab the third warrior, deflecting the knife aimed at his flesh. With a heave, Jed tossed him into the shallows of the river. Jed drew the knife he’d tucked into his boot then dove at him.

Water whipped and splashed around them as they twisted and thrashed in such a tangle of bronze skin, black hair and buckskin, Rachell couldn’t tell one man from the other. The river was drawing them out, pulling them deeper into its deadly current. Fear gripped her soul as they disappeared under the water.

A moment later the Apache surfaced, Jed’s knife protruding from his shoulder. Blood began to appear from several cuts across his arms and chest. Jed found his footing a second later, just a few feet down river from the Indian. Waist deep in water, his powerful body moved against the rushing force of the water as he stalked toward the Indian. Red dots beaded in a line at the base of his ribs.

Blood.

Dear God. He’s been cut! Each movement pulled at the gash, increasing his loss of blood.

If Jed felt his injury, his expression didn’t show any signs, nor did he give any attention to the wound that was now bleeding steadily into the river which whipped around his waist.

Armed with the knife he’d pulled from his shoulder, the Apache took a cautious step back.

Jed reached behind him, pulling out the small tomahawk. As he did, the Apache sent his knife into the air, spinning toward Jed. Jed used the hatchet to knock the knife off-course and into the river. His arm snapped forward again, this time releasing the hatchet.

The Indian clutched at the ax embedded in his throat. Rachell gasped as he fell forward into the water. The hard current quickly carrying the limp body down river.

Jed stumbled, his features etched with pain as he struggled to walk from the swift current. Blood drizzled steadily from the wound. He stumbled again. Rachell shouted his name and swung down from the saddle.

She ran toward the river. Gathering up her skirt, she raced into the water. “Oh my gracious,” she cried, looking at the deep cut in his side. She’d seen men die from such wounds during the war. “I told you you’d get hurt!” she shouted as she looked up into Jed’s wide eyes.

She wrapped her arms around his waist, intending to help him from the freezing torrent, but the rush of water tugged at her long skirt, threatening to pull her down.

Heavens, what had she been thinking? Her heart constricted with fear as she struggled to keep her balance.

As she strained for another step, Jed lifted her from the river’s grasp and into his strong arms. Reaching the riverbank, he set her on her feet then released a deep groan as he bent forward, planting his hands on his knees.

“Thought you were afraid of water,” he gasped.

Horrified by the blood now flowing from his side, she pried the knife from his clenched fingers.

“What are you doin’,” he said in a weak groan. “Tryin’ to finish me off?”

“Damn you, Jed Doulan! You’re bleeding like a stuck hog!” She stabbed the knife through the bottom of her wet skirt. “You could have shot them with no injury to yourself.”

“A man’s got to have some integrity.”

“A lot of good integrity does a man with no blood!”

Jed’s face twisted with pain as he straightened. “That’s great,” he said through clenched teeth. “I risk my life to defend you, and all you can do is shout at me.”

As she finished cutting the wide strip from her skirt, Jed’s body went rigid. All signs of pain and emotion drained from his face. “Rachell, get behind me,” he ordered. He took the knife from her hand and turned his attention toward the woods.

Only then did she hear what had captured his attention. The sound of approaching horses.

Jed grabbed her by the arm, tugging her behind him as four more Indians rode out from a cluster of trees not twenty yards down river.

“Oh, God.” Rachell’s fingers gripped Jed’s waist protectively.

The largest of the four Indians jumped from his horse and ran toward them. “Jed!”

Stunned, Rachell stared at the savage who’d called Jed’s name.

Jed clutched the gash in his side and staggered forward, grinning at the Indian running toward them. Blood continued to spill through his fingers, drizzling down his buckskin pants at a frightening pace.

“Running Bear.”

“Brother,” replied the Indian. He wrapped his thick arm around Jed’s shoulders while the bleeding man leaned heavily against him.

Rachell was sure he would have fallen to the ground if the large Indian wasn’t there to support him.

The Indian’s dark eyes clouded with worry as his gaze dropped to Jed’s side. “You growing old, my brother.” He glanced at the two dead Apache further back on the riverbank. “I know day when you fight ten men with no loss of your blood.”

Jed’s laugh was drowned out by a painful groan. “Right now, I feel old,” he said, his face twisting with pain. “That’s what I get for swimmin’ with vipers.”

“You should bathe with woman, not enemy.”

Rachell was astonished by the muffled laughter of both men. The Indian was as crazy as Jed. She reached around Jed’s waist, pushing his hand aside as she bound the fabric from her skirt tightly around his waist to slow the bleeding. She gasped as Jed slumped against Running Bear, nearly falling from his grasp. Running Bear motioned the other three men to assist him.

“My Imp,” Jed groaned.

The Indian glanced down at Rachell. “Imp will be safe.”

As though he’d been holding out for that reassurance, Jed fell unconscious. The other Indians quickly grabbed hold of him. Running Bear motioned to the patch of grass she and Jed had sat in earlier and spoke in his foreign tongue.

“Come, Imp,” he called as they carried Jed away from the river.

Jed was carefully laid out on the grass. Rachell dropped to her knees beside him. The strip of her skirt had darkened, already drenched with Jed’s blood. Hearing Sage nicker, she turned to see Running Bear barely avoid Sage’s teeth as the horse sidestepped, trying to keep Running Bear out of Jed’s saddlebags.

Rachell didn’t have any idea what he could be looking for and figured if he couldn’t see the warning in Sage’s flattened ears and sharp whinnies, he deserved the bite. Turning her attention back to Jed, she began to tug at the binding that was soaking up Jed’s blood like a dishrag and doing little to stop the bleeding.

“You sew,” a deep voice ordered from behind her. Rachell looked up as Running Bear knelt beside her. “His blood flows fast,” he said as he laid a piece of folded leather between them. He quickly untied the leather binding of the pouch and turned back the sides to reveal an assortment of surgical instruments; scalpel, tweezers, small pliers, scissors, and needles for stitching, along with the necessary thread.

She’d seen and used such instruments during the war when the Carlsons’ home had become a battlefield infirmary.

Running Bear cut away the useless binding. Rachell took the curved needle, and with a steady hand that came from months of tending wounded soldiers as gunfire surrounded the Carlsons’ Louisiana estate, Rachell set about stopping the bleeding and closing the gash in Jed’s side.

When she’d finished, Running Bear handed her a strip from Jed’s wet shirt which he had shredded for bandages. He assisted her, lifting Jed as she wound the cloth around his middle. As she secured the end of the tight binding, a large hand engulfed her shoulder. Warily, she glanced up at Running Bear’s face. For the first time, she actually saw him.

A rather small flap of leather was all that covered his extremely large person. Thick black braids draped across the dark skin of his broad shoulders. Three black bands circled his wide biceps in what looked to be permanent tattoos. Thin metal hoops pierced his ears. A heavy cluster of necklaces hung from his neck, some woven, some beaded.

His sharp amber eyes quickly assessed her before he said, “No worry. My brother is too stubborn for death. He will rest in my camp.” He turned away, calling to his companions.

The three equally-underdressed and decorated men were working on a cot made from two thick branches and Jed’s bedroll. They helped Running Bear hoist Jed’s limp body onto the makeshift cot, and then secure him behind Running Bear’s dark horse.

Rachell went back for Sage. She didn’t bother to raise her wet skirt which now hung only to her shins as she lifted her foot to the high stirrup. She silently followed Running Bear as he led his horse by the reins.










Chapter Eight



Although they couldn’t have ridden more than a few miles, an eternity seemed to have passed before Rachell spotted white plumes of smoke filtering up from beyond the distant hillside.

Her breath caught as they topped another stone ridge. She hadn’t expected to find such a large gathering of Indians. Beside a small stream, thirty or more dwellings were clustered in the narrow valley below. Capturing the glow of the setting sun, the gentle strip of water looked like a white satin ribbon weaving across the grass of the valley floor.

As they approached the Indian village, men, women and children rushed out to greet them. Running Bear instructed a few men to help him with Jed. Rachell dismounted and stood by Sage, unsure of what to do. Seeing Jed’s limp body sickened her heart with worry. The sound of his name being murmured among those who’d gathered around them drew Rachell’s attention toward the crowd of Indians.

Startled by so many eyes focused on her, she took a step back and bumped into Sage.

The natives seemed to be just as startled by her. Many bodies moved as one, taking a giant step backward.

I must look a fright. She glanced down at her blood-stained hands and bodice. The jagged bottom of her skirt revealed her ghostly-white shins and scarlet boots.

“Come,” called Running Bear.

Jed was being carried into the village by Running Bear and three other men. Rachell quickly fell in step behind them as they moved through a maze of huts unlike any she’d ever seen. Though they had the same shape as the skin-covered teepees she’d only seen in pictures, with tall poles protruding from narrow tops, the outsides of these homes were covered with tightly bound reeds and sticks. Running Bear and the men ducked into a dwelling near the edge of a meadow. Rachell crowded in behind them. An Indian woman was already inside, spreading blankets and a large fur on the ground.

Jed was placed on the fur. The woman and three men quickly departed, leaving only Rachell and Running Bear with Jed.

“Check injury,” Running Bear instructed as he began to unlace Jed’s wet moccasins.

Rachell was already on her knees, reaching for the binding. Loosening the strip of cotton, she was relieved to find that all her stitches had held. As she checked each stitch, making sure none had been pulled or loosened during Jed’s transport, Running Bear shifted Jed on the blanket and removed the rest of his clothing.

Rachell sat back, and lost her ability to speak.

In the dim light of the hut, the muscular lines of Jed’s body were well defined. Realizing she was gaping at Jed’s strong, naked body, heat stung her face. She quickly stood up and looked away.

“Imp?” said Running Bear.

Rachell pulled in a deep silent breath, allowing herself a moment to regain her composure before she glanced back. When she finally managed to turn around, she was relieved to find a blanket covering the lower portion of Jed’s body.

“You are wife of Jed?” Running Bear asked, his gaze questioning as he stood and took a step toward her.


“We’re married,” Rachell replied truthfully, “but—”

“My heart feels joy,” Running Bear said, slapping his hand against his chest, and causing Rachell to jump. Before she could explain she wasn’t truly Jed’s wife, Running Bear’s large hands gently clasped her shoulders. “My vision is complete,” he said, smiling into her eyes. “You are light of my vision. Now my brother will find peace.”

Rachell didn’t know how to respond. He would surely be disappointed to know that she’d brought anything but peace to his unconscious brother. It was because of her he’d nearly bled to death. As she struggled to think of a proper response, the sharp sound of a horse’s protest carried through the skin shelter. Rachell turned away from Running Bear and darted toward the opening, certain the distressed horse was Sage.

In the meadow just outside, another half-naked man held the rearing horse by the reins. He slapped a long switch across Sage’s neck.

Jed would have had a fit if he’d seen his horse being handled in such a manner!

“Don’t!” Rachell cried, shoving the Indian aside and jerking the reins from his hands. Sage turned away and galloped into the nearby meadow. Rachell glared up at the Indian backing away from her with wide, fearful eyes.

“You don’t have to beat him!”

The Indian stiffened and stared at her. Fuming, she spun and started toward Sage. He certainly wouldn’t allow any of them to get near him now. She walked deep into the meadow, talking gently to Sage as she approached him.

“Easy, boy,” she soothed, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Running Bear stood at the edge of the meadow, watching Jed’s fearless wife calm the ill-tempered horse. Unlike his choice of mount, Jed had chosen his woman well. Running Bear entered the meadow, careful not to spook the skittish animal. The woman also sensed his presence and whipped her head in his direction.


“Jed is not going to like this.” She rubbed her hand over a welt on the horse’s neck.

“He will not,” Running Bear agreed. “Horse not friendly to man.”

“Well, I’d gnash and buck too if someone took a switch to me.”

Running Bear grinned, knowing his brave had been defending himself from being trampled. The woman before him would not believe this. He watched as she unbound the pack behind Jed’s saddle and slid it off. She nearly followed it to the ground as she struggled with the weight. She spoke gently to the horse as she reached for the cinch.

Running Bear took another step closer.

As he expected, the bastard horse sensed freedom the moment Imp unhooked all restraints of the saddle. Just as she gripped each end, the horse leaped forward, leaving the small woman to handle the weight of the saddle. He grabbed the heavy leather as it flattened her to the ground.

“Jed say, always hobble horse first.” He hoisted the saddle onto his shoulder.

“We can’t all be as sensible as Jed,” she grumbled, struggling to her feet. “But I’ll remember that next time.”

“No need.” Running Bear shook his head. “Husband lift saddle next time.”

“I hope so.”

Running Bear saw great concern for his brother in the woman’s green eyes. Her strong spirit was a good match for Jed.

“Come, Imp,” he said, walking back to the wickiup she would share with Jed. “You rest.”

Rachell couldn’t deny her exhaustion. She followed the friendly Indian toward her shelter, and the crowd of people now gaping at her as though she were insane.

A woman broke away from the group and walked toward Rachell and Running Bear. It was the same woman who had spread the blankets and fur out for Jed. Like Running Bear, the woman’s ears were pierced with metal ornaments and black bands were painted on her upper arms. The low neckline of her dress revealed more of the dark markings. Her long black hair spread across the shoulders of her buckskin dress. She carried something in her arms.

Probably restraints, Rachell thought, again glancing at all the wide eyes and uncertain expressions of the others. Running Bear’s arm moved around her shoulders as he ushered her toward the woman. Hearing him say “Imp” as he spoke to the woman, Rachell realized she was being introduced.

The Indian woman smiled and gave a greeting Rachell didn’t understand.

Running Bear introduced the woman by a name which included well over ten syllables.

“Could you say that again?” Rachell asked, although she was certain her tongue would trip over the long name, even if he repeated the lengthy title a hundred times.

Running Bear grinned. “You call her Snow Flower.”

“She’s your wife?”

“Yes. She bring you dress.”

“Thank you,” Rachell said, accepting the folded buckskin and moccasins. “My name is Rachell,” she said as they walked toward the hut she’d sprinted from.

“Jed not call you Rachell.” Running Bear eyed her for a moment, then said, “I call you Imp.”

Rachell hoped Jed had awakened while they were away. Running Bear certainly wouldn’t be swayed on this issue without Jed’s approval.

Ducking inside, Rachell gave a sigh of disappointment at seeing Jed still lying unconscious. She squatted beside him and brushed a hand across his cheek, not liking his pale complexion. “He lost so much blood,” she said, thinking out loud.

“His heart is strong.” Running Bear set Jed’s belongings at the far side of the shelter then turned to face her. His expression was warm, offering her reassurance. “Jed will be well.”

Running Bear definitely shared Jed’s confidence. She wished she felt half the certainty she saw in his dark eyes. Realizing she still held her dry clothes, she set her moccasins on the blanket and stood, shaking out the tan dress.

“This is so soft. It’s lovely.” She smiled up at Snow Flower. The woman smiled in response.

“Snow Flower speak little of your language,” said Running Bear.

“You speak English very well.”

His lips stretched into a proud grin. “I was boy when my brother teach me his language.”

Rachell drew a ragged breath as she glanced back at Jed.

“No fear, Imp. Your brave is strong.” He stood and moved toward the door.

“Thank you.”

“Rest.” He released the flap of buckskin that was rolled up near the opening, letting it fall across the doorway as he and Snow Flower stepped outside.

With darkness quickly claiming the sky, Rachell found the matches in Jed’s supplies and lit the lantern Running Bear had brought in with their other supplies. She shrugged off her wet clothes and pulled on the buckskin dress. The leather garment hung only a bit lower than her shortened skirt, but it was dry. And soft. Removing her soaked boots, she found the white, beaded moccasins to be just as comfortable and warm as the dress.

Running Bear returned with a woven bowl filled with food. He seemed pleased to find her dressed in the Indian attire. He paid little attention to Jed as he asked if there was anything else she needed, encouraging her to speak up if she discovered she did, for his teepee was right beside theirs. His full confidence in Jed’s recovery amazed her.

When he’d gone, Rachell sat beside Jed. She held the bowl of bread and meat on her lap for a long while before pushing it aside. She stroked the hair at his temple, running her fingers over his smooth black hair streaked with a bit of gray.


During the war, she’d seen men in their twenties with heads full of gray hair. Jed wasn’t in his twenties, more likely thirties, she thought as she studied his strong cheekbones and sharp jaw line. Her hand followed her gaze as she traced the shadow of a beard, the stubble rough against her fingers.

Even unconscious, Jed appeared strong, confident, hard. She brushed her fingers across the smooth skin at the corner of his eye which crinkled when he smiled, softening the harshness of his strong features.

“My brave,” she said to herself. There was no question of Jed’s bravery. Twice now he had risked his own life to save hers. The kisses they’d shared were the most intimate experiences of Rachell’s life, yet Jed was far from being hers. He was merely tolerating her until he could unload her onto Elizabeth.

And who could blame him? She had known him only a week and she’d already nearly gotten him killed.

Surrounded by the sound of Jed’s steady breathing and the hiss of the lantern, Rachell laid her head against his chest, listening to the powerful beat of his heart helping to replenish the blood he’d lost.

He will be well, she told herself, repeating Running Bear’s promise. She settled beside him, praying he’d wake soon.

 

Rachell was awakened by the sound of someone calling her name.

“Rachell?” Jed called again.

Rachell bolted upright, her hands instantly moving over the man beside her. Under her palms, Jed’s chest rose and fell with his steady breaths. His eyes remained closed, his body relaxed, unmoving. Noticing the intense heat radiating up from Jed’s skin, she lifted a hand to his forehead.

Oh, God. He’s burning up.

“Imp?” a voice called from outside.

“Running Bear!”


Hearing the flap move, she glanced back to see him crouched in the opening. “Breakfast.” He held out a bowl.

“No time.” She tossed the blanket covering Jed’s legs aside and reached for the hollow gourd of drinking water. “He’s burning with fever. I’ll need more water.”

Running Bear knelt beside her and touched Jed’s face.

“Roll him over so I can pull the fur away,” she instructed, already trying to tug the thick pelt from beneath him. “He’ll be cooler lying on just the blanket.”

Running Bear pulled Jed onto his side. Rachell grabbed the edge of the heavy fur and pulled it away. As she did, her eyes focused on Jed’s scarred back. She’d seen the old scars before, but not close enough to see the individual crossing lines of corded skin. The thin scars stretched from his shoulders to his lower back; marks made by the lash of a whip.

She brushed her fingers across the rippled skin before she eased him back, allowing Running Bear to lower him onto the blanket. She wondered why someone would have inflicted such wounds on Jed.

“I bring water and Shaman,” Running Bear said as he stood.

Rachell retrieved the instruments Running Bear had brought her the day before from Jed’s saddlebags. She cut away the bandages around Jed’s waist.

“Oh, God,” she said, horrified by the proof of infection already draining from his side. The long cut was surrounded by angry red flesh. Her heart pounding, she rushed to find Jed’s shears to cut away the sutures holding in the infection.

Running Bear returned just as she reopened the wound. She pressed above the cut and yellow ooze spilled from Jed’s body.

“Oh, no.”

Running Bear murmured behind her. Rachell was sure he had just sworn in Indian.

“It has to be cleaned. I need boiled water,” she instructed.

He gave a sharp nod and again disappeared through the flap.


Jed moaned, seeming to fidget in his sleep.

“Jed?” she said, fighting the burn of tears. She smoothed her hand over his cheek, but his eyes didn’t so much as flutter.

When Running Bear returned, Rachell irrigated the wound with warm water while Running Bear and a few others hovered nearby. When she finished closing the cleaned cut, a brown hand reached out, stopping her attempt to bind his side. Rachell glanced beside her, and was surprised by the tawny wrinkled face that greeted her.

“Shaman wrap Jed’s wound with healing herbs,” Running Bear said from behind her.

Rachell nodded, releasing a shuddered breath as she moved aside. The fear she’d kept at bay poured through her as the shaman began chanting over Jed’s unconscious body.

He’d be okay. He has to be okay.

She took one of the rags Running Bear had brought in and dipped it into a large bowl of water, then swabbed the cool towel across Jed’s brow. Once his fever’s down, he’ll wake up.

 

Long after the shaman and others had left, Rachell continued to bathe Jed’s sweltering body with cool water. Morning dragged into afternoon and still his skin blazed. When she wasn’t rewetting his hair and skin, she fanned him with the damp cloth.

Sometime in early evening Jed stirred, moaning as Rachell smoothed the wet cloth across his chest. She instantly leaned over. “Jed?”

His eyes opened slightly and relief vibrated through her.

“Rachell,” he whispered.

“I’m here,” she said, brushing a hand across his whiskered jaw.

Before she saw any recognition in his gaze, his eyes rolled up and his lids came down.

“Jed?” She rubbed her hands over his chest and shoulders, calling his name, but he didn’t respond.

Disappointment resounded through her soul as she dipped the towel back into the water and resumed the task of combating his fever. She lifted his scarred knuckles to her lips, kissing them before running the wet cloth across his long arm.

As the sun descended, Jed’s fever began to gradually decline. Rachell’s arms ached from fanning him and continually lifting his arms and legs as she dampened his flesh. After an entire day of bathing him, her hands had grown accustomed to the feel of his skin. She’d memorized and touched all the reminders of violence in his past, and had been stunned by how much one man could endure.

Never had she seen so many scars. There wasn’t a limb unscathed by the markings of an old injury.

When his body finally neared its normal temperature, Rachell was sure he’d wake soon. But as the evening wore on her patience snapped. Giving his cheek a sturdy pat, she shouted, “Wake up! You’re scaring me! Do you hear me, Jed? Wake up!”

She shouted the commands several times before she sensed someone else inside the teepee. Snow Flower knelt beside her. She placed a hand on Rachell’s shoulder. Her sympathetic gaze broke the little that remained of Rachell’s control. A wave of despair washed over her and warm tears spilled across her cheeks.

“I want him to wake up.”

Snow Flower pulled her into a light embrace. She spoke softly in her Indian language, and though Rachell didn’t understand a single word, the gentle sound of Snow Flower’s voice gave her comfort.

Recovering from her tearful state, she eased back and found Running Bear watching them from just inside the door flap.

Snow Flower spoke again and stood, encouraging Rachell to do the same.

“Go with Snow Flower,” said Running Bear. “She take you to warm pool. You will feel better. I watch Jed.”

Rachell pulled in a shaky breath and nodded as she allowed Snow Flower to pull her to her feet.










Chapter Nine



Conscious of a dull ache throughout his entire body, Jed tried to shake off the heavy shroud of sleep. He was aware of a burning pain in his right side and a soft warmth pressed against his left. His mind recognized the woman beside him even before he opened his eyes.

Rachell.

He squinted against the intrusion of light. A lantern hung from a tall aspen pole. Rachell was snuggled against him, the lantern casting a warm glow over her sleeping face, lighting up streaks of gold in her auburn hair, giving life to the flames cascading across her shoulder and back.

Pain bit into his right side as he shifted toward her.

The Apache, he thought, as his hand felt the bandages wrapped around his middle. He’d been cut. The image of Rachell racing into the river to help him flashed in his mind. Her large green eyes, filled with concern—for him. She’d put her own fear aside and risked her life to help him from the swift current.

What the hell had she been thinking? If he had collapsed, she’d have been no more use than a tiny woodpecker. His overgrown hide would have swept her downstream right along with him.

Gingerly, he stretched his aching body, and realized he was only wearing a bandage. As he scanned Rachell’s petite frame, his body stirred beneath the blanket. He reached over and skimmed his hand lightly across the small curve of her hip.

She moaned softly in her sleep and wriggled closer to him.

Jed folded an arm under his head as he traced her petal-soft lips with his finger; lips that had set him on fire. He smiled as she sighed, nuzzling even closer to his chest.

No woman had ever kissed him with such passion. He wanted to see her emerald eyes.

Again, he brushed his finger across the soft pad of her lower lip. The sound of his name rippled from her mouth, stealing the air from his lungs.

“Rachell?” he whispered, pushing a long strand of hair away from her face.

Green eyes opened wide. Her pink lips drew into a bright smile as she sprang up. She lifted onto her knees, leaning over him. Her red hair swirled around her face in wild disarray.

She was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen.

“You’re awake! How are you feeling?”

“Like hell worked over,” he answered truthfully. He groaned, forcing himself to sit up despite his body’s painful protest. He felt as though he’d run a gauntlet, with every inch of his body being pummeled by stone mallets. “What’d you do, tie me behind Sage and drag me to camp?”

“Perhaps you should stay lying down,” she offered with a worried frown, completely missing his humor. Her small palms set fire to his skin as she pressed lightly against his shoulders. He realized she wore a buckskin dress.

“Where are we?” he asked, glancing around at the circular wall of tightly bound reeds, realizing only now that he hadn’t given any thought to their location, only to who he was with.

“Running Bear’s camp.”

“Ah, now I remember.” The last thing he recalled was his large Ute brother running toward him.

Rachell’s gaze moved rapidly over him as though to make sure all was accounted for. She scooted close and tugged at the binding around his waist. With her face nearly touching his chest, she peered down at the padding covering his wound. Jed inhaled a deep breath, bathing his senses with the sweet scent of Rachell’s hair.

She released a sigh, apparently relieved to find that his side hadn’t busted open.

“How does it look?” he asked when she leaned back.

“It’s not bleeding, but I think you should lie down. I’ll get you some water. Are you hungry?”

Before he could answer, she was on her feet. “Running Bear says you are brothers,” she continued, again kneeling in front of him. “He says you taught him to speak English. Was he also raised by the Cherokee?”

“No,” Jed replied with a short laugh, checking his injury for himself. He was surprised by the neat, uniform row of tight stitches. By far the best stitching he’d ever received. “Running Bear was raised by his tribe,” Jed explained, looking back up at Rachell. “His Ute tribe. He’s what we’d call my brother-in-law.”

Rachell’s eyes widened. “Oh,” she said in a hushed voice. “Your wife.”

Jed nodded. “Malika.”

It had been so long since he’d spoken her name aloud, it sounded strange on his tongue.

“Judge Widell mentioned you had hunted down killers. Was she killed by them?”

“She was. What time is it?” he asked, anxious to change the subject, annoyed that it had come up at all. He had no intention of discussing his first forced bride with his second. If Rachell knew his young wife had run headlong into gunfire, rather than endure another day with him, Rachell would be liable to run off again. He was in no shape to chase her down.

Jed avoided her gaze as he accepted the ladle of water she held out to him.

“The sun isn’t up yet,” she said as he took a drink. “You were plagued by fever all of yesterday.”


“I’ve been asleep for an entire day?”

“Nearly two. Yesterday your wound became infected and had to be reopened. The shaman put some herbs in your bindings to fight off infection.”

Jed noticed the redness of Rachell’s eyes. She offered him more water. He shook his head. She replaced the ladle then picked up another bowl beside their blankets and rose to her feet. When she sat the bowl near the door flap of the teepee he saw the cloth lying in the water.

She must have been tending his fever. No wonder she looked completely drained.

“Come lie down, Rachell. You have bags under your eyes the size of Texas.”

“You should eat something.” She scurried to the other side of the small hut.

“All I need is for you to stop fluttering around this teepee like a damn hummingbird. You’re making me dizzy.”

She ignored his comment, retrieving another bowl covered by a thin cloth. “You lost a lot of blood. You need to eat.”

“Rachell, get your butt over here and lie down.”

She knelt beside him and smiled at his fierce expression. “Not until you eat something.” She took a chunk of meat from the bowl and pushed it into his mouth. “I know it’s not warm, but it will help you get your strength back.”

After the second bite, Jed grabbed her wrist. Her breath caught as he kissed her palm. “I’ve eaten,” he said. “Time to lie down before you fall asleep on your feet.”

Rachell released a slow sigh as he let go of her wrist, exhaustion settling across her face. “Are you sure you’re not hungry?”

“Lie down,” he ordered, lifting the edge of the blanket covering him.

Rachell set the bowl down and started to move beside him, then paused, her eyes widening as though she’d just recalled something. Jed had a pretty good notion as to what that something was.


He wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing.

“But, you’re…”

“You were lying beside me just a moment ago. Snuggled right up against me, in fact.”

“Yes, and you were unconscious.”

“I don’t see another bed,” he added, glancing around the teepee. He arched an eyebrow. “How do I know you haven’t been taking advantage of me?”

Jed smiled as red blotches stained her cheeks. “I’ll keep to my side of the blanket,” he assured her as he reached for her hand and pulled her down beside him. He wasn’t sure how he’d manage it though.

Rachell immediately turned away from him, lying on her side.

“You did a fine job of sewing me up,” he said, tossing the blanket over her. He rolled onto his back and tried to focus on the sting in his side, not the feel of Rachell’s buckskin-clad backside touching his hip.

“You must be one hell of a seamstress,” he continued, failing miserably in his efforts. “I’ve never seen such precise needlework in a man’s hide, and I’ve seen more than my share of ripped-up hides.”

“And had more than your share,” she said. “I’ve never seen so many scars on one man.”

“Like I said, I know fine stitching when I see it.”

“How did you know I was the one who stitched your side?”

“They obviously think you’re my wife. I don’t suppose they sent another woman in here to sew me up and tend to my fever?”

“No. But Running Bear and his wife have been very helpful, bringing me fresh water and food. I was so scared when you didn’t wake, and then the fever… Oh, Jed, if you had seen how much blood you lost.”

Feeling her shudder, Jed rolled onto his good side, stretching his arm across her tiny waist. She’d been truly worried about him. Why did that stun him? Perhaps because no woman had given a damn about him since his sister died, including Malika. Yet this little spitfire who’d known him only a week, detesting him most of that time, had raced into a raging river to help him, and toiled over his feverish body.

“Thank you for caring for me, Rachell.”

“It was the least I could do. You’ve been taking care of me for the past week. You wouldn’t be hurt at all if it weren’t for me.”

He pressed his face into the side of her hair. “You smell good.”

“You smell your soap,” she whispered in a trembling voice.

“No, Imp. My soap has never smelled so sweet. I smell you.” His hand slid across her slender hip. Touching her seemed to ease all his pain. She shivered beneath his palm.

“Are you cold?”

“No,” she breathed, her soft voice barely audible.

“You’re shivering,” he said, again smoothing his hand across the curve of her hip.

“You’re touching me.”

Jed propped himself up on his elbow as he pressed a hand against her shoulder, easing her onto her back so he could see her face. Her wide eyes glittered like emeralds in the low lamplight as she met his gaze. “You don’t need to be frightened of me, Rachell. You know I wouldn’t force myself on you.”

Her lips twisted into a slight, trembling smile. “And I believe you know you wouldn’t have to.”

Passion burst through Jed like a wildfire blowing across the yellow summer grasses of the Sierra Nevada foothills. Only then did he realize how much he had wanted to hear her say she felt an attraction toward him.

His smile was slow, and carnal.

“I barely have the energy to hold my eyes open,” he pointed out. And thank goodness. If he had the energy, he’d be hilt-deep in her sweet body after that revealing statement. But her passiveness surprised him. When he’d kissed her by the river he’d been shocked by her willingness to participate. Her expression afterward had told him she’d been just as stunned as he had by the passion ignited between them.


His gaze fell to the lips that had set him ablaze.

“Jed?” she said as he lowered his mouth to hers.

“Just a kiss,” he whispered, lightly brushing his lips across the softness of her mouth. “Can I kiss you?”

“Oh, yes.”

Jed smiled. The pleading in her tone pleased him as much as her arms reaching for his neck. Her mouth was warm and yielding. Her kiss was all he remembered it to be; stronger than whisky, hotter than fire, and more threatening than a band of fifty hostile Indians.

Ignoring his internal warning to pull away before he became lost in the taste of her, Jed took his time, memorizing all the sweet textures of her mouth and yielding to the timid strokes of her tongue which became bolder with every touch, driving him to the edge of his sanity.

When he finally broke the kiss, his arm slid beneath her. He held her against his body as he carefully rolled onto his back. Tucking a hand behind her knee, he pulled her thigh up to his waist so that she lay partially on top of him.

“You sure feel good,” he said as his palm caressed her slender back.

Rachell had to agree. It felt more than good to be held like this, feeling a closeness to him that went beyond the proximity of their bodies. She closed her eyes, allowing her hand to move across the expanse of his bare chest, smiling as he made a deep purring sound and increased the pressure of his caress on her back.

She had no idea the feel of a man’s chest would be so grand. But then, neither had she known such intimacy could be shared in just a kiss. She shifted slightly and felt his bandages under her bare thigh.

Oh, heavens! How had her dress become bunched at her hips? She was frightfully aware that he was naked beneath her. She shouldn’t be lying with him in such a provocative manner.

“Is something wrong?” Jed asked, obviously feeling the sudden tension in her body.


“I’m not hurting your side, am I?” she asked, truly concerned.

“Sugar, you’re killin’ me for sure, but you’re not hurting my side one bit.”

He continued to caress her back in long sweeping strokes from her shoulders to her hips, draining her tension and relaxing her muscles. “Are you warm enough?” he asked.

She smiled. He was so very considerate. “Yes.”

She could have tolerated another blanket, but she didn’t want to disturb the tranquility that had settled over them. She didn’t want it to end.

 

Rachell’s eyes fluttered open as she woke from a deep, peaceful sleep. She smiled into the warm gray eyes gazing down at her. Jed was propped up on his elbow beside her. She could feel his other hand spread across her hip and his warm, fully aroused body pressed against her side. Her breath stalled. He continued to silently gaze down at her.

“What are you staring at?” she asked, becoming self-conscious.

“You.” His slow smile electrified her blood.

“Why?”

“Because you’re worth starin’ at.”

Her smile spread clear to her heart. She reached up and smoothed her hand across his jaw that was now shadowed by two days of growth.

“Sugar, you keep smiling at me like that and I’m gonna start kissing you.”

Her heart constricted with anticipation. “Really?”

“Really.” The word was muffled by Jed’s lips meeting hers. His heart thundered in his chest when her lips parted invitingly beneath his. Jed seized the invitation, kissing her long and thoroughly, until his head was spinning. He broke away, heaving for breath, struggling for rational thought. He failed on both accounts as Rachell pulled him back to her lips.


Loving her tenacity, he reached down and wrapped his hand around the back of her smooth thigh, caressing the resilient flesh.

Rachell moaned. Her whole body flexed against him.

Jed lifted his head and smiled into her dazed eyes. “Your body responds to me with so much passion. You don’t know what that does to me.”

Rachell was fairly certain that she did, the hard proof pressed against her hip. His caressing hand moved up to her bottom, stroking the naked skin beneath her dress and making it near impossible for her to breathe.

“Jed?” she gasped, conscious only of his caressing hand and his mouth nibbling gently at her neck. She shifted closer, drawing up her knees, inadvertently bringing him into the center of a whole new universe. One he wasn’t reluctant to explore. His hand slid across her leg to the vulnerable juncture between her thighs.

Rachell tensed as Jed’s fingers tenderly brushed the sensitive folds. His body blocked her instinctive response to close her legs. Unprepared for the lightning rush of pleasure brought by his soft caresses, his name came out in a sharp gasp as she bucked against him.

“Jed, I— I’ve—” her breath broke. His feathery strokes stole her thoughts, paralyzing her of all but the ability to feel the wonderfully new sensations coursing through her body. He seemed to know precisely where she was most sensitive, caressing her until her body arched in helpless abandon.

Fear mingled with fascination as the fiery sensations continued to mount, closing over her, consuming her. Jed’s name exploded from her lips as a wave of sheer pleasure washed through her body in a violent tremor.

“It’s all right,” Jed whispered. His lips touched hers.

Dazed, Rachell sought his gaze. His smile was tender, yet darkly masculine. His touch became soothing. He kissed her and murmured against her lips. Just as she felt herself settling back into her mind, he took her mouth in a deep kiss and seared her body with a single touch that hurled her back toward the stars, stripping away the world. She clung to him, her fingers digging into his shoulders as her hips moved of their own accord in response to his caressing fingers.

Rachell’s broken cries of pleasure as she strained toward his touch were burning Jed alive. Never had he needed so badly to be inside a woman. He wanted her until he couldn’t breathe.

Unable to wait a second longer, Jed nudged her legs further apart with his knees, meeting no resistance as he settled between her thighs. He forced himself to stop just shy of entering her. His body shuddered as her sensual heat licked over him, threatening to snap his control. His muscles strained against his body’s urge to delve into her feminine core.

He’d not yet probed those satin depths. She was so small, so delicate. He didn’t want to hurt her by taking her too fast, too hard.

Slowly, he silently commanded.

From beyond the roar of his blood, and his aching struggle for control, a deep voice penetrated his thoughts.

“Imp?” the voice called again from outside the teepee. “Is my brother well?”

Running Bear. Jed pulled his mouth away from Rachell’s, cursing under his breath as he set his jaw against the painful need of his body.

With a deep groan of regret, he shifted his position and tugged Rachell’s dress down over her hips. He took her mouth once more, swallowing her gasp along with his groan as he pressed his aching flesh against the buckskin dress now blocking his passage to the paradise he knew awaited him inside her sleek body.

He couldn’t bring himself to pull away. Rachell moaned, rocking her hips in response. Jed broke off the kiss, pulling in a few deep breaths before bracing himself up with his arms.

“I’m well,” Jed called out to Running Bear. “Be out in a minute.”


Rachell shoved against his chest, nearly knocking him over as she moved out from beneath him.

“Oh…my…goodness,” she said in a pant. She backed away from him as though he’d attacked her. Her accusing eyes reminded him so much of Malika, it was like a blow to the gut.

What the hell? She’d been just as eager as he had. But then…so had Malika.

Suddenly, Jed felt completely drained of all his energy. He couldn’t go through this again. He refused to carry the guilt of another woman who couldn’t be honest about her passion.

Rachell sat a few feet away, her head down, her arms wrapped around her raised knees, shivering from the desire he knew was strumming through her body. Damnation, but the woman had enough passion to set fire to a stone. How was he going to keep his hands off her? She sure as hell hadn’t been pushing him away. At least, not while he was touching her. But he didn’t want anything to do with a woman who didn’t know her own mind.

“Rachell, this has to stop. We’re likely to be stuck together for another couple of weeks or so and your teasing is going to drive me mad.”

“My what?” she shrieked, whipping her gaze toward him. “I have not—”

“Don’t give me the innocent act. If it wasn’t for Running Bear, I’d be sheathed inside your hot little body right now, and we’d both be enjoying every damned second of it.”

Her eyes opened as wide as saucers. The red tinge in her cheeks brightened, and Jed wondered again at how much experience she’d had with this sort of intimacy. He’d seen fear in her eyes just before she’d found her first release, followed by a look of pure wonder. Her late husband must have been a real cold fish in the sack. Or perhaps he’d trespassed onto the sense of propriety that had no doubt been drilled into her mind. He’d be doing her a favor letting her cling to those morals—for both their sakes.


“Honey, I’m not against taking the pleasure of your body as a show of gratitude for helping you out, but I got a feelin’ you’re not the sort who tumbles with a man just for the hell of it. And just so we’re clear, I have no intentions of keeping a wife.”

Her flushed face hardened with anger, assuring him he’d thoroughly insulted her.

“Let’s keep it clear that we both want an annulment,” he added.

“I most certainly do!”

“Then maybe you should toss me that breechcloth.” He pushed away the fur blanket and stood.

The full sight of Jed’s body sent a wave of heat through Rachell, bringing a tingling sensation to all the places he’d touched. She realized she was gaping at him, and a blush scorched her cheeks. She turned and grabbed the small bundle of leather Running Bear had brought in the day before, then blindly threw it at him.

How had she suddenly become so brazenly wanton? She may have been slightly enamored with Jed, but she was not the sort who tumbles with a man just for the hell of it.

The words boiled Rachell’s blood beneath her skin. She’d never tumbled with any man!

“Did you have to pull these stitches so goddammed tight? I can barely move without them feeling like they’re gonna bust my skin.”

“I hope they all fall out,” she spat, just as he disappeared though the door flap.

Torn between rage and the tears burning at her eyes, Rachell sat heavily on the rumpled blankets. How dare he suggest she’d seduced him! She’d hardly been awake before his mouth was on her. And she’d…loved every moment of it.

She hadn’t been prepared for the intensity of his intimate caresses. Realizing how close she’d actually come to coupling with Jed had shocked the daylights out of her. She couldn’t help but think she was a very little woman for so much man. And yet he had appeared to be quite confident that their joining would be pleasant for both of them.

Indignation burned low in her belly. Jed was right.

She may have been caught up in his touch, but…she would have let him take her. Hell’s fire. She had been two seconds from begging.

She was such a fool.

Lord, she couldn’t help it. The man could be as gentle as he was hard. When he looked at her with smoldering gray eyes, her brain turned to mush. She trembled at the mere thought of the wonderfully sinful things he had been doing to her.

As shameful as it was to admit, she couldn’t deny that she had greatly enjoyed the intimacy they’d shared. She marveled again at how very gentle such a strong man could be. He’d given her the most profound pleasure of her life, and then she’d shoved him away.

She glanced toward the flap. She hadn’t meant to recoil from him. Could she have hurt his feelings?

He must care for me, a little. She recalled his concern for her when he’d woken early this morning, the comfort she’d felt in his embrace.

She certainly cared about him. Indeed, she was quite fond of Jed. She’d never met a man whose touch affected her as his did. Not just his intimate touch, but his casual touch as well. Even his voice affected her physically, washing through her like a warm summer rain. She had never been so physically aware of any man. She had wanted him.

She wanted him still.










Chapter Ten



“You’re refusing to help me?”

Jed stopped near the center of camp, stunned by Running Bear’s refusal to lend him horses and supplies.

“You will not journey today,” Running Bear said, stopping to look back at Jed. “You need rest. Tomorrow, I give all you ask.”

“I can’t stay. I’ve already lost two days.”

Running Bear crossed his arms. “You will search for lost days tomorrow,” he decided.

“Don’t pull the chieftain bit with me,” Jed said, shoving Running Bear off balance. “I’m not too old to pluck a few feathers from your headdress.”

Running Bear laughed, and nudged Jed forward, toward the sweat lodge. “You will rest, and cleanse your body of illness.”

Silently determined to get his way, Jed allowed Running Bear to lead him to the dome-shaped hut, giving a greeting to friends and relatives along the way. As they neared the sweat lodge, he gazed out at his horse hobbled in the meadow.

“Sage isn’t known to be friendly to anyone other than me. I hope he wasn’t too much trouble.”

Running Bear frowned as he glanced at the large buckskin. “Friendly like angry snake. Only Imp touch bastard horse.”


“Rachell?” Jed said in disbelief. “My saddle alone must be twice her weight.”

Running Bear laughed as he gave a nod. “She strong like ant.”

Jed grinned, feeling a touch of pride, which dissolved the moment he realized Running Bear still believed Rachell to be his wife. Before he could say otherwise, Running Bear ducked into the lodge. The moment Jed followed him into the hot muggy climate, he knew this was a bad idea. He knew just as well that Running Bear would not rest until Jed had purified his body with a good hard sweat.

By the time he sat before the hot stones, Jed was dizzy. Running Bear lifted a ladle filled with water from a pail and poured it over the superheated stones. White steam rose in a crackling hiss of evaporating moisture. He dipped the ladle back into the water and held it out to Jed.

“You drink,” he instructed. “Imp is good match for you,” he said as Jed took a swallow of cool water. “Her spirit is bright.”

“She’s not really my wife.” He tossed the ladle back into the pail of water. “She’s tangled up with this guy by the name of Sumner and I—”

“You steal Imp from another man?” Running Bear’s face contorted with shock.

“No,” Jed said in a short laugh. “She’s not Sumner’s wife. She’s not really mine either.”

“Imp say you marry,” Running Bear insisted, visibly displeased by Jed’s announcement.

“We’re married but—”

“Imp is your wife,” Running Bear said with a firm nod.

“No, she’s a woman stuck in my care until I can deliver her safely to Buck. You remember Judge Widell?”

A lethal glint came into his dark eyes.

“Figured you would,” Jed drawled. “That four-week jail sentence he gave us back in Texas was pure justice compared to the ruling I got last week. Rachell and I ran into Widell in Colorado. He took it upon himself to hitch us together, despite our protests. You know how unpredictable Widell can be when he’s wielding that gavel. I lit out of there before I ended up with a noose around my neck for murdering an elderly judge. Rachell was madder than a wet hen when she left that saloon with my last name. She hadn’t known me for a full day, and she sure hadn’t liked me one bit up to that point.”

Running Bear’s frown deepened. Both men studied the tendrils of steam rising from the rocks until Running Bear broke the long silence, saying a single word.

“Malika.”

Nothing else could have summed up Jed’s situation. Jed raised his knees, folded his arms over them and lowered his throbbing head.

Running Bear poured more water over the stones, surrounding them in a hissing white mist. “Not the same,” he said.

Jed felt a tap on his arm. Lifting his head, he saw the ladle of water being held out to him.

“Drink,” Running Bear ordered. “Imp is your wife,” he said, waiting until Jed had a mouth full of water.

Jed met the stubborn gaze of the large Ute beside him. “I’ve known the woman a week. I didn’t intentionally lead you to believe she was my wife.”

“You fight for her.”

“I had to. She’s Buck’s sister-in-law. I gave my word I’d get her safely to California,” Jed said, telling himself that was the only reason.

Jed didn’t like the slow smile spreading across Running Bear’s face.

“You feel nothing of love for this woman with hair of fire?”

“I hardly know her, and what would I know about love?”

He shifted uneasily under Running Bear’s steady glare.

“I’m not sayin’ she’s not a fine woman. I’m sayin’ she’s not my woman.”

She’s not my woman, he silently repeated, trying to make that fact stick in his mind.


“My vision complete,” Running Bear said in a confident tone. “Imp is your mate.”

Jed groaned and ran his hand across his jaw. His calloused palm grated across coarse stubble.

Damnation. I must have chafed the soft skin of Rachell’s face. What had gotten into him? Rachell was Buck’s sister-in-law. She was too damn young for him. Yet no woman had ever had such a pull on his self control, not since Malika. But with Malika, she’d always been the aggressor. Rachell didn’t do anything but smile, which worked on his self control like fire to a haystack.

He had to get out of here today. The sooner he unloaded the woman onto Buck the better. He didn’t want to complicate what was already a rotten situation. Physical attraction was nothing to base a marriage on. He and Malika had proven that.

His refusal to bed his Indian bride the night of their union had nothing to do with his lack of attraction to her. She’d been a beautiful young woman. He’d noted that fact often enough during the three days he and his friends had escorted her and Running Bear to their camp. He’d also noted the grave sadness in her large coffee-shaded eyes. Running Bear had told him the brave she was to marry had died trying to protect her.

Jed was certain Malika’s father had reasons for marrying them the way he had, but Jed refused to bed her. He supposed now that he’d only prolonged the inevitable. He’d been raised around Indian culture and even at nineteen, he wasn’t a man who turned away from his responsibility. Like it or not, Malika was his wife. When he’d left their camp, she went with him.

He’d shown nothing but patience and kindness to his young bride, but he couldn’t win with Malika. She paid him no more notice than a grain of sand, unless she was raving at him, finding fault in his every word and action. In her next breath, she would demand he make her his wife. Eventually he’d given up, figuring she hated him so much because she couldn’t find a valid reason not to like him. When he’d awakened one night with Malika hovering over him, he’d given her all she’d been asking for.

There had been no question of the passion they’d ignited in each other. And afterward, she had hated him all the more for it. But her anger didn’t slow the flood of desire when they touched. He came to expect her cold moods and accusing glares, knowing she struggled with her own guilt over the man she’d betrothed her love to. He’d done his best to try to make her happy. The day he’d watched her run headlong into gunfire, he realized he’d failed miserably.

“Imp is not Malika.”

Jed met Running Bear’s piercing stare, and quickly averted his gaze. His Ute brother was too perceptive, and probably knew him better than anyone. “You think I don’t know that?”

“My sister’s death has long shadowed your heart. Imp will bring life to your spirit. Time of mourning is past.”

“This has nothing to do with her. Malika has been gone for eighteen years.”

“Eighteen years and you have not taken a mate. Eighteen years and you do not find peace.”

Jed mumbled a few harsh words.

Running Bear didn’t doubt his anger. Jed never allowed talk of Malika, but much needed to be said. “We ride together many seasons, tracking the men who thirst for blood of others. We kill every one to avenge Malika and still you find no peace. The law of your people find you guilty of no crime. You find guilt in yourself.”

Jed’s rage-filled eyes met his gaze.

“You fear Malika chose death.”

The anguish in Jed’s expression told Running Bear he’d guessed correctly.

“I tell you, she did not.”

Jed shook his head, not believing.

“My sister did not choose death.”


“You weren’t there,” he ground out, dropping his head back down to his arms.

“I know my sister.”

“Then why did she go to the mine?” Jed asked, his expression hidden in the folds of his arms. “She knew I didn’t give a damn about any pilfered gold. Hell, we were planning to leave within the week.”

“Were you not heading to the mines to warn boys called O’Conner of danger?”

“I was, but she couldn’t have known that.”

“She could hear gunfire from your cabin, yes?”

“I told her to stay away!”

“My sister was great warrior. Even faced with death, she would not run.”

Jed met Running Bear’s gaze. “She didn’t run away. She ran full-force into a steady stream of gunfire.”

“If she believed you to be captured, do you think she would not fight for you?”

Jed opened his mouth as though to respond, but no words came. He clamped his jaw shut and looked away.

Running Bear drizzled more water over the stones. “You fight the truth, brother. You gave Malika love she longed to return, but could not. She would give you no less than her life.”

Jed’s elbows dropped to his folded legs, his fingers rubbed firmly at his temples. Running Bear glanced back at the steam rising from the stones, pleased by all he’d been able to say.

“Imp will bring your spirit peace.”

“She’s brought my spirit nothin’ but trouble.”

“No. Your spirit have much trouble already. I see sunlight in your Imp.”

“You see her damn red hair!”

Running Bear grinned. “I see light to brighten your spirit and bring you peace. Why do you fight it?”

“Those Apache we ran into, were they looking for your camp?”


“Perhaps,” he said with a shrug, accepting Jed’s refusal to answer.

“You been having trouble?”

“With Apache, no. They steal my horses. Blue Coats are my trouble. They herd my people like horses and steal our land.”

“Why haven’t you sent word to me? Who’s been coming out here, agents or cavalry?”

Running Bear smiled. “You fight for me in many battles. Now we fight our own.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” Jed persisted.

The rest of their conversation centered around government agents, sour treaties, and the possible solutions and rebellions being discussed amongst various tribes.

As Jed rose to leave the sweat lodge, he found he barely had the energy to stand. He had truly hoped to head out by afternoon, needing to get to Shadow Canyon well before Sumner.

That overgrown Ute intentionally drained me, he thought as he followed Running Bear into the sunlight. A light breeze felt cool against his heated skin. Running Bear had given him just enough water to remain conscious.

Jed started toward the river for a much needed bath when a glimpse of red caught his attention.

Good God.

Rachell was walking towards him. Her gaze was on Running Bear’s wife, her smile bright, her dark auburn hair secured in two long braids, and her dainty body clad in the buckskin britches and shirt he’d asked Red-Flower-That-Grows-In-Snow to provide.

His body surged with heat as his eyes moved over the warm curves he’d measured in his hands. His gaze settled on soft pink lips still swollen from his kisses. Rachell stopped in her tracks as she caught his gaze. Her smile faltered. Red-Flower-That-Grows-In-Snow took her by the arm and tugged her along until she stood directly in front of him.

Rachell’s cheeks flushed to a brilliant pink as she met his gaze with clear reluctance. “Snow Flower brought them to me,” she said, obviously noting his reaction to her clothes. “I didn’t understand what she said, but I assumed she wanted me to put them on.”

Jed was thankful Rachell didn’t speak the Ute language. She surely wouldn’t have appreciated knowing that Running Bear’s wife had given her clothes she’d made for her young son. Although, the buckskin pants took a whole new form on Rachell’s feminine body, defining her small waist and the curve of her hips all too well.

“Snow Flower is implying that you want to leave today,” Rachell continued. “You need to rest.”

What he needed was to get away from her. Anxious to divert his gaze, Jed glanced over at Running Bear. “Snow Flower, huh?”

“I make short for Imp.”

“Her name isn’t Snow Flower?” Rachell asked.

“Close,” Jed said, smiling at the sweet woman who put up with his annoying Ute brother. “In our language her full name would be Red-Flower-That-Grows-In-Snow.” Jed allowed his gaze to stray back to Rachell. He told himself the cool morning breeze caused the prickling sensation sweeping across his sweat-slickened body, not the warm concern in Rachell’s eyes as she gazed up at him.

“Has your fever returned?” she asked as she advanced on him in a rush, rising onto her tiptoes as she reached a palm toward his forehead.

“No,” he said, silently ordering himself to step back, away from her touch, her scent, but his feet stayed planted on the ground.

“You’re warm.”

“We just came from the sweat lodge,” he explained, releasing a silent sigh of relief as Rachell stepped back.

“Are you insane? Jed, you need to be drinking water, not sweating it out!”

“I was drinking water. And I don’t need a nursemaid.”

“Just because you’re a mountain of muscle,” she said, punctuating each word by poking a finger at his chest, “doesn’t mean you’re invincible. You nearly died yesterday.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t all that serious.”

Her green eyes flared. “Your fever very nearly fried your brain. I know, because I’m the one who spent endless hours sponging water all over your miserable unconscious body. If I’d known you’d just bake yourself after my troubles, I wouldn’t have wasted my tears and prayers!”

The image of her toiling over his rotten hide made him feel damned guilty. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “You’re absolutely right.”

“I—” Her mouth snapped shut. She blinked several times. “What?”

Jed tried to bite back a smile, and failed. She had the most animated expressions. “I said you’re right. I do appreciate all you did for me. I shouldn’t have gone into the sweat lodge. I’ve had a proper scolding. Can I go now?”

She lowered her gaze toward the bandages at his waist. “I didn’t mean to shout at you.”

“I deserved it,” he said, his body coiling with tension as he watched her eyes move over his damp skin. She met his gaze long enough for Jed to see the approval of what she’d been gaping at and the spark of raw desire that burned in the wake of her silent praise.

Jed suddenly wondered if it was his loss of blood and injured side that had sapped his strength. Part of him was aching fit-to-die, but it had nothing to do with the gash in his side.

He turned away without further comment, walking off to anywhere that was away from this woman who looked at him with passion-filled eyes. He had to get a grip on his self-control. Running Bear didn’t know what he was talking about. This imp was not for him. She was too damn young and too much damn trouble!

From here on in, he was keeping his hands off her.










Chapter Eleven



After eating her afternoon meal with Snow Flower, and a few other women and children who sat at a safe distance, Rachell returned to her teepee. Exhausted from her hours of caring for Jed, she stretched out on their bedding and wrapped herself in the warm fur blanket.

If her moody brave wanted to leave camp, he would have to wake her.

When Rachell awoke, the lantern was burning overhead from its perch high on the aspen pole. She was stunned to find that night had fallen. She sat up and stretched the knotted muscles in her back. The scent of lye lingered in the air.

Jed had bathed, and had recently been in their teepee.

Why hadn’t he awakened her?

Just as she prepared to step outside, Snow Flower poked her head in. “Imp,” she said with a smile, and entered the teepee. “You stay,” she said in English.

“Running Bear must have talked some sense into Jed,” Rachell mused. “Thank goodness.”

Snow Flower smiled, clearly not understanding what she’d said. She motioned to the dress draped on her arm as she rattled off in her own language. She immediately waved her hand as if shooing her words from the air. She held the dress up to Rachell’s shoulders, then spoke again.

“You want me to dress for supper.” Rachell nodded her understanding. “It’s beautiful,” she said, running a hand over the colorful, finely stitched trim at the neckline. Pretty white shells were sewn across the bottom of the skirt. Her breath caught as she saw the wide beaded sash Snow Flower held up to her waist. The tiniest of beads created a pattern of three red flowers with yellow centers and long green stems which wavered across the white belt.

Snow Flower spoke again, saying something that included Jed’s name. By the warmth in her eyes, Rachell assumed she was speaking fondly of him.

A short while later she followed Snow Flower from her hut, toward a huge fire blazing near the center of camp. Bundles of wood had been stacked taller than a man to create an enormous fire.

She spotted the object of her newly budding desire sitting among the ring of people in the circular orange glow given off by the fire. He was dressed in a pair of buckskin pants and one of his ivory shirts. His freshly washed hair gleamed in the firelight. He sat beside Running Bear, talking to three women standing before him, all wearing warm, inviting smiles.

A tad too inviting. She couldn’t see Jed’s face as she approached him from behind, but the giggling reaction of the women told her he was being particularly charming. Her muscles tightened in a sudden flash of fury.

Our marriage may mean less than the paper it’s printed on, she thought as she stomped toward him, but for the time being, he’s legally bound to me.

All three smiles vanished when the young women spotted her coming up behind Jed. She relished the fear she saw in their gazes before they turned and hurried away.

“You’re late,” Jed said, drawing her attention from the retreating women. One corner of his mouth kicked up in a wry smile as he raised his hand to guide her down beside him.


Rachell shivered as his gaze moved over her like a gentle caress, just as it had when she’d run into him earlier in the morning. But also like this morning, his eyes quickly darkened and the stern edge of his jaw flexed with tension.

He resented his attraction to her.

She dropped beside him, ignoring his outstretched hand. “I’m surprised you noticed my absence,” she clipped.

As she glanced around the broad circle, she noted everyone’s elaborate attire. Even the men wore colorful sashes and cloaks. Many wore face paint and feathered headpieces.

After a moment, she realized she was the focus of attention. She instinctively leaned closer to Jed.

“Jed, why is everyone staring at me?”

She looked up and found his eyes still trained on her, their color a smoky gray. His burning gaze warmed her body in a rush, making her forget about everyone but him. Lord, a body could die from the range of emotions this man made her feel.

“Your hair,” he answered.

“My hair?”

“Uh-huh. Or it could have been the lethal glint in your eyes before you sat down,” he said with an amused smile. “Let’s test it.”

He reached for one of her braids and pulled the leather thong from the end. Rachell’s breath caught in her throat as he eased his fingers into the side of her hair and gently worked them down, unraveling her long braid. Gasps and whispers broke out around them as he fanned the crinkled mass of hair over her shoulder.

“It’s the hair,” Jed said in an easy tone.

Rachell’s gaze remained fixed on the man now unraveling her other braid.

“They’ve never seen hair like yours,” he said in a voice of pure velvet, sending a rippling wave of goose flesh across her body. “But then, neither have I.”

Abruptly, he pulled his hand away. His eyes seemed to glaze over as his expression hardened.


“Anyway,” Jed said, “you—”

Before he could finish, a young Indian girl plopped into his lap. Jed laughed, talking in the native Indian tongue as he tickled the girl who couldn’t be more than five. When he’d tickled the little thing senseless, he sat her up in his lap. The young girl was undoubtedly a daughter of Running Bear.

Family. Jed’s family.

The girl’s wide brown eyes glanced at Rachell before she leaned up, wrapping her arms around Jed’s neck as she whispered into his ear. Jed laughed at whatever she’d said. He tugged on one of her black braids and he said something that caused her eyes to surge even wider before she looked at Rachell as though she’d sprouted horns.

“What devious stories are you telling that child about me?” Rachell demanded.

“None of your business,” he said curtly, as she’d said to him many times during the past week, but his silvery eyes twinkled with playfulness.

Rachell stared up at him in amazement. This was not the Jed Doulan she’d come to know. She knew Jed had a tendency to tease, but this playfulness she hadn’t expected. Children were apparently quite agreeable to his disposition.

He spoke again to the girl, then reached over and brushed his hand across Rachell’s hair. The girl looked questioningly at Rachell, before moving closer to Jed. He spoke again, taking the girl’s small hand and reaching it toward the hair draped across Rachell’s shoulder. The girl flinched as her fingers met the wavy fibers, as though expecting to be burned.

“You told her my hair was made of fire,” Rachell said accusingly.

“I was just going along with the rumor. The way those rippling strands capture the firelight, it’s not hard to believe.”

Rachell glanced at the thick wavy mass draped over her shoulder while Jed spoke to the girl. The gold highlights in her hair did appear to flicker, but hair made of fire? She shook her head then reached toward the girl.

The child froze like a startled deer at the sight of Rachell’s hand moving toward her. Rachell smiled as she stroked one of the girl’s black braids.

The young girl beamed a happy smile toward Jed.

“I believe you just made a new friend,” Jed said.

“She’s precious. What’s her name?” Rachell touched her lightly on the tip of her nose. The girl giggled with delight, returned the touch then snuggled back against Jed.

“Little Dove. She’s the youngest of Running Bear and, ah, Snow Flower’s seven children.”

“She adores you.”

“She’s too young to know better,” he said, again tugging on one of her braids.

Running Bear leaned forward and said something to his daughter. Little Dove jumped up from Jed’s lap and scurried away. A moment later a group of women made their way into the circle, all carrying bowls and wooden platters of food. Little Dove walked straight to Rachell and spoke as she set a plate before her. She giggled when Rachell thanked her then went to sit on the other side of Running Bear, with her older brothers and sisters.

Rachell watched the handing out of the other bowls and platters. Conversation hummed amongst the large group as men, women, and their children shared their meals from one large serving dish.

Rachell glanced down at her smaller platter piled with meat, bread and what looked to be stewed weeds. Jed reached toward the large serving bowl in front of Running Bear’s family. She took a piece of meat from her overflowing plate and subtly scooted the wooden platter toward him.

“Are you sharing with me?”

She smiled. It seemed to be enough. Jed eased toward her and took a piece of flat bread from her plate.


As she ate, she gazed up at the tall flames reaching toward the dark, star-flecked sky. Tall streamers of fire danced in the light breeze. Amber specks floated high with the rising waves of heat, blending with the stars in the black sky. Feeling an odd sense of contentment, she listened to Jed’s deep voice as he talked to Running Bear in his Ute language.

A sharp shift in the wind blew a gust of warm air sprinkled with small glowing embers toward their side of the fire. Rachell shielded her eyes. Jed twisted toward her, sheltering her with his body from the smoke and hot specks of orange. His expression flinched, and she knew the sudden movement had hurt his side.

The whirling wind ended as quickly as it had begun. Jed sat back, rubbed at the bandages under his shirt and resumed his conversation with Running Bear as though he’d done nothing at all. The protective reaction rekindled Rachell’s desire to be close to him.

She glanced back up at the large fire, focusing on the wood beneath the transparent flames. A bright light glimmered from hot spots deep inside the blazing bark as the orange glow licked across the surface, surrounding the wood in shimmering heat.

That was how Jed had made her feel, lost in flames, consumed by the strange heat he so easily evoked deep inside her body.

Jed noticed Rachell staring at the fire with a heavy frown and sullen green eyes. She’d barely nibbled at her supper, the only food missing being what he’d eaten. Running Bear had made a comment earlier in the day about her small appetite. If there was anything small about Rachell, it wasn’t her appetite.

“Rachell, are you feeling okay?”

Her head snapped up as though he’d startled her from deep thought. Her blank stare told him she hadn’t comprehended his question.

“Do you not like the food?”

“Oh, no, I mean, yes. The food is…bland, but fine. I think I’ve become spoiled by your seasonings.” Her shaky smile lasted only a second before fizzling back into a frown.


“You sure you’re well?” Jed asked with growing concern.

“I feel fine. I just… I want to apologize for hurting your feelings this morning,” she said in a rush.

“Hurting my feelings?”

“By pushing you away so rudely, when I certainly hadn’t been discouraging your…um, attention.”

Stunned, Jed could only stare at her. No woman had ever apologized to him for doing damage to his feelings. The idea of any woman doing so was laughable. Yet he could see the sincerity in Rachell’s somber gaze.

“I don’t bruise so easily, Rachell.”

“You’re not still mad at me?”

He was mad as hell. His anger was directed mostly at himself, because he should have known better. But he wasn’t about to tell her that. With both of them leaning toward one another to keep their conversation private, he was currently fighting the urge to pull her against his side and whisper directly into her delicate little ear, followed by a bit of nibbling.

No.

Her frown deepened as he searched for a way to answer her nicely.

“What happened this morning shouldn’t have happened. It won’t happen again.”

“Why not?”

Ah, hell. That wasn’t the answer he needed to hear. “Rachell, we both agreed we want the same thing.”

“I believe we do,” she said, the start of a smile tugging at her lips.

“An annulment,” Jed clarified, as much for himself as for the surprisingly coy woman sitting beside him.

“Yes. An annulment,” she agreed, still wearing that shy and incredibly enticing smile.

“You’re Buck’s sister-in-law,” Jed added.

“Yes, and you’re Buck’s close friend.”

“Right,” Jed said, thinking that should have settled his reasons for keeping his hands off her, but she continued to smile up at him, making it damn hard for him to think of anything other than kissing her.

“Jed.”

“Yeah?”

She leaned up, close to his ear. “I very much enjoyed your kisses.”

Her breath smoothed across the sensitive skin of his neck. Her words caressed every sensitive point on his body. Hell and damnation if she wasn’t flirting with him!

“Sugar,” he said, turning away as a smile stretched his lips, “do us both a favor and eat your supper.” He handed her the small platter.

Pleased by the smile widening with each second, Rachell accepted the plate. “Thank you. I will.”

She’d done her part after all, making it known that she wasn’t opposed to further intimacy between them. There had been nothing improper or brazen in her statement. She’d simply told him the truth. She had enjoyed his attention.

She took a bite of venison, feeling a sense of strength at having spoken her mind, and wishing she had Jed’s bag of dried peppers. In the past week his cooking had been a treat, the spicy seasonings he used reminding her so much of home.

Jed eased closer to share her meal and a warmth blossomed from deep inside her. She ate contentedly as she gazed about at the others eating their meal around the fire.

“Everyone’s evening attire is so different from what I saw earlier. Much fancier. Do they always dress for supper or is this a special occassion?”

“It’s a special occasion.”

She waited, yet Jed said nothing more. He took his time in meeting her gaze. “Well, what is it?”

“You.”

Rachell frowned at his answer, certain he was teasing her, but Jed’s easy smile and steady gaze showed no sign of humor.


“You’re serious?”

“Yes. You’re their guest.”

“And you,” she added, suddenly feeling quite self-conscious as she gazed out at the many eyes subtly watching her.

Jed shrugged. “They’re used to my ugly mug.”

“Your mug is not ugly,” Rachell said as she turned toward the deep thumping sound of a drum, missing Jed’s flashing smile.

Another drum echoed the first from the far side of the circle, and then another joined in. A buzzing and tapping sound melded with the deep thump of the drums. A few men held two long sticks with deep grooves carved into them. They rubbed them across each other in a swift motion, intermittently hitting them together.

Children who’d been playing in the shadows beyond the firelight returned to the circle, climbing into the laps of their parents.

Jed’s face nuzzled the side of her hair. Heat burst through her body.

“You’re going to enjoy this,” he said in the velvety voice he’d used this morning.

Dear God, she was already enjoying it. His soft lips grazed the shell of her ear as he spoke, sending shivers down her spine, clear to her toes.

“You’re the guest of honor, so pay attention, pretty lady.” He leaned back against a log placed behind him.

Rachell glanced over her shoulder. Jed’s hungry smile filled her body with a new surge of heat and the urge to throw herself on top of him.

His smile broadened and Rachell was sure that he’d read her thoughts. She silently cursed her inexperience at this type of intimate interaction, feeling her blush as she lowered her gaze to the shirt covering his long torso. It was hard to believe he’d been so close to death. He appeared relaxed in his reclined position, but Rachell knew his side must be hurting.

“You keep staring at me and you’re gonna miss the show.”

Rachell’s gaze snapped up to Jed’s face. His eyes shone with amusement.


“My side is fine, sugar.”

Rachell realized they were being watched. Running Bear sat beside Jed, watching them with a wide grin.

An abrupt silence of the rhythmic clatter and pounding brought Rachell’s attention back to the center of the circle. Men wearing colorfully flamboyant costumes were gathering around the fire. Rachell had never seen anything so spectacular. Some wore great woven capes made of large colorful feathers and others wore animal pelts.

One of the elders seated just past Running Bear’s family stood. His sonorous voice boomed loud, his arms moving in wide motions as he spoke in the Ute tongue. When he sat, the costumed men began a low chant that was joined by those seated around them. Their highly-decorated moccasined feet began to stomp in rhythm with their chants, pounding the earth on the low notes.

The shells and beads on their clothing made a music of its own as they began moving around the fire. Soon the deep boom of drums echoed their stomps and other instruments combined with the chanting and rhythmic motions of their dancing. The orange glow of the fire seemed to dance between them, gleaming off metal bracelets, necklaces, and the hoops that pierced their ears.

Rachell gasped as a man wearing the skin of a coyote broke from the moving circle of dancers and knelt in front of her. With the man’s head bowed, it looked as though the lifeless coyote was looking directly at her. “Jed?” she whispered, certain she was expected to do something, and frightened as to what it might be.

“Coyote is waiting for your approval,” he said. “A pat on the head should do it.”

Rachell glanced over her shoulder at Jed. He gave her an encouraging smile. She did as he said.

The dancer’s head snapped up. The young man beneath the pelt flashed a brilliant smile then gave a victorious cry as he whirled around and returned to the moving circle of men.

“Eagle will be next,” Jed warned.


And he was. Rachell was honored to be included. She watched in fascination as the men skillfully performed different dances. The vibrations of the music seemed to move the ground beneath her and dictate the beat of her own pulse.

She rubbed her hands over her bare arms, chilled by the cold night air despite the warmth of the fire.

Jed’s arm moved around her and he hauled her close to his side. Her bare arms were instantly warmed, encased by his arm and strong body. Rachell leaned into him, absorbing the warmth he offered. “You were right,” she said a moment later.

“About what?”

“I am enjoying this.”

“I’m glad,” he said, punctuating his words with a light kiss on the top of her head.

Surrounded by tribal music and the arm of her brave, Rachell felt enraptured by the simplicity of a perfect moment.










Chapter Twelve



It wasn’t long before Rachell’s eyes became heavy with drowsiness. She hadn’t realized she’d rested her head against Jed’s chest and closed her eyes until she felt his gentle nudge.

“Mali—”

Rachell felt the sudden tension in Jed’s body. His whispered blunder echoed in Rachell’s ears, her mind finishing the half-spoken name. The name of his late wife.

Malika.

“Rachell,” he said in an even tone. “Why don’t you go on to bed.”

She surged to her feet with a speed that drew the attention of those seated around them.

Running Bear leaned forward. “Imp?”

“I’ve had a wonderful evening,” she said with a forced smile. “Thank you.”

“Rest well, Imp.”

She turned away, wishing that when they’d first arrived Jed had said her true name before passing out. Now he had an entire Ute village calling her Imp. Walking through the moonlit camp, she supposed that was better than being called Malika. A tension seized her chest.

I should have realized.


Tears fogged her eyes as she ducked into their teepee. No wonder he’d been pushing her away. Here they were, among the relatives of his late wife, and all she could think about was seducing him. She doubted her reaction this morning had been the trigger to his anger. He’d simply realized he was tumbling with a troublesome imp and not his pretty Ute wife, and he’d been furious.

She wiped at her wet cheeks, then stripped off her festive dress. After carefully folding the fancy garment, she donned the simple dress she’d worn the day before.

The ache in her chest doubled as she slid beneath the blankets they’d shared. She’d been foolish to believe he had actually been taken by her. He’d avoided her all day and had only sat beside her during supper because he’d had no choice.

“Like everyone else in my life, he can’t wait to be rid of me.”

And who could blame him? She’d not spared any thought for his feelings of having another woman among Malika’s family. Most likely embarrassed, guilty…furious.

Hearing movement near the entrance of the teepee, she flipped onto her side, just before Jed entered.

“Rachell?” He crouched beside her.

She remained silent, refusing to face him while her face was wet with useless tears. It wasn’t his fault she’d become enamored with a man who’d already given his heart to another. And she’d been too caught up in the rush of new emotions to realize it.

Jed straightened and moved away. He turned out the lantern, surrounding them with darkness, then sat on the edge of the blanket and unlaced his tall moccasins.

Rachell’s breath caught at the sound of his britches being pulled from his long legs. Her mind visualized what she couldn’t see in the darkness. Jed lifted the blanket and slid beside her, before pulling her into the curve of his body.

A violent shudder shook her body as the warmth of his skin surrounded her.

“Relax. You’ve been sleeping in my arms for a full week.”


She didn’t attempt to respond, certain her voice would be none too steady. She may have been sleeping in his arms during the past week, but he’d either been fully clothed or unconscious, and she’d not experienced the taste of his wild kisses or the intense pleasure of his intimate touch.

And what had he done when she’d succumbed to his advances, but accused her of teasing him. Now here he was, curved around her, naked as the sunrise. Who was teasing whom? If he was confident enough to hold her without barriers, she would at least be comfortable.

She twisted, turning toward him. His breath unraveled in a long sigh as she snuggled against him, her arm sliding across his waist.

“What are you doing?” he asked in a strained voice, his body stiff against hers.

“Getting comfortable.” She shifted closer and discovered Jed might resent his attraction to her, but he was attracted. Rachell didn’t shy away, content to lie next to him with the proof of his desire pressed snugly against her.

Jed cursed under his breath.

“Good night, Jed,” she chimed, feeling a heady sense of victory and satisfaction.

“Not so fast.”

Rachell felt his fingers under her chin, and allowed him to tilt her face up, sensing his seeking mouth. His lips settled perfectly over hers. The undemanding caress of his tongue and gentle movements of his hand on her hip ignited an urgent hunger to have more of him. He kissed her until she throbbed inside. Much to her indignation, she released an involuntary cry of protest when he pulled away.

“Sweet dreams, Rachell,” he said in a broken whisper, and rolled onto his back, folding his hands behind his head.

She was sure he’d meant to punish her for brazenly snuggling against him. “You expect me to sleep now?”

Jed chuckled and wrapped an arm around her, pressing her against his side as though to keep her from climbing on top of him. Rachell shifted and settled against him.

Jed still struggled for control as he slid a hand under her hair and gently massaged the back of her neck. She trembled with a passion he’d never ignited so easily in any woman. If he had half a brain he’d shove her away and go bed down in the meadow with Sage.

Tomorrow they’d have separate bedrolls. That assurance didn’t give him the peace of mind it should have. He liked the feel of her body next to his, her weight in his arms.

That’s the problem, he reminded himself, just as her soft voice said his name.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked with emphasized dread.

“Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Sugar, I don’t think we can get much more personal.” Not in good conscience anyway, his mind shot back, while thinking of just how personal he’d truly like to get.

“I mean about Malika?”

Jed swallowed a groan. He’d already talked more about Malika today than he had in the past eighteen years. He couldn’t think of any other reason for Malika’s name to have escaped his lips when he’d meant to say Rachell’s. Running Bear’s words still churned in the back of his mind. He needed to find a way to distance himself from Rachell, but not by hurting her.

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t. I’m sorry for my blunder earlier, but I can’t help but think about her when I’m here among her family.” And lying with another woman who’s been bound to me against her will.

He’d been a damn fool ever to touch her. Once she reached California and saw all the young men rushing down the mountainside ready to give their right arms to have a woman like her for a wife, she’d realize a thirty-nine-year-old drifter was a poor candidate for a husband.

“You must miss her.”


“Don’t you miss your late husband?” he asked.

“As a husband, no. But I do miss James. He married me to protect me from the army who’d hanged my father for treason. He went back to his command post the day after we were wed. We couldn’t have spent a full week together in the year I lived with his family.”

Well, that explains her limited experience. But, hell, he wouldn’t have needed a week to bring her to passion. One full night of lovemaking would have been plenty. They wouldn’t have slept until he’d fully explored and tasted every square inch of her smooth skin. He’d find every sensitive spot of her body that caused her to cry out in abandon and test the fiery limits of her hidden desire.

Jed’s body stirred violently beneath the blankets, rising high like a white flag, ready to surrender to the promise of his thoughts.

Damn. The direction of his thoughts wasn’t doing his body any favors. Neither was Rachell. Her fingers fiddled with the top edge of his bandage, continually grazing his skin, raking the fire already blazing in his body.

“Stop doing that,” he said with a harshness he hadn’t intended.

She instantly removed her hand from his side and lifted her head from his shoulder. “Sorry. Your side must be sensitive.”

“Criminy sake! My whole body is sensitive when I’m lying with you like this.”

A moment later Jed swore he could feel the warmth of her smile radiating against his skin like sunshine.

Running Bear’s words echoed through his mind. I see light to brighten your spirit and bring you peace.

Running Bear didn’t know what he was talking about.

 

Although Rachell had awakened alone, the warmth of Jed’s body still surrounded her. It couldn’t have been long since he’d risen.

Voices filtered in from outside the teepee, just before the door flap opened and sunlight poured inside. Rachell tugged a blanket over her eyes, shielding them from the intrusion of light.

“Rise and shine, sugar,” Jed said as he stepped inside.

Rachell sat up, rubbing at her eyes.

“You sure as hell don’t need any more beauty sleep.”

Jed turned away and collected his saddlebags then walked back toward the opening. He paused before stepping outside, giving her a questioning gaze.

He looked incredibly handsome, wearing his dark duster, his black Stetson pulled low on his brow.

“Didn’t I speak English?” he asked. “Slip your sweet hide back into those buckskin britches.” He nodded toward the pile of folded clothes she’d worn the previous day, then winked at her before disappearing into the blinding sunlight.

Two compliments in one morning. He’d certainly awakened in a cheerful mood. Or…perhaps he was only happy to be on the move again. The closer they came to Shadow Canyon, the closer he was to being rid of her.

She released a deep sigh as her spirits plummeted. She shoved her disheveled hair away from her face. Lord, but the man was confusing.

And punctual.

She sprang to her feet. She quickly dressed and braided her hair. The soft buckskin clothes and warm moccasins were pure heaven against her skin. No wonder Jed hardly wore the stiff leather boots she’d seen in his pack. She stepped outside into the warm sunlight of a beautiful spring morning.

“Imp.”

Rachell turned at the sound of Running Bear’s voice. He and Snow Flower walked across the camp to greet her.

“For you,” he said, holding out a tan floppy hat and a beautiful pair of leather gloves with beaded cuffs. She recognized the red-and-yellow flower on each cuff. The same flower as the one on the wide sash she’d worn the previous night.

“Thank you,” she said, accepting the gifts. She tugged the hat onto her head then looked closer at the gloves. She ran a finger across the smooth beads covering the wide cuff. She’d never seen such a fancy pair of riding gloves. “They’re so beautiful,” she said as she pulled them on.

“We meet again soon.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Rachell said, sure that once she reached California, she’d stay within its borders. “But thank you. I’ve enjoyed meeting you and your family.”

“No. I thank you,” Running Bear said, taking her hand in his. “You bring light to my camp and to my brother’s spirit. My home will be your home.”

Moved beyond words, Rachell clamped her arms around Running Bear’s large body. His strong arms returned her hug without hesitation. Snow Flower was treated to an equally affectionate embrace.

“Your brave is impatient,” Running Bear said, looking past her.

Rachell turned to see if Jed was coming and found her face pressed against his chest. “Jed! Someone should tie a bell around your neck,” she snapped as she lifted her head to look up at him. His easy smile didn’t help to regulate her pulse.

“Ready?” he asked with a low rumbling laugh.

“You shaved,” she blurted out, stunned by his handsome, clean-shaven face. His smug grin made her regret the comment. Rachell stepped around him and walked toward his horse and two others loaded with supplies.

The man was full of himself. And why shouldn’t he be? her mind retorted. She was the fool who fell to pieces every time he looked at her.

“I’ll help you up,” Jed said, coming up behind her as she approached Sage.

She noticed his stirrups had been shortened, for her. She smiled up at the large buckskin she’d befriended in the past week. “I’m riding Sage?”

“I wouldn’t dream of putting your tender hide on that rowdy mustang,” he said, motioning to the black horse a few yards away.


Jed watched Rachell glance at the horse then back at him with an impish glint in her eyes.

“Rachell—”

He was too late. She marched past him and grabbed the reins along with a fistful of the horse’s black mane. She leapt from the ground as though she truly had magical powers, gracefully gliding onto the horse’s bare back. The mustang sidestepped, dipping his head as if he had to adjust to her little bit of weight. Rachell tugged firmly on the reins and kicked her heels against the horse’s sides. She shot across the meadow as though she’d been raised riding bareback on wild mustangs.

Jed tensed with annoyance at the rumbling sound of Running Bear’s low laughter.

“I like Imp,” Running Bear said, clamping a hand onto Jed’s shoulder.

“So I heard.” Jed glanced at his friend who was watching Rachell with eyes that shone with admiration, as were those of the crowd that had gathered to see them off. His own gaze was drawn back to the buckskin-clad woman confidently taking charge of a horse who still had a thing or two to learn about who was giving the orders.

Damn it all. Jed liked her too damn much. He shook his head as he walked toward his horse to lower the stirrups.

Finished, he stood beside Sage with his arms crossed over his chest. Rachell reined in beside him, her chin high, her sweet lips stretched into a tight smile.

Heaven’s mercy, she’d never been more beautiful to him than she was now, full of confidence and sass.

“Show-off,” he grumbled. “Where’d you learn to sit atop a horse like an Indian?”

“Back home. I practically lived in the stables.”

Jed was unable to hold his scowl while watching her eyes shine with delight as she patted the horse’s dark mane. He didn’t want to like this woman, but she made it impossible. The more he saw of the real Rachell breaking free, the more he liked her.


She’s Buck’s twenty-three-year-old sister-in-law, he reminded himself for the hundredth time since he’d awakened with her sleeping soundly in his arms. Now that they’d have separate bedrolls, he wouldn’t have a problem keeping his hands off her.

One more state, he thought as he stepped toward her horse. They only had to cross one more state. If they cut through the right passes, they could reach Shadow Canyon in little more than a week—or two.

“Hop down, honey. They’re gonna rig him with some Ute tack.”

“You don’t think I can ride without a saddle?” she asked, her eyes narrowing with irritation.

He gripped her small waist and lifted her from the horse. “I don’t think anything of the kind. I’ve no doubt you’re a woman who can accomplish anything you set your mind to.”

Green eyes sparkled, pink lips smiled.

Dear God. This was going to be a long trip. Undoubtedly the longest of his life.










Chapter Thirteen



Heaven help me. It’s wide as a lake.

Rachell couldn’t pull her eyes away from the vast stretch of moving water.

“I know the width is intimidating,” Jed was saying as he swung back into his saddle after untying the lead to his pack horse. “But it’s not too deep. The horses can get across.”

Rachell’s mind fully trusted Jed’s assessment of the swollen river, but her body had thoughts of its own. She sat upon the horse she’d taken to calling Storm Cloud, clenching the reins so tightly they were biting into her flesh through her leather gloves. She took a deep breath, trying to calm her pulse and find enough muscle control to urge Storm Cloud forward, but her legs had become stone.

Jed reined in close beside her. Her gaze stayed fastened on the swirling, rippling movements of the water streaming by.

“Sugar,” he said with annoying tenderness, “why don’t I put you in my saddle with me?”

“No. I can ride across,” she insisted, talking mostly to herself. She fought the shivers in her spine as she tapped her heels against her horse. She closed her eyes, trying to block out the sight and sounds of the moving water. Suddenly, two large hands gripped her waist and she was straddling only air.


“Jed! I said—”

“I know what you said.” He positioned her on his lap, facing his chest, her legs draping over his thighs. “I also know you have too much stubborn pride to ask me for help.”

“I could have crossed it,” she insisted, not wanting to give in, but knowing in the back of her mind, she’d have been struggling to draw a breath before her horse’s hooves had even touched the water.

“Maybe I’ve been looking for an excuse to get you into my saddle,” Jed said.

She quickly looked away. “You don’t want me anywhere near your saddle.” In the past few days he’d barely brushed her elbow. “You’re just being sweet by trying to make me feel less of a coward.”

Jed placed a gloved hand under her chin, tilting her face up, forcing her to meet his intense gaze. “The only sweet thing in this saddle is you, and you’re not a coward, Rachell. Surely there’s a reason you tense up around rivers.”

“My brother drowned,” she said.

“You were with him?”

She nodded, closing her eyes as the warm hand on her back helped to ease her shivers. “He wasn’t far from me. He went under, and he never came up. He was twelve. I hear the rush of water, and I remember Isaac carrying Andrew from the river. They said he’d been caught by an undertow.”

“How old were you?”

“Nine. It’s silly to still be so frightened.”

“We all have fears, Rachell.”

She glanced up at the warm gray eyes gazing down at her. “You don’t.”

“The hell I don’t.”

“Name one.”

“Rachell Doulan,” he said with a slight smile.

Rachell couldn’t help but return the smile. She stiffened as Sage started forward.


“Hold tight.”

She didn’t need to be told, already doing her best to crawl inside Jed’s shirt.

“Relax.” His hand moved across her back in long soothing strokes. “I’ve crossed this river thirty times or more and never once had to swim.”

Rachell closed her eyes, trying to draw his courage into her body. Listening to the beat of his heart and the soothing sound of his voice helped to drown out the roar of the river, until Sage jarred to one side, dipping her foot into the cold water, shattering her tranquility.

“Jed!”

“Shhh,” he soothed, his arm holding her securely against him. “Sage knows what he’s doing.”

He must have, for a few moments later, Sage was cantering across dry land, with Storm Cloud and their pack horse following behind. They rode away from the river before Jed reined in.

“Was that so bad?” he asked, briskly rubbing her arms.

“Yes,” she insisted, tilting her head up, expecting to find laughter in his eyes. His gentle smile sent a surge of warmth straight to her heart. Instinctively, she reached for his face and drew him to her lips.

Jed released a low groan, telling himself to pull away even as he lowered his head. It had been three days since he’d held her in his arms. One little kiss wouldn’t hurt, right?

But one kiss called for another, and another, until their mouths were locked in a wild mating of tongues. His body shuddered as she rocked against him, the sweet heat of her feminine core burning him through the double-barrier of buckskin. His hands captured her hips, ceasing the torture, only to have her legs clench against his, pressing her tightly against his aroused body.

Jed bit out a curse. He grabbed her knees, prying her legs from his hips.


Stunned by her wanton behavior, Rachell pressed her face against his chest. They were sitting in a saddle, for goodness’ sake!

“Sorry,” she breathed into his shirt. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“Rachell, if you don’t get out of this saddle right now, you’re gonna find yourself being made love to on horseback.”

She sat back, staring up at him with wide eyes. “We couldn’t possibly.”

Jed swore under his breath, lifted her away from his hungry body and lowered her to the ground. He didn’t have a damn clue whether or not his threat were possible, but two more seconds of her rubbing against him, and he’d damn sure be willing to find out.

“You won’t have to worry about crossing any more wide stretches of water,” he said, riding on, leaving Rachell to catch up. “We won’t be looking at nothin’ but dust and stone for a long while.”

 

Rachell sat atop Storm Cloud, a few yards from the edge of the stone cliff where Jed surveyed an endless expanse of orange rock. His dark hair was tied back at the nape of his neck with a leather thong, giving a clear view of his sharp, masculine features. The warm glow of the setting sun illuminated his profile.

Sunlight glittered off the sleek black of his hair as he tilted his head back and poured a sparkling stream of water into his open mouth. Rachell sucked in a deep breath, watching his tongue skim across his lips to pick up the remaining drops of water.

“Rachell,” he called out. “Your mouth has to be dry. Come take a drink.”

Her mouth was dry, all right, but she didn’t need water. She needed the moisture of Jed’s mouth pressed to hers. She ached to say as much, but didn’t dare. Mr. Jed was back to his original quiet, grim moods.

She dismounted and walked to the edge of the ridge to take the canteen he held out for her as his gaze moved over the dry landscape.

Rachell reached for the canteen then paused, seeing the breathtaking sight that had captured Jed’s attention. Thin, rippling waves of rock rose up from the floor of the huge canyon below. Compressed layers of many shades of orange with streaks of white, pink and black rock created a colorful maze of slender flat-topped canyon walls.

“Oh my. How beautiful.”

“Most folks rave about sunsets over the ocean, but I’ve not seen an ocean sunset that compares to the sun’s descent from over these amber canyons.”

Jed sank down, planting his handsome rear end on the dusty rock surface. “Have a seat, sugar,” he said, his open palm patting the hard ground beside him. “You’re about to see how the sun can shift and shape stone.”

He passed her the canteen as she sat beside him. She took a swig of water then scanned the wide canyon and tall red cliffs directly across from them. Just as Jed had said, the landscape began to slowly shift, changing shape and color as the descending sun played tricks on their eyes with shadows and its evening glow.

Rachell murmured her amazement, forgetting all about her frustrations and the trials of the past week as she sat beside Jed, her feet dangling over the sharp cliff.

This wasn’t the first time Jed had shared one of his favorite features of this magical landscape of living rocks. She was fascinated by his appreciation of the land as much as she was by the extraordinary natural formations of rocks he’d shown her in the past several days. She’d ridden through stone arches and seen gravity-defying towers, thin pillars of rock that held up enormous boulders.

“You certainly know your way around these stone mazes,” she said, gazing out at the last half of the sun still visible on the horizon.


Jed made a rumbling sound of agreement.

“You must have traveled through here many times.”

“I have.”

“I suppose you’ve traveled all through those canyons and amber towers.”

“Nope. That uncharted territory is as dry and dangerous as it is beautiful,” he said in an easy tone. “You can’t explore all that beauty without exploring the danger. Some things are just better to be admired from a distance.”

Rachell looked up at Jed and found him watching her, his eyes turbulent, his expression stern. It was then she felt the warmth in her left arm.

She had relaxed against him.

She saw the underlying irritation his voice hadn’t revealed. He would share the beauty of the sunset with her, but physical contact was prohibited. Rachell frowned and straightened away from him.

“Sorry. I didn’t realize I was touching you.”

Jed got to his feet. “Let’s find a spot to set up camp,” he said in a casual tone, as though she’d not said a word.

Rachell stood and walked back to her horse, wishing she could bury her emotions as efficiently as Jed apparently could.

 

Lying on her side of the fire, Rachell waited for sleep to put her out of her misery. She shifted beneath the thick bedding Running Bear had supplied, rolling onto her side. The blankets and heavy fur were nothing compared to the warmth of Jed’s body. Jed sat on his own pile of blankets, on his own side of the fire, hogging his body heat for himself alone.

The selfish bastard.

They’d made camp and eaten supper in complete silence. How could he be so generous with her and so cold at the same time?

She had tampered with his resolve to keep his distance from her when she’d kissed him by the river all those days back and he’d been holding a grudge ever since. Never mind that he’d kissed her plenty of times before then.

Well, it wasn’t fair! She would rather have him shout at her than endure his long bouts of silence. “You’re mad at me,” she said, unable to bear another second of the one-sided conversation in her mind.

“No, I’m not,” he answered in a neutral tone, not bothering to meet her gaze.

Rachell shoved her blankets aside and sat up to glare at him. “Bullshit!”

Jed grinned as he glanced over the fire. “Didn’t Miss Abigail teach you that swearing is unbecoming of a lady, or have I been that much of a bad influence on you?”

“You’ve been mad at me ever since I kissed you at the river,” she continued, determined to talk about the tension between them which was eating at her insides. “I see the irritation in your expression every time I bump into you or smile at you. You think I’m teasing you.”

“Are you?”

“No,” she insisted. “No more than you tease me.”

“I didn’t start that kiss at the San Juan.”

“I don’t recall forcing you to kiss me back. I only meant to give you a light thank-you kiss and then your tongue was touching mine and I couldn’t help but respond to you.”

“Is there a point to this conversation?” Jed asked, certain he didn’t need to be thinking about how his tongue danced with hers.

“Yes. You have no right to be mad at me over a kiss in which you were a willing participant.”

“I’m not mad at you. I think you’re the one who’s mad at me.”

“Well, maybe I am!”

Jed diverted his gaze from her fierce scowl. He knew full well where all her aggression was coming from. His own body was coiled with enough sexual tension to snap him in two. Rachell seemed to be having trouble containing hers. The exhaustion he could see in her eyes couldn’t be helping matters. Neither of them had slept worth a damn since leaving Running Bear’s camp.

Rachell expelled a heavy breath, capturing Jed’s attention. Keeping his distance from her only seemed to fine-tune his senses to her every movement, sound, and scent. Nothing on this earth smelled as sweet. If she happened to brush any part of his body, fire pooled in his groin.

She poked a stick at the fire, sending tiny orange specks billowing up into the dark night air.

“If I wasn’t with you,” she asked a moment later, “would you go into towns?”

“Not unless I needed a blacksmith or supplies.”

“There’s got to be military forts around here somewhere. What about them?”

“Not unless I’m in need of a good fight or lookin’ for some solitary time in a stockade.”

Her face popped up. “What? Why would—”

“What are you trying to get at?” he interjected, not wanting to delve into his past altercations with an anti-Indian military. “Is this your subtle way of telling me you’re tired of my company? You planning to seek out a cluster of town folk to abate your craving for decent conversation?”

“No,” she said evenly. “I happen to enjoy your company.”

“Could’a fooled me. A moment ago you were huffed up enough to walk over here and crack my jaw.”

“Because I’m tired of you ignoring me,” she said, pinning him with a hard gaze.

“Rachell, you are hardly a woman who can be ignored. If you weren’t a woman who drew attention, you wouldn’t be in the fix you’re in now, or was Sumner the first man to try to get under your skirts?”

Her frown deepened as she dropped her gaze toward the fire. “No,” she admitted. “Scanty costumes and stuffed corsets tended to have that effect on men, but I always made my disinterest in personal relations clear from the beginning, and… Titus was always nearby.”

“If Sumner was so taken by you, he must have given you some indication.”

“Yes. He’d made propositions and the way his eyes moved over me made my skin crawl.”

Jed watched her shudder at the memory. “And you didn’t see that as a sign of danger?”

“No,” she answered, meeting his gaze. “I felt the same response toward any man who looked at me with lust in his eyes.”

Jed arched an eyebrow, thinking he’d looked at her with lust-filled eyes plenty of times. Hell, most of the time. “Honey, I am a man,” he felt inclined to point out.

A smile played across her lips. “Yes, you’re a man.”

Her sultry tone had a discomforting effect on the fit of his britches.

“An exceptional man. You don’t prey on the weak, using their weaknesses to your advantage.”

“The way Sumner did.”

“I’m ashamed to have been employed by him, but good paying jobs aren’t exactly easy to come by. We needed the money.”

“You mentioned a painting.”

Again, Rachell visibly shuddered.

“He scared you,” Jed said, watching fear darken her eyes.

“Hell, yes, he scared me!” she shouted, wrapping her arms around her raised knees. “It was…spooky. You can’t imagine my shock when I saw the life-size portrait on his office wall. The woman did look a bit like me, but I really believe he thought I was her. He had Titus murdered, then told me I was his love and that he’d not allow me to get away from him again. He locked me in one of the upstairs bedrooms of the saloon and said he’d give me some time to prepare myself for him.”

Jed’s body coiled with a murderous rage at the thought of any man forcing his attentions on her tender body.

“So I ran,” she said. “Unlike my situation in Colorado, I didn’t have to wear the bed linen. I was able to use it to climb down from the window. I retrieved a few possessions from my room and took a horse from the stables. With my money and Titus’s combined, I had enough for a train ticket clear to California. I had the station send a wire to Elizabeth, telling her I was on my way and I boarded the train. I didn’t think he’d send men after me. I never gave him my real name. I don’t know how they found me.”

She truly didn’t see how any man could be obsessed with her, but Jed sure as hell did.

“I didn’t realize I was putting my sister in danger. Had I known Titus—” Her voice cracked as tears spilled from her eyes. “I didn’t know,” she said in a hushed voice.

“I believe you,” Jed said, wanting to ease the fear and strain he saw in her gaze. He stood and walked around the low fire. Her wide eyes followed him even as he moved behind her and sat down. He leaned forward and brushed a quick, light kiss across her lips. “Don’t fret, sugar. Sumner won’t get anywhere near you.”

She smiled at his reassurance. “How’s your side?” she asked, glancing at his shirt.

“You don’t need to worry about my side. My hide’s a lot like leather, a few scuffs and scars only add character.”

“Even leather needs proper care if you want it to stay in prime condition.”

Jed resisted the urge to comment on just how prime he’d felt since making her acquaintance. Keeping his distance from her had been pure hell. After a week of restricting himself from even the slightest touch, he was experiencing some mighty painful withdrawals. His whole body ached to be near hers. With all their days on the trail, he kept expecting her to look trail-beaten and haggard, but with each passing day, despite the dust and sweat, she became more beautiful.

He placed his palms on the sides of her head and turned her pretty face away from him. His hands closed over her shoulders, his thumbs pressing against the tense muscles above her shoulder blades.

Rachell moaned, tilting her head from side to side.

He felt a soothing sense of pleasure at just being able to touch her. Perhaps cutting himself off from her touch completely wasn’t the way to go. If he just rationed himself with little bits of her, maybe he wouldn’t feel as though he were starving for her every second of every blasted day.

Testing this new method, he lowered his head, lightly grazed her neck with his teeth then quickly retreated. Her taste shot through his senses like hot sensual lightning as his fingers caressed her neck and shoulders.

Yes, sir, he felt better already.

“Jed?” Rachell said in a shivered breath.

“I just want to help you relax. Do you mind?” he asked, unable to see her expression.

“Mind? I love having your hands on me.” She groaned softly. “You have the most magical hands. I’m going to dissolve at your fingertips.”

Jed was close to about all the touching he could handle. Luckily, Rachell was already half asleep. He allowed her to lean back against him. “Feel better?” he whispered against her ear.

“Uh-huh,” she murmured.

Me too, he said in the silence of his mind.

“Why would the military want to put you in a stockade?” she asked a moment later.

Jed released a sigh, thinking he should have seen that question coming. She wasn’t one to let her curiosity go unanswered. “Honey, there aren’t enough hours in the night to rehash my past with an anti-Indian military.”

She shifted in his arms to meet his gaze. “You’ve been in their stockades before?”

“On occasion. They put plenty of effort into getting me there, but could never quite keep me.”

Her gaze clouded with worry. “Why?”


“I lived with an Indian, looked like an Indian and when I wouldn’t do what the military asked of me, I was hunted down like an Indian.”

“What did they ask of you?”

“To lie. Shuhquoy and I traveled quite a bit and were on good terms with a few tribes, people I considered my friends. When we believed the military had honorable intentions, we were happy to help where we could. But when I wouldn’t betray my friends, I was labeled a traitor and found my face on a bunch of fancy posters.”

“And they caught you?”

“A few times,” he said. “Though none quite as memorable so the first.”

She nestled closer and Jed shifted her legs over his thigh as her head rested against his shoulder. “Why the first?”

“A man tends to remember when someone steals a large chunk of his hide.”

Her eyelids that had been drifting steadily down sprang back up. “The scars on your back?”

“Yep.”

Her face creased with anger. “That’s awful! You’d done nothing wrong!”

Jed smiled. “Oh, I did plenty wrong. I was young, cocky as hell and bent on making my beliefs known.”

Her gaze roved his face. “How old were you?”

“The first time? Seventeen. They never got me back to their whipping post, but we’ve had plenty of tangles over the years.”

She reached up and stroked the black hair touching his shoulders. “You weren’t the one who cut your hair, were you?”

Shock rippled through him, her swift perception catching him off guard. “I don’t see how that matters,” he said, wanting to brush off the emotion stirred deep inside him by the concern darkening her eyes.

“Did you cut it?” she persisted.

“No. I didn’t.”


Her frown deepened as she snuggled against him. Her eyelids drifted down. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

She was sound asleep in his arms within minutes. Jed dragged in a shuddering breath and slowly released it. This woman made him feel…too much. He pressed his lips to her hair. “Me too, Imp.” His whole life he’d been fighting battles in a war he couldn’t win.

He eased back onto her bedroll and stretched out beside her. Rachell shifted, nuzzling her face to his chest as her arm slid across his waist. She settled against him as though she had been made to sleep in his arms.

Jed tossed the blanket over them, content to hold her close without ravishing her supple body. Small rations was definitely the way to go. By the time they reached Nevada, he’d have her completely out of his system.










Chapter Fourteen



As Rachell rode through the thick forest of pines, she tugged firmly at the sides of her long fur coat, clamping out the cold morning air. Moisture beaded on the thick fuzzy cuff of her hood. She’d been stunned when Jed pulled the beautiful white coat out of their supplies a couple of days back when the terrain and climate had drastically changed, as had the scenery.

The Sierra Nevadas were thick with fresh wild spring flowers. Yesterday, as the afternoon sun had warmed them, they had ridden through lush meadows splashed by every color of the rainbow. It had been impossible for her eyes to absorb so much beauty at once.

But the mornings were cold and wet. She missed the dry Utah climate. Today they had risen during the early darkness just before dawn. Jed was determined to reach Shadow Canyon by midmorning. Even now, with the sun well into the sky, a veil of mist hung in the cold morning air.

A plume of white smoke came into view as she continued to ascend the hillside. The mercantile Jed had been telling her about was supposed to be just over the next rise.

Reaching the top of the hill, Rachell reined Storm Cloud to a halt. She wasn’t at all pleased by what she saw in the hazy distance. Tucked between a cluster of pines was what looked to be a run-down shack, pieced together with chunks of rotted wood.

“That is not a mercantile.” Rachell shifted her gaze, scanning the wide span of pine-covered hills. There wasn’t a trace of another dwelling for as far as her eyes could see. Giant ranges of granite rock rose up from the tops of tall green pines and patches of fog.

“It may not look like much,” Jed said as he rode past her, “but everything under the sun, from every corner of this earth has been bartered, bought or sold inside that shack.”

He’s teasing me again. She doubted a body swapped much beyond lice and fleas in such a ramshackle cabin.

“Stay close to me, sugar,” Jed said, dismounting a few yards from the so-called mercantile. “The locals around these parts aren’t known for being real hospitable.”

“I hadn’t thought of doing otherwise,” she said, stepping beside him. “And stop calling me sugar,” she snapped, annoyed by the sensations he so easily evoked in her whenever he offhandedly called her by an endearment or surprised her with a brief caress, which had been far too frequent in the past few days. Jed’s silent detachment had been annoying, but his behavior since she’d fallen asleep in his arms was driving her mad.

He continually caught her off guard with intimate gestures and light caresses. Yesterday, she had turned when she felt him rein in close beside her and was given a quick kiss on the mouth, so fast, she had to wonder if he’d kissed her at all. This morning she’d been sitting by the fire, brushing some of the dirt and dust from her hair when Jed had sat down behind her, taken the brush and diligently performed the chore, securing her hair in one thick braid which trailed down her back.

She hadn’t protested, fully receptive to all the closeness he would allow. She wanted more. Knowing he wouldn’t let her have it had become damn irritating. When he had finished her braid, he jumped up, jerked her to her feet then smacked a hand on her backside as he told her to mount up.


“My name is Rachell,” she curtly reminded him as she pushed back her warm hood.

Jed wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close as they ascended the uneven steps. “I know,” he whispered against her ear. “But you taste like sugar.”

His teeth lightly grazed the shell of her ear, sending a distracting jolt of sensations throughout her body. Her foot missed the top step. Jed’s arm around her was all that kept her from falling face-first onto the porch.

“Watch your step, Imp,” he advised.

She lifted her gaze from Jed’s black leather boots, past his buttoned-up range coat and the black stubble surrounding his smiling lips, to the laughing silver eyes beneath his dark hat.

Her irritation fizzled into a spark of raw desire. Dear Lord, he was handsome. “I think I need protection from you, Jed Doulan.”

“You and me both,” he quipped just before he eased open the door of the shack. “Hey, Gran, you decent?” he boomed.

“Jed?” a raspy voice called out from inside. “Where the hell you been hidin’ for so long?”

Jed swung the door wide. Warm air rushed out to greet them, along with the strong aroma of chili and fresh bread. Jed placed his hand on the small of Rachell’s back and ushered her inside what was indeed a mercantile, or a museum.

Rachell came to a full stop just inside the doorway, causing Jed to nearly step on top of her. He hadn’t been teasing. Before her stood a full suit of body armor—the metallic shell of a royal knight standing right there in the center of the cabin. Her eyes continued an upward ascent toward a borage of baskets, bird cages, lanterns and dried herbs which hung from the rough wood beams running across the ceiling.

To her right was the kind of concession counter one would expect to find in a mercantile. Behind it, large fans that looked to be of an Oriental nature were splayed above the shelves filled with an abundance of canned foods, boxes, and other items.

Behind the suit of shining armor, however, were many other things she’d not expect to find inside such an isolated shack tucked deep in the mountains. A bicycle. A baby carriage covered in blue velvet. Other odd contraptions she’d never before seen were stacked around the ordinary barrels of shovels and stacks of clothing.

Rachell felt as though she’d stepped into an overstuffed storage closet of the world.

“Who’s the purty red?”

Startled by the gritty voice, Rachell leapt backward, trampling Jed’s big booted feet as her eyes snapped to the far right corner of the cabin. There, in a tiny uncluttered cove was the local merchant, standing beside a small black stove, stirring a large pot of beans.

Of all the images that ran through Rachell’s mind as to what the proprietor of such an establishment would look like, a wrinkle-faced old woman with a corn-cob pipe clamped between her brown teeth was not one of them. She stood no taller than Rachell but was four times as wide. The white hair pulled into a tight bun on the top of her head didn’t help to keep the loose skin of her face from sagging. Heavy wrinkles drooped forward from her brow, leaving only thin slanted slots for her sharp blue eyes to peer through.

“My wife, Rachell,” Jed replied.

Stunned by the unexpected title, Rachell gaped up at him. He flashed a charming smile. He eased his hands into the sides of Rachell’s heavy coat and slid it from her arms. “Rachell, this is Caroline O’Conner.”

Caroline O’Conner cackled with laughter. She clanked the spoon in her hand on the side of her pot, set the utensil aside and shuffled toward them. “Don’t you listen to this smooth-talkin’ devil. My name’s Gran.” She stopped at the far edge of the long counter and planted hands on her meaty hips. “Honey, get on over here and have some corn bread and beans before you shrivel up to nothin’. Hell’s bells, Jed, don’t you feed yer woman?”

“My woman eats like a horse,” Jed said as he again ushered Rachell forward.

“I do not,” Rachell protested, appalled by his comparison.

“You do too. I don’t know where it all goes, but she can eat damn near as much as I do.”

Gran turned and waddled back toward the stove, her heavy boots scuffing the dusty wood floor with each step. “Have a seat, honey.” She motioned to three pieces of furniture spaced around her tiny cove, each fashioned from beautiful carved cherry wood and covered in a brocade tapestry.

Jed hung their coats on some hooks behind the stove. He watched Rachell choose the double-wide chair furthest from the stove. She sat on the wide fancy seat with the grace of a duchess, her back straight, her shoulders squared, reminding Jed of the delicate lady beneath all the trail dust and buckskin.

“Here you are, Mrs. Doulan,” Gran said, handing her a tin plate. “Watch out for the green peppers. They can set a tender mouth afire.”

Although they had eaten breakfast only a couple hours ago, Rachell gratefully accepted the plate of beans and corn bread with the feminine politeness and genteel mannerisms that had intrigued Jed the night he’d met her.

“I was raised on spicy food,” Rachell said with a bright smile. “Jed uses dried peppers to season his meat and stews. I’ve not eaten so well since I was at home in Louisiana.”

“Ain’t a wonder,” said Gran. “Jed’s the one who got me hooked on these hot little buggers.”

“You certainly have a wide variety of merchandise in your store,” Rachell commented, glancing over her shoulder.

“Ain’t it the truth,” Gran replied, her scratchy voice full of pride. “When me and my Harvey built this cabin, we never intended it to be a mercantile, but when folks started flockin’ to these mountains in search of gold, we didn’t have much choice in the matter. Bein’ the only cabin for miles, folks just showed up at our door, lookin’ to trade whatever they had in their wagon for a pick ax.”

“So you traded your own supplies?”

“You betcha. Plenty of them folks had pressing needs, hard up for a bag of beans. Folks kept comin’, and we kept tradin’. Before long we was keepin’ this front room stocked up for customers.”

“You’ve certainly acquired some rare items.”

“Ain’t much I won’t take. I’ve sold plenty of them foreign contraptions. Never fails that some city-dwellin’ nandy-pandy will get himself lost in these woods and pay top dollar for some whatnot I took off the back of some Swede’s wagon. Course, I’ve also had folks in here so desperate for their chance to pick a chunk of gold out of them hills that they’ve asked to barter their own grandmothers.”

Jed smiled at the incredulous expression on Rachell’s face.

“No foolin’, gal,” the old woman insisted.

“What do you do in such a case?” asked Rachell.

“First off, I ask if she’s able to work.”

The light melodious notes of Rachell’s laughter danced across the room. The sound moved powerfully through Jed, nettling under his skin.

It dawned on him, that in all the weeks they’d been together, he’d never heard Rachell laugh.

“You’re as bad as Jed,” Rachell said, smiling at Gran who beamed with amusement as she filled another tin plate with beans.

Realizing he was still standing by the stove, staring at Rachell, Jed moved to take his seat.

“Glad to see you found a woman who’s got a sense of humor,” Gran said, handing him a plate as he sat beside Rachell. She met Jed’s gaze, approval shining in her eyes.

“Where’re your grandsons?” Jed asked, anxious to change the subject.

“Gabe and Abel headed back out at daybreak to check their traps, mumbling somethin’ about the migration of vermin.” A twinkle in Gran’s eye told him she knew exactly the kind of vermin they were tracking, and that they’d received his telegram.

“Any luck?”

“Not yet, but my boys’ don’t need luck, they survive on sheer persistence. Little something they learned from you.”

Jed smiled and took a bite of beans.

“They’ll be lookin’ for you when they hear you’ve arrived.”

“I look forward to seeing them. They still workin’ their claims?”

Excluded from the conversation, Rachell ate her beans and corn bread as Jed and the old woman fell into steady conversation about the miners in the area, different mines and abandoned cabins.

“Guess you do have a healthy appetite,” Gran said a short while later, smiling as she glanced toward Rachell’s empty plate.

“Told you she eats like a horse—ouch!” Jed yipped, rubbing the spot on his head where Rachell had tapped him rather firmly with her spoon.

“I will thank you not to compare my eating habits to that of a horse, Jed Doulan.” She glared into his humor-filled eyes.

“Sugar, you know I’m—”

“You better give me that plate, Mrs. Doulan,” Gran said as she shuffled toward her, “before your husband gives you a reason to slap it alongside his head.” Gran collected their plates and disappeared through a door just past the stove, which Rachell assumed led to her living quarters.

Jed stood and took a mug from a peg on the wall near the stove. Rachell watched the strong, sure movements of his body as he lifted a coffeepot and filled his mug, thinking how lucky a woman would be to have such a man for a husband. How lucky she would be.

Never before had she conjured such thoughts, a man being last on her list of wants. But in the past few weeks, Rachell had discovered many new things about herself. She had just discovered she liked being referred to as Jed’s wife.


“Are you seriously mad at me?”

Rachell blinked and realized Jed was holding a cup of coffee out to her. “No,” she said, keeping her gaze low as she thanked him and accepted the cup. They’d run out of coffee four days back. The delicious aroma sent a shiver of pleasure through her body, which increased as Jed’s hand glided down her back as he sat beside her.

“I know you’re bone weary after being dragged back and forth across the countryside.” His low voice rumbled near her ear as his palm slid up to her shoulder. “I haven’t said so, but you’ve held up far better than I had a right to expect of you.” His hand rubbed at her tight muscles. “I know men who couldn’t endure the pace we’ve kept and still have their wits about them.”

“You’ve done all the work,” she said, keeping her eyes on the steaming cup of coffee she held in her trembling hands, feeling far too vulnerable to look up into the warmth she knew she’d find in his eyes. A warm softness that could flee on the spur of a moment.

His arm stretched around her, embracing her against his side. Oddly enough, Rachell was comforted. Even as he stirred emotions deep inside her heart, her quivering muscles relaxed, absorbing his warmth and strength.

“You know that’s not true,” he said, his lips brushing the top of her head. “I’m hoping you’ll have a chance to rest for a day or two before we start over the Sierras. I guarantee you’ll be having tea with Elizabeth by next week.”

And be out of your hair for good.

Rachell glanced up and saw Gran watching them from the doorway she had previously disappeared through. She puffed on her pipe, her gaze lingering over Rachell for a moment. She shifted her gaze toward Jed. “You needin’ supplies?”

“Yeah, and a few items from your cellar. I can pay you—”

“You lookin’ to stoke my temper, Jed Doulan?” Gran interrupted, her wrinkled face fixed in a scowl.


“No, ma’am,” Jed quickly countered as he rose to his feet.

“I wouldn’t have a pot to pee in if it weren’t for you, and you damn well know it! Not to mention no kin left to speak of. Gabe and Abel would be buried out back beside their folks if you hadn’t gotten them out of that damn canyon after them butchers rode in. You’re welcome to anything I got.” She moved from the doorway, toward the front of the store.

Rachell stood as Jed strode toward her.

“Wait here, where it’s warm,” he instructed. He lifted his gun from his holster. He slid his long fingers into the front of her britches, and Rachell choked on her breath. He gave a tug then slid his revolver behind her waistband. “The first chamber’s empty,” he said, as he bent and brushed his lips across hers in a brief, feather-soft kiss. “I won’t be long.”

“Are you expecting trouble?” she asked, looking down at the black grip sticking out of her britches.

“Sugar, at the moment, I’m married to trouble. I’m also a firm believer that everyone should be well armed.”

“Amen to that,” Gran put in. “Honey, let’s load you up with supplies. You need any sugar, flour or baking powder?”

Jed laughed as he strode toward the door leading to Gran’s living quarters. “We have plenty of baking powder,” he said, looking back to wink at Rachell. “We could use flour, sugar and coffee.”

“Pompous know-it-all,” Rachell grumbled as he disappeared through the doorway. She glanced at Gran. “Baking powder is used in biscuits, isn’t it?”

Gran pulled her pipe from her mouth, regarded her for a long moment then threw her head back with a wild cackle of laughter. “Oh, honey,” she said, patting Rachell on the back as she led her behind the counter. “You’re perfect for Jed.”

“No, I’m not,” she said in a heavy sigh. “I’m not really his wife,” she admitted as the woman began pulling items off her shelves and hoisted a large sack onto the counter.

“Not what I heard,” Gran said flatly, retrieving a stack of small empty sacks. “I’s told some old goat married you right and proper.”

Amazed that news could travel so fast, Rachell stood in stunned silence as she watched Gran begin to scoop coffee into a sack. “We’re getting an annulment,” she said a moment later.

Gran snorted. “Think you’re too good for him, huh?”

“No! I think he’s wonderful.”

“It’s his hard looks then. Jed’s face may resemble the south end of a mule, but—”

“It does not!”

Gran’s hands never slowed, cinching one sack and retrieving another. “Then what’s the problem, gal? It can’t be for lack of fortune. The man’s as rich as these mountains.”

“He…he is?”

“Damn tootin’.”

Rachell shook her head, the status of Jed’s wealth not having the slightest bearing on her dilemma. “His fortune or lack thereof doesn’t change the fact that he doesn’t want me,” she said in a low tone.

Gran paused, her hands falling idle in the large sack of flour as she met Rachell’s gaze. “Mrs. Doulan, either yer brain’s not adjusted to this high altitude or you must be needin’ spectacles. I’ve known Jed since he was knee-high to a… Well hell. Even at sixteen, that boy was the size of a grizzly.” She turned toward Rachell, her hands working again in a flutter of motion. “But in all them years, I ain’t never seen his eyes shine like they do when he’s lookin’ at you.”

A smile crept across Rachell’s lips. Her cheeks warmed. “I know he’s attracted to me,” she said, hardly able to believe she was discussing such things, but at the same time, relieved to have someone willing to listen. “But he’s quite cautious about sticking to his side of the campfire.”

“That don’t mean you have to keep to your side, now does it? Hell’s bells, gal! I’d have never bagged my Harvey had I left it to him to kindle the fire. No, sir. Men, the good ones, are skittish about such things. Jed’s one of the good ones, Mrs. Doulan, I guarantee it. He’s been single for too long. You’ve got a legal claim on him. He’s yours for the takin’.”

Rachell was certain she’d never received better advice—advice she planned to heed.

Hope swelled inside her, and for the first time since Titus’s death, she felt like singing.










Chapter Fifteen



Jed peeled a thick layer of cobwebs from the doorway. Rachell peered around him into the dilapidated old cabin that had been built into the side of the canyon wall. She cringed at the sight of fifteen square feet of dirt and neglect. Cobwebs stretched from the log ceiling to the floor, threading across the stove on the back wall, encasing a pantry of rough wooden shelves in the far left corner. If there was any actual wood flooring, it didn’t show beneath the dust and dirt.

“I think I’d rather sleep outside. At least we won’t be boxed in with all the snakes and rodents.”

“Sugar, it’s not all that bad. It has a stove to keep you warm and a roof to keep the dew off. This cabin just hasn’t been lived in for a few years is all.”

“Oh, it’s been lived in,” Rachell corrected. The narrow bed pushed against the right wall had certainly had its share of occupants. The telltale signs of past winter residents were scattered across the floor and the small table at the center of the dingy room.

“Rachell, I’ve already seen you cuddle up to a snake. If it’s snakes we’re rooming with, we won’t have to worry about the rodents.”

She glanced up to tell Jed she found no humor in his comment, only to see that he hadn’t intended any. His expression was as rigid as the sheer cliffs surrounding them.

Something had been bothering him long before they’d reached the cabin. He’d not said but a few words to her since they’d ridden into the canyons. The supplies Jed had retrieved from Gran’s cellar had been a cold reminder of why they’d traveled to these mountains. She’d been stunned by the number of boxes of ammunition and the crate of guns Jed had strapped to their pack horse when she’d followed him outside. He had enough weapons to outfit a small army.

The reality of facing Maxwell Sumner had paralyzed her with fear. Jed had been quick to assure her that they were safe and that he was only taking extra precautions. Yet once they’d ridden into these rock canyons, the tension she’d seen in Jed had been anything but reassuring as solemn silence grew between them.

“You actually lived in this?” she asked, glancing back at the filthy ruin he expected them to stay in for the next few days, which didn’t bother her nearly as much as the cold void in Jed’s eyes.

“Not this one. But ours wasn’t much different, structure wise.”

“Ours?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Rachell’s skin prickled. “Yours and Malika’s?”

“Yeah.”

That single word hit Rachell with a force that sent the air rushing from her lungs. No wonder he had stoned over when they rode into these canyons. “Malika was killed in Shadow Canyon.”

“She was,” Jed answered in a neutral tone as he turned and strode across the small yard, toward the horses.

“Jed?” Rachell called, following after him.

Jed looked back, figuring Rachell must think he’d just assigned her to the same fate as the woman he’d failed to protect over eighteen years ago. “This situation is completely different, Rachell. I know Sumner’s coming. I’ll be ready for him. You’ll be safe.”

“I don’t doubt that,” she said, seeming surprised he would believe otherwise. “I’ve never felt more secure in my life than I have these past few weeks with you. I’m only sorry I’ve brought you to a place that causes you to feel pain from your past.”

He’d roamed these hills and canyons countless times since Malika’s death. So why was this time so different? Why was the sound of gunfire echoing off the canyon walls and ringing in his ears?

Perhaps because he was again responsible for the safety of a woman he cared for.

A few weeks ago it had seemed a logical course of action to lead his adversary to isolated, familiar terrain. But now that he was here, the familiarity was all too real.

This time is different. He’d have the upper hand. When Sumner arrived, Jed would be ready.

“Jed,” Rachell said in a hushed voice. “I see the pain in your eyes. I hate knowing that it’s because of me.”

She stepped forward, wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head against his chest, embracing him so sweetly he couldn’t help but fold his arms around her. He must be slipping if this woman could see so clearly into his soul.

“You know, you’re as sweet as you are pretty, and packed with enough stubbornness to fill three women your size.”

“That’s what I love about your compliments,” she said, laughter trickling from her throat. “They’re sweet enough to lift my spirits, yet honest enough to keep my feet on the ground.”

Jed wrapped his arm around her shoulders as he led her back toward the cabin. “I aim to please. Right now, we both have work to do. I’ll unload the horses then take them down to the meadow before I head out to scout the surrounding canyons.”

“I’m not going with you?”


“You, pretty lady, are going to have your hands full cleaning up that cabin.”

Rachell grimaced. “You expect me to gut that cabin alone?”

“I have complete faith in you.” He stopped in the open doorway and smiled down at her. “There’s got to be a domestic bone somewhere in that dainty body.”

Rachell jabbed her elbow into Jed’s ribs. “Scraping the grime from this log enclosure won’t prove my possession of domestic attributes. More likely, the qualifications of a lumber-jack.”

Feeling a little daunted himself, Jed strode into the cabin. “A bucket of water, some spit and polish, and it’ll be livable.”

“Water?” Rachell called from the doorway, not taking so much as a step inside. “That will only turn the floor to mud. I need a shovel, a gallon of kerosene and a match.”

“A little sunlight will help.” Jed pushed aside the gray window covering to open the shutter. As he pushed the fabric aside, the thin wooden dowel holding it up snapped and the curtain dropped from the window, landing on top of his boots.

He could hear Rachell groaning in the doorway behind him as he unlatched the wooden shutters and pushed them open. Sunlight streamed across the center of the cabin, lighting up the network of silken fibers strung throughout the dust-coated room.

“That should ward off the bats,” Rachell said in a more cheerful tone, “but what about the ones living in the stove-pipe?”

Jed removed the window covering from his boots, tossed it onto the table then strode toward the stove. He regarded the heavy cast-iron stove and the long pipe leading up to the ceiling. He rapped his knuckles against the dust-covered pipe, giving it a swift tap. It knocked him smack on the forehead as it dropped from its fitting, spraying black soot all over Jed and everything around him.

Buried in a thick cloud of darkness, and swearing a blue streak despite the bitter taste of soot invading his mouth and likely coating his lungs, Jed refitted the stove pipe. Fanning at the heavy gray film lingering in the stagnant air, he made his way toward the door.

Just outside, Rachell was laughing so hard she was holding her sides. Jed had never heard anything half as beautiful as Rachell’s laughter. He stopped just past the doorway, his gaze transfixed on Rachell’s rosy cheeks, wide grin and sparkling eyes.

The burning he felt deep in his chest had nothing to do with breathing the blackened air. The layer of dust and soot covering his head and shoulders was all that kept him from pulling her into arms and kissing her senseless.

Senseless.

Apparently he’d achieved that state of mind without the benefit of kissing. “Stove pipe’s all clear,” he announced with a tight smile as he dusted an inch of soot off his shoulders. “Grab me a clean shirt, would you, honey?” he asked as he walked past her, toward the makeshift stable, hoping to find something that would hold water. The flimsy shed was big enough to shelter a mule or two from the elements. If his pulse didn’t slow down soon, he’d end up being such a mule. He sure as hell wouldn’t stand a chance cooped up with Rachell and her laughter inside that tiny cabin.

He saw Rachell tugging a shirt from his saddlebag as he emerged from the shed with a wooden wash basin. “Bring one of those canteens too,” he called over as he set the basin before the water pump just outside the cabin. “I’ll need it to prime the pump.”

Rachell found all she needed. She handed Jed the canteen, and soon a wide, steady stream of water was filling the wash-basin. Jed peeled off his shirt then dropped to his knees beside the full tub and dunked his whole head into the water.

Rachell watched the muscles of his arms bunch and flex as he vigorously scrubbed the dust and dirt from his hair. Water splashed onto his shoulders and back, glistening over the long thin scars crisscrossing his bronze skin.

Jed brought his head up, his hair whipping cold water across the sky, and all over Rachell as he sat back on his heels.

“Thanks for sharing,” she said with a laugh as she handed him one of the rags she’d brought for him.

As he dried his face, Rachell dipped another cloth into the tub and swabbed it across his shoulders and down the corded lines on his back. Jed froze at her touch. He gripped the wooden basin as though he’d lost his balance, his muscles tensing beneath her hands.

“Rachell, I can—”

She pressed her lips to one of the scars that topped his broad shoulder, ending Jed’s words in a groan. He trembled as she trailed her fingers across his strong back. Loving the feel of his warm skin, she discovered the salty taste of him was as intoxicating as his kiss.

Jed drew a ragged breath, dizzied by a rush of exquisite sensations. “Rachell—” His voice ended in another groan as she began to feather kisses down his back, her hands heedlessly rubbing against his sides.

“I hope the vile cretin who gave you these marks received a just punishment.”

Jed’s control withered and died in the fire of Rachell’s words and touch. He reached around and grabbed her by the waist as he turned and sat down. Leaning back against the basin, he pulled her into his arms. Her knees slid astride his hips as she collided with his chest, adding to the overwhelming torrent of desire ripping through him.

Seeing excitement light her eyes, he gathered she had just gotten the response she’d hoped for. Her gaze moved down his bare chest, stopping on his most recent battle scar.

“You removed your stitches. Your side must be feeling better.”

“Lady, if I knew we were safe, I’d demonstrate just how much better I’m feeling at the moment.”


Rachell coiled her arms around his neck and nipped at his chin. “Excuses, excuses,” she purred, those impish eyes shining, her perfect lips smiling.

Dear God, when had she learned how to be so damned seductive? “Rachell, you’d better be careful. I’m giving you fair warning right now. I’ve never wanted a woman the way I want you.”

Her eyes brightened. “Really? I’ve never wanted a man, period. Until you. You’re very handsome, did you know that?” She sat back, raking her fingers across his chest. Her eyes followed her hands, glowing with catlike curiosity as she explored every inch of his chest and abdomen, touching each scar, before slowly pushing her hands back up to his shoulders.

Forcing his body to remain reclined against the washtub with the heat of her body pressed against him was no small effort. Her light exploration was the most erotic sensual play Jed had ever experienced, and he’d experienced plenty. Every fiber in his body screamed to roll her over onto the short grass and bury himself inside her sweet heat.

“Rachell—” he rasped.

His heart kicked hard against his chest as she lifted against him and pressed her mouth to his. She surprised him again by taking his mouth with smooth deft strokes of her tongue. Jed returned the passionate kiss, losing himself in the velvet and satin paradise of her mouth.

A nagging voice in the back of his mind reminded him that Sumner could be nearby. “Rachell, we have to stop.”

Rachell eased back, her brow puckered in clear annoyance. “You don’t like kissing me?”

“Of course I do! But I know my limit. Much more of this and I won’t be able to stop at kisses.”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

Jed closed his eyes as she smoothed her hands across his chest. His shudder shook both of them.

“Don’t you want more?” she asked, her alluring tone clawing at his flesh.


“Hell yes!” he barked out, struggling to gather the remains of his lost control. Opening his eyes was a big mistake. Her frank desire to welcome him into her body was eating him alive. “I want it all,” he admitted. “But I don’t think that would be a wise decision.”

“Why? I won’t protest the annulment, if that’s what worries you.”

“That’s only part of it. You’re also young, proper, and Buck’s sister-in-law.”

Her blatant disappointment both amused and flattered him. Jed kissed her sweet nose. “That’s just my mind’s opinion. My body says we’re both adults, quite capable of having an affair. Is that what you want, Rachell?”

“I ache for you. I only feel better when you’re holding me.”

Jed hadn’t thought he could be any more aroused, but as she trembled against him, kissing him with the promise of all the pleasure their coupling would bring, his body continued to tighten with unbearable need. His desire to make love to her was about to drive him mad. But he couldn’t, not yet, not until he’d checked the canyons for signs of Sumner. He wouldn’t let his lust compromise Rachell’s safety.

Despite his body’s painful protest, he tore his mouth away from her and eased Rachell off his lap until she sat on the ground in front of him. She gave a frustrated sigh as she leaned back, planting her hands on the ground behind her.

“Jed, I want you to—”

He reached out, placing a finger over her lips. “I know what you want. If I was certain Sumner wasn’t lurking somewhere nearby, I’d give it to you. Sugar, don’t smile at me like that,” he said in a pleading tone, again closing his eyes, knowing he couldn’t look into her sparkling green eyes for another moment without taking her. “I have…to go check…the canyons,” he said, the words sounding forced, punctuated by his heavy breathing.

Rachell kissed his finger and wrapped his hand in hers, amazed by the effect she could have on his powerful body. She could hardly believe she had evoked such a response. The realization that he wanted her as intensely as she wanted him was empowering. She released his hand, contentedly watching him as he leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees, digging his hand into his hair—slowly regaining his control.

“Come on, honey,” he said, after a few silent minutes of deep steady breaths. He stood in one swift motion, simultaneously bringing her to her feet. “We have work to do. After I unload our supplies, I won’t be back for a while,” he said, turning toward her as he stopped beside Sage. “I hate to leave you here, but I have to check for signs of Sumner. Don’t stray from the cabin. Keep the rifle at your side.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sassy,” Jed said, shaking his head. His arm snaked out and pulled her against him.

Rachell reached up, eagerly meeting his kiss. As he straightened, lifting her against his chest, she pulled herself up and wrapped her legs tightly around his waist. Jed groaned against her lips. His hands tenderly caressed her thighs and buttocks, sending sparks of fire streaming through her body.

“Do what you can with the cabin, but don’t overwork yourself,” he said between kisses. “I doubt I’ll be back before dusk.”

When his mouth finally broke away, Rachell’s lungs were heaving for a full breath, her body shaking with need.

“Promise me you won’t come back mad,” she said in a ragged breath. “I won’t be able to stand it if you return with your defenses intact and behave as though nothing has happened between us.”

His smile sent another burst of heat rippling through her body.

“Not a chance, Imp. It’s going to be one hell of a long day, knowing I’ll be spending the night with you in that cabin.”

Rachell glanced over his shoulder, into the cabin. “Why do I feel like I’m getting the raw end of this bargain?”

“I’ll make it worth your while,” he said in his voice of warm velvet.


“Do you think I need to be bribed?”

“Uh-huh,” he said, brushing a light kiss across her lips. “How does a warm bath sound? There’s a hot spring not far from here.”

“A hot spring?”

“It’s like bathing in a giant tea cup. I’ll take you there when I get back.”

“If you’re teasing me, Jed Doulan, I’ll crown you with a frying pan when you return.”

His laughter vibrated through her. “Honest to God. So, do we have a deal?”

She smiled. “Kiss me again and I’ll agree to anything.”

Jed didn’t hesitate, giving her a thoroughly convincing, deal-binding kiss.

“Deal,” she gasped, although in the back of her mind, she was wondering how in high heaven she could manage to make that dirt-filled shack livable. But as she gazed into Jed’s warm smiling eyes, she vowed to scrub every nook and cranny spotless or kill herself trying. She would not disappoint him.










Chapter Sixteen



“What the hell?” Jed followed the burning scent of smoke back to the cabin. She’d actually torched the place!

In the last bit of twilight left in the sky, he saw dark billows of smoke rising from the chimney pipe. As he rode closer he could see small tendrils of smoke filtering out from cracks in and around the window and the top of the door. He rode Sage up to the cabin, jumped from his saddle and kicked the door open.

A thick gray cloud rolled over him, out into the yard. He ducked down, saw the source of the billowing blackness and ran blindly across the room, toward the stove where the large cookpot was smoking like a freight train. He found a hot pad, grabbed the handle and ran the hissing pot out into the yard.

Jed tossed the black kettle into the dirt then glanced around the small empty clearing. He’d come back to the cabin once to check on Rachell and had been snared by the melodious notes echoing from this canyon. She’d been hanging wet sheets on a rope she’d tied between the cabin and the shed as she sang. He’d stood silently in the meadow, mesmerized. It hurt to look at her when she was singing, her voice nothing short of angelic.

Looking into direct sunlight can damage the eyes, he told himself, and devastate the soul.

But her clothesline was now bare, the yard deserted. He called her name as he checked the horse shed. Finding it empty, he shouted for her again, but his own voice was all that echoed back.

Where the hell is she? He hadn’t found any trace of Sumner arriving in the area. Could he have missed tracks leading toward the cabin?

Rage roared through his body at the thought of Rachell being taken from him. They’d never make it off the mountain with her and wouldn’t live but a second after he got her back! He ran back to the cabin to search for any signs of a struggle.

Jed came to a full halt in the doorway.

Hunched over the table, sleeping prettily on her folded arms beneath the cloud of smoke, was Rachell. Relief vibrated through him with such force, he clutched the door frame to steady himself.

She was safe. Filthy, he noted, but safe. As his pulse began to calm, Jed’s gaze swept across the impossibly tidied cabin. No wonder she’d passed out, he thought, taking in the scrubbed flooring. The woman must have shoveled a few inches of dirt from the place. The entire cabin was free of cobwebs. She’d even washed the window coverings which, to his surprise, were white. He imagined the hissing coals fused to the cast-iron pot were to be their supper.

He crouched beside Rachell and rubbed a hand across her narrow shoulders. What little he could see of her buckskin dress was a mess. Her slender arms and elbows were smudged with dirt. It seemed half the grime from the cabin had clung to her.

“Honey, what are you doin’?” he asked, gently rousing her.

“Sleeping,” she mumbled.

Jed’s eyes roamed over her filthy face. “Sweetheart, you look like you’ve been rolling with hogs.”

“I’m too tired to care,” she moaned, her closed eyes never flinching. “I just want to go to bed.”

Jed glanced toward the bed covered in the crisp clean sheets she’d surely spent a good deal of time scrubbing. “You’re not getting near the bed in these clothes. I’ve seen coal miners in cleaner attire.”

Rachell winced as he lifted her into his arms, undoubtedly plagued by sore, strained muscles. Soaking in the hot spring for a while would ease her discomfort. Soaking in the hot spring together could certainly ease his.

As if she’d heard his thoughts in her sleep, Rachell’s lips turned up into a smile as she sighed and snuggled against his chest. “I’d rather have you hold me while I sleep.”

He’d noticed. He lifted a sheet from the bed, reached into his saddlebags on the table for the pink bar of soap he’d picked up at Gran’s place then grabbed the lantern as he carried Rachell out the door.

 

“Wake up, sugar,” Jed said as he lowered to one knee, setting her bottom on his raised thigh. “We’re at the hot spring. You’ll feel better after a warm bath.”

He jostled her in his arms, but Rachell only moaned in her sleep, burying her face against his chest.

“Honey, I’m not against bathing you in your sleep, but I think you’d enjoy it more if you were awake.” He sure as hell would.

Rachell’s lips curled into a snarl when Jed tried to ease her away from him. She pressed harder against his chest. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.”

He fanned the sheet out on the short grass then with her leaning against his chest, he fisted the bottom of her dress in his hands and worked it up past her hips. Rachell moaned sleepily as he eased her arms from the sleeves and whipped the buckskin up and over her head. Having her skin exposed to the cold night air caused her to huddle even closer to Jed. “Hold, on, sweetheart,” Jed soothed, easing her onto the sheet so that he could strip himself of his own clothing. As he laid her back, the full sight of her ivory skin glowing like fine porcelain in the moonlight stole his ability to breathe and removed any desire to keep away from her.

The air hissed from his lungs as his body hardened in a rush. “So beautiful,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her perfect shoulder.

Later, he silently commanded, forcing himself to pull away from her sweet skin. She’d waited long enough for a warm bath. He would enjoy giving her one, whether she was awake or not.

A cold chill pricked at Rachell’s skin, intruding on her peaceful slumber. Something smelled musty. Begrudgingly, she opened her eyes and gazed sleepily at a dark, star-flecked sky.

Why was she outside?

“Jed?”

“I’m right here,” his deep voice answered from somewhere nearby.

I thought we were sleeping inside? The chill in the air demanded her attention. She reached a hand across the ground beside her, blindly searching for her blanket. Finding it, she gripped the fabric and pulled it over her cold body as her heavy eyelids drifted back down. Hearing the hiss of a lantern being lit, she forced her eyes open again.

Jed stood a mere foot away, placing a lantern onto a high boulder. As he turned toward her, the bright golden light spilled across his amazingly nude and very male body.

Rachell sat up in a rush. The cold air against her skin caused her to drop her gaze to her own body.

Oh my God! Where were her clothes?

“Jed!” she cried, just as he knelt before her.

“The water will warm you up real quick,” he said, scooping her into his arms, and away from the sheet.

Rachell trembled violently as the incredible warmth of skin surrounded her.

“Damn,” Jed said in a harsh breath. “I’m sorry, honey. I forget how susceptible your tiny body is to the cold. I should have stripped myself first.”


The cold air wasn’t making Rachell shiver, it was her nudity pressed against his!

“Jed!” she gasped, on the verge of panic.

“Don’t worry, sugar,” he said as he stepped down. “I won’t let go of you.”

Before she could tell him that that was precisely the problem, a nearly intolerable heat rushed across her cold skin. “Heavens,” she breathed raggedly, her eyes clenching shut as Jed lowered them further into the pool of liquid fire.

The hot spring, her mind echoed with sudden clarity. They were at the hot spring.

“Too hot?” Jed asked, his arms tensing around her, obviously ready to lift her from the water.

Caught up in the rush of sensation, Rachell was incapable of giving an answer. It did burn, but the initial sting had already begun to ease, her body adjusting to the drastic change in temperature.

“Rachell?”

She could barely force a squeak past her throat, her groggy mind occupied with the heat penetrating her body, and the man holding her.

“Talk to me, honey,” Jed urged, rubbing his hand over her shoulder and down the length of her arm. “Is the water too hot for your delicate skin?”

“I…no,” she panted. She pulled in another breath which unraveled around the words, “Oh, my,” as Jed’s hand came to rest on her bare hip. He eased further down, the warm water rising toward her shoulders as he settled her on his lap.

The soothing warmth of the hot pool kept distracting her from the distress of being nude. A continuous trickling sound of droplets hitting the water echoed around them. Her sore muscles couldn’t help but relax as the water eased the strain of too many days in the saddle and her battle with the devil’s cabin.

Ultimately relaxed and flushed with heat, Rachell opened her eyes. White mist skated across the black pool. Surrounding the ten-foot circumference of water were giant boulders that glowed white in the moonlight. The giant rocks were as bright as the moon shining overhead. The source of the dripping water, she saw, was coming from across the pool. Dark streaks ran down the large rocks “Feel better?” Jed asked, reminding Rachell that she wasn’t alone, and that the large palm closed over her hip was holding her securely on his lap.

Rachell stiffened as her thoughts drifted back to her nudity.

“I’ve got you. Don’t be frightened,” Jed soothed, obviously feeling the tension in her body.

Of course he felt it!

His free hand rose from the water, holding a white cloth. He clenched a fist and water streamed from between his fingers. He opened his hand then lifted the damp cloth toward Rachell’s face.

“What are you doing?” she gasped, her dazed mind still trying to focus on what was happening.

“Bathing you,” he said in a low voice as he swabbed the cloth across her face and down her neck.

Reflexively, she clamped her arms around her breasts. The fact that the steaming water reached her collarbone didn’t seem to matter. Nor did the internal reminder that she didn’t have anything worth hiding. Dear God, how long had she been exposed to him before she’d awakened? She closed her eyes, embarrassed and too frightened to look up.

“A little late to be modest,” Jed bemused as he slid the cloth across her shoulders.

“I suppose it gives you great pleasure to humiliate me,” Rachell said in a shaken voice. She tried to turn her back to him, but his powerful hands clamped onto her shoulders. Startled, she glanced up. His face was fixed with shock.

“Humiliate you? How is bathing you humiliating?”

“As Miss Delilah so delicately pointed out, I have the build of a ten-year-old boy.”


His low rumbling laugh increased her anger and embarrassment.

“No, you don’t, sugar. Delilah was just trying to rile you.” The softness of his tone sent shivers down her spine. “I’ve never gotten hot and bothered over a boy of any age. You are pure woman.”

Jed rubbed his hands over her tense shoulders. He wasn’t sure how to react to her rigid response. He was certain he could have made love to her this morning and she’d have been crooning the whole way. At the moment, however, her signals clearly stated hands off.

“Honey, I’m confused. This morning you gave me the clear impression you wanted my attention.”

“I did. I do. I just didn’t think I would be so…undressed.”

She wasn’t making a damn bit of sense. Had she expected him to bed her with her clothes on? “You didn’t know we’d be naked when we made love?”

Her stunned expression shocked him.

“I wasn’t last time.”

“Last time? Honey, I’d sure as hell remember making love to you, and you damn sure would have been fully naked when I did.”

“In Running Bear’s camp, when you…touched me, I was wearing a dress.”

Jed grinned. “If we hadn’t been interrupted, that dress would have come off at some point, guaranteed. The vision of your perfect body has been haunting me since the moment I first laid eyes on you.”

Rachell’s eyes widened a fraction but she didn’t appear the least bit convinced. She continued to stare up at him, her gaze uncertain, her brow puckered in contemplation.

James Carlson had deserved the bullet that took his life, Jed thought. Not only had he deprived his young bride of sexual fulfillment, their brief encounters had clearly left Rachell with a poor opinion of her body.


Not seeing a change in her tense expression, Jed dropped his hands away from her shoulders as he eased back against the rock, holding her gaze. He’d known all along she wasn’t for him. This was a hell of a time for her to finally realize it.

“Rachell, I won’t push you to do anything you don’t want to do. If you’ve changed your mind, I’ll understand.”

“I haven’t changed my mind,” she said in a low voice.

“I don’t believe you,” Jed said with flat honesty.

“I want you.” She shifted slightly on his lap. She trembled as she smoothed her hands across his chest under the water. “I’ve just never done anything like this. I’m feeling a little…”

“Shy?” he suggested, taking her hands in his and lifting them away from his body. As much as he enjoyed it, he was far too aroused to have her hands roving all over him. He lifted one of her hands from the water and pressed it to his lips.

She nodded her head, her lips tipping into a slight smile.

Hell. Shyness was something he hadn’t come across in his dealings with women. “How about we start with the bath you’ve been waiting for? I’d like to wash your hair. Would you like that?”

“Yes,” she whispered, her husky tone warming Jed’s blood far beyond the temperature of the hot spring.

Praying he had enough self-control to bathe her without pouncing on her, he cupped his hands and dunked them into the water between them. She gasped as he lifted his hands and wet her hair. He repeated the process several times then picked up a pink bar of soap from the rocky edge of the pool and worked it into a foamy lather between his hands.

Rachell drew a deep breath and held it in her lungs as the sweet scent of lilacs bathed her senses.

“Jed?”

He made a deep rumbling sound in question.

“Where did you get that soap?”

“Do you like it?” He set the pink bar aside before pushing his hands through her long hair.


His tender smile expanded her heart with warmth to the point of pain. “You know I do,” she said, wondering how many times this man would surprise her with his sweet consideration. She closed her eyes, breathing in the floral scent. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d bathed in the scent of lilacs. She found the fragrance to be incredibly soothing, as were Jed’s large hands working gently through her hair.

“Lie back,” he said, his hands pressing lightly on her shoulders, urging her back against his arm. “I need to rinse your hair.”

Jed felt the tension in Rachell’s body as she allowed him to lower her head to the water. He smiled, gazing down at her eyes clenched tight. He worked the soap from her long hair as he cradled her narrow shoulders in one arm. He could feel her body beginning to relax as he rhythmically massaged her scalp. By the time her hair was free of suds her expression was soft, her body pliant in his arms. He brushed a light kiss across her smiling lips as he eased her up.

“Thank you,” she whispered, wiping water from her face.

“My pleasure. Now for the rest of you. Too bad this pool doesn’t have a shallow end. I’d like to see my hands moving over your ivory skin. I could stand you up right here on this ledge with a foot on either side of me.”

Rachell’s lips parted as her eyes grew wide.

“But I can see you’re still feeling shy,” he added quickly. “Will you let me wash you under the water?”

Coward! Rachell silently scolded. You’ve been dying to have his hands all over you for weeks! And now that he was willing to do just that, she was behaving like a ninny.

“Rachell, would you rather wash yourself?”

She shook her head, the rush of passion caused by his original suggestion still clogging her throat. She reached for him beneath the water, running her hands over the smooth ripples of his abdomen, to the very different texture of his hair-covered chest. She leaned towards him, sniffing his familiar clean scent. “You’ve already had a bath.”


White teeth flashed in the moonlight. The intensity in his silver eyes caused her to shudder with another rush of desire.

“Turn around,” he said, turning her on his lap so that she looked away from him.

“Why?” she asked, feeling much more secure sitting across his lap, rather than having her back to him as she stared out at the top of the black misty pool and white glowing rocks.

“Because if I start kissing you, I won’t be able to stop.”

Rachell closed her eyes as he began washing her shoulders and back, wondering why her body was tingling in places he hadn’t yet touched. If his mere words made her heart pound so erratically and the feeling of his hands moving over her back could make her ache with such pleasure, she didn’t know if she could stand for him to wash the rest of her. She trembled at the thought.

“Lift your arms,” he instructed.

She did as he said, lifting her arms above the water. “It’s beautiful here,” she said as Jed ran the cloth over her arm, covering it with a foamy lather. “Who knew that rocks could generate light,” she said, amazed by the glowing landscape.

“They reflect moonlight the way you reflect sunlight,” Jed said as he rinsed her arm under the water.

Rachell smiled, flattered by his compliment.

“See there? Pure sunshine.”

“You can’t even see my smile,” she teased.

“You don’t have to see sunshine to feel it.”

Rachell glanced over her shoulder. “Your eyes reflect moonlight,” she said. “They shine like silver moons.”

Jed smiled and nudged her cheek with his nose. “Turn around, honey, or I’ll never get you washed.”

“Why did you light the lantern?” she asked, glancing up at the lamplight barely visible from their low perch in the pool.

Jed’s low rumble of laughter stirred the fluttering sensations growing in the pit of her stomach. “Just planning ahead. The ground on the other side of this pool isn’t so bright.”

Dear Lord. She had to ask. As Jed began washing her other arm, Rachell tried not to think about what he was planning to do when they got out of the water.

“Now your legs,” Jed said when he finished rinsing her arm.

“My legs?” she asked in a choked voice.

He chuckled and kissed her shoulder. “Lean back against me and lift a leg. I plan to scrub between each of your tiny toes.”

She released a slow quivering breath as she leaned back. She bent one leg, placing her foot on Jed’s thigh, and lifted the other from the gently misting pool. She drew a deep calming breath, forcing herself to relax. In her reclined position, she could feel the hard body beneath her with startling clarity.

Jed’s long arms rose from the white vapors and reached for her leg. “Bend your knee, so I can reach those toes.”

She’d never imagined a woman could be seduced so sweetly, or that such a seduction would involve toe scrubbing.

“How you doin’, sweetheart?” Jed asked, obviously feeling the shivers she couldn’t combat. “So far so good?”

Rachell wanted to shout out with the wonderful sensations his gradual seduction was sending coursing through her body, but managed only to giggle with nervous laughter.

“I’m glad I’m not the only one enjoying this.”

Her husky laughter turned to a moan of pleasure as his strong fingers messaged the sole of her foot.

“I hear trickling water,” she said as both his hands worked together on her foot, one massaging, the other smoothing the soapy cloth across her skin.

“A small waterfall runs into one of the pools above us.”

“I wish I could see it.”

“It’s just a bit of water drizzling over rock. Now in California, there are some waterfalls that will take your breath away with their beauty.”


“Yosemite,” Rachell murmured, his massaging hands draining all of her tension and her energy. “I’ve heard of them. I hope I’ll get the opportunity to see them.”

“They’re not but a day’s ride from the Double D. You ask me real nice and I might be persuaded to take you.”

Rachell lost all thoughts of waterfalls as Jed’s hands worked down her calf until they slipped beneath the water, working further up her leg. She gasped his name as his left hand smoothed as far up her inner thigh as it could go.

Jed froze, his wrist remaining pressed against the sensitive juncture between her legs, his long fingers wrapped around her thigh.

“Do you want me to stop?”

Unable to speak, she shook her head.

“You sure?” he asked, his hands again kneading the taut flesh of her leg, each subtle movement piercing her body with jolts of lightning.

Rachell fought to keep air in her lungs as he washed her leg clear up to her hipbone. Her heart pounded painfully against the wall of her chest.

“I…can’t breathe,” she rasped.

Jed laughed low in his throat. “If that were true, you couldn’t be talking,” he reasoned. He released her leg, re-soaped his cloth then waited.

It took Rachell a few moments to gather enough muscle control to shift position and lift her other leg. When he washed her thigh, her reaction was no different. When Jed’s palm slid across her stomach she nearly leapt off his lap. Again he waited for her approval before continuing.

His slow ascent up her body nearly drove her mad. Once he reached her breasts, he spent a good deal of time washing them in the same fashion he’d washed the rest of her. One hand massaging, the other scrubbing. She leaned against him, her eyes closed, dizzied by what he was doing to her.

Again he stopped, rinsed the cloth and reached for the pink bar of soap. Rachell’s breath grew choppy, knowing where he planned to wash next.

“I won’t hurt you,” he whispered against her ear as his hands slipped back under the water.

“I know,” she gasped as he ran the cloth over her. “You’re killing me with tenderness.” She whimpered, arching back against him as he plied his sensual technique of bathing, liquefying her bones with rippling currents of fire. Just when she was sure she would cry out from the intense pleasure, he drew his hands away. His arms coiled around her waist, keeping her limp body from sliding off into the dark pool.

“Rachell?”

“Jed?” she replied in a scarce breath.

“I believe you’ve been thoroughly bathed.” His teeth grazed her neck.

“Oh my,” she gasped, while tilting her head to give his delightful lips and teeth further access. “It seems I was wrong.”

“About what?” he asked, his hand stroking her outer thigh as he treated her to another bite.

“Your bite is far more devastating than your bark,” she answered, shivering.

Jed’s rumble of laughter churned the swirling heat inside her belly. “Does that mean you won’t protest if I turn you back around?”

“Yes, I mean, no!”

“Which is it, honey?”

“I want you to kiss me,” she said, trembling as she twisted, reaching for his neck, aching to be held by his strong arms. “And I want to kiss you.” She threaded her fingers into his hair as he gazed down at her with hypnotic silver eyes.

“My God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered as he lowered his head, meeting her kiss.

She felt him shudder as her tongue grazed his. His hungry kiss sent her mind spinning back into a haze of passion. He lifted her, repositioning her until she sat astride his hips. When his hand closed over her breast, she welcomed the familiar caress. She was lost in his taste, his touch, the fiery sensations swelling inside her.

“This is madness,” she gasped, thinking aloud.

“But you like it,” Jed said, hearing the proof of her pleasure in her soft moans.

“You’ve impaired my sanity,” she accused, meeting his gaze with a seductive smile that told Jed she more than liked what he was doing to her.

Sanity be damned, Jed thought as he lifted her again until the tips of her breasts rose from the misty veil of water. He’d waited too long to taste the satin and velvet secrets of her sweet body. With a low groan of repressed hunger, he dipped his head and took a rosy peak into his mouth.

The sweet taste of her washed through him in a giant wave of pleasure. Rachell cried out as her body arched. Her hands gripped his hair, holding him captive in paradise.

Jed’s body strummed with wild desire, consumed by the need to devour every last bit of her. “Perfect,” he whispered, inspecting the tight velvet bud he’d just enjoyed. “Sweetheart, put your knees on my thighs.”

Rachell did as he said, releasing a strangled cry as his hands slowly smoothed over her hips.

“Jed, I’ve never…” her voice trailed as she watched his lips brush over the peak of her other breast. She shivered with pleasure, moaning his name as he took her into his mouth.

His tugging caress made her feel beautiful, complete in his arms.

His hand had slid between her thighs, jolting her with a shivering rush of pleasure at his slight penetration. Transfixed by his rhythmic caress, she clung to him as the shimmering heat welling within her burst, shaking her with a rush of intensity. Her sharp cries echoed off the canyon walls as he continued to caress her in a way she’d not experienced before.

Rachell’s wild response to his touch filled Jed with a passion he couldn’t contain. The thought of pulling her down on his lap and pushing into the tight heat of her body was nearly enough to undo him. He had to be inside her. Soon. But she was so small, he wasn’t sure he could take her without causing her some initial discomfort.

That wasn’t good enough. Needing to be certain she could receive all of him, he deepened his caress. Easing into her sleek heat, he discovered the tight passage was…blocked.

What the hell?










Chapter Seventeen



She can’t be!

Jed couldn’t believe what he felt. She was so hot, so sensual—so tight, his mind reasoned.

He had never wanted so badly to be inside a woman, but…he couldn’t.

The hell I can’t! She’s my legal wife!

She’s also supposed to be a widow, his mind shot back as he continued to caress her delicate core. Her passionate response was tearing him apart. He forced himself to stop.

Released from his sensual hold, Rachell collapsed against his chest. She clung to him, the hard peaks of her breasts brushing against him with each short, ragged breath, torturing his body with agonizing need.

“Rachell?” he rasped, sucking in a steady breath. His hands helplessly caressed her slender back in long strokes. Soothing her violently aroused body, and taunting his. “How many men have you been with like this?”

“I’ve never…no one has…” She leaned her head against his shoulder, trembling as she struggled to catch her breath. “Only you.”

“Oh hell,” Jed breathed, her fragmented words registering a shocking truth he still struggled to believe. He put his hands on her shoulders and eased her away from him. “You’ve never even been touched before, have you? My God. Why did you let me touch you?”

Rachell stared up at him, her eyes dazed and confused. “Let you? I can’t think with what…you were doing to me.”

“What I was doing to you?” She was killing him!

“Yes. Why are you shouting at me?”

“Because you’re a virgin!”

She blinked several times as her face fixed with shock. “You could tell?”

Good God. She was as virginal as a woman could be. “You’re a widow, are you not?”

“Legally…yes.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” She flinched at his harsh tone, and Jed groaned. He hadn’t meant to shout at her, but damn it, she wasn’t supposed to be a virgin!

“James was my second cousin and a close friend. I’ve already told you he married me for protection.”

“It wasn’t a true marriage,” he said, realization washing over him like a bucket of cold water.

“No,” she whispered.

“Does Elizabeth know this?”

“No one knew except James and my brothers. They all died in the war.”

“Is there anything about you that isn’t a lie?” Jed asked, seething with frustration and feeling downright cheated.

“I have never lied to you!”

“No? I was sent to fetch a widowed boardinghouse keeper from Kansas but find instead a virgin showgirl from Missouri!”

Tormented by her hurt expression, he pinched his eyes shut and leaned his head back against the rock, trying not to focus on the feel of her petal-soft skin pressed against his thighs.

“I couldn’t tell my sister I worked in saloons. I haven’t seen her for so many years. I was afraid she wouldn’t want me to come to California if she knew. I saw the way respectable women looked at me on the street. I couldn’t bear for my sister to look at me with such scorn. She would. Your poor opinion of me is proof of that.”

“Honey, I don’t think poorly of you because you sang in saloons. Hell, decent folk do a lot worse to survive.”

Rachell’s hands lightly stroked his chest. Jed was stung by an intense pleasure no other woman had ever evoked in him with such a small caress. “Then why do you?” she asked.

He opened his eyes, disturbed by the sadness in her tone, only to see the reflection of that sadness in her glistening eyes. He lifted a hand from the pool and grazed her cheek with the back of his fingers. “I don’t think poorly of you, Rachell.” He was afraid to admit just how much he thought of this woman.

“Then why are you mad at me?”

Her somber expression tore at his chest. He was mad as hell because he knew he couldn’t take her the way he desperately wanted to. Damnation, he nearly had.

“Honey, I could have hurt you,” he reasoned. “Damn it, Rachell, I never guessed you’d be a virgin. I would have taken you, and you would have let me!”

He cringed at the thought of the pain he could have caused her if he had hastily sheathed himself inside her delicate body. “You do know the first time can be painful for a woman?”

Her startled expression answered his question. She didn’t have a damn clue. “Damnation,” he groaned.

“But… I liked it.” Her cheeks flushed with her admission. “You didn’t hurt me.”

She’d never seemed younger to him than at this very moment.

Jed’s skull cracked loudly against the rock as he leaned his head back. “You’re as ignorant as a newborn chick.”

“Pardon me, Mr. Jed, but there wasn’t an abundance of virgins in the saloons to compare notes with!”

Great, now her temper’s flared.

Of course her temper’s flared, you dumb jackass! You just took her to the edge of one hell of a climax, left her aching for fulfillment and then insulted her. Real smooth, Jed!

“Rachell,” he said, grasping for all the patience and reasoning he had left. “I just don’t see how a beautiful woman like yourself can get to the age of twenty-three without being touched by a man. Those schools back east are designed to pair up attractive young woman with wealthy men.”

“Because I never wanted a man, that’s why!” Water sloshed between them as she angrily crossed her arms. “I decided I’d rather die a spinster than be auctioned off like a brood sow to some sonnet-spewing, flower-picking dandy! If my brothers had seen the fumbling aristocrats Miss Abigail had arranged as suitors, they’d have laughed themselves stupid! But they didn’t see them,” she said in a softer tone.

Jed saw the anguish in her expression before she lifted her leg and turned, putting her back to him.

“Nobody came to see,” she said after a moment. “Because nobody cared who I was married off to, so long as I was somebody else’s problem.”

When Jed touched her shoulder she flinched away from him. “Rachell, you’ve been widowed for five years. I can’t believe you haven’t had suitors.”

“There’ve been more randy men after me than you could shake a stick at! Not one of them suited me.”

“You would have given yourself to me,” Jed said with certainty.

She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes,” she answered, looking into his eyes with a tenderness that stung his soul.

Damn his ignorant hide. He should have realized she was seeking more than physical fulfillment. But, he never imagined the extent of her innocence. “Sugar, you barely know me.”

“That wasn’t stopping you a moment ago,” she said in a dull tone.

“A moment ago I didn’t know—”

“I do recall, Mr. Jed. It started with me being a virgin.”

She tried to push away from him. Jed reached out, gripping her small waist and pulling her securely onto his lap. He ground his teeth as she trembled from his touch. “No. But I do have a problem with a certain imp regretting a brash decision and being stuck with a husband she doesn’t want.”

She met his gaze with sad eyes and a tight stubborn jaw. “When did I ask for a promise of marriage?”

The question shocked him speechless.

“I’m not baiting a trap for you, Jed. You can still get the annulment. I won’t protest it.”

“Rachell, any man worth the title makes a wife of the woman who gives him her virginity.”

“Then do tell, where do all the whores come from? Surely they too had been virgins at one time or is that something the Lord sorts out beforehand?”

“You’re not a whore,” Jed bit out through clenched teeth.

“No, Mr. Jed, I’m a virgin widow. As such, who besides you and me would ever know that it was you and not my late husband who took my sacred virginity, or that I offered it up as the kind of divine sacrifice you make it out to be.”

Lord, he didn’t know whether to shove her sassy ass into the water or end his throbbing angst by accepting what she was offering. He didn’t have to marry her for making love to her, she was already his wife!

If he truly believed that, he’d have bedded her weeks ago. And if this were just a casual exchange of physical pleasure, he’d probably not be having these reservations. But it wasn’t. He knew Rachell hadn’t been showered with affection in her lifetime. It was when he was kind that she had been the most wary with him.

She was confusing gratitude and physical attraction for love. An illusion that would wear off the moment they arrived in California and she was surrounded by young prospective husbands.

“Rachell, you don’t love me.”

“That’s not true.” She lifted a hand from the water and brushed her fingers across his chest. “But I suppose it doesn’t really matter when you don’t want me.”

“The hell I don’t!” he shouted with exasperation. The woman was pushing his patience and his body to their outermost limits. “I’ve never wanted a woman more!”

He saw the hurt in her eyes and knew she didn’t believe him. “I’ve got hard proof, honey,” he said, snatching her hand from his chest. He slid her small palm over the length of his throbbing flesh, simultaneously sending his breath hissing through his clenched teeth. He instantly regretted the rash move and pulled her hand back up to his chest.

“Sugar, we need to get out of here,” he said in a strained breath.

“I don’t think so.”

Jed didn’t know whether to curse or laugh as he watched her lips curve into a seductive smile. He had time for neither. Her hand returned, moving over him in a light caress that had him swearing in several languages.

His eyes clenched shut, his entire body tensed as he strained for control, something he severely lacked when he was around this particular tiny woman. He opened his eyes and found her watching him with smoldering green eyes as she discovered and caressed, turning his blood to fire. “Rachell…honey… Stop!”

“Why? Am I hurting you?” She lowered her lips to his neck, pressing her breasts to his chest.

“Rachell—”

She measured him again, breaking the firestorm of his release. He cupped her face with his hands and took her mouth in a deep kiss. Rachell continued to explore and caress as waves of pleasure pulsated through him, shaking him.

By the time he forced himself away from her lips, his body was once again aching as though he hadn’t known release in months, not just minutes. If they stayed in this position much longer, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from pulling her down onto his lap and binding their marriage.


“Hold on, honey,” he said, lifting her into his arms as he climbed out of the warm pool. He wouldn’t take her virginity, but he’d sure as hell give her back some of the pleasure she’d given him.

He felt her skin prickle as the cold air touched her sensitive wet flesh. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ll warm you up.”

“You will?” Her eyes widened with surprise as he placed her on the white linen.

“I will,” he agreed.

Although she shivered from the cold night air, silvery white vapors rose from her flushed, heated skin. Rachell was mesmerized by the mist rising into the sky from Jed’s broad shoulders as he tenderly dried her with the sheet.

“Aren’t you cold?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Not a chance. I’ve been on fire for weeks now.”

He tossed the end of the linen away from her body, letting it float down to the ground around her. “Sweet lady,” he whispered, his husky voice sending a new wave of tremors across her body. “How can you think you are anything less than perfect?”

Rachell’s eyes opened wide as he moved over her, easing her down onto the sheet.

“Are you afraid now?” he asked, his body hovering inches above her, his legs straddling her hips.

Rachell slowly shook her head.

“You should be,” he said with a slow smile. He kissed her lips as he ran a finger down the center of her soft body. “You don’t have a clue as to the type of torture you’ve been putting me through these past weeks. But you will,” he said before claiming her mouth.

Jed’s hands and lips roved Rachell’s body, caressing her from her forehead to her fingertips to the tips of her toes, everywhere except the places she ached to be touched.

“Are you cold?” Jed asked, his lips returning to hers. She shivered against the length of his body.

“No!” she snapped. “I’m burning up!”


Jed laughed as he trailed kisses down her throat. “You haven’t even begun to burn.”

“Jed, why won’t you—” She cried out as his tongue flicked over the filling peak of her nipple, stinging her with pleasure.

“Is that what you’re wanting, sweetheart?”

Her reply was a strangled moan as he took her into the warmth of his mouth. Taking his time, he treated her other breast to the same sweet torture.

Beyond exhaustion, Rachell didn’t know how much more she could stand. Jed showed no sign of relenting as his lips again moved down her body.

“Have I neglected anything else?” he asked, kissing her belly. He lifted his head, flashing a dark smile that caused a whimper to rise from her throat as fire pooled deep in her abdomen.

“I thought so,” he said, his lips returning to her skin.

Oh, dear Lord. Rachell was certain she’d not survive another deep caress like the one she’d experienced in the hot spring. “Jed?”

But Jed just trailed kisses down her leg, his hands curving around her hips as his lips caressed her inner thigh. Rachell suddenly realized his intent.

“Jed! I don’t think—”

“Don’t think. Just feel.”

Rachell found she had no choice. He took her body in a gliding caress that stripped away her mind, the earth, the stars. She twisted and turned, crying out in mindless abandon as the night sky shattered around her, again and again, splintering the stars in a shimmering array of wild sensation.

When he finally released her from the thrall of ecstasy, she slipped from a state of hysteria to one of heavy slumber, soothed by the rich sound of Jed’s voice, hypnotized by the silver glow of his eyes, lulled by the heavy beat of his heart.

When Rachell woke, she was inside the cabin, cradled in Jed’s arms. “Jed?” she whispered, too sated to hold her eyes open for more than a second.


“Go back to sleep, sugar. I’m only putting you to bed.”

“I fell asleep?”

His deep throaty laugh vibrated through the tingling cells of her body. “Honey, you’ve been asleep for near an hour. I just didn’t have the strength to carry you back to the cabin ’til now, and it was getting damn cold outside. You did a good job on this cabin,” he said as he laid her on the bed. “You more than deserve to sleep in a clean bed.”

“You’re going to stay with me, aren’t you?” she asked, latching her arms around his neck.

“If you want me to,” he said, lifting her back into his arms.

“I don’t ever want to leave your arms.”

He positioned her so that she lay mostly on top of him with her head resting against his shoulder. Her legs rubbed over his buckskin pants, but his chest was gloriously bare.

She sighed with contentment as he spread a blanket over them, loving the feel of her skin against his. “I’m so tired,” she whispered, combing a hand over his chest.

“Go back to sleep,” he said, his hand stroking her back. “I’ll hold you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered as she drifted back into the deep haze of sleep. “I love you, Jed.”










Chapter Eighteen



A storm of emotions was brewing inside Rachell. Her mood fluctuating between rage and despair, she stared into the pot of lightly simmering stew. It had been two days since Jed set her ablaze under a moonlit sky then cradled her against his warm skin as she slept.

He’d not touched her since.

Rachell opened the door to the woodstove and inspected the low fire Jed had stoked when he’d come into the cabin, just before dawn. Trying her hand at stew today, she’d decided a smaller fire would keep the steaming broth of meat and potatoes from becoming a pot of smoking coals.

Though she didn’t know why she bothered. Jed had eaten an equally detestable meal the night before without saying a damn word. He’d dusted the concoction with his dried peppers then run off to the shed before she could even take her seat, just as he’d done the night before that.

She latched the stove shut and she dunked the wooden spoon into her stew. The little time he’d spent inside the cabin he avoided her like the plague, without so much as brushing her sleeve. Last night her temper had snapped—she’d raged at him for a solid half hour, and he’d barely muttered a word before going to bunk down in the stable—again. Each time she caught his gaze, she could see the shadows haunting his silver eyes.

There was no mystery as to what had brought those shadows. Although she’d been half asleep, she remembered pondering the sudden tension in his body immediately after her proclamation of love, and now thought he may have even mumbled a curse.

Tears hazed her eyes as she gently stirred their supper.

Her love was obviously not well received and certainly not reciprocated. But he did care for her—he’d admitted as much. Which didn’t account for much when she loved him clear down to her soul.

Dear God, what was she going to do? She had such little time left alone with him. And he was wasting it by brooding!

She started at a knock on the door. Fear nettled up her spine as she glanced over. A dark figure was clearly visible through cracks in the rotted wood. Jed didn’t usually come back before noon, and always warned her with one of his whistling birdcalls.

The door rattled again, and Rachell was certain it wasn’t Jed. Silently, she walked toward the table, where she’d laid her loaded rifle.

“Miss Nightingale?” said a whispered voice. “You in there?”

“Juniper?” she answered, stunned by the young male voice.

“Yes, ma’am. Please don’t be frightened. I’ve come alone. I’ve come to warn you.”

The rifle tucked under her arm, Rachell unbarred the door and pulled it open, her gaze sweeping the empty yard before she glanced up at the pale blue eyes peering down at her from behind a thick swath of blond hair.

Juniper flashed a broad grin, revealing the sweetness she’d come to know in him, and relief broke from her chest in a deep sigh. “June, how did you get here?”

“Carefully. I’m sure glad to see you’re in good health, Miss Nightingale.”

She cringed at the mention of her stage name. “June, my name is Rachell.”


“Oh,” he said thoughtfully, then smiled as he batted a tuft of hair from his eyes, which settled right back over his forehead as before. “You look like a Rachell.”

She smiled, thinking he looked like he needed a haircut, and a meal. His clothes hung from his spindly frame, making her wonder if he’d eaten at all since she’d last seen him. “You should come on inside.”

She backed into the cabin, but June made no move to enter. His sky-blue eyes stared down at her in pure wonder.

“June? Do you want to come in?”

His young face hardened, as she knew it could. She’d known Juniper for well over two months before she’d seen his lips even hint at a grin, and knew too well that the boy had been given little reason in his lifetime to smile. The evening she’d watched Juniper’s uncle goad another man into calling June out for a gunfight, then forced June into the road to face down a man more than twice his age, she’d been terrified for the tall youth. She had wondered how such a young man could possess the hardness she saw in his blue eyes as he gave the one warning he’d given to so many others.

“Mister, I don’t want to kill you.”

But June did, just as he’d outdrawn all the other fools who’d taken his uncle’s bet. His uncle had walked back into the saloon with a grin and a fistful of money, leaving June to slip back into the shadows, the pain in his expression so tangible, Rachell had felt it clear to her heart.

“Miss Rachell,” Juniper said in a firm tone, “you ought not to trust folks so easily. I could be scouting for Maxwell for all you know.”

Reflexively, her grip shifted on the rifle. “Is Maxwell in Nevada?”

June’s sharp gaze didn’t miss her movement on the gun. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, his eyes on the rifle. “But he’s still a good ways off.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” she sighed. She grabbed June’s sleeve and yanked him over the threshold. “Sit,” she instructed, pulling out a chair.

He obediently slumped into it. “I wasn’t sure how you’d take me showing up after that mess in Lake’s Crossing. I sure didn’t want to take you back to Sumner.”

“I know, June. You’ve always been as sweet and harmless to me as a springtime daisy. I appreciated you going along to look out for me like you did.”

His lips twitched with a shy grin as he swatted again at his hair. Rachell turned away from him to retrieve Jed’s shears, thinking she could fix his vision problem in a matter of seconds.

“That’s why I’m here, to help you get home. I came to warn Mr. Doulan about the— Miss Rachell?” his voice squeaked as she smoothed her hand under the veil of blond hair draping over his forehead and eyes.

“Keep talking, June. You can’t even see past this thick mat of hair.”

Juniper groaned and shifted in his seat. “Don’t go makin’ me look like a schoolboy,” he whined. “I got a hard enough time bein’ the age I am!”

“Hush,” she ordered. With a few snips of blond hair she cleared his field of vision. “Much better,” she said, thinking he looked quite handsome.

Juniper scowled as red tinged his high cheekbones.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

His eyes widened in disbelief. “I gotta go! I jus’ wanted to pass on the information that Maxwell is coming.”

Rachell gripped his bony shoulder as he started to jump to his feet. “Not until you eat.”

“I sure don’t want to be here when Doulan gets back,” he protested.

“He rode out at dawn to check the canyons. He doesn’t usually come back until late in the day.”

“He checks on you throughout the day, Miss Rachell. I know ’cause I’ve been tryin’ to get to you for two days now.”


“He does? You have?” Both surprised her.

“Yes ma’am. Aside from one narrow passage, you can’t get in here from the north unless you climb the mountainside and that’s just what I did. I watched him check the canyons yesterday. This morning, after he rode out, I scaled down this side of the cliff.”

Rachell blanched. “June, it’s a straight drop-off!”

“Sure looks like it, don’t it,” he said with a grin. “There was just enough of a grade and cracks to keep my footing. I’d rather scale a straight cliff than face Doulan again. Folks in Weaver had plenty of stories to tell about him. They was callin’ him the Shadow Stalker ’cause if he was on your trail, he’d creep up on ya like your own shadow and you’d not have a chance in he—ah—heaven.”

Rachell smiled as he blushed at his near slipup.

“If all them stories are true,” Juniper continued, “he’s bound to know I’ve been in this canyon.”

“Damn straight I will.”

Rachell jumped at the sound of Jed’s harsh voice. His large frame filled the doorway, his revolver aimed steadily at Juniper’s narrow chest.

Juniper stood, slowly lifting his hands into the air.

“Jed, put that away!” Rachell demanded, realizing the true danger before her. June was young, but he was alive because he had outdrawn every man who’d ever called him out. There had been far too many. “Juniper came here to help, not to pose a threat.”

“Glad to hear it, honey,” Jed said, his hard gaze never wavering from the boy. “Juniper, with this being a cordial visit and all, perhaps you wouldn’t mind tossing those guns this way.”

“Not at all,” he said, his guns clunking onto the floor.

Jed collected the twin revolvers, noting the pearl hilts. Both guns were polished to a shine. “Put your hands down, boy, and reclaim your seat.” Juniper sat down as Jed holstered his own gun and closed the door behind him. “Rachell, I believe you offered the young man some stew.”


Jed strode toward Juniper. The boy sat still as a statue as Jed reached out and flicked a few pieces of hair from the front of his shirt. “So, you came here to help, did ya?”

“Yes, sir,” he said, holding his gaze with unblinking eyes.

“Jed—”

“Honey, don’t keep the boy waitin’,” he interrupted. “No reason we can’t talk over a bowl of stew, huh, Juniper?”

“No, sir,” Juniper agreed in a dull tone.

Juniper’s long, bony presence bothered Jed far more than it should have. The fact that none of the aggression he was feeling had a damn thing to do with Sumner and everything to do with seeing Rachell’s hands threaded through the kid’s blond hair made him mad as hell. He’d never been jealous over a woman a day in his life. But damn the whole of creation! He’d never seen Rachell doting over someone else.

He knew he couldn’t have her, but he hadn’t planned on being around when men began paying her calls. Although, Juniper wasn’t quite yet a man.

“Have you spotted Sumner?” Juniper asked, his cold blue eyes staring straight at Jed as Rachell placed a bowl in front of him.

“Yesterday morning,” Jed answered.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Rachell demanded, placing his bowl onto the table with considerable force.

“No sense in worrying you. They’re not close. In fact, they appear to be lost. Yet you found the canyon two days back without a speck of trouble,” he said to Juniper.

Juniper’s expression gaped. “You knew?”

A chill seized Rachell’s spine at the sight of Jed’s cold smile. This was the man who’d taken her from the saloon.

“Relax, sugar. I’m not going to harm your young suitor,” Jed drawled in a cynical tone. “Eat up, son,” he instructed.

Juniper glanced skeptically at Rachell. “Miss Rachell, I don’t want to take your chair. I’m the one imposing on your noontime meal.”

“She’s got a seat right here.” Jed reached out, wrapping his hands around Rachell’s waist as he pulled her down onto his thigh. Exactly where she belonged—not doting over some smooth-faced golden boy. He flashed a thin smile at Rachell’s expression of surprise. Her lips quickly stretched into a confident grin.

Hell. He was jealous of a snot-nose kid, and she knew it!

Dear God. She smells of lilac.

The sweet fragrance swirled through his nostrils, spawning a flood of memories that hardened his body in a rush. Rachell reached up and tucked a wedge of long hair behind his ear, and his heart thudded hard against his chest. She shifted against him, showing no objection to being in his arms, and fully taking advantage of his weakness.

The sound of metal scraping metal drew him away from the lure of her green eyes. Jed watched in amazement as the boy shoveled bite after bite of Rachell’s stew into his mouth, finishing the bowl without coming up for a breath.

Jed glanced at his own bowl. Just by sight, he could see that the large chunks of potatoes weren’t but half cooked. He shifted his gaze back to Rachell who seemed just as bewildered by the boy’s gusto.

“That was mighty fine stew,” Juniper said with a grin, his glazed blue eyes fixed on Rachell. “Thank you, Miss Rachell.”

Hell, if the kid could stomach it, so could he.

After one bite, Jed knew the kid had to be sweet on Rachell. He’d bitten into apples that were softer than the raw potatoes crunching under his teeth. The pot of broth setting on the stove surely contained more salt than the ocean. He forced a few more bites before admitting defeat and dropping his spoon.

“Honey, why don’t you serve up some more stew for our guest,” he suggested, easing Rachell up as he stood. He quickly poured himself a cup of coffee. Taking mercy on the kid, Jed placed a cup in front of him, but he didn’t get the gushing smile Juniper gave Rachell when she served him more of her stew.


“So, just how did you find this canyon so easily?” Jed inquired as he reclaimed his seat.

“I followed the directions Sam gave me,” Juniper said between bites. “Sumner thought it was a trap and found his own scouts.”

Jed grinned. He’d bet his ranch that one of Sumner’s scouts happened to be a large Ute by the name of Running Bear. He’d seen the party of men weaving through canyons in round-about circles. They were being led by someone who knew what they were doing.

“I’m wondering why you felt compelled to jump lines and take the risk of warning Miss Nightingale.”

Rachell glared at his amused smile as she came up beside him, but that didn’t keep her from sliding her sweet little backside right back onto his thigh.

“Miss Nightingale was always real nice to me,” Juniper said quickly.

Rachell slapped a hand against the table. “My name is Rachell.”

Juniper’s wide, apologetic eyes snapped toward her. “Oh, that’s right. Sorry, Miss Rachell.”

“If Miss Nightingale was so nice,” continued Jed, “why were you helping to drag her back to Missouri when you knew she’d be in danger? Her friend Titus had already been killed.”

“I swear I had nothin’ to do with his death.” Juniper’s imploring eyes moved between Jed and Rachell. “I liked Titus. He did a fine job of protectin’ Miss Ni—uh, Miss Rachell, from the drunks who tried to hound her after her shows. I was real sorry about his death, but damn happy when I heard she’d left town. Then Maxwell said he was sending Stewart after her and, well… I fretted for Miss Rachell’s safety. Maxwell said she weren’t to be touched or roughed up none, but I knew how Stewart was with the other women. My uncle wudn’t know no better, so I insisted on goin’ along.”

“One of those men was your uncle?” Jed asked, feeling a deep sense of dread. Dear God. Had he orphaned this kid?


“Unfortunately,” Juniper snarled, his eyes freezing over. “Don’t go rousin’ your conscience over me. You just saved me from stayin’ up nights figurin’ how I’d kill him myself.”

Jed saw the sorrow in Rachell’s expression and figured the boy had endured a good deal of pain at the hands of the man he’d shot down in Weaver. “And what are you planning to do now?” Jed asked.

“Well, sir, I suppose whatever you need me to do. If it comes to a fight, I’m a quick and accurate shot. Sumner’s brought plenty of gunmen. I may be young, but I’m as good as any ten of his men combined.”

Jed didn’t doubt his word. There wasn’t a note of bragging in his tone. Damn if he wasn’t already starting to like this kid. “Juniper, I’ll take you up on that offer. I could use you to keep watch near the entrance of the canyon.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Call me Jed.”

Juniper’s lips twitched, hinting at a smile. “You can call me June.”

“Is that what your friends call you?”

“It’s what Miss Rachell calls me,” Juniper replied, his face stone serious.

Jed glanced up at Rachell’s gentle smile and had to remind himself he had no call to be jealous of this kid.

They spent a half hour discussing Sumner and the best spot for Juniper to keep a lookout. By the time Juniper left the cabin he’d eaten three bowls of Rachell’s stew and flashed her so many damn smiles Jed’s blood pressure was giving him serious trouble.

Rachell closed the door and looked back at Jed who still sat at the table. “I’d never guess you to be the jealous sort,” she said with a smile.

“I suppose you didn’t notice Juniper’s smitten with you either?” Jed said in a flat tone.

“What?” Rachell shrieked, completely aghast. “He’s a boy.”

“A boy who looks at you with a mighty case of wonder lust. Who could blame him with the way you were running your fingers through his hair.”

He had his nerve! “You’re imagining things. I trimmed his hair. I can’t believe you are this jealous of a young boy.”

“Why the hell shouldn’t I be? That boy is closer to your age than I am.”

She started to refute his statement, but realized she didn’t know Jed’s exact age. She’d always assumed him to be early thirties, not that his age had concerned her in the least.

“Aren’t you going to ask?” he clipped in a cold tone.

“No. Your age has no bearing on how I feel about you.”

“I’ll be forty next month.”

She tried not to show her surprise, truly she did. His mumbled curse and fierce scowl indicated she had failed. Lord help her, she would never have guessed him to be nearly forty. Thirty-five, maybe, but…what did it matter? She was in love with him. This was just another excuse to cover his own uncertainties. “Don’t you dare act like our age difference is my problem, because it’s not!”

“That difference is sixteen years, Rachell! I should never have touched you.”

“I wouldn’t care if you were about to turn fifty! This isn’t about me not knowing how I feel. You’re the one running from your feelings, the one who can’t get past my age. But passion is ageless, Jed. If what happened between us hadn’t affected you as deeply as it has me, you wouldn’t be running from me.”

“You’re damn right!”

Rachell stepped toward him, ignoring his fierce expression as she nudged between his legs. Jed groaned, pain darkening his eyes as she looped her arms around his neck. She rested her forehead against his and he closed his eyes. She stroked her fingers through the streaks of gray in the black hair at his temples, and felt Jed tremble. The response still amazed her. “Why won’t you let us have what we both want?”

“Because we’re all wrong for each other,” he said softly. His arms closed around her. “You’re a beautiful young woman with your whole life ahead of you.”

“I’m twenty-three, yet I’d not lived a day until I met you.”

“No.” His hands dropped away from her. He stood breaking away from her embrace. “I won’t do this again.”

“Again?” The single word explained the shadows in Jed’s eyes. Memories of his first wife. “That’s it,” she said, pain and frustration gripping her heart. “You don’t want to risk being near me because you still love Malika.”

“No! I can’t risk getting close to you because it nearly killed me to watch you burn in my arms and not sheath myself inside your sleek, virginal body. Part of me keeps telling me you’re my wife, when I know full well you’re not! My mind and body have been at war since the moment I met you!”

“Then stop fighting me!”

“Rachell—”

“I hate the distance between us!” she cried without pausing for breath. “I can’t stand it. I want you to talk to me, smile at me, touch me!”

“I can’t!”

“Why not?” she demanded.

“You know why.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Because I can’t touch you without wanting you—”

“But I want you!”

“—and I can’t take you without binding us in a marriage we’ll both regret,” he continued in a tone of steady control.

“I say you can.”

“I say I can’t.”

He stood before her, as impenetrable as a mountainside, clearly not about to expose any part of himself to her.

“Does my being a virgin really change our situation so much?”

“Yes. It changes everything.”

“So, if I’d been the whore you thought I was, you’d have no problem—”


“Damn it, Rachell! We fought about this the other night.” He turned toward the door. “I don’t want to have this argument again!”

“That’s too damned bad,” she shouted, hurrying to block his path. She pressed her back against the rough wood of the door, daring him to move her aside. She knew as easily as he could, he wouldn’t. “Last night I did all the fighting while you just sat there! I’m right, aren’t I? If I had slept with one, five, or twenty other men, you would make love to me without question. Why does it make such a difference?”

Jed took a step back, leaving two feet between them, but to Rachell it felt like two miles.

“Because your innocence has you convinced you love me,” he said in a low tone. “If you’d experienced the touch of another man, you’d know—”

“I can’t bear the touch of anyone else.”

“How do you know? I’m the only man who’s ever touched you!”

“How can you hold that against me?”

“I’m not punishing you for being a virgin, Rachell. Damn it, if I didn’t respect the hell out of you I’d take you without regard, but I can’t do that. When you meet the man—”

“There is no other man! I only want you.”

Jed’s eyes flinched. “Sweetheart, you say that now, but—”

“But, nothing! I know you don’t want to hear it, but I love you!”

Jed’s expression twisted with pain as he turned away. He stopped in the center of the room and looked back at her. “Those feelings are temporary. You’ve been stuck with me for weeks. You’ve had no choice but to depend on me for your survival and safety. Gratitude isn’t love. Given time, you’ll see that.”

“And the emotions you have for me, is that gratitude? I know you at least care about me.”

“Hell yes, I care about you! Have you thought about what’s going to happen when we reach California? Am I supposed to take your virginity then hand you over to Buck and Elizabeth and pretend nothing has happened? It would be wrong, Rachell. I have no intention of keeping a wife. I’m not a marrying sort of man, honey,” he said in a strained tone, his voice sounding apologetic. “Once you get to California, you’ll see that. You would realize you’d wasted your virtue on me.”

“No!” She marched toward him. Jed’s hands fisted at his sides as she stopped just inches away. “You’re wrong. I am grateful for all you’ve done for me, but what I feel for you is so much more than that. I’ve been surrounded by men my whole life and never felt the sensations you cause deep inside me. My feelings for you won’t fade.”

“Passion isn’t love, Rachell. I know that better than most. The pleasure you felt—”

“I’m not talking about physical pleasure!” she shouted, thumping his chest with her hands, infuriated by his refusal to believe her. “I’m talking about the feeling I get from just being near you, hearing your voice, seeing you smile! I’m not asking for your love in return or the promise of marriage.”

“That’s just it! You should be asking those things of the man who beds you. You deserve nothing less.”

“I learned a long time ago that it doesn’t pay to wish for what I can’t have.”

“Honey, you can have all those things. There are plenty of men—”

“Why won’t you listen? You’ve told me from the beginning you don’t want a wife and I believe you. That doesn’t stop me from burning inside for you.”

“Rachell…”

She wondered if he was shaking with anger or with the same hunger she felt whenever she looked at him. He wanted her with the same intensity, she could see it in his eyes.

“Bedding you wouldn’t be fair to either of us. You didn’t choose me. You hardly know me.”

“I think I know you pretty well.”

“Did you know I’ve already been in a forced marriage?”


Rachell’s breath caught.

“I didn’t choose my first bride, and she surely didn’t choose me. She sure as hell didn’t love me. I can’t do it again.”

“Jed—”

He backed up as she moved toward him. “Don’t you see? I’d be no better than Sumner, taking advantage of you in a moment of weakness. Eventually, you’d hate me for it.”

The fear in his eyes tore at Rachell’s heart. No wonder he wouldn’t touch her. He perceived his distance as another way of protecting her, from himself. But she knew her feelings wouldn’t change—she’d never hate him.

“What if I get to California,” she said, “and I’m surrounded by all these alleged suitors, and I still only want you? Would you feel differently then?”

“I don’t know,” Jed said in a tone of pure pain. He crossed his arms as he sat heavily against the table.

“Would you still want me?”

“Hell yes, I’d want you!” His explosive reply rattled the small cabin as he rushed past her and stormed outside.










Chapter Nineteen



It was dusk when Jed walked into Sumner’s camp. Even after four hours of riding, he was still so worked up over his conversation with Rachell, he didn’t even try to sneak in. Hell, a fight would help burn off the pent-up tension that had been building inside him for the past few weeks.

The camp was larger than he’d expected. The meadow was scattered with at least twenty single to midsize tents. A huge white structure rose up at the end of the clearing. The broad tent was large enough to hold another forty men or so.

He picked his way around the other canvas shelters, passing clusters of men, none of them giving him any notice. That’s what happens when you hire a bunch of drifters, he thought. Drunken drifters to boot, he noticed, breathing in the heavy scent of whisky.

On the west end of the meadow he spotted a campfire surrounded by familiar faces.

“Fancy meeting you here,” he said as he approached the circle of Utes.

“Brother,” Running Bear greeted him in his native tongue. “Sit. Share our meal.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Jed said as he sat, accepting the plate that was handed to him. “I’ve been eating light the last few days.” Jed greeted the other five Ute warriors sitting around the fire. After a few bites of rabbit meat, he looked back at Running Bear. “You left right after we did, didn’t you?”

Running Bear grinned. “You fast to offer help. No good with asking.”

“How’d you find Sumner?”

“Same as I find any game,” Running Bear said with a shrug. “I go to biggest watering hole.”

Jed laughed, glancing again at the circus tent occupied by Sumner. “I hope he doesn’t have another fifty men stashed inside that canvas palace.”

“No. Palace for White Hair alone.”

Jed sighed with relief. “I saw the tracks of two horses near our cabin this morning, but I had company and didn’t get a chance to check them out. Were they your men?”

“Buck say he ride near your cabin.”

“You’ve seen Buck?”

“Yes. And Ben Darby.”

He’d spotted tracks near the canyon, and had thought it was them, but appreciated the confirmation. Buck and his nephew Ben were as the closest family Jed had, aside from Running Bear. He’d trust them to get Rachell safely out of the canyon.

“I have six men camped further in the canyon with Ben Darby. They watch for White Hair’s scouts.”

“Sumner must pay good,” Jed said as he glanced around at all the men willing to shoot a stranger for cash. “Just what is he telling folks he’s doing out here?”

“He say you kill his son and steal his woman. He pay fifty dollar for my braves to track my brother and fight.” Running Bear shrugged his wide shoulders. “We take money. We track. We fight, with, not against, my brother.”

“What makes you so sure he’s not telling the truth?”

Running Bear laughed, shaking his head. “Imp belongs to you. She loves you.”

Jed groaned involuntarily.


“You do not want your wife to love you?”

“Damn it, Running Bear, you know she’s not my wife.”

“She shares your blanket?”

“She slept in my bedroll, and that’s all she did. Slept!”

“Your heart is in great pain for you to lie to me.”

“It’s no lie,” Jed mumbled, shifting uneasily. “We’ve tumbled on the blankets a bit, but we’ve not coupled. She doesn’t love me. She’s just…she’s—”

“She shed many tears over loss of your blood and have look of angry warrior when women talk to you in my camp. You have good wife. You share your blanket with many women who do not love you. Why not Imp?”

“Hell.” Jed pulled off his hat, slapping it against his thigh. “I came here to talk about Sumner,” he growled in a low tone. “Not Rachell.”

“You love her,” Running Bear said.

“I do not,” Jed insisted, wishing he felt the certainty behind his voice. “I hardly know her.”

“You should mate. Your people need more honorable men. She bear you strong children. Imp will bring your spirit peace.”

“What are my chances of talking Sumner into calling off this bird chase of his.”

Running Bear shrugged. “You kill his son and take his woman.”

“She was never his woman,” Jed amended.

“White Hair have much pride. You tell me once, too much pride will kill a man. This will be so. You will fight for Imp.”

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Jed said, pushing his empty plate aside as he shot to his feet.

“You cannot run from the Great Spirit, my brother,” Running Bear called after him. “My vision is complete.”

Jed made his way through the camp of men. He glanced at the sleeping guard slumped in the chair outside Sumner’s tent, wondering how Sumner had made it this far. Inside, the spacious tent was lit up like a chapel. Tall candelabras lined the back and one side of the white canvas enclosure. Candlelight glistened on a glass decanter of bourbon sitting on the edge of a small wooden secretary near the rear of the tent. Sprays of white light glinted off a gold object in the hands of the silver-haired man sitting behind the polished desk.

Distinguished enough, Jed thought, for a man of wealth. He wore a fancy tailored gray suit, the striped vest made of satin. A thin gray mustache curved around to a narrow pointed beard. Reclined in a padded chair covered in red velvet, he held a small glass of bourbon in one hand, an open gold pocket watch in the other. His gaze was fixed on the watch.

Sumner looked up as Jed continued toward him. He snapped the watch closed, dropping it into his vest pocket as he leaned forward.

“Why are you in my quarters?” he demanded. “I’ve not called for anyone.”

“If you’re Maxwell Sumner, I believe you’re the one paying a call on me.”

His dark eyes widened with recognition. “Mr. Doulan.”

Jed acknowledged his name with a slight incline of his head and he slowly strode toward him.

“This is an unexpected surprise.” Sumner rose from his chair, causing Jed to pause, his hand homing in on the grip of his revolver. If Sumner noted the subtle pause, his pleasant expression didn’t show it. “Please, have a seat.” He motioned to the two wooden chairs before his small desk. “I believe you have my nightingale,” he said, easing back down into his cushioned chair. “I assume you’ve come here to negotiate her return.”

“You’d be mistaken,” Jed said as he sat before him. “I’ve a beautiful wife to be sure, but she sings for no one but me.”

Knowing that, in a sense, he’d spoken the truth, Jed smiled.

Sumner’s expression hardened, his jaw twitching with tension as he dipped his hand into his vest pocket. “We both know that’s a farce,” he said in a sour tone. “I only want back what’s mine. I’ll get her back, and we will be married.”


“She never agreed to marry you. She doesn’t want you.”

“Lies. Don’t think you’re the first man to fall for her charm.”

“What makes you think she didn’t fall for mine?” Jed replied.

“You forget, Mr. Doulan, she was mine first.”

That statement didn’t sit well with Jed. “I believe you overestimate the employer and employee relationship.”

“Don’t be fooled, Mr. Doulan. She may come off real coy and sweet, but—”

“Coy and sweet?” Jed cut in, watching the tension in Sumner rise. “Are we talkin’ about the same woman? My little lady has big green eyes, flaming hair and one hell of a hot temper.”

“I’m not playing games. Miss Nightingale will be returned to me. I wouldn’t be chasing her across the country without sufficient cause.”

“Just how would you define sufficient?” Jed inquired, truly curious as to the man’s reasoning.

“She’s stolen a valuable commodity that’s vital to my business.”

“Such as?”

Sumner’s jaw twitched again with anger. His finger fiddled with the watch still inside his pocket. “She’s my star attraction and she took plenty! The dresses I paid for, cash from the till. Probably anything she could get her hands on before she snuck out of town.”

“You expect me to take your word for that?”

Sumner straightened in his chair, squaring his shoulders. “Are you calling me a liar?”

“Yes. I am.”

Jed waited for Sumner to back up his puffed up bravado, but as he expected, the man merely eased back in the chair.

Sumner’s eyes narrowed. “She’s hardly worth getting yourself killed over, Mr. Doulan. Half the men in Missouri have paid top dollar for her services.”


Jed lunged forward, drawing the knife at his waist as he pulled the man up from his chair by his jacket. Pressing the blade to his throat, he tried to think of one good reason he shouldn’t kill the man threatening Rachell.

He couldn’t think of a single one.

“You kill me,” Sumner said, his voice trembling, “and you’ll not make it out of this camp alive.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Jed growled, pressing the tip of his blade to the skin of Sumner’s throat until a drop of red blood beaded across the silver metal. “You’ll watch your tongue when speaking of my wife or you’ll soon be without it. Understood?”

He snatched the watch from his vest then shoved him back in his chair. He took a step back and clicked open the golden disks. Tucked behind the lid was a small painting of a woman with red hair and green eyes. Not nearly as pretty as Rachell.

“Who’s the woman?”

“You know who the woman is.”

“I’ve never seen this woman in my life,” Jed said in all honesty. “Either you hired a piss-poor artist or you need spectacles. This woman is not Rachell.”

Sumner’s eyes widened at the mention of Rachell’s name.

“You don’t even know her real name, do you?”

“Her name is Miss Nightingale.”

“Sumner, you do know they’re not the same woman, don’t you? You’re chasing after the wrong woman. Rachell doesn’t want you.”

“Listen here, you—”

“Enough with the pleasantries,” Jed said, snapping the watch closed.

Sumner’s pensive eyes locked on his precious trinket.

“I’m advising you to pack up and pull your men out.”

Sumner glared up at Jed, trembling with anger. “I’m not leaving without my nightingale. She’s my star attraction.”

“Find a new one.”


“I’m protecting my investments, Mr. Doulan. This is one I refuse to let go.”

“I’m protecting my wife.”

“Stop saying that,” Sumner seethed through clenched teeth. “She is not your wife!”

“The hell she isn’t. I’ve got documentation to prove it. Your portraits of some red-haired strumpet don’t give you one damn bit of a claim on my wife,” he said, tossing the watch onto the desk. “Insanity perhaps, but not my wife.”

“I’ll not leave these godforsaken hills without my nightingale.”

“Sumner, you’ll leave Nevada empty-handed or you won’t leave it at all. Try to come near my wife, and I’ll kill you.”

“You may have a notable reputation as a gunfighter, but you can’t fight thirty men alone, Mr. Doulan.”

“Who says I’m alone?” Jed slowly backed away, his gaze never wavering from Sumner. “Enter Shadow Canyon, and you won’t be walking out.” He turned and left the tent, cursing himself for not killing Maxwell Sumner when he’d had the chance.

Jed pulled his hat low and walked toward the woods where he’d left Sage. Within moments Sumner’s voice echoed through the night air, chastising his men and demanding they search the area for him.

Damn fool. His bunch of hired gunmen didn’t know one from the other, and half of them were drunk. With any luck, a few would pick each other off, leaving him less to worry about.

Thank God his friends had shown up and Buck could lead Rachell over the mountain before Sumner arrived.

 

As Sage cantered through the narrow passage leading into Shadow Canyon, Jed heard a strangled squawk that belonged to no bird, nocturnal or otherwise.

“Buck, why don’t you just shout, howdy?”

Deep laughter answered him from the shadows before Buck strolled toward him. His blond hair and mustache shone in the moonlight like a beacon. Jed dismounted, greeting his friend with a handshake and a firm slap on the back.

“I would have greeted you when you rode out this afternoon,” Buck said, “but you rode through here like a flash of lightning.”

“You camped over that rise?” Jed asked, motioning toward the western hillside.

“Yep. Your young gun is back there holdin’ down the fort.”

“You found June, then?”

“I did. That stick of a boy has got about as much give in him as you do. He popped out from behind a tree and trained his gun on my head before I had the chance to blink.”

“It’s not wise to blink when a man has a gun on you, Buck,” Jed said with amusement.

“Like you, that kid don’t blink. He ran me through fifty questions before he would believe who I was and lower his gun. How old is that boy?”

“Old enough to hold his ground and fire a gun. Right now, that’s about all that matters. He giving you any trouble?”

“No, sir. Once he figured out I was on his side, he warmed up to me like a rattler with its tail caught in a crack.”

Jed grinned. “Most folks don’t warm to strangers or smile on a whim like you and Running Bear.”

“Maybe so. But that kid had better get a handle on a sense of humor before he’s ruined for good.”

Jed gave a nod of agreement. “You and Ben rode in last night?”

“We would have stopped for a cup of coffee, but things sounded mighty heated in that little shack last night.”

“You must have caught our argument.”

“Is that what it was? After the ruckus Ben and I heard, we had to wonder how you’d managed not to kill each other during the past few weeks.”

“I need you here at sunup,” he said, eager to change the subject. “Sumner won’t reach this opening until midday, and I want Rachell long gone before that happens.”


“You got it.”

Knowing Rachell would be under Buck’s protection, he could focus on dealing with Sumner and his men.

“Ben and I left Devil’s Bend yesterday at dawn,” Buck continued. “If you’re in agreement, that’s where I’ll take her. We can be at our campsite by noon.”

Jed gave a nod. Rachell would be well out of harm’s way before Sumner reached the canyon. Everything seemed to be arranged as best it could be.

Jed pulled in a deep breath, figuring it was time to return to the cabin…and Rachell.

“You sure look mighty stressed, friend,” Buck commented. “That’s not like you at all. You’ve battled with greater odds than this, so I’m inclined to believe your stress is on account of the woman.” A grin played at the corners of his mouth.

“You’ve been talking to Running Bear.”

“I won’t deny it. He’s quite thunderstruck by the little lady. Is Running Bear off the mark with her? She turn out to be a real hag?”

“No!” Jed answered in a roar.

Buck lifted his hands. “Calm down, buddy. I’m not attacking the woman. Damn, but your temper’s riding on a hair trigger. Perhaps it’d be best for Rachell to come back to the Bucking C with me and Lizzy. Ben may not want a woman of ill repute living under his roof.”

“She’s no such thing. She was a showgirl, nothing more.”

“Don’t that usually go hand in hand?”

“There’s nothing usual about your sister-in-law.”

“I’m a bit confused, Jed. Are you so worked up because you don’t like her at all, or because you like her more than yer wantin’ to?”

“Did you know she was only twenty-three?”

“Who, Rachell?”

“No, the queen of England. Of course Rachell!”

“Well…” Buck scratched at his matted hair as his puzzled gaze moved over Jed’s fierce expression. “Lizzy said she was a mite younger than herself, but she never gave me a firm number.” A smile stretched his lips. “You been havin’ trouble with her age, Jed?”

If any other man were to show the open amusement he saw in Buck’s face, Jed wouldn’t waste a second to reset his jaw. As it was, he strained to keep himself from doing just that. “Next time you get a sister-in-law who’s gone missin’, you can track her down your damn self.”

“Lizzy and I are a hundred-times sorry for any trouble she’s caused you. You know I appreciate your help. Has she been all that bad?” he asked with a look of true concern.

“No,” Jed admitted. “She just… Widell had to go and hitch us together.”

“I sure was real sorry to hear about that. Must have reminded you of Malika.”

Jed’s eyes swept across the tall rock cliffs illuminated in the moonlight. “You have no idea.”

“Is Rachell a real shrew?”

“That’s not the point! And no, she’s not a shrew,” he said in a milder tone. “She happens to be a fine woman. Damned beautiful and young.”

Buck gave a hearty laugh. “Hell, Jed. Twenty-three is a full-grown woman. You’re not bound to her by any Indian customs. She’s a widow for cryin’ out loud. So long as you’re both consenting, ain’t no harm in blowin’ off some steam.”

“I’ve been gone too long already,” Jed said, trying to remind himself of all the reasons he shouldn’t rush back to Rachell and straight into her waiting arms. “Why don’t you come have supper with us? You can meet Rachell and I’ll fill you in on all the details.”

Buck held his hands up and backed away, making Jed wonder if he’d heard about Rachell’s cooking.

“Nope.” Buck shook his head. “I can see there’s unresolved issues between the two of you. You enjoy your last night alone with the little lady.”


Jed bit back a curse, thinking the only way to resolve their issues was for Buck to take his sister-in-law over the mountain tonight. But that clearly wasn’t going to happen.










Chapter Twenty



“Jed!” Rachell propped her rifle against the door frame and stepped outside, relieved to see his large shadow emerge from the darkness. When night had fallen and he hadn’t returned, she’d been out of her mind with worry.

“Thank God!” She ran toward him and nearly leapt into his arms, but managed to gain enough composure to pull herself to a halt just in front of him. To her amazement, Jed closed the distance between them. His strong arms clamped her tight against him.

It was a glorious feeling to be pressed against his chest, and she had been truly worried.

“You’re late,” she felt inclined to mention, not bothering to lift her mouth from the bend of his neck as she did so. Sweet heaven, but the man smelled wonderful, and tasted even better. “I was worried,” she added.

“Is that so?” he said in his easy tone.

Then he ruined the moment by placing her back on her feet and stepping away from her. She couldn’t keep her tongue from gliding across her lips, again tasting his skin. Jed noticed. His eyes darkened. The carnal look he flashed her warmed her blood and wreaked terrible havoc on her pulse.

“Let’s go inside,” he said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as he ushered her back into the warmth of the cabin.


“Where have you been?” she asked as he closed the door.

“I had a talk with Maxwell Sumner.”

A cold wave of fear stiffened her body. “H-he’s here? In the canyon?”

“Calm down, honey,” Jed said, easing her onto a chair. “He’s made camp a few hours away. That’s why I took so long.”

A few hours away? Rachell trembled, thinking that didn’t sound nearly far enough.

“Don’t fret,” he said, crouching in front of her, taking her shaking hands in his. “Running Bear is scouting for him, so he won’t be sneaking up on us.”

“Running Bear?”

“Yep. I had supper with him before I had a talk with Sumner.”

“What did you and Maxwell talk about?”

“I told him to leave, he told me no. He said you were a thief and a whore. I told him he was a liar and threatened to remove his tongue.”

Despite her fear, Jed’s matter-of-fact delivery of news made Rachell relax.

“He was a mite agitated when I wasn’t willing to turn you over without a fight,” Jed finished.

“He’s a man who’s accustomed to getting what he wants,” Rachell said.

“I noticed. Right now, that seems to be you.”

“I took nothing of his.”

Jed traced her jaw with his finger, sending a course of shivers through Rachell’s body.

“Sugar, he thinks you belong to him, so by his way of thinking, you have. He’s got himself a regular army down there.”

“How can you and Juniper—”

“We’re not alone. I ran into Buck on my way back. Ben and a few of Running Bear’s warriors are posted near Sumner’s camp.”

“My sister’s husband is here?”

“Apparently he and Ben Darby arrived last night.”

“Why didn’t they come to the cabin?”


Jed smiled wryly. “Do you remember last night?”

Oh heavens. She’d been a raving lunatic last night.

“Seems they overheard part of our quarrel. They, uh, didn’t want to intrude.”

“Oh, dear,” she sighed, dropping her face into her hands.

“Don’t worry, sugar. I’m not known to be the easiest person to live with.”

“Do tell,” she mused.

“You won’t have to put up with me much longer,” he said as he straightened away from her, making Rachell wish she’d said nothing at all. She wanted him close. She couldn’t bear the thought of what tomorrow would bring. Facing Maxwell Sumner didn’t frighten her half as much as the thought of losing Jed.

“Buck will be here shortly after dawn to take you out of the canyon.”

Her head snapped up. “What?”

“You didn’t hear me?”

“I’m not leaving you to face my problems alone.”

“Oh, yes you are. I didn’t bring you this far to chance you getting stuck in the middle of a gunfight. There’s no way Sumner’s gettin’ within even a mile of you.”

“What if Buck hadn’t shown up?” she challenged.

“I knew he would.”

“How?”

“He’s my friend. He’s your brother-in-law.”

“I don’t care!” She jumped to her feet. “I’m not leaving you. I can shoot a rifle as good as anyone. I won’t run and leave others to pay for my mess.”

“Sweetheart, you didn’t make this mess. Sumner is not a reasonable sort of man. I made a vow to protect you, and you’re going to let me.”

“Your safety is no less important to me! I won’t run!”

Jed had to get out of the cabin before he pulled her into his arms, and there’d be no stopping. He’d make her his woman and to hell with the consequences.


Rachell grabbed him by the arm as he turned away. “You’re going to leave me?”

“No. I left Sage saddled in the meadow. I just wanted to let you know I was back. Don’t worry, Rachell. Buck’s at the neck of the canyon, Gabe and Abel O’Conner are on lookout and Running Bear has men posted in various spots. No one will get in here undetected.”

Rachell didn’t want to be alone right now, but she silently watched Jed leave the cabin, walking into the night the same way he intended to walk out of her life.

 

A couple of hours later, Rachell stood in the doorway staring across the small clearing at the light coming from the stable.

The coward!

He wasn’t coming back to the cabin. Did he really fear her so much? Thinking of his earlier confession, she told herself it wasn’t her he feared—it was the idea of being forced into marriage. Her heart twisted with pain at the memory.

How could Malika not have loved him? Why couldn’t Jed see that she did.

You didn’t choose me!

In the last few hours, those words had stood out in her mind. She may not have known Jed back in Charlesville, but given the chance now, she’d choose him over any other.

But would he choose her?

Not likely, she decided. No more than I’d choose to swim up the Mississippi.

Somehow, recognizing his fear eased her anger and the tension that had been tearing at her these past few days. But it didn’t ease her desire.

She reached for the braid at her shoulder as she stared out across the cold night. She could convince him he had nothing to fear in her. She’d never force him into a marriage he didn’t want.

She pulled the tie from her hair and began unraveling the thick weave. If all he could give her was this night, she’d take it. Who knew what tomorrow would bring? She wouldn’t sacrifice her chance to be held by the man she loved, to know how it felt to truly be alive in his arms.

A cold breeze whipped at Rachell’s loose hair as she stepped from the cabin and walked across the yard.

“Jed?” she called, stepping into the shed. He sat on his bedroll at the far side of a small shelter. One of the books Gran had given him was sitting open on his folded legs. A burning lantern hung from a nail on the wall beside him.

“Rachell, is something wrong?”

“You didn’t come back inside.” She gave a slight shrug. “I thought I’d see if you were hungry?”

His eyes moved over the wavy length of her hair and Rachell knew he wanted her. She was going to have him.

The curve of Rachell’s lips and the determination in her eyes told Jed she had more on her mind than feeding him stew. He tried to ignore the heated response of his body as he gazed up at her beautiful face, while telling himself he was a man of discipline and self-control—which amounted to a handful of spit as Rachell began to lift her dress up past her hips.

“No more fighting,” she said. “I’ll deal with my future tomorrow. Right now, I just want to be held by you.”

“Rachell—”

She tugged the garment over her head and desire closed over him, constricting his throat. She shook her hair out, wiping out his thoughts as he watched the flames of her hair fanning over the delicate curves of her body, brushing the ivory skin of her slender waist.

“No more foolishness.” With the grace of an angel, she knelt in front of him.

Jed’s hands trembled as his palms smoothed across the soft skin of her hips. He’d never wanted, needed, a woman so badly. Ready to take her into his arms, his hand closed over the fingers working the buttons on his shirt. “Rachell—”


“Pride be damned,” she said, yanking his shirt from his waistband. “I intend to be loved by you, Jed Doulan.”

Jed wondered just how much force she thought she’d have to use. Hell, he’d been fighting a losing battle with himself since the moment he met her. As she pushed his shirt from his shoulders, finally he admitted defeat.

Rachell touched her lips to his, and he felt the full surrender of his heart. He slid his hands up the smooth skin of her back, pressing her body to his. He could hardly believe something so delicate could make him feel so wild, so out of control.

He rolled her onto his blankets and Rachell smiled up at him. The sight of her lying beneath him shook his body with a violent tremor of passion. He dipped his head to her breast and drew the delicate pink tip into his mouth.

Surrender never tasted so sweet.

Jed took his time, tasting, kissing, caressing, surrounded by the sound of Rachell’s passionate cries, consumed by the sensual fire quickly claiming them both. His muscles quivered from restrained passion as Rachell trembled beneath him. Her hand skimmed across the front of his trousers, and Jed groaned against the maddening surge of his blood.

“Sweetheart, are you sure this is what you want?” he gasped in a fleeting breath. “My control’s fading fast.”

“I’m glad.” Her sweet lips twisted into an impish grin. “Because I want to feel all of you.” She pulled at the closure of his trousers. “These need to come off. Now.”

He rolled aside and removed the rest of his clothes in a few deft movements. He shuddered as she reached for him, her hands traveling down his body.

“I don’t expect more than this night,” she said, pressing her lips to his chest as she possessed him with her fiery touch. “Do you understand me? I won’t allow you to pay with your life for something I’m giving freely.”

All he understood was that she was turning his world to fire. Her lips and hands crashed through his senses like hot bolts of lightning. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe.

When he could stand no more, he moved over her, guiding her legs around his hips. “Honey, I need to be inside you.”

She shifted, bringing him deeper into the cradle of her thighs.

“I’ll try to be gentle,” he breathed against her lips, the slick heat of her body ripping at his control as he probed lightly against her.

“I know.”

Rachell’s open trust was another caress, fueling the fire beneath his skin, increasing his body’s demand to be a part of her. Unable to wait any longer, he pressed into the tight, satin heat of her body. Despite her readiness, her body resisted his penetration. Jed froze as she tensed beneath him.

“You’re so small.”

“I’m not so fragile.”

While pleasure swept through his body, he knew he was hurting her. His muscles corded as he fought his urge to sheath himself completely inside her. “Rachell?”

She arched toward him in a silent plea. “I want all of you.”

He couldn’t deny his body’s need to claim her, to make her truly his. “The next time will be better, love, I promise.”

Rachell heard Jed’s whispered words, a moment before his hands curved around her hips. He sheathed himself deep inside her. The piercing pain forced a cry from Rachell’s throat.

Jed’s lips feathered across Rachell’s face, kissing her eyes, her cheeks, her lips, distracting her from his overwhelming presence inside her and the throbbing ache in the place where they were joined. His hands stroked her from her breasts to her thighs, drawing her back into the heat she’d known moments before, causing her to ache and throb in an entirely different way.

“Are you all right?” Jed asked in a gruff whisper. “Sweetheart, look at me.”

Feeling his slow withdrawal, she tightened her legs around him and dug her fingers into his shoulders. “Please don’t stop,” she gasped.


His slow, captivating smile told her he had no intention of doing any such thing. He filled her once more and this time a burst of shimmering heat spread through her. He moved again, a slow retreat, then a sharp return, bringing a delightful rush of pleasure. Instinctively, she lifted her hips higher, allowing him to seek a deeper joining.

His next thrust filled her to the point of bursting, drowning her in a cascading wave of exquisite sensation. She cried out.

“Am I hurting you?” he asked, holding her gaze.

“No, I—” He moved again, dragging a moan from her as she arched to meet his next thrust.

His tempo increased. She could only focus on the mounting tension within her body. His fingers closed around her hips, tugging her against him, drawing her into his hard thrusts, even as she rose to meet him. Jed’s name left her lips in sharp breaths as she gave herself to the wild surge of sensation as a magical fire pulsed through her.

She heard her name as the passion claimed Jed, his presence so vivid within her body, she cried out with each pulse of his release until they collapsed together.

His warm body lay upon her, nearly crushing the air from her lungs, yet Rachell was trapped in a state of bliss. She wondered if he too felt as though his bones had turned to melted butter. Jed stirred, lifting some of his weight off her and kindling the swirls of sensations still shimmering deep inside her. When he withdrew, she wanted to hold him, but her arms slipped from around his neck, one falling behind her head, the other over her eyes, her body still too sated to move.

Realizing he was crushing her, Jed immediately pulled back, relieving her of his weight. The scarlet evidence of what he’d done stunned him. He’d heard that virgins bled, but the sight of Rachell’s blood on him, and on her, was startling.

His gaze moved up Rachell’s delicate body. Even racked with guilt, his body surged with a hardening rush of heat at the sight of her glistening white skin flushed from their lovemaking. Pain twisted deep in his chest when he saw a tear slide from beneath her slender arm.

Dear God, he’d said he would be gentle, yet he’d plowed into her with enough force to shatter her tiny bones. The sharp cries he’d heard in the frenzy of his passion had undoubtedly been from the pain he’d caused her. She was too mortified even to look at him.

How was he going to fix this? She probably wouldn’t want him to touch her again. The thought was unimaginable. She was his now. He’d seen pleasure in her gaze before he’d lost control. He’d have her again, and he’d make damn sure she enjoyed every bit of it. He would start by tending to the damage he’d already done.

Jed stood and walked toward his supplies. Finding a rag, he went outside to wet it. She’ll feel better after I bathe her with a cool damp cloth.

As Jed rinsed himself at the well, he heard the cabin door open and bang closed.

Damn it! She’s probably barring the door.

Not wanting to scare the hell out of her when he entered the cabin, he went to retrieve his trousers from the stable. He found them, right beside the rumpled blankets where he’d bedded Rachell, on the hard ground, in a cold horse shed.

Could I be more of a bastard?

He should have known he’d have no control when she came apart in his arms. He’d felt her tight heat pulsate around him, and he’d snapped.

It won’t happen again, he vowed, storming toward the cabin. He’d love her with aching tenderness if it killed him!

At least she hadn’t barricaded the door.

Rachell stood by the stove, wearing her buckskin dress. She turned away from the door as he stepped inside. Light glistened across Rachell’s cheek as she turned. She’s still crying.

“Rachell?”


“Hmm?” She stepped away from the stove as he approached, keeping her back to him.

“Honey, are you all right?”

She nodded.

“Then why won’t you look at me?” he asked, closing a hand over her shoulder as he again stepped behind her. Feeling the vibrations of her silent sobs, he turned her toward him, pulling her into his arms. “Oh God, I’m sorry, Rachell.”

“I don’t want you to be sorry,” she said, pressing her wet face against his bare chest.

“Honey, I’d never hurt you intentionally. Let me make it better, sugar. You’ll feel better after I’ve cleaned you up.”

Rachell took a quick step back. Her gaze locked on the cloth in his hand. Blatant horror seized her expression as she realized what he intended to do with it. “Jed, no!” She pulled away from his embrace. “That’s not necessary.”

“It’s very necessary.” He put his arm around her shoulders to lead her toward the bed. When she resisted he bent and lifted her into his arms. “Honey, I won’t hurt you, I swear it.”

She instantly stilled in his arms. “I know that.”

Jed sat on the thin bed, holding her on his lap. Tears hazed her somber eyes as she met his gaze. “Honey, please don’t cry,” he whispered, pulling her against his chest—drowning in self contempt as her sobs increased. “Let me make it better.”

“How can you make it better?”

“At least let me try,” he pleaded. “I tried to be gentle, but the feeling of being inside you— I never meant to hurt you.”

She wiggled against his light hold on her, trying to pull free. Not wanting to frighten her, Jed relented. Expecting her to bolt from his lap, he was surprised when she merely sat back and gazed up at him.

“You didn’t hurt me.”

“The hell I didn’t.”

“With God as my witness, I enjoyed our joining, more than I could ever describe.” Her glossy eyes intently held his gaze.


“Then…why are you crying?”

“I should think it obvious,” she said, dropping her gaze.

He placed his fingers under her chin, tilting her face up. He bent and kissed away her fresh tears as they spilled across her cheeks. She whispered his name as she pressed against him. “Sugar. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I didn’t want to disappoint you.”

He pried her away from his chest, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Rachell, you didn’t disappoint me.”

“Then why did you storm outside without saying a word?”

Damnation. He had, hadn’t he? He was out of practice when it came to tending to the feelings of a woman he cared for.

“Sugar, I didn’t hightail it out of that stable because I wasn’t pleased with you. It was quite the contrary.” He smiled as her face creased with confusion. Lord, but she was a sweet thing. He brushed his lips across her puckered brow. “I’ve never found sweeter satisfaction in a woman.”

Her frown deepened. “You don’t have to patronize me. I’ll get better.”

Jed groaned at the thought. “You get any better and you’ll kill me for sure.” He smiled at her look of surprise. “Rachell, I’ve never taken a virgin before.”

“But… Malika?”

“Had loved another. A brave who’d died shortly before I met her. I know I hurt you, but I swear—”

“You didn’t hurt me. Well, just a little,” she admitted, Her arms slid around him as she pressed her cheek to his chest. “When you moved so powerfully inside me, I felt a pleasure so intense I didn’t know if I’d survive it.”

Jed felt her words burning into his soul. He lowered his head, giving her a gentle kiss. “Don’t panic,” he said as he began to smooth the cloth up her thigh. “I’m gonna clean you up now.”

Rachell leaned against his chest, giving him the freedom he needed to tend to her. He thoroughly swabbed her smooth thighs and sensitive flesh, fully aware of every catch in her breath and each subtle movement of her hips. When he’d finished, they were both breathing a fraction too hard.

So much for my good intentions.

“Jed?” Rachell whispered in a scarce breath. She met his gaze with passion-filled eyes.

“You’re making it damn hard for me to do the right thing.”

“Is it wrong for me to want to be in your arms?”

“No,” he said. “It’s the things I want to do to you while you’re in my arms.”

Her eyes sparkled with interest. “What things?”

He nuzzled her ear, nipping at the delicate lobe. “If I told you, those white cheeks of yours would flame to match the bright shade of your hair.”

“Perhaps you should get me out of this dress so you can show me.”

Her impish smile set his blood afire. “Honey, you’re bound to be tender. I don’t—” His words ended in a hiss as Rachell’s hand found and measured the extent of his arousal.

“You are very tender yourself,” she said, boldly caressing him through his trousers.

Confidence is a dangerous thing, Jed thought as he pulled her hand away and brought it up to his neck. “You seduced me last time, sugar. I believe it’s my turn.”

“Does it make a difference who seduces whom?”

“You do recall the hot spring?” Jed smiled, watching a sensual shudder take her body. “I remember too, sweetheart.” His hands slid under her dress. “I’ll remember until I’m sweating from my forehead to my heels and aching for you with every inch of my body.”

“B-but, you didn’t make love to me at the hot spring.”

“Had you stayed awake, I would have.”

Her look of surprise was quickly replaced by a brilliant smile. “I shall endeavor to stay awake this time.”

“I plan to make damn sure you do,” he murmured against her lips.










Chapter Twenty-One



The narrow bed was barely wide enough to hold Jed alone. Rachell didn’t mind sleeping partially on top of him, and he certainly hadn’t seemed to mind holding her. The lantern still burned brightly on the table in the center of the room. With no light seeping through the cabin walls, she knew the sun hadn’t yet lit the sky.

Settling snugly against Jed, she smoothed her hand lightly across the thatch of smooth black hair on his chest, not wanting to wake him. Today would undoubtedly be the most trying day of their journey, and they hadn’t slept but a few hours. The uncertainty of what the day could bring sent a cold shudder of fear across her skin.

Refusing to give up her last few hours with Jed, she forced the unpleasant thoughts from her mind as she watched her fingers graze down the muscles of his chest and abdomen, enjoying the freedom to explore his body. Not that he hadn’t given her full rein last night. The night had been a blur of passion, both of them taking their turn seducing the other. Her fingers stopped at his side on the five-inch scar just a few inches above his hipbone. She carefully eased down to give Jed’s wound a closer inspection.

His side had healed well. She brushed a kiss across the pink scar. Her lips were drawn to the old bullet wound at his waist. Fascinated by the feel of his warmth beneath her lips, she traced the ripples of his abdomen with her tongue, savoring the wonderfully salty taste of his skin. She’d never dreamed there were so many intimate and deliciously exciting ways to love a man or to be loved in return.

“One night together and I’ve made a wanton woman of you.”

Rachell lifted her head and gazed up into smiling silver eyes. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I’m glad you did. It’s not every day a man wakes up to a beautiful woman nibbling at his waist.”

She felt the heat of her blush as she looked down at his glistening muscles. She had got sidetracked.

“Are you blushing?”

“No,” she lied, pressing her face against his tight abdomen.

“You are too. I feel the warmth in your cheeks. After last night, I wouldn’t think it possible.”

“I believe it will take more than one night of seduction to cure me of blushing.”

“Is that what you had in mind, seducing me while I slept?”

He made a growling sound of pleasure as she slid her hands up his sides while she moved up his fully aroused body. “It was working,” she said, smiling up at him. “But, actually, I only meant to check your scar.”

She shivered as his hand slid under her long hair, caressing the back of her neck.

“And how does it look?”

“Magnificent, like the rest of you.”

Jed’s black eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Is that so? Just how long have you been…checking my scar?”

“A while,” she admitted, glancing down at the pink seam of skin. “Jed, why didn’t you let me remove your stitches?”

“Are you serious?”

She lifted her gaze to his incredulous expression. “I put them in. I should have been the one to take them out.”


“Honey, haven’t you figured out what your touch does to me? The moment I had your hot little hands on me, I would have done this.”

In one swift motion he switched their positions, taking her by surprise as he pinned her underneath him. “It would seem,” he said as he lowered his lips to the curve of her neck, “that I have some catching up to do.”

A charge of excitement and anticipation claimed Rachell’s body. When she tried to caress the hot masculine flesh pressed against her thigh, he took her hand, pinning it over her head.

“Uh-uh,” he said, flashing a devilishly-handsome smile. “You had your turn, now it’s mine.”

“But I didn’t get to finish.”

She shivered as Jed kissed her neck. She stretched languidly beneath him, loving the feel of his hands on her body.

“Aren’t men with guns coming here today?” she asked as the thought filtered into her mind.

“I suppose.” He nipped her shoulder while he worked his magic on her body.

“Aren’t you worried about that?” she asked in a fleeting breath.

“Worried? Honey, with you in my arms, I could be on my way to hell in a handcart and not care a lick.”

“Do you really mean that?” she gasped, truly touched by his words.

Jed lifted his head, needing to see the expression that went with her soft-spoken voice. “Honest to God,” he said, holding her enamored gaze, wondering how she could have any doubt after the night they’d shared. Lord, she was beautiful. And such an innocent. Yet he’d taken her, again and again. Each time their shared passion had grown more intense.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, her eyes holding his gaze as he hovered over her.

“That you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”

Her shy smile stirred Jed in such a way it scared the hell out of him. There was nothing sexual in the warm sensations rippling through his mind, body and soul.

Perhaps he hadn’t wanted to touch her because in the back of his mind, he knew he wouldn’t be able to let her go. After the way she’d loved him through the night, he couldn’t imagine she wanted to be let go. No woman had ever looked at him with the open adoration he saw in her green eyes or responded to his touch until she clung to him, crying out her love in mindless abandon.

Would she still feel the same way when they reached California? The possible answer to that sent a cold wave of dread crashing through him.

He didn’t know which feelings to trust, the caution tugging at his heart, or the love blossoming in his soul. One thing was certain. One night with Rachell wasn’t enough. Hell, he didn’t know that a lifetime would be enough, but he was willing to spend the rest of his trying to find out.

“I think you’re beautiful,” Rachell said, pulling him from his thoughts and into a deep kiss that made it impossible for him to think at all.

 

By the time dawn touched the sky with hues of pink and peach, they had the horses saddled and the supplies loaded. They’d gone back inside the warm cabin to wait for Buck, and Rachell managed to find a way to pass the time. Her hands were twisted into Jed’s long silky hair, her tongue deep inside his wonderful mouth when a knock sounded at the door, interrupting what had been a thoroughly enjoyable kiss.

“Come on in, Buck,” Jed called.

Rachell’s heart constricted with pain, knowing her time with Jed had just come to an abrupt end. She tried to move off his lap but Jed held fast to her waist.

The door squeaked open. A large, blue-eyed cowboy stepped into the wedge of morning light. He beamed a bright smile as his gaze settled on them, then quickly removed his hat, revealing thick golden hair.


“Rachell,” said Jed, “this is Buck Coleburn, your sister’s husband.”

“Rachell, it’s a fine pleasure to make your acquaintance. Jed has told me some mighty fine things about you, and Lizzy’s sure gonna be glad when we get you back to the ranch.”

Jed had told him nice things about her?

She felt the blush warming her face as she stood to accept his outstretched hand, fully conscious of Jed’s hand still resting on her hip. “Hello, Mr. Coleburn.”

“Call me Buck, darlin’. I don’t answer to any other name for no one but your sister.”

Buck sat in the chair across the table from them. Jed guided her back down to his lap.

There are only two chairs in the cabin, she reasoned.

“Sweetheart, why don’t you get Buck a cup of coffee?” Jed suggested, his tone far gentler than she’d have expected from him in front of his friend.

What was he doing? His open display of familiarity would have anyone thinking they truly were a married couple.

Oh, Lord.

She felt as though she’d been hit by the side of a mountain as realization sunk in. The look on his face after they’d first made love…he’d looked like a man who’d just been given a life sentence. In Jed’s mind, he must have felt he had.

I can’t take you without binding us in a marriage we’ll both regret.

She should have realized Jed wouldn’t take her without upholding his sense of duty and honor. She wouldn’t let him do it! She refused to trap him in a marriage he didn’t truly want.

“Please,” Jed prompted, acting as though he had no idea why she was sitting there looking up at him.

She forced a smile and shifted her gaze to Buck. “Of course.” She rose and turned toward the stove.

Buck hadn’t missed a lick of their exchange. He flashed an inquisitive gaze toward Jed as Rachell turned her back. Jed glanced back toward the woman responsible for the smile shining in his eyes.

So that’s the way of it. She’d crumbled his defenses. There was no missing the signals that things had become intimate between them or the confusion in Rachell’s expression over Jed’s open display of affection. Hell, Buck found it to be damn frightening, himself. He’d never known Jed to be the sentimental sort.

“Thank you, darlin’,” Buck said as he took the cup of coffee Rachell offered him. A tiny slip of a woman, her resemblance to Lizzy didn’t go beyond the shade of her eyes and the sweetness of her smile.

Jed’s hand extended toward her as she stepped back, ready to guide her back to his lap. She seemed reluctant to accept the intimate gesture, slowly placing her hand in Jed’s. His fingers entwined with hers as he drew her toward him.

“Sumner on his way?” Jed asked in a casual tone, as though holding the little redhead in his arms was nothing out of the ordinary.

“Yep,” Buck answered, and took a deep drink of strong coffee. “In a roundabout way. Word has it his camp was a mess of confusion this morning. I imagine he wasn’t too pleased when he woke up and found he was a few Indians short of a war party. Ben said his camp looked like a henhouse gone haywire at dawn. Running Bear estimates they’ll be at the neck of the canyon by noon. Ben and the others have taken their positions.”

“What about the boy?” Jed asked.

Buck tried not to notice as Jed’s arms banded Rachell’s waist. “Your gun slick was the first at his post,” Buck assured him. “You’re gonna have your hands full, my friend. But nothing you can’t handle,” he quickly added, seeing Rachell’s expression cloud with concern.

Jed murmured something against her ear then kissed her cheek. The soft smile that touched Rachell’s lips showed she’d been comforted.


Buck watched the entire exchange in sheer amazement. Damn if he wasn’t witnessing a miracle. Buck drank the last of his coffee, wondering how Jed had managed to hold out as long as he had. The love shining in Rachell’s eyes had him good and snared now. The past week of missing his own wife suddenly seemed a lifetime.

“Should we head out now?” Buck asked, seeing as Jed didn’t seem in any hurry to go anywhere.

“Yep,” he said, easing Rachell up as he stood. He walked to the stove and closed the dampers. “You know where you’re headed, right?”

Jed stopped near the door, his woman tucked beside him, both of them wearing buckskin britches. He couldn’t help but notice that the top of Rachell’s head didn’t quite reach Jed’s shoulders.

“I’m not gonna show up at the base of Devil’s Bend only to realize you confused it for Avalanche Peak, am I?”

Buck laughed. “I know where I’m headed. You just worry about keeping that hide of yours lead-free. Me and Rachell can pick our way over these mountains just fine.”

“Wait!” Rachell turned her wide eyes on Jed. “I’m not leaving you.”

“Sugar, we talked about this.”

Rachell’s lily-white face stoned over. Her hands rose firmly to her hips. “I recall talking, but I don’t believe you were listening.”

She’s Lizzy’s sister all right. Buck knew that razor-sharp tone and thunderous green gaze quite well.

“I won’t leave you to face the trouble I brought here,” she said. “Buck just said you’re going to have your hands full. You need me.”

“Don’t doubt it,” Jed said with a flicker of a smile. “Which is why I need to know you’re safe.”

Rachell shook her head, not about to give in on this one. She wouldn’t be sent away! “Jed—”

“You’ll be safe with Buck. Keep that loaded rifle by your side.”


“I don’t want—” He cut off her words by swiftly covering her mouth with his. She couldn’t deny the passion he called from her and returned his deep rhythmic kiss. Just as suddenly, her arms were ripped away from him, his voice saying, “Get her out of the canyon.” The door slammed shut as she opened her eyes.

“He’ll be all right, Rachell,” Buck said from behind her. “The man is a born warrior.”

“Damn him!”

She would not be sent away!










Chapter Twenty-Two



Buck glanced again at the thick brush Rachell had disappeared through near fifteen minutes ago, saying she needed some feminine privacy. Growing concerned, he called out her name.

Nothing came back but the sounds of the forest. And the echo of distant gunfire. They’d been riding for well over two hours, but they were still close enough to hear the fight taking place in Shadow Canyon.

“Rachell!” he shouted again.

When she didn’t reply he rode through the tall manzanita, then continued past more manzanita and pines, none of which his sister-in-law had squatted behind.

“That little red fox ditched me!”

If anything happened to Rachell, Jed would skin him alive and tack his hide to a tree.

Hell. His own wife would fillet and smoke his remains.

 

“How the hell did we get socked in here?” Jed shouted between blasts of gunfire, covering Running Bear and his men as they dropped back.

“There’s too damn many of ’em,” Ben shouted. “There must still be seven men for every one of us. Good thing you planted ammunition along our trail, or I’d have been out a long time ago.”

Pressing his back against the boulder, Jed glanced at his business partner as he reloaded his rifle then scanned the stretch of brush between them and the next rise of stone. Ben Darby was a few inches wider and taller than him. At the moment, they were crouched behind the only rock big enough to cover his colossal hide.

“We have to move,” Jed said. “Those men are gonna end up in our laps.”

Ben fired three shots then sank back down. His sharp blue eyes met Jed’s gaze. Sweat dripped from dark curls beneath his hat. “I know. If it wasn’t for the snipers you had high on those cliffs, we’d have been torn to shreds when we fell back into the mouth of this canyon.”

Gabe and Abel O’Conner had surely saved their skins. But now that they were on the opposite side of the stone divider, they couldn’t provide them with cover. This narrow channel went for another hundred yards before it opened up and offered a wider range of cover. The steep mountainside curved around the deep canyon. If Jed had had the manpower, he would have posted snipers on the southern ridge behind them.

They needed cover.

“Any sign of Sumner?” Ben asked.

“Nope,” Jed answered, firing off a few more shots. “He’s fighting like a coward, sending his dogs in to chew up his prey.”

“If he thinks you’ve got Rachell up at the cabin, he’s liable to find a way to sneak around us once we get beyond this narrow passage.”

“Juniper’s posted near the cabin. Sumner won’t slither out of this canyon without being detected. But if they keep driving us back, this fight’s going to end up inside that shack. Get ready to move back. I’ll cover you on three.”

On the count of three, Jed stood, homing his rifle in on anything that moved as he fired a consecutive round of bullets. He saw at least fifteen heads duck for cover as he backed across the uneven ground. Ben reached the next pile of rocks and took over blasting at the herd of men rushing them deeper into the canyon as Jed turned and dove for cover.

Pushing himself up from the hard ground, Jed looked up into Running Bear’s face. “Boy, don’t you know you’re being ambushed?” he asked, as he twisted and lifted the barrel of his rifle to the top of another boulder.

“Now their turn to run over open ground,” Running Bear said, taking position beside him.

“They’re gonna rush us!” Ben shouted.

Sure enough, guns blasted as a wall of men rose up.

Their shots were answered by rifle fire from overhead. A man fell for every shot that rang out from the high perch.

Who the hell?

The group of attackers dropped for cover.

“Ben, you brought Corin?” Jed asked, not knowing of anyone other than Ben’s wife, the girl he’d helped raise, who could shoot with such long-range accuracy.

“Hell no! She’s at home with the baby.”

As the echo from the last shot died off Jed cupped his mouth and pierced the air with a hawk’s cry.

The answering screech didn’t belong to Corin.

“That’s not my wife,” Ben affirmed.

“Oh, hell,” Jed said under his breath. It’s mine.

His heart constricted as he frantically scanned the scrub and tree-lined cliff, willing the gunman to be anyone but Rachell. He couldn’t locate the shooter, but knew just the same that it was her. “Oh, God.”

“Imp?” asked Running Bear.

“I told her to stay with Buck!”

“Imp?” Ben asked.

“Wife of Jed,” said Running Bear.

Ben flashed a broad smile. “I’ll be damned.”

She opened fire.


“Them boys better keep low,” said Ben. “She’s hell on fire with a rifle.”

“We move now, brother.” Running Bear grabbed his arm, pulling his gaze away from the hillside.

Jed bit out a curse and ran for cover, assuring himself Rachell was out of range at her high vantage point. “I’m gonna tan her hide!”

“Not before she saves yours,” Ben shouted, keeping on Jed’s heels.

Shouts from the other men grew louder as they closed in behind them. He prayed Rachell had the sense to stay up on the ridge where she’d be safe from the gunfire. And Sumner.

 

Jed needs me.

Rachell had never sensed anything so strongly. Thank God she’d listened to her intuition. She wasn’t sure who Jed had expected to answer his birdcall, but she hoped she’d done an adequate job without giving herself away.

Leaving Storm Cloud staked up on the ridge, Rachell descended the hillside and retraced the path she’d taken with Buck early that morning from Shadow Canyon. With the sun glaring down from overhead, there wasn’t much in the way of shadows as she inched her way along the sheer cliff. The sound of gunfire echoing off the high canyon walls was unending, just as it had been during the war when the Carlsons’ estate had become a battlefield.

Fighting her fear as deafening sounds cracked from all directions, she entered the narrow channel leading into Shadow Canyon. The strong scent of sulfur stung her nostrils. She leaned forward, and glanced past the cabin she could see in the distance where the canyon opened up into a meadow. A bend in the stone hid the battle she could hear.

Gun smoke lingered in the meadow like a veil of fog. The shouts of many men echoed to create a roar of voices. Clutching her rifle, she sprinted toward the side of the rotted shack.


She sucked in a few hard breaths, her heart hammering with the rush of her pulse. The shouts and gunshots seemed to grow louder, moving closer. She was creeping toward the front of the cabin when two hands grabbed her from behind. Rachell screamed as she was whipped around.

“Miss Rachell!” Pale blue eyes glared down at her. “What are you doing here?”

“Juniper!” Rachell sucked in a wheezing gasp, his grip on her arm half supporting her after he’d frightened her so. “You scared the devil out of me!”

“Devil, hell! He’s headed straight to this canyon!” June holstered his revolver and gripped both her shoulders. “Jed’s not gonna like this,” he said, scanning dirt and short dried grass as if looking for a place to stash her. “You gotta go. Now.”

“Check inside!” a man’s angered voice shouted from the front side of the cabin.

Maxwell.

Rachell’s wide gaze locked with June’s. Both pressed their backs to the rough wood. Rachell raised her rifle as Juniper drew a gun. They listened for the sound of anyone coming around either side as crashes and curses came from inside the cabin.

“She not in here,” another man shouted. “I’ll search the grounds.”

Footsteps pounded toward them from both sides of the cabin as the sound of gunfire increased.

Oh God.

“Trust me,” June whispered into her ear, just before he snatched the rifle from her hands and shouted, “I’ve got her, Mr. Sumner!”

Rachell stiffened in Juniper’s grasp. “June?”

He shoved her beyond the corner of the cabin. Her throat burned as she swallowed a shriek. Maxwell stood before her, his silvery straight hair blowing wildly about his face, his dark eyes black with rage. One of his large henchmen moved in beside her and clutched her other arm.


A smile eased across his lips, which did nothing to comfort her. A shudder of fear moved through her as Maxwell stepped close. She’d never seen him so disheveled. Dried grass and stickers clung to his usually impeccable clothes and hair. Small scratches marred his face, as though he’d crawled through dried grass and scrub all the way there.

“Why are you doing this?” she demanded, drawing courage she didn’t know she possessed.

His brow creased in confusion as he scanned her from head to toe. She supposed she didn’t look much like his Miss Nightingale in her buckskin shirt and britches.

“I’m not who you think I am!”

“You belong with me.” His tone harbored no doubt as he tugged her away from June and into his arms. “Don’t ever leave me again.”

The whispered command rustled her hair as the arm tightened around her waist.

“She was tryin’ to sneak out the back way,” said June.

“Good job, Juniper.”

A bullet whizzed past them, pounding into the cabin. They all crouched low as two more shots ricocheted off the wood.

“Tell them to stop!” Maxwell shouted, keeping her shielded with his body as he dragged her toward the cabin door. “Tell them I have her, damn it! I have her!”

“You heard him,” June shouted at the thick-shouldered man crouched beside him.

The man sneered. “How do we know you weren’t trying to sneak the lady out of here?”

“You don’t.” A gunshot slightly louder than the gunfire ringing in her ears punctuated June’s words. The man standing beside him fell to the ground, dead.

June rose, turning his gun toward Maxwell, but Maxwell saw it coming. He released her. The butt of his rifle struck June in the head with a sickening crack. June fell flat on his back and didn’t move.


“June!”

Maxwell yanked at the back of her shirt. “Get inside before you’re hurt!” he shouted.

Rachell glanced past Juniper as Maxwell tugged her toward the door. Her breath caught at the sight of the battle moving toward them. Amidst all the gun smoke and mayhem was Jed, at least fifty feet away with his back to her as he fought off the men charging toward him.

“Doulan.” Maxwell shoved her through the doorway and raised his rifle.

“No!” Rachell turned back and slammed a knee into Maxwell’s thigh. He roared. He grabbed her arms and lifted her off the ground in his bone-crushing grip.

“Mr. Sumner!”

Rachell sucked in a gasp, her gaze locked on a man preparing to shoot her.

“No!” Maxwell shoved her away.

Pain exploded across her back as she slammed against the door frame and fell to the ground as a gunshot rang out in her ears.

Maxwell’s eyes widened as he staggered toward her. “Sweetheart—”

Gunfire continued to pop all around them. The man behind Maxwell fell to the ground.

Maxwell straightened, and she saw the red blossoming on the front of his shirt. He’d taken the bullet meant for her. He glanced down at the growing trail of blood before his gaze locked with hers, his eyes wide and frantic.

He fell to his knees before her, his breath choppy as he grabbed her shoulders. “Don’t leave me,” he gasped, his eyes filling with tears.

Not knowing what to do, Rachell pressed her hands to the hole in his chest. Warm blood spilled through her fingers.

“Don’t leave me,” he said again, banding his arms around her. “I love you.”

Suddenly, his weight flattened her to the ground.


“Miss Rachell!”

Her mind a chaos of fear and confusion, she registered Juniper’s voice as she was yanked from beneath Maxwell’s lifeless body. As he helped her up, a flutter of black hair in the distance caught her attention. At the edge of the meadow, Jed had crouched beside one of Running Bear’s men who appeared to be wounded. Another man rose up from the tall grass a few yards behind him. Rachell’s gaze narrowed, blocking out the ongoing battle as the man lifted his rifle, targeting Jed’s back.

She grabbed a gun from June’s holster and ran toward them, shouting Jed’s name in warning.

Hearing Rachell call his name, Jed stood. His mind and body froze at the sight of her covered in blood.

Can’t be.

For the space of a breath, he couldn’t tell past from present. God, no.

Rachell raised a revolver. Jed shrugged off his fear and followed her aim as she fired at a man standing behind him, and missed. The gunman turned, putting her in his sights.

Jed raised his gun and fired, the other man’s weapon discharging simultaneously. From the corner of his eye, he saw Juniper had collided with Rachell, taking her to the ground. Jed was in a full run before his opponent hit the ground.

As he reached Rachell, the boy pushed up, pulling out his other revolver as he ran toward the meadow. Jed dropped to his knees beside Rachell, his lungs burning, unable to get air in or out as he reached for her blood-soaked body.

Oh God. Let her be alive. He wouldn’t survive it if she died.

Rachell opened her eyes and found herself looking up at Jed’s tear-glazed eyes. She struggled to suck in the burning breath Juniper had pounded from her body.

“Rachell?”

“I’m okay,” she gasped, wanting to ease the stark fear in his gaze.


Jed didn’t seem to hear her. His hands moved hastily over her body, checking for injuries.

“Jed!” She cupped his face in her palms, forcing his frantic eyes to meet her gaze. “I’m not hurt.”

Relief softened his wary expression. His arms locked around her, crushing her against his chest with a force that threatened to break her bones. In the next moment he flattened her to the earth as shots rang out over their heads, shielding her with his body.

“What are you doing here?” he growled against her ear.

“Keeping you from being backshot!”

“And getting yourself killed in the process! You’re supposed to be with Buck!”

“I told you I wouldn’t leave you!”

Shaking with relief and rage, Jed’s mind raced for a way to get her to safety. Holding her tight against his body, wishing he could somehow lock her inside him, Jed raised his head and scouted the area. He spotted Running Bear shooting from behind a tall sage bush and shouted over to him. Keeping low, he pulled Rachell up and ran for the shelter of the cabin. Once behind the flimsy structure, he pulled Rachell into his arms and wished like hell he didn’t have to let her go. But he wouldn’t be able to think worth a damn unless he knew she was safe.

“Why are they still shooting?” Rachell asked, trembling despite her tight hold on his waist. “Maxwell’s dead.”

“Hired guns don’t give a damn as long as there’s still others breathing.”

“Where’s June?”

“He scrambled to cover incoming gunfire right after he saved you from a bullet,” Jed said harshly, knowing she’d been an inch from death. He tucked her tighter against his body. He still shook from the sight of watching her run across the open ground, covered in blood, gunfire echoing in his ears. He kissed the top of her head and thanked God she was standing here, clinging to him.

If she hadn’t taken that bullet, Juniper must have. But the boy hadn’t paused as he rushed to cover them.


“Brother?” Running Bear said, coming up behind them.

Jed turned and shifted Rachell into his arms. Running Bear took her without question, his thick arms banding around her despite her instant struggle. “Get her out of here!”

“Jed!”

“Damn it, Rachell! For once, just do what you’re told!”

She flinched as though he’d struck her. The soft features of her hardened, taking nearly all the light from her eyes. Before Jed could question her sharp reaction to his words, wood splintered from the corner of the cabin, a bullet ricocheting off the stone cliff beside them. Running Bear disappeared around the canyon wall with Rachell.










Chapter Twenty-Three



The gunfire had died out shortly after Running Bear carried her from the canyon. They’d been riding through a forest of pines for well over an hour before Running Bear reined Storm Cloud to a stop.

“We rest here, and wait for Jed.”

Sitting behind him, Rachell dismounted without a word.

Running Bear smiled gently. “I take horse to river. You rest, Imp.”

Rachell did as she was told. She walked into a small clearing sheltered by tall pines trees and sat down. She folded her arms over her raised knees and lowered her head.

For once in your life, Rachell, just do what you’re told.

The words echoed in the hollowness of her frozen mind, but it was her father’s voice she heard…the last words he’d said to her before shipping her off to the edge of the continent.

“Do what I’m told,” she muttered into the fold of her arms. “Stay out of trouble—stay out of everyone’s lives.”

Sometime later, Rachell heard an approaching horse coming from the western edge of the forest. She lifted her head and saw Running Bear coming from the north, leading Storm Cloud by the reins as he returned from the river.

Buck and another man approached from the east.


“Ben Darby,” said Running Bear, extending his hand in greeting.

Ben Darby. Her new employer, or so they had intended.

The three stood in conversation.

Rachell didn’t mind going unnoticed. In fact, she wished she could disappear entirely. After the trouble she’d caused everyone, risking all of their lives, Rachell was certain none of them would want her around once they returned to California. Jed included.

“You must be Rachell,” she heard Ben say through the distance of her mind.

Seeing all three gazes lock on her, Rachell jumped to her feet, realizing how very rude she must appear, sitting down in the midst of their presence. Although the sight of her blood-stained shirt certainly wasn’t going to help her make a good impression.

“Yes,” she said, walking over to greet them.

“Ben Darby,” said her would-be employer, rushing forward to offer his hand.

Rachell paused, seeing that her hands were bloodstained and filthy. Then she noted that the warm palm which took hers was no cleaner. Blood that had been shed on account of her.

“Elizabeth has been so excited these past months,” said Buck.

Her mood brightened slightly at the mention of her sister. “I’ve not seen her in so long. I’m only sorry I’ve caused so much trouble for everyone.”

“We’re all happy to help,” said Buck. “Lizzy’s family, and so are you.”

“You’re also Jed’s wife from what I’ve heard,” said Ben.

Rachell didn’t want to start off on that misconception. She’d meant every word she’d told Jed last night. She loved him, but she wouldn’t hold him. “No, not really.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Rachell spun around at the sound of Jed’s hard tone. He and one of Running Bear’s men were walking toward her. Jed didn’t stop until his chest was practically touching her nose.


What did he have to be mad about? He was the one who didn’t want a wife. “You know what I mean,” she whispered, not wanting to create a spectacle.

“No, I don’t,” he said in a low tone. “Last night—”

“Was a show of gratitude,” she quickly cut in, glaring up at him.

“Gratitude!” His expression of surprise quickly gave way to one of rage. “That’s not what happened and you damn well know it!”

“What else would you call it?”

“I call it bedding my bride.”

“Then you’d be mistaken.”

“No. I’m not. I wouldn’t have taken you if I wasn’t prepared to take full responsibility.”

Responsibility. That’s what he felt for her. “I’ve already spent part of my life in a paper-bound marriage. I’ll be damned if I’m going to spend the rest of it bound to a man who’s only serving some twisted sense of duty and honor. You wouldn’t be crying holy matrimony if I’d been the whore you thought I was!”

“But you weren’t,” he said through clenched teeth.

“You told me to keep it in mind that we both wanted an annulment, and I have. No one’s holding a gun to your head, Jed, forcing you to keep me.”

“And no one forced you to spend the night melting over me like honey over the sun.”

“You’re right,” she said, trying to ignore the blush stinging her cheeks, fully aware of others not so far away. “I distinctly recall you saying you weren’t against taking the pleasure of my body as a show of gratitude.”

“Damn it, Rachell, that was before—”

“Before you knew of my inexperience,” she finished for him. “I don’t see how that should make a bit of difference. I’m a widow, not a sixteen-year-old debutante! Nothing was said about binding myself to you for eternity.”

“I recall something being said.”


“I don’t,” she clipped, furious that he would throw her words of affection back in her face.

“I suppose that was some other imp perched on my lap this morning, begging for more while chanting her lo—”

Rachell’s palm met the side of his face with a loud snap.

Jed saw it coming but didn’t turn away, knowing he deserved the sting she ignited in his cheek. Pain seared his chest as he watched tears glaze her eyes before she turned away from him. He watched her until she disappeared through a veil of trees.

Every fiber in his body urged him to go after her. But he’d just proven he was in no state of mind to reckon with her. He’d seen the barrier in her green eyes when she’d spun to face him and he’d panicked.

Jed felt four pairs of eyes burning into his back. “I’ve got graves to dig. Buck, make sure she gets to camp this time.”

“Will do.”

Avoiding everyone’s gaze, Jed walked off in the opposite direction. God save him, he loved her.

The emotion was ten times more devastating than he remembered it to be.

 

By the time Jed neared camp, night was pushing its way across the sky, snuffing out what little twilight there was. He’d helped to patch up three of Running Bear’s men, hoping they’d make it back to the healing hands of their wives. After seeing the O’Conner boys back to Gran’s, he’d taken time to clean up, to get the stench of death off him.

Jed stopped in a clearing lined with horses. A campfire glowed in the distant shadows. He dismounted and felt exhaustion clear to his bones. The moon was well into the starlit sky when he hoisted his saddle over his shoulder and walked into camp. Two men relaxed beside the glow of a campfire.

“Where’s Rachell?”

Buck raised up from the saddle he’d been reclining against and reached toward the fire. “Have some supper,” he said, anger lighting his low tone as he lifted a tin plate from the warm stones surrounding the fire.

If Buck was holding his tongue, he was mad as hell.

Not ready to tackle another argument, Jed sat beside them, picked up a biscuit and shoved it into his mouth, filling the void in his gut as his mind filled with the image of Rachell’s haunted green eyes.

What had he done to put such a chill in her gaze?

Once finished, he glanced at the two men watching him with concern in their eyes. “Is she all right?”

“Last I spied on her,” said Buck, “she was still crying her eyes out into your damn bedroll.”

He glanced around at the surrounding woods. “Where?”

“Over yonder.” Buck nodded to his left at a patch of pines streaked in moonlight. “She hasn’t been in a social mood.” His eyes narrowed to a glare. “Can’t say I blame her.”

“Lord,” whispered Ben. “A man gets choked up just thinkin’ about those big green eyes.”

Apparently his so-called friends saw fit to rake his battered conscience over more hot coals. “So that’s the way of it? She’s the wounded party here and I’m the jackass.”

“Glad you figured that out,” said Buck.

“Amen,” added Ben.

Jed hissed a curse.

“You were out of line, and you know it,” said Ben. “If I had talked to Corin in such a way, you’d have laid me out.”

Jed didn’t doubt it. Not that he would have had to—he’d made sure Corin could outfight, outgun and outrun most men. He thanked God she no longer had to. He couldn’t have hand-picked a better husband for the girl he’d raised since she was eleven. He wished he felt the same confidence when it came to Rachell.

“You find the boy?” asked Ben.

Jed shook his head. He hadn’t seen June since he’d inspected the bullet wound in the kid’s shoulder, shortly after the last gunshot had been fired. “One of Running Bear’s men spotted him riding east. He’s got a bullet in his shoulder that needs to come out. I’ll set out for him at first light.”

“What about Rachell?” asked Buck.

His buddy seemed to be forgetting his role in this entire venture. “You can take your sister-in-law back to your wife,” Jed ground out.

His best friend continued to glare at him. “Still running, are you, Jed?”

“I can’t let June run off and die after the way he helped Rachell.”

“You always seem to have someone else’s kids underfoot,” Ben put in mildly. “You ought to have some of your own.”

What the hell? “Maybe y’all didn’t notice, but she was the one telling me to take a long leap to hell.”

“We noticed,” Buck affirmed.

“Then how about minding your own business,” Jed said in a growl.

“As you just pointed out, she is my business. I wasn’t the one airing my private life for God and everyone else to hear. She cares for you,” said Buck. “Gratitude didn’t send her blazing back into that canyon today.”

Jed shut his eyes, fighting the image from his mind. It was too much—a melding of nightmares from the past and present. Running Bear had been quick to comment on Rachell’s act of courage, not unlike Jed’s first wife. He wasn’t about to argue. His past was behind him, and Rachell was alive. He’d hoped she’d be his future—but his understanding of women sure hadn’t improved in the last twenty years.

If Rachell loved him, why the hell was she pushing him away? Wouldn’t marriage be what she wanted? How was he supposed to know what to think when she kept changing her tune?

He was damn lousy at relationships, and he’d told Rachell as much! More than once. More than a few times. More than… Hell. It suddenly occurred to him that he’d likely convinced Rachell of that fact, and that he wasn’t inclined to attempt to improve for anybody.

At the moment, that sounded like good advice. Today was proof that he was already failing. Miserably.

Rachell deserved a man who would give her the family Jed knew she dreamed of having. If she’d finally realized he wasn’t that man, he’d be no better than Sumner to let his own selfishness stand in her way.

“Here.” Buck pushed another warm plate into Jed’s hands. “Why don’t you go apologize for being a horse’s ass.”

Jed glanced toward the shadows separating him from Rachell and couldn’t deny his reluctance to move. Jed kept seeing the moment he’d taken the light from her eyes.

Maybe I am the one running.

Fear wasn’t an emotion he often dealt with. The thought of uncovering the shadows he’d seen in Rachell’s eyes scared the living daylights out of him.

 

Hearing a faint rustle of brush, Rachell sat up. She had a clear view of Jed walking toward her with a plate in his hands.

Not ready to deal with him, Rachell pulled the blanket about her buckskin dress and stared into her lap.

“I brought you some supper,” he said in a thick voice.

She didn’t want to look at him.

He crouched in front of her and set the warm plate on her lap.

“Rachell,” he whispered, the pain in his voice forcing her to meet his gaze. She was stunned by the raw emotion in his silver eyes.

Duty and honor, she reminded herself, were the source of his concern. Not love.

“About earlier,” he whispered. “The things I said…” He shook his head as his voice trailed. “I had no right to say what I did. I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” She ached to slide her fingers through his long hair, to tell him she hadn’t meant a word of it, that she loved him. But she would only be trapping him with words.

Jed released a hard sigh and sat beside her. Rachell bit her lip, attempting to stop the tears that had been endless these past few hours.

“I thought you should know that Juniper ran off while we were rounding up the others. His wound didn’t look too serious, but it needed—”

“Wound?” Rachell’s head snapped up as alarm seized her chest. “June was shot?”

“When he took you to the ground he was hit in the shoulder.”

Dear God. She had caused Juniper to be shot?

“It didn’t look too bad, but the bullet needs to come out.”

“This is all my fault.” Her breath came in short gasps as tears and guilt clogged her throat.

Jed’s arm settled across her shoulders. “Shh. It wasn’t your fault.”

She shook her head and tried to shrug off the comfort she didn’t deserve. “You’re all here…because of me.”

“No, sugar.” Jed’s arms closed around her. “You’d have been on my ranch weeks ago, if not for Sumner.” His fingers slid beneath her chin, tilting her face up to meet his gaze. “He wasn’t a reasonable sort of man. You know that.”

She nodded, Jed’s stern gaze demanding a response. She eased away and wiped at the tears scalding her cheeks. “Are you sure June will be all right? He’s too young to be out there alone.”

“He knows how to survive.”

“He ate three bowls of my stew! The boy was half starved.”

A small smile crept across Jed’s lips, though she could see he was trying to fight it. “He’ll be fine. I’ll find him.”

His arm tightened around her, tucking her firmly against his side. Rachell laid her head against his shoulder, not willing to give up his comfort. His palm smoothed across her arm, warming her chilled skin. She cherished the feel of his caress, the soothing glide of his fingers against her skin.


“Aren’t you hungry?” he asked a moment later.

Rachell glanced down, having forgotten about the plate. “I guess not,” she said, and set it aside. What she needed was to be held, loved.

“Sugar, I—”

Rachell shifted onto her knees and smoothed her fingers across the harsh lines of his face. His eyes widened in surprise. She smiled, wanting to ease his tension the way he’d eased hers. She’d told herself she wouldn’t pressure him, she’d distance herself from him to make his leaving easier, but she only wanted to be near him.

“Rachell, I don’t—”

She captured his mouth with her own, cutting off his whispered words. He didn’t love her. But right at this moment, she didn’t care. She needed to feel his arms around her more than she needed to breathe.

He pulled her against his chest, holding her close as he returned the passionate kiss. When he eased away from her lips both of them were breathless.

“Rachell, I didn’t come to your bedroll to seduce you.”

“I know.” She pulled him back to her lips and straddled his lap. Jed groaned as she pressed against him. The feel of his arousal doubled her passion. He wanted her. That was enough. “Stay with me,” she said.

Jed rolled her onto the blankets. Their fervent kiss grew wild, reckless, until both were moving in a frantic struggle to remove the barriers between their bodies, desperate to get skin against skin.

“Sugar,” Jed said in a gruff whisper as he moved over her, “what are we doing?”

She rocked against him, shivering from his slight penetration. “Loving each other,” she breathed against his mouth.

“Rachell—”

She locked her legs around his hips. “I’m not asking for your life, Jed. You don’t want another wife. It’s all right. I understand.”


“No, you don’t.”

He sank into her, linking their bodies, and she lost all comprehension of words. He kissed her with such tenderness, making her feel cherished. His hips mimicked the slow, gentle mating of his mouth. She matched every languid stroke. The subtle rhythm brought a shared climax that was fast and fierce, her cries of completion lost inside his mouth.

Rachell clung to Jed as the reality of what she’d done crashed through the aftershocks of their lovemaking.

She’d promised herself she wouldn’t try to hold him, and she’d already thrown herself at him.

He stretched out beside her and pulled her into the warm cove of his body. Unable to deny herself, she latched her arm around his lean waist, taking all the closeness he’d give her. She rested her cheek against the fuzzy warmth of his chest and wished with all her heart that he could love her the way she loved him.

Realizing the cold air was likely chilling Rachell’s delicate skin, Jed eased up to find a blanket. He was amazed by the contrast of her ivory skin tangled in his dark limbs. He grabbed the duster he’d thrown off in his haste to undress and pulled it over Rachell. She shivered and nestled closer. Spotting a blanket rumpled near their feet, he grabbed it and fanned the wool shroud over both of them. She settled back against him with an ease that shook his soul.

His heart had no resistance against this tiny woman.

He wanted so much to believe in the security he felt while lying with her like this. He knew she felt it too, her body completely relaxed against his. He wanted to believe she gave herself to him out of love, not a misguided need for warmth and safety.

Hell, the way he felt now, he didn’t give a damn what her reasons were for loving him. She was his, and he loved her!

But in the far regions of his mind, he knew he’d always wonder if she would ever have chosen to be his wife based solely on their love for one another. Given the option a few months down the road, would she see things differently, see him differently? He couldn’t shake the fear that he’d look into her eyes weeks from now and find resentment.

Hearing the steady rhythm of her breathing, he pushed her hair away from her face and studied her pretty features in the moonlight. Moisture glistened on her long lashes.

She’d fallen asleep with tears in her eyes. Did she share his doubt? Would the circumstances of their marriage always foreshadow their relationship?

“How are we gonna fix this?” he whispered, kissing her softly. Perhaps Juniper’s running off had been a blessing in disguise.

Jed doubted anything else could force him to leave the paradise of Rachell’s arms. He’d just as soon spend the next few weeks doing his damnedest to convince Rachell she couldn’t live without him. But Juniper had saved her life. And Jed needed to know that Rachell’s feelings for him weren’t based on gratitude and circumstance.

He tucked her close and closed his eyes.

I have to let her go.

He’d give her the option of having him in her life or not. And then he’d hope to God she would choose him.










Chapter Twenty-Four



Feeling the chill of the early morning air, Rachell opened her eyes, her mind racing with the one fact she’d refused to contemplate the night before.

Jed’s leaving.

Hearing the muffled sound of voices, she sat up. Wrapping Jed’s long coat around her shoulders, she crept toward the hushed sound.

“Keep a close eye on her when you come upon any swollen rivers,” she heard Jed say, his saddle creaking as he mounted his horse. “I’m sure she’ll try to hide it, but she’s got a real fear of swift waters.”

“When should I tell her to expect you?” asked Buck.

“I’m not certain. Depends on the boy and the mood Widell’s in when I take care of the annulment.”

“Annulment?” Buck’s voice carried a ring of surprise.

Rachell’s heart plummeted to the pit of her stomach. She had desperately wanted to believe Jed loved her.

“For such a smart man, you sure are—”

“Do you often think about your wedding day?” Jed interrupted.

There was a considerable pause before Buck said, “I suppose.”

“You should. It was a beautiful day. There was no mistaking the love between you and Elizabeth when you said your vows. You weren’t standing in a smelly saloon being hitched against your will to someone who’d have rather spit on you than say howdy, all because some old cuss-bucket of a judge felt like playing matchmaker.”

“She loves you.”

“She was trapped in a hopeless situation and had no choice but to turn to me. She needs time to clear her head. If I travel by rail, I can be back in a week.”

“I’d hurry if I were you. She’s a pretty young lady who’s bound to cause a commotion among all the single men on the mountain.”

“Maybe that’d be for the best,” Jed said, his hushed voice barely carrying through the scrub and the retreating sound of hoofbeats—the sound of him pushing her away.

She pulled Jed’s coat tightly around her shoulders and sank down to the ground as tears blurred her vision.

Had his first wife hurt him so deeply that he couldn’t accept her love? Or had she been turning a deaf ear to the truth he’d told her time and again? He simply wasn’t a marrying sort of man, and didn’t want a bride, forced or otherwise.

 

The Double D.

Rachell stared up at the sign as she rode beneath the tall wooden arch stretching to each side of the wide dirt road, the entrance to the Darby and Doulan ranch. Jed’s home. So far all she’d seen were miles of rolling green hills dotted with oak trees and cattle.

Buck and Ben were riding on either side of her, with several pack horses trailing behind. Feeling a sudden flutter of nerves, she shifted in her saddle, rustling her full brown skirt of stiff velvet and layers of petticoats. Buck had insisted they stop in a town a few hours back and buy her new clothing.

Rachell had been truly appreciative. She’d been excited to buy dresses in beige, browns and grays that covered her from her neck to her wrists. She wanted to look nice when she saw her sister, but would have thought twice had she known Buck would tell the shopkeeper to put all her parcels onto Jed’s tab. Not that the lovely woman had been surprised—it seemed the entire mountainside had heard about the fight in Shadow Canyon and Jed’s new bride.

And Rachell had never felt more of a fraud.

The wide road curved around another hill, bringing a ranch into view. A large two-story ranch house sat at the center of a maze of white fencing and outbuildings. On the second floor, white curtains fluttered at the edges of open windows. A thin wisp of smoke over a stone chimney carried the scent of baking bread.

She tightened her hold on her reins as they drew near, the hard leather biting her fingers through her leather gloves, the gloves Running Bear had given her. The tan leather and red beaded cuffs didn’t quite go with her new velvet dress, but she didn’t care. She treasured them. They were all she had to give her some sense of familiarity.

“Don’t be nervous,” said Buck, giving her an encouraging wink as they rode into the yard.

“Pa!”

Two boys burst out of the front door and skipped down the wide steps of the front porch. The youngest appeared no older than five or six, the older boy a few years younger than Juniper.

Worry sickened her heart at the thought of June. She hoped Jed had found him, and that he was well. She yearned to see both of them.

“Kyle. Jake.” Ben swung down from his saddle and embraced his sons who shared his dark hair.

“Ben!” A tall slender woman with blond hair rushed out from the side of the house. Corin. She held a baby at her hip, the child’s blond ringlets swaying in the breeze as Corin rushed toward her husband. He took his wife into his arms, giving her a swift kiss before he reached for the baby.

“How’s my little sweetheart?”


“I thought I was your sweetheart,” Corin said, nuzzling against him.

Ben shifted his daughter into one arm as he hugged his wife against his side. “You, lovely lady, are my life.”

Rachell dismounted beside them, hoping they didn’t notice her eavesdropping. Never had she felt such misery. None of her past experiences had hurt as deeply as witnessing the bond she longed to share with Jed.

Letting him go was killing her.

“Boys,” Buck said to Kyle and Jake as they all crowded around her. “This here is your Aunt Rachell, Aunt Elizabeth’s sister.”

Both Kyle and Jake gave a polite greeting as they were introduced.

“Rachell,” Ben said, coming up behind them. “This is my wife Corin.”

“We’re so happy to have you here,” Corin said, beaming a brilliant smile.

“Thank you.” Rachell knew she should return a polite smile, offer a kind greeting, but she couldn’t muster another word through the pain swelling in her chest.

Buck stepped beside her, put an arm around her shoulders and turned her toward the house. “Come on darlin’, let’s get you to your sister. Where’s your Aunt Elizabeth?” he said to the boys as he guided Rachell toward the wide covered porch.

“I’m right here,” a familiar voice called from beyond the open door. Elizabeth rushed across the porch, just as Rachell reached the base of the steps. “Oh my goodness,” she cried, pressing her hand against the swell of her bosom. “Rachell. Just look at you!”

She descended the steps, took Rachell by the hands and lifted them, like a mother inspecting her child. “So beautiful,” she said, laughing as tears glazed her eyes. “Just like I always knew you would be. So much like our mother.”

Rachell noticed the changes twelve years had brought to her older sister, the gray hair blended throughout the swirls of auburn that were pinned up in a neat, tidy bun, and the tiny lines around her smiling lips. She also noticed what had remained the same. Familiar green eyes that shimmered with tears and shone with love.

“I’ve missed you.” Embracing her sister, Rachell couldn’t stop the flood of tears as happiness and grief collided in an outburst of emotion.

Buck stood nearby, his heart aching for his sister-in-law, knowing her sobs had more to do with Jed’s absence than being reunited with her sister. Happy cries just didn’t shake a body so.

“She’s had a time of it,” Buck felt inclined to say, seeing Lizzy’s distress. “And she’s missing her man something terrible.”

The quick glance his wife shot him told Buck she was aware of that very fact and was quite upset by it.

 

Rachell stood beside Corin in a spectacular garden and sucked in a deep breath of crisp air and sweet scents. The sound of her sister humming merrily from the kitchen brought a smile to her lips. Despite her heartache, it had been a wonderful day—which made her miss Jed all the more. She wished he’d been here to share her excitement at being reunited with her sister, the joy she felt as they visited throughout the afternoon.

Irrational, she told herself. But she couldn’t help it. And if her sweet brother-in-law referred to Jed as her man one more time, she was going to strangle him. Buck seemed to have forgotten Jed’s parting words a few days back, but she hadn’t.

He was seeking the annulment.

And just that fast, her smile faded.

“Wait ’til you taste what these do to a bowl of potatoes.”

Rachell did her best to shrug off her emptiness as her gracious hostess turned with a handful of pungent herbs. They walked past the squash and okra and leaned on the garden fence.


“You have a wonderful garden.”

“Thank you. I love it. I was limited to a few potted bushels when I lived in the higher elevations.”

Closing the gate behind her, Rachell glanced around at the stables and a bunkhouse in the distance among corrals and feed troughs. As they reached the back steps, she realized there was only one house on the Double D. Ben and Corin had a beautiful home, but nothing inside it resonated of Jed.

“Does Jed live here with you and your family?” Rachell asked as she followed Corin up the back steps.

“No. He lives in the bunks.”

Rachell’s step faltered. She grabbed the banister to steady herself as she glanced back at the long bunkhouse. “The bunkhouse?”

“I suppose that will change when he comes back.” Corin turned back and noted Rachell’s surprise. “It’s a nice bunkhouse, with his own private quarters. He built it himself, a year before he built this house for Ben.”

“How long has Jed had this ranch?” Rachell asked, a sense of dread washing over her.

“Going on four years. I suppose he didn’t feel he needed a whole house for himself. He’s known to leave on a whim for weeks at a time. In the bunks, there’s always someone else to take care of the upkeep while he’s gone.”

She’d be a complete disruption to his life.

I’m not a marrying sort of man…once you get to California, you’ll see that.

She was seeing it, and the reality of his words was scaring her half to death.

“Rachell?” Corin descended a few steps and stood beside her. “I’m sure that will change. It’s just habit. When you’re raised constantly on the move, as I was with Jed and he was with Shuhquoy, staying put takes some getting used to.”

That was the problem. Jed didn’t want to change. “He doesn’t want a wife,” she said. “He never intended to marry me.”


Corin’s smile was as warm as the setting sun and twice as pretty. “That may be, but I don’t think anyone intends for what life brings them. I surely never planned to be any man’s wife, much less the mother of children, but I didn’t know love until I met Ben and his sons. Now I can’t imagine how I ever got by without them.”

Neither could Rachell. But Jed didn’t share her affliction.

“When Jed comes back, you’ll see,” said Corin.

When Jed came back, they would be the ones who would see, and she’d be unwed. How would she face Jed and this family when he brought back the proof that he didn’t want her?










Chapter Twenty-Five



He was close. Finally. For three days Jed had been chasing a kid who knew how to cover his trail.

He traced his finger across the tracks in the fine dust sheltered from the wind by two straight cliffs. A horse had traveled through this narrow pass within the last twenty-four hours. Juniper’s horse.

Jed stood and led Sage through the channel in the rock that opened into a small secluded meadow. Sage spotted tall green grass and tugged at Jed’s hold on the reins. “Go on, boy,” Jed said, releasing his horse to graze. He pulled off his hat and glanced toward the sun setting in the west, the same direction he wanted to be traveling. The cool breeze whipped at his hair, carrying the whispered sound of Rachell’s voice to his ears. He closed his eyes to see her pretty face.

Damn it, kid. If you don’t show yourself soon, I’m giving up and heading back to the woman who sings to me through the wind.

A horse whinnied in the distance. Jed scanned the area.

Damn if a black mustang, still saddled, didn’t emerge from a thicket of trees just a few yards from where Sage was grazing. Jed’s gaze whipped around the surrounding perimeter. Spotting a cove of rock that would provide the most shelter, he started toward it. His stomach twisted into knots when he saw a long bundle of blankets tucked into the crevasse beneath a stone overhang.

“Aw, hell,” Jed sighed, crouching beside the boy shivering in his bedroll. June’s blond hair was drenched with sweat. Perspiration dotted his upper lip. Jed placed a palm to his scalding forehead, and still Juniper didn’t open his eyes. Jed didn’t need to peek under the blanket to know the wound in June’s shoulder had become a mess of infection. The fever gave it away.

Why hadn’t he gone into town and sought help? They couldn’t be but a few miles from one. “Hang on, June,” he said, lifting the lanky youth as he stood.

“Leave me be,” Juniper groaned, attempting to struggle against Jed’s hold.

“Boy, if you don’t get some doctoring, you’ll be bait for the buzzards by sunup. Your arm is infected.”

He hoisted Juniper into his saddle, nearly sending his limp body toppling over the other side. “Come on, June! Help me out,” he said, trying to hold him steady so he could mount up behind him.

Juniper roused, turning his head to meet Jed’s gaze. “Jed?” he said, his eyes glazed, unfocused.

“Don’t die on me, kid.” Jed mounted and reached around Juniper to take the reins. “Rachell would never forgive herself.”

Not an hour later, Jed had Juniper laid out on a doctoring table. The boy was nearly out of his mind with fever, but the moment he opened his eyes and caught a glimpse of the gray-haired physician inspecting his shoulder, the skinny kid gained the strength of ten men.

“Get him off me!” he screamed. He shoved the doctor to the floor and proceeded to leap off the table.

Jed grabbed hold of him and hauled him back down. “Calm down, June. The doc’s trying to help you.”

“Get him away from me!” Juniper continued to shout, struggling against Jed’s hold. Tears filled his blue eyes as his gaze locked with Jed’s. “I’m sorry, Jed. I’m sorry. Please let me go. Don’t let him cut me.”

Undiluted fear swept across Juniper’s face. The boy was obviously terrified of doctors. Being held down surely wasn’t going to help his fear none, but Jed didn’t have any other option.

“June, you need doctoring.”

“No!” He nearly threw Jed off of him. “I won’t be butchered like my pa!”

“You better knock him out in a hurry, Doc,” Jed advised the elderly man as he rose from the floor, “before he rips us both to shreds.”

The doctor nodded and doused a cloth with pungent liquid. He held it over Juniper’s mouth and nose until he finally stilled, his arms falling limply at his sides.

Once the doctor had cleaned and sutured June’s wound, Jed enlisted a few men to help him move the unconscious boy to the local hotel just a couple of doors down from the doctor.

June didn’t take his doctoring any better at the hotel. He’d ripped his stitches out more than once from carrying on. Despite frequent doses of laudanum, Juniper put up such a fight every time he woke, Jed had resorted to binding his left arm to his side, and the other to the bed frame.

A week had passed before the doc finally said June was well enough to travel. Jed took it upon himself to get the kid some new duds. He couldn’t wait to ride out of this town. Two weeks away from Rachell was wearing on him—his fear and uncertainty of how she’d greet him kept growing with each passing day.

Opening the door to his hotel room, Jed was greeted by the usual shouts of threats and profanity. Jed ignored them and shut the door.

“You hear me, you dirty rotten bastard!” June ranted. He sat on the side of the bed in the smelly nightshirt he’d worn for a week, glaring at him. He yanked at his bound wrist, the other sleeve flopping aimlessly, his arm bound at his waist beneath the nightshirt. “How long do you plan to hold me prisoner?”


Gone was the polite kid who had flashed smiles at Rachell as he devoured her stew. But it was good to see him sitting up. Now all Jed had to do was figure out how he’d get him to California without tying him to a saddle.

“I ought to just shoot you and be done with it.” He tossed the package of new clothes onto the table and slumped in the chair beside the bed. “But then I’d have to face Rachell.”

At the mention of Rachell’s name, some of the fight seemed to fizzle out of June, bringing a sense of vulnerability into his big blue eyes. Jed was struck by the look of youthfulness about him. He studied the baby-smooth skin of Juniper’s face, as he’d done many times in the past week. He’d had plenty of time to clear his head and figure out that it wasn’t a crush June had for Rachell, but pure respect and affection. The feelings a boy would have toward his mother.

“How old are you, June?”

“What do you care?” he bit out, yanking at his restraint.

“Just curious,” Jed said mildly. He propped his boots on the bed and crossed his ankles. “You’ve got the height of a grown man, but that baby face and all your belly-achin’ over a bit of doctoring is telling me you’re more boy than man.”

“I’m sixteen!”

“If you really believe that, I can only guess that you don’t know how to count.”

“I do too,” he said in a lighter tone. “I’m fourteen, you old codger, and I ain’t goin’ to no orphan home.”

“Orphan home?” Jed chuckled, shaking his head. “What the hell would some orphan home do with a fourteen-year-old gun slick? They’ve got young’uns to protect from kids like you.”

“Then just let me go!”

“Go where?”

“Anywhere I please. There ain’t a person on this earth who cares if I live or die.”

“That’s not true. Rachell’s eyes teared up the second I told her you’d run off.”


June’s expression softened. “Miss Rachell’s the sort who cares about everybody. It ain’t in her to be mean.”

“Perhaps. Or maybe she’s taken a keen liking to a skinny little hothead who doesn’t have the sense to know when he’s in the company of folks who care about him. You ever thought about working on a cattle ranch?”

Juniper hissed a breath of air through his teeth. “Ain’t no cattle ranch gonna hire me. I ran off from my uncle once and tried to get hired on at a few outfits. I got laughed off of every one. They all said I was too young.”

“With your cocky attitude, it ain’t a wonder. I happen to have a cattle ranch in California. You learn to harness that mouth of yours and I could be persuaded to hire you. ’Course, Rachell will want to fuss over you. She’d probably make you say bedtime prayers and scrub behind your ears and all. I could see how that would go against the grain of an independent young man like yourself.”

As Jed spoke, the anger in Juniper’s narrowed blue eyes turned to blatant interest.

“You serious?”

“I wouldn’t have said so if I wasn’t.”

June frowned, seeming to contemplate his proposal. He nodded toward the table. “What’s in the package?”

“Your new clothes.”

His blue eyes widened. “Why would you buy me clothes?”

Jed wasn’t sure what bothered him more, the fact that June didn’t know how to take kindness, or that he flat out didn’t expect to be shown any.

“Because you need ’em,” he said, an obvious truth. “Here’s the deal, June. Doc says you’ve healed up enough to travel, so long as you don’t start waving that arm about anytime soon. I need you spiffed up and able to ride. So we’re gonna take a walk down to the bath house, and you’re gonna behave. Understood?”

June stared at him for a long moment. “Why are you helping me?”


“You helped Rachell. You saved her life. It’s only right that I save yours in return. All my efforts won’t be worth the word of an Indian agent if I let you ride off and get yourself killed.”

“What if I don’t want to go to California?”

“Boy, I didn’t chase you all over Nevada to go home empty-handed. When I go home, you’re comin’ with me.”

“You sure Miss Rachell will want me?”

That was the only thing he was sure about. God willing, she’d want the both of them. But then, he’d been the fool to suggest she’d be better off with another. The one who’d be filing for the annulment, giving up his legal tie to the only woman he’d ever want.

It’s the only way. To make a clean break.

His whole life, he’d never shied away from taking risks. For the first time, his heart kept pulling toward the other side of caution, the future that included Rachell at any cost.

Realizing June was growing anxious for his answer, he said, “I’m sure she’ll want you.”

Juniper surprised him by flashing a wry smile. It only lasted a split second but it was the first time the boy had smiled since he’d last seen Rachell.

Jed shifted his feet to the floor and stood. “I’m gonna untie you. But I’m warning you, June, you start swingin’ your damn fists and I’m swingin’ back. I don’t care if I have to keep you hog-tied until I dump you at Rachell’s feet.”

Juniper actually laughed, while calling him a bastard.

Definite progress. Jed began to think he might get Juniper back to his ranch without having to use force.

If Rachell was to be his, he’d win her the same way. On her own terms, of her own will.










Chapter Twenty-Six



Sundays were the worst. Buck stayed home most of the day, enjoying his wife’s company.

Rachell slipped out the back door of her sister’s house, desperate to get away from the happy couple who clearly looked forward to the one day they were able to spend together. She didn’t begrudge them their happiness. She just couldn’t bear the constant reminder of all she didn’t have, the life Jed hadn’t been able to envision them sharing.

She followed a worn dirt path away from the bustle of the horse ranch, into the serenity of rolling green hills, stepping in and out of the shade offered by the gnarled and twisting branches of oak trees. The sound of water trickling over rocks drew her away from the trail. Wildflowers grew among the tall grasses, white and yellow butterflies fluttered above them. Gathering the bulk of her full brown skirt, she sat in the soft grass, finding some relief in the beauty of her surroundings.

Beyond the gentle ravine, the vast green hills rippled toward the snow-capped mountains of the Sierras. It was the same view she’d stared at for four days on the Double D. Two weeks ago she’d thanked Ben and Corin for their offer to stay, and had gone home with her sister, certain being away from Jed’s ranch would help ease the pain of his absence.


But it hadn’t. As much as she’d enjoyed the past few weeks of catching up with Elizabeth, she was still too close. She wasn’t sure why she waited. For what? Further proof that she’d fallen in love with a man who wouldn’t accept her love, who wasn’t able to love her back? Of the desperate hope that he’d come to his senses and realize he loved her just as deeply?

She supposed she could go to Sacramento to find work, and still be close enough to Elizabeth to visit.

That thought brought the burn of fresh tears—it just wouldn’t do. She’d cried enough in the past two weeks to last a lifetime.

Resting her head on her raised knees, she brushed her palm over the lush green beside her and remembered the feel of cool grass against her back when she’d experienced her first taste of passion. She closed her eyes. Silver-gray eyes stared back at her from the shadows of her mind, and the pain inside her eased ever so slightly.

“Hello, Rachell,” said the deep voice from her dreams.

Rachell opened her eyes and gazed up at Jed standing on the path. The windblown length of his hair and dark stubble coating his jaw matched the turbulent look in his eyes.

Her pulse quickened as she skimmed over him from his black hat to his boots and back up again, but she still wasn’t sure she believed what she saw.

The most devastatingly handsome man she’d ever known.

He pulled off his hat and strode toward her, and Rachell found the sense to scramble to her feet.

He stopped before her, his gaze unreadable.

She struggled to breathe and had to fight the urge to leap into his arms.

“I missed you,” he said.

“You did?”

“I did.” He bent down and brushed his lips across hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck and felt him shudder as she deepened the kiss. He pulled away too soon, stepping back as he reached into the pocket of his long coat.


“I brought you something.”

The annulment. Tears stung her eyes, spilling across her cheeks as her emotions scattered in wild disarray. Suddenly, the world tilted.

“Rachell!” Jed’s arms closed around her, steadying her. “Honey, are you—”

“I’m okay,” she said, pushing his hands from her hips. She’d promised she wouldn’t hold him. “If…the annulment…is what you—”

“I couldn’t do it,” Jed interrupted, pulling her closer.

“What?”

“I should have. I intended to. But I couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to lose you. I love you, Rachell.”

Her smile was instant. She’d been so afraid to hope.

He eased back and opened his palm, revealing a small black box.

“Jed,” she breathed, lifting her gaze. She was shocked by the fear she saw in his eyes. Could he really doubt her love for him?

“I know I don’t deserve such a strong-spirited, beautiful bride, but if you’d—”

“I will,” she said in a rush. “I choose you, Jed. I do.”

A hard sigh broke from his chest. He staggered back. In the next instant his arms were locked around her, hugging her tightly against him. “Thank God,” he breathed against her hair. “Ben told me you’d gone to Buck’s ranch, and I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

She smiled up at him. “Courage is not something you lack, Jed Doulan.”

“It is where you’re concerned. The feelings you stir in my heart scare the hell out of me.”

“I love you,” she said in a scarce breath.

“I’m damn glad.” She heard the squeak of the tiny hinged box being opened. “How about you give me your hand so I can slip this ring onto your finger and make you mine.”


“I’ve been yours since the moment I first looked into your silver eyes,” she said, the certainty in her words piercing Jed’s heart like an arrow.

Lord, help me to never disappoint her, he silently prayed as she lifted onto her tiptoes to kiss him. He eagerly returned her fervent kiss. When the kiss broke, he forced his muscles to loosen his hold on her.

“Don’t you even want to look at the ring?”

She stepped back. Her eyes grew wide when she saw the diamond gleaming inside the velvet-lined box. “Jed!”

He slid the gold band onto her slender finger. “Do you like it?”

She sniffed, a fresh trail of moisture streaming down her cheeks.

“Honey, don’t cry. It tears me up when you cry.”

“I love it.”

“I love you,” he said as he lifted her chin, kissing the tears from her cheeks.

“You do recall I can’t cook, right?”

Jed shook with laughter as pure delight warmed his soul. “Sugar, I’d eat dirt for the rest of my life if it meant I could go to bed with you in my arms each night and wake with you beside me.”

He smiled at her stunned expression. “And I’m sure Corin can give you some pointers. We’ll be staying with them until our house is built.”

“You’re building a house for us on the Double D?”

“Hell, yes. You couldn’t find a better place to raise a family.”

A family. Joy burst through Rachell, bringing the burn of tears back into her eyes.

“Speakin’ of which…” Jed pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket. “I went to see about the annulment and ended up getting this instead.” He held the paper out to her. “You might want to take a look at it.”

The mischievous glint in his eyes put a kick in her pulse. “What is it?”


“I think I’ll call it a wedding gift.”

Jed tucked her against his side as she unfolded the parchment. The name Juniper Barns handwritten near the top of the page caught her attention. Her breath stalled as she read the last line.

Guardianship awarded to Jed and Rachell Doulan.

“I hope you don’t mind jumping right into motherhood,” Jed said. “I left a rather tall kid up at the house who could sure use some mothering.”

“He’s well?” she asked, having fretted about June’s health since Jed left.

“He’s healing, and ornery as sin, but he’s ours.”

Ours. Nothing could have meant more to her as she stared into the warm, generous eyes gazing down at her. She’d so wanted to be Jed’s bride, and he’d surpassed her dreams, giving her a family. She had never loved him more.

“God,” Jed whispered. “I’d do anything to make your eyes sparkle like that.”

She reached up, hugging him close. “Then promise you’ll never leave me again.”

He lifted her against him and kissed her lips. “Oh, you’re stuck with me, Imp. I should have known better than to argue with Running Bear and his damn visions.”

Laughter danced from Rachell’s lips as he kissed her. “Does that mean you’re my fearless brave?”

“You’re damn right I am. And you are the light of my soul.”
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