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To road trips with my family in the American West.
 
Mule rides down the Grand Canyon that nearly killed us.
Driving 100 miles into the California desert to see a cement dinosaur.
Trying to visit all of South Dakota in twenty minutes and still have time for the gift shop.
Rattlesnakes in Colorado, food poisoning in Utah, sunburns in Wyoming, hideous hotel comforters everywhere…
And some of the best times I’ll ever have.



Chapter One
 
Congratulations!
You’ve made an amazing choice in selecting our “Cowboy Adventure” package for your corporate retreat this year.
 
Friendly locals, stunning vistas, and exciting adventures await you as you explore the American West.  This once-in-a-lifetime experience will bring your employees closer and energize them to drive your business forward.  Quaint mining towns, authentic locals, and up-close encounters with nature are just part of our all-inclusive service.
Get ready for the trip of a lifetime, traveler.
 
We here at Brown’s Glamping Tours guarantee this experience will be like stepping back in time!
 
 
Brown’s Glampling Tours Official Pocket Guide
 
The woman’s aura was bright gold.
Not the flat golden color of a coin or the gaudy shade of a cheap ring, but the luminous glow of sunrays shining on water.  Brilliant and clean.  Like warmth and light and life itself.  Behind the bar, Cade Westin felt himself go still right down to his core.  No one could have an aura that pure.  It was impossible.
She was impossible.
Everybody else was gaping at the woman’s coat, which was bright pink.  The kind of pink that didn’t exist anymore, even in a big polis like Deadwood.  For an outpost on the ass end of nowhere, like Shadow-of-the-Gods, the woman’s strange clothing was the most vibrant saturation of color anyone had ever seen.
…Anyone who couldn’t see her incredible aura, anyway, which was even brighter than her clothes.
She walked into Cade Westin’s saloon and the handful of regulars who’d braved the snow for the promise of hard liquor fell silent.  Some with them froze with their glasses halfway to their mouths and all of them were wondering the exact same thing:
Who the fuck was she?
Everyone in the polis knew everyone in the polis, so there was no way she could have passed unnoticed in their midst for even a day.  But, on the other hand, strangers didn’t just wander into Shadow-of-the-Gods at this time of year.  The snows were too high for horses and you’d have to be a suicidal idiot to hike in.  Nobody could survive on foot for more than a few hours in this weather.
Honestly, even at the height of summer, a lady like this wouldn’t come to Shadow-of-the-Gods.  And she sure as hell wouldn’t enter Cade’s bar.
So where had she come from?
The woman pushed back the quilted hood of her jacket, looking around the dismal interior of the tavern.  A curly mass of strawberry blonde hair tumbled past her shoulders.  Shiny and soft.  The color of it was nearly as amazing as her incredible aura and the vivid shade of her coat.  In a world where nearly everything was dingy brown and faded gray, she was so fucking bright.
“Hi.”  She said to the room at large, her eyes scanning nervously.  “Um…  I’m sort of lost and I think I need help.  Which way is the lodge?”
The miners stared at her with varying degrees of confusion, bafflement, and total incomprehension.  Nobody talked like that.  Not anymore.  Some Outlanders still used the ancient dialect and, on the other side of the spectrum, it was favored by the leading groups of humans.  But Cade had never heard anyone speak it with her elegant precision.  It was like listening to somebody recite from an ancient text.
It was… beautiful.
“The lodge?”  She repeated.  “The big log cabin-y place that sells t-shirts and overpriced cocoa?”  Whatever that gibberish meant, it came out sounding like question.  “If it’s too far to walk, I could just call a cab to take me back.”  She frowned down at the flat box in her hand.  “I already tried, but there’s no cell reception.  Like, anywhere.”  She held up the box, moving it around at arm’s length and shaking her head.  “Do you have a landline around here?”
Silence.
“Internet?”
Silence.
“Any kind of phone or computer or… anything?”
Silence.
Uncomfortable with everyone gaping at her, the woman cleared her throat.  Her eyes skimmed over their grubby clothes and grubbier faces.  “Is this the Wild West reenactment thing?  Shit, I didn’t check that stupid guide book, but maybe that’s happening today.  Am I not supposed to talk about modern technology?”  She shoved the box into her pocket, like it was somehow offending them.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to ruin your little Dodge City act.  I’m part of the Brown’s Glamping Tours group.  I just want to get back to my hotel and take a hot shower.”
Not one of those sentences made any sense.  Cade’s mind shifted through them, trying to decipher their meaning.  Everyone else was doing the same, with an equal lack of success.
“Hotel?”  She said again.  “The sign outside says this is a hotel, actually.  At least, I think it does.  In kind of… weird English.”  She looked back towards the door and the blizzard outside.  “Which is good, because I can’t keep walking out there.  It’s getting dark and it’s way too cold.  What the hell am I going to do if I can’t…?”  She trailed off and shook her head.  “No.  Let’s not panic.”
Cade could tell she was starting to panic.
“Everything’s fine.”  The woman said to herself, trying to calm down.  “Think positive.  I’m avoiding the evening sing-along, right?”  She took a deep breath.  “So if you don’t have phones in this… um… rustic little town, do you rent rooms?”  Her eyes drifted over the patrons and she winced.  “With locks.  Like a big lock.”
The Westins did rent rooms.  Technically.  No one but the most desperate souls would ever want to sleep in them, though.  Drinking was the main pastime in Shadow-of-the-Gods, so, most evenings, the tables downstairs were filled, while the rooms above stayed empty.  A lady like this one couldn’t have been more out of place staying there, if she’d been wearing a sheep on her head.
“Okay, I’ll make it simpler:  I’m looking for the owner.  Is he here?”  She spoke more slowly and added expansive hand gestures.  “His name was on the sign outside.”  She pointed to the door.  “I think it’s supposed to say --like-- ‘Cade’ or ‘Cane’ or something, but the letters are messed-up.”
Cade recognized his own name buried in the thick accent and finally managing to piece the rest of her words together.  The woman used the most antiquated vernacular he’d ever heard.  Not even his grandmother had spoken so formally and she’d taken pride in her erudition, insisting that her grandsons learn the outdated dialect that her own grandmother had taught her grandmother.  Always socially conscious, she’d insisted that they all master the obsolete language of the elite, even Cade, who she’d mainly seen as an embarrassment.
With a little effort, all the Westin boys could understand this woman, but they were probably the only ones for a hundred miles.
Jacobi pointed towards the bar, looking shell-shocked.  Still in his teens, the kid was the youngest of the brothers, with brown hair and Westin blue eyes.  Cade was the only one without that distinctive turquoise gaze.  He’d been born with his mother’s inhuman purple irises.
“Uhhh…”  Jake was rarely at a loss for words, so the woman had clearly made an impression on him, too.  Mostly, he played card games, lost money, and read cheaply illustrated adventure stories.  The boy loved every half-baked, tall-tale there was.  Especially, if it involved pretty girls or dangerous outlaws.  Cade could already see his mind concocting dramatic explanations for the woman’s appearance.  “I mean… um… Cade’s my brother.”  Cade was actually Jake’s half-brother, but none of them paid attention to the distinction.  “He’s right there.”
The woman glanced over at Cade, meeting his eyes.  She was scared.  He’d never seen anyone look so scared and there were a lot of frightened people in this part of the ruined world.  Cade felt his own tension level rise, imagining all the horrors that could befall a lone, wealthy woman who looked like this one.
Because she was obviously rich.
Her coat and educated speech were dead giveaways.  And then there was her body.  Even under the thick, unidentified fabric he could see she was curvy little thing.  Only the rich had money for extra food, so nearly everyone in the polis was lean and hardened.  This woman’s body was soft.  And seductive.  And clean.  Gods, she was so damn clean.  There wasn’t a speck of dirt on her skin.  …Her smooth, flawless, fucking perfect skin, which was going to feature prominently in every erotic fantasy he ever had for the rest of his life.
Someone took very good care of this girl.  Someone important.  And they were going to want her back.
Cade’s other half-brother Dekon was already getting ready for an invasion.  Drawing his laz-gun, he moved to the windows and scanned the whiteout conditions outside, looking for approaching trouble.  Deke had been a paranoid lunatic even before the Wilderness War.  Since he got back from the battlefields of the Wilderness, he’d been a barely functioning, insomniac, madman.  And that was on his good days.
Half the patrons edged away from Deke, wary of what he might do with a weapon in his one working hand.  His left arm had been amputated at the elbow, but that only made people more frightened of him.
A leg snapped off of a mismatched chair, as Obby Howwe scooted out of Deke’s path.  Cade had built most of the furniture pieces in the saloon and, try as he might, he never could get the damn things to stay together.  Deke slanted Obby a warning glare, irritated by the noise, and Obby nearly climbed beneath the slanted table in fear.  All the Westins had bad reputations, but most people believed that Deke once killed a man for sneezing too loud.
Which was ridiculous.  Actually, he’d just stabbed him.
Deke glanced over at Cade and shook his head, indicating that no one was on the street.  Cade’s eyebrows slammed down, more confused than ever.  Had she arrived here alone?  How was that possible?  If she was really lost, whoever she belonged to would level the whole polis to find her, again.  Cade certainly would if such a treasure was his.
She didn’t notice the rising tension level.  Or maybe she was just so tense herself that she didn’t have room for anyone else’s tension.  She crossed the room, her boots thudding against the wooden planks in the silent room.  Even her shoes looked odd.  Whoever had sewed them must have spent hours getting the stitches that perfect.  Every single thing about this girl screamed “expensive.”
Why was she here?
“Cade?”  She looked him up and down, taking in his massive size.  “Of course, you’re Cade.  You’re very… Cade looking, aren’t you?”
He didn’t answer that, because he didn’t know what it meant.  It didn’t sound like a compliment.  All his attention was locked on her aura, so he doubted he could’ve come up with a response, not matter what she said.  The woman fucking glowed.  It was all he could do to stay standing in the face of that kind of purity.  For the first time in his life, he knew the gods were real.  They had to be, to create someone so beautiful.
Deep inside of Cade, something… clicked.  He couldn’t explain it, but it felt like some missing piece snapped into place.
Maybe she felt it, too.  The woman looked away, her gaze flicking to the full-length, centuries-old portrait of a naked woman hanging behind the bar.  Legend had it that the shapely blonde’s name had been “Mon-Row.”  Until that moment, she’d been the prettiest thing Cade had ever seen.  Now, he knew better.
“Nice.”  The woman stopped on the other side of the bar, nodding towards the picture.  “I’ll bet they have that same Marilyn shrine at the local Hilton.  Diamonds are a girl’s best friend, right?”
When he didn’t respond to that, the new prettiest thing he’d ever seen gave him an uneasy smile.  Up close her hair was even shinier.  He’d never imagined that hair could be that shiny.  The fire in the hearth was turning the strawberry curls a magical shade between red and blonde.
Four gods, she was a work of art.
“Soooo… right.”  She cleared her throat, when he continued to silently watch her.  “I’d like a room.  Something private, with a bathroom and electricity.  I can’t believe I have to actually say that, but electricity seems to be optional in this place, so…”  Her eyes went to the lanterns flickering overhead.  “I’d really, really like some electricity.”
Cade had no clue what “electricity” was.  Was she just making up words?
“And do any of your rooms have --like-- a heater?  Anything warmer than everyplace else around here would be great.”  She was talking too fast.  Cade could have sworn she was shaking, not from the temperature, but from nerves.  “Isn’t it awfully cold?”
Understanding her was like trying to read forgotten words off a crumbling wall.  With some concentration, Cade managed to find the translations and fancy accent he needed.  “You wish… to stay… here?”
“Nooooo, I really don’t wish it, actually.  But, I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”  She swung a pack off her shoulder, setting it on the ground.  It was made of an exceptionally smooth material and decorated with multicolored dots.  It had to have cost more money than even existed in the world.  “It’s going to be fine, though.  Everything’s going to be fine.”  The words seemed aimed at herself.  “Fine, fine, fine, fine, fine.  Just stay calm.”  She took another deep breath and refocused on Cade.  “Am I still in Wyoming?”
“Why o’ Ming?”  Cade didn’t recognize that name and he could tell from the baffled looks of the eavesdropping patrons that no one else did, either.  “Which polis is that?”
Forest green eyes met his and he saw them fill with something even greater than fear.  Something like real terror.  “Where am I?”  She got out hoarsely.
Cade’s heart flipped at her shaky tone.  He wanted to sooth her panic… which was so completely out of character for him that he knew he was in trouble.
His whole life, his family had been nagging him to be softer.  Less demanding and stubborn and cynical.  The cold blood of his mother’s people ran through his veins, after all.  The Voltyn were a heartless race, without emotion.  They were only bred to fight.
So why did Cade want to vault over the bar and comfort this fragile human girl?
This wasn’t good.
“You’re in Shadow-of-the-Gods.”  Jacobi put in quickly, seeing that Cade was frozen in place.  He was the most outgoing of the brothers; his aura a clear, goodhearted blue.  “I got no idea how you managed to get here,” he told the woman, “but you’re safe, now.”
Cade wasn’t so sure about that.  His gaze scanned over the bar, taking in the hungry expressions of the patrons.  Ladies were rare in these parts and now this helpless, unprotected, untouchable being was within touching distance.
Deke arched a brow at Cade, waiting to see how he wanted to handle this.  Deke’s aura was red, with jagged slashes of black as a result of the Wilderness War.  Bloodshed meant little to Deke, so one nod would’ve had him preemptively picking off the rowdier customers with the laz-gun.  He was nearly as large as Cade, with dark hair that he never bothered to cut or clean, anymore.  It fell over his face, his watchful blue eyes peering between the matted strands.
Cade gave his head a shake.  Hopefully, no one would have to die tonight.  The Westins’ standing in the polis was already dismal.  Too much more bloodshed and they’d be run out of Shadow-of-the-Gods for good.  Not that Cade particularly wanted his family to stay here, but they had nowhere else to go.
The woman’s attention stayed on the youngest Westin brother.  “Shadow-of-the-Gods?”  She repeated, frowning at Jacobi.  “Where’s that?”
The question didn’t make any sense.  Not even to Jacobi, who’d always been the best student of their grandmother’s language.  “Um… It’s here.  Or there, actually.”  He pointed to the window on the far wall.
She turned to look through it, up and up and up some more… to the four faces of the gods carved into the side of the Great Mountain.  Weathered by the ages and covered in vines, they were still clearly visible for miles.  The civilization who’d built them had passed into history a millennium before and still the mysterious sentinels were worshipped.
The woman gazed at them, growing pale.  “Oh… shit.”  She finally whispered.
“People are always saying that when they first see those heads.”  Manston edged his barstool closer.  The guy had tried and failed to bed every female in a tri-polis area and he was clearly eager to keep his perfect record intact.  His eyes greedily roamed over the woman’s lush body, his muddy aura alive with creeping browns and angry streaks of violent red.  “The four of them founded a great world, ya know.  Before the flash took it all away, they ruled everything.  Their cities had buildings five stories tall and filled with food.”
The woman didn’t seem to hear those outrageous claims.  Or maybe she just didn’t understand them.  “I’m at Mount Rushmore.”  Her eyes stayed fixed on the granite faces.  “Why am I at Mount Rushmore?  I thought we weren’t touring Mount Rushmore until Thursday.  Where is Mount Rushmore?  South Dakota, right?  How did I get to South Dakota?  And why does everything look so… old?”
“Those faces were carved a thousand years ago.”  Manston volunteered, not giving up even though the woman hadn’t even glanced his way.  “No one knows how.  It must have been magic.”  He leered at her.  “Come home with me and I’ll show you some real magic, flower.”
Several other patrons laughed at that remark.
“What did he say?”  The woman sent Cade a quick look and he could tell she didn’t understand most of Manston’s drunken come-ons.  Not surprising since she didn’t seem to communicate in anything but the obsolete tongue of the elite and Manston’s broken vernacular was barely intelligible even at the best of times.
“Manston says he’s fucking a goat.”  Jacobi put in when Cade didn’t answer.  He glanced over at the huge miner and smirked, enjoying the fact that the jackass couldn’t comprehend a word of that insult.  “It makes him very proud, since he’s mostly had to settle for ghaa beasts.”
Deke snorted in amusement, which was almost as rare a spectacle as a lady in the saloon.  These days, the middle Westin brother was a silent specter in his own life.  He hadn’t recovered from the War.  Unless a miracle occurred, he probably never would.
Cade supposed he owed the woman for that slight smile.
“Oh.”  She clearly didn’t care about Manston’s love life.  She looked back out at the Great Mountain, again.  “Look, I have to get back to Yellowstone.  Which is ironic, since I never wanted to go to Yellowstone, in the first place.  I mean glamping?  Really?  That trend is so over.”
“What is ‘glamping’?”  Jacobi asked Cade in a stage whisper.
He shrugged.  Grandmother must have skipped that word.
“It’s like glamorous camping.”  The woman explained.  “It’s this year’s company retreat, although I certainly didn’t vote for it.  I voted for Vegas.  Do I look like someone who glamps?  I flunked P.E., for God’s sake.  Who flunks P.E., except the really unathletic, fat kids?  I always knew no good would come from exercising and now look at what’s happened!”
Cade had never heard of a place with yellow stones, either.  Not that it mattered.  Someone needed to talk some sense into the woman and it seemed like it had to be him.  He focused on constructing sentences that she would understand.
“You will not…”  Shit, what was the word he was looking for that was like “life”?  “You will not live if you go searching for yellow stones in this weather.  You were correct in looking for shelving.”  Not shelving.  Fucking hell, what was it called?   Shepherd?  Shelter!  That was it.  “Shelter.  The snow is very deep and it is getting worse.”
“You’re right.  I know.  I just…”  She looked over at Cade, again, like something new had occurred to her.  “Shit, what do you charge for rooms here?  You probably don’t take American Express, right?”
His eyes traced over her face.  Most of her words were a mystery, but the woman had the smoothest skin he’d ever seen.  He knew he was acting like an idiot by staring at her, but he couldn’t stop.  She was so beautiful… and so far out of his reach.  If he didn’t get rid of her quickly, she would upend his whole life.  He knew it as surely as he knew the sun would set in the west.
“There are other places you could stay.”  He declared, trying to come up with another spot where she’d be safe.  “You should find other shelving.”  Fuck.  He couldn’t think straight when those green eyes were blinking at him.  “Shelter.”
His brothers squinted at him, taking in his uncharacteristic behavior.
“But, I don’t know where else to go.”  The woman fumbled in the front pocket of her pack and came up with a leather wallet decorated with interlocking Cs.  “Here.”  She placed a half dozen… things on the bar in front of him.  Flat and thin, they were covered in formal writing, but most of the words were unfamiliar.  “Do you take any credit cards?  It doesn’t even matter what you charge, just let me stay here.”
Cade’s eyebrows drew together and he picked one up, turning it over in his hand.  What were these “credit cards” made of?  Whatever the hard, smooth material was, he’d never seen it before.  He caught it between his teeth and bit down, testing its flexibility.  A jagged piece snapped off between his molars.
She blinked at the destruction and then gave a hysterical laugh that quickly turned into a sob.  “Jesus.  You’re eating my credit cards.  Of course you are.  I just… can’t.  I just can’t do this.”  She laid her head down on the bar, her shoulders shaking with the force of her crying.  “If only I’d dieted, like I resolutioned for the past twenty New Years, I would already be thin and my idiot coworkers couldn’t have guilted me into hiking on my vacation.  Well, I’m sorry if I’m not a size two, but this is really not helping!”
Cade gave up trying to understand her teary rant and concentrated on figuring out what the hell he was going to do with this woman.  Christ, where was he going to send her?  Defenseless, clearly lost, and possibly insane, she’d just turned her back to a roomful of thieves and killers without the slightest awareness of how vulnerable she really was.
Manston edged even closer to her.
“Cade.”  Deke said quietly in their normal dialect.  “What are we doing?”  They all knew this situation was about to go bad.  The Westins could smell a fight coming a mile off.  “Yes or no on this girl?”
“No.”  She couldn’t stay there.  Her mere presence would upset Cade’s shaky status quo with the rest of the polis.  A human lady staying with a Voltyn…?  Gods, there would be blood in the streets.  “She has to go.”
His mother’s blood screamed at him over the denial.  Logic be damned, it wanted her, and that golden aura, and the damn click she made.
Deke didn’t say anything else, but Cade could feel his disapproval.  Under the craziness and bad temper, Deke had always had soft spot for strays.  It was why the War did so much damage to him.  Well, that and the time he’d spent as a prisoner of the Outlanders.
“No.”  Cade repeated more firmly, trying to convince them both.  “She’s got to leave.”
“You want to toss her into the snow, then?  You think she’ll last out there?”  Deke glanced pointedly at Manston.
Godsdamn it.
Jacobi looked between his brothers.  “Deke’s right, Cade.  We can’t just kick her out.  Especially, not when you want her so bad.”
“I didn’t say I wanted her.”
“You didn’t have to.”  He lowered his voice.  “Look at your palms, moron.”
Cade swore under his breath and put his hands into his pocket, before anyone else noticed the glow.  “If she stays here, she’s going to cause us nothing but trouble.”
“So what?”  Jacobi shrugged with all the careless optimism of his sixteen years.  “I’ve never seen you react that way to anyone, Cade.”  He was still whispering to prevent eavesdropping, which was unusually perceptive for the kid.  “This girl is supposed to be yours.  You have to keep her.”
“Are you out of your mind?”  Cade hissed back.  “Look at her!  She’s a lady, Jake.  You think someone like her would ever be with me?  Just having her here is dangerous.”
The woman was the most valuable thing within a hundred miles.  Getting involved in her mess would be inviting a shit storm of epic proportions.  The smart play would be to let some other bastard deal with all the turmoil she’d cause.  Judging from the patrons’ eager expressions, there would be no shortage of volunteers to take her in from the cold.
“A bar is no place for a pretty flower like this.”  Manston interjected, picking up on the broad strokes of their argument.  “She can’t stay here with you, Cade.  That’s for sure.”  He edged closer to the woman as she wept.  “I’m happy to take her off your hands.”  He reached out to touch her hair, his filthy fingers running over the pristine curls.
The woman jerked away from him in surprise and alarm, her gaze flashing over to Cade like she expected him to do something.  Of course, she expected him to do something.  Clearly, she was useless and spoiled.  She came from a world where the rich son of some rich asshole protected her from reality.
Manston was an illiterate scumbag who literally lived in a cave, while she was the kind of lady who existed exclusively in the beds of wealthy men.  She was so damn pretty, she could have anyone she wanted.  …Meaning there would also be quite a few she didn’t want, wanting her.  On her own, the woman would be at the mercy of every degenerate in the polis, starting with Manston.  The bastard wasn’t exactly a girl’s dream beau.
Neither was Cade.
He was half Voltyn.  The woman would run screaming from him, if she knew.
The thought did nothing to improve his mood, but forest green eyes kept staring at him, depending on him for help, and Cade realized he didn’t have a choice.  Voltyn had been bred to defend.  To fight and sacrifice and die to ensure the safety of others.  When someone was in their care, all that mattered was offering protection.
This woman had been dropped here --Handed to him-- like someone was asking him to shield her.  She was his responsibility.  He knew it.  Cade couldn’t throw her to the wolves, no matter how much easier it would make his life.  He just… couldn’t.
This girl is supposed to be yours.
“She stays here.”  Cade said in resignation.  “Everybody else get out.”
Manston glowered at him.  “You can’t keep a human woman…”
“I can.”  Cade interrupted, using the local dialect.  “My saloon.  My rules.”  He gestured towards the woman and his powers crackled the air.  “Nynan.”  He said, using his mother’s hated language.  All humans recognized that word and the pain that would result if they ignored it.
Manston backed down with a hateful glare.  “For now, Voltyn.”  He spat out and stalked from the bar.
Cade’s jaw ticked.
It still took the rest of the men a good ten minutes to reluctantly file out.  Probably twice the time it would take them to spread the story of the Westins’ mysterious visitor all over the polis.  Cade sighed and crossed the tavern to lock the door behind them.  If this woman was staying, he might have to hire armed guards, because she was going to draw every pervert and Outlander for a ganton.
He slanted Jacobi a glare, blaming him for putting this crazy idea into his head.  Jake would’ve been the first to agree that he was a perpetual screw up, so why was Cade even listening to him?  “When she gets us all killed, remember I was the one who wanted her gone.”
“I see the way you’re looking at her.  I know what you want and it’s not about her going.  It’s about you coming.”  Jacobi grinned widely at that wordplay.  The kid had always been a wiseass.  “Where do you think she lives, anyway?  Deadwood?”  That possibility delighted him.  “It’s gotta be a big polis.  Really big.  Maybe even Cody.”
“How the fuck could she get from Cody to here?  Cade snapped, feeling frustrated with the world at large.  Hardly anyone in Shadow-of-the-Gods had been farther than Hot Springs.  Even that trip was difficult.  Reaching a huge metropolis like Cody was next to impossible.
“Well, she had to come from somewhere, right?  She didn’t just drop from the sky.”
“Wherever she came from, she’ll have to go back.  She’s not staying here for long.”  Cade was serious about that.  …But he still stopped to add some more wood to the already healthy fire, because he didn’t like the idea of the woman being cold.
“Cade, don’t be an idiot.”  Deke intoned.  “Jake’s right.  You want her so bad that your hands are as bright as the flames.”
“What difference does it make?”  He shot back.  “I can’t have her.  You know what will happen if I even try.”
“I’m not suggesting you marry her.  Just fuck her a few times and get this out of your system.”
Cade had the horrible feeling that wasn’t going to be enough to free himself of this woman.  His heart was pounding, the skin of his palms glowing more than it ever had before.  “She’s a lady and I’m a Voltyn.”  He reminded his brothers.  “They will hang me just for looking at her.  The three of us versus a hundred bigoted, sex-starved miners.  Do those sound like good odds?”
Deke shrugged.  “If I worried about odds, I’d have been dead in the Wilderness.”
“To be fair, there’s only eight girls in this polis and two of ‘em are over eighty.  Your woman would draw notice no matter what she looked like.”  Jacobi argued.  “It’s just a lady like her is gonna draw a little more notice than most.”
Cade made a disgusted face at that colossal understatement.  “A little more notice?  We’re going to be dragged into a war, Jake.  Is that what you want?”
“If we throw her out, she’ll die or get raped on the street.”  Deke shook his head.  “I’ve caused enough death.  Give the girl a room and stop being an ass.”
The woman sat on her barstool, her forehead resting in her palms, as they bickered around her.  Part of the wooden counter had come free under her elbow and Cade briefly frowned in annoyance.  Why did his carpentry projects never stay fixed?
“Are you guys arguing about me?”  She asked in a dull voice.
Cade knew he should answer that, but he was too busy staring, again.  Just looking at her small hands, he knew she’d never done any work, at all.  They were smooth and gentle and her nails were painted purple.  Who painted their godsdamn fingernails?  Not anyone he knew.  All that time and money wasted on something that had no practical purpose.  All that time and money wasted just to be… pretty.
Four gods, she was pretty.
“We’re just discussing the weather.”  Jake lied.  He really wasn’t
a screw up, so much as he was young.  One day, he’d have his moment.  Until then, he was the best possible choice to have around when you needed to talk to a lady.  He smiled at her, nonthreatening and polite.  “I’m Jacobi Westin and that’s my brother Deke.”  He pointed across the bar.  “You already met Cade.  The three of us live here and we’d be happy if you stayed with us for a while.”  He flashed Cade a prompting look.  “Wouldn’t we?”
Cade knew this was a mistake, but the woman turned to look at him and he was… beguiled.  “For one night.”  He told her grudgingly, shoving his hands into his pockets again.  “Two at most.  By then your people will have found you, right?”
No one around here could afford a woman like this.  No way.  She had to just be passing through, which meant some stranger was probably scouring the countryside for her shiny red head.  Hopefully, when the jackass showed up, the Westins could return her for a nice reward.  Cade had just spared somebody’s pampered pet from a brutal gang rape by miners, so he figured he at least deserved some fair compensation for the trouble.
“When will your people come for you?”  He repeated when she just frowned in confusion.  “They must be searching, yes?”
“Maybe, but I doubt they’re looking in South Dakota.”  Her eyes went to the snow piling up outside the windows.  “Maybe no one will find me here.”  Her words were so quiet he barely heard them.  She seemed to be falling into some kind of shock.  “Maybe no one will even notice I’m gone.”
Cade sighed at her miserable tone.  He moved his head so he could meet her damp gaze.  “They will search for you forever.”  He said with absolute certainty.  Whoever she belonged to would come for her, no matter the hardship.  A human male would have to be out of his mind to leave her behind.  No other woman like this existed in the entire world.  “Your man will find you.  I’m sure of it.”
In fact, what kind of fucking lack-wit would let her get lost to begin with?  Did the asshole figure it was enough to just buy her expensive lotions and fingernail paint?  Didn’t he think about keeping her away from places like this and safe from men like Cade?  Just for spite, Cade added a zero to the end of the reward amount he’d be “requesting” from the bastard.
“I don’t know what that means exactly, but sure.”  She gamely nodded.  “Some search-and-rescue guy will find me.  I mean, think of the bad press Brown’s Glamping Tours would get, if I never came back.  There’s a reasonable explanation for all of this.  There has to be.  And in the meantime, I’ll just stay here.”
“For one night.”  Cade reminded her.  “Two at most.”
That jolted her from her pep talk and she scowled at him.
Jacobi rolled his eyes and headed up the stairs.  “I’ll go get our most kinda clean room ready for her.”  He called in their language.  “Might as well, since she sure won’t be sleeping in your bed tonight.  Great work, idiot.  Way to win the girl over.”
“I’m not trying to win her over!”
Deke ignored that protest, nodding like he was suddenly an authority on the feminine mind.  “Be softer, Cade.  I know it’s hard for you, but fucking try.  The woman is spooked as it is.  You’re making it worse by antagonizing her.”
They were taking her side?  God, Cade wished he’d been born an only child.  “Fuck you both.  You’re not looking at this human’s aura.  It’s like she’s surrounded by godsdamn magic.  Do you really think someone like her belongs here?”  He shook his head.  “I said she could stay the night.  What more do you want from me?”
“I want you to not be an idiot.”  Deke summed up flatly.
The woman kept glowering at Cade.  She might not know their language, but that didn’t stop her from weighing in.  “Are your brothers telling you you’re an idiot?  I hope so, because you’re being an idiot.  I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here, but it might take a little time for the rescue party to arrive, alright?  When you’re lost, you should stay put until help comes.  McGruff the Crime Dog taught me that in kindergarten.”
“Who?”
The woman kept talking.  “Besides, I’ll die if I stay out in those woods alone.”
“Which is not my concern.”
“I’m making it your concern.  Before I freeze, I’ll be pinning a note to my hypothermic body so the cops know you’re the one who tossed me out.”
Cade scowled at her, weighing his options.  This woman belonged to someone important and Shadow-of-the-Gods wasn’t important, at all.  If she died, her pissed off benefactor could execute all the Westins for failing to protect her, and no one would care enough to stop him.  Cade should let her stay just to avoid a bigger fight down the road.
That logic appealed to him.  Yes.  That was why he was agreeing to this.  It would save him trouble in the long run if he allowed her to stay for a night.  Two at most.  That was the only reason he wasn’t booting her out the door.
That godsdamn click sounded in his ears, just to mock him.
“What is your name, lady?”  Cade finally demanded.
“Adeline Mulhaney.”
“Adeline?”  That wasn’t a name, but, for some reason, he loved the sound of it.  “Of course, you’re Adeline.”  He taunted.  “You’re very… Adeline looking, aren’t you?”
Green eyes narrowed, not appreciating her own words being turned against her.  “Except, no one ever calls me Adeline outside of the DMV.  My friends all call me Addy.”
“We’re not friends.”  Cade warned.  Four gods, just insinuating that would get them both lynched.  Ladies didn’t befriend Voltyn.  Ever.  “Do you have gold, Adeline?  Or do you think you should just move into our home for free?”
She swiped a hand under her nose and seemed to think for a minute.  “I don’t have a lot of cash on me and you guys don’t seem to like the taste of credit cards, but I can trade you something if you let me stay here.”
“…Trade?”  A thousand thoughts went through Cade’s head, all of them obscenely graphic.
Deke flashed him a dry look, as if he was reading Cade’s mind.
“Yeah.  I have a bunch of stuff.”  Addy lugged her spotted bag up onto the counter and opened it with some quick movement that sounded like a hiss of metal.  “I’ve got… let’s see… Oh!  A brand new bear whistle.  Becky-the-glamping-ranger said it was state-of-the-art.”  The odd name was pronounced as one long word.  “You could probably use a state-of-the-art bear whistle here on the range, right?”
Cade didn’t see how.
The woman kept going.  “Or --um-- some nice, healthy granola bars or… Oh God!  Cookies!”  She pulled out a clear bag of some kind and tugged the edges of it apart.  “I forgot I bought these.  Here, I’ll give you a snickerdoodle for a drink.  We can talk about trading my brand new iPhone for a room, after I get a little bit drunk.”
Cade hesitantly took a “snicker doodle” from her strange bag, waiting for her to start eating one herself before he risked taking a bite of his own.
“Fucking
hell.”  He groaned in ecstasy as the sweet flavor exploded on his tongue.
Deke frowned and edged closer.  “What is that food?”
“I have no idea, but it’s better than sex.”  Not as good as sex with Adeline Mulhaney and her acres of perfect skin would be, but better than with any other woman.  He’d never tasted anything so good in his entire life.  He broke off a piece and tossed it to his brother.  “See for yourself.”
Deke gave it a suspicious sniff.  “Could be poison.”  He muttered.  He might be a sucker for every lost cause that wandered by, but Deke also persisted in being as negative as possible.
“I don’t care.  I’m eating it anyway.”
Not entirely mollified, Deke tasted the tiniest bite imaginable.  A second later, his eyes jumped back to Cade’s in astonishment.  For once, he didn’t have anything dour to say.
“You two like cookies?”  Addy brushed a handful of shiny hair back from her face.  “I have a whole thing of Oreos in the backpack.  You let me stay here and I’ll give them all to you.  They’re chocolate.”
“Chocolate?”
“You don’t know what chocolate is?”
“No.”
“You don’t have chocolate around here?”  She repeated, like she still didn’t believe it.
“I don’t think so.”  He looked over at Deke who shrugged.
“Great.  So, it’s official, then.”  She reached for a bottle of liquor and poured a haphazard amount into the nearest glass.  “Worst.  Day.  Ever.”



Chapter Two
 
Did you know that Mount Rushmore could well be the most enduring part of our whole civilization?
 
It’s true!  The heads of the four United States presidents are sixty feet high and carved into solid granite.  Cars will rust away.  Buildings will fall.  Oceans will reclaim great cities.  But mighty Mount Rushmore will survive for hundreds of thousands of years.
 
Just imagine what future inhabitants of the Black Hills will make of such a sight!
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Worst days ever.  Plural.
For the first five of them, Addy stayed locked in her dingy hotel room.  The whole place was freezing cold and lit with nothing but a flickering lantern.  The mattress looked like a breeding ground for bedbugs.  All the wobbly furniture seemed to have too many corners, not enough corners, or no corners at all, even though corners clearly should have been there.
…But, everything outside the small room was even worse.
Shadow-of-the-Gods was some kind of Wild West slum.  As far as Addy could tell, the entire town was one street wide and made up of flat-fronted buildings that couldn’t possibly have passed any fire codes.  It looked like the set of a John Ford film, only dirtier and filled with animals she didn’t recognize.  Buffalo roamed by and deer and antelope played.  But, what the hell were those big lizard-y things that wandered down the road?
And “road” was being generous.  It was basically a mud puddle, traveled by disreputable guys in bizarre, triangle-shaped cowboy hats.  They all carried buckets and pick-axes into the hills in the morning and returned with glowing, green rocks at night.
They were mining something, but damn if she knew what.  Addy certainly wasn’t going to head out and see for herself what made the stones shine like kryptonite.  Everything beyond the edges of town was a sea of wilderness.  She could see that and it was enough to keep her inside.  Staring out her window, she didn’t see a single cellular tower, passing airplane, satellite dish, or car.
Something was very, very wrong.
On day one, Addy was in denial.  This couldn’t be happening to her.  She wasn’t cut out for roughing it.  Nature and animals and all the rest of it was great… she just didn’t want to be near any of it.  In kindergarten, she’d had a panic attack about visiting the zoo.  She was the fat kid who sat in the library during recess and who faked an ankle injury to avoid taking the stairs.  She was supposed to be safe inside her gated condo complex, with her collection of designer handbags and reruns of ‘80s TV shows.
This couldn’t be happening.  Not to her.  Addy was normal, in a drinking-nice-wines-and-going-to-Saks-after-Sunday-brunch kind of way.  It just couldn’t. be. happening.  Very, very soon camera people would burst through the door, laughing about how this was all a reality show prank.  She was sure of it.
Only it wasn’t a prank.
On day two, Addy was angry.  This trip was nothing like the brochure promised.  She was going to write Brown’s Glamping Tours the worst TripAdvisor review in the history of the internet.  Just as soon as she got home.
And she was going to get home.  Surely, they’d noticed she was missing by now.  Her coworkers would alert Becky-the-glamping-ranger, who was leading the group.  Becky would call the police or the FBI or the fucking Mounties or whoever was in charge of saving nice girls from wherever-the-hell Addy was stranded.  Brave men in uniform would burst through the door, arrest all those people downstairs who were mean to her, and she’d give a heartfelt interview to Dateline about her ordeal.  It was just a matter of time before all of this was a bad memory.  Very, very soon, someone would show up to rescue her.
Only no one showed up to rescue her.
On day three, Addy was worried.  What the hell was going on?  One minute she’d been trudging through Yellowstone, looking at Strickland Geyser, and thinking it looked an awful lot like a certain part of the male anatomy.  The next, it was erupting with a huge quake, knocking Addy off her feet.  She hit the ground, slamming her skull on a rock.  When she opened her eyes, she was in goddamn Tombstone.  Minus a very hot Val Kilmer.
Clearly, hitting her head had caused this.  Clearly, she’d suffered some kind of brain damage and this was all a coma-induced dream.  Clearly, she would wake up very, very soon, and forget she’d ever hallucinated such a nightmarish place.
Only she didn’t wake up.
On day four, she was desperate.  Addy spent the whole afternoon crying, praying, and staring at her iPhone, willing more bars to appear.  Her battery was dying and she hadn’t had a signal since she fell.  Maybe even before that.  National Parks didn’t get great reception, so the phone had been going in and out the whole trip.  Why didn’t she pay for one of those plans that promised reception everywhere?  Wasn’t it worth fifty extra bucks a month to get reception everywhere?  Maybe then she wouldn’t be trapped in some icky, dirty, future place.
Not that this was the future.
No way.  There was a very logical reason for the people downstairs being dressed like space cowboys.  And for their bizarre language.  And for the lack of modern conveniences.  And for why no one had heard of even the most basic technology.  There was a simple explanation for all of it and she was going to think of one very, very soon.
Only she couldn’t think of one.
By day five, Addy was resigned.  She huddled under a threadbare quilt and listlessly watched Mount Rushmore out the window.  She was possibly in a state of shock, because every drop of her concentration was now centered on cataloging the damage to the presidents.  The National Park Service would not happy.
Washington’s nose was gone.  Very Sphinx-like, but not an appropriate look for the Father of the Country.  Part of Jefferson’s cheek had fallen away, providing a rooting spot for odd red vines.  They obscured most of his features, adding a shocking splash of color to the white granite.  Lincoln was buried in dirt and snow up to his beard.  It seemed like the angle of his face was acting like a natural funnel for debris and it piled up beneath him.  Only Roosevelt was unchanged.  Good for you, Teddy.  Tucked back farther than the other three presidents, his toothy grin would probably last for another countless millennia.
Because centuries had already passed since those stoic faces were carved.
In her heart, Addy had to admit what she’d suspected from the beginning.  This was actually happening.  It was actually happening.  It wasn’t some elaborate joke.  No one was coming to rescue her.  She wasn’t going to wake up.  She wouldn’t think of another explanation.
She was stuck in the future.
Like really, really far in the future.  Where things had gone to hell and no one knew what a credit card was.  She was marooned in this crappy, dreary, dystopian nightmare, wearing her least-favorite bra and waiting for a real-life Planet of the Apes to start up at any minute.
…And she had no idea how to get home.
Returning to the spot where everything went wrong seemed like the best idea, but how the hell was she supposed to get back to that stupid geyser?  She was in South Dakota.  What was she supposed to do?  Buy a plane ticket down back to Wyoming, at the travel agent’s hut down the road?
A particularly frigid wind blew through the boards of the hotel and Addy shivered.  She was in so much trouble that she didn’t even know how to process it.  There weren’t any steps she could follow to solve this problem or people she could call for help.  She didn’t even know what direction to start walking.  There was nothing but her, and that stupid guidebook, and a million acres of snow.
She blinked, rousing from her stupor.
Wait a minute…  Where was that stupid guidebook?
Addy grabbed the backpack full of wilderness essentials that Becky-the-glamping-ranger had given her and dug out her copy of Brown’s Pocket Guide.  Every guest of the company got an “officially trademarked
Glamp-pack™” and a spiral-bound tour book to help answer all their glamping questions.  The guide was filled with suggested activities, dining tips, “wish you were here” photos of breathtaking vistas… And maps.  Maps of the entire region, including Rushmore and Yellowstone.
Oh God, she had a map!
If she could figure out how to read the thing, she was on her way home.
Addy frowned at the foldout, her purple manicured fingernail tracking along the fairly straight route.  According to the helpful scale, it was a seven hour drive from Mount Rushmore to Yellowstone.  Four hundred and thirty-five miles.  Her mind raced.  Traveling that distance on foot sounded impossible, but so did everything else that was happening.  She was looking at the ruins of Mount Rushmore, for Christ’s sake!  Nothing else even came close to that level of crazy.  What if she just started walking and didn’t worry about what was possible?
Could she make it?
A knock sounded and Addy jumped, startled her from her contemplations.  She turned to look at the door, her heart hammering.  It was him.  She knew it.  The massive guy, with the unnerving lavender eyes and the thick ebony hair.  Cade said she could stay two nights and she’d already stayed four.  Unless she somehow produced more Oreos, he was probably going to evict her.
“Yes?”  Addy called, trying to sound calm and in control.
“You need to come out, before you starve.  A dead girl in my saloon won’t be good for business.”
Addy winced, hunching deeper under her quilt.  Now that he mentioned it, she was starving.  All she’d had to eat for days were granola bars and the gloopy stew someone left outside her door in the evenings.  She assumed that “someone” was Cade, but she wasn’t taking any chances.
“Um… I’m kinda busy.”  She said, not moving from her chair.
“Now.”
Shit.  “Uh, why don’t you come back in… Hey!”  Her stalling tactics ended in a yelp as Cade opened the door himself and stepped inside.
He was dressed in a strange double-breasted shirt and suede pants that did wonderful things for the length of his legs.  Damn it, why did he have to be so big?  Was it some evolution thing, where future people were unnaturally large?  Probably not, since no one else in town was quite so Delta Force huge.  Cade’s shoulders barely fit through the door.  He seriously looked like he could lift a lizard-monster over his head.
“You can’t just unlock my door without permission!”  She snapped, refusing to be intimidated by the guy.
“Sure I can.  I have a key.”  He held it up so she could see.  Good-looking men were always the biggest assholes.
Addy pushed a stray curl behind her ear and glowered over at him.  His brothers shared some of his features, but Cade’s were arranged to achieve a way more wow! result.  With his chiseled cheekbones, blue-black hair, and golden skin, she imagined there was some Native American DNA in his background.  Probably Lakota, given they were in the Black Hills.  She wondered if he knew about his ancestors or if their heritage had faded along with everything else in the future.
“We need to talk, Adeline Mulhaney.”  He told her in an ominous tone.  Cade was one of those guys who looked hot when he was pissed.  Which was lucky, since it seemed to be his only mood.
Addy decided to brazen it out.  “Talk about what?”  It was the same voice she used when she was trying to return a slightly used lipstick to the Channel counter.  As if she was completely in the right and the reluctant sales clerk was being totally unreasonable.
Cade regarded her silently, taking in her wary expression and the way she was huddled under the blanket.  “No one is coming for you, are they?”
The flat words struck her like bullets.  Tears burned her eyes and Addy shook her head.  “No.”  She whispered, her defensives crumbling.  “No one’s coming for me.”
Cade glowered ferociously at that news.  “I knew you were going to say that.”  He muttered.  It was so unfair that a man would have lashes that long.  Not as unfair as Addy being stuck in The Road, but close.  For some reason, his eyes flicked to the area just above her head and he gave a strange sigh.  “You are going to cause me no end of trouble, lady.”
His grouchiness made her feel suddenly hopeful.  This guy was going to tell her exactly what he thought, no matter how grim.  She didn’t have to worry about him lying to her, even if it was just to make her feel better.  It was actually a relief.  Social niceties were not going to get her out of this mess.
Addy sometimes got feelings about the world, telling her when something important was about to happen.  Right now, she was getting a very strong feeling about Cade Westin.  “Will you help me?”  She asked simply.  “I want to go home.”
“Yes.”  He agreed a little too fast.  “You must go back to where you came from.”
He was right.  The sooner she got to Yellowstone, the sooner she’d return to the twenty-first century.  The problem was finding the geyser in this weather.  Addy lived in sunny Scottsdale, Arizona, so she was used to wintertime being a light dusting of snow.  The blizzard outside just seemed so daunting…
“In the morning.”  She negotiated.  “I’ll leave in the morning.”
“In the morning.”  Cade nodded like it was all settled.  “Fine.  Good.  I’m not responsible for you and your many confusing problems, so you should just… leave.”  He hesitated, his eyes moving over her face.  “Uh… Where will you go?”
“I’m going to walk along I-90 and US-14 straight into Wyoming.”  If I-90 and US-14 were still there, anyhow.  According to PBS, Roman roads had lasted for a couple thousand years, but she had a lot less faith in modern construction.  Hopefully, there would still be some trace of the interstates left.  “Do you know where any --like-- street signs might be?”
“You plan to walk out?”  Cade sounded incredulous.  “In those snowdrifts?”
Addy hesitated.  See?  The frigid weather did seem troubling.  He clearly thought so, too.  “Well, maybe I can find a horse.  Do you guys still have horses or is it all just those creepy lizards?  I’m not riding a lizard.”
“You want to ride a sanbor?!”
“No, I want to ride a thoroughbred.  I went through an ‘equestrian phase’ in high school and took lessons on a beautiful Arabian named Madonna.  Who names a horse Madonna, right?”  Addy rambled when she was nervous, something her father hated.  “But anyway, I had made up my mind to be an Olympian and horseback riding seemed like the least exercise-y ways to do it.  Well, that and archery.  I also took archery.”
Cade stared at her, with an inscrutable expression.
She made a face.  “Of course, if I knew then, what I know now, I’d have learned how to mountain climb, instead.”  A new thought occurred to her.  “Hey, I’ll probably need supplies, too.  What should I pack for --like-- five hundred miles of roughing it?”
Cade kept staring.  “How in the hell do you survive?”  He finally asked, as if he couldn’t imagine why she wasn’t dead a hundred times over.  “What do you do all day?”
“I’m a website consultant for a marketing firm.  That’s how I make my living.”  Well, that and the generous trust fund from her grandparents.  “I have a feeling you guys don’t have a big call for that here.”
“I do not know what that even is.”  He rubbed his forehead in resignation.  “What am I supposed to do with you?  You’re going to fuck up my whole life.”
“I fuck up everyone’s life.  Especially mine.”  She should probably lie, but she couldn’t find the energy.  “Not even I expected this big a fuck up.  But, if it was going to happen, I’m not surprised it happened to me.  My father always said I’d die doing something stupid.  He thinks I’m a scatterbrain.”  She gave Cade an apologetic smile.  “I’m sorry to drag you into this, though.”
His jaw ticked.  “You do have a… uh… protector you can go to, right?”
Addy frowned.  “A protector?”  She repeated blankly.  His lyrical accent made it hard to understand some of the words, so maybe she’d misheard that.
Cade looked frustrated with her confusion.  “Yes.  A man who looks out for you.  Who sees you fed and cared for.”
“Oh.  Oh!”  Now she got it.  “Shit, you think I’m a prostitute?”  Her mind boggled at the very idea.  “Really?  Me?”  She didn’t know whether to be insulted or flattered.  “No, I don’t do that.”
Cade seemed disappointed with her reaction.  “You have a husband, then?”  He looked down at the floor and gave a snort.  “Of course, you have a husband.  Your eyes do not have the look of a professional.”
Okay, that was almost certainly an insult.  “Hey, I could be a professional.”  A lot of guys liked bigger girls.  She’d never met one, but she’d seen it on a talk show.  “In fact, maybe I’m lying and it is my profession.  Call-girling could totally be my calling, for all you know.”
Cade gave a long suffering sigh.  “So, is your husband the maypole of this Yellowstone?”  He hesitated, searching for the correct word.  “Maypole?  Wait.  Maybe.  May… or.  Is he mayor of Yellowstone?”
Geez, just when she thought things couldn’t get more depressing.  “No, I don’t have a husband who’s a mayor or a maypole.  I’m incredibly single.  My epic failures with men cause internet dating services to shut down when they see me coming.”
Was it her imagination or did he seem pleased by that dismal news?  “You have no male?”  Cade put his hands in his pockets and cleared his throat.  “Are your parents wealthy, then?  They must be, given your clothes and the odd way you talk.”
The odd way she talked?
“My mother’s dead.  My father has money.  He lives in Palm Springs, with his sixth wife, Mandi.”  That was the other name on the impersonally stamped Christmas card Addy had received the year before, anyway.  Was Cade trying to make her cry?  Because, this was really getting sad.  “We’re not close.”  Massive understatement.  She’d disappointed him from the moment she was born and he’d compensated by ignoring her for the past twenty-eight years.  “I told you, he isn’t my biggest fan.  Dad’s not going to even notice I’m gone.”
Cade didn’t seem convinced.  “Surely, you belong to someone.”
She considered that for a long moment, wondering what he was up to with all these questions.  “Hang on, are you trying to ransom me?”
“I’m trying to find somebody who will take you off my hands.  Left to your own devices, you’re considering just walking off into the snow!”  He made that sound like a bad plan.  “Someone like you must have a team of hired idiots standing by to save you from yourself.”
“Someone like me?  Meaning what?”
“Meaning you’re lost in every possible way.  Do you not understand what it’s like out there?”
Honestly?  No.  What Addy knew about snow she’d learned while skiing in Vail.  And by “skiing,” she meant “sitting by the fireplace and drinking warm cider.”  The weather outside the hotel window looked pretty intense.
She chewed her lower lip.  Maybe, Cade had a point.  She wanted to get home ASAP, but maybe she wasn’t thinking this idea through.  That happened to her a lot.  Addy tended to act before she considered all the consequences.
According to her father, it was the scatterbrain thing, again.
Cade must have seen the doubt in her expression.  “Four gods.”  He sank down on the edge of the mattress and ran a hand through his dark hair.  “You are utterly helpless, aren’t you?  Have you ever had to do anything even halfway practical?”
Addy resented that.  It sounded too much like all the times she’d been written her off as a superficial airhead, because she was a curvy girl from the country club.  So she liked pretty clothes, and got impatient with boring details, and sometimes forgot to pay her bills.  She wasn’t helpless.
“Hey, I’m doing the best I can.”  She shot back, swiping at her eyes.  “At least, I’m not screaming in a padded cell someplace.  Try showing up in my world and see how well you do.”  Five minutes in front a computer screen and he’d be crying like a baby.
“I understand very little of what you say and I still know it’s all gibberish.  However, my brothers dislike the idea of abandoning you to your fate and I won’t disappoint them by letting you die.  So, you can’t go off into the snow tomorrow.”  He leaned closer to her.  “To be clear, though, if you do anything to endanger my family, I will make you sorry.  Alright?”
Addy wasn’t particularly terrified.  “Alright?”  Staring into his extraordinary eyes, she didn’t believe for one second that he’d hurt her.  Cade was one of the good guys.  And the man clearly loved his little brothers.  She’d always wished she had siblings.  Seeing the Westins together downstairs had made her envious of their bond.  If one of them was stranded in the future, someone at home would be looking for them.
“So, now we must come up with a plan.”  He continued.  “A workable, practical, not stupid plan.”
Addy perked up at the implication that Cade was going to help her figure this out.  Asshole or not, he seemed semi-smart and he knew this place way better than she did.  “Like what?”
“If no one is coming on their own, we must summon them.”
“It’s a pretty far distance.”  She hedged.  If she told him she was from the past, she had a feeling Cade would toss her out on her ass for being a crazy person.  Better to let him think it was just miles separating her from home.
“I don’t care how far it is.  Somebody must be willing to travel here to collect you.  Look at you!”  He swept a hand up and down her plus-sized body.  “You are clearly loved.  Who will give everything to get you back?”
Addy racked her brain for a moment.  She had friends, but did she know anyone who would give everything to get her back?  Not really.  Regardless of what he thought, she wasn’t loved.  Not by anyone.  Jesus, she really was going to cry.  She needed to tell Cade something, though.  “Well, there’s Brian.”
“Brian?”
“My boss.  I’m the best consultant he has,” (No, she wasn’t.), “so he’ll be really hunting for me.”  Not that he’d ever, ever find her, but he’d probably look for a couple of days before hiring someone else.
Cade nodded in relief.  “Good.  We’ll send a message to Brian.  Where is he?”
“Yellowstone.”  Unless he’d already given up and gone back to Arizona, which was very possible.  “It’s to the west, a long way from here.”
Cade shook his head, the stunning angles of his face set in a frown.  Did the guy know how to smile?  It was a shame, because he probably would’ve looked even more spectacular if he tried.  “The western pass is blocked with snow.  It won’t clear until spring.”
Wonderful.  Addy had no idea what month it was in this time period, but she could tell it was still very, very winter.  “How long until spring?  A couple weeks?”
“Two months.  Give or take.”
“Two months?!”  She gaped at him.  “I’m stuck in this town for two months?”
He seemed to take offense at her tone.  “Would you prefer to camp out in forest?”
“I’d prefer to be in my heated condo.  Barring that, I’d at least like to stay someplace where the bed has more than three legs.”
“I built that bed.”
She hesitated, unsure if he was messing with her.  “You’re kidding.”
“No.  I’m a carpenter, in my spare time.  I made all the furniture.”
She looked around at the lopsided, rickety decor.  “You don’t have a lot of spare time, do you?”
Cade didn’t appreciate her decorating critique.  “If you are so unhappy, leave the same way you arrived.  However you got here, just go back and this mess will be over.”
Addy gave a slightly crazed laugh.  “I’d love to.  Believe me.  I have no idea what I’m doing here or how to reverse it, though.  I fell and hit my head.”
“You injured your brain?  Well, that explains much.”
Addy decided to ignore that.  “When I opened my eyes I was face down in a pile of snow.”  She shook her head.  “I need to go back to the last place I remember being, which is Yellowstone.”
Cade thought that over for a long moment.  “So, when spring comes you will get a message to Brian in this Yellowstone?  That’s your plan?”
Jesus, spring sounded super far away.  Addy didn’t have much of a choice, though.  Somehow, she had to get back to Wyoming and that meant staying put until the western pass opened.  “Yeah.”  She lied.  “When the snow melts, I’ll pony express a letter to Brian, okay?  I really think it’ll work.”
“What is a pony express?”
“It’s like email on a horse.”  She ignored Cade’s suspicious frown and pressed onward.  “So, you’ll let me stay here until spring and it’s all settled then.”
“What?  Four gods, you’re not staying here.  There are other places in the polis, where you’d be…”
She cut him off, afraid of leaving this man.  “No.  I want to stay with you.”
Cade hesitated, his amazing lavender gaze searching her face.  She’d never seen eyes like his before.  The color of them was like staring into the heart of an amethyst.
“I can help around your bar.”  Addy wasn’t above begging.  Not when her whole life was on the line.  “Really.  I waited tables at a bistro in college.”  For two weeks, before she’d been fired.
Addy had never kept a job for more than six months, much to her father’s disgust.  Either she quit out of boredom or they handed her a pink slip.  Jack of all trades, master of none.  That was Adeline Mulhaney.  She was always searching for something that clicked with her, so she had a little bit of skill in a wide array of fields, hobbies, and subjects… None of which were particularly useful here in the Wild, Wild West.
“Help in the bar?”  Cade sounded appalled by the very idea.  “Shit, we have enough fights down there.  Do not go near the customers.  Do not go near anyone else in this polis, except my brothers.  As long as you’re here, you stay right beside one of us.  It’s the only way you’ll be safe.”
Addy beamed, interpreting that grumpiness in the most positive light possible.  “Does that mean I can stay with you?”  She asked eagerly.
Cade blinked under the force of her grin.
“Cade?”  She prompted, when he just stared at her.
“What?”  He gave his head a sharp shake.  “Shit.  No.”  He got to his feet.  “This is a bad idea.  You will cause disruption.  I hate disruption.”
“I’m very undisruptive.  I won’t disrupt anything.”
“You will.”  Cade studied her for a long moment.  “You don’t belong here with me.  Many people in the polis will be… unhappy if you remain under my roof.”
“I don’t care.  I’m not even part of this creepy town.”
“It doesn’t matter.  Your reputation will suffer.”
“Like a give a rat’s ass about my popularity with the cast of Gunsmoke.”  Was he looking for an excuse to ditch her?  Without Cade, she was screwed.  He was the one person standing between her and certain death.  Addy was absolutely certain of that.  “I want to stay here.”
He looked hunted.  “I can find you a more respectable place to…”
“Please, Cade.”  She whispered.
He groaned at the entreaty.  “Fuck.”  His head tiled back to look at the ceiling, no doubt praying to the presidents for guidance.
“Please?”  Addy tried again, sensing his capitulation.  “I’m stuck in this dump until spring and everybody else in town scares me worse than you.”
That seemed to confound him.  “Why?”
“Because, you’ve been looking out for me while I had my breakdown.  I’ve been locked in this room for days and not one person has bothered me, except to bring me stuff.  I know that was your doing.”  She arched a brow when he didn’t deny.  “You might want me gone, but you’re not dangerous.  Not to me.  Hell, that one Stinky-Pete-looking guy tried to feel me up, right there in the bar, and you protected me.”
“Manston.”  Cade nodded in disgust.  “Stay away from him.”
“I plan to.  I plan to stick right here with you.”
“But, you should be afraid of me.  I don’t understand why you’re not.”
She tilted her head.  “Are you going to hurt me, Cade?”
He gazed at her for a long moment.  “No.”  It was a vow.  “If I wanted that, lady, I could’ve done it days ago.”
“Would other men in this town hurt me?”
“Some of them.”  He admitted quietly.
“Well, there you go, genius!  So, unless you drag me out the door, I’m staying with the guy who speaks English and isn’t planning a sexual assault.”
“It’s not that simple.  Don’t you realize what I am?”
Crap, he was probably an alien.  The future always had aliens.
Her mind could only accept so much at one time, though.  Being stranded in the future and potentially raped by miners was way more pressing than Cade’s extraterrestrial backstory.  Addy didn’t care where he’d come from, just so he continued keeping her safe.
She looked into his eyes and trusted him.  Through the veneer of asshole-ness and long-suffering sighs, she saw someone who was fundamentally… good.  Honorable.  If she could stay with Cade, she would survive this.  He would help her.  She knew it.
“Brian will give you a huge reward.”  Addy blurted out, sweetening the deal.  “Like, a pirate’s chest full of gold.”  She hesitated.  “Do you guys still value gold, here?”
That got his attention.  “Of course, we value gold!  Shadow-of-the-Gods isn’t some Outlander camp.”
Whatever the hell that meant.  She sure wasn’t going to ask, since it would probably set him off again.  “Super, so let me stay until spring and my midlevel boss will shower you in riches.  I’m sure of it.”
His gaze narrowed, not entirely buying that wild claim.  “Brian is rich?”
“Oh, yeah.  Total Donald Trump time.  He’s got a whole safe full of diamonds.”  She nodded like all of that was true.  “And he adores me.  I was his Secret Santa last year and I got him a Starbucks gift card.  He was very grateful.”  Addy’s tenth grade acting lessons helped her infuse her voice with sincerity.  “Me staying here would be a total business arrangement.  No one could object to a business arrangement, right?  You run a hotel, Cade.  I just want a room.  One little room.”
Cade considered that, weighing each word.  “If you stay, I would need a gold piece for every day you are here.”  He finally decided.  “That will be at least sixty.”
“Very fair.”  He could’ve asked for a million gold pieces and she would’ve cheerfully nodded, since she had exactly none.
“You’re sure Brian will pay that much?”
“Absolutely.”  She unrepentantly lied.  “He’s crazy about me.”
“Fine.”  Cade jabbed a finger at her.  “But, the consequences of this are on your head.  I warned you it was a bad idea.”
“You were very clear.  I’ll even sign a waiver to that effect, if you want.”
“Just… do not talk to me more than necessary.  And try not to be alone with me.  Never touch me.  Have nothing at all to do with me, if you can possibly manage it.  Stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours.”
“I’ll be quiet as a mouse.  I swear.”  She made a production of locking her lips shut with an invisible key.
Cade’s gaze narrowed.  “Just until the snow melts.”  He warned, still visibly unhappy.  “Come spring, I will be paid and you will go away.”
Addy gave an innocent smile, already planning to stiff the poor guy for a fortune in gold and sneak off at the second the pass was clear.  “I promise, once this is over, you won’t even remember I was here.”
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“I’ve killed fifty-six men.”  Deke Westin reported by way of formal introduction.
That was exactly the kind of stuff that Addy didn’t want to hear at nine AM.  Giving up on the idea of hiding in her room until spring, she’d gotten up the sixth morning of her stay and forced herself to go downstairs.  The disposable cleansing wipes from the Glamp-pack™ only went so far.  She needed a bath and actual soap.  She needed to talk to people and stop looking at the same four walls.  She needed to face this damn thing head on and start dealing with the fact she was stranded in the future.
Unfortunately, the only other person in the empty bar was Deke.  Ten bucks said he’d been waiting there to ambush her.  The middle Westin was nearly as big as Cade, with a watchful blue gaze and matted black hair.  This guy had been through a war.  Not just metaphorically, but with actual bombs and stuff.  She knew that just by looking at him.  Deke had the air of someone who’d seen hell itself and now couldn’t wipe the images from his mind.
The missing hand only made him seem more dangerous.  His left arm ended at the elbow, as if it had been lost in some battle.  …Or possibly he’d hacked it off himself just to prove how tough he was.  If that was his plan, it was totally working.  He was amazingly scary.
Addy had been nearly a week without caffeine, so he was in for a surprise if he thought he could send her back into hiding, though.  It was impossible to be frightened of a mere mortal when you were in the midst of espresso withdrawal.  Surly as he was, she was in a way worse mood.
“Really?  I’ve killed at least fifty-seven men.”  She retorted in a tone even crankier than his.  “What did yours do to deserve it?  Most of mine bugged me before I had my coffee.”
Feral eyes narrowed.  “I didn’t say any of them deserved it.  Some of them did it and some of didn’t.”
“Hopefully, there were significantly less of the ‘didn’ts.’”
“Does it matter, if they’re all dead?”  Deke regarded her silently for a long moment, weighing her on some invisible scale.  “Cade’s allowing you to stay in our house until spring.  I wasn’t expecting that.”
“It’s because he finds me so damn charming.”  Addy muttered sarcastically, wondering if the future had Frosted Flakes.  She’d check the cupboards, but there weren’t any cupboards.  Which was probably for the best given Cade’s “carpentry” skills.
“It’s because he finds you so damn beautiful.”
No one had ever called Addy beautiful before.  She blinked over at Deke, thinking she’d misheard him.  “Cade
thinks I’m beautiful?”
His expression grew even darker.  “Because he’s a Voltyn, he can’t desire a human?”
What the hell did “Voltyn” mean?  “I’m talking about the fact that he’s gorgeous and I’m not, you idiot.”
Cade was the most attractive man she’d ever seen.  The more she thought about it, the more certain she became that he was an alien.  Anyone that handsome had to come from another world.  Hey, maybe Voltyn was his home planet.
Deke regarded her strangely.  They were both been speaking English, but they were still having trouble communicating.  “Who told you that you weren’t gorgeous?”
“My father.  Supermarket checkout magazines.  Pretty much everyone.”
Deke shook his head, like she was the speaking craziness.  “Look, Cade is who I care about here.  I thought he’d have fun for a couple nights, but now it’s not looking that simple.  You’re not that simple.  Cade’s isn’t thinking straight around you and that can be dangerous for someone like him.”
Addy scoffed at the idea that Cade was somehow under her thrall.  Her initial shock over being the object of affection to The Stunningest Cowboy in the West faded back into reality.  “I had to promise him sixty gold pieces for the room, before he agreed to put up with me.  I don’t think he’s planning a seduction.”
Deke disregarded that.  “I’m not a talker, so let’s just get this clear and then we don’t have to discuss it no more.”  He reached behind him and pulled out what looked like the twisted offspring of crossbow, a rifle, and a laser gun.  “Fifty-six men, but I never killed a woman.  You step outta line and I’ll start with you.”
Addy blinked, realizing that this conversation was actually serious.  A one-armed maniac with crazy eyes and a future-weapon was actually threatening to kill her.  Jesus!  What was with this place?
“All Cade’s life, people have shit on him.”  Deke continued.  “My parents.  This rotten polis.  Every woman who wouldn’t be seen with him in the daylight.  He’s endured it all, but I’ve never seen him acting the way he does with you.  You’re different.”  He shook his head, his icy gaze watching her through the matted hair that had fallen into his face.  “Maybe it’s a good thing you’re here.  …Maybe it’s not.”
“It’s not.  Trust me.  I’m supposed to be somewhere else.”
“Maybe.”  He said, again.  “But, you need to understand that if you fuck over my brother, I will kill you.  It’s who I am.”  Blue eyes burned into hers.  “Cade’s a good man.  He’ll never see you harmed, no matter what you do.  I’m way less forgiving.  Believe that.”
Oh, she believed it.  If she hurt his brother, Deke would make sure she was dead and that Cade never even knew about it.  For some reason, that made her like the guy a little bit.  No one could be that bad, if they were looking out for their family.
“Understand?”  Deke prompted quietly.
“Yeah.”  Still, Addy felt liked she should get some specifics, since her life depended on it and all.  She cleared her throat.  “Um… Does not paying Cade the sixty gold coins count as fucking him over?  Because, I’m probably not going to pay him.  Like… at all.”
Deke watched her for a beat.  Then, it seemed like the corner of his mouth twitched.  “If Cade’s so stupid that he thinks this is about money, then he deserves to get fucked over.”  And that was the end of the conversation.  Turning back to the window, he stared out at the dismal town like she wasn’t even there.
Addy arched a brow.  “For real, do you treat all your customers like this?  Why did you guys even open a hotel?”
“We didn’t.  The rooms upstairs used to be a brothel.  It shut down, because there weren’t enough girls to keep it going.  After that, the old owner shot himself in the head and Cade bought the place.  He turned it into a saloon.”
“Enterprising.”
“Nobody at the mine would hire him and we needed the money.  Jake and I were young.  Cade was the one left supporting us.”  Deke gazed out at nothing.  “Took every piece of gold my asshole father left us to buy this dump, but it puts food on the table.”  He snorted without humor.  “Never underestimate what isolated men will pay for booze, even if they have to buy it from a Voltyn.”
Whatever the hell that meant.  Addy smiled, focusing on the only part of that she cared about.  “Cade took care of you?”  That was kind of… sweet.
“Yep.”
Of course he did.  The guy was clearly the “taking care of people” type.  Cade was letting a total stranger live in his house, because she had nowhere else to go.  He would probably move mountains to protect his little brothers.  She wondered if they knew how lucky they were.  If Deke or Jake was stranded in the future, Cade would come for them.  There wasn’t a doubt in her mind.  They would never have to worry about being lost and no one noticing.
“What’s it like?”  She asked, watching Deke with deep curiosity.
“What’s what like?”
“Having a family who loves you.  Is it awesome?  I always imagined it must be awesome.”
Deke’s head slowly turned to look at her.  “Gods, I hope I’m crazy enough to be right about you.”  He murmured.  “If I’m wrong, you’re going to kill him and I have too much pain on my conscience, already.”
Addy wasn’t completely sure what that meant, but she felt like it was a compliment.  “I’m not going to hurt anyone.  Certainly not Cade.”
“Good.  Because he’s been through enough and I’d hate to slaughter such an interesting girl.”
She opened her mouth to ask about Cade, still curious about the terrible life he’d apparently led.  Who would ever be mean to such a gorgeous man?  It wasn’t natural.  Why would they…?
No.
She stopped herself, before she could press for more information.  Addy couldn’t get involved with these guys and their problems.  It was none of her business what they did here in their future-y world.  No matter how fascinating Cade Westin was, she would try very hard to stay out of his way and not give him a reason to kick her out.  Since Addy was a social person by nature, it would be hard to keep to herself for the next couple months, but she didn’t have much of a choice.
Considering Addy had been transported into the set of that Firefly episode with the creepy frontier town, she felt like was coping with this mess like a champ.  Seriously, points to her for not having a total breakdown.  She was adjusting to all the madness and keeping her eyes on the prize.  All she had to do was make it through until spring.  As soon as the western pass was clear, Addy could head to Yellowstone and find that damn geyser.  Somehow it would send her home.
She needed to believe that.
In the meantime, she was would treat this experience like a temporary layover in a really screwed-up airport.  Smile politely at the nutty travelers around her, maybe exchange some small talk, but don’t engage.  Keep everything superficial and filled with conversational lies.
Except she sucked at lying.
Addy sighed.  Truthfully, she had no idea how she was going to make it through the next couple months.  She needed some kind of plan and step one was caffeination.
“Where’s the coffee?”  She asked Deke, rooting around behind the bar.
“What’s coffee?”
Addy’s head popped up, horror filling her.  “You don’t have coffee here?”  The lack of chocolate was bad enough, but this…  This just wasn’t possible.
Cade came striding into the bar, his gaze instantly landing on Addy.  Lavender eyes widened, like he was surprised to see her there.  “You’re out of your room.”  For a moment, he sounded almost pleased about that.  His expression brightened and Addy was struck temporary blind by his wow!-ness.  Then, Cade remembered smiling would ruin his hardass image and scowled instead.  “What’s wrong?”  He looked at Deke.  “Why does she look upset?”
“I told her we don’t have any coffee.”
“What’s coffee?”
Addy sat down on a five-legged barstool, trying to keep the damn thing from tipping over.  Jesus, she was going to start crying, again.  The future was supposed to have flying cars, and helpful robots, and delicious Slurm to drink.  There were supposed to be talking raccoons who sounded like Bradley Cooper and trips to Jetson-y cities on the moon.  Was she the only one who understood that?  How could things have gone so wrong?
“I think coffee is a Why o’ Ming food.”  Deke explained, not understanding the tragedy of this situation.  “If it’s anything like the snickerdoddles, it’s no wonder she’s upset.”  He arched a brow.  “Where ya been, Cade?”
“Sheriff.”  The word was flat and full of meaning.  “He heard about the lady.  Wanted to talk.”
Deke gave a muttered curse.
Addy roused herself from her depression to frown over at Cade.  “Do we not like the local sheriff?”  In her mind, she was suddenly picturing Timothy Olyphant on Deadwood and it just seemed like a crying shame not to be friends with Timothy Olyphant.  …Although, that show had been kind of weird.
“The sheriff doesn’t like me.”  Cade corrected, looking way too gorgeous for this hour of the morning.  She’d never had a thing for cowboys until she met Cade Westin, but now she understood the attraction.  “Aren’t you going to ask?”  He prompted when she just gazed at him.
It took Addy a moment to catch up, which was his fault for being so handsome.  “Ask what?  Why the sheriff doesn’t like you?”
“No.  That part should be obvious.”  Cade looked annoyed.  “Ask if he likes you.”
Addy blinked.  “Why wouldn’t he like me?  I never even met the guy.  Besides, I’m very law-abiding.”
“But, you’re staying here.”  Cade shook his head, like she still didn’t get it.  “I told you that would cause trouble.  You think women like you come to this polis every day and move into my tavern?”
“Judging by your lack of other guests, I’m guessing no.”
“Good guess.”  He agreed.  “Half this polis thinks you’re up to something shady.  The other half thinks I’m holding you against your will.  Sheriff Zecker’s with the first group.  He’s thinking that a lady would die in the snow before she ever slept one room away from me.”
“When did I ever claim to be a lady?”
Cade ignored that.  “He’d have questioned you already, if he was competent or if he understood a word of your language.  Instead, he’s concocting conspiracy theories as to where you really come from.  His men are searching the woods, certain that you wandered away from a secret wagon caravan that’s trying to encircle this polis…”
Addy snorted.  “The closest I’ve ever come to a covered wagon is playing Oregon Trail.”
Cade kept going.  “…Either that or I’ve imported you for some nefarious scheme.”
“See?  That sounds way more promising.”
“It’s not a joke.  The sheriff doesn’t like you being here.”  Cade insisted bluntly.  “He’s a mean son of a bitch and he holds grudges.  It would be better if you found somewhere else to stay, before you get on his permanent bad side.  Trust me.”
She did trust him.  …Which was why she wasn’t going anywhere.  “Why doesn’t the sheriff like you?”  She asked, quietly.  “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to explain it, because it’s not obvious to me, Cade.”
Deke said something in their language.
Cade shook his head.  “That’s ridiculous.  How the hell could she miss it?”
“I don’t know, but she has.  Watch.”  He turned to arch a brow at Addy.  “What is Cade?”
She squinted.  “An asshole?”
“Besides that.”
“A big asshole?”
“Besides that.”
Damn it, she hated guessing games.  “Ummm….”
“You must know.”  Cade watched her intently, waiting for her to say whatever it was he wanted her to say.  “You must.”
“Uh…”  She stared up at his perfect form and tried to think of an adjective besides “lickable.”  Geez, he was pretty.  Looking at him really did make her a scatterbrain.  “A tall asshole?”
That clearly wasn’t the description they were looking for.  Cade slapped a palm over his face and muttered out a stream of oaths.
“See?”  Deke glanced back at him.  “She has no idea.  You’d better tell her now, before you get any deeper.  And be fucking soft about it, so you don’t scare her away.”  Deke glanced over at Addy with a “remember what we talked about earlier” glower.  “I’d better be right about you, woman.”  He muttered and went stalking out of the bar, because the Westins were a “stalking out” kind of family.
Addy rolled her eyes.  Deke loved his brother, but he really needed to chill out.  “Are you sure there isn’t any coffee around here?  If we’re going to play charades next, I’m going to need some fortification.”
Cade didn’t appreciate that remark.  “Can’t you take this seriously?”  He was psyching himself up to reveal something horrible.  She could tell.  “I know it’s difficult for you, but try to focus on what I’m about to say.  It’s important.”
Addy hated to see him so upset.  She was trying to keep her distance from Cade, but she still sort of… liked the guy.  In fact, he was one part of her life that wasn’t a complete mess.  Without Cade, she’d be in even worse trouble than she currently was and it was hard to imagine being in even worse trouble than Addy currently was.  Cade was shielding her from snow, and starvation, and sex crazed miners.  He was like a superhero, keeping her safe and expecting nothing in return.
Well, except maybe the sixty gold pieces that she wouldn’t be paying him.
“Look, no matter what you have to tell me, I’ve dealt with way worse news lately.”  Addy assured him.  With “Surprise, you’re a victim of time travel!” as her baseline for bad news, she wasn’t too worried about Cade’s big secret.  “It’ll be fine.  I promise you.  Just spit it out.”
He snorted at that, like he didn’t believe her.  “Before you say that, you should know,” Cade took a deep breath, like he was bracing himself, “my mother was a Voltyn.”
Addy blinked.  Whatever she’d been expecting him to reveal, that hadn’t been it.  “…oh.”  Deke had said that word earlier, but it still meant exactly nothing to her.  What the hell was a Voltyn, aside from a big robot lion?  “Okay.”
Black brows drew together, like her blank response confused him.  “I am half Voltyn.”  Cade prompted.  “That’s why the sheriff hates me and why he’s already suspicious of you.  The Voltyn are not thought well of in these parts.  Or in any parts.”
Addy had no idea what he was talking about.  “Well, thanks for telling me, but my parts are fine with Voltron.  I watched the cartoon all the time, as a kid.”
Cade’s jaw sagged at the breezy words.  “Voltyn.”  He corrected, studying her with increased frustration.  “There is no such word as Voltron.  It’s Voltyn, for fuck’s sake!  Do you not know what a Voltyn even is?  How can you not know?!”
Why was he yelling at her?  She wasn’t the annoying one in this room.  “Calm down, alright?  So, I don’t know what a Voltyn is.  Big deal!  You guys don’t know what coffee is, so we’re even.”  She threw up her hands.  “Christ, if it’s such a crime, tell me why I should care and I’ll…”
He cut her off, his gaze going hard.  “Voltyn are not human.  I am not human.”
And the sad part?  Still, not the weirdest thing she’d heard this week.
“I know.  You’re an alien, right?”  Addy had suspected as much.  It explained the supernatural pull she felt towards the guy.  He’d probably ray-gunned her.  He was probably wearing a holographic mask of masculine perfection over his octopus face.  Hell, that was probably what happened to Washington’s nose.  Some kind of ID4 super-weapon blasted Rushmore during an interstellar battle.
Cade closed his eyes, as if he was trying to hold back a stream of extraterrestrial cursing.  “No, I am not an alien.”  He ground the words out from between clenched teeth.  “I can’t believe that I have to explain this to you.  Do you understand nothing of the world, lady?”
“Hey, I know real stuff, okay?  Ask me about last season on Scandal, or the best recipe for peanut butter brownies, or how to choose the perfect logo for your website.  I just don’t know the social history of the year 2525.”
Cade’s jaw ticked, and he headed closer to her.  “Before the flash, there was a long war.  It lasted three hundred years.”  He said in a mocking tone.  “Does this sound familiar?”
Nope, but no sense in telling him that.  “Sure.  The huge flash thingy that everyone obviously knows about.  Umm… When was that, again?”
He hesitated.  “Ten centuries, give or take.  I don’t know exactly.”
So, a thousand years, plus the three hundred years of war… Addy did some quick math.  She was marooned in at
least 3300ish?  No.  More, because she didn’t know when that three hundred year war actually started.  So maybe closer to fifteen or sixteen hundred years in the future.  Christ, this was worse than 2525.
If she’d been sent --like-- sixteen hundred years into the past, she’d been dealing with the fall of Roman Empire.  This was kind of the equivalent of being transported backwards to --like-- 400 and something AD.  …And just like after Rome collapsed it seemed like the world had been plunged into a dark age, with a huge loss of culture and technology.  Shit.
“Before the flash, the war was being lost.”  Cade continued, as Addy tried to add up the mindboggling distances on the timeline.  “The ruling gods decided they needed better soldiers for their battles and they created them.”  He looked out the saloon window, towards Rushmore.  “They corralled certain humans --the most worthy fighters-- and they added things.  And took things.  Until those warriors weren’t human anymore.”
Addy tried to piece that together.  “The government genetically engineered soldiers?”  Sadly, the idea wasn’t so farfetched.  “That sucks, but --come on-- it doesn’t make them not human.  It just makes them victims of the military-industrial complex.  Which I’ve totally picketed against.”
That was during her “social-activist phase.”  She’d quit because she’d missed shaving her legs, but Addy still held too many “radical” beliefs for her father’s liking.
Cade sank down on the barstool next to her, lost in his own head.  “At first, the gods were pleased with the Voltyn.  They fought better.  They were bigger and stronger.  They were not burdened with human emotions.  The gods had made them harder, inside and out.  Commanding.  Cold.  But, they also had abilities.  The gods hadn’t expected that.  They feared the Voltyn might use their powers to rise up against their masters.”
Addy got the SyFy channel.  She knew where this was headed.
“The gods saw the Voltyn were dangerous and they tried to unmake their creations, but it was too late.”  Cade shrugged.  “The flash killed many on both sides, but some Voltyn survived.  Over the centuries, many interbred with humans and created creatures like me.”  He gestured to his otherworldly lavender eyes, not meeting her gaze.  “Half-breeds.  We have the Voltyn’s powers and lack of feelings.  Humans do not want us around.  Obviously, we are a stain on their world.”
Addy thought about that.  “So… wait.  You’re discriminated against, because your ancestors were tortured by unethical scientists?  That’s horrible!”
Cade blinked like he might have misheard her.  “What?  No.  Shit.  You are confused.”
“No, I’m actually the one not confused.  Not about this.  You just said you were a stain on someone’s world, for crying out loud.  Who told you that?  Jesus, use your head!  Wherever your great-great-grandparents came from, it’s as much your world as anyone else’s, now.”
“No.  You still don’t see.”  He tried again.  “I am… unnatural.”  He seemed to search for a word she might understand.  “Weird.”
“Hey, America’s founded on the principle that everyone gets to be weird.  It’s what makes us great.  And whatever this place calls itself these days,” she pointed towards the granite presidents, “I’m still standing in America.  Voltron’s should have the same rights as every other weirdo.  Good people died so all us weirdoes could be equal.  I don’t know what the hell is going on around here, but you can’t put up with prejudice, Cade.  Not in any time period.  It’s not right.”
He stared at her for a moment, taking in her earnest expression.  “Voltyn.”  He finally corrected in a less irritated voice.  “Gods, Adeline, you are not seeing…”  He trailed off and sighed.  “This is not about right.  Don’t you understand what will happen if you’re around me?”  He answered that for her.  “No, of course you don’t.  You have lived your life wrapped in glass, it seems.  Look at your aura.”
“You can see my aura?”
“Yes.  All Voltyn can.  It’s part of our powers.  And yours is like nothing I’ve ever beheld.”
“In a good way or a bad way?”
“It’s very… pure.”
Addy smiled, delighted by that grudging compliment.  “Are you flirting with me?”  She teased.  It sure sounded like an alien pick up line.
“No, of course not.”  He muttered uncomfortably and then bottom lined the situation for her.  “Look, the point is, no respectable human male will ever have you, if you’re connected to me.”
It was wrong to snicker, but she’d had very little to laugh at lately and that antiquated statement was just flat out funny.  “So, I’ve blown my chance to marry Michael Landon and live in Little House on the Prairie?”
“I don’t know this ‘Landon’ man, but he certainly will not build you any size house, if you stay here much longer.  You will be ostracized from polite society.  I guarantee it.  Your future will be ruined.”
“Luckily, I’m way more concerned about the past.”  Addy told him and ignored his baffled frown.  “Seriously, I don’t care about these stupid, X-Men movie bigotries.  I really, really don’t.  I have bigger problems than whether or not you see auras.”
“Like what?”  Cade demanded as if he couldn’t imagine anything more pressing than being a super-solider.
“Like inventing coffee.”  She ran a hand through her hair and made a face at the snags she felt.  “I also need a bath.”  Since Cade smelled pretty damn good, they must have some kind of shower around the place.  “Just tell me I don’t have to heat buckets of water over a fire or something.”
“Water?”  He scowled like that was crazy talk.  “We’re not the savages you believe.  We have a sonic bathhouse, like the rest of the world.”
Sonic cleaning instead of water?  That sounded weird, but doable.  “Does it have shampoo?”
“Sham-what?”
It was one step forward, two steps back.  God the future was a pain in the ass.  “Will it wash my hair?”  She asked tiredly.
“Oh.  Yes.”  His gaze went to her messy curls, tracing over them with an odd expression.  “Although, your hair seems fine to me.”  Cade cleared his throat, glancing away.  “Really… fine.”
Whatever tiny bit of apprehension Addy felt about this man melted away at his awkwardness.  “Thank you.”  She said softly, charmed by the big dummy.
“You’re welcome.”  He muttered and cast an uncomfortable look around, like he was searching for a safer subject.  “Um… Was Deke bothering you earlier?  I could talk to him, if you want.  I know he can intimidate people.”
“It’s fine.”  She smiled.  “He was very cute.”
“Cute?  Deke?”
“Yeah.  He was warning me away from you.”
Cade muttered a curse.  “I’ll talk to him.”  He said darkly.
“No, don’t.  And don’t be annoyed with you brother.  I know annoyance is your natural state, but it’s nice that you have someone to protect you.  You should never take that for granted, Cade.  It’s a much harder world when you’re alone in it.”
He shot her an unreadable look, still concerned with her Cowboys and Aliens dating prospects.  “Deke’s right, you know.  You should avoid me.  For your benefit, though, not mine.  If you’re here, you will be hated by association.  You’ll remain alone forever, if your name is blackened with mine.”
“Because you’re a Voltron?”
“Voltyn.”  He corrected with a sigh.  “We’re dangerous.  Ask anyone.”
“Right.”  She leaned closer to him.  “Tell me.  Did you really buy this place, so you could take care of your little brothers?”
He frowned defensively, which she took as a big, fat yes.  “What does that have to do with anything?”
“It just doesn’t seem like something a dangerous man would do.”
“And you know a lot of dangerous men?”  Cade retorted, like she’d just insulted his Black Hat status.  “I’d be shocked if you ever came within a gantii of anyone without bayma on his hands, lady.”
She squinted at him.  “Okay, I seriously have no clue what that means.”
He made an aggravated sound and got to his feet, shoving his hands into his pockets.  The waistband of his pants slipped down farther on his lean hips and Addy struggled not to notice.  She was epically unsuccessful.  Seriously, was she nuts or did Cade have an even better body that Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing?  And no one had a better body than Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing.
“Huh?”  She said when she realized he was talking and she hadn’t heard a word of it.
“Gods, why do I bother trying to reason with someone with so little common sense?”  Cade actually looked over at Rushmore like Washington or Roosevelt might be able to answer that.  With no presidential wisdom forthcoming he shook his head.  “Just stay away from me, Adeline.  You’ll be far safer.”
“No, I don’t think so.”  She gave him a smile.  “I think you’re the safest place I could be.”
Cade didn’t seem to have an answer for that.  He just stared at her.  “I’ll have Jacobi show you where you can bathe.”  He finally decided and turned to go.
Addy caught hold of his sleeve.  “Can’t you show me?”
Cade’s purple gaze jumped to hers, his irises burning bright.  The heat reflected there had her breasts tightening.  Oh wow.  Addy’s insides melted, unable to look away from that predatory gaze.  She barely held back a whimper of desire, as he leaned in closer.  He really did smell incredible.
“It’s a very bad idea for me to be near you when you’re naked.”  He said flatly and her stomach dipped.  “In fact, it’s a bad idea for me to be near you, at all.  Someone will notice that I…”  Cade tore his eyes away from hers and shook his head.  “Just stay away from me.”  He stepped back from her.  “It’s the only way we’ll survive this crazy plan of yours.”
Addy bit her lower lip as he headed for the exit, again.  “Cade?”
“Jake’s harmless.  You’ll be safe with him showing you the sonic bathhouse.  I promise.”
“It’s not that.  Really.  I just…”
He looked back at her when she trailed off.  “Just what?”
Damn.  What could she say to him, that wasn’t a proposition?  “Um…”  Addy searched for another topic and her gaze fell on a squashed looking, half piano/half violin instrument shoved against the wall.  Her eyes lit up.  “Is it okay if I try playing that thing?  I took lessons as a kid.”  Granted, it had been on a Steinway, but how different could it be?
Cade gave sigh.  “Do whatever you want.  Just do it quietly.  The last thing I need is you causing any more disruptions.  I like it when things are peaceful around here.”
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“Shit!”  Deke bellowed as Cade slammed him against the wall of the kitchen.  “What’s your problem, man?”
“My problem is you threatening Adeline.”  Cade retorted, leaning in closer.  “If you’re pissed about her staying here, you come to me, not her.  I swear to the gods, if you bother her again, I will take off your head.  Got it?”
“I didn’t threaten the girl.  I just warned her not to fuck with you.”  Deke shoved him away.  “And I’m not pissed about her staying here, either.  I just wanted to be sure Addy and I understood each other.  Which we do.  Since you aren’t protecting yourself, I figured I had to do it for you.”
“What kind of protection do I need against a girl who’s half my fvreing size?”
“It doesn’t matter how big she is.  I see the way you look her, Cade.  Like she’s the godsdamn sun.  She could break you into pieces without even trying.”
Deke was right about that.  Addy Mulhaney already had so much power over him, it was frightening.  She could get him to do anything, just by saying please.
Fuck.
Cade closed his eyes and stepped back.  “Leave her alone.”  He said, wearily pinching the bridge of his nose.  “I know what I’m doing.”
“The hell you do.  I don’t think she does, either.  The girl says things that no one would ever say.  Not even me, and I’ve been half-crazy since the Wilderness War.”  Deke frowned.  “How did she react to you being a Voltyn, anyway?”
“She doesn’t even know what a Voltyn is.”
“You’re shitting me.”
“I’m not.  I had to tell her.  She now believes Voltyn are unfairly subjugated and that I should fight against the humans’ tyranny.  If asked, she will no doubt begin making me placards to protest on the streets for equality.”
Deke’s mouth slowly curved.
“It’s not funny.”  Cade insisted, refusing to be moved by Addy’s naive defense of his heritage.  “You’re right about her saying crazy, crazy things.  Half of her words are ridiculous and the other half are magic.  If she starts saying them to anyone but us…”  Cade trailed off and his jaw ticked.  “That son-of-a-bitch sheriff’s already half-certain she’s trouble.”
“She is trouble.  A man can’t help but notice that right off.  It’s part of her charm.”
“Yeah, well, I spent all morning convincing Zecker that her appearance wasn’t some stunt to reopen the brothel.  He’s looking for an excuse to start hassling her, just for knowing me.”
Deke snorted.  “That dickhead might be onto something.  We’d make a lot more gold around here if Addy was dressed in a skimpy little omjah and carrying a whip, that’s for damn sure.”
Cade slanted him a deadly glare.
“Oh, calm down.”  Deke snickered.  “I’m just fucking with you.  No one’s going to touch your woman.”
“She’s not mine.  I think some human called ‘Michael Landon’ wishes to marry her.”  And if Cade ever met the man, he planned to fry the bastard, just on principle.
This girl is supposed to be yours.
Deke ignored that.  “Look, we’ll keep Addy close and she’ll be safe.  The crazy shit she says will stay between us.  Nobody else in the polis even speaks her language.”
“It’s bigger than just the language.  She doesn’t understand.  Not anything.  It’s dangerous, Deke.  Not knowing what she doesn’t know could get her hurt.”  Cade plowed a hand through his hair.  “She actually asked if Voltyn were the same as aliens.”
“Aliens?  We killed off those tentacle motherfuckers seven hundred years ago!  Everyone knows that.”
“I’m telling you, she doesn’t know it.”  Cade shrugged, equally baffled.  “Maybe Adeline’s people are isolated from the rest of the world.  They might not know all that we do.  She thought we still bathed in water, so it’s possible she comes from a more primitive polis.”
“With those clothes?  Her coat must have cost more than the bar.”  Deke shook his head.  “Fabric that pink and shiny sure wasn’t created by some remote cave-dwellers living out in the Wilderness.  Hell, it wasn’t created anywhere that I know of.”
“That’s just it.  I think she comes from somewhere we don’t know of.  This woman,” Cade tried to find the words to describe what he didn’t understand himself, “she’s odd.”
“Yeah, I know she’s a little odd, but she still seems…”
Cade cut him off.  “It’s not a fucking criticism.  Adeline is special.  Unique.  It’s like she’s from another world, Deke.  A better world.  Like she was just dropped here and she has no idea how to survive in a place like this.”  Cade met his brother’s eyes.  “She looks at me and I see… purity.”
Deke studied him for a long moment.  “Wherever Addy comes from, she is trouble.  Being pure makes her trouble.  She’s gonna attract it.  When it all goes to hell, you’ll be blamed, just because you’re Voltyn.  Are you ready for that?  Are you sure you want to risk everything for Adeline Mulhaney?”
“Yes.”  Cade said simply.  Voltyn were bred to protect.  He’d keep her safe or die trying.
Deke was quiet for a beat, considering that.  “Alright.”
“No lectures on how I’m being an idiot?”
“Fuck no.  I like the girl.”
“You don’t like anyone.”
“I like you and you like her.  That’s enough.  You’re planning to keep her, right?”  He asked in a more optimistic tone.  Since when was Deke ever optimistic?
Cade rolled his eyes.  “No, of course I’m not keeping her.  She doesn’t belong here.  Besides, she would never want me.”  He let out a long breath.  “I just find her presence… pleasant.”  Having Adeline in his home felt right.  Every time he glanced her way, Cade heard that damn click.  He wasn’t ready to give that up.  “It’s temporary.”  He insisted, trying to convince himself.  “She won’t really stay until spring.  The mayor will be back soon and he’ll never allow a lady to live with a Voltyn.  She’ll leave with Hugo.”
Something inside of him snarled at the thought.
Deke scowled.  “You’d have to be a drooling idiot to let another man steal that girl away from you.  Especially, that bigoted fuck Hugo.”
“How do you suggest I stop it?  Tie her to my bed?”
“Well, it’s not a bad idea.”
“Oh for gods’ sake…”
“Cade, you deserve to be happy.  It’s why I didn’t make my non-threats to her more threatening.  Because, Adeline could be good for you.  Just give her a chance to see it and she’ll see it.  Jake and I both think so.”
“And you two are such experts on women.”  Cade scoffed.
“I know you want more than just a couple of nights with the girl, so you need show her you’re not a complete jackass.”  Deke retorted.  “It’s the only way you’re going to win her over.  Wherever she comes from, she’s used to a softer life.  She’s going to be scared away if you shout at her.  She’s not going to understand it’s just you, being you.”
“Scaring Adeline away would probably be the best thing for her.”  Cade let out a long breath.  “Besides, Voltyn know nothing of softness.”
“You’re half-human.  Figure it out.”
“Damn it, why are you pushing this?”
“Because this girl is supposed to be yours, moron.”
Gods, he wished that was true.  “She’s not.”  Cade said quietly.
“She is.”  Blue eyes gleamed with a not-entirely-sane light.  “I’m sure of it.  This woman’s been dropped here like a miracle from the gods.”  Deke had always been the most religious of the brothers.  “How else do you explain it?  Your whole life, you’ve saved me and Jake.  Now, she’s come to save you, Cade.”
Deke had finally lost his mind.  “No matter what you believe, she will never be mine.  I just want to keep her here for a week or so more.  It would be pointless to try for anything else.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Of course I do!  Are you blind?  Adeline could have anyone.”
“So why is she all alone, then?  Why isn’t this Michael Landon guy here, right now?  Why is she so sad that she doesn’t have a family?”
“I have no idea, but any man in the world would kill to have her at his side.  She isn’t going to settle for a Voltyn.”  Cade wasn’t kidding himself about this situation.  “The woman already has more than I could ever offer her.  Why would she need me at all, when she…?”
Adeline’s panicked scream cut him off.  “Cade, help!”
 
***
 
Addy and Jacobi hit it off from the first.
Jake was a surfer-looking teenager, who seemed to be in a perpetually cheerful mood.  Back in the twenty-first century, he’d be studying for his SATs, saving for his first car, and dating the homecoming queen.  Here in Shadow-of-the-Gods, his life was a lot less carefree, but he still had the boundless curiosity of a child.  He lead Addy to the small building behind the saloon, showed her how to turn the sonic bathhouse on, and politely stepped back outside so she could use it in privacy.
But he kept up a solid stream of questions through the door.
How far had she traveled?  What was her home like?  What sort of foods did they eat there?  Why were her clothes so different?  Why did she talk so funny?
He wanted to know everything there was to know about her, but he didn’t stop talking long enough for her to answer any of his excited queries.  Not that she had any real answers.  She would’ve tried to come up with some halfway convincing lies, though.  He just didn’t give her a chance.
Finally, out of desperation for him to be quiet, Addy called on the skill that had won her the fourth grade talent contest:  She started belting out 99 Luftballons.  She’d taken voice lessons during her “rock star phase.”  She wasn’t gifted enough to stick with it for long, but she could still hit all the high notes.  The peppy tune and German lyrics easily came back to her as she sang.
Jacobi couldn’t have been more impressed if she grew wings and flew around the yard.  “What does it mean?”  He breathed when she was done.
“I have no idea.”  Addy stepped out of the bathhouse, shocked that she felt so clean, considering she’d just showered without water.  Nothing would ever replace shampoo, but this sonic thing wasn’t half bad.  “Something about red balloons and Captain Kirk.  It was written in the ‘80s.  Nothing back then had to make sense, just so it had a catchy tune.”
“The ‘80s?”
“Yeah.  It was a very colorful and hair-sprayed decade, which I was born too late to fully experience.  It had the most awesome music ever.  And fashions.  And movies.”
Addy adjusted the clothes Jacobi had lent her.  Flannel had apparently come back in style, although the pattern was less Kurt-Cobain-lumberjack-checks and more interconnected circular-diamonds.  How did you weave a circular-diamond?  All things considered, her outfit could’ve been worse, though.  Her least-favorite bra was still cutting into her shoulder, but she did smell better.
“I’m telling you, Jake, nothing beats an ‘80s movie.  Dirty Dancing should have won every award that… Shit!”
Addy broke off with a panicked scream as three dirty-looking men rounded the corner of the tavern and grabbed Jacobi.  The kid struggled, but he was quickly overpowered.
“Stop!”  Addy cried as they knocked Jake to the ground and started kicking him.  “Cade, help!”
One of the men turned to snarl something at her.  She had a feeling that it was a warning to stay out of it.  Addy ignored that (probably good) advice and grabbed his arm, trying to wrench him away from Jacobi.  Whoever these assholes were, they were full-grown men and Jake was a teenager.  It wasn’t fair.  Knowing nothing about what was going on, her loyalty instantly and totally swung behind Jacobi.  Addy always sided with the underdogs of the world.  Especially when they were Cade’s little brother.
The man shook her off, intent on killing the boy.  Addy fell backwards, swearing a blue streak.  “Get away from him!”
Jake rolled into a ball, trying to protect his head as they stomped on him.  “Addy, run!”  He got out between blows
She ignored that (probably good) advice, too.  She needed to do something.  Judo.  Yes.  Addy staggered back to her feet, finding her center of balance.  She needed to use Judo and…
The gunshot caught her by surprise.  It actually didn’t sound like a gunshot or anything else she’d ever heard before.  It sounded sort of like the ping of fine crystal mixed with a vacuum cleaner’s whrrrrr.  She knew it was a gunshot though, because a Star Wars-y laser blast caught one of the guys in the shoulder.  He toppled away from Jake, clutching his scorched arm and screaming in pain.  One of the other men dropped to his knees to help him, while the other guy took off running.
Addy looked over to see Cade holding a weird rifle/crossbow.  With his angular cowboy hat and the weapons in his hand, he looked exactly like a gunslinger.  A really, really hot gunslinger.  All the hormones in her body gave a cheer at the sight of him.
Wow.
“Are you alright, Adeline?”  Cade asked, stepping off the back step.  His attention stayed on the attackers, even as he reached down to help Jake to his feet.
“I’m fine,” she swallowed hard, “but I think those guys just tried to mug Jacobi.”
Cade sent his brother a sideways look, his expression dark.  “If this is about a fucking card game…”
“I won that hand fair and square!  I swear to the gods, I did.”
Somehow, Cade didn’t seem appeased by that vow.  “You played with the Caroillos?  Are you out of your mind?  They don’t give a shit about ‘fair and square?’”  Addy had never seen him so agitated.  “What if I wasn’t here, Jake?  What if they’d caught up with you alone?  Or what if they’d taken it out on her?”  He gestured towards Addy.  “Damn it, I told you to look after her!”
“I would never put Addy in danger, Cade!  I wouldn’t do that to you.”
“You just did, Jake!  Where the fuck is your head?!”
“I’m fine.”  Addy repeated.  She moved so she was standing between the brothers.  “Don’t yell at him, Cade.  It’s all over, now.”
“It’s not over.  Because of Jake, I just shot Orly Caroillo.  You think that won’t lead to a lot of badness?”
“It wasn’t his fault.”
“It was my fault.”  Jacobi interjected, looking like he was about to cry.  “Cade, I’m sorry.  Don’t be mad.”
Addy flashed him a quick glance, surprised that he didn’t see what she did.  It seemed so obvious. “Sweetie, Cade’s not mad at you.  He’s just lashing out, because he’s scared.”
“Scared?”  Jacobi echoed like he couldn’t imagine anything scaring his brother.  He swiped a hand under his bleeding nose.  “Of what?  The Caroillos?  No way.  Cade could take Orly and Branson and Werd all at once and not…”
“No.”  Addy interrupted, cutting off his fervent defense of Cade’s fighting skills.  “He’s scared that you might’ve been hurt.  Give him a minute and he’ll calm down.  He’s just terrible at showing how much he cares, so he’s bellowing at you instead of giving you a hug.”  One look in Cade’s eyes told her all of that, so she wasn’t sure why Jake still looked worried.  “His grouchiness is just part of being a cowboy, I think.”
Cade slanted her a glare.  “You understand me so well, huh?”
She fixed Cade with an exasperated frown.  “Don’t be more of a jackass than you can help.  Look at how upset the boy is.  How about just a pat on the shoulder?”
His scowl got deeper.
“Please?”  She tried.
Cade let out a frustrated breath at the simple word.  “This is ridiculous.”  But he reached over to slap Jake on the back.  “I’m glad you’re not dead.”  He told him gruffly.
Jacobi’s eyebrows soared at that Hallmark moment.  Clearly he didn’t expect much in the way of brotherly affection.  Just as clearly, he reciprocated Cade’s feelings, with far less awkwardness about showing them.  His arms wrapped around Cade in a bone-crushing hug.
Cade sighed, his eyes rolling towards the sky.
“See?”  Addy beamed up at him, ignoring his sour mood.  “Emoting isn’t so hard, is it?”
“Voltyn don’t have emotions.”
She touched his arm and adopted a wise tone.  “Of course you do.  This one is called love.”  How could the moron miss the fact that he adored his little brother?  Just the fact he wasn’t shoving Jake away should prove that.  “Enjoy it.  A lot of people would die to have a family who cares for them.”
Cade studied her for a long moment.  “What the hell am I supposed to do with you, lady?”  He finally asked.
Addy grinned, sensing victory in that tired question.  “Well, you could tell me my sonically-cleaned hair looks nice.”  She teased.
“I could leave you out in the snow and save myself a lot of headaches.  Jake,” he nudged Jacobi towards the house, “take Adeline inside and make sure she stays there.  I’d rather deal with Branson and Orly, than more of her craziness.”
“Sure, Cade.”
Once Jacobi had caught hold of Addy’s arm and was tugging her towards the back door, Cade glanced back at the Caroillos.  The wounded one, Orly, was still on the ground with Branson trying to bind his injury.  Cade snapped something at them, apparently telling them to get off his property.
That suggestion was met with more guns.  Branson Caroillo stopped caring for his brother and pulled his weapon out, aiming it at Cade.  He screamed out something, preparing to fire more laser blasts.
“Cade!”  Addy shouted in panic, when he didn’t duck.
Then again, he didn’t have to.  A loud report sounded and Branson fell backwards with a singed hole in the middle of his skull.  He sprawled in the snow, his hand still clenched around the gun he never had a chance to fire.
Addy looked up at the ceiling.  She guessed that Deke had killed fifty-seven men, now.
Cade glowered at the rooftop, where Deke was watching over his brothers like a sniper.  “Did you have to aim for his head?  Now, Branson’s dead, you idiot.  Werd is going to demand a honuel.”
“So you’ll kill Werd and there’ll be one less asshole in the world.”  Deke retorted.  “Problem solved.”
“Shit.  You know I hate killing people.  Their auras go flickering off and it’s fucking creepy.”  Cade stomped up the porch steps, pissed at the world.  “Jake, I told you to take Adeline into the house.  Why does nobody listen to me?  I’m the only sane one here, so you’d think somebody would listen to me.”
“You talk too much for anybody to listen to you.”  Deke called back.
Cade shook his head.  “Gods, I should leave all three of you in the snow and finally have some peace and quiet.”  He slammed through the door.  “Where do we keep that damn
honuel.
band?  I’m about to need it.”
“Closet.”  Jacobi reported, tagging along behind him with a concerned frown.
“Of course.  Right where it was the last time you got me into one of these things.”
“I’m sorry, Cade.  Really.  I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”
“You never do.”
Addy followed Cade into the saloon, even though she knew she should stay out of it.  She should go back upstairs, lock her door, and wait until the western pass opened.  Engaging with the Westins would just lead to trouble.
“What’s a honuel?”  She asked anyway.
“It’s like a…” Jacobi hunted for a translation.  “Duet?  Dude?  …Duel?  Yes, duel!  After a feud, the heads of two families must meet in combat and fight to the death.”  He looked more upset over his brother’s irritation than that amazingly horrible news.  “Cade always wins them.”  He tacked on, as if that might improve the situation.
“I’ve had a lot of practice.”  Cade muttered.  “Just go upstairs and let me handle it, Jake.  Adeline, you go with him.  I don’t need either of you underfoot.”
Jake retreated with an abashed expression.
Addy wasn’t so obedient.  “Are you kidding me?”  She hurried after Cade.  “A duel?  Who are you, Clint Eastwood, now?  You cannot possibly be considering something so stupid.”
He stopped in the hallway outside the kitchen and yanked open a closest door.  The whole thing popped off its hinges the moment he touched it.  That must’ve been a regular occurrence thanks to Cade’s carpentry skills, because he impatiently dragged the door aside and braced it against the wall like it was no big deal.
“Because, I’ve been making such smart choices lately?”  He grabbed some kind of leather holster thing from a shelf and fastened it around his waist.  “And who’s Clint Eastwood?”
“It doesn’t matter, because you’re not living in a Spaghetti Western.”  She really did intend to stay unengaged from the Westins’ problems, but she couldn’t just stand aside while Cade risked his life in a showdown.  “Whatever that gun belt do-hickey is, just put it back.”
“I can’t.”
“Of course you can.  Just forget this whole thing and…”
“No, I mean, I can’t.”  He cut in.  “There are laws.  If I don’t fight in the honuel, my family’s property is forfeited to the other side.  The Carriollos will take everything.  Any idea where we’re going to sleep tonight without this tavern?”  He arched a brow.  “Believe me, you’re not going to like camping in the woods, Adeline.  I don’t think you’re the type.”
“They’ll steal your house?”  Jesus, who invented the stupid rules of this stupid place?  “That’s the most asinine law I ever heard!”  She paused.  “Well, maybe not as asinine as the Voltron discrimination stuff, but pretty close.”
“It’s Voltyn.”  He corrected.  “And since a honuel is the one instance where I’m allowed to fight back against a human, I think it’s far less asinine.”  He headed for the front door, grabbing his coat from a hook.  “Don’t worry.  No one’s stealing our house.”
Addy’s stomach dropped.  He was really going to go through with this.  “Wait!  I just remembered I like the camping.  I joined the Girl Scouts and everything.”  She’d been expelled after one meeting for eating all the troop’s fundraiser cookies, but he didn’t need to know that.
…And did he just call it “our house”?
“Girl Scouts?  What is that?  A military unit?”
“Not exactly.”  Addy was growing increasingly panicked over the possibility of a shoot-out.  “The point is, I think you should just give these Carriollo guys the bar.  It’s not even that nice a bar, Cade.  You can find someplace way better.  Like with indoor plumbing.”
He reached for the knob.  “I don’t know what indoor plumbing is, so I doubt I need it.”
“If you knew what it was, you’d already know you need it.  Damn it, just stop.”  She caught hold of his arm and he obediently halted.  She stared up at him, breathing hard.  “What if you get hurt out there?”
“I heal fast.”  His said vaguely, his gaze locked on the spot when her hand touched his sleeve.  He seemed fascinated by the polish on her nails.  “Voltyn were bred to be stronger than…”  Something new occurred to him and he hesitated, purple eyes flashing up to hers.  “Wait, are you worried about me?”
“Yes!”
“Oh.”  That seemed to confuse him for a beat.  Then, the corner of his mouth curved ever so slightly.  “Well, don’t.  Everything will be okay.  I promise.  These fights happen every other week, with my brothers around.”  His voice turned suddenly serious.  “Just stay in the house.  I mean it.  I don’t want you to see this.”
Addy swallowed.  If this man got himself killed, she would never recover.  It didn’t make any sense to be so invested in someone she barely knew, but she couldn’t argue with the facts.  Something about Cade blasted through her intentions to stay distant and unengaged, making her care about him.  A lot.
This wasn’t good.
“If you die out there, I’m screwed.”  She informed him, because it seemed like the safest argument to make.  “I’ll be homeless.  Deke will kick me out before your body’s even cold.”
“No, he won’t.”  Cade sounded very certain and annoyingly reasonable.  “My brothers will look after you.”
“Look, I don’t want you to die, okay?”  Was it really so hard for him to understand that?  “While you’re playing OK Corral out there, just think about me and don’t die.”
Cade’s expression softened.  “Haven’t you noticed?  I can’t think of anything but you, Adeline.”
Her mouth dropped open.  “Are you seriously flirting with me, before you go off to a gunfight?  Seriously?”
Cade shrugged.  “Your hair does look nice.”  He said in way of an answer and slipped out of the house before she could come up with a halfway intelligible response.
Addy stared after him.  Crap.  She was definitely engaging with that idiot.
 
***
 
“One of us will die, if we do this.”  Cade called and wished the damn fight was over with already.  “Are you sure you want to start the count?  We can still walk away.”
Werd Carriollo stood at the other end of the street, his hand poised above his honuel band.  “Oh, one of us will die alright, Voltyn!  And it’ll be you.  My family won’t rest until we have justice!”
Werd was a rangy man with a graying beard and clothes he never bothered to wash.  There wasn’t a doubt in Cade’s mind that he’d trade all six of his brothers for an opportunity to shoot Cade in the head.  The Carriollos hated him nearly as much as the sheriff.  Then again, in Shadow-of-the-Gods, being Cade’s enemy wasn’t exactly an exclusive club.
Cade sighed.  He had no idea why he’d even bothered to suggest they avoid bloodshed.  He always tried to talk the other guy out of the honuel, but they never took him up on the offer.  “Alright.”  He agreed mildly and hoped to the gods that Addy wasn’t watching this.  “You want to count it down or should I?”
“One!”  Werd bellowed.
Men were lining the streets, waiting to see the carnage.  A good honuel always brought out the crowds.  Shaking his head, Cade braced his feet apart and prepared to take another life.
Sometimes he hated Shadow-of-the-Gods.
Actually, no.  He always hated Shadow-of-the-Gods.  He hated that he’d had to raise his brothers in such a shithole, because there was nowhere else to go.  Hated the selfish, cruel people who lived there.  Hated the bigotry and violence they embraced with religion fervor.  Hated that he woke up every day and started the same never-ending cycle of hopelessness all over again.
And it was worse since Addy came.
Until he met her, Cade hadn’t noticed the lack of color and the despair that coated his world.  Miserable as he was, he’d become inured to his bleak surrounding.  Then, this shining creature appeared in his life and everything changed.  It was so much easier to see the dirt after he’d gazed at something clean.  So much harder to return to the miserable grays, after he’d stood for a moment in the brilliant gold of Adeline’s aura.  She was changing things that couldn’t be changed back.
What the hell was he going to do when she left?
“Two!”  Werd shouted, his hand poised above his hips.
The honuel
belt was a leather holster that fit around the waist, with laz-guns on either side.  On the count of four, each man would both draw, and shoot both weapons, and whoever was left standing was declared the winner.  It was so fucking pointless.
“Three!”  Werd paused for a beat, his grubby face creasing into a smirk.  “I’m going to enjoy this, Voltyn.”
Cade wasn’t.
He never enjoyed killing.  As soon as Werd was shot, it would begin.  The man’s dull aura was going to come alive with jarring, painful orange as the blast impacted his chest.  As he fell and knew he was doomed, yellow splotches of fear would bloom.  Then, as he bled out, his aura would fade from the outside in, like it was being eaten away by devouring bugs.  Until finally, Werd would go still and the halo that surrounded all living things would be no more.
Only Cade would witness it happen, but that wouldn’t make it any less horrible.  Seeing a person turn into a thing was one of the worst parts of being a Voltyn.
“Once you’re in the ground, I’ll be visiting that fvreing hot redhead you got in your saloon.”  Werd continued with a suggestive leer.  “See if she’s as ripe as she looks.”
“Do not talk about Adeline.”  Cade warned quietly.
“Bitch needs to be fucked by a human, so she knows what she’s missing in bed with a freak like you.”
Cade’s eyes narrowed.  “Just call it and let’s get this over with.”
“FOUR!”  Werd screamed, grabbing for his laz-guns.
On the other hand, one of the best parts of being a Voltyn was having really good reflexes.  Both of Cade’s weapons were free of the honuel
belt and firing before Werd even drew his from the holster.  The laser blasts slammed into Werd just like Cade knew they would.  The man fell back, just like Cade knew he would.  And his aura slowly disappeared… just like Cade knew it would.
The crowd grew silent as Werd died in muddy snow.  Everyone gathered to watch the honuel had been voting for him to kill Cade, but no one was particularly sad to see Werd die instead.  Folks in Shadow-of-the-Gods weren’t a sentimental bunch.  Shrugging in dismissal and muttering about the lackluster fight, they went meandering back into their business, leaving Werd’s dead body where it lay.
Cade let out a weary sigh, turning back to the saloon.  He knew Addy was going to be standing on the porch, even before he saw her.  The woman was incapable of doing anything he asked.  He stared up at her, hating that she’d just watched him kill someone.  Hating that she saw this place for what it really was.  Hating that he was just bred to kill and defend, without the softness she deserved.
“I told you I was dangerous.”  He said quietly.
Green eyes were damp with compassion.  “Come inside, Cade.”  She whispered.  “It’ll be alright.  Just come inside.”
“Someone’s gotta dig a grave for him.”  He gestured towards Werd, not meeting Addy’s gaze.  “The ground’s frozen and he’s an ass.  Was an ass.  Nobody else will bother.”
“Jacobi and Deke will do it.”  Addy held out a palm to him.  “You come with me, now.”
She had the most beautiful hands he’d ever seen.  Cade had been insane to ever question the point of the frivolous purple paint on her nails.  No matter what it cost, it was worth it.  Addy should have pretty things.  Soft things.  She should be surrounded by nothing but peace and sunlight.  She deserved that.
A lady this pure shouldn’t be in Shadow-of-the-Gods, where men died in the street.  The death and grime and gloom of this place would destroy her.  Fuck.  Had he even for one second imagined that he might be able to keep her?  That he could somehow be worthy of such a gentle creature?
He was such a godsdamn fool.
Cade stepped back, away from the comfort she offered.  “I’m fine.”  He told her, even though he wasn’t.  “Just stay in the house.  Stay away from me.”
“Cade, wait!”  She called, but he was already walking away.



Chapter Five
 
And don’t think the fun ends at sundown!
Every day wraps up with a fun-filled sing along and rousing campfire.
 
(Caution:  DO NOT light rousing campfires without glamping-ranger supervision.)
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Addy had read somewhere that NASA had shot a recording of Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 into space.  It was one of the artifacts that they thought would show the universe the heights of human achievement.
Apparently, Bach worked for communicating with future cowboys, too.  Well, that and all the piano lessons she’d taken, during her “musical phase.”  In her continuing search for something that clicked with her, tenth-grade-Addy had decided to be a pianist.  The phase didn’t last long, since she’d kept blowing off practice to watch afternoon soaps, but she could still play better than your average Shadow-of-the-Godsian.  Cade’s bar didn’t have a baby grand, but it did have that harpsichordy-violinish instrument and Addy had been glued to its bench for over a month.
She drew an audience every night.
The sounds it made were lighter and sweeter than a piano, but it worked the same way and it reminded her of home.  At first, she’d only played it when she was alone, trying to recall every song she knew.  After a while, though, she stopped worrying people watching her.  She had more on her mind than some smelly miners, so let them eavesdrop if they wanted.
Every night, she played whatever music she could dredge from her memory banks and the whole town seemed enthralled.  It was weird to be at the center of so much attention.  In fact, it made her uncomfortable, so Addy tried to ignore the men.  She was playing the not!piano for herself not for them.
Mostly, the men ignored her, too.  Or at least they didn’t talk to her.  About her sure.  She could piece together bits of their fractured language (although she usually preferred not to) and she knew they liked to discuss her hair and body and eyes and pretty much everything else from the feet up.  But, they didn’t come close to her.  Not with the Westins around.
And they were always around.
When she went into town, one of them was right beside her.  Not that she left the tavern often, but, when she did, Jake, Deke, or Cade played bodyguard.  Addy didn’t feel safe anywhere that they weren’t.  Shadow-of-the-Gods was just about the worst place she could imagine.  Every day, she was poised for more weird laws and bloodshed, and she wasn’t usually disappointed.  She was very grateful for the Westins.
…No matter grouchy Cade became.
Her huge, brooding, unwilling landlord continued to catalogue every move she made, like he was her probation officer.  Ever since his Wild Bill shootout in the street, Cade had been surlier than ever.  He was clearly trying to avoid her, which wasn’t so easy since they lived in the same house.
When he did speak to her, it was usually to complain about the “disruptions” she caused.  But, he’d yet to change the locks on her, so Addy ignored his grousing and focused on the fact that he always watched out for her.  Whenever one of his customers got too close, he’d snarl the same one word warning to them and they’d scurry back to the safety of their rickety chair.  Addy had no idea what “nynan” meant, but she knew he said it to protect her and it made her feel safe.
With Cade Westin, actions were a lot more important than words.
Jacobi wasn’t nearly so anti-social.  Unlike his grumpy sibling, Jake liked to chat.  Aside from gambling, stories were his favorite way to pass the time.  Any kind of story.  When he wasn’t demanding that she tell him about her life, he was telling her about his.  Jake was the one who’d explained more of future history to her, although he seemed baffled as to why she didn’t already know it.
That “flash” thing had wiped out everything, knocking civilization back to the Stone Age.  Addy assumed it was some sort of nuclear blast, but she had no idea who’d started it or which side had won.  As far as she could piece together, it must have happened about five or six hundred years after her time.  She’d tried asking Jacobi more about it, but he squinted at her like she was deranged and she dropped the topic.
Jacobi was far more interested in where she’d come from.  The kid continued to pepper her with all kinds of questions about the wondrous metropolis of Yellowstone.  Since, Addy couldn’t very well tell him the truth about her life, she made it all up.  Lying didn’t come easy to her and it was hard to keep her stories straight, at first.  But then she’d hit on a fabulous idea:  Television!
Instead of creating her own lies, Addy let professionals do it for her.  She’d seen enough reruns of Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman to recount a few Western-y plots.  Mostly Addy watched ‘80s TV shows, but Dr. Quinn was close enough that she owned the DVDs.  So long as no one asked her to midwife any babies or treat a rattlesnake bite, everything should be fine.  Jacobi was Jane Seymour’s biggest inadvertent fan.
She was less comfortable with Deke.  As far as Addy could tell, the middle brother spent all day every day, staring out the window, waiting for someone to attack.  She still wasn’t clear on who he’d been fighting in the Wilderness War, but it really didn’t matter.  It was more than just his missing arm leaving him wounded.  Clearly, no one in Shadow-of-the-Gods was giving him adequate mental health counselling, because the man seemed to be struggling with his memories of battle.  Why didn’t somebody help him?  It was so wrong that…
Crap.  She was engaging, again.
Her plan to treat the Westins like passing acquaintances at an airport lounge got harder every day.  Even when she knew it was a mistake to like them, she liked these guys.  They were exactly how she’d always pictured a real family.  Well, maybe not exactly, but damn close.  They fought and complained and loved each other.  It was getting way too easy to feel like she was a part of their dysfunctional bond.  Like she had a place with them.
It was a really bad idea to get so attached.
Addy closed her eyes, pretending no one else was in the room.  Her fingers flew across the keys, one note pouring out on top of another.  Mrs. Baines, her old piano teacher, would’ve been pleased that she remembered at least one classical piece.
Plus, Addy was playing with more confidence than she ever had, because who cared what the music sounded like in this place?  For all intents and purposes, she now preformed the greatest concertos in the world.  Her father might have sadly shaken his head at her musical efforts, but no one in Shadow-of-the-Gods had ever heard of Bach.  She could’ve been cranking out a McDonalds’ jingle for all they knew.
Christ, she missed McDonalds.
She finished the piece in a flurry of sound, messing up countless times.  Hell, she forgot the whole middle part.  Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 was hard enough when the music was right in front of her.  She still thought it sounded passable, though.  Dead silence filled the bar as the imperfect music faded away, everyone staring at her.
“My gods.”  Cade finally whispered from behind the bar.
Addy pushed the sonically-cleaned hair back from her face and glowered over at him.  “It wasn’t that bad.”  She snapped.  Everyone was a critic.
Lavender eyes stared back at her, not saying anything.  It was impossible to read what was going on behind the flawless lines of his face.  Cade finally shook his head and glanced away with a frown.  He did that a lot.  Anytime he was forced to spend time in the same room as her, he seemed uncomfortable and churlish.
Addy shot him another scowl.  Every hour she was stuck there, the man got better looking.  He was so much wow!-er than everyone else, that it didn’t even surprise her that his DNA carried some special, sparkly enhancement.  Even in this weather, he was tan, the golden color of his skin setting off the bright purple of his eyes and the blue-black shine of his hair.  The lanterns flickering overhead highlighted the planes of his incredible cheekbones.  Back in reality, he’d be posed shirtless on a billboard, selling expensive sporting goods to stockbrokers who wanted to pretend they could be half so masculine.
And Deke seriously thought this guy was attracted a Jenny Craig dropout?
“That one was the best song yet, Addy.”  Jacobi called, jolting her from her hourly session of Cade staring.  “Was that by those great artists you were telling me about?”
Jake was sitting at a lopsided table, playing a Texas-hold’em-mixed-with-Go-Fish card game with three scruffy miners.  The brim of his tri-corner cowboy hat was tilted back at a jaunty angle.  If she wasn’t mistaken it was made of lizard-y green sanbor skin.  And --geez-- she hoped she was mistaken, because ick.
“No, Duran Duran didn’t write the Brandenburg Concerto.”  She told him.  “It was composed by a man named Johann Sebastian Bach a very long time ago.”
“Stupid name, but the guy had some talent on the vianorgan.  Not many folks do, anymore.  That one there belonged to our grandmother.”  Jacobi gestured to the not!piano, easily falling into conversation.
For all his seeming good humor, he was still sending Cade wary looks every few minutes, though.  Ever since that duel thing, Jacobi had been feeling guilty.  Addy could read it on his face.  The kid knew that he’d disappointed Cade and he idolized his big brother.  Cade hadn’t mentioned the fight since it happened, but Jake still blamed himself.
Of course, that didn’t stop him from playing cards.  Jacobi had informed her that he was the family screw up, so maybe he had to keep up appearances.  Or maybe he didn’t know he could be anything more.
Shadow-of-the-Gods was a boring place for someone so young, so Jake was always looking for a distraction.  She just wished he didn’t usually find it with disreputable gamblers.  The confrontation with the Caroillos hadn’t slowed him down and his idiot brothers weren’t stepping in to stop him.  They’d apparently never seen Silverado or they’d know it was the reckless kid who wound up dead.
…Or had Kevin Costner’s character lived at the end of that movie?  She couldn’t remember anything except the part with the dog.
Well, either way, Jacobi needed to do something worthwhile with his time.  He needed to know he could.  Since Shadow-of-the-God didn’t have a public school system, Addy settled for teaching him to dance.  She’d gone through a full year of dance classes, thanks to her middle school crush on Patrick Swayze.  Jake was willing to relive them with her, even in the face of Cade and Deke’s eye rolling.
She was also teaching him to play the not!piano, although, he was absolutely terrible at it.  Once she remembered anything about algebra or Shakespeare, she’d teach him that, too.  Someone really did need to take the kid in hand before he ruined his life and…
Crap.  She was still engaging.
“Yeah, Grandmother was a real lady.”  Jake continued without even a hitch.  Most of the time, all three brothers spoke to each other in English around her and their proficiency in it was improving way faster than she was picking up their language.  “Just like you, Addy.”
Addy made a face at that designation.  To her mind, ladies did needlepoint and drank lemonade under lacy parasols.  Addy took Judo in college.  Granted, she’d only signed up for it, because the instructor was incredibly hot and she’d needed the course credit.  Still, Judo was a badass thing to do and ladies were rarely badass.  She didn’t mind when Cade called her ‘lady,’ because he seemed to use it like a nickname, but she needed to be clear on the facts.
“I’m not a lady.”  No way.  The only way she would survive this experience was to be as badass as possible.
Jacobi grinned, like she’d said something funny.  “Yeah, okay.”  He agreed in a humoring tone.  “I’m just saying that nobody’s touched that instrument for a decade or more, until you came along.”  He gestured to the not!piano.  “Not since the performers with the traveling show borrowed it that one summer.  They put on a musical in the assembly hall, remember, Cade?”
“I’m not allowed in the assembly hall.”  Cade reminded him without inflection.
Addy frowned.
“Shit.”  Jacobi looked ever more sheepish.  “I’m sorry, Cade.  Really.  I didn’t think about…”  He cleared his throat and glanced back at Addy, determined to change the subject.  “Hey, did this Bach fella live in Yellowstone, too?”
“I don’t think so.  Unless they skipped that part in the tour book.”  She told him vaguely, her eyes on Cade.  He was fascinated in the ancient, god-awful, painting of Marilyn Monroe behind the bar, not meeting her gaze.  “Does this town have segregation against Voltrons, Cade?”  That would explain why he never went with her to that awful, filthy, so-called “store.”
“Voltyn.”  He snapped back, stilling not looking her way.  The guy was so touchy.
“Who cares how you pronounce it?  It’s bullshit that the rest of this town ostracizes you.”  It pissed her off that anyone would treat Cade badly.  “You can’t let them get away with that.”
“It’s easy to live in some fantasy world of justice, when you’ve never been judged unworthy, Adeline.  The rest of us exist here in reality, where things aren’t so fucking fair.”
“So, I don’t know what it’s like to be bullied?  I was the only girl not invited to prom, you prick.  My whole life, nobody ever wanted me around.”
He squinted at her, like he thought that was nonsense.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  Anyone would want you around.  You are…”  He stopped short and shook his head.
“I am what?”  She prompted, because that sentence just might have an interesting ending.
Cade studied her for a long moment.  “Odd.”  He finished sourly.
So much for that.
“Do the ‘without you’
one, Addy.”  Deke interjected still staring out the window.
With or Without You was his favorite of all the songs she attempted.  If it were up to him, Addy would perform it on a loop.  U2 weren’t exactly the composers that Mrs. Baines stressed during piano lessons, so Addy was winging most of it.  Luckily, she knew all the words and that seemed to make up for the mangled notes in Deke’s mind.  Addy didn’t completely understand the lyrics, but they seemed to speak to him.
“She’s played enough.”  Cade muttered, his flash of temper fading.  “It’s getting late.”  He switched to his own language and apparently ordered everyone out.
Jacobi sighed loudly, as his poker-Go Fish buddies tossed down their cards.  “Thanks, brother.”  He muttered.  “I had a winning hand, too.”
“You always think you have a winning hand, Jake.”  Addy couldn’t stop herself from interfering, since it was clear his brothers were useless.  “It’s why you’re always broke.  You can’t play cards all night, every night.  It isn’t good for you.”
Jacobi frowned at Cade, like he wasn’t sure how to respond to that.
Addy frowned at Cade, too, ready to argue her point.  “I want him to stop gambling.”  She insisted.  “It’s going to ruin his life.”
Cade watched her with a strange expression and then looked over at Jake.  “I think Adeline’s concerned about you, Jake.”  He said quietly.  “You want to worry the lady or do you want to quit this shit?”
Jacobi blinked.  “Really?”  He blurted out.  “You want me to stop playing cards?”
“Yes.”  Cade and Addy chorused.
Deke grunted in agreement.
Jake let out a long sigh and tossed down his cards.  “Fuck.”  He muttered and gave in.  “Now what am I supposed to do at night?  The only pretty girl in the polis is already spoken for.”
That sleazy Manston guy glowered between them and spat out something that Addy didn’t fully understand.  Jacobi was helping her with their language, but Manston’s dialect was thick, mangling even the words she was beginning to recognize.  Something about Cade closing too early these days, because he couldn’t wait to be alone with his… tree?  Or flower, maybe?
Cade’s response was a curt shrug and something that sounded like, “Visit another bar, if you’re not pants.”  Judging from the context, Addy was probably mixing up the words for “pants” and “happy,” again.  They sounded pretty much identical.
Whatever Cade said, Manston didn’t appreciate that suggestion.  The nearest bar was at least ten miles away and the guy liked to drink.  Infuriated, he bit off some angry curses and stalked out, taking his rancid smell with him.  He and Cade had some pissing contest every night and every night Manston slunk off in a huff.  He was pretty dumb, but not dumb enough to go up against the massive descendant of genetically engineered, possibly alien, warriors.
The rest of the customers left at a more peaceable rate, some of them even giving Addy respectful nods goodbye.  She waved back at them.  It was smarter to keep her distance, but good manners wouldn’t let her snub people.
Cade muttered something under his breath and turned to grab a bowl of stew from the counter behind him.  “Here.”  He set it on the bar a little harder than he needed to.  “Stop inciting a riot and come eat something, Adeline.”  He was always trying to feed her.  “You’re getting too skinny.  No one’s going to pay to get you back if you’ve wasted away to bones.”
The man was a jackass, but she did appreciate it when he said things like that.
Addy headed over to sit across from Cade.  The seat of her barstool fell off, nearly knocking her to the floor.  Rolling her eyes, she shoved it aside and picked a slightly less broken one.  Damn it, how could every single chair in the place be defective?  Cade seriously needed a new hobby, because furniture making was just not his calling.
Balancing on the new stool, Addy examined her dinner.  “Buffalo again?”
“Be grateful you’re eating, at all.”  Cade wiped down the bar, while Jacobi started cleaning off the tables.  “Providing you with three square meals a day wasn’t part of our agreement, lady.”
“Hey, I’ve been doing a lot of extra work around here.  I invented a wind chime today, pal.”
“That thing made of old spoons and broken glass?  What does it even do?  It just hangs on the porch making noise.”
“It’s doing what it does.  It’s a wind chime.  It hangs on the porch and makes noise.”
He arched a brow.  “And you believe littering my tavern with something so pointless is a fair trade for food?”
“Whine all you want, my inventions are still way better than your carpentry.”
While Addy was marooned in Shadow-of-the-Gods, she figured she might as well try to bring a teeny bit of twenty-first century tech to the place.  Unfortunately, it was much easier to live with gadgets than to actually invent them.  She had no idea how to recreate most of the awesome stuff about modern civilization.  Diet Pepsi, light bulbs, television sets, stretch denim, Hersey Bars… all of it was a mystery.  So, she stuck to manufacturing simpler things.  Like wind chimes and socks.  Socks had the potential to be huge around here, if the marketing was in place.
“My carpentry skills are just fine.”  Cade looked at his brothers.  “Tell her my carpentry skills are fine.”
Deke and Jake exchanged a sideways glance.
“Oh, both of you shut-up.”  He glowered back over at Addy.  “At least what I build is useful.”
“I’ve seen you using the coat hangers I made.”  She gestured to where his jacket was hanging on a new and improved rack.  “I doubled your storage space.”
“And destroyed three rolls of wire.”
Yeah, getting the hook right had been harder than she thought.  Addy made a face.  “Who are you?  Joan Crawford?  I’m telling you, wire hangers are going to revolutionize closets in this town.  After I’m gone, you can sell them and make a fortune.”
Cade’s scowl got even deeper, something about that idea pissing him off.
Addy found his usual grumblings kind of entertaining, but she didn’t like it when he was really annoyed, so she tried to compromise.  “Look, if you’re going to be a grouch about it, add the food and repairs to Brian’s bill, okay?”
Cade shot her a brooding look through his incredible lashes, still not mollified.  “Brian will pay even more for you?  You must be very… close.”
“He’s married, wiseass.  But, for your information, he has plenty of gold.  He keeps it in big vault and he swims through it like Scrooge McDuck.”
“McDuck is the same person as McGruff?”
“No, silly.  One’s a duck and one’s a dog.”  Cade’s blank expression made her grin.  Messing with the guy was only fair, considering all the unrequited lust she experienced ogling him all day.  “Besides, I offered to help you out, with cleaning and cooking and stuff.”  She continued.  “You told me to not to touch anything else under penalty of death.”
“You think I’d let you near my kitchen again, after your disastrous experiments with ‘coffee’?”
God, flood one little room and you never heard the end of it.  “I’m trying to create a magical elixir of life, okay?  There are bound to be some missteps in the discovery process, but you’ll thank me when I finally figure it out.”  Addy shook her head in irritation.  “I know how to cook.”
“Yesterday, you asked me what bread was.”
“That stuff was not bread.  Trust me.  I took classes at Le Cordon Bleu.”  That was during her “chef phase.”  She’d quit when her clothes all got too tight.  Another in the long list of Addy’s partially attained skills.  When was she ever going to find something that clicked?
He snorted.  “Perhaps you can cook Why o’ Ming foods, like snicker doodles and the chocolate.  Here, I doubt you’d know how to make anything beyond porrvand.”
Jacobi chuckled at that.
Addy had no idea what porrvand even was, but she had a feeling “making it” was the equivalent of boiling water.  “Fine, Cade.  Be a jerk.  You’re the one missing out on my awards winning meringues.”  She ate a spoonful of the buffalo stew, which wasn’t so bad all things considered.  And she was pretty sure buffalo was low in fat, so points for sensible eating, too.  “What’s got you in such a lousy mood, anyway?  Did a victim escape your alien dungeon?”
“Don’t be an idiot.”  He glanced at her and amusement sparked in his eyes.  “No one escapes my dungeon.”
She grinned at that smartass remark.  Cade’s rare flashes of humor always caught her off guard.  One of these days he was actually going to smile and it would blow her mind.  “But you do finally admit you’re an alien, right?  You might as well come clean, because I’ve suspected it all along.”
“If I was an alien, you wouldn’t be wandering around, driving me crazy.  I’d have you safely locked up somewhere.”  Cade slapped a small glass bottle on the bar top, not meeting her gaze.  “Oh, by the way, here.”  He announced in a suspiciously casual tone.  “This is for you.”
Addy blinked in surprise.  “What is it?”
“Paint.  For your nails.”  He gestured towards her ruined manicure.  “Your color is chipping off, so I got you some more.”
Addy’s eyes slowly traveled back up to his averted face.  “You bought me a gift?”  She whispered.  Tears welled and she sniffed them back.  No one had bought her a real present since her mother died.  “Why?”
“I thought you would like it.”  He shrugged, flashing her another quick look through his lashes.  “You have pretty hands.”
Her mouth curved at his discomfort.  “Are you sure you aren’t flirting with me?  That sounds kind of like cowboyish flirting.”
Cade focused on his cleaning like it was brain surgery.  “Buying it was just a random impulse.”  He grumbled.
“Do they even sell fancy stuff like that around here?”  Jake taunted with a gleeful smile.  He might still feel guilty, but that didn’t stop him from being a little brother.  “Seems like that paint is something you’d have to special order.  Can you randomly special order something?”
“Yeah and how’d you even get into the store to buy it, Cade?”  Deke chimed in.  “Aren’t Voltyn banned from everyplace, unless they’re spending a lot of money?  How much did that shit cost you?”
Cade snarled something menacing at his siblings.
…And Addy realized that nothing would ever be quite the same for her.  Cade Westin changed everything, just by being his grouchy, awkward, reluctantly sweet self.  She smiled at him and knew there would never be another man in any timeline who compared to this one.
“You didn’t have to go through so much trouble for me.”  She told him.  “Really.  I’m…”
He shot her a fuming look.  “Do you want the paint or not, lady?”
Addy grabbed the jar before he could ungive it.  “I want it.”  She hugged it close to her chest.  “Thank you, Cade.”
He grunted, not wanting to talk about it anymore.
Too bad for him, Addy did.  “Is this why you’re in a lousy mood?  Were you nervous I wouldn’t like it?  Because I love it.”  She had no idea what nail polish was made of in the future or what color he’d bought, but it didn’t matter.  It was… perfect.  She slipped it into her pocket, rubbing her fingers over the small bottle like a talisman.
“I’m not fucking nervous.”  He snapped.  “And I’m not in a lousy mood.  This is the same mood I’m always in.”
“No, it’s even more lousy than usual.  If it’s not nerves, something else must have happened.  Whatever it is, I sure you’re going to blame me for it, so you might as well tell me.”
“She’s right, Cade.  You should tell her.”  Deke put in, staring out the window, again.  “She should be ready.”
That sounded ominous.  “Ready for what?”
Cade hesitated.  “I don’t want you to worry, but scouts saw Outlanders a few gantii from here.”  Clearly, this was a big deal for the Westins, because they all looked serious, now.  “They’re moving this way.”
“Oh.  Right.  Outlanders.”  Addy sometimes thought they just made stuff up to screw with her.  “Sure.  That’s so… yeah.”
Three sets of incredulous eyes jumped to her face.
“You do know about Outlanders, right?”  Jacobi demanded, like she was quite possibly the biggest simpleton in the universe.
Addy wasn’t going to tell them she had no frigging clue when they were gaping at her.  Not after the Voltyn debacle.  She wasn’t a scatterbrain, damn it.
“Sure, I know about them.”  She’d read the book with the Scottish guy, at least.  Shit, that story was about time travel, wasn’t it?  She should have paid more attention to the details.  It might’ve given her some pointers.  “Obviously, everyone knows about the Outlanders.  They’re famous for… all that stuff they do.”
“They’re here because of you.”  Cade pressed.  “You get that, right?”
“See?  I knew you were going to blame me.”
“They’ve heard of you and they’re interested.  Everyone’s heard of you.  You draw too much attention.  I told you this would happen.”
She made a face at him.  Giving her gifts or not, the guy was still an asshole.  If she’d been around for the nuclear holocaust, he would’ve claimed that was her fault, too.  According to Cade, she was the cause of all the world’s problems.  “Whatever.”
“Do not take your frustration out on Adeline.”  Deke always stuck up for her when Cade started on one of his rants.  Not because he cared about Addy’s feelings getting hurt, but because he didn’t want Cade to regret hurting her feelings.  “Think, Cade.  The only way to get what you want is to be softer.  She’s pleased with her paint, so don’t ruin it.”
“I am pleased with the nail polish.”  Addy agreed.  “He’s not going to ruin it for me, no matter what he says.’
Cade ignored her, his eyes on Deke.  “Voltyn cannot be soft.  I do not feel love or empathy or caring.  Those emotions aren’t part of my makeup.”
“That’s absurd.”  Addy opinioned.  “I can’t believe you would buy such complete lies, Cade.  You’re usually smarter than that.”
“Ask anyone, Adeline!  Voltyn are simply meant to protect.  It’s why we were bred.  But, you make that task impossible, just by being yourself.”
Addy scoffed at that foolishness.
Cade looked back at Deke, very agitated for such heartless robot.  “Of course, the Outlanders have heard of her.  Everyone’s heard of her.  Men come in here just to stare at her and hear that magical music she plays.”  He gestured to the not!piano.  “You think it isn’t infuriating to see their auras light up with wanting her?  They come to my saloon and fantasize about my…”  He stopped short, regaining control.
Addy blinked at him.  Had Cade been about to call her “his”?  No one had ever thought she belonged to them before.
“The girl’s done nothing wrong.”  Deke told him.  “Just kill the men, if they bother you.”
“I’m not blaming Adeline.”  Cade ran a hand through his hair.  “It would be a fucking blasphemy to change one thing about the woman.  But, she’s still vulnerable to every asshole in the polis, because she has no idea what she’s doing.”
Addy wasn’t sure if she should be insulted or not.  “Hang on…”
“So, what do you want to do, Cade?”  Jacobi rolled his eyes, cutting her off.  “Shave her head?  Lock her in her room?  Take away the vianorgan?”  He snorted.  “Save yourself the embarrassment of even trying.  Addy will do as she pleases and you will allow it.  We all know that.”  He said something in their language that Addy didn’t catch.
Deke’s mouth quirked upward.  “She does, every time you look at her, Cade.  That’s why you’re in a lousy mood.”
Whatever that meant, Cade didn’t like hearing about it.  His expression darkened even further.  “Fuck you both.  I want her safe.”
Addy had had enough.  “Can you guys not talk about me like I’m not even here?”  She looked over at Cade.  “Tell me what’s going on?  Are these Outlander guys coming here because I’m playing the piano?”  That seemed asinine, even for this century, but she was amazed each day by the lunacy around her.  “If it’s a big deal, I’ll just stop.”
“No.”  Deke and Jake objected.  They loved music.
Cade shook his head.  “It’s not just the songs, Adeline.  It’s you.  The Outlanders hunt the most beautiful women and there is no one anywhere as beautiful as you are.  It was inevitable that they’d come looking for you.”
Addy’s heart leapt.  He did think she was beautiful!  That was…  “Wait, what?”  Her eyebrows compressed in alarm.  “Rewind.  Did you just insinuate that these Outlander people might try to kidnap me or something?”
“They are
Outlanders, Adeline.”  Cade spoke slower, like maybe she wasn’t hearing him correctly.  “They will certainly try to kidnap you.  They are lawless mutants who prey on anyone who crosses their path, stealing valuables and indiscriminately killing.  Do you think they will just let you be, if you smile prettily…?”
“Mutants?”  Addy interrupted.  “Hold it!”  She held up her palms and looked around at the brothers.  “You guys have mutants here?  Like actual mutants?”
Jacobi frowned.  “Of course.  Some groups were too close to the flash.  It affected them and their descendants bear the damage.  Who do you think killed our parents?  Who do you think Deke was fighting in the Wilderness War?”
“And you’re just mentioning that to me?!”  She scanned over her shoulders like an army of C.H.U.D. might be sneaking up behind her.  “Jesus, do they --like-- eat people?  I bet they eat people, right?”
Deke flinched and refocused on the window.
Cade had never looked more frustrated.  “Why would I have to mention the Outlanders?  You should already know about them.  Everyone knows them, even in Cody.  How can you possibly be so oblivious to the dangers around you, lady?”
“I didn’t come from Cody!  I told you, I came from Yellowstone, Wyoming, which is cannibal free!  All it has are federally protected wolves, scenic mountain views, and geysers that shoot water hundreds of feet in the air.”
Deke’s head snapped around to look at her.
Addy didn’t notice.  She was too busy scowling at Cade, who leaned closer to her over the bar.  Mr. Personality was still in a lousy mood.  Gifting giving and mutants had stressed him out.
“There’s no such place as Yellowstone, Adeline.  I have checked every map there is.”
“Really?  No such place as Yellowstone?  Where do I come from, then?”  Addy smirked, because there was no way he could ever guess.  Not even she could explain her presence in Shadow-of-the-Gods.  “Come on.  I’m dying to hear your theory, cowboy.”
“Cade.”  Deke said quietly.
Cade disregarded that.  His jaw developed that familiar tick it always developed during his conversations with Addy.  “I’m not sure where you come from.”  He ground out.  “Even if you told me, I probably wouldn’t believe it.  I don’t believe one word you’ve said since you got here.”
“Oh that’s just great.  Really fair.  Call me a liar, when you don’t even know what the truth is supposed to be.”
“I don’t need to know the truth to know a lie when I hear it.  You have done nothing but…”
“Cade.”  Deke said in a louder tone, cutting him off.
Cade flashed him an aggravated glare.  “What?”
“She’s not lying.  During the War, I saw a land where water shot into the sky.  It’s passed Cody, far to the west.  The woman has been to the Wilderness.”
For once, Cade didn’t have a snide comment.  He just blinked.
Addy was too excited to enjoy his astonishment.  She spun around to look at Deke, her heart pounding.  “You’ve been to Yellowstone?  Oh thank God.  Could you find your way back?”
“Yes.”  Deke edged farther into the shadows.  He hated being the center of attention.  “But, I don’t want to.  I won’t go back to the Wilderness.  Not ever, again.”
She wasn’t about to be discouraged by his attitude.  “Did you see a really big geyser that was sort of shaped like a man’s… um…”  Addy tried to think of a delicate way to phrase it and finally settled for pointedly looking down.
“The one that looked like the huge dick?”
“Yes!  You saw it?”
“How could I miss it?  It was shaped like a huge dick.”
“Could you draw me a map of how to find it, again?”
He hesitated.  “I suppose…”
“No, he can’t.”  Cade interrupted, sounding desperate.  “Deke cannot draw you a map to anywhere.”
Addy sent him a death glare.  “He just said he could.”
Cade kept his eyes on his brother.  “The spot you saw cannot be Adeline’s Yellowstone.”  He insisted.  “The Wilderness is nearly half a ganton away.  How could she get half a fucking ganton all by herself?  She would not last even a day out there.  The woman thinks she can ride a sanbor, for gods’ sake!”
Jacobi chortled as if that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.
Annoyed with both of then, Addy arched a brow at Deke.  “Did the ground steam?  Did it have a huge lake with pits of boiling water beside it?  Was there a deep canyon carved into multi-colored rock?”
That rundown of geologic features caught Jacobi’s interest.  His eyes lit up with excitement, his overactive imagination already picturing the fantastical landscape.  “Someplace like that really exists?”  He looked over at Deke.  “You never told us that.”
“There’s a lot about the War I don’t tell you.”  Deke’s gaze flicked back to Cade.  “There is nowhere else that looks as she describes.  The woman was really there.  There’s no denying it.”
“Of course I was really there!  Now, I just need to get back.”
“Half a ganton.”  Cade repeated stubbornly, as if Addy was supposed to know what a “ganton” was.  “What do you propose to do, lady?  Walk that distance?”
“If I have to, yes.  Unless you have a car you aren’t telling me about.”
He gave a skeptical snort, ignoring that last part.  “Deke, explain how many men were lost trekking in the Wilderness.  More than were lost in the War itself, right?”
“Yes.”  His tone was hollow.  “Thousands died.”
Cade arched a brow at Addy.  “Thousands of soldiers fell, but you can cross that distance?”  He shook his head like he couldn’t fathom the depths of her insanity.  “Do you not understand how impossible it is?  I’ve made the trip to the Wilderness, Adeline, and it’s hard.  How will you eat?  What will you do to keep warm and to avoid animal attacks?  How will you get passed the Outlanders’ camps?”  He waved a hand.  “Have you considered any of this?”
“Cade.”  Jacobi sent his brother a meaningful look.  “Remember, be softer.  I get that you’re worried, now that she has a destination in mind, but you’re going to frighten her if you shout.”
“I’m not frightened of him.”  Addy scoffed.  Cade was big and irritable, but he was the person who made her feel the safest.  He had right from the beginning.  “What’s he going to do?  Bitch me to death?”
“You see?  The woman is not smart enough to be frightened of anything.  She tried to pick up a convanta last week!”
“I thought that thing was a pizza cutter!”
Cade ran a palm over his face like he was about to blow his top and turned back to Deke.  “Just… do not give her a map.”  He said in a more solemn tone.  “I will never forgive you.  I mean it.  If she has a map, she’ll leave.”  He met his brother’s eyes.  “Don’t, Deke.”
Deke studied him for a beat and then nodded.  The Westins’ loyalty to each other was unbreakable.  Cade’s siblings would do whatever he asked, no matter how stupid.
Shit!
“You want me gone, remember?”  Addy glowered over at Cade, blaming him for this.  “Now you think I should stay?  Make up your damn mind.”
“She’s got a point.”  Jacobi interjected, stacking chairs.  “You keep telling her she’ll have to go in the springtime.  The girl is bound to feel unwanted.”
“Did I ask you, Jake?  No.  I am saving her life, alright?  Don’t push me.”
“You’re being an ass.”  Addy corrected.  “I know getting there will be hard, okay?  But, I don’t have much of a choice.  I have to find Yellowstone.”  She willed him to understand.  “It will lead me home, Cade.”
His head tilted.  “Lead you home.  I thought Yellowstone Why o’ Ming was your home.  Where you helped the polis’ only woman doctor and worked with your incredibly wealthy boss Brian on some kind of webs.”
Drat…
Addy stared at him silently, knowing she’d just made a mistake.
“No one lives in that place.”  Deke put in, his voice soft and certain.  “The water reeks of sulfur and the winters are more brutal than anything I’ve ever known.  She’s been there, but it’s not her home.”
All three brothers turned to look at her, their eyes narrowed suspiciously.
Double drat.
“Adeline, talk to me.  Now.”  Cade met her gaze with those fathomless lavender eyes.  “Tell me what’s really going on, lady.”
Oh… drat.
She wanted to tell him.  She really did.  She wanted to tell him everything.  But, if she did that, he’d think she was crazy.  Hell, even she thought she was crazy half the time.  What if Cade kicked her out or had her locked up in some future-y asylum?  No matter what she was starting to feel for the guy, could she risk that?
Addy’s lips pressed together to hold back a weepy rush of words.  “I’m going to Yellowstone National Park.”  She informed him tightly.  “I don’t need to explain myself.  I don’t need your permission.  And I don’t need your help.  You won’t draw me a map?  Fine.  I’ll figure it out myself.”
Cade’s hands slammed against the bar in frustration.  “You drive me insane, you know that?  It doesn’t surprise me at all that none of your people are looking for you.  You are so stubborn that…”  He stopped short, his head snapping towards the entrance.  “Someone’s coming.”
Deke peered out the window, just as loud knocking started at the door.  “Hugo.”  He muttered.  “Fuck.  He’s finally back.”
“He’s gonna want to meet Addy.”  Jacobi glanced over at Cade, a worried expression on his face.  “You know he’ll have heard about her the second he got here.  What do you want to do?”
“Let him in.”  Addy ordered, before Cade would answer.  Whoever Hugo was, he was saving her from an inquisition.  “If he wants to see me, he can see me.  I have nothing to hide.”
“Of course you don’t.”  Cade shot her a sneering look.  “You’re always such a fountain of truth and honesty.  Four gods, how does your aura still look like that, when you lie so easily?”
“Well, I polish it a lot.”
“We’re not going to get rid of Hugo unless we let him in or shoot him.”  Deke reported over the continued pounding on the door.  “Wanna hear my pick?”
Cade cursed under his breath.  “Let him in.”
Deke said something in their language.
“You think I don’t realize that?”  Cade snapped.  “But, we knew it was coming.  It’ll be for the best.”
“Will it?”  Deke didn’t sound convinced.  “Did you ask her?”
“Ask me what?”
“What’s the point in asking her?”  Cade demanded.  “Even if I did ask, what do you think she’d say, Deke?”
“Hell, I didn’t think she’d say most everything she’s ever said.  What do you have to lose by just asking?”
“Asking what?”  Addy repeated loudly.
Cade swore under his breath.  He glanced down at her, his eyes roaming over her face.  “Adeline, I…”  He hesitated and changed his mind about whatever he’d planned to say.  “Just go upstairs and let me handle this.”  He finally decided.  “Alright?”
Jacobi sighed at Cade and showed off his new command of English slang.  “Dude, you suck.”



Chapter Six
 
If you encounter any wild animals during your visit, remember to stay calm and use your head.
These natural inhabitants are more scared of you than you are of them.
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“Just got back from Hot Springs a couple hours ago.”  Hugo Wode, Shadow-of-the-Gods’ mayor, said affably, even as his beady eyes scanned around the saloon.  “First thing I hear is that you boys have a visitor.”
Hugo was a young man, who took pride in his appearance and tonight he seemed especially fancified.  He was dressed in the same too-tight suit he’d been wearing since the election, but he’d added a gold chain to his neck and shined his boots to a high polish.  His hair was waxed into place with buffalo tallow and his mustache was slicked into stylish cat’s whiskers.  He would’ve blended right into at some ritzy Hot Springs’ restaurant, but he looked completely out of place standing in the Westins’ bar.
Cade’s jaw ticked.  There was only one reason for this ridiculousness and she was currently peering down from the upstairs balcony.  He could feel her waiting for an opportunity to cause disruption.  Every instinct in his body told him to vault over the counter and drag Hugo from the building before he got within ten feet of Addy.
…Which was why he didn’t move.
Cade had been waiting for weeks for Hugo to arrive.  The bastard would never allow a lady like Addy to stay with a Voltyn.  Cade knew that.  The mayor would insist on carting her back to his mansion on the hill.  This whole situation was inevitable… and for the best.
Cade was getting way too attached to the girl.  He needed to let go of her now, while he still could.  Buying her gifts, so he could see her smile, and listening to her play the vianorgan was just getting him in deeper.  Hugo was probably saving his life by taking Addy out of his reach.
So why had Cade sent her upstairs?
“Folks are saying she’s a real looker, too.”  Hugo continued when all three Westins just stared at him.  He didn’t like to stand too close to Cade, so he hovered an awkward distance away from the bar.  That put him closer to Deke, though, which also seemed to unnerve him.
Possibly, it was the look of death Deke was shooting him.
Hugo cleared his throat, uneasy with the silence.  “Is she hiding in her room?  Any lady would, being around a Voltyn and the trash in this bar.  Best let me have a chat with the poor girl.”
Jacobi flashed Cade an unhappy look.  He didn’t want Adeline to go anywhere and he clearly blamed Cade for even letting Hugo through the door.
The kid adored Addy, soaking up the attention she showed him.  Cade had never realized how much Jake missed having a feminine influence in his life until he watched Addy lecture the boy about his card playing or teach him Why o’ Ming dance steps.  Jake hung on her every word, no matter how crazy it was.  And at least six times a day, he was nagging Cade to do something so they could keep her.
Godsdamn it, wanted to.  He just knew it wouldn’t work.  Addy didn’t want him.  There was no way.  She could do so much better than Cade and she deserved so much better than this gods-awful place.
“Addy speaks the Old Language, Hugo.”  Jacobi finally said in a surly tone, when it became clear neither Deke nor Cade was going to speak.  “So, she’s not going to understand you.  …And she’s pretty boring, anyway.  You probably don’t want to waste your time on her.”
Hugo smirked.  “I’ve had a bit
of education, so I think I can communicate with her in that tongue.”  He sat down at one of the tables, his gaze lazily tracing over the portrait of Mon-Row behind the bar and lingering on her breasts.  “Boring or not, it won’t be a waste of time to help a wealthy visitor to the polis.  A lady has got to have influential friends, right?  She’ll be glad to have someone a little more refined to talk to.”
Deke arched a brow at that remark and switched to Addy’s dialect.  “We could still shoot him.”  He said casually.
“No thanks, I don’t drink ale.”  Hugo reported, not understanding a word of that threat.
Jacobi had to turn his head to hide his snickering.  Even Cade felt his mouth curve.  In the weeks that Addy had been staying with them, all the brothers were smiling more.  Deke was speaking in full sentences.  Jacobi was filled with boyish speculation about her homeland.  Cade woke up in the morning and didn’t dread the start of another day.
He’d told Addy to stay away from him, but he was the one who couldn’t bring himself to steer clear.  How could anyone avoid the only bright spot in the house?
It was hard to explain, but the little nut somehow lightened everything around her.  Addy didn’t have to do anything beyond walk into the room and the day was better.  It was like she was the missing piece the Westins had been searching for.  She fit with them, completing some picture that he hadn’t known was unfinished.
Of course, she was also creating more chaos then even he’d anticipated and he’d anticipated a lot.  It was impossible to predict what she was going to do or say next, because nothing she did or said made sense.  She liked to tease him about being an alien, but sometime he thought she was the one who’d come from another planet.
The woman had no idea how to light a simple lantern.  Every time she tried, she nearly lit herself on fire.  When a sanbor prowled up the street, she watched it like she’d never seen a lizard before.  The previous night, Jacobi had asked her to tell a famous story from her polis and she’d woven some crazy tale of a mermaid who fell in love with a prince and gave up her voice to walk on land.  She even sang a song about living under the sea.
How the hell could Addy think of a story like that?  The oceans had been dead for five hundred years.  Did she not know that?  How could she not know that?  Where did she come from that she didn’t know the most common sense things?
The questions kept Cade awake at night.  Well, that and the knowledge that Addy was tucked in bed, one room away, soft and sweet and possibly naked.  Every time he closed his eyes, he could picture her flawless skin sliding against the sheets.  She was so fucking perfect.  Nothing so perfect could come from this shithole world.  He knew that.  No matter how he tried, Cade couldn’t explain her presence in any logical way.
Maybe she was the miracle Deke believed.  Addy had just walked in from the snow, like she’d appeared out of thin air.  Where were her people?  Her baggage?  Her wagon?  He’d scouted the whole area and there was nothing.  He couldn’t believe that she’d traveled all the way from the Wilderness alone, so, however she’d arrived, it wasn’t normal.
She wasn’t normal.
But, whoever she was and wherever she came from, having Addy around lifted the gloom that had existed over the Westins since before he could remember.  Or maybe he couldn’t remember a time without it, because the oppressive cloud had descended at Cade’s conception.
Ever since his father impregnated a Voltyn woman, a pall of shame and hopelessness had settled over the family.  Nothing could dispel the stigma of his birth.  Not his mother dying in childbirth or his father marrying a cold and pious human.  Addy had no idea about Voltyn, though.  Hell, she didn’t even know how to pronounce Voltyn.  The girl was quite possibly the only person in the world with no hatred for his race.  Being near her was like getting washed clean.  Every time Cade saw her, the click grew louder and louder.
…And he grew more certain that he needed to get rid of her before it was too late.
“Adeline.”  He called and hated himself.  “Someone’s here to see you.”
“Moron.”  Jacobi muttered in disgust.
Deke shook his head and went back to staring out the window.  “You’ll regret this, Cade.  You should’ve just asked her to stay.”
Godsdamn it.
“I was about to come back down on my own.”  Addy bounded down the stairs.  Her compliance had lasted a full thirty seconds longer that Cade thought it would, so he supposed she deserved some credit.  “I needed to see Tony the Tiger up close.”  Her eyes locked on Hugo’s cat-whiskered mustache, like it fascinated her.  “I mean, damn.  That thing is epic.”
Hugo’s jaw sagged.  He might have been told she was “a real looker,” but there was no preparing for Adeline Mulhaney.  She’d been borrowing Jacobi’s old clothes, so she’d have something clean to wear.  The lush curves of her body filled out the pants and flannel shirt in ways that defied the laws of gods and men.  Someone would have to be blind not to stare.
Cade’s eyes flicked over to Hugo and wanted to slaughter the son of a bitch, anyway.
“This is the mayor, Addy.  He wanted to meet you.”  Jacobi shot Cade a sideways look, gauging his reaction to Hugo’s gaping.  “This is your fault.”  He mouthed.
Cade ignored that and moved from behind the bar, so he was between Hugo and Addy.  He couldn’t stop himself.
“He’s your mayor?”  Addy’s gaze stayed on Hugo’s fashionable facial hair.  The feline look was all the rage in the bigger cities.  Even Cade knew that.  But, she couldn’t seem to tear her eyes off of the half-foot wide whiskers sticking off the sides of Hugo’s face.  “Someone voted for a guy who looked like this?”
“I didn’t.”  Deke intoned, still staring into the night.  “Bigoted fuck.”
“I’m Mayor Hugo Wode, ma’am.”  Hugo squeaked out in a too-high voice.  Then, he remembered she didn’t understand their language.  “I mean,” he cleared his throat, speaking very slowly, “Greetings beautiful cow.  You bring much Wednesday to our jungle.”  He gave a gallant bow.  “I am the ardent groper, Hugo Wode.”
This time Jacobi didn’t bother to hide his snickering.
Addy blinked.  “Um… thank you.”  She was always lady, even in the face of idiots.  “I’m Adeline Mulhaney.”
Hugo tried to edge closer to her, but Cade blocked his path.  Hugo was too far gone to notice.  “I had heard of your sausage, but you are…” Hugo trailed off and looked at Cade, switching back to their dialect.  “Quick, how do I say ‘more lovely than I dreamed’ in her language?”
Cade’s teeth ground together.  He lowered his voice, so only Hugo could hear.
“Warts cover my ass.”  Hugo obediently repeated to Addy in a breathless tone.
Deke honest-to-the-four-gods burst out laughing.  The guy hadn’t laughed since the Wilderness War, but now he was roaring with hilarity.  Jacobi wasn’t much better.  The kid’s head was on the table as his shoulders shook uncontrollably.  It occurred to Cade that he’d never made his brothers laugh before.
Addy’s eyes went wide.  “Okay.  Good to know.”  She looked over at Cade and her mouth curved.  “You may have given him the wrong translational there.”
He loved to see her smile.  “Voltyn have no sense of humor, so such a petty act is impossible.”
Hugo ignored their chatter.  “A woman like this cannot be staying here.”  He sputtered, regaining a bit of brainpower.  “She deserves to be in a respectable place.  Look at her!”  He swept a hand at Addy’s perfect body.  “Mizusa Mulhaney is clearly a lady.  What would it do to her reputation if word got out she’d shared a house with you?”
Cade had known this would happen, but rage still filled him.  “She is a guest in the hotel.  Nothing more.”
Hugo ignored that.  “It simply won’t do.  I think I’d better take her home with me.  Much more appropriate…”
“No.”
The word was out before Cade could stop it.  Now that the moment was here, he couldn’t let Addy just walk away.  Something rose up inside of him, revolting at the very idea.  It couldn’t be emotion, since Voltyn didn’t feel.  But, whatever it was, it trumped every rational thought in his head, driving out logic.  Addy brought sunlight to his dark life.  He needed her.
Deke and Jacobi turned to look at him in proud surprise.  Anytime he made his little brothers proud of him, he had to be doing something right, right?
Shit, what was he doing?
Hugo’s round face suffused with color.  “You cannot…  A woman like this will never…”  He was too flustered to even form sentences.  “See here, Cade, you must be reasonable about this.  You’re a Voltyn.  You know how this looks.”
Addy’s gaze cut between them, sensing the escalating tension.  “Now what?”
“Hugo wants to take you to his house.”  Jacobi volunteered.  “He doesn’t like you being with Cade.”
“Why not?”  Only she would have to ask something so obvious.
“He thinks a Voltyn is unsuitable company for a lady.”  Jacobi shot Cade a quick look and loyally added.  “But, he’s wrong, Addy.  Really.  You belong here with us.  Cade isn’t going to hurt you or…”
Addy cut off that spirited defense of Cade’s honor.  “Oh Lord, this again?”  She whirled back around to Cade.  “Just tell him I’m not a lady.  I know you keep calling me that, but I’m really not.  Ask my father.  He’s always saying I’m a scatterbrain and embarrassment.  I got drunk at my own cotillion and threw up on my date’s shoes.  That’s not what a lady would do.”
Cade’s attention stayed on Hugo, considering what was best for Addy.  What the hell was he doing?  The mayor had a point.  It really would be impossible for her to recover if her name was linked to a Voltyn.  She might not understand that, but Cade did.  How could he ask her to stay with him and ruin her whole life?
He let out a long breath.  “Hugo has the largest home in the polis, Adeline.  It is warmer and more luxurious than your room here.  You’d be very comfortable there.  And if you stay with him, you will meet people from your own world.”
“I seriously doubt that.”
“Perhaps not quite so refined as you’re used to, but he is the richest man around.  He’s a better companion for you, until spring.”
“No, I am the richest person around.”  Addy corrected.  “Or at least Brian is.”
Cade had serious doubts that “Brian” even existed.  Just so the man didn’t have designs on Addy, he didn’t much care, though.  “Adeline, you must…”
She cut him off.  “Damn it, didn’t we settle this?  Look, I’ll give you more money, if that’s what it takes to stay.  Lots more.  I know you want me gone, but I can pay you double.  I swear.”
“She doesn’t want to go.”  For the first time since the Wilderness War, white swirled into Deke’s murky aura.  Hope.  Adeline had done that.  “I knew I was right about her.”  He glanced at Cade.  “What the fuck are you doing, trying to sabotage this?  Let the woman decide what she wants.”
“She doesn’t know what she wants.”  Cade retorted.  Godsdammit, why didn’t she understand the simplest things?  “Adeline, it is not about the money.  It would just be better for you if you weren’t… connected to me.”
“It would be better for you, you mean.”  She shot back, her face reflecting outrage and betrayal.  How could she possibly have turned this around so he was the one being unreasonable?  “I know you wanted me gone at the beginning, but I thought we were getting closer.  I thought…”  Addy trailed off and green eyes glittered with hurt tears.  “Don’t you like me?”  She asked in a confused voice.
Gods, she was going to gut him, if she kept it up.  “I like you too much, lady.”  Cade whispered helplessly.  “For your own sake, you have to go.”
“No.  I’m holding you to our deal.  It’s best for me to stay here and you promised I could.  I don’t even know this guy!”  She waved a hand at Hugo.  “Deke says he’s a bigot.  Didn’t you say that, Deke?”
“I did say that.  And he is.”
“You see?”
Cade let out a long sigh.  “That may be true, but Hugo’s not bigoted towards you.”
“Oh, like that makes it so much better.”  She scoffed, wiping at her eyes.  “So, I should pal around with bigots, because they haven’t turned on me, yet?  Is that who you think I am?”  She leaned closer to him, her voice going serious.  “I was the fat kid in school, Cade.  The one nobody wanted to play with and who even the teachers picked on.”
Cade couldn’t imagine there would ever be a place where Adeline wasn’t treasured.  It didn’t seem possible.  Yellowstone must be the dankest hole in the universe to not see her glow.
“I know the Voltyn prejudice here is even worse,” she continued, “but do I understand at least some of it.  I know what it feels like to be left out and picked on.  No one deserves that, certainly not you.  It doesn’t matter what anybody else in this town thinks.  I am on your side, Cade.  They can just hate both of us, if they want to be idiots.”
It took him a moment to find words.  The woman was going to drive him to his knees.  “You’re speaking as if some battle is being waged.  It isn’t.  This fight is long over and the humans have won.  Stand with them or you’ll suffer their wrath, too.  It’s impossible to change the way things are.”
She met his gaze dead on.  “If we don’t try to change the impossible, then nothing would ever change.”
Cade’s hands grew hot and he shoved them into his pockets to hide his reaction to her words.
“What is she saying?”  Hugo demanded, glowering at Cade.  “She seems upset.  Have you upset her?”
“She’s upset at the idea of leaving Cade.”  Jacobi corrected quietly.  Adeline’s speech must have affected him too, because he was regarding her in something like wonder.  “She wants to stay with him.”
Hugo’s eyes bugged.  “She wants to stay with a Voltyn?  No.  That’s impossible.  She must not understand.”  That was true, but it still pissed Cade off to hear someone else say it.  Hugo focused on Addy with a repressive frown and switched to her language.  “Cade is… bad… manatee.  You… stout… me… instead… for… laundry.”  He held out a hand and gestured for her to come close.
Addy shook her head and moved back from him.  That forest green gaze turned up to Cade, full of trust that he’d done nothing to earn.  From the moment she’d walked into his bar, she’d been expecting him to act as a human would.  And not just any human, but the kind of honorable man who didn’t exist outside ridiculous mermaid stories.  “Don’t let him take me away.  Please.”
Deke and Jacobi were both staring at him, waiting to see what he’d do.  Even Hugo hesitated, looking at Cade for some clue as to how they should proceed.
Cade squeezed his eyes shut.
Fuck.
This was going to be a disaster.  Every time Addy said “please,” the argument was over, though.  He had absolutely no defense against it.  No one had ever asked him for anything using that word before.  Not even his brothers.  It was a human word.  Using “please” with a Voltyn was pointless, considering they had no compassion or empathy.  They didn’t say “please.”  They didn’t respond to “please.”  It was ridiculous to think they even understood “please.”
But, Adeline Mulhaney didn’t seem to know that.  She said “please” like she expected it to work.  …And because she believed it, it did.
“I told you, you can stay until spring.”  He muttered.  “I don’t break my promises.  If you want to ruin your reputation by turning your back on the most important human in the polis, be my guest.”
His brothers’ eyebrows shot upward as the ease of his capitulation.  Cade didn’t capitulate.  Ever.  Surrender wasn’t in the Voltyn blood.
Addy smiled in triumph, missing the astonished reactions of the others.  She loved to win, which was lucky since she somehow always ended up as the victor in their disputes.  The woman could out plan and outmaneuver anyone.  “Then, I’m not leaving this hotel.”  She edged back another step as Hugo beckoned her forward.  “Can cat-guy make me leave this hotel?”
Cade hesitated.  “No.”  …But Hugo would certainly try.
“Good.  So tell him to get lost, because he’s freaking me out.”
Cade snorted at that impatient demand.  The woman didn’t even reach his shoulder, but she’d taken over his life like a ghaa beast.  How could he ever have thought to part with her, even one moment sooner than he had to?  Getting rid of Addy now wouldn’t protect himself from heartbreak.  It was far too late for that.
“Alright.”  He murmured.  “You’d better go upstairs for real this time, though.  Hugo won’t like hearing it.”  Neither would his small army of hired men.
“You must hand her over, at once!”  Hugo blustered.  “It’s basically kidnaping to keep an innocent human woman locked up here!”
“Locked up, my ass.”  Jacobi shot back and glanced over to her.  “Addy, who do you want to stay with?”  He spoke so slowly that even Hugo would understand her language.  “Cade?”  He motioned to Cade.  “Or Hugo?”  He motioned to Hugo.
Addy very deliberately pointed at Cade.
So that was what it felt like to chosen.
Cade had always wondered.  Through all the times his father had taken his brothers hunting and left him behind and his stepmother refused to let him call her “mom.”  All the children’s games he’d been excluded from and stores that wouldn’t allow him through the door.  All the women who pretended they didn’t know him in the morning.  Finally, someone had picked him and it was even better than he’d imagined… because it was her.
Cade gazed down at Addy’s impossible aura and knew what he’d known from the second he heard that click in his head.  “Nynan.”  He breathed.
“See?”  Jacobi turned to Hugo with a victorious grin.  “It’s Addy’s choice and she wants to stay with us.”
“Well, she doesn’t get to make that choice.”  Hugo snapped, furious over Addy’s slight.  “We have rules in this polis about Voltyn corrupting human women.”
It was difficult for a Voltyn to smirk, but Cade managed it.  “Rules won’t matter much to you, if you’re dead.”  The words were a flat vow.  “And if you touch Adeline, we’re going to have a problem.”
Hugo gasped in outrage at the threat.  “I’m not afraid of you, you bastard!  Your family has always been blight on this polis.  Deke’s a madman, Jacobi’s just a screw up, and you’re a Voltyn.  You and your brothers aren’t going to sully this girl with your insanity and lawlessness.”
Deke rolled his eyes.
“I’m not just a screw up!”  Jacobi snapped in a tone that suggested he thought exactly the opposite.  “One day, I’m going to have my moment and everyone will see that I can be more that some stupid kid in this…”
Hugo cut him off, his eyes on Cade.  “You’re giving me the woman, Westin.  If need be, I’ll go to Sheriff Zecker.”  Hugo arched a smug brow.  “He told me himself that she should be taken from you, but I thought we could do this the civilized way.”  Zecker’s sadistic streak and hatred for Voltyn was legendary in Shadow-of-the-Gods.
Cade didn’t care.  “I never claimed to be civilized.”  He snarled back.  “Adeline will stay here, with me, for as long as she likes.  Now, get the hell out of my bar.”
“Is Garfield the Cat still trying to abduct me away to be respectable?”  Addy was attempting to follow the argument, as Hugo grew even angrier.
“Yes, but it won’t work.  And not just because you are an unlady who throws up on shoes.”  Cade wanted to brush a hand over her hair, but touching her in front of Hugo would just make things worse.  “Go back upstairs, Adeline.  We will deal with this.”
He glanced over at Deke, who gave a philosophical shrug.  Jacobi moved towards the closest weapon.  His brothers weren’t going to argue over the coming bloodshed.  Addy had aligned herself with the Westins and no one took what belonged to the Westins without one hell of a fight.
Addy picked up on the undercurrents, her eyes narrowing.  “Wait, are you three about to get in a brawl over this?”  She snorted.  “Lord, why am I not surprised.  You know what, I’ll deal with it myself.  The last time you guys handled things, there were a bunch of dead bodies and a shootout in the street.  Watch and learn how to dissuade a jerkoff in a bar.”  She stepped closer to Cade and yanked his head down.
Their lips met and Cade’s mind went blank.
Adeline’s mouth opened against his and everything that he’d been before was swept away.  No, burned away in the bright halo of gold that surrounded her.
His whole life, he’d been staring through a window of a party he wasn’t invited to.  Unwanted.  Shunned.  Left out and overlooked.  But, Adeline Mulhaney threw open the door and dragged him inside.  A woman he wasn’t worthy to desire, but who he wanted beyond anything he’d ever dreamed.  She tasted like Adeline had to taste.  Like clean, hot salvation.  Like touching the top of the sky.  Addy was in his arms and he was free.
Two heartbeats of time.  That was all it took.  Cade didn’t even have the chance to kiss her back, because he was too damn shocked to move.  Then, Addy pulled back from him, looking as startled as he felt.
Green eyes blinked up at him, her cheeks flushed.  “Did you just hear a click?”  She whispered.
Gods yes.
Addy shook her head, without waiting for an answer.  She probably noticed that he was in no condition to come up with an intelligible response.  “Sorry.  Stupid question, for a second I just thought…”  She trailed off, like she didn’t know how to explain it.
Neither did Cade, but he knew what it meant.
“Right.”  Addy looked over at Hugo and got back to business, calling on Jacobi’s language lessons.  “Fuck off, asshole.”  She said in their dialect and gave the mayor a taunting wave goodbye.  Turning on her heel, she headed for the stairs.  “There you go, fellas.  I think Hugo understood that just fine without the big fight scene.”
Oh, Hugo understood it, alright…  Which was why the fight was about to be far, far worse.
Cade would’ve reacted to the whole situation faster, but his brain was still stalled.  He simply couldn’t process the seismic shift in his reality.  Addy just kissed him.  Publically.  Even if she’d only meant it to discourage Hugo, it was still unprecedented.  No human would ever publically kiss a Voltyn, especially not a lady like Adeline.  They didn’t consort with his kind.  It was against the law and, more important, against every rule of respectable human society.  Cade had known all along that what he wanted from her was impossible.
Except she’d kissed him and it had been… pure.  Absolutely pure, like nothing he’d ever known.  He reached over to steady himself on a tabletop, his whole system reeling.
“Holy shit!”  Jacobi blurted out in scandalized delight.  “Now, she’s done it!”
Deke cringed as if he knew they were about to witness the first casualty in a new war.
Hugo’s whiskers twitched in fury.  Thinking back on it later, he probably didn’t mean to grab Addy’s arm as she flounced off.  The whole thing was over in even less time than the kiss, so he surely hadn’t planned it.  The mayor was just used to being the most eligible bachelor in the polis.  He probably didn’t know how to deal with a woman blatantly choosing someone else over him.  Certainly not a Voltyn.
In the face of Addy’s rejection, Hugo’s bland aura went wild.  Usually, it was a dim blob of beige-y brown, with some oozing maroon smugness at the edges.  Now, it sparked with unprecedented shades of violent red.
With no other recourse to save his pride, the mayor charged towards the stairs after Addy.  His meaty fingers reached out to seize her wrist, his grip biting into her perfect skin.  “Hold on a fvreing minute!”  He barked and events spiraled so damn fast that no one reacted quickly enough to stop them.
Addy cried out in surprise and pain, as Hugo dragged towards him.  “Son-of-a-bitch!”  She tried to yank away from him grasp, because the woman would always fight against bullies.  It was part of what made her Adeline.  The crazed and impossible belief that she could take on all the injustice in the world and make it right.
Hugo hadn’t expected her resistance.  He tugged harder and Addy lost her balance in the brief struggle.  She fell backwards, passed Hugo’s shocked form, and hit the ground at the base of the stairs.  Her body crumpled into a small heap, flaming-gold hair tumbling against the floorboards.
…And Cade’s vision went black.
He had no idea what happened next.  One second he was gaping down at Addy’s dazed face and the next Hugo was being launched into the air.  Cade knew he must have done it, but he was didn’t recall reaching for his powers.  They were just there, blasting out like every horror story ever whispered about his kind.  Purple lightning scorched the air, creating a firestorm of flashing and heat and screaming.
So much screaming.
He heard Hugo frantic shrieks, and his own bellow of rage, and Deke shouting his name, telling him to stop, but the sounds were drowned out by Cade’s powers.  He saw Jacobi scrambling forward and dragging Addy out of range, his body shielding hers as sparks rained down.  He even had the impression of Addy’s eyes going wide, finally realizing why she should fear a Voltyn.
But mostly there was just Cade and the fucking human who’d hurt his woman.
The first lightning blast had hit Hugo in the chest, sending the guy flying halfway across the bar.  Panicked and in shock, he regrouped enough to try and flee.  Hugo rolled onto his stomach and desperately crawled for the door.
Cade stalked after him, all his instincts screaming for blood.
“Stop!”  Deke bellowed again.
“My God.”  Addy whispered, her voice seeming to come from a long way off.  “Voltrons can control electricity.”
“Stay back!”  Hugo shrieked, wobbling to his feet.  “You can’t do this to me!  I’ll have you arrested, you inhuman monster!”
Another purple arc slammed into Hugo, this one striking him hard enough to send him right through the exterior wall.  Wooden planks and plaster fell away like they were never there at all.  It was going to be a real pain in the ass to repair.  Hugo’s body left a gaping hole in the side of the tavern, jangling Addy’s wind chime.  The bits of metal and glass clanged together, as he sailed passed and landed in the middle of the street.  Cade stared out at the unconscious mayor and realized he’d scorched the man’s mustache off.
“Fuck!”  Deke rushed over to grab Cade’s arm and his expression desperate.  “Are you out of your mind?!”  He gave Cade a shake trying to regain his attention.  “Stop!”
There were laws to protect humans from Voltyn.  This situation wasn’t an honor ritual, like the honuel.  It was a crime.  It didn’t matter that Hugo would recover or that Adeline had been harmed first.  Cade wasn’t allowed to touch the son of a bitch.  Ever.
Cade gave an indifferent shrug and knew he’d do the same thing, again.  Maybe it was Adeline’s influence, but making a pointless stand suddenly didn’t seem so pointless.  “Nynan.”  He said simply.
Deke closed his eyes like he was in pain.
“Cade, are you okay?”  Addy called, trying to figure out what was going on.  It would be a wonder if she wasn’t traumatized for life by what she’d just witnessed.
“I’m fine.”  He didn’t want to look at her for fear he’d see disgust in her eyes.  “Stay back, Adeline.”
“He’s not fine.”  Deke shoved Cade away, his hands plowing through his matted hair.  “Godsdamn it, Cade!  Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
“Of course I do.  And you would’ve done the same thing.”
“I’m a human, asshole.  I’m allowed to be a maniac!  They’re going to come for you!”
Jacobi glanced between his brothers, his eyes suddenly young.  It was the same way he’d looked at Cade when he found out he was suddenly an orphan.  Scared and lost and expecting his big brother to fix it.  Only Cade hadn’t been able to change the fact that their parents had been killed by Outlanders and he couldn’t fix this.  The best he could do was make it easier.
Voltyn might not know how to love, but they knew how to defend.  It was what they’d been bred to do, after all.  All the softer emotions Cade couldn’t feel were channeled into protecting his family.  The unmistakable whisper of his mother’s blood moved within him.  The knowledge that he’d do anything to ensure the three people in this room were safe.  He had to keep them out of this.  Jake, Deke and Addy needed to be okay, even if it meant Cade wasn’t.
Protecting them
was
all that mattered.
“Cade.”  Jake whispered and his voice shook.  “What’s gonna happen, now?”
Cade watched as the humans began to gather in the street and kept his voice calm.  “You’re going to wait in here and close the door, while I go outside.”
Jake frowned, not understanding the plan.  “Then what?”
“Then, I’m going to be hanged.”
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“So, now we have to break the big doofus out of jail.”  Addy summarized, looking between Jacobi and Deke.  “How do we do that?”
“You don’t do anything.”  Deke was drinking alcohol straight from the bottle as he paced around the saloon.  “The last thing he’d want is you heading down there and making this worse.  Cade wouldn’t even be in this mess if it wasn’t for you.”
“And now I’m going to get him out of it.”  She shot back.  “And the only way to do that is a jailbreak.”
When Cade had walked outside, Addy had been right behind him.  She’d tried reasoning with the hateful crowd and that asshole sheriff, but they hadn’t been interested in anything except hauling Cade away.  And hitting him.  And not even giving him a trial, before they sentenced him to death.
Oh, and Zecker looked nothing like Timothy Olyphant.  As usual, Shadow-of-the-Gods couldn’t do a damn thing right.  The sheriff was a rotund jackass with corkscrewed facial hair.  His white pompadour and the triangular-shaped badge on his hip gave him an air of authority that he used like a club.
Cade had been totally right about Zecker disliking Addy.  Apparently, just staying in the tavern was enough to blacken her name in his eyes.  The sheriff’s gaze had narrowed as she talked, not understanding a word she said or even trying to.  She told him that he was making a huge mistake, but he’d waved her aside like she was nothing.  Instead, he’d snapped something with the word “Voltyn” in it and Addy assumed that he was accusing her of being on Cade’s side.
Before she could agree with that completely accurate assessment, Cade had interjected a firm denial.  He shook his head at Zecker, but his gaze was on Addy.  “Do not say another word.”  He warned her in English.  “It won’t do any good to land yourself in a cage beside me.  Stay with my brothers and be safe.”  Then, he turned to say something to Deke and the sheriff had carted him off to prison.
Jacobi had hauled Addy back from getting between Cade and the gestapo or she’d probably be in jail, too.  God, she’d never been so angry in her life.  This couldn’t happen.
The plan to keep an airport-conversation distance between herself and the Westins was history.  Hell, it had probably never really been a workable plan, to begin with.  Not with Cade being so damn appealing.  Would she have kissed some random guy she met on a flight to Denver?  No.  She’d kissed Cade, because the impossible jackass was… Cade.
“I’m going to fix this.”  Addy insisted, mostly for her own benefit.  “There’s really no one we can appeal the sentence to?  Like a higher court or something?”
Deke shot her a fuming look, but remained silent.
In the hour since Cade had been arrested, they’d nailed a quilt up over the hole in the wall, but otherwise everything was still in shambles.  It took all of their concentration to shout at each other and try to think of what to do next.
Jacobi was paler and more somber than she’d ever seen him.  “No one cares if a Voltyn gets executed.  Even if they did, there isn’t time to stop this.  They’re going to hang Cade at dawn.  They’re really gonna do it.”  For once, Jake looked like the scared kid he was underneath the bravado.
“No one’s going to hang Cade.”  Addy promised, reaching over to grip Jake’s hand.  “We’ll get him back, sweetie.  Don’t worry.”
Jacobi turned his palm so his fingers linked with her.
“And how are we gonna do that?”  Deke gestured out the window, towards the wooden building that served as the jail.  “There are a hundred pissed off humans standing around down there, waiting for the show.  You think they’ll let us walk in and open his cell door?”
Jacobi’s blue eyes met Addy’s steady gaze, ignoring Deke’s negativity.  “You’re not scared of Cade now, are you?”  He blurted out.  “You shouldn’t be, Addy.  Really.  Cade likes you.  More than I’ve ever seen him like anyone.  What happened wasn’t about anything except him seeing you get hurt and losing control for a minute.  The power he has,” he shook his head, “it doesn’t make him not human.”
“I know.”
Jacobi wasn’t convinced.  “Because, everybody’s always scared of Cade.  My mom and dad were always watching him.  Telling me not to get too close to him.  Waiting for Cade to hurt me or something.  But, he never did.  Not ever.”
“I know.”  Addy repeated.
Cade Westin would never harm anyone weaker than himself.  She’d known that from the first.  The man was a protector.  He’d argue it was because of his super-soldier DNA, but she knew better.  It was his heart.  The man had the biggest, most honorable, softest heart she’d ever known.  He’d saved her life and done so much more.  Addy’s free hand slipped into her pocket, her fingers rubbing against the bottle of nail polish Cade had given her.
Damn it, she was getting him back.
“I have always been a screw up,” Jake continued, “but Cade watches out for me, even when he shouldn’t bother.”  He gave a watery sniff.  “I lost Dad’s compass one time, playing cards with that asshole Berh Hutty.  Remember that, Deke?”
Deke rubbed his hands over his face so hard that his skin pulled tight.  “Jakey…”
“I was about seven and I knew the old man was gonna kill me.  So, I came running into Cade’s room and I hid under the bed.  It was where I felt safe.”  Jacobi was staring down at the table and not seeing it.  “But, then Dad comes rampaging it and starts in on Cade, accusing him of hiding me.  Drunk off his ass, like he always was.  Hitting Cade, ‘cause Cade’s not telling him where I am.  And hitting him and hitting him.  And I’m crying out, but Dad’s too far gone to even hear me.”
Addy closed her eyes.
“Cade lands on the floor, right in front of bed.”  Jacobi went on.  “And we look at each other.  I see he’s hurt and I start to crawl out, but he pushes me back under the mattress.”  Jacobi gave a mystified snort, like he still couldn’t believe it.  “The son of a bitch pushed me back, so Dad didn’t see me.  He got beat to hell, for something I did, and all he cared about was protecting me.  And when it was over, the only thing he asked me was if I was alright.”
Yes, that sounded like Cade Westin.
Jacobi’s reddened gaze met her, willing her to understand.  “My brother is more human than anyone I’ve ever met.  He doesn’t see it, but I do.  You need to know that, because he’s gonna think you’re scared of him.  And I don’t want him thinking that at the end, Addy.  It’s not fair that he would think…”  He stopped, unable to go on without breaking down.
She gave his hand a squeeze.  “Jake, I promise you, I have never been scared of Cade.  I never will be.  And this isn’t the end.  I get feelings about things sometimes and I have a very strong feeling that I’m not through with your idiot brother, yet.  Not by a long shot.”
Jacobi pulled back to swipe his palm under his nose and nodded.  “Right.  Good.”  He cleared his throat.  “So, you’ll think of a way to get him out, then?”
“No.  We’ll think of a way.  The three of us.”  If they couldn’t do it the legal way, they’d go with drastic measures.  “Like I said, we need to break him out of jail.”
Deke snorted.  “Zecker’s going to suspect that me and Jake will try something.  They’re not going to let us near Cade.”
“I could get near him.  Hugo’s still out of it and the sheriff sure wasn’t listening to me earlier.  What if I tell them that I was leaving with the nice mayor and cruel Cade tried to stop me?  I’ll bet you they’d let me into the jail to confront my Voltyn abductor, if I squeezed out some tears.”
Deke took another long drink from his bottle, his eyes narrowed.  “Fine.  Then what?”
“…I have no clue.  That’s as far as I got with the idea.”
“Fucking hell.”  He went back to pacing.
“Well, why do I have to come up with everything?  Help me think of the rest of the plan!”
“We should’ve gotten out of here years ago.”  Jacobi muttered.  “Zecker’s been looking for an excuse to get rid of Cade.  It’s ‘cause Ma never liked him and the sheriff always had that thing for Ma.  If that son of a bitch had his way, he wouldn’t have let Cade buy this place, at all.”  He angled his jaw.  “We need to free Cade and never come back here.  That’s the only way.”
“Even if we get him out, where are we going to go?”  Deke was consumed with pessimistic despair and refusing to contribute anything beyond anger.  “We won’t be able to come back here and there’s snow blocking the pass.  We’ll either freeze to death in the mountains or they’ll track us down and hang all four of us within the week.”
Addy glowered at him.  “Then at least your brother will be alive for another seven days.”  She snapped.  “Since he loves you and you love him, I think it’s worth the risk.”
The relationship between the Westins was one of the main reasons she’d always been so comfortable around them.  They might be future-y cowboys who bickered, and occasionally exchanged blows, and generally drove each other crazy, but they had an unbreakable bond.  Maybe it wasn’t sitcom perfect, but they were still how she’d pictured a real family should be, back when her parents forgot her in Brussels over Christmas break.
Deke turned away.  “Voltyn don’t love anyone.  You heard Cade say that yourself.”
“Cade’s full of shit.”  Addy told him succinctly.  “He feels just as much as everyone else does.  Maybe more.  If the situation was reversed, he would come for you.”
“She’s right.  Cade would do anything for his family.”  Jacobi agreed, his attention on Deke.  “He loves you and me and Addy.  Anyone could see that.”
Addy flashed him a surprised look, astonished that she was being included in that list.
“He would come for any of us.”  Jake picked up a deck of cards, restlessly shuffled them like he just needed some outlet for his nervous energy.  “When you got captured in the Wilderness, Cade went out to find you, Deke.  You woulda died, without him.”
“I was supposed to fucking die.”
“Cade didn’t see it that way.  He got you back home and helped you when you were out of your mind.  When you were talking to walls, and shooting at people who weren’t there, and locking yourself in the closet for a month at a time.  He saved you.”
“I know!”  Deke roared, more words than he’d spoken in years rushing out of him.  “I know Cade better than I know myself.  I know he’d always come for me, alright?  I knew lying in that fucking Outlander cage, that my brother would come.”  He held up his amputated arm.  “I knew it when they took my hand and ate it front of me.”
Addy’s eyebrows soared.  Holy shit.
“Cade was what kept me living for one more day and one more day and one more day.”  Deke continued.  “Even when it would’ve been so much easier to stop, I kept going, because I knew Cade would be there soon.”
Addy couldn’t imagine having that kind of faith in someone.  To just know they would find you, if you were lost.
“You think you’re the only one who grew up in that house, Jake?”  Deke’s voice cracked.  “The only one who knows that Cade fucking saved us every day?”  He looked over at Addy.  “Dad was a godsdamn drunk.  Too fucking weak to be with the Voltyn woman he loved, so he married the only human in the polis desperate enough to have him.”  He shook his head.  “That meant Jake and I got a bitter shell of a mother, who spent every day of her life hating my father for being obsessed with a dead woman and Cade for existing at all.  You think that was a stellar childhood?”
“No.”  She said softly.
“It was Cade who got us through.  It’s always been me and Jake and Cade.”  His tone was tormented.  “I love my brother more than anything.  And, you’re right.  I know he loves me back.  Voltyn or not, I have never doubted that he feels it, too.  I would do anything for Cade.”
“Good.  Then, we can…”
Deke cut her off.  “But, he wouldn’t want me to do this.  He wouldn’t want me to risk you or Jake to save him.  Not ever.  He would die before he chose that and you’re asking me to go against his wishes.”  He shook his head.  “The very last thing he said to me, as they dragged him away, was to look out for you, Addy.  To protect you.”
Addy’s heart flipped, but she wasn’t backing down.  “Well, too bad for Cade, he doesn’t get a vote.  That’s what happens when you’re a dummy who gets yourself arrested.”
“I’m with Adeline.”  Jacobi nodded.  His tears had dried now that they had a (sort of) plan going.  He was eager to go along with anything that meant action.  “I don’t care what Cade wants.  I want him back.  We have to do something.  Even if he kills us later, he’ll be alive to do it.”
“The vote is two to one, Deke.”  Addy declared victory for her side by pounding a fist on the tabletop.  “Majority rules and the majority wants to rescue Cade.  Help us do it right.”
Deke pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Why the hell did I ever encourage him to keep you around?”
“Because you were right about me.  You said it yourself.”
“I say a lot of shit.”  But he was studying her, weighing her resolve.
Addy could sense him weakening and went in for the kill.  “Right now, Cade thinks he’s all alone.”  She didn’t wasn’t to imagine how terrifying it must be for him, surrounded by monsters who hated him and waiting for death.  The man always protected the people he loved, but he didn’t expect anyone to come for him.  “I’m not going to leave him like that.  I don’t think you will, either.  So, we can keep arguing, but we both know how it will end.  Because you and I want to do the same thing, Deke.”
“Yeah, but I’m a lunatic.”  He stared at her for a long minute and then slowly shook his head.  “You’re even crazier than I am, though, so what the hell.”  He put the bottle down.  “Give me an hour and I can get us some horses.  Then, if we don’t die in the first hail of bullets, at least we’ll have a way out of the polis.”  He paused.  “…That way we can die in the mountains.”
Addy smiled brilliantly.  “That’s the spirit.”
“We could create some kind of disruption.”  Jacobi volunteered, all-in on whatever desperate idea they came up with.  “Then everyone would rush off to investigate and we could get Cade out in the confusion.  I read that in a story once.  Crooks stampeded this herd of sanbor straight down the street to distract the sheriff, while they robbed the bank.”
“We don’t have a bank or a herd of sanbor.”  Deke reminded him.  “And we’re not fucking crooks.  Breaking him out of jail is just.”
Addy frowned.  “That’s true.  Still, I like the concept.  We’re not going to be able to kill a hundred men, so we’re definitely going to need to draw them away from Cade’s cell.  What would really get their attention?”
“A hanging.”  Deke muttered.  He might be cooperating, but he was still a glass-is-half-empty guy.
“What else, smartass?”
“Mudslide.  Another flash.  An enemy invasion.  Got any of that stuff handy?”
Addy’s eyes narrowed in thought.  “Enemies of the town?  Okay, are there any other Voltyn around who might be able to help Cade?”
“There are some Voltyn in Big Rock.”  Jacobi didn’t sound hopeful about gaining their assistance, though.
“Big Rock?”
“Yeah, you know Big Rock.”  Using his foot, he drew a flat topped “U” shape in the dust on the floor.  “It’s a polis without laws, so the Voltyn like it.  Everybody’s whose running from something runs there.  According to stories, there’s a whole outlaw community.”
Addy studied the rough sketch for a beat.  “Devils Tower?  The weird-shaped mountain from Close Encounters?”  Of course, that massive pillar of stone would still be used as a landmark in this time period.  It was too big to erode away and nothing else in the world looked quite like it.  She glanced over at Deke.  “How far is that from here?”
“Too far to get to before morning.”
“Are there are no other Voltyn around?  Someone closer?”
“None that will risk their necks to help us.”
Damn it.  Addy ran a hand through her hair, trying to think.  What else could create a disruption?  She couldn’t manufacture a mudslide or set off another atomic bomb.  That left enemy attack.  So if the Voltyn were out of the running, who might stage a timely raid…?  “Wait, didn’t you say those mutant cannibal guys were nearby?”
“Outlanders.”  Jacobi nodded.  “But they’re not close enough to attack tonight, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“How do you know?”
“When Outlanders are about to attack you see their fires start in the hills.  They build torches so they can burn the whole polis, as they rage through.  We haven’t seen any flames being lit, yet.”
Addy’s mouth curved.  “But if they did attack tonight, everyone would have to go rushing off to defend the town, right?  It would be wonderfully disruptive.”
Jacobi looked confused by her persistence.  “Sure.  But they’re not going to attack tonight.”
“Oh, yes they are.”
Deke snorted in derision.  “What do you want to do, Addy?  Go out there, find the Outlanders, and request a raid?  I should warn you, they’re not usually so interested in what humans have to say.”  He held up his severed hand.  “Trust me.”
It was sad how life without TV had so severely limited their imaginations.  Thankfully, Addy had taken almost a full semester of screenwriting 1305, during her “artistic phase.”  She knew the power of misdirection and repackaged ideas.
“Outlanders don’t have to raid the town.  The town just has to think Outlanders are raiding.”  She arched a brow, her mind racing.  “We have liquor, matches, and wood.  How many torches can we put together in an hour?”



Chapter Eight
 
The “Wild West” has quite a reputation for lawlessness thanks to Hollywood and popular legends.
The truth is a little different, though.
While there were some gunfighters and desperados causing trouble, most people were honest citizens, 
who didn’t tolerate criminals in their towns.  Outlaws were quickly dealt with.
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“OUTLANDERS!”
The panicked scream had Cade sitting up on his cot and looking out the small window of his cell.  His body hurt from the beating the sheriff had given him, but he didn’t even notice the flash of pain as he surged to his feet.
Outlanders were attacking tonight?  That was impossible.  They would’ve seen the fires by now.
Even as he thought it, flames started popping up.  One after another, torches were lit, until the hillside was filled with at least three dozen ominous fires.  Shit.  Three dozen torches meant four times that many Outlanders.  It was an even bigger band than usual.  If a group of warriors that massive charged into Shadow-of-the-Gods, it would be a bloodbath.
Where the hell was Addy?
Cade tried to lean forward, so he could spot the saloon through the window, but the position of the bars wouldn’t let him.  All he could see was the mad retreat of his lynch mob.  Everyone who’d been gathering for his hanging, raced for their weapons or for cover.  Cade had the vague thought that this might postpone his execution.  Not that it really mattered.  He’d rather be dead than locked up in jail for the rest of his life.  But, he didn’t want to die, yet.
Not until he made sure Addy was okay.
Son of a bitch, Deke and Jacobi had better be getting her out of the polis.  If Outlanders got their hands on Adeline, she would be…  
“I’d like to see the lowly Voltyn scum who’s ruined my good name.”  Addy’s irate voice said from the outer room.
For the longest second of his life, Cade stopped breathing.
He hadn’t thought words could wound him anymore, but hers cut him to the bone.  His stomach sinking, he turned towards the door.  Adeline hated him just like everyone else.  She’d seen him use his powers and was repulsed that she’d ever kissed someone who wasn’t human.  He’d anticipated this, but it still felt like someone had ripped out his lungs.  He couldn’t die with Addy hating him.  He… couldn’t.
But, almost as soon as it began, the hurt faded and sanity returned.
No.  Cade shook his head, pushing aside his instinctive panic.
No.
This wasn’t right.  He knew this woman.  Addy wouldn’t say such a thing.  Disruptive lunatic that she was, she didn’t have it in her to be cruel.  Addy would never show up at Cade’s jail cell to taunt him in the last moments before he was hanged.  The very idea was preposterous.  Adeline told mermaid stories and wanted equal rights for Voltyn.  She was a lady, in the truest, purest sense of the word.
She was lying to the guard… Which meant she was up to something.
Cade closed his eyes.  Of course she was up to something.  She was always up to something.  And she’d apparently dragged his brothers into it.  Deke wouldn’t have let her wade into this mess alone and she was speaking the local dialect, which meant that Jacobi had probably taught her how to say that “Voltyn scum” line.
Godsdamn it.
“Adeline, get out of here!”  He roared.  “Whatever you are planning, stop it.  Now.”
“Oh, don’t be such a grouch.”  Adeline called back in her own language.  For the guard’s benefit she used a ridiculously theatrical tone, though, full of scorn and hatred for his scummy kind.  “You haven’t even seen the best part, yet.”
Cade groaned as she swept in from the front office.  Pober, the pimple-faced guard, hurried in after her.  The others had left him behind to watch the jail, because he was the most inexperienced and they needed the best fighters to hold off the Outlanders.
What a coincidence that Addy had shown up just when Sheriff Zecker and his goons went off to face the invasion.  How in the hell had she timed an Outlander attack?
She frowned when she saw Cade’s face, taking in the bruises.  “Did the sheriff do that to you?”  She demanded, furious on his behalf.  “Damn it, he shouldn’t be allowed to get away with that, Cade.  We should sue him or something.”
“Do not go near Zecker.  I mean it.  The man is a sadist and there have been enough catastrophes for one day.”
“Whose fault is that, Electro?”
Cade had no idea what that meant or what she was plotting.  How could he?  He was fucking sane.  Addy’s plans were always crazy, all the more so because they usually worked.  Gods, only this woman could make an impending execution seem like a peaceful break.  “What are you doing here, Adeline?”
“I’ve come to save you.  What do you think?”
Pober was still speaking in the normal tongue.  He hurriedly assured Addy that he sympathized with her desire to see Cade punished for his heinous crimes, but that this wasn’t the time to worry about the prisoner.
Adeline glanced up at the kid.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re saying.”  She told him apologetically.  “Can you just shut up, so I can talk to Cade?”  Dressed in her pink coat, her red-gold hair shining, she looked like an angel.  A miracle.  The most stunning, innocent, refined lady ever to grace Shadow-of-the-Gods with her harmless presence.
How could anyone miss that she was up to no good?
Pober nodded in a fairly typical Addy-trance.  She induced them just by smiling at some poor sap.  Cade knew that firsthand.  The kid didn’t understand her words either, but he was clearly captivated by her beauty.  He didn’t even try to drag her away from Cade’s cell.  He just mindlessly gulped and gestured for her to follow him back into the office.
Addy ignored him and moved towards the cell.
Cade rolled his eyes.  “You’ve come to save me?”  He repeated skeptically.
“Seems that way.  Although, I shouldn’t have to, really.  You’re the one with super powers here.  You should fry these guys and just walk out the door.”
“I won’t do that.  I won’t be who they think I am.”
“Well, I think you’re an idiot.  Whatever, though.  If you’re not going to save your life, I’ll have to do it for you.”
“You’re going to break me out and live the rest of your life as a fugitive, then?”  He scoffed, not believing it for a second.  “Be serious.  Nobody would do something so stupid.  Not for me.”
The last part of his words hung in the air between them.
Forest green eyes met his for a beat.  “You are the least stupid thing I’ve ever done, cowboy.”  She said seriously.
Cade’s eyebrows drew together in surprise.  Wait a minute, what was this really about?  Was she really going to…?
He didn’t know what he expected, but it wasn’t for Addy to attacked Pober.
She grabbed the boy’s hand and twisted his wrist back.  At the same time, she did some sweeping move with her foot, knocking his legs out from under him.  Pober was a head taller than Addy, but he went down like a fallen tree.  It was all so fast and smooth that Cade didn’t even realize it happened until it was already over.
“Holy shit!”
“Yeah, I took Judo in college.”  She told him calmly.  “I’m not really into fitness, but I was pretty good at martial arts.  It’s like dancing.”  The teenage guard let out a terrified squeal, flailing around on the ground as he tried to escape, but Addy was already on top of him.  “This move isn’t technically allowed,” her elbow locked around his neck, “but I need him to be out and I have a feeling you guys don’t care much about competition rules around here.”
Within a few second, Pober had slumped over unconscious.  The woman hadn’t even broken a sweat.  “Sorry about that.”  She told her victim, getting to her feet and dusting off her hands.  “No hard feelings, huh?  Deke voted to shoot you, so I really did you a favor.”
Cade tried to process what he’d just seen.  “You defeated him.”  He got out in shock.  “All by yourself.”
“Yep.  Your chauvinist brothers each owe me a gold coin, by the way.  They thought you’d have to help me. You can take it off Brian’s bill.”
Cade was silent for a long beat.  “You know, if you’d done that trick with Hugo, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
“I know.  He caught me off guard and I fell down the stairs.  My sensei would’ve been pissed.  His name was Dylan and he was adorable, by the way.”  She grabbed the key ring from Pober’s belt.  “Not as adorable as you, but --for a human-- pretty damn cute.”
Cade shook his head as she unlocked the cell.  “You are the oddest creature I’ve ever met.”  He murmured, not recognizing the feeling that swept over him.  Everyone told him that his Voltyn blood didn’t allow emotions, but, around Adeline, all things were possible.  “Have you really done all this to save me?”  He couldn’t wrap his head around it.
“No, I just like beating people up.”  She grinned at him and swung the door open.  “Yes, I’ve done it save you, dummy.  What do you think?”
I think I am yours, lady.
“I think you’re a menace to yourself and others.”
“Yeah, yeah, you can thank me later.  Right now, we have to get out of here, because I’m not sure how long my disruption will last.”
Cade glanced over his shoulder to the Outlanders’ fires.  None of them seemed to have moved, which belied the idea of an advancing hoard of cannibals.  “There isn’t an attack coming, is there?”  He guessed, putting the pieces together.
“Not unless Jacobi’s up in those hills, doing some fast recruiting for our team in between the lamp lighting.”  She paused to admire her handiwork out the window.  “Nope, those are thirty-nine handmade tiki-torches.  Just like we had around the lanai growing up, only a little more rustic.”  She shrugged.  “We had to rip up a lot of your clothes to make the wick parts, but we’re skipping town anyway, so you really couldn’t have packed much.”
“Do I even want to know where we’re going?”
“Camping.  I decided it was my kind of thing, after all.”  Addy headed back into the office.  “Come on, we have to meet up with Deke and Jake.”
Cade dragged Pober into the cell, locking him inside.  When the kid woke up, he didn’t want him raising any alarms.  “I cannot believe you convinced my brothers to go along with this scheme, Adeline.  I thought they were smarter than this.”
“Oh, where’s your spirit of adventure, Mr. Whiny-Pants?  This is a frigging Wild West jailbreak!  We’re like Butch and Sundance here.”
“I have no idea who that is, but I’m sure they’re dead.”  Cade caught up with her and tugging to her a stop, when she would’ve strolled right out the door.  “Addy.”
She looked up at him, surprised by the use of the nickname.
“I…”  Cade trailed off and tried to think of what to say.  “I did not mean to… with Hugo, I didn’t intend for…”
Addy cut him off.  “Cade, I don’t care about your powers.  I’m not afraid of you.  And I still think you’re just as human as everybody else.  Satisfied?”  She arched a brow.  “Don’t even start with that crap, alright?”
He lifted his hand to cup her face and heard that click so loud it was deafening.  “Alright.”  His thumb brushed over her cheek, marveling at the texture of her skin.  No one had skin like hers.  Until he met Addy, he would’ve said nothing could be so soft.
“I’m sorry that I got you arrested.”  She leaned into his palm.  “I didn’t think through the ‘kissing you’ part.  That happens a lot.  Not kissing guys, but the ‘not thinking it through before I act’ thing.  My father’s right.  I can be a scatterbrain.”
He wasn’t surprised that she regretted kissing him, but it still sent a twinge through his heart.  The rejection didn’t matter compared to correcting her faulty vision of herself, though.  “Your father’s not right.”  He told her quietly.  “You are extraordinary, Adeline.  None of this was your fault.”
“Sure it was.  If I hadn’t come along, you wouldn’t have been arrested.  You were way better off without me.”
He hated to even remember what his life had been like before she’d walked in from the snow.  “No, I wasn’t better off without you, Addy.  Not by a long shot.  Without you, everything was very, very dark.  Knowing you is like standing in the sunlight for the first time.”
She liked that.  “Are you sure you’re not flirting with me?”
Cade’s felt his mouth curve.  “I mean it.  The fact that you’ve come here to help me…”  He shook his head.  “You told me to thank you for it later, but I wish to thank you, now.  There may not be a later and you should know that I am… overwhelmed that you would do this.  Thank you.”
She smiled at him.  “You’re welcome.”
For once in Cade’s life, no one had to remind him to be soft.  His insides were forever melted where she was concerned.  There was no going back.
He cleared his throat.  “This plan of yours is,” the most amazing thing anyone has ever done for me, “very sweet.  But, it was also reckless.  So, when we’re caught, you must tell them that I kidnapped you.  Alright?”
“Like even this think-tank of a town would buy that story.  How the hell could you kidnap me from your jail cell?  Alien transporter gun?”
“They won’t care about logic.  They’ll be looking for a way to blame me and you need to let them.  Do not say a word in my defense.  It will save your life.  Promise me.”
“I have a better idea.”  Addy lowered her voice to a mocking whisper.  “Let’s just not get caught, cowboy.”  She winked and slipped away from him, heading down the street.
Cade stared after her.
The woman was insane.
Cursing under his breath, he stalked out the door.  Her rescue was truly the high point of his entire existence.  The first time anyone had ever risked themselves for him.  But, for the life of him, Cade couldn’t think of one rational reason why she’d be taking such a chance.  It had to be some kind of lunacy.  A genuine mental disorder.  Why did he even try to talk to her like she was a normal person, when she so clearly wasn’t normal?
A normal person wouldn’t do these things.  A normal person wouldn’t break a Voltyn out of jail, or let him touch her, or knockout a guard like it was any other Resday.  In fact, if Addy was a normal person, she wouldn’t be in Shadow-of-the-Gods, at all.  She’d be safely ensconced in that little prairie house Michael Landon wished to build for her, surrounded by pretty things and music.
Gods, Cade detested Michael Landon.
The rest of the polis was still convinced Outlanders were about to invade.  Cade kept his head down as frantic citizens rushed passed.  Pretty soon everyone was going to realize they’d been had.  He had to make sure Addy was out of Shadow-of-the-Gods before that happened or she’d be strung up beside him and his idiot brothers.
“Where you running off to, flower?”  Manston stepped out from the shadows, where he’d apparently been hiding.  No doubt he’d wanted to avoid being drafted for a fight with the Outlanders, so he was laying low.  Spotting Adeline walking passed must have seemed like winning the annual sweepstakes.
“Oh great.”  Addy skidded to a halt as the son of a bitch shifted into her path.  “Look, we’re in a hurry here.”  She told him in her language.  “Just move out of the way and… ”
Manston cut her off.  “No sense with that fancy talk, girlie.  I’m not that fucking Voltyn, hanging on your every stuck-up word.”
Addy rolled her eyes.  She didn’t need an exact translation to know the guy was a waste of time.  “Whatever.”
Manston quickly blocked her, as she started around him.  There was a bottle in his hand and a leer on his face.  “That inhuman asshole hasn’t been letting anyone near you, but, now that he’s out of the way, you and I can finally get to know each other a…”  His taunt stopped short, as Cade came up behind her.  “What the shit?”
“Oh, did I forget to mention the hanging was cancelled?”  Addy smirked at Manston.  “Ready to move yet, dickhead?”
Manston took a lurching step backwards, his eyes on Cade.  “You bastard!  You think you’ll get away with this?  Huh?  The sheriff will hunt you down and kill you, like he shoulda done from the second you took a human woman as your own.”
“She told you to move.”  Cade said quietly.
“You shouldn’t be allowed to have her!”  Manston continued, intoxicated and belligerent.  “She’s my kind, not yours.  And once you’re dead, I’ll shove that little bitch down and show her what a human man can offer a…”
Cade punched him.  He drew back his fist and slammed it into Manston’s scraggly face.  The miner hit the boards of the sidewalk with a reverberating thud, his arms spread wide.  His head lulled to the side, his nose flattened into a mush of cartilage and blood.
Cade leaned over the man’s unconscious body.  “Next time, just listen to the lady.”
Addy made a ‘”hmm” sound and glanced up at him.  “Okay, but the guy I knocked out was tougher.”
“He was not.  Besides, I’ve been waiting to hit this asshole for years.”
“I just hope you didn’t hurt your sawing and hammering hand.  It would be a nightmare if your carpentry skills got even worse.”
“You’re hilarious.”  He held out a palm to her and led her around Manston’s splayed form.  “Let’s get out of here, before someone realizes that he’s not just passed out drunk.  This polis isn’t safe for either of us.”  He looked around, poised for more trouble.  “Where are we going on this camping trip?”
“That part of the plan is kind of a work in progress.  We’ll figure it out after we escape the posse.”
“And how are we escaping the posse?”
“On the horses we’re stealing, of course.”
“Fine.  Where are the horses we’re stealing?”
“With Deke.”
Round and round and round…  It was like being rescued by a team of swida monkeys.  “Where’s Deke?”
“We’re supposed to meet him by the feed store with Hugo’s prize mounts.  He said we could get out of town from that direction.”  She shifted her wrist, so her fingers were locked with Cade’s.  “Hopefully, they still look like horses.  Either way, I’m going to name mine Madonna.”
“I think you sometimes speak random words just to toy with me.”
With her hand holding in his, though, he couldn’t bring himself to mind.  Gods, he loved her hands.  They would never hit a child for being different or angrily claw in bed because she didn’t care about causing pain.  Adeline’s hands were gentle.  Watching them move on the keys of the vianorgan was some otherworldly mixture of holy and erotic.  He’d known that it would be far less disruptive if she stopped preforming on the damn thing for an audience of half-feral miners, but he couldn’t stand the thought of not hearing the music she created.
Jacobi had been right earlier, when he said that Cade would just embarrass himself if he tried to take the instrument away or insist that she remain in her room.  Addy could do whatever she wished and Cade would die for her right to do it.
The woman really did beguile him.
She glanced up at him, like something new occurred to her.  “Hey, you can ride a horse, can’t you?  I probably should’ve asked that sooner.  But, it’s something that all guys in big hats can do, right?”
“I can ride a horse.”
She arched a brow.  “From your pissy tone, I’m guessing you’re really some champion rodeo star, huh?”
“I like horses.”  Cade assured her.  “But, I don’t know what a rodeo is.”
“It’s a cowboy show and nice street to shop on.”
He was opening his mouth to respond to that dizzying gibberish, when the sheriff and his men went riding by at full tilt.  Cade ducked between two building, dragging Addy with him.  He pressed her between his body and the wooden siding.  …Although shielding her didn’t make much sense, since he was the one who’d escaped.  Ridiculous as they were, his actions meant that her lush curves were pressed up against him.
Voltyn powers started sparking, blocking out petty human concerns.  They whispered that worrying about the sheriff was a waste of time.  Cade could burn the whole polis to cinders before Zecker could stop him.  He could scorch his enemies from the inside out and ignite the flesh of anyone who threatened his family.  He didn’t need to concern himself with anything except the woman in his arms.
Nynan.
He shifted closer to her warmth, wanting more.  Cade was probably still going to die tomorrow and she was literally the most beautiful woman in the world.  More importantly, she was Adeline Mulhaney, lunatic and miracle.  Just touching her was more than he’d ever expected to have.  She did not want to kiss him again, but it was hard for him to think about anything else.
“Where is Deke meeting us?”  He asked again, trying to stay in control.
She looked around in confusion.  “I told you.  Right here.  This is next to the feeds store, right?”
“Yes.”  Shit, he should’ve known that.  With her, he wasn’t even sure where he was anymore.  “So, where is he?”
“He’s coming.  Don’t worry.  Your brother won’t let you down.”
She sounded supremely confident in a man who’d drilled sniper holes in the roof on his first night back from the Wilderness War, because the birds “looked like they were up to something.”  Deke had been making progress with Adeline in the house.  Her presence really did act like a healing balm for all of them.  Deke now stayed mostly coherent and slept longer than five minutes a night.  Still, there was always a chance he’d get lost in his own head and take an axe to all their dishware again.
Instead of worrying about Deke’s instability, Addy’s attention was centered on Cade’s hands.  “What’s that?”
Oh shit.
He quickly released her palm.  “Nothing.”  He tried to shove his hands into his pockets, but she wouldn’t let him.  Those delicate fingers caught hold of his wrist and Cade couldn’t have pulled away from her if someone held a laz-gun to his head.
“Why are they glowing?”  She asked softly, looking fascinated by the purple luminescence that emanated from his skin.
“It’s a Voltyn trait.  I’m sorry.  I know women find it… unnerving.”
Normal woman, anyway.
Not Adeline Mulhaney.  She probably wouldn’t have been unnerved if he was an alien.  For whatever reason, she didn’t look at him and see someone less than human.  She just saw Cade.
“It’s so beautiful.”  She murmured.  “What does it mean?”
Cade stared down at her hand cradling his.  “It’s a sign of desire.”  He should probably lie.  It would be for the best.  Instead, he found himself telling the truth.  “I can usually control it, but not around you.  It’s too strong.  The Voltyn powers want me to touch you.”
She beamed like that was good news.  “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”  And because he simply couldn’t help it, Cade lifted his free hand to trail one of his fingers across the curve of her jaw and down her neck.  “I know you regret kissing me, but I always want to touch you, Addy.”
“Regret it?  No, I’m just sorry that I got you tossed in prison for… Oh.”  Small frissons of energy arced as he touched her.  Addy gasped as if she… liked it.
She liked it.
Cade’s teeth locked together at her breathless sound of pleasure.  Their flesh barely had to meet for the powers to spark.  Instinct had him tugging her jacket off of her.  He wanted to feel every gant of her skin.  He needed it.  Now.
“Cade?”  Her green eyes were wide and shocked.  “Hang on.  You can’t really use that electricity thing to play, can you…?”  Addy broke off in a moan, as his hand slipped down her arm in a long caress.
Cade’s eyes closed in ecstasy.  “Voltyn don’t know how to play.”  His thumb brushed the pulse of her wrist and she drew in a sharp breath.  Just touching her arm was more erotic than being inside any other woman.
Addy arched and he could feel the taunt points of her nipples graze his chest.  “I’ll teach you to play.”  She whispered.  “You’re a natural.  I can tell.  The electricity is…”  Her body jolted.  “Oh, yeah.  This is going to be good.”
“What is this ‘electricity’ you keep speaking of?”  He asked enjoying this more than he’d ever enjoyed anything.  It was even better than the kiss, because Adeline had no motive for this except desire.  She wasn’t trying to get rid of Hugo this time.  She simply liked the feel of Cade’s energy against her flawless skin.
“That is electricity.  What you’re doing right now.”  Her lips parted as his fingers brushed their way back up to her elbow.  “Jesus, you are electricity, Cade.”  She whimpered softly, green eyes bright.  “Just out of curiosity, can you do that to me… everywhere?”
He dipped his head to her ear.  “Everywhere I touch.”  Ideas and images danced in his head.  Gods, he wanted to make her come with just his hands.  Again and again.  For once, the Voltyn powers didn’t feel dirty to him.  Not if they could accomplish something so beautiful.  “Tell me where you’d like to feel the energy and I’ll show you, Addy.”
“Jesus, this is going to be so good.”
Cade smiled.
“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”  Deke snapped from the darkness, ruining the first perfect moment of Cade’s life.  “Cade, put it back in your pants and let’s get out of here, huh?  There’s about to be lynch mob after us and I’m not in the mood to die.”



Chapter Nine
 
Devils Tower National Monument is a sacred site for a half-dozen Native America tribes.
According to Lakota legend, it was created when children were running from a huge bear.  They prayed to the Great Spirit to protect them and he lifted the ground to create the flat-topped rock.
The children were safe atop it, while the bear was left scratching huge ridges in the sides, trying to reach his prey.
 
Maybe that’s why it’s such a wonderful retreat, even today.
 
 
Brown’s Glampling Tours Official Pocket Guide
 
“I can’t believe I helped break you out of jail and you punched me for it.”  Deke complained for the ninety-eighth time.  “It’s just wrong, man.”
“You’re lucky I didn’t take your head off.”  Cade retorted.  “Not only did you risk Adeline and our kid brother in that rescue plan…”
“How was I supposed to stop them, huh?  Chain ‘em to the wall.  Your woman was determined and Jakey listens to every crazed word she says like she’s a character from one of his stupid adventure tales.”
“You were with us on every step of the jailbreak, so don’t be blaming me and Addy.”  Jake retorted.  “And I’m not a kid, Cade, so nobody was going to stop me from helping you.”  He arched a smug brow.  “Besides, the plan worked, didn’t it?”
Cade kept going, ignoring the interruptions.  “…but you also have the worse fucking timing in the polis, Dekon.”
“I’m sorry.  I thought we should actually escape during your escape.”  Deke mocked.  “I guess we should’ve just followed your lead:  Hold hands with a pretty girl and wait to get recaptured.  Much better idea, asshole.”
“Are you three ever going to shut-up?”  Addy asked, barely listening to their bickering.  It was cold, she was tired, and she wanted off the damn horse.  Riding through South Dakota was different than at the Scottsdale Country Club and not in a good way.  She should’ve invented a padded saddle instead of a wind chime.
It didn’t help matters that Mr. “I Like Horses” rode like the frigging Lone Ranger.  Cade and his mount moved as if they one being; graceful and sure.  Watching his casual athleticism, it was clear the guy understood the animal in some magical, Horse Whisperer way.  From the second he’d swung himself into the saddle, Cade looked confident and at ease.  Like he was right where he belonged.
Addy was not where she belonged.  Madonna was a lovely horse, but Addy belonged in a car.  A big, shiny, comfortable car.  She just wanted to get wherever it was they were going, so she’d be one step closer to reuniting with her loyal Mercedes.
Of course, the problem was:  Where in the hell where they going to go?  So far, they were just traveling away from Shadow-of-the-Gods, but they needed someplace to hide from the posse.  Lord, in her whole life, she never thought she’d be running from a frigging posse.
On the plus side, the Black Hills were stunningly beautiful.  Everywhere she looked there were massive ponderosa pines and amazing stone formations.  Addy used some of her depleted iPhone battery snapping pictures of the endless, pristine views.  Even in the snow, the colors were incredible.  The sky was an impossible shade of sapphire blue.  The rocks were richly painted in golds and reds.  It was the most magical setting she’d ever seen.
Too bad she was the only one present who appreciated it.
“We should try to reach Big Rock.”  Jacobi suggested from the horse beside her, not even noticing the landscape.  Unlike Addy, the Westins were used to living in a Currier and Ives calendar.  “We might be able to hold up there.”
Deke had stolen four mounts from Hugo’s stables.  They weren’t Arabians, but Addy was still delighted with them.  Everything else in the future might have been Avatar-ed, but horses still looked like horses.  Mostly.  It was a little unusual to see pintos with royal blue markings, but Addy figured it was close enough.
“Only criminals go to Big Rock.”  Deke complained.  He was very insistent that they were the White Hats of this Western, posse or no posse.
Jacobi beamed.  “I know only criminals go there, so we’ll fit right in!”  Unlike his sibling, he was exultant over their new outlaw status.  Possibly, he felt that being the family’s designated screw up, he’d finally found his moment to shine.  “This is so cool.  We’re like that guy you told me about, Addy.  James Jesse!”
“Jesse James.”  Addy corrected, digging around in her pack.
“See?”  Deke arched a brow at Cade.  “I told you.  He memorizes everything she tells him.”
Cade sighed loudly and glanced at her.  “Stop spinning yarns about villains from your polis.  It puts thoughts in his head.”  He paused.  “And desist with teaching him Yellowstone slang, unless it makes sense.  I don’t understand why you would use the word ‘cool’ to signify that something is ‘good.’  Being cold is rarely good, in these parts.  Believe me.”
He really didn’t have to remind her that freezing sucked.  She would never complain about the heat of an Arizona summer, again.  “I have no idea why slang works the way it works.”  She informed him.  “I just know cool is cool, wicked is cool, sick is cool, and is not knowing that…  is not cool, cowboy.  Sorry.  I gotta keep Jake cutting edge.”
She finally found Brown’s Pocket Guide in her backpack and flipped to the map of the Mount Rushmore area.  Damn it, there were so many lines.  Why had she never learned to read a map?
Cade did a double-take when he saw the glossy cover of the book in her hand.  “Holy shit.”  He blurted out.  “How much did that cost?”
“Nothing.  It came with the Glamp-pack™.”  Addy muttered distractedly, all her attention on the map.  She shook her head at the confusing landmarks around her.  Did everything look different in the snow or did everything just look different?
“Someone gave you that book?”  He scowled, not happy about that news.  “Was it a man?”
“No, it was Becky-the-glamping-ranger.”  Addy shot him a mystified look.  “Why?”
Cade relaxed when he heard that handsome strangers weren’t plying her with travel guides.  “I am used to the fact that money has little meaning for you, lady.  But, do you really not understand how much it must have cost to create that book?  The colors alone…”  He sighed dismally.  “You have so much more than any ordinary male could ever give you.”
Addy studied his tense expression for a beat.  Ordinary?  Sitting on his horse, his hat pulled down to shade his eyes, the guy was a living, breathing ad for why every girl needed a cowboy under her tree this Christmas.  Someone so amazingly wow! couldn’t possibly be insecure about anything, right?
Of course, this was Cade Westin.  He was always on the lookout for new things to brood about.
“Cade, this book,” Addy tore out the title page and wadded it into a ball, “means nothing to me.”  She tossed the paper to the ground, ignoring the Westins’ cringes of pain at the destruction.  “It’s very inexpensive, where I come from.  We have millions and billions of them.”
“Well, books are not inexpensive here.”  Cade insisted.  “You should be with a man who can give you treasures like that and you won’t find one if you come with us.”
“I’ll stick with the man who tells me I’m beautiful, thanks.”
Cade’s jaw ticked, looking more than a little frustrated.  “You are beautiful.  That’s far too simple a requirement for a mate, Adeline.”
“Twenty-eight years has taught me that it’s not so simple, at all.”  She arched a brow.  “Besides, I’m not coming with you.  Technically, you guys are coming with me.  Which, considering the way Deke dresses, is pretty generous of me, I think.”
Deke frowned down at his abysmal outfit like he had no idea what she was complaining about.  “What’s wrong with the way I dress?”
“Even when those clothes were washed, they were like something from Jason Voorhees’ closet.  You need new a new wardrobe.  And a haircut.  And a bath.  Your brothers might let you get away with wallowing, but I won’t.”  Someone had to take their family in hand and Addy figured that someone was her.
Deke grunted, but he didn’t argue.  He knew better.
Jacobi stopped his horse and jumped down into snow to grab the page she’d thrown away.  “You have millions and billions of books like this in Why o’ Ming?”  The kid seemed entranced by that idea.  “No wonder Dr. Quinn is so learned.”  He smoothed out the paper, studying the words.  “What does it say?”
“It’s says that the book is a guide to the West.  To here.”  Addy realized she was going to have to teach him to read English.  The languages were close enough that it shouldn’t take him long.  She could piece together written future words faster than the spoken ones.  “When I started my trip, they gave it to me so I wouldn’t get lost.”
“Then, it’s broken.”  Deke deadpanned.
“Oh zip it.”  She refocused on finding their way.  “What’s on the other side of this tunnel thing?”  She pointed up ahead, trying to orient herself on the outdated map. 
“Nothing.  Cade sounded surly.  Maybe he was still bent out of shape over her possible affair with the bookmobile guy.  “This trail will soon dead end and we must pick a new direction.”
“We should go to Big Rock.”  Jacobi insisted.  “They have gambling.”  Addy shot him a glare and he quickly backpedaled.  “Not that I’m playing cards anymore, but I can still watch.”  He craned his neck, trying to see more of the travel guide.  “Can I look at the book when you’re done, Addy?”
“Of course.”  Addy murmured, studying her map.  “The trail dead ends?”  She flipped the guide upside down and frowned in confusion.  Maybe they were near Custer State Park.  …Maybe.  The topography had changed so much that it was hard to figure out.  The only thing she recognized was Mount Rushmore and it was getting closer.  Giving up on the map, she pointed to the monument.  “Well, I think we should get up to the heads and get our bearings, then.”
Three sets of eyes turned to stare at her like she was out of her mind.
“You wish to go the Great Mountain?”  Even Deke was shocked by that idea.  “No humans go near the gods.”
She squinted.  “Why not?”
“You’ll awaken them.”  Jacobi whispered dramatically, off on a new topic.  “When they feel trespassers on the mountain, they rise up.”  He lifted himself in the saddle to illustrate their ominous movement.  “Their bodies are buried under the ground and are nearly a gantii tall.  They’ll slowly stand, shaking the earth, their stone eyes blinking open…”
Addy cut him off.  “A parking lot is under the ground.”  She corrected.  “The heads don’t have bodies, because it would’ve cost too much to carve them.  And they aren’t gods.  They’re men who ruled this land a long time ago.  That one?”  She pointed to Washington.  “He had wooden teeth.”
Jacobi pouted a bit at that less dramatic version of the story.  “How do you know that?”
“I just do.”
Cade shot her a strange look.  Like he believed her, but he had no idea why.  His gaze flicked down to the map in her hand and he frowned.
Jacobi didn’t seem convinced by her claims, but he liked stories enough to press for more details.  “Alright.  Tell us about these men with wooden teeth, then.”
“Fine.”  Because, she wasn’t much of a historian, Addy gave the Westins the quickest social studies lesson ever taught.  “That is George Washington.  The first president of a… polis called the United States of America.  Next to him is Thomas Jefferson.  He wrote a document called the Declaration of Independence, which says everyone who lives there is created equal, and entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”
Cade’s head tilted.  “Everyone?”
“Yep.”  She nodded, even though old Tom might have disagreed with that broad an interpretation.  “Next is Theodore Roosevelt.  He cared about the environment, so I’m not sure how he’d feel about having his face blasted into the pristine landscape.”  She gestured to the last head.  “And then there’s Abraham Lincoln, who freed enslaved people, but was assassinated at the end of a terrible war.”
Deke looked intrigued by that.
She looked at Jacobi.  “See?  Not Gods.  Just ordinary men.  Who did great things, and even some not so great things, and who their people wanted to remember.”
All three Westins stared at her.
Addy realized she might have said too much.  “Trust me.  They won’t hurt you.”  She summed up, clearing her throat.  “That’s what I’m getting at.”  She glanced back at the book, remembering what she’d read about the Hall of Records.  “If no else ever goes near that mountain, then we should.  We’ll be safe from the posse there.”
“Did you know those men?”  Cade finally asked, his voice quiet.
She was surprised.  “No.  Of course not.  They died before I was born.”
“But you know their people.”  It wasn’t a question.  “You come from the place where they lived?”
Addy met his eyes for a long moment.  That perfect lavender gaze held hers steadily, asking her to trust him.  But, how could she?  Telling Cade she was born in another millennium would be a colossally stupid risk.  What if he didn’t believe her?  What if he did believe her, couldn’t handle the weirdness, and just left her to deal with it on her own?  It seemed like everyone was always abandoning her when she needed help.
“Addy, it’ll be alright.  Just tell me what’s really going on.”
She winced at the quiet request.  It would be so much smarter to lie.  She might suck at lying, but it was the logical play here.  No matter what she was coming to feel for Cade, did total honesty between them really matter?  Given the vast differences in every single aspect of their lives, any kind of relationship seemed impossible, anyway.
…But, when Addy looked at him, there was this click.
“I come from the time where they lived.”  She told him, betting everything on this guy being the superhero she thought he was.  “Or pretty close to it.  About sixteen hundred years in the past, as far as I can tell.”
Cade blinked at her.
So did Jacobi and Deke.
Nobody pulled out their laser guns to protect themselves from the mad woman, but they sure weren’t buying that she’d been transported into the future, either.  She didn’t blame them.  Hell, she barely believed it herself.  Addy was in it this far, though, so there was no taking the words back.
Not if she wanted a chance of something happening that was even more impossible than time travel.
“You want to know what’s really going on?  Well, that’s it.  That’s the truth.  Look at this.”  Digging in her pack, she came up with her wallet.  “Here are the presidents, again.”  She sorted through various amounts of currency.  “Washington.”  She passed Cade a dollar bill.  “Jefferson.”  Jacobi got a handful of nickels.  “Lincoln.”  She gave Deke a five and some pennies.  “Roosevelt doesn’t have his face on any money.  I think FDR’s on a dime, but that’s a different Roosevelt.”
Jacobi looked from the coins to Rushmore and back again.  “This is the same man.”  He reported, sounding shocked.
“I know.  I told you, these are some of our most famous leaders.  Their images are everywhere.  In my time, we use this as money.”
Deke examined his five bucks and four cents like it was part of an elaborate of trick.  “These coins aren’t gold.  They’re worthless.  And this paper money is stupid as hell.  I get that paper’s valuable, but what if it rips?”
“I guess you’d have to take that up with the US Treasury.”  Addy focused on Cade, waiting for his response.  “Cade?”  She prompted when he remained silent.  “Do you see what I’m telling you?”
Cade slowly raised his eyes up to her face.  “Yes.  You’re telling me you think you’re from the past.”
“No.  I’m telling you I know I’m from the past.  Get me up there,” Addy pointed towards the monument, “and I’ll prove it to you.”
Cade stared at her, not saying anything.  Clearly, he wasn’t ready to shift direction on the basis of her wild story and some weird currency.  Addy wasn’t giving up, though.  This was too important.  If she and Cade were ever going to have any kind of future he needed to see the truth.  So, she said the one word that always seemed to sway the stubborn jackass.
“Please?”



Chapter Ten
 
Here’s a fun travel fact, Glamper!
Much like the pyramids of Egypt, Mount Rushmore will one day be studied by future scientists, trying to understand our world.  In order to make their jobs easier, a Hall of Records was carved behind Lincoln’s head.
 
As it stands today, the secret tunnel is seventy feet long and twenty feet high, housing indestructible copies of America’s most important documents.  But, the designer of the monument had even grander plans.  He foresaw a great complex of rooms, like an eternal museum, where far off civilizations would be able to learn all about our world.  Maybe one day his vision will be completed.
 
If it is, what would you want to store there for those future generations to find?
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“Greetings from the year 2110, future citizen!  I am Maria Del Sol, President of the United States.  We’ve created this Hall of Records, here at the Mount Rushmore National Memorial, to show you our world.”
Addy stared at the projected image of the smiling Commander in Chief.  “It’s good to see you, Maria, but I hope you’re not the first female president.  If it takes a hundred more years to elect a woman, I’m gonna be pissed.”
Otherwise, she was thrilled with the Hall of Records.  Brown’s Pocket Guide had said it was a simple tunnel carved into the granite, which housed copies of the Declaration of Independence and biographies of the presidents.  Apparently future generations had expanded the idea and made it more of a museum.
Glass panels lined the walls, all of them acting like television screens.  Looking around Addy could see image from throughout history replaying again and again.  Everywhere she looked there was some YouTube-ish clip show of human civilization designed to let future generations know what life had once been like.  It reminded her of standing in the middle of an electronics store, with all the TV showing different stations.
Addy glanced over at the Westins.  None of them had moved from the entrance.  “It’s okay.”  She told them quietly, smiling at their astonished reactions.  “It’s just a time capsule from my future and your past.  It won’t hurt you.”
The large space was powered by something that was still going strong.  Some kind of solar battery, maybe?  Who knew what kind of energy had been discovered in the century after she disappeared.  Humans were damn good at inventing stuff, right up until the point where they blew up the world.
The room had been sealed with a massive metal door.  Addy had been concerned when she saw it, but it opened with very little effort.  Why wouldn’t it?  This room wasn’t designed to keep people out.  It had been built to welcome them.  From the minute they’d entered the Hall of Records, lights had blazed overhead and Maria Del Sol’s happy message had played on a loop, in a litany of languages.  This place had been designed to withstand the ages.
Except the ages forgot it was there.
Addy shrugged off her pink, quilted coat.  The Hall of Records was heated through that mysterious energy.  For the first time in weeks, she was actually warm.  Jesus, it felt good.  She had a feeling that the weather in this time period was far less severe than it had been in the past, but it was still freaking cold outside.
“See that?”  She walked to the nearest screen and gestured to the translucent images.  “That’s an airplane.”  Actually, it was a whole bunch of airplanes.  The clear monitor showed everything from the Wright Brothers to some space-aged silver machines that seemed to be… breathing.  God, the future was weird, even when it was in the past.
“Your people can fly?”  Jacobi’s eyes were twice their normal size.  At least he was talking, though.  His older brothers were still in a state of shock, gaping up at the electric lights.
“Yes.  Now, this all started for me when I took a plane from my home in Arizona.”  Another screen had a map of the United States and Addy gestured to Scottsdale.  “I went from here to here.”  She moved her hand up to Wyoming.  “This is Yellowstone.  It’s a tourist spot.  I was with Brian, my boss, and some of my coworkers.  It was a vacation.”
She could tell from their expressions that “vacation” had no equivalent word in their language.
“People go there for fun and to brag to all their friends on Facebook.”  Addy translated.  “Anyway, there was an earthquake, and I fell and hit my head.  When I work up, I was here.”  She jabbed a finger at the star on the map, which indicated Mount Rushmore.  “I was stuck just outside Shadow-of-the-Gods and centuries had passed.  So, you see why I’ve been a little confused.”
Cade let out a wheezing breath.  “She’s confused.”  He bent at the waist, his hands braced on his knees.  “She lives in an enchanted realm --surrounded by pictures that talk and machines that fly-- but, she’s the one who’s fucking confused.”
Deke gazed fixedly at a screen with flashing mathematical equations.  “Maybe this isn’t even happening.  I’ve been sketchy since the War.  This could all be in my head.  It would make more sense.”
“No one’s hallucinating this and my time not enchanted.”  Addy assured them.  “Really.  It’s just like now, only we have different… stuff.”
“Cooler stuff.”  Jacobi looked around in wonder.  “Way, way better cooler.  Holy gods, your water comes from those… things?”  He gestured to a video of a running faucet.  “No wonder you couldn’t work the well.  Cade was afraid you were going to fall in every time you tried.”
“To be fair, that bucket is heavier than it looks.”
Jacobi didn’t seem to even hear her.  All his attention was on pictures of cars… some of which were flying.  See?  Someone out there understood what the future was supposed to look like.  “You travel in carriages that move by themselves.  No wonder you thought we were so backwards that we ride sanbors around here.”
“I didn’t say ‘backwards.’  I just didn’t understand, because we don’t even have sanbors in my…”
Jacobi cut her off, still not hearing her.  “No wonder, Addy.”  He slowly shook his head, awed by everything he saw.  “No wonder you want to get home so bad.”
That part she couldn’t argue with.  “I do want to go home.  A lot.”
Cade eyes squeezed shut and he said something to Deke that Addy didn’t understand.
“You’d have to be a fucking idiot to even think about it.”  Deke muttered back, in English.
Addy looked between them.  “Why is he a fucking idiot?”  Whatever that conversation was about, she doubted it was good.  “Look, just take a second and process, okay?  This is all going to make sense.”  She paused and then tacked on.  “…Well, as much sense as time travel can ever make.”
Cade ran a hand through his hair and didn’t respond.
Jacobi was adjusting to everything much faster.  In any era, teenagers apparently loved technology.  He grinned widely and headed over to a screen playing different types of music.  “What is that sound?”
“It’s jazz.  Louis Armstrong.”
“Oh man, it’s beautiful.”  Nothing against Satchmo, but Jacobi probably would’ve said the same thing if he’d heard nothing but traffic horns blaring and alarm clocks going off.  The kid was entranced, trying to see it all at once.  “If all this happened in the past, why don’t we know about it?”
“I think the world must have fallen into chaos, after the flash.  That kind of thing has happened before.  Empires fall and people forget.  Everything has to be rediscovered.  One day I’ll tell you about the Renaissance and a man named da Vinci.”
“Tell us about all of it.  About everything.”  He pointed at a film clip of a Border Collie catching a Frisbee in Central Park.  “Look at that!  What is that animal?”
“That’s a dog.”  She frowned at his blank look.  “Jesus, dogs aren’t extinct, are they?”
“I don’t know.  What’s a dog?”
Addy shook her head.  “I can’t even answer that.  It’s just too sad.”  What kind of civilization could you have without dogs?  No wonder everyone around here was so screwed up.  She focused on something more positive.  “Here, look at this.”  She gestured at another monitor, which showed Native Americas from different regions.  “I think these are your ancestors.”  It was a touchscreen map, so she zoomed in on the Black Hills.  “The Lakota.  They were in these mountains long before the presidents arrived.”
Jacobi grinned at the images, elated with his newfound heritage.  “Grandmother told us that, remember, Deke?  She always said we should be proud, because we came from great warriors.”  He began to poke at the panels just to see the images move.  “Look at them!”
“I need to sit down.”  Deke got out, still looking shell-shocked.  He sank down against the wall, his eyes on the monitors.  “Why do some of our ancestors have no color?”  He finally asked.
“What?”  Addy frowned at that odd question.  Then, she realized what he meant.  “Oh!  No, the pictures are just black and white, not your ancestors.  A lot of the images in here are like that.  A long time ago, it was impossible to have color photos.  …Although, I guess everything is a long time ago, now.”  Addy turned back to Cade, who was being much too quiet.  “Are you, alright?”
“I just… realized you don’t belong here.”  He whispered.  “I knew you didn’t, of course.  I knew there was no one else like you in this world.  You were always a miracle.  But, I didn’t understand that you came from a place of magic and light.”
Addy didn’t like the hollow quality of his voice.  Cade never sounded that way.  It made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.  “Those lights aren’t magical.”  She gestured towards the ceiling.  “That’s electricity.  It’s the same power you have, just channeled into wires.”
His brows came together.  “It can’t be.”
“It is.  Your powers aren’t unnatural, Cade.  They aren’t a stain on the world.  Everyone has electrical impulses in their bodies.  People can’t usually control it like you do, but electricity is everywhere.  Where I come from, it runs our whole society.”
He shook his head, either denying her words or denying the entire situation.  “It doesn’t matter how it works.  It matters that it doesn’t run this society.  This isn’t you home.  You belong there.”  He nodded to a screen that showed the world’s various skylines, a faraway expression coming over his face.  “Gods, how did you survive here for even a day, when you’re used to that?”
“I survived, because you saved me.”
Cade turned back to her, surprised at her words.  “No.  I didn’t do anything.”
“Of course you did.  You gave me a place to stay when I had nowhere to go.  You brought me food when I was hungry.  You protected me when I was frightened.  You saved my life, Cade.  I will never be able to repay you.”
Especially not if he was still expecting those sixty gold coins.
“You don’t need to repay me.  Anyone would have helped you, Addy.”
“I don’t think so.”  In fact, she couldn’t imagine anybody else doing even half of what he’d done for her.  Under all his insistent grouching that Voltyn couldn’t feel, Cade was the most honorable person she’d ever met.  “I’ve given you nothing but trouble and still you’ve helped me every step of the way.”  Addy stared up him and knew her heart was in her eyes.  How did he not understand?
Didn’t he hear the click?
Cade dropped his gaze.  “You haven’t caused me any trouble.”  Either he was lying or blind.  “It’s not your fault that you didn’t know your way around here.  How could you?  No wonder you seemed so odd.”  He pinched the bridge of his nose.  “I knew you had to be from someplace far better than this.”
“My world isn’t perfect.  Believe me.  There are mortgage payments, and lunatic bombers, and diet foods that taste like wet cardboard.  But, that’s where I belong.  I need to find my way back.”
“And Yellowstone is the path?”
“I have a feeling it is.  Yeah.”
Cade nodded to himself.  “Alright.”  He cleared his throat.  “Alright.  We’ll get you to Yellowstone, then.  We can get around the pass by going north and then turning northwest.”
“North by Northwest?  Really?”
“You have a better idea?”
“No.  But, if you got the reference, you’d know you just told a joke.  It’s a whole Alfred Hitchcock/Mount Rushmore thing.”
Cade squinted at her.  “On second thought, it’s probably not just the unfamiliar time period making you seem odd, lady.”
She smiled at that grousing.  For a second, he sounded more like the Cade she knew.
“Listen, I don’t care which route we take.  I’m not going back into the Wilderness.”  Deke paled at the very idea, visions of the War playing behind his eyes.  “No way in hell.  I’ll travel with you to Big Rock, but that’s as far as I can go.”
Cade nodded.  “Then, I’ll take her to Yellowstone myself.”
“Cade…”
“I’m taking her.”  His tone was inflexible.
“You’re a fucking idiot.”  Deke muttered in disgust.
Cade flashed him a dark look.  “Do you think I would let Addy stay in this shithole, when she could go back to a time before the flash and the wars and the death?”  He snarled.  “A time where she will not be hunted by Outlanders or starve in the snow?”
Deke got to his feet and said four words to him in their language.
“No.”  Cade scraped a hand over his face.  “I can’t.  She will have all the things she deserves and she will be safe.  Everything else… doesn’t matter.”  His jaw ticked.  “I’ll need supplies before we go into the Wilderness, though.  Big Rock will have them.  We can start for the polis tomorrow and stay here tonight.”  Cade headed back out the door.  “I’ll see to the horses.”
Addy blinked.  “That’s it?”  She called after him.  “That’s all you’re going to say?”
He kept walking for the exit, as if he couldn’t escape her fast enough.  “What else do you want to hear?”
“I’m trying to talk to you about my world and two minutes into the discussion, you’re already bored with it?  We’re surrounded by thousands of years’ worth of human history.  There are things here that even I don’t understand and I’m from the past.  Don’t you have any questions?”
Cade ignored that.  He stalked out of the Hall of Records, slamming the door shut behind him.
Addy’s lips tightened into a line and she glanced over at Deke.  “You’re right.  He’s a fucking idiot.”  She hesitated, her curiosity getting the better of her.  “What did he say ‘no’ to, anyway?”
“I told him he should ask you to stay.”  Deke looked frustrated.  “He’s refusing to get his head out of his ass and do that, though.”
Addy wasn’t surprised.  Hurt but not surprised.  “Whatever.”  She must’ve been out of her mind to even care that she wasn’t invited to join Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show.
Deke cast her a speculative glance.  “He wants you to stay with him.”
“Obviously.  Because super-handsome, super-powered cowboys from the future always want girls like me.”  She rolled her eyes, not wanting to show how disappointed she was.  “Forget it.  I have a lot of exciting people waiting for me at home.  Too many to even count.”
“The same people who don’t think you’re pretty and aren’t looking for you, you mean?”
“Oh, shut up.”
“You belong with Cade.”  Deke said with flat certainty.  “And he belongs with you.  You have to do something, Addy.  I don’t think he’ll survive if you leave.”
“That’s ridiculous.  The man’s so healthy he could carry his horse to Devils Tower and be fine.”  She shook her head.  “He survived thirty-some years just fine without me.  Probably better, since now he’s sleeping in caves and…”
Deke cut her off.  “He can’t go back to the way he was before.  I’m telling you, something inside of him changed when he met you.  He needs you, Addy.  If he’s too stupid to reach up for help, you need to just grab him before he sinks.”
“And what?  Stay in this time?”
“You won’t even consider it?”
She had considered it.  Addy missed the twenty-first century, but she could be convinced to stay in this dismal place, instead.  All her life, she’d wanted a family and now she felt like she’d found one.  She wanted to be with the Westins more than she wanted to see her condo again.  Mostly, she just wanted Cade.  He clearly didn’t plan to even discuss the possibility of a permanent relationship, though.
“Cade doesn’t want me to stay.”  She reminded Deke.  “He wants me gone.  He just said so.”
“He wants you safe.”  The World’s Unlikeliest Relationship Counselor corrected.  “That’s all he’s focused on.  The Voltyn blood just tells him to protect you, regardless of the cost.”  Deke’s eyes were intent.  “He’s in a lot more danger than you are, though.  Without you, he really will stop feeling things.  He’ll stop being Cade.  I know it.  You’re the only one who can save my brother.”
Addy let out a long sigh.  “I don’t think he wants to be saved.”
“Since when has that stopped you?”  Deke retorted.  “Look, once that fucking idiot starts caring about someone, all he thinks about is what’s best for them, alright?  As soon as Cade saw this place, he started telling me that we need to get you home.  That you deserve to be in a better world.  It’s how he’s built.  He doesn’t want you gone.  He just wants you happy.  He’ll sacrifice anything for that.”
Addy thought for a long moment.  On some level, she knew Deke was right.  Cade was a protector by nature.  He would do whatever he could to make her happy.  It was just who he was.  So what would make her happiest?  Being back home with takeout egg rolls and Netflix, or staying in the gloomy future with the most infuriating man she’d ever met?
Shit, that wasn’t a choice, at all.
The answer was so clear that Addy realized she wasn’t a scatterbrain, after all.  She knew exactly what was important in this world.  It wasn’t when you were that mattered.  It was who you were with.  She looked around at the monitors, showing all the wonders of her time and said goodbye without a drop of regret.  There no place she’d rather be than with Cade and his nutty family.
They were where she belonged.
She took a deep breath.  “I want to be with Cade, but he won’t ask me to stay, Deke.”
“I don’t know that he can ask.  It’s not that easy with Cade.  Being a Voltyn has…”
Addy cut him off.  “I don’t care about the Voltyn thing.  I care about him loving me.  I want him to ask me to stay.”
All her life she’d been searching for someone to belong to.  Someone who’d give everything for her.  Someone who’d look for her when she was lost.  She refused to settle for less, when she knew Cade could give so much more.
Deke’s eyes narrowed, weighing her resolve.  “Alright.  We’ll get him to ask you, then.  I got an idea to make that happen.”
She frowned suspiciously.  “What kind of idea?”
“Probably better if you don’t know.  No sense in Cade killing both of us.”
“Oh geez, you’re not going to hold him at gunpoint, are you?”
“That’s the backup plan.  Just let me handle it, alright?  And don’t leave this century until it has a chance to work.”
Addy had no intention of going anywhere.  Now that she’d decided to stay with Cade, she planned to devote all her energy to securing their future here in the future.  …Even if that meant dragging him into wedded bliss by his shiny hair.
“Fine, we’ll go with your idea, but no guns.”  She warned Deke.  “It cuts way down on the sincerity of a proposal.” Shaking her head, she went stalking over Jacobi, who was goggling at screen that showed images from space.  “Come help me figure out how to turn off that damn welcome message.  Maria Del Sol is driving me crazy.”
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“This is your fault.”  Cade stood over Adeline and fixed her with a dark glare, doing his best to ignore the brilliant glow of her aura.  Even at this hour of the morning, the woman was beguiling.  He’d spent all night convincing himself to let her go, but, looking at her tousled red curls and sleepy eyes, it was hard to remember any of his extremely logical reasoning.  Pissed off at everything, he shoved the note into her hand.  “Look!”
“What?  Jesus, what time is it?  Why are you shouting?”  She ran a hand through her hair and sat up in her sleeping bag.  “What the hell is this?”
“You tell me.  I know you had something to do with it.”
She squinted down at the note, which was scrawled on the page she’d ripped from that impossible book the day before.  Deke had written across the surface of it in ash from the fire and Addy rolled her eyes.  “Are you kidding?  You woke me up to see this?  I can read --like-- three words of this thing.”
That was because Deke had meant the note for Cade.  The terse sentences were printed in their language.
Meet you in Big Rock.  Use the time alone to claim your woman.  Don’t fuck this up.
Both his brothers were gone and Big Rock was three days ride.  Which meant, for the next one hundred gantii, it would just be Cade and the small human girl he desired more than anything.
Alone.
Shit.  He should have seen it coming.  Deke and Jake wanted Cade to keep Adeline.  Never mind that Addy deserved to be back in her own time.  That keeping her here would be selfish and wrong.  His brothers knew Cade wanted the little lunatic, so they were doing their best to sabotage all his efforts to be an honorable man.
“It says they’re gone.”  He told her, gesturing to the note.   “We must travel by ourselves, now.”
As if this whole thing wasn’t already hard enough, his siblings had to go and make it worse.  Being alone with Adeline and not touching her would be torturous.  That was their whole plan.  They thought he’d crack.
Godsdamn it, he was going to crack.  He already knew it.
“They left us here?”  Adeline blinked still trying to wake up.  She turned the note in her hand like maybe she’d be able to make out the words if she held it upside down.  “That’s a terrible idea.  Why would they do such a thing?”
Cade didn’t answer that, because he understood exactly why they’d done it.  He was even a little bit touched.  So many people hated Cade just for being Voltyn.  His own father had detested the very sight of him.  But, Deke and Jake had never ostracized him or treated him differently.  They cared about him.  They wanted him to have Addy, because they knew what she meant to him.
But, it wouldn’t work.
Cade had to let her go.  He was Voltyn, bred only to think of survival, and he knew this world would kill her.  She hadn’t fit in right from the beginning and now she was on the run from the law.  The harsh weather, the Outlanders, the danger everywhere.  How could someone so bright ever survive in this horrible place?  She was meant to exist in the sunlight.  He had to make sure she was safe and warm, regardless of the cost.
Protecting Addy was all that mattered.
“Are your stupid siblings coming back?”  She demanded, tossing the note aside.  “Did they say where they’re going?”
“The note says we’re splitting up and they’re meeting us at Big Rock.”  He muttered and slapped his hat against his thigh.  “Did they tell you about this?”
“No.”  She paused.  “Well… not exactly.”
Cade rolled his eyes.  He’d known she was involved in this somehow.  Addy was the brains behind all the stupid plots his brothers got mixed up in.  “Damn it, Adeline…”
“I didn’t know they were going to leave!”  She interrupted hotly.  “Do you think I want that?  I like having them with us, Cade.  I don’t have a lot of experience with families.  Your brothers are special to me.”
Just like that, Cade’s irritation vanished.  Addy adored Jake and Deke.  He saw that every day.  She was really distressed that they were gone.  The need to sooth her overrode everything else.  “Alright, we’ll just have to catch up with them in Big Rock and kick their asses, then.”
Addy snorted.  “That idea I actually like.”
“Good.  Come on, we need to make about thirty gantii today.”
Addy made a face at him, not eager to leave her sleeping bag, no matter how much she wanted to track down his brothers.  This “Hall of Records” was warm and familiar to her.  She and Jacobi had done something to get the lights dimmed and the noise stopped, but Addy was still very much at home amid the dormant magic that lived here.
She looked cozy and content right where she was.  “I don’t know how far thirty gantii is, but it sounds like a lot.”
“It is a lot.”
“Wonderful.  Just what my backside needs.  More time on a horse.”  Red curls bounced at the force of her sigh.  “Well, did your brothers leave us any food, at least?  I’m not going anywhere before breakfast.”
It took him a moment to process her words, because he was beguiled, again.  Four gods, she was the most gorgeous creature he’d ever seen.  All Cade wanted to do was crawl into the sleeping bag beside her warm, rumpled body.  Instead, he cleared his throat.  “Of course there’s food.”  Deke and Jake had left more than half the supplies and the two best horses.  “Put your clothes on and I’ll get you something to eat, alright?”
She was already somewhat dressed.  As far as he could tell, she’d slept in her shirt, which was really Jacobi’s old shirt.  Not that Cade had watched her get ready for bed.  …His eyes following her every movement in the darken room.  …His body hard as a rock and aching for her.  …His mind boggling over the strange, lacy underwear she rinsed out and hung to dry.
“Food.  Good.”  She gave a mumbled sound of agreement, rubbing her eyes.  “Look, I’m really not a morning person.  I’m pissed at you for being a jackass and I’m going to brutally kill your brothers, just as soon as I get the chance.  But, right now I need coffee too much to even stand.  Are you sure there isn’t any coffee around here?”
Addy asked that every morning, apparently hoping that he’d been lying to her since she’d arrived.  “I don’t know what coffee is.  I’ve told you that.  Repeatedly.”
She gave a dismayed groaned, her hand covering her face.  “But, how can you not
know what coffee is?  How could humanity have lost such precious knowledge?”
“I don’t know.  I’m not human.”
“Oh Lord.  This again.”  She rolled her eyes.  “Look, it’s really, really early for you to start with the Voltyn crap.  My brain isn’t fully functioning, so I’m going to end up saying something unsupportive.  Let’s just not, okay?”
“There is nothing unsupportive you could say to me.  I am immune.”  Cade busied himself by digging some breakfast out of the bags.  “I have heard it all from the cradle, so say whatever you wish.”
“Fine.”  She snapped.  “I’m going to say exactly what I’m thinking then: Use your own head instead of letting other people define who you are, moron.  Their insults are not true.  If you stopped listening to them, you’d know that you are human.  One hundred percent.  How could you even doubt that?”
He glanced at her from the corner of his eye.  “Because I apparently control elec-triss-ty.  Name me one other human who can do such a thing.”
“Captain Marvel.”
“Who?”
She shook her head.  “Has it ever occurred to you that having powers isn’t a bad thing?  We write stories about people like you in my time.  They’re called superheroes.  They’re the legends that kids admire.  Why don’t you focus on the positive aspects of being amazing?”
The woman truly did live in another world.  “Such as?”
“Such as you can do things that other guys would love to do.”
Cade scoffed at that and crouched down beside her.  “You think so, huh?”  He handed her some buffalo jerky.
“I know so.”  Addy gave the jerky a skeptical sniff and tried a small bite.  “Not many men could get a girl ready to rip her clothes off in an alleyway.  Embrace your extra-specialness.”  She chewed the food, making a face.  “I miss pancakes.”
Cade’s eyebrows shot up.  “You were ready to rip your clothes off?”
“Really?  That’s what you got out of my little speech?”
“Well, it’s what you said.”
“I didn’t technically say it.  You just inferred it.  Since, I don’t rip my clothes off for unromantic jackasses, you must have been hearing things.”  She made a twirling gesture with her hand.  “Turn around, so I can get dressed.”
“I never claimed to be romantic.”  Although he was charmed by the idea that she wanted him to be.  Had any woman ever expected romance from a Voltyn, before?  He very much doubted it.  Anonymous couplings in the dark were all they wanted from his kind.  Softer feelings were reserved for humans.  It was just so Adeline to think only the best and most noble things about him.  Cade stood up so his back faced her, trying very hard not to picture her unclothed body two feet from his.  “Why are you mad at me exactly?”
“Men should never ask that question.  It just gets them in deeper trouble, because you should already know.”
“Except I don’t know.”
She made a frustrated sound.  “You walked out of here last night, not even caring that I’m from the past, Cade.  Not even one question about where I come from.  All you focused on was getting rid of me as quickly as possible.”
Was she kidding?  “You’re the one who said you wished to return to your own time.” He’d only left because he didn’t want to fucking hear about the world that could offer her so much more than he ever could.  He hated the idyllic past that was going to steal her away.
“Don’t try to make this my fault.  I’m totally in the right and you’re being a dick.  As usual, I might add.  Since I got here, there hasn’t been a single day that you weren’t actively searching for ways to annoy me.”
“Me annoy you?”
 Cade automatically turned back around, exasperated with her.  “That’s a joke.  You’re the most impossible woman in the…”  He stopped short, his tongue no longer fitting in his mouth.  “Shit.”  He spun back the other way and blinked.  “I forgot you were dressing.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to do that.  I didn’t see anything.”
“It’s alright.”  She told him easily.
She wouldn’t be so forgiving if she knew the truth.  Four gods, had he seen things.
Adeline’s skin was perfect all over.  He squeezed his eyes shut, every gant of it burned into his retinas.  How could anyone be so beautiful?  It seemed even more impossible than the enchanted time she came from.  Her breasts were soft globes tipped with pink.  Her hips were curved, a neat halo of golden-red curls at the junction of her thighs.  As many times as he’d imagined her, he’d never imagined anything quite so perfect.  Cade’s chest couldn’t expand far enough for him to get oxygen into his lungs.
This girl is supposed to be yours.
Shit!  He was already cracking.
“I’m sorry.”  Cade repeated.  He reached up to rub his temple hard enough to nearly drill through his skull.  He could feel the glowing power in his hands crackle against his skin.  Damn it.  He wished he could erase the image of her from his mind.  Wished he could turn back around and just gaze at her naked body for the next month or so.  Wished things were different.  “I’m so sorry, Addy.”
“Calm down.  No harm done.”
Only Adeline would be so casual about this.  He let out a long breath, wanting to slaughter his brothers.  “There are laws about you consorting with me.  If you insist on being mad at someone, it should be at Deke and Jacobi for putting you in this situation.”
“Consorting?”  She snickered.  “I don’t know how the translation works in your language, but, in English, consorting is a delightfully old-fashioned word.  …And kind of romantic.  Like Romeo and Juliet or something.  Maybe there’s hope for you, yet.”
He disregarded that.  It was the only way to deal with some of Addy’s more bizarre statements.  Instead, he tried to get through to her as clearly as possible.  “Say you’re right and humans don’t like my kind because they’re envious of the Voltyns’ powers.  It seems doubtful, but alright.”  He shook his head.  “Well, they’ve dealt with their jealousy by putting rules in place, making sure ladies like you stay away from men like me.”
“I’m not a lady.”  Addy snorted.  “I’ve told you that.  Repeatedly.”  She thought she was very clever, tossing his own phrasing back at him.
Cade wasn’t amused.  “You are a lady.”  He’d never met one before, but he knew this woman was the epitome of the word.  “There are laws that forbid us from being in a room together like this, Adeline.  My brothers know that.”
“And as The Year Three Thousand’s version of Bonnie and Clyde, it’s so important that we follow the law.”
He stared up at the ceiling, asking the gods for patience.  “You’re not understanding how serious this is.  Without Deke and Jake around, we’re alone.  And right now you’re naked.  Before this, there was chance we could’ve convinced them you were kidnapped.  But being alone and naked with me is enough to get you arrested.”
“You’re not understanding.”  Footsteps sounded and Addy moved so she was standing in front of Cade, all her pale curves revealed.  “I’m not going to lie about anything.”  Her eyes locked on his, her face determined.  “No one tells me who I can be naked and alone with.  Not in any time period.”
Cade’s mind went blank.  His eyes skimmed down her nude body, lingering at places that he wasn’t supposed to see in the first place.  “I’m going to count to ten and then this is going to become serious.”  He warned in a rasping voice.  “I mean it.”
Her eyebrows rose, as if his response caught her off guard.  “Really?”  She blurted out, like she was surprised that he didn’t plan to keep arguing about whatever it was they’d been arguing over.
“Yes!  Fuck, you have no idea what you’re doing.”
Addy looked intrigued by the looming disaster.  “Oh, I think I do.”  Green eyes glinted with feminine awareness as she considered her options.  “Unlike certain jackasses, I can think for myself.”
Nothing in his entire life had prepared him for someone like Adeline Mulhaney.  She truly did beguile him.  “You can’t do this.  You’re supposed to be afraid of me.”  He tried to keep his eyes above her neck, but it was like trying to stop his heart from beating.  “Everyone’s afraid of me.  Why are you never afraid of me?”
“Maybe because I think you’re a lot more afraid of me.”  Her head tilted, red curls caressing her shoulders.  “So, just to clarify, I have ten seconds of leeway before the seriousness begins?  Ten whole seconds of fun?”
The possibility of that drove all logic from Cade’s mind.  “Damn it, Addy.”  He whispered helplessly.
“That’s what I thought.”  Her mouth curved into a smile.  “One Mississippi.”  She stepped closer to him and took hold of his wrists.
“What’s a Mississippi?”  Cade got out, knowing this was a mistake, but unable to pull free of her tender grip.
“It’s a state, a river, and a dice game.”  She flattened his palms against the lush mounds of her chest and Cade surrendered with a groan.  She had the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen.  He could come just from the feel of them.  His power sparked across her nipples, jolting them into tight points.
“Two Mississippi.”  Her head went back on a sigh as he squeezed her flesh.
“Addy.”  The weight of her breasts had his hands lighting brighter than ever before.  Her fingers slid between his, moving his hands, and the top of his head nearly blew off.  The power sizzled across her skin and her cheeks flushed in pleasure.
“Three Mississippi.”  Her eyes closed, her voice going dreamy.  “Oh, yes…”  Addy’s body rocked against his, apparently content to spend the next seven seconds right where she was.
Cade cracked.
He needed more.  He needed everything.  Dragging her closer, his mouth slanted across hers.  Addy gave a soft cry against his lips, as he spun her around and lowered her back against the sleeping bag.  Oh gods, she was warm and sweet and just what he’d always dreamed of.
He raised his head.  “Four Missa-sippy.”  He murmured.
She looked dazzled.  “Wow.”
Cade didn’t recognize that word, but he knew it meant she was pleased.  Emboldened, he pressed farther.  His right palm left her breast and slipped downward, settling in the damp folds of her body.  Green eyes met his in surprise.  Cade didn’t pull back, but he did stop to give her time to refuse.
She was going to refuse.  Obviously.  Not even a lady as daring as Addy would allow a Voltyn to go this far.  And, no matter how she denied it, the woman was a lady.  She probably wouldn’t even let a human touch her under these circumstances.  She was going to say no.
Instead, she beamed up at him with mischief and joy.  “Wow.”  She whispered again.
Adeline wanted him.
Cade let out a shaky breath of relief and wonder.  She actually wanted him, in the light of day and with their eyes meeting.  Not as some forbidden sexual encounter in an anonymous room, but like he mattered to her.  It had to be some cosmic mistake, but he wasn’t going to question his good fortune.
“Five Missa-sippy.”  He told her and deepened his touch.
Beautiful, gentle hands dug into his shoulders.  “Please, please, please.”  One glowing finger eased inside of her, her body drenching his palm, and she gasped.  “Oh Cade.  Oh yes.”
Something wasn’t right.  She was so tight.  It jangled in the back of his mind, but he was too far gone to pay attention.  “Six Missa-sippy.”  Her head was thrown back, exposing the curve of her throat and he licked his way down the graceful column.  “I knew you’d tasted this this good.”  He stayed up at nights imagining it, in fact.  Gods, her skin was so fucking soft.
“Don’t stop.  Please don’t stop.  Your power is vibrating and…”  She bit down on her lower lip as he rubbed his fingers together, sending out small sparks.  “Ooooh.  Forget everything I said about your carpentry skills.  You are amazing with your hands.”
Cade’s mouth curved and he pushed the shiny hair back from her awed face.  “Seven Missa-sippy.”  He kissed his way south, savoring the lush bounty of her breasts.  No one could be so perfect.  It just didn’t seem possible.  “Gods, I love your skin.”
“You do?”
“I could drown in it and die happy.”  His teeth grazed her nipple.
“Don’t die until you finish this.”  Addy gasped, arching into his mouth and hand.  “Your electricity is so deep.  You’re so deep, Cade.  Please, don’t stop.”  She gave a moan that raced through his blood like fire.  “Please.”
The breathless “please” had him groaning.  “I know you’re close.  Don’t worry.  I’m not going to stop.”  Not if a thousand armed humans showed up to drag him away.
Addy looked desperate.  “But, we’re only at eight Mississippi.  There’s no way you can finish me off so fast.”
“I’m a Voltyn.”  For once, he didn’t say it like a curse.  “I have some ‘extra-specialness’ remember?”  Cade had never tried to control his powers before.  Mostly, he just wanted to hide, repress, or extinguish them.  But, the “electricity” was about to give him something magical, if he could just figure out how to use it.  He needed to be careful with her.  So careful, because she was so delicate.  But, if he could just deliver a small jolt to the perfect spot…
Adeline gave a shriek of pleasure and Cade suddenly loved his heritage.  “Nine Missa-sippy.”
“Cade.”
He caressed her body, reveling in her cries.  “Say it, again.”  He could listen to her exotic accent dance over his name forever.  “Who am I?”
“Cade.  Cade Westin.”
“That’s right.”  He dipped his head to kiss her.  “Now, tell me what you want me to do to you, lady.”
“Take me.  Please.”  She begged.  Her hand came up to cradle his cheek, so their eyes connected.  “Please, Cade.  Say ten.”
Whenever she said “please,” he gave in and they both knew it.  Cade turned his lips into her palm, his teeth grazing her skin and then kissing the small mark he’d made.  “Ten Missa-sippy.”  He agreed and sent more energy zinging through his fingers.
“Oh yesssss…”  Adeline convulsed, her lips parting in a wordless scream and Cade felt a smile spread across his face.  In that moment, everything he’d ever wanted was safely held in his arms.
She truly was a miracle.
Addy went limp against him as he milked the last aftershocks from her body.  “Wow.”  She whispered again and snuggled closer to Cade.  “Ten seconds.  Holy shit.  You really just did that in ten seconds.”
“Give or take.”  He nuzzled her temple.
Every other time he’d been with a human, the entire process made him feel dirty and depressed.  But touching Addy was like being cleansed.  She didn’t try to push him away or immediately start making excuses for her lapse in judgment.  Instead, she grinned, perfectly content to lie beneath him.  Trusting him.
Addy leaned up to kiss him soundly, even as she struggled for breath.  She fit against Cade’s body like she’d been made for him.  “I didn’t expect that.”  She sounded dazed.  “I really didn’t.”
“You should see what I can do when I have a full minute.”
“That’s definitely flirting.”  She laughed and Cade suddenly understood exactly what the word “wow” meant.  Everything he’d ever believed about Voltyn not possessing feelings was garbage.  What he felt for Adeline was real and vast and filled every part of him.  Cade closed his eyes against her hair.
Nynan.
“I mean, I waited twenty-eight years to try this with another person and you just accomplished that in ten seconds.”  She continued happily.  “I just can’t believe it.”
The jangling in the back of his head returned.  The knowledge that something wasn’t normal.  That there was a barrier, where he’d never felt one before.  Cade hesitated.  It was stupid and impossible, but he still he heard himself asking the question.  “Adeline,” he braced himself, “you’re not a virgin, are you?”
Silence.
Cade winced.  He’d known she was too tight.  “You’re still a godsdamn virgin?”
“A little bit.”  Addy muttered and squiggled free of his hold, like she was feeling embarrassed.
“A little bit?”  Cade got to his feet and ran a hand through his hair.  “How can you be ‘a little bit’ virginal?”
“Well, I mean technically, I haven’t slept with anyone.  But…”
“Shit!”  He cut her off with a frustrated growl and started pacing around the room.
Of course she was a virgin.  He should’ve known, given the absolute purity of the woman.  No.  On second thought, the purity was just a part of Adeline’s soul.  He should’ve known she was a virgin, because it was yet another reason why he shouldn’t be touching her.  The universe kept setting up signs for him, but he wasn’t taking the hint.  A Voltyn touching a virgin was the stuff of human nightmares.  The lynching was inevitable at this point.
…But, so fucking worth it.
“Everyone’s a virgin at one time in their life, Cade.”  Addy grabbed up her clothes, looking irritated.  “Some of us just stay that way for an unfashionably long time.”  She pulled on that delicate and complicated contraption called a “least-favorite bra.”  “Besides, we didn’t really have sex, so you don’t have any reason to panic about my dad getting a shotgun.  Not that he’d give a damn, anyway.  You can relax, alright?”
He ignored that, pinching the bridge of his nose.  “How in the hell could someone like you still be a virgin?”  Did they keep her locked up in a tower?  “How is that even possible?”
“Truthfully?  It’s Patrick Swayze’s fault.”
His eyebrows slammed together, fully prepared to hate the unknown man.  “Who?”
“I watched Dirty Dancing when I was a kid.  You couldn’t have seen it, but it’s about a rich girl who falls for a poor boy, and they dance this big musical number at the end, and it’s basically the greatest movie ever made.”  She paused when he just stared at her.  “It’s a film.  Like… a play.  Dirty Dancing is a story of epic romance”
Romance again.  Fuck.
“The movie shaped my whole world view.  I wore out two VHS tapes and a DVD watching it.”  She stood up, buttoning her pants.  “Patrick Swayze was the actor who starred in it and I totally fell for his character.  I mean I was smitten, in the sappy-love-poems-written-in-my-unicorn-covered-Lisa-Frank-notebook sense of the word.  I wanted to have his beautiful, rebellious, dance instructor babies.”
Yep.  Cade hated this man even more than Michael Landon.
“There’s this line in the movie where Baby --She’s the heroine-- Baby says that your first time should be with someone you sort of love.”  Adeline nodded like that gibberish actually made sense.  “And pudgy, unpopular, middle school me was like, ‘Baby is totally right.  I’m going to wait for someone I sort of love, the way she sort of loves Patrick Swayze.  Then I can have my big dance number and my epic romance.’  I guess, I never really got past wanting that.”  Addy focused on the fastenings of her shirt.  “Except, like everyone else in my life, my Patrick Swayze never came looking for me.”
“So while you wait for this epic guy to show up, you thought you’d just fvred me?”  Now, Cade was pissed.  “Well, fuck that.”
Adeline shot him a glare, not liking his tone.  “I don’t know what ferovred even means, asshole.”
Cade stifled a winced as she tried to pronounce the oath.  Shit.  She didn’t understand what it meant, but he did and he’d been wrong to use that kind of language in her presence.  What was wrong with him?  He took a deep breath, trying to regain his temper.  “It’s a vulgarity and I shouldn’t have said it to a lady.  Forgive me.”
Green eyes rolled.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’m not a lady.”
His jaw ticked.  Gods, her stubbornness was like talking to a ghaa beast.  “My point is, I am not some diversion to pass your time here in the present.”
“This isn’t the present.  I live in the present.  This is the future.”
“My point,” he continued, unwilling to get into another argument before they finished the first one, “is that I won’t be used.”
“Used!?”
“I know why you did that with me.”  Cade gestured towards the sleeping bags.  “It’s obvious.  Have you ever gone that far with anyone else?”
“No, but…”
Cade cut her off.  “No.  But, you did with me, because I’m a Voltyn.  Because, you think that it doesn’t matter what we do together, because I don’t fucking count.”
“You believe I’m using you?”  Addy had the audacity to look worried.  “I don’t mean to, Cade.  Really.”  She bit her lower lip.  “I guess I have taken advantage of you.  A lot.  I’ve stayed at your hotel and you’ve fed me and given me clothes, and now you’re bringing me to Yellowstone.  In return, I’ve gotten you arrested and run out of town.  So, that is pretty…”
“No.”  He interrupted, waving a dismissive hand.  As usual, she was mixing everything up.  “That’s not what I meant, at all.  You don’t even need to ask for my protection, Adeline.  It’s already yours.”  Voltyn had been created to fight for the people they belonged to and Cade belonged to Adeline.  He had from the moment their gazes met.  “Whatever you need, I will give to you.  Freely and without hesitation.”
She paused.  “Even though you’re probably not getting the sixty gold coins I promised?”
 He rolled his eyes.  There was no ‘probably’ about it.  She definitely didn’t plan to pay him that rent money.  Cade wasn’t an idiot.  He’d known that from the first.  “I’m not worried about the gold.”
“What in the world are you so upset about, then?”
“I just don’t want to have sex with you, if you don’t…”  He trailed off and looked at the wall, unsure how to explain his feelings without revealing too much.
“You don’t want to have sex with me?”  She glanced away.  “Oh.  Well… sure.  You’re probably used to girls who are thinner and prettier and more experienced and from this century and…”  She shrugged, not finishing that list.
Gods, it was like she set out to frustrate him.  Cade’s jaw ticked.  No one could be so irritating without a long term plan to drive him out of his mind.  How could she possibly think that he didn’t desire her?  Was she blind?  The woman was the sun in his sky.  Why didn’t she see how extraordinary she was?
…Because, no one ever bothered to tell her.
Cade scraped a hand over his face.  Adeline’s view of herself was faulty, because the idiots in her own time didn’t value her.  She didn’t see what he did.  She didn’t see the truth.  All she saw were their lies.  “Addy, you are beautiful, inside and out.”
Her emerald gaze met his, not convinced.
Her own words came back to him.  Use your own head instead of letting other people define who you are.  Maybe they both needed to take that advice and readjust their thinking.
Cade tried again.  He wasn’t good with words, but he had to get through to her.  “I haven’t been able to take my eyes off of you for more than three seconds, since you walked in from the snow.  I will never desire another.  You are… perfect.”  All that was true, but she still wasn’t buying it.  Cade sighed at her skeptical frown, giving up on saying anything romantic.  He clearly sucked at it.  He tried something less flowery, but equally honest.  “I
want to have sex with you.”
She believed the bluntness, her expression lightening.  “Well good!  That’s a super-promising start.  Then, why are you shouting at me and cursing in other languages?”
“You think I haven’t heard this shit before?  Granted, never with a virgin.  Usually, it’s some married woman, telling me that it’s not really cheating, because I’m not a human.  A lot of them think Voltyn are some kind of loophole to their marriage vows.  That being with me is like fucking some inanimate sex toy.”
Red-gold eyebrows soared, shocked by that.  Addy was too clean to ever consider that others were filthy.  He knew that.  Cade had the dim perception he might be overreacting, but acknowledging his emotions was too new for him to be sure.  Every rotten experience of his life kept the words pouring out.
“I won’t do that with you, Adeline.  It doesn’t matter if I’m human or not, what we do together counts.  I count.”  That was probably the first time any Voltyn had ever uttered such a crazy statement.  It was Addy’s fault for putting the new thoughts in his head, to begin with.  Now they wouldn’t go away.
“I know you count, Cade.  That’s why I…”
He didn’t even hear her.  “I don’t care if you’re waiting for Padrick Sway-zee.  When I sleep with you, you won’t be a virgin anymore, technical or otherwise, because you’ll have been with me.  Me, Addy.”
Adeline studied him, her eyes tracing over his averted face.  “I didn’t let you touch me because I’m looking for a virginity loophole.  Or despite the fact that you’re a Voltyn.  Or because you’re a Voltyn.  I let you touch me, because you’re Cade Westin.”  She shrugged.  “And I sort of love you.”
Cade’s head whipped around, gaping at her.  “Huh?”
“How could you miss it?”  Adeline looked amused by his shock.  “Do you think I go on the lamb with guys I don’t care about?  That I stayed a technical virgin by throwing my naked body at everyone?”  She gave him a strange smile.  “It’s you, cowboy.  I was waiting for you.”
Cade couldn’t think of a single thing to say to that.  Nothing at all.   His mind was a complete blank as he gazed down at her.  No one had ever said they loved him before.  Not once in his entire life.  His brain couldn’t process it.
Given a little more time, Cade might have been able to string together some coherent syllables.  Maybe at least a grunt.  Unfortunately, before he could regain the powers of speech, loud shouting and the galloping of horses sounded from outside.  Cade turned towards the entrance, dread filling him.
“Are your brothers back?”  Addy asked, not understanding.
“No.”  He looked over at her, knew this was going to be bad.  “I think the Outlanders just found us.”
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Being kidnapped by Outlanders was a good news/bad news situation.
Good news: the posse wasn’t following them anymore.  Addy could breathe easier knowing that Sheriff Zecker was no longer trying to hunt her and the Westins down for a hanging.
Bad news: The posse wasn’t following them anymore, because the posse was dead.  The Outlanders had apparently caught up with Zecker and his men, and were currently cannibalizing their corpses.  It was like Alive without Ethan Hawke’s scruffy hotness to mitigate the ewww factor.  Addy tried not to look at the large campfire where dinner was cooking, but it was impossible to miss the stench of it.
Good news: At least, the Outlanders hadn’t killed and eaten Addy or Cade yet.  They’d dragged Cade away and brought Addy to a tent made of sanbor skin, but they hadn’t done any real damage.
Bad news: The only reason they were still alive seemed to be the Outlanders curiosity over the Hall of Records.  Even with the monitors turned off, they knew it wasn’t a normal place.  The overhead lighting shocked them as much as it had the Westins.  Rather than shoot Addy and Cade with their weird-looking circular guns, they’d taken them back to their camp to see their queen and answer some questions.
Good news: The Outlanders spoke better English than the rest of the people in the time period, so they understood Addy when she talked.
Bad news: She could understand them, too.
“Explain why we should not kill you both, right where you stand, human scaumm.”  The queen demanded as Addy was shoved in front of her.  Judging from her tone, whatever “scaumm” was, it probably didn’t mean “really pretty friend.”
The Outlander camp was made up of square tents and armed lunatics.  At least forty of them had glowered at her from beneath their elaborate white helmets as she was carted through village.  It was impossible to know if they dressed like Imperial Stormtroopers to camouflage themselves in the snowy landscape, to look even more badass, or to hide their mutant-y faces.
The queen was the only one who didn’t obscure her features.  She was an older lady, who clearly remained vain about her appearance.  …Despite the six yellow eyeballs, the reedy hair, and the kind of transparent skin.  Beauty was in the eyes of the holder, after all.
She did have some awesome jewelry, though.  Unless Addy was very much mistaken, the queen was wearing the Hope Diamond around her neck.  The priceless blue gem was no longer locked up in a museum case at the Smithsonian.  Instead, it was nestled between a dozen other odd necklaces at the queen’s throat.  A bald and melted Barbie doll head dangling from twine…  A string of plastic bottle caps from…  Some shiny bead things that changed shape every time she looked on them…
A woman with such avant garde fashion sense couldn’t be all bad, right?
“Um, you shouldn’t kill us because we’re super nice people?”  Addy tried with an encouraging smile.
Clearly, that wasn’t the answer the queen was looking for.  Her six eyes narrowed.  There was a top set, a bottom set and one set in the middle, all of them blinking independently and all of them looking pissed.  Crap.  Wasn’t the Hope Diamond supposed to be cursed?  Maybe some bad luck would kick in on Queeny and she’d get hit with a meteor very, very soon.
Addy cast a hopeful look towards the roof of the tent.
A Stormtrooper guy leaned in closer to the queen and lowered his voice.  Whatever he had to say, it interested her.  Her gaze flicked back to Addy with a speculative gleam.  “You travel with a Voltyn?”
“I travel with Cade Westin.”  Addy corrected sharply.
The Stormtrooper’s head whipped around.  “He’s a Westin?”  The helmet muffled his voice, but she heard the venom in it.
Clearly, he knew the brothers.  Did anybody like those guys except her?
The queen’s six eyes watched Addy with reptilian menace.  “Deke Westin was our prisoner during the Wilderness War.  Do you have any idea how many of our people he killed, before we captured him?  Hundreds.  That’s why we took his arm!  So he could never use it to hold a weapon against us, again.”
“You cut off Deke’s arm?”
“We ate it to steal his power.”  The Stormtrooper snapped.  “And seven of his toes.  We wanted him to suffer for years, taking him apart a piece at a time.  But someone broke him out of his cage, after just a few weeks.  Someone came to our camp and took him.”  He glowered at Addy like she was his prime suspect.  “They killed eight of our best men in the escape.”
Cade.
There wasn’t a doubt in her mind he was the “someone” behind the rescue and he was currently tied outside, at the mercy of these maniacs.  The last thing she needed to do was point their attention his way.  She wanted to hurt these assholes for what they’d done to Deke, but lying seemed like a much smarter idea.  Unfortunately, she still sucked at it.
“Well, ‘Westin’ is a really common name.”  Addy tried.
“No, it’s not.  It belongs to one family.  Deke Westin’s family.  The Madman of the Wilderness.  Who waged war on our kind like a rabid ghaa beast and then escaped his just punishment.”
“See, that’s a whole different group of Westins.  Like… the bad side of the family.  Cade is barely related to them, at all.  In fact, he’s not related to them.  He pronounces his name ‘Wes-teen.’  Way, way different.”
“You just called him Westin.”
“Um… I have a really strong accent.  It sort of comes and goes.”
“Whatever this man calls himself, he’s a Voltyn.”  The queen interjected.  She clearly wanted to be the center of attention and didn’t appreciate their bickering stealing her spotlight.  “And humans usually shun his kind, so why are you with him?”
“I’m smarter than most humans, I guess.”
“My son says this Cade was very angry that you’ve been taken from his sight.”  She waved a hand at the Stormtrooper.  “The man was causing such an uproar outside, we had to tie him up at the edge of the camp.”
“To be fair, he’s always kind of angry.”  Hopefully he wouldn’t get himself into too much trouble while she was gone.  Cade had a temper and the Outlanders already didn’t like him.  Addy’s mind raced, trying to think of some way to get them out of this mess.
“Most humans aren’t so tolerant of lesser beings, like the Voltyn.”  The queen’s son/Stormtrooper guy said.  “Especially not women who have access to magical caverns.”
The queen snapped something in another language, annoyed with the continued interruption.
Addy glowered at him, too.  “Cade isn’t a lesser being.  He’s my boyfriend.  Sort of.”
The queen puzzled over that word.  “Boyfriend sort of?  You… mate with the Voltyn?”
“Not yet, but it’s my plan for later tonight.  If I can convince you to let us go, anyhow.”  She smiled her most persuasive smile.  “Say, how would you guys like to trade boring old Cade for a state-of-the-art bear whistle?”  She pulled it out of her Glamp-pack™ and held it up for them to admire.  “Shiny, right?”
They didn’t seem impressed.
The Stormtrooper took off his helmet, revealing his not-mutanty features and Pez colored hair.  She’d expected him to look like Sloth from The
Goonies, but he was actually handsome, with two eyes and a square jaw.  He grabbed the backpack away from her, rifling through her belongings.  His yellow gaze flicked to the queen, saying something in that language Addy didn’t recognize.
“Don’t be an idiot, Quel.”  The queen sounded derisive.  “She’s just a human.  A bit odder than most, but still nothing more than food.  She has no magic.”
He switched back to English.  “You didn’t see the cave, Mother.  Or these objects in her satchel.”  He took the guidebook, flipping through the pages in something like awe.  “This woman must have some sort of…”  The Stormtrooper’s words broke off abruptly when the queen hit him.
Her hand cracked across his cheek hard enough to leave a red mark.  “Stop your childish obsession with the supernatural, Quel.”  She ordered coldly.  “And do not ever contradict me.  Look at your paltry number of eyes.  You were not meant to lead.  You follow.  It’s all you’re destined for, so keep your place.”
He subsided with a look a chilling hate.
“I do have magic.”  Addy blurted out before they killed each other and, more importantly, her.  “Really.  And I’ll trade it to you for our release.”
The queen hadn’t been expecting that.  Her head tilted, studying Addy with deepening curiosity.  “What sort of magic?”
“The most powerful kind in my world:  Technology.”
Addy’s iPhone was still zipped into the pocket of her coat, along with the nail polish Cade had given her and a pink lip gloss.  Make-up probably wouldn’t impress the Outlanders, but she was betting electronics would blow their minds.
She grabbed iPhone and turned it on.  There was no reception in the future, but the apps still worked.  The familiar opening chime sounded and both Outlanders jumped in amazement.  Pleased that she had their attention, Addy swiped the screen to her music player and scrolled down the list.  She had no idea what sort of songs mutants might like, so she settled on something classic: Take On Me by a-Ha.
The ‘80s synthesizers started and the Outlanders couldn’t have looked more astonished if Addy grew a dozen more eyeballs.  As usual, the artistic powers of the world’s greatest decade were universally understood.
Quel gazed at the iPhone with ill-concealed greed.  “It truly is magic.  I knew it existed!”  He breathed.  “Where did you get such a thing, woman?”
Addy prayed the battery held out for a few more minutes.  “My powers come from an enchanted place called the Apple Store.  I’ve traveled thousands of years from the past and I know things you cannot even imagine.”
Quel’s mouth parted in amazement.  “You’ve come through time itself?”
Addy waggled the phone enticingly.  “Yep.  And I will give this mystical amulet to you, if you let us go.”
Her royal sixclops-ness rallied.  “We could just take it.”  She pointed out, her attention locked on the glowing screen.
“Except, you don’t know how to work this incredibly complicated spell.”  Addy hit the pause button and the music went silent mid-falsetto.  “I’ll show you, but only if you release me and Cade.”
The queen considered that for a long moment and Addy could almost see her brain working through her translucent skin.  Norwegian pop singers must have appealed to her, because she clearly wanted the iPhone.
“I’d planned to kill the Voltyn.”  The queen finally said.  “He’s dangerous to have around, especially if he is a Westin.  No one will ransom for one of his kind, so his only purpose is food.  The men are already building a fire for his body.”
Addy’s heart stopped.
The queen arched a brow.  “But, we have plenty of courses for tonight’s feast, thanks to that posse.  I suppose I could be willing to make a deal for your lover.”
“Great!  I can…”
The queen cut off Addy’s quick agreement.  “But, you have value to me.  A magical human who looks as you?  I could trade you for enough supplies to last us this entire year.  You stay.”
Addy hesitated.  Cade was already in a bad mood thanks to finding out she was a virgin.  And getting kidnapped by mutants.  And her declaration of sort of love.  Yeah… he clearly hadn’t wanted to hear that, but Addy had been helpless to stop the words.  She wasn’t good at hiding how she felt.  She didn’t even want to.  Cade would just have to adjust and try to sort of love her back.  It was only fair.
But, this deal was really not the best way to make that happen.
In fact, it was going to piss him off so badly, she anticipated a lightning storm of Ben Franklin proportions springing from his hands.  He was a protector by nature.  Someone helping him was totally outside of his experience and he didn’t much like it.  Cade’s super-solider DNA wouldn’t let him walk away from this camp without her.  Especially, since these were the bastards who’d hurt his brother.
“Even if I agree, Cade might not like this arrangement.”  She hedged, trying to think of another way to save him from becoming an entrée.
“He’ll go along with it or we’ll kill him.”  The queen summed up with smug look.  “The choice is yours, human.  You remain here willingly and he goes free.  Otherwise, you remain here unwillingly and he is tomorrow’s dinner.”  She smirked, her teeth as yellow as her eyes.  “Well, the real question is, how much do you value your ‘boyfriend’?”
 
***
 
“What the hell is this?”  Cade scowled as the Outlander male dragged him to his feet and shoved him forward.  He’d been tied on the outskirts of the camp for hours, his wrists fastened behind his back.  The feeling was gone in his hands, he was covered in more bruises from the repeated beatings they’d given him, and his fingers were probably frostbitten from the cold.
None of it even registered.
“Where’s Adeline?”  Getting her back was all Cade cared about.  Ever since they’d taken her into the queen’s tent, he’d been in a panic.  “What are you doing to her?”
He recognized this clan of Outlanders.  They were the same group who’d held Deke prisoner, so he knew how vicious they could be.  Gods, he should have killed more of them the day he came to rescue his brother.  At the time, he’d only been concerned with getting Deke out, but every single one of them deserved a painful death.
And if they harmed Adeline, he would make sure they died fucking screaming.
Logically, Cade realized that Addy was worth far too much for them to injure.  A beautiful, virginal human needed to stay beautiful and virginal to command a top price.  It only made sense.  Still, “sense” meant very little when it came to that woman.  How could he be sure Addy was safe, given the chaos she created just by being herself?  What if the Outlanders lost control and hurt her?  What if they planned to sell her to someone right away and Cade wasn’t there to stop the man from raping her?  What if she came up with some crazed escape plan and got herself shot?
He couldn’t stand that she was alone with these bastards.  Vulnerable and probably terrified.  Adeline was the only bright part of his life.  If anything happened to her…
“The woman is fine.  More than fine.”  Quel had the same enraptured look everyone got when they first met Adeline Mulhaney.  His grayish aura was alive with excited sparks.  Only Outlanders had gray auras.  It was creepy.  “She possesses magic like I’ve never seen before and I am a student of the supernatural.  I doubt we could harm her if we wanted to.  She’s surely protected.”
“She is protected.”  Cade would destroy anyone who touched her and he planned to start with this asshole.  “Take me to her.”
Quel seemed oblivious to the danger.  He looked at Cade, both of his eyes bright.  Outlanders decided ranks based on the number of eyes a person was born with.  Six eyes meant you were a general.  Four eyes meant you were a soldier.  Two eyes meant you were a serf.  Quel clearly had bigger plans than servitude for his future and he was looking for a way out.
Adeline had just given it to him.
“Do you know of her home?”  He demanded.  “Of the power that resides in her time?  How does she harness it?”
Addy had told them she came from the past?  Cade weighed his response, wondering what she was up to now.  “I know that she’s valuable.  Very valuable.  Harming her would anger the gods themselves.”
That response didn’t satisfy the Outlander.  “But how does she travel there?  Through this place she’s marked?”  He pulled out that priceless guidebook, pointing to a page that showed a map and jets of water shooting into the sky.  It had to be Addy’s “geyser.”
Cade nearly smiled when he saw that she’d drawn a star next to it in the purple nail paint he’d bought for her.  She’d also written his name in her language, with a heart swirled around it.  He wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but he liked it.
“I must see this Apple Store for myself.”  Quel insisted.  “It is everything I have ever dreamed of finding --someplace of my own-- and this human is the key.”
Cade had no idea what an Apple Store was and he wasn’t in the mood to speculate about which powers would sweep Addy back to her own world.  “I don’t give a shit about your family squabbles.  Just take me to Adeline.  Now.”  It was the last time he planned to ask.
Quel scowled at that response and gave his head a shake, apparently giving up on questioning Cade.  “You no longer need to be concerned about her, Voltyn.”  He led Cade towards the camp.  “The woman had arranged your release.”
Cade planted his feet into the snow, refusing to move forward.  “You’re letting us go?”  He said skeptically.  Addy could accomplish the impossible, but not even she could manage that.  What was really happening here?
“We’re letting you go.  You’re leaving the camp and, if you’re smart, you’ll never come back.  The girl stays with us.”
Cade’s eyes narrowed at that news.  Fucking hell, this idiocy really was an Adeline plan from start to finish.  Only she would think it was a good idea.  “I’m not going anywhere without my woman.”
“Yes, you are.  My mother made a deal with her for your life.”  Quel shrugged.  “It’s strange how determined she is to keep you safe, given that you’re nothing but a Voltyn.  Humans are like everybody else in the world.  Maybe worse.  They usually want to belittle and destroy everyone different than they are.”  He paused.  “Your woman surprised me.”
“She does that a lot.”
Quel grunted.  “She says you’re her ‘boyfriend.’  Insinuated that means the same as a mate.  Is that true?”
Cade didn’t recognize the word, but he still knew the answer.  “To me, it’s exactly the same.”  He said quietly.
“Well, I’ve never heard of a human mating with a Voltyn.  At least not openly.  What makes you so special?”
“Nothing.”  Addy was the special one.
Quel gave another grunt.  “That part I believe.  You’re a nobody.  All Voltyn are nobodies.”  He arched a brow.  “I have heard of Deke Westeeen, though.”
“Deke is my brother.”  Cade agreed, although he had no clue what was going on with that exaggerated pronunciation of their last name.
“That’s what I thought.”  Quel said smugly, as if there had been some debate on the matter.  “That bastard murdered dozens of my kind and your people gave him a medal for it.”
“It wasn’t murder.  It was a war that the Outlanders started.  Then your bitch of a mother took Deke prisoner and tortured him.  You think a medal makes up for that?”
“He deserved everything he got!  I knew someone helped him sneak out of that cage, I just couldn’t figure out who’d be stupid enough to come looking for the crazy bastard.  It was you, wasn’t it?”
Cade wasn’t going to deny the truth, even if it would piss the Outlanders off.  “I will always come looking for my family.”
“Very inspirational.”  Quel mocked.  “No need for such heroics today, though.  You’re going free.”
Cade braced himself, already knowing it wasn’t going to be that easy.  “What about Addy?”
“Oh, she stays with us.”  Quel reported with a supercilious smirk. “With me.”
If Cade’s hands had been free, he would’ve slugged the bastard.  “No.”  The single word was a threat and they both knew it.
“No?”  Quel echoed incredulously.
“No.  You aren’t keeping my woman.  You’ll have to kill me first.”
Quel leaned closer to him and lowered his voice.  “I didn’t want to spoil the surprise, but killing you has been my plan, all along.”  His yellow eyes glinted.  “Deal or not, I don’t see as I have a choice.  As long as you’re alive, I know you’ll come back for your little human.”
“Yes, I will.”
“And I can’t risk you fucking this up for me.  That woman is my path to greatness.  My guide.  Given to me by the gods to lead me to my destiny.  You want to steal her away, which means you have to go, Voltyn.”
Alright, now Cade was getting pissed.  “Adeline Mulhaney is mine.”  No Voltyn had ever claimed a human before, but the words came easily.  From the first moment he met her, all his instincts had shouted the same thing.
This girl is supposed to be yours.
The longer he knew her, the deeper it got.  Adeline told stories to Jacobi, and worried about Deke’s madness, and smiled at Cade in some magical way that made him just who he’d always wanted to be.  She stood up against injustice when other people looked away.  She disrupted everything around her and somehow made it better.  She was insane.  And took nothing seriously.  And had the cleanest aura he’d ever seen.  …And when she kissed him, Cade felt every pure, real, sacred emotion he’d always been told he couldn’t feel.
He might have to surrender his woman to her perfect fucking home in the perfect fucking past, but he would never hand her over to this son-of-a-bitch Outlander.
Frozen or not, Cade’s fingers began to smolder.  Not with the small sparks meant to signal desire, but with the hot jolts of rage that usually resulted in someone being fried to cinders.  For once, he didn’t try to pull back on the power.
Quel didn’t even notice.  “Let’s not make this harder than it has to be.  Just surrender to the inevitable and save us both some time.”
In the midst of their arrogant bigotry, everyone forgot that Voltyn were warriors.  It was why they’d been bred.  And warriors didn’t take kindly to anyone stealing their mates.
Cade twisted his hand, burning ropes and snapping them free.  He had the satisfaction of seeing Quel’s eyes widen in panicked surprise and then the guy was convulsing as electricity scorched through his body.
Cade’s powers lashed out, slamming into Quel’s chest and sending him flying.  The Outlander careened headfirst into a pine tree, blood trickling from his nose.  He slumped over unconscious, his face pressed into the snow.
That was easy.
Sometimes Voltyn powers weren’t so terrible, after all.
Cade headed over to check Quel’s pulse.  The guy was still alive.  He scowled in irritation.  Regardless of how big a dick the Outlander was, Cade couldn’t kill somebody who was passed out.  …But, it was pretty damn tempting.
Cade sighed.  Maybe Quel would die on his own.  Maybe he would live.  At the moment, Cade didn’t care which, just so Quel stayed out of the way.  He looked down at his hands and saw they were brighter than ever.  Hotter.  The glow wasn’t fading, but was spreading up his arms.
Shit, was that normal?
Probably not, but Cade had no idea how to stop it.  Inside his body, there was a buzzing of unleashed power, looking for an outlet.  He gave his head a sharp shake and started towards the camp.  Voltyn knew how to focus on objectives and, right now, all his instincts were screaming at him to find Addy and make sure she was safe.
Protecting her was all that mattered.
Electricity continued to singe the air, igniting the trees and bushes around them.  Flames leapt twenty feet high.  This whole place and everyone in it was about to burn to ashes.  Cade should’ve wiped the Outlanders off the face of the world when they touched his brother.  Taking Adeline hostage and threatening her was just the last fucking straw.  His powers would let him level the whole camp, so that’s exactly what he planned to do.
Cade headed for the makeshift corral where the Outlanders were keeping the horses.  His gaze swept over the square tents, searching for the queen’s quarters.  “Addy!”  Damn it, where was she?
As he walked, dozens of other Outlanders came running towards him, angry and waving weapons.  Cade slammed the electricity into them, too.  People screamed in panic.  The fire spread.  Sal-gun blasts were wildly fired through the smoke.
Cade kept going.  It took him less than a minute to reach the corral and get the saddle on Addy’s horse.  He’d always been good with animals and Madonna seemed happy to see him.  She gave Cade’s shoulder a playful shove of welcome.  He patted her nose, getting her ready to go.  Recognizing one of the Westins’ supply packs on the ground, he grabbed that, too.  Cade turned to saddle a horse for himself, but there wasn’t time.
One of the possibly braver, possibly stupider, Outlanders closed the corral gate, trapping Cade inside.  “You’re not going anywhere, Voltyn!”  He bellowed.
Cade considered it options.  Starting a fire so close to the horses would frighten them, so he couldn’t blast the guy.  Fuck it.  He and Addy could ride together.  He just had to find her first.
Cade swung himself onto Madonna’s back.  Clicking his tongue at the horse, he shifted the reins and charged at the fence.  The Outlander fell back in shock as Madonna sailed over the gate in a graceful leap.  The guy stumbled to the ground and then scuttled out of the way on his hands and knees.
Cade smirked, not slowing down.
Gods, he liked horses.



Chapter Thirteen
 
And you’ll find plenty of hot springs in this region, too.  These natural pools are much warmer than other lakes and streams, the water heated by geologic processes under the ground.
Be careful if you choose to swim in one, though.  Their temperatures can get intense!
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“I will kill you!”  The queen shrieked.  “You and that Voltyn scaumm betrayed me and now you’ll pay!”
“We don’t know that Cade did this.”  Addy argued, although she knew that Cade totally did this.  “It could’ve been a freak storm.  Or arson.  Or…” Shit, what else could start a fire?  “Substandard wiring.”
The queen turned on her with a furious screech, yellow teeth bared in a snarl of hate.
Addy didn’t think about what to do next.  She just did it.  The Outlander lunged at her and Addy seized hold of her Invisible Woman-y arm, using the queen’s body weight to flip her to the ground.  Judo classes really should be mandatory for anyone planning to time travel.  The queen splayed on the dirt floor, shock reflected in all of her many eyes.
Addy didn’t wait around for the woman to kill her.  Tripping over her own feet, she raced out of the tent.  “Cade!”  She looked around the burning camp, desperately trying to spot him.  Christ, it was like a scene from The Wild Bunch.  “Cade!”
All around her tree and tents burned.  People ran through the smoke, pushing each other as they fled.  Addy shoved her way through the madness.  She knew that Cade was being kept on the far side of the village, so she needed to somehow get to him.  Somehow find him, even in the midst of the chaos.
Which would be simple if --say-- he showed up riding a big, blue horse.
Addy’s eyebrows rose in astonishment as Cade came charging through the camp on Madonna.  She saw him scanning around, trying to spot something in the pandemonium.  Or someone.  It took Addy a moment to realize that it was her.  Cade was looking for her.
In spite of everything, Addy started to smile.
“Cade!”  She shouted again, waving her arms.  He didn’t glance her way.  The guy rode a horse like Brad Pitt in Legends of the Fall, but he couldn’t hear her over the noise or see her through the smoke.  Shit!  Her mind racing, Addy darted back into the queen’s tent, grabbing her backpack from the floor.  Where the hell was that state-of the-art bear whistle?
“Human whore.”  The queen was on her feet, again.  “You and your Voltyn will die.”  She struck out at Addy with her overgrown nails, trying to slash at her throat.
Addy dodged to the side, swinging the Glamp-pack™ at the queen’s midsection.  The woman doubled-over, clutching her stomach.  Clearly, the Outlander wasn’t used to people fighting back against her.  At least not the way Addy fought.  Maybe if she’d pulled a laser gun, the queen would know how to react, but a designer bag to the ribcage just seemed to piss her off.  It also sent the state-of-the-art bear whistle sailing out of the front pocket and onto the floor.
Crap.
There was a pause as both of them stared down at it.  Then, Addy and the queen dove for the whistle at the same time, tussling for it.  The Outlander didn’t want the damn thing.  She only fought for it to thwart Addy.
“I’ll destroy you, human!”  She shoved Addy backward and grabbed the whistle for herself, holding it above her head in crazed triumph.  “Everything that’s yours will be mine!”
“Stay out of my way or I will kick your ass.  In fact, fuck you, I’ll do that, anyway.”  Addy kicked her in the head with the heel of her hiking boot hard enough to break the cartilage in her nose.
Kind of a low blow, but so what?  Had Bat Masterson given a damn about playing fair?  Hell no!  He’d just cared about saving the pretty ranch widow from the claim jumpers or whatever.  Addy’s pretty ranch widow was hot cowboy with superpowers, but the principle was the same.  Wild West badasses fought dirty.  Addy snatched the whistle’s pink cord right out of the queen’s hand, scrambling to her feet.
The queen fell back in pain, her hands going to her face.  “There’s nowhere you can go that we won’t find you!”  She screamed as blood poured down from her nostrils.  “My people are everywhere!”
“Then, tell them I’ll see them in Scottsdale.”  Addy dashed back through the door, slipping the backpack over her shoulders.  She’d even gotten her iPhone back, because she was awesome.  “Cade!”  He was farther away now, still scanning the burning tents.  She popped the state-of-the-art bear whistle into her mouth and blew out the shrillest noise possible.  It was very Rose-gets-rescued-at-the-end-of-Titanic, only without the sappy voiceover.
Cade’s dark head snapped around at the high-pitched sound.  Lavender eyes locked on Addy and she saw relief enter his expression.  He wheeled the horse around, heading straight for her.
Addy grinned, pushing her way through the crowd.  “Cade!”
He leaned forward over the neck of the horse, lowering a palm towards her.  “Give me your hand!”
He was awesome, too.  No wonder they made such a great couple.  She reached for him and he seized hold of her wrist.  “‘Bout time you got here, cowboy.”
Pulling Addy up behind him, Cade swung her on the saddle.  God, he was strong.  “Are you alright?”  He called over his shoulder.
“Yeah.”  She gripped his waist, her body pressed up against his.  “Are you?”
“No.  I’m fucking pissed off, Adeline.”
“I can see that.  Is there anything around here you haven’t set on fire?”
“The horses.  I like horses.”  Cade sent her a quick glance.  “And you,
which is taking a shitload of restraint.”
“You can bitch at me later.  Let’s just get out of here.”  She held tight as he directed Madonna out of camp and deeper into the mountains.
The guy really was a daredevil rider.  Kid Shelleen himself couldn’t have maneuvered the horse with more breakneck skill.  That didn’t mean she liked seeing the trees whipping past her face, though.
Damn, but she missed her car.
Outlanders were probably following them, but none of them could keep up.  Or maybe they just figured that Cade was about to die without any mutant-y assistance.  It wasn’t such a wild guess.  He and Madonna were clearly trying to reach eighty-eight miles an hour and travel through time the Marty McFly way.  Addy squeezed him tight and just hoped her death was quick and painless.
Eventually, Cade slowed the horse to a more sustainable pace, but they were still going way too fast for her peace of mind.  Hours passed.  Just when Addy was pretty sure they were going to ride forever, Cade finally stopped.
Addy carefully opened one eye.  Holy cow, had she actually lived through that?  Maybe Rushmore’s holy presidents were watching over her, after all.  She let out a long breath and glanced at Cade.  “If this cowboy thing doesn’t work out for you, have you considered a Derby bid?”
They were in a secluded area, with a natural hot spring bubbling in front of them.  Around the edges of the huge pool, grass grew and the snowdrifts were held at bay.  Thick blankets of steam from the heated water drifted over everything for a hundred feet in all direction.  Everything inside the oasis was fifteen degrees warmer.  It was beautiful.  …And very, very tempting to her sore muscles.
Cade jumped from the saddle and turned to lift her down.  “We’re resting here for the night.  I’m in a bad fucking mood, so don’t talk to me until I calm down.”
“Knowing you that could take another sixteen hundred years.”  She arched a brow as he set her on the ground.  “Why are you mad at me?”
“Women should never ask that question.  It just gets them in deeper trouble, because you should already know.”
She refused to smile at his snarking.  “I hate it when you turn my own words back on me.  It’s just petty.”  She shook her head.  “Seriously, what’s the matter?”
He slanted her an angry look, removing the saddlebags with agitated movements.  “Did you or did you not make a deal with the Outlanders?  Me for you?”
“Is that what this is about?”  She rolled her eyes.  “First of all, I technically traded you for an iPhone.  And secondly, they were planning to turn you into a delicious Voltron stew if I didn’t agree.  What did you expect me to do?  Place a takeout order?”
“Voltyn.  And I expected you not to be a godsdamn idiot!  Did you seriously think I would want you to make that fucking deal?!  Ever?”
No, but she wasn’t going to admit that.  It would just get him angrier.  “You weren’t around to consult.  I had to make a choice.”
“If it’s a choice between me and you, then it is you, Adeline.  Always.  There is no fvreing choice!”
Addy didn’t feel like arguing, so she tried to derail his rant by knocking him off balance.  “I don’t appreciate you using that kind of language around me, Mr. Westin.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.  “I think you’ve forgotten that I’m a lady.”
Cade gaped at her like he had no clue what to say to that prissy complaint.  She actually saw his pupils dilate in total mind-blowing disbelief.  It was kind of adorable.  Addy couldn’t quite contain her smile, as she watched him try to catch-up.  For half a second, she almost thought he was going to apologize.
Then his eyes narrowed.  “You’re fucking with me.”  He accused.
Addy made a “tsk” sound.  “Still cursing.”  She chided and headed closer to the water.  The hot spring was fascinating and mysterious, shining with an otherworldly blue.  After testing to make sure it wasn’t boiling, she leaned over to take off her boots and dangled her feet into the pool.  Ahhh…  She let out a blissful sigh.  Sonic bathhouses were fine and all, but nothing would ever beat bubbly water.
Cade wasn’t done with his lecture.  “Would you be serious for once?  Outlanders are dangerous.  You can’t make deals with them, because they won’t honor them.  Why would you do something so stupid?”
“I told you, I didn’t have a choice.”
“How in the hell did you not have a choice?  You could’ve just said no.”
“They were going to cook you, moron.  Of course, I was going to give them whatever they wanted.”  She unzipped her jacket, shrugging it aside.
“But, it’s not what I wanted.  You are my family, Addy.  I would never choose myself over my family.  You didn’t need to ‘consult’ with me to know that, so why would you agree to something so insane?”
No one had ever called her “family” before and actually meant it.  Maybe because she’d never met her family until she walked into Cade’s saloon.  “You know why I made the deal.”  She said quietly.
“Remind me.”
Did he just need to hear the words?  She turned to look at him over her shoulder.  “Because, I’m in love with you.”
Cade stopped yelling.  His temper slowly faded, replaced by a new kind of intensity.  “Sort of.”  He reminded her, lavender eyes burning hot.  “You said you sort of love me.”
“And I sort of do.”  Addy pulled her shirt over her head and started unfastening her belt.  “…Maybe a little bit more than sort of.”
Cade freed Madonna from her saddle so she could graze and headed closer to Addy.  The electric glow of his palms was brighter than she’d ever seen it.  “Come here.”  He rasped, all his attention fixed on her breasts.  It was a wonder the lacy cups of her least-favorite bra didn’t ignite under his stare.
“Oh, I’m not that easy, cowboy.”  Addy stepped out of her pants.  Her eyes stayed on his, inviting him closer.  “Have you ever tried swimming?”
“No.”  Cade edged forward.  “It’s considered… primitive.”  He let out a shuddering breath as she tossed her least-favorite bra aside.  “Don’t let that stop you, though.”
“I won’t.  Speaking as someone who owns a Jacuzzi:  Primitive can be wonderful.”  Addy slipped out of her underwear and stood before him naked.  “You’re going to build us a fire tonight, right?”
Cade was so mesmerized he would’ve agreed to build her a rocket ship.  “Anything you want.”  He whispered.
“Good.  Then, I don’t have to worry about freezing to death, later.”  Addy waded into the hot spring, gliding under the surface.  Jesus, it felt good.  When she was younger, she’d gone through an “Ester Williams phase,” so the water was her second home.  She surfaced five yards out, slicking her hair back from her face.  “Now, are you done being mad at me?”
“I could never stay mad at you, Adeline.  It would be like holding a grudge against the sunlight.”
She smiled at that uncharacteristically poetic response.  He was totally flirting.  And very, very handsome.  It occurred to her that this was a stellar place to stage a seduction.  “Then why are you still on dry land?”
“Because, I’m very content right here watching you.”
“Joining is better than watching.”
“I don’t see how anything could be better than this.”  His mouth curved.  “Besides, I’m not as odd as you are.  I have no idea how to swim.  I’m not getting in that water.”
“Sure, you will.  I’m seducing you and we can’t have sex if you’re waaay over there.”
He stared at her for a long moment, digesting that idea.  “You’re seducing me?”
Addy arched a brow and drifted backwards enticingly.  “I’m trying to.  You’ll have to tell me how I’m doing.”
Cade surrendered so fast it was almost funny, which meant she must’ve been doing okay.  “When I drown,” he muttered, yanking off his jacket, “take the horse and head that way.”  He pointed to the left.  “You’ll hit the trail to Big Rock in about six gantii, understand?”
“Sure.  What’s a gantii, again?”
“Gods, you drive me fucking crazy.”  He stripped off his clothes even faster than he rode a horse.  “You’re the only virgin in the world who could pull this off.”
“Nonsense, we’re a crafty bunch.  It’s how we stay virgins.”  Despite her cheeky words, Addy blinked at the sight of him, her seduction plan faltering.  Cade’s body looked like it was carved from rock.  Tanned rock.  Crap.  Bad enough she’d never done this before, but now she was attempting to seduce a guy who could’ve easily dated two Playboy bunnies at a time.
“What’s wrong?”  He asked seeing her face.  “Is it my hands?  Addy, I’m sorry.  I can’t stop the Voltyn…”
“No, it’s not the glowing thing.  I like the glowing thing.  It’s just…”  She trailed off with a sigh.  “Are you deliberately being this gorgeous just to add some pressure to my seduction scheme?”
He scoffed at that.  “The last thing I want to do is make it harder for you to seduce me.”  Once Cade made up his mind to do something, he didn’t hesitate.  He walked into the pool without faltering.  It was only about six feet at its deepest point, so his head was well about the water.  “Believe me, things are already hard enough.”
Addy snickered.  “Funny. 
“I thought so, but having a sense of humor is pretty new, so I couldn’t be sure.”  He stopped when he reached her and arched a brow.  “Actually, this swimming thing isn’t so bad.”
Still unsure, Addy floated backwards.  “Told ya so.”  From the beginning, her feelings for Cade were strong and certain.  He was the one.  She was positive about that.  But she was nervous, now that the moment was actually here.
Cade followed her small retreat, the light from his hands illuminating the water.  “So, we’re naked and in the hot spring.  I’d say your seduction plan is off to a good start.  Now what are you planning to do?”
“I’m still working on it.”
“Can I make a suggestion?”
Addy shook her head and slipped out of range.  “My seduction, my rules.”  She tried to look thoughtful as she eased through the water.  “Step two needs to be something foolproof, because you’re not great at taking hints.”
“I’m learning fast.”  Cade’s purple eyes followed her, tracing her movements.  “Come here.”  He repeated and his dark voice had her insides dipping.
Addy went with her instincts.  Cade had said Voltyn didn’t know how to play, but she was betting it was just what he needed.  “First, you’ll need to catch me…”
She didn’t get to finish that challenge.  Cade reached for her and she quickly ducked under the water.  She popped up on the other side of him, laughing.
His head snapped around as she surfaced.  “This isn’t fair, Adeline.”  He warned, but she could see he was intrigued.
“Oh, poor baby.”  She pouted for him.  “You want to quit, because you can’t swim?”  She splashed farther away, evading his grasp.  “I’ll go easy on you.
Cade nonchalantly shifted position.  “No.  I mean it’s not fair to you.”  He somehow boxed her in just by moving two steps to the right.  Addy glanced at him in surprise and he arched a brow.  “And I won’t go easy, lady.”
In that second, she saw the predatory instincts that made Cade’s ancestors super-soldiers.  He was seeing this game with an overlay of strategic geometry that eluded her.  “How’d you do that?”  She demanded, her heart pounding with desire and feminine awareness.
“I’m Voltyn and you’re a tiny, helpless human.  You really think you can get away from me?”
“Nope.”  He was going to capture her as soon as she moved.  They both knew it.  “But, the whole point is to get caught… eventually.”
His head tilted, waiting to see what she’d do next.  “One Missa-sippy.”  He taunted.
Addy grinned at the dare and tried to fake left to circle around him.
Cade’s reflexes were way better than hers.  He was already blocking her mad dash.  Those massive, glowing palms seized her, swooping her up.  “Two Missa-sippy.”
She gave a laughing squeal as he dragged her closer.  On second thought, it really was hard to play with a Voltyn.  Cade was focused on victory and not so concerned about prolonging the fun.
“Three Missa-sippy.”  He finished smugly, as she ended up plastered against his chest.
“Hang on!”  Addy pushed the hair from her eyes.  “Seducing you is supposed to take more than three Mississippis.  Next time, you should let me escape.”  Since both of them were about to win, she really didn’t mind, though.
“I’ll never let you escape.”  His arousal brushed her stomach and Addy stopped laughing.  Cade made a soothing sound at her nervous jolt.  “It’s alright, Addy.  Don’t worry.  I can be soft with you.”
“Really?  Because you’re not feeling soft.”  He felt big and hard.  But, also kinda… nice.  He dipped his head to nuzzle her temple and she slowly relaxed, again.
Yeah, this was very nice.
“That’s a good girl.”  Cade murmured as he felt her tension fading.  He took his time, kissing his way down her throat and then back up again.  “You’re safe.  You don’t ever have to be scared of me.  Gods, you always smell so pretty.”
“No small feat in a world without shampoo.”
His teeth grazed her ear.  “Getting any inspiration for the third phase of the plan yet?”
“Aren’t you taking over?”
“Oh no.  You’re the primitive seductress.  I’m just your beguiled victim.”
Addy smiled at that, regaining her confidence.  Cade was holding her, but she was still in control.  That was the perfect combination for success.  “Primitive seductress, huh?  I like that.”
“Not as much as I do.  Believe me.”  His lips found hers, drinking deep.
“You know electricity and water don’t mix so well.”  She teased, coming up for air.  “If you succumb to my charms, there’s a chance your Voltyn powers are going to electrocute you.”
“I’ll take my chances.”  Cade hesitated.  “Wait, did you just say Voltyn and not Voltron?  I think that’s the first time you… Holy shit!”  He broke off with gasp as Addy’s fingers slipped under the water and curved around the length of him.  “Addy.”  It sounded like a prayer.  “Don’t stop.  Gods, don’t stop.”
“I’m not going to stop.”  She tossed his own words back at him, because it was actually funny when she did it.  “Tell me what you like and…”
His mouth slammed across hers, cutting her off mid-word.  Oh God yes.  Addy’s lips parted beneath his.  Yesyesyesyesyes.  Clearly, Cade liked it all.  This was exactly how she’d imagined it would be and she had a really vivid imagination.  Jesus, it was better.
Cade groaned deep in his throat at her eager response.  “You are the truest, purest, most perfect part of my life.  I need you so much, there are no words.”  His hand tangled in her hair, his eyes on her.  “Let me have you.”
Addy smiled with anticipation, her palm still moving on his shaft.  “All you have to do is ask and I’ll give you anything, cowboy.”
He blinked, like he didn’t understand.  Blood wasn’t exactly rushing to his brain.  “Twenty-eight years of waiting to have sex with Padrick Sway-zee, and all I have to do is ask?”
“I was never waiting for Patrick Swayze.”  Addy rested her free hand on his cheek, lifting her head for another kiss.  “For twenty-eight years, I’ve been waiting for you.”  Her tongue touched his.  “Ask me and I’ll say yes.”
“It’s that easy?”
“Yes.”
Cade took a deep breath and seemed to brace himself.  “You deserve more, but will you be with me anyway?”
“Yes.”
For one heartbeat, he just gazed at her, waiting for the other shoe to drop.  “Yes?”
“Yes!”  How was he not getting this?  “For you, it’s always yes, Cade.”
His mouth curved into a luminous smile.  Then, he was lifting her higher into his arms.  Cade was the only guy in the world who could make her feel dainty.  “You’ll be glad to know the seduction was a complete fucking success.  Steps two and three were foolproof.  We’re moving onto the part where I’m inside of you and on my way to dying happy.”  The hard ridge of him was right at the junction of her thighs.  He dipped his head, sucking her nipple into his mouth and angling her forward.
“Cade.”  She moved against him wanting more.  His whole body was starting to glow and that made her even hotter.  “Wow.”  Voltyn superpowers worked just fine in the water.  His hand slipped between her legs, sending sparks right through her, and Addy’s eyes nearly crossed with pleasure.  “Oh wow.”
He lifted his face from her breast.  “So, you’re seducing me because you a-little-bit-more-than-sort-of love me?”  He made it sound like perfectly reasonable question to be asking at such a moment.  “Right?”
“What?”  She twisted her hips, needing him to touch her even deeper.  “Yes.  Right.”  Cade’s finger squeezed inside of her and Addy’s head went back on a moan.  Goddamn, but the man was wow.  How could he touch her in so many places at once?
“Exactly how much is a-little-bit-more-than-sort-of?”
What a strange question.  The answer was so obvious.  “It’s a lot, Cade.”  She grinned at him, her eyes bright.  “I love you a lot.  Every time I look at you, there’s this… click.  I know you feel it, too.”
“I feel it.”  Lavender eyes met hers.  “But, you’re still taking a risk with me.  Most people will tell you that Voltyn don’t know how to love.”
“Most people will tell me that time travel’s not possible, but I still wake up every morning in Tomorrowland.  ‘Most people’ don’t know anything important.”  Addy shook her head, trying to concentrate as his hand did naughty things to her.  “Because of me, you’re homeless, a wanted criminal, unemployed, and you were almost made into cannibal surprise.  But, you’re still right here by my side.”  She shrugged.  “I figure you’ve gotta sort of love me back.  Either that or you’re just plain crazy.”
Cade snorted as if her logic amused him.  “If I’m crazy, you drove me there.”  He shifted her closer, a second finger tunneling into her flesh.
“Oh.”  She bit down on her lower lip, her palms clenching on his shoulders.  Those delicious sparks were shimmering through her, again.  “I love it when you touch me.”  She gasped, gliding up and down on his hand.  “I should’ve seduced you the very first night I arrived.”
His mouth curved.  “You have no idea how easy that would’ve been.  I have been going out of my mind with wanting you, Adeline.  You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.  And the kindest.  And the oddest.  And the most devious.”  His thumb brushed some magical spot and her whole body jerked.  “Have you ever had a plan that didn’t work out just like you wanted, seductress?”
“This one’s sure going my way.”  Addy’s sheath tightened on his fingers, on the verge of the biggest orgasm of her life.  “Oh, God.”  Her grip on him was the only thing keeping her head above water.  “Just a tiny bit more and I’ll…”
“I know.  Believe me, I know.  Soon.  I promise.  Let me just be sure you’re ready.”  Cade was struggling for breath.  “I’m so big and you’re so fucking tight.”
She gave a whimper as he eased a third finger upward.  Her body was completely opened to him.  Addy tried to move, needing one small brush of his hand to send her over the edge.
“Shh.”  He made a calming sound, holding her still.  “Not yet, Addy.  Just give it a second.”  Cade lifted her higher and her legs automatically wound around his waist.  “There you go.  Let yourself adjust to me.  Don’t come until I tell you.”
The juxtaposition of his tender tone and the erotic command turned her on to an unhealthy degree.  Her head dropped against his shoulder in surrender.  He could do whatever he wished, just so he gave her relief.
“That’s my good girl.  Let me just see how we’re going to fit.”  He squeezed his fingers apart and she tried to hold on.  “Good girl.”  His voice thickened as he continued his massage.  “You like that?”
She nodded desperately, biting down on her lower lip.
“Yeah, this is going to work just fine.”  His touch was relentless, pushing deeper and wider, but he was still murmuring gentle words.  “Such a good girl, Addy.  Take just a little more.  A little more, lady.  I want to be sure your first time is perfect.”
Everything with him was perfect.  “Cade.”  She whispered helplessly.
Hearing her say his name seemed to break his control.  Cade snarled in lust and pulled his hand free.  “I can’t wait anymore.  I’m sorry.  I need you too much.”  The tip of him brushed her core.  “Are you ready?”
Her nerves started jangling again, now that they were at the main event.  “Yes.  …I mean no.”
He stopped, his gaze jumping to hers.  “No?”
She tried to concentrate.  “No, not no.  Clearly, it’s yes.  Just…”  Her body was screaming for him, but twenty-eight years was such a long time to wait.  Damn Dirty Dancing and its uncompromising view on romance, she should have practiced more.  What if she was terrible at this?  What if he was disappointed?  “Tell me what nynan means first.”  She blurted out.
Cade frowned at the non sequitur.  “What?”
“You say it about me all the time.  I need to know what it means.”
“You seriously want to discuss linguistics right now?”
Addy winced, feeling a little bad for him.  The guy sounded like he was going to cry.  He had a colossal amount of patience, but she could feel his strain.  “Please.”
Because he was Cade Westin, he actually took a deep breath and did as she asked.  “Alright.  In your language, it would be something like… ‘The woman is mine.’”  He paused, considering that translation.  “No, that’s not quite it.  It isn’t possessive.  It’s the reverse.”  He thought for a moment.  “‘I’m hers.’”  He nodded.  “Yes.  It means roughly, ‘I belong to this woman.’”
Addy’s nerves melted away.  “I like that.”  She wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Do you really think you’re mine?”
“I know I am.”  He watched her steadily.  “I will be yours even if we stop.”
This time she didn’t hesitate.  “I don’t want to stop.  I’m sorry.  I just panicked for a second, because I’m new at this.”  She leaned in to kiss him.  “I’m yours, too, Cade.  Please take me.  I’m so close…”
Cade thrust into her before she even finished the whole sentence.  There was a brief moment of pain and then she felt nothing but ecstasy.  The girth of him was even wider than his fingers had been, stretching her to the brink.  It felt sooooo good that her mouth fell open in a silent scream.
“Come now, lady.”  Cade pushed as deep as he could go and Addy exploded.  Her body had been starving for this.  For him.  The man really was an alien superhero.  He did things to her that no human could ever achieve.  She gave a sob of pleasure, hanging onto him as her whole body shuddered.
“Oh fuck yes.”  Cade jaw was clenched as he watched her rock against him.  “Addy.”  He broke off in a panted litany of future-words.  She didn’t need the exact translation to know just what he meant.
Replete and gasping, she slumped against him.  “Wow.”
Cade was just getting started.  One hand supported her beneath the water, holding her, while he moved in and out of her spasming channel.  His other palm lifted her breast to his lips.  Teeth grazed the hard point of her nipple and Addy was suddenly on the brink for a second time.
“Cade.”  She levered herself higher so he could have better access to the aching mounds.  “Let me come, again.”  She panted.  “Please.”
Her demand was met with a hungry growl.  “Adeline, I…”  Cade suddenly blinked, looking around like he saw something strange.  “Shit.”  He turned, carrying her towards shore.  “Hang on.”
“What’s wrong?”  She tried to focus, but his lips were on hers and she forgot there was even a problem.  The next thing she knew, Cade was lowering her to the ground at the edge of the hot spring.  “Why are we stopping?”
“We’re not stopping.”  He flipped her onto her stomach in the grass, pushing her to her knees.  “I’m never fucking stopping.”
Okaaaaay.  She let out a submissive sound of desire as he moved behind her.  “But…  Oh Jesus.”  He slammed inside of her again and Addy let out a cry of pleasure.  Inside of her, she could feel electric sparks coming off of Cade’s manhood as he got closer to completion.  The Voltyn in him was taking control and she loved it.
Cade didn’t seem nearly so pleased with their progress.  “Oh Gods, Adeline.”  His face was buried in her neck.  “You’re so perfect.  Just don’t look at me and everything will be perfect.”
Wait…  Addy froze.  What did he just say?
She turned to look at him over her shoulder, immediately spotting what he was trying to hide.  Cade’s whole body was glowing now.  Every bit of him.
Her shocked eyes met his and he cringed.  “I can’t help it.”  He whispered.  “It never got this bad before.  I just want you so much, that it’s…”
She cut him off by squiggling free of his grasp.  Cade held onto her for a second, like he couldn’t bear to let her go.  His fingers frantically tightened on her hips, his chest heaving.  “No…”  He stopped short and quickly released her, because he would always care about her needs before his own.  “I’m sorry.  Addy, I’m so sorry.  I won’t hurt you.  Give me a second and I can be more human.  I swear it.”
Addy turned around to face him, both of them on their knees.  “You are a human.”  She said, very plainly.  “Voltyn are humans with some added DNA.”
He gave a humorless laugh.  “You’re the only one in this world who…”
She cut him off, trying a different tack to get through to him as fast as possible.  “If I’d been born a Voltyn, would you think I was inhuman?”
Purple eyes flashed to hers and she could see his brain making a sharp turn.  “Huh?”
“Would I be less beautiful to you if I was a Voltyn?”
He slowly shook his head.  “Nothing could ever make you less beautiful to me.  Voltyn or human, you would be Adeline.”
“Exactly.”  Her palm went to his illuminated cheek.  “You’re so beautiful, Cade.  Just the way you are.  Don’t ever doubt that.  I wouldn’t change any part of you.”
He gave a choked sound of emotion, dragging her closer.  “Addy.”  He got out, hoarsely.  One large hand came up to thread through her hair.  “Nynan.”
“Mine.”  She agreed and shifted her thighs, so she was straddling him.  “You are all mine, cowboy.”  She eased downward, taking him deep.
Cade’s gaze stayed locked on hers as he moved within her.  “I will never have another.”  He whispered, stroking faster and faster.  “You are the beginning and end of all things, Adeline Mulhaney.  When you leave me, you’ll rip my heart out and take it with you.”
Addy was too far gone to answer that.  Sparks were flying everywhere Cade touched.  Literal sparks, like from the sparklers that kids played with on the Fourth of July.  Her skin tingled from the inside out.  She leaned into his body, trying to withstand the sensual onslaught.  “Please, Cade.  Now.”
“Yes.”  The tendons in his neck stood out as he slammed into her one last time.  “Come now.”  He gripped her tight and erupted with a triumphant roar.  “Addy!”
Fuck sparklers, this was a whole fireworks display.  Addy gave a shriek of amazement as her entire system went into meltdown, again.  She held onto Cade, her body convulsing in waves of pleasure.  Around them, multicolored flares of electricity exploded in the air.  It was so beautiful.  All of it.  Cade made it all so beautiful.  Addy sagged against him, boneless and unable to speak.
“Shit!”  Cade caught hold of her chin, looking panicked when she went limp in his arms.  “Are you alright?  Did I hurt you?”
She shook her head and gave him a damp smile.  “No, of course not.  I’m just happy and emotional and wrung out and… you know.”  She wiped at her eyes.  “You know?”
His concerned expression faded into something infinite and very soft.  “I know.”  He repeated gravely.  “In your language, I think the word is ‘wow.’”
“Wow.”  Addy concurred and kissed him gently.  “Are you okay?  No side effects from the extra-glowyness?”
“I’m fine.  Gods, I am more than fine.  Everything about you is a miracle.  It was my powers screwing things up for a moment.  Back in the water, I saw,” he hesitated, “more.  That’s all.”
“More?”
“Colors were all around us.  Like the auras of everyone who’s passed this way still float in the air.”  He sounded a little confused by the idea.  “I think the Voltyn energy can do more than just create electricity, if I let it.”
“Well, you should let it, then.  The powers are a part of you, Cade.  You should figure out how they work.”
He held her close.  “Before I met you, I wouldn’t even consider such a thing.  But, now…”  He trailed off and kissed her forehead.  “You change the way I think.”
Considering so many of his thoughts needed changing, Addy took that as a compliment.  “You’re welcome.”  She closed her eyes with a contented sigh.  For once in her life, everything was perfect.  Here with Cade, she was safe and warm and exactly where she belonged.  She never wanted to go anyplace except back into the pool and…
Wait a minute.
Her eyes popped open, Cade’s earlier words suddenly coming back to her.  When you leave me, you’ll rip my heart out and take it with you.
WHEN.
That son of a bitch still wasn’t planning to ask her to stay.



Chapter Fourteen
 
As promised on our award-winning website, you’ll be visiting plenty of authentic mining towns this trip.
But one hundred and fifty years ago, these picturesque tourist spots were very different places.
Sanitation was often lacking.  Construction was always substandard.  Fur blankets were made from actual animals.
It’s hard to imagine the hardships of actual frontier life.
Just be glad you’re staying in our highly-rated and vegan-friendly facilities, Glamper!
 
 
Brown’s Glampling Tours Official Pocket Guide
 
Deke arched a brow as Cade hopped down off Madonna.  “Just looking at your face, I can tell you completely ignored my note and fucked this up.”  He deduced.  “Why do I even bother helping you, brother?  I should have a drink, and leave you to your masochism and brooding.”
“Shut up, Deke.”  Cade turned to lift Addy from the saddle.  “You’re lucky I don’t beat the ever-loving hell out of you, after what you did to us.”
“What I did?  Giving you a golden opportunity to claim your woman, you mean?  God you just couldn’t be any stupider.”
Deke might be swearing out insults, but the guy actually looked… good.  For the first time since his captivity in the Wilderness, his hair was washed and cut to a halfway presentable length.  His fresh clothes were clean and in the newest style.  Most importantly, the dangerous red and black shards in his aura had faded back into the long-absent, serene blue that Cade remembered.  Deke was finally leaving the horrors of the Wilderness War behind him and returning to normal.
Addy had done that.  She soothed all of them.
As happy as it made Cade to see Deke coming back to the land of the living, he was still pissed at him, though.  “Your idiotic plan left me all alone with Addy and a shitload of Outlanders.  Did you even think about the danger you were leaving her in?
Deke arched a brow.  “Oh, stop whining.  The girl was fine when I left.  Don’t blame me if you fucked up.”
Cade had fucked it up and that just made him angrier.  “They almost killed us, you asshole.”
“You guys need to stop arguing and appreciate the fact that we’re actually here.”  Jacobi put in with typical positivity.  He waved a hand around the polis.  “Big Rock, Cade!  Did you ever think you’d see it?”
No, he hadn’t.  As a boy, he’d imagined it, though.  He’d heard that Big Rock was the only place where Voltyn were free and he’d dreamed of living there every time someone in Shadow-of-the-Gods spat in his direction.  He’d seen himself walking the infamous streets of the outlaw stronghold with pride.  People respecting him.  Welcoming him into the stores and saloons.  Having a home where he was loved.  With children that no one ever hit and a gentle wife with big green eyes.
That was another thing Addy did.  She tore down the walls of your reality, so that everything you’d ever dreamed of was suddenly possible.
Cade looked around.  Not that this place was living up to the expectations of his boyhood.  Big Rock was a larger than Shadow-of-the-Gods, with far more buildings and people.  A trading post for criminals, it boasted a dozen saloons, three general stores, a laundry, five brothels, and four casinos.  …But it was still just a grubby polis on the ass end of nowhere.
Judging from the glares he was receiving from passersby, Voltyn weren’t exactly embraced by the local community, either.  Cade strongly suspected that staying in the hotel was going to be a problem.  The innkeeper was not going to be a happy when he checked in.  Jacobi and Deke had secured them rooms in the nicest place in Big Rock, which Cade knew was for Addy’s benefit.  The Westins themselves would’ve slept anywhere.  Having a lady in the family changed the way they did things, though.
Not that she’d be with them too much longer.
Cade closed his eyes briefly.  Addy would be safe and happy when she got back to Yellowstone.  He knew that.  It was what needed to happen.  But when she returned to her own time, his life would stop.  Just stop, with no hope of it ever starting again.  Every step west brought her one step closer to leaving.
And she seemed to be an all-fired hurry to leave.
Ever since they’d had sex, Addy had been furious at him and she wasn’t even trying to hide it.  Cade had no idea why.  One second, she was telling him that everything was beautiful.  (Which it had
been.  Nothing had ever been so beautiful.)  The next she was jumping to her feet and grabbing her clothes in stony silence.
Whatever had pissed her off, Cade knew it was for the best.  Any kind of attachment was doomed and he was already so fucking attached to this woman.  The closer they got, the more it would hurt when the end came.  But that logic didn’t do a damn thing to cure the sick feeling in his gut as she glowered at him.  He couldn’t stand it when Addy was mad.  He wanted her happy and smiling and telling him that she sort of loved him.
Gods knew, he loved her back.  Adeline Mulhaney was every hopeless fantasy of his life made real.
Addy headed up the steps of the hotel, barely glancing his way.  “Deke, why in the world are you wearing overalls and no shirt?”
“It’s a mauwat.  You said to buy new clothes, so I bought new clothes.”
“Those aren’t clothes.  Those are a Dexys Midnight Runner video.”
Deke looked affronted, even though her words were in some kind of code.  “This is what they sell here, Addy.”  He gestured to his mauwat, which really was pretty stylish in Cade’s opinion.  “Look around!  Everybody’s wearing it in Big Rock.”
She rolled her eyes, because he was right.  “In the ‘70s, everyone wore polyester.  It was still God-awful.”  She waved aside his next protest.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll take you shopping later and we’ll find something nice for you.  Right now, I just want to lie down in an actual bed and pretend I’m in a place with more fashion sense.”
“We got you a room on the second floor.”  Deke frowned as she swept passed, refocusing the conversation.  “So… He didn’t ask, did he?”
“What do you think?”  She marched into the lobby, red curls swinging.  “Oh and he lost my travel guide, too.  Hopefully, you can still remember where Strickland Geyser is.”
Deke snorted.  “How many ganta-high dicks that shoot water can there be, even in the Wilderness?  Trust me.  I can draw you a map.”
Cade disregarded that.  “Why is it my fault that the Outlander stole your book, Adeline?”  Granted, he should’ve thought of grabbing the damn thing back from Quel, but he’d been a little busy not dying.  Besides, a large part of Cade was happy to see that guidebook go.  He wasn’t exactly mourning the loss of anything that would help her leave him.
Addy kept her attention on Deke.  “It was Cade’s fault.”  She assured him.  “I’m telling you, I’m ready for the aliens to show up at Devils Tower and beam his ass back to Planet Vulcan.”
“It’s Voltyn and I’m not a godsdamn alien.”
“All aliens probably say that, Spock.  Right up until the glowy music starts playing and Richard Dreyfuss gets on your spaceship.”  She waved a hand towards the stone monolith that dominated the skyline.
The grey stone tower was larger than Cade thought it would be, looming even higher than the buildings in Adeline’s moving pictures.  More than just its massive size, the essence of the landmark impressed him, though.  Cade couldn’t explain it, but it felt like the rock gave off some mysterious energy.  His Voltyn instincts were humming, every time he looked at it.
Hell, they were humming anyway.  Ever since he’d made love to Addy, Cade felt charged.  Being with her had unleashed something that couldn’t be recaged.  At the hot spring, his whole body had been glowing and he really had been able to see the impressions of auras that people left behind.  Cade couldn’t really explain that, but he knew it was because of Addy.  She accepted his powers, so he wasn’t holding them back as firmly as he always had before.  Emotions were leaking in, weakening his control.  His energy was growing stronger and coming out in new ways.
He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.
Deke spared the giant pillar a confused glance, clearly having no clue what Adeline was talking about with her complaints about aliens.  Since the woman was impossible to understand most of the time, he quickly gave up and went storming after her.  “Addy, wait.  You can’t just…”  The door slammed shut behind him, cutting off whatever he said.
Cade was pretty sure he didn’t want to hear it anyway.  He set about unpacking the supplies from Madonna’s saddle.  “Where’s the stable around here, Jake?”
“Up passed the church.”
“There’s a church in this polis?”  That didn’t seem likely, considering all the lawless reprobates that lived there.
“Up passed the abandoned, burned-out shell of where the church formerly sat.”  Jake corrected.  For once, his blue eyes were serious.  “Ya know, there will never be another woman for you, Cade.  Addy’s it.  She was made especially for you and you don’t even see it.  That girl is supposed to be yours.”
“I see it.”  Cade focused on the horse.  “You think I’m blind?  I’ve seen it from the fucking beginning.  But, I also see that this isn’t her time.”  He tossed one of the bags at Jake.  “She belongs someplace better.”
“Her time has a lot of amazing shit.  No doubt about that.”  Jake agreed, slinging the saddlebag over his shoulder.  “But, how is it better for her?  If Addy goes back there, she has nobody to take care of her.  Who the hell is going to look for her the next time she gets lost?”
Cade hesitated.  Jake had a point.  Addy said she had no family.  When she returned to her time, she would be alone and the woman got into more trouble than any six normal people.  It was amazing that she’d survived this long.  The gods must truly look after their miracles or she’d have been dead fifty times over.
“There are men in her world.”  Cade finally muttered.  Just saying the words had his teeth grinding, but he forced them out.  “She will pick one and he will be her family.”
Fuck.
That imagined human male existed in another century and Cade would still find a way to kill the bastard if he touched Addy.  The thought of her loving anyone else had his powers sparking, heating the air.  She was supposed to be Cade’s.
“Addy could’ve already had a man from her world, if she wanted.  Instead, she stayed a virgin until she met you, moron.  You think that’s going to just…?”
“How do you know she was a virgin?”  Cade interrupted hotly.
Jacobi rolled his eyes.  “Because, I’m not an idiot.  She was a virgin and now she’s not.  I mean how much more obvious…”  He paused, when Cade just glowered at him.  “Four gods, Cade, tell me you knew she was a virgin.  You had to know.”
Cade kept glowering.
“You didn’t know?  How did you not know?”  Jake shook his head, like he was suddenly a world weary older brother.  “What you don’t know about girls is a lot.”
“I figured it out eventually.”  Cade muttered.  “Not that it’s any of your fucking business.  What does her virginity have to do with anything?”
“It has to do with the fact that she doesn’t want just any guy.  She wants you.  She picked you.  And when a lady like that picks you and you let her, you have a responsibility towards her afterwards.  You taught me that, Cade.”
“Damn it, I’m not…”
Jacobi cut him off.  “What if she’s pregnant?  Did you think about that?”
Cade scrapped a hand over his face.  Why was Jake making this harder for him?  Didn’t he see that it was already ripping Cade apart?  “She’s not pregnant.”
She couldn’t be, right?  It was only one time.
…But, now his mind was racing with the possibility.  Shit.  He hadn’t used anything.  He always used something.  He hadn’t even thought of it with Adeline.  Or maybe there had been some tiny part of him that ignored the contraceptive, because Addy was… Addy.  His wife in his mind and heart, if not in reality.  She was the one who was supposed to have his baby.
Those boyhood dreams drifted back.  A loving home, and a smiling woman, and happy children.  The family Cade had always wanted was right in front of him.  How was he supposed to let that go?
“You don’t know she’s not pregnant.”  Jake persisted. “Are you willing to take the chance on sending your own child away?”
“Yes.”  That part wasn’t even a question.  Every instinct in Cade’s body told him to keep the baby safe, no matter the pain it cause him.  Protecting the child was
all that mattered.  “I would want my son or daughter far from this hellhole.  Being a Voltyn here means hatred and scorn.  I won’t have that for them.  Addy’s world is a far better place for a baby to grow.”  There was no choice.  He ran a palm through his hair, hating that he had to give up everything he wanted most.  “Besides, what kind of father would I even make?”
“The best.”  Jacobi said simply.  “You were a father to me and you were the best, Cade.  I know I’m a screw up, but I’d have turned out way worse without you to guide me.”
Cade was touched by that.  “You’re not a screw up.  You just haven’t found your moment, yet.”
“I’m a screw up.”  Jacobi repeated firmly.  “But, I’m trying to fix it.  I swear.”  He nodded.  “You’ve looked out for me since I was a kid and, right now, I’m looking after you.”
“You are, huh?”  Cade started walking down the street, leading the horse.  “Well, I appreciate that, Jake.  But I know what I’m doing.”
No, he didn’t.
“No, you don’t.”  Jake tagged along after him.  “You’re always telling me that you’re programed to protect the people you love.  Well, Addy needs you.  Pregnant or not, she’s yours.  If you let her go, you’re not acting like the man who raised me.”
Cade let out a long breath.  “I can’t keep her here.  I don’t even have a house for her to live in.  She isn’t meant for this kind of life.”  He began counting off reasons it was hopeless.  “She complains about the weather, when it isn’t even cold.  Her skin is smooth as silkca.  She can’t start a fire.  She can barely ride a horse.  I had to stop her from eating yankt berries.  Twice.  She’s helpless, Jake.  If she stays here, she’ll be in danger every day.”
“But, she’s smart, Cade.  She can change.  Addy can learn how to survive here.”
“I don’t want her to change.  I love Adeline just as she is.  The woman is like sunlight.  You can’t change sunlight.  You just bask in it.”  He shook his head.  “A world this dark will grind her up.”
“Fine.  If she can’t stay, then you need to go.”  Jake decided.  “You need to travel into the past with her, Cade.”
Since Jacobi didn’t lower his voice when he made that announcement, several passersby shot them strange looks.  Time travel sounded insane when you hadn’t experienced it firsthand.
“Go back to Addy’s time?”  Cade stopped walking, his mind whirling.  Returning with her hadn’t occurred to him.  It was ridiculous.  Impossible.  …But his heart began to pound with hope.  “How?”
“I don’t know.  I guess you’ll need to figure it out.”
Could he do that?  Would it really work?  Cade tried to be logical.  “If I traveled back there, I would have to start all over.”
“Like that’s a bad thing?  Everybody here wants you dead, dickhead.”  Jake waved his hand around Big Rock.  The entire place was filled with felons and Cade was one of them.
He had to admit, there was nothing about this world that he’d miss.  “I don’t know anything about her time.  I’d be lost there.”
“Addy would teach you.  You saw her in that cave with the moving pictures.  She wanted you to understand her world.  To like it.”  Jacobi paused.  “Besides, you couldn’t be lost if you were with her.  She’s where you belong.”
Cade frowned, because that was true.  All of it.  Traveling back to Addy’s time solved so many of his problems.  Except… “She hasn’t asked me to go with her.  Addy might not want me.  Not really.  She’s very mad.”
“Sure she wants you.  Pissed or not, she slept with you, right?  Addy wouldn’t have sex with a guy unless she really wanted him.  It’s why she stayed a virgin so long, when nobody stays a virgin so long.”
Cade couldn’t argue with that, either.  Addy might call herself a scatterbrain, but the woman was really just uncompromising.  To Adeline, sex meant something… pure.  That didn’t mean she was thinking about forever, but it probably meant she was thinking about thinking about forever.  Even a chance of having Addy forever was worth any…
“It’s why I steer clear of ladies.”  Jake continued chattily, cutting off Cade’s silent contemplations.  “Too much trouble to deal with a girl like Addy.  It’s so much easier just to pay for one, ya know?”
Cade slanted his brother a dark look.
“What?  It was a compliment.”
“Stop talking.”
Jacobi rolled her eyes.  “You take everything the wrong way.  I love Addy.  You know I love Addy.  She’s funny and nice and weird in all the best way.  All I’m saying is, personally I would rather sleep with a woman who takes her clothes off for money.”
“Just stop talking.”
He kept talking.  “I think it’s cute that Addy doesn’t take her clothes off for money, though.”  Jacobi paused.  “Even though she could get a hell of alotta money for taking her clothes off, because she’s superhot.  Best body I ever saw.  No doubt.”  He gave an expansive shrug, like all of that was completely reasonable.  “How is that not a compliment?”
It truly was a wonder the kid had survived to adulthood, given his lack of a functioning brain.  “Stop talking, Jake.”
He subsided with a pout.  “Fine.  Be a dick.  Addy would get what I was saying.  She always gets me, even when no one else does.”
Cade rolled his eyes.  First Deke was buying new clothes and now Jake was sure that only Addy understood his rambling.  His brothers were smitten with her and, at the moment, Adeline liked them more than she liked Cade.  He might as well just leave the three of them alone to bitch about him in peace.
It was galling.
…Well, a little galling.  If he was honest, Cade was thrilled that she cared about his siblings and vise versa.  Addy was right to scoff at the idea that Voltyn didn’t feel love.  All his life, he’d been looking after Jake and Deke.  He loved them with all his heart and Addy fit right into their family.  It was like they’d been waiting for her.
They had been waiting for her.
“If I do go back to her time, you and Deke are coming with me.”  Cade warned Jake.  “At the moment, I have no idea why I’d care about never seeing you again, but I know I’d eventually miss your jabbering.”
“Hell yeah, I’m going.  Did you see Addy’s world?  They got metal wagons without horses attached and shit that can make people fly!”  Jacobi beamed.  “I wanna see all of it.  Deke’s gonna be a harder sell, though.  He says he won’t go back into the Wilderness.”
Cade grunted.  Deke still had too many nightmares about what he’d seen in the west.  Cade had no idea how to get him farther than Big Rock.
“We should get Addy to convince him.”  Jake suggested.  “Deke listens to her.”
Adeline could talk the Westins into anything, so that might work.  “The real problem is Addy.  How am I going to persuade her that she wants us to come along?”
Jake pondered that with an intensity he usually saved for a winning hand of cards.  “Romance?”
Gods, Cade would never escape that word.  “How many times must I explain that Voltyn can’t be romantic?  There is no…”
He stopped short, his eyes falling on another Voltyn.  The man walked passed on the sidewalk, his eyes downcast and beaten.  He was no different than Cade, except he believed all the lies and hatred.  There was no freedom for him in Big Rock or anywhere else.  He didn’t think he could change his grim existence, because no curvy little redhead had ever shown up to save him.
Cade watched the guy for a long moment and felt something shift in his consciousness.  All his life, humans had told Cade what Voltyn couldn’t do, and couldn’t feel, and couldn’t be.
…And it was all total bullshit.
Bigoted lies weren’t going to stand between Cade and the one person he wanted.  Addy liked the fact that he was a Voltyn.  Cade would never forget the look on her face when they’d made love.  The glow of his skin hadn’t scared her.  On the contrary, she’d moved onto his lap, her eyes bright and full of trust.  No hesitation.  No fear.  She accepted him just the way he was and that gave him strength.
As long as he had Addy, Cade could do anything.
Even romance.
An insane plan formed in his mind.  It was crazy, but he was going to do it anyway.  The gods had given him a miracle and he wasn’t letting her go.  Desperation was apparently the mother of invention.  Well, desperation and thievery.  It was a potent combination.  Cade wasn’t above stealing courtship ideas from more successful men.  Not if it meant keeping Addy and the life they were supposed to have together.
Maybe Cade didn’t know how to be romantic…  But Patrick Swayze did.



Chapter Fifteen
 
During the Cretaceous Period, a vast inland sea cut North America in two parts and covered the middle of the continent in water.  It stretched from the Gulf of Mexico to the Arctic Ocean and from the Appalachians to the Rocky Mountains.
 
Look around you, traveler!  This environment still bares the evidence of that great ocean.  Fossils of fish can be found on mountain tops.  Sandstone rocks, formed under the sea, still dot the horizon.  We are part of a continuing chain of existence that stretches for eons, before and after us.
 
This eternal landscape has been the home of more creatures than we can imagine and, each day, it continues to nurture new life.
 
 
Brown’s Glampling Tours Official Pocket Guide
 
“This is ridiculous.”  Addy rolled her eyes as Deke hustled her into the Big Rock Gambling Hall.  “What are we even doing here?  We’re supposed to be buying more supplies for the trip to Yellowstone.”
“We’re out of money, remember?”
“Well, we’re not going to win more in this place.”  She glanced around the seedy interior.  “I don’t even know how to play these games and I’m sure they’re rigged.”
The casino looked like someone had taken the worst dive in Vegas, tossed it into a blender with the Country Bear Jamboree at Disney World, and then run over unholy concoction with a garbage truck.  Half-filled with marginal people, the whole place reeked of alcohol and despair.
“What are you talking about?”  Deke frowned, somewhere between insulted and confused.  “This is the nicest place in Big Rock.”
Addy didn’t want to hurt his feelings by laughing.  “Right.  Well, I still think we’d do better raising money another way.  Are you sure we don’t have anything left to sell?”
“Just Cade’s tools.”
“Lord, why did we even bring those from the saloon?  They should be destroyed for the good of the world.”  Addy shook her head.  “Well, we could trade my iPhone or the state-of-the-art bear whistle.”  She paused and went back to her original idea.  “Or we could rob a bank.”
Deke sat down at one of the dirty tables, glancing around like he was waiting for someone.  She’d talked him into buying a new flannel shirt and some kind-of-normal pants, so he looked a lot better.  Addy was a big Come on Eileen fan, but the bare chested overall look was just a huge styling “don’t,” she didn’t care what the rest of Big Rock seemed to think.
“We’re not robbing a bank.”  Deke repeated in a long suffering tone.  For all his surliness, Deke was firmly committed to remaining more Roy Rogers and less Billy the Kid.  Talking him into a life of crime was proving difficult.  “You’ll have plenty of supplies for your trip west, because I’m not going.”
Addy didn’t accept that.  She wanted all three members of her makeshift family with her, so she could keep an eye on them.  “You have to come.”  She informed him simply.
“I’m not going back into the Wilderness.  Not even for you.”
Addy snorted.  They’d just see about that.  “Anyway, I think we can pull off an amazing heist.”  She continued.  “I’ve seen Point Break --like-- twenty-six times, so I have all these great ideas.  It’s Patrick Swayze’s third best performance, after Dirty Dancing and Roadhouse.”  She paused.  “And maybe Red Dawn.”
Deke ignored that film critique.  “We’re not robbing a bank.”
“Why not?  It’s the Wild West and we’re outlaws.  I’m telling you, hold-ups are practically our mission statement.  You’ll be sorry if you let this opportunity slip away.”
“We’re not robbing a bank, Addy.”
Westins were a stubborn breed.  She tried a compromise.  “A train, then.  We can wear handkerchiefs as masks and blow the safe with dynamite and be very Dalton Gang.”  She hesitated.  “Did the Dalton Gang rob trains?”
Deke arched a bored brow.  “What’s a train?”
“Lord, you’re impossible.”  She flopped down in the seat across from him.  The wooden chair looked like it had been set on fire, but it was still sturdier than any of the furniture Cade had built back at their saloon.  Not that she was even thinking about the jerk she’d accidently fallen in love with.  “Where’s Jake?  He’d get my idea.”
“He probably would, since you two share a maturity level.  He’s with Cade, though.  We’re supposed to meet them here.”
That news had Addy leaping to her feet, just as fast as she sat down.  “I don’t want to meet Cade anywhere!  I told you, I’m never speaking to him, again.”
“He’s an ass.”  Deke soothed.  “A big one.  You’re right to be pissed.  But just give him a chance to fix things.”
“He doesn’t even know they’re broken!  I guarantee you, that idiot has no idea why I’m mad at him.”  She tossed her hair back, riding high on indignation.  “So fine.  I’m over it.  That asshole doesn’t want to ask me to stay?  I’ll just go home to my nice condo and he can languish here in Unforgiven, remembering me and the beautiful time we shared…”
Deke cut off her rant, before she got to the really good part.  “What if you’re pregnant?”
Addy stopped short.  “Pregnant?”  She echoed blankly.
“Yep.  Sometimes that happens when you ‘share’ a beautiful time with an asshole.”
Uh-oh.
She’d never had to worry about being pregnant before, so Addy hadn’t been worrying about it now.  Truthfully, it hadn’t even occurred to her.  Except now those feeling she sometimes got redlined into the strongest certainty she’d ever experienced.
She was pregnant.
Addy sank back down in her seat.  “…well shit.”
Deke gestured for the bartender to bring them some drinks, taking in her pallor.  “Don’t panic.  If it happens, Cade will stand by you.  You know that.  Hell, just hint at the possibility and he’ll probably beg you not to leave.”
“That’s not the point.”  Addy tried to think through her shock.  “I want him to ask me because he loves me, not because of a baby.”
“What are you talking about?”  Deke scoffed.  “Of course he loves you.”
“I know he loves me, but he hasn’t said it!”
“Why does he have to say it?  It’s fucking obvious.”
“God, men are stupid.”  A guy with orange hair and a feline beard straight out of the Broadway production of Cats brought over two glasses of mysterious liquor.  Addy gratefully grabbed one, with only a passing thought to the cleanliness of the tankard.  “Cade has to say it, because I want to hear it, alright?”
“Did you tell him that?”
“Telling him defeats the whole purpose.  He’s supposed to say it spontaneously.”
“How’s he supposed to know to say it spontaneously, if you don’t tell him?”
“Jesus, why do I even bother talking to Westins?  It’s like debating with three brick walls.”  Addy brought the drink to her lips and then froze.  She wasn’t sure how she felt about being pregnant, but she was beginning to suspect she liked the idea and she wasn’t taking any chances.  “Do you think this drink might be dangerous to maybe-babies?”
“Hell, I think it’s dangerous to everyone.”  Deke took an unconcerned swallow.  “Anyway, alls I’m saying is, Cade and you belong together.”
“Tell him that.”  Addy grumbled, wondering if this town sold pregnancy tests.  Hell, did she even need one?  She was feeling really, really sure about this.
“I will tell him.”  Deke assured her.  “I have told him.  If you would just…”
The off-kilter clang of not!piano interrupted his relentless matchmaking.  Addy glanced towards the small stage, squinting in confusion when she saw Jake sitting on the odd-shaped bench.  He gave her a wave and then went back to testing the keys, trying to figure out the notes on the unfamiliar instrument.
“About fucking time.”  Deke muttered.
Addy frowned.  “What in the world is he…?”
“We’re ready for the big dance number.”  Cade announced from behind her.
Addy whirled around in surprise, an annoying burst of pleasure blooming at the sight of him.  “What?”  She hadn’t heard him approach and now he was looming over her, looking beautiful and determined.  It took her a second to catch up with what he’d said.  “Hang on, did you just kind of ask me to dance?”
“Kind of.”
Her eyes narrowed, refusing to smile at that answer.  The father of her maybe-baby really was a flirt.  “Why?”
He held out a hand.  “Because, I seem to recall you mentioning that you’d been waiting a long time for your epic romance.”
“Is that what this is?  Epic romance?  I expected more rose petals and less mold growing on the walls.”  In case he’d missed it, she gestured around the casino.  A garden of unknown spores blossomed on a stylish mural of naked women cavorting with snakes.
“Whatever rose petals are, I promise to get you some after we dance.”
Despite Addy’s best efforts, her mouth curved.  “Ask me for real and I’ll say yes.”
Cade didn’t hesitate.  “Will you dance with me, Adeline?”
“Yes.”  She took hold of her palm and let him draw her to her feet.
Jacobi had figured out the not!piano and started pounding out one of the two songs he (barely) knew: Time After Time by the Cyndi Lauper.  He was missing every third note, but it sounded pretty darned good to her.  He’d clearly had an exceptional teacher.
Addy stepped into Cade’s arms, her hand coming up to his wide shoulder.  “How did you convince your brothers to help you with this and keep straight faces?”
“Threats.”
She didn’t doubt it.  “If I’d said ‘no,’ were they instructed to carry me to the dance floor over their heads?”
“No.  We were going with a lasso.”
Addy didn’t doubt that either.  “You’re just lucky the answer it always ‘yes’ when you ask, cowboy.  Even when I’m furious at you.”  She looked around.  “And this is a little bit romantic, I guess.  …If I ignore the drunken gamblers staring at us and God awful smells of this place.”
If the patrons of Big Rock Gambling Hall disapproved of a Voltyn dancing with a human, none of them were sober enough to verbally complain.  Or maybe they were just smart enough to notice that Deke had set his gun on the table, just in case anyone caused any trouble.  Either way, it was a real step up from the open bigotry in Shadow-of-the-Gods.
Addy smiled.  Maybe she and Cade could just stay here and make a life for themselves.  They could open a saloon or even a casino.  There was clearly room in the market for a nicer gambling establishment, if this was the best place in town.  They could buy someplace with a big yard for the maybe-baby.  Jake could play the not!piano for the guests.  Deke could be the bouncer and intimidate people.  Cade could do the business-y part and Addy could do their marketing.  It could really work.
Cade’s palm settled on her waist, unaware that she was already thinking of color schemes.  “I know you’re mad at me, but I’m sorry for whatever it is I did, Addy.  I swear to you, I didn’t intend to do it.  I didn’t even know I did it.  That last thing I want is you angry.  I want you to forgive me.”
“I’m considering it.”  She shot him a quick look, gauging his reaction.  “Has it occurred to you that I might be pregnant?”
“Yes.”  For such a big man, he moved so smoothly.  Voltyn reflexes really were a gift.  Cade guiding her around the makeshift dance floor like he’d trained at Kellermans’ itself.  Even Johnny Castle and Baby would’ve been wowed.
“Yes?”  She repeated, refusing to be impressed.  “That’s all you have to say about the possibility of becoming a father?”
He thought for a beat.  “Well… I would like a girl.”
Addy didn’t know why, but that casual response had her relaxing.  Damn if Cade didn’t look pleased with the idea of Addy Junior entering the world.  “You’re such an asshole.”  She laid her head on his shoulder and let out a contented sigh.
“Oh alright, we’ll have a boy.  Gods help you if he turns out like my brothers, though.”  He rested his cheek on the top of her hair.  “Now would be a good time to tell me that you sort of love me.”  He murmured.
“I’ve already told you that I sort of love you.”
“So what’s the harm in telling me again?  Unless you’ve changed your mind.”  Cade maneuvered her into a very modern-style twirl.
Okay, Addy was a little impressed.  “I haven’t changed my mind.  I sort of love you a lot.  You know that.  But, loving you a lot doesn’t mean that I like you very much, right now.”
“Should I ask why or will that just get me in more trouble?”
“More trouble.”
“That’s what I thought.”  Cade glanced down at her hand caught in his and his mouth curved.  “At least, you’re wearing the nail paint I gave you.  And you agreed to dance with me without making me beg.”  He bent her backwards her into a neat dip.  “Those seem like good signs.”
Cade must’ve been studying Addy’s dance lessons with Jacobi more closely than she’d known, because he knew exactly how to move.  There was something so charming about the idea of him watching her and pretending not to.  Damn it, she really was starting to forgive him.
“You do have good taste in nail polish.”  Addy admitted.  She was still carrying around the bottle in her pocket like a lucky charm.  “And even though I presently hate you, the dancing is nice.”  She closed her eyes, enjoying the mangled music and the feel of Cade’s arms.  “Very nice.”
“As nice as with Patrick Swayze?”
“Don’t push it.  Patrick Swayze was a god among men.  He could do this move where he picked her up…”
Addy broke off with a squeak as Cade swept her into his arms.  He was so damn strong that he didn’t even have to hesitate.  Cade lifted her into a spin that had her toes leaving the floor and Addy was pretty sure it was the most graceful she’d ever looked.  For a girl who didn’t get invited to prom, he zoomed right past “impressive” and into the realm of fairytales.
Addy laughed as he set her back down, surprised and delighted that he was playing along.  “Alright, alright!  Better than Patrick Swayze. You win the dance off.”  She beamed.  “I think you might have a future in epic romance, Mr. Westin.”
“Only with certain redheads.”
“No kidding.  You try epic-romancing another girl and I will slaughter you both.  Believe it.”
Cade’s smile grew wider.  “I’m okay with that.  I’m okay with everything, just so you’re with me, lady.”
That sounded very promising.  “I am with you.”  She stared up at him.  “There is nowhere I’d rather be, Cade.”
He tugged her closer and Addy leaned into the strength of his body.  God, he was such a good dancer.  She wasn’t surprised.  Cade did everything well.  Even his terrible carpentry was adorable as hell.  He probably stayed up at night, thinking of ways to make all other men seem uninteresting, unhandsome, and untalented.
Cade held her for a long moment and then took a deep breath, like he was bracing himself.  “So, I was thinking about your Yellowstone.”  He announced very casually.  “You said you’re not sure exactly sure what sent you to Shadow-of-the-Gods.  That this ‘geyser’ just erupted and you didn’t anticipate it.”
“That’s right.”
He cleared his throat.  “But, if your journey here was random, how can you recreate it?  Even if you get back to Why o’ Ming, how exactly do you plan to return to your time?”
Addy had no idea “exactly.”  She just sensed that getting to Yellowstone was the key.  That damn geyser would take her back home.  She knew it.  “I’m hoping that whatever happened to me will happen again, only in reverse.  I have a feeling that it’ll work.”
“A feeling?”
Addy couldn’t explain her certainty to Cade, when she didn’t understand it herself.  “It’s a pretty strong feeling.”  She finally told him.  The same sort of feeling she had about the maybe-baby, in fact.
He grunted.  “Strong or not, ‘I have a feeling’ sounds unreliable to me.”
“Well, I don’t really have much of a choice.  It’s not like I have anywhere else to go.”  She gave a meaningful pause.  “Not unless someone asks me to stay with him, anyway.”
That went right over his empty head.  Cade was still thinking over her time travel problem.  “What were you doing right before you were sent forward?  Maybe we can recreate it.”
“I was being unconscious on the ground.”  Since the man was an oblivious numbskull, she decided to offer a less subtle hint.  “Are you going to ask me to stay here or not, Cade?”
Lavender eyes flicked to hers, as if the question startled him.  “No!  You cannot stay here, Adeline.  It would be a disaster.”
....And there went her burgeoning forgiveness.
“Oh for God’s sake.”  Addy shoved away from him and jabbed a finger into his chest.  “Like talking to brick walls, I swear to Christ.”
Deke groaned and slammed his tankard down on the table.  “Fucking hell, Cade.  Now what did you do?”
“Nothing!  I hadn’t even started asking her yet.  The woman is impossible to romance!”
“You can go ferovred yourself, Cade!”  Addy headed for the door, ignoring Deke’s hoot of laughter at her poor attempts at futuristic swearing.
Cade rolled his eyes.  “It’s pronounced fvred and you don’t even know what it means.”
“Whatever it is, it’s not bad enough for you.”
Sensing disaster, Jacobi switched to the only other tune he (barely) knew, hoping it improved the romantic mood.  The Facts of Life theme song blared out, in all its earworm glory.
What the hell had Addy been thinking teaching him that God awful jingle?  Why did she even know how to play it?  She was going back to reality --right now--and learning nothing but tasteful, useful, important things.  Like how to kill morons with her bare hands.
“Shit.”  Cade chased after her.  “Adeline, stop!”
She shook her head and didn’t look back.  If she looked back she would see him and seeing him almost always led to lousy choices.  Like even considering living her life inside of Blazing Saddles, when Cade was too stupid to even propose.  “Leave me alone!”  Addy marched across the dirt road, raising her voice so he could hear her.  “I’m done with you, Cade!”
He ignored that and started after her.  “Addy…”
“No!”  She jabbed a finger at him and he stopped short.  “I mean it.  Just go away.  You’re hopeless!”
“I’m not.  I swear it.  And I’m not going anywhere until you hear me out.”
“Fine.  You talk on your side of the street and I’ll stay on my side, ignoring you.”
“It isn’t safe for a lady to walk through Big Rock by herself.”  Cade followed along on the parallel sidewalk, keeping pace with her.  “Where are you even going?”
“I’m going back to that low-rent, Bates Motel, nightmare of a room and getting my stuff.  Then, I’m escaping this horrible town.  And I’m escaping this horrible H.G. Well’s novel of a century.  And I’m escaping horrible you.”
“You can’t do that.”
“Of course I can!”  Addy vaguely noticed all the attention they were attracting with their across-the-street screaming match, but she didn’t much care.  “I’m through with being Calamity Jane!  I’m forgetting I ever met you and got mixed up in all your craziness, Cade!”
“My craziness?  Most everything you say is incomprehensible, lady!”
She was on a roll now, so she disregarded that.  “I’m forgetting that I sort of love you!  I’m forgetting you even exist!  In fact, I’ve already started forgetting everything, except your colossal stupidity!”
“Is that Voltyn trash bothering you, woman?”  Some grizzled prospector-looking guy called from a tavern doorway in slurred English.  Like most of the men in Big Rock, someone had tricked him into believing that the shirtless-overalls look was the trend to embrace this season.  Maybe they all wanted to prove their manhood by braving the cold in the stupidest way possible.  “I’ll teach the uppity freak his place and show you what a human male can…”
For the first time ever, Cade didn’t accept the anti-Voltyn smack talk.  “Shut the fuck up!”  He roared, cutting the bastard off.
“Stay out of it!”  Addy shouted at the same time.  Since she was stalking right passed the bigoted jerkoff, she gave him a shove.  Way passed the legal limit and caught off guard, he stumbled backwards through the swinging doors in a grimy, flailing mass of bad clothes.
“Godsdamn it.”  Cade’s purple gaze stayed locked on Addy.  People had to dodge out of his way to avoid being knocked over, as he prowled down the elevated wooden planks on his side of the road.  “Do not start fights with huge men in bars for me.  I will defend myself, alright?”
“I can’t hear a word you’re saying, because you’ve ceased to exist here in AddyLand.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means I’m leaving on the first wagon train out of town and you’re not invited!”
“You see what I mean?  Your language makes no sense!  ‘Train’ isn’t even a word.”
“Of course it’s a word!”
“You’re just making up craziness to… Shit!”  Not watching where he was going, Cade tripped over a crudely-painted wooden sign advertising half-priced sex acts.  He quickly caught his balance, shoving the three-sided sandwich board out of the way to continue his pursuit.  “Just calm down and listen to me.”
“I am calm, you dickhead.  I’m also going home.  That should make you very happy, since you’ll be free of me and our maybe-baby!”
“I want you to go home, but I don’t want to be free of you or the maybe-baby.”
Addy disregarded that.  “I’m buying a nice house in the suburbs, giving the maybe-baby my name, and telling her completely fabricated stories about how her daddy wasn’t an asshole!”
“Damn it, our possible-daughter is mine too and I want both of you with me.  If you would just…” 
Whatever else he planned to say was lost by the thundering of hooves.  The street was suddenly filled with sanbors.  Hundreds of buffalo-sized lizards came tearing through the middle of the town.  The horses tied to hitching posts reared, screaming with panic and trying to escape.  The ground shook.  Windows broke.  Mud and snow flew through the air as the sanbors ran down everything in their path like something out of The Lion King.
Addy grabbed hold of the side of the building for balance.  “Cade!”
He shouted something back at her, but she couldn’t hear him.  The tsunami of green monsters crashed against the walkway on Cade’s side of the street.  Wooden planks exploded into splinters.  The people who couldn’t dive out of the way were pulled under and disappeared in the crushing onslaught.
Addy’s heart stopped as she lost sight of him.  “Cade!”
Did he get out of the way in time?  She wasn’t sure.  Oh God, what if he was hurt?  Addy looked around, desperate to find a way through the rampaging sanbors.  Without Cade, she would have nothing.  She loved him so much.  She had to get to him and make sure he was okay.
Before she could figure out a way to wade through the chaos and save him, someone grabbed her.  Addy let out a cry of surprise as she was dragged into the abandoned church behind her.  A man’s huge hands lifted her up and she instinctively struggled against his grip.
Items fell from the pocket of her coat, as they fought.  Her iPhone spiraled to the ground, the screen cracking as it bounced.  Her precious bottle of nail polish tumbled free.  It burst open and purple varnish splashed everywhere.  That pissed her off more than the loss of irreplaceable Steve Job-sian technology.  Some idiot just ruined her gift from Cade!”
“Goddamn it!”  Addy fought against him.  “Let me go!”
“Stop it!”  Quel snapped, spinning her around.  “This is my time, woman!”  His transparent-y skin had been burned from the fire Cade started back at the Outlanders’ camp, his yellow eyes crazed.  “You’re coming with me, and accessing your magic, and I am leaving this place forever!”
“Are you out of your mind?!”
“You must open the portal to your world.”  Gripping her shoulders, Quel gave her a shake.  “I have your book, so now I know the way to the Apple Store.”  Shoving her away, he held up her lost copy of Brown’s Pocket Guide.  He’d folded back the pages to the photo of Strickland Geyser.  “That’s why I’ve done all this!  To escape my mother and all poly-eyers who look down on me.”
Addy abruptly recalled Jacobi’s words when they were planning to break Cade out of jail.  The plan he’d stolen from some adventure story:  Crooks stampeded this herd of sanbor straight down the street to distract the sheriff.
“You set the lizards loose.”  She gestured towards the pandemonium outside.  “This is your fault!”
“Well, how else could I get you away from the Voltyn?”
“You crazy son of a bitch!  If anything happens to Cade, I’ll turn you inside out!”
“That bastard will be fine.  I’m not lucky enough for him to die.”  Quel smirked.  “Not that you’ll be seeing him, again.  Ever.  You and I are headed back to the glorious past, human.”
“I’m not going anywhere with…”
She didn’t get to finish that denial.  He slammed his fist into her jaw and Addy hit the ground, stars dancing in her vision.  Quel grabbed her under her arms, dragging her towards the back door.  There was no one else in the shell of the church, so nobody saw him hauling her away.  She was being kidnapped in broad daylight, but it would be like she just vanished.
The last thing thought through Addy’s head, before the world went dark, was that Cade would have no idea where she went…
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“She wouldn’t just leave.”  Cade shook his head, desperation burning at his gut.  “She wouldn’t go without even a word.  Something must have happened.”
The possibilities of what that “something” could be circled around his head like vultures.  He had to get her back.  It didn’t matter what it took, he was getting her back.  Without Adeline, Cade’s life was an empty pit.  Where was she?  Not knowing what else to do, he started on another pointless search.  They’d already looked in all the buildings twice and found nothing.  The Westins had been looking for Adeline for hours with no success.
She was gone.
“She wasn’t caught in the stampede.”  Jake reminded him, following along for another sweep of the polis.  “She didn’t take any of the horses.  She wasn’t arrested.  Maybe Addy left on her on.  She was pretty pissed at you, Cade.”
He didn’t want to recall that their last words had been shouted at each other.  It just made him even crazier.  Cade shook his head, still refusing to believe she’d leave him.  “Addy loves me.”  He hadn’t realized how deeply he believed that until she went missing.  Adeline couldn’t shut off her feelings, no matter how angry she was.  The woman loved with her whole heart.  He felt it.
“I know she does,” Jake agreed, “but maybe she just needed some time to cool down.  You can be pissed at someone and still love them.  Maybe she went for a walk or something.”
“She wouldn’t go for a fucking walk until she was sure I wasn’t killed by the sanbors.  Addy would’ve checked on me, and you, and Deke and then gone back to being pissed.”
Jake could dispute that logic, but he clearly wanted to.  “Maybe she intended to come right back, but she got lost or something.”  He suggested, grasping at straws.  The thought of Addy being in actual danger had him pale and terrified.  “The girl doesn’t have a great sense of direction.  Maybe we’re overreacting.”
“I think some lonely asshole stole her.”  Deke muttered, scanning around for likely suspects.  Blue eyes narrowed at some random bystander.  “We should start questioning every pervert we see.”
“In Big Rock, that’ll take all day.”  Jake paused to peer behind a scraggly bush, in case Addy was hiding under the sparse branches.  “What if she wandered outside of the polis and she’s trapped in the snow?  She’ll freeze to death, while we waste time.”
Cade tuned out their bickering.  He couldn’t think about someone harming Adeline or picture her perishing in a snowbank.  It would drive him mad.  Voltyn instincts were going wild.  He couldn’t focus on anything except finding her.
He ran both hands through his hair and squeezed his eyes shut.  “Tell me where you are.”  He whispered.  “I’ll come for you, Addy.  Just tell me where you are.”  It was like the woman had disappeared into the ether.
Or been swept back to her own time.
The thought kept running around Cade’s mind, no matter how hard he tried to ignore it.  What if she’d been transported into the past?  How could he possibly get to her, if he wasn’t even sure when she was?  He’d thought protecting her was all that mattered, and that was a big fucking part of it, but his feelings went even deeper than that.  Human emotions mixed with Voltyn instincts and now he knew that he’d been thinking far too narrowly.
Addy was all that mattered.
The woman herself was cornerstone of his life.  The love he felt for her was everything bright and real in the world.  Cade would wither away without the sunlight she brought to him.  He couldn’t be trapped here, hundreds of years away from her.  He wouldn’t survive.  He wouldn’t want to.  He had to find a way to reach her and…
Something suddenly caught Cade’s eye.  The abandoned church was directly in front of him, the fading sunlight reflecting through one of the broken windows.  For just a heartbeat, he saw something on the decrepit floor shine… purple?  Yeah.  Something shined purple.
He strode forward, his head tilting when he got close enough to recognize the distinctive color.  The nail paint he’d bought Addy now festooned the rotten boards.  No one else in this dismal place would own something so bright.  Cade crouched down, his gaze scanning the dirty ground.  Someone had broken the bottle, spilling the expensive varnish.  While it was still wet, their boots had stepped in it, tracking blotchy footprints out the back.
Footprints which were interspersed with ominous trails of paint.
Cade’s jaw ticked.  A smaller person had been dragged out behind the man in the boots, leaving long purple lines with the heels of her shoes.  A woman who wasn’t walking on her own, at the mercy of someone bigger and stronger.
Adeline.
“I told you the girl got snatched.”  Deke whispered, coming up behind him and scanning the area.  “Addy wouldn’t have left willing.  Not before she kicked your ass.”
Cade slowly got to his feet, his heart hammering.  “Alright.”  He said in a faraway voice and looked over at his brothers.  “Let’s go get her back.”
“How?”  Jacobi’s aura was filled with fissures of frantic yellow.  He bent down to pick up the broken pieces of Addy’s boxy, white “eye-phone.”  Whatever the device once saw, it was now blinded forever.  “How are we gonna find out who did this?  We have to get her back, Cade!  We need some kind of plan.”
“I have a plan.”  Rage and panic ate through Cade like the acrid bite of a green-ringed serrapand.  “I’m going to kill every single person in this polis --one by one-- until she’s returned to me.”
“Now that’s a godsdamn plan.”  Deke pulled out his laz-gun and headed for the back door.  “I’ll see if they left us a trail to follow.  We’ll start with slaughtering whoever’s at the end of it.”
Cade barely heard him.  All the emotions that Voltyn could indeed feel overwhelmed him.  His attention kept returning to the spilled nail paint, the sight of it shaking loose his momentary, eye-of-the-storm calm.  His whole body began to shake.  It was small and feminine and fragile...
…And some evil son of a bitch had smashed it.
Cade gave a bellow of pure fury.  His powers slammed out, rocking the entire room.  Electricity blasted into the walls of the church, scorching a menacing pattern of lightning bolts into the wood.  Somebody had taken Addy --had hurt Addy-- and that somebody was going to die, along with everyone they fucking knew.
Jacobi ducked as chucks of timber rained down.  “Shit, Cade!  That’s not going to help!”
Maybe not, but he was beyond stopping it.  For the first time in his life, he felt every bit of his Voltyn powers… and he was actually in control of them.  They filled him from the inside out, lighting every gant of his skin.  His vision wavered, much like it had when he made love to Addy.  He could still see the church, but he could also see so much… more.
Prismatic colors floated passed, the residue left behind by all people who’d been there.  Old and young.  Human and Voltyn.  Holy and sinful.  Cade could see the misty remains of so many auras.  Like fingerprints, it was all left behind.  Every conceivable shade danced around him, some faded with age and some still fresh.
And right in the middle of all of it, glowing with a magic all its own, was Addy’s sparkling aura.  No one else had that unique color of gold.  He could see exactly where she’d been, using the glittering stamp she’d left of the air.
Cade gasped in wonder.  The destructive force of his energy eased back, but it took surprisingly little focus to keep the auras in view.  The Voltyn powers were a natural part of him, just as Addy always said.  The heritage he’d always been ashamed of was going to save his woman.
“What do you see?”  Deke asked, watching him closely.  “Do you know who took her?”
“Yes.”  Quel’s distinctive gray aura was encroaching on Addy’s, leaving no doubt who the abductor was.  “Outlanders.  They took her to Wilderness.  I know it.”
Deke began cursing in both languages.  His aura swirled with fear and rage, as he looked down at his missing hand.  “Four gods, Cade…”  He trailed off, passing his remaining palm over his face and trying to stay calm.  “I can’t go back out there, again.  I just can’t do it.  Don’t ask me.”
Cade knew better than anyone what the Wilderness War had been like for him.  Deke was finally becoming himself again, so he hated the thought of his brother being thrown back into his worst nightmares.  There wasn’t another choice, though.  “It’s Addy, Deke.  Do I have to ask?”
Deke exhaled a long breath, his eyes closing.  They all knew the answer.  “No, you don’t.”  He finally said.  “No one ever has to ask me help my family.  The Wilderness already took too much from me.  I won’t let it take Adeline.”
“Are you sure?”  Cade asked.  “I can do this on my own if I have to.”
“I love that girl like she’s my little sister.  I’m going with you.”  He met Cade’s eyes.  “We’ll get Addy back, if I have to walk into hell itself.”
“Me too.”  Jacobi volunteered.
Cade and Deke both frowned at him, neither of them liking the idea of the boy anywhere near the Outlanders.
“I’m going.”  Jake insisted, seeing their hesitation.  “Addy’s my family, too.”  He looked over at Cade, his face serious.  “I won’t screw it up.  I swear.”
The kid wasn’t going to back down.  “Alright.”  Cade said quietly.
“Good.”  Deke stalked out the door.  “We’ll all go die together.  I’ll get the horses.”
Cade shook his head.  He did want to risk his brothers, but he really did need their help.  Besides, he doubted he could stop them, even if he wanted to.  Addy was the most important part of their world.  The heart they’d been missing.
The Westins would give everything for her.
“Addy’s too valuable for the Outlanders to harm, right?”  Jacobi needed to be reassured that they’d see her again.  “They’ll want to sell her or something, so they won’t eat her.  We’ll just go kill them all and we’ll get her back.  We can track them, can’t we?”
Doubtful.  Cade had a bead on Addy’s sparkling aura, but he wasn’t sure how far he could follow it once they left the church.  Knowing the Outlanders, they’d be riding hard and using routes that only they knew.  It would be easy to lose the trail.
Luckily, he didn’t need to follow their exact path to find them.  “I know where Quel’s taking her.”  He said quietly.
Cade remembered the white knuckle grip the Outlander had had on that book.  His crazed desire to see Addy’s world.  There was only one place that son of a bitch wanted to be and it was the last spot Cade wanted Addy to go.  The spot where she could be transported back to the past, forever beyond his reach.
Yellowstone.
 
***
 
This was all Cade’s fault.
All of it.
If he hadn’t been such an asshole, Addy wouldn’t have been so angry at him.  If she hadn’t been angry at him, she wouldn’t have been on the opposite side of the street during the stampede.  If she hadn’t been on the opposite side of the street, Quel wouldn’t have grabbed her at the church.  If Quel hadn’t grabbed her, she wouldn’t be riding to Yellowstone, and fighting morning sickness.
Oh and the morning sickness?  Also Cade’s fault.
Addy stared into the Outlanders’ campfire, adding to the growing list of reasons why Cade was an asshole.  In fact, spending several weeks on the back of a horse was giving her plenty of time to blame him for everything that had ever happened to her.  She knew Cade was still alive.  She could feel it more and more each day.  That relieved certainty gave her carte blanche to find him guilty of ruining her whole life.
Who was responsible for Addy being the chubbiest kid in the sixth grade?  Cade.  Who was responsible for her stupid, least-favorite bra cutting into her shoulders?  Cade.  Who was responsible for her being pregnant, and grouchy, and kidnapped by Outlanders, again?  Cade, Cade, a thousand times Cade.
Christ, she missed him.
On the plus side, Quel and his band of a dozen, two-eyed followers were actually treating her fairly well, all things considered.  No one had tried to kill her, rape her, or eat her.  They gave Addy her own tent, and a cotton candy pink mount to ride as they headed towards Yellowstone.  Feeling maudlin about her final dance with Cade, she’d named the horse Cyndi Lauper, before she’d realized he was actually a male.
The landscape changed the farther west they traveled.  That was another slightly positive aspect of the trip.  According to the guidebook, this section of the country had once been a vast inland sea.  When she looked around, Addy could see the rolling hills that had once made up the ocean floor and visualize the water shaping the geology.
Not that any of that did a damn thing to help her current situation, but it was still an interesting fact.  More importantly, it kept her mind occupied from her overwhelming fucking anxiety.
Addy was smart enough to think of escape plans and the Outlanders were complacent enough that a clever scheme might have worked.  Unfortunately, she’d been unconscious for nearly twenty-four hours after Quel’s attack, which put her at a distinct disadvantage.  No way could she find Devils Tower again, now.
Addy didn’t know how to stay warm at night, or how to catch food, or how to read a compass.  She didn’t even have a compass.  All the hobbies she’d tried in her life and not one of them had prepared her for trailblazing.  Cade had been right.  She currently hated him, but she could admit the truth.  It would’ve been impossible for her to get from Shadow-of-the-Gods to Yellowstone on her own.  She couldn’t survive in the mountains by herself.
So, while she could’ve made a break for it any number of times, where the hell was she going to go?  Trekking back to town would’ve been like flying to the moon.
Unpregnant-Addy might’ve given it a shot, anyway.  Optimism and impulsiveness made up a huge part of her personality, after all.  It was why she’d spent her life neck-deep in chaos.  Any other time, she would’ve escaped, damn the torpedoes full speed ahead.
Except, she couldn’t risk her baby.
Stuck with the Outlanders, she was --granted-- stuck with the frigging Outlanders, but she was also somewhat protected.  She was valuable to them, so they were sheltering her from wolves and snowstorms.  Her odds of dying were markedly lower while she was with them.  …At least until they reached the geyser.  Because, she wasn’t back in time.  No way in hell.
Basically, Addy was at an impasse.  Unable to go backwards because the route was lost and getting way too close to a future that involved pissed off cannibals.  Unless someone came looking for her, she was screwed.
No.  Correction.  Unless, Cade came looking for her.
That was the real reason she was trying to focus on anger and geologic trivia.  Because, if she stripped that away, all Addy had left was a really, really deep pit of fear.  No one had ever come looking for her before.  What if Cade didn’t care enough to search?  Even if he somehow figured out who’d taken her and where they were headed, fighting the Outlanders was dangerous.  What if he decided she wasn’t worth the risk?  Their last conversation hadn’t exactly been poetry and declarations of love.  Maybe he was over her.  Maybe she was on her own.
No.  Addy shook her head.  She wouldn’t believe that.  She didn’t believe it.  Terrified as she was, she had faith in Cade.
He would find her.
The Outlanders were talking amongst themselves, ignoring her presence.  It was just as well.  Addy was sick of hearing how eyeballs were counted, past, present, and future.  That was the only thing they ever wanted to discuss about and it was getting seriously old.
The flames danced higher and Addy huddled under the red furs she was using as a blanket.  She had a feeling she was better off not knowing what animal the fuzzy skins came from.  Wildlife got crazier and crazier, the longer they traveled.  Those ghaa beast things were scary as hell, the birds overhead were the size of small planes, and crossing streams was like something out of Shark Week on the Discovery Channel.
Damn it, Addy was a “doer” by nature and she had a baby to protect.  She couldn’t just sit here, depressed and scared.  Cade was coming, but she still needed to come up with a plan in case he arrived too late.
So fine.  Once they got to Yellowstone, she’d find a way to get free of thirteen armed men and ride to safety.  Preferably to someplace warm.  And urban.  And close by.  Cody might be her best bet.  The Westins talked about that town like it was pretty big.  How hard could it be to find?
Knowing this stupid time period, probably really, super, incredibly hard.  And then there was the starving-to-death issue and the being-eaten-by-monsters problem.  Right.  Clearly running was still a last resort.
Her other option was to just do what Quel wanted.  The Outlanders needed her to “open the magical portal to the Apple Store.”  That gave her some power.  It went against her grain to help them, but it was safer for her child if she cooperated.   The geyser was a doorway.  If she took the Outlanders there, it might trigger another earthquake and send them all back to the present.
Except, that wouldn’t work either.  The twenty-first century wasn’t Addy’s present, anymore.  It was the past.  Whenever Cade lived, that was her present and her future.  They belonged with each other and she wouldn’t leave him.
So --new plan-- Addy would take the Outlanders to Yellowstone, send them down the rabbit hole, and she’d stay behind.  Then she’d have their food and supplies after they left.  Addy could take care of herself until Cade showed up.
Because he was going to show up.
“You are very quiet, human.”  Quel observed.  He was the only Outlander who never wore his Stormtrooper mask.  She figured it must be a sign of his new leadership status.  “If you’re plotting an escape, I’d advise you against it.”  He chewed on part of the neon-striped snake they’d caught earlier.  The sight of it turned her stomach.  “You are safe here with us.  I will not risk disruption of the supernatural forces by touching you.  For whatever reason, you are chosen for greatness and must be protected.”
“Yeah, you’re a very thoughtful kidnapper.”
He ignored that.  “It would be foolish of you to leave the protection of our camp, though.  Not everyone in these parts will see you are special.  This is a dangerous land for a woman alone, especially one with child.  You are far better off with me watching out for you.”
Addy glowered over at him.  “Wow, what a hero.”  She said sarcastically.  “Oh wait, you’re the one who tied me to the railroad tracks to begin with.  So excuse me if I’m not overly grateful when you promise to protect me from the oncoming train, Snidely.”
Quel frowned.  “What is a train?”
Addy made a frustrated sound and rephrased.  “I’m only in danger, because you brought me here.  Everything that’s happening is your fault.”
“I had no choice but to abduct you, woman.  Two-eyeders are nothing in my world.  My people ostracize us.  Give us no respect.  Assign us the lowliest tasks.  I must flee this world and you are a means to that end.”
“I’m not a means to an end.  I’m Addy Mulhaney.  A person, just like you.”  She glared at him.  “If you want to improve how two-eyed Outlanders are treated, you should do it without hurting innocent people.  Lasting social justice is only achieved through changing hearts and minds.  Believe me, I come from a world where we work on that every day.”
“You don’t understand.”  Quel seemed irritated by her refusal to accept her kidnapping with a happy smile.  “How can you?  You are beautiful, even without six eyes.  You don’t know what it’s like to be born different.”
“Where I come from, I’m not beautiful.  My whole life, I’ve been picked on.  Called fat and a scatterbrain.”  She shook her head.  “It’s only since I came here, that I realized all of that was total bullshit.  I’m fine just the way I am and so are you.  Other people will see that, if you stand up and show them.”
Quel snorted, not believing her.
“It’s true.”  Addy insisted.  “The Voltyn are also discriminated against, but Cade knows I’m right about this.  He’s learning to embrace who he is.  You can do that, too.  This doesn’t have to end badly for any of us.”
“That Voltyn is so beguiled by you, he will swallow any fvreing
lies you tell.”  Quel snapped.  “I know better.  You are the only one this ends badly for, if you try and cross me.  I will have my future in the past, no matter the cost.  If I must kill you and your child to have all I desire… so be it.”
Addy gave up getting him to see reason.  Quel was too angry and bitter to realize there was another path.  She sighed and looked back at the fire.  “How can you tell I’m pregnant, anyway?”  She asked after a long moment.
“It doesn’t take a healer to deduce it.  You are sick each morning.  You are highly emotional.  You refused most of the food we offered you yesterday…”
“You offered me human
fingers!”
“And they were delicious!  Almost all meaty thumbs.”
There was absolutely nothing a sane person could say to that.  Addy drew in a deep breath, trying to stay calm.  “Look, I can take you to the place where I crossed through time.”  She promised.  “Just so you don’t hurt me or the baby, or feed us Soylent Green, I will get you there.  But, I’m staying in this century, agreed?  You go and I stay.”
Cade never technically asked her to stay with him, but fuck it.  Misery brought clarity.  Addy didn’t need Cade’s permission to do what she wanted.  She wanted him, so he’d better just adjust to having her around.  Quite frankly, his whole attitude sucked.  When he showed up, she planned to tell him that, too.
Quel watched her for a long moment and then grunted around a mouthful of snake.  “We have a deal, woman.”
“Good.”  Addy nodded in satisfaction at how simple it was to implement her awesome plan and went back to watching the flames.
The world would be a better place if everybody just did what she told them.  Addy was always right.  Always.  But no one ever listened.
None of this would’ve even happened if Brian had held the corporate retreat in Vegas, like she’d suggested.  Addy could’ve been watching handsome men strip, while she drank margaritas and played roulette.  Instead, she was freezing, hungry, and abducted by mutants.  Worse, she didn’t even want to go back to her own time for margaritas and male strippers, because she was in love with an idiot, who probably hadn’t even noticed she was gone, yet.  Christ, she really had lost her mind out here in the tundra.
…And that was definitely Cade’s fault.
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The Strickland Geyser was calling to her.
Yellowstone was so vast that Addy had wondered if she could find it again, even with the confusing map.  The National Park was huge and she wasn’t exactly an avid explorer.  When she’d traveled through it before, she’d been in a heated tour bus and paying more attention to her text messages than the route.  Now she was back, only all the helpful brown signs and paved roads were gone.  Frankly, for someone of her dubious wilderness skills, finding one geyser in 3,500 square miles seemed pretty impossible.
But, something drew her back to the spot where she traveled into the future.
Addy knew which way to go, even when it was impossible for her to know which way to go.  She just had a feeling.  The canyons and forests and geologic features weren’t the impenetrable maze they first seemed.  Not even the melting snow was slowing her down.  She might not know how to get back to Devils Tower, but she knew how to get to Strickland Geyser.  It had an almost magnetic pull, guiding her towards its towering surface.
The farther they moved into Yellowstone, the more anxious the Outlanders became.  Being there frightened the warriors.  Their people had always lived in “The Wilderness,” but now the landscape was scarred from fighting.  All around them, there was evidence of the Wilderness War.  Burned tree stumps.  Long trenches, where bodies were stacked in mass graves.  Destruction and death marring the scenic vistas.
Addy could only imagine the terrible battles the soldiers had witnessed in this serene place.  Judging from the devastation, they must have been horrific.  No wonder Deke was still haunted.  Nature was reclaiming the damaged areas, bringing them to life again, but it was slow going.  She didn’t blame him for vowing never to return to the sight of so much misery.
Even the animals seemed to avoid the dead spots in the countryside.  And there were a lot of bizarre and weird-looking animals around.  Yellowstone had always been a haven for wildlife and this time period was no different.  Creatures she’d never seen before moved in the brush around them.  Ducks with shark-like teeth.  Rabbits the size of German shepherds.  Mountain lions with tiger stripes.  Of course, there were also the normal herds of buffalo.  And elk.  And sanbor.
All in all, it was like Dr. Seuss designed a National Park.
“Are you sure this is the way?”  Quel kept the tour book close, hyper-focused on the map, which he couldn’t read well, either.  He was paranoid that Addy was trying to lead them astray.  “I don’t see that waterfall in these pictures.” He gestured to the torrential flood of water pouring over the gigantic rocks to their left.  “How do we know this is really the path and not some human trick?”
“This is the path.”  Addy could feel the geyser ahead of them.  “The river changed, but I know it’s the right spot.”  Cyndi Lauper crested a small hill and Addy saw the distinctive phallic shape of Strickland Geyser looming ahead of them.  It stood straight up, at least fifteen feet high and eight feet wide.  Dread filled Addy, now that she was back where it all began.  She reigned in the horse.  “That’s it.”
Quel gave a chortle of joy.  “That’s it!”  He looked from the guidebook to the geyser and back again.  “You found it, woman!”
The other Outlanders let out whoops of excitement, riding forward in triumph.
Twenty yards away, in a beautiful clearing that smelled of sulfur and snow, was the doorway the twenty-first century.  The ground smoked in ominous gray puffs and the small offshoots of the river bubbled with trapped gasses, but everything else seemed dormant.  As if this incredible spot was just like any other incredible spot in the National Park.  Tranquil.  Stunning.  Normal.
Addy knew better.
“Open the portal!”  Quel shouted at her, his yellow eyes glowing with excitement.  “Do it now and let’s leave this dismal world forever!”
No way was Addy getting any closer to the geyser.  Another earthquake could occur at any moment, sending her back in time, and that was the last thing she wanted.  She was staying with Cade and his family --her family-- not matter what it took.
“It’ll happen when it happens.”  She told Quel.  “When I was transported here, the geyser went off and there was an earthquake.”  She gestured into the mist.  “Go over there, stand at the base, and wait for something to happen.”
His eyebrows compressed, sensing a trap.  “What about you?”
“I told you, I’m not coming.”  Sorry citizens past, but a dozen or so Outlanders were headed your way.  “I’ll just stay waaaay over here.”
“You must come closer.  The portal will not open unless you are with us.”
“Sure, it will.”  She had nothing to back up that assertion, but she nodded anyway.  “Just try and…”
Quel cut her off.  “Do you understand nothing of magic?  You are the one with the power, because you were the one chosen to travel here.  Only you can go back.”
She scowled over at him.  “I don’t even believe in magic.  I believe in deals and we had one, remember?  You go and I stay.”
“I honor no deals with humans.”  Quel grabbed Cyndi Lauper’s reigns.  He spurred his own horse on, leading Addy’s mount towards the geyser.  “We go together!”
“Damn it, I don’t have any powers!”  She frantically tried to slow Cyndi Lauper down.  “I did what you wanted and I got you here, now you have to let me go!”
He kept galloping forward.  “You’re the key to a better world!  Do you think I’ll let you deprive me of the life I deserve?!”
Goddamn it, she had to stop him.  Addy couldn’t jump off her horse without risking the baby.  …But, she could push Quel off his horse.
Addy reached over and shoved him as hard as she could.  He hadn’t been expecting the attack.  Instinctively, he slid to the side and slowed the horse, trying to keep his balance.  Quel didn’t drop Cyndi Lauper’s reigns, but he was distracted enough that Addy could catch hold on them, too.
She pulled back and the horse stopped long enough for Addy to climb off its back.  She was on solid ground again, but it only took her a second to see that the ground was much closer to the geyser, now.
Too close.  Way, way too close.
Quel’s angry cursing drew the attention of the other Outlanders.  Their pastel steeds thundering, they raced back towards Addy and Quel.  Addy barely noticed the Jell-O colored cavalry charge, all her attention fixed on the massive geyser.  The smoke was thicker now and, deep within the surface of the earth, she felt the first tremor.
No.
Addy’s eyes went wide.  No, no, no.  She scrambled backwards, trying to escape.  If she didn’t get clear before the doorway opened, she’d be sucked into the past.
“Stop the woman!”  Quel started after her.  “We need her to get through the portal!”
The ground was beginning to shake harder, signaling something far bigger to come.  Nonononononono.  The denial was one long litany in Addy’s head as she stumbled up the hill.  The new grass and waning snow slid under her boots, making it difficult to gain traction.  Every trip to the gym she’d ever skipped came flooding back to her.  She wasn’t athletic.  She’d never been athletic.  If she’d tried harder to be athletic, she would already be at the top.
One of the Outlanders tackled her.  The guy leapt from his horse, his body crashing into hers.  Addy fell, twisting her body to protect the baby as she was slammed into the dirt.  Shit!  She kicked at her attacker, trying to get free of his hold.  He was big enough to withstand her blows.  Swearing in two languages, he started dragging her down the hill.
“No!”  Addy slammed the heel of her hand into his eye-socket.  She was too panicked to remember if she’d learned that in Judo or by watching reruns of Buffy.  It didn’t matter.  The move surprised him enough that she was able to squirm away.
Behind her, water exploded out of the geyser.  Boiling hot jets shot a hundred feet in the air, noise and smoke filling the clearing.
The Outlander rallied, trying to catch her, again.
And that’s when the laser guns started firing.  In the grand tradition of John Wayne films, her attacker was struck right between the eyes.  Luckily, he only had two of them.  The guy fell back from her, his body landing in a heap.  At almost the same time, another blast sounded and a second man collapsed.  Then a third.
Addy froze, trying to process what was happening.  Someone was shooting from the tree line, picking off every Outlander who got within ten feet of her.
There was only one possible explanation for that and it made heart swell with joy.  “Cade!”  Addy screamed, staggering to her feet and scanning around for him.
He’d come for her.  He’d really come!
The Outlanders began wildly firing towards the source of the laser blasts and Addy’s stomach dropped.  Several of the men charged towards the trees, ready for battle.  “Cade!”  She shouted again, instinctively heading after them.  If he was hurt, she didn’t know what she’d…
“Addy, get the fuck down!”
Oh good.  He was okay.
Addy turned at the sound at his voice and realized that it must have been Deke and Jake shooting from the trees, because Cade was right behind her.  Sitting aside Madonna and looking handsomer than she’d even remembered, the man took her breath away.  Addy forgot all about her plans to kick his ass.
“Are you alright?”  He demanded, riding closer.  He looked her up and down, frantically searching for injuries.  “Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine.”  She gave him a huge smile.  “What took you so long to get here, cowboy?”
“What took you so long?”  Cade retorted, some of the tension easing from his face, as he saw she was unharmed.  “Deke was navigating from memory and we still beat you here by two days.  I was beginning to think I was wrong and Quel was taking you someplace else.  Don’t you have a damn map?”
“Well yeah, but I can’t read it.”
He grinned down at her, amused by that completely honest answer.  “Godsdamn, but I missed you, lady.”
Addy had just enough time to laugh and then Cade was pulling her onto the horse.  “I missed you more.”  She hugged his waist.  “Now might not be the best time to mention it, but, in case we don’t live through this,” she pointed at her stomach, “congratulations, Daddy.”
Cade flashed her a quick look over his shoulder.  “Oh shit.”
Addy rolled her eyes.  The man might be a futuristic superhero, but he really was hopeless when it came to romance.  “Just what every girl dreams of hearing from the proud papa-to-be.”
“Not ‘oh shit’ about the baby.”  He scowled as if she’d maligned him.  “I want the baby and you know it.  ‘Oh shit’ you were pregnant and kidnapped by a band of mutants.  Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine.  They didn’t hurt me.  I just want to get out of here before the earthquake gets any worse.  If some kind of time vortex happens, I don’t want to be near it when it sucks everyone into the past.”
“I can’t believe we’re actually living in a world where those words make sense.”
“You can’t take her from me!”  Quel bellowed.  “I’ll see her dead before I let you steal my future!”
Cade turned Madonna so he was facing Quel, shielding Addy with his body.  “I should’ve killed you when I had the chance, you son of a bitch.”  He sounded incensed, now.  “You kidnapped my woman, endangered our child, and you think you’re going to have a future anywhere?”
“You think you can stop this?”  Quel bellowed back.  “No one will stand in the way of my plans, Voltyn.  I’ll prove to you that the gods have willed me to this place.”  He dismounted his horse, dropping his gun with a challenging flourish and holding his arms wide.  “You and I will battle in honorable combat.  Not tricks.  The victor gets the woman.”
“The woman is not a carnival prize.”  Addy shot back.  “I make my own choices.”  She craned her head to look at Cade.  “Let’s just get out of here.”
Cade’s jaw ticked.  “Quel’s insane.  If we don’t stop him now, he’ll keep coming after you.”
“So electrocute him and then let’s get out of here.”
“He’s thrown down his weapon.  I can’t slaughter an unarmed man right in front of you.”
“I don’t mind.  Really.”
Cade swore under his breath.  “My child will not have a murderer for a father.”  He hopped off Madonna and looked up at Addy with the unshakable confidence of someone who fought in three honuel a month.  “I’ll kill him fairly and catch up.  It will not take long.  Go with my brothers.”
“Damn it, Cade!”  The geyser’s spray was reaching critical mass.  “Get back on this horse.  We’re leaving together.”
She might as well have been talking to herself.
Quel instantly charged at Cade, a roar leaving his throat.  Cade smirked and stepped forward to meet him, his purple gaze glowing with anticipation.  He really did belong inside High Noon.  His fist slammed out, knocking Quel backwards and Addy knew this fight was mostly about Cade wanting to tear the son of a bitch apart with his bare hands.  Maybe it was a Voltyn thing.  Or a cowboy thing.  Or a man thing.
Whichever it was, they didn’t have time for it.
Addy looked around, trying to decide what to do.  Improvising, she poked around in the saddlebag and came up with Cade’s carpentry supplies.  Really?  This is what they’d packed for her rescue?
Quel got back on his feet.  For a man with transparent-ish skin he didn’t break easy.  Yellow teeth bared ferociously, he came at Cade, again.  The two men collided in an explosion of pure animal aggression.  Addy winced as Quel landed a punch and blood flew from Cade’s nose.  He didn’t even seem to notice.  Cade hefted Quel up by the neck and slammed him back down again, hard enough to break bones.
Jesus, he was strong.  The Voltyn DNA wasn’t just about looking pretty.  No one could outfight Cade Westin.  Victory was a foregone conclusion, seeing as how a certain super-solider could pound Quel to mush without half trying.  So why were they wasting their time?  How the hell could she cut this stupidity short?
Quel lunged at Cade again and Addy had had enough.  She appreciated the fact that Cade was pissed off and wanted to destroy the guy, but they really didn’t have time for him to work out his frustrations like this.  She grabbed Cade’s hammer from the saddle bag and threw it at Quel like a ninja star.  The metal part slammed into his skull, cracking against the Outlander’s head.  He toppled backwards and the fight was over.
Huh.  Addy made a considering face, a little surprised that actually worked.  She’d never made it to the Olympics, but all the endless target practice during her “archery phase” hadn’t been wasted, after all.
Cade turned to fix her with an exasperated look.  “I was defeating him fairly, Adeline.”
“I had to eat snake for breakfast, Cade.  I don’t give a shit about fair.”  Addy shrugged.  As far as she could tell, she’d actually saved Quel’s life.  “Besides, I guarantee you that he was going to cheat.  I just beat him to it.”
“I had it under control.”
“Just say ‘thank you.’  That was the most useful thing your tools ever did.”  She arched a brow at him, not at all sorry.  “Can we go now?”
Addy wasn’t worried about defeating the rest of the Outlanders.  The Westins were outnumbered, but kicking ass.  Deke had been holding a grudge about losing his arm to these assholes and it was never a great idea to piss off a sniper.  Her abductors fell one right on top of the other as Deke engaged in some questionable therapy.
Unfortunately, Quel wasn’t willing to admit defeat.  Even a hammer to the head wasn’t enough to stop him.  To Addy’s shock, the guy didn’t stay down and cut his losses.  Not so shocking, he’d clearly been lying about the whole “honorable combat” thing.  She’d been right about that.  The only thing Quel was honest about was his assertion that he didn’t uphold deals.
Quel got to his feet, blood pouring down from his forehead, and pulled a small, hidden gun from his rear waistband.  “Voltyn!”  He bellowed.  “No one will steal my future from me!”
Addy’s whole life flashed before her eyes, as he took aim at Cade’s back.  “Stop!”
But, there was nothing she could do prevent what was about to happen.
A deafening laser-blast sounded and Addy cringed, certain she was about to see the center of her world killed right before her eyes.  For a heartbeat of time, she couldn’t breathe, almost as if she was the one who’d been hit.  Losing Cade would be worse than dying herself.
…Only Cade wasn’t the one to stagger back and sink to the ground.
It was Quel.  Someone had shot the Outlander in the dead-center of his heart.
Jacobi stood a dozen yards off, a gun in his hand.  He slowly lowered the weapon as the Outlander collapsed, no longer a threat.  Addy let out a sob of relief.  Cade turned to look at Jake and she could see the surprise in his eyes.  Jacobi had just saved Cade’s life, stopping Quel before the Outlander could launch his attack.  When it mattered, the youngest Westin wasn’t such a screw up, at all.
“You okay?”  Jacobi called calmly.
“I’m okay.”  Cade shouted back and smiled at his brother.  “That’s what you call having your fvreing moment, Jake.”
The kid beamed like Cade had handed him a bag full of gold and Addy had never been so proud.
Things weren’t going so okay for Quel.  A gaping wound had opened up on his chest, bright red blossoming on his shirtfront.  Dazed, he fell to his knees, the gun slipping from his fingers.  One hand came up to futilely touch the injury, trying to hold the blood inside of him.  Then, yellow eyes turned to look up at Addy and, for some reason, she suddenly wanted to cry.
“Is your world as beautiful as I imagine?”  He whispered.
Addy clambered off the horse, so she could kneel down next to him.  Human, Voltyn, Outlander… They were all people and no one should ever die alone.  Not even dickheads like Quel.  “You’ll see my world for yourself, when you get to the other side.”  Because there was nothing else she could do and live with herself, she took hold of his hand.  “You’ll love it there.  I promise.”
Quel gave her a ghost of a smile, his eyed drifting shut.  “I believe you, human.”
“That’s right, you should.  There are oceans, filled with life.  Cities that light up the night.  That iPhone I showed you?  We use it to talk to people all over the world.  And every single one of those people has parts that are weird and don’t quite fit in with the rest.  And that’s a good thing.  That’s what makes it such a special place.  It doesn’t matter how many eyes they have, everybody has a spot where they click.”
Quel gave a final gasp.  “Gods, I already see it…”  He breathed and then went still.
Addy let out a sigh and released his limp fingers.  In that second, she forgave Quel for all that he’d done and all that was twisted inside of him.  The world was cruel to those born different.  The lucky ones like Cade and Addy finally discovered where they belonged, but too many people were swallowed up by the darkness.
“You have the purest heart I’ve ever known.”  Cade said softly, as she rose to her feet.
“Well, I did hit the guy in the head with a hammer.  I’m not sorry about that.  I don’t like him.”  Addy wiped at her cheeks.  “But, I had to offer him some comfort.”
“No, you didn’t.  But, you know no other way except kindness.  It humbles me.”  Cade reached over to pull her into his arms, his face buried in her hair.  “You are such a miracle, Adeline.  My miracle.  Without you, there is no sun.  Do not ever leave me, again.”
“I won’t.”  Addy closed her eyes against his chest, savoring the beats of his heart.  She wasn’t going anywhere.  “I’m just really, really happy you’re here.”
He held her tight.  “I found you as fast as I could.  It just took so godsdamn long.  I thought I’d go out of my mind.  You do not even want to know the horrors I’ve imagined befalling you.”
“I’m fine.  Really.”
“I also worried that you’d lose faith in me.  I kept remembering all the times you told me that no one would search for you.  I was worried that you’d think I’d abandoned you.  That my feelings for you weren’t real.”  He kissed her the top of her head.  “Because they are real, Adeline.  I do have emotions and most of them are for you.  I belong to you and you belong to me.  That’s just a fact.”
“I know.”  Addy met his eyes.  “I had a few panic attacks and I called you a lot of names, but in my heart I never, ever doubted that you’d find me.”
He let out a shaky breath.  “I would come for you, no matter where you were, or when you were, or how far the distance between us.  There is nothing that would keep me from reaching you, Addy.  Not in this world or any other.”
Addy slowly grinned.  “Now that’s what you call being pretty feroving romantic, cowboy.” 
His mouth curved at the paraphrasing.  “You’re so damn odd.  I love that I never know what you’re going to say.”
“Well, I like to keep you guessing.  It creates an air of mystery.”
He arched a brow.  “If I ask you something now, will you promise to say yes?”
“Yes.”
“That easy?”
“For you, the answer is always yes, Cade.”  She cuddled against him.
He braced himself.  “Will you take me with you to your time?”
Addy lifted her head in surprise.  “Really?”  Her gaze traced over his face, seeing that he was serious.  “But, I’ll stay here with you.  I planned to, in fact.  You don’t have to give up your world.”
He cut her off, his hands cradling her cheeks.  “I would give everything for you, Adeline Mulhaney.  Without a moment’s thought.  But, in this case, you are the one giving to me.  I want to come with you.  I’d like Jake and Deke to come, too.  I want all of us to go to your time and start over together.  Like a family.”
She nodded, happiness filling her.  “Cade, yes!  I would love that.”
A wide smile spread across his face.  “I love you.”  He gave her a quick kiss.  “In case you don’t know it, I sort of love you a lot, lady.”
She did know it, but it was still nice to finally hear the words.  “I said it first.”  She reminded him smugly.
“A fact I’m sure you’ll spend the rest of our lives gloating about.”  Cade brushed hand over her stomach, caressing their baby.  “Wait here, while I help my brothers.  Then we’re all leaving this place for good.”
The other Outlanders were fleeing, now that their leader was gone.  The ones that Deke wasn’t shooting, anyway.  Cade headed over to try and rein him in.  Jake started for Addy.  He smiled at her, pleased with himself for saving his brother.
Neither of them saw the Outlander until it was too late.
Somehow, the man got behind Jacobi, raising one of those weird circular guns.  He fired it, a silver blast hitting Jake’s shoulder.  Addy watched in horror as Jacobi toppled over, unconscious.
Or dead.
“No!”  Addy ran forward, as the Outlander took off into the woods.  The guy was wearing a Stormtrooper mask.  She’d never know his face or his name, but he’d just ripped her heart from her chest.  Jacobi was like her little brother.  Seeing him hurt was more than she could bear.  “Jake!”
She flipped him over and surveyed the damage.  However the Outlander’s gun worked, it didn’t leave a bullet hole or scorch mark on Jake’s skin.  But it did something that stopped him from breathing.
Jesus, he wasn’t breathing!
Cade was right beside her.  “Shit!”  He gave his brother a shake, trying to wake him up.  “Jake!  Jake!  Oh shit, his aura is fading.”  He looked around desperately.  “Deke!”
Deke was already coming at a run.  He dropped to his knees by his youngest brother.  “Oh Gods.”  He moaned, taking in Jacobi’s deathly still form.  “Jake?  Please don’t do this.  Please, Jakey.”
The earthquake started in earnest, the ground shaking beneath them.
Addy ignored it, her mind racing.
She couldn’t let this happen.  She wouldn’t.  It took her almost thirty years to find a family and she wasn’t losing a third of it.  Luckily, Addy had gone through a “safety conscious phase” about two years before.  She knew CPR.  “Move!”  She shoved Jake’s brothers out of the way and started chest compressions.
Deke and Cade blinked at her in amazement.  “What are you doing?”  They chorused, as if she’d lost her mind.
“I’m trying to save him.”  Addy leaned down to breath into Jake’s mouth and checked his pulse.  Nothing.  Goddamn it!  This wasn’t going to work.  She could feel it.  It wasn’t enough.  A new idea occurred to her.  “We have to shock him.”  She grabbed Cade’s hands and flattened them on Jacobi’s chest.  “Hurry.”
Cade shot her an incredulous look, his eyes damp and dazed.  “What…?”
“Do it!  Shock him with you powers.  It’ll restart his heart!”
Cade blinked and looked back at Jake.  His hands glowed for a beat and then he zapped his brother with his Voltyn electricity.  Jacobi’s body arched and then went limp.
Addy checked his pulse.  Still nothing.  “Again.”  She ordered.  “Use more.”
“But, it could harm him if I…”
She cut off Cade’s concern.  “What could possibly be more harmful than not breathing?  Just trust me and do it, again!”
Cade nodded and zapped his little brother, again.  Jake’s pulse stayed silent.  “Again.”  Addy ordered, crying now.  “It should work.  I know it should.  Hospitals in my time use electricity to save lives.”
But, there was nothing, nothing, nothing.
The ground continued to quake.  A thick mist from the geyser covered them as they huddled over Jake.
Deke dropped his head into his hands.  “He’s gone.”  He said hollowly.  “Cade, he’s gone.  Not even Addy can get him back.”
“He’s not gone.  I won’t let him be gone.”  Cade zapped him for a fourth time.  “Jake, you fucking wake up!”
The power he used charged the air around them, causing the small hairs on Addy’s arms to stand up.  For a fraction of a second, she saw purple sparks race along Jake’s skin, Cade’s energy passing through every part of him.
…And she knew it finally worked.
Jake jolted as the electricity slammed into him, his eyes snapping open like a Frankenstein movie.  “Holy shit!”  He gasped, panting for breath.  “Are you people trying to kill me?!”
The ground went still again, but Addy didn’t notice.  She sat back, sobbing in relief.  “Damn it, Cade.  Don’t you ever tell me your powers are a stain on the world, again.”  She got out.  “Figure out what else they can do, so you can keep saving this idiot family.  I can’t lose you guys.”
Cade glanced at her and gave a luminous smile.  “Okay.”
Jake batted his brothers away, as they inspected him for injuries.  “Quit poking me, will you?  God, you guys are just a bunch of old women.”  He tried to get to his feet.
Deke muscled him back down, still searching for mortal wounds.  “Shut up and stay still.  Addy’s right.  We aren’t losing you, again.”
“You didn’t lose me.  I’m fine.”
Cade helped Deke hold him down.  “You were hit with a sal-gun.  You were dead, Jake.”
“I wasn’t dead.  I was just resting for a second, after I heroically saved your ass from…”  Jacobi trailed off mid-word, his gaze locked on something behind them.  His jaw sagged, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing through the waning mist.
Addy turned and found herself face-to-face with Mount Rushmore.
A much, much younger Mount Rushmore, with no red ivy growing on the granite or presidents with missing noses.  Addy got to her feet.  It worked!  The geyser had really done it.  They’d somehow been transported back to South Dakota and into the past.  The question was:  When were they exactly?  Hopefully, they’d hit the right year.
“Holy shit.”  Cade murmured, his lips barely moving.
“Now you know how I felt when I woke-up in Shadow-of-the-Gods.”  Addy said softly.
The smoke was nearly all gone now and she spotted a road in front of them.  She’d never been so happy to see discarded food wrappers and plastic bottles by a highway.  Stooping down, Addy picked up a crumpled convenience store receipt from a new pile of garbage, smiling when she saw the familiar date.
She was home, exactly when she’d left.
Jake escaped his brothers’ aggressive care and staggered to his feet.  “We’re in the past.”  He gave his hands an excited clap.  “Hell yeah!  Look at the Four Gods up there!  We actually did it!  I cannot wait to meet Dr. Quinn!”
Addy quickly grabbed hold of his sleeve when Jake would’ve stepped right onto the asphalt.  “No, don’t walk in…”
All three Westins jolted as a minivan roared by, doing fifty.  Cade and Deke aimed their guns at it.  Jake stumbled back, cursing loudly.  It zoomed by them and three sets of eyes flashed over to Addy in astonishment.
“…in the road.”  She finished, smiling at their disbelief.  “That was a car.  It’s okay.  You’ll get used to them.”
“Get used to metal monsters?”  Deke scowled down at Addy, like she was to blame for all of automotive history.  “Bullshit.  We should kill them.”
“That would be very hard, considering they aren’t alive.”
“I can kill anything.”  He assured her.  “Now, I don’t know what the hell is happening, but I didn’t agree to come to the past.  However you brought us here, you should’ve fucking asked first.”
Cade flashed his brother a glare.  “Don’t be an ass.”
“He can’t help it.  It’s part of the Westins’ DNA.”  Addy arched a brow and humored his lunacy.  “Deke, do you want to come to the past with the rest of the family?”
He considered that, like he actually had a choice.  “Yeah, fine.”  He finally muttered.  “Got nothing else to do.”  He looked around and picked a direction.  “Which way do we go?  This way, right?”
“I don’t know…”  Addy began but he’d already started walking, Jacobi hot on his heels.  Hopefully, they were headed towards a hospital, because she planned to check Jake in and make was really alright.  She looked over at Cade, who was examining a beer can on the ground like he’d discovered the Ark of the Covenant.  “You okay?”  She asked softly.
“Yes.”  He cleared his throat and glanced at her, looking uncertain.  “I just… Now, that I’m here, I wonder how I will fit.”
“You fit fine, cowboy.”  Addy wrapped her arms around him.  “See?  Right where you belong.”
Cade smiled at that, his expression clearing.  “Nynan.”  He agreed, hugging her tight.  “And, you know, I have a feeling about our future.”
“You have a feeling?”
“Yeah, a strong one.  I don’t think we should ignore it.”  He leaned down to kiss her.  “It’s telling me I need to marry you, before you slip away from me.  Without you, I wouldn’t want to go on, no matter the century.”  He rested his forehead against hers.  “So, I’m asking you, lady.  Be my wife?  Please?”
Addy grinned up at him, happier than she’d ever been.  “Well, since you said ‘please’…”



Epilogue
 
We hope you’ve had an amazing time on your all-inclusive tour, Glamper!
As you wrap up your stay with us and mosey into the sunset,
know that you’ll always have a home here in the great American West!
 
Brown’s Glampling Tours Official Pocket Guide
 
Five Months Later
“Why did I ever let him watch Knight Rider?  Dr. Quinn was way less stressful.”  Addy scowled at the trail of dust Jacobi’s jet black sports car left on the road and sat back down on the porch swing with a “humph.”  “I swear, I should let Deke hunt automobiles down and save myself the gray hair.  Why does Jake need a car like that in Wyoming?  It’s just impractical.”
“Then, you shouldn’t have bought it for him, instead of the SUV.”  Cade told her, not looking up from his sandpapering.  “And since when do you care about practicality?”
“Since I became pregnant and married and not at all a scatterbrain.”
“You were never a scatterbrain.”  He shot her a look through his lashes.  “But, you will never be practical.  It’s one of the million things I sort of love about you.”
She smiled at him.  “You’re such a flirt.”  She settled back, her palm on her rounded stomach.  “And anyway, I didn’t buy Jake that dumb car.  I just helped him order it from the dealer.”  There were no more shirtless overall debacles, but the Westins were still terrible at shopping.  Thank God she was there to lend her expertise.
“You helped him earn the money for it, Adeline.”
“No, I just showed him how to use the internet.  He was the one who memorized every damn thing Maria Del Sol said and decided to invest in all the companies who made all that stupid future stuff.  And you’re the one who encouraged him to do it.”
“It was a good idea, that’s already paying off.”  Cade argued.  “Jake doesn’t think he’s a screw up anymore and the kid’s gambling skills are finally being put to use.  You preferred it when he was playing cards?”
“I’d prefer him to make less money and to not have to worry about hosing him off the gravel.”  Addy shook her head.  “I’m going to get him a chauffeur.  At least until he’s thirty.”
“I don’t think he’ll give up that car.  Not even for you.”
“I’m going to get him a female chauffeur until he’s thirty.”
“Oh.  Well, that’ll work.”  Cade stepped back to examine his work.  “You’re the inventor in the family.  Do you think paint or stain?”
Addy looked over at the part cradle/part rocking chair/part something he’d built and hide her grin.  Her husband was many things, but a carpenter wasn’t among them.  She lived in fear of the day he discovered power tools.  “I think paint.”  She said seriously.  “A lot of paint.  Maybe purple.”
Cade considered that, in deep, artistic thought.  “Green.”  He finally decided.  “I can see the baby’s aura, now --It glows inside of yours-- and it’s the purest, brightest, most vibrant shade of green you can imagine.  It’s beautiful.”  He met her gaze and smiled.  “Like your eyes.”
Jesus, he was getting good at romance.  “Paint it green.”  She agreed, loving the guy.
No one could adjust to living sixteen hundred years in the past better than Cade did.  He’d adapted to her world far better than Addy had ever fit into his.  He loved classic rock.  And barbequed potato chips.  And using his powers to turn lights on and off without hitting the switch.  And God did he love coffee.  One sip and he’d admitted that Addy had been completely right to complain about missing it.
He even liked Dirty Dancing.
Despite his new interests, though, he was still indisputably Cade.  The essential core of him would never change, no matter what century he lived in.  Cade needed a sense of purpose and a place to belong.  He was never going to be content playing golf in Scottsdale.  It hadn’t taken Addy long to realize that he would be happiest doing the same things he’d enjoyed doing back in the future.
…And horses were the thing he liked most.
The man had such a gift with them.  Buying a ranch had been a no-brainer, although Addy hadn’t mentioned the actual cost of ten thousand pristine acres near Jackson Hole for fear he’d have a heart attack.  The Westins had some difficulty understanding “paper” money, so Addy could write checks with all sorts of zeroes without them comprehending just how much she’d spent.  It was kind of cute.
Cade worried about her bankrolling the new family business, though, which was silly.  Addy had plenty cash in her trust fund, and all she’d planned to spend it on was designer handbags and comfortable bras.  Wyoming real estate was a way better investment.
Besides, Madonna, Cyndi Lauper and some of the Outlanders’ horses had landed in the past with them, which provided the business with some very unique stock.  Their distinctive pink and blue spots were already putting Shadow-of-the-Gods Ranch on the map.  Thanks to Addy’s marketing skills, people from all over the world were contacting them, wanting their own horse of a different color.  Addy had no doubt that Cade was going to make even more money breeding horses than Jake did with his stock market schemes.  Hopefully, her husband wouldn’t start driving a shiny death-machine, too.
More important than the success of the business, though, the secluded property gave the Westins a place in this world.  Since the three of them were her place in the world, Addy found the ranch the perfect place to relax and grow her baby.  She was already picturing a little girl with red hair and lavender eyes.  …And maybe some superpowers.
Addy rocked back in her swing, soaking in the tranquility of their home.  Off in the distance, she could see Deke walking in the high grass with one of his dogs.  The goofy Labrador loped beside him, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.  Deke liked coffee and Dirty Dancing,
too, but dogs were definitely his favorite part of the past.  So far, he’d adopted four of the scraggliest, mangiest, ugliest mutts imaginable, lavishing them with attention.  Any homeless, hungry creature who needed a home found one with Deke… and it was filled with tennis balls and Milk Bones.  Under the grouchy exterior, the guy really was a soft touch for lost souls.
Caring for his pets was helping Deke heal the last of his wounds from the Wilderness War.  Every day, Addy could see him improving.  He was bathing and talking.  She’d even caught him laughing a few times.  She’d give him another couple months for self-healing and then she’d find him a nice girlfriend to finish off the touch-up work.  Some strategic postings on dating sites should do the trick.  “Handsome, brooding, war hero with mysterious past and cowboy skills” seemed like one hell of an online profile.  There wasn’t a doubt in her mind, she could get him married off within the year.  Addy wasn’t going to be satisfied until everyone was as blissfully in love as she was.
Twisting her wedding ring around her finger, she glanced over at her husband.  There was one thing she still had to take care of, though.  “You know, you do owe me a honeymoon.”
“What’s a honeymoon?”
“It’s a trip, where we go somewhere pretty and have exotic sex in exotic ways.”
Cade’s head snapped up.  “You’re kidding me.  That’s a real thing?  Really?”
“Of course.”  Addy arched a brow.  “Want to see Devils Tower in the twenty-first century?  I can get us the honeymoon suite at a really nice lodge, with a view of the monument.  Or we could take a cruise.  Fly to Paris.  Go on safari.”  She gave a meaningful pause.  “Or we could visit Yellowstone.”
“No.”  He shook his head, knowing where this was headed.  “I told you, I do not ever wish to return to that place.  It isn’t safe.  What if you’re swept into the future, again?”
“Then, you’ll save me.”  If she was lost, Cade would find her.  Addy knew that straight down to her soul.  “But I think a better idea is for you to come with me.”
Cade grunted, unconvinced.  “I will always come for you.”  He agreed.  “But, I’d rather not have to.  I am happy right where I am, with you safe and sound beside me.”
She smiled at that, briefly distracted.  “I’m glad.  I’ve worried that you might not like it here.”
“I would be happy anywhere you are.”  He headed over to crouch down in front of her swing, his eyes serious.  “But I am very happy in this time.  Happier than I’ve ever been.  My brothers are content and prospering.  You and our baby are more than I ever dreamed of having.  There are lots of horses for me to work with every day.”  He glanced over his shoulder at the multimillion dollar view.  “Gods only know how much all of this actually cost…”
“I told you, it was about the same as the sixty gold coins I promised you for the room.  You wanted me to pay my back rent, didn’t you?”
Cade flashed her a skeptical look and kept going.  “…but, I know you bought the ranch to please me and to make my brothers feel at home.  It’s difficult to be exasperated with you for blatantly
deceiving me about the price, when I know it comes from you caring so much.”
“You helped me when I was stranded in your world, Cade.  Of course, I’ll help you find your way here.”  She lifted a palm to touch his cheek.  “Please don’t worry about the money.  I love this house.  I love being here with you and Deke and Jake.  I bought the ranch to please me.  This is where I click and that’s a rare thing to find.”  She grinned.  “Besides, you have mentioned that you like horses.”
“And I will pay for them.  The actual cost.”
She rolled her eyes.  “Half.  This is my home, too.  My family lives here.”
Cade hesitated.
“Please?”
As usual, the “please” won her the argument.  Cade always gave in when she played that card.  He smoothed back her hair.  “You are where I click, lady.  I like you, even when you drive me crazy.”  He hesitated.  “Do you know what else I like about this time?”
“Star Trek reruns that remind you of your home planet?”
“I like that nobody here cares that I’m a Voltyn.  In town, I can walk into any shop I wish.  People talk to me without insults.  You wear my ring and carry my child, and I don’t have to kill anyone to keep you.”  He shrugged.  “Which I would, but I like that I don’t have to fight every day for the right to exist.  I like that I can live here with you in peace.”  He nodded like that really was a miracle.  “So, yes.  This time is far, far better than the one I left behind.”
“At least for five hundred years or so, until there’s that pesky nuclear holocaust.”  That weighed on Addy’s mind.  Even though it was so far off, she’d seen the devastation it left firsthand.  Even Quel could’ve been saved if he’d been born into a different world.  “If there’s a way to stop the flash, we need to do it, Cade.”  There was still time to save the future.
Cade groaned.  “Will you never give up on this idea?”
“No.  And our grandchildren’s grandchildren’s grandchildren will thank us for my stubbornness.  That’s why I’m thinking we should go back to Yellowstone.  Maybe if we travel through that geyser again, we’ll wind up in a different time.  Earlier.  Before the flash.  Maybe we can fix things.”
“Addy…”
“Think of how proud you’ll feel when you save the world.”  The more Addy thought about it, the more she knew that was why she’d been sent back, in the first place.  So she could find Cade and they could work together to rewrite history.  “This is going to work, Cade.  Trust me.  Sometimes, I have strong feelings about stuff.”
“I know.  And I have strong feelings that you can accomplish anything, Adeline Westin.  If you set your mind to changing the future, I am sure you can do it.  And I’m sure you’ll beguile me into helping.”  He placed one of his glowing hands on her stomach.  “Later.  Right now, all I want to do is be with you and our child.  Can’t this ‘honeymoon’ trip wait for a while?”
Addy’s heart melted.  She was very, very happy too, so she was willing to compromise on the schedule.  The great thing about time travel was that the future wasn’t going anywhere.  “Well, since I do sort of love you a lot, I suppose you could convince me to have some fun here at home.  I’m a reasonable lady, after all.”
Cade slowly smiled.  “Fun in the shower?”  He suggested eagerly.
“Still not missing that sonic bathhouse thing-y, I take it?”
“Four gods, no.”  He leaned in to kiss her.  “You’ve converted me to primitive water bathing and there’s no going back.”
“I do pride myself on being a terrible influence on you.”  Addy wound her arms around his neck.  “Admit it.  Your life was pretty boring before I showed up.”
“I had no life at all, before you showed up.”  Cade lifted her into his arms and carried her towards the house.  “Nynan.”
“Mine.”  Addy agreed.  “And I’m yours, cowboy.  You’re all that matters to me.”  She would never get enough of this man.  “Hey, after the shower, we should have exotic sex in exotic ways out by the lake.”  When they’d picked out the property, she’d insisted that it have a hot spring for occasions just like this.  “You’ll have to count to five Mississippis before you catch me this time, though.”
Cade chuckled at that, his expression more joyful than she’d ever seen it.  “Ask me and I’ll say yes to anything.”  He teased, using her own words back at her.  It wasn’t nearly so irritating this time.
“That easy to convince you, huh?”
“That easy.”  He lowered lips to hers.  “For you, the answer is always yes, lady.”



Author’s Note
 
I got the idea for this book at sunset on the Fourth of July, while I was visiting Mount Rushmore.  The Black Hills are a beautiful place, filled with color and magic.  They make you think in terms of eons.  I was standing on the roof of the monument’s parking lot, looking up at the faces of the presidents and the vivid colors in the sky.  Suddenly, I realized that Jefferson, Washington, Lincoln and Roosevelt would celebrate America’s birthday way more times than I would and probably more than the country itself.  The idea of some future civilization trying to decipher those stoic faces gave me the beginnings of Cade and Addy’s story.
A little research revealed that granite erodes at about an inch every ten thousand years.  The heads are sixty feet high.  They will indeed be recognizable for thousands, if not millions, of years.  No other remnants of our civilization will last nearly so long.  With this in mind, the monument’s sculptor, Gutzon Borglum, envisioned a vast room behind the sculpture to explain America’s story.  Due to lack of funding, his grand vision of a Hall of Records was never finished, but a seventy foot tunnel remained.
In 1998, the government decided to complete part of the project and placed enameled tablets there.  These documents include the Declaration of Independence, biographies of the presidents, and a history of Rushmore itself.  The purpose of this was to ensure that fifty thousand years from now, people can understand the point of the sculpture.  As far as I know, there are no plans to expand the Hall of Records with interactive monitors, but who know what will happen, right?
The “travel facts” about Yellowstone, Devils Tower, the inland sea, etc… are all true.  (I did invent Strickland Geyser, named after the principal from Back to the Future.)  I played a little loose with the landscape and weather of the region, because sixteen hundred years would make some changes.  Since the overall geography and basic lifestyle requirements would be the same, though, it made sense to me that the people would live much like settlers in the nineteenth century.  …With a little bit of future-tech tossed in.
Likewise, I altered things like the measurement system of the future and their dialect.  But, my thinking is the people of that time would still have a lot of the same characteristics.  For instance, they’d still be using many of the same curses.  When we swear now, a great many of our words are hundreds of years old.  Since my characters are speaking some derivation of English, I believe the oaths would be similar.  I did invent fvred, though.  I’d tell you precisely what it means, but it’s far too shocking to even write.  Also, I’m assuming some kind of genetic manipulation or other human intervention with beings like the sanbor and ghaa beast.  They aren’t native to the environment, but, for better or worse, they’ve been added to it.
I grew up in the 1990s, reading the scores of Western romance novels available at the local secondhand bookshop.  (Think Johanna Lindsey’s Savage Thunder and pretty much anything by Madeline Baker.)  I was a huge fan, devouring stacks of stories set on the wilds of the American frontier.  To me, they’re classic tales of misunderstood heroes with bad reputations, feisty heroines with good hearts, a few gunfights, plenty of horses, and some sex in the outdoors.  I see Cowboy from the Future as my homage to that genre, more than a strict science-fiction story.
If you’ve read any of those books, they also speak a lot about racial inequality and the coming together of different cultures, often using the exploration of the West as a metaphor for discovering oneself.  I tried to adapt those ideas into this story, as well.  Cade and Addy spend the book trying to figure out how their own pieces click together.  In the end, I think they were made for each other.
I always care about letting the characters be themselves, more than I care about hitting particular plot points.  Sometimes that lands me into trouble.  (For example, I was stuck for months while writing Magic of the Wood House, because of the uncooperative Fire Phases.)  In this case, I didn’t have to worry about directing my couple, at all.  Addy and Cade understood each other, right from the beginning.  They took their book exactly where they wanted to go and I mostly just followed along.  Hopefully, you’re pleased with the result.  If not, blame those two lunatics.  I just work here.
At the moment, I don’t have any plans to revisit this world.  But, it’s always possible I’ll change my mind and write something for Deke or Jake, down the line.  I love time travel books (it’s another type of romance novel I devoured as a teenager) and I’ll definitely be writing more of the genre.  Drop me a line to let me know what you think about this book or any other at starturtlepublishing@gmail.com.
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