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Prologue

1860

Jackson Brooks twirled his niece, Lilly, on the red Oriental carpet, her petticoats flaring about her chubby four-year-old legs. With a mock growl, he chased her around the room. Her blonde curls escaped the careful confines of her pink bonnet.
“And then the grizzly bear chased me all around the camp, roaring and growling at me like the devils of hell themselves!” Jackson got down on his hands and knees, not caring if he wrinkled his expensive suit, and chased Lilly with a throaty snarl. A large blue vase teetered as they raced past the fireplace, righting itself before it could shatter on the expensive Italian marble.
In short order, he caught her and kissed her rosy cheeks. Wide, hazel-green eyes twinkled at him as she spoke.
“And then what happened, Uncle Jackson?”
He set her on his knee and continued his tall tale. “Why, I jumped into the cook’s tent and grabbed a sack of beans.” He tilted his head. “Bears love beans.”
Lilly laughed and clapped her hands together, the palms of her white gloves a dirty grey after crawling like a bear past the fireplace.
“So I made that bear a big pot of my world-famous beans, and he was so happy he caught me a fish as a present.”
“Uncle Jackson, bears don’t give presents!” Lilly giggled, apparently overcome by the notion of a bear carrying a pretty package festooned with bows.
“Oh, but they do, my fine girl. A nice big salmon. I ate it while I watched the sun set over the plains. Never a more beautiful sight than a sunset out west. Nothing but endless sky as far as the eye can see. Great oceans of grass that move and dance with the wind.” Jackson sighed happily and cuddled Lilly close.
“Do you think I can come with you someday, Uncle Jackson?” Lilly asked, playing with the gold chain of his pocket watch.
A stern woman’s voice snapped from the carved wood doorway of the parlor’s entrance. “Certainly not. What in the world have you done to your gloves, Lilly? A lady’s hands proclaim her station, and your gloves are filthy!”
Wincing, Jackson turned around to face his sister-in-law, Rosetta Brooks. She was a thin woman with golden hair and an icy demeanor, and Jackson often wondered what his brother saw in her. Behind her, trying not to laugh, were his three teenage nieces and his brother Abraham. All his nieces were blonde and beautiful, with skin like peaches and cream. He pitied Abraham when they got old enough for courting.
In his lap, Lilly peeked at her mother through her fair lashes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get dirty. Uncle Jackson was just telling me about the bear—”
“I don’t care what your Uncle Jackson was saying. We are going to be late for church.” Rosetta sniffed at Jackson, who still sprawled on the floor. “Some of us believe living a godly life is important.”
Behind Rosetta, Abraham placed a gentle hand on his wife’s elbow. “Now, Rosetta. We can still make it in time. Alice will take Lilly upstairs and fetch a new pair of gloves while we take a seat in the carriage.”
Lilly reluctantly removed herself from Jackson’s lap and took Alice’s outstretched hand. With Lilly in the lead they both hurried away while Rosetta made a disapproving noise and straightened her husband’s tie. Small feet stomped down the stairs as Lilly ran ahead of her older sister, who descended in a more refined manner after a scalding glance from her mother. Before Lilly joined her parents at the door, she darted over and gave Jackson a kiss on his scruffy cheek. “Someday I will come out west, Uncle Jackson. We will feed bears beans and watch the sunset together.”
Jackson exhaled and held her close, regretting he had never found a woman to settle down with and have children. “You never know what the future holds, Lilly. You may get to see the glory of a prairie sunset yet.” He pulled back and gave her a kiss on her freckled pixie nose as Rosetta watched with a disapproving glare.




Chapter One
 Go West, Young Woman!

1876

“Absolutely not!” Her mother’s voice ripped through octaves, from disbelief straight to fury.
Lilly smoothed the skirt of the bright blue silk dress with a trembling hand and examined herself in the mirror behind her parents’ back to reassure herself that she was maintaining her composure. A grown woman, she had a mass of deep gold curls with white-blonde highlights. Her chubby baby cheeks had melted away, revealing a delicate bone structure that gave her an angelic appearance. Behind her curls and dimples lay a rather unladylike temper. And right now that temper made her want to beat on the needlepoint pillow next to her in frustration.
Rosetta paced circles across the throw rug of the family room, her bustle bouncing behind her in agitation. The only things Lilly had in common with her mother were long golden hair and hazel green eyes. On the inside, they were as different as could be.
Lilly tugged Rosetta wailed, at the lace extending from the sleeve of her dress with a shaking hand. “I have already accepted the teaching contract and bought my train ticket, Mother. I will be leaving for Caldwell, Kansas, in five days.”
“Abraham!” clutching her ample bosom. “You must talk some sense into your daughter. You were the one that let her go to school to learn how to be a teacher. You were the one who assured me it was just until she secured a good marriage!”
Abraham replied in a mild voice. “Oh, I’m sure a cowboy would make a nice son-in-law.” His eyes twinkled with mischief as she threw her hands in the air in horror at the idea.
He tapped a finger on the leather arm of the chair, watching his wife huff and puff, before he turned to Lilly. “Are you sure this is what you want? You do know the West is a very dangerous place, especially for a proper young lady such as yourself.”
His lips twitched in a suppressed smile as Rosetta glowered at them. Growing up, Lilly had been anything but a proper young lady. She found climbing trees, catching grasshoppers, and fishing with her father much more interesting than ladylike skills. She had been the son her father never had, and the hellion who’d given her mother fits.
“Yes, Father. I’m certain Uncle Jackson left me his land in Kansas for a reason. He knew that’s where my heart wants to be. He gave me the chance to live my dream.” She closed her eyes, missing her uncle. He’d left her three thousand acres of land in Caldwell after his death five months ago. Jackson, a professional gambler, died in San Francisco during a poker game that had turned into a shootout.
“I won’t have it,” Rosetta screeched while glaring at Abraham. “We have a duty to see our daughter married to an acceptable man, not some filthy farmer in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by savage Indians and wild animals.”
Abraham rolled his eyes at Lilly when Rosetta turned her back. “You have three grown and married daughters, Rosetta. And ten grandbabies to spoil. Let Lilly have her chance at happiness, too.”
Rosetta whirled and jabbed at the air in front of Abraham with her finger. “You’ve sheltered her too much. She has no idea how treacherous the world is. She lacks the common sense to run away from danger. In fact, she seems to attract it like lightning to a weathervane!”
“Now, Rosetta.” Abraham rose from his chair and tried to approach his pacing wife.
“Don’t you ‘Now Rosetta’ me! Did you forget about the incident in Boston when she was seventeen? Your daughter decided to chat up a strange man in a robe while having tea at the hotel. He then offered you two thousand dollars to make her his third wife and take her back to the Ottoman Empire!”
Lilly groaned inwardly as her mother’s hands began to flap around, a sure sign of an impending fit. How was she to know that man had been looking for a wife? His turban and dagger were so fascinating, and he really was charming. Before her older sister caught them in the solarium together, he’d showed her kissing with your tongue could be quite exciting.
“I won’t be alone out there, Mother. And I do try to stay out of trouble. The mayor of Caldwell assured me I would have all the help I needed to settle in. Uncle Jackson left me a farm and a log cabin.” She bit her lower lip in regret as soon as the words ‘log cabin’ passed her lips. 
Abraham placed a hand on Rosetta’s elbow and stopped her pacing. It was a move he used on her during those few times he opposed his wife’s wishes. “Rosetta, she will only be gone a year. When she comes back, if she has not found a suitable husband, I’m sure Lilly will be more than happy to have you find a good match for her.”
Lilly bit her cheek in an effort not to speak. She’d managed to avoid her mother’s and sister’s matchmaking so far. Now that she was twenty, her family’s efforts to marry her off had tripled. As if she wanted to be shackled to some pompous little man who spent more time fixing his hair than she did. She wanted a real man, the kind that would sweep her off her feet, a man who was not afraid of hard work and danger. Someone who lived his life for the glory of the day.
She needed a rugged cowboy who would stand up to her and match her passion. All the men she had courted were taken aback by her enthusiasm, or were like kissing a bowl of bland porridge. The thought of a man strong enough to dominate her wild spirit made her shiver.
Tying a bonnet around her fair curls, Lilly announced, “I have to go visit Grand-mère Colette.”
If anyone would understand her craving for the spice of life, it would be her grand-mère
Abraham nodded while Rosetta lifted her nose and gave a disdainful sniff. “You do that, Lilly. Your mother and I will have a talk while you are gone.”
She pulled the blue silk shawl over her smooth shoulders, and gave her father a grateful smile as she left to see the one person in the world who would understand.

 ***

“Oh, ma chérie, that is too wonderful.” 
Colette clasped Lilly’s hand in her own, a bright smile crinkling her kind face. Lilly stared at her still-beautiful grand-mère, thankful she shared the woman’s high cheekbones and pert little nose. “I have often imagined going west myself, but I am afraid that is a dream for the young. I cherish every letter I have from my Jackson about his adventures on the frontier.”
Lilly placed her hand over her grand-mère’s. “Thank you, Grand-mère. I was afraid you would join the choir of disapproval. Mother seems to think I cannot cross the street without a chaperone.”
Colette clicked her tongue and poured more mint tea. “Silly girl, I was younger than you when I decided to leave Paris for America.” She set the teapot down, a distant look in her cloudy blue eyes. “I remember it well, the sense of anticipation almost lost beneath my fear. At least you told your mother and father. Mine didn’t find out until I was out at sea.” She gave Lilly a wink and popped a sugar cube into her mouth.
“I have never regretted that decision. Oh, I could have been happy in Paris in a dreadfully boring manner. Married to some stuffy old vicomte and simpering my way through life. But I wanted to go someplace new, someplace where the air was clear and there was a chance for a young painter to make her mark. And I never would have met your grandfather if they had not sent him after me, to bring me home.”
Lilly glanced around the room with a fond smile. Watercolors of various sizes covered every surface of the walls. Quite a few featured handsome young men in the nude looking out of the canvas with challenging stares and hard muscles. Before her eyesight began to fail, Colette had been one of the premier painters of the northeast. Her artwork hung in some of the finest homes, and graced the walls of a few local museums. Of course, she shared the nudes only with her family, at least those who didn’t voice their disapproval. 
This had always been a place of refuge for Lilly. When she refused to learn to dance from the stuffy instructor who’d called her a graceless cow, it was Colette who taught her in this very parlor. Colette would bring her to the seashore in the summer, showing her how to shoot skeet and swim. Grand-mère taught her by example that a woman could take care of herself, and still be a lady.
“Now, I have something for you.” The older woman left the pale peach parlor room and returned with a blue velvet box. “I was going to give this to you when you married, but I think it will serve its purpose much better now.”
She scrunched her brow in confusion. “What is it?”
“Your dowry.” Colette lifted the lid of the box and revealed a cluster of exquisite jewelry. Pearls, diamonds, emeralds, and gold flashed in the afternoon light.
She covered her mouth as she gasped. “Grand-mère, I cannot take this!”
Colette smiled with amusement and thrust the box into her hands. “Silly girl, what is an old woman like me going to do with this? They are baubles from my suitors back in Paris. They have no sentimental value. Go, keep what you want and sell the rest. Start your adventure with a full purse and an open heart.” She reached over and stroked an age-spotted hand down Lilly’s pale cheek. “Do this for me, Lilly. I love all my grandchildren, but you are the only one who inherited the Bertrand spirit of adventure.”
Lilly closed her eyes and hugged the box to her chest. She knew coming here was the right thing to do. Her mother’s harsh words had almost made her break the contract to teach. “Thank you. I can never thank you enough for believing in me.” She blinked back the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes.
“Hush now, no crying. You took to the life of society no better than I did. Well, maybe a bit better—there were no scandals about you and a handsome young painter caught posing in the nude.”
Lilly blushed and laughed. “No, just a few small scandals about falling from trees.”
“And beating a silly beau in the park with your parasol. I thought your mother was going to send you to a convent after she found out about that on the society page of the newspaper. The drawing of him cowering on the ground before you was quite good.” Colette’s mischievous grin deepened the lines on her face.
“I told that coot I could carry my own parasol. He wouldn’t let go!” Lilly started laughing at Colette’s knowing expression.

 ***

Five days later, biting her lower lip in an effort not to cry, Lilly stared out the train window at her family on the platform. She wouldn’t acknowledge the tears threatening to spill down her cheeks as crying. They were simply a reaction to the smoke from the coal engine.
The train lurched forward, and she began her journey from Connecticut to Kansas. It was a long ride, and she brought her schoolbooks to read through for the trip. There was so much planning to do. She had a week to settle in and prepare, and then it would be time for school to start.
She traced her fingertips over the alabaster cameo at her throat. It depicted a cream lily on a Wedgwood blue background, the only piece of jewelry she kept from her Grand-mère’s collection. She found strength in its carved surface. If Colette could board a ship to America with only the clothes on her back, and the smuggled jewelry hidden in her skirts, then she had no excuse for letting cowardly feelings stop her from chasing her dreams.
This was a grand adventure, a chance to live the stories of the West she had read so much about. The idea of seeing a real cowboy was thrilling, and to live in a genuine log cabin was beyond exciting. She was finally going to be on her own, without chaperones watching her every move. Apprehension made her stomach tight, but she chased the feeling away with daydreams of cowboys like the utterly masculine ranchers she’d read about in her dime novels. Surely, it would not be as dangerous as her mother feared. Caldwell was an established town with a population of over 1,500 people. They couldn’t be that uncivilized.



Chapter Two
 Dance-Hall Girl

Wagons stuffed with ranch hands and men on horseback filled the main street of Caldwell, even at eight in the morning. Lilly’s train had arrived in the station a half hour before and she’d taken the opportunity to freshen up and change out of her travel dress at the station. She received a message from the porter that her steamer trunks would be delivered to her house, and that Mayor Beechum would meet her at his office at eight thirty.
Now she paced back and forth on the wooden sidewalk, too excited to stand still. This was the first time she had truly been on her own in the middle of a bustling town. No chaperone, no parent, no older sister telling her not to stare or get her dress dirty. The feeling of freedom intoxicated her. 
A dray packed with cowhides rolled by and she lamented her choice in dresses. The pale pink silk was already starting to attract a layer of brown dust at its ruffled hem. The sunlight burned down on her exposed shoulders, and she tugged her cream silk shawl closer to protect her fair skin.
She wanted to look her best for the first meeting with her new employer, so she wore her most impressive dress for the occasion. But she was afraid she’d be a sweaty, dust-caked mess by the time he arrived. The sun glared overhead and she had to squint her eyes against the light, even with her bonnet on. She opened her parasol with a snap and smiled up at the lovely sight of light reflecting through layers of lace ruffles stretched tight over whalebone. The parasol had been a gift from her grandmother and the scent of her lilac perfume still clung to the fabric. Taking a deep breath of the familiar scent made her heart at once ache and, oddly, feel better.
Her eyes darted up and down the street. To the left, the raised sidewalks bustled with activity. To the right, the walkways were nearly empty. The granite City Hall and jail were a natural dividing line between the two parts of the city.
Twirling her parasol, she glanced at the big clock above the Southwestern Hotel. It was a three-story brick building with a wide covered porch that wrapped around its front. Mostly men, and a few women, lounged at the tables, eating their breakfast.
With a small smile, she decided she had enough time to do a bit of exploring before she met the mayor. It wouldn’t hurt to get a feel for the town, and she could go anywhere she wanted. Force of habit made her hesitate and her mother’s voice scolded her not to be reckless and foolish. Lifting her shoulders, Lilly buried the voice of reason and let the muse of adventure lead her onward. She went to the left, where the most people, and presumably the best shops, were.
As she peered through the window of a feed store, the people inside made her stop and stare. Two Indians, dressed like cowboys, talked with the proprietor. They both had long, silky black hair that fell midway down their backs in one long and thin braid decorated with beads. One wore a black Derby hat with a feather in the brim and the other wore a grey cowboy hat with a brightly beaded rawhide band. The rest of the customers in the shop didn’t seem to find anything odd about them being there, so she tore her eyes away and wandered further down the street. They were the first real, live Indians she had ever seen. True, they didn’t really look like the Indians from her books, but her sisters would be so jealous when she wrote to tell them.
She kept her eyes straight ahead and briskly walked past a stable and a laundry service. Men hung out of the doorways of both establishments and watched her in a manner she found disconcerting. Her heartbeat sped up a bit as she realized she was the only woman as far as she could see and she walked faster. Across the street, a group of men stared at her from the doorway of a saloon. One began to list across the packed dirt street toward her.
They couldn’t be drunk this early on a Tuesday morning. She dithered on the sidewalk, unsure of which way to go. Her fear gave her clarity, focus: she noted that she was surrounded on all sides by saloons and men. This was clearly the wrong area of town for a young woman by herself.
Turning on her booted heel, she started to walk back the way she came, as quickly as possible. Her shoulders went tight as she caught the sound of one set of boots, then a few more, clunk on the boards behind her.
“Hey now, pretty lady, where’re you goin’?” The slurring voice that asked came from over her shoulder.
She cursed the stupid layers of petticoats and elegant boots that kept her from walking faster. She lost her balance as a man in a dirty red shirt and brown trousers stepped onto the sidewalk in front of her. His dark beard held bits of crumbs and his face was greasy enough to fry an egg on. He tipped his stained, tan cowboy hat at her with a mocking leer.
Regaining her balance, she found herself surrounded by three men. They closed in on her like a pack of wolves, pressing her back into a dirt alley between the buildings. The men all wore pistols strapped to their thighs. She held her parasol in front of herself and wished she had a gun, too.
“Excuse me, gentlemen, I have a meeting with Mayor Beechum.” Lilly lifted her head and stared them in the eye, watching the man with the beard. He was the instigator and the other two followed his lead. The man in a straw hat glanced nervously out to the street and then back to Lilly.
“You have a meetin’ wit’ Mayor Beechum?” The man with the dirty beard raised his bushy eyebrows high enough to disappear beneath the brim of his hat. “Why would he wanna see a dance-hall girl...less’n he’s tired of his wife?”
Lilly’s mouth dropped open in shock. The men all laughed like trolls and a trickle of sweat rolled down her spine. “I beg your pardon! I am not a dance-hall girl!”
“Sure you ain’t, with that fancy pink dress, wanderin’ around the saloons.” He rubbed his hand through his beard. “Now, be a good girl and give us a little sample of what yer sellin’.”
The back of her bustle hit the brick building at the end of the alley. The men closed in. As the wind shifted, the pungent aroma of their unwashed bodies assaulted her nostrils. A scream hitched in her throat, and she tried to jab them back with her parasol. The man in the straw hat grabbed it from her hands. The smooth bone handle made it hard to grip with her gloves on, and her heart slammed against her ribs as his filthy hands stroked down the white lace, leaving a trail of grime behind as he leered at her.
What was she thinking coming here alone? This wasn’t like home. None of this would ever happen on the streets of Hartford. How was she to know men like this roamed Caldwell in such a brazen fashion? It wasn’t as if she’d gone for a stroll at night—it was midmorning on a Tuesday, for pity’s sake.
“Hold ’er,” the bearded man rumbled as he began to pull at the belt that held his pants up.
Now she did scream, long and loud. She tried to hold onto her shawl, but it almost ripped in two as the men laughed and tore it from her grasp. The man in the straw hat darted forward, as quick as a snake, slammed a grimy hand over her mouth, and ripped the bodice of her dress. She stared down in shock at the sight of her corset. The tips of her nipples had escaped the confines of her modesty shift. The men let out a hungry chuckle and moved in on her. Two of them held her arms back while the third tried to tug down the top of her stubborn corset. She tried to scream past the hand over her mouth and kick at him, but her skirts hampered her movements. Fear tore through her stomach as one of the men holding her began to paw at her skirt, yanking it up with his free hand.
A gunshot rang through the alley.
The men dropped her and wheeled around toward the shooter. Lilly leaned back against the brick building, panting and holding her arms around herself.
At the entrance to the alley stood a tall man with smoke wafting from the tip of his nickel-plated pistol. His shoulders were broad and his hips narrow. Waist overalls clung tight to his hips and muscled legs in an indecent fashion. She edged against the wall, getting a better look at her would-be savior and tugging at the top of her ruined dress.
Skin tanned a dark brown set off his soft blue eyes, the color of washed-out denim. A strong jaw and high cheekbones gave his face a masculine charm. The rough stubble of dark hair shadowed his jaw as he stared at the bearded man without fear. She tensed, getting ready to try and slink past the men while they were distracted. Her heart pounded so hard she heard it in her ears.

 ***

Paul McGregor glared down the alley at Hank and his no-account buddies. He’d been passing down the road when he noticed them cornering someone in the alley. He couldn’t make out who it was, but the glimpse of pink between their bodies and the muffled, high-pitched scream let him know it was a female.
“What the hell are you doing,” he asked, keeping the gun trained on Hank. 
“We’re just havin’ a bit of fun with the new soiled dove,” he answered, in an overblown aw-shucks voice. His mean little eyes watched the gun in Paul’s hand. Hank, a trail boss over at Lee Krisp’s cattle ranch, was an all-around bully of a man with a mean temper, much like his boss.
“She doesn’t look like she’s having much fun. Why don’t you boys let her come over here by me?” He never took his eyes off the other man.
The trio of grimy ranch hands parted to reveal a stunning creature. His breath caught in his throat as the morning sun shone off her. A pink bonnet with little blue flowers and silver ribbon covered hair the pale gold of winter wheat. The pretty hat graced a face as delicate and pure as a snowflake. Big, emerald-green eyes stared at him as her perfect lips curled into an O of shock. A pale pink dress with a cream shawl covered her slender body.
The front of her dress was torn and she struggled to hold up the top of her corset. The tips of her nipples, pinker than the velvet, peeked out and distracted him. Feeling like a lecher, he forced his gaze away from her tits and back to the scene before him. He really should tell her that the best set of breasts he’d seen in a long time were struggling to get out of that tight bodice.
The remains of a ruined parasol and a scrap of fabric lay at her feet. She started to bend down to retrieve her belongings when her top slipped down a little more and she noticed him staring at her. He cleared his throat and made a hitching motion with a significant look at her chest. Her eyes narrowed and her cheeks flushed as she tugged at the corset. The spell was broken when Hank’s hand made a sudden move toward his gun belt.
“Now, don’t get jumpy. Let the little lady come here, and we’ll all go on our ways without me having to talk to the sheriff about this. I’m sure your boss doesn’t want any more trouble from the law.”
His lips turned down, frowning, as his gun hand twitched beside the pearl handle. Paul heard a wagon roll by behind him and the ruffian glowered past him at the increasingly busy street.
“Come on, Hank,” one of his followers begged in a squeaky voice. “We don’t want no more trouble.”
Hank turned to the woman, giving her a big false smile as he did a mocking bow. “It sure was a pleasure meetin’ you, miss. You enjoy yer time wit’ the mayor.”
Paul moved to her side at the back of the alley, keeping his gun trained on the men as they left.
Her lips thinned in anger. Trying to hold up the top of her dress, she grabbed her ruined parasol from the dirt. He noticed a slight tremor in her hands and gave her a moment to collect herself. She took a deep breath and let it out through her nose before looking at him.
Paul turned to her and slipped his gun back into its holster, trying not to stare. She was almost as tall as he was, and her perfume was sweet and fresh like honeysuckles. Up close, he noticed her eyes weren’t a solid green. Gold and amber flecked the deep emerald like gold binding a jewel. A small scar marred her chin and she had a spray of freckles across her nose and cheeks.
From his height, he could see down her torn bodice, and as she took a deep breath more of the flushed skin of her nipples escaped. He actually held his breath and prayed for the fabric to drop just another inch. As he watched, the very tips of her nipples peeked out and they tightened beneath his stare. They looked like pink gumdrops and his mouth watered to taste them. Behind the stiff fly of his jeans, his cock hardened as he imagined what it would feel like to roll those plump tips over his tongue.
She was heart-stopping. He had to find out what saloon she worked at.
“Thank you, sir. I would have been in dire trouble if not for your brave actions.” She shook out the dirty fabric, trying to get the muck from the alley off of it.
She gazed at him, apparently unaware of her exposed chest. Her accent was cultured and her voice musical. He wondered how an East Coast socialite became a whore. His eyes followed the curve of her neck and her pert little nipples begged for his attention.
“You’re welcome, miss. I don’t know what saloon you’re working at, but you might want to ask one of the bouncers to walk you down the street if you wish to go shopping.” His mind filled with thoughts of pulling her against his body and nuzzling her cheeks. Her skin was so smooth, and those full lips begged for long, slow kisses.
His eyes darted down to her nipples again and she tugged the top back up with a furious glare before slinging the torn and stained shawl over her shoulders with a grimace. It didn’t do much to hide her bosom and the filth seemed to call attention the creaminess of her skin. Maybe he could interest her in becoming his mistress. The vision of those long legs waiting at home for him every night made him bite back a growl. She would belong only to him, waiting ready in his bed, the golden curls that guarded her pussy damp with her honey.
A pang of guilt made him twitch at the thought of putting aside his current gal, Estrella, but her temper and jealousy were quickly outweighing her charms in bed.
The blonde stiffened, her upper lip lifting in a sneer that made her cute freckled nose crinkle. “As I told those men, I am not working at any saloon! I’m to meet the mayor at eight thirty. I decided to do some shopping beforehand.”
He gave her a condescending smile. Her performance as an offended lady of quality was perfect. “You don’t have to lie to me—it’s all right. I won’t judge you for what you have to do to survive. If you’re new in town, I can introduce you to the owner of the Gilded Rose. You’ll have to sing or dance for your supper, but you won’t have to sell your favors....” He dipped his voice to a bass purr. “Unless you want to.”
He had about two seconds to register her shocked expression before a small, gloved fist made contact with his jaw and knocked him out of his daydreaming. She packed a punch any of his brothers would envy.
“How dare you!” she yelled into his face.
He rubbed his aching jaw, checking for loose teeth. She might look like a little bit of nothing, but she hit like a mule. Even the sting of her punch wasn’t enough to get rid of the erection straining against his jeans.
“What the hell is wrong with you, woman?” As he roared back at her, he became aware of a group of men, including the sheriff and portly mayor, making their way toward them with grim expressions. “Here comes the sheriff. If you can calm down, I’ll try to keep you out of jail. He don’t take kindly to dance-hall girls creating a ruckus.”
Before she could say anything else, the mayor came up, a red-faced and sweaty mess. “Oh my goodness, Miss Brooks, what on earth is going on?” His eyes darted to her chest and she yanked the remains of the dress back up. She pulled her shawl up for good measure, despite the fact that it smelled like it had landed in some horse shit.
Paul felt his stomach clench. The mayor did know this woman. This lovely creature he had called a prostitute two—or was it three—times? He felt his mouth drop as he stood there like a slack-jawed schoolboy.
“This...this...this...turkey-brain thinks I’m a dance-hall girl!” She yelled in a shrill voice, making all the men wince at her tone.
The mayor and sheriff turned to him. “Mr. McGregor, what happened?”
Ignoring the uncomplimentary sputtering of Miss Brooks, he rubbed his jaw. “Hank and his boys were try’n to have some fun with Miss Brooks. She was wandering around the saloon district look’n like that.” He ignored her furious glower as she tugged at her shawl. “They thought she was a new whor—dance-hall girl.”
Paul felt the sting from the little green daggers of ice that flew from her eyes. “My apologies, Miss Brooks. I didn’t mean to offend you.” He tipped his hat toward her. She was delicious in her anger and his need to obtain her increased, battling with the bone-deep respect for proper ladies that his mother instilled in him. Women of any kind were valued on the frontier, but a lady was a special prize that every man hoped to have someday. They were treated with the utmost respect. Though Paul wondered how much of a lady she could be if she knew how to throw a punch like that.
Before she could say anything, the mayor took her by the arm and talked in the same soothing tone that Paul had often heard the man use on his high-strung wife. Miss Brooks glanced back once, over her shoulder at him, with a glare and a sniff. Her sweet little backside sashayed down the street as they marched back to the Mayor’s office.
Sheriff Manchan let out a low whistle. “You, my hombre, really know how to stick your foot in your mouth. That’s the new schoolmarm. And your neighbor, the heiress of the Brooks estate.”
Paul groaned and smacked his hat against his thigh in frustration. “How was I to know who she was? Damn it, I needed to start on the right foot with that woman. I need her to sell me all that grazing land she’s sitting on.” Gritting his teeth, he began to plan. Teacher or not, she was still a spoiled socialite who had no idea of the real world. It shouldn’t be that hard to twist her to his will.
Sheriff Manchan sucked his teeth. “Well, I might not know much about women, but I’m pretty sure calling one a whore five minutes after meeting her might make her hold a bit of a grudge. Right pretty little thing, too.”
Paul kicked at the dirt and willed his mind to focus on Miss Brooks’ land, not her soft skin and beautiful eyes. “I need a way back into her good graces.” He jammed his hat back on his head and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I’ll be out of town for the rest of the day. Sheriff, can you keep an eye on Miss Brooks? I don’t like her being alone out at that cabin. Not with Hank and his friends interested in her.”
Sheriff Manchan gave him an appraising glance. “Will do. Though I don’t think he’ll be much of a problem. Lee Krisp wants that land just as bad as you do, and he ain’t afraid to fight dirty.”
“All the more reason to keep an eye on her.” His hands tightened on his gun belt. She didn’t know it yet, but that woman and her land belonged to him.



Chapter Three
 One Man’s Castle is Another Woman’s Nightmare

The smell of musty air and food gone to rot wafted out the front door of the log cabin. Lilly stood on the edge of the doorway in shock. What she could discern through the dim light of the shuttered windows was even more discouraging than the smell.
Behind her, the dark-haired porter from the train station began to cough. From the odor, she assumed.
“You sure you want to go in there, miss?” He peered over her shoulder, his wide mustache almost touching his ears.
She squared her shoulders. “Of course I do. This is my home now.”
She wished the end of that statement hadn’t sounded so stunned. From the outside, the log cabin was everything she’d dreamed it would be. Two stories, with a roomy loft and pine-green shutters. A wide porch wrapped around the back, affording a marvelous view of the west side of Willow Creek.
A swing hung from the beam of the porch, and morning glories clung to the rails in bursts of purple and blue. Nearby was a weathered barn, big enough for four horses and a carriage. The barn and adjoining corral would need some minor work. Mature walnut trees surrounded the house, and she remembered her Uncle Jackson writing about planting them and trying to keep the wildlife from nibbling the saplings down to sticks.
Lilly stepped inside, almost tripping over a pair of old boots that lay on the floor. In the kitchen, mold-covered dishes filled a grimy sink. Dust and cobwebs covered every surface of the cabin. Suddenly, all she wanted to do for the next year was to sit on the porch and watch the creek flow.
She breathed deeply and tugged off her gloves. Her lips curled into a disgusted scowl as she brushed the cobwebs away and wrenched open a window next to the stone fireplace. Sunlight streamed into the room, lighting up the darkened corners, as well as the silver specks of dust floating in the stale air. She glanced at the furniture. There was no evidence mice or rats had gotten to it.
Despite the filth, she couldn’t help but grin as she continued to evaluate the room. She had read about the cabin in Uncle Jacksons’s letters. There, over the fireplace, hung his gun rack with a rifle still in it. It was the same rifle he’d used to shoot a bat, and left a large hole in the wall. She spotted the rickety bookcase he’d decided to build himself, and his comfortable leather armchair next to it. The cabin was furnished for comfort and relaxation, not to impress. A chandelier made of deer horns and an ashtray made of a bear’s foot were clear reminders of Uncle Jackson’s eclectic personality.
“Leave the trunks in this room please,” Lilly ordered as she gave the porter a tip.
He touched his cap. “Thank you kindly, ma’am. If I may be so bold, you look like you could use a bit of help with gettin’ the barn ready.”
She arched her brows and grinned. “More than a bit,” she replied, peeking out the window at the run down barn and corral. “Do you know anyone who could help?”
The man laughed and knuckled his mustache. “I have two strong boys that wouldn’t mind comin’ over and givin’ you a hand with your farm.”
A genuine smile lit her face for the first time since the horrible incident this morning. “That would be lovely. When can they start?”
“I’ll have to clear it with their mother, but I think they can come by tomorrow morning if that works for you, ma’am. Their names are Jess and Brian.”
“Wonderful. I look forward to meeting them.”
The porter hesitated and smoothed his mustache. “I don’t know if it’s your first time out west, ma’am, but you need to be careful. Close and bolt the shutters at night and secure yer barn.”
Lilly smoothed her hands on her dress and glanced at the rifle above the fireplace. “Is there something I should be worried about?” The first thing that came to her mind was those three ruffians on the street, and the foul-mouthed but utterly handsome Mr. McGregor, with his wide and sensual lips.
“Oh, just the animals. Uh, we ain’t had any Indian problems for a long time,” he continued quickly. “Well, ma’am, I have to get goin’. It was a pleasure meetin’ you, Miss Brooks.”
She nodded absently, her mind already spinning with where to start the cleaning. With a sigh, she opened one of her trunks and withdrew a brown gingham dress and apron. She untied the shawl and tried to ignore the memory of the fear she’d felt in the alley.
Cleaning this place couldn’t be that hard. Lilly and her sisters had always helped with the light housework. Her mother believed it would help them run their own households when they got married.
A soft smile lit her face as she spied a dusty picture on the wall. Using her gloves, she gently brushed the layer of grunge from the surface. It was one of her Grand-mère’s paintings, a beautiful seascape that showed the ocean in winter. Homesickness filled her heart for the crash of the pounding surf and the smell of salty air.
With a weary sigh, she unpinned her bonnet and began to search for a bucket.


Two hours later, Lilly was up to her elbows in greasy foam as she scrubbed the crusty cast-iron stove. There wasn’t a decent cleaning rag, mop, or anything of the sort to be found anywhere in the cabin. Once she’d chipped away the rust, the well pump at the sink spat out a thick stream of equally rusty water. Another five minutes of pumping and clear water finally spilled out in a rush.
The biggest disappointment was the initial search for a bathroom. After opening every door in the house, she resigned herself to the fact that there was no indoor plumbing. She found the outhouse, with its half-moon cutout on the door, behind the barn. A bucket of sawdust and lime was still half-full inside. Holding her nose against the musty smell, Lilly grumped as she imagined what it was going to be like exposing her nether bits to the winter air.
Back in the house, all the windows and doors were open, allowing the cabin to air out. Lilly had identified the source of the stink. A sack of potatoes in the cellar had long ago gone to rot and turned into a nasty black sludge. The pile of dirty dishes sat soaking in the sink, and the dusty stoneware she lugged from the cupboards stood waiting for its turn. The back of her dress was soaked with sweat, and she kept promising herself a dip in the creek as a reward before bed. She couldn’t believe how difficult it was just to get the baked-on food off the stove. How in the world did the maids do it at home?
The sound of wagon wheels pulling up to the house caught her attention. Peeking out through the kitchen window, she caught the tail end of a wagonette pulling around to the back.
“Hello, Miss Brooks—are you here?” A woman’s voice yelled from the front yard.
“Oh, goodness,” she murmured as she wiped her hands on her apron and attempted to smooth back her hair. She hoped she didn’t smell like rotting potatoes.
Out front, three women were climbing down from their conveyance. The first was a large woman with bright red hair and a large body. She wasn’t fat, just strong, and sturdy like a blacksmith. The second was an equally large woman, with the same broad face, but her hair was light brown. Hauling a bucket from the back of the wagon was a young girl with strawberry- blonde hair done in braids, and the same broad face as the older women.
“There you are! I am sorry to drop by unannounced, but I thought you might need a hand settling in. I am Mrs. Beechum, the mayor’s wife. This is my daughter, Maggie.” The girl smiled shyly from behind her mother.
“I am Mrs. Kerns,” the brunette woman introduced herself as she hefted a pile of rags and a mop from the wagon. “Mrs. Beechum’s sister.”
“I am so pleased to meet you. I apologize for the state of my home. I wasn’t expecting visitors yet,” Lilly apologized as a blush heated her cheeks. In the back of her mind, she kept on thinking of her mother’s hysterical reaction if she knew Lilly was entertaining the mayor’s wife in a sweat-soaked dress with black grease beneath her nails.
Mrs. Beechum marched up the creaky steps with purpose, her kind brown eyes doing an inspection from the beams to the wood floor in one sweep.
“Honestly, it’s better than I thought. Mostly dust and neglect. The roof still looks sound and I don’t see any animal droppings. You’re lucky your uncle kept the house so well sealed while he was gone.” Mrs. Beechum clucked her tongue. “Where are my manners? I am so sorry for your loss, dear. Jackson was a rogue, but he always kept his word and didn’t cause my husband any trouble.”
Mrs. Kerns began to wet a rag in the sink and poured some baking soda on it. “Mr. Brooks did me a good service one winter. My husband was brought low by an illness. Mr. Brooks gathered together a group of men and cut us enough wood to get us through the cold season.”
Lilly watched the women move about like an efficient cleaning army. She grabbed the horse brush from the bucket of grimy water and began to scrub off the stove again before one of the women beat her to it. “Thank you for your kind words, ladies. I admired my uncle very much. Every month he used to send my grandmother a letter, and we would read it together. I dreamed for days about what Uncle Jackson described in such vivid detail.”
Lilly smiled fondly through the open bedroom door at the splendid brass bed with its feather tick mattress. Uncle Jackson had caused quite a stir when he brought the bed into town. It came from a store in Kansas City, already assembled, and gleamed in the sun as Jackson drove it down the main street to the cabin in the back of his wagon. He wrote about the envious stares from the women and the grumbles from their husbands as they asked where they might purchase such a fine bed.
“Please don’t think I’m being rude, but my husband mentioned your run-in this morning down by the saloons.” Mrs. Beechum paused as she cleaned the globe of an oil lamp with vinegar. The sharp scent carried on the breeze from the windows.
Lilly groaned and almost covered her face with her grease and soot covered hands. “I didn’t know where I was. I’ve never been in a saloon district before.”
“Yes, well, I thought I might let you know the fashion of dress you were wearing is...a bit scandalous for this area of the country.” Mrs. Beechum set the lamp back down and moved on to the windows. “Please don’t think I’m being rude. I’m sure your dress is the height of fashion on the east coast. We just tend to be a bit more conservative in our everyday dress. Thank goodness Mr. McGregor was there to save you.”
Lilly clenched her jaw and plunged the brush into the bucket of water. Their Mr. McGregor was an utter rogue. Who knew how long he’d been staring at her before telling her that her bosom was falling out of her corset. To make matters worse, those faded blue eyes made her insides tighten just as much as her nipples. Everything about his rough demeanor attracted her, and he was beyond handsome in his Stetson. She might have given him a chance if he hadn’t called her a whore. Still, the thought of those firm lips going where his gaze had lingered made the seam of her bloomers rub against her in a most uncomfortable fashion.
Before she could tell Mrs. Beechum just what kind of scoundrel she thought Mr. McGregor to be, Mrs. Kerns chimed in.
“Oh yes, Mr. McGregor is a gentleman. Well, maybe not a total gentleman. He does have a fondness for the ladies.” The older women laughed while Maggie watched them with a curious expression on her plain face. “Did you know he’s also your neighbor?”
Lilly scrubbed the stove in stiff, jerking motions. “No, I was unaware of that.” Wonderful. All she needed was that man’s eyes stripping her of her clothing again when they passed on the road. Her mind wandered and she imagined how his tight butt would look on the seat of a horse with those strong hands holding the reins. Cursing her libido, she scrubbed the stove hard enough to send dirty suds flying in the air.
“Mr. McGregor’s ranch, the Tilted V, is two miles down the road to your east.” Mrs. Beechum gave her a curious glance as a clot of black foam landed in Lilly’s hair.
Maggie spoke for the first time since she’d arrived, her voice soft and sweet. “I didn’t notice a horse in your corral, Miss Brooks. If you need one, you should go to the McGregor Ranch. They breed the best horses in this area.”
Lilly sighed and wiped her face with the back of her hand. Maybe it was best if she confronted the devil and made him apologize for being such a beast. He had saved her from those filthy men, and possessed divinely broad shoulders.
Mrs. Beechum smiled fondly at her daughter. “Maggie loves horses, but she’s right, you’ll need a proper horse and carriage. It’s a four-mile walk from your home to the school. You don’t want to make that walk in the winter.”
The rest of the afternoon was spent exchanging gossip about the town, and Lilly telling the women about her family back east. Mrs. Beechum and Mrs. Kerns were at the clothesline beside the cabin, beating rugs, when once again, the creak of wagon wheels came from the road.
Lilly groaned in dismay at her appearance. Now she was sweaty, dirty, and had a large mustard stain on her collar from the delicious lunch the ladies had brought with them. A handsome barouche, drawn by two matching black horses, rounded the side of the cabin. Other than the size of the wheels, it wouldn’t have been out of place during a Sunday ride through the park in Hartford. The body of the barouche was a glossy black, and gold embellishments adorned the sides.
Lilly wet her hands in the sink and tried to smooth back her wild curls as much as possible. Maggie stared out the window, and dashed out the back door with her braids flying behind her. Giving the retreating figure a puzzled glance, Lilly went to greet her visitors.
An older silver-haired man with a long white mustache, dressed in a smart blue suit with a silver watch at his waist, swiveled to watch her come down the steps. On his head perched a tan hat with a wide leather band, and a pearl-handled gun gleamed from his belt. Next to him crouched a small sable-haired woman in a high-necked grey gown and pearl earrings. Much younger than her husband, she had a delicate beauty marred by a fading bruise on one cheek. She did not look up from her clasped hands as the barouche slowed down.
“Hello there! You must be Miss Brooks, the new schoolmarm,” the man said in a loud and jolly voice.
“I am Miss Brooks.” Lilly lifted the edge of her dress and walked down the steps, avoiding the dishes drying in the sun.
“My name is Lee Krisp, and this is my wife, Eunice. We’re your neighbors, on the other side of Willow Creek.”
The quiet woman next to him peeked from the edge of her bonnet for a second. Eunice’s eyes were a deep grey and they flitted over Lilly’s face before returning to her hands. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Brooks,” she mumbled, her voice barely above a whisper.
Mr. Krisp’s smile dropped from his face. It returned after a second with all its glory, his white mustache making his teeth appear a dull yellow. Lilly’s father used to say that you had to watch out for a man who smiled that much. It usually meant he was hiding something. 
“Really? I thought Mr. McGregor was my only neighbor.” Lilly paused at the bottom step and looked up at Mr. Krisp.
This time the smile fell off his face entirely. “No, McGregor isn’t the only one around here that has land adjacent to yours. Speaking of which, I’d like to talk to you about what you intend to do with that land.”
That must be the real reason he was here. His dark eyes focused on her, as sharp as a hawk searching for its prey. Well, Lilly didn’t spend every summer helping at her father’s store without learning something about values and negotiation. As long as he was going to underestimate her, she’d likely find out more if she continued to play the ignorant socialite.
“Oh, I haven’t decided yet, but I might keep it,” she replied with a bright, empty smile. She didn’t know what she wanted to do with the land yet, but she did know that she wasn’t going to sell it off to the first person that asked.
Mr. Krisp stared at her in disbelief, apparently flabbergasted. “Keep it? What in the world is a young lady like you going to do with all that land? It’s not good for much.”
“Really, Mr. Krisp? Is that why you’ve been trying to buy it for the past fifteen years?” Mrs. Beechum called from the porch. She made a rather imposing figure with her arms crossed over her broad chest. Behind her stood Mrs. Kerns and Maggie, also giving Mr. Krisp disapproving glares.
Mr. Krisp sputtered, while his wife hid a smile behind her hand. “Why, Mrs. Beechum. I had no idea you were here. A pleasure, as always.”
“Likewise,” Mrs. Beechum replied, no smile breaking the severity of her broad face.
Mr. Krisp pursed his lips beneath his mustache and turned to look back at Lilly, who watched their banter with interest. “I’ll have to chat with you another time, Miss Brooks. I brought a welcome gift as a token of our appreciation for our new teacher.”
He handed her a wicker basket from the back of the barouche. Inside were books, paper, and an elegant pen set. It was a very extravagant gift for welcoming a new neighbor. It reminded her of the type of present that clients gave to her father when they were trying to butter him up for something.
“Oh, I can’t possibly accept this, Mr. Krisp. It’s too much,” Lilly protested and tried to hand the basket back.
Mr. Krisp turned to Mrs. Krisp and lifted his lips in a snarl. “You said she would like it.”
Mrs. Krisp remained frozen, her eyes on her lap as her breath trembled in and out of her chest. 
Lilly was afraid for the timid woman. “No, I love it, Mr. Krisp. Your wife did a wonderful job. How did she know exactly what I would need?”
“Why, Eunice used to be a teacher before we got married. Now she spends her days taking care of the house. I don’t think she misses it a bit,” Mr. Krisp boasted. Mrs. Krisp flinched at his words.
“Well, we must be going. Ladies.” He tipped his hat and turned the wagon. Dust rose beneath the wheels as the carriage pulled away.
Lilly let out a low breath, watching the retreating couple and shifting the heavy basket in her arms. “That must be the old goat that Uncle Jackson talked about in his letters. The one that wouldn’t take no for an answer and tried to steal this land from him in a dozen different ways.”
Mrs. Beechum uncrossed her arms and gazed at Lilly with a worry in her eyes. “More like an old snake than a goat. Be careful of that one, Miss Brooks. He is a real hard case. Once he figures out that he won’t charm the land from you, he’ll try to bulldoze you into selling.”
Lilly exhaled and carried the basket inside. “I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I don’t plan on selling this land anytime soon. Especially not to a bully.”
Mrs. Kerns glanced up from her inspection of some quilts removed from the cedar chest. “I think Mr. Krisp has underestimated you, Miss Brooks. You may look as delicate and sweet as an angel, but I think there is some steel in your backbone.”
The earthenware plates rattled as Mrs. Beechum stacked them back in the cabinets. “We aren’t trying to scare you, dear. It’s just...well, people that get in Mr. Krisp’s way tend to have bad things happen to them. Put him off as long as you can before you give him an outright no.”
Dusting her hands off on her apron, Lilly smoothed down the edges of the braided rug with her foot. “I’ll do that. It shouldn’t be too bad. I won’t see Mr. Krisp very much.”
Maggie piped up. “If you get scared, just go down the road to the McGregor ranch. They’ll keep you safe.”
Lilly nodded and helped Maggie move the furniture back onto the rug. The day she ran to Mr. McGregor for help would be the day the devil ate ice cream in hell.



Chapter Four
 Breaking a Stallion

Paul pumped the icy water over his head with a grateful sigh. He had just spent the last two hours filling the mucked-out stalls with sawdust and he was sweat-soaked from the band of his hat to the bottom of his feet. Tossing his damp shirt into the corner, he toweled off as his nine-year-old brother came running to him.
“Paul! Paul! There’s a lady here to see about a horse!” Owen practically vibrated with excitement. He had to smile at the boy’s animation. Owen’s spirit was just beginning to return after the death of their parents three years ago. It was nice to see him acting like a kid again.
“Can’t Rufus handle it?” He asked as he grabbed a clean shirt from the laundry line. He had gotten home late from the Gilded Rose last night and wanted to catch a nap before dinner.
“Rufus is already with her. He asked me to come get you. She’s the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen!”
Paul picked up his pace as he buttoned his shirt. If his ranch foreman wanted him, there must be a good reason. Owen bounced behind him like one of the bullmastiff puppies his family raised.
As he rounded the edge of the barn, he stopped in his tracks. His heartbeat sped in his chest and the focus of his world tapered down to one person. There was Miss Brooks, looking as lovely as could be. A blue cotton dress with white stripes highlighted her slim waist. The neckline was modest and only showed a square section of the smooth skin of her chest, much to his disappointment. She held a new parasol, pale blue this time. A white bonnet with blue ribbons hid her face from his hungry eyes.
As she tipped her head back to laugh at something Rufus said, she caught sight of him. The laughter fell from her face and a scowl twisted in its place on her kissable pink lips. Rufus turned around to see who she was glaring at and hid a smile behind his hand.
Everyone on the ranch had heard about Miss Brooks decking him in the middle of the street. Even on the frontier, good gossip traveled fast. Estrella had wanted to go beat Miss Brooks up to defend his honor, but he put a stop to that. The last thing he needed was his mistress giving his new neighbor a black eye.
Paul slowed his walk to a saunter, evaluating her reaction to his presence. He wanted her to soften to him, needed her to sell him those three thousand acres she inherited. The ranch was split equally between his brothers and sister. They needed more land so the ranch could sustain them and their families as they grew up.
When they had moved out here, it had been his parents' dream to have a place where all their children could grow old together, a place that would truly be a home. Now, if he could just convince the exquisite Miss Brooks to sell the land to him instead of to Lee Krisp, that dream could become a reality.

 ***

Good God, he was even better looking than Lilly remembered. For whatever reason, his shirt hung only half buttoned, revealing a sculpted physique that made her eyes widen. Between the yellow fabric panels of his shirt, his heavily muscled chest and chiseled stomach rippled as he moved. A pair of weathered leather chaps drew her eyes to a place no decent woman would stare at. As she watched, one tiny bead of water traveled over the dark skin of his throat, and slid a path down his tight, flat belly to disappear into the fabric. Lilly sucked in a lungful of air as she realized she had forgotten to breathe.
He moved like a predator as he approached the stables, with Owen grinning at his heels. His entire attention seemed focused on her as he strode closer, little puffs of dust rising beneath his tooled leather boots. She shifted nervously, fighting the temptation to run away from all that incredible male strength. 
“Miss Brooks, you look lovely today,” Mr. McGregor said as he boldly raked his eyes over her figure. His gaze seemed to linger on her breasts, and to her everlasting embarrassment, she felt her nipples grow stiff and sensitive under his scrutiny. His blue eyes shot back to her face and a taunting little smile teased at his lips. This brought her indignation back to the surface. Yesterday this man had called her a soiled dove, and now here he was staring at her in the way no civilized man should look at a lady.
“I wish I could say the same, Mr. McGregor. Did I interrupt your much-needed bath?” She tilted her nose and glared at him. A wet curl of his sable hair lay against his strong neck. She wanted to lift it off his skin and replace it with her lips.
His eyes narrowed and he hooked his hands into his gun belt. That drew her eyes back to the rather impressive place she shouldn’t be looking at between his legs. A blush burned her cheeks as her eyes flashed to his.
“Miss Brooks would like to purchase a carriage horse and a riding horse, Paul.” Rufus gestured toward the corral. “Said she’s an experienced rider, and wants a horse that can go the distance out on the range.”
Paul arched one black brow in disbelief. “Why don’t we bring out one of the gentle mares for her? I’m sure Miss Brooks is more used to rides in the park than out on the plains.”
Lilly gripped her parasol tightly. It wouldn’t do to beat him in front of Owen and Rufus. “I assure you, Mr. McGregor, I can ride just as well as you can.”
“In those skirts? I don’t think so, Miss Brooks.”
With a sniff, she lifted her skirt. “In Connecticut, it’s fashionable for a woman to wear riding breeches beneath her dress.”
She glanced up and caught him getting a good look down the slightly gaping front of her dress. Lilly straightened with a jerk and glared at Paul. Her body betrayed her again by flushing with that dizzying heat that seemed so close to the surface around him.
Owen climbed the wooden fence and straddled it. “How about we let her try out Storm?”
Paul shook his head as Rufus replied, “Now, Owen, I don’t think that is a good idea.”
“Why ever not, Rufus? Surely you don’t believe that a woman like me is capable of riding only a pony?” Lilly gave him the look that had always made her father sigh and give in.
Rufus didn’t disappoint. He flushed. “No, ma’am.” Rufus hollered toward the open doors of the barn, “Mark, saddle up Storm and bring ’im out here.”
Paul threw his hands in the air. “Have you all lost your mind? Well, I won’t be responsible if something happens to you, Miss Brooks.” He stomped off to the other edge of the corral with his tight rear working those jeans for all they were worth.
Lilly tried to calm her beating heart as she closed her parasol and leaned it against the edge of the fence.
“I’ll hold it for you, Miss Brooks. I wouldn’t want something so nice to get dirty,” Owen offered with a big grin. He looked a lot like Paul, with the same nose and eyes. She wondered if he was his son.
“Thank you, but I don’t want your father to get mad at you.”
Owen’s face fell and he ducked his dark head. “Paul’s not my dad—he’s my brother. My dad....” Owen’s voice trailed off and ran the edge of his sleeve across his nose.
Paul started to make his way over to them with a worried look but Lilly stopped him with a silent gesture. She knelt in front of Owen and tipped his head up. “My apologies, Owen.” She held his gaze with her own. “Thank you for sticking up for me, and for being brave enough to help me get the horse I need. The world needs more men like you.”
The child beamed at her and dashed away a tear she pretended not to see. “You’re welcome, Miss Brooks. I know you can ride Storm. He only throws the riders that are scared of him. If you show him who’s boss, he’s gentle as a lamb.”
Another young man a little older than Owen and with Paul’s dark hair and faded blue eyes, escorted a huge grey gelding with a black-and-white mane and tail out into the corral. Lilly felt a flash of fear that made her palms sweat. He was the biggest horse she had ever seen. The gelding snorted and pranced at the earth, eager to stretch his legs after the confinement of his stall.
Rufus glanced from her to Storm with a worried expression. “Now Miss, if you think you would like to try ano—”
 “No. Thank you. This is fine.” A glance from the corner of her eye showed Paul leaning against the fence, watching her from beneath the brim of his Stetson. If she wasn’t nervous before, she was now. He stared at her in a most uncivilized fashion.
Storm blew air out of his nose as she came closer. The young man holding his reins gave her a searching look, but stepped aside as she approached the horse’s face. With gentle hands, she cupped his velvety-grey mouth and blew gently into his nose.
“There we go. You are a big boy, aren’t you? So strong and handsome.” Lilly continued to talk quietly to the horse as he nibbled at her gloved hands with his soft lips and took in her scent. Moving slowly, but with great assurance, she slid to the side of the horse and glanced back to the young man who stared at her with an open mouth.
“Can I get a leg up, please?”
His jaw snapped shut as he nodded and gave her booted foot a lift. Apprehension tightened Lilly’s gut as she sat astride the horse—he was so much bigger than her Arabian mare at home. Storm sensed her unease and danced about a bit.
“Easy there, big guy. I’m just getting used to sitting in the clouds.” Lilly leaned forward and ran a hand down his smooth, grey neck. Storm pranced about, a showy high step that made Lilly laugh. “All right, let’s see what you’ve got, my Storm.”
She began in an easy trot around the large circle of packed earth. Storm’s stride was longer than she was used to, but once she got his rhythm down he moved like a dream. Lilly had to bite her lips to keep from laughing at Paul’s face as she rode by. His expression grew sour as Owen bounced around him and pulled on his arm.
Moving faster, Storm eased into a canter that made her heart sing. He was a wonderful horse, responsive, and with a sensitive mouth that almost made directing him unnecessary. He seemed to know when she wanted to speed up and slow down. Easing him back into a trot, he did a fancy side step as they moved back to the waiting men.
Rufus was beaming, Owen was jumping up and down, Mark was staring, and Paul was fighting a grin.
Lilly dismounted, unable to stop the joyful smile that filled her face as Storm nuzzled and lipped at her arm. “Oh, he is wonderful! What an amazing creature. I’ll take him.”
“Thought you might.” Rufus laughed. “Darndest thing I’ve ever seen. That horse was waiting for you, Miss Brooks. He’s tried to buck off everyone that’s aimed to ride him, except you and Owen.”
Lilly winked at Owen. “He must only like brave people.”
Owen blushed and scuffed the dirt at his feet.
“Do you have someone to care for him, Miss Brooks?” Paul asked with a smile. Her heart fluttered—when Paul wasn’t being surly, he was devastating.
“Yes. I’ve hired the porter’s sons to come out and help at the farm. And Maggie Beechum will be coming by twice a week to help with the housework.” Lilly gave Storm one last stroke as Mark led him back into the barn.
Owen said, “It’s not right that you’re out there all by yourself, Miss Brooks.”
His small face was serious and scared, and she wondered what happened to make such a young boy so fearful.
She started to tell him she’d be all right, but he was already running off toward the main house. She gave both men a questioning look, but neither commented on it so she let the matter drop.
“Miss, if you’ll come with me I’ll show you a nice carriage-trained mare that should work out well. I’m sure Paul will be glad to take you home until you can get to the carriage shop in town tomorrow,” Rufus said as he offered his arm.
Paul nodded at the other man before she could protest, and headed in the direction that Owen ran off to. With a sigh, she followed Rufus into the barn. 


Lilly took a sip of the cool lemonade and set the glass on the table. They had finished filling out the purchase contract for the horses. Rufus was right: the mahogany mare was perfect for pulling a cart.
From outside of the small office in the barn she heard a commotion. First was Paul yelling, followed by the wails of an aggrieved adolescent, and finally a barking dog joined the din. Lilly and Rufus exchanged a glance and followed the sounds outside.
Owen hollered at Paul. “She needs them! She’s out there all alone! If she’s alone, robbers can get her, and I don’t want that to happen! Please, Paul, please!” 
Tears ran down Owen’s cheeks as Paul took his hat off and ran his hand through his dark hair. Owen held the leash to two extremely large and slobbery dogs. They were tan with black markings on their feet and ears. Large, wrinkled faces growled at Paul.
“Owen, you can’t just go giving these dogs to Miss Brooks. You don’t even know if she likes dogs,” Paul argued as he crouched down in front of his little brother, ignoring the dogs and putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
Rufus leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Their parents were killed during a stage coach robbery three years ago. Owen is overprotective of anyone he likes.”
Lilly took a deep breath through her nose in sudden understanding. “Mr. McGregor,” she called out over the growls. “I would be honored to be protected by such brave and wonderful creatures as those...they are dogs aren’t they? Not some small bears?”
The comment earned her a smile from Owen. “Yes, ma’am,” he answered. “This is Sampson and Delilah. They’re bullmastiffs. Me and my brothers breed and train ’em.”
Lilly looked over at Paul, who shrugged his broad shoulders. “What do they eat?” Two sheep for dinner and a pig for a snack? Lilly pondered as she stared at the happy doggy faces in front of her.
“Anything they can get their paws on. They’re still puppies, so lock up your food and chickens.” Rufus pressed his lips together, as if he were trying to keep from laughing at her.
“Still growing? These are puppies!” The only experience Lilly had with dogs were her grandmother’s yappy toy poodles.
“Yes, ma’am. They’re ten months old,” Paul said with a wide smile. “Sampson will probably get to be around 120 pounds, and Delilah will top out at 100.”
“I don’t know if I can handle two of them, Owen. Why don’t you pick one to give me? That way I’ll have my guardian, and you will too,” Lilly suggested, trying to salvage a bit of the situation.
Owen nodded and handed the leash to the larger dog. “Take Sampson, Miss Brooks. Delilah sleeps with me at night. I’d miss her.”


As the wagon bumped down the road, Lilly wondered how in the world she’d gotten into this situation. Next to her sat a silent Paul, and in between them sat a very big, and happy Sampson. In an odd way, he reminded her of Owen. Storm and Sage, the mare, trotted along next to the wagon, and in the bed was enough feed to last a week, along with a saddle and harness.
“Miss Brooks, I’d like to apologize for my actions yesterday.” Paul darted a look at her as he steered the wagon into her gravel drive.
Lilly remained staring straight ahead. “What actions would those be, Mr. McGregor?”
He pulled the wagon around to the back of the cabin and put on the brake. Sampson leapt down with a happy bark and began to nose around the yard, stopping to mark a walnut tree. It was comfortable beneath the branches that shaded the log cabin. Lilly closed her parasol as she gave him an arch look.
Paul tilted the edge of his hat as he watched her. Without Sampson’s bulk between them, she became aware of his presence again. His pale blue eyes seemed to linger on her lips, and she wet them nervously with her tongue.
“You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you, Miss Brooks?” Paul’s voice sounded deeper than usual. It made delicious little chills dance their way down her spine and settle between her legs.
With a coolness she didn’t feel inside, Lilly just stared at him.
He sighed and took her gloved hand. His hands were so big, and solid from work. She marveled at the strength in them—he could totally engulf her hand in his. She glanced at him through her lashes and the shadows of the sunlight through the leaves moved across his rugged face.
“I’m sorry I thought you were a soiled dove. It was rude of me to have made that statement to a lady.” His lips curved into a wicked smile. “Even if you did look most tempting in that dress.”
Lilly snorted in an un-ladylike manner, but kept her hand in his. “I forgive you this once, Mr. McGregor, but don’t let it happen again. You did save me from those no-accounts.”
He lowered his head to her knuckles and whispered against the thin fabric of her glove. “Call me Paul.” He gently pulled the glove from her hand and rubbed his big thumb over her knuckles, murmuring. “Like silk.”
Her breath caught as his lips grazed the back of her hand, slowly brushing back and forth in a delicious caress. He looked up at her, as if for permission, and all she could do was stare in fascination as heat and desire lit her on fire from the inside out. Warmth spread in her body like his mouth had stroked the golden curls between her legs. A sigh escaped her lips as the tip of his tongue licked the sensitive flesh between her fingers. 
Ever so gently, he teased that tender skin with his tongue, with soft licks as he slowly took the tip of her finger between his teeth. A gentle bite on her skin, then the warm, smooth heat of his mouth engulfing her willing flesh.
It felt delicious. She had no idea all the wonderful things that her fingers had been missing out on. If she weren’t so stunned by his sensual assault, she would give him a blue ribbon for finger seduction. His dark lashes lifted off his cheeks as he gazed at her, gently easing her finger out of his mouth with a sucking motion, the tip of his tongue giving her a final flick.
Every part of her body, from her rigid nipples to the wet heat between her legs, begged for more of his attention. Paul held her unresisting hand and began to kiss his way over her palm, pausing to give the thin skin of her inner wrist a gentle bite. She sighed again and shifted her hips, pressing her thighs together as the tender skin between her legs ached. She was unable to look away from his lips as he placed her hand high on his hard thigh and began to lean forward. Right now she should be slapping him for taking such liberties, but no man had ever made her feel like this.
She felt as though she were drowning in him, firm lips, rough hands, and the smell of the sun on his skin. Everything blended in the perfect harmony of seduction. She found herself leaning forward, all thoughts of being mad at him gone, as well as thoughts of anything other than soothing the ache between her legs.
Paul wet his lips and reached a callused hand to cup her cheek. He sighed as he ran his thumb down the line of her jaw, the simple motion making her eyes flutter shut. With her eyes closed, she was even more aware of her senses, the way the breeze felt against her skin, the deep burn that moved through her. Anticipation made her body tight with need.
Barking interrupted her thoughts like a splash of cold water. She jerked away from his hand and tried to gather her frayed thoughts. Sampson leapt and bound toward the front of the house. Soon, two teenage boys in overalls rounded the side of the structure.
Lilly and Paul stared at each other, each breathing faster than normal, and Lilly tried for a nonchalant tone of voice., “If that’s how you apologize, you’ll have to make me angry more often.”
Paul laughed and dismounted from the wagon. He came around to her side and helped her down as the boys strolled up.
“Hello, ma’am. My name is Jess and this here is my brother Brian. Our Pa said you needed some help?” The tow-headed boy shifted nervously as Paul gave him the once-over.
“Yes, I need some good and honest men to help me keep my animals cleaned and fed, and the grounds clear.” Lilly was glad the edge of her bonnet hid her face from Paul. She was unsure as to how she felt about what happened. She had kissed men before, and a little more than that, but what Paul had done with just her hand made her more aroused than any other man ever had.
Both boys stood straighter and puffed their chests out. Lilly had to fight a smile as Jess said, “Yes, ma’am. Brian and me wanna do our ma and pa proud.”
“Good. You can start by taking the horses and feed, and put them in the barn. Then I’d like you to take a look at the chicken coops and see if you think they’re in good enough condition to house some hens.” Lilly’s training as a schoolteacher turned her into an efficient drill sergeant.
She turned to Paul, a small smile on her lips. “Mr. McGregor, if you will excuse me, I have some work to do inside.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you don’t need any help, inside, Miss Brooks?”
Lilly gave her un-ladylike snort again. “No, I believe the gentlemen and I have everything well in hand. Goodbye, Mr. McGregor. It has been a most...educational afternoon.”
She moved swiftly into the cabin, shutting the door behind her and leaning her bustle against it. Holding her hand in front of her, she marveled again at the talent of that man’s tongue. Once she got over wanting to pummel him, he was rather charming, and his younger brothers clearly worshipped him. Paul obviously took pride in his ranch. It was clean and well managed and his horses were magnificent. Everything she had imagined a cowboy would be and more.
Stealing a quick look out the window, Lilly watched Paul help the boys unload the feed. He really was a superb example of masculine perfection. Lilly hummed a pleasant tune as she unpinned her bonnet and thought about eyes as blue as the distant horizon.

Chapter Five
 My Land for His Future

Lilly resisted the urge to pat her hair and kept her hands at her sides. She had done the best she could with the schoolhouse the community provided, but it wasn’t much. Rain leaked from two different places into an old spittoon and a bucket. A few gaps in the walls let a whistle of wind in, and yesterday she’d had to clean a bird’s nest out of one of the desks.
Fourteen little sets of eyes watched her every move from their desks. The children came into the classroom one by one after she rang the school bell. Ranging in age from six to thirteen, they all had a lunch bucket, and that was about it. None of them had brought their own books, pencils, paper, or chalk. Evidently, word that the students were expected to bring their own supplies had either been forgotten or ignored.
She smoothed her hands over the green gingham dress and stood straight. An American flag on the wall fluttered in the breeze from a poorly sealed window. “Good morning, class. My name is Miss Brooks.” Silence and shuffling met her announcement.
“I will be teaching you for the rest of this year. But first, I need to find out where your old teacher left off. Can someone please tell me what subjects you were studying last?”
In the back, Owen raised his hand, blushing as all the other children turned to look at him.
“Yes, Owen?”
“Our old teacher, he slept most of the time.”
She blinked at him in confusion. “He what?”
A little girl with long blond braids nodded. “That’s right, Miss Brooks. He found out we didn’t have that many books, and that we didn’t really know much, so he just slept most of the time.”
“Didn’t your parents notice?”
The little girl shrugged. “Yeah, that’s why he got fired. Mrs. Krisp taught us for a while—she was really nice. But Mr. Krisp didn’t like it, so she had to stop.”
Lilly rolled the information around in her mind as the children stared at her. She would have to order some books, and see what supplies they had in town. It would use up a good chunk of her money, but it had to be done. She had a job here, and it seemed like she was the only one that cared enough to do it.


Six hours later, Owen lingered at her desk after the rest of the children had left.
“You did really good today, Miss Brooks,” he told her with a bashful smile. “Sorry Mark didn’t come. Paul said he didn’t have to if he didn’t want to.”
She glanced up from her notes. “Pardon me? I thought Mark was going to a school for older children.”
He played with the chipped edge of her desk. “Mark just doesn’t like school, and Paul can use him on the ranch. See, we don’t have as much land as we need for the horses, so we have to work extra hard to make what we do have work.”
She listened with half an ear, silently fuming inside. How dare he? Paul knew she was the new schoolteacher, and he had a responsibility as those children’s guardian to make sure they were educated. Just a few days ago, he was making her melt in the shade of the walnut trees. Now he was casually disregarding the very reason she was here. She should have known he was just another scoundrel. She stood and threw her shawl over her stiff shoulders, grabbing her lunch basket with a violent jerk.
“Owen, I’m going to give you a ride home,” she informed him, her tone brooking no argument as she marched down the small aisle of desks.


She paced around the parlor the housekeeper had led her to, her booted feet making no sound on the thick red and gold Persian carpet. Paul was out in the stables and had to clean up before he came in to see her. She paused before the wide river-stone hearth to examine the framed pictures on the mantle.
The first, in a thick, silver frame, was a wedding portrait of a lovely dark-haired woman and a blond man. She could see Paul’s mother in his features, while Owen and Mark favored their father. Next were various baby pictures, and finally a family portrait. Their children, four boys and one girl, surrounded the couple from the picture. Paul looked different in the picture, and it wasn’t just the suit. He seemed more carefree, but the devilish glint still shone in his eyes.
The sound of boots clipping against the wood floor made her turn around. Paul strode into the room, wearing jeans a couple shades darker than his eyes and a clean chambray shirt. His hair was wet again, and that delicious dark curl lay against his neck. Those faded blue eyes swept her figure, and she tried to keep the heat in her belly from flooding her cheeks.
“How can I help you, Miss Brooks?” His tone was polite as he gestured to the red damask sofa.
She took a seat on one end, and raised an eyebrow when he sat at the other. It was very forward of him, and distracting. His large frame seemed to fill the space and press against her in a delicious way. As he placed an arm over the back of the couch, his shirt strained against his muscular shoulders.
She lifted her nose and gave him a snotty glare. “Owen informed me that Mark will not be attending school. May I inquire as to why, Mr. McGregor?”
“Now, Miss Brooks, I believe we’re past the point of you calling me Mr. McGregor.” He lowered his voice and locked his eyes on hers. “Please, call me Paul.”
She wet her dry lips as he crossed his long, lean legs. “Fine, Paul, why will your brothers not attend school?”
He shrugged. “Because I need them on the ranch. Why force ’em to go to school when it won’t do them any good in the end. They can read just fine. What more do they need?” 
Her hands curled into fists, stretching the fabric of her gloves. “What more do they need? How about an understanding of the world? An appreciation for science and arts, and the ability to speak with knowledge about our government and—”
He leaned forward and she could see the flecks of silver in his blue eyes. “That’s all fine and dandy, but those things won’t put food on the table, or keep our ranch running. I have more horses than land right now, and I need all the help I can get to take care of them.”
She fumed at him and something Owen said came to mind. “Mr. Mc—Paul, I would like to propose an exchange.”
The skin around his eyes crinkled as he grinned. “I’m not going to school, Miss Brooks.”
“The last thing I need is you in my classroom. I believe that education is very important, but I understand the reality of your situation. I’ll give you three hundred acres of grazing land adjacent to your property, in exchange for your promise that your brothers will attend school.” She bit the inside of her lip. Three hundred acres out of her three thousand was nothing. She just hoped it was enough to budge him.
His face hardened and he shook his head. “No deal. I’ll buy those three hundred acres from you fair and square.”
“I don’t want your money. I want those boys in school.”
“I’ll make the boys go to school, in exchange for two things.”
“And what would that be?” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion.
He moved across the sofa and she tried to back away, but her bustle kept her pinned as he leaned closer. She could still smell the sun on his skin, and the heat of his body was a warm caress against hers.
“First, I want you to come over on Sunday evenings to help the boys get caught up. I won’t have them feeling ashamed of being behind.”
That sounded reasonable, especially when all she could do was think about his talented lips. His presence was overpowering and stroked over her body. “All right.”
His wonderful mouth curved in a small smile. “Second, I would like permission to call you Lilly.”
“All right.” He stopped an inch before her lips. Her eyes fluttered closed as his breath warmed her sensitive skin. He presence surrounded her with need, holding her as captive as chains. She trembled on the brink. She wanted to kiss him so badly, but she didn’t want to be the one that gave in to temptation.
He moved his lips against hers as he whispered, “Thank you...Lilly.”
Ever so gently, she brushed the surface of her lips against his, marveling that a man so hard and fierce could have lips as soft as velvet. He growled deep in his throat with a hungry sound as he captured her mouth in a kiss. He tasted faintly like mint and the crush of his lips undid her. It was everything she had hoped it would be, rough and demanding, but edged with an edge of tenderness that made her melt.
So intense, a sensual meeting of need. She returned his kiss with enthusiasm, licking the seam of his lips with the tip of her tongue. He reached around her waist and pulled her closer, his hand burning through the fabric of her dress. His questing tongue gently slipped past her lips and danced with hers. He was so skilled and her body responded to his touch as if she were made just for him. The coarse scrape of the stubble on his chin made her shiver as their mouths moved against each other with increasing passion. 
The warmth between her legs turned into a wet heat as he kissed his way over the line of her jaw, pausing to murmur in her ear, “You have the softest skin I’ve ever felt. It’s like silk.” 
The low tone of his voice stroked against her like a touch. Never had any man made her feel this wanton, this overcome by just a meeting of lips and tongue.
He rubbed his jaw against hers and she gave into temptation and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He was magnificent. His body felt like warm steel beneath his shirt. Perfect. She never knew a man could have muscles this firm. She was greedy for more and wanted to explore the pleasures of his body.
With a rough jerk, he pulled her close and he began to place little nips on the tender skin of her neck. He was so good, enough pressure to make it sting and her squirm, but not hard enough to actually hurt her. He soothed the bites with a long lick that spiraled up to her ear. The sound of his rough groan as her nails dug into his shoulders made her pussy clench.
“Oh my,” a startled female voice said from the doorway.
Lilly bound from the couch and away from Paul’s sinful lips. The housekeeper stood in the doorway with a tray of tea and cakes. “I’m so sorry, Mr. McGregor. I will...umm—yes, well, I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me. Yes, I’ll be in the kitchen.”
He nodded and sat back against the couch like nothing was amiss. His blue eyes twinkled with laughter as Lilly shot him a ‘shut up or die’ look.
“Wonderful,” she hissed at him. “Your housekeeper is now going to gossip to the town that the new schoolmarm was kissing you on the couch like a…” her voice lowered to a scandalized whisper. “Like a soiled dove.”
He stood and placed a soothing hand on her arm. The stroke of his fingers running down her sleeve was delicious. “Mrs. Conner doesn’t gossip, especially about the family. She’s been with us since before I was born.” He fastened his eyes on her mouth. “And you are no soiled dove, Lilly. You are an enchanting creature, as beautiful as a prairie sunset.” He began to lean down again, softening his lips for hers.
He pulled away to the sound of running feet and paws bounding down the stairs, and she let out a sigh of disappointment. Before he turned his back, she saw the evidence of how enchanting he found her straining the front of his pants. He was a very impressive man all around.
“Miss Brooks!” Owen yelled as he and Delilah bound into the room. “Can you stay for dinner?”
Paul stared at her and she blushed and turned away. If she didn’t get away from him, she might end up staying for dessert, too. Despite what her body said, she didn’t know him well enough for that...yet.
“No, thank you, Owen. I have to get back to my home. There’s much to do before school next week. Like figure out a way to plug the holes in the walls.” She darted a glance at Paul, who was watching her with that hungry expression again. Yes, better she went home now. That man was just too enticing.
“Thank you for your time, Paul,” she said as she tied her bonnet beneath her chin.
“My pleasure, Lilly.”
The words themselves were innocent enough, but the tone beneath them made her ache.

 ***

Owen flipped through his book again for his homework. “I swear I did it, Miss Brooks!” He shook the book over his desk. The rest of the class snickered and Lilly had to resist rolling her eyes. She smoothed her hands over her butterscotch-yellow cotton skirt and avoided getting her boot heel stuck in the hole in the floorboards.
“Owen, you know the rules. If you didn’t do your homework, you have to remain inside during lunch and finish it then.” She hated having to be this strict, but she’d learned the hard way during her substitute teaching in Hartford that if you gave students an inch, they took a mile.
Owen’s lip puffed out in a pout and he muttered, “I’m not fibbin’. I did do my homework.”
The rest of the class fidgeted in their seats and began to pull back the cloths covering their lunch pails to see what their mothers had packed. Overall, the day was a success. She knew where all the children were in their studies and they knew that she ran her classroom efficiently, brooking no tomfoolery.
“Then it should be easy for you to do it again during lunch.” She turned to the rest of the room. “Class dismissed for lunch. Don’t wander beyond the trees.”
She gave a tall girl with dark braids the brass pocket watch. “It’s your turn to mind the time today, Grace. Please sound the bell when it is time to return to class.”
The girl smiled and nodded, tucking the watch into her apron and grabbing her lunch pail.
The children managed to walk until they hit the door to the mudroom, then they ran with squeals and laugher. She watched them leave with a fond smile and tilted her head to Owen. “If you like, I can help you and we can get it done in half the time.”
He remained pouting at his book. “I did it.”
She firmed her shoulders and walked back to her desk. “My offer remains open, Owen, but you’ll not be going outside until you hand me your arithmetic.”
Guilt made her avoid his gaze as she sat down at her small desk and took out her own lunch. She had to let him know that he couldn’t make excuses. She’d be doing him no favors if she let him slide. The sound of a pencil scratching on paper made her glance up, and she hid a smile as she watched Owen do his work with an angry frown.
The door to the mudroom opened just as she took a giant bite of her sandwich. The bread turned to a lump in her mouth as Lee Krisp strode into the classroom with an ostentatious gold-topped cane and a grey silk suit. Owen glanced up with the same angry frown, but Lee ignored him and beamed at her.
“Miss Brooks, how good to see you.” His smile dropped a bit when his foot almost went through a hole in the floorboards.
She worked her tongue around the wad of bread and took a sip from her milk. “Mr. Krisp, how can I help you?” She stood and dabbed at her mouth with her napkin trying to buy time to think. He continued to smile at her without blinking, and his cold dark eyes darted to Owen and back to her.
Whatever Lee had to say, he didn’t want Owen around to hear it.
“Why, I just came to see how my neighbor is settling into her new job.” He leaned against a desk and the lid fell off its rusty hinges with a bang. Owen gaped as Lee swore up a storm at the offending furniture.
She stared at him and said in a loud voice, “Owen, go outside please.”
Lee’s lips pressed into a thin line and he tried for a jolly tone of voice as he put the lid back on the desk. “This place is a wreck.”
Feeling offended on behalf of her dilapidated school, she retorted politely, “I’m afraid there isn’t enough in the town treasury to do all the repairs this school needs. I’ve used some of my own funds to do some repairs, but I cannot afford to replace everything.”
His dark eyes gleamed and his smile turned more genuine. “Why, I think I might have the solution to your financial woes.” He went to lean on the desk again, then stopped and gave it a glare.
Here’s the real reason he’d come here. “And what solution would that be?”
He meandered over to the window and picked at the crumbling putty around the sill. “If you sell me your land, I’ll donate some new desks to the school.”
She schooled her features to show no emotion, though she felt like she stood on quicksand. She needed more time to figure out what she wanted to do, and Lee Krisp was one of the last people on earth she would willingly sell to. “What price are you offering?”
“I’ll give you three dollars per acre.” His chest inflated with pride, as if he were offering her a wonderful deal.
Shouts sounded from the children playing outside. “That is far below what the asking price is for land around here, Mr. Krisp.” His offer was downright insulting. According to the local paper, an acre of land was selling for at least nine dollars.
His lips twisted beneath his mustache in surprise, then anger, then back to the false smile. “Why, I believe my offer is quite generous. No one is going to want your land for a better price. It borders the Comanche reservation.”
That, she didn’t know, and she was distracted for a moment by visions of meeting the savage and exciting Comanche Indians.
He mistook her silence for fear. “If you sell me that land, I’ll make sure they never bother you.” He set his cane against the wall and hooked his thumbs in his gun belt.
“I think I’ll wait a bit and see what other offers are out there.”
The sound of wood snapping broke the heavy silence of the classroom. He had ripped a piece of the trim around the window off in his fury. “Shame about your window. Termites must’a gotten to it.”
She gaped at him as pulled another piece of trim off the window. “Dang, looks like this one is rotten, too.” He tore the wood off, exposing the edges of the window frame and a crack of the outside beyond.
“Please stop doing that!” She took a step toward him and he bared his yellow teeth at her and slammed his hand on the wall. Fear sped her heart as she took two steps back and her bustle bumped into the chalkboard. Those were not the eyes of a sane man.
“Yep, all kinds of termites in these walls. Be a shame if you came to school someday and the place had fallen down.” His stare left no doubt about the validity of his threat.
A deep voice echoed in the classroom from the door. “It would be a shame, ’cause Sheriff Manchan would come looking for the termite that did all that damage.”
Relief made her breath come out in a gasp. Paul stood in the doorway, a piece of paper clutched in one hand. His other hand lingered over the gun on his belt. Mr. Krisp spun with his hand hovering over his gun as well. The two men sized each other up. She couldn’t see Krisp’s face, but Paul’s looked like it was carved from granite, and his eyes were as cold as ice.
She had to diffuse the situation. Children were playing outside and a bullet could easily rip through the thin walls of the schoolhouse. “Mr. McGregor, what brings you here today?”
Paul’s hand remained over the butt of his gun, and he didn’t remove his eyes from Krisp. “Owen forgot his homework.”
“Oh, well here, let me have it.” She blithely moved in between the men and snatched the paper from Paul’s hands, blocking him from Krisp with her body. Holding the paper up, she pretended to scan it. As scared as she was, it could have been Chinese for all she could comprehend. “I owe young Mr. McGregor an apology.”
That did make Paul jerk his eyes away from Krisp and glance at her in confusion. “For what?”
“Well, I accused him of fibbing about doing his homework. Come, let’s go outside with the children so I can find him and apologize in front of everyone. Since I accused him in front of the other children, it’s only fair.” She turned to the other man. “Mr. Krisp, I trust we can continue this conversation later?”
The last part came out with a little tremble in her speech. Pure hatred radiated from his gaze toward Paul. The idea that he might shoot through her to get to Paul didn’t seem far off.
Mr. Krisp’s lips turned into an arrogant smile beneath his mustache. “I’m surprised to see you here, Paul. I thought that pretty little soiled dove down at the Gilded Rose kept you busy.”
Her heart twinged as she turned back to Paul. His lips narrowed into a thin line and he spit out, “Watch your mouth, Krisp.”
Blinking his eyes in a parody of surprise, Mr. Krisp continued, “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to spill the beans in front of Miss Brooks.”
Instead of waiting for his answer, she grabbed Paul’s arm. “Let’s go find your brother, Mr. McGregor.”
Her smooth exit was ruined by the fact that she had to dig in her heels and pull Paul away from the other man. It was like trying to keep back two dogs that were determined to fight each other.
Once in the bright sunshine, she continued to jerk Paul toward where the boys were playing marbles. He kept glaring back at the schoolhouse, and a low growl escaped his lips as Krisp came out and gave him a nasty stare before he left. Spinning on her heel, she stared at him with a small ball of anger tightening in her stomach.
“What was he talking about?”
Paul’s jaw tensed as he watched Mr. Krisp ride away. “Just try’n to make trouble.”
Narrowing her eyes, she stepped into his line of vision. “So you don’t spend your time with a dance-hall girl when you’re not with me.”
“Miss Brooks, I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but it takes a more hours than I have in a day to keep my ranch running.” He turned the full force of his gaze her. “Besides, I can honestly say that you’re the only woman I seem to think about anymore.” He stepped a pace closer, the edge of her skirt brushing his jeans. “Even when I sleep, my dreams are filled with visions of golden hair and freckles.”
A blush burned her face and she stammered out, “Oh, I—”
Owen ran up to them and threw his arms around Paul’s waist. “Paul! What are you doing here?” The other children continued to play marbles in the circle drawn in the dirt and stole glances at them.
Lilly spoke up and showed the paper to Owen, glad for the distraction. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. Mr. McGregor said you left your work at home.”
Owen scuffed his boot in the dirt while Paul rumpled his hair. “Owen does his homework after dinner every night. I’m very proud of him.”
One of the boys sniggered and Owen ducked out from under Paul’s hand. “Thanks, Paul. Bet you gotta bet back to the ranch now. See you later!”
Lilly bit her tongue to keep from laughing at Paul’s taken-aback expression. Obviously, he wasn’t used to his brother showing any independence. She took his arm again, loving the feel of his firm bicep under her hand, and walked him toward his wagon. This close, she could smell the sandalwood soap he used.
“Have you eaten yet?” he asked abruptly.
“No. Mr. Krisp interrupted my lunch.” The thought of Lee made her shoulders go tight. “Thank you for stepping in. I’m sure he wouldn’t have done anything to harm me, but I don’t think the schoolhouse would’ve stood a chance.”
Paul growled again and she felt a hot lick of desire at the noise. “He will never hurt you. I’ll kill him before he touches one hair on your head.”
The look in his eye was frightening, but the primal part of her mind loved his protective reaction. “Don’t worry. He wants my land too much to try anything.” She patted his solid forearm and turned to face him as they reached his wagon.
He stopped and scuffed at the dirt with his boot in a move that reminded her of Owen doing the same thing moments before. Keeping his eyes on the school bell he told her, “I brought some food with me—if you wanted to eat.”
A quick glance at the watch pinned to her blouse made her heart beat faster with anticipation. “We have thirty minutes. That should be enough for a fast bite.” She tried to keep her voice casual, but inside she was nervous at the thought of spending more time alone with Paul. The man did dangerous things to her sense of modesty.
They brought his wicker basket into the classroom. She pulled over the extra chair, one that was currently used to keep a board from popping up, and set it at her desk. Some good had come from the damage Mr. Krisp had done to the window. A nice breeze now blew in and cooled the air.
“This place really is run down,” Paul muttered and inspected the chair before he gingerly lowered himself into it. He took a small bowl of strawberries out of the basket along with some cheese and dark bread.
Her back stiffened as she sat next to him. She was tired of people picking on her school. It took a lot of hard work to clean it up as much as she did, and she didn’t have the carpentry skills to do major repairs. If she was back home she could have asked her family, but she had no one to count on out here. The thought made her melancholy and her voice had a chill to it when she spoke. “We do our best with what we have.”
He didn’t reply, just gazed at her lips in a most distracting manner. The sound of the children playing outside faded until her entire world focused on Paul.
“I can’t stop thinking about you,” he confessed in a low voice and leaned in closer until she could smell his unique scent of leather and clean skin. Her heart skipped a beat when his warm hand smoothed over her knee beneath the desk. “I keep remembering the taste of that sweet mouth of yours.”
Totally unnerved, she popped a strawberry between her lips. Thank you seemed an inadequate response, but when she looked in his eyes, her mind was reduced to single words. The sweet and tart taste burst over her tongue and she grabbed another one.
She became aware of Paul staring at her as she chewed the strawberry and swallowed it with an almost audible gulp. Before she could draw a breath, his lips were on hers, stroking and opening her mouth to share the sweetness of the berry.
Good God, could this man kiss. Long and slow sweeps of his tongue made her tighten her thighs. His hand on her knee moved up a bit until she froze. Backing off, he turned the kiss gentle, slow and delicious enough to make her moan. Their lips moved against each other, and she enjoyed the rub of his stubble against her cheeks.
He released her lips and shifted, rearranging his erection in his jeans. She watched with wide eyes, then blushed and ducked her head when he gave her a devilish grin.
“Have you ever touched a man before?”
She tilted her nose and tried for a frosty look. “I believe I was just touching you.”
Low and deep, his chuckle made her nipples harden. Watching her, he lazily ran his hand over his erection, pausing to grip it and reveal the round shape of the head of his cock through the jeans. She wanted those hands moving over her body and wished with all her heart that she hadn’t stopped him earlier.
“Give me your hand.”
She held her hand out expecting a kiss, and he gently lowered it toward his groin, giving her plenty of time to pull back. Instead of retreating, she trembled as she touched his erection through the thin material. His wide shaft was a firm heat in her grip, and his breath came out in a hiss as she ran her hand over it and squeezed. The sound of his excitement brought a smile to her lips and made her pussy wet with cream.
Experimenting, she traced her fingertips over the head of his cock, scraping her nails lightly against the fabric. He leaned back to give her better access, and watched her through half-hooded eyes. There was something powerful about being trusted with his body like this. He left her free to explore as she wished and she leaned forward, capturing his lips as she stroked him.
“Lilly,” he breathed against her mouth, the scent of strawberries filling her nose. Their tongues darted apart and he reached down, placing his hand over hers and showing her how he liked to be stroked. The combination of his rough skin above her hand and his hard cock below made her groan against his mouth. His hips began to move in time to their strokes, and she delighted in his hungry kisses.
The sound of the bell ringing made them jerk apart and she fell out of her chair.
He gaped at her as she tried to pull her skirt off her head, and started laughing. With wounded dignity, she untangled herself and gave him a sharp glare that any wise man would have heeded.
Instead of being intimidated, Paul popped a strawberry in her mouth. The sounds of shoes clomping up the wooden steps brought her to her feet in a rush and she smoothed her dress back in place with a nervous gesture. With a wicked grin, Paul held the picnic basket strategically over his groin.
“Well, Miss Brooks, I hope you found our lunch...educational.”
She almost choked and rubbed her lips, sensitized by the scrape of his stubble. “Indeed. Thank you for the instruction, Mr. McGregor. But I must teach class now.”
He tipped his hat and ambled out of the classroom. Owen watched him with narrowed eyes, and the older girls stared after Paul with a dreamy expression that probably matched her own. Patting her hair, she turned to the chalkboard to hide her wide smile.



Chapter Six
 Your Permission

It was an overcast Saturday morning, and the line of shops in the center of Caldwell bustled with activity. Covered wagons and carriages competed for room, and ladies and their gentleman strolled the sidewalks at a leisurely pace. Adjusting the soft peach silk shawl over her shoulders, Lilly raised a hand in greeting to one of her students riding by in a covered wagon.
She had just completed her order for schoolbooks at the general store. They’d had enough chalk and chalkboards for the children, but didn’t stock the other items she needed. Most of the morning was spent pouring over the Montgomery Ward catalog and comparing its contents to the list of materials in one of her teaching books.
She wanted to stop by the dressmaker’s to order some more aprons and a new lilac dress. Paul had complimented her on how the color brought out the gold in her hair and lilac had suddenly become her favorite color. Twirling her parasol, she wondered if they sold lilac bloomers as well. The sight of the teeth marks in the wood of her parasol reminded her to stop by the butcher’s and get Sampson a bone. Or, if he kept eating her things, to find out if the butcher bought dog meat.
It seemed like everyone in town knew who she was. Parents of her students stopped her to talk about the school, and local merchants offered their services as soon as they saw her enter the door. Evidently, news of her shopping spree in town last week had spread. She had to buy enough to restock the cabin, and ended up leaving town with three wagons full of merchandise. Maybe she had indulged herself a little more than necessary, but it was so fun to shop without her mother telling her everything she liked was utterly impractical.
She paused to look in the window of the apothecary and examined the bars of soap stacked in the window next to the bottles of tonics. Her thoughts turned back to Paul again. She had replayed their kisses a thousand times in her head, as well as the feeling of his hard cock in her hand. The memory of his voice whispering seductive things into her ear still made her ache.
“Are you Miss Brooks?” A sultry voice with a thick accent interrupted her indecent thoughts.
Lilly startled at the intrusion on her erotic daydreaming and turned around. A dusky beauty dressed in a purple-and-grey silk gown stood on the sidewalk, with her hip cocked and her arms crossed beneath her impressive breasts. Rouge gave her cheeks a pink tint and her wide, dark eyes were outlined in black pencil. Full lips twisted into a small sneer, the woman returned her head-to-toe examination.
“I am, and I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss...?” Something about this woman made her edgy. It wasn’t just the fact that she was obviously a saloon girl. There was something about the way she glared that made the hair on Lilly’s arms stand up.
“My name is Estrella.” The way she said it made it obvious that she thought Lilly should know who she was.
Lilly arched her brows. “How can I help you?”
The woman muttered something in a low voice and stepped closer. Musky perfume, thick and cloying, came off of her in almost visible waves. “Paul hasn’t been to see me since you came into town. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave him alone. He’s mine and he doesn’t need the trouble you’re bringing him.”
“What are you talking about?” Anger threaded her words. She was furious at the fact that this soiled dove had been with Paul, and even more angry that she was trying to lay claim to him.
“Stupid woman,” she hissed. “You walk around with your nose so high in the air that you don’t see the danger you’re in. Do you really think he would want some pasty, scrawny blonde, with the hips like a boy’s, when he has me?” Estrella stepped even closer and lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “Paul McGregor is mine. Leave him alone or I’ll make sure no man will ever want you again.”
The menace of Estrella’s words made her clutch her parasol tighter. “I think Mr. McGregor can choose for himself who he wants to be with.” Knowing she was making a mistake, but unable to stop herself, she continued. “Maybe he got tired of the stink of your cheap perfume.”
Estrella staggered back and started to raise her fist. Looking behind Lilly, a smirk twisted her lips again. “He will be back in my bed and you will be on a train back East before you know it. Enjoy your brief stay in Caldwell, puta.”
A shocked gasp slipped past Lilly’s lips as the brunette sauntered back down the sidewalk. She didn’t know what puta meant, but she was sure it wasn’t flattering. 
A soft voice came from behind her. “I’m so glad you came to teach at our school, Miss Brooks.”
Taking a deep breath, Lilly tried to regain her composure and still the shaking in her hands. She turned and found Mrs. Krisp standing behind her with bruises in shades of green and black with hints of yellow discoloring her face.
Mrs. Krisp clutched her mauve parasol and averted her eyes. Her lower lip stood out from her face, scabbed and swollen.
Pressing her hand against her stomach, Lilly tried to keep her voice calm. “My goodness, Mrs. Krisp, what happened to your...lip?”
“Oh, I’m so stupid and clumsy. I fell down and hit my face on a doorknob.” The words were said without emotion, and Mrs. Krisp stared at the wooden boards beneath their feet.
Lilly pressed her lips together in an angry line and her opinion of Mr. Krisp sank even lower. Evidently, he had taken his frustration out on his wife. The thought made her sick. “Thank you for the compliment, Mrs. Krisp. The children really are wonderful.”
Mrs. Krisp darted a shy glance to her face. She had the loveliest grey eyes, warm and gentle. “I do hope you enjoy your time here, Miss Brooks. I grew up on the other side of Willow Creek. Your uncle used to let me come over and pick walnuts from his trees.”
“I thought that was your husband’s land?” The ladies nodded as two men walked past and tipped their hats. Lilly tried to push her encounter with the whore to the back of her mind and focus on Mrs. Krisp.
“It is now. I inherited it after we married and my father passed.” Mrs. Krisp abruptly paled and went silent. Her parasol shook a bit as her hand trembled.
“Well, if it isn’t the lovely Miss Brooks,” Mr. Krisp boomed as he walked off the street and on the wooden boards of the sidewalk. He tipped his cream-colored Derby hat at Lilly, offering a wide, yellow smile beneath his white mustache. The knot in her stomach twisted and she glanced from Mr. Krisp back to his wife. How could Mrs. Krisp stand him being near her after he beat her like that?
Lilly lifted her chin. “Good morning, Mr. Krisp.”
He walked over to his wife and put his hand on her elbow. Mrs. Krisp remained unmoving, barely breathing.
Lilly’s lips thinned and her hand on the parasol tightened its grip until the wood creaked in protest. He was a bastard and if she’d had a gun, she would have happily shot him on the spot.
“Have you had a chance to think about my proposal, Miss Brooks?” Mr. Krisp asked. His merry smile was still in place, but his dark eyes held all the warmth of a reptile.
“Why, I must say it slipped my mind,” she replied with her own false smile. She added a little simpering look to go with it.
Mr. Krisp clucked his tongue. “Funny you should say that. I heard you were in town yesterday selling three hundred acres of that land to Paul McGregor.”
She blinked at him for a minute. She was so stupid. Why was she always underestimating people? Of course he would have spies in town. “Yes, I sold three hundred acres to Mr. McGregor. I needed money for some shopping. I had to replace my entire wardrobe to gowns that wouldn’t get ruined by all the dust.”
Mr. Krisp looked at her with that penetrating gaze. She didn’t dare look away. With bullies like him, you had to stand your ground. “Well, Miss Brooks, if you need to go shopping again I suggest you stop by my ranch first. I’ll more than match any offer Mr. McGregor makes.”
She widened her eyes, trying to appear astonished and greedy. “Really, Mr. Krisp? That is too generous of you. You’ll be the first to know if I need to sell any more land to afford the basic luxuries of life.”
Mr. Krisp frowned over her shoulder. “We must be going. Remember what I said, Miss Brooks. I won’t be as...civilized if I find out you lied to me again.”
Before she could protest her innocence, he was gone. Mrs. Krisp was dragged after him by a firm hand on her elbow.
Her shoulders dropped and she spun her parasol as she worried about Mr. Krisp. Mrs. Beechum and Maggie hurried toward her, and Mrs. Beechum had a wide smile on her broad, handsome face. With the way her morning was going, she dreaded what they had to say. Would it be something about her class catching the pox, or would she find out that the man who made her melt with kisses had a secret wife hidden in his attic, like Blue Beard? The thought didn’t seem so farfetched, now that she knew he had an all-too-beautiful mistress.
“Good morning, ladies,” Lilly said, trying to return their smiles as her mind and body wanted to go shake the truth out of Paul.
Mrs. Beechum clasped Lilly’s hand in a strong grip. “Miss Brooks, on behalf of the City of Caldwell, I would like to personally thank you for your generous donation.”
The statement startled her out of her black mood. “My what?”
“The school, my dear! Mr. McGregor and his men are over there right now putting on a new roof and replacing the walls. He said you sold three hundred acres of your land to pay for it. That is beyond anything I have ever heard. You are an angel!” Mrs. Beechum grabbed her in a hug, smooshing Lilly to her considerable bosom.
“Oh, um, it was nothing.”
Mistaking her bewildered expression for modesty, Mrs. Beechum continued. “My husband is overjoyed by your contribution. We never would have been able to afford this out of the treasury. Oh, Miss Brooks, we are so blessed that you came to us.”
Lilly managed to fend off any more bone-crushing hugs and hurried back to her carriage with her bustle bouncing behind her. Joy, anger, sadness, and confusion battered her until she wanted to scream. She needed to get to the bottom of things, and that meant paying a visit to her school house, and Mr. McGregor.

 ***

Paul smoothed out the rough-hewn board with a hunk of wood wrapped in sandpaper. A soft breeze blew in from the north and the leaves of the trees shivered amid the hammering of nails. His thoughts turned back to Lilly for the thousandth time that day. As far as he could tell, things between them were progressing nicely. At the very least, his seduction of her was.
Anger tightened his chest as he recalled the way Lee had snarled at Lilly. She didn’t seem too concerned, but he was. Rumor had it that Lee was behind the death of Eunice’s father shortly after their marriage, and Paul had more than his share of run-ins with the man trying to muscle him off his ranch. The incidents didn’t end until Paul ambushed Lee and put a gun to his head. Paul promised him he would kill him if he didn’t back off.
Lee hated him, but he also feared Paul enough to leave him and his family alone. He didn’t think that protection was going to extend to Lilly.
He had almost gone to visit Estrella last night to relieve the ache in his cock, but he couldn’t get Lilly out of his mind. The thought of using Estrella’s body while imagining it was Lilly beneath him was unfair to both women. He had to think of a way to cut things off with Estrella. She’d be angry, but it was better to end it now. Besides, as jealous as she was, if she heard about him seeing Lilly, she was bound to ride out to Lilly’s cabin and make trouble.
That couldn’t happen. Not when he was working so hard on making Lilly trust him enough to sell him her land. His gut clenched at the thought of sending her back East once the deal was finished, but it had to be done. Lee would be furious that she had sold Paul her land and would probably try to harm her in some way. He would face Lee’s wrath, but he’d be damned if he would put Lilly in danger like that. Besides, Lilly was the kind of woman that would insist on fidelity from her husband. As good looking as she was, her husband would be a fool to stray.
His strokes on the board slowed as he thought about what it would feel like to run his hands down the silken expanse of her back. Touching her skin brought a satisfaction like none he had ever known. So smooth, and she responded to his every move. Maybe he could have just a little taste of her before he did the right thing and sent her home. He didn’t want to take her virginity, whatever boring and safe man she married back East would insist on it, but there were so many other things they could do to each other. Things that would leave her trembling in his arms and begging for release.
“For Pete’s sake, stop moonin’ and finish that board already. My wife would like me home before sunset,” Rufus bawled from over his shoulder. He held a brush coated with sticky tar from the roof. Paul had hired some men to help get the work done by Monday, and Rufus acted as the boss of the work crew.
He grimaced, beating the sawdust off his hat as he wiped away the sweat on his forehead. The weather was cooling toward fall, but today was still a scorcher. “It’s as hot as a whorehouse on nickel night out here, and I’m not mooning...I’m thinking.”
Rufus sucked on his cheek. “Mmhmmm, I know that kinda think’n. The same kinda think’n that I was doing a lot of before I married the missus.”
Paul scowled at him. “You keep those thoughts to yourself, old man.”
“Aw, come on now, Paul. I’ve known you since you were a little one runnin’ around in your daddy’s boots. Miss Brooks is a good girl, but you gotta be careful you don’t get your heart broke. While she might think her one year here is a grand adventure, more often than not those society ladies head back to the Old States when the blush falls off the rose.”
Feeling like a cad, Paul set down the sanding block. He didn’t want Rufus to know that was exactly what he wanted to happen. His gut clenched again at the thought of Lilly leaving for good, but he tried to ignore it. Freedom was what he wanted, not boredom and some clingy wife who would want to laze the days away doing needlework and moaning about the lack of good society on the frontier.
“’Sides, I thought you swore off society women after what that woman in Boston did to you.”
Paul fought the surge of anger at the mention of Matilda Humphries. When he was seventeen, and before his parents had been killed, his sister had married well, back in Boston. At her wedding, Paul had been overwhelmed by all the beautiful women in attendance. There were very few single women in Caldwell and being around all those stunning females, who fawned attention on him had quickly gone to his head. He didn’t realize then that they were only paying him attention because they wanted to get closer to his sister.
Rufus shifted in his worn boots. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Miss Brooks is different.”
Sable-haired with lovely dark eyes, Matilda had entranced him with her quiet demeanor and refined grace. She had surprised him by singling him out from all the available men and lavishing her attention on him. Stupid, blind with puppy love, he had failed to see that she strung several men along in the same manner, playing them off each other with a skill any general would have admired.
“Maybe.” Paul tried to unclench his fists. He had asked Matilda to marry him and move out West while they were at a picnic with her friends. With all his heart, he wished he could reverse time and take those words back. At first, when he’d presented her with a ring, he mistook her shock for happiness. His hopes were soon dashed when she started rolling on the ground and laughing. In between giggles, she’d told him that she could never marry some ignorant cowboy and move out to some savage, uncivilized land. And that he was stupid and uncouth to think that a woman like her would ever consider a man like him.
Rufus sighed and socked him in the arm, breaking him out of his dark thoughts. At the piercing sound of a whistle, they both looked up. Mark waved from the roof and pointed at Lilly’s roundabout, kicking up dust on the road to the school. Her golden curls spilled out from her cream bonnet, complementing the lilac dress that hugged her pert breasts. 
Mouth firming into a narrow line, he decided to step up his game. Lee Krisp was going to start playing hardball soon, and it was better for everyone if he got the land off of Lilly and sent her packing where Krisp couldn’t reach her, back home with her kind of people, where she belonged.
His heart and soul protested that maybe she belonged here, with him, but the memory of Matilda’s scorching laughter still haunted him. Unbuttoning his shirt, he wiped the sawdust off his hands and started for the front of the schoolhouse. 

 ***

Lifting the brake on the carriage, Lilly stared at the school. A couple of men were on the roof nailing on new shingles, while another group put a fresh coat of white paint over the new boards on the walls. Anger still simmered in the back of her head, but the ride out to the school had given her time to think.
She tried to firm her resolve as she waved to Mark, perched on the roof like a gargoyle. When she saw Paul, she would calmly thank him for the work on the schoolhouse, followed by a rational discussion with him about Estrella. Yes, a nice talk between two adults about what was considered unacceptable behavior. And if that didn’t work, she would kick him between the legs as hard as she could.
Searching for Paul’s broad shoulders and black Stetson, she spotted him coming around from the back of the building. Her eyebrows flew up and her mouth dropped, trying to drink all of him in at once. He wore his usual hat, and his usual pants and leather chaps, but he was not wearing his usual shirt. Or any shirt for that matter.
The sun gleamed off the sweat on his chest and shoulders, bronzed skin slick and inviting. Her breath came out in a long sigh and she appreciated the smooth expanse of his hard muscle and sinew, trailing down to the ridges of his taut stomach. She could use his abdomen as a washboard for her shift. While she was still wearing it.
He appeared not to notice her flabbergasted expression. “Good afternoon, Lilly. Please excuse my appearance. I wasn’t expecting you here today. I hoped to surprise you when this was done on Monday.” His deep voice stroked over her like velvet.
“Oh.” It was the most intelligent thing she could come up with. His small nipples puckered beneath her gaze, and a light dusting of dark hair started below his belly button and led into his pants. Her mind tried to keep hold on her anger, but it was buried under the approving purr of her body.
“Lilly?”
“What?”
“Are you all right?”
“Huh?”
His smile turned into a smirk as her attention skittered back his chest again, following the tantalizing line of hair. “Lilly.”
“Huh?”
“My eyes are up here, sweetheart.”
She blushed ten different shades of red. “Oh, um, yes, sorry.” She decided the school was a safer placed to look. Otherwise, she was going to continue to make a fool of herself. “Paul, this is fantastic, but you didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”
He shrugged his powerful shoulders. The muscles did a wonderful dance that drew her eyes back to his exposed physique like a magnet. “I wanted to use the money to make you happy. I figured you were tired of falling through the floor of the schoolhouse.”
Her treacherous body took control and leaned toward him. Breathing in the scent of his musk, she lightly placed her lips on his and claimed his mouth in a long, drugging kiss. She desperately wanted to take her gloves off and run her hands over his exposed skin, to feel his strength in the palm of her hand.
A bunch of loud catcalls and whistles made her pull back with a deep blush, but he smiled at her happily and yelled, “Back to work! Show’s over.”
The embarrassment cleared her mind and she stepped back from him. “You and I have something to discuss.”
Arching a brow, he studied her. “What is it?”
Several workers watched them, not even pretending to work. Narrowing her eyes at them, she grabbed Paul’s hand and tugged him closer to the stand of trees and out of earshot of the men. The thought of Estrella running her hands over Paul’s body made her angry, and she pulled him further away. She wanted to be able to yell at him.
Beneath the shade of an oak tree, she spun on her heel and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. An image of Estrella’s large chest flashed through her mind, and she had to resist the urge to cover her much smaller ones.
“I went shopping in town today,” she said and watched him closely.
“All right. What does that have to do with you being mad at me?”
“What makes you think I’m mad at you?”
Paul rolled his eyes. “Well, I may not be an expert on women, but you don’t look like you pulled me over here to steal a kiss.”
“I bet you’ve stolen a lot of kisses with Estrella,” she hissed at him. Another image flashed through her mind: Paul kissing Estrella and stroking his tongue in her mouth.
His face closed down and he mirrored her stance by crossing his arms over his chest. “What I’ve done with Estrella is none of your business. And who told you about her?”
Seething, she gripped her elbows and tried to remain calm. Beneath the anger, hurt blossomed and she bit her lip. “I met her on the street today while I was shopping. It’s always a lovely way to start the day when a whore tells me to leave her man alone.”
“She did what?” His arms sagged down and he hooked his thumbs in his pockets.
Turning her back, she dashed away a tear. Extreme emotions always made her cry, and she didn’t want him to think her tears of anger were a result of hurt feelings. The sadness and disappointment that filled her had nothing to do with her tears.
“I don’t think we should see each other anymore, Mr. McGregor.” The words hurt coming out, but not as much as the realization that he was not at all the man she thought he was.
A large hand rested on her shoulder and she flinched out of his grip. “Don’t touch me. Do you have any idea what it feels like to know that one minute you’re kissing me, and the next you’re with that woman? Thank God you didn’t come to me with the stink of her cheap perfume on you.”
With his eyes closed, Paul took a deep breath and dropped his arm from her shoulder. “Lilly—”
“Don’t call me Lilly,” she argued in a thick voice, wiping away more tears.
“Miss Brooks,” he amended, still talking with his eyes closed. “Estrella was my mistress. I haven’t seen her since the day I kissed you.”
Estrella’s earlier statement about Paul not seeing her anymore matched up with his words and Lilly felt a tiny bit better. A very tiny bit. “I can’t believe you actually slept with that harlot.”
Now, his eyes did open and flashed with anger. “In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t many women out here. Estrella may be a dance-hall girl, but she’s still a decent woman. I won’t have you insulting her.”
Eyes wide, she gaped at him. “Insulting her? She threatened my life if I continued to see you and I’m insulting her?” The last part came out in a screech and Paul darted a glance behind her to the workers.
“I’m sure she didn’t mean it. She just has a very jealous nature and a hot temper.” His shoulders slumped a bit. “Look. I promise that as long as you want me, I won’t be with anyone but you.”
While his words made her heart feel better, her head was still plenty mad. “What about Estrella? Won’t she be missing you?”
“No, she’ll get over it and find someone new to support her. It’s not like we were in love.”
She snorted at that statement. He might not love Estrella, but she was sure Estrella loved him. A pang of guilt lanced through her, but she tried to brush it aside.
“Lilly, I never lied to you,” he continued in a quiet voice. “I really like you, and I hope you like me.” He took a cautious step toward her and brushed his rough fingers over her arm. “Please give me another chance.”
His palm stroked up her arm and over her shoulder, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. She couldn’t think when he was touching her. Regardless of what a mess they were emotionally, physically he felt like her perfect match. 
“No more lies,” she whispered as his thumb stroked her cheek and brushed away a tear.
“No more lies,” he agreed. Before she could question the look that flashed across his face, his lips brushed against hers and she sighed. Cupping her face in both hands, he kissed her gently and ran his tongue over her lips. The tip of his nose rubbed against hers and her breath came out in a soft shudder.
Casting a quick glance at the workmen, he pulled her deeper into the trees. They stopped behind the wide base of a tall elm tree. She fought a smile and tugged on his arm. “Paul, they can still see us!” He started to pull away and she gripped the hard muscles of his biceps, jerking him back to her as she wet her lower lip with a swift sweep of her tongue.
“I don’t care,” he growled against her lips.
The vibration teased her and traveled a path down her body, stiffening her nipples into deliciously tender points, and ending between her thighs in a pounding heat. His mouth claimed hers and he sucked and bit on the tender flesh of her lower lip.
She went limp in his arms, undone by the passion of his kiss. With jerky movements, she pulled off her gloves and gave into temptation, running her hands against the velvet-covered steel of his bare shoulders. This time she groaned into his mouth as their tongues curled and slipped past each other. He smelled like sunshine and heat, a delicious scent that was totally male.
He used his body to block any sight of them from the workers and slipped a hand past her ribcage, capturing a pert breast and gently squeezing. She gasped and he ate the sound from her lips. The rough bark of the tree scraped against her back as she gave herself over to the sensations he produced in her. Skilled fingers rubbed and shaped her breast, deepening the throb in her pussy. He leaned down and gently bit the side of her neck, licking his way lower.
He stopped with a harsh breath and leaned against her. His erection pressed tight into her, even through the layers of her petticoats. She crushed her hips to his, ran her nose along his collarbone, and gave his chest a small lick. He tasted salty and delicious.
“Why did you stop?” she asked in a plaintive whisper.
“Because you’re driving me crazy. If I don’t stop now, I’m not going to be able to resist pulling down your dress, exposing those stiff little nipples, and feasting on them until you scream my name,” he breathed against her ear.
“Oh.”
He chuckled, the vibrations doing scandalous things to her sense of modesty. “Oh, indeed.” He pulled away and gazed at her. The heat in his eyes burned through her body, and settled into her soul. No one had ever looked at her like that, and no one had ever made her feel so desired.
She wondered if he ever looked at Estrella like that and her desire cooled at the bitter taste of jealousy.
Sensing her shift in mood, he stepped back and took a deep breath, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Thank you for stopping by, Lilly. And thank you for giving me another chance.”
“This is the only chance you get, Paul.” She cupped his chin and looked into his eyes to make sure he heard her. “Don’t hurt me.”
His eyes softened and he tugged her to his chest. The deep thunder of his heart blended with the low rumble of his voice as he said, “I’ll have a talk with Estrella. She won’t bother you anymore.”

 ***

Lee Krisp slammed his boots on the floor with a thump, his lip curling over his teeth. “You saw this with your own eyes?”
The three men gathered in Lee’s game room. The heads of stuffed animals peered at them from the walls with glassy eyes. Between a coyote head and a rack of antlers, an outsized, colored map dominated most of the north wall. Half a dozen framed pictures littered the desk, all showing the same fair-haired child with big dark eyes. Over the fireplace hung a life-size portrait of Lee, with a proud smile, holding a chubby blond baby in an elaborate pink dress on his lap.
The man across from him nodded, his eyes darting nervously to the down-at-heel man who slouched behind Lee. “Yes, sir. Miss Brooks kissed him, bold as you please, right in front of everyone.”
Surging to his feet, Lee began to pace the room while pounding his hand into his fist. “I knew it. I knew that trollop was lying to me.”
Hank backed into a corner as Lee strode over to the huge map. The land Lee owned stood out in blue, the land he wanted in yellow, and Paul’s land in green. 
“Do you see this?” He jabbed his finger at the green portion of the map. “This is getting bigger!” He jabbed his finger to the yellow portion. “And this is getting smaller! Unacceptable! My daughter’s inheritance needs to be the biggest ranch in Kansas. I won’t give her anything less.” Lee raged across the room, slamming his hand into his fist again.
“I tried to be nice. I tried to be a gentleman and give that uppity bitch a chance to sell me the property. Little hussy thinks she can play Lee Krisp for a fool, she’s about to find out how wrong she is.”
“You, out!” Lee roared to the man who was sitting and staring at him. The man pocketed his coins and scurried out the door. Lee collapsed back into the chair behind his desk. He took one of the portraits from the polished surface and stared at the small face of his daughter, Mina.
“Hank, I think it’s time we teach Miss Brooks how things work out in the West.”
Hank’s rotten teeth peeked out from his greasy beard. “Yes, sir. What’cha want us to do?”
“Nothing too drastic. If she’s dead, she can’t sign over the land, and I’ll have to deal with whoever inherits it next. I want this done soon, before winter hits.” Lee stroked the butt of the gun at his hip, his dark eyes thoughtful.
“You need to make sure she’s alone when you do it, so nothing at the school or in town. Have one of your boys keep an eye on her place, watch her from the other side of Willow Creek. I don’t want her, or McGregor, to catch sight of you.”
Hank nodded and picked at his teeth. “What’cha want me to do when we get her alone?”
“Rough her up. Make her aware of how dangerous the frontier is. It’s no place for ladies. Let her remember how nice and safe the Old States are.” Lee put his feet back on his desk.
“Do we have your permission to use her a little bit?” 
Lee considered this, looking at the map. “No, not yet. You can beat her, but no broken bones. I want her well enough to sign over the land, not too sick to move. If Miss Brooks still refuses to sell her land,” Lee spread his hands in an open gesture, a put-upon expression on his face, “why, we have no choice but to up our persuasive skills.”
“What about McGregor? He won’t like our messing with his girl.”
“Let me worry about that. I’ve got a way to make sure Miss Brooks will never want to have anything to do with McGregor again.” Lee began to remove his belt from his pants.
As Hank scuttled out of the room, Lee called to him, “Tell my bitch wife to get in here.” Hank flinched, but nodded and closed the door.
Lee stood and held his belt, smacking it against his open palm as he glared at the map on the wall.



Chapter Seven
 Protective Lies

Taking a sip of the dark coffee, Paul leaned back against Estrella’s bedroom door. She sat before her mirror, a stunned expression draining all the life out of her face.
“What do you mean, you don’t want to see me anymore?”
Her accent thickened to the point where he had a hard time understanding her. In the morning sunlight, without her makeup on, she was even more beautiful. Skin the color of caramel glowed against the froth of her lacy nightgown. As stunning as she was, he no longer desired her.
“We’ve had a lot of fun together, but I think it’s time we went our separate ways.”
He had about a second’s warning before a perfume bottle came sailing from the dresser at his head and shattered against the doorframe.
“Fun together,” she shouted, throwing a shoe at him. “You spent almost every night in my bed and all you can say is we had fun together?” Her lips curled back in rage and she screamed at him and looked around for something more to throw.
Swearing, Paul grabbed her and held her to his chest. “Easy, Estrella.” She continued to struggle against him and he had to fight to pin her to the bed. “You had to know this wasn’t a forever thing.” The look on her face told him that was exactly what she thought it was. Guilt burned his stomach and he released her. “I’m sorry.” The words sounded lame even to him and he winced.
“It’s that blonde, isn’t it? That society puta whose land you want.” Estrella curled onto the bed and rested her head on her pillow, tears leaking from her dark eyes.
He bristled at Lilly being called a whore but now wasn’t the right time to defend her honor. “You’ll find someone else. Someone who deserves you. Dance-hall girls get married all the time.”
Bitter and harsh, her laugh deepened his guilt. “That’s right. Decent and honorable men marry dance-hall girls all the time. It’s the rotten bastards that use us and then throw us away like we are nothing.”
His shoulders dropped over the weight of her words. While he hated hurting her, he had to do this. Lilly would never accept him having a mistress. Once he got the land, he could return to Estrella and continue to live his life of freedom. Looking at Estrella’s grief-stricken face, he amended that plan. Maybe not Estrella. He would find some other woman who knew their relationship was strictly physical.
The thought of sending Lilly away brought on a feeling of near-panic, but he tried to ignore it. This was for the best. She didn’t belong out here. Things could never work between them. He hammered these thoughts into his head until they became truth. He hoped his heart was listening.
“Get out,” Estrella’s low and dull voice snapped him out of his thoughts.
“I am sorry,” he said softly and winced at the pain and anger as her gaze locked on his.
“You’re a bastard,” she whispered. “I hope that blonde finds out what kind of man you are before you break her heart, too.”
Unable to argue the truth of her words, Paul shut the door and hated himself for what he was going to do to Lilly.

 ***

A rag rug pressed into Lilly’s cheek, and her line of sight showed a rather large dust bunny under the bed. Lilly woke on the floor for the fourth morning in a row. Staring at the open beam ceiling, she considered just keeping her pillow down here. Using the edge of the brass frame to haul herself up, she glared at the bed with a sour expression. Lying, drooling, and shedding on her bed, slouched Sampson...snoring. The hunk of fur totally ignored her except when it was bedtime. Then he’d spend the rest of the night sneaking into the bed and slowly pushing her onto the hard wooden floor. She tried keeping him outside, but Sampson howled like a banshee all night long at her bedroom window.
The stupid dog refused every command she gave him, snubbed her when she called, and was constantly trying to steal food from the table. He farted, he smelled, and he barked at the creek all the time. At first, she’d been scared someone was there, but now she realized the dog was a few sandwiches short of a picnic.
Glaring at Sampson, she gave him a token push as she went to start water boiling for her coffee. She might as well have been pushing a furry rock. Paul’s prediction about his size was coming true. Sampson now stood waist-high next to her.
Memories of her time spent kissing Paul beneath the oak tree warmed her body and hardened her nipples. The unwelcome image of Estrella tried to intrude on her happy thoughts, but she stamped it back down. It wasn’t as if she had never been courted by a man that another woman wanted. This was just the first time she had wanted him back. A territorial urge came over her and she firmed her resolve to make sure Estrella was out of the picture.
An hour later, Lilly carefully arranged the center part in her hair while twisting the mass of curls into a golden bun. A new coral-red gingham dress and white lace apron complemented her alabaster skin. Tonight she was going over to Paul’s house to help the boys with their homework, and she wanted to look nice. Small gold screw-on earrings glittered in the early morning light as she dabbed her perfume behind her ears. A delicious shiver went through her as she imagined Paul’s mouth there instead.
Humming an old French song, she poked at the logs in the wood stove. The heat was welcome on a cold morning like this. Cup of coffee in hand, she gazed out the window at the walnut trees. The first kiss of yellow faded in around the smooth edges of the leaves.
Movement caught her eye as the Krisp’s carriage rumbled down the wheel ruts to her cabin. Mrs. Krisp was alone on the driver’s seat, and every bump of the wheels caused her to wince. 
Another earthenware mug joined hers on the counter and she searched for the sugar bowl. She was placing a blue pitcher of cream on the silver tray when Mrs. Krisp knocked at the front door.
Removing the heavy bar, Lilly opened the door with a happy smile that wilted off her face. Mrs. Krisp looked horrible. She was pale, almost a yellow color, with dark circles beneath her eyes.
Mrs. Krisp turned her face away, looking at the purple-and-blue morning glory climbing the railing of the porch. “Good morning, Miss Brooks.”
She gathered herself and gestured for Mrs. Krisp to come in. “Good morning, Mrs. Krisp. Forgive me for asking, but are you ill?”
Mrs. Krisp shook her head, her movements stiff and stilted. “No, I...I fell on some barbed wire. The edges cut my back up rather badly.”
Lilly darted a glance at the smaller woman’s back, hidden beneath a smoke-grey dress and dark shawl. “That’s horrible! Did the doctor take care of you?”
“Oh, no, it wasn’t necessary. My maid bandaged and cleaned the bel-um, wounds.”
“Please, have a seat. Would you like some coffee?” Her hands clenched into fists in her apron as Mrs. Krisp sat on the leather chair, as slowly as an old woman.
“If it’s not too much trouble, I would love some.”
From the top shelf of the cabinet, she yanked down a bottle of whiskey and poured a hefty dose into Mrs. Krisp’s coffee. Taking a deep breath, she plastered a smile on her face and in a cheerful voice asked, “How may I help you this morning, Mrs. Krisp?”
The other woman took a deep drink of the coffee and sighed in appreciation. Her pale cheeks began to regain a hint of color. “Thank you. My husband doesn’t approve of women imbibing alcohol.” She chewed on her lower lip so hard, Lilly was afraid she was going to draw blood.
“There’s something that I have to tell you, Miss Brooks.”
She prayed it was that Mrs. Krisp was going to leave her husband. “What is it? And please, call me Lilly.”
“Thank you. Please call me Eunice.” Her smile hovered over her lips in a heartbreakingly shy manner. Those dove-grey eyes dropped to the floor again. “Is it true that you and Mr. McGregor are courting?”
Lilly’s cheeks heated with a blush and she fiddled with the edge of the cup. Is that what they were doing? He hadn’t officially asked her yet, but she certainly let him take liberties with her body that only a man who was courting her should, if at all. What exactly were they doing?
Realizing that Mrs. Krisp waited for an answer, she said, “Yes, we are.” There, at least Mrs. Krisp wouldn’t think she was some soiled dove...like Paul’s previous woman. Jealousy snatched at her again and she battled with the unfamiliar feeling.
Eunice lost the color in her face the whiskey had brought back. “That’s not a good idea. You should return to your home in Connecticut to find a decent husband.”
Her fair eyebrows rose in disbelief as Mrs. Krisp’s words brought her back to the present like a slap in the face. “Pardon me?”
“Miss Br-Lilly, Mr. McGregor has a reputation for getting rough with the women at the saloons. He broke a girl’s arm last night after she refused his advances.”
“What?” Paul had said he was going to talk to Estrella last night, to make sure she never bothered her again. Could it be true? Everything she knew about the man said differently, but she was reminded about how little she did actually know him. Her hands shook as she set her cup down.
Mrs. Krisp bit her lower lip and winced. “Lilly, men are different out here. They can be so charming at first, say all the right things, and make you believe that you’re their world. But in the end, they are like this land, rough, savage, and unforgiving. I...I don’t want you to get hurt. Please believe this if you believe nothing else. If you continue your relationship with Mr. McGregor, you will be hurt.”
“But, Paul’s been nothing but kind and pleasant to me.” Her stomach soured, churning the coffee within to an acidic mess. She tore her gaze away from Eunice’s tear-filled eyes and stared out the window at Willow Creek. “How could he be so cruel to break a woman’s arm? How could I have missed that side of his personality?”
Eunice’s lips trembled as she forced the words out. “I hate hurting you like this, but Mr. McGregor wants your land. He has been bragging in the saloons about how he is going to marry you and get the land, then send you back East so he can continue to keep his mistresses.” She pressed her lips together and took a shallow breath. “He spends more time in the brothels than on his ranch, and he’s practically bankrupted his family by spending all his money on whores.”
Each word cut at Lilly’s heart until she felt numb. Her heart protested that he swore he hadn’t been to see Estrella. Maybe he had just switched his attention to another whore. As handsome and wealthy as he was, he probably had his pick. Swallowing hard, she blinked back tears. Eunice, too, rubbed at her eyes.
Making a soft, groaning sound, her guest stood and slid the black shawl from her shoulders. The back of her dress hung open and unbuttoned. The fabric could not close over the thick white bandages that swathed her back. As heavy as they were, red continued to seep through in spots.
Lilly gagged as the coffee came back up. If the bandages gave any indication, portions of the older woman’s back were flayed open. “My God, Eunice!”
Eunice glanced over her shoulders, the tears running familiar tracks down her cheeks. “Don’t let this be you. Finish out your contract, and go home. Go somewhere far away from here where men like my husband cannot reach you. If you stay with Mr. McGregor, this will be your fate.”
Carefully, Eunice slipped the shawl back in place. “I must go before Lee gets impatient for my return. Please, think on what I’ve said. I came here to try my best to protect you.” Cold venom filled Eunice’s voice. “I wouldn’t wish my life on anyone.”
“Why don’t you leave him?” She whispered the question, hands pressed over her heart as it broke.
“Because,” Eunice paused as she reached the door, “we have a daughter in a special school in Kansas City. I’ll stay with him until she has graduated. Then we can try to escape him together. She doesn’t know what kind of monster her father has become. I’ve sheltered her the best I can, and he never hits me in front of her. I’ll do anything to keep her safe, even sacrifice myself so she has a chance at a better life.”
The salt of her tears fell over her trembling lips. She didn’t know who she cried more for, Eunice or herself. “When you leave him, please let me know. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”
Eunice closed her eyes and nodded. “I truly don’t deserve your kindness.” She pulled the heavy wood door open, hesitated, and gently tugged it shut as she left.
Bracing her head on her knees, Lilly let the sobs she was holding back rack her body. Sampson came out from the bedroom and nuzzled her with his slobbery nose, licking away the tears when she lifted her face. She threw her arms around him and wept. She wouldn’t stay with Paul if what Eunice said was true. How could she be so naïve? And how close had she come to becoming a broken spirit, like Eunice?

 ***

Storm blew hot air on her face, sensing her dark mood. She had changed into a dark brown dress and bonnet with sturdy boots. It was past time to do a ride of her property. At least that was the excuse. In actuality, she didn’t want to be there when Paul came looking for her. Today was Sunday and she was supposed to spend the evening at the McGregor ranch helping the boys catch up in their schoolwork. The coming conversation with Paul called for a clear head, and right now her mind felt stuffed with too many emotions. Her heart lay like a sore lump in her chest.
She slipped a compass into her front skirt pocket. She would ride due west, and come back home before dark. Then she’d go over to Paul’s ranch and try to get the truth out of him. If that didn’t work, she’d find an escort into the saloons and ask the soiled doves herself. Maybe she could get Rufus to come with her. He looked like the kind of man who could take care of himself. 
Either way, she was not going to be one of those women that sat at home and moaned over their fate. Grand-mère Colette would have ridden over to Paul’s with a horsewhip and beat the truth out of him. The thought cheered her in a perverse way and she took strength from the memory of her Grand-mère’s love.
A small lunch filled one of the saddlebags, as well as her Colt revolver and a couple canteens of water. Giving Storm’s silky grey neck a stroke, she led him out of the barn and hauled herself up. Arranging her skirts behind her, she adjusted the leather breeches that protected her legs from the saddle and the sun. Storm moved skittishly beneath her, responsive as ever to his rider. Sage whinnied from the corral and Storm answered with a snort.
Sampson lifted his head from the porch as she trotted past. Once her crying had stopped, he had reverted to his usual, indifferent, self. He gave a soft snort and went back to sleep.
She followed an old trail through the vegetation and moved deeper into the brush. Storm was tall enough that the grass didn’t reach her legs, and the branches scraped off the leather of her breeches.
Storm’s long legs ate the land at a quick pace, carrying them further from Caldwell. The trees gradually thinned out, and the property became dominated by grassland from one horizon to the other. Dark gold with hints of green, Lilly saw nothing but an ocean of grass. In the distance, hawks circled overhead, gliding on the air currents.
She spent most of the ride trying to clear her head. There were two Pauls in her mind, the gentle and honest man who stole her heart, and the abusive and manipulative man that just wanted her land. Which one was real? Her heart wanted her to believe in Paul, but her mind kept on flashing to the image of Eunice’s ruined back and her whispered, ‘This could be you’.
What did she know about the desires of men? The few that she’d been with back home had culminated in some stolen kisses and quick touches through her dress. Maybe Paul was so good at kissing her because he had a lot of practice. She felt sick when she thought of him going to some other woman’s arms after they ate lunch together at her school.
At the top of a gentle rise, she loosened the reins and stood in the stirrups, stretching her legs and taking a moment to admire the view. No sign of man as far as the eye could see, other than a small plume of smoke to the south. Blotting her face with the edge of her skirt, she took a deep drink of the canteen and tried to figure out how far of a ride it was to the river in the distance. As she looked at the sun to judge the time, she became aware of three horses racing across the plain toward her position.
“Who could that be?” she wondered aloud, trying to squint against the bright light. It looked like three men. Maybe it was Paul and his brothers.
She waited, her heart flipping between joy and despair as she waited for Paul to catch up to her. Something must have happened, or he’d come looking for her when she didn’t show for her promised visit. She turned away from the approaching horses, dashing the tears off her cheeks. She didn’t want him to see her crying, not until she asked him some questions.
When she darted a glance back, the horses were closing in fast. Fear coursed a sick path through her body as she recognized the bearded face of Hank. Heart slamming against her ribs, she turned Storm and spurred him into a gallop. She might be able to make it to the smoke in the distance. Smoke like that meant fire, and a fire meant other people.
Fierce wind dried her remaining tears as Storm flew across the grass. The sound of his lungs bellowing out air and his hooves slamming into the ground became the sum of her world. From behind her came a yip as the riders began to slowly close in. She leaned over Storm, the ends of his black mane stinging her skin.
Turning to look, she saw that they were almost on her now. The plume of smoke hovered closer too, but not close enough to offer any help. It was time to make a decision, either stop and try to get the gun out before they reached her, or ride on and hope she could outrun them.
Storm stumbled a bit as he hit a hole in the ground, his pace slacking. She let him slow and turned him so she could reach into the saddlebag behind her for the gun. She tried to hide it in her skirt before they closed in on her.
The men rode around her in a circle, yipping and yelling at the top of their lungs as they grabbed at the reins in her hands and at her dress. Hank reached over and ripped her bonnet off her head, pulling out pieces of her hair with it.
Hank took off his dirty hat and placed the brown bonnet on his head. “Look at me. I’m a little schoolmarm who don’t know what’s good for me.”
The men roared with laughter and Storm snorted and pawed at the air, almost throwing her into the tall grass.
“What do you want,” she asked, dismayed by the tremble in her voice.
The man in the dirty straw hat spat some tobacco, beady eyes roaming over her figure. “What do we want? We want you to go back East where ya belong.”
“You need a reminder how we run things out here. Yer get’n pretty comfy, and we don’t like that.” Hank pulled out a gun and pointed it at Storm. “Now, I suggest you get off that horse ’fore I shoot it.”
She shook with fear, but couldn’t think of a way out of this situation. A movement in the grass caught her eye, but her attention turned back to Hank when he said, “Last chance. I’ll shoot this horse, ’n then shoot you.”
She dismounted awkwardly, trying to keep the gun hidden. This was her only option. Hank slid down from his horse and sauntered over to her with a swagger and a nasty grin.
“We gonna have us some fun, Miss Brooks.” He reached for Storm’s reins and gave her a lewd wink. She shuddered away from the smell of body odor and sour breath. Storm jerked on his reins and pranced uneasily. Her heart thumped like a scared rabbits, and sweat poured down her back.
The other men dismounted and stalked toward her, and the one in the straw hat massaged his crotch. “Now, we can’t have you every way we want, but you’ll still take care of us. Do a good job and I might let yer horse live so you won’t have to walk back.”
She tried to take a deep breath as the breeze brought some fresh air past his stench. With a jerk, she pulled the gun from her skirt and pressed the barrel into his belly. “Back up.”
Hank’s eyes flew wide open and he put his hands in the air. “Hey, now. We’re just playing with ya!”
The two men behind him spread out. One reached for his gun and she switched her target. “Don’t come any closer.”
A sudden stinging pain blossomed over her temple and her ears began to ring. Confused, she put her hand to her head and it came away covered with blood. She staggered and looked over with watering eyes as the third man threw another rock at her. This one missed and disappeared into the tall grass.
Trying to wipe at her face, her hand passed before her eyes in a blur. Storm moved behind her and she grabbed for the saddle.
“Get the bitch,” Hank growled. She tried to scramble back up on Storm, but the blackness continued to edge in on her vision. Her legs went numb and unresponsive and she slid to the ground, narrowly avoiding Storm’s slashing hooves. As unconsciousness took her over, she heard men yelling and screaming, but none of that mattered now. The darkness was complete.



Chapter Eight
 Comanche

Reality began to come back to Lilly in bits and pieces. There was speech, in a language she didn’t understand, the movement of a horse, and the feeling of a hard, bare chest against her cheek. Her head throbbed horribly, and she kept her eyes closed while trying not to throw up from the pain. As the darkness pulled her back, she didn’t resist.


The next thing she registered was the smell of meat cooking, and a woman’s voice singing Ave Maria. Lilly wondered if she was dead and listening to the choirs of heaven, but she didn’t think they made stew in heaven.
She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes with a weak hand. Tanned hide made up the wall in front of her, and dark fur tickled her cheek. There were simple paintings on the hide, horses done in bright and bold colors chasing buffalo. She gently raised her head and pushed herself upright.
A gasp of pain forced itself from between her lips as the room darkened. As she breathed deeply, her vision cleared and a voice came from behind her.
“Oh good, you’re awake!”
Gentle hands held her as she tasted the hint of smoke in the air. She blinked in confusion at the sight before her. A stunning red-haired woman, with freckles dotting her lightly tanned skin, smiled at her. An elaborate tattoo stretched across her forehead like a headband. A buckskin dress embroidered with bones and beads hugged a shapely figure.
“Where am I?” Lilly croaked out, rubbing her throat.
“Here, drink this. It’s willow bark tea.” 
She tipped the wooden bowl and grimaced at the bitter taste. After handing the bowl back, she sat there and tried to puzzle out where she was.
The red-haired woman tossed her long braid behind her. “My name is Corina. You are in my home. We are part of the Comanche tribe.” Corina sat across from her on another dark fur rug.
Lilly gingerly rubbed the side of her head. A huge knot stuck out from her skull, but her hands came away dry. “What happened to me? Why does my head hurt?”
Corina bit her lip. “My husband, Morning Hawk, and my son, Creeping Fox, were visiting the burial ground of their ancestors. Creeping Fox heard some men yelling and making a lot of noise. They found you just as a rock hit your head, and you passed out.”
She pressed again on the sore spot, wincing. “Hank...his name was Hank. I was riding my land when Hank and his men found me.”
Corina’s blue eyes grew wide and round. “Your land?” Her hands began to fiddle with the edge of the fur. “What is your name?”
Lilly thought about Corina’s question, and it came to her in a flash. “Lilly, Lilly Brooks. I teach school at Caldwell.” The emptiness that was her memory began to fill, the crushing talk with Eunice, the ride across her land...the attack.
She inspected her dress. The dark brown fabric was stained with dried blood over her right shoulder and bodice. A shiver ran down her spine and she hugged her arms around herself.
“The men who did this to you. Two of them are dead, but one escaped.” Corina watched her from the corner of her eye.
Lilly shuddered again, feeling weak and disoriented. “Good. If your husband and son hadn’t been there....”
Corina patted her shoulder. “The Great Spirit was watching over you today. He must have his reasons for bringing you to us like this.”
Gently touching the large bump over her temple, Lilly said, “Please pardon my rudeness, but you don’t look very Indian.”
Corina laughed softly and banked the small fire in the center of the teepee. Steam wafted into the air from the pot bubbling there, and drifted through the smoke hole in the ceiling. “Before I joined my husband’s tribe, I was the daughter of an east Oklahoma farmer. Morning Hawk’s tribe lived on a reservation not too far from our land. My mother forbid me from playing with the Indian children, but all that did was make them more attractive to me.”
Lilly slowly massaged her head as Corina spoke. The woman’s voice was melodious and lovely.
“My father would bring me with him when he went to visit the tribe. He was one of the area’s Indian agents, and my presence helped break the ice with the Comanche.” Seeing Lilly’s puzzled expression, Corina continued, “The Comanche view children as the most precious thing in the world. They hold loving parents in high regard. And my father loved me very much.”
Corina’s jaw tightened with remembered pain. “My parents were killed in an Apache attack.”
Lilly made a soft sound of sorrow and Corina closed her eyes. “One of the Apache was friends with my father. He came and tried to get us to flee to the fort.” Her voice broke. “My father believed he could reason with them. He didn’t understand they were on the warpath. Before they arrived, my mother hid me in the storm cellar underneath some old blankets.”
Corina kept her eyes closed, and a small tear slid down her cheek. “I heard them die.”
Lilly whispered, “I’m so sorry.”
Corina nodded and continued, “After the warriors burned our house and left, I went to the reservation. My only living relatives were back in Ireland, and I’d never met them. I did know the Comanche people, and I refused to live with any of the families at the fort.”
Corina dashed away a tear and smiled. “I ran away every chance I got. Finally, they just gave up and let me stay with the tribe. One of my Comanche friends’ parents adopted me. I grew up as a child of the tribe. And when my thoughts started to turn toward men, I found Morning Hawk had been in love with me for a long time.”
Now Corina’s eyes sparkled with joy instead of tears. “The Great Spirit made sure that I found my home among my true people, and he gave me a perfect husband that I never would have found back in Ireland.”
“I am glad you found your love.” Lilly’s heart insisted she had that love with Paul, while her mind argued against it with cold logic.
Corina’s sharp blue eyes studied Lilly and came to a decision. “If you are well enough to stand, I can take you to the creek to wash off. I have an extra dress you can wear, and some moccasins. You look close to my size.”
The stiff fabric of her ruined dress clung to her skin, and the smell of the dried blood alongside the cooking meat made her want to puke.
“Yes, please. I may need some help getting up.”
Corina put a strong arm under hers and hauled her to her feet with a grunt. When Lilly began to weave, Corina lowered her back again. “Sponge bath it is.”
Lilly groaned and griped her head in her hands. “My horse, Storm, is he all right?”
“Storm, is it? Morning Hawk called him a demon. Storm wouldn’t let anyone near you until Creeping Fox dragged the bodies far enough away so he couldn’t smell them. Then he wouldn’t let them put a lead on him, but he followed along next to you like a well-trained dog.”
Lilly smiled weakly. “My dog is anything but well trained. Will I be able to ride him home?”
“Lass, you’re not going to be doing any riding for at least another day. Morning Hawk is on his way to Caldwell to get you an escort home. There is a man there we trade horses with. He is honorable and will take care of you.”
The nausea in her stomach increased until she thought she was going to get sick all over the teepee. “Is his name Mr. McGregor?”
Corina beamed at her. “Yes, it is. Do you know him?”
“I thought I did,” Lilly said under her breath. Corina raised her eyebrows. “I mean, yes. I know Mr. McGregor.”
Lilly plucked at her dress, pulling it away from her body with her fingertips. “Do you think I could get that sponge bath before he gets here?”

 ***

Hooves slammed into the earth with the rhythm of a freight train. Paul leaned into the horse’s sweaty neck, urging it faster still.
Morning Hawk yelled over the pounding, “Paul, slow down! If you hurt your horse, we will be walking to the campsite.” His dark hair streamed out behind him like a flag as they raced across the prairie.
Paul eased up on his horse, lips twisting into a snarl. Morning Hawk had arrived at the ranch an hour ago and asked for his help. He told Paul about the attack, and how she had not regained consciousness before he left. When he heard about the golden hair his heart sank, and while Morning Hawk described Storm defending Lilly, his heart stopped all together.
“I have to get to her,” he yelled back over his shoulder and lowered his head against the wind. The men Morning Hawk had described perfectly fit Lee’s henchman and he feared for the worst. The thought of never kissing the freckles on Lilly’s nose again made him sick.
He would do anything to keep her safe. As long as she had that land, Lee would do everything he could to get it from her. He had to get her to sell it to him and go back East. It was the only way to keep her alive.
Please, God, let her be alive.

 ***

Three sharp whistles pierced the air as Corina finished braiding Lilly’s thick hair. A soft buckskin dress decorated with yellow and green geometric bead designs fell to her shins and moccasins adorned with beadwork were tight on her feet.
Corina pulled aside the flap to the teepee and whistled back. “That was Creeping Fox. He was letting us know his father is home.”
“Thank you for taking care of me, Corina. The tea and your delicious stew helped clear my head.”
“You’re most welcome. I am sorry we had to meet under these circumstances. I admire the steel in your spirit that led you to make your own way in the world, Lilly.”
The bright light stung Lilly’s eyes, accustomed to the dim interior of the teepee. “You said your husband was visiting an ancestral graveyard. I didn’t know this used to be Indian land.”
Corina turned to look out over the grasslands, and spoke in a low voice. “The United States Government forced the Indians off this land, and onto a reservation in Oklahoma many years ago.”
Guilt traced a path through Lilly’s heart. “I am sorry, Corina. I had no idea. I guess I thought of this land belonging to no one before the settlers came here.”
“Most people do.”
The women were silent, locked in their own thoughts as Creeping Fox came running back toward them. He had his mother’s blue eyes, and his father’s dark skin and hair. Dressed in a buckskin loincloth, his long legs flashed in the sunlight.
“My son is an excellent tracker. He earned his name Creeping Fox because he can hide anywhere and spring undetected on his enemy.” Corina smoothed her hair back as a brisk wind whipped around them. “He does not approve of the white man. He considers me an Indian, but you are a part of the people who took away our land and freedom. Please forgive him if he is less than courteous to you. He understands, and can speak English, but chooses not to.”
Lilly watched the handsome young man run to his mother. He spoke in a fluid language and ran back into the prairie. He didn’t even acknowledge Lilly’s presence.
Corina blew an exasperated breath out of her nose. “Creeping Fox will make his own camp for the night. He does not want to share a teepee with you.” A faint blush stained her fair cheeks. “I’m sorry about that. He has become friends with some braves that fill his foolish head with nonsense about going to war with the white man.”
All thoughts of Creeping Fox fled from her mind when she saw Paul charging toward them. His horse was covered with a thick lather, and his blue eyes fastened on her with a look of intense relief. He slid off the horse before it came to a complete stop and started running toward her.
“Sweetheart, are you all right?” He went to wrap her in a hug, but stopped when she put her arms out.
“I am all right, Paul. My head still hurts, so I need some space right now.” Her heart wanted nothing more than to have his arms wrapped around her. It practically ached for his embrace. Nevertheless, her mind kept whispering Eunice’s words, haunting her with the image of her back.
He pulled back with a hurt expression, but quickly recovered. “Whatever you need, Lilly. I would never do anything to hurt you.” He gently took her hand in his and held it to his face. “I was so worried.”
Ignoring her brain, she reached and stroked his rough cheek. “Really, I’m all right. Just a bump on the side of my head.”
His dark lashes lowered on his cheeks and he turned his face into her palm, gently kissing it. A flicker of heat brushed through her loins. Nice to know she could have a brush with death and still crave his touch. His faded blue eyes opened and took in her dress and hair. Masculine appreciation replaced his concern.
“Though I enjoy your choice in tight-fitting bodices, you look amazing in this dress.”
Heat burned through her cheeks, and she couldn’t help but smile at him. Corina’s low voice blended with another man’s, and she glanced over to see them holding each other close, gently kissing each other.
Her blush deepened as she looked away from the intimate scene, only to find herself trapped by Paul’s eyes.
He gave her a devilish grin and ran his lips over her knuckles, making her heart pound and her head start to ache again.
“Mr. McGregor, thank you for coming so quickly,” Corina interrupted in an amused voice from her husband’s arms. “It looks like you know Lilly?”
He didn’t even have the good grace to look chagrined. “Yes. Lilly is my neighbor.”
Corina arched a brow, the tattoo on her forehead wrinkling. “Neighbor is it? Then I suggest you keep your lips to yourself, Mr. McGregor.”
“Is holding hands permitted,” he asked with a cheeky grin.
“Yes, but you will be bunking outside of the teepee tonight. Without Lilly.”
Morning Hawk leaned and whispered something in Corina’s ear that made her blush and laugh. “My husband has interceded on your behalf. You may go for a walk with Lilly, but not too far. She’s still a little dizzy on her feet.”
Paul turned toward Lilly with a serious expression on his handsome face. “I’ll take her over to the river. We have some things to discuss.”
Her lips thinned into an angry line at his words. They had more to discuss than he knew.
They strolled together over to the flowing water and stopped to sit beneath the reaching branches of a hickory tree. He tossed his hat to the side pulled her into his lap with a low sigh. “I was so worried about you. The thought of anything harming you made me sick.”
He gently ran a finger over the bump on her head, wincing at the size of the knot. Strong arms held her as he sat down and leaned back against the trunk.
“It was Hank and his boys.” Her body stiffened as she relived the fear of those moments.
He held her close and said in a fierce whisper, “I’ll kill Lee Krisp for this.”
She pushed away from the solid comfort of his chest. “You can’t. We aren’t even sure if Lee is behind this. Maybe Hank acted on his own. Besides, you’ll go to jail.”
“Not if they don’t catch me.” The contained violence of his words brought her mind back around to what Eunice had told her earlier.
“Paul. I need you to tell me the truth about something.” She grew stiff in his lap and he leaned back, examining her face with a weary look.
“What is it?”
“Did you break Estrella’s arm last night?”
She almost fell from his lap as he started to lurch to his feet. Grabbing her, he settled back down and demanded in a fierce voice, “Who told you that? I would never, ever hurt a woman. I just saw Estrella for the first time in a week this morning when I told her goodbye.”
Searching his face, she wanted so much to believe him. When she was in his arms, everything but his touch became unimportant. “Do you swear it?”
His grip on her tightened and he stared into her eyes. “I swear it. When we get back, I’ll take you to talk with Estrella.”
“That’s not nece—”
“Yes, it is. I don’t want you to think that I’d do such a horrible thing, not for a second. I don’t beat women to get them to do what I want. I’m not Lee Krisp.”
“Paul, please, I....” She paused, pieces of Eunice’s conversation falling into place and mixing with Paul’s statement.
“Oh, no...she wouldn’t.” She stared off into the river, green eyes wide with shock.
His grip on her arms tightened until it hurt and he turned her to face him. “Lilly, talk to me.”
“Eunice came by to see me this morning. She said some...not so nice things about you. Including the part about you breaking Estrella’s arm.”
“Eunice?” He asked, his dark eyebrows drawing down in confusion. “Why would she come see you and say that? Lee never lets her out of the house without him.”
She felt the cool tracks of her tears falling down her cheeks, a faint gust of wind drying them against her skin. “I think Lee forced her to come see me. Her back was torn up, and she made an excuse about falling into some barbed wire. She said you just wanted my land and that you’d beat me. She wanted me to leave you alone and go back East.”
He shifted beneath her, his hands dropping from her arms, curling into tight fists. “I’ve never hit a woman, ever. And I’ve never had to force a woman to do anything she didn’t want to do.” He searched her face with his eyes, his big body rigid with tension. 
She tried to put her heart into her voice. “I know. Even when my mind started to believe her, my soul didn’t. That’s why I went for a ride.” Her hands gripped into fists as she recalled the last week. “They must have been watching me. Stupid dog, I mean Sampson, has been barking at the river the past few days. I thought it was some weird dog thing he did.” She covered her mouth with her fingertips. “When they saw me ride off into the brush, someone must have told Lee and he sent them after me.”
He cupped her face in his hands, stroking his rough thumbs over the delicate edge of her jaw. “Lee isn’t going to stop. He’ll do anything to get your land.”
She drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “I can’t believe how stupid I’ve been. I never thought people would try to hurt me. It must sound foolish to you, but things like this don’t happen where I’m from. Or maybe they do and I’ve been too sheltered to see it.”
“Don’t be ashamed of believing the best in people. If you didn’t, you never would have given me a chance.” Pain filled his voice, and frustration. She snorted against his shirt while he continued. “You know Lee is never going to stop. He married Eunice when she was fourteen, and she had her baby at fifteen. Their daughter was born mute, and Lee blames Eunice for it. The next three babies were stillbirths. He was always a bully and a hustler, but after the birth of his daughter and the loss of all those babies, something inside him broke. Now, his life is money and power, and he’ll crush anyone who gets in his way.”
Pushing against his chest, she tried to sit. He pulled her back and whispered in her ear, “Please let me hold you a little while longer. The entire ride out here I expected to find you dead.”
He plucked a long blade of grass and ran it over her cheek. She smiled gently at him, at peace in his arms. His lips quirked back in response, and she closed the distance between them, sucking on his lower lip and tasting the faint hint of mint on his breath. Firm hands gripped her bottom and pulled her closer.
“I like this dress. I can feel your skin through it, instead of your bustle.” 
He kneaded his fingers firmly into her backside, pulling a groan out of her. The silky touch of his tongue parted her lips and she shifted in his lap, the low beat of pleasure moving through her blood. He pulled away to glance at the camp in the distance and turned back to her with a decidedly wicked smile. “Lay back on the grass, sweetheart.”
He lowered her, never losing contact with her lips. Before she could wonder what he was doing, he kissed his way down her neck, licking and biting at the sensitive flesh. She arched beneath him and buried her hands in his thick hair. He had always been passionate, but now he was fierce.
Through the soft hide of her dress, he gently squeezed her firm breast, running his thumb over her aching nipple. She sighed her pleasure into the sky, watching the branches of the tree above them move in the wind. With one hand still torturing her breast, he began to slide the other up her thigh, a gentle and gliding caress which made her legs part. 
Clever fingers soothed her skin, but when he reached the top of her inner thigh, she tried to push his hand away. “Paul, what are you doing?”
He moved his lips to her ear, gently biting the tender lobe. “Trust me, sweetheart. I want to make you melt.”
Her lips quirked into a saucy smile that vanished when he nibbled her sensitive nipple through the dress. Melting sounded like a wonderful idea. Her limbs grew heavy with bliss as he slowly traced one rough finger over the damp curls between her quivering thighs. She tensed, and groaned as his touch soothed the ache, and made it so much worse.
He leaned back, watching her as he stroked slowly back and forth over her slit. “You’re so wet. Hot and slippery like liquid silk.”
She made a half-hearted attempt to pull the dress back down. “Paul, this is indecent! You must stop!”
Instead of moving back, he blew a warm breath over her slit. “Did you know there is a very special place on a woman’s body that if touched in the right way, can bring her unspeakable pleasure?”
Her heels dug into the ground as she tried to squirm away. Shame battled with a desire to let him continue, to find out exactly what he was talking about. “Let me go. Anyone can see us!”
He placed his free hand on her stomach, pinning her hips to the grass. Holding her gaze, he licked at her womanhood and the pleasure of the stroke of his tongue froze her in place. His lips tickled against her swollen flesh. “This little bud right here, at the top of your pussy, guarded by its soft little hood…” His fingers slipped through her slick folds, playing with her nectar, then began gently moving in a circular motion at the top of her mound. Instant pleasure had her toes curling and her hips pressing up into his touch. Paul continued calmly, “is called your pearl, or your bud. If handled the right way, it can make you orgasm, make you flood my mouth with the sweet honey of your release.”
“Paul, you’re scandalous.” Her breath came out in pants as she struggled against his dominating hold. Everything inside of her wanted to give in, wanted him to do wicked things with her body, but her strict upbringing made her protest. “You can’t possibly put your mouth down there. It’s obscene.” The last word came out in a breathy whisper as he returned to stroking her pearl. She could actually feel the blood rushing to her womanhood. She’d once found a scandalous novel hidden among the stacks of books at her college’s library, and even her quick peek inside hadn’t prepared her for this. Lovemaking should be done in the dark, in a bed, between a husband and wife.
“Please don’t. We aren’t married! I can’t lie with a man and give him the gift of my chastity until we are properly wed!”
Even as she protested, he shook his head between her legs, his lips skimming the sensitive flesh that begged for his touch. “I’m not going to do anything that will rob you of your maidenhead. I’m going to tip your velvet now, darling. I’m going to run my tongue over that sweet little pearl of yours until you moan my name. Please trust me with this.”
Her heart slammed into her chest and she turned her head to the side, shame burning in her cheeks. He spread her legs wider and hiked the dress over her hips for better access.
“Beautiful,” he murmured.
He slid one finger between her nether lips. Pleasure rocked through her body when he began to caress her bud. “Oh, God,” she gasped. The tension in her body doubled as he smoothed some of her cream over the nub and began to rub it gently. This surely had to be a sin. What he was doing to her body was unnatural. He traced small circles around her pearl, never quite touching where she needed, making her body ache with desire until every swipe of his tongue was a pleasure that almost bordered on pain.
She arched her hips, beyond thought and reason, seeking something to ease the fierce desire. “Please, Paul.” She meant to ask him to stop, to take his sinful mouth away from her, but those words died in her throat when he lapped at her slit with a hungry growl. The sensation of him feasting on her shocked her to her core, awakening her to a pleasure she’d never dreamed of.
He leaned up and kissed her, long and deep so she could taste herself on his lips, while he continued to torment her with his wickedly skillful fingers. “My pleasure,” he murmured against her mouth.
His hands moved away, and were replaced by his tongue. She sat upright, gasping in shock as he gripped her hips and brought her back to his wonderful mouth. Her breath came in short pants as her body rocked against his lips. He lapped at her core, long and slow licks from top to bottom, like a man eating a peach.
“You taste so good,” he sighed in-between licks. “Fresh like rain.”
The heat in her blood began to overwhelm her when he fastened his lips around her bud and began to gently suck. She lost herself in the rhythm of his tongue, cries of delight escaping her lips as his hold on her hips tightened. It was so good, so beyond anything she ever imagined. She began to shudder against his mouth, and gripped his head with a wordless cry.
The pleasure seemed to peak, to fill her head like the rush of a waterfall, making her blind and deaf to anything but the sensation of his rhythmic sucks on her pearl. She hovered, instinctively straining for something more. When his finger gently probed the entrance to her vaginal sheath her body seized with an unbearable tension, then shattered into waves of pleasure while she ground herself against his lips. He continued to lick at her, gentle strokes of his tongue that made her twitch and shudder. Her whole body seemed to throb and a bliss washed through her limbs, making her soft and pliant in his grasp.
She lay against the grass, limp and spent. He gave her one more lick that pulled a shudder from her body. Lying next to her, he held her close while his hands moved in a restless dance over her body.
“What was that?” she asked in a ragged whisper, the nerves of her body still buzzing with delight.
“Your, uh…release. Your orgasm.” He nibbled on the back of her neck and she could smell her musk on his breath. The scent at once shamed and delighted her as he used that talented tongue of his to lick at the side of her jaw. “Thank you for trusting me to give it to you.”
She flushed, feeling incredibly naïve, but she had to ask. “Am I-I’m still a virgin?”
His chuckle had a harsh edge to it that made her shiver. “Yes, you are still intact. Just aware now of what your body can do.” His voice dropped an octave and he stroked her fingers. “When you’re alone, you can rub your pearl and think about me, make yourself orgasm as you think about my mouth on that pretty cunny.”
“Paul,” she said in tone that should have been scolding, but instead came out in a breathless whisper. He took her hand in his and used the tip of her finger to rub a little circle pattern on her belly. Her body clenched as she realized that he was teaching her the motion he used, showing her how to mimic his touch.
She could feel the evidence of his arousal like a piece of steel against the curve of her backside. Feeling bold, she moved against him and smiled when he groaned and thrust back.
“Lilly, please. I am trying to behave myself.” His words were offset by another thrust against her backside, a groan rumbling in his chest as she wiggled back. With a muttered oath, he pulled her dress back into place and gave her bottom a swat.
She rolled over and gave him a slow kiss, tasting herself on his lips. “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt.”
He gave her a pleased smile and nuzzled her cheek. “Thank you for trusting me.”
They enjoyed another long kiss, drinking each other in as she pressed her body to his. Before things could go any further, three sharp whistles from the camp pierced the air.
They stood and Paul helped to dust her off and remove some blades of grass and leaves that had become stuck in her braid. He placed his hands on her hips and turned her to look at him, his expression unusually grave. “Lilly,” he said in a hesitant voice and ran his hand down her side. “Would you consider selling your land to me?”
The words dampened her feeling of bliss and she frowned up at him. Of all the times to talk about selling her land, this wasn’t one of them. She considered stomping on his foot, but her moccasin versus his boot would leave her with a sore foot. Instead she put some ice into her reply. “Paul, you know I want to hold onto that land.”
The hand stroking her side paused, then resumed. “Lilly, as long as you own that land, Lee will keep coming after you. I won’t be able to keep you safe. The thought of you being harmed, and me unable to protect you....” His voice broke on the last word and she held his cheek in her hand.
Her heart ached for him, remembering how his parents had recently been murdered. “I can’t sell my land just because of Lee. If I did, I’d be reinforcing that he can do whatever he wants to whoever he wants and get away with it.” She traced a finger over his chest and continued in a soft voice, “Besides, I’m thinking about keeping that land so I have a proper dowry when I get married.”
The words hung between them and she regretted her own boldness. Despite the intimacy of their interactions, Paul McGregor was still very much a stranger to her. Replaying the words in her mind, she hoped she didn’t sound desperate for a husband when she said that.
Keeping his gaze lowered, he rubbed his cheek over hers. “Whoever marries you will be the luckiest man in the world.”
Three sharp whistles pierced the air again and he frowned in the direction of the camp. “Time to go, sweetheart. Those three whistles are Morning Hawk’s way of telling us we have company.”
She stretched like a cat. Her headache was gone, but reality slowly started to filter past the haze of her pleasure. With a sigh, she looked toward the camp and picked some leaves out of her braids. “Let’s go see who’s here.”



Chapter Nine
 My People

Paul dropped Lilly’s hand and moved in front of her as they swished through the tall grass toward the teepee. The sun had almost completely set and twilight descended over the plains. Morning Hawk and his wife stood with three Indian braves and their horses. The braves all had stoic expressions on their faces, their dark eyes unreadable above their knife-sharp cheekbones.
She examined the men with wide eyes. Each wore only a loincloth and buckskin leggings, exposing more hard male flesh than she had seen in her entire life. Outside of her Grand-mère’s paintings, that was. All three also had geometric tattoos on their bodies, and one had a tattoo covering half his face.
Corina took a deep breath as they approached and started toward them, but was held back by Morning Hawk’s hand on her shoulder. Paul stopped before they reached the men, and each group measured the other. The crunch of the horses grazing on grass was the only sound that broke the silence.
She started to walk forward, but Paul put an arm up, blocking her way.
“What is going on,” she whispered into Paul’s ear. Corina gave her an apologetic look but didn’t make a move toward them.
“Morning Hawk, who are your visitors?” Paul voice was mild.
“These are my tribesmen. They have come to visit the graves of their ancestors. This is Sleeping Bear.”
Morning Hawk gestured to the tall man with impressive muscles and tattoos on his chest and shoulders. His hair was parted down the middle, and the center of his scalp was painted red.
“Sun Eagle.”
The brave with the bone-bead necklace and sculpted cheekbones continued to stare at them. Tattoos covered his muscled chest and torso in a complex series of circles and lines. His ears were pierced by silver wire strung with small turquoise beads.
“And my brother, Winter Mist.” A sneer lifted the thin lip of the brave with gold hoop earrings and a yellow stripe of paint going down the center of his head.
Paul tipped his head in their direction. “Pleased to meet you.”
Winter Mist spit on the soil and the Comanche men began to argue in heated voices. Morning Hawk gestured toward them while his brother paced the ground like a lion getting ready to pounce. Sun Eagle joined in, pointing at Lilly with an angry expression and taking a step toward her. Paul tensed and put his hand on the butt of his gun.
Corina moved slowly to their side and said in a hurried whisper, “Sun Eagle and Winter Mist want to take Lilly hostage. The government has taken away more of our land, and they want to use her to negotiate. Morning Hawk is trying to argue against it, but it’s Sleeping Bear that I am worried about.”
Morning Hawk saw Corina talking to them and yelled something at her. She strode quickly back to his side, her shoulders stiff as she kept her eyes on the ground.
“Paul, what are we going to do?” Lilly pressed herself against his back so tightly she moved with his breath.
“I don’t know,” Paul answered in an apprehensive voice. “The Comanche signed a peace agreement in 1874, but if the land of their reservation has been taken away, it may push them into war.”
“War?”
“Yeah. You didn’t think the Indian Wars were a thing of the past, did you?”
She didn’t answer. The tales of the Indian Wars that she read about seemed like something that happened a long time ago in a land far away. She silently cursed herself for her ignorance in getting them into this situation. What was she thinking, riding off by herself as if she were the only person in the world? 
The angry shouts were interrupted by a deep and low voice. Sleeping Bear spoke, and the men immediately listened. Whatever he said did not go over well with Winter Mist and Sun Eagle, but they ceased their argument after one sharp word from Sleeping Bear. Corina’s eyes darted over the two groups and Morning Hawk’s face closed into an impersonal mask.
“I think Sleeping Bear is a leader of some kind,” Paul muttered back to Lilly.
“You think so?” she asked in a sarcastic whisper.
Morning Hawk murmured something to Corina and she ran over to them, her face tight with worry. “Sleeping Bear has ordered that Lilly will be taken back to the reservation, where the tribal council will decide what to do with her. They do not know she owns this land. Morning Hawk told them she is a schoolteacher from back east living in Caldwell. Paul, they will let you go.”
He growled out, “No way in Hell.”
Corina blew a stiff breath out of her nose. “That’s what I thought. Morning Hawk is trying to negotiate for you to come with her. They respect your trade status with the tribe. It might be enough to grant you access.”
Lilly rubbed the side of her head. The dull ache had returned with a vengeance. “What should I do, Corina? If we try to leave, what will they do?”
“If you try to run, they will catch you. They would lose face as warriors of the tribe if you managed to escape.”
Corina glanced over her shoulder at the men. Sleeping Bear was observing them closely, especially Lilly. He tilted his head and the long, thin beaded braid of his hair slid over his wide shoulder. “Paul, if they let you come with us, there’s something you need to understand.”
He did not take his eyes off the group of men, now illuminated by the light of the fire. “What’s that?”
Corina smoothed back a wisp of Lilly’s braid. “Sleeping Bear is attracted to Lilly. This is a good thing and also bad.”
Paul placed a possessive arm around Lilly’s wrist and hissed, “He will touch her over my dead body.”
Corina stepped in front of Paul, blocking his view of the braves and forcing him to see her. “If you die, Lilly will be out there all alone. I will do what I can for her, but I must bow to the wishes of my tribe. You have to keep your jealousy under control, Paul. You are not her husband.”
“Tell them we’re married,” Lilly blurted out over Paul’s shoulder. He turned to look at her, his eyes wide with shock, and she blushed hard enough to make her head throb.
He raised his hand to stroke her face, but Corina stopped him. “No. They know you’re not married. If you show your affection for her, they will think she is a woman of loose morals. You must hide your fondness for each other.”
Morning Hawk called out to Corina, and she turned back to them with a grim expression. “They are ready to talk to you. Remember, no touching. Some of the Comanche understand English, Sleeping Bear especially, so don’t assume what you say is private.”
Creeping Fox had joined the men, and he stood next to Sun Eagle and Winter Mist, all three of them sneering as Paul and Lilly entered the firelight. Corina gestured to Sleeping Bear across the fire, and spoke to him in a pleading tone. Sleeping Bear let his eyes roam over Lilly’s figure, returning to her face with an inscrutable expression. She was held by his dark eyes in the firelight, a tall man with a smooth, muscled chest. He was as big as the bear he was named after.
Morning Hawk spoke first. “Paul Strong Horse, you will be allowed to come with Lilly, as her escort, to make sure she comes to no harm. Sleeping Bear wishes to take Lilly to see the reservation. He is aware she comes from a powerful family, and he hopes she will use her influence to speak to the government about the suffering of our people.”
She opened her mouth to protest, then shut it quickly when Paul stepped on her toe. He continued to study the braves, but kept his foot on her moccasin.
“Tell them I would be honored to see the tribe. And I will report fairly of the conditions of their people, and my treatment by the tribe.” She held Sleeping Bear’s gaze as she finished speaking the last part, challenging him.
The braves behind Sleeping Bear gaped in surprise as he laughed. He nodded at Lilly and offered in a rough accent, “No harm will come to you, Lilly.”
“Good,” she squeaked and cleared her throat. “I will take your word on it.”
Paul moved closer to Lilly, ignoring Corina’s warning glare. “When do we get to leave?”
Morning Hawk answered. “You will stay with us for three days. Then you are both free to return home.”
“If that is what you wish,” Sleeping Bear added, a predatory gleam in his eye as he inspected Lilly. Paul began to reach for Lilly when Corina interrupted.
“It’s getting late, and Lilly is hurt. She needs to get some rest before the long ride tomorrow.”
The men continued to observe each other, and Corina let out an exasperated huff and pulled Lilly into the teepee. Low voices rumbled outside as Lilly leaned back on her furry buffalo skin and rubbed her temples.
Keeping her voice low, she asked, “Corina, how much trouble am I in?”
Corina arranged the buffalo rugs around the fire in the center of the large teepee and added another log. The wood snapped and a spark flew up through the smoke hole. She didn’t answer Lilly, but spooned some of the stew into two bowls for them.
“Here, eat this. You’ll need your strength for the ride tomorrow.” Corina crossed her legs and sat on the buffalo skin next to hers. Her green eyes darted over Lilly’s face.
She took the bowl as her stomach rumbled. “Thank you.”
They ate in silence, Corina glancing at the closed flap of the teepee.
“I’m not sure how much trouble you’re in,” Corina finally replied, brushing back her long, auburn braid. “They have made a promise that you can leave after three days, but I believe Sleeping Bear is going to try to win you from Paul.”
“Why in the world does he want me so badly?”
Corina arched a brow and said in a wry voice, “Aside from being young and beautiful? Sleeping Bear’s first love was a white woman with blond hair. She resembled you a little. She died of cholera and he never really got over it. His father is the tribal shaman. He had a vision when Sleeping Bear was born that his life would be saved by a white woman, with light eyes, who loved him.”
Lilly ate another spoonful of stew, turning over Corina’s words. “Is that why the other men listen to him? Because he’s the son of the shaman?”
“Yes, but he’s also a formidable warrior. He is greatly feared on the battlefield and vicious when his anger is roused. Sun Eagle is his blood brother and will abide by his wishes.” Corina set the empty bowl aside with a sigh.
Morning Hawk lifted the flap of the teepee and spoke quietly with Corina. She turned away as they shared a gentle kiss, and he left with an armful of furry buffalo hides.
“Morning Hawk and the men will sleep at the campfire tonight. I realize this is all very strange, but try to get some sleep. Paul is right outside if you need him.”
Corina moved about the room, singing softly to herself as she cleaned and arranged the family’s possessions for the move. Lilly lay down and examined the firelight on the wall, snuggling beneath the blanket Corina placed on her. There was so much to consider, but the only thought in her head before she fell asleep was the sinfully magical time spent with Paul by the river.


Late the next afternoon, Lilly had her first glimpse of Corina’s tribe. It was a massive gathering of horses, campfires, and people. At least a hundred teepees pierced the sky, different-colored ribbons and feathers on top of each teepee’s long pole. A few horses wandered around the campsite, but most grazed in a large herd next to the camp, supervised by men and boys on horseback.
Her eyes grew wide as she tried to take it all in. The tribe was so much bigger than she’d ever imagined, and this was one of many tribes that roamed the plains. Whistles sounded the air as they approached, and a half-dozen children ran to greet them. The children wore the same clothes as the adults, but their buckskins were even more heavily ornamented with beading. They shied back from Paul and Lilly, but chattered excitedly to the native men. Sleeping Bear rode on one side of Lilly, and Paul on the other. Neither man spoke to her during the long journey south and neither budged an inch from her side. All of her comments were met with grunts and single-word answers, so she just gave up and let them glare at each other.
Storm pranced uneasily at the unfamiliar smells and snorted at a dog that got too close. She ran a soothing hand over his side. Catching Paul’s eye, she tried to smile past her unease. He gave her a wink and turned his attention back to the braves. He had been acting oddly all morning, but she chalked it up to the situation they found themselves in.
Corina and Morning Hawk were surrounded by a group of little girls, all dancing around the horse’s hooves without a worry in the world. Each wore a buckskin dress and leggings, and their long black hair was pulled back in braids or flowing around their shoulders. Bright white teeth flashed out in happy smiles as they reached over to touch Storm as he walked past. Clutched in their arms were buckskin dolls, carefully dressed in brightly embroidered clothes.
“My nieces,” Corina explained with a fond smile. “They want to know why we returned with strangers, and if you are prisoners or guests.”
The girls ran back to the camp, their braids flying behind them. “They will go spread the word. If you want the tribe to know your business, just tell it to those gossiping birds,” Morning Hawk said with a laugh.
Sun Eagle, Winter Mist, and Creeping Fox broke off from the group and disappeared into the maze of teepees. Corina watched her son ride off with a sigh. Morning Hawk placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.
Sleeping Bear turned to Lilly, the muscles beneath his bronzed skin bunching as he held his head high. “These are my people.”



Chapter Ten
 One Penny

Paul held the horn of his saddle with one hand, trying to resist the urge to knock Sleeping Bear off his black-and-white horse. The entire ride, Paul had been attempting to get Lilly alone to talk with her, but Sleeping Bear stuck by her side like a big, annoying burr.
How had things gone so wrong so fast? He thought she would certainly sell him her land after his seduction by the river. Unfortunately, she proved too tempting to resist, and he wasted the opportunity...well...perhaps wasted was too strong of a word. He could hardly call the feel of her climaxing against his lips a waste of time. After finding her hurt but alive, all he had wanted to do was touch her and hold her close. His foolish emotions had cost them both.
Rubbing his lips and remembering the feel of the wet heat of her skin, his mind turned to her talk of marriage. For a brief moment, he considered it. The thought of waking up to Lilly every morning certainly appealed to his heart, but his mind kept reminding him that she was a spoiled socialite, just like Matilda. Old pain still stung his heart and pride at the memory of all those people laughing at him. Of Matilda’s sneer of disgust at the idea of joining him out West.
He shifted in his saddle and glowered some more at Sleeping Bear. While Lilly didn’t seem to be encouraging him, she did tend to stare at Sleeping Bear’s muscular back when the man wasn’t looking. And Sleeping Bear was none too subtle about his attention to Lilly. It made Paul grit his teeth every time he ran his eyes over her figure. He told himself that he was only concerned because Sleeping Bear could complicate his plans, but even he didn’t believe the lie.
A group of older Comanche men waited for them at the edge of the village. Morning Hawk greeted the elders and slid off his roan gelding, talking to the men and gesturing to Paul and Lilly. Sleeping Bear followed suit, leading his dun mare over to the elders. A man in buckskin leggings with blue beads on the fringe embraced Sleeping Bear. From their similar looks, Paul figured the man was his father. Sleeping Bear pointed at Lilly with a smile and the old man nodded, his eyes narrowing as he stared at her.
Lilly watched Morning Hawk talk to the older men, and Paul took the opening to say, “When we get home, I’m going to kiss you until you can’t see straight.”
Her full pink lips quirked into a grin and she slowly licked the lower one. “Play your cards right, Mr. McGregor, and I’ll let you..”
Paul sucked in his breath at the erotic image of Lilly ridding his cock, her golden hair hanging down her back, full breasts trembling in the air as her thighs locked around him. He wet his lips, remembering her taste, and found her emerald eyes following the path of his tongue. No, he couldn’t take her maidenhead. If he did, she would never find a good match back in Connecticut. She’d end up with some rank bastard. Some rank bastard who didn’t deserve her.
Closing his eyes, he rubbed his face and sighed. What the hell was wrong with him? He was acting like some jealous fool. If he didn’t get his mind back on track, he was going to lose the land his family needed and lose Lilly to some over-muscled Comanche that better keep his damn hands to himself.
The high-pitched sound of children giggling made him pull his head around. Paul snickered at the sight before him. A very uncomfortable Sleeping Bear tried to fend off the advances of a well-developed young woman with the part in her scalp painted white. She tried to lay a hand on his arm, and he stepped away, almost dancing around the figure of his father. One of the men talking to Morning Hawk barked an order at her, and she stuck out her full lower lip in a pout. Sleeping Bear took the chance to escape and melted into the village.
The girl looked at their group, and noticed Paul watching her. She raised her arched eyebrows and softened her lips, taking a deep breath that pressed her generous breasts up against her buckskin dress. Her hips rolled as she sauntered toward him, tossing the thick black braid of her hair over her shoulder. Paul didn’t know who she was, but there went trouble with a capital T.

 ***

Lilly couldn’t believe the audacity of the woman walking toward them. She was all but purring as she approached Paul, ignoring Lilly as if she weren’t there. Her wide, dark eyes reminded Lilly of Estrella and she ground her teeth. The girl—woman—did something with her hips and shoulders that made her large breasts bounce and jiggle with each step.
Gazing up at Paul through lowered lashes, she said in a husky voice, “Welcome to my father’s village. My name is Summer Storm.”
Lilly tried to catch her laugh and ended up snorting and coughing in a most unbecoming manner. Summer Storm cut her eyes to her and lifted her head, her lips firming into a narrow line. “Why do you laugh?”
Lilly attempted to smooth her expression, but she didn’t like the way Summer Storm was fluttering her lashes at Paul. “Forgive me, but my horse’s name is also Storm.”
The girl spat on the ground and said some words in Comanche that were probably not very flattering. Corina walked up behind Summer Storm and gasped, snatching the girl up by her ear. “How dare you call our guest such names?”
Corina was a tall woman, and she marched Summer Storm over to the group of elders as the girl hissed and tried to twist away. The man with his part painted yellow shook his head at Summer Storm and pointed to the camp. She gave Lilly another evil glare before she flounced off. Lilly was quite impressed the girl could turn a flounce into a sexual invitation.
She turned in her saddle to Paul and gave him a glittering smile. “If she touches you, I’m going to scalp her.”
“And if Sleeping Bear touches you, I’m going to scalp him.”
She blinked at him and patted her unruly braids. As if Sleeping Bear could ever hold a candle to Paul, but maybe it was good to remind him that she wasn’t his...yet. “Oh, I didn’t even notice. Which one is Sleeping Bear again?”
“Didn’t notice? He was the one stuck to your side the entire ride here.” Paul narrowed his eyes at her from beneath the brim of his black Stetson.
“That one? Well, he is rather big and he does have exquisite hair. That tattoo is also fascinating.” She pretended to consider this, pursing her lips and looking in the direction where Sleeping Bear had gone. “But I think Summer Storm has a previous claim on him.”
“You are wicked, woman. You almost make me feel bad for him.”
Morning Hawk came up and gestured for them to dismount. “Paul, come with me to inspect our herd. We could use your help with some of the young stallions. Lilly, go with Sleeping Bear and the elders.”
Paul dismounted and stepped back from Morning Hawk. “No way. We stay together.”
She slid to the ground next to them, wincing as her legs became reacquainted with the earth. “We aren’t in the position to argue, Paul. I doubt anything is going to happen to me while I’m with the elders.”
Morning Hawk glanced over his shoulder and back to them. “The man with the white stripe in his hair is the Peace Chief. You will not offend him by implying his protection of Lilly is not strong enough. Not if you want to leave the village alive.”
Paul’s shoulders sagged, and he ignored Morning Hawk’s warning hiss as he took her hand. “Be safe, I....”
She arched a brow. “You?”
He took off his hat and ran his hand through his dark hair. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
Not exactly the words she was hoping to hear. She tried to keep her smile light. “I’ll be all right. I’m sure Morning Hawk and Corina will take care of me. If I feel threatened, I’ll just find Sleeping Bear to protect me.” The last part she added on impulse, and it made her happy in a perverse way to see Paul’s jaw clench in anger. I don’t want anything to happen to you, indeed, she thought.
She gave Storm to a young boy and followed Morning Hawk into the village. As they walked away, she had to fight the urge to turn and see if Paul was watching her. Despite his foreboding, she was thrilled to get to see an actual Indian village. Even if she was there as a prisoner in everything but word, this was an adventure beyond anything she had ever dreamed of back in Connecticut.


Dark eyes watched Lilly’s every move. All of the children trailed her and the elders like a pack of curious puppies, but the men and women of the tribe seemed to distrust her on sight. A few of the women turned their backs when she walked by, shunning her. Her sense of excitement and adventure faded the further they got into the village. This wasn’t how she had pictured it from images created by her uncle’s letters and popular fiction back home. These weren’t bloodthirsty savages who killed out of mindless anger. They were a proud people who were being slowly starved to death.
Crouching over a basket, she avoided the sunken eyes of the woman before them.
“Peaceful Ash says that normally they have five large baskets of dandelion root to get them through the winter. Because of the reduction in land, they only have this. If the children get sick, they will not have enough herbs to make the medicine they will need,” Corina translated in a soft voice.
“What about the Indian Agent’s office? Aren’t they supposed to help provide medicine?”
Sleeping Bear grunted from where he stood next to the teepee. “The Indian Agent would rather line his pocket with money than spend it on savages. I do most of the trading with him for our tribe. He grows fat while our people die.”
Corina closed her eyes and nodded. “It’s true. Some of the agents are good men who try to help, but the system is so corrupt that only one penny out of every dollar actually makes it to the tribe.”
Lilly stood, dusting her hands off on the buckskin dress. Little faces, strategically ignored by the tribal elders, peeked out from the edges of teepees. She’d learned that to the Comanche, children were considered their greatest treasure, cherished and protected above all else. This was most evident in the faces of the mothers. Many were so thin it appeared as if their cheekbones were about to cut through their skin. Corina told her many of the women gave most of their food to their children. The husbands had to keep up their energy to hunt, often riding for days at a time in search of game. Now that she thought about it, other than Corina’s naturally full cheeks, the woman’s hands and arms were very thin. Guilt lanced her as she wondered how much of the family’s precious food she and Paul had eaten.
“As the settlers and soldiers killed off the buffalo, they killed off the major source of our food and materials. Now we have to go further to find them, and spend more resources and energy to do it.” Corina listened to one of the elders speak, and replied to him. “Council Member Blue Horse remembers when the buffalo stretched from horizon to horizon, but now those days are passing.”
“How much land did you lose?” Lilly asked in a low voice. She was humbled by the sacrifice the men and women of the tribe made for their children. It made her think of her parents, and all the things they must have done to try to provide the best life for Lilly and her sisters.
“Two thousand acres. The Indian Agent did a count of the tribes, and said we did not need so much land to sustain us.” Corina spat into the campfire. “He did not care that the reason we are losing our people is because of disease and starvation. It’s not like our young are leaving the tribe to go live in the cities.”
They continued to walk around the village, a murmur of conversation following their footsteps. It made her feel guilty, thinking about all the readily available sources of food she took for granted. When the Comanche killed a buffalo, every part of it was used for something.
Lilly paused to admire a hide being cured on a large rack. A woman smeared it with a greasy mixture—lard, probably—while she sang in a low voice. The bones of her wrists looked fragile enough to snap and her dress hung on her too-thin frame. A baby lay in a basket wrapped in rabbit fur next to her. His brown cheeks were full and round and he contentedly sucked his fingers while he slept.
“Corina, I need some place to think.” Lilly watched the face of the sleeping infant and blinked back tears.
Corina hesitated, looking to the elders who had stopped to talk to an old woman with long, grey braids. Lilly sighed and gestured to her ever-present shadow. “Sleeping Bear can come with me to make sure I don’t run off. I just need to be alone for a bit.”
Corina relayed her request to the elders. Lilly tried to let them know through her eyes that she was being honest, not trying to escape. Finally, Sleeping Bear’s father nodded. “Lilly go, Sleeping Bear go.”


Sleeping Bear followed five steps behind Lilly as she kicked her feet through the thigh-high grass. In the distance, a herd of horses grazed, spots of brown, red, and black on the horizon. She tried to find Paul’s familiar cowboy hat, but she didn’t see him. The sun was dipping lower on the horizon, and she still couldn’t figure out a way to make this right.
What to do, what to do? How could she go back to the world she thought she understood and not feel guilt every time she ate a meal or warmed her hands on a fire. The sunken cheeks of the Comanche women would haunt her, but she was only one person. Even if she gave them all the land she had, it wouldn’t be enough.
Thoughts skipped through her mind as she stroked the cameo beneath her dress, and prayed for guidance. Perhaps this was the reason God brought her here, not just for her selfish intentions of having an adventure, but rather to do His will. But how? She wasn’t anyone famous, and no matter what lies Corina had told the elders, her family was a bunch of shopkeepers and investors. Frustration mounted in her heart and she kicked some more at the grass, admiring the beadwork on the moccasins as she tried to burn off her anger.
She froze and turned her shoe in the light of the sun. There might be a way. The soft sound of the wind moved through the grass, a sigh of warmth against her skin. It carried the smell of campfires and children’s squeals of laughter. It might not work. Maybe she was being an ignorant fool again. If she failed, she wouldn’t just be hurting herself, but the very people she was trying to aid.
Doubt filled her like a dark cloud, breaking the hope that had begun to fill her heart. Please God, she prayed, am I doing the right thing? Off in the distance a sparrow sang. That was good enough for her. She didn’t need a lightning strike to reinforce what her heart knew was true.
She clapped her hands together and spun so swiftly she stepped into Sleeping Bear’s strong arms. He held her, forcing her to look up the muscled expanse of his tattooed chest into the sharp angles of his face. His eyebrows rose, but his lips quirked into a small smile as he leaned down.
With a huff, she pushed back on his chest, sidetracked by the feel of his skin over all that muscle. “Get over yourself. I’m sure Summer Storm throws herself into your arms on a daily basis, but that’s not me.”
He stared at her, then laughed and stroked a hand down her face. She couldn’t help enjoying the sensation. It was a primal, physical reaction. 
“Good. I like woman who is strong enough to be worthy of the hunt.”
She snorted and marched back to the village, the buckskin fringe on the dress flapping around her. “Hurry. I need to talk with Corina. I have an idea.”



Chapter Eleven
 Trade

Corina uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “I think it might work, but I am not the one you need to convince. You will have to get the elders of the tribe to agree to your plan. It won’t be easy. They have learned to distrust anything a pale man, or woman, says.”
Lilly drummed her fingers on the buckskin leggings. They were inside Corina’s teepee, huddled so close together their foreheads were touching. Sleeping Bear sat on the other side of the fire, listening with great interest, but not saying anything. At first, he was puzzled as she explained her plan. Then his expression went from disbelief to deep contemplation.
Playing with the end of her braid, her thoughts turned to Paul. He would be angry about her decision. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind. Her body grew tense as she imagined his reaction. Would he understand why she was doing this? If he didn’t, was he really the kind of man she wanted to be with? She hoped with all her heart that he would recognize the importance of her decision.
“How can I make them believe me? It’s a winning situation all around. Everyone will profit from it. This will be a source of income for the tribe that the government will not be able to take away.” Lilly tugged at her braid. “I have to make them listen.”
“I will help you,” Sleeping Bear rumbled from the other side of the fire. His long hair fell over the muscled swell of his chest.
Both women turned to look at him with shocked stares and he shifted under their gaze. “I believe you. I don’t think you are my pale-eyed woman, but I do think the Great Spirit sent you to us. My father told me he dreamed last night of the Comanche children dancing in a field of yellow flowers. You are meant to be here.”
She let out a deep breath as some of the tension left her body. “Thank you. Do you think you can help me convince the elders?”
Sleeping Bear grinned, an expression she had not seen on his face before. “We try. If it’s meant to be, the Great Spirit will give me right words to say.”
She stood and paced the room, thinking about Paul and wishing he were here. “Corina, please ask the elders when they can see me.”


Lilly wiped her sweaty hands on the dress, grimacing at the marks they left on the buckskin. Corina spoke with the elders, and they had agreed to listen to what she had to say after supper. Sleeping Bear stood behind her, waiting to enter the massive council teepee. Paul ducked inside with a questioning look and a heart-melting smile for Lilly.
She heard a soft female voice behind her. Summer Storm stepped out from between the teepees and rolled her hips as she walked past Sleeping Bear, trailing a possessive hand over his arm. He stepped quickly away and said something that made the pretty girl curl her lips and glare at him. She walked past Lilly and spat at her feet, entering the teepee in a huff.
“What’s her problem?” Lilly asked as she glowered at the tent flap. That little hussy had better stay away from Paul.
“Summer Storm believes that every man is in love with her. If you do not fall down and worship her, then she must make you. Her father, Smart Coyote, is the Peace Chief. She gets away with more than she should.”
“Wonderful.”
Corina lifted the tent flap and waited for them. Her auburn hair lay in braids on the sides of her face, and the tattoo on her forehead stood out in the firelight. “The elders will see you now.”
Sleeping Bear spun her around before she entered and leaned to whisper in her ear, “Have strength. I am with you. Be respectful, do not show fear. Remember why you do this and how much it will help.”
Lilly nodded and gave him a quick hug, which he returned with interest. Her chest lifted as she tried to replace fear with strength, drawing in a breath that went all the way to her toes.
Following Corina inside, she scanned the dim room. At the far side of the egg-shaped teepee sat the elders. Each was afforded his own buffalo skin or colorful blanket. Behind them sat their wives, dressed in detailed buckskin dresses with their hair in long braids. The glass-bead designs in their clothing glimmered in the light from the fire and oil lamps. A few men and women were scattered about the room, speaking in hushed voices to each other as Lilly and Sleeping Bear approached the light of the fire.
A quick glance around the room showed Paul, with Summer Storm practically sitting on his lap. With his lips mashed into a thin line, Paul held his rigid body away from Lilly and toward Summer Storm. He met her look and his pale blue eyes flashed with a hurt and rage that made her breath catch in her throat. Paul looked away and whispered something to Summer Storm who giggled and placed a hand on his bicep.
Confusion and anger clouded her mind, but now wasn’t the time to worry about his odd behavior. She could rip Summer Storm’s hair out by the roots later. All her attention had to be on the Comanche men and women before her.
An elder with long black hair worn loose over his shoulders spoke in English. “Has Lilly come to a decision?”
“Yes, Bold Raven, she has.” The old men waited and Corina continued, “Lilly has proposed a trade agreement that would benefit the tribe.”
There was the murmur of conversation around the room. Summer Storm made a rather rude noise from Paul’s lap. The old man remained focused on Lilly. “What does she have that would be value to us? We need her voice for our people, not her possessions.”
Corina nodded to Lilly, and she hesitated before stepping forward. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “I would like to lease you a thousand acres of my land for the next three hundred years, in exchange for establishing a trading partnership with your tribe.”
The rooms erupted into shouts and yelling as her words were translated. 
Paul pushed Summer Storm off his lap and strode over, trying to pull Lilly aside. “What are you doing?” he hissed into her ear.
“I am trying to save these people’s lives.” Lilly shifted in his hard grip to keep an eye on the elders. Corina tried to tug on Paul’s shirt and he ignored her.
“You little fool! They know you are worth ransoming now. You’ve made yourself a prisoner! Was that your plan all along, to stay here with Sleeping Bear?” Paul’s eyes darted around the room as he tried to pull her away again.
She tried to jerk her arm out of his bruising grip, his words stinging her heart. “I am not a fool. I believe these are honorable people and I will do what I can to help them. To do anything else would be murder, and I will not have their children’s deaths on my soul!”
Silence echoed in the room, and she ducked her head as she realized the last part of conversation came out in a shout. Paul dropped her arm and stepped away from her, disappointment filling his faded blue eyes. That hurt more than his words.
She blinked back the prick of tears and returned her gaze to the elders, lifting her chin. Sleeping Bear spoke from beside her. “I have listened to this woman talk with Corina. She believes what she says. The world changes and our people must change with it. We trade with white man on the reservation and get nothing from it. The hope she offers is better than the broken promises that keep our children’s bellies empty.”
Lilly cleared her throat past the tears and gestured to her dress and moccasins, “I know I can sell your crafts. The wonderful beadwork and dolls your women make are marketable. My family owns a store back East. They will sell your products on my behalf.”
The elders continued to look at her, and she rushed to fill the silence. “I would split the profits with the tribe, forty percent for me and sixty percent for you. I would build a trading post on the land I would lease your tribe, and a school, if the elders agree. Your children need to learn how to read and write. To see what the world has to offer them.”
Summer Storm stood, tossing her head and lifting her chin. “Why should we read and write white-man language?” Scorn dripped through her remaining words. “We proud Comanche. We do not bend to the will of white man. You try to buy us with your land, but we do not need you. We will kill your people and take back what is ours.” Silence met Summer Storm’s statement, and the triumphant smile fell off her face.
Smart Coyote’s face was an unflinching mask of disapproval. “Daughter, leave the teepee and go to your mother.”
Summer Storm stared at him as if she had never seen him before. “Father—”
Smart Coyote stood and yelled at her. “I am Peace Chief here! You will obey. Go to the teepee of your mother.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest.
Summer Storm narrowed her eyes at her father and clenched her fists at her sides. She gave Lilly a malevolent glare as she stomped toward the exit, still managing to make her breasts jiggle. Paul looked away as Summer Storm held out her hand and tried to catch his eye.
“I apologize for my daughter. She is fierce in spirit and tongue.” Smart Coyote appeared tired as he sat on his blanket again. The rest of the tribe kept their faces carefully neutral.
“Apology accepted. Summer Storm is passionate about her people.” The lie tasted like ash in Lilly’s mouth, but she said it with a smile.
“The elders will discuss your trade proposal. When the sun rises we will have an answer for you.” A few of the women fingered the beadwork on their dresses and studied Lilly with appraising eyes. One of the wives began to talk to her husband in a low voice, her quick hand gestures betraying her intent.
Lilly started to protest, but Sleeping Bear cut her off. “Thank you, Elders. We await your decision.”
Lilly echoed her thanks and stepped out of the teepee, lifting her face to the cool night air. The sky held a million stars twinkling out of the darkness. In the distance a horse whinnied and she noticed Paul standing to the side of the tent. Lilly took a deep breath of the clean air and blew out some of her tension. She reached for Paul with a tired smile, but he stepped back and averted his eyes.
Her hand wilted in the air and fell to her side. Corina looked at them and pulled Sleeping Bear toward the fire. Sleeping Bear smirked and followed Corina to where Sun Eagle waited for them. The two braves stood close together and exchanged some words before Sun Eagle left with a sour expression on his handsome face.
“Paul?” Lilly took a hesitant step toward him. He remained stiff, examining at the fire with his arms crossed. “Why are you mad at me? I should be the one angry with you for letting that little trollop sit on your lap.”
Paul finally looked at her, his blue eyes narrowed with anger. “That’s a hoot. You’re angry at me for a woman sitting on my lap.”
“Excuse me?” Lilly gaped at him, her heart beating fast.
“Do you think I’m blind, Lilly? Do you think I didn’t see you throw yourself at Sleeping Bear?” Paul jammed his hands into his pockets. “To think I trusted you, but you never cared about me. All you wanted was to use me as part of your little adventure out west. I should have known you were no different than those bitches back east.”
Lilly stumbled from the anger in his words. “How dare you call me that?” She took a step toward him, her hands curled into fists and shaking with the effort of not hitting him. “I didn’t throw myself at anyone! What is wrong with you, Paul?” She tried to grab his arm, but he shook her off and stepped back.
“Don’t touch me. I saw him kissing your neck before you entered the teepee and then you threw yourself at him.”
“I did no such thing! You were the one with the woman snuggling on your lap, but you accuse me of letting a stranger take liberties. This is rich, coming from the man whose mistress threatened my life. Or is this really about something else?” Lilly regretted the words before she even finished saying them, but she wanted Paul to hurt as much as he was hurting her. “Is the real reason you’re mad because I gave the land to someone else? That you didn’t get it?”
Paul’s face rocked back as if she’d slapped him. “How dare you?”
“No, how dare you! Don’t you ever speak to me again, Paul McGregor. I see how subject and fleeting your ideas of love and faith are. I will never trust you again.” His face grew tight and pale with each word and she hoped he was hurting as much as she was. “You’re a cold-hearted bastard. I hope you live a long life and regret this day every second of it.”
Lilly ran to the fire, where Corina wrapped her in a hug and led her back to the teepee.
“I don’t know what happened, but a heart as kind and generous as yours deserves better. The nerve of that man, flaunting Summer Storm in front of you like that.” Corina ran a soothing hand down her back. “For what it’s worth, what you just did in there was one of the most honorable things I’ve ever seen. Don’t let him take that away from you.”
Lilly continued to sob as her heart broke, unable to think past the pain. She fell asleep wrapped in a soft buffalo skin blanket, while Corina sang Irish lullabies and stroked her head.

 ***

Paul’s head jerked at the sound of footsteps, hoping it was Lilly. Instead, he saw Sleeping Bear coming at him with a thunderous expression on his face. Good. That was just the person Paul wanted to pound into the dirt.
The brave started to open his mouth, and Paul swung at him. To his great surprise, Sleeping Bear caught his punch and twisted his arm behind his back. He grunted in pain.
 “Why did you make her cry?”
“I saw you kissing her before you came into the tent,” he growled in a low and furious voice as he struggled against the bigger man.
“You saw nothing.” Sleeping Bear emphasized his words by jerking his arm into an even more uncomfortable angle. “You are a worthless man who does not deserve the love of such a woman. It’s pathetic how little trust you have in her.” Sleeping Bear shoved him away. “I was going to respect your claim on her heart, but if you have this little respect for her, you deserve to lose her.”
Paul rubbed his sore shoulder. “Lies! How is kissing her behind my back respecting my claim? You seduced that land out of her.”
Sleeping Bear considered him, crossing his muscled arms over his chest. “I did not kiss her. I gave her words of encouragement before she did a selfless act to help my people. Funny how the land is more important to you than the woman.”
Lunging at Sleeping Bear again, Paul found himself in the dirt glaring up at the big Comanche. If he weren’t so furious, he’d have been impressed at the man’s fighting skills.
He slumped as a new ache was added to his bruised heart. He was so sure of what he’d seen. How could he have been wrong? Summer Storm said that Lilly and Sleeping Bear went off by themselves today for a long time. What else could they have been doing?
Sleeping Bear continued, “I will kiss Lilly. And when I do, I want you to know it’s because of your own actions.”
Paul lurched to his feet to go after Sleeping Bear again, but the elders began to come out of the council teepee. Many sets of dark eyes sized him up.
Hands jammed into his pockets, he stomped back to his teepee. Lying back on his buffalo skin, he stared at the smoke hole and replayed the confusion and hurt on Lilly’s face, torturing himself with her final words of dismissal.
All of his plans and hard work were gone because of his stupid temper. Somehow, he needed to make it right.



Chapter Twelve
 Negotiations

Lilly stood before the tribal council, with Corina on one side of her and Morning Hawk and Sleeping Bear on the other. She was glad she couldn’t look in a mirror this morning. Her eyes felt swollen and dry, and her heart filled her chest with a cold ache. Her mind kept skipping back to Paul’s words, each one a slice to her soul. She was so stupid. Why did she continue to trust people blindly? She wasn’t going to make that mistake again, and she was never going to give Paul McGregor the chance to hurt her any more.
Smart Coyote spoke to her, the deep lines in his face highlighted by the morning sun coming through the smoke hole. “Lilly, here are our terms. We will accept your offer on two conditions.”
She nodded, focusing her mind on the present. This was more important than her bruised heart.
“You will be responsible for the trade post, but we want one of the People to be there on behalf of the tribe. He will have access to all of the records, and will have a say in how the business is run. We will allow a school to be built, but there will be two teachers. One will be a teacher of your choice, and the other will be a teacher of our choice. They will both be equal, and must work together for the good of the children. If either teacher cannot work with the other, a replacement will be found. We will winter in the area of the school, but in summer, we must follow the buffalo.”
She thought this over carefully. The land she would provide them was far from town and contained their ancestral burial grounds. The trade post would be accessible to wagon, but not close enough to cause the ire of the people of Caldwell. She wondered who she could get as a teacher, whom she could find that would honor Comanche ways and treat them in a fair manner. A next-to- impossible task, but surely God would provide if this was indeed his will.
“I agree with your terms. Who will be coming with me to Caldwell to sign the lease on the land?”
“Sleeping Bear has volunteered. He has experience with the white man’s cities.” Smart Coyote nodded to Sleeping Bear, who bowed his head in response.
She glanced at him with tired eyes. He turned his head slightly and winked.
“I will need some samples of your craftsmanship to take back East with me. Not too much, enough to fit on a travois.”
Corina cleared her throat. “May I take Lilly for some breakfast while you decide what should be sent with her? She needs to get home before her people worry about her and send out a search party.”
Smart Coyote held her gaze and even as distracted as she was, she shivered at the power there. This was a commanding man who demanded respect. “Be ready to leave after your meal. You carry the honor of the Comanche with you. Remember that.”
She smiled softly at the Peace Chief. “I will always protect your honor as if it were my own.”
Smart Coyote held her gaze, then turned back to the grey-haired man at his side, speaking swiftly.
Corina threw an arm around her shoulders as they left the tent, with Morning Hawk and Sleeping Bear following close behind. “You are amazing. I am so proud of you. The good that you are doing for my people...if this works, you will save many lives. Even if you never sell a single dress, the return of our burial grounds means more to us than you will ever know.”
She squeezed Corina’s hand. “Thank you, but save the praise for when I get this up and running. I still need to go back East and convince my family to sell your merchandise in their stores.”
A sharp pain shot through her body and settled into a sick ache in her stomach. Paul stood at the entrance to Corina’s teepee, waiting for her. He looked like hell, and she was glad.
“Lilly, I need to talk to you. Please?” he asked in a quiet voice.
Corina gave her a searching look, then went into the teepee, followed by Morning Hawk. Sleeping Bear stayed beside her, a big, comforting presence.
“I have nothing to say to you, Mr. McGregor. And I will thank you not to use my name in such a familiar fashion. To you, I am Miss Brooks.” Her heart ached with every word. Even now, she flinched at the pain that deepened on his face.
“Lilly, please—”
He tried to place a hand on her arm. She jerked away and stood on the other side of Sleeping Bear. “Don’t touch me. I’ve had enough of your vile accusations. A true gentleman would never accuse me of the foul things that you did. If I never hear your voice again, I will die a happy woman.”
Paul dropped his eyes to the ground. His fists opened and closed at his side.
Sleeping Bear rumbled, “We need to have our first meal and I need to speak with Sun Eagle so we can get you home before dark.”
“Home. Yes, I want to go home.” She went into Corina’s tent with Sleeping Bear following a step behind her.


Storm whickered happily as he nuzzled her cheek. The vast sky turned purple and pink as the sun set. It was time to make camp before it got too dark. They had a much later start than she’d anticipated. The women of the tribe argued about whose goods got to go with Lilly, and wanted to tell her about the techniques that went into each piece.
Paul didn’t speak to her unless necessary, and even though she had been the one to demand their silence, it still hurt. Sleeping Bear talked to her for most of the trip. He told amusing stories of growing up with his tribe, and tales of his deeds as a warrior. He made it easier to ignore Paul, but Paul was always there, riding just behind the horse pulling the travois instead of next to her. She could feel his eyes on her back, and her shoulders were stiff from flinching under his imagined gaze.
The sun was on the edge of setting over the prairie. It painted the sky in bold strokes of gold now in addition to the pink and purple. The men gathered tinder for a fire while she brought some provisions out of the packs. Her dark-brown dress was in her saddlebag, along with her gun and compass. It seemed like years ago that she had left Caldwell, not days. She was a different person now, changed by the suffering of the Comanche people and by the pain in her own heart.
After a meal of buffalo jerky and dried fruit, Sleeping Bear rolled out his fur near hers. Paul placed his on her other side, but further away. The two men were separated by the large fire, and the horses were tied to a small stand of trees. Paul watched her constantly, his eyes following her every move. It made her uncomfortable, and she found herself turning to Sleeping Bear for distraction.
As she settled down into the warm fur, her eyes wandered over to Sleeping Bear and she yelped. He was naked, turned away from her as he stretched, a magnificent example of the male physique. The image of his hard, muscled body with its taut, bronze skin burned into her memory. Her eyes were still pressed shut when she heard the low rumble of Sleeping Bear’s laughter. “My apologies, Lilly. I forgot you are not used to the ways of warrior men.”
“You could have warned me!” 
“What fun would that be?”
She grumbled, and thought she heard a growl from Paul. Opening her eyes a slit, she saw him stand and begin to take off his hat and reach for the buckle of his belt. He watched her as he did this, but she was sure he couldn’t see that her eyes were open the littlest bit. At least that’s what she was going to believe.
Paul began to unbutton his shirt, revealing the hard planes of his stomach, and the jutting bone of the top of his hips. He pulled his boots and socks off next, the firelight dancing over the bunching muscles of his back.
From her other side, Sleeping Bear gave a soft groan as he settled into his furs. One hand reached out to tickle her foot, and she kicked it away. Paul glanced over when she moved, and held her gaze. She forgot to pretend to be asleep. He unbuttoned the top of his jeans, and slowly undid the buttons of his fly. God, he was magnificent, every muscle defined by hard work and endurance, his skin bronzed by the sun.
Why did she have to fall in love with such an arrogant bastard?
Sleeping Bear reached out again, slowly tracing the line of her foot with his finger. She didn’t dare move, afraid if she did, it would break the spell that Paul was weaving with his body. As Paul started to lower his jeans, Sleeping Bear stroked the arch of her foot, around her ankle, and over her calf. She bit her tongue to keep from sighing. Her sight was totally focused on Paul, but the sensation of Sleeping Bear stroking her skin added another dimension to the forbidden pleasure of Paul’s body.
Paul turned his back as he lowered first his pants, then his drawers, depriving her of the sight of his shaft. Without looking back at her, he lay on his bed, covering himself partially with a buffalo skin. At her feet, a warm mouth replaced the hand, licking along the top of her foot, to her ankle. She squeaked in shock as her pussy clenched with need. She kicked Sleeping Bear’s warm hand away. He laughed and rolled onto his side, saying something in Comanche in a low voice.
With a huff, she flopped back into her bed, the soft flesh between her thighs aching with desire. She rubbed her legs together, pressing on her pussy and increasing the sensation. Heat flashed through her body as she remembered Paul’s lips on her flesh, combined with the recent feeling of Sleeping Bear’s warm mouth on her foot. After a few minutes, Sleeping Bear’s breath evened out, and Paul’s back remained to her. The shadows danced over the hard ridge of muscles of his shoulders, and she remembered how it felt to run her hands over all that male strength.
Slowly, she lowered her hand between her legs and through the slit in the buckskin breeches. The ache was fierce as she gazed at Paul’s back. She thought of how he moved underneath her hands, the way his tongue divided her moist flesh and sucked on her. Tentatively, she stroked a hand over her center, biting her tongue to hold back a moan. Another finger joined the first, and she explored her wet heat. Parting her thighs slightly for better access, she froze as Sleeping Bear shifted. She continued when there were no further sounds.
Eyes locked on Paul’s back, she scooted the dress higher, darting a glance over at Sleeping Bear. His eyes were closed and his breath was even. Feeling bold, she dipped a finger into her wetness beneath the blanket and spread it over her hard clit. Her eyes fluttered shut, back arching a bit as she tried to keep still. Images flashed through her mind in a heated succession. Paul squeezing her nipple, Paul licking her neck, Paul nipping her breast, and the warm light that filled Paul’s eyes when he held her close.
The pressure and ache began to build to an unbearable level. She tried to mimic the rhythm of Paul’s tongue, slick fingers moving back and forth over her flesh. She swallowed another groan, eyes shut tight as she pinched her nipple through her dress. Parting her legs wider, she sought her release, her thoughts filled with Paul. Her swollen flesh felt so hot beneath her fingers, and her blood pounded in her ears. She covered her mouth. Her breath came out in a ragged groan, her body contracting with rhythmic convulsions against her hand.
Her heart beat a rapid tempo in her ears as the waves of pleasure slowly decreased. The first thing she became aware of was a lack of any breathing other than her own rough pants. She didn’t dare move, afraid of what she suspected.
Trying to appear as if she were deep asleep, she rolled over. Paul was staring at her and stroking himself beneath his blanket. His face tightened as he saw her watching and his lips parted in a gasp. His lids half lowered and his chest and shoulders became impossibly tight as he shuddered. From her other side came a low, fluid groan in Comanche. 
She hid her head underneath the blanket, mortified, but curious. She peeked out again and Paul winked at her as he rolled over and turned his back. She had to suppress a giggle. She leaned over and looked at Sleeping Bear. He was on his side, wiping off his stomach with a rag. He saw her staring and slowed his hand, trailing it down his stomach toward his manhood.
That was enough for her. She ducked back under her blanket and fell asleep, smothering her treacherous giggles against the buffalo fur.



Chapter Thirteen
 Sampson and Estrella

Licking the last of the oatmeal off her spoon, Lilly darted a glance at Sleeping Bear and Paul. They watched her with an undivided attention that was getting on her nerves. She placed the spoon back into the bowl with an audible swallow, smoothing the buckskin dress over her leggings.
“Sleeping Bear, are we ready to go?” She kept her eyes on the north. They were still a three-hour ride from town.
“Yes, Lilly, we are ready.” Sleeping Bear made a point of calling her Lilly each time he spoke to her, ever since she had forbidden Paul to use her first name.
Patting Storm on his hindquarters, she blew a strand of hair off her forehead and ignored Paul’s silent offer of a hand. Turning her back on him she said, “Sleeping Bear, can you give me a leg up, please?”
She could practically feel the blast of anger from Paul wash over her like a cold wind. Sleeping Bear strode over, the early morning light catching the faint hints of red in his long hair. Her mouth went dry as he held her gaze and knelt before her, his face level with her hips. She mounted as quickly as she could, completely unsettled by the desire in those dark eyes. When Paul looked at her like that, she found herself drowning in heat. When Sleeping Bear looked at her like that, she felt uncomfortable. While she couldn’t deny Sleeping Bear’s good looks or natural charisma, he just didn’t evoke the same feelings in her heart that Paul did. Obviously her heart had bad taste in men.
Her scandalous behavior didn’t change her feelings for Paul. She was still mad as hell at him. He pulled his horse next to hers, but she urged Storm ahead, leaving him behind. Her heart hurt to look at him, and she had no idea how she was going to handle being back in Caldwell with him.
Maybe she should just sell her land and go back to Connecticut.
No, she wasn’t going to give up on her dreams because of one man. If worst came to worst, she would live out at the trade post and teach at the school there. Then she could continue to live in this beautiful land without the memory of Paul haunting her. Not to mention she’d be far away from Lee Krisp and his men. The thought of Hank’s stench as he ripped her from Storm’s back sent a shudder of fear through her. Images of all the horrible things they could have done to her tried to invade her thoughts, but she pushed them away and concentrated on Paul’s back as he rode in front of her. Oddly enough, just looking at him made her feel safe.
Sleeping Bear rode next to her. He wore a pair of indigo-blue chambray pants and a cardinal-red button down shirt with a brown leather vest. His hair fell in a thick sheaf over his shoulders, and small decorative braid hung down his back. He presented an even bigger problem. Lilly was responsible for him now, as odd as that seemed. He had left his tribe to help her get the trading post started, and she owed him.
While he was amazingly handsome and kind, he wasn’t Paul. It wouldn’t be fair to lead him on when she didn’t intend to return his affection in a way he deserved.
“Sleeping Bear,” she turned and kept her voice low. “I want to thank you for coming with me. I will do everything I can to make your stay as easy as possible. But, I do not have the same feelings for you that you have for me.”
He rode next to her in silence, the prairie slowly fading into trees as the sun rose higher in the sky. “I know your heart belongs to Paul.” He gave her a searching look. “Given time, I believe I could change that.”
She fiddled with Storm’s reins. “I don’t think so.” She sneaked a peek at him. He was staring straight ahead. “Besides, don’t you need to find the pale-eyed woman that is going to save you?’
He smiled slightly, a breeze blowing back his long hair. “I do, and she needs me. If you will not have me in your heart, can we at least share a bed?”
Her jaw dropped as she stared at him. “I...uh...I don’t think....”
He gave her a devilish grin. “You don’t intend on making me sleep on the floor of your cottage, do you?” He reached across and gently closed her mouth with a finger. “Just consider it, Lilly. I would love to have you make the noises you did last night from underneath me.”
Heat flooded her face as embarrassment made her palms sweat. Jerking Storm’s reins, she pulled back and let him ride ahead while she tried to banish his wicked words from her mind.

 ***

They arrived at Paul’s ranch first. A loud whoop echoed from the stables as they came up the road to the front of the compound. Owen and Mark ran out, their hats flying off their heads while they yelled and whistled.
Mark reached them first and grabbed Storm’s reins. “Miss Brooks, you look like an Indian!”
Owen yelled, “Paul!” The look of relief on his face made a lump rise in her throat.
They all dismounted, and she groaned as her sore legs had to support her weight. She was unprepared for Mark lifting her up and twirling her around in a circle. “Miss Brooks, we were so worried about you. Are you all right? What’s on the sled? Who’s the Indian with you? He sure is big. Where’d you get that dress?”
She laughed and thumped him on his shoulder. At sixteen, he was almost as big as Paul. “Put me down, you oversized puppy.”
Mark lowered her to the ground as Rufus came running out of the main house. “Paul! We were about to come looking for you! What happened?”
Paul looked up from hugging Owen and reached out to grab Rufus in a back-smacking embrace. She glanced over at Sleeping Bear. He watched all of this with an impassive face. Feeling bad for him, she moved to his side. She knew what it felt like to be the stranger in a new place.
“We have some news for you Rufus, but let’s get inside first. Miss Brooks has been through a lot.” Paul did not look at her as he spoke.
Sleeping Bear gave her a hand as she hauled herself back into Storm’s saddle. “I am afraid I’ll have to speak with you later, Rufus. I need to change my clothes and check on my property. Thank you for taking care of the horses while I was gone.”
Paul looked over at her, his eyes full of hurt, before he turned his back again.
“Miss Brooks, please stay,” Owen begged, patting Storm’s neck.
“I’ll see you soon, Owen.”
She quickly turned Storm and headed for home. The sound of pounding hooves came up behind her and her breath caught it her throat as she spun in her saddle. It was Sleeping Bear.
Disappointment stung her wounded heart even though she wasn’t surprised Paul didn’t come after her. She’d made it plain enough in every way she could that their relationship was over. It didn’t help that her heart ached like a wound in her chest.
“I’m coming with you. If what Paul said is true, Lee Krisp could have more of his men waiting for you at your cabin.”
“Oh, I didn’t even think of that. Thank you.” With Paul dominating every thought, she had forgotten about Krisp. Cursing her heart, she pushed Paul out of her mind and concentrated on the very real threat Mr. Krisp brought to bear.
They rode in silence, following the wheel ruts to her property.
Turning to watch her, he said, “Paul must be proud to have such strong and healthy sons.”
“Owen and Mark aren’t his sons, they’re his brothers. Their parents died in a stage coach robbery three years ago. Paul is raising them now.”
“The young one, he seems very fond of you.”
She smiled, and then her heart sank again. The only time she would see Owen and Mark in the future was at school. If Paul continued to let them attend. “Yes, Owen is fond of me.”
The road curved around the bend, and she saw her house, surrounded by walnut trees, in the distance. Her shoulders eased a bit. It was amazing how quickly this had become home. “There it is. My log cabin.” A wagon sat next to the corral, and her linens were flapping in the breeze.
“Whose wagon is that?’
“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure whoever it is, they don’t mean harm. Most people don’t wash your sheets for you before they kill you.”
He chuckled, but urged his horse in front of hers. They rode along the side of the cabin, but there was no sign of anyone. She felt a rill of fear creep up her spine when they rounded the side of the porch. Nothing moved in the yard, other than Sage in her corral. The front door stood wide open.
A long, mournful howl filled the air. It took her a moment to identify the haunting sound. Her first thought had been of a ghost wailing in torment. The sound broke the calm air again, and this time the despondent sound was followed by a girl shouting, “Oh, stop complaining already, Sampson. You smell!”
She dismounted and motioned for Sleeping Bear to be quiet. They sneaked down to the creek and she had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing. Maggie stood in the water, up to her elbows in suds, and a very unhappy Sampson tried to wriggle out of her grasp with a mournful expression on his droopy face.
“I don’t think there’s enough soap in the world for that dog not to stink,” Lilly teased with a smirk.
“Miss Brooks!” Maggie shouted in delight. When Sampson lunged away and shook soap all over her before running down the creek, she uttered a curse young ladies weren’t supposed to know. “Stupid dog!” Maggie shook a bubble-covered fist at his retreating figure.
Lilly grabbed her sides and laughed until tears ran down her cheeks. “I thought that was my nickname for him. What are you doing here, Maggie?”
“Mr. McGregor’s housekeeper told my mother what had happened. I didn’t want you to come back to a dirty house, so I came one day early to clean.” Maggie kept casting glances at Sleeping Bear, who stood quietly behind Lilly. “Sampson must have spent the night on your bed, ’cause your pillows and sheets were covered in mud and dog fur. I washed them the best I could, but your mattress is going to need to air out. I think he got sprayed by a skunk.”
Lilly groaned, then yelled. “You better run, you stupid dog. If I catch you, I’m going to skin you and make a dress.”
Sleeping Bear coughed behind her and Lilly gave him an impish grin. “Sleeping Bear, may I present Miss Margaret Smith? She’s a student of mine and the mayor’s eldest daughter. Margaret, please meet Sleeping Bear of the Comanche Tribe. He is the son of Cold Moon and my esteemed friend.”
“I am pleased to meet you, Miss Margaret Smith.” Sleeping Bear rumbled.
Maggie blushed to the roots of her strawberry-blonde hair, climbing out of the creek and trying to smooth her dress and brush the soap off. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Bear.”
Sleeping Bear raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything more. He picked up the wash bucket and followed behind Lilly and Maggie as they strolled back to the house. As the sun set over the walnut trees, the air began to cool to a chilly autumn night.
“Lilly, I’m going to tend to the horses and unpack the travois.” He set the bucket down against the edge of the porch and led the horse with the goods into the barn.
Maggie whispered while they climbed the front steps. “Miss Brooks, why are you in an Indian dress?”
“It’s a long story, Maggie, and right now I’m tired.” Lilly pinched her nose and backed out of the cabin. “You weren’t kidding. Did Sampson kill a dozen skunks in there?”
“I know.” Maggie made a sour face. “You should have smelled it this morning. It ought to be gone by tomorrow, but you might want to sleep on your porch tonight.”
The thought of spending one more night without a decent bed made Lilly want to scream. “Go on home now, Maggie. Thank you for your help. I’m going to add an extra nickel to your wages this week for stupid-dog washing.”
Maggie cupped her hands over her mouth and giggled. “You should be able to run in and grab some clothes, Miss Brooks. I don’t think you want to wear that dress into town. Some folks won’t take too kindly to it.”
Lilly sighed and ran a hand down the soft buckskin. “I’m excited for clean clothes, but this is really comfortable.”
“You look very pretty in that Indian dress, it’s so beautiful. I wish my mother would let me wear one,” Maggie confided in daring tone of voice.
Boards creaked as Sleeping Bear started up the steps behind them, and Maggie gave him a shy glance as she ran to her wagon. With a wave, she rode off down the gravel drive.
“Where are you going to sleep tonight?” he asked, stepping into her personal space.
She quirked a brow and stepped back. “I’m going to change, and then I plan on staying at the Southwestern Hotel in town. Would you care to join me?”
“In your bed at the hotel?”
She stared at him then cleared her throat and lifted her chin. “No. I’d get you your own room.”
“I will stay here. Not everyone is as accepting of the Comanche as you are, Lilly.” The way he said her name was like a caress. He watched her face carefully, his eyes lingering on her lips.
“Oh, well then, all right.” She was not running away, she told herself. She just had to dash through the house to get her things before the smell of the skunk sank into her clothes. Yep, that’s what she was doing.

 ***

Paul slumped across from Rufus, drowning his sorrows at the Gilded Rose. A large stage sat at the back of the saloon, and two young women in flouncy black-and-green dresses were doing a lively dance to the fiddle music. The cowboys at the bar and the scattered tables roared their appreciation when the women turned around and flipped up their skirts, revealing ruffled black bloomers.
The saloon was packed to the rafters. Caldwell was the first stop on the cattle trail, on the way to the slaughterhouses in Kansas City. Following a month with no civilization, the cowboys wanted to enjoy the company of women and whiskey, and the saloons were more than happy to provide both. Further down the street stood the cribs, but Paul stayed away from them. The women there smiled as men went past, but their eyes, no matter how pretty, were devoid of light and life.
Not like Lilly’s lovely green eyes. They told the story of whatever she was feeling.
He took another swig of his beer, brushing off a questioning female arm. Normally he didn’t mind having a pretty dancer on his knee, but not tonight.
“So you ready to tell me why Lilly went home with that big Indian ’stead of you?” Rufus watched the stage as a new performer came on, a lovely little French woman with a voice like an angel.
“No.” He wasn’t going to admit what an ass he’d made of himself. At least not without a few more shots to soothe his wounded heart.
Rufus sucked his teeth and poured more whiskey. “Gutsy plan of hers, that trading post. I’m not the biggest fan of the Comanche, but if what you say about them starving is true, I hope it works.”
Paul nodded, looking at the bubbles of the beer crawling up the sides of the glass. He was trying to get up the courage to go to Lilly’s house and beg her forgiveness. Thoughts of finding her in Sleeping Bear’s arms tortured him, and he hadn’t figured out what to say yet. She was so angry with him, but he knew she still wanted him. Maybe he could use that to get her to listen. 
“Paul,” a warm voice purred into his ear. “You haven’t been to see me lately.”
Estrella sashayed into his view and gave him a smirk. Here was a woman who wanted him, who wouldn’t tell him no. Too bad he didn’t want her in return.
“I’ve been busy.” He returned to watching the bubbles crawl. The amber color of the beer was a few shades darker than Lilly’s hair.
Estrella dropped the sensual purr and leaned down into Paul’s face, putting a coquettish smile on her face for the crowd that was always watching her. “I’ve heard some bad things about your blond puta.” She ignored Paul’s snarl and continued. “A few cowboys were in here yesterday, talking about getting a job with Lee Krisp. Said he was expanding his cattle empire with the Brooks land pretty soon.”
Paul shoved his chair away from the table, his hand reaching for his gun. Estrella flounced down into his lap in a flurry of purple petticoats, forcing him back into his seat. “Now cariño,” she squealed loudly. “You know I don’t drink before I sing.”
Paul growled and tried to shift her, but she held onto his neck with surprising strength. “Listen to me, you idiot,” she whispered through her smile. “If you go gunning after him, you’ll die. There is no way you’ll make it past all his men. You need to get her out of town. I’ll see what I can find out while you’re gone.”
Rufus leaned over the table, enjoying the view of Estrella’s cleavage. “Why you telling us this?”
Her smile turned icy. “Even though Paul is a bastard, I don’t want him or that blonde dead. And that’s what will happen if he tries to get between Lee and that land.” Her eyes darkened with pain and the flirty smile fell from her lips. “No one should have to face living the rest of their life without their beloved.”
Rufus had the good grace to look chagrined and his ears turned red. Estrella gave Paul a big kiss on the cheek. “Have to go, cariño? Take my advice and get the hell out of town.”
Estrella was right. He had to go with Lilly when she headed East. He’d like to keep her at his ranch, but since she was the one Krisp wanted, trouble was going to follow her wherever she went. And if he stayed in town, Lee would come after him and he couldn’t protect all of his family all the time. Better to get both of them out of the area. Rufus and the hired men would make sure the ranch and his brothers were well taken care of. Lee was going to lose his mind when he found out about the lease to the Comanche. He was just glad the documents hadn’t been signed yet.
Glancing up at Estrella, he felt guilt mix in with the sorrow over the loss of Lilly—or rather, Lilly’s land. Yeah, he was feeling rotten because of the loss of the land. Not the beautiful woman whose compassion and strength stunned him. A woman whose affection was more than he deserved.
Feeling lower than dirt, he spoke honestly. “Estrella, I’m sorry I hurt you.” 
Her false smile wilted for a moment. “Don’t worry, Paul. I’ve survived pain like you could never imagine.”
She blew them both a kiss as she sashayed across the floor, the eye of every man following the roll of her hips. The piano player began to belt out a bawdy tune, and Estrella’s deliciously husky voice filled the rafters.
Rufus sighed and rubbed a hand through his beard. “That woman could make a priest sweat. What’re you gonna to do?”
Ignoring him, Paul began to plan. Scanning the room, he found the owner of the general store balancing a pretty dancer on his knee. What he was about to do was low-down and dirty, but it had to be done. 
He tried to tell himself that he would break it off when they got back from the East. First they would visit her family, and then to his sister’s to pick up the breeding stock she was holding for him. Once they got back and she signed the deed over, he would do what he had to in order to make her never want to see him again. The thought made him sick, but he pushed back the pain and tried to convince himself he was doing the only thing he could.
Paul, stunned, watched a familiar head of golden curls enter the hotel across the street. He slammed the rest of his beer and tossed a coin at a bewildered Rufus. Making his way through the crowded saloon, he leaned down to whisper into the ear of the shopkeeper.



Chapter Fourteen
 Bubble and Squeak

Lilly increased the flame on the cut-glass oil lamp next to the bed. Her hair was still damp from her long and luxurious soak. A white robe provided by the hotel lay on the violet comforter of the large brass-framed bed. She had splurged and rented one of the South Western’s best rooms and a big soaking tub of warm water. The air smelled like the honeysuckle bath salts.
Stretching out on the bed, she wiggled her water-wrinkled toes over the brocade comforter. The occasional muted shout and loud laughter came from the street outside, but the noise was easy to ignore. A hearty fire snapped in the grey marble fireplace and warmed the room against the chill of an early fall night. The light of the fire was partially blocked by the large metal tub in front of it, with steam still rising from the water.
She was trying to live in the moment. To relish being alive, comfortable, and safe. Paul, however, refused to stay out of her mind. Thoughts of him kept intruding upon her relaxation. What was he doing right now? Was he at home on his ranch? Was he thinking about her? Did it matter?
Disgusted with herself, she grabbed the room service menu and scanned the list for something to eat.
A knock at the door drew her attention away from what kind of steak she wanted. Her first impulse was to open the door, but fear froze her in place. What if it was Hank, come back to finish his dirty work? She stood there with her hand on the cool brass doorknob and hesitated.
“Miss Brooks, its Paul McGregor. Please open the door. I have something important to tell you.” At the sound of his voice, her treacherous body sent a quick flash of heat through her stomach and into her pussy.
Running back to the bed, she flopped down and put a pillow over her head. Maybe she could pretend she wasn’t there.
“I know you’re in there. I saw your name and room number on the registration.”
With a muttered curse, she slammed the pillow back on the bed and marched over to the door. Fumbling with the lock, she jerked the heavy door open and glared at him. Clean tan pants clung to his long legs and hips. The top two buttons of his golden cotton shirt hung open beneath his black leather vest. His eyes, intense to the point of distraction, pinned her to the spot.
She cleared her throat and clutched at the robe. “What do you want, Mr. McGregor?”
He twitched his lips and brushed past her into the room, kicking the door shut behind him.
She squeaked and backed away, putting the bed between them. “I didn’t say you could come in, Mr. McGregor. You can tell me whatever you need to in the morning. I’m tired and in need my sleep.”
He took off his black Stetson and tossed it in the corner. His dark hair shone in the subdued light of the fireplace. “Why are you here?”
“That stupid dog got sprayed by a skunk and stunk up my cabin.” She drew her shoulders back and lifted her nose, giving him a superior glare. She imagined it was ruined by the wet mass of curls that came out of their loose bun and fell in her face.
His lips twitched again, and he began to move around the edge of the bed. “Where is Sleeping Bear?”
His rough fingers trailed over the brass frame as he stalked toward her. Hormones purring in anticipation of his touch, she tried to rally her flagging resistance. “I really don’t think that’s any of your business, Mr. McGregor. You need to leave.”
“Not here. Good.” He was on her side of the bed now and she darted a glance around the room. There was nowhere to run.
He moved against her, a long hard line of muscle that radiated heat even through her robe. She could smell the beer on his breath and the hint of smoke in his hair.
“You’ve been drinking! Mr. McGregor, if you don’t leave this room right now, I’ll be forced to have the hotel kick you out.” She rushed past him and he moved to block the door with his arms crossed over his broad chest.
“No.”
“No? Who do you think you are to tell me no? This is my room!” The metal tub stood between them now. She tried to keep her robe closed as it flapped open over her legs.
“No, I’m not leaving.” He pursued her, pulling off his leather vest and beginning to unbutton his shirt. She licked her lips in a nervous gesture. “I don’t like you anymore, Paul. Can’t you understand that?” The lie hung in the air between them and even she didn’t believe it.
“No.” He slowly unbuttoned his shirt, revealing one inch of hard flesh at a time until the shirt hung fully open, revealing the cut sections of his abs and the hard mass of his pectorals. She froze and stared at the solid wall of muscle that was his chest. His hard nipples, tight and tempting, begged to be licked.
She backed away and found herself trapped between the nightstand and the wall. He closed the distance between them with a long stride and placed his hands on either side of her. She wanted him more than she had ever wanted anything in the world.
He slowly leaned toward her, the smell of beer and his masculine scent seducing her. Heat filled her core as her treacherous hands ran up his rib cage and over the top of his ridged stomach. His skin was so smooth, stretched over the hard muscle.
He watched her as she explored him, keeping his big arms flexed on either side of her. “You’re right, Lilly. You don’t like me.”
Before she could say anything else, he leaned in and whispered against her lips. “You love me.”
He captured her mouth, silencing any lies before they were born. Savagely he claimed her, his tongue seeking the warmth inside her mouth. With a groan, she opened to him. She cursed herself for her surrender, helpless to resist his seduction.
He moved his hands from the wall and opened the edges of her robe, revealing her breasts and rock hard nipples. “I’ve been waiting so long to see you like this.” He kissed his way down her neck. Love, warm and healing, rushed through her at his tender touch and she tried to remember why it was a bad thing.
“Don’t call me Lilly,” she managed to gasp out, knotting her hands in his hair.
He chuckled against her skin, and he took her breast in one hand. “So nice. Pink velvet,” he murmured gently against her nipple. She sagged against the wall as his mouth finally claimed her burning flesh. The sensation was amazing as he sucked on the pert tip, making the sensitive bud swell and harden between his teeth.
A low growl purred out from between his lips as he switched his attention to the other breast and circled the pink areola with his tongue. Big hands pressed her breasts together to lick from nipple to nipple. She ran her hands over his face, tracing over his lips where they connected with her flesh. He growled and tightened his grip. “Take off your robe, Miss Brooks.”
She shivered against his lips. A shoulder was revealed and she let the robe slide to her feet. He rewarded her with a hard bite on her nipple, moisture flooding the sweet heat between her legs. He stepped back, looking at her displayed against the wall. His eyes were dark with passion and his breath came out in short pants. Despite the savage need in his expression, his eyes softened and she saw her love reflected in them, strong and pure.
“You are the most stunning thing I’ve ever seen. Come here.”
Taking a deep breath, she tried to gain control of her raging hormones. If anyone found out he was alone with her in her hotel room, she could lose her position as a teacher. She lifted her chin and tried to push him away, only it seemed more like a caress than a shove. “I believe it’s time for you to leave, Mr. McGregor. I’m going to bed now and I could lose my job if anyone knew you were here. Please make sure the hallway is empty before you leave. Good night.”
Her stomach hardened into a knot at the thought of sending him away, and she blinked back tears. Really, this was for the best. If he stayed any longer, she wouldn’t be able to resist the pleasure and comfort of his embrace, his touch that she so desperately needed.
He ran his thumb over her lower lip. “No one saw me come up. I waited until the lobby was empty before finding out your room, and I made sure no one saw me come in. You’re the only one who knows I’m here. And I don’t give a damn about anyone’s opinion of me but yours. Please, let me stay and prove to you how sorry I am. I’m miserable without you.”
His words lifted her heart and she took a deep breath that seemed to fill her body all the way to her toes. She traced her nails down his stomach, delighting in how his muscles jumped beneath her touch. When she reached his belt, she hesitated, tracing her nail along the edge of his pants, feeling him tense against her and minutely shift his hips forward. She looked up at him with the most innocent expression she could manage.
“Lock the door on your way out.”
His stunned expression almost made her laugh, and she ducked out from under his arms and stretched, running her fingers through her damp hair and giving him a good view of her backside. The muttered oath he gave sent heat boiling through her blood. This was wrong. She shouldn’t be doing this. A proper lady would have kicked him out long ago. But right now, she didn’t care. All she cared about, all she wanted was the rough cowboy at her back. She sauntered over to the bed, rolling her hips and filled with delicious tension. It wasn’t a matter of if he would strike, but when.
Rough hands gripped her ribcage and she was tossed on the bed, eliciting a giggle. She started to flip over, but he pinned her to the mattress with his hands. “If you try to move, I’ll just tie you up.”
He sighed against her neck and pressed the warm skin of his chest against her back. “Your bottom is as sweet as a peach. I think I’ll have a taste.”
A hiss passed her lips as he slowly licked his way over her back. The slight stubble of his beard against her skin made goose bumps rise up her back. His strong hands continued to hold her unresisting arms to the bedspread, trailing past her shoulders as he reached the silken curves of her backside. She yelped as he rubbed his cheek over her curves, and purred as he licked the base of her spine. “Get on your hands and knees for me.”
She gave him a questioning peek over her shoulder. He raised his eyebrows and placed a long, wet lick along the cleft of her buttocks. Desire tightened her stomach and her eyes fluttered closed. He pulled her hips up with his hands, exposing her most intimate parts to his gaze.
He wet his finger and slowly slid the rough skin over her heat. “I’ve dreamed of you so many times. Slick and needy with that look of passion on your face. Open to me, waiting to be feasted on, wet and silky in the firelight. You’re so beautiful.”
She shuddered at the intimacy of his words, the trust it took to show herself to him. He rewarded her with his hand, lightly scissoring his fingers over her pearl. The pleasure was so intense it was almost painful. She threw her head back with a strangled groan, her hair caressing her back. He soothed her with a gentle stroke of his fingers, rubbing so gently it was torture.
“Please, Paul, oh God,” she whispered against the coverlet as his finger circled the entrance of her pussy. She arched her back, thrusting her bottom in the air in a silent display of need.
“Let me call you Lilly,” he rumbled from behind her, the very tip of his finger poised at her entrance.
She shut her lips tight. For some perverse reason, she didn’t want to give in. “No.”
“Really?” He chuckled and leaned down, licking his tongue against the very top of the juncture of her thighs, where the skin was the softest. She tried to shift her hips to find his lips, but he moved back and held her still with one hand. Gentle licks up the back of the other thigh, stopping before he got to her center. With a growl, she reached a hand back to grab him, but he pulled away with a tsk-ing sound. Need pounded through her and washed away her pride.
With a groan of frustration, she relented. “Fine, you can call me Lilly!” The sensitive tips of her rigid nipples scraped over the brocade as she shifted against his hand. Using the tip of his nail, he lightly drew back the hood of her bud and placed a feather-light lick over the exposed nub. Her arms gave out and she buried her face in the violet fabric with a groan as raw pleasure had her thrusting against his lips. He pulled back and ran a soothing hand down her hips as she squirmed.
“Thank you, Lilly. Now roll over.”
She turned and watched him slowly unbuckle his pants. She wanted him to feel as desperate as she did. Kneeling before him, she brushed the tips of her sensitive nipples over the little line of hair below his belly button. With small teeth, she placed a gentle bite on his ribs.
His movements slowed and she brushed his hands away. “I want to see you, please.”
Placing his hands behind his back, the solid muscles of his chest flexing, he said, “My pleasure.” One big hand reached forward and buried itself in her hair, gently running through her curls.
She took a moment to enjoy his hand in her hair before she tugged his pants over his hips. He was beautiful, hard and long. So different from the men in her Grand-mères’s paintings. She traced a nail over the length of him, curious as a kitten. She delighted in his groan, and followed with a stroke of her hand. His erection bobbed against her palm. The skin was silkier than anything she had ever felt.
Emboldened by his reaction to her delicate touch, she leaned closer, inspecting him. A little drop of moisture glistened on the tip, and she licked it off. It tasted salty and masculine. He thrust his hips forward, burying his hands in her damp hair again. “Lilly,” he growled out. She reached to caress the loose flesh below his cock and gently rolled the velvety skin around in her hand. With a wicked grin, she decided to return a favor.
She gave a long and slow lick over the tip of him. He was hot and firm against her mouth. Her hand wrapped around his base, unable to close fully around his girth. Gently, she moved her hand over him, feeling the veins beneath the skin and the throb in her fist. It was as intense as the throb in her body.
With a muttered oath, he tossed her back on the bed and pushed his pants the rest of the way down, and off. Thighs thick with muscles flexed as he crawled across the bed toward her in a predatory slink. He poised over the top of her, his cock pressing against the slick inner lips of her pussy.
One hand stroked back her hair, the touch incredibly intimate. “I love you, Lilly. I’ll always love you. If I have to spend every day of the rest of my life trying to make you see that, I will.”
She blinked back her tears and whispered, “I love you, too. God help me, but I do.”
His smile was incandescent. “Are you sure about this? It will hurt, but I’ll be as gentle as I can.” He ran the tip of his cock over her, wetting the head at her entrance and rubbing it over her pearl.
She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him closer for a soft, probing kiss. “Yes. Nothing can be worse than the way I ache right now.”
He smiled against her lips and on strong arms, lifted himself above her. His eyes dark, he guided his shaft to her entrance. Keeping her gaze, he slowly slid through the thin barrier of her maidenhead, then just inside of her. He fought against the tightness of her body. Her eyes grew wide at the sensation of his hard length working its way into her. It was wonderful and painful at the same time.
He held her, whispering words of comfort and love. The sense of painful violation faded and she marveled at the sensation. He was made for her, so perfect and gentle. Slowly, he began to move inside of her. The passion began to return as his hand moved between them and stroked her bud in time with the thrust of his hips.
She closed her eyes and kissed his neck as he filled her to the hilt.
“God, you are so tight and slick. I don’t know how long I can last,” he groaned as he held himself above her. Shallow strokes now matched her rhythm as her hips lifted to meet him. A rough finger reached between them and he stroked her pearl in time with his thrusts. She watched him through half-closed eyes, running her hands up and down his arms. Her hips snapped into his, greedy for her release. Hot and wet, she squirmed beneath him as he rotated his hips. Love, desire, trust: they all combined into a heady mixture she couldn’t imagine living without.
The ache built to an all-consuming need as her breath came out in ragged gasps. She shuddered uncontrollably against him as she came, long pulses of pleasure that milked the hard cock inside of her. It was so much better to have him buried in her pussy, to have something for her body to clench around. He joined her, throwing his head back and groaning out her name as he spilled his seed within her, with one last stroke along her clit that made her shudder.
He collapsed on top of her, rolling a bit to the side so he didn’t smother her beneath his broad shoulders. His chest was slick with sweat, and he placed gentle kisses all over her jaw. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” Each statement was punctuated by a kiss. 
She sighed against him. “I could no more stop loving you than I could stop breathing.”
He gently removed himself from her, and she winced. Now that the pleasure was ebbing, the tender flesh between her legs ached.
Strong arms lifted her and carried them both to the tub. The water was still warm, and he sank them into the water. The hair of his chest tickled her face as she lay back against him. She relaxed in his embrace, content and cherished.
“Paul?” she asked in a hesitant voice. His hand gently smoothed water over her shoulders.
“Hmm?”
“You do know I didn’t kiss Sleeping Bear, right?”
His arms tightened about her, but he kissed the top of her head. “Yeah, he told me. And I’m so very sorry for ever doubting you. You’re a better woman than I deserve.”
She slid against him, turning to examine his reaction. “I’ll be spending a lot of time with him in the future. Will you be able to deal with that?”
He considered this and gazed at her with such tenderness, she thought her heart would stop. His eyes were the richest blue she had ever seen them. “Yes, on one condition.”
She bit her lip. “What’s that?”
“Marry me.”
A smile as warm as the joy in her heart blossomed on her lips. “Really?”
“Yes, really. Good Lord, woman, did you think I came over here just to pleasure you like the wanton wench you are?”
She splashed water in his face and tried to get out of the tub. He pulled her slippery flesh back and settled her bottom against his manhood, which became very happy to have her there.
He slowly traced a finger over her puckered nipple. “I planned on coming over here and doing whatever I could to get you to marry me. But when I saw you in your robe, all warm and delicious, I couldn’t help myself.”
She tried to be angry with him, but it was impossible. “Yes, Paul McGregor, I will marry you.”
“I want to come East with you and meet your family and apologize for not asking their permission first.”
“I never understood that,” she grumped. “I’m the one marrying you. Why should it matter if they say yes? It’s not like my mother is going to be the one having to deal with your stubbornness for the rest of her life.”
He snorted and nipped the side of her neck. “Stubborn, am I?” His finger continued to torment her nipple, distracting her and sending delicious darts of pleasure through her body. “Besides, I’d like to see where you grew up. Walk around Hartford with my fiancée, the most beautiful woman in town, on my arm.”
“Of course.” She smiled at him and slowly brushed her lips over his. “I would be proud to have you meet my family.” He went stiff behind her and his tension made her worried. Had she said something wrong?
“Thank you,” he said in a gruff voice and pressed his lips to her temple.
She twisted in his arms, darting her tongue into his mouth in a bold stroke and pulling back with a wicked grin. “Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t met my mother.”

 ***

Lee Krisp sat back in his saddle and watched by the light of the lanterns as Hank’s body swung on a rope from a tree limb. Next to him, a couple of his men and the sheriff watched in silence.
“Found a suicide note in the bunkhouse. Hank didn’t want to go to jail for what he did to Miss Brooks. He knew I was going to make him turn himself in tomorrow morning. Poor bastard took his life rather than rot in a jail cell.”
The sheriff didn’t say anything. The leather in his saddle creaked as he rode closer to the corpse. “He’s got some rope burns on his wrists. Know where they came from, Mr. Krisp?”
“Yep, we had him tied up in the bunkhouse so he couldn’t get away. Seems like he tore his wrists up trying to escape.”
“Escape so he could kill himself?” The sheriff didn’t look at Lee as he speculated, merely watched Hank’s body swing in the night breeze.
Lee shrugged his shoulders, the nickel-plated guns on his belt gleaming in the lantern light. “He was a tortured soul.”
The sheriff spit a wad of tobacco against the edge of the tree. “Cut him down and give him a decent burial. I’ll be keeping my eye on you, Mr. Krisp. People seem to have a lot of accidents around here. Especially your wife.”
Lee held his accusing gaze. “My daughter, Mina, will be coming to visit me in a few weeks. I’d sure hate to have anyone disturb her with mean-spirited gossip. Might want to pass around word that anyone that so much as looks wrong at my girl is going to have me to answer to.”
The sheriff’s expression hardened. “I’ve known Eunice my whole life. I would never do anything to upset her daughter.”
Lee rounded his horse and yelled to his men. “You heard the sheriff. Cut the poor bastard down and give him a proper burial.”
With a last glance back, Lee’s lip lifted in a snarl. “Remember my words, Sheriff, and pass ’em around for my wife and daughter’s sake.”


Lee rode back to the house and met his new foreman at the door. “Has my guest arrived yet?”
The short, chestnut-haired man nodded and adjusted his gun belt. “She’s waiting for you in your study.”
Eunice watched him from the top of the stairs, but he ignored her and tossed his hat to the maid before entering the study.
Still dressed in her dance-hall costume and tied to a sturdy dark mahogany chair, the Spanish whore tried to yell at him through the gag in her mouth. He briefly wondered how his men had grabbed her without being noticed.
Lee nodded to one of the men, who moved from his place behind the woman and pulled a large bowie knife out of his boot. He turned it in the light before her terrified eyes.
“Welcome to my home, Miss Juanita Lopez.” He watched with satisfaction as her skin lost its color and shock made her expression go slack behind the gag. “Oh, I’m sorry. You don’t go by that name anymore, do you? Not after that nasty little incident down in Texas where you slaughtered the man who killed your husband. Dirty affair, that. I heard they are still looking for you and offering a nice reward for your capture.”
If looks could kill, he thought, he’d be a dead man where he was standing. “Take off her gag.”
Lee walked closer and took the knife from the ranch hand. He examined the blade while she licked her lips and coughed. “What do you want?”
“I want to know where Miss Brooks is, and I want to know if Mr. McGregor’s with her.”
“How would I know?”
She tried to bluff him, but he could see right through her. Lightning-quick, he pressed the blade to her throat and the purple feather comb in her dark hair trembled. “I know you’re his whore, and I know he was in your saloon tonight. So unless you want me to send you back to Texas missing your nose and ears, you better talk.”
The men behind her shifted as she gave a bitter laugh. “I used to be his woman. He threw me away like garbage for that blonde bitch. He was going to ask me to marry him.” The men all laughed and she snarled at them. “I know it. Then that spoiled bitch came and stole it all away from me.”
The hate and ice in her voice made him pause. “Do you know where they are?”
“I know they’re leaving town, but I have no idea where they’re going.” She shifted in the chair and glanced behind her. “If you could untie me, I think I can help you...for a price.”
Lee cut the ropes himself. “How?”
“I know Paul. I know how he thinks. I know what his weaknesses are. I could help you abduct the puta and bring her back to Caldwell. By the time I’m done with her, she’ll be begging to sign anything you want.” Her smile was filled with cruelty and her eyes sparkled with hate.
Stroking his mustache, Lee considered her words. “Why should I give you any money to help me? My not turning you in for the reward money should be enough.”
Crossing her arms beneath her impressive breasts, she smirked at him. “Because I don’t trust you. If I come back with the bitch and you give me enough money, I can disappear forever. Do you think I like selling my body? Do you think I enjoy not having my own home? I used to own one of the largest ranches in Texas, and now I’m reduced to this.” She plucked at her dress with distaste.
Silence filled the room as Lee considered her. “I have a friend that owes me a very large favor. I don’t trust you,” he ignored her sneer and continued, “enough to let you jaunt out there alone and try to grab Miss Brooks. You’ll work with whoever he picks for this and give him the information he needs once we find out where the two love birds are headed.”
Nodding to the chestnut-haired foreman, he ordered, “I want men at the train station, the telegraph office, and the coach station. Find out where they are going and spread some coin around if you need to.”
“Can I have the bitch when you’re done with her?” Low and soft, the woman’s voice held more menace than a scream.
“Depends on what you plan to do with her.”
The deadly beauty flashed her teeth in what couldn’t be mistaken for a smile. “Mr. Krisp, if you know what happened in Texas, then you know what I do to people who hurt me.”
He nodded to Estrella. Despite the giant mess Hank left him, things were turning out better than he’d thought. Now he had the perfect person to frame for Lilly and Paul’s murder, and there was no way it could be traced back to him.



Chapter Fifteen
 Decisions

Lilly stretched her arms above her head and sighed. The caress of the smooth sheets rubbing against her legs felt decadent. Last night was the best night’s sleep she’d had, ever. A large hand warmed the skin of her thigh, tightening when she attempted to leave the bed and put on her yellow cotton dress.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Paul asked in a sleepy growl as his other arm secured her waist and pulled her back against his chest. His skin was warm from sleep, and she traced her hands over the muscles of his biceps.
“Breakfast,” she whispered against his lips. “I don’t know about you, but I’m really tired of buffalo meat. Oddly enough, I didn’t get a chance to eat last night.”
He pulled the covers back over them with a huff. Tucking them under her chin, he cuddled her close. The morning sun shone through the lace curtains and the light brought out the red highlights in his hair as it cast a pattern over the bed.
“Paul?”
“Hmm.” His hand traced a light path down her spine, and over the swell of her hip.
“We have to get up.”
“Why?”
“I need to send a telegraph to my family letting them know we’ll be coming out to visit.”
He tickled his fingers along her ribs, inching his way to her breasts. She squirmed and pushed his hands away. “Paul, stop that. Pay attention to what I’m saying.”
“I am.” Soft lips began to graze against her jaw, kissing a line down to her neck.
“Paul, I’m...a little sore after last night.” She closed her eyes and hid her face in the pillow.
“Oh, I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He lay on the pillow next to hers and gently stroked the freckles on the bridge of her nose. “I love you.”
She felt the heat flood her face and ducked her head. “I love you, too. And if you ever accuse me of being unfaithful again, I’ll shoot you with your own gun.”
He laughed and held her close. His cock grew hard against her belly as she pressed against him, slowly parting her legs and rubbing her swollen pearl over the base of his shaft. The sensation of him, slick and hard against her core, was maddening. The head of his cock rubbed over the hard nub, sliding between her nether lips in a gentle rocking motion.
“I thought you were sore,” he murmured against her mouth.
Each little movement of her hips made the throb between her legs deepen. Soon, her cream covered his length and he grabbed a handful of her bottom, pulling her harder against him. He moved her so he pressed against the entrance of her body. The head of his cock felt so big, just barely going into her pussy.
“Do you think you can be gentle?” she asked, as the tip of his erection pushed into her. He smiled at her and proved he could be devastatingly gentle when properly motivated.


Two hours later, a very relaxed Lilly waited in line at the telegraph station. The office was small, but busy. A line of people waited to relay their information across the United States. While they waited in line Paul told her more about his family, including his siblings that she hadn’t met. Paul’s eyes shone with pride as he talked about his brother and sister. The way he smiled at her made her heart flutter in her chest and desire flush through her body. 
When they reached the front of the line Lilly smiled at the harried looking operator and carefully relayed her message. “Dear Mother and Father, I am coming home with my fiancé and my business partner. We will be there in six days. Love, Lilly.”
The man took down the information in shorthand. He repeated her telegram back to her and looked at Paul’s hand, held in her own.
“I take it congratulations are in order?” He returned Lilly’s smile as she beamed.
“Miss Brooks has agreed to do me the honor of being my wife.” Paul ran his thumb over the back of her hand.
She felt rather scandalous this morning. It seemed as if everyone could see in her face what she and Paul had done. It didn’t help that her hair was a mess and she wore the same wrinkled dress from last night. A glance behind her showed a few people smiling at the pride in Paul’s voice. At the back of the line, a dusty cowboy appeared annoyed by the delay.
“I need to send one as well,” Paul said while giving her a secretive smile.
“All right, let me get a new telegram.” The operator waited with his pen poised above the paper.
“Dear Catherine, I will be in Hartford with my fiancé in a fortnight. We will come up to Boston with her business partner on Thursday. Love, Paul.”
“Your sister,” she asked with a merry grin.
“Yep. She lost her husband two years ago to tuberculosis. I think it’ll cheer her up to have some company from back home.” 
 “Anything else I can do for you folks?” The operator interrupted, giving the growing line behind them a meaningful glance.
“That’s all we need. Thank you.” Paul paid the operator and took a copy of his letter.
Tucking a stray curl into her yellow bonnet, Lilly said, “Well, there’s no turning back now.”
He laughed and helped her down the curb. “Oh, so the telegraph makes it official? Well, I suppose you don’t want this ring, then.”
She stopped in the middle of the street, and almost got run over by a covered wagon. He hauled her on the sidewalk in front of the hotel and placed a bold kiss on her mouth, before God and everyone having breakfast on the covered patio.
“Paul!” she scolded in a muffled voice against his lips. He pulled back and gave her a roguish grin.
“Sorry, love. I just can’t help it.” She ducked her head and looked away from the shocked expressions and titters of the diners. He lowered himself to one knee, tipping his black Stetson as he gazed into her eyes. The morning sun shone off his tanned skin, and his lips curved into a gentle smile. A few people sitting at the back of the patio stood up to get a better view. One of the cowboys riding by let out a loud whoop and waved his hat at them.
“Lillian Colette Brooks, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” he asked, his gaze scorching her with its intensity.
Everything else diminished, the full sidewalk, the wagons slowing down to watch, and the hotel maids hanging out of the doorway. The only thing in the world was the man on his knees before her.
She answered in a choked voice, “Yes. I can’t live without you.”
He slipped an elegant white-gold ring on her finger. In the center shone a large cream-colored pearl surrounded by small diamonds. The ring flashed and sparkled in the sunlight as she admired it. From around them came cheers, whistles, and a few guns shot into the air.
She glanced up, startled by all the attention. Paul ignored everything but her, sweeping her into his arms and kissing her senseless.

 ***

Mrs. Beechum twitched aside the lace curtain at her parlor window, looking over the green expanse of her lawn. “I agree with Mr. McGregor. You need to leave town for a bit, Miss Brooks. My sister and I would be happy to teach at the school while you’re gone. Oh, and for goodness sakes, call me Ruby.”
Lilly imagined the two women would have no problem keeping the students in line. Both ladies had arms as big as blacksmiths. “Thank you so much, Ruby. I realize this is a great inconvenience for you both. And please, call me Lilly.”
“No, a great inconvenience would be missing your wedding for your funeral.” Ruby took a seat on the blue sofa across from her. Paul was back at his ranch arranging for Rufus and his housekeeper to stay with the boys while he was gone.
She took a sip of her coffee and set the delicate pink cup back in its saucer. “I can’t believe Hank hung himself last night.”
“Oh, I don’t think Hank had any choice in the matter. All of Mr. Krisp’s men swear up and down that Hank killed himself, but the sheriff doesn’t believe his lies for one minute. With Hank out of the way, and the other two dead, there is no way to prove Mr. Krisp’s involvement.”
Lilly slumped back into her chair, rubbing a hand across her forehead. “What am I going to do? Krisp is never going to give up. And he’s going to be furious when he learns I’ve leased a thousand acres of land to the Comanche.”
Ruby’s eyes got tight with worry. “I don’t know, Lilly. I wish I did. Have you thought about just selling him the rest?”
Lilly leaned on her elbows. “I have, but if I sell my property to him I’m just reinforcing that he can hurt or kill anyone that gets in his way. He also wants to give me only a third of what that land is worth. Besides, I want to add it to Paul’s ranch. He needs more land for his horses, so his brothers can have their own space when they come of age.”
“That may be, but what choice do you really have? I’d hate to see that man gain more power and money in this town, but I don’t know if anyone can protect you from him. Even Paul. Lee Krisp has gotten meaner with every passing year, and I’m not sure the man is entirely sane anymore.”
“If he does anything to hurt Paul or his family, I’ll kill him myself.”
Ruby snorted. “And end up in jail, with Paul and his family still hurt, or dead.”
Lilly stood and tied her bonnet beneath her chin. “Thank you for the coffee, and the help at the school. I’ll do my best to think of something while I’m gone. Keep an ear to the ground for any news of Mr. Krisp.”

 ***

“Sleeping Bear?” Lilly called out. The log cabin was quiet.
“In here,” his deep voice called from the back of the cabin.
She went back into her bedroom and giggled. He was on the bed, with Sampson cuddled next to him.
“Make yourself at home,” she said in a wry voice.
He stretched out and patted Sampson on his head. “I went into town today to purchase some proper white man’s clothes that can be worn in a large city. I have learned from my trading that your kind can only see a savage when they look at me. Wearing your clothes helps.”
He looked into her face, and then down at her hand. “I saw you with Paul.”
She found the floor very interesting all of a sudden. “What did you see?”
“You and Paul kissing. After he asked you to marry him.” There was no judgment in his voice, just a statement of fact.
“I’m sorry, Sleep—”
He cut her off, “No, Lilly, do not apologize. You loved him before we met. If you are meant to be his, then that is right. Be sure Paul sees your heart as the greatest treasure you possess.”
“What are you talking about?” Of course Paul was marrying her for the right reasons. He did love her, didn’t he?
The dark sheaf of his hair gleamed in the setting sunlight. “Paul’s ranch will benefit greatly from your marriage. He wouldn’t be the first to take a bride in order to gain more territory. You deserve better than that.”
Lilly let anger fill her voice. “Paul would never do that. He’s a good, honorable, and decent man.”
“How long have you known him?”
That thought brought back her own doubts. Bristling at the damper Sleeping Bear was putting on her day, she snapped, “I’ve known him long enough to know he’s the man I want to marry. I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself.”
He ran a hand absently over Sampson’s back and ignored her glare. “I had a dream last night. A special dream.”
Instead of responding, she hauled one of her steamer trunks out of the closet and began to pack. Shoving her dresses onto the scented paper, she tried to dispel the unease that Sleeping Bear had brought up. This should be one of the happiest days of her life. How dare he try to spoil it by implying that Paul was only marrying her for her land. So what if Paul had been rather diligent in his efforts to buy it off of her? The way she felt when he held her and the truth of his love were real. She knew it...it had to be.
Sleeping Bear’s deep voice broke her train of thought. “It was winter, and I was hunting deer. Something moved in the forest behind me, trying to stalk me. I turned around and found a mountain lion in the snow. She was half frozen, but she would not come to my hand, always running away just before I touched her. The cat had pale blue eyes, the color of ice.”
Lilly folded a dress, thinking about what he said. “Do you think it’s related to the woman you’re supposed to find?”
He shrugged, pulling himself up the bed. “Only the Great Spirit knows. I think it was, but I try to not assume anything about the spirit world.”
“I left some room in the trunk for you. Are you sure you’re all right coming back to the Old States with us?” She fidgeted with the lock on the steamer trunk. Uncertainty made her anxious, especially about the reception he would receive from her mother. He had a good heart and she did not want to see him hurt. There was enough to worry with how her parents would receive Paul. She prayed with all her heart that her mother would be able to see past his lack of social standing and accept Paul for the good man he was. And not run screaming from Sleeping Bear.
Sleeping Bear tried to get off the bed, but Sampson flopped his bulk over on his legs. He chuckled as she rolled her eyes—it figured the stupid dog would love him.
“I’ll be all right. Those that would laugh at me, they would not last one day in my world. They are weak and afraid. The only way they can make themselves feel better is to make fun of those that scare them.”
“If my mothe—parents do anything to offend you, we’ll go stay with my Grand-mère Colette.” She pulled down a couple bonnets, trying to decide which one to take. “I forgot to tell you, we’ll be visiting Paul’s sister for a few days. She lost her husband to consumption a few years ago.”
He pushed Sampson off and moved silently to the window.
She winced at her own clumsiness. Corina had told her about Sleeping Bear losing his love to cholera. Wrapped up in her own thoughts, she’d inadvertently hurt him “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”
He kept his back to her, continuing to gaze out at the creek in the distance. “No memories of Ruby are bad. Even at the end.”
Curiosity made her ask. “How did you meet?”
“Her mother taught on the reservation. I went to school with her. I made fun of her freckles. I had never seen anyone with them before, and she refused to talk to me. That just made me want to get her attention even more. I would show off on my horse, and do foolish things to make her look at me.”
She smiled and tried not to laugh. It was hard to imagine the stoic Sleeping Bear doing anything foolish. “I take it you eventually won her over?”
“Yes. We were both sixteen. Her family had a good relationship with our tribe. Her father was very respected for treating Indians fairly at his store. That is where I learned the trade. I worked for him at her mother’s insistence. I believe she was doing a bit of match-making. Or she just took pity on me.”
His voice grew low, nothing more than a whispering growl. “We were to be married in the spring. It was the best time of my life. Ruby was my sun and the world was brighter when she was around. I was her moon, a reflection of her light. When she got sick...I tried so hard to save her. I wanted to join her, but the Great Spirit didn’t give me the gift of death. Instead, he sent me my blood brother, Sun Eagle, who helped heal my heart.”
She swallowed past the knot in her throat and her eyes grew misty with tears. The pain in his words broke her heart. She felt a fraction of that ache when she thought she had lost Paul. She couldn’t imagine facing his demise.
“I chased my death for many years after that. I became a fierce warrior, always at the front of the battle. There were many offers for marriage, but I chose none. I had what your people call lovers—the Comanche do not consider sexual pleasure a sin. But I have never loved them as I did Ruby.”
She cleared her throat. “I need to go outside and make sure there’s enough feed for the animals.”
Sleeping Bear nodded, still as a statue as he stared into the past.



Chapter Sixteen
 Offers

Cìarán Brushk scrutinized the smoke wafting from the end of his cigar and curling up toward the exposed boards of the ceiling. The grey plume blew apart like mist as the door to the seedy bar opened with a jingle of bells and a blast of rainy air. It was early afternoon in Boston, and he sipped his dark ale while waiting for his business partner.
The bartender wiped his hands on a clean, white towel and raised eyebrows with a questioning glance at his half finished drink. Cìarán shook his head and turned back to the door. His stare searched the steamed glass doors for the stout shape of Senator Thomas. He stood out a bit in this crowd of blue-collar working men. Most here were either dockworkers or sailors.
Cìarán’s grey suit went perfectly with the crushed bronze velvet waistcoat and mother-of-pearl buttons. A black bow tie hung around his throat, and he had a thin mustache two shades darker than his neatly trimmed sandy blond hair. His hands were clean and his nails clipped and polished. It would be easy to mistake him for a dandy if not for his eyes. Dark green and cold, they observed the world without emotion.
The door jingled again and Thomas came in and tapped the rain off his umbrella in a fussy manner. A portly man, he glanced around for Cìarán, his florid cheeks wobbling as he pushed through the tables to the bar.
“Good afternoon.”
“I got your message. What do you have for me?” His voice held a thick Irish accent, deceivingly soft and melodious.
Thomas ordered stout and sat on the barstool next to him. A thick gold watch chain swung from his belly as he tried to fit all of his considerable rear on the seat. “A lucrative, and complicated, offer from an old friend in Kansas. He’s a good friend of mine and has a rather delicate situation.”
Cìarán stopped scanning the room and quirked an eyebrow at Thomas. “Kansas? Who needs a man of my skills in Kansas?”
Thomas sucked the foam off the top of his beer and inspected the glass mug. “You pick the nastiest bars in Boston to meet at. I think I see rat droppings on the floor.”
Shrugging, Cìarán resumed his crowd-watching. When you make a living killing people, he thought, your trust in humanity tends to suffer. “No one is going to ask questions here, Senator Thomas.”
Thomas flinched, looking around with a worried face. “Quite right.”
“Now, what did you bring me?”
Thomas slid the letter across the bar. “Two thousand. Four hundred now, the other sixteen hundred on delivery. There is a description of the targets in the envelope as well as details of where they will be.”
He whistled and fingered the thick envelope before sliding it into his vest. “That’s a lot for one hit. Who is the sinner that needs judgment?”
“Well, this is not exactly what you’re used to. I know you’ve been complaining about how easy your jobs have been.”
“Out with it, man. I don’t have all day.”
Both men waited until a rather drunk sailor ordered his beer and left the bar. Cìarán sucked on the end of the cigar and stared at the sailor’s retreating back with dead eyes.
“You need to kidnap a young woman, and bring her back to Kansas. She’ll be visiting her family in Hartford in a few days. I want you to go there and watch her. Grab her if you have the chance. If you can’t get her there, she’ll be coming to Boston next. After you get her, you’ll need to help your client convince her to sell him her land. The transaction has to be all proper and legal.”
“I don’t kill women.”
Thomas fluttered a chubby hand at him. “I didn’t say kill her. I said kidnap her. You work the job out however you want, but she has to sign that land over. I owe my friend in Kansas for taking care of a problem for me, and now he’s calling in the favor.”
Cìarán ground out the end of his cigar into the cut-glass ashtray. “Interesting. Who is she and where will she be?”
Thomas toyed with the thick gold chain of his watch. “Lilly Brooks, a young lady from Hartford who inherited some land in Kansas. She will be at Lady Catherine Sutherland’s mansion in Boston.”
Cìarán let out a low whistle. “So this isn’t any random cherry. She has some powerful friends.”
Thomas took a deep breath and his gaze skittered nervously back to Cìarán’s face. “There’s another woman coming to help you.” Silence met this statement and he rushed onwards. “She knows the fiancé of this target and will help you find her.”
“I work alone.” He offered the words as a statement, in a low and cold voice.
Pale patches showed beneath the red of Thomas’s cheeks. For a moment, Cìarán was afraid he had scared the man into a heart attack. “Don’t worry. My friend said the woman coming out to help you is a professional. She won’t be in your way.”
The thought intrigued him. He had met one or two mercenaries of the fairer sex in his time, and each had been as tough as nails and ugly as sin. What kind of woman would be coming from the frontier? His lips twitched in a grin. She probably had fewer teeth than toes and a mustache thick enough to comb.
At the very least he could use her for reconnaissance, and if she proved stupid as well as ugly, he’d just restrict her to the hotel.
Thomas took another gulp of his beer. “Will you do the job?” His fat fingers did a nervous dance over the scarred surface of the bar.
Cìarán stroked a hand over his mustache. He was getting bored with the coast, and New York held too many harsh memories. The assassinations he’d completed lately did nothing for him. He was a man who lived for the thrill of the hunt, and boredom was akin to death.
“I will. Any ground rules?”
“Yes. You cannot violate the girl or hurt her too badly. Remember, she has to willingly sign over the land. Or at least put on a good enough act in public for the courthouse to buy her decision. You’ll need to convince her, but that shouldn’t be a problem.”
“I am no despoiler of women. You know that. And I always found charm works better with women than slapping them around.” Cìarán’s lips lifted in a half smile at Thomas, who tried to suppress a shiver. The smile fell from Cìarán’s lips and his cold eyes made Thomas shift his bulk nervously on the chair.

 ***

Lilly tried to stop fidgeting with the cranberry-red ribbons on her cream blouse, but words wouldn’t stop spilling out of her mouth in a nervous torrent. “Over there is the park we used to go riding in on Sundays. They have the loveliest rose garden in the summer. And that’s the street that leads to where my best friend used to live. See that lamppost? My sister Gretchen ran into it while she was ogling a boy. Gave herself a nice black eye right before Easter. My mother was furious!”
Both men looked where she pointed but neither spoke. Sleeping Bear hadn’t said much during their trip. She thought his silence was mostly likely because he was building up his walls. Everywhere they went, people gave him a double-take.
Not only was he an Indian, but his large size made him stand out in any crowd. Right now, he was dressed in a double-breasted black suit, and his long hair fell over his shoulders beneath his cream-colored Stetson with its rough band of blue turquoise. His exotic good looks also attracted a good deal of surreptitious female attention. Sleeping Bear ignored the fluttering eyelashes of women the same way he ignored the narrow-eyed stares of the men.
Paul watched her in amusement as she worked off some steam with her chatter. The warmth of his love was the only thing keeping her from coming completely unglued. He added a word every now and then, which would just set her off on another tangent. Paul wore a tan cowboy hat and the dark blue suit fit his athletic body like a glove. He had grumbled when Lilly insisted he put his guns in the trunk, but complied after a good kiss.
“And there’s my parents’ house,” she pointed out, her voice cracking into a peep at the end. She tucked a stray curl into the matching cranberry red bonnet adorned with small, white silk flowers.
“Amazing,” Paul said in a low voice. “You can stare down a group of tribal elders, but the thought of your mother reduces you to a squeaking mouse.”
Sleeping Bear laughed from the other side of the carriage, and Lilly stuck out her tongue at both of them. “Just wait. You’ll see,” she promised in a mournful tone.
They pulled in front of the elegant three-story cream-colored townhouse, followed by the wagon with their luggage. In addition to Lilly’s trunk, there was the trunk full of Indian goods and Paul’s smaller trunk.
She exited the carriage with an impatient jump and shifted back and forth on her boot heels. Nervous hands smoothed an imaginary wrinkle out of her ruffled chestnut skirt.
The air smelled different here. She forgot how much the streets stunk like horse dung and human sewage. A clear sky shone down on trees burning deep with fall color. A few hardy roses bloomed crimson against the side of the townhouse and an elegant autumn wreath graced the front door. She pulled the cranberry-red shawl over her shoulders and wished she had dressed more warmly.
Holding Paul’s hand, Lilly sucked in air all the way to her toes and marched to the black-painted door with its bulky brass knocker. Before she could lift her hand, the door flew open and her mother grabbed her in a huge hug. The smell of her mother’s powdery perfume enveloped her in a cloud as Rosetta crushed her to her chest.
“Lilly! I’ve missed you so much!” Rosetta squeezed her tight enough to make drawing a breath impossible. Behind her mom stood her dad with a bemused expression on his face as he fiddled with his pine-green waistcoat. At Lilly’s questioning glance, he rolled his eyes and mouthed the word ‘later.’
She was released as swiftly as she was snatched and Rosetta threw herself on Paul, pulling him into an equally fierce hug that almost knocked his Stetson off. Paul’s eyes got big and round as he returned her hug with a hesitant pat on the back. Lilly shrugged her shoulders at his confusion. She had no idea what had gotten into her mother, either.
“Oh, Paul. It’s so good to meet you at last! Naughty boy, asking for Lilly’s hand in marriage before we could approve.” Her mom released him and waggled a finger with a teasing grin.
Lilly’s jaw dropped further. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mother grin. Smile, yes, simper yes, smirk, oh yes...but grin?
“My apologies, ma’am, sir.” Paul tipped his hat and settled it back on his head and looked very uncomfortable. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“And you must be Lilly’s...business partner?” Rosetta stared at Sleeping Bear, a shocked expression filling her green eyes. Her hands fluttered up and down from her sides as she debated if she should hug him or not.
Sleeping Bear gave her mother a charming smile, and Rosetta blushed like a schoolgirl. “Yes, my name is Sleeping Bear, of the Comanche.” His long black hair flowed over his shoulder in the wind.
“Comanche, how interesting.”
Lilly covered her laugh with a cough as her mother continued to stare at Sleeping Bear in a fashion most unbecoming of a married woman.
“And this is my father, Mr. Abraham Brooks,” Lilly said in a loud voice. Rosetta jumped and moved back to her husband’s side, glancing back over her shoulder at Sleeping Bear.
“Pleased to meet you, sir. My apologies for not asking your permission for Lilly’s hand,” Paul said in a smooth voice. The men shook hands. Abraham studied Paul and Lilly in silence before his face crinkled into a welcoming smile.
“No need to apologize, but let’s get inside. The weather’s too cold out here for my old bones.” Lilly and her father shared an amused look as Rosetta kept stealing peeks at Sleeping Bear.


Lilly ducked into the kitchen, where her father was refilling his coffee. “What’s going on with Mother? Has she started drinking while I was gone? Not that I disapprove of her new zest for life, but it’s a little odd.”
Abraham snorted and dropped some sugar cubes into his cup. “Your fiancé’s sister sent your mother a nice note the other day. It expressed her pleasure at you becoming part of her family and invited us all up to Boston for a visit around Christmas.” He leaned back against the white marble countertop and watched her closely.
Scrunching her brow, she plucked some dead leaves from the plants in the windowsill above the sink. “Well, that was very nice of her.”
“Indeed, she must lead a very busy life as a former viscountess,” he replied in a dry voice.
“Huh?” The dry leaves fell from her lifeless fingers in a powdery drift.
His lips twitched in amusement. “Yes, Paul’s sister is the Lady Daniel Sutherland. She married an English viscount. Quite the socialite, from what I gather. Your mother’s friends are vying for an invitation to the wedding.”
“Her husband passed away a few years ago,” Lilly said in an absent voice, wondering how in the world she would convince Paul’s sister she was good enough for him. Paul said his sister raised horses near Boston. She was going to have to talk with him about what was considered important information regarding future sisters-in-law, like only describing Catherine as a bratty younger sister who married an English guy.
“Your mother nearly passed out when she saw the word ‘Lady’ on the envelope.” He took a drink, his blue eyes twinkling at the memory. “I don’t think she would care if Paul was ninety years old and crippled. She’s thrilled at the idea of being related to anyone with ties to royalty, no matter that those ties actually vanished with the death of Mrs. Sutherland’s husband. Your mother’s social status has risen considerably among her friends.”
“Ahhhh, that explains the hugs.”
“Yep. Though I don’t think she was expecting Sleeping Bear. He is rather...large.”
She laughed and looped her arm through her father’s, resting her head on his shoulder. “What do you think of Paul?” She feared her hand, playing with his watch chain, would betray her nerves. His opinion was very important to her, and she wanted him to love Paul as much as she did.
“Seems like a decent fellow. Raising his brothers and taking care of a prosperous ranch takes a lot of effort. Not an easy thing at his age. I like him, and more importantly, you love him.”
She let out a breath she wasn’t aware she was holding and smiled at her father.
He gave her a gentle squeeze. “Does he treat you well, Lilly?
“Yes, he’s amazing.” She turned her cheek against his shoulder, hiding her blush. Paul had been very amazing indeed on the train ride east, repeatedly amazing...in a variety of positions.
“Back to Sleeping Bear. How is he your business partner?”
She straightened the edge of her father’s jacket. “Um….”
“Oh, Lordy. Nothing good ever comes out of one of your ‘ums’.” Abraham gave her a wink.


Ten minutes later, Lilly swung her feet from the edge of the counter she sat on. “So that’s what happened and why we’re here. We need some stores in Hartford to stock the Comanche merchandise. Paul’s sister said she would carry the dresses and moccasins in a boutique she owns in London, but I thought you might be able to carry them in your store as well.” Her father didn’t say anything so she continued in a worried rush, “The more we can sell, the more help it will be. You’ll make money off it, too. I’ll give you twenty percent of the profits I make.”
Abraham took a deep breath in through his nose. “Lilly, I....”
She closed her eyes against the disappointment, trying to think of other storeowners she could approach. “It’s all right. I—”
Abraham dashed away a tear. “I am so proud of you.”
“Huh?” Her feet stopped tapping against the cabinet.
“We’ll work out a business plan, and the prices, but I don’t think I’ll have a problem selling any of the items. Especially around Christmas. The west has become very popular and fashionable lately. There’s even a theater show called Scouts of the Plains that has been sold out every night in Boston.”
He gazed out the kitchen window at the pruned bushes, sucking on his cheek as he thought. “Your mother could do her part by insisting to her friends that those Comanche dolls are the must-have gift for their daughters.”
“You really think this’ll work,” she asked in a hushed voice, the memory of the Comanche woman’s stick-thin arms as she cured the buffalo hide flashing through her mind.
“I do.” He set aside his empty coffee cup and helped her down off the counter. “Now, let’s go rescue Paul and Sleeping Bear from your mother. I haven’t seen her this spun up in years. If we don’t get back soon, Sleeping Buffalo may find himself with your mother stowing away in his steamer trunk.”



Chapter Seventeen
 It’s Art

Paul removed his cowboy hat and placed it on the dark wood table next to Colette’s silver tea service. Sleeping Bear wandered around the walls of the pale peach parlor, studying all the paintings. Art of every description covered the main wall in a sea of color. On the shelves around the fireplace stood statues and pottery from all over the world.
For the first time in days, Sleeping Bear was smiling. Lilly suspected he was happy to be away from her mother. He’d taken to hiding with her nieces, whenever they came for a visit, to escape Rosetta’s attentions.
“So, you are the young man Lilly’s going to marry.” Colette sipped from her tiny crystal cordial glass. Gold combs decorated with blue topaz held her white hair back in an elegant chignon. Lilly sat next to Colette on the settee, and across from Paul. His rugged good looks stood out against the mint-green silk of the sofa and she drank in the sight of him. All that masculine strength in such a delicate setting made for an interesting contrast.
“Yes, ma’am. She’s agreed to do me the honor.”
He shifted on the couch under Colette’s measuring stare. Sipping her tea, Lilly grinned at him from beneath lowered lashes. They had been able to do nothing more than steal some kisses under her mother’s watchful eye. She felt like a hedonist, but after enjoying the pleasures of his body on the train ride, she was rather unhappy at the deprivation of his touch.
Colette laughed softly and placed the cordial glass on the table. “And what about you, Sleeping Bear. What do you think of our Lilly?”
She nudged her grand-mère with her elbow, but Colette ignored her. Sleeping Bear turned reluctantly away from a watercolor of the Parisian countryside. “I think she is a brave woman with a kind heart. Much like her grandmother.”
Colette gave him a small smile and tipped her head in thanks. “Well said.” Colette toyed with her skirt and leaned forward a bit. “I was wondering if I could paint you?”
Lilly groaned and hid her face in her hands, peeking through her fingers at the men.
Sleeping Bear’s eyebrows scrunched down into a puzzled look. “You’re an artist?”
“Oh yes. Most of those watercolors are my work. My eyesight is not what it used to be, but I can still see well up close. I would be doing a character study of you. So that shouldn’t be an issue.”
Lilly lifted her head from her hands and tried to ignore the embarrassment burning her face. “What my grand-mère forgot to add is that she wants to paint you nude.”
Paul blushed and made a show of brushing imaginary lint off his hat as a smile tugged at his lips. Sleeping Bear shrugged his broad shoulders. “I wish it wasn’t so cold outside.”
Colette blinked at him and burst out laughing. A hint of the enchanting woman of her youth peeked out as she giggled. “Oh, were I forty years younger. Don’t worry. I will paint you in my solarium. It’s quite warm in there.”
Paul didn’t look up from his teacup. “Well, at least we know what to get your mother for Christmas.”


Lilly walked arm-in-arm with Paul, strolling the streets of Hartford. She wore one of her grand-mère’s thick, cashmere shawls. The weather had taken a turn while they were inside. It was amazing how different the city she grew up in looked to her as she showed it to Paul. She delighted in seeing her hometown through his eyes, and found herself getting lost in his gaze almost constantly. The thought of sharing the rest of her life with him filled her with a joy and satisfaction like she had never imagined.
“Are you sure you didn’t want to stay to watch the painting,” he asked with a teasing grin.
She snorted loudly and rolled her eyes. “I’m sure. I did watch her work with a male model once. I was spending the night when I was little and sneaked downstairs. Watching your grand-mère kiss a naked man is not something you ever want to repeat.”
“Do you think she will succeed where your mother failed?” Paul tried to keep a straight face, but a snicker escaped him.
She jerked her arm out from his and slapped her hands over her ears. “All right, can we please never ever discuss my mother’s infatuation with Sleeping Bear again? Yuck.”
Paul grinned and made a motion of sealing his lips.
She was proud to tour the street on Paul’s arm. When she was little, she always daydreamed about strolling with the perfect man, and now her dream was a reality. The women they passed gave him a lingering stare. Some even turned in their carriages as they rode by to get a better look at the handsome cowboy. If envy were acid, nothing would be left of her but the buckles on her boots.
He paused in front of a store, examining the gowns beyond the large glass window. “You would look lovely in that peach dress.”
She studied the gown. It had a princess waist and the silk shimmered in the late afternoon light. Small rows of seed pearls encircled the neckline with a soft glow. The bustle was an amazing waterfall of fabric, lush and feminine, and utterly impractical for the frontier. “It’s very pretty, but when would I wear it?”
“Our wedding?” he mused, running a hand down her cheek. His expression turned sad for a moment, before he blinked and gave her a dazzling smile.
She cupped his cheek and leaned up to give him a kiss when she noticed two curious store clerks watching them through the glass of the storefront. Tugging at his arm, she led them toward Bushnell Park. “Come on. I want to go someplace where there won’t be prying eyes.”
His gaze darkened, and he ran a hand over her nipple on the pretense of straightening her shawl. Her breath caught in her throat and her body tightened in response to his brazen display. He began to lean down to capture her lips, but she darted out from his arms.
He ran a thumb over his jaw. “Go ahead. I’ll meet you over there. I saw something I wanted to get for my brothers at the toy store.”
She gave him a heated smile. “I’ll be in the center square. Sitting by the dolphin fountain.” Her steps were light with happiness. Finally, it was her turn to sit in the park, waiting for her fiancé. And not just any man either; a wonderful, strong, handsome, and oh-so-kind man who made each day better with his mere presence.
Boot heels clicking as she crossed the cobblestones, she tugged at her shawl and nodded to a couple walking out of the garden maze. The sun was beginning to go down and the light held a golden quality. This had always been one of her favorite spots in the city, a patch of green in the middle of all the buildings and brick.
She sat on the edge of the fountain of cavorting stone dolphins and smoothed her skirts around her. The stone was cold beneath her bottom, but the water splashing over the dolphins filled the air with a soothing melody.
Her thoughts turned to Paul, again. It was just like him to buy presents for his brothers. He was going to be such a wonderful father. The thought startled her, and she grinned. Her mind conjured up an image of Paul holding her in his arms as she rocked their baby on the porch of his ranch on a warm summer evening. The picture was so real that tears came to her eyes.
As she cleared her throat and blinked back tears, a warm, accented voice came from beside her. “Pardon me, miss, but could you tell me where the art museum is?”
She looked toward the smooth voice and felt her breath catch. A handsome man in a dark green jacket with a bronze vest stood beside her, dressed in tan pants that fit him perfectly. A fashionable black hat sat on his head, and he held an elegant walking cane. He had a small mustache that drew attention to his full lips. His jaw was strong and square and gave his face an utterly masculine charm.
“Which one are you looking for?” Lilly asked and sat up straighter.
“There’s more than one?” His voice was wonderful, smooth as butterscotch despite the thick accent.
“Yes, there are several.” 
“Perhaps I could persuade you to show me?” He gave her a roguish smile, his dark green eyes sparkling.
She laughed and shrugged her shawl about her shoulders. “I am afraid my fiancé wouldn’t like that.”
“Ah, a fiancé. But where is he, to leave such a beautiful woman alone?”
“He will be here in a moment.” She nodded to an older couple walking past. The young man ignored the polite greeting of the elderly man, watching her. She suddenly found him rather rude.
“If you will excuse me, Mr…?”
“Brushk, Cìarán Brushk.” He tipped his hat to her, his fine, light-brown hair glowing in the setting sun.
“If you will excuse me, Mr. Brushk, I believe my fiancé will be here soon.” She tipped her head and gave him a cold stare.
“I have offended you. I apologize.” He gave her an elegant bow. “I will leave you now before I upset you further. It has been most interesting meeting, Miss…?”
Her frosty glare thawed as she realized how boorish she was being. “Miss Brooks.”
“The angel has a name. Thank you, Miss Brooks.” The way he said her name made her want to fan herself. A very dangerous man indeed.
Cìarán glanced behind her and a small smile tilted his lips. “I believe your intended is on his way over. I will take my leave lest I cause an argument.” He tipped his head again and sauntered off toward the west, placing his cane with precise movements.
Paul sat next to her on the fountain, his glare following the retreating figure of Mr. Brushk. His hand inched to his slim hip, where his guns usually hung. “I can’t leave you alone for a minute. You’re so sweet you attract men like bees to a flower.”
She laughed softly, glancing around before she placed a gentle kiss on his lips. “You’re the only one who gets to drink my nectar.”
He smiled against her lips, running the hint of rough stubble over her cheek. Leaning closer, he deepened the kiss with his tongue darting in to stroke against hers. She raised a gloved hand and cupped his face, sighing against his mouth. “I’ve missed this. If we don’t get some alone time soon, I’m going to explode.”
He scooted her closer on the cold marble, pressing his thigh against hers. “How do you think I feel? Knowing you’re on the other side of the wall, all luscious and alone in bed.”
“I’d sneak over, but I’m afraid my father would shoot you.”
He laughed and put an arm around her waist. “I’d sneak over, but I’m afraid I would run into your mother picking the lock on Sleeping Bear’s door.”
Her giggle turned into a groan as he captured the tender lobe of her ear with his teeth. “Lilly, do you think about me while you’re in bed?”
“All the time.”
His voice deepened. His warm breath stirring against her skin. “No, do you think about me when you’re all alone in your bed. Do you slide that pretty little hand down between your legs?”
“Paul,” she cried in a shocked voice and tried to pull away.
He held her fast about the waist and continued. “I think about you. I think about those beautiful little nipples, and the way they get hard as stones when I suck on them. About the look in your eyes when you say my name, and how your heart beats faster when I kiss you.”
Her breath came out in a shudder as she listened to his voice purr out erotic images.
“I think about you gripping my head when I’m licking the cream from between your thighs. The way you get greedy for your pleasure and grind your hard little bud against my tongue. And how you smell,” his voice dropped to a growl, “almost as good as you taste.”
Her hands fisted in her lap. There were still people off in the distance, and all she wanted to do right now as tear his clothes off and ride him in the icy spray of the fountain.
“I think about what it feels like to slide inside of you, hot and slicker than wet silk. I think about those things and stroke myself, wondering if you’re doing the same on the other side of the damned wall.”
She stood quickly, pacing back and forth in front of him. “You’re a bad man,” she huffed, unable to hide her smile. He leaned back and showed her the bulging evidence of his desire against his pants.
Her eyes grew big and round as her hands clenched together. She mustn’t lift her skirts, drop his pants, and have him bend her over the edge of the fountain. They would be taken to jail. 
She turned her back and crossed her arms. “Paul, you are the Devil himself.”
His warm laughter stroked over her back and he moved up behind her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and pressing himself against her dress. “I’ll behave. I miss you. If my sister tries to stick you in a separate room, I’ll strangle her.”
She smiled impishly and turned in his arms. “We leave tomorrow. I don’t think Sleeping Bear could take one more day here. Between my mother trying to eat him like candy, and my grand-mère’s wanting to paint him nude, he must be having culture shock.”
He laughed and nuzzled her ear, leading them out of the park and off to dinner.

 ***

Cìarán watched them from the shadows, jealousy burning in his heart. Once he had a love like theirs, a consuming flame that was his entire world. He had strolled in a park not unlike this one with his wife, slipping off the path to steal moments of pleasure. Then she was gone in a brutal instant, her life stolen by a killer’s blade.
He felt a flash of guilt about what he was about to do to their little world. Viciously, he squashed the flicker of remorse. He had a job to do. The excitement of the hunt was the only thing that brought him joy, though this job was starting to leave a bitter taste in his mouth. Lilly didn’t deserve the kind of trouble he was going to bring her. As far as he could tell, she was an innocent. He couldn’t give up the job. If he didn’t do it, they’d find someone else who wouldn’t be so concerned about returning her unharmed.
Snapping the pocket watch shut, Cìarán stared at the retreating backs of Lilly and her fiancé. She cuddled her head into his shoulder as he curled an arm around her waist.
Cìarán left the park and returned to his hotel with an uneasy heart. Opening the door to his suite, he drew the gun out from his shoulder holster and pointed it at the voluptuous chest of a stunningly beautiful raven-haired woman. Her soft pink lips curled into a circle of shock.
“Mr. Thomas sent me,” she whispered in a thick Spanish accent.
Arching a brow, he scanned her from head to toe. Small and very curvy, she wore the tight mint-green dress like a second skin. Even standing still, she was the most sensual creature he had ever seen. Could this really be the partner Thomas had mentioned?
Closing the door behind him, Cìarán lowered his pistol and shoved it back into its holster. They eyed each other from across the room, and the woman took a hesitant step forward. Even that small step put a sway in her lush hips, making his cock twitch with interest. When he met her dark eyes, he saw fear in them, but also determination.
“My name is Estrella.”
“Cìarán,” he said and nodded his head. If she wasn’t going to give a last name, neither would he. Something about her struck him as off. The way she held herself, the trepidation in her eyes. If she were a professional assassin, he was a pastry chef.
He purposely gave her his back and took a seat on the sofa against the wall, across from the four-poster bed. Relaxing back onto the red velvet sofa, he spread his arms across the back and gestured to the chair across from him. “Why are you here?”
“I know Paul McGregor and Lilly Brooks. I can help you find them.”
Dark eyes held his gaze as she said this, but the pulse at her neck throbbed, and she held her hands clutched together in her lap. She was a good at bluffing, but he was better.
“I’ve already found Miss Brooks,” he said in a low voice. Her full breasts pressed against the fabric of her bodice as she blew out a deep breath, and he wished with all his heart that a button would fly off. Blinking, he returned his gaze to hers and found her smirking at him. Maybe she was better at bluffing than he thought.
“Good. Then you can get her and we can return to Kansas and Mr. Krisp.” The way she said his name caught his attention, with hate bordering on rage and her whole body tense. Why would she hate her employer? And who would be foolish enough to send a woman who hated him all the way out here?
Nodding, he changed his plans. Estrella, if that was her name, intrigued him far more than a simple kidnapping. He would stretch this out for a few days and figure out what was really going on.



Chapter Eighteen
 Lady Sutherland

The carriage rounded a turn and its glossy, dark blue wheels turned over the pristine white gravel of the winding drive. Before them stood Sutherland House a three-story high limestone with conical turrets, steep gables, picturesque dormers and decorated chimneys. Lilly ran her gaze over the magnificent brickwork, taking in the details of the stone gargoyles perched atop the slate roof. Everything about it was utterly overwhelming.
“Your sister lives here?” She leaned out of the carriage as they rode past, looking at the elaborate stables. They were huge, and glorious horses ran through the emerald green fields beside the buildings. 
Sleeping Bear tried hard not to look impressed, and the animation left his face to the point where he appeared bored. Lilly found that the more uncomfortable Sleeping Bear became, the more he tried to hide it with indifference.
Paul laughed at her shocked tone and stroked a hand over her glove. “Yes. She inherited it from her late husband. The estates in England returned to his family, but this house and a boutique in London remain in her possession.”
Lilly fiddled with the green ribbons of her bonnet. This morning, her gold and blue dress had seemed like the perfect thing to wear for meeting her future sister-in-law. Now she wished she had bought that peach gown in Hartford, and borrowed her mother’s jewels.
Paul grew more tense as they rode toward the mansion. She hoped it wasn’t because he was ashamed of her. While they had a wonderful time together in Hartford, she would get the feeling every now and then that Paul was hiding something. He would look at her and his expression would shift between anger and sadness.
Sleeping Bear’s warning about Paul only wanting her for her land haunted her, but she tried not to let it spoil their trip. Everything was going so well between them. She saw no reason to ruin it with silly and hurtful accusations.
Noticing her nervous movements, Paul said, “Don’t worry, Lilly. She’s still the same girl that busted broncos and mucked stalls on the ranch.”
“Somehow, I find that impossible to believe,” Lilly said in a dry voice as the carriage rounded the front drive. The main doors gleamed with handsome bronzework. An intricate stained-glass window glowed in the sunlight above the doors.
The carriage stopped and the footmen helped Lilly down. The footman’s unflappable expression faded into wide-eyed shock as Sleeping Bear stepped out next to her. She was almost used to the stir that Sleeping Bear caused everywhere they went, but it didn’t look like Sleeping Bear would ever get used to the scrutiny. His broad shoulders were stiff and he didn’t meet anyone’s gaze except hers and Paul’s.
Lilly leaned on her tiptoes to whisper into his ear. “You look very handsome.”
Sleeping Bear wore a charcoal-black suit with a red velvet waistcoat. It was a gift from her grand-mère as a thank you for posing for her. Colette painted two pictures and drew one sketch of Sleeping Bear, none of which Lilly had looked at. No need to expose herself to that temptation, again.
Sleeping Bear’s dark eyes thawed and he gave her a small smile. It vanished when Paul took her hand and led them up the marble steps.
The bronze doors opened, held by two butlers in grey and blue livery. “Please, come in. The Lady Sutherland is on her way down,” the butler on the right intoned with a stiff English accent.
“Thank you,” Paul said with a charming smile.
Lilly’s eyes grew wide at the impossible splendor of the mansion. A grand Siena marble staircase led to a spacious landing. At the landing, the staircase split before a mammoth stained-glass window displaying a ship bearing the English flag. It sailed through waters full of leaping fish, mermaids, and other exotic sea creatures.
“Paul!” A woman’s lovely voice rang down from the balcony of the second floor.
Catherine, Lady Sutherland, descended the stairs with an elegance and grace that made Lilly feel like a clumsy oaf. She still wore the black of mourning, and her fair skin looked pale in the light streaming through the windows. She had cinnamon-brown hair done in an elaborate braided up-do, and the familiar McGregor faded blue eyes. Tall and regal, it was hard to imagine this woman ever getting her boots dirty, let alone breaking horses and shoveling manure.
Catherine rushed down the stairs, lifting the heavy black crepe skirts just above her shiny black boots.
“Oh, Paul. I’ve missed you so much.” Tears sparkled in her eyes as she hugged her brother tight.
“I’ve missed you too, Cat. I haven’t seen you since....”
“Since the funeral. It’s all right, Paul, you can say it.” Her smile took on a brittle quality.
Paul pulled Lilly forward by her hand, and she smiled shyly at Catherine. Was she supposed to curtsey?
Catherine took both her hands and placed a gentle kiss on each cheek. “I am so pleased to meet you, Lilly. My brother, Owen, sent me a letter about his new teacher. He was very complimentary. Though he didn’t mention that Paul was just as charmed by you.”
Lilly felt heat flood her cheeks. “Owen is a dear. I am very pleased to meet you as well. Paul has told me so much about you.”
Catherine laughed and gave Paul a mock glare. Lilly could see more of Paul in her when she let her guard down. “Oh, has he? I will have to hear what he has told you. If it’s anything too scandalous, I’ll have to tell you some stories about Paul that will burn your ears.”
“Really? Well, he hasn’t told me anything that bad...but I’m sure I can make something up.”
Paul grimaced at her and tugged her closer to his side. Catherine watched them, her smile dropping a bit as sadness filled her eyes.
Lilly cleared her throat. “This is our business partner, Sleeping Bear.”
Catherine turned and looked at Sleeping Bear closely for the first time. Her perfectly arched eyebrows rose slightly as she gazed from the tips of his boots to the top of his head. Sleeping Bear returned her inspection with one of his own.
“Welcome to my home, Sleeping Bear.” Catherine’s face became a polite mask.
“Thank you, little Cat.” Sleeping Bear’s voice rumbled out, his face as closed as that of the grand lady opposite him.
She blinked at him, her cool facade cracking a bit. 
Lilly exchanged a questioning look with Paul, who shrugged his shoulders and spoke into the growing silence. “Cat, do you think we can take a look at your stables after you settle in? I want to bring some new breeding stock to the ranch, and you mentioned in your last letter that you have a couple Morgan mares that I can have.”
Catherine tore her eyes away from Sleeping Bear. “Of course. Let’s get you settled in first.” She turned her head ever so slightly and the butlers came to her side and bowed. “Take my guests upstairs and show them their rooms.”
Paul muttered, “You better have Lilly and I in the same room.”
Full of wide-eyed innocence, Catherine said, “Why Paul, of course you’re in separate rooms. It would be an insult to Lilly to put you together. You are, of course, waiting for marriage.”
Paul clenched his jaw and stared at his sister, who calmly looked back at him. “Still haven’t forgiven me for telling Daniel I would shoot him if you didn’t come to your wedding a virgin, ’eh?”
Catherine fluttered her lashes at him and Lilly hid a laugh behind her hand. Sleeping Bear continued to watch Catherine with an inscrutable expression. She noticed Paul’s sister had been avoiding looking at Sleeping Bear, even as her body turned toward him.
“Let’s get changed and meet in the stables. There’s a devil of a stallion I’d like to show you.”


The sweet smell of hay and sawdust filled the air of the elaborate stables. Two rows of stalls ran the length of the limestone building, and grooms trailed after them through the clean sawdust filling the aisle.
“Where did you find that skirt?” Lilly asked, eyeing Catherine’s clothes with ill-concealed envy.
“It’s called a split riding skirt. Wonderful invention. It allows me to sit astride rather than in that ridiculous side saddle.” Catherine paused to stroke the black velvet nose of one of the horses. “Whoever invented the side saddle obviously never had to rope a stray filly.”
A barn cat meandered by, ignoring everyone but Sleeping Bull. The orange tabby curled around his ankles and meowed plaintively. One of the grooms tried to shoo it away, but Sleeping Bear picked the cat up and scratched its ears. Lilly watched as Catherine almost looked at Sleeping Bear, then turned and walked back down the aisle. Her black divided skirt swished with her movements.
Paul broke the uncomfortable moment. “You have some wonderful horses here, Cat. How’s the breeding going?”
“Excellent. We have three pregnant mares right now. I’ve been working with a stable down in Virginia to start a Morgan breeding program here. They aren’t an officially recognized breed yet, but they’re wonderful creatures.”
Catherine led them outside to a packed-dirt-and-sawdust corral. In the center of the wide circle, a chestnut stallion tossed his head and watched them approach. Two grooms stood on the fence nearby with a saddle and bridle.
“This is my problem child, Merlin.” Catherine’s voice had a fond tone to it.
Lilly moved next to her and sighed. “What a lovely animal. He really does have an expressive face.”
“Yeah. Right now he is telling us that if we think he is going to let us ride him, we’re crazy.” Paul put his arms around Lilly and rocked her against his chest.
Lilly noticed Catherine’s eyes tighten and gently untangled herself from Paul’s arms. Sleeping Bear stayed silent behind them. He seemed focused on the horse in front of them, but Lilly caught him watching the Lady when she wasn’t looking.
Catherine motioned to the grooms and they cautiously entered the corral, moving around the chestnut stallion as he pranced away from them with an arrogant flick of his tail.
“Paul, I forgot to tell you. I’m throwing a costume ball tomorrow night in honor of your engagement,” Catherine said lightly as she watched the grooms.
“You’re what? Aww, Cat, you know I hate those kinds of things.” Despite his flippant tone, Lilly felt Paul tense behind her.
“Oh, I know. But I also know this is probably the only chance that Lilly will get to see those lovely dance skills Mother taught you.” Catherine gave Paul an impish smile. Gone was the elegant lady of the house. In her place stood a bratty sister. “Besides, everyone is pressuring me to return to the social circuit. It’s past time to end my mourning and this is the perfect excuse.”
“We didn’t bring any costumes with us. What are we going to wear?” Paul grumped as Lilly slid an arm around his trim waist. He was cute when he complained.
“I have some ready for you and your guest.” Catherine’s smile was as sweet as sugar.
A loud whinny came from the corral. A groom flew off Merlin’s back and across the dirt with a groan. His partner dragged him away and over the fence before the horse’s hooves stamped him.
“Darn it!” Catherine smacked the wooden boards of the fence with her closed fist. “If I can’t get him broken soon, I’ll have to sell him. He’s too wild now to stud out to the mares.”
“I can break him.” Sleeping Bear’s low voice rumbled from behind them.
Catherine darted a glance at him, and back out at the chestnut stallion tossing his mane. “With all due respect, if my professional grooms cannot handle him, I don’t think you can.”
Paul laughed as he held Lilly. “I wouldn’t bet on that, Cat. You’ve never seen the Comanche ride. They don’t even use saddles, just blankets.”
Catherine tapped her lip with one finger, considering Sleeping Bear. “No. I don’t want him to get hurt.”
Sleeping Bear’s lips quirked into a smile, the first bit of expression he had shown since arriving in Boston. He began to pull off his suit jacket and unbutton his vest.
Catherine looked scandalized as roses bloomed on her alabaster cheeks. “What are you doing?”
Paul took Sleeping Bear’s jacket with a devilish grin as Lilly laughed behind her hand.
“I don’t want to get my clothes dirty,” Sleeping Bear said in a mild voice.
When he was clad in only his charcoal-black pants and white shirt, he vaulted over the fence. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, revealing the smooth muscles of his big forearms. Slowly he walked toward the stallion, his gait easy and confident.
“He is going to get himself killed,” Catherine hissed, gripping the fence with both hands.
“I’m telling you, Cat, he’ll be fine. Just watch.”
Sleeping Bear began to croon to Merlin in Comanche and held out his hands in front of him.
“What’s he saying,” Catherine asked in a whisper. The other grooms had come out of the stables and gathered at the fence. Some watched with curiosity, others with disdain.
“How do I know? I don’t speak Comanche. Now hush and watch.”
The reins dangled down, and Sleeping Bear slowly eased his hand over the smooth muscle of the stallion’s shoulder. Merlin twitched his withers, but held still. With a swift leap, Sleeping Bear was on the horse’s back so fast it didn’t react at first.
Two seconds later, Sleeping Bear let out a war whoop that made the hair on Lilly’s arms stand up. The stallion sprang into motion, hindquarters twisting and bucking, angry snorts streaming from his nose. Sleeping Bear tightened his powerful thighs and held on, his body moving with every buck and twist. The horse soon calmed, and he and Sleeping Bear moved in perfect rhythm as they raced around the corral.
“Amazing,” Catherine breathed, her eyes locked on the battle of wills.
The pair rocked and fought around the end of the corral. Ten minutes later, both man and horse were covered in sweat. Sleeping Bear was smiling as he ran a hand down the side of the horse’s neck, leaning over to speak low into the stallion’s ear. The grooms began to applaud and Lilly and Paul joined them. Paul gave her a wink and she grinned back at him. They were both proud of their friend.
Catherine stood there with her mouth hanging open, saying repeatedly in a low voice, “That’s the damndest thing.”
Sleeping Bear turned the horse in an easy walk over to the fence, dismounting and handing the reins to a waiting groom. He blew in the horse’s nose and gave it a final soft word in Comanche. His white shirt hung transparent in places, stuck to the heavy muscles of his shoulders and chest. Bits of the geometric tattoo showed through the wet fabric and his muscles bunched as he vaulted back over the fence.
“What is that?” Catherine asked, pointed to Sleeping Bear’s chest. 
He locked eyes with her and began to unbutton his shirt. Paul twitched as if he were going to say something when Lilly stepped on his foot with an innocent smile. He narrowed his eyes but held his tongue.
Lilly watched Catherine as Sleeping Bear pulled his shirt off, every inch the proud Comanche warrior. Catherine’s cheeks flooded with pink and her eyes grew wide, drinking in the sight of his impressive body.
“These are the markings of my people. Each one I received after a different battle.” Sleeping Bear lifted his long hair off his shoulder and pointed to his rock-hard bicep. “This is from a raid on an Apache tribe before our peace agreement.”
“Oh,” Catherine said faintly, her hand twitching at her side as she almost reached to touch Sleeping Bear’s chest.
Lilly pulled Paul over toward the stables and he glowered at her. “Am I crazy, or is Sleeping Bear trying to seduce my sister?”
She ran a soothing hand down his arm. “I think he likes her. He certainly tried to show off by breaking that horse.”
He looked back over his shoulder with a grim expression tightening his jaw. “He better stay away from her. She doesn’t need the scandal of being accused of sleeping with a savage.”
“Paul!” Lilly’s whisper was shocked.
“Lilly, it’s the truth. Catherine moves in a different social circle than we do. A very unforgiving one. Any hint of scandal and the people she calls friends today will happy cut her to bits with gossip tomorrow.”
She rested her head on his arm as they walked back toward the house. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Her heart hurt for Catherine and Sleeping Bear. She realized that despite the obstacles that she and Paul faced, they had it easy compared to those two. It made her immensely grateful for the gift of Paul’s selfless love.
He stroked a hand down her cheek. “I know. I want my sister to find happiness again too, but it’ll never be with someone like Sleeping Bear.” His pale blue eyes grew fierce and he said in a harsh whisper, “It would have been better if they’d never met. All that’s going to come from this is heartbreak. Better to end it now than to draw out something that can never happen. They’re just too different.”
The vehemence of his words struck her and she searched his face. “Look how different we are, Paul. Yet, we defied the odds and found love.”
He closed his eyes and gently kissed the freckles on her nose. Looping her arm through his, he led them back to the house.
She sighed as they drew closer to the wide patio leading to the back of the mansion. He felt good next to her, and it had been so long since they had a moment alone together. She loved her family, but her three sisters, their husbands, and her ten nieces really didn’t leave any room for intimacy.
A quick glance around showed no one following them, and she tugged Paul toward a small stone path leading deeper into the forest.
“Where are we going,” he asked as she practically ran down the path. The sounds of the stables faded and were soon replaced by the deep hush of the woods. Tall pine trees stretched overhead and she took another side path, this one just dirt instead of stone. They came to a light granite bench overlooking a large meadow. The trees in the distance blazed with color and the air held a bit of warmth.
He turned her and she attacked him, throwing herself into his arms and kissing him with all of her pent-up frustration. He returned her passion and she stroked her hands against his face. If they had a million years, she would never grow tired of making love to Paul.

 ***

Cìarán and Estrella crept toward Paul and Lilly, taking refuge behind a holly bush. This might be the perfect time to grab her. He had come there to check out the servants and map out the mansion, but the sight of Lilly and Paul running off into the grounds was too good of an opportunity to pass up.
Through the dark, glossy leaves, he watched Lilly throw herself into Paul’s arms. Next to him, Estrella went stiff and he locked a hand onto her wrist. Dressed in a black shirt and a pair of his baggy trousers, she yanked her hand out from his and bared her teeth. Over the past few days, Estrella has slipped up enough for him to figure out what was really going on.
Lee Krisp planned on killing Lilly after he got her land. He didn’t know how, but he was pretty sure Estrella planned on rescuing her, despite the fact she didn’t like the other woman one bit. Watching her now, he thought Paul was to blame for that. His own bite of jealousy surprised him at the thought of Estrella in Paul’s arms.
Fierce, intelligent, and the most sensual creature he had ever met, Estrella brought light to his dark existence. He needed to find out what Lee was holding over her head to get her to do this. It didn’t help matters that she viewed him as the enemy. Her lips parted slightly as she watched Paul and Lilly kiss, and it gave Cìarán an idea.
Pulling a resisting Estrella close, he whispered in her ear. “We have to stay still until they are done. If we move, we’ll be exposed and all of our plans will be ruined.”
Licking her lips, she whispered back, “This is obscene.”
He moved even closer so his mustache tickled the delicate shell of her ear. “No, interrupting them would be obscene.” He dropped his arm, but kept his thigh pressed next to Estrella’s as they watched the lovers.
Lilly’s passion surprised him. He would have pegged her as one of the polite society women that just laid back and let the man do all the work. Instead, her small hands were trying to strip Paul’s clothes off as fast as they could.
The plotters could hear Paul laugh against her lips. “Slow down, I want to savor you.”
She pouted up at him, her lips pink from being kissed. “Paul, it’s been so long—”
Paul picked her up and set her on the stone bench, kneeling in front of her. He slowly hiked her skirts and petticoats about her hips, and pulled her bloomers down. Her golden curls on her mound shone in the sun, and her long legs spread to reveal a moist pink pussy.
Cìarán grit his teeth and shifted as his cock grew stiff. All that delicious softness next to and before him, but he couldn’t touch either of them. Glancing out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that Estrella’s nipples stuck out, hard and erect, from the thin cotton of her shirt.
“Touch yourself for me, love.” Paul stood and walked back, stroking himself through his pants as he watched her.
Lilly blushed prettily and her freckles stood out against her cheeks. A hesitant hand reached down and lightly traced over her labia. Cìarán’s nostrils flared, as he hoped to catch the scent of her musk on the breeze.
Paul coaxed her some more. “Stroke your pussy and pretend it’s my tongue, tasting you.”
Tossing her head back, she ran her slender fingers down her slit, parting it and revealing the glistening pink. Her bud was swollen and she gasped as her fingers ran over it.
Trying not to break the spell that the lovers had on Estrella, he attempted to shift his now erect and rock-hard cock into a more comfortable position. He pretended not to notice Estrella watching him with half-lidded dark eyes. God must have given him the patience of a saint because the passion he saw in Estrella’s gaze made his cock ache even more.
Paul was faring no better. His voice was increasingly rough. “Pinch your nub for me.”
Lilly blinked passion-glazed eyes at him and very slowly ran her fingers up over her slit, using her other hand to spread her lips, and gently squeezed her clit between the tips of her fingers. Cìarán imagined what it would be like to have Lilly’s delicate muscles firm around his cock.
Watching Paul, Lilly brought her fingers to her mouth and licked and sucked them. Paul’s growl filled the glade and he jerked her to her feet. Placing her hands on the back of the bench, he threw her skirts up, revealing long legs encased in boots, and the sweet little pucker of her pink anus.
Cìarán licked the sweat off his upper lip as he stared at her exposed bottom. He always loved teaching a woman about that sinful pleasure, and he imagined the noises she would make if he were to lick his tongue over that forbidden entrance. Paul, too, took a moment to appreciate the view, running his hands over her smooth hips as she arched back against him.
“Please,” she gasped in need.
Estrella shifted next to him and he watched her thighs press together. Was the delicate skin between her thighs wet and willing? He wondered what she would taste like, if she enjoyed the spice of submission and pain. Of its own accord, his hand rested on her firm, warm thigh. She glanced over at him, but he pretended not to notice. Instead of removing his hand, her legs gently parted in a silent invitation.
The sun shone off her blond curls as Lilly thrust her hips back against Paul with a small whimper. Cìarán would love to have Estrella make those sounds. Unbuckling his pants, Paul released his erection and ran it between her legs, wetting it against her entrance. She tried to reach back and guide him in, but he stepped away with a wicked chuckle.
“You look so beautiful like that, open and wet for me. I want you to reach down and play with your pussy while I take you.” Paul grabbed her hips and rewarded her for her compliance by shoving as much of his cock into her as he could. She must have been tight because he had to work his hips to make her open for him.
Lovely little sounds of passion escaped from her parted mouth with each punishing thrust. Her hand continued to work between her legs, but she had to pull it back to brace herself. Paul pounded into her without mercy, and Cìarán completely approved. If he had Estrella’s softness around his cock, he would do the same.
They rocked together in the sunlight and Lilly threw her head back. “I’m close...so close.”
Trailing his fingers up Estrella’s inner thigh, Cìarán delighted in her shiver of pleasure. He could feel the heat of her pussy even through the cloth of her borrowed pants. Ever so gently, he stroked his fingers over her hidden mound.
From her reaction he would have thought he’d just plunged his fingers into her. She arched back and closed her eyes, biting on her hand. Intrigued, he focused all of his attention on her. Once again, he lightly stroked her and she bucked and shuddered. He bit his lip and tried to muster his self-control. She was so damned sensitive, he could probably make her come just by brushing his lips over her. Noises drew his attention. Cìarán returned his gaze to the couple before them.
Paul grunted and tilted her hips; apparently he was running his cock over that sensitive spot inside of her pussy. Lilly’s breath came out in a ragged pant as she began to orgasm, her lovely body shuddering and feminine growls echoing over the field.
Cìarán held his hand still between Estrella’s thighs, letting her stroke her pussy over his fingertips with a butterfly-light touch. The things he could do with her. Grabbing her close, he held her as she shuddered with her release against his palm. Pressed fully against him, he could feel how swollen and soft her pussy was, how wet the trousers were with her cream. Cupping her mound and giving her a gentle squeeze, he was rewarded with another series of shudders as he drew her orgasm out. Making a muffled cry, she pushed his hand away and lay against his chest, panting.
With his cock nudging against the press of Estrella’s belly, he watched Paul pound into Lilly while she cried out beneath him. The sensation must have been too much for Paul. He threw his head back and roared while his entire body tensed.
Estrella removed herself from his arms and refused to meet his gaze. He tipped her head up and made her look at him. Using only his willpower, he held her gaze and whispered. “Mine.”
She flushed and anger snapped in the lovely heat of her dark eyes. He couldn’t help but smile as she jerked her head out of his grip. Looking back at Paul and Lilly holding each other, he knew it was time to step up his plans and get this over with so he could make Estrella his.



Chapter Nineteen
 A Masked Diversion

Cìarán tossed a roll of bills to the woman with a flick of his wrist. “You’re sure this is the costume he’ll be wearing?”
“Yes, sir. This is exactly the same. Her Ladyship sent me to the costume shop to choose the outfits for her guests.”
With wide eyes, the middle-aged woman gaped at the expensive hotel room. She was overly thin and her skin held an unhealthy yellow tone. Little tremors shook her hands as she put the money into her pocket. Without a doubt, she would go to her opium den as soon as she left his room.
“Thank you. It will be quite a funny trick when we both show up in the same costume. He’ll think it’s hilarious.” Cìarán put warmth in his voice and a sparkle in his smile to charm the woman.
Predictably, she blushed and toyed with her gloves. “Can I do...anything...else for you?” she asked with an invitation in her voice.
“I also need one of your uniforms.” The maid’s thick eyebrows pulled down in confusion and he quickly added, “My sister was very fond of Paul growing up. She’d like to surprise him as well.” Cìarán schooled his expression into a hopeful smile, snorting on the inside as she beamed and simpered.
“Oh, that is a wonderful idea.” Her expression turned calculating. “Though the uniforms are expensive....”
“Will seven dollars cover it?” He bit back a snort as she quickly agreed. She could probably buy a new one for fifty cents, but he wanted her silence.
He stood and showed her to the door. Her jacket and hair held the sickly sweet stink of opium. “Thank you again, Agnes. And remember, tell no one about this. I would hate to go to all the trouble and have my surprise for Lady Catherine and Mr. McGregor ruined.” He shut the door in her smiling face.
He strode over to the washstand, and began to swirl up a good lather in the shaving cup. He inspected the costume on the bed. A half-mask with silver stitching around the eyes over black velvet lay next to a black velvet jacket. The inside of the jacket was reversible, showing green silk embroidered with darker green foil stars. Next to the black-and-silver mask was a green velvet mask with gold stitching around the eyes. The lower half of his face would be exposed, so the mustache had to go.
Opening a hat box, he took out the dark black wig and tried it on. It looked odd with his tawny eyebrows, but the mask would cover that. With a flick of his hand, he tossed the wig on the bed and grabbed the mask.
Holding the mask over his face, he began to practice his speech. “Come with me, Lilly.”
He cleared his throat and tried to fit the Midwest accent again. “Come with me, Lilly.”
A snort came from the open door of the washroom. “You sound nothing like Paul.”
Turning, Cìarán narrowed his eyes at Estrella. She had avoided him like the plague after their forbidden time together in the garden yesterday. While he wouldn’t force himself on her, he had begun to seduce her in earnest. Hence the reason she was hiding from him in the washroom.
“It will work.” He turned his back on her and strode over to the shaving stand. Whipping up a cup of lather, he began to cover his face while watching her in the mirror. “Soon we’ll be on a train heading west and you’ll be rid of me.”
She bit her lip and he noted the sadness in her expression. Whenever he mentioned returning to Kansas, she became melancholy and scared. He knew she wanted him. He just wondered what secret she hid that kept her out of his arms.
Stroking the razor over his mustache, he promised himself that he would find out soon enough.

 ***

“Miss Brooks, you’ll need to brace yourself on the bed post while I do you up,” the young maid instructed as she gripped the two laces of the steel-boned corset in her hands. They were in Lilly’s bedroom at the mansion, getting her dressed for the costume ball.
Lilly groaned and clung to the carved wooden bedpost with both arms. She was being poured into a flame-red silk ball gown that pushed her breasts into creamy mounds. The maid was cinching the back, and contrary to convention, Lilly filled her lungs with air to give her the most breathing room possible.
“There,” huffed the maid. “I think that will do. You look wonderful, Miss Brooks.”
Lilly let out a constrained breath and spun around to gaze into the full-length mirror. The red gown made her skin glow in the lamplight. Her blond curls gleamed in an artful pile on top of her head, held in place by golden jeweled combs. On the bed lay an elaborate red-feathered mask, with coal-black velvet around the eyeholes. She was going as a cardinal tonight.
A gentle knock sounded at the door. The maid opened it and Catherine strode in. She was dressed in a rich navy blue gown, with long chiffon sleeves in various shades of blue and white. Her hair flowed down her back in a cascade of cinnamon curls. Diamond clips shaped like snowflakes sparkled in her locks. More diamonds dripped from her neck and wrists. A navy blue velvet mask with small glints of diamonds encircled her face, and her eyes sparkled like ice.
“Lilly, I have something for you to wear with your costume.” Catherine smiled and handed Lilly her mask from the bed. “You look incredible. That color makes your skin glow like alabaster.”
Lilly blushed and tied the mask on. “Thank you. I appreciate your generosity and attention to detail. The mask and ball gown are perfect. And you look wonderful.”
Catherine looped her arm through Lilly’s and smiled into the mirror. “Paul could not have picked a better sister for me. Thank you for putting up with him, and with me for keeping you in separate rooms.”
“Did he really threaten to kill your husband if you weren’t a virgin on your wedding night?”
“Oh yes, though neither of us listened to him.” Catherine gave her a wink and sighed. “I miss Daniel a great deal, but it’s been two years since his passing. I need to start living my life again.”
Catherine motioned to the maid and she brought over a green velvet jewelry case. “Here. I’d like for you to wear this with your outfit. Don’t let those prissy biddies downstairs intimidate you. They gave me a hard time when I was first married and entered their social circle. Most are nice enough, but a few think they are God’s gift to the world.”
Inside of the case gleamed an intricate diamond-and-ruby choker, with a ruby as big as her thumb dangling from the center.
“Oh, I can’t wear that! What if I lose it?” Lilly held up her hands in protest.
“Don’t be silly. You can and will wear it. I want to see Paul rendered speechless.” Catherine spun her around and fastened the choker. It sparkled in the light like a thousand stars around her neck, and the ruby glowed with its own fire.
“It’s amazing, Catherine,” Lilly whispered in awe as she tilted her head.
“Thank you. It was a wedding present from Daniel.” Catherine took a soft breath through her nose. “Now, let’s go get the men and make our entrance. Most of the guests are already here.”
“What about Sleeping Bear? Will they receive him?” Lilly asked as they swept out the door in a flurry of rustling fabric.
“I’ve thought about that, too. It could go either way. They will either view him as a savage, or as something exotic and new.” Catherine fiddled with the long sleeves of her gown. “If it becomes intolerable, I’ll intervene. He’s my guest and shall be treated as such.”
Lilly’s mouth opened to respond, but speech failed her when she caught a glimpse of Paul standing in the doorway. He was dressed like the night sky, all dark velvet with sparkling bits of rhinestones as stars. The velvet breeches clung to his muscled thighs and the black shirt opened at his throat, revealing a rather large patch of his muscular chest. A black velvet mask covered half his face and his eyes appeared as silver as the metallic thread around the mask.
“Oh,” Lilly managed to whisper as Paul caught sight of her. His kissable lips curved into a wicked smile.
“Oh, indeed,” Catherine said half-aloud in a breathless voice. 
Lilly turned and watched Sleeping Bear come down the hallway. He was dressed from head to toe in white and gold, and his hair moved like a long black cloak flowing down his back. White satin molded itself to his impressive frame, embellished with gold foil leaves. The shirt gaped open at the throat and slid across the muscled expanse of his chest, giving a glimpse of his tattoos. A white-and-gold domino mask hid most of his face, but his lips were exposed.
“You’re stunning,” Paul told her as he took Lilly’s hand. His gaze ran over her mounded breasts and he stroked his rough thumb over her palm. 
“You don’t look so bad yourself.” She let her eyes show her appreciation; she examined him from head to toe. Paul constantly astonished her. Looking at him now, there was no indication that he was anything but a wealthy and polished gentleman. She cherished the knowledge that underneath his fine costume stood a cowboy that personified strength and passion.
“Shall we?” Catherine asked, leading them to the top of the winding staircase. Maids and butlers followed behind, lifting the fabric of the gowns so each flowed properly behind its wearer.
Catherine spoke without turning. “Lilly and Paul, you’ll go down first. Sleeping Bear, you will go second, and I will come last.”
The butler nodded at her words, his posture stiff and formal in his elegant grey and blue livery.
Paul offered his arm as they were announced. “Miss Lillian Brooks and Mr. Paul McGregor.”
Lilly placed a slightly shaking hand on top of his and tried to breathe through her tension.
As they walked down the stairs, the glittering throng of Boston’s high society turned to watch them. She clutched Paul’s hand beneath her own and took a deep breath. Tonight, she was one of them and knew she looked as good as any woman in the room. Furthermore, she knew Paul looked better than any other man in the room. That thought gave her the courage to walk down the stairs with her head held high.
They took their place at the bottom of the stairs, nodding their heads to the polite greetings of those around them. Paul didn’t release Lilly’s hand, and stroked his thumb over her knuckles. Flashes of their naughty afternoon in the woods made her take a quick breath, and his roguish smile revealed his thoughts were running along the same decadent path. Something across the room caught his attention, and his grip tightened on hers almost to the point of pain.
She tugged at his hand and he loosened his grip with wince. Scanning the crowd, she tried to see what had bothered him but it was hard to tell with everyone wearing masks. There were certainly enough beautiful women to catch his eye, but he hadn’t looked like a man appreciating a woman. He looked like he was in pain.
“Mr. Sleeping Bear of the Comanche.” 
The announcement caused a low murmur to sweep through the crowd, and people tried to peer over the elaborate masks of the women to see the stairs.
Sleeping Bear descended the stairs with his usual arrogant grace. The white trousers fit him like a glove, and he was easily the biggest man in the room. His black hair gleamed in the light of hundreds of candles and his full lips twitched as the sound of conversation increased.
He stood next to Paul and ignored the curious looks. Lilly had to bite back a giggle as women began to move like sharks through the crowd toward Sleeping Bear. If he wasn’t careful, he might find himself carried off into a dark corner by one of the merry widows.
Speaking of dark corners, she had to get Paul alone in one soon. There was something very erotic about the mask he wore. Those delicious lips were fully exposed, but the rest of his face hidden. He caught her staring and gave her a saucy wink.
“Her Ladyship, the Viscountess Sutherland.”
Applause broke through the crowd as Catherine floated down the stairs. She was lovely, and the murmuring crowd certainly adored her. A few unexpected whistles rose up as she paused halfway down and graced them with a radiant smile. Peeking around Paul, Lilly saw Sleeping Bear totally focused on Catherine.
“Thank you all for coming.” Catherine’s voice carried over the renewed applause, and she raised her hand, waiting for it to die down. “I would like to congratulate my brother Paul on his wonderful engagement to Miss Lilly Brooks of Hartford, Connecticut.”
The crowd applauded again and Lilly pressed herself closer to Paul. He beamed down at her and she couldn’t help but smile back.
“I would like to take this moment to....” Catherine’s voice broke and she cleared her throat. “To thank you for the kindness you showed me after my husband’s passing. He would have been deeply touched by your outpouring of compassion.” The applause now was thunderous and Paul gave her hand a squeeze before escorting Catherine down the stairs and over to a quiet corner.
Sleeping Bear watched it all without expression. The crowd began to mill about as the musicians struck up a merry dancing tune. Lilly stood on her tiptoes and whispered into Sleeping Bear’s ear. “She looks lovely tonight, doesn’t she?”
He glanced down at her and a smile quirked his full lips. “She is more beautiful than a sunset and as untouchable.”
Lilly lightly smacked his arm. “I didn’t think you were the type of man to give up so easily.”
Sleeping Bear shrugged. “The warrior that does not plan his hunt is the one who fails.”
They were interrupted by a woman in a long, bright purple dress with a glittery mask festooned with silk butterflies. “Hello Miss Brooks, Mr. Bear. I’m Lady Catherine’s friend, Olivia DeBerge. Catherine has told me all about you.” She gave Sleeping Bear a wicked smile.
Sleeping Bear glanced at her, and back at Catherine who was now surrounded by men. Olivia followed his eyes and said lightly, “Catherine is now the most sought-after widow in Boston. The men have been praying she would break her mourning soon.”
Lilly tried to steer the conversation to safer topics. “How long have you known Catherine?”
Olivia continued to watch Sleeping Bear with a satisfied smile. “For the last five years. We went to finishing school together in Boston before she met Daniel. She was the life of the party, even then. Though she did get into a good deal of trouble.”
Now Sleeping Bear turned back to Olivia and said, “What kind of trouble?”
Olivia hooked her arm through his and led him toward a row of settees against the far wall. As they moved away, Lilly heard her say, “We were just sixteen and Catherine wanted to go swimming....”
Paul whispered into her ear. “I hope Sleeping Bear can run fast. Olivia DeBerge has an unquenchable taste for men.”
Catherine’s voice came from over her other shoulder in a low growl. “She better keep her hands to herself.”
They both looked at her in surprise and Catherine lifted her chin. “Sleeping Bear is our guest, and unused to our ways. I don’t want him to get hurt.”
Paul snorted and Lilly hid a giggle behind her hand.
“What?” Catherine’s tone was slightly affronted.
“I wouldn’t worry about Sleeping Bear.” Lilly smiled as Paul scowled at her. “The Comanche are...free with their sexuality. He might end up teaching her a thing or two, if she is so lucky.”
Both Catherine and Paul glared at her for different reasons and she changed the subject with a squeak. “Who wants champagne?”
A man in a mask resembling flames bowed before Catherine. “I believe the next dance is mine?”
Catherine darted one more glance at Sleeping Bear’s back. Four more women had joined Olivia, and he was laughing at whatever they had just said. Catherine graciously tipped her head with tight lips and held her hand out for the gentleman.
The familiar strains of Strauss’s waltz Love Songs spun out over the vast room, and Lilly clapped her hands. “Oh, I adore this piece. Come dance with me, Paul.”
His glare melted behind his mask and a soft smile curved his lips. “It would be my pleasure. I just hope your toes can survive.”
They made their way through the fantastically dressed crowd and merged into the dancers. The familiar pattern of the waltz took on a completely new meaning in Paul’s arms. Despite his protests, he was a wonderful dancer and spun her about with an expert arm. The joy of the moment filled her and she beamed up at him. This handsome, amazing, and dazzling man was going to be her husband.
“What are you smiling about?” He teased and stroked her back lightly with his hand. The men and women twirled around them like graceful flowers in their flowing dresses.
“I was just thinking how lucky I was to find you.”
He chuckled. “I’m the lucky one. Do you see all the envious looks I’m getting from the men? They all wish you were in their arms.”
She was glad the mask hid her blush. “Do you think you could sneak into my room tonight?”
His lips softened and she felt his breath catch. “If I can’t get in through the door, I’ll climb the side of the building and break in through the window.”
They moved off the dance floor together, eager for a moment alone. A thin woman with almost no lips stepped into their path and tapped Paul’s chest with her red lace fan. Dressed in almost the same shade of red as Lilly, she wore a dazzling mask that sparkled with gems in the light of the chandeliers.
“Why Paul McGregor,” she tittered and Paul stiffened next to her. “I haven’t seen you in years.”
“Hello, Matilda.” The venom in his voice shocked Lilly, and Matilda took a step back before snapping open her fan and giving Lilly an obvious once-over.
Paul tried to step around her, but Matilda threw a narrow hip in his way. “I was just telling my husband the other day how much we missed your rough humor and fascinating stories about the savage frontier.” She turned to Lilly with narrowed lips and a spiteful gleam in her eyes. “You do know Paul lives out in the middle of nowhere, don’t you? The closest thing to any culture is Kansas City, and they only have two theaters. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to give up the pleasures of civilization for all that dirt.”
Paul practically vibrated with anger, and Lilly bristled at the woman’s snide insults. “Actually, I met Paul in Caldwell. You see, I’m the town’s teacher.” She ran a hand over Paul’s muscled shoulder, pleased to see the naked envy in Matilda’s gaze. “I wouldn’t trade it for the world. The beauty of the land is amazing, and the men....” She gave a low and throaty chuckle, tracing her fingertips over the hard swell of Paul’s bicep. “The men are as hard and demanding as the frontier. It’s no place for spoiled women who are as soft and timid as their lap dogs.”
Paul began to cough and Lilly bumped Matilda aside with her hip. “If you will excuse us.”
Matilda gaped after them like a fish as Lilly grinned up at Paul. “I don’t know who that woman was, but if she ever says anything like that to you again, I’ll dump the punch bowl over her head.”
Stopping them in the middle of the crowd, Paul spun her around and captured her lips in a hard and hot kiss. Whispers and quiet laughter rose through the crowd around them, but she ignored them all and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.
Pulling back, Paul’s eyes shone with a inner light that made her melt. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
He shook his head, the silver on his mask shimmering. “No, I really love you.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “And I really love you. Now, let’s go find a dark corner and you can show me how much.”


“Oh, you’re from Hartford? Then you must know the Monkins family,” prattled the young woman in a bright yellow dress and floral mask.
Lilly resisted the urge to fan herself and surveyed the room for Paul. Three hours into the party and she was already exhausted. The press of the crowd had steamed up the two-story windows, and her feet hurt from dancing. Everyone wanted to meet Lady Catherine’s brother and fiancée, some out of curiosity and others looking for gossip.
“Yes, I know David Monkins. He’s a friend of my brother-in-law.” Lilly tried to keep her eyes on the fluttery young woman, but she wanted Paul. They had managed to steal a few moments together, and Lilly craved more time in some dark hallway with him. There was something highly erotic about sneaking kisses while wearing a mask.
“David is such a dear!” The woman giggled with a glittering smile.
Lilly nodded in agreement. She finished off her third glass of champagne and felt quite relaxed as the woman continued on. She wished Paul stood next to her. He would find these women hilarious. Everything about her life was better when he was around. She had to hide a smile as the realization that she they would soon be married washed over her again. The thought warmed her from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.
Sleeping Bear stood sequestered in a corner, surrounded by a wall of various colored skirts. The sight of Olivia dancing with Sleeping Bear while Catherine tried to keep from glaring at them was quite amusing. Once, she caught Catherine, with her hands fisted at her sides and her shoulders rigid, deep in conversation with Sleeping Bear by the buffet. Lilly wondered what they argued about.
Most of the men were less than polite to Sleeping Bear, using the excuse of him being a savage Indian to spurn the man stealing the attention of their women. Many openly sneered at him as he moved past with his harem of admirers. It was hard to read his expression through the mask, but Lilly decided he appeared amused.
“Miss Brooks, don’t let Dorthea keep you all to herself,” an older woman with a peacock mask scolded. She nudged Dorthea out of the way with her ample navy-silk-covered hip.
The younger woman gave her a chilly smile and snapped open a pink lace fan. “Oh, Beatrice, I didn’t know you were invited.”
Beatrice snapped open her own fan. “Why, of course I was. Lady Catherine and I go hunting once a month together. She quite enjoys the company of my cousin, Harold.” Her lips tilted in a smug grin. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t belong to the Hunting Club, do you?”
“Hunting Club? Why, they let everyone in that can wave a dollar. I belong to the Yacht Club. You have to fulfill some very strict requirements to even be considered as a member.” The sneer she gave Beatrice left no question if Dorthea thought she would be allowed to join. “Lady Catherine goes sailing with us quite often in the summer. She remarked the other day at what a splendid sailor my brother Saul is. They have a wonderful repartee.”
Beatrice narrowed her eyes and tapped her lips with her fan. “Saul...isn’t he the one with the tragic overbite and a limp?”
“He does not have an overbite. His features are strong and noble,” Dorthea hissed. “How is Harold doing? I do hope he’s gotten past that scandal of having a child out of wedlock with his maid.”
Beatrice gasped and fanned herself hard enough that Lilly’s curls blew in the draft. “It was not his child, everyone knows that. He just did the Christian thing and helped that poor girl out.” Dorthea snorted and Beatrice continued, “How is Saul’s personal butler doing? They spend so much time together. He seems to care deeply about his butler’s...physical comforts.”
Lilly had to bite her lip to hide her smile. These women sparred with words the way men sparred with fists. She was placing bets on who would smack who with their fan first when Paul grabbed her hand and murmured, “Lilly, come with me.”
“If you’ll excuse me, ladies. It was a pleasure meeting you both.” Lilly smiled gratefully at Paul as they left the two women to hiss at each other like cats. She teetered a bit in her boots, tipsy from all the champagne. Finally, she would steal another moment alone with him. She couldn’t wait until they were properly married and she could wake up next to him every morning. The thought made her sigh and her desire for his lips deepened.
He led her past the main staircase and into the library. There were no candles lit in there, and the only illumination came from the moonlight streaming through the tall French doors. The rhinestones on his dark velvet clothing sparkled in the meager light like the stars they were supposed to be.
Blood heating in her veins, Lilly pulled him down to continue the kiss that had been interrupted earlier. Brandy scented his breath as he tried to pull away and she nipped at his lip. She boldly took his hands and placed them on her breasts, holding them there when he tried to pull away. 
“Gu sealladh saelbh oirn,” he growled against her lips, in a stranger’s voice.
She screamed and shoved him back. This wasn’t Paul. His mask had come askew and an unfamiliar face stared back at her in the dim light. She screamed again before he slammed a hand over her mouth.
“Hush now, pretty girl. You’re going to come with me,” he announced in a purring accent and dragged her toward the French doors.
Lilly wrenched away, kicked him in the knee as best she could in her skirts, and socked him in the jaw for good measure. Filling her lungs, she screamed again and ran for the door. His fingers grazed her back and ripped the necklace from her throat.
The door burst open and a butler ran in as the man kicked open the French doors and sprinted off the porch, the diamond and ruby necklace in his hand. Lilly knelt in a heap on the floor, sobbing and clutching her throat, scraped where the necklace had been ripped off.
Voices filled the room and gentle hands lifted Lilly to her feet.
“Get out of my way!” Paul shouted as he shoved people from the door.
Lilly saw him and ran to his arms. “Paul, there was a man dressed like you. I thought it was you. He brought me here and...and stole the necklace.”
“Hush now,” Paul crooned as he stroked a hand down her back. Turning to the butler, he snarled, “Go get Lady Catherine and Mr. Bear, now. I’m taking Miss Brooks back up to her room.”


A police officer had been by to take her statement, and Lilly was in a comfortable robe and nightgown now. Hiccups punctuated Lilly’s apology to Paul’s sister.
Catherine’s personal physician had given Lilly a sleeping draught, and her eyelids grew heavy. Paul held her on the bed as Catherine paced the room in a rage. “Lilly, for the last time, stop apologizing!” Catherine strode to the window and back. “I am not mad at you at all. I’m furious that this happened to you in my home!”
Sleeping Bear watched Catherine pace as Paul cuddled Lilly close.
“It’s all right, sweetheart. He’s long gone. Just a jewelry thief that took advantage of your kind nature.”
Lilly winced. If only Paul knew how kind her nature had been. Guilt left a bitter taste in her mouth as she recalled the way she had forced herself on the thief. “I don’t understand. How did he know what your costume looked like?”
Catherine clasped her hands together, the multi-colored scarves fluttering behind her. “That is my main concern, too. Someone must have told him. A good many servants and the employees at the costume shop all know what I ordered. It would have been easy for him to rent the same costume.” She started to pace toward Sleeping Bear and spun on her heel in the other direction.
A huge yawn cracked Lilly’s jaw. Her eyelids were getting too heavy to keep open. As she dozed against his chest, Paul announced, “I am staying with her tonight, Catherine.”
Even sedated, her heart and soul relaxed further. In his arms, nothing could hurt her.
“Of course you are! I’m sorry, Paul. I feel horrible that this happened.” Catherine toyed with a delicate jade vase on the fireplace mantle. “I have my men on watch right now. They’ll keep a careful eye on the house. I don’t anticipate any more trouble. The jewel thief is probably on his way to New York by now.” She shifted the vase in the firelight. “He should be able to retire on the value of the central ruby alone.”
“I will watch your room tonight,” Sleeping Bear remained seated, staring at Catherine.
The vase wobbled as Catherine’s unsteady fingers put it back on the mantle. “Thank you for your kind offer, but I am sure I’ll be quite all right.”
With a swish of skirts, Catherine left the room and darted a glance at Sleeping Bear on her way out.
Sleeping Bear stood and stretched. “I will sleep lightly. If anything happens, whistle three times.” He closed the door with a gentle click as he left.
Paul nodded and smoothed back Lilly’s hair, holding her to his chest. With a gentle hand, he pulled back the high lace of her nightgown and examined the scrapes on the side of her neck. It stung as he traced his fingers over the scratches, but not enough to penetrate the fog pulling her into a deep sleep.
“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,” he whispered against her and tightened his arms.
“Paul, I love you so much.” Her voice grew slurry. “Every bad thing that has happened, I would relive a million times because these things brought me to you.” Lilly relaxed into a full sleep as the sound of Paul’s heartbeat filled her with peace.



Chapter Twenty
 Telegram

“Paul!” 
Catherine screamed from the foyer, her cry echoing and bouncing off the marble floors.
Paul grabbed Lilly’s hand and they dashed out of her bedroom. At the bottom of the stairs stood Catherine in a teal morning dress, with a maid hovering by uncertainly. Her shivering hand clutched a telegram and she was pale as snow.
“Cat, what’s wrong?” Paul flew down the stairs and snagged the paper from her limp fingers. A butler joined them and whispered to the maid.
Sleeping Bear took the carpeted steps in great strides, leaping the last couple and running to Catherine. He placed a hand on her shoulder and she covered it with her own. The servants gaped at the sight of a savage touching their Lady.
Catherine stared at Paul with tears rolling down her cheeks. “Owen,” she answered in an agonized whisper.
Paul scanned the telegram and stumbled. “Owen is missing. He was late going to school and went by himself. He never made it. They found his horse wandering the road and there was some blood on the saddle.”
Lilly covered mouth with trembling fingertips and leaned against the carved post of the stairway. “Oh, God. Paul, we have to get home and help.”
“Rufus already ordered us tickets on the next train out of here. It leaves Boston tomorrow night and stops in Kansas City. We’ll take a coach from Kansas City to Caldwell.” Paul wrapped Catherine in a hug. “We’ll find him, Cat.”
“I’m going with you.” Catherine dashed her tears with the back of her hand. “Get me a ticket on that train!” The butler leapt back with a shocked expression on his florid face as she screamed at him.
“We need to pack, and I need to make arrangements for the care of my estate while I’m gone.” Catherine wrung her hands so hard Lilly was afraid for her bones. Shouts rang out from deeper in the house as the staff began to prepare for Lady Catherine’s departure. 
Catherine whirled on the maid, snarling. “Cancel all my engagements and send my regrets.” The maid gathered her skirts and scurried to do Catherine’s bidding.
Paul ran a distracted hand through his hair. “What can I do to help?”
“Nothing. My staff will be able to handle everything. Oh, Paul.” Catherine choked back a sob as Paul took in a deep and shuddering breath. “Who would want to hurt Owen?”
“I have an idea,” he growled and exchanged a glance with Lilly and Sleeping Bear. His dark gaze promised death to the people that took his brother. “Let’s get some food in us, and I’ll tell you about the man Lee Krisp has become.”

 ***

They met in the main floor parlor, closing the door on the ears of eavesdropping servants. Afternoon light streamed through the glass doors that led out to a patio filled with potted plants. Burgundy and gold furniture decorated the wood-paneled room and a variety of detailed paintings of horses graced the burgundy walls. A massive oil painting of Catherine was hung above the fireplace. In the portrait she wore a pink lace gown and stroked the nose of a black Arabian mare.
Lilly took a bite of one of the finger sandwiches and washed it down with some tea. The bread was rather dry and it made her thirsty, but she was hungry enough not to care. She set the teacup back down and her hand shook as a wave of dizziness swept over her. An odd taste coated her mouth from the tea, but she assumed it was just a residual reaction from the sleeping draught she’d been given last night. The sensation passed when she leaned back on the couch and filled her lungs with air.
Catherine finished her tea and held her head in her hands. Her usually perfectly coiffed hair hung in a loose knot down her back. “I knew Eunice when we were growing up. She used to help watch the children when it was birthing season on the ranch. I can’t believe she’s staying with him.”
Lilly held back a yawn. “She said she planned to leave him when her daughter got back. I wonder if she did and that’s what drove Krisp to kidnap Owen.”
Paul rubbed his eyes. “If Lee is the one who took Owen. We have to keep an open mind. Lee isn’t the only predator out there. Anyone could have taken him.” He slid an arm around Lilly and pulled her close, burying his face in her neck. She stroked his cheek, trying to give him some comfort. The hand touching his face tingled a bit.
Sleeping Bear’s voice rumbled over her. “I will help you, Paul. There is no honor in harming children.”
They sat in silence and Sleeping Bear rubbed his eyes. She watched the patterns the sun made through the trees on the thick gold carpet. The silence was soothing and this time she couldn’t hold back the yawn. The need to sleep overwhelmed her and she pushed herself off the couch to try to make it to a bed. The sleeping draught from last night must still be in her system. “Sorry, I’m....”
Sleeping Bear started to rise, but his eyes rolled back in his head. Catherine was already slumped back in her chair. Paul opened his mouth as if to yell, but fell to the floor. Lilly stood but stumbled against the table, rattling the tea service. She slid to the floor with a thump.


 ***

“Wake up,” a voice with a thick accent whispered next to Lilly’s head.
Someone held a foul substance under her nose that made her cough and gasp, jerking awake with a start. Her tongue tried to shove a gag out of her mouth and she slumped back on the bed. Terror battled with confusion while she attempted to focus on where she was.
A strangely familiar man, dressed in an expensive black suit and gold waistcoat, sat next to the bed in a grey leather chair. He had thick, dark-blond hair and watched her with expressionless green eyes. She tried to rub her face, but found her hands tied together with a rope. An attempt to kick her feet affirmed that they were tied as well.
She lay on a large bed in an unfamiliar room with cream walls and dark furniture. There was nothing to identify the room by. She could be anywhere. The orange glow through the sheer curtains of the window indicated either sunset or sunrise. The rope cut into her wrists as she struggled to sit up.
Shock and disbelief cleared her mind as she saw Estrella, dressed in a yellow velvet gown and leaning against the dresser across the room.
“Are you with me now, Lilly?” He idly crossed his legs and laced his fingers together.
Swearing against the bunched cloth in her mouth, she stared daggers at Estrella and tried to figure out what was going on. What the hell was Paul’s old mistress doing in Boston and who was this man?
“Good. Would you like me to remove your gag?”
She nodded vigorously. He leaned over to take the damp cloth and paused next to her on the bed. “I should warn you, if you scream I’ll be forced to knock you senseless. Then I will stuff you under the bed until you’re ready to listen to reason.”
She nodded again, slower this time. She knew this man. His voice and green eyes were familiar in some way.
He untied the gag and she tried to clear the sour taste from her mouth. “Water,” she asked in a husky whisper. He took a glass from the ebony wood table next to the bed and held the water to her lips. She gulped it and rolled the moisture around in her parched mouth.
“Now, let’s get down to business.” He laced his hands together and stared at her. His eyes captured hers as surely as a snake captures a bird in its gaze. “I have received word that the man I’m working for has someone dear to you. A boy named Owen?”
She filled her lungs to yell and he lunged at her in a move faster than she could believe, and slapped a hand over her mouth.
“If you scream, you are going under the bed. Understand?” The gentle tone of his voice held more menace than a shout.
“Stupid blonde, you had better listen to him.” Estrella strode to the foot of the bed and looked down at her with disgust. Lilly narrowed her eyes and called Estrella every bad name she could think of against the back of the man’s hand. With a tired sigh, the man pinched her nose shut until she began to struggle for air and she went passive.
“No screaming,” she said in a muffled voice against his hand. He sat back in the leather chair and relaxed into the seat.
“My employer will kill Owen unless you come back to Caldwell with me and sign over your land to Lee Krisp.” He watched her closely, apparently taking in every nuance of her body language.
Tears of anger ran down her cheeks. “If he touches one hair on that boy’s head, I will hang him myself.” Staring at Estrella, she spat out, “What are you doing here? Do you think helping Lee kill me will bring Paul back?”
Estrella’s dark eyes flashed with anger. “I don’t want Paul back! I—” Blushing, she clenched her jaw and tried to compose herself. “You are so stupid.”
“If anything happens to Owen, I will gut you both myself.” A horrible thought occurred to her. “Where is Paul?”
“Paul’s fine.” Estrella darted a glance at the man. “I left him a note telling him that you were all right so he didn’t do anything stupid.”
Staring at Estrella, the man demanded, “Have you lost your mind?”
Lifting her chin, Estrella fidgeted beneath his glare. “No one saw me. I was wearing the maid’s outfit you stole so I could drug their food.” She swallowed and added in a husky voice, “You don’t know what it’s like to lose your loved one. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”
Leaning back, the man clasped his hands together and studied Estrella. “I know more than you think.”
While they talked, Lilly struggled with the knots that tied her hands together. She didn’t know what was going on, but it was obvious Estrella and the man wanted each other. The man’s eyes softened whenever he looked at Estrella, making him almost human. If she played her cards right, she might be able to use their distraction to her advantage.
“Don’t bother to try undoing those knots. It’s not going to happen in this lifetime.” He ignored her glare and continued. “We’re leaving for Caldwell in the early morning in a private car on a train heading west. Once we are in Caldwell, you will sign over the land to Lee Krisp. He’ll let the boy go and you can take the money from the sale and return to your home in Hartford.”
“No one is going to believe that I willingly sold him my land,” she hissed at him.
Estrella crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “It’s your job to make them believe. If you fail, you and Owen are dead.” 
Her mind spun. She had to find a way out of this. At the moment, her best option was to agree and get untied. “All right. I’ll go with you to Caldwell.”
“Excellent,” his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Oh, one more thing. If we don’t make it to Caldwell within two weeks, my employer is going to kill the boy. If I don’t send him a telegraph tomorrow letting him know we’re on the way, he kills the boy. So it really is in his best interest if you cooperate.”
She shivered and tried to hold still while he freed her hands and feet. Rubbing her wrists, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and massaged her ankles. He sank back in the chair and watched her.
“Would you like something to eat?”
She gave him her best look of disgust. “I don’t want anything from you. What kind of man would work for someone who would kidnap a child? And you, Estrella. How could you do this to Paul?”
His shoulders flinched, but his voice was bored as he spoke. “The kind of man who likes money.”
“You’re a bastard.” She lurched to her feet and paced the room. He didn’t respond, just watched her.
She went to twitch aside the curtain next to Estrella and the smaller woman slammed her back into the wall. Lilly struggled against her and Estrella leaned in to whisper.
“Stupid bitch, I’m going to help you escape.” Lilly went still against her and Estrella growled at her. “Keep fighting me. He can’t know.”
Hooking her foot behind Estrella’s leg, Lilly toppled them both to the ground. With a scream, she grabbed a handful of Estrella’s long black hair and shook it back and forth, hoping it looked like she was really fighting the woman.
Swearing, the man pulled them apart and held them both by the napes of their necks. “If you two don’t calm down, I’m going to spank you both until you can’t stand.”
He tossed a protesting Lilly on the bed and grabbed Estrella’s shoulders. Lilly couldn’t hear what he whispered against Estrella’s ear, but it made her eyes widen and a blush fill her cheeks.
With a huff, Estrella pushed away from the man. “In your dreams, Cìarán.”
Rubbing her sore arm, Lilly glared at him through narrowed eyes. “Where do I know you from?”
The slightest smile turned the corners of his mouth. “You know me rather well.” 
She launched herself from the bed and resumed her pacing while staying away from the door and window. “Do I know you from Hartford, or Caldwell?”
He shook his head, a lock of sandy blond hair momentarily obscuring one eye. “Neither.”
“But I’ve met you before?”
“Yes.”
She stalked over to him, hands twitching to wring his neck. “Damnit, tell me who you are!”
Estrella opened the door to the washroom. “He was the man you talked to at the park in Hartford. Don’t you notice anything?”
Rolling his eyes, Cìarán stood and began to undress. She turned her back before anything more than a button slipped open. With a sniff, she walked past Estrella who shook her head with a mean grin. “Oh no, you don’t get to go to the bathroom alone. How do we know you won’t climb out the window?”
Clenching her hands into fists, she marched into the washroom. Behind her, she heard Cìarán laugh quietly as Estrella slammed the door.
Lilly jerked her forward and hissed, “What the hell is going on?”
“We don’t have much time. Shut up and listen,” Estrella hissed back. “Lee Krisp blackmailed me into coming here to help Cìarán kidnap you. What Cìarán doesn’t know is that Lee wants me to kill you after you sign over your land.”
“What? Why would he think you would kill me?” The question came out on a whisper of breath.
Estrella hesitated. “Not important. Right now you need to cooperate and give me a chance to rescue you and Owen.”
Leaning back, Estrella shouted, “Hurry up already. I’ve never met a woman who was so shy about making water.”
Now that Estrella mentioned it, she really did have to go. Maneuvering around to the toilet, she lifted her skirts while Estrella turned her back. “What did you tell Paul?”
“That you were safe and on your way back to Caldwell. I didn’t have a chance to write much. I only had a few moments in the house to drug the tea and then to make sure it worked.” Estrella glowered at her disheveled reflection in the mirror. “I still think you’re a stupid bitch, but I won’t spend the rest of my living with the guilt of yours and Owen’s death.”
Pulling the chain, Lilly straightened her skirts and splashed some water on her face. 
Nodding at each other, Estrella opened the door and shoved her out. “Watch her while I get ready for bed, Cìarán.”
Estrella’s jaw dropped and Lilly had a brief glimpse of a very naked Cìarán before she slammed her eyes shut.
“Put some clothes on!” Lilly shouted while Estrella said something long and angry in Spanish.
Cìarán’s deep chuckle filled the room. “I’ve pulled the covers up. Sorry, you surprised me.”
With a huff, Estrella slammed the door and Lilly peeked between her fingers. True to his word, Cìarán was now safely beneath the covers. He pretty much ignored her, keeping his gaze on the bathroom door. It was reassuring to know his display wasn’t done in an effort to seduce her.
“Just remember, if you try to escape tonight, Owen is dead.” He turned down the oil lamp until the only light came through the sheer curtains at the windows.
He made a great show of getting comfortable in bed, sighing as he stretched out and pulling the covers around himself. She punched the pillow and lay on the floor, fully clothed. With tears leaking down her cheeks, she stared at patterns the light from the window made on the ceiling. Now that she had time to think, she was scared out of her wits. She missed Paul so much, she ached. What would happen if he found her, somehow? Would that mean Owen’s death?
A sob escaped her and she buried her face in her pillow. He shifted on the bed and threw a blanket down to her. “Sleep, Lilly. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
The bathroom door opened and Estrella growled. After a brief tussle, Cìarán was pushed onto the floor on the other side of the bed tangled up in a sheet. He glared up at Estrella, who whispered something low and fierce at him. With an insolent grin, he stretched out again, obviously preening for the dusky beauty.
Closing her eyes, Lilly buried her face in the pillow and cried. After the tears finally ran out, she pulled the covers over her shoulders and tried to get comfortable on the thin rug. The last thoughts in her mind were of Paul, and how much she wished he were there.



Chapter Twenty One
 Rough Ride

From her bunk in the sleeping area, Lilly watched Cìarán and Estrella in the main compartment of the train car. Feeling slightly woozy, she rocked with the motions of the train and strained to hear what was being said. In an effort to win Cìarán over to their side, Estrella and Lilly had shared a bottle of bourbon with him. Pleading exhaustion, Lilly had gone to bed and left the other woman alone with Cìarán.
The interior of the car was plush with blue silk walls and dark blue velvet-covered couches. Estrella reclined on one of the couches, her long, black hair pinned atop her head in a series of swirls. They had dressed her carefully for tonight in a pale grey gown that complimented the silver oil lanterns that hung between the windows. 
Setting his drink down next to Estrella’s half-empty glass of bourbon, Cìarán crossed the small room and sat on the couch next to her. She turned her body and pretended to look at the shadowy countryside, her dark eyes watching him in the reflection of the window. Lilly held her breath in an effort to hear what was being said.
“What are you thinking about?” He toyed with a strand of Estrella’s dark, silken hair.
“How much I don’t like you,” she answered in a bored voice. Lilly noticed how Estrella leaned into his touch despite the look of indifference on her face.
“I knew you were thinking of me. I could feel it on the other side of the room.”
She snorted and pulled her hair out of his unresisting hand. “Cìarán, why do you keep bothering me?” Her small pink tongue darted out and licked her lips.
“Your passion in the gardens at the Sutherland Mansion caught me by surprise. It has been a long time since I’ve found a woman who responds with such...strength.”
Passion in the gardens? What was he talking about? Lilly resisted the urge to cover her face with her hands. No, no way could they have seen us. He must be talking about something else. 

A blush stained Estrella’s cheeks, but she lifted her little nose into the air. “Doesn’t it bother you at all that I don’t like you?”
“Estrella, you don’t have to lie to me.”
He sounded so deep and sincere, Lilly actually believed him.
They rode in silence for a little while longer. He poured a second glass of bourbon and handed it to Estrella. “Drink with me.”
“I’d rather not,” she said and pushed it away.
“Just one drink and I’ll leave you alone.” His voice was persuasive, a masculine purr.
“Do you promise you will behave as a gentleman?”
Licking his lips, he sat next to her on the couch. “Maybe.”

 ***

Paul stared at the ceiling of his bunk in the sleeping car. In the two days since Lilly had been abducted he had slept less than eight hours. His eyes burned in his head, but every time he closed them he saw her face. Sleeping Bear slumbered in the bunk across from him and Catherine had her own sleeping quarters.
A note had been left in the parlor on the tea tray. The letter was in feminine writing and it let them know that Lilly was headed to Caldwell. Her captor promised she was safe and that she would be returned unharmed. Paul had no idea why her kidnapper would leave the note, but it all fit together. Somehow, Lee Krisp was behind her disappearance. He had to get back to Caldwell and beat Krisp until he gave him Owen and Lilly.
Guilt mixed with his sorrow and left him hollow. If only he had cherished the gift that was her love. Instead he had fought against it and tried to reject it at every turn. Cursing his stupidity, he realized that he had been lying to himself for a long time. There was no way he could imagine his life without Lilly.
Fists clenched at his side, Paul tried to turn his mind toward happy thoughts. When he pictured Lilly’s face, his tired brain conjured images of her in horrible situations. The less sleep he got, the more real the nightmares became. If he didn’t get her back, he would lose his mind.

 ***

Watching through a slit in her eyelids, Lilly clutched her hands together beneath the blankets. The tension between Estrella and Cìarán filled the train car and she waited to see what would happen next. It might have been a result of all the bourbon she’d consumed, but she found herself more interested in the romance between the two than her plans with Estrella.
Estrella leaned into his touch, her mouth hovering over his. “I don’t want to kiss you.”
He laughed and rubbed his cheek against hers. Lilly’s view of Estrella’s face was blocked, but she could see Cìarán’s eyes close and his features grow soft.
Leaning back against the edge of the couch, he placed his glass on the table. “I never thought you would be able to resist me this long.”
She rolled her eyes and played with the low-cut edge of her dress, drawing his attention to the way her full, bronze breasts pushed against the fabric. Cìarán’s hands stroked against his legs but he made no move toward her.
Closing her eyes, Estrella dropped her hands to her lap as sorrow filled her beautiful face. Abruptly she turned away. “I’m a whore.”
Lilly held her breath. What was Estrella doing? Was she trying to chase him away?
Leaning forward, Cìarán grabbed Estrella’s hand in his. “Who said that about you? I’ll kill him.”
Her bitter laugh was cut off by a sob. “You don’t understand. I work at a dance-hall in Caldwell.” She turned to him, shame and anger pinching her beautiful face into a mask of hurt. “I was Paul’s mistress, not his fiancé.”
Estrella’s shoulders hunched as if she were expecting a blow. Lilly realized that was exactly what Estrella feared, not a blow to the body but a blow to the heart.
Cìarán studied Estrella. “Why?”
Looking startled, she repeated his question. “Why?”
“Yes. Why do you sell your body?” He leaned forward and captured her gaze with his own. “Please, tell me the truth. I promise I won’t judge you.”
“I killed a man.”
Lilly bit back a gasp. This must be what Lee was using to blackmail Estrella.
“Why?”
Her lovely dark eyes filled with tears and Cìarán shifted forward on the couch. “He killed my husband after a card game.”
Now he did pull her close, holding her tight as she continued. “He was the son of the governor of Texas.” Cìarán let out a low whistle. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I only wanted revenge. His...his maid saw me leave the bedroom covered in blood.” Her hands crept up around his waist and she held him back. “I rode north until my horse gave out and found myself in Caldwell. Alone, without a past or a penny to my name, I found work at a dance-hall.”
She pushed back from his chest and he stroked a finger down her cheek. “I didn’t just sleep with anyone. I had a few regular customers that paid me well and treated me like a lady. I’ve been saving my money to buy some land in Canada and start a new life for myself.”
“Is that why you’re working for this Krisp?”
“No. Lee is a bastard.” She gripped his shirt with obvious strength. “He wants me to kill Lilly. That’s why I came here. I have to figure out a way to save her and Owen. You can’t let him kill her.”
Gathering her skirts, she slid down to her knees before him. “I will do anything you ask. Please, help me save them.” With trembling hands she stroked his leg up toward his hip.
The heartbreak and defeat in her voice hurt Lilly’s heart. She had no idea how hard Estrella’s life had been, and she felt awful for having judged her so quickly.
“Estrella, no.”
“No?” The word was an anguished whisper.
He shook his head and gave her a small smile. “Yes I will help you, but no, I will not take your body as payment.” He pulled her onto the couch next to him. “We will find a way to save Lilly and Owen. And when this is over, I want more than your body.”
Her eyes fluttered shut as he brushed his lips against hers.
“I want your heart.”
Instead of taking her lips in the passionate kiss Lilly expected, Cìarán stroked Estrella’s face gently, letting Estrella lead their kiss. Lilly’s eyes filled with tears at the sight. That was how Paul kissed her, as if she were the most precious thing in the world. She missed him desperately.
Their lips were ripped apart as the train screeched to a halt with a scream of abused brakes. Falling to the floor, Cìarán narrowly missed being hit in the head by a falling glass.
Lilly rolled out of bed and slammed her shoulder on the doorframe with a curse.
“What’s going on,” she asked, and hauled herself to her feet, trying to look out the pitch-black window.
A loud bang at the door of the compartment made them all turn. 
What used to be the lock was now a smoking hole. The wood doorframe splintered and the door was kicked in. A large man with his face covered by a red bandana stormed into the dimly lit room. Another man masked by a faded green bandana under a dark Stetson came through the wrecked door. Both men pointed their guns directly at Cìarán.
Estrella ducked behind Cìarán and Lilly tried to dive back into the darkness of the sleeping quarters. The man with the green bandana spoke firmly.
“Hold it right there, Miss. Don’t you go makin’ no sudden moves, less’n you want yer husband here full of holes.” His eyes darted behind Estrella. “I see you hiding back there. Best join your friends ’fore I have ta come back there for ya.”
Cìarán cut Estrella off as she opened her mouth to protest. “Do as they say, my love.”
Slamming her mouth shut, Estrella watched the two men look around the private car as Lilly came out of the bunk area and gripped her hand.
“Woo-wee, this sure is a nice place. Takes lots of money to ride in one of these.” The man in the blue bandana held up the crystal glasses at the bar.
“Sure do,” the man in the green bandana said.
Cìarán shifted forward and both guns swung in his direction. “Don’t get jumpy, my friend. Jes’ give us the money in yer wallet and we’ll be on our way.”
Cìarán took out his wallet and tossed it on the floor. “My wife and sister have no jewelry on them. We left it at home.”
“Well, ain’t that too bad.” The man in the green bandana flipped through the wallet and whistled. “This sure is a lot of money to be carryin’ around. Bet you have a lot more back home.”
“Bet he do,” agreed the man in the blue bandana.
The man in the green bandana jerked Estrella from behind Cìarán. “Here’s what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna take yer wife with us. Then yer gonna find a way to get some money real quick-like. We’ll keep her nice and safe with us, and send a friend to Kansas City in five days. He’ll find you at the Gibson Hotel in the parlor at five o’clock.”
He clasped Estrella to his side. “If you ain’t there, well, we’ll just have some fun with your missus.”
Cìarán’s jaw clenched as he said in a deadly calm voice, “You’re making a big mistake.”
The men laughed as Estrella struggled to get out of his grip. He slapped her and Lilly lunged forward, grabbing at his arm. “Stop that!”
The man in the blue bandana hit Estrella square on her temple with his fist and she slumped to the carpet. Lilly screamed as the man holding her brought his fist around. Bright stars flashed before her eyes and she slouched in his grip.
With a roar, Cìarán charged at them and tripped on the empty bourbon bottle.
The man in the blue bandana pistol-whipped Cìarán across the back of the head. Blackness totally claimed Lilly’s vision and she slipped into unconsciousness.



Chapter Twenty Two
 Feathers and Bullets

Paul stared into his coffee cup and watched the dark liquid sway with the movements of the train. “It’s my fault.”
“What’s your fault?” Catherine asked in a gentle voice as she set her fork down.
From the table next to them, an elderly couple laughed together as they shared their breakfast. Their joy only served to deepen his misery and self-disgust. 
“God took Lilly away from me as a punishment for my sins.”
“Paul! That is the silliest thing you’ve ever said.”
Raising his dry and aching eyes from the coffee cup, he found Sleeping Bear watching him closely. “You were right, you know.”
“Right about what?” Sleeping Bear asked.
“I was only using Lilly to get to her land.” He ignored Catherine’s gasp of shock. “At first I was just going to get her to sell it to me. I figured she was one of those flighty socialites and I could charm it out of her. When that didn’t work, I….” Guilt closed his throat and he coughed. “I was going to marry her, and then do something horrible so she would go back east and leave me with the land in Caldwell.”
Sleeping Bear growled and his big hands tightened into fists.
Catherine’s eyes snapped with fury. “Paul McGregor, somewhere in heaven our parents are ashamed of you. Lilly loves you! How could you even imagine doing that to her?”
He held his hands out to them, desperate to make them understand his self-loathing. “I know. That’s why God is punishing me by taking her away. I took his greatest gift, love, and spit all over it. I was too stupid and afraid to admit even to myself that I loved her.”
Rubbing her face, Catherine said, “God doesn’t work like that, Paul. While I think you’re a horrible person for manipulating such a sweet and innocent girl that way, God would not put Lilly’s and Owen’s life in danger just to punish you.”
For a brief moment her words soothed him, but he damned himself for even thinking she could be right. “I’ve been praying for a second chance, for an opportunity to make this right. With all my heart and soul I’ve been begging God’s forgiveness.” His voice broke. “The only answer I’ve gotten is an endless stream of horrible visions about all the things that could be happening to Lilly.”
The low rumble of Sleeping Bear’s voice reached his ears. “We will find her. The Great Spirit brought me with you for a reason. It was not to bury Lilly.”
Squeezing his eyes shut, Paul whispered, “Please God, please help me find her.”
The train screeched to a halt, and Paul hissed as his hot coffee splashed on his hand. The conductor ran toward the engine and the dining car filled with excited conversation. Sleeping Bear glanced out the window with a frown as Catherine stood to try to get a better view.
“Why did the train stop?” Catherine asked and pressed her face to the thick glass.
Paul stood and adjusted his gun belt. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” Every second they waited could be the second that cost Lilly her life. The combination of adrenaline and coffee made his movements stiff and jerky.
Sleeping Bear followed him to the exit, and together they jumped down from the train. A group of men were huddled around the massive engine, pointing to something ahead. As Paul rounded the car, he was astonished to see another train sitting in the middle of the tracks. There was luggage tossed on the ground, and wooden crates were broken open with their contents scattered. His mouth thinned into a hard line when he saw a body sticking out of the high grass next to the tracks. Relief filled him as he noted the body wore pants and not a dress.
“Sir, you’re going to have to get back on the train,” one of the conductors ordered.
Paul ignored him. Something in his bloodshot gaze made the conductor back up and let them pass. It might have helped that Sleeping Bear gave an impressive growl at the man. They stopped on the edge of the group of men and listened to the bruised and bloodied conductor from the other train.
“One injury when a guy tried to stop the train robbers from taking his wife and sister. They knocked him out and left with the women. We just found him this morning after we managed to untie our ropes.” The conductor pointed to a man who sat on the last step of stairs leading to a private car of the abandoned train. He held his head in his hands and did not look up. “They killed our engineer when he tried to overtake one of the gang.”
Paul’s heart went out to the man whose wife and sister were taken. He knew what it was like to lose your loved one and was in the same hell at the moment. Paul glanced over at Sleeping Bear, who nodded. They went over to the man to offer their condolences. Though no one said it, everyone knew that the women were as good as dead.
“Real sorry to hear about your wife and sister,” Paul lamented in a gentle voice.
The man’s head whipped up. He had a large knot on his forehead. His eyes grew wide in astonishment as he gaped at them. For a second, Paul thought he was going to pass out and he moved closer to catch the man if he fell.
“Paul McGregor?” The man’s voice had a thick rough Irish accent.
Paul jerked back and inspected the man. He wasn’t familiar in any way. Paul would have remembered this man’s strong jaw and green eyes. “Do I know you?”
The man let out a despair-filled chuckle. “No, but I know you.”
Sleeping Bear moved closer to Paul and stared at the man. Paul tried to search his memory, but lack of sleep and a diet of coffee had left his head muzzy.
The man glanced at Sleeping Bear and sighed. “If you promise not to kill me, I’ll help you find Lilly and Estre—”
His hands wrapped around the man’s throat before his brain even had time to process the words. “Where is she?” He tried to choke the answer out of the man.
Hands pulled him off and Sleeping Bear’s thick arm tightened around his neck. Paul fought them all and the man slumped to the ground, rubbing his throat. He managed to rasp out, “It’s all right. This man is a friend of my wife. And as her friend, he’s going to help me find her. Isn’t that right, Paul?”
Paul jerked away from Sleeping Bear and spat on the ground. “Where is she?”
“Robbers took them. They left a pretty clear trail, but I don’t have a horse to follow them or provisions for the trip.” The man staggered to his feet and rubbed his throat again. “Come inside with me, we need some privacy.”
Sleeping Bear and Paul followed the man into the wrecked private car. Glass crunched under his boots as he strode over a carpet littered with shards of crystal. An empty mirror frame hung above the remains of a bar.
Paul’s sleep deprived mind focused on what the man had said, “What do you mean, them? Who was with Lilly?”
The man ignored his question. “My name is Cìarán. I’m a mercenary and assassin.” In one smooth motion, he pulled a gun from his back and pointed it at Paul. “I suggest you simmer down. I should never have taken this contract, but greed won over common sense.”
Paul’s hand moved to his gun belt. Cìarán cocked the gun and raised one eyebrow. Gritting his teeth, Paul eased back from the gun. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.”
Cìarán raised an eyebrow. “You really love her, don’t you?”
“With all my heart.” Paul’s voice cracked in anguish on the last word.
Sleeping Bear crossed his arms and snarled, “Who hired you?”
“I won’t give you the name of my employer, but I will tell you I was hired on the behalf of Lee Krisp. And that he sent a woman named Estrella to help me kidnap Lilly.”
Paul turned and kicked the side of the car, putting large holes into the blue silk-covered wood. Cìarán and Sleeping Bear watched him with identical blank expressions. “That bitch! How could she?”
“Estrella thought she had no choice. After you left, Krisp blackmailed her into helping me. She didn’t want to do it and was trying to figure out a way to save Lilly and Owen.” Cìarán’s voice turned hard. “I will thank you not to call Estrella a bitch in front of me. She is a brave and strong woman who risked her life to save your fiancée after you broke her heart.”
Avoiding Cìarán’s gaze, Paul nodded. What he said was true. He had treated Estrella in a horrible fashion, like she was a toy he could throw away because he was done playing with her.
Lifting the flap of his jacket, Cìarán put the gun back in his waistband. He pulled down a suitcase from the travel rack and opened it, revealing a small arsenal of guns and knives. Even Sleeping Bear appeared impressed.
“I saw a couple livestock cars on your train. Do they hold horses?”
Sleeping Bear followed his question immediately. “Yes. We’re bringing some with us to the McGregor Ranch.”
“Good. We’re going after Estrella and Lilly.” Cìarán tossed a large, sheathed knife to Paul.
Paul finally managed to speak past his anger. “You stay here. We don’t need your help. For all I know, you’re going to snatch her again and bring her to Lee.”
“I will bring Lilly to Lee, but not for the reasons I was hired for.” Cìarán checked the barrel of a silver-plated pistol in the light from the window.
Paul made a move toward him, and Sleeping Bear blocked him. “Let him speak, Paul.”
“Lee has your brother, Owen. I won’t have the death of a child on my soul. I’m going to bring Lilly to Krisp, and find out where Owen is.”
“And rescue them?” Paul strapped the knife to his waist.
“Yes, but that’s all I can do for you. I won’t kill Lee Krisp. It would make my employer very unhappy. If you were to kill him,” Cìarán threw up his hands in surrender, “what am I to do? The west is a rough place. People die all the time.”
“What about the blackmail that Lee has against Estrella?” Paul clenched his hands on his belt. “I never loved her, but she’s a good woman and doesn’t deserve to be caught up in all of this.”
Looking him in the eye, Cìarán said, “She already told me and I don’t think any less of her for it. After this is over, if she’ll allow me, I’ll take care of her and cherish her for the rest of her life.”
Sleeping Bear strode toward the door. “I’ll tell Catherine what is happening and we’ll saddle the horses.”
Cìarán shook his head. “I don’t need to look after a lady out there. This isn’t a pleasure jaunt, this is a rescue.”
Paul snorted and nodded to Sleeping Bear. “Don’t worry about that. Catherine wasn’t always a lady.”

 ***

Something tickled against Lilly’s cheek, tugging her toward consciousness. She was lying on soft sheets, and the room filled with little, whispery giggles. Keeping her eyes shut, she replayed the events of the previous night.
The tickle was back again, stroking over her face. The giggles were louder now. Unless she had been kidnapped by a bunch of midgets, there were children in the room with her.
Opening her eyes, she caught a little dark-haired girl reaching toward her with a feather. The little girl shrieked, dashing out the door, followed by another dark-haired girl in a flurry of flying pigtails. Lilly tried to sit up, but found that her hands were bound by a long rope to the bedpost. Next to her, Estrella still lay unconscious. An ugly purple-and-green bruise spanned from her temple down to the edge of her jaw.
“Estrella,” she whispered, nudging the woman with her hip. “Estrella!” 
Barely whispering, Estrella cracked open her eyes and told her, “Make them get a doctor. I’m going to pretend to be unconscious.”
A woman’s voice came from the hallway, arguing with a man, and Estrella went limp next to her.
The door slammed open and a well curved woman in a brown dress marched into the room. “Good, yer awake.” She went over to the bedpost and, with an angry expression on her round face, began to untie the ropes.
A man with silver in his dark hair rushed through the door and tried to pull her away. “Woman, what’re you doing? These are our prisoners!”
“Prisoners! I didn’t say anything when you started robbing trains ’cause we need to eat, but if you think I’m going to let you keep prisoners in my home you have lost yer mind.” She began to attack the rope again. “Just hold on one moment, and I’ll get you out of here.”
“Virginia, you can’t!” The man shouted and ran his hands through his hair. “If the boys find out you let her go, they might hurt the children.”
The woman’s hands stilled on the ropes and she whispered, “Jeb, we can’t do this. It ain’t right. Look at the little Spanish girl, she’s in bad shape.”
“I know, but what do you want me to do? The boys were only supposed to take the money, but they got greedy when they saw how much her husband had. Zeb got the smart idea to hold her for ransom. That idiot couldn’t hold his breakfast for ransom.”
Lilly spoke up. “Please, I need to get to Caldwell. If I don’t get there in the next five days a little boy named Owen will be killed.”
“See!” Virginia shouted triumphantly, “You’ll have the death of a child on your hands.”
Jeb gave Lilly a disgusted glower. “How do we know yer not lying? You could be saying anything you can jes’ to get out of here.”
“You don’t. But please, you have to believe me. A man named Lee Krisp is holding my fiancé’s little brother hostage. If I don’t get home and sign my land over to him, he’s going to kill him.” Lilly rubbed her cheek against the rough pillow, wiping away her tears.
“I told you she’s a liar. That man on the train said he was her husband.” Jeb hooked his thumbs in his suspenders and tilted his head back with a superior glance at his wife.
Lilly protested. “I’m his sister. Estrella is his wife.” She glanced over at Estrella’s discolored face. “If we don’t get a doctor, she may die.”
Virginia patted her bound hands. “Your sister-in-law will be fine. She just needs some sleep.” Glaring at her husband, she continued, “Besides, those idiots that took you from the train will go get a doctor if she takes a turn for the worse.”
“Those idiots,” Jeb hissed through clenched teeth, “have helped me keep our land.”
“And look where that’s got us. Holdin’ some innocent women hostage and endangering the life of a child.” Virginia untied Lilly’s feet, ignoring her husband’s blustering. “If I untie your hands, you gotta promise not to run until we get this sorted out.”
“I won’t run.” Lilly closed her eyes and said a prayer.
Virginia untied her and Lilly sat up, rubbing her wrists. “Please, just let me go. I promise I’ll send you all the money you want. I need to get to Caldwell.”
Jeb avoided her gaze and stared out the window as he spoke. “You said you had five days to get there? Well, Caldwell is a day’s ride from here. We got us some of time to figure this out.”
Lilly opened her mouth to protest when Virginia interrupted her. “That’s fine. You talk with yer boys and I’ll fix lunch. The girls are hungry and I know you could use a spot to eat.”
“No funny business while I’m gone. If she ain’t here when I get back, you better take our girls and run. ’Cause Zeb will be wantin’ blood if he finds his golden goose is missing.” Jeb gave his wife a suspicious scowl.
Virginia swallowed audibly. “She’ll be here. Go see yer boys and get us out of this mess.”

 ***

Estrella still pretended to sleep in the bed, but Lilly noticed that her feet were no longer bound and the rope around her wrists was loose when she and Virginia checked on her. She could only hope that Estrella was awake and working on some plan to get them out of this because she was out of ideas.
Lilly was helping Virginia shuck corn when Jeb returned to the house with two other men. He didn’t appear happy as he dismounted his horse. 
Virginia whispered under her breath. “Oh, dear.”
Shaking the husk off her apron, Virginia hustled her two little girls into the loft. “Stay there and don’t make a sound,” she admonished with a pale face.
Lilly wiped her sweaty hands on her skirt, unsure of what to do. It would do no good to run. Estrella was hurt and they were in the middle of nowhere. She couldn’t exactly overpower them either, and she didn’t think Virginia would take too kindly to her trying to kill her husband.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’ll do my best to make sure Jeb don’t have the sin of your death on his soul.” Virginia untied her apron and stood next to her.
Lilly gave Virginia wide eyes. That was not the most reassuring thing she had ever heard. Virginia ignored her, threw back her shoulders, and lifted her chin.
Jeb opened the door and two men entered the small home with him. One was an older man with a receding hairline and a scar going down his unshaved cheek. The other was a younger version of him, with a good crop of acne on his thin face, and a scraggly red beard.
“Gentlemen.” Virginia nodded to them, folding her hands into her skirt.
Lilly searched each face. The two older men seemed uncomfortable, but the younger one oozed arrogance. He ogled Lilly from top to bottom and back again. The older man kicked his boot and he scowled.
Virginia turned to her and did the introductions as if they were at a social engagement, not a hostage situation. “Lilly, this here is William and his son Zeb.”
“Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” The older man tipped his head at her. “I heard you had a situation with Zeb and the boys.”
Lilly arched her eyebrows and replied in a dry voice, “That’s one way of putting it. My sister-in-law was badly hurt by them. She still hasn’t woken up after they beat her.”
William winced and Zeb scowled at the floor with a petulant look on his pitted face.
“We got a bit of a problem. I want to let you go, but how do we know you won’t go to the authorities and get us arrested? Train robbing’s a hangin’ offense.” Zeb sneered at her and licked his lips in an obscene fashion. William cuffed him with an open hand and Zeb snarled at him.
Lilly clasped her hands together and sank to her knees. Now was not the time for pride. “Please, I beg you, please let us go. As I told Jeb, I have to get to Caldwell. You don’t understand how serious the situation is.” Tears filled her eyes. She had to make them understand.
William sucked on his cheek as Jeb turned away. Zeb took the opportunity to try to peer down her dress.
“Ma’am, I would like to believe you. But yer story is mighty strange.” William shifted on the worn floorboards.
Smoothing her skirt, Lilly said, “Lee Krisp is a strange man. He—”
William’s teeth snapped shut with an audible click. “Did you say Lee Krisp?”
“Yes, he is the man who—”
“He is the man who swindled me out of a dozen cattle. Burned off my brand and stole them in the dead of night.” William rubbed his calloused hand over his eyes. “That crazy story of yers, it’s not so crazy if Lee Krisp is involved.”
“Then you believe me?” Hope, fragile as spider silk, filled her heart.
“Oh, yep. I believe you.”
Zeb glared at his father in anger, his lips thinning out as red flooded his cheeks. “You can’t let her go, she’s mine!” he protested in an ill-tempered yell. She recognized his voice as the robber with the green bandana mask.
William cuffed Zeb across the back of the head again, this time with a closed fist, and Zeb fell to the floor. “Don’t you tell me what to do, boy. Yer stupid brain got us in this situation.”
With his lips curling away from his teeth in a snarl, Zeb pulled his gun and stood. “I’m through taking yer crap, old man.” William stared at him with an open mouth as Jeb inched over to Virginia.
Jerking Lilly to her feet, he began to pull them to the door. “I’m takin’ this woman with me, and we are goin’ to Kansas City. I’m gonna get that ransom money and never come back to this shithole.”
Lilly struggled against him, but his muscles were work-hardened and strong. Zeb dragged her out the door, cursing at her the whole way. William started to come after them, and Zeb shot at the house. “Stay inside. I don’t wanna to hurt you, Pa, but I will!” The last part came out in a shrill shriek as Estrella launched herself from the side of the house at him, grappling for the gun.
“Oh, you bitch!”
With slippery hands, she tried to wrestle the gun away from Zeb, but he held on tight despite the pain. He bellowed and slapped Estrella across her wounded face, and she crumpled to the ground.
He pushed Lilly down and she got tangled in her skirts. “I’m gonna shoot you in the foot. Then you won’t be able to kick me no more. Better hold still or I’ll shoot you in the leg.” Turning, he spit on the ground and sneered at Estrella as she sobbed with blood dripping down her chin. “You’re next, bitch.”
From the doorway, Jeb and William begged Zeb not to do it. He ignored them and aimed the gun, cocking it with his thumb. A nasty smile curled over his lips.
Lilly felt like she was going to throw up as fear froze her to the ground. She closed her eyes and braced for the agony of the bullet. Estrella grabbed her hand and tried to shield her from the bullet, but Lilly pushed her off.
She could live through the gunshot.
She had to live through the gunshot.
The roar of the gun filled her ears and she screamed in anticipation of the pain. 
It didn’t come.
Looking up, Lilly watched Zeb’s face go slack as a large wet spot blossomed in the center of his chest. The gun slipped from his fingers and he fell to the ground. His father gave an agonized cry from the house and ran to the figure of his fallen son.
Shivering, Lilly stumbled to her feet and peered around in shock. Estrella grabbed her hand and she hauled the other woman up, wrapping her arms around her as they tried to figure out who shot Zeb.
Hooves slammed into the earth as Paul emerged from the tree line on his horse holstering his gun and swaying in his saddle at the sight of her.
“Paul!” Lilly sprinted toward his horse, getting tangled in her skirt and falling to the ground. Her palms stung as she scraped them, but it was nothing compared to the joy filling every nerve in her body.
Paul swung down and ran to her side. He lifted her in his arms and showered her face with kisses. His tears fell on her cheeks, mingling with her own. “Lilly, Lilly, Lilly.” Paul crooned her name like a prayer and squeezed the breath from her lungs with the strength of his hug.
“I knew you would find me.” Lilly ran her bleeding hands over his face, memorizing every detail. He looked tired, with deep bloodshot eyes.
Behind them, William cried for his fallen son and Virginia and Jeb went to his side.
“Estrella!” Cìarán rode from the side of the house and slid off his chestnut mare. He gathered the other woman into his arms and touched her split lip and bruises with trembling fingers. Catherine and Sleeping Bear appeared moments later, each letting out a deep breath at the sight of them.
Lilly glared at Cìarán and snarled out, “What’s he doing here? That bastard is the one who kidnapped me.”
Cìarán merely raised an eyebrow and drawled, “One would think you would be more gracious to the man who helped save your life.”
Estrella spoke slowly, obviously in great pain. “Cìarán is a good man.”
Lilly opened her mouth to argue, but Paul held her face between his hands and stroked his thumbs over her cheeks. “You’re alive. I can’t believe you’re alive.” A tear ran down his cheek and she took a deep and shuddering breath, pulling his scent into her lungs. His voice rumbled against her ear. “Cìarán told us everything about Lee’s plans. He is going to help us. We have to get back to Caldwell. Owen’s life depends on you and Cìarán now.”

Chapter Twenty Three
 Looking for Options

After a long swim in the nearby creek, Lilly felt a hundred percent better. Paul and Sleeping Bear returned from their wash-up and that little dark bit of hair curled over Paul’s neck in the same enticing manner it always did. Her fingers itched to stroke it off his skin and replace it with her lips. Paul must have sensed her gaze, because when their eyes met, an answering fire to her need burned in their depths.
“Lilly and I are going to look for more firewood,” Paul announced as he snatched his bedroll and grabbed her hand.
Catherine snickered and added some water from her canteen to the small cooking pot. “Dinner will be ready in a bit. Try not to get lost out there...looking for wood.”
Sleeping Bear laughed as he skinned the rabbit for their supper. Across from Catherine, Cìarán held Estrella in his arms as she closed her eyes and stroked his chest. He hadn’t left her side since finding them, and Estrella certainly didn’t seem to mind. Lilly wondered if Paul felt jealous at the sight of his former mistress in another man’s arms, but he seemed only to be focused on her.
Paul held back a branch and pulled Lilly deeper into the woods. The forest stood in darkness, but a full moon filtering through the trees gave them enough light to see. Beneath a stand of pine trees, Paul unrolled the bedding. She smoothed her palms on her dress as her heart thudded.
Tossing his hat to the side, he turned and stalked toward her. Eyes dark in the moonlight, he captured her face, following the line of her lips. His arms wrapped around her waist and he pulled her close. She listened to the rapid beat of his heart and gripped him with all her strength. She would never get over the feel of the soft cloth sliding over his hard body, or the way she fit perfectly into his arms. They were made for each other in every way.
“I missed you so much,” she whispered against his chest.
His voice was a thick rasp. “When I woke up and you were gone, I thought I would die. Every second since that moment, I’ve been in hell. Imagining over and over all the horrible things that could have happened to you.”
“I’m all right. Scared and tired, but all right.” She placed her lips against the pulse of his neck, giving his skin a gentle nibble. “In fact, at this moment I’m much better than all right.”
His laughter turned into a groan as her hand slipped down and cupped his erection through his jeans. She held him captive, running her fingernails over the fabric and nuzzling his neck. Just the smell of his skin made her want him, and teasing the desire out of him made her blood burn. She wanted him inside of her, filling her and bringing them as close as a man and woman could be.
Strong lips stroked against hers, moving in rhythm with her hand caressing his cock. She could feel the tip of him stretching up toward the waist of his pants. Not breaking their kiss, she undid his gun belt and struggled with the button of his jeans. His hands joined hers and they undid the buttons over his fly together.
The blanket of pine needles cushioned her knees and she lowered herself down his legs. His groan filled the air and she tugged at his pants, freeing his erection. She held him gently, rubbing her cheek up and down his length. The rough hair at the base of his cock tickled her nose, and she turned her head, giving him a long and slow lick all the way to the tip.
His hands tangled in the knotted curls at the back of her head, silently urging her on. She laughed and blew a hot breath over the moisture she left on his flesh. With her other hand she examined his sack, gently rolling the loose skin in her hand and smiling when his hips thrust forward of their own accord. He had given her pleasure like this so many times. Now it was her turn to examine his body.
In one move, she engulfed his cock into her mouth, experimenting with how much she could fit in. There was such a lovely sense of power in giving him so much pleasure. She controlled the pace and it was arousing to feel him tense and shiver beneath her touch. A slight scrape of teeth tore another moan from him.
She clenched her thighs in response and shifted so the slit in her bloomers rubbed over her hard clit. The thought of giving him pleasure made her throb. Long and slow, she continued to move her head about his length, pausing to judge his reaction as she tried different things with her tongue.
Her hand joined her lips, grasping tightly the flesh she could not fit in her mouth. He was like steel in her fist, impossibly hard and delicious. His hands moved a restless rhythm in her hair as his strong hips rocked in time to her movements. Pulling back, she stole a peek at him. Head thrown back, the cords in his neck stood out as she moved her hand up and down his slick length.
“Enough,” he groaned out and tore at the buttons of his shirt.
She stayed on her knees and watched him take his clothes off. Every part of her body ached for his touch. The flesh between her thighs felt swollen and flush. He was so glorious naked, all that hard muscle tapering down to his hipbones. The small path of hair from his flat navel led the way to his jutting length. He reclined back on the bedroll and growled, “Come here.”
With a devilish smile, she stood over him, fully clothed as he lay there exposed. His cowboy hat lay next to the bedroll, and she bent over and placed it on her head. His eyes grew wide as she lifted her skirts and straddled him, one hand positioning the head of his cock against her entrance.
Locking eyes with him, she ever-so-slowly lowered herself on his length. A shudder ran through her as he stretched her, the movement so slow it was torture. She paused and arched her head back when he was fully inside. Luscious sensations ran through her body as his cock filled her. The combination of being constrained by her corset and connected in the ultimate way with the man she loved made her grind against him.
One of his hands went to her waist while the other slid beneath her skirts to stroke her pearl. Her breath came out in short pants and she tried different angles with her hips. One hand held the Stetson on her head while her other hand braced her weight on his chest. Strong legs flexed beneath her bottom as he began to buck into her movements, meeting her and pulling away.
He put both hands on her hips and jerked her forward until her bud began to stroke against the hard muscles of his stomach with each movement. Placing her hands on the rock-hard expanse of his chest, she leaned down and kissed him. He was so good, grinding against her and stroking his tongue against hers. Erotic movements of his lips, so intense. Sitting up partially, his stomach flexed against her clit, creating a little ridge of muscle, which she ground herself against.
Close, so close, she groaned into his mouth with need. Their hips slapped together, lifting her body with each thrust. She found her release at last, great shuddering waves of pleasure that had her crying out her against his neck.
“Lilly,” he breathed into her ear. Strong hips slammed one final time and he groaned as his seed spilled into her.
She collapsed on top of him, panting as she ran a hand through his hair. A giggle began to escape her lips, and she sighed softly as she slid off him.
“What’s so funny, love?”
“I hope we can find your clothes in the dark, and some wood.” She rained kisses over his face, running her hands over him. “I missed you so much, and I love you more than I can ever describe.” A tear fell off her cheek and on his.
“Don’t cry. I’m here now. Nothing will ever separate us again, nothing.”

 ***

Tired and trail-weary, they neared the outskirts of Caldwell in the early morning. The horses held up well and made good time across the grasslands. The Morgan breed proved its worth on the journey. Lilly and Paul rode next to each other, stealing glances and warm smiles. Her heart filled with love whenever she gazed at Paul on his cream gelding. He was more intoxicating than any whiskey.
Cìarán rode double with Estrella, and their whispered conversations rose in a lyrical mix of Spanish and Gaelic accents. Lilly didn’t think Paul noticed how Sleeping Bear shadowed Catherine’s every move, but she knew Catherine did. She avoided looking at the big Indian at all costs, but again, Lilly caught her examining him when he wasn’t paying attention.
“I already signed the deed of the land over to Sleeping Bear. While Cìarán and I go to the Krisps’ ranch, you need to get to the courthouse so Sleeping Bear can sign the deed as well.” Lilly shifted in her saddle to glance back over her shoulder. “No matter what happens, I want that land to be secured for your people.”
Paul’s leather gloves creaked as he gripped his reins. “Nothing is going to happen to you. I don’t care if I have to storm the gates of Hell to keep you safe, I won’t let anything harm you.”
Cìarán spoke up and urged his Palomino mare closer. “I’ll keep her safe for you, Paul.”
Staring at her horse’s black ears, Lilly asked, “Why are you doing this? Why the sudden change of heart?” She regretted giving him the opening, but she had to find out before they went to the Krisp ranch.
Cìarán rode in silence, and Catherine urged her horse closer to hear. “For the past three years I’ve been a dead man walking. After the loss of my wife, I did the only thing that brought me any peace: killing those who deserved to die.” Estrella tilted her head to look up at him and he smiled down at her. “I’ve found a new reason to live. And if there’s anyone that ever deserves to die, it’s Lee Krisp.”
A heavy silence fell over the group, each thinking of those that had passed away. Lilly found herself wondering what her Uncle Jackson would think of this situation. No doubt he would have laughed until he cried. She missed him terribly.
The low, wooden buildings of Caldwell began to take shape on the horizon, and Lilly’s hands trembled a bit as they held onto the reins. “Paul,” she said in a low voice, “I’m scared.”
His eyes filled with compassion. “Honey, if there was any way to rescue Owen without endangering you, I would.”
Catherine chimed in, “I’ve only known you for a short while, but you are the most amazing woman. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for doing this. Owen...I love him very much,” she finished, clearing her throat.
Cìarán snorted. “As if I would let anything happen. You and Owen are my ticket to heaven.” He gave her a wink and ran a hand over Estrella’s hand on the horn.
“You are not as stupid as I thought,” Estrella said abruptly and blushed. “I-I think you are very brave.” The women exchanged a grin and Lilly had to laugh at how odd her world had become. Who would have thought that she would end up being friends with Paul’s ex-mistress?
Paul searched the outline of the buildings growing clearer as the sun rose higher in the sky. “We’re going to ride around the side of the town so we aren’t seen. You and Cìarán will cut through main street to get to Krisp’s ranch. Don’t tie her up until you’re out of sight of the towns folk, but keep her close enough to look like she’s under your control. I don’t want some innocent bystander to get hurt trying to rescue Lilly. I want Lee to know you’re on the way. Hopefully that’ll keep Owen safe for a little while longer. He can’t suspect anything.” Paul eased his horse to a stop. “I love you.”
“I love you, too. No matter what happens, you are the best thing that ever happened to me.” Lilly tried to put on a brave face, and blew Paul a kiss as she and Cìarán rode toward town.

 ***

Gravel crunched under the hooves of their horses on their approach to the Krisps’ ranch. Cìarán had tied her hands to the saddle and showed her how to get out of the bindings easily if there was trouble. She didn’t need to try to appear desperate and scared. Five days without a decent bath, with warm water and bubbles instead of a cold creek, and a brush did that all on its own. Her formerly lilac dress was now a dark purple in color, stained by sweat and dirt. Her bonnet was long gone, and her golden hair hung in tangled curls down her back.
Her fear became very real as some ranch hands spotted them.
The main house came into view in the distance. The home was a vast, white two-story colonial with Grecian columns holding up a covered porch. Red double doors opened and a man in a grey cowboy hat raced inside. Well-kept stables bustled with activity, and a big, weathered wood building across from the stables had laundry drying in the sun next to it. Three horses were led to the front door as Krisp and two other men exited the main house.
“Here they come,” he warned in a low voice. “Remember, you hate me.”
“I know,” she replied weakly.
He arched one eyebrow at her. “If it helps, imagine me asking Estrella to share you in bed. Pressed between us and begging for more.”
Heat flooded her cheeks as she hissed at him, “You wouldn’t dare!”
His lips twitched and his green eyes lost their usual cold sheen. “No, I wouldn’t. I don’t think Estrella is the sharing type. Though I’d be more than willing to watch you ladies share each other.”
Her eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped in shock.
The pounding of hooves made her whip her head in the direction of the house. Krisp and two other men came thundering down the drive at a gallop. Krisp’s face split into a wide grin, and the two men behind him looked grim.
“Why, Miss Brooks! How delightful of you to drop by for a visit. Why don’t you come inside where we can talk?” Krisp rounded his horse next to hers and tipped his brown leather hat. Instead of his usual blue suit, he wore a red chambray shirt and a pair of suspenders.
“Where is Owen,” she asked through clenched teeth.
Krisp’s face went sour. “Owen is quite well. My daughter has taken a liking to him. They’re in the kitchen having breakfast.” He narrowed his eyes. “But don’t think I won’t harm him, he can always have a little accident when she isn’t around.”
“Don’t hurt him!” Her horse pranced and pawed at the ground.
Krisp stroked his white mustache. “Easy there, Miss Brooks. We’ll go inside and fill out some paperwork, and go down to the courthouse as nice as you please. Once that’s done, why, you’re free to go.” He frowned and asked, “Where’s Estrella?”
“The whore’s gone back to the hotel. She wanted to make a public appearance so people wouldn’t get suspicious. Besides, she’s not good for much other than sucking cock.” Cìarán’s voice grew cold. “And what about my payment? This woman was a pain in the ass to secure.”
“You’ll be taken care of. Your employer was right. You are the best. I could use a man like you around here. My crew chief had an unfortunate accident and is no longer with us.”
Lilly snorted as Cìarán studied Krisp.
“I’m afraid my services are already spoken for. But I’m always willing to do freelance work, if the price is right.” He glanced over at her and gave a leer. “Think I could have a romp with her after you’re done?”
She swore up a stream of curses that had all four men raising their eyebrows.
Krisp’s laughter cut off her tirade. “We’ll see what we can do. If Miss Brooks is a good girl and doesn’t cause us any trouble, we’ll let her go. If she is naughty...well...you can have her in front of every man that works on this ranch.”
She sagged in the saddle and began to cry, letting the tears of rage and disgust flow freely. Cìarán merely continued to appear bored. “I don’t like an audience, but I do know a man who could use her at his brothel. If she’s a naughty girl, maybe we can discuss a price? I could make a fortune off of her and that Spanish whore.”
Krisp nodded and said sharply, “We’re getting near the house.” He turned to her, snarling. “If you value your little fingers, I suggest you stop crying. If you cause a scene in front of my daughter, I will cut them off.”
She choked back a sob and rubbed her face on her shoulders, unable to lift her tied hands. “Can someone take off these ropes, please?”
Krisp held her horse and nodded to one of the men behind her. “Cut her free.”
He leaned over and captured her gaze. “If you do anything stupid, you’ll regret it for the rest of your short and painful life. Understood?”
She nodded and held her hands out, trying to keep them from shaking. Cìarán watched all of this, but said nothing. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was a cold and ruthless man.
They arrived at the front of the house. For a moment, she thought she saw Eunice’s pale face watching them from a window on the second floor. Cìarán helped her down from her horse with a rough jerk. Krisp gave her a mocking bow and swept off his hat. “Welcome to my home, Miss Brooks.”



Chapter Twenty Four
 Deliverance

The echo of Owen’s excited chatter coming from deeper in the house made Lilly’s heart constrict. Krisp gave her a final warning glare as they walked down the yellow painted hall toward the smell of frying bacon. His house was disturbingly normal. She had somehow expected it to reflect the soul of its owner. The kitchen was a bright and sunny room with a rack of brass pots and pans hanging over the deep sink. An older black woman in a green dress, with a kerchief over her head, bustled about the large cast-iron stove, frying thick slabs of bacon and flipping pancakes.
Owen sat at the long pinewood table, chatting excitedly to the little girl across from him. He was clean and wore a pair of brown pants and a blue button-down shirt that looked new. His dark hair was slightly mussed, and his hands moved in patterns as he talked.
The girl was probably around eight or nine. Her long hair, so pale blonde it was white, was tied back with a bright blue bow that matched her dress. Dove-grey eyes, the same shade as her mother’s, looked out from a little heart-shaped face. A stick of chalk and a small chalkboard sat on the table in front of her.
The girl’s hands danced in graceful patterns in the air as she scrutinized Owen’s reaction. Lilly noticed that her fingernails were bitten almost down to the quick.
“Cup?” Owen asked and moved his hands.
The little girl shook her head and repeated a gesture, shaping the air with a purpose. Owen tried again to mimic her motions. He caught sight of Lilly in the doorway, and his face lit up with a wide smile.
“Lilly! You came to visit! Mr. Krisp said you would!” He bound from his chair and wrapped his arms around her, burying his face against her dress. Lilly hugged him back, breathing in the smell of his hair, so grateful he was all right.
Owen snickered and held his nose. “Miss Lilly, you smell like horses. Where have you been?”
Lilly stiffened in his arms as Krisp glared at her. “Oh, I’ve been visiting with Storm and Sage. They missed me after my visit back east.”
“Where’s Paul? Mrs. Krisp said he would be back from his trip soon, and then I can go home.” He tugged Lilly over to the little girl. She was staring at her hands and darted a glance up. “This is my friend, Mina.” Mina waved a small hand at Lilly. “Miss Brooks is my teacher and she is going to marry my brother Paul.”
Lilly glanced at Krisp who was watching her like a hawk. She lowered herself to Mina’s level and gave her a gentle smile. “Pleased to meet you, Mina.”
Mina didn’t say anything, just continued to examine the backs of her hands.
Owen rolled his eyes. “You can talk to her, Mina. She’s real nice.”
Still not looking up, Mina’s hands hesitated, then grabbed the chalkboard and wrote out in very careful letters, ‘Nice to meet you, Miss Brooks.’
Lilly smiled brightly and placed a gentle hand on Mina’s thin shoulder. “Your handwriting is beautiful. I’m so jealous. Mine looks like scratches made by a hungry chicken.”
The words had their desired effect and Mina gave a silent giggle. Lilly was thrown off stride. Though she knew of the girl’s condition, it was very odd to see someone giggle with no sound.
Owen threw himself back into his chair. “Are you staying for breakfast? Regina makes the best pancakes.” The black woman at the stove smiled at him fondly. She darted a glance at Lilly surrounded by the men and quickly turned away.
Mina turned to grin at her father and blew him a big kiss. He smiled at her as if she were the most precious thing in the world. Lilly found it creepy that someone as twisted and evil as Lee Krisp could slip into the role of adoring father with such ease, just moments after he threatened to cut her little fingers off.
Lee stroked his white handlebar mustache and said in a jolly voice, “No, we can’t stay for breakfast right now. We have some work to do first. You enjoy your pancakes and we’ll join you in a two shakes of a lamb’s tail.” He gave Mina a gentle kiss on the cheek, and she beamed at her father. Pulling down his face with small hands, she placed a smacking kiss on his forehead. Krisp knuckled her neck and she gave her silent giggle again.
The warmth drained from his face then. “If you will, Miss Brooks, please come with me to my study.” He nodded to the two ranch hands and they left through the back door.
A long hallway lined with oil paintings of cattle and cowboys led to a grandiose two-story room. Stuffed animal heads of every kind peered down from the walls. It was a rather disturbing effect: glassy, dead eyes viewed her every move. Krisp gestured to two tan leather chairs placed before a colossal mahogany desk. On the wall, a life-sized oil painting of Krisp and a much younger Mina held a spot of honor.
Lilly took a seat and smoothed her wrinkled and stained dress. She stole a glance at Cìarán, who sat down next to her, but he kept his attention focused on Krisp.
“I’ll give you eight dollars per acre for your land, Miss Brooks, and I’ll let you and Owen go.” Krisp laced his hands behind his back, and kept his eyes on the map before him. “I think that’s a more than reasonable offer.”
“How do I know you won’t just kill me after I sign the land over?” Lilly studied the map of Caldwell that Krisp was inspecting as well. He didn’t know it, but a good section of that land belonged to the Comanche now. What would he do when he found out?
“As long as you keep your mouth shut, you’ll be safe. But if you raise one ounce of trouble, I will find you, and have you and your family killed.” He turned around and gave Cìarán a pleasant smile. “I’m sure our friend would be more than happy to take care of you for me. You might even wish you were dead after your first day working in a brothel.”
Lilly shivered as Cìarán gave her a dead smile and licked his lips. “Now, it isn’t all bad,” he said, with his lilting Irish accent. “They’ll get you so addicted to opium you won’t care who you have to open those pretty legs for.”
Lilly gulped and searched his face for some sign of the man she thought she knew. He was really good at being bad.
A soft knock sounded at the door. Krisp curled his lips back from his teeth and shouted, “What is it?”
Eunice stepped into the room, pale as a sheet against the dark brown of her high-necked dress. Her eyes darted around and she shut the door with a click that was as loud as a gunshot in the silence.
“Can’t you see I’m busy, you stupid bitch?” Krisp spat out. “Get out of here and let me finish my business before I have to teach you about interrupting me.”
“I won’t be long. There is something I have to tell you.” Eunice kept her eyes on the floor, her hands clasped in front and her fingers gripping each other.
“What?” Krisp leaned on his desk and glowered at her.
Eunice took a deep breath and shrank even further into herself. “I’m leaving you.”
Krisp staggered back and his face flushed red against the white of his mustache. “You’re what! You must have lost your mind, woman. You leave me, and I will kill you myself.”
“I’m leaving you, and I’m taking Lilly and Owen with me.”
Krisp started to reach for his gun, his eyes wide and his lips pulled back into a frightening grin. Lilly and Cìarán exchanged a worried glance and his hand began to inch down to the gun strapped to his thigh.
“Before you pull the trigger,” Eunice continued in a calm voice, “There are a few things you need to know.”
“The only thing I need to know is what kind of tombstone you want.” Krisp kept the gun at his side, not pointing the barrel at Eunice...yet.
“If you kill me, you’ll be a ruined man. I have envelopes at three different lawyers, none of whom you know or can control. I write these men four times a year. If they don’t receive my letter, they have instructions to open the envelopes and mail the contents to all the major newspapers, and the government.” Eunice finally looked up, her cheeks regaining some color as her long-suppressed anger peeked through. “Inside those envelopes are details of all the people you’ve swindled and killed for as long as we’ve been married.”
“They’ll never believe you,” Krisp whispered, though his skin had turned the color of cheese.
“Oh, I think they will. And even if the government doesn’t, all those people you ruined, they’ll believe me. And they’ll be coming for you.” Her grey eyes pierced her husband as surely as nails.
Lilly stared at Eunice in shock. She never imagined that Eunice had the strength to even think of something like this.
Eunice walked across the thick carpet, her head held higher now. “I’m leaving with Lilly and Owen. If you try to hurt any of us, I will release those envelopes. If you try to take her land, I will release those envelopes. It’s in your best interest that I live a long and happy life, and that you die before I do.”
“You bitch—” Lee screamed and started toward her while tugging at the buckle of his belt.
Eunice bared her teeth and pulled a Derringer out of her skirt pocket. The hand pointing the gun at Krisp didn’t shake. “If you touch me, I’ll kill you! Do you understand? God as my witness, I will kill you!” Her rage flooded the room and Krisp stared at her as if he had never seen her before.
“I am leaving, now, and taking Mina with me. When she is older, she will be free to visit you if she wishes...and if you promise not to hurt her.”
Lee spoke in a broken voice. “I would never, ever hurt Mina.”
Eunice’s face briefly softened. Then the fury and disgust returned to her eyes and her expression hardened into a mask of hate. “I’m going to the bank and withdrawing fifteen thousand dollars and putting it into an account in my name. I’m not going to divorce you. I don’t want you to be able to marry another woman ever again.”
“You bitch,” Krisp repeated again, his hand twitching toward his gun.
Eunice shrugged and didn’t lower her gun. “I am what you made me.”
Krisp didn’t respond. Briefly, his face filled with guilt. That moment quickly passed and the familiar mad rage returned to his eyes.
“Think of the money as payment for my family’s land. And payment for all these years I spent as your whipping post.” She spat at his feet. “I hate you. Everything you’ve done to hurt others, every pain you’ve inflicted on me, I hope it comes back to you and I hope you suffer.”
Lilly froze when Eunice glanced over at her. There was a hint of insanity in her eyes. “Let’s go, Miss Brooks.”
Cìarán gave a small nod and didn’t break his concentration on Krisp. Lilly rushed to Eunice’s side and let her hand fall before it touched her shoulder. Right now, she didn’t know what Eunice would do if anyone touched her.
As Eunice closed the door and shoved the Derringer back in her pocket, Lilly could hear Krisp roaring with rage. Wood splintered and glass shattered as he vented his fury on the room. Lilly shrank back from the door, but Eunice marched down the hallway. They went into the kitchen where the children were finishing breakfast.
Eunice knelt before Mina’s chair and smoothed the child’s long hair. “I have a surprise! We are going on a trip to visit Aunt Mabel in Houston.”
Mina’s hands flew in a dance that her mother watched.
“Yes, we’ll get to see all of her dogs and cats and you’ll be home in time for school.” Eunice choked on the last word and tried to cover it up with a cough.
Mina thought about this, then threw her arms around her mother and kissed her cheek. Lilly tried to give Owen a reassuring smile. He gave her a questioning look as the sound of something heavy falling echoed from the game room.
Leaning back from her mother’s embrace, Mina’s hands traced the air an intricate pattern.
Eunice gave a hoarse chuckle and smoothed her daughter’s hair back again. “Of course we’ll bring your father presents. Now, grab your tablet. It’s time to go.”
Clearing her throat, Eunice said to Lilly, “Shall we, Miss Brooks?”
Lilly held her hand out to Owen. “Time to go. You can ride with Mina in the back of the wagon.”
Owen grinned and grabbed Mina’s hand. “We’ll meet you outside!” The two children scrambled down the hall together, racing for the front door. She and Eunice followed quickly as Lilly glanced behind her shoulder and waited for Krisp to appear like a white-haired boogey man.
The maid, Regina, waited for them in the foyer. She handed Eunice a large carpetbag with tears spilling down her dusky cheeks. “All of your jewelry is in there, Mrs. Krisp.” Her lower lip trembled. “Please be safe. I sent the trunks of your clothes ahead to the hotel. Your wagon is waiting outside and the children settled in with your trunks.”
Eunice gave the woman a hug, which she returned with interest. “If he starts in on you, come to me, Edwina.”
The woman shook her head. “He never beats any of the servants. Now you go, be safe, and live.”
Lilly swallowed past the lump in her throat as Eunice hefted the bag. “I’ll do my best.” Silent tears fell down her cheeks as she gazed about the foyer. “I feel like a man getting out of prison.”
A loud bang shook the house as something heavy hit a wall.
“Time to go.” Regina pushed them out the front door. 
Once outside, Lilly asked, “Are you all right?” The children tussled together in the back of the wagon, ducking behind the trunks.
Eunice staggered down a step and got sick in the rose bushes bordering the porch. Leaning against the railing, she panted out, “I’ve been dead for the last ten years.”
From the rear of the house came the harsh tinkle of breaking glass. Eunice pulled herself upright and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Can you drive?”
Lilly nodded and hustled Eunice into the passenger seat of the wagon. It seemed like any second, Krisp would appear on the porch and shoot them. She hauled herself into the seat and urged the two bay geldings away from the house, both women bouncing as the horses flew down the stone drive. Owen laughed and shrieked from the bed of the wagon.
From behind them, a man’s voice screamed in rage and madness.



Chapter Twenty Five
 Wrath

Paul splashed a hefty dose of whiskey into a cut-crystal glass for Eunice. They were in the green parlor of the McGregor house and Catherine rubbed Eunice’s hands briskly between her own. Mina was fast asleep upstairs, happily wedged between Sampson and Delilah, with Owen sleeping on a cot next to the bed.
“Thank God you found the courage to leave,” Catherine told her in a soothing voice. She had changed into a clean amber gown and a string of pearls hung around her neck. Sleeping Bear had returned to his tribe to bring them the news of the trade status and the deed to the land.
Watching Catherine tend to Eunice, Lilly felt sorry for her. Bound by society, Catherine could never give into her obvious desire to be with Sleeping Bear. Catherine glanced up and gave Lilly a puzzled look. Lilly forced a smile and smoothed her hand over the dress she wore while mouthing the words ‘thank you.’
Their things had arrived ahead of them and Lilly’s trunks were still at the station. Catherine had lent her a blue silk dress to replace her bloodstained and soiled lavender gown. It was long on her and loose in the bodice, but the dress was clean. She hadn’t had a chance to return to her cabin yet to change into clothes of her own. She and Eunice had gone directly to Paul’s house as soon as they left the Krisps’ ranch.
Eunice was in no condition to be by herself.
Tears continued to flow down Eunice’s cheeks. “I learned how to cry without making a sound,” she told them abruptly. “The noise of my crying would enrage Lee, and he’d beat me until I stopped.”
Placing a gentle arm around Eunice’s shoulders, Lilly said, “You never have to see him again.”
“Mark is on his way to the telegraph office with your message. We’ll get you on the first train to Houston.” Paul handed the half-full glass of whiskey to Eunice.
Eunice shuddered and hugged the glass to her chest. “Thank you.” Trembling fingers toyed with the glass and she stared at Paul with red-rimmed eyes. “When he finds out Lilly gave that land to the Indians, he’s going to be furious.”
Catherine snarled, the wild expression out of place on her elegant features. “He can go shoot himself in the groin for all I care. I’m worried about him coming after you.”
“He won’t. If that information gets out, he’ll lose everything. He was an abomination to me, but he loves Mina more than life itself. He’s obsessed with making sure she has a cattle empire to inherit. If he’s ruined, Mina loses her inheritance, and in his mind that is the ultimate failure.”
Paul rubbed Lilly’s knee through the silk dress and his touch brought her peace. They couldn’t get enough of touching each other, and Lilly could scarce believe that they were actually here, together and safe.
“Do you think Cìarán is all right?” Paul lowered himself to the floor next to Lilly. Looking through the front parlor window, Lilly could see Estrella keeping vigil in the late afternoon light, waiting for Cìarán.
“I think so,” Lilly answered as she stroked the hair away from Paul’s ear. “He stayed in character the whole time we were there.” She tried to keep her voice light, but it was hard so soon after the terrifying confrontation with Krisp. “Cìarán is great at pretending to be a ruthless assassin.”
“Lee thinks he’s a cold-blooded killer,” Eunice said and took a gulp of the whiskey. “He was bragging to his men about hiring a professional to take care of business.”
“How did he find Cìarán?” Catherine asked as she poured herself a glass of whiskey.
“Lee is friends with a senator from Kansas. When they were younger, Lee helped the senator win a local election by killing his opponent. The senator returned the favor by setting Lee up with an assassin.” Eunice gave them a cold smile. “That’s one of the things I have proof of at my lawyers’.”
Paul whistled. “I see now why Lee will leave you alone. His life won’t be worth chicken-feed if your story gets out.”
Eunice set her glass on the dark wood table and rubbed her eyes. “I need to get to the bank before it closes.”
Paul got to his feet and put his tan Stetson on. “I’ll get Rufus to go with you.”
Eunice nodded and smoothed her dress over her bustle. “Thank you. Lee is probably in too much of a rage to do much right now, but I appreciate the company.”
Catherine tossed back her whiskey with a grimace. “I’ll stay here. I want to spend some time with Owen. If I can get past Sampson and Delilah.”
Helping Lilly from the couch, Paul held her close in a hug. “Do you want to go to your cabin and get some clothes? You’re staying here tonight.”
Lilly hid her blush against his chest. “Yes, please, as long as you promise me a bath.”

 ***

Tossing the dark green velvet dress on the bed, Lilly glanced out the window at the setting sun. The sky burned with apricot and gold clouds against a twilight-purple sky. Colorful leaves cloaked the walnut trees and the air held the sharp chill of fall. Paul watched her from the doorway with a grin as she dug through her winter clothes. Most of her summer dresses were still in the traveling trunks at the station. 
“Woman, you don’t need to pack everything you own,” he said in an amused voice.
“Look, I was stuck in the same clothes for six days, which is not ever going to happen again.”
She brushed past him to the shelf that held her perfume and hairbrush. The silver-backed brush flashed in the light through the window as she waggled it at him. “You may enjoy being dirty and smelly, but I—”
He grabbed her in a kiss that made liquid heat flow through her pussy and the hairbrush drop to the floor with a thud. “You what?”
“I love you?” 
Her hand moved down the curve of his hip and gave his cock a gentle squeeze. She loved how he grew firm in her grip and thrust his hips into her stroke. He began to lean toward her lips again and she released his cock with a grazing caress of her finger over the fat tip. “Bath first, and I promise that once we are done, you can inspect every inch of my body with your mouth.”
His pupils dilated with hunger, but he laughed and gave her bustle a poke. “Finish packing so I can take you back to my ranch and make sure you scrub all those delicious curves.”
A sigh of longing accompanied her dreamy expression. “Oh, a bath...bubbles...soap.” She grabbed her lemon-yellow shawl and threw the soft fabric over her shoulders.
Paul rubbed his hand over his erection and her mouth went dry. “If you keep talking like that, I may have to flip those skirts over your head and bend you over the chair.”
A hot blush heated her cheeks and she stuck her tongue out at him. “Nothing you say can distract me from my bath.”
Paul began to open his mouth with a dark glimmer in his eyes and she lifted the pile of dresses from the bed with a grunt and thrust them into his hands. “Put these in the wagon, please. I’ll be right out.”
With a grumble about women, Paul left the bedroom.
Peeking around the corner to make sure he was gone, she pulled open a drawer of the massive walnut dresser.
On the bed she tossed her corsets, bloomers, and a couple chemises. For a moment she hesitated, her hand on the top drawer. With a wicked smile, she opened it and lifted the lilac tissue-paper-wrapped bundle inside. She held the bundle to her nose and inhaled the scent of the expensive floral perfume sprayed on the paper.
Inside were two French silk nightgowns her grand-mère had sneaked into her trunks. Little pink bows decorated the white silk nightgown, which shimmered in the fading light. The other gown was red silk with black lace over the bodice and shoulders. Each was utterly scandalous, and the thought of Paul seeing her in them made her nipples hard and a tickle of heat lick over her hungry sex. She held the red one up to her chest and posed in the small mirror, smoothing the black lace over her curves with a sigh. The black lace straps went over her shoulders and the red silk started well below her breasts. She pressed her thighs together against the ache and felt how creamy her pussy was just at the mental image of what the lingerie would do to Paul.
Before she lost her nerve, she wrapped the gowns back into the tissue paper and sandwiched them between her bloomers and chemise. The entire bundle went into a large brown leather suitcase.
The sun was below the horizon now and darkness drew over the land.
There was just enough light to make out the glint of the gold chain holding the Wedgwood lily cameo on the edge of the mirror. She clasped it around her neck, stroking the smooth stone as she thought about her grand-mère. Colette would be utterly thrilled with the life she was leading, and that she was going to make use of the nightgowns.
Tugging the suitcase down the hall, she let out a small scream when Paul smashed into her, slamming a hand over her mouth. “There are men outside,” he whispered into her ear. “At least two of them, with Lee.”
She stiffened against his body, terror freezing her to the spot. He slowly turned and pulled her down to the floor. The front door stood open and she glimpsed movement in the twilight outside. A man in a Bowler hat rode past with a torch in his hand. The light flickered through the windows and cast dark shadows over the furniture.
Paul motioned for her to stay put and he crept over to the bedroom. A few moments later, he came back with a grim face.
“There is another man watching the back of the house. We can’t get out that way.” His hands worked in helpless anger on the butt of his gun.
“Come on out McGregor, and bring Miss Brooks with you,” Lee shouted through the open door in front of the cabin.
Paul hesitated, placed his hand against her face, and blew out a harsh breath. Agony filled his eyes as he stared at her. They shared a gentle kiss and she traced a trembling finger down the side of his cheek.
A strange and harsh odor filled her nose. “What is that?”
“Kerosene.”
Keeping her at his back, they walked out the front door together.
Lee sat on his horse holding a lantern and the man at his side shifted uneasily in his saddle. He spat some tobacco on the ground and watched the tree line instead of meeting her stare.
Lee looked like hell. His hat was missing and he wore the same clothes from earlier. The top two buttons of his shirt were gone and his lips were yanked into a smile so wide it seemed like his face would split in half.
“Why, it’s the whore and the Indian-lover.” Lee cackled and slapped his leg. The man next to him spat on the ground again.
“Damn it,” she breathed against Paul’s back. “He knows about the land I gave to the Comanche.”
“What do you want, Krisp?” Paul kept his hands over his guns.
“What do I want? I want my bitch wife back, I want this land, and I want you dead.” The wide grin stayed on Krisp’s face.
“’Fraid I can’t help you with any of those things.”
A man came around the corner of the house, pouring liquid from a big metal can against the foundation.
“Don’t worry, I’ll help myself. I’m gonna burn you and your little whore alive.” Krisp said this in a conversational tone, as if he were talking about the weather.
The man with the kerosene dropped the can and backed away. “Hey now, you didn’t say ’nuthin about killin’ no one!” He darted back around the house, running from them.
“Get back here, you yellow-bellied coward!” Krisp screamed. The man next to him began to inch his horse away. Krisp turned in his saddle and pulled his gun, keeping it trained on Lilly and Paul but snarling at the other man. “I’d stay right there if I was you.”
His eyes got wide and he nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Krisp waved his lantern back and forth. “You drove me to this. Your hand is the one holding the whip that brought us to this point!” His face grew frightening shadows in the moving light. “I tried to be nice, but you had to go and trick my wife into leaving.”
“Your wife left on her own,” Paul replied in a calm voice, inching his way toward the steps.
“Lies! You’re nothing but a bunch of dirty liars!” Krisp held the lantern in the air. “You should burn in holy fire.”
The man next to him seized the opportunity to try to ride away. Krisp turned his gun on the other man lighting-fast move and shot three times, hitting the man twice in the back before pointing the barrel back at Lilly and Paul. The other man’s horse continued to run as the man’s body flopped in the saddle.
“Oh, God.” Lilly clutched her hands into the back of Paul’s shirt, watching Krisp calmly put the gun back in its holster.
“Lee, I’ll give you the land! Please, just let us go.” Lilly tried to step forward, but Paul placed his body in front of hers.
Krisp pursed his lips and stroked his mustache. “Wish I could believe you, really do. But you’re just a lying whore.” He cocked his arm back to throw the lantern.
“No!” Lilly screamed and tried to push Paul off the porch.
Quicker than she could believe, Paul had his gun out and shot at Krisp. Her push messed up his aim and the bullet missed.
Instead, it caught the chamber of the lantern in Krisp’s hand and blew the oil and flame all over his wrist and forearm.
Krisp watched the fire crawl over his arm with a bewildered expression before he began to shriek in pain. He rolled off his bucking horse and onto the ground, trying to put the flames out. They crawled up his sleeve and covered his right arm up to his neck, glowing bright in the darkness of the prairie night.
Not even pausing to think, Lilly leapt off the porch and began to kick dirt on Krisp. Paul joined her with a curse and they smothered the fire as it ate away at the side of Krisp’s face. His shrieks of agony made her want to throw up.
They managed to extinguish the flames as Krisp passed out from the pain.
“We should let him die,” Paul said in a savage whisper.
She gagged at the smell of burnt flesh that came from the man at their feet. “We should, but we won’t.”
With cold eyes, he inspected the charred mess that was Krisp’s arm and shoulder. The flames had made it all the way to Krisp’s jaw. They could see the skin was raw and blistered, even through the coating of dirt.
Krisp began to come to and screamed hoarsely. Lilly felt nothing but revulsion as she watched him writhe in the dirt. If things had gone Krisp’s way, it would be she and Paul who suffered a horrible death by fire.
“We should probably get him to a doctor.”
Paul made no move toward his horse. Lilly gagged again at the smell coming off Krisp. Mercifully, his groans faded off as he passed out again. Could she live with herself, knowing she killed a man in cold blood? Even if he was an utter bastard?
“I don’t want his death to taint our life together.” Ignoring the groaning man at their feet, she curled against Paul,. He looked down at her and she shivered. In the dim twilight, his eyes were unbelievably bitter. “Please, Paul,” she whispered and touched his cheek with her fingertips.
Closing his eyes, he grabbed her hand and pressed it to his lips. “You know he won’t thank us for this.”
“I know. But I’m not asking you to do this for him. I’m asking you to do this for us.”
Paul started toward the cabin. “Let me get a blanket to wrap him up in, and we’ll take him into town. He isn’t going anywhere anytime soon, and the sheriff will be interested in tonight’s activities.”

 ***

A knock sounded on the door to Paul’s bedroom. Quickly fastening the last button of her lilac dress, Lilly moved to the small brass-bound mirror by the window and checked her hair. “Come in,” she called out as she pinned her last damp curl in place. She had slept for most of the morning and now the afternoon sunlight shone on the polished wood floor. Paul had left while she slept and the housekeeper filling a tub with heated water had woken her.
Paul opened the door and a pleased smile curved his lips. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Peace and joy filled her soul as she gazed at him. He was so handsome in his black suit and Stetson. The color made his blue eyes glow, and the smile that lit his face when he gazed at her caused her heart to thump. His black cowboy boots shone and the white shirt set off his tan. He held a large green-and-cream box in his arms.
Tossing the box onto the rumpled blue quilt atop the bed, he strode across the room to wrap her in his arms. He leaned down and nibbled at her jaw. His lips moved softly over her skin and brushed her own, the scent of him filling her nose. She stroked her mouth against him, a purring moan escaping her as his hands cupped her breasts and gently squeezed. He deepened the kiss, opening her mouth and stroking at her tongue with his. Joy filled her heart and mixed with the heat of his touch.
“I love you,” Paul whispered, pressing against her.
“I love you,” she sighed back as his clever fingers traced over the tip of her hard nipple behind the silk of her corset. Heat rushed between her legs and she felt herself grow damp.
He rubbed the scruff of his cheek against hers. “I have a surprise for you. I-I hope you like it.”
Tracing her finger tips over his lips, she couldn’t help but smile at the hint of worry in his eyes. “Really?” She peeked over his shoulder at the box. “For me?”
“Yeah.” The rough calluses on his palm stroked against her skin. “I figured with all the ugliness of the last few days, you could use something to brighten your day. I can’t imagine anyone else doing it justice.”
She pulled him into her arms, resting her head on his chest. “The only thing I need to make me happy is you.” He chuckled as she stole another look at the box on the bed.
“Open it,” he urged and sat her down on the bed next to the box.
Fiddling with the top, she gasped at the flash of peach silk. Nestled under the expensive-looking cream tissue paper lay the gorgeous gown they had seen in Hartford. “Oh, Paul.” She swallowed past the lump in her throat.
“I hope you like it. Remember when you were waiting for me at the park in Hartford? Well, I wasn’t buying a toy for Owen, I was buying this dress.” He shifted from one boot to another and his voice grew gentle. “I thought you might like it for a wedding dress.”
The seed pearls embroidered into the bodice gleamed in the sunlight. “My wedding dress.” Now a tear did escape and he made a distressed noise.
“We can get you another dress if you don’t like this one.”
He reached to take the box from her and she snatched it back. “Get your hands off my dress.”
His broad shoulders relaxed. “You like it?”
Setting the box down, she gently cupped his rough face in her hands. “I love it.” The kiss she gave him left no doubt about her pleasure.
“Lunch is waiting for us downstairs.” His fingers began to work the buttons going down the back of her lilac dress.
The soft brush of his lips over the pulse of her throat made her pussy clench. “Is it?” 
He laughed at the breathless sound of her voice. “Yeah. Funny thing is, I’m not really hungry.”
“I think we need to work up an appetite first,” she admitted in her throatiest voice.
She squeezed the head of his swollen cock through his pants; now it was his turn to gasp.
Her feet lost contact with the floor as he lifted her against him. Long, hard, demanding, his kiss was filled with all the love and passion she could ever desire.
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