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 Prologue

 1874, San Carlos Reservation, Arizona

 THE cat was large, over two hundred pounds and  nearly eight feet long. High up in the mountains,it lay
on a boulder, its eyes riveted on a spot thirtyfeet below, where the slope leveled off to form a wideledge.
There among the tall pines was a smallherd of wild horses, roped off. They were nervouslystamping the
ground, sensing the cat's presenceeven though there was no breeze to carry hisscent.

 Suddenly the cat sensed danger. Then he saw the two men winding their way up the mountainside
leading a string of horses, seven more to add to thewaiting herd. They were quite young, the twomen,
and looked almost identical. Both had darklybronzed skin and long black hair flowing loose abouttheir
shoulders, and both wore knee-high moccasinsand long white breechclothes spanning well-muscled
thighs. But one was tall and bare-chested beneathhis short black vest. The other was much shorter and
wore a long-sleeved white cotton shirt girded with acartridge belt sitting low on his hips.

 When the new horses were added to the herd, thecougar rose from his perch and leaped from the boul
der, moving cautiously toward the two young men.

 One was half-Apache, and the other, taller manwasn't an Indian at all.

 The two men stopped, frozen, staring up at thehuge cougar. Why hadn't they sensed him? All wasstill
except for the prancing of the horses.

 The tall man stuck out his hand, and the cougarclosed the distance between them with a thunderingpurr.
The cat rubbed his head into the extended handand wrapped his body around the man's bare legs.After a
moment, he moved the whole tawny length ofhis body under the open hand, then sauntered off and
plopped down on a smooth piece of ground two feet away.

 Billy Wolf let out his breath very slowly so theother young man wouldn't hear him. His hands wereclose
to trembling, and it threatened his manhood.

 "Sonofabitch!" Billy said in the language hisfriend had taught him so well, then more loudlywhen that
didn't get the taller one's attention. "Sonofabitch! You hear what he's doin' to the mares,Slade?"

 The taller man turned his head and bestowed onBilly one of his rare smiles."Doing, Billy,ing. Getthatg
on there."

 "Shit, don't talk to me about grammar now!" Butthe point had been made, and Billy wouldn't forget
again. "Weren't you just a little nervous before youknew it was him?"

 "A little," was all Slade Holt said before he wentover to quiet the horses.
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 Billy Wolf followed rapidly. "Will you just look athim lying there like he knows he's welcome, like he
never left your side."

 "He does know he's welcome," Slade said flatly.

 Billy stared at the cougar and shook his head."You ain't seen him in eight months, and it was ayear
before that time. How does he remember you?How do you recognize him now that he looks like any
other mountain lion?"

 "I didn't recognize him," Slade admitted, a grinbeginning. "I just knew he wasn't a threat, sameway you
knew I wasn't a threat when we first met."

 Billy thought that over for a moment and accepted it as reasonable. As was his way, he abruptly
changed the subject.

 "Are you really set on leaving tomorrow, Slade?"When the other simply nodded without answeringand
sat down next to the giant cat, Billy frowned."But are you sure you're ready?"

 Slade glanced over at a crevice dug in the side ofthe mountain. The crevice contained a blanket, oneset
of white man's clothes, boots he'd had Billy tradea horse for last winter, a sack of canned goods Billyhad
brought him, and the handgun and holster he'dstolen two years before, when Cactus Reed had taught him
how to use the gun. It was that gun hewas thinking about now. Learning to handle it witha degree of
expertise had been the only thing he'dfelt lacking in his education. It had taken twoyears of daily practice
before he admitted to himselfthat he was good—better at least than the man he planned to kill with it.

 "Ready?" Slade's light green eyes rested on the cougar, and he reached out to rub the big cat between
the ears. "My problem has been a waitingproblem for too many years. I was a kid, aching togrow up fast
because I couldn't do anything aboutthe pain others had caused me until I was grown up.I was twelve
when you finally got up the nerve to approach me."

 "Nerve!" Billy interrupted indignantly.

 "Admit it, Billy," Slade said, amusement in hisvoice. "Your people thought I was crazy, and not just
because I lived out in the mountains alone. You wereonly a year older than I was. Even your warriors
took a wide berth around the crazy white boy."

 "What were we supposed to think, you being adirty, half-naked kid whose stink could be smelled amile
off? Anyone who got within shouting distance ofyou, you pulled an imaginary gun and shot themwith it. If
that's not loco-"

 Slade burst out laughing. "I shot you, too, whenyou first showed up."

 "With your finger," Billy grunted, but he smiled.It was rare that Slade Holt laughed with genuine humor
instead of bitter cynicism.

 "I told you why I stunk so bad back then. It tookhalf a year before that skunk smell wore off."

 "It would've helped if you'd availed yourself of acreek."

 "Why? Back then, not having to take baths wasabout the only thing I liked about my freedom."
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 Billy twitched his nose. "You're of a differentmind now. I'm grateful."

 Slade shrugged. "Some things change over theyears. I don't shoot make-believe guns anymore, either. It
was a game I used to play with my twinbrother."

 Slade's expression darkened. A pain shot threwhis head as it always did when he thought of his brother.
He rubbed hard at his temples. The cougarrealized something was wrong. His ears pricked up,and he
stopped purring.

 Billy knew about the headaches Slade suffered because he couldn't remember much that had hap
pened after he and his brother ran away from Tucsonwhen their father was killed by a gunslinger, Feral
Sloan, eight years ago. Slade witnessed the gunfight,saw Sloan intentionally pick a fight with Jake Holt,
Slade's father.

 Jake, one of a thousand prospectors, came westlooking to strike it rich. He and a friend, TomWynhoff,
were two of the lucky ones. They found gold twenty miles west of Tucson, a rich find. Buttheir luck didn't
last, because others wanted thatgold. Slade knew very little about it. His father hadtold him only that a
man had approached him, wanting to buy the mine. Slade's father had said no.

 Soon after that, Tom Wynhoff was found dead inan alley, a lead ball in his chest. That same day, for no
reason, Feral Sloan picked a fight with Jake andshot him dead in the street. Slade was standing ten feet
away. Moments later, Sloan passed Slade andbragged to a friend on the street,easiest hundred dollars
I ever earned.

 Slade's ten-year-old mind grasped that the gun-fighter had been paid to shoot his father. The dangerto
him was made clear when an old man standingnear Slade grabbed his arm and warned, "First oldTom,
then Jake. You and your brother own thatcursed mine now, Slade Holt, but you can bet youwon't live to
see the profits. I seen it happen a hundred times, the no-good, lazy bastards who wantwhat a man
breaks his back finding, and kill to get it. You younguns are next. Get your brother quickand get the hell
out of the county. Greedy men don'tstop at killing babies."

 Slade found his brother, and the two of themhightailed it northeast, away from the mine,away from
Tucson, making for the mountains thatstretched to the north. They were followed. Slade gota glimpse of
Feral Sloan riding fast behind them before a bullet grazed his temple and he fell from hishorse down a
rocky incline. He remembered screaming before he passed out, but he remembered nothingelse.

 The rain woke him. He was alone, with no sign ofhis brother or his horse, and no tracks to follow. He
later realized he should have stayed where he was incase his brother had gone for help after leadingSloan
away from him. But he wasn't thinking clearly, and he set off to look for his twin. Months later, hefinally
gave up. It had been a useless search, anyway, because he was afraid to go near towns in case the hired
gunslinger found him or that namelessman who wanted him dead heard he was alive.

 He learned to survive alone, to reach for manhood,when he would no longer be defenseless. He
survivedthrough desperation, learning by trial and error, roaming the regions from the Gila River as far
south as an Apache mountain stronghold.

 Strangely enough, the Indians never frightened him. They respected him for that and left him to share
their domain. Slade feared and avoided allsigns of white men. After two years without speaking to a
single human, Slade was open to friendshipwhen young Billy Wolf approached, six years ago.
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 They couldn't speak to each other at first but gradually learned each other's languages. Billy livedwith
his mother's tribe then, and as they were nomads, long periods would pass between the timesBilly and
Slade saw each other.

 Billy was the only one Slade ever let close to himbesides Cactus Reed. Slade had found Reed in the
Galiuro Mountains a little over two years ago. Theman was half-dead, two bullets in him, claiming heand
the fellow he rode with had had a slight disagreement and he'd lost the argument in a big way.Slade
patched Cactus up. In return, Cactus taughtSlade all he knew. He knew a great deal. The manwas an
ex-bounty hunter, a breed who lived by theirguns and their courage, challenging killers.

 Cactus turned out also to be a bit of a thief, for he took off one day while Slade was hunting, taking a
dozen of the wild horses from Slade's herd with him.Either he wasn't a man who felt beholden to anyone,
even someone who'd saved his life, or he felt he and Slade were even because of all he'd taught the
young man.

 Slade didn't go after him. Wild mustangs wereeasy to come by, and he used them only to trade forwhat

he needed, letting Billy take the rest out of themountains to sell for cash. Over the years he had ac
cumulated quite a stash of money from those horses,but it was money he'd had no use for—until now.

 Billy Wolf was feeling sorry for himself. He knewthat once Slade began his search he would probably
never see him again. He had always known this daywould come. He'd expected it last year, in fact, when
Slade reached his full height, an intimidating sixfeet three. His vigorous life made him lean and muscular,
and the hot Arizona sun made him as dark asan Indian. When Slade entered civilization again,Billy knew
damn well the suspicious townsfolkwould mistake him for a half-breed like himself.Slade had one thing
on his side, though, and thatwas his sense of self-possession. Even his quiet manner was intimidating,
despite his being only eighteen. And those brightly piercing eyes and finelychiseled features guaranteed
him attention fromwomen.

 Billy grinned. "What will you do first, get yourhair cut or have your first woman?"

 Slade glanced up, but his expression gave nothingaway. "I suppose the hair will have to come off first ifI
hope to find a woman who won't run away screaming."

 "If you cut the hair and they don't mistake you for a half-breed, you'll have women fighting over you.
Maybe you'd better leave your hair long to avoidthat. You'll have enough trouble. You do know whatto
do with a woman, don't you?"

 "I reckon it won't be too difficult to manage,"Slade drawled, "being as how you showed me howit's done
when you and Little—"

 "You didn't!" Billy shouted, heat rushing up hisneck. "Our camp was miles away when I...youmean you
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followed me back?"

 "I was right behind you," Slade said smoothly."Walked right into your wickiup, and you didn'teven sense
my presence. She did, though. She lookedright at me and grinned. She never told you?"

 "No, damn it!"

 Slade frowned. "Are you really so embarrassed?Have I made you angry with me?"

 "It was a private matter."

 "You're right," Slade conceded. "Yet I can't regretit, my friend. It taught me more than I'd expected to
learn." He was thoughtfully silent. "It showed methat the man loses nearly all his natural instinctswhen he
takes a woman. He becomes weak. But shedoesn't involve herself so fully, so she becomes thestronger."

 "Ha!" Billy was glad to be able to recover a little. "That's not always the way it is, Slade. You saw me
with my first woman, and I was clumsy and over-eager. I have since learned how to make a woman
mindless with passion. It is she who now loses control over herself, not I. But that takes a special tech
nique, and time to learn."

 Slade weighed Billy's words, debating whether hewas lying to save face or telling the truth. He decidedit
was a little of both, but gave his friend the benefitof the doubt.

 "You've mastered this technique? Every womanyou have now falls under your power?"

 "I've mastered it," Billy bragged with extremeconfidence, then pointed out quickly, "But hell,there are lots
of women who don't like it no matterwhat you do." Billy didn't reveal that in his short experience, those
few women were the white whoreshe'd tried out in towns.

 "It might be different for you though," Billy continued. "White women take to half-breeds same asthey
do to full-blooded Apaches—which is not at all."

 "But how do I learn your technique?"

 "Hell, if you think I'm going to teach you. . .Gretawoman to show you what pleasures her, same as Idid."

 Slade's response to any subject that made him uncomfortable was to simply walk away from it. He did
that now, getting up to move back over by the horses,calling to the gray mare he favored, leaving Billy
facing the wide expanse of his back.

 Billy couldn't resist a last taunt. "Hell, you'reworried about your first time?"

 "Only that the woman will know."

 Billy had to strain to catch the words. He understood. He vividly remembered how he'd felt the first
time.

 "Shoot, you can always wait a few more years. After all, you don't know what you're missing yet,"Billy
offered. "Or better yet, get the lady drunk, andshe won't remember a thing."

 Slade turned to meet Billy's dark eyes, and Billygrew uncomfortable. Slade was better than anApache
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sometimes when it came to controlling his features. It would make anybody nervous. His expression
now revealed absolutely nothing of his inner thoughts, but Billy knew from experience thathe could be
masking a killing fury or total boredom.There was no way of knowing which. And eventhough they were
friends, when Slade turned thatcertain look on him, the hairs crawled on the back ofBilly's neck.

 "Well, dammitall, I don't know how we got on thissubject, anyway," Billy said gruffly, and turnedaway
from those light green eyes. "Seems to me weought to be discussing what you aim to do with these
horses. If you're leaving in the morning, well . . ."

 Slade's gaze moved over the thirty-odd mares.He'd captured most of them in the last three years, aslow
process of tracking a stallion's harem, livingwith them day after day, blending with the land, becoming
nearly invisible, and finally singling out one and stalking it. He'd long ago learned not even to tryfor the
stallion, and he had to wait until the malewas otherwise occupied before he approached a female. But it
was an enjoyable task, even though itrequired patience, patience Billy had helped teachhim, patience that
came naturally after three years.

 "They're yours now, Billy," Slade said.

 Billy's eyes widened. "Damn it! Damn it! I knewyou just went on the raid last week to please me. I knew
it!"

 "Nonsense," Slade scoffed. "I enjoyed the challenge of taking that rancher's stock right from underhis
nose. His spread was big enough that he won'tmiss them. And I hadn't been that far east in a goodmany
years. It gave me a chance to see what newtowns were springing up. And it gave me an adventure to
remember for when I become . . . civilized."

 "But all of them, Slade?" Billy protested. "You can use the money they'll bring."

 "I have enough money for what I have to do."

 Billy didn't express his thanks except with a nod ofacceptance. "So where will you begin your search?"

 "Where it began."

 "You really think Sloan will still be in Tucson?Hell, that's the territorial capital. Characters likeSloan don't
find it easy in big towns anymore."

 "It doesn't matter," Slade said offhandedly."There or somewhere else, if he's still alive, I'll findhim."

 "And after you kill him?"

 "I'll have the name of the man who hired him."There was a cold edge in his voice now.

 "And after you kill that one?"

 Slade turned away before answering. "I'll then befree to find my brother."

 Billy changed the subject quickly. "What aboutyour father's gold?"

 "What about it?"
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 "It's still there, ain't it? You said your father and his partner rigged it so there was a worthless minevisible
to anyone who wanted to look while the realmine was hidden up the mountainside where no one could
find it."

 A rare show, of anger crossed Slade's handsomefeatures. "That gold killed my father, separated mefrom
my twin, and forced me to live like a wild animal. I want no part of it." Then he said, "What goodare
riches, anyway? The land offers all a man couldwant."

 Billy grunted, deciding not to point out that Sladewas thinking like an Indian. Was that a good thingor
not?

 Billy Wolf looked hard at the young man he lovedlike a brother. "Well, if you ever need anything, you
know where to find me." Then he grinned, trying tomake light of the moment. "I'll be the rich scout with
the pretty wife—it shouldn't tax you too hard to findme. I just hope I don't run into your large cougar
friend any time you're not around."

 Slade laughed.

 By early evening the Whiskers Saloon wascrowded. It looked no different from all the other saloons
Slade had walked into during the last year. Bynow he was immune to the reaction his appearancecaused.
Everything always quieted down until he ordered his first drink. Men sometimes moved awayfrom him.
Once it had been his quiet manner thatmade people wary. Now it was the savage look abouthim.

 Slade never appeased the curious or volunteeredhis name without reason. His name had become acurse,
inspiring fear beyond that caused by astranger who carried a gun like he knew how to use it. The name
had become an obstacle only a month after he began his search, and all because some foolcowboy in a
small mining settlement had challengedhim. Many witnesses saw Slade's gun clear his holster before the
other man had touched his. That wasall it took. In the next town he came to, they knewabout him. Too
late he learned about rumors. A manwho had never drawn his weapon could be reportedto have ten to
fifteen notches on his gun. But if he let his speed be observed, he'd be counted as one of thebad guys.

 Slade had yet to kill anyone, yet he was a knownkiller! He had only reappeared in the white man's
civilization a year ago, but rumor had it that he'dcome up from Texas five years before, after killinghis first
man. All his killings had been fair andsquare, it was said, the assumption being that a fast gun didn't have
to fight dirty. Yet marshals quicklyasked him to leave their towns, and Slade found itimpossible to get
information out of anyone oncethey knew his name.

 He had changed his appearance. He had let hishair grow again and wore knee-high moccasins instead
of boots. It helped a great deal. He didn't haveto lie and say he was a half-breed, but he gave that
impression, and people thought he was. So after a year of searching, he had finally found Feral Sloan.

 He found him in Newcomb, a town of less thantwo hundred even if you counted the surroundingranches
and their hands. It galled the hell out ofSlade when he learned that Sloan had settled in thistown seven
years ago, soon after it was founded. Itgalled him most because Sloan was foreman on theranch nearby
that he and Billy Wolf had raided thatlast time. He had been that close to his father's killer and hadn't
even known it. And he was closer now, forFeral Sloan was in the saloon, sitting at one of thecard tables
with two other men, his back to the wall.

 Slade had spotted him immediately. His image had never left Slade's mind. The gunslinger wasabout
thirty now, with slicked-back hair and a chinthat jutted aggressively. But the lanky body hadgone soft,
and his hairline had receded. There werelines of dissipation on his face. But if those years hadnot been
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kind to his appearance, they had obviouslybeen profitable years. He dressed in an ostentatiousdisplay of
silver conchas and diamond jewelry andfancy duds.

 Slade concluded that Feral Sloan was either one ofthe town's main guns or the only one. The latter was
likely. There were many cowboys from the nearbyranches in the room, it being Saturday night. Sladehad
learned to judge a man in the first instant theother fellow looked at him. He could dismiss all the men in
the room except Sloan.

 It was only a waiting game now, and Slade Holthad become good at waiting. He knew Sloan would
come to him, would have to, for the sake of his reputation. Approaching a menacing stranger was a task
that always fell to the town gun. The people expectedit, demanded he ask questions to appease their
curiosity. When the town toughs didn't get the answersthey wanted, they either commenced a show of
friendliness or walked away grumbling loudly, praying the stranger wouldn't take offense and start afight.

 Slade had only twenty minutes to wait before Feral Sloan joined him at the bar. Those men who had
moved to the ends of the bar to give Slade plenty ofroom now moved over to the tables. If there was to
beany shooting between these two dangerous men, thetables offered cover.

 "Where you headin', mister?"

 He remembered the voice all too well.Easiest hundred dollars I ever earned.His head began to ache
with the memory, but nothing marred his expression, even as he faced this hated man.

 "You talking to me, Sloan?"

 Feral was surprised and suspicious. "You knowme?"

 "Sure. I heard of you a long time back. But thatwas years ago. Thought you were dead."

 Slade was playing his man perfectly. Men like Sloan loved their reputations, and Sloan was quickto
defend his absence from the public eye.

 "I got such a nice little setup here, I couldn't resist settlin' down," Feral bragged. "But you know how itis.
A man's name sometimes gets so big, people justwon't leave him alone."

 "I know." Slade nodded solemnly. "I hear you're aforeman now on the biggest spread in these parts.
Must be a nice job."

 Feral chuckled. Here was a man who could appreciate his cleverness. "The nicest—seein' as how I
work only when I feel like it."

 Slade lifted a dark brow, pretending interest."You mean you get paid for doing nothing? How isthat?"

 "I work for Samuel Newcomb, and you might say Iknow somethin' about him that he don't want to be
come public knowledge."

 Slade whistled softly. "He's rich then, Newcomb?"

 "Let's just say he owns half the town and his bankholds mortgages on the other half."

 "I guess he can afford to keep you on his payrollthen, rather than—"
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 "—pay someone to get rid of me?" Feral finished,finding this quite amusing. "That might be his style,but
he don't dare. I left a confession with a friend,you see. If anythin' happens to me . . . well, you getmy
drift."

 Slade looked down at his drink. "A man that richmust have a lot of enemies."

 "Oh, he's well liked around here, but with his pasthe can't take no chances. He's got himself a smallarmy
of men to protect him. And get this," Feralchuckled again and leaned forward as if imparting asecret.
"He's even got a special attachment to hiswill that if he dies by malice, a hundred thousandgoes to the
man who gets his killer! That's commonknowledge, see? Smart, real smart. The man whokills him
wouldn't live out the day, and that's a fact.Hell, the only way you could hurt that bastard wouldbe to ruin
him financially. But it would take a powerfully rich and clever man to do that."

 "You don't sound as if you like your benefactor."

 Feral shrugged. "Comes from knowin' a man toowell too long. We rub each other the wrong way these
days."

 "You've been with Samuel Newcomb a long time,have you? He wouldn't have been the man youworked
for over in Tucson back in '66, would he?"

 Feral's expression changed abruptly. "How thehell did you—? No one around here knows that. Whoare
you, mister?"

 "Is he the one, Sloan?" Slade persisted in a calmvoice.

 Feral began to sweat. This tall kid had shockedhim, and he wished he were anywhere but where hewas.
Still, he couldn't resist a chance to boast. "I dida few jobs for Sam in Tucson, killed a couple of fellows
he wanted out of the way. No big deal, just acouple of nameless prospectors." He shrugged modestly.
"Now you tell me how you knew."

 "I happened to be there," Slade replied in a lowvoice. "I saw your work firsthand."

 "Did you?" Feral perked up. "But hell, you musthave been just a kid then."

 "True, but what I witnessed I'll never forget."

 Feral mistook Slade's meaning. "You saw me getHoggs? Yeah, that was a close one. The bastard got
what he deserved for daring to challenge me."

 "No," Slade said slowly, ominously. "It was thenameless prospector I saw you shoot, the one
Newcomb paid you to kill." His conscience needed that confirmation.

 Feral turned wary again. "That fight wasn'tworth remembering. There was no challenge to it."

 "I know."

 Feral swallowed. "You never said who you are,mister."

 "Name's Holt, Slade Holt."
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 As he said it, his voice carried to a nearby table.His voice spread in a matter of seconds until theroom
buzzed with the name.

 "You're pullin' my leg, mister." Feral musteredenough bravado to sound almost belligerent. "SladeHolt
ain't no half-breed."

 "That's right."

 The eyes that had seemed light green before nowburned with yellow fire. Feral's hands were sweating,
and that wasn't good. Couldn't handle a gunwell with sweaty hands.

 "Didn't mean to offend you none, Mr. Holt."

 "You didn't." A single muscle ticked along Slade'ssmooth jaw, the only sign of the turmoil inside him.
"Your offense was committed nine years ago whenyou killed that nameless prospector. And yourmistake
was in not killing me when you had thechance."

 Feral's eyes widened in sudden understanding,but understanding came too late. He smelled death, his
own. Automatically he reached for his gun, butthe ball slammed into his chest just as the guncleared his
holster. He was thrown backward withthe impact, landing on his back several feet away.Slade's soft
moccasins made no noise as he walkedover and stood by Sloan's head.

 Sloan was looking up into a face that showed no emotion, not even triumph. He was dying, and theman
who had killed him was taking it in stride.

 "Lousy bastard," Feral managed in a whisper. "Ihope you go after him now." His words weren't coming
out as clearly as he heard them in his mind."Then you'll be a dead man. Damn kid. Dead likeyou
should've been . . . you were supposed..."

 Feral Sloan's eyes glazed over. Slade stared at thedead man for a moment. Though he had meant tokill
him and didn't regret it, his stomach churned.Bile rose in his throat. But his expression remained
impassive, and the onlookers thought him a cold-blooded killer, unaffected by death. The legend of Slade
Holt was being confirmed there in the saloon.

 Slade wasn't thinking of that. He was remembering two ten-year-old boys racing desperatelyaway from
Tucson with a murderer after them. Hewas seeing it all again, and this time his head didn'tache with the
memory. Feral Sloan had shot him andassumed he was dead. He hadn't bothered to climb down the
rocky gorge to make sure. Now, finally,Slade remembered all of it. He knew now how tostart looking
for his brother.

 He left Newcomb without a backward glance;
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 Chapter 1

  

 1882, New York City

 N

 OT too far north of the hectic business district,Fifth Avenue became a quiet residential area.Trees grew
at curbside between handsome streetlamps. Elegant mansions lined Fifth Avenue.Brownstones could be
found next to houses withmansard roofs in the French Second-Empire style. AGothic Revival mansion
stood next to an Italianate-style mansion with pediments over the windows anda balustrade atop the
cornice.

 The facade of Hammond House was a mixture ofbrownstone and white marble, with a high stoop on the
first floor and three more stories above the first. Marcus Hammond lived here with his two daughters. A
self-made man who was well on the way towealth long before his first daughter was born, hepermitted no
obstacles. Few challenged his will, so he was generally good-natured and generous, especially with his
daughters.

 One of those daughters, the older one, was at themoment readying herself for an outing with herfiance, a
man chosen for her by her father. SharisseHammond didn't mind the choice. The day Marcushad told her
she would marry Joel Parrington during the summer, she'd just nodded. A year before shemight have
questioned his choice, might even haveprotested, but that was before she returned from atour of Europe
and a disastrous love affair so humiliating that she welcomed a safe, loveless marriage.

 She had nothing to complain about. She and Joel Parrington had been friends since childhood. They
shared the same interests, and she found him terribly handsome. They would have a good marriage,and
if they were fortunate, love would come later. It would have been hypocritical for either of them tospeak
of it now, though, for Joel also was abiding bya father's dictates. But they liked each other wellenough,
and Sharisse knew she was envied by her friends. That went a long way toward keeping herpleasant if
not overly enthusiastic. It never hurt tobe envied by a crowd of women who were forever trying to
outdo one another. With her wealth on a parwith theirs and her looks rarely commented on, herfiance
was the only thing Sharisse was envied.

 Her thoughts were not on Joel just then, however.Sharisse was wondering where in a house of so many
rooms she would find Charley. She had decided totake him along on today's outing. He would keep her
company if Joel turned absent-minded, as he hadbeen doing lately.

 She left her maid, Jenny, to put away the outfitsshe'd been trying on before she'd decided on the basque
top with a skirt trimmed in velvet, a Frenchstyle of plain green satin combined with wide moire-striped
green satin. She carried her Saxe gloves andplumed poke bonnet to put on just before she left.

 She stopped first at her sister's room down the hallto see if Charley might be with her.

 Sharisse knocked once and didn't wait to be invited in before opening the door. She took heryounger
sister by surprise, and Stephanie gave astart and quickly stuffed some papers into her deskdrawer. She

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


glared at her sister accusingly.

 "You might have knocked," Stephanie pointed outsharply.

 "I did," Sharisse replied calmly, a twinkle in her amethyst eyes. "Writing love letters, Steph? Youdon't
have to hide them from me, you know."

 Stephanie's lovely pale complexion was suffusedwith color. "I wasn't," she said defensively. "But it'snone
of your concern, anyway."

 Sharisse was taken aback. She didn't know whatto make of her little sister anymore. Ever since
Stephanie had turned seventeen at the start of theyear, her whole disposition had changed. It was as ifshe
suddenly harbored resentments against everyone, and all for no reason. Sharisse, particularly,became
the brunt of unexpected temper tantrumsending in bursts of tears and followed by no explanation at all.
She had given up trying to find out whatwas bothering her sister.

 What was so perplexing about it was that Stephanie had finally come into her own over this last year,
turning into a stunning beauty who had beaux at herbeck and call. With her full breasts and trim waist,her
very petite build, and the added bonus of lovelyblonde hair and blue eyes, hers was the beauty that
happened to be at the height of fashion. She wasenvied by every woman who lacked even one of those
attributes—including Sharisse, who lacked them all.She "couldn't help it, but she did so wish she looked
like her sister. Sharisse hid her disappointmentwell, though, hid it under a guise of self-assuredness that
fooled the most discerning. Some even thoughther haughty.

 Stephanie's perplexing behavior was enough totry a saint. The only one she didn't snap at was their
father. But both girls knew better than to show a fit of temper in his presence. Their mother, who had
died two years after Stephanie was born, had beenthe only one who'd dared to argue with Marcus Ham
mond. She'd had a fierce will, and their fights hadbeen frequent and heated. When they were not fight
ing, they had loved just as fiercely.

 Neither girl seemed like her parents. Their fatherbelieved both were biddable and sweet-natured.They
were excellent performers.

 "What do you want?" Stephanie asked peevishly.

 "I was looking for Charley."

 "I haven't seen him all day."

 Sharisse started to leave, but her curiosity was piqued. "What were you doing when I came in,Steph?
We never used, to keep secrets from eachother."

 Stephanie looked hesitant, and, for a second, Sharisse thought she was weakening. But then she stared
down at her hands and said childishly, "Maybe I waswriting a love letter. Maybe I have a special beau."
Looking up, she said defiantly, "And maybe I'll be-getting married soon, too."

 Sharisse dismissed all of it as sulky nonsense. "Iwish you would tell me what's bothering you, Steph.I
really would like to help."

 But Stephanie ignored her. "I see you're dressed togo out."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Sharisse sighed, giving up. "Joel suggested a ridethrough Central Park if the day turned out to benice."

 "Oh." Pain flashed through Stephanie's eyes, butonly for a second. Then she said airily, "Well, don'tlet
me keep you."

 "Would you care to come along?" Sharisse askedon a sudden impulse.

 "No! I mean, I wouldn't dream of intruding. And Ihave a letter to finish writing."

 Sharisse shrugged. "Suit yourself then. Well, I do want to find Charley before I leave. I'll see you this
evening."

 The moment the door closed, Stephanie's face fell,and her eyes filled with tears. It wasn't fair, it wasn'tat
all fair! Sharisse always got everything. Nothingbut roses came her sister's way. She had been the one to
get their mother's glorious copper hair andher unusual eyes that could be a deep, dark violet ora soft,
sensuous amethyst. She was the one withpoise and self-confidence, always their father's favorite. Their
governess, their tutors, even the servantslooked to Sharisse for approval. Their Aunt Sophie preferred
Sharisse because she reminded her of her dear departed sister. She was not fashionable, not at five feet
seven with that vivid coloring, but she wasthe one to stand out in a crowd, fashionable or not,and she did
it regally, as if it were her right to be thecenter of attention.

 Stephanie had never begrudged Sharisse any ofher good fortune. She loved Sharisse dearly. But now
Sharisse would be getting what Stephanie wantedmore than anything in the world—Joel Parrington.She
ached with wanting him. She ached knowing she couldn't have him. Her sister would have him, and it hurt
more because Sharisse didn't care one way or the other.

 That was the bitterness she had to bear. Her sisterdidn't love Joel. And he never looked at Sharisse the
way he looked at Stephanie, with an admiration hecouldn't always hide. If he were given a choice, she
had no doubt whom he would choose. But he had never had any choice. Neither had Sharisse. If only
their father weren't so heavy-handed when it cameto controlling everyone.

 If only Sharisse had married sooner! If only sheweren't already twenty and could be given more,time to
choose. If only she would fall in love withsomeone else. Sharisse could fight for herself if she had to. She
could face Father and argue for her happiness. Hadn't she fought to have Charley stay?

 But what was the use of hoping for a miracle whenthe wedding was only two months away? Her heart
was breaking, and there was no help for it. And if shewas suffering so terribly now, before the event be
came an actuality, how would it be afterward? After the wedding, they planned to move into a house just
down the street. How could she bear to see them so often, to know that they . . . She wouldn't be able to
bear it.

 Stephanie opened the drawer in her desk and tookout the papers she had stuffed inside. She had tornthe
strip of newspaper out ofThe New York Times 'sadvertisements for mail-order brides. If she couldn't
have Joel, she would marry someone who lived faraway, where she would never have to see Joel again.
She had written three different letters, two to menwho had placed the notices themselves and one to an
agency that handled such things.

 Stephanie looked the letters over now. They wereattempts to bolster herself by embellishing her good
qualities and accomplishments. Why had she lied?There was nothing wrong with her. She would make
some man a wonderful wife. Why shouldn't she sendat least one of the letters? To stay in New York
would be to let her heart go on breaking.
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 Stephanie picked up the newspaper clippingagain. There was a notice from a rancher in Arizona.She
tried to remember her studies. Yes, the ArizonaTerritory was far away. And a rancher would donicely.
Maybe he was one of those cattle barons shehad heard of.

 She read the whole advertisement. She was oneyear short of the age requirement, but she could fibjust a
little and say she was eighteen. "Must bestrong and healthy." She was healthy, but she hadnever had any
reason to find out if she was strong."Mustbi, able to work hard." Well, she could if she had to, but she
would have to insist on servants, halfa dozen at the least. "Send picture." Ah ha! So theman wanted to
know what he was getting, and he was hoping for something better than a plain girl.

 Stephanie smiled to herself. She withdrew a cleansheet of paper and began her letter to Lucas Holt.

  

 * * *

 Downstairs, Sharisse entered her father's study. Ahuge portrait of her mother graced the wall behindhis
desk. She knew he often turned in his overstuffedleather chair to gaze at that portrait. If ever a man
grieved, Marcus Hammond did, refusing to marry again because he claimed no other woman could
compare. His friends had long since given up trying to matchmake for him, leaving him to the memories
he cherished.

 He sat at his desk, going over some papers. Sharisse knew very little about his businesses, only thatthey
were diversified, a rubber company, a brewery,a furniture company, an importing firm, dozens of
warehouses and office buildings.

 Her father had no intention of turning over thereins to her. She hadn't been trained for it. That was the
main reason her husband had to be of his choosing. One day that man would control everything Marcus
Hammond had built.

 Marcus looked up, and Sharisse smiled. "I didn'tmean to disturb you, Father. I was looking for Char
ley. You haven't seen him around by any chance?"

 Clear blue eyes sparkled under dark gold brows."In here? You know he's not welcome in here. He
knows it, too."

 "I only asked if you had seen him, Father."

 "Well, I haven't. And I hope never to again," he replied gruffly. "Just keep him out of my way, Rissy."

 "Yes, Father." Sharisse sighed. She left andheaded for the kitchen.

 A worthless moocher, her father called Charley. Ano-good alley tramp. But Charley had come to mean
more to Sharisse than she had ever guessed he wouldafter she'd found him, battered and bruised, and
nursed him back to health.

 Sharisse chose an unfortunate time to enter theservants' domain. She heard soft crying and then aloud
wail. She opened the door to the kitchen, andthe cook went back to her pots. Jenny, who had come
down for a cup of tea, gulped the last of it and hurriedpast Sharisse to run back upstairs. The cook's
assistant began furiously peeling potatoes.
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 Two people stood near the table, Mrs. Etherton,the Hammond housekeeper, and a new downstairsmaid
Sharisse had seen only once before. It was thissmall creature who was crying so loudly. At theirfeet was
a broken teacup from the cobalt-blue collection Sharisse's mother had brought with her fromher home in
France. She and her sister, Sophie, hadgrown up there. It was one of eight that Sharisse hadordered
packed to be taken to her new home, a priceless treasure she'd intended to give to her own children
one day. Sharisse loved the set with its intricateblue pattern and fine gold rims.

 Sharisse bent over to pick up the pieces, sick atheart. The other seven cups were on the counter, a
packing box next to them. She sighed. If she hadn'tdecided to take them to her new house, they wouldall
still be in the china cabinet in the dining room,safe and whole.

 Seeing her expression, the poor maid began to wailagain. "I didn't mean to, miss. It were an accident, I
swear. Don't let her send me away."

 Sharisse looked at the stern-faced Mrs. Etherton."I've dismissed her, Miss Hammond," said Mrs. Eth
erton. "I should have done so sooner. If the girl's notbreaking things, she's daydreaming and not gettinga
bit of work done."

 "If she is prone to breaking things, she should nothave been told to pack my mother's cups," Sharisse
said sharply.

 Mrs. Etherton's face turned a bright red, and theyoung maid spoke up quickly. "Oh, it were Mollywho
was to do the packing, miss, but she's been sick these last three days and asked me if I'd help her outso
she don't get too far behind in her tasks."

 "So you took it upon yourself to . . . ? My apologies, Mrs. Etherton," Sharisse offered.

 The housekeeper drew on her dignity and noddedto Sharisse.

 The girl turned her woebegone face to the housekeeper and then to Sharisse. "Give me anotherchance,
miss. I swear I'll work harder. I can't go backto Five Points. Please don't let her send me back!"

 "Five Points?" Mrs. Etherton was suddenly outraged. "You told me you came from a farm upstate.So
you lied, did you?"

 "You wouldn't have hired me if you'd known Icome from Five Points."

 Sharisse listened with distaste. She couldn'tblame the poor girl for being so upset. She had neverbeen
near Five Points, but she knew of the area ofManhattan that held the worst slums in the city, including
the notorious "old Brewery," where peoplewere packed together in decrepit, filthy buildings.The annual
record of murders, robberies, and othercrimes was staggering. No stranger could safelywalk those
streets. To think that this poor child, whocouldn't be more than fifteen, had probably grownup there and
was trying desperately to escape.

 "You will give her another chance, Mrs. Etherton?" Sharisse said impulsively.

 The housekeeper's face mottled. "But, Miss—"

 "Everyone deserves more than one chance," Sharisse said adamantly. "Just see that you are morecareful
in the future."
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 "Oh, thank you, miss!"

 "Now, has anyone seen Charley?" asked Sharisse.

 "In the storeroom, miss," the cook supplied.

 "The storeroom, of course," Sharisse said.

 Sure enough, there he was lying on the cool tilenext to a piece of pilfered chicken. Without anotherword
to the servants, Sharisse left the kitchen withCharley. The long-haired tomcat was snuggled securely in
his mistress's arms.

  

  

 Chapter 2

  

 STEPHANIE put down the letter she had just finished reading aloud. She looked defiantly at herclosest
friend, Trudi Baker. "So now you know that Iwasn't just making it up when I said I was gettingmarried.
Before the month is over, I will be Mrs. Lucas Holt."

 They were ensconced in Stephanie's bedroom, afeminine room with white draperies on the two win
dows, lavender wallpaper, and pink and white bedcanopy and table covers. The settee where Trudi was
sitting was rose pink brocade and nearly matched her afternoon dress.

 The two young girls were of a similar height andcoloring, but Trudi's eyes were green. She was six
months older, a great difference in her opinion. Shealso had a more aggressive personality. Both girls
acknowledged that she was the daring one, and thatwas why she was having such difficulty accepting all
of this.

 If she hadn't seen the coach and train tickets withher own eyes, she would still have thought her best
friend was pulling her leg.

 "Well?" Stephanie demanded.

 Trudi tried to address the matter she felt was mostimportant. "He won't be handsome, you know. He's
probably so ugly that no woman out there will havehim. That's why he had to advertise for a wife."

 "Nonsense, Trudi. It could be just the other wayaround. He couldn't find a girl pretty enough to suithim,
is all."

 "Wishful thinking, Steph! You sent him a pictureof you, so why didn't you ask for one of him?"

 Stephanie bit her lip. "I did," she admitted. "Buthe didn't send one or say anything about it."

 "You see! He's old and ugly and knew he would never have a chance with you if you saw what he
looked like."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "He probably just doesn't have a picture of himself."

 "Steph, why don't you just admit you didn't reallythink this through?"

 Stephanie began to look even more obstinate, andTrudi rushed on, "Why him? There are a dozen men
right here who would jump at the chance to marry you, men you know, men who aren't strangers. Just
because Lucas Holt sent the tickets and is expectingyou doesn't mean you have to go. Send the tickets
back. What can he do?"

 Stephanie looked miserable. "You don't understand, Trudi. The only man I want is going to marrymy
sister. Ihave to do this. Sharisse's wedding isnext week. I don't intend to be here to see it."

 "So you're running away."

 Stephanie looked at the floor. "If you want to put itthat way, yes, I'm running away."

 Trudi's brow creased. "Doesn't it matter that you may be miserable the rest of your life?"

 "I have resigned myself," Stephanie sighed.

 "Haven't you done anything at all to changethings? Have you talked to your father? Have youtold your
sister? Does anyone know besides me?"

 "No, no, and no. What difference would it make except to humiliate me? My father doesn't take me
seriously. He still thinks of me as a child. And I can'tbear for Sharisse to know. I won't have her pitying
me."

 "She's your sister, not your enemy. She loves you.She might help you."

 "There's nothing she can do."

 "How do you know? You might be afraid of tellingyour father, but maybe she isn't."

 "She wouldn't dare," Stephanie gasped. Trudididn't really know Marcus Hammond.

 "She's worldly, Steph, and she doesn't let things get to her the way you do."

 "She only pretends she doesn't," Stephanie saidknowingly.

 Trudi tried another approach.

 "What if Sharisse refuses to marry Joel? Shedoesn't seem to love him."

 Stephanie smiled wryly. "Nobody dares defy myfather, certainly not Rissy or I."

 "Honestly, Stephanie Hammond, you're determined to not even try, aren't you?" Trudi said angrily.
"You wouldn't catch me giving up without a fight. I would do anything possible to get what Iwanted."

 Stephanie just shrugged.
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 "All you have to do is tell your sister the truth. It'snot as if she loves him or would really be giving up
anything. You said that she doesn't care, that she'sbeen treating her own wedding as if it were just an
other party to attend this summer. I've seen her withJoel myself. She treats him like a brother. If sheloves
him, she hides it very well."

 "No, she doesn't love him. I'm sure of that."

 "Then why shouldn't she help you?"

 "Trudi, stop it. There's nothing she can do."

 "Maybe. But what if there is? What if she manages to call off the wedding and you end up withJoel? If
worse comes to worst, let her be the one torun away. At least then the wedding won't takeplace."

 "That's crazy, Trudi," Stephanie said angrily, butit was anger at herself because she wished it were
Sharisse who was going away. Lucas Holt was probably ugly and old, and she really would be
miserablewith him. She had made such a mess of things. Shefelt tears begin.

 "Well, I suppose I could at least tell Rissy how Ifeel," Stephanie said hesitantly.

 "Now that's the first sensible thing you've said allday." Trudi smiled at her, a little bit relieved.

 "Good night, Rissy."

 "Good night, Joel."

 Sharisse closed her eyes and waited for the usual perfunctory kiss, hoping desperately she wouldfeel
something this time. She didn't. There was nostrength in the hands that gripped her shoulders, no
enthusiasm in the lips that brushed against hers. Hehad never held her close to him, and she realized she
didn't know what it was like to be swept into a man'sembrace. Antoine Gautier had never held her
passionately, either. He had made love to her hands, inthe Frenchman's style. Even so, the brush of An-
toine's lips against her palm had done more to stir her passions than anything Joel had done.

 She couldn't blame Joel. After being humiliatedby Antoine, she had sworn never to love again—andher
heart had taken her seriously. It was just as well.She could never be hurt that way again. So she told
herself to stop hoping for something more than tepidaffection.

 Sighing, she stood by the front door and watchedJoel skip down the stairs and get into his carriage.He
was so handsome. His complexion was nearly as creamy white as her own. His little mustache was al
ways neatly trimmed. His slim physique wasn't atall intimidating, like her father's well-muscled form.There
was no arrogance in him, either, which wasimportant to her. Her father had supplied all theoverbearing
arrogance she needed for one lifetime.

 Joel was good-natured, with a devil-may-care charm.What more could she ask for?

 Who was she kidding? It wasn't at all flatteringwhen a man couldn't even pretend he found you de
sirable. At least Antoine had pretended. No, shewouldn't compare them. Joel wasn't at all like the
deceitful Antoine. She was just wanting, was all.Her height put most men off, and her slim, boyishfigure
deterred the rest. She just wasn't feminine,and she didn't have what it took to stir men'spassions.

 Oh, some men looked at her with unconcealed lust,but she was wise to them. They were like Antoine,
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men who were merely titillated by the thought ofspoiling a woman's innocence. That was all theywanted.
At least she wouldn't have to put up withthat anymore, once she was married.

 Next week. She would be Mrs. Joel Parringtonnext week. Yet he didn't love her and she didn't lovehim.
It didn't matter. She was never going to loveagain, so it didn't matter.

  

 Chapter 3

  

 MARCUS Hammond's blood pressure was rising.He glared across his desk at his elder daughter, but
for once his displeasure was not making hercower. There she sat in her night rail glaring rightback at him.
He couldn't believe it. She remindedhim so much of his wife. But he wasn't going to standfor this
rebellion.

 "Go to your room, Sharisse!"

 Her large amethyst eyes rounded even more. "Youmean you won't even discuss this with me?"

 "No."

 Her chin raised stubbornly, and she sat back inher chair as if settling in. "I won't go to bed until thisthing
is settled."

 "You won't? You won't! By God-"

 "Will you just listen to me?" Sharisse's voiceturned pleading.

 "Listen to more nonsense? I will not!"

 "But don't you see? I can't marry Joel now. Howcan I when I know Stephanie loves him?"

 "Stephanie is a child," her father blustered."She's too young to know anything about love."

 "She's seventeen, Father," Sharisse pointed out."Wasn't Mother seventeen when you married her?"

 "You leave your mother out of this!" Marcuswarned furiously.

 Sharisse backed down. "If you'll just listen to whatI'm saying...I don't love Joel, but Steph does. Sowhy
should I have to marry him, when she wants
to?"     

 "This should have been brought up when it wassettled that you would marry him, not now, with the
wedding a week away. You were perfectly willing tomarry the boy before your sister made her ridiculous
confession to you. It's too late now, Sharisse."

 "Oh, I could just scream!" Sharisse cried in frustration, shocking her father further. "It's not as if we
aren't intimately acquainted with the Parringtons.Joel's father is your best friend, has been since before I
was born. If the situation were explained to Edward, he would certainly understand."
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 "Like hell he would," Marcus growled, appalled atthe thought of telling his friend he wanted to substitute
daughters at this late date. The very idea! "Iwill hear no more about this."

 "But, Father-"

 "No more I say!" He rose from his chair to his fullintimidating height, and Sharisse paled. "You're nottoo
old to take a strap to, Sharisse Hammond, and byGod, that's exactly what I'll do if you so much as
mention this nonsense to me again!"

 Sharisse didn't answer. Her courage fell, and sheran from the room. At the top of the stairs shestopped,
her heart hammering. Had she ever been sofrightened before? How she'd got the nerve to defyher father,
she didn't know. To go against him afterthat last horrible threat . . . impossible. She hadknown it wouldn't
be easy telling her father, but shehadn't thought he would refuse her so furiously. Andto threaten her with
a whipping! She shuddered.

 Sharisse found Stephanie in her room, sitting anxiously on the edge of the bed, waiting. "I'm sorry,
Steph," was all she had to say.

 The younger girl started to cry. "I knew itwouldn't do any good. I told Trudi so, but she was sosure you
could do something."

 Sharisse moved to the bed and tried to comfort hersister. "Please don't cry, Steph. Maybe after Father
thinks about it awhile..."

 "If he told you no, he won't change his mind."Stephanie sobbed harder. "I shouldn't have toldyou at all. I
should just have left here the way I planned."

 "Leave?" Sharisse wasn't sure she had heard correctly. "What do you mean?"

 "Never mind." Stephanie sniffed.

 "You don't have anywhere to go, Steph."

 "Don't I?" Stephanie said angrily, thinking Sharisse was feeling sorry for her. "For your information,I
have a man waiting to marry me—right now, in Arizona. I have the tickets to get there. I might even be
married before you are," she added, not knowinghow long it took to get to Arizona.

 "But where did you meet this man?"

 "I... I haven't actually met him. We corresponded through the mail."

 "What?"

 "Don't look so shocked. It's done all the time.There is a shortage of women in the West, you know.How
else are those brave men to get decent wives?"

 Stephanie was saying whatever sounded logical, defending herself. Actually she knew as little aboutthe
West or about mail-order brides as Sharisse did.But she didn't want her sister to know that, or toknow
that she was dreading going to Lucas Holt.
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 "You mean you were planning tomarry some manyou don't even know? To travel across the country . .
. Steph, how could you even think of such athing?"

 "How could I think of staying here after you marryJoel? I can't. I won't. I'll leave tomorrow, and don't
you dare try to stop me."

 "But I can't let you go. You're such an innocent,Steph. Why, you'd probably get lost before you evengot
to the train station."

 "Just because you've been to Europe doesn't meanyou're the only one who knows how to travel,"
Stephanie snapped. "I've gone to Aunt Sophie's. I'll manage."

 "You've gone to Aunt Sophie's with Father andme. You've never been anywhere alone. And . . . my
God, to actually consider marrying a stranger! No, Ican't let you."

 Stephanie's eyes narrowed angrily. "You wouldforce me to stay here and watch you marry Joel? You
would be that cruel?"

 "Steph!"

 "I love him!" A new flood of tears gathered. "I lovehim, and you're going to marry him! You know," she
added bitterly, "the only thing that would preventthat wedding next week is if you weren't here to attend
it. But would you think of leaving instead ofme? Of course you wouldn't. You certainly gave upon Father
soon enough. I couldn't expect you to havethe courage to defy him by running away."

 "He said he would take a strap to me," Sharissesaid quietly.

 "Oh," Stephanie said, all accusation dying.

 "Wait a minute," Sharisse said impulsively."Why couldn't I leave? It would solve everything.Father would
see that I am serious about not marrying Joel, and I would only have to stay away untilhe gave in."

 "Do you mean it, Rissy?" Stephanie asked, daringto hope. "Would you really do that for me?"

 Sharisse was thoughtful. Her father would be furious. She might have to stay away for months. But at
least she wouldn't be responsible for her sister's misery.

 "Why not?" she said courageously. "I can go andstay with Aunt Sophie."

 Stephanie shook her head. "That's the first place Father will look. You don't think he's going to letyou go
without trying to find you, do you?"

 "Oh, dear." Sharisse frowned. "Well, let me thinkfor a moment."

 "You could use the tickets I have."

 "Go to Arizona? That's ridiculous, Steph. I won'thave to gothat far."

 "But where else could you stay? At least LucasHolt will take care of you until I can get word to you ¦that
it's all right to come home."
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 "Take care of me?" Sharisse gasped. "The man isexpecting a wife, not a guest. And he's expectingyou,
not me."

 "Well, actually, he doesn't know what he's getting. I did send him a picture, but it was the one of you
and me and Father, the one taken after you gotback from Europe. I...ah...I forgot to tell himwhich of us
was me."

 If Sharisse was going to be good enough to goaway, she wanted her far enough away that their father
would have no chance of finding her. Arizona was far enough.

 "When I wrote to him," she continued, "I signedmy name only S. Hammond. So, you see, he wouldn't
know the difference if you went in my place. And hedoesn't have to know that you have no intention of
marrying him."

 "You mean deceive him?"

 "Well, he's not expecting to marry me immediately. He said in his letter that he would have to approve
me first. After a while, you could just say itdidn't work out, you can't marry him."

 Sharisse was appalled. "I couldn't possibly takeadvantage of the man."

 Stephanie refused to give up. "You don't have themoney to support yourself, do you?"

 "I have my jewels. They would last a while."

 "Sell them?"

 "As many as necessary."

 Stephanie began to wonder how she could let hersister do this for her, but then she thought of Joeland
suppressed her conscience.

 "You probably won't get anywhere near whatthose jewels are worth," Stephanie said thoughtfully. "I
just don't see why you can't take advantage of Lucas Holt. Did I tell you he was a rancher? I'llgive you
his letter and the advertisement. You cansee for yourself he sounds like a very agreeable fellow. He's
probably rich. You could live in style."

 "Stop it, Steph. I wouldn't dream of using the manthat way. I will make use of his train ticket, though, to
get me out of here." Sharisse grinned, excited by her own daring. "Shall we go to my room and start
packing? If I'm going to go, I'll have to leave first thing in the morning, just as soon as Father goes tohis
office. You can cover for me in the afternoon andevening. Father won't have to know I've gone untilthe
following day, and by then I should be far away.You'll have to cancel my appointments for me. I wasto
meet Sheila for lunch tomorrow, and there's Carol's party—"

 "How can I ever thank you, Rissy?" Stephaniecried.

 "By becoming Mrs. Joel Parrington as soon as youcan. I don't mind disappearing for a while, but I don't
want to be gone too long," She smiled wistfully. "After all, nowhere can compare with New York. I love
it here, and I hate being homesick."

 Stephanie grinned. "You'll be back before you know it."
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 Chapter 4

  

 BENJAMIN Whiskers stood behind his bar, slowlywiping a beer mug. His eyes were on Lucas Holt,
watching him walk to the swinging doors, look outside, then come back to stand on the other side of the
bar. He finished his third whiskey, and that was thefifth time he'd looked outside. Ben was dying to ask
him what he was looking for, but he hadn't got upthe nerve. He still couldn't get it right in his mindthat this
was the friendly Holt brother, not the otherone.

 If Ben hadn't been there the night Slade Holt shot Feral Sloan, seven years ago, then he wouldn't have
been so leery of Luke Holt. But he had been there,had seen Slade shoot Feral as cool as you please and
walk away without a moment of remorse. Slade Holt was a dangerous man. And this one just happened
to be the very image of Slade. They were twins. It gavea man the willies.

 A lot of folks in town liked Luke, were real takenwith him. It wasn't that they discounted the stories
about Slade, it was just that they had met Lucasfirst, and while the brothers looked exactly alike, they
were as different as night and day.

 Lucas took something out of his pocket, frowned atit, then put it away. Ben had seen him do that twice
now. The man didn't look at all agreeable. Mosttimes, he had a few pleasant words, but not today.

 He was downing whiskeys like water and looking agitated.

 It had been some shock when Lucas came to townto stay nearly two years ago. Folks wondered why
hechose Newcomb, but no one asked. No one came tosettle in Newcomb anymore. Since the railroad
hadpassed them by, it was a town everyone was wantingto leave. But Lucas Holt had come, buying the
oldJohnson ranch three miles out of town. He kept tohimself and didn't cause trouble. He was probably a
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likeable fellow if you got to know him, but Ben wouldnever be friendly with Lucas. He would never be
ableto separate him from Slade.

 Slade Holt had been back since Lucas settledthere. He didn't drift through often, but he sure gavepeople
something to talk about when he did come. Healways came into town after visiting his brother athis
ranch. Folks just weren't the same when he madean appearance. Everything quieted down. All fightswere
postponed until Slade went on his way again.

 Hell, no one even had anything to say about thehalf-breed Lucas had working for him. Who woulddare?
Everyone had seen Billy Wolf ride into townwith Slade. It wasn't hard to tell they were friends.Slade had
brought Billy Wolf to Lucas becausethe Indian was supposed to be an excellent horsecatcher, and that's
what Lucas had started, a horseranch. With all the trouble those renegade Apaches from the reservation
were causing, the half-breedwould have been thrown out of town if not for theHolt brothers. Because of
them, no one even lookedcrossways at Billy Wolf.

 Lucas moved over to the door once again, and thistime when he came back, Ben couldn't resist asking,
"You waitin' for someone, Mr. Holt? I couldn't helpnoticing you keep lookin' up the street."

 Lucas fixed his green eyes on Whiskers. "I'mmeeting someone on the Benson stage."

 "You ain't expectin' your brother, are you?"

 Lucas grinned at the anxious note in the saloonkeeper's voice. "No, Whiskers, I'm not expecting my
brother any time soon. I've got a bride coming today."

 "A...bride? If that don't beat all! Well, if that don't beat all!" Ben was too excited to be cautious."Sam
Newcomb will sure be glad to hear that."

 "Oh?"

 "Don't get me wrong," Ben amended quickly."But I reckon you know Sam ain't been married toolong,
and I reckon you also knew his wife can't seemto keep her eyes off you. Not that Sam's a jealousman,
mind you, but I reckon he likes to know what'shis is his. He'll be mighty glad to know you're gettin'
yourself settled down with a wife of your own."

 Lucas said nothing, but he was fuming. Ben had hit the mark. The very reason Lucas was here waiting
to pick up his bride was Fiona Newcomb. Hewouldn't be in this fix if not for her. Oh, they had hadsome
good times together when he first settled in Newcomb and she was still Fiona Taylor, operatingthe only
boardinghouse in town. He had never ledher to believe he was looking for anything besides alittle fun.
She, on the other hand, had wanted to getmarried! When he refused even to discuss it, she hadturned her
wiles on Samuel Newcomb.

 Sam knew he had got Fiona on the rebound, andit ate away at him. Before Fiona, Lucas had hadSamuel
Newcomb right where he wanted him, onfriendly terms. That was because of Slade. Ironic,but the rich
man felt indebted to Slade for getting rid of Feral Sloan. The man had been a thorn in his side.

 Things had all gone according to plan until Fiona.Because Lucas was from the East and had moremoney
than could possibly have been obtained byhorse ranching, Sam figured Lucas knew what he was talking
about when he mentioned those fewsmall investments. Did Sam want to get in on them?

 He did. And after those paid off, it was easy to talkSam into the big investment.
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 They weren't nearly finished with Newcomb, andnow it wouldn't be so easy to clean the man out.Sam's
friendly interest in Lucas had cooled becauseof Fiona. As Billy Wolf pointed out, Sam would neverrelax
and be gullible again as long as Fiona had thehots for Lucas.

 Still, Lucas never should have let Billy talk him into getting married. It had sounded sensible at thetime,
but he'd had a few drinks in him, and justabout everything Billy said that night sounded reasonable.

 "Newcomb will keep his eye on you as long as he knows she still wants you and there's the chance you
might take off with her. But if you get hitched, he'll think you've settled down. He'll quit worrying. As it is
now, the way he has you watched, he's going tostart wondering soon how come you get so much mail
from back East. If he ever gets the notion to find outwhat your dealings are, well, that'll be the end. You
have to get his eye off you right now, and marriage isthe way."

 He didn't want a wife. So what if, when hewatched Billy and his wife, Willow, together, hesometimes got
a yearning to have his own woman? Itwas just that life on a ranch was lonely. He wasn'tused to staying in
one place, and an isolated place atthat. He was used to having women whenever heneeded them. When
this was all over, he would wantto move on, but how could he if he had a wife?

 So Lucas had hedged. Instead of looking aroundthe area for a woman who would know what she was
letting herself in for, he had written his lawyer andhad him place notices in the Eastern papers for a
mail-order bride. It was his hope that the Easterngirl would be horrified when she saw what she wasup
against. He wanted her to insist he send herback—and he gladly would, after a reasonable time.

 That was the problem. He had to keep her there longenough to finish what he had started.

 Having a preacher who came through town onlyevery month or so would help. Just so long as Samuel
Newcomb believed he was getting married, he hadsolved his problem.

 He hadn't told Billy that he had no intention ofmarrying the girl. With Billy and Willow there, andold
Mack, too, the girl would be decently chaperoned,and no one could say anything about her staying atthe
ranch with Lucas before the preacher had hissay.She might not like it, but then, Lucas figured, anyone
desperate enough to turn herself over to a complete stranger couldn't be too choosy. Besides, heintended
to pay her well for her time and trouble. Hemeant for her leaving to seem entirely her own idea,so no one
was going to be hurt by his deception.

 He took the picture out of his pocket once more. Ifhe'd realized how often he had done that in the last
weeks, he would have been furious with himself. Hiseyes passed right over his intended "bride" and went
to the other girl in the picture. That one posed regally, her shoulders thrown back, her small breasts
pushed out. Her height gave her a queenly air, andthere was a haughtiness to the set of her features.She
looked skinny as a reed, yet there was something about her that had captured his interest fromthe first
time he looked at the picture.

 Lucas had just about settled on a girl from Philadelphia when Miss Hammond's letter and picture ar
rived. He knew immediately that she was just whathe was looking for. The clothes had done it, the qual
ity of the clothes the three people in the picture werewearing. Those clothes spoke of wealth, and Lucas
knew from experience that pampered rich girls knewabsolutely nothing about hard work. Therefore, a
rich girl would balk at the life he offered. He wasn'tat all disappointed that the girl happened to be the
most beautiful of all the applicants he had considered. He couldn't help wondering why a girl of Miss
Hammond's charms would be a mail-order bride.
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 He wouldn't mind having a pretty face around fora while. But he had no intention of taking advantageof
her, lovely or not. If she arrived a virgin, shewould return East that way. Even if she wasn't, he wanted no
entanglements with her that might putideas into her head, make her think she was honor-bound to accept
him.

 Lucas realized he was staring at the picture again,and he quickly put it away, annoyed with himself.He
moved to the door again, but there was still nosign of the stage. He wondered what the city-bredMiss
Hammond was thinking about the Arizona Territory, where the sun could bake you through andthrough,
where you could ride for weeks without seeing another soul. He grinned. The trip had probablyalready
decided her on going back. The time of yearwas on his side, for it was the middle of summer. Thepoor
girl had no doubt fainted half a dozen times already from the heat. No, a wealthy, gently bred NewYork
City girl definitely wouldn't like it there.

  

 Chapter 5

  

 SHARISSE waved her handkerchief through theair, hoping the wet cloth would cool a little beforeshe
brought it to her brow again, but it didn't. She was appalled to be wiping herself with a piece oflinen
already soaked with perspiration, but therewas no help for it. Her underclothes clung to her, asdid her
long-sleeved blouse, and the hair on her forehead and temples wouldn't fit into the tight bun ather neck,
so it clung, too.

 She had given up worrying about her appearance.She had meant to tone down her looks anyway, to be
sure she wouldn't be accosted on the train, even borrowing a pair of glasses from one of the maids
beforeleaving home. Those had long since been broken anddiscarded, but it didn't matter, because she
lookedher worst, anyway.

 How had everything gone wrong? She stillcouldn't credit that she had only two dollars left.That would
buy one more meal if this stage stoppedagain before reaching Newcomb. She had eaten atrocious meals
and had lost weight she couldn't afford to lose. Lucas Holt would take one look at her andsend her
packing.

 She wasn't supposed to be in this awful, hot place.She was supposed to be living comfortably in seclu
sion in some small midwest town with Charley tokeep her company. Poor Charley. With his long,thick
hair, he was suffering even worse than shewas, losing great patches of fur, listless, panting constantly.
How was she to know it would be thisunbearably hot here? This was land she knew nothing about. But
even if she had known, she couldn'thave left Charley behind.

 She still couldn't believe Stephanie had done thisto her. Sharisse was the one taking all the risks, in
cluding risking their father's wrath, and all forStephanie. Why would her sister have wanted tomake things
even more difficult for her? Yet she hadtried to talk Sharisse into going all the way to Arizona. Worse
became clear when Sharisse found herjewelry missing. She remembered handing her reticule that
contained the jewels to Stephanie while shesecured Charley in his traveling basket. After leaving the
house, she had not set her reticule down once,tucking it beneath her skirt when she napped on thetrain
that first day. She had found the jewels missingwhen she searched in the reticule for Mr. Holt's letter.
Why had Stephanie taken the jewels? Thethought of being stranded so far from home terrifiedher, and
she had no money to get back with. She would just have to wait and see what kind of man Lucas Holt
was.
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 His letter gave her no clue, though he sounded almost arrogant in making the stipulation that hehave
some time to approve her before they married. Well, that could work to her advantage if she had to
depend on him for a while. She could use that excuseto postpone the wedding as long as necessary. She
would have to disdain everything about him and hislife so he wouldn't be too surprised when she insistedit
wouldn't work out. And from what she had seen sofar of Arizona and its hardy men, she didn't thinkshe
would have to pretend very hard.

 The large Concord stage swayed as it crossed anearly dried riverbed. Only patches of slimy puddles
remained of the river. The brightly colored stage had room for nine passengers, but there were just four
onthis run. Only Sharisse would be staying in New-comb. Because of the ample room, no one had
mindedwhen she had brought Charley out of his basket.They had stared at him, though, as if they had
neverseen a pet cat before. Maybe they hadn't. She certainly hadn't seen another cat since changing
trainsin Kansas.

 There were mountains ahead that actually hadtrees on them. This so surprised Sharisse after thedeserts
and wastelands and mountains of nothingbut rock and cactus that she completely missed seeing the town
until the driver called out, "Newcomb ahead. A one-hour stop, folks."

 Sharisse's stomach twisted into knots. Her vanitysurfaced, and she suddenly wished that she hadchanged
clothes at the last stop. But that had been something she hadn't been able to do completelysince leaving
home. She realized she had taken Jenny's services for granted and had left wearing ablouse she couldn't
get out of by herself.

 Sharisse got hold of herself and remembered thatshe wasn't out to make a good impression. It was just
as well if she looked as bad as she felt. Years ofproper behavior, however, made her put her jacket back
on as soon as she got Charley into his basket.She managed to get the last button fastened just as the
stage pulled to a stop.

 A giant appeared out of the scattered dust to assistthe passengers from the stage. Sharisse gaped athim,
then quickly looked away when she realized she was staring. By the time she accepted his handto step
down from the stage, she did it absent-mindedly, wondering which of the men standing aroundwas
Lucas Holt.

 "Well, I'll be damned."

 Sharisse turned back to the giant. He wouldn't let go of her hand. "Will you, sir?" she said haughtily.

 He had the grace to look disconcerted. "A figure ofspeech, ma'am."

 "I know," she replied coolly, and was surprised tosee him grin.

 Standing on the ground, she was even moreamazed by his size, so tall and broad-shouldered. Hemade
her feel downright tiny, something she hadnever felt before. Her father was tall, but this manwould dwarf
him. Was this a land of giants? But no,a nervous glance around showed the kind of men shewas
accustomed to seeing. It was only this man, this man looking her over with a stamp of possessive
ownership on his face.

 Her heart skipped a beat. This couldn't be LucasHolt!

 "You're not-?"
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 "Lucas Holt." His grin widened, showing a flash ofeven white teeth. "I don't need to ask who you are,
Miss Hammond."

 In her wildest dreams Sharisse wouldn't have pictured Lucas Holt like this, so ruggedly male, so hard-
chiseled and powerfully built. She sensed a quietarrogance about him, and, oh, dear, he reminded herof
her father. Immediately she decided she couldn'trisk telling him the truth, not if he was like her father.

 She tried to look beyond the raw strength that frightened her. At least he was young, perhapstwenty-five
or -six. And she couldn't call him ugly.Some women might even find him terribly attractive, but she was
used to impeccably clean, fastidiousmen. He wasn't even wearing a jacket. His shirt was half-open, and
he smelled of horses and leather. Heeven sported a gun on one hip! Was he a savage?

 He was clean-shaven, but that only drew attentionto his bronzed skin and unruly long black hair. His
eyes were extraordinary. The color made her thinkof a necklace of peridots she owned, with stonesof
yellow-green, clear and glowing. And his eyesseemed even more brilliant next to that dark skin.

 Lucas let the girl look him over. It was her, the girlhe preferred in the picture. She was a bit wilted, but
that only gave her an earthy quality. Damn, but shelooked good. It almost seemed as if he had wished her
here, and here she was.

 "I guess I'd better get your things, ma'am."

 Sharisse watched him saunter to the back of thestage and catch the trunk and portmanteau thedriver
tossed down to him. He was grinning. Why didhe seem so delighted? She looked a fright. He shouldhave
been appalled.

 He returned carrying the trunk on his shoulderand the small case tucked under one arm. "The buggy's
over here."

 She looked around, saw the hotel. "But I thought...I mean . . ."

 Lucas followed the direction of her eyes. "Thatyou'd be staying in town? No, ma'am, you'll bestaying out
at the ranch with me. But you don't haveto worry about your reputation. We won't be alone atthe ranch."

 She supposed it had been too much to hope that hewould pay for her room and board, when he
probablyhad a huge ranch house with an army of servants.She followed him to the buggy and waited
while hesettled her trunks.

 "Do you need anything before we leave town?" Lucas asked.

 Sharisse smiled shyly. "The only thing I'm in need of, Mr. Holt, is a long bath. I'm afraid I haven't had a
decent one since I left New York. I suppose it willhave to wait until we get to your ranch."

 "You didn't take lodgings on the way?"

 She blushed, but it was just as well he knew thetruth. "I didn't have enough money. I used all I did have
just for meals."

 "But your meals were included on your tickets."
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 Sharisse gasped. "What?"

 "The arrangements were made. But it looks likethat was money wasted." He looked at her speculatively.
"So you don't have any money at all?"

 Sharisse was furious with herself. Why hadn't shelooked more closely at those tickets? Why hadn't the
conductor said anything? Why hadn't Lucas Holtsaid something about it in his letter?

 Her anger carried into her flippant tone. "Is thatgoing to be a problem? You weren't expecting adowry,
were you?"

 "No, ma'am." He grinned. Good, so she was completely dependent on him. She didn't have the
wherewithal to leave any time she wanted to. "Butthen, I wasn't expecting you at all."

 "I don't understand." Sharisse frowned.

 Lucas dug the picture out of his pocket and handedit to her. "Your letter said you were the girl on the
left."

 Her eyes widened. So Stephanie had lied aboutthat so Sharisse would have no qualms about coming
here. She was mortified. Here he was, expectingStephanie and getting her instead.

 "I...I see I should have been more specific. You see, I sometimes get my right and left mixed up. I am
sorry, Mr. Holt. You must be terribly disappointed."

 "Ma'am, if I was terribly disappointed, as you putit, I would be putting you back on the stage. What's
your first name, anyway? I can't keep ma'amingyou."

 His smile was engaging, his voice so deep and resonant. She had expected to be nervous on this first
meeting, but not this much.

 "Sharisse," she told him.

 "Sounds French."

 "My mother was French."

 "Well, there's no point in us being formal. Folkscall me Luke."

 Just then someone did. "Who you got there,Luke?"

 It was a squat little man standing in the doorwayof a store, Newcomb Grocery. The building housedonly
that one store. Most buildings in New York contained dozens of offices and businesses.

 Her attention returned to the man as Lucas introduced them. She was surprised when he added, "I
knew Miss Hammond before I came here. She has finally agreed to be my wife."

 "Is that a fact?" Thomas Bilford smiled, delighted."I guess congratulations are called for. Will yourbrother
be coming to the wedding?"

 "I hadn't planned on any big affair, Thomas," Lucas said. "I'll just catch the preacher when he comes
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through town."

 "Folks will be disappointed."

 "Can't help that," Lucas replied, this time with anedge to his voice.

 "Well, good day to you, Luke, ma'am," the grocer said uneasily now, and quickly went back inside his
store.

 Sharisse remained thoughtfully quiet as theydrove out of the small one-street town. When the last
building was behind them, she finally asked,    J"Why did you tell Mr. Bilford we knew each other    i
back East?"

 Lucas shrugged. "No one would believe you were amail-order bride. Of course, if you'd rather—"

 "No! That's quite all right," she assured him.

 Sharisse fell silent again and averted her eyes. Achange had taken place in the man sitting next toher.
Without that boyish grin he could be coldly unapproachable. He seemed to be brooding. Was it
something she had said?

 "Whyare you here, Sharisse Hammond?" heasked abruptly.

 She glanced back at him. He was looking straightahead at the dirt road. Well, she had anticipated the
question days ago.

 "I am recently widowed, Mr. Holt."

 That got his attention, but she paled as his eyespierced her. She hadn't thought of that! Was a virgina
requirement of his? Being an impoverished widowhad seemed the perfect story, a good excuse for being
a mail-order bride.

 "I'm sorry if you were expecting a young innocent," Sharisse said softly. "I will certainly understand if
you—"

 "It doesn't matter." Lucas cut her short.

 He looked back to the road, furious with himselffor reacting that way. It really didn't make any dif
ference. Hadn't he considered the possibility thatshe might not be virgin? So why did it bother him?

 "Was he the man in the picture?" Lucas asked after a while.

 "Was he . . . ? Good heavens, no. That was my father."

 "Is your father still living?"

 "Yes. But we're—estranged. My father didn't approve of my husband, you see. And, well, he's not a
very forgiving man."

 "So you couldn't return to him after your husbanddied?"
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 "No. There wouldn't have been a problem if myhusband hadn't left me destitute. Of course, Iwouldn't
have married him if I'd known he was soheavily in debt," she added primly. "But . . ." Shesighed. "I come
from a wealthy family, you see. Itwasn't as if I could work to support myself when Isaw how bad things
really were. When I saw your advertisement, it seemed the very solution."

 "You're leaving something out."

 "No, I don't think so." She began to panic.

 "You're not exactly what anyone could call aplain-looking woman," he told her pointedly. "If youfelt you
had to marry again, why go so far away? Youmust have had offers closer to home."

 Sharisse smiled at the assumption. Of course there had been offers of marriage, many offers, ever since
she'd turned fifteen. But they were all made by menwho coveted her wealth or who were otherwise
unacceptable.

 "Yes, I was approached by several men."

 "And?"

 "They weren't to my liking."

 "What is to your liking?"

 Sharisse squirmed.

 "I don't like arrogance in a man, or rigidity. I appreciate sensitivity, a gentle nature, good humor,and-"

 "Are you sure you're describing a man?" Lucascouldn't resist.

 "I assure you I have known such men," she said indignantly.

 "Your husband?"

 "Yes."

 Lucas grunted. "You took quite a risk, settling on me. What if I don't possess any of those qualities?"

 She groaned inwardly. "Not even one?" she saidfaintly.

 "I didn't say that. But how were you to know?"

 "I... I'm afraid I wasn't thinking along those lines. I just felt anything would be better than thechoices I
had at home." She gasped. "I didn't mean toimply...I mean, of course I hoped for the best."

 "Are you disappointed?"

 "You certainly can't expect me to answer that sosoon." She was becoming more and more distressed.

 There was amusement in his voice. "Honey, yourfirst look at me told you whether you were disap
pointed or not."
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 "Looks do not make the man," Sharisse heard herself say primly.

 She was appalled to find she had defended him, complimented him without meaning to. She hadwanted
him to feel her disdain.

 There he was, grinning again. And she realizedthat even though they had talked for quite a while,she
knew nothing about him. She dared a directquestion of her own. "You aren't arrogant, are you?"

 "I don't like to think so."

 She went further. "Domineering?"

 He chuckled. "Me? Ride roughshod over a prettything like you? I wouldn't dream of it."

 Why did she have the distinct feeling that he wasteasing her? She fell silent, giving up for the moment.

  

 Chapter 6

  

 WILLOW leaned against the frame of the opendoor and stared at the cloud of dust in the distance. Her
house, a one-room structure, was small bywhite standards. But she was used to a low-domedwickiup
made of brushwood and grass, a home thatcould be burned when it was time to move on, so thishouse of
sturdy wood seemed huge. She had got usedto it in the two years since her husband had broughther here
to live, away from her tribe and family.

 Willow was only a quarter White MountainApache. Another quarter was Mexican. The other half,
thanks to a bastard who had raped her mother,was some unknown mixture of white. Yet she appeared
full-blooded Apache, and she took a deepsense of pride from this.

 "He comes, Billy," Willow said in her soft, melodious voice.

 Billy Wolf came up behind his wife to watch the cloud of dust as it got closer to the ranch. He grinned
and wrapped his arms around her, over her pregnant waist.

 "Do you think he's got her with him?"

 Willow sensed Billy's grin. She had seen it toooften lately.

 "You still think it is amusing that you talked himinto getting married?"

 "I think it's just what he needed. He's getting fedup over how long it's taking to bring the big man tohis
knees. Another month and he would have letSlade handle it—Slade's way. Luke needed somekind of
diversion. Why not a wife?"

 "But he may not like her."

 "Like her?" Billy chuckled. "Hell, he can hate herfor all I care, as long as she's diverting."
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 "You had no thought for the girl in this," Willowaccused him tartly.

 He didn't look at all contrite. "Taking care offriends comes first. That's what I'm here for. Now come
inside before they see us. City ladies always getthe vapors at their first sight of a real live Indian.You
know that." He chuckled again. "We'll give heruntil tomorrow before we make her acquaintance."

 Willow looked at her husband critically. "You'renot thinking of frightening her, are you, Billy?"

 "Would I do that to a friend's bride?"

 No, of course he wouldn't, she told herself knowingly, not her fun-loving husband.

 Sharisse closed her eyes, trying to imagine that the ranch house wasn't actually small, only . . .quaint?
She couldn't do it. It was a simple squarebuilding, not even painted. A cabin. And she wassupposed to
live there? There was a barn, too, and itwas twice the size of the house, but also unpainted. Alarge corral
with a big old cottonwood casting shadeover it was behind the barn. Half a dozen horseslazed inside the
corral. A hundred feet or so beyondthe corral was another cabin, even smaller than the first.

 "I imagine you're used to grander accommodations," Lucas said smoothly as he helped her downfrom
the buggy.

 Sharisse didn't answer. He wasn't exactly apologizing, so what could she say? That her home onFifth
Avenue was a colossal mansion? It wasn't necessary for him to know that.

 Her expression said it all, anyway, and Lucasgrinned, knowing how shocked she was. What hadshe
anticipated? Probably a house like Samuel New-comb had erected as an ostentatious display of his
wealth, two stories of grand rooms and luxurious fittings. Well, Lucas's house served its purpose, and he
had been in worse. In better, too, but all he hadneeded here was a roof over his head. It wasn't as ifhe
meant to stay. Oh, he supposed he might have fixed it up a little for her. Then again—his grin
widened—she didn't have to know that he hadn't.

 He watched her covertly as she looked around, holding her basket as if it offered protection. Shelooked
so dismayed. She'd had that same look whenshe first realized who he was, and she had been asnervous
as a skittish colt ever since. Did he really frighten her, or was she always jittery? She mighthave found his
size intimidating. Most women did.On the other hand, she probably considered herselftoo tall for a
woman. But from where he stood, shewas just about right.

 Lucas opened the front door and waited there forSharisse to finish her survey. The afternoon sun burned
down on the cactus scattered around, thegrassland that stretched as far as the eye could see,and the
mountains.

 He imagined it wouldn't be long before thatcreamy white skin of hers was a ripe, golden color—once he
got her working in the garden out back andwearing less clothing. She had to be baking in thatheavy
traveling suit. The sooner she got if off...

 His every thought was stripping her. "Sharisse?"

 She started, having almost forgotten his presence.He stood at the open door, waiting for her to enter his
house. What would she find inside? The same severity?
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 With a sigh, Sharisse went inside, careful not tolet her skirt brush against his long legs as she passedhim.
The light inside was muted by closed curtains,and there was no time for her vision to adjust beforethe
door closed and she found herself swung aroundand caught firmly against Lucas Holt's hard chest. She
squealed in fright, or started to, but the soundwas smothered by his lips over hers.

 Shock struck her system, Charley hissed, and suddenly she was standing alone, shaking, staring wide-
eyed at Lucas. It was difficult to tell which of themwas the more surprised.

 "I always thought it was just a figure of speech,"Lucas said. "But I guess a female really can hiss likea
cat."

 "I imagine it is just a figure of speech, Mr. Holt. It was a male hissing, and he really is a cat. I hope you
don't mind, but I couldn't leave Charley behind."

 She set the basket down to open it and lift Charleyout. Lucas found himself staring at the longest-haired
cat he'd ever seen, short and compact, agolden orange color that nearly matched the girl's hair. He'd seen
cats by the dozens back East, but never one that looked like this one.

 At that moment, Mack came in from the back ofthe house. "What the hell is that?" he cried. "Notyou,
ma'am," he was quick to amend. "But thatthing you're holdin'?"

 Sharisse stared at the little man with a chin fullof gray stubble, lively blue eyes, and a hat witha slouching
rim. Lucas quickly made the introductions, explaining Mack's many jobs around the ranch. But Mack
wasn't paying a bit of attention to Sharisse. His eyes were on Charley.

 "What is it?" he repeated.

 "My pet, Charley."

 "You keep that wild critter for a pet?"

 "He's not wild," she assured him. "He's a Persiancat. I saw quite a few of them when I was in Europe.
They're rare in America, though. In England, theyeven hold cat shows where rare breeds like Charleycan
be shown to the public."

 "The only cats we got here is predators," Mack remarked. "This little one don't bite?" He reached outa
hand tentatively to pet Charley and received a lowgrowl for his trouble.

 "You'll have to forgive him," Sharisse apologized."I'm afraid he doesn't take too well to strangers. I'm
about the only one he really tolerates."

 Mack grunted and turned to leave, grumbling,"Better not let Billy come across that feisty littlething. He'll
think he's found something new tothrow into the stew pot."

 Sharisse turned wide, horrified eyes on Lucas. "Did I hear him correctly?"

 "Mack's the feisty one, Sharisse," Lucas said,amused. "Just about everything he says must betaken with
a grain of salt."

 "But-"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "You're not to worry about your pet, not at least asfar as Billy's concerned. He works for me, too. He
isn't nearly as savage as Mack would have you believe."

 Was he teasing her? She supposed she would have to take his word for it, but she decided to keep
Charley close to her for a while.

 Then she addressed another important topic.

 "Mr. Holt, about what you did."

 "Greeting my prospective bride with a proper welcoming?"

 Sharisse was abashed by the devilishly charminggrin that turned his lips soft and made him appear
rakishly handsome.

 "We were interrupted," he went on. "If you'd likeme to continue..."

 "No! I mean, well, we're not exactly an average engaged couple. What might be allowed after an
extended courtship doesn't apply to us. We have onlyjust met."

 "And you want to get to know me better first?"

 "Exactly." She was relieved. He wouldn't be so difficult to manage after all. Just as long as he under
stood she wouldn't allow any intimacies.

 "But how am I to get to know you if you keep me atarm's length? If you don't like kissing, then we'vegot
a problem."

 His approval of her seemed to rest on her answer.She bristled.

 "I am not in the habit of letting strangers kissme," she said stiffly. "And you are still a stranger."

 Lucas shook his head. "You're telling me to keepmy distance, but if I go along with that, we'll end up
being strangers much longer than necessary. It'sgoing to take a few months as it is for me to find outif you
can fit in here. Am I supposed to waste that amount of time andthen find out if you and I arecompatible?"

 Sharisse was aghast. In his mind, it would bepurely a waste of time if, after she passed muster in other
ways, he discovered there was absolutely nochemistry between them. True. But what he was suggesting
was abhorrent. Was she supposed to let him take liberties with her?

 Sharisse drew on her years of contrived confidence. "Mr. Holt, I realize our situation is uniqueand I will
have to make allowances for it. However, Ireally must ask for at least a little time to feel comfortable
with you. After a while a kiss or two mightbe permissible—if you insist. More than that I simply cannot
allow, not before we are wed. And if thatis not satisfactory to you..."

 Lucas knew when to back down. "I guess you can'tget more reasonable than that. Your room is right
there on the left. I'll get your things now."

 Sharisse sighed as he left and turned to lookaround. There were two doors on the left wall of theroom
she was standing in. The room was bigger thanshe had imagined, but it was the only room besidesthose
two doors to the left. Against the back wall wasa kitchen of sorts, a wood-burning stove, a sink witha
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hand pump, some cupboards cluttered with dishes,and a big table. A window behind the sink looked out
on the backyard. There was a door to the left of thestove. The rest of the room, to her right, contained a
fireplace with a thick rug in front of it and a graywooden settee without cushions. Next to that, nearthe
front door, were an old arrow-back rocker and acandle stand.

 Sharisse felt her shoulders sag. It was such a depressing room. So austere. She shuddered to thinkwhat
her bedroom would be like. She faced that doorand opened it. The two windows inside it were openand
the curtains drawn, letting in a cheery light, butalso the heat. She couldn't find a single thing to herliking
and she didn't try, moving quickly to the otherbedroom before Lucas came back. This room provedmore
dramatic, with dark coloring and a look ofbeing lived in. The bed was unmade, and a wardrobestood
open with dirty clothes slung over the doors.Other articles were scattered around. His room, to besure.
She was rather embarrassed to have looked in.

 She closed the door quietly. Then it dawned on her.These three rooms were all there was. No servants'
quarters. That meant . . .

 "How do you like the place?" Lucas asked as hewalked in the front door carrying her luggage.

 Sharisse couldn't answer, not with the alarmingthought that they would be the only two people sleeping
in the house. "You don't have . . . any servants here, do you?"

 "Not the kind that see to a house, I don't." He gaveher that engaging boyish grin. "Now you know why I
need a wife."

 He was teasing her again, yet she was insulted. "Wouldn't it be simpler to hire a servant?"

 "A lot simpler," he agreed. "But I couldn't expecta servant to share my bed, could I?"

 He said it so casually that Sharisse felt a tremor inher belly. Fear? She stayed where she was as he took
her luggage into her room.

 "You'll want to get unpacked," he called out, "andI recall you wanted a bath. I'll see about that andsome
grub for you, then leave you to rest." He came back into the room, and his vivid green eyes probedhers
for a moment. "You've nothing to fear here,Sharisse. No harm will come to you as long as you'remy
responsibility."

 He left her standing there, weighing what he had just said against everything else that had been saidand
done that day. Nothing to fear? If only she could just walk away from the situation! But she had no al
ternative. Even writing her sister, which she intended to do that very night, would produce noresults for
some time. She was stuck, she was thereunder false pretenses, and she didn't have the remotest idea
how to make the best of things.

  

 Chapter 7

  

 SHARISSE'S eyes opened to a blinding glare. Shesat up quickly, confused, then saw that the hotlight
had been caused by the little standup mirrorshe had set on the bureau yesterday. She hadn't realized that
the mirror would reflect the morning sun right onto her pillow. The sun was rapidly heatingthe house.
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 Slipping into the thin silk robe left on the end of her bed, Sharisse walked over to the window. Thelovely
robe, a creation of lime green and white lace,matched the negligee given to her by her aunt whenthey
were in France. Sharisse had brought it along,and another like it, because she had thought shewould be
alone in some sweet little cottage, not sharing a cabin with a man.

 Packing thin summer clothing had been the onlysensible thing she'd done thus far. Everything elsecould
be counted as simply disastrous—especiallyher rash decision to leave home in the first place.When she
thought of the safety she had thrownaway!

 Sharisse sighed, looking out at the sun hiding behind the fat fingers of a giant saguaro cactus in theside
yard. She could see part of the corral, and she realized with a start that the window was low to the
ground. Just about anyone could have walked by itand seen her lying in bed.

 She yanked the curtains closed, her face flushing.There was only one person she could visualize looking
in. She quickly closed the other curtains, too,then went back to sit on the bed, trying to calm herself.
Everything in the room made her think of Lucas, the large round tub he had filled yesterday, stillfull of
cold water, the tray of dishes. Her eyes fell on the blouse she had gone through so much discomfort to
save, lying now in a torn heap in the corner whereshe had thrown it in a fit of temper. She had had torip if
off her back after all, something she couldn't afford to do, not with the meager wardrobe she had.But
she couldn't very well have askedhim to aid her,or Mack. Alone with two men—that was his idea of
being chaperoned!

 On the bureau was the letter she had stayed uplate writing. Oh, the things she had packed, including her
personal stationery, thinking of a quiet existence in some quaint village! It was laughable.Negligees, linen
morning gowns, day dresses, an outing costume complete with gloves, bonnet, andmatching shoes. A
formal evening dress. She hadbrought along more toiletries than she needed, fans,hair ornaments, silk
stockings, petticoats and bustles, even an extra corset. She had stuffed her trunkand yet found herself in
an unwelcoming climate inan uncivilized area with nothing suitable to wear. Itreally was laughable, or
something to cry over.

 And she did feel like crying, but she hadn't saidthat to Stephanie. She had taken hours wording the letter
just right so she wouldn't throw her sister into a panic or consume her with remorse. She hadn'tmentioned
the jewels at all except to say they weremissing, and that was meant to explain how she hadended up in
Arizona after all. There was a brief paragraph describing Lucas Holt, and she had been charitable in the
describing. Yet she had made certainStephanie understood that she couldn't stay awayvery long.
Something else would have to be arranged, and Stephanie would have to handle it.

 Sharisse dressed slowly, delaying as long as possible the inevitability of facing Lucas Holt again.Charley
was still asleep in the empty washbowlwhere he had buried himself during the night. He had made one
exploratory trip out the window,prowled around the room until she was ready for bed, then settled in the
cool porcelain bowl. She wondered if he would adjust to the heat and stop losing so muchfur. She
wondered if she would adjust. She sighed,leaving the room braced.

 She was relieved to find no one in the outer room,but then she realized she was hungry and there wasno
food on the table and nothing on the stove, noteven a pot of coffee. She set her tray of dishes by thesink
and considered a search through the storeroom.She supposed they ate early around there and she had
just missed it.

 She headed for the back door, but it opened beforeshe reached it, and Lucas stepped in, Their eyes met
and held for a moment. Then his gaze swept downher, taking in the gown of beige lawn, heavilytrimmed
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and flounced in white lace with wide laceborders down the back and front bodice, along thecollar and
high neck, and on the long sleeves. Two brown satin bows were prominent on the bustle andanother at
her throat.

 "You going somewhere?"

 Sharisse was surprised. "I'm not dressed to goout," she said, as if explaining to a child. "This is asimple
morning gown."

 He laughed. "Honey, what you're wearing is fancier than anything the ladies of Newcomb couldmanage
even for Sunday best. And that's not agoing-out dress?"

 She was indignant. "I'm afraid I don't have anything plainer than this, except my traveling suit."

 "Which is too heavy," Lucas stated, shaking hishead. "I can see I'm going to have to get you somenew
clothes."

 Sharisse blushed. "I will manage."

 "Will you? And will you be doing chores in thatfancy gown?"

 Chores? "If...if I have to," she said stoutly.

 "Suit yourself." He would not argue with her."Where's breakfast?"

 "There isn't any."

 "I can see that," he replied patiently. "So whenare you going to get started?"

 "Me!" she gasped. "But I can'tcook!"

 "You can't? Well, I guess you'll have to learn realquick."

 "But who cooked before?"

 "I managed, Mack managed, and sometimes Willow took pity on us and fixed a big meal."

 "Willow?"

 "Billy's wife."

 "You mean thereis another woman here?"

 "Sure. She's expecting a kid any time now." And he warned in a no-nonsense tone, "She's got enough to
do taking care of Billy and herself, so don't eventhink about asking her for help. I've been takingcare of
myself all my life, Sharisse. But now thatyou're here . . ."

 Her eyes widened in panic as his meaning sank in."But I really can't cook. I mean, I never have. There
have always been servants." She fell silent. His expression was not the least sympathetic. "I suppose I
could learn...if someone can teach me."
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 He grunted. "I guess I can have Billy pick you up acookbook when he goes to town today." He sighed
disagreeably and headed for the storeroom.

 "I am sorry, Mr. Holt," Sharisse felt compelled tosay, though she didn't know why.

 "Never mind," he said over his shoulder. "As longas you've got a strong back for the other chores and
are a quick learner."

 She was left wondering about those other choreswhile he searched around, finally coming back withhis
arms full. The next hour was spent ruining herfine lawn gown with flour and grease stains thatsplashed
beyond the apron Lucas told her to put on.She had her first lesson in cooking, and she didn'tlike it at all.
But she was able to watch Lucas whenhe wasn't looking at her, and wonder about this manwho was
from the East yet adapted to this land so well. He was by turns abrupt and to the point, then charming in
a rapscallion way.

 When breakfast was over, Lucas went outsideagain and Sharisse sat at the table with another cupof the
most atrocious coffee she had ever drunk,worse even than the horrible brews she had tasted atthe stage
stops. She was contemplating the way Lucas's mood had improved while he ate. By the timehe left, he
had seemed ready to laugh. Well, hermood dimmed considerably when Charley jumped upon the
counter by the stove to investigate the spilledflour and she suddenly realized thatshe was supposed to
clean up all the mess!

 "Oh, I could just scream!" she said aloud before she caught herself. She groaned as Charley jumped
down, tracking flour across the floor.

 She didn'thave to clean it up, she thought rebel-
liously. Yes, she did. If only she had known there
would be no servants, that she would have to work
like one herself..^

 It was a good while before the last dish was put away and Sharisse felt she could seek the sanctuaryof
her room. She turned in that direction, thenscreamed at the sight of the half-naked man standing inside
the back door. Long black hair flowed tohis shoulders, and a faded scarf of some sort waswrapped
around his forehead. His bare chest wasmore visible than covered under a short leather vest. His
knee-length soft boots hid more of his legs thanthe rectangular square of cloth managed to hide.

 At the moment it was impossible to say who wasmore startled, Sharisse, facing a savage, or Billy,who
found himself speechless for the first time in hislife. Expecting a tiny little blonde who would runscreaming
to Luke, he faced an Amazon who wastaller than he was, for God's sake. Granted, she had screamed,
but she hadn't moved a foot.

 Lucas rushed in the front door, having heard thescream. "What the—?" He looked between them,taking
in the situation, then gave Billy a disgustedfrown. "You could at least have put some pants on,Billy, until
she got used to you."

 Billy relaxed a little. "It was too hot," he said, as ifthat was enough explanation. "What happened tothe
yellow-haired one?"

 "She wasn't the one," Lucas answered shortly.

 "But you showed me the picture, and you said—"
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 "It was a mistake," Lucas ground out warningly."Now did you two meet, or were you just standingthere
staring at each other?"

 They were both embarrassed, Sharisse doubly sofor being reminded of the deception she was playing
and for thinking Billy was a savage when he was obviously a friend of Lucas's.

 "I'm Billy Wolf, ma'am, a good friend of SladeHolt's—and now Lucas's," he said with a cocky grin.

 "Sharisse Hammond," she responded, her voice alittle stilted.

 "Didn't mean to scare you none," he added for Lucas's benefit. "I came in to see if you want anything
from town, since I'm heading that way."

 "After you put some clothes on, I hope," Lucasgrunted.

 Sharisse spoke up. "As a matter of fact, I have aletter to be posted, if it won't be too much of a bother.
I'll just get it."

 The moment she stepped into her bedroom, Billywhispered to Lucas, "When you saw how tall she was,
why didn't you send her back?"

 Lucas grinned. "She's not too tall."

 Billy looked him up and down. "Yeah, I guess herheight don't matter much to you. But, Jeez, Luke,she's
so skinny!"

 Lucas raised a brow. "You think so?"

 "Well, I just didn't want you disappointed in her,seeing as how she was my idea."

 Sharisse came back into the room and handed theletter to Billy. But Lucas snatched it out of her hand,
and she blanched at his arrogance, never havingdreamed he might read it before it was safely on itsway.

 "Trudi Baker?" Lucas read the name aloud, thenlooked up at her questioningly.

 Sharisse imagined his thoughts. When she hadsaid there was no one she could turn to in New York,he
must have assumed she had only her father and sister.

 "Trudi is a friend of my sister, Mr. Holt. My sister,Stephanie, is only seventeen and still lives at homewith
my father, so, you see, she was in no position tohelp me." She grew uncomfortable speaking of thisin
front of the curious Billy. "I'm sending the letterto her best friend's house, because, well, I did explainto
you about my father."

 She left the rest unsaid, wondering why it was necessary to explain a letter in the first place. She heldher
breath while he looked at it again. Finally he shrugged and handed it to Billy.

 "See it gets posted, Billy, and don't forget the cook
book I told you about."«

 Billy saluted with the letter and exited jauntily.
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 Sharisse continued to watch Lucas warily and wassurprised when he smiled sheepishly. "That wasrather
high-handed of me, and I apologize. I'm afraidmy curiosity got the better of me. I wasn't expectingyou to
be writing to anyone."

 "My sister and I are very close." Sharisse relented, explaining that much. "Though I can't correspond
with her directly because of my father, she didmake me promise to let her know that I'd arrivedsafely."

 "She knows what you came west for?" His smile widened. "And did she approve?"

 Wholeheartedly, Sharisse wanted to say bitterly.And then she felt guilty for even thinking it. Shecouldn't
blame her sister for all this.

 "What could she say, Mr. Holt? Stephanie knows my circumstances."

 He let that pass and said reflectively, "She lookedolder than seventeen in the picture. But then I took you
for older than eighteen."

 "That's because—"

 She stopped abruptly, realizing in the nick of timethat he had to have got the age from Stephanie's
letters. What other surprises was she going to encounter because of Stephanie's correspondence with
the man? She wished she could see those letters beforeshe blundered badly over something.

 "Because?" Lucas prompted.

 "Of my height," she finished lamely. "It's alwaysmade me look older."

 "You don't like your height, do you?"

 She nearly choked. No man had ever been so indiscreet as to even mention the subject. The very idea!
For this one to presume . . . had he no manners atall?

 "It's not so much that I don't like being tall," shesaid defensively, wishing she could upbraid him instead.
"It's just that most men find my height disconcerting, and that can sometimes be an embarrassment."

 "I don't."

 "You wouldn't," she said dryly.

 He laughed. Then he gripped her elbow andsteered her toward the front door. "How about awalk? The
rest of your work can wait a bit."

 The audacity of the man, Sharisse thought. Hehadn't even waited to see if she would agree to walkwith
him. Then she realized what he'd said.

 "What work are you referring to, Mr. Holt?" She firmly eased her elbow out of his grip and stopped
walking, forcing him to halt and look at her.

 "The garden needs tending—weeding and so on. Clothes need washing. My room could use a good
going over. Just wifely things, Miss Hammond."
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 She wanted to balk, but his low tone, the way headdressed her as Miss Hammond after dismissingthat
formality yesterday, made her hesitate. Was heangry? She wished it were easier to tell, but with him she
never knew for sure.

 "I hadn't realized . . ."

 "I can see that," he said gently. "And I'll make allowances for it. But I did warn you in my letter thatlife
here wouldn't be easy."

 Did she dare say she thought he'd been referringto the climate? Never once had she thought she'd beput
to work as a servant, yet that was the only way she could look at her situation. And there wasn't a single
thing she could do about it, short of havinghim send her back to New York immediately. Whata tempting
idea that was. Her conscience pricked heras she thought of her sister. She had to give Stephanie a
chance. She wouldn't admit how scared she wasof seeing her father.

 She managed a smile, though she really felt likecrying. "About that walk, Mr. Holt."

 He grinned and took her elbow again. She wasacutely aware of his touch, his closeness. She was so
aware of it that she didn't notice where he was leading her until they reached the corral. She drew back
in distaste, and he said, "What's wrong?"

 She gave him a look. "I don't like horses. And I dislike even more the smells associated with them."

 He grinned. "Honey, this is a horse ranch. You'regoing to have to get used to those smells."

 "I don't see why." Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.

 "Unless you expect me to clean the barn. Let me tellyou—"

 "Hold on, no one said anything about cleaning thebarn. But you will be riding."

 "No, I won't." She shook her head firmly.

 His dark brows shot up. "Are you telling me youdon't ride?"

 "That's exactly what I'm saying."

 "We'll have to correct that, then."

 She didn't like his expression at all. He looked forward to the lesson, didn't he? "You brought me herein
a perfectly good buggy. I can drive it."

 "But I don't own a buggy. That one was rented, and Billy is taking it back to town today."

 At that exact moment the vehicle in questioncharged out of the front of the barn, stirring upenough dust
to choke them. Sharisse shielded hereyes and watched the Indian, now dressed in a muchmore civilized
manner, race wildly away from theranch.

 Lucas saw her expression and began to feel terrible. He was overloading her with too many burdenstoo
quickly.
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 "Do you always look so beautiful after spendingall morning in the kitchen?"

 She turned back to him in amazement.

 "You're making fun of me, Mr. Holt. You mustknow this morning was the first morning I everspent in a
kitchen." She wouldn't belittle herself byadding that her coloring was too vivid for truebeauty.

 "Then kitchens must agree with you." Hegrinned.

 Before she could answer, he steered her aroundthe corral to the large cottonwood. The breeze keptthe
corral smells at bay, and the shade was welcome.There was a bench that just fit two people, but hedidn't
move to sit beside her. He placed his foot nextto her on the bench and rested an arm on his knee sothat
he was leaning over her—looming, actually.

 She tilted her head to look up at him. His kiss tookher completely by surprise. She moved back to
breakaway, but his hands fell on her shoulders, and shewas forced to let him kiss her, forced to stare into
those jewel-like eyes and wonder what emotion shesaw there.

 It was only a few seconds before she began to notice the texture of his lips, how very soft they were.
His hands slid along her shoulders to her neck, and aheady feeling came out of nowhere. Her eyes
closed.Her lips moved under his provocatively until he metthe challenge, his tongue boldly slipping
between them.

 Sharisse jerked back, gasping. "Mr. Holt!"

 Never had she been kissed like that!

 She felt so naive. To think she'd come so close tomaking love with Antoine, yet knew so little about
kissing. Even Antoine had never kissed her likethat.

 Thinking of Antoine brought a quietly sleepinganger to the fore. All men were the same. They nevergave
anything honestly. They always wanted something in return for their sweet words of flattery.From her,
they had always wanted either her moneyor her body. Now she could add another want to that
list—servitude. Lucas Holt was after a lifetime servant, with a convenient body as an added bonus.
There was no kinder way to put it.

 "I thought we came to an understanding lastnight, Mr. Holt." Water would have frozen at thesound of her
voice.

 "Considering . . ." He paused meaningfully, grinning like a rogue. "Don't you think it's time youcalled me
Luke?"

 "I don't. And we have an understanding," she reminded him severely, incensed that he was amused.
"Which you seem determined to ignore."

 His eyes twinkled merrily. "No, ma'am. As I recall, you wanted time to feel comfortable with me. But
you seemed comfortable enough with me justnow, so . . ." He shrugged.

 "One day's grace was not what I had in mind."
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 His expression turned carefully blank. "I don't seewhat all the fuss is about. Do I frighten you? Is thatit?"

 "I'm not sure."

 "Well, at least you're honest, I'll give you that."

 Oh, if he only knew, she thought uneasily, hertemper cooling quickly. She watched him turn andmove the
few feet to the corral fence. One of the spotted horses came over to his extended hand. Presented with
his back, she stared at his lean body, thetight jeans and buff-colored shirt that left little toimagine about
his physique. His legs were so long,well-muscled, too, and nicely shaped.

 "I just don'tknow you," she found herself blurting.

 He glanced back at her for a second before returning his attention to the horse. "You want my life
story? I guess that's reasonable. Later, maybe. Rightnow I better get back to work."

 Was he dismissing her? Yes, he was. How very autocratic! Just like her father, though not in a bluster
ing way. This man had a very quiet arrogance,nothing showy. The worst kind.

 Sharisse knew she was arrogant as well and hatedthat fault. She laid it at her father's feet. Two arrogant
wills would make for war and were not to beconsidered. It would be just like her parents.

 Well, if she were looking for a husband—which shesurely wasn't—Lucas Slade certainly wouldn't beher
choice. Thank God things were notthat desperate.

  

 Chapter 8

  

 SHARISSE placed the last bowl on the table andstood back, wiping her brow. She had done it,cooked
her first meal by herself. It didn't look likefood she had ever eaten before, but she wasn't goingto worry
about that. Billy had handed her a countrycookbook when he got back from town, and she couldonly
surmise country food was different from cityfood. She hadn't understood some of the terms in thebook
so she'd just skipped over those parts. Whatharm could skipping one or two little things do? Shehad
prepared enough food for three, since no one hadtold her if Mack would be eating with them or not.

 Sharisse moved to the open door, hoping for a cool breeze. There wasn't one, but the brilliance of a
flaming red sky mesmerized her. Black silhouettes dottedthe land like low sentinels: barrel cactus, yucca
trees, the giant saguaro cactus. A small animalscurried across the ground. A coyote howled.

 Sharisse had to admit she had never seen anything quite so lovely as the scene before her. On thetrain,
the blinds had always been closed against thelate afternoon sun, so she hadn't realized the Westoffered
such spectacular sunsets. If nothing elsecame of this insane trip, at least she had been able tosee this.

 "Why didn't you call me?"

 Sharisse swung around, startled. Lucas was closing the back door. His shirt was open to the waist,and
a towel was wrapped around his neck. His hair was damp, with soft black tendrils curling about his
temples. He looked so virile, so overwhelmingly masculine. Her guard went up.
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 "I hope I'm not expected to hunt you down formeals." The haughtiness in her tone was unmistakable.

 Lucas tore his eyes away from her and went to thetable. "A yell from the window will do," he said as he
looked over the food.

 "I don't yell, Mr. Holt."

 "Really?" She had his full attention again. "Noteven when you're mad?"

 "I don't get mad."

 He laughed. "Honey, I never met a redhead whodidn't."

 Sharisse gasped. "I do not have red hair!"

 "No, you don't," he conceded, admiring the coppertresses. "But it's close enough."

 She moved to face him across the table. "I hardly see what hair has to do with it. My father would tell
you I am sweet-tempered and quite biddable. I like tothink I am."

 "Not a disagreeable bone in your body?" Laughterdanced in his eyes.

 "I don't like to fight, if that's what you mean," she retorted. "I was witness to more than enough of that
when I was a child. I am quite thankful I didn't inherit my parents' volatile natures."

 Lucas grinned. "Well, I guess I've had enough hot-tempered females. Having a sweet, compliant wifewill
be a nice change."

 Sharisse blushed. A gentleman would never mention the women from his past.

 "If you will be seated, Mr. Holt."

 "When are you going to let go of some of thatstarch,Miss Hammond?"

 "I beg your pardon?"

 "Never mind." Lucas sighed. "I see you have threeplaces set. Are we expecting company?"

 "I didn't know if Mack would be joining us or not.You said Mr. Wolf has a wife who sees to him, but
you didn't say if Mack would take his meals with usor not."

 "He's 'Mack,' but I'm still 'Mr. Holt'?" Irritationsparked his words. "Why is that?"

 Sharisse groaned. The man was temperamental.For all his devilish smiles and apparent humor,there was
this other side to him. She didn't knowwhat to make of him. He might have a violent temper for all she
knew.

 "I...I suppose I could call you Lucas," Sharissefinally conceded.

 "Luke would be even better."
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 "Lucas is more appropriate."

 "I'll wager your father threw in 'stubborn' occasionally when he was describing you."

 Sharisse smiled despite herself. He might intimidate her sometimes, but he had an exasperatingkind of
devil-may-care charm that was quite appealing. Put him in a suit and cut his hair, and the ladiesback
home would find him a delightful rogue, evenhandsome. Yes, quite handsome. If she hadn't been so
shocked yesterday by his rough appearance andappalled by his size, she would have seen that beneath
his darkly tanned skin was quite an attractiveface. Still, lily-white was in fashion, not bronze. Shewould
have to remember that. It wouldn't do for herto find the man attractive.

 Lucas came around the table to seat her, then tookthe chair next to her. "You set three places," he ob
served. "But the amount of food you have here willbarely feed the two of us, and that's only because I'm
not very hungry."

 Her eyes widened. She looked at the roast beef andgravy, the half-dozen biscuits, the potatoes, carrots,
and onions. Granted, the slab of beef she had startedwith had shriveled to a rather small hunk, butstill. . .

 She looked back at Lucas and sighed. She ought tohave remembered all the pancakes he had put away
that morning. A man his size would eat large portions of food, of course.

 "I'm sorry," she offered sincerely. "I'm afraid themen of my acquaintance, well, they're not active men.
And they're not nearly so big, either. I justdidn't realize."

 Lucas was grinning at her. "I guess a couple ofspins around a dance floor wouldn't stir up much ofan
appetite, not like breaking three wild horses. ButMack whipped us up a big lunch, so don't worryabout
it."

 Her cheeks pinkened as she wondered if he had come in today to look for his lunch. What had shebeen
doing early this afternoon? She hadn't eventhought of lunch, not after their late breakfast.

 "Is that what you did today, break wild horses?"

 Lucas nodded as he began filling his plate. "I'vegot an order for a dozen horses to be delivered to Fort
Lowell, near Tucson. Breaking them in for the cavalry is short work. It's turning wild mustangs intogood
cow ponies for the ranches that takes a mightmore time. Sam Newcomb wants thirty by the end of
summer, and with the other orders I already have,Billy and I will have to head up into the mountainsagain
pretty soon."

 "You catch the horses?" Sharisse was surprised. "But I thought you bred them. Isn't that what's usually
done on a horse ranch?"

 "It's not quite two years since I settled here, Sharisse. Not a single horse came with this place. I've
started a breeding program, even brought in a thoroughbred from Kentucky, but it takes time to buildup
stock. I've got a good number of foals pastured up in the hills, but not one is old enough for sale yet, and
they won't be for some time."

 "I see. It's just. . . you fit in so well here, I thoughtyou'd been here longer."

 "It doesn't take long to adjust," he said meaningfully.
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 "I imagine that depends on the background youcome from," she murmured.

 "You think mine was so different from yours?" Hewas grinning again.

 "I'm waiting to find the answer to that," she saidsweetly.

 He laughed. "I did say 'later,' didn't I? But howabout giving me a chance to enjoy this food before Ibore
you with my life story?"

 "If you insist. Coffee?"

 "Please."

 When she came back to the table with the coffeepot, Lucas had a mouthful of food. She began to fill her
own plate. She kept sneaking peeks at him to seewhat he thought of her first attempt at cooking, buthis
expression gave no clue.

 She took her first bite of the meat. It was toughand bone-dry. Her biscuit tasted moldy, and whenshe
examined it, she could see splotches of raw flour.Were they all like that? The carrots were hard, but
edible. The potatoes were mushy. The onions werejust right. Well, how could you hurt an onion? Andthe
coffee, after four attempts, was divine.

 She glanced up at Lucas, her face hot. "It's awful,isn't it?"

 "I've had worse," he grunted.

 She wasn't going to let this upset her, she justwasn't. "I suppose the few things I didn't follow in the book
counted more than I thought they would."

 "You mean you improvised?" He grinned.

 "No, I just left out things I didn't understand. Buthow was I supposed to know what 'knead' meant for
the biscuits? I've never heard the word. And it said to slow-cook the roast, but it didn't explain what
slow-cooking is. It said to add water, but not howmuch, to season to taste, but not which seasoning to
use. And all I found was salt, anyway."

 "The herbs are in the garden, Sharisse."

 "Well, this is a fine time to tell me that."

 "I guess I'll have to have Willow pay you a visit after all. You can ask her about the things you don't
understand. But before then, in the morning, at leastadd some coffee beans to the coffee."

 "But the coffee is perfect!"

 "It tastes like hot water."

 "That's because you're used to that thick slop you made this morning. I don't know how you can drinkit.
It tastes like mud."
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 "You'll get used to it."

 In other words, ithad to be madehis way. She fellstonily silent, eating as much of her food as she could
stomach, then moved off in a huff to clean up themess.

 Lucas leaned back in his chair. The meal hadn'treally been all that bad, for a first effort. He had ex
pected worse. He had also expected to find her completely bedraggled and worn out from the day's
load,which was probably more work than she had done inher life, much less all in one day. But she didn't
look done in, she looked good, too damn good.

 She had changed her dress and now wore a splendid garment of olive-green foulard silk with a dark,
myrtle-green leaf pattern, trimmed with ecru Oriental lace. This gown had a square neck, not cut very
deeply, and three-quarter-length sleeves. She hadfound another apron and was wearing two to protect
her gown.

 His eyes followed her as she flitted from counter tosink to table and back. She had been on his mind the
whole damn day, and he had been forced to keepbusy just so he wouldn't be tempted to seek her out.He
couldn't remember a woman ever intruding onhis thoughts like that before. No woman had ever affected
him so much. The plain fact was, he wantedher. He admitted now that such had been the case ever since
he'd seen her picture. Being there in theflesh, she inflamed him. It was almost more than hisbody could
stand.

 There were no two ways about it. If he was this hotfor her after having her there only one day, thenthere
was no way in hell he could stop himself frommaking love to her before he sent her away. It wasnot what
he'd planned, but he wasn't going to fight it. If she were a virgin, he'd have had to give the problem more
thought, but she wasn't a virgin.

 "Did I tell you how lovely you look in that gown?"he heard himself saying.

 Sharisse glanced over her shoulder at him. "Thisold thing? Good heavens, Mr. . . . Lucas. I look afright.
I intended to change to an evening dress before dinner, but the time got away from me."

 Lucas grinned to himself. Pity the man who saw her looking her best, then. Ladies and their endlessarray
of clothing ensembles, each suited to a particular part of the day! With all the changing they did, itwas a
wonder they found time for anything else. But then, a lady's day did not include work. This one was
finding out about that the hard way.

 He felt a twinge of guilt over putting her throughthis. It wasn't as if he couldn't afford servants. But arich,
idle rancher was not the image he was in New-comb to promote. He was simply an Easterner whohad
cashed in his chips, yearning for the quiet lifethe West offered. He wanted no one to suspect howwealthy
he really was.

 Lucas moved up behind her, the urge to touch heralmost overwhelming as he picked up her subtle scent.
But he grabbed the dish towel instead.

 "I'll help you finish."

 He surprised himself with that offer. He didn't want her overburdened, though, not yet, anyway.And her
smile of thanks was worth the effort. Shewas so lovely when she smiled.

 The last dish put away, they returned to the table, Sharisse bringing the coffee pot with her. Lucas
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declined any more of the weak brew and gathered abottle and glass from a shelf before he sat down.

 Sharisse frowned. "Do you do that often?" she asked hesitantly, looking at the whiskey.

 "I can safely assure you I'm not a drunk if thatthought is crossing your mind."

 "I'm sorry." Sharisse lowered her eyes to thetable, embarrassed by her own effrontery. "It was an
impertinent question."

 "You're entitled to know."

 Her eyes met his again. "Then perhaps you'reready now to tell me all?"

 He leaned back thoughtfully, the glass of whiskey in his hand. "We were born in St. Louis, my brother
and I. The family on our mother's side was one of themore prominent in the city. She died, and after that,
our father, Jake, wanted nothing more to do with herfamily. He brought us out here to Arizona. Gold
drewhim, and the promise of his own wealth."

 "He was a prospector?" Sharisse was surprised,though she knew she shouldn't be. Gold had drawn
thousands of people west since the early '50s.

 Lucas nodded. "My brother and I were stuck in aboardinghouse in Tucson while he prospected the
surrounding mountains for gold. The trouble was, hefound it. A big strike. It led to his death. That was in
'66."

 "You mean he was killed?"

 "Killed for his claim." He nodded.

 "But wouldn't his claim have gone to you boys?"

 "By rights, yes, so we had to be disposed of, too."

 She couldn't believe how casually he was saying itall. "What did you do?"

 "Hightailed it out of town." Lucas looked away,then continued. "Sloan, the man who shot our father,
was hot on our trail so he could tidy up the looseends, you might say."

 "My God! What kind of monster was he, to huntdown children? You couldn't have been more than
eleven or twelve."

 "Ten, actually," he said grimly. "He was a hiredgun, a man who kills for money without asking for
reasons. The West has quite a few of that indiscriminate breed."

 "You got away from him?"

 "Not exactly. Shots were fired, and my brotherwent down a rocky gorge. With Sloan right behindme, I
couldn't go back for him. I had to ride on. Butafter I finally lost Sloan, I was lost myself. It took me
several days to find my way back to where Slade hadfallen, and by then there was no sign of him. There
was nothing left to do but make my way to St. Louis,hoping he had done the same."
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 "You found him there?"

 "He never did show up." There was a silence. "Istayed in St. Louis with an aunt, thinking Slade was
dead. It hasn't been all that many years since he finally found me."

 "Why did he wait so long?"

 "He had a sort of amnesia. He was clear enough onmost things but couldn't remember that we had fam
ily in St. Louis or what had happened to me. Hedidn't know if I was dead or alive, or where to beginto
search for me. And then, too, there was the problem of Sloan—having to stay clear of towns for fear
Sloan would see him."

 "What did he do?"

 "Lost himself in the wilderness. He shared the mountains with the Apache from here to the border."

 "You're joking." She was aghast.

 "No. He lived alone in the mountains for eightyears. But when he was nineteen, something happened
that brought back his memory, and he wasable to find me."

 Sharisse was listening intently. "You don't soundhappy about it."

 He smiled sadly. "He wasn't the same brother-1 remembered. We had always been exactly alike. Now
we're not. Those years he spent alone had a profoundeffect on him." Then he shrugged and grinned. "If
we had a large family, which we don't, he would bewhat's called the black sheep."

 "That bad?"

 "Some people think so."

 He didn't elaborate, and she didn't press him.

 "Whatever happened to your father's gold mine?"

 "It was never found. Ironic, isn't it?"

 "For your father to have been killed for nothing? Ishould say so! And the man who shot him, was heever
brought to justice?"

 "Sloan's dead." A harsh note entered his voice."But the man who hired him is still around."

 "You know who that is?"

 "Yes, but there's no proof. There's nothing I can doexcept call the man out. And he's no good with a
gun,so it would be plain murder."

 "Oh," she murmured. "It must be terribly frustrating for you, to be able to do nothing."

 "You could say that," he replied bitterly.
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 She switched to another subject before Lucas gotfed up with her prying.

 "Why did you come back to Arizona?"

 "For one thing, I got tired of city life. But it wasmore than that. Slade wouldn't settle in St. Louis, soI
decided to move closer to him."

 "He lives in Newcomb?"

 "Slade never stays in one place too long, but hepasses through Newcomb from time to time. I get tosee
him occasionally, 'cause he travels near here."

 She thought about that for a moment. "You mustlove him a lot to make such a sacrifice."

 Lucas laughed delightedly at her reasoning.

 "Honey, I don't look at it as a sacrifice. I happen tolike it here."

 "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to imply . . . well, anyway, I'm glad for you that you've found your brotherand
have grown close to him again. It must have been terrible, those years of separation."

 "What makes you think we've grown close?"

 She was flustered to see him grinning at her."Well, I only assumed. . . ."

 "You can't get close to Slade, Sharisse. No one can,not even Billy, who knew him in those years he
livedin the wilderness. We're not as close as we were aschildren, twins or not."

 "You mean you're look-alike twins?"

 "That's right."

 "My goodness. There were a couple of twins atschool who looked alike. They even dressed thesame,
and it was almost impossible to tell them apart. Is it that way with you and your brother?"

 "Well, we don't dress alike, but I guess if youstripped us down you couldn't tell us apart."

 "Oh, dear," she said. "I guess I can be thankfulthen that he doesn't live here. I have enough newthings to
cope with without having to worry aboutwhich of you is you."

 His expression turned inscrutable. "Oh, I don'tthink you'd have any trouble telling us apart. Welook
alike, but we're as different as night and day."

 "I don't see how—"

 "If you meet him, honey, you'll know what Imean," he replied cryptically, closing the subject. "Is there
any other bit of curiosity I can satisfy for you?"

 "Not at the moment," she said, smiling herthanks. She stretched. "After such a long day, Ithink I'd like
nothing better right now than a nicewarm bath before I retire."
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 "The buckets are over there." He nodded towardthe sink.

 "But—" She was aghast. "You mean I have to carry them?"

 "If you want a bath."

 "But yesterday-"

 "—I took pity on you because you were exhaustedafter your long trip. But you can't expect me to con
tinue carrying water for you. That's women's work."

 Her shoulders sagged in defeat. "I see."

 "You might want to move the tub in here," he suggested. "It's closer."

 "A bath is no longer quite so appealing," she saidin a tiny voice.

 It was all Lucas could do to keep a straight face.She looked so forlorn. He almost took pity on heragain,
but it would defeat his purpose to pamper her,even if he wanted to.

 "I think I'll just heat some water for the washbowland go on to bed," Sharisse sighed. "Can I heat some
for you, too?"

 "I washed up in the barn. But I'd appreciatesome hot water in the morning, if you get up early enough."

 Another of her chores? She nodded woodenly, thenrose and went to the stove. Lucas finished another
shot of whiskey, his eyes following her thoughtfully.

 "You know, Sharisse, there's a pool up in the mountains about four miles from here. The waterthere
should still be pleasantly warm. We've got afull moon. Care to go for a moonlight ride?"

 How wonderful that sounded! But it was cruel ofhim to suggest it.

 "I told you I don't ride," she said.

 "Not even double?"

 "Not any kind of way. I've never been on a horse inmy life."

 "It was just a thought. It's still early, after all. Butyou'll have to learn eventually, you know. There'sno
way out of this ranch except on a horse."

 "You could purchase a buggy."

 The hopeful note in her voice touched his heartstrings. But he held firm. "I'm not known to wastemoney,
and it would be purely a waste to buy abuggy when I've got half a dozen mares all gentleenough for you
to ride."

 "I'll think about it."

 She turned stiffly and flounced off into her bedroom with the kettle of water. Lucas was waiting atthe
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stove when she returned with the kettle.

 "Good night, Lucas."

 "Just good night?" He quirked a brow. "Surely a good-night kiss is in order?" He added with a grin,"You
might as well get used to it. I like kissing."

 "So I gather," she replied dryly. Resigned, she sighed, "Oh, very well."

 She leaned forward, intending to bestow on him the kind of kiss she would give her father. But the
moment her lips touched his, his arms wrappedaround her, keeping her from pulling away.

 He kissed her with incredible tenderness, his lipsmoving softly over hers, bringing a delicious languorto
her limbs. She felt ridiculously weak. Strangest ofall, she didn't want to pull away. She was enjoyingthe
sweet exploration of his lips. Even the tangytaste of whiskey on his breath was enticing.

 His hands began to move along her back, sending tingles down her spine. Then he was suddenly
caressing her neck. The hand moving slowly downward. Her heart began to hammer. She knew what
he intended, but she couldn't find the will to stophim. When his hand finally pressed boldly againsther
breast, she thought she would faint from thesheer wickedness of it.

 It was madness. She knew she couldn't let himcontinue, but the sweet sensations he was stirringovertook
her completely. When his lips moved alongher cheek to her neck, she was finally able to find hervoice.

 "Lucas."

 It sounded like an endearment, but she meant to admonish him. Her hands had no strength to pushhim
away. His lips were at her ear, and excitementintensified until she could hardly bear it.

 His tongue slipped inside her ear, and she thoughtshe would faint.

 "I want you, Shari. You know that, don't you?Let me make love to you." His voice becameeven huskier.
"If we were married now, it's what wewould be doing for the rest of the evening. It willtake hours to love
you properly, and I intend to loveyou properly, Shari."

 His words were intoxicating. She had to fight him.Even the way he whispered her name made her tingle,
pronouncing it as the Frenchchert

 "You can't...we aren't . . . Lucas! Please!" Shewas pleading for his help because she had lost thestrength
to resist.

 He leaned back so he could gaze into her eyes, buthis arms still pressed her close. There was a smol
dering heat in his eyes that pierced right to her soul.

 "You're not an innocent anymore. Why do you resist? You know it will be good. Now or later, it
doesn't matter. And even if we don't marry, it makesno difference. Don't fight it, Shari."

 It was the wrong thing to say. He knew it instantly, seeing in her amethyst eyes the sparks thatturned
them a deep, dark violet.

 "Only a man would say it makes no difference. Itobviously means nothing more to you than a moment's
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gratification. But for a woman there has to bemore."

 "You talk like a virgin," he said accusingly. "Whodoes it hurt if you and I make love?"

 Sharisse stopped breathing. How could she answerwhen all she had were a virgin's answers? Was it
permissible for a widow to be promiscuous? Howcould she know?

 "I don't know why I'm even discussing this withyou," she said defensively. "There will be no marriage
rights before the marriage."

 "Will you force me to fetch the preacher then justto ease my pain?"

 Her belly tightened. "What pain?"

 He frowned. "Don't play with me, Sharisse. Youcan't have been married and not know any moreabout
men than that. You feel this." He pressed her hips firmly to his, and she gasped. "You think thatdoesn't
hurt if I can't do anything about it?"

 "I...I..."Her face flamed red, and she triedwith all her might to push away from him. "I'msorry, I—"

 "All right." He cut her off sharply and let her go. Then he cursed himself, seeing the fear in her eyes. "I'm
the one who's sorry, Sharisse. I know I'm rushing you, and I apologize. But you're so damn desirable."

 "You . . . you're not going for the preacher, areyou?" she asked hesitantly.

 Is that what had frightened her? "How the hellshould I know?" His voice rose again. "Damn, youfrustrate
me, woman!"

 He turned on his heel and left the house. Sharisseran to her room, slamming the door behind her.

 What was she going to do? She couldn't go throughthat again. What on earth was she going to do?

  

 Chapter 9

  

 

LUCAS tied his horse outside the saloon and sauntered inside. Only a few men looked up, but those
who did watched curiously as he moved to the longbar and ordered whiskey. It wasn't often that Lucas
Holt came to town, even less often at night.
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 Lucas finished a glass of whiskey, and when Ben offered him another, he grabbed the bottle without a
word and moved to an empty table. He surveyed theroom slowly, but it was just the usual crowd that
hung out at Whiskers's place—expect for Leon Waggoner, sitting in on a card game. Lucas watched the
Newcomb Ranch foreman, and, as he watched, hedrank from the bottle.

 He had never liked Leon. The man just rubbed him wrong. Too, Newcomb was a king in the town he
had founded, so anyone who worked for Newcomb wastreated with near-reverence, and it had gone to
Leon's head from the start. Now he was what youmight call the town tough, and he had the weightand
build to carry it off. No one messed with Leon. Too bad he always managed to make himself scarce
whenever Slade came to town, Lucas thought cynically.

 Leon was blissfully unaware of the cold green eyesboring into his back. He was
on a winning streak,and the three regulars he was playing with weren'ttaking it too kindly. Yet not one of
them dared protest. They knew his temper and weren't likely to provoke it. He was in a good mood,
but it would just takeone of them trying to leave the game to put Leon in a bad mood. It had happened
before. Will Days had gota broken nose once for doing just that.

 Henry Foster, sitting across from Leon, was getting desperate. He had already lost more than hecould
afford to. In another hand or two he would bedipping into the mortgage money, and his wifewould kill
him. They owned the only gun store intown, but the town wasn't big and business hadnever been good.
They had ended up getting deeperand deeper into debt with the bank, and it didn't looklike they would
ever get out. And there he was,gambling. Would he never learn? If only Leon woulddecide to call it a
night.

 Henry had seen Lucas Holt come into the saloon. Itwasn't to his credit, but Henry had always been in
timidated by men of Holt's caliber. The quiet oneswere worse than the braggarts like Leon. He didn't
know Lucas personally and didn't want to. It was enough that he had sold ammunition to his brotheronce
and liked to sweat a bucketful before that manleft his shop. That was the kind of man, well, youjust
stayed out of his way, period. Who was to sayLucas wasn't just like him? He certainly didn't look
friendly.

 A thought occurred to Henry. Anything to get this game over with without looking like he meant to get
out.

 "You know, Leon," Henry began, clearing his throat nervously, "Mr. Holt has been showing amighty
keen interest in you ever since he came in."

 "Which Holt?" Leon swung around until his eyesmet Lucas's. Then he turned back with an audiblesigh of
relief. "Oh, that one." He raked in the pot,but without much enthusiasm.

 Henry persisted. "I wonder why he keeps staring at you?"

 "Maybe he admires the cut of my clothes," Leongrowled. "Shut up and deal."

 It hadn't worked. Henry swallowed hard. He justcouldn't go on. He had to risk Leon's anger by bow
ing out. Better now than later, after he was reallybroke.
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 "You've cleaned me out, Leon," he said. He rose,hoping for the best. "I've got to call it a night."

 Before Leon could tell him to dig deeper into hispockets, the other two men both rose quickly and
chimed in with the same excuse.

 "What kind of chickenshit is this?" Leon demanded belligerently. "Just because I won a fewhands . . .
oh, go on then," he finished testily. He began stuffing his winnings into his pockets.

 All three men were quick to leave the saloon. LeonWaggoner didn't give them another thought. It had
been a good night. He was glad he had decided tocome into town instead of waiting for Saturday night,
when he joined the ranch hands for theirweekly hellraising. He planned to stay the night, making use of
Sam's private suite at the hotel. Hemight even get one of Rosa's girls to spend the nightwith him. They
shouldn't be too busy on a weeknight, and they would appreciate the luxury ofSam's suite as a nice
change from the whorehouse.

 He got up to leave and caught Lucas Holt's eyes onhim again. What the hell? Half the town might be
leery of this man because of his brother, but Leonwasn't. Lucas was just another greenhorn from theEast
as far as Leon was concerned. So what if he hadsome dealings with Sam? Sam didn't exactly trusthim
anymore, not after the way Fiona had carried on"around the man.

 He was still staring, damn the man. Leon movedcasually over to his table, plopping a boot up on the
empty chair next to Lucas and leaning forward.

 "I hear you're gettin' married, Holt. Hear tellshe's a real looker."

 "So?"

 Leon chuckled nastily. "You don't usually come totown at night. What happened? You and your fiancee
have a little spat?"

 Lucas set his half-empty bottle aside. Leon didn'tmatch him for height, but he was brawny, so heought to
give a good accounting of himself, Lucaswas thinking.

 "I don't think I like you discussing my futurebride, Leon," Lucas replied in a softly menacingvoice.

 "Hell, everyone's discussin' her," Leon said, unperturbed. "A new gal in town is news. One who's come
here to get married is even bigger news. Tellme, is she as good lookin' as I heard?"

 "Perhaps you didn't understand me."

 "Oh, I understood you, Holt." Leon grinned wryly."But I don't give chickenshit what you like or don't
like. You may have a brother who's pretty fast witha gun, but that don't mean you are. I'm pretty fast
myself—or ain't you heard? I figiire I can take youany day."

 Lucas smiled a most unpleasant smile. "You thinkso, Leon? As it happens, what I know about guns I
learned from Slade. I don't think you want to findout firsthand what all he taught me. But take yourgun
off, and I'll make it clear to you that I won't haveyou discussing my bride."

 Leon's eyes narrowed furiously. "Hell, you camehere lookin' for a fight, didn't you, you bastard?Well,
I'm game. If you want to take a battered faceback to your precious bride, you came to the rightman."
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 Leon began unbuckling his holster belt, and Lucasstood up to do the same. But before he'd finished,
Leon's belt, gun in place, whipped against the side ofhis head, sending him staggering to the side. Hishand
came away from his ear smeared with blood.His eyes lit with a smoldering fury. He growled as he
charged into Leon's midsection, sending them bothcrashing to the saloon floor.

 Several hours later found Lucas whistling cheerfully as he led his horse home. His jaw was tender,his
knuckles were swollen, and his rib cage hurt like the dickens, but it had been worth it. Now maybe he
could get some sleep without thinking about her.

  

  

 Chapter 10

  

 LUCAS was surprised to find breakfast waiting for him. But he wasn't surprised at Sharisse's tight-
lipped expression. She served him silently and kepther eyes averted even after she sat down beside him.
She remained stonily silent all through the meal.

 Lucas was half-amused, half-worried. Was it onlybecause of his amorous advances? Or had she heard
him slip into her room last night when he got back from town? He could have sworn she'd been asleep
then, though. He had only wanted to make sure thatshe was all right. Well, not only that. He had also
wanted to assure himself that she hadn't panickedand flown. And it wasn't as if he had seen anythinghe
shouldn't see. She'd had the sheet pulled right upto her neck. She even slept with her hair in a bun, sohis
curiosity over how long it was hadn't been satisfied.

 Sharisse took her time with the dishes, hoping Lucas would leave before she finished. What she had to
say to him took a strength of nerve she hadn't quitebuilt up yet. If he had only said something, shewould
have had an opening. But he had sat there atthe table and matched her silence.

 Something had to be said, however. She wasn't going to risk a repetition of last night's outrageous
behavior. That thought gave her the courage sheneeded.

 "We have to talk, Lucas."

 "About last night?"

 "Yes."

 She sat down again, but before she could begin, hereached over and took her hand.

 "You'll let me apologize first?" he said.

 Sharisse was unnerved by his touch, and by thehusky timbre of his voice. She couldn't meet his eyes,so
she stared at the hand gently squeezing hers. Shewas startled by the swollen, scraped knuckles.

 "You've been hurt." Her eyes flew to his face. Hisleft cheek was swollen.

 "It's nothing," Lucas replied with a measure ofembarrassment. "I just got into a little scrap withthe

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


Newcomb Ranch foreman."

 "Here? Or at his ranch?"

 "In town."

 "Oh. I didn't realize you had left the ranch." Curiosity prompted her. "Who won?"

 "Neither of us won." Lucas gave her a sheepishgrin. "I'm afraid I didn't give it my best effort."

 "Why not?" She quickly amended, "I mean, if youwere forced to fight in the first place, I would think
you'd try to win. Or at least avoid getting injured."

 "I wasn't out to hurt the man, Sharisse. And besides, I'm not injured. It's nothing. But I appreciateyour
concern."

 His grin was too cocky all of a sudden. He seemedalmost conceited. She looked away, infuriated thathe
had mistaken her curiosity for more than it was.

 "About last night, Lucas . . ."

 "I know," he said. "You're angry with me. I don't blame you."

 "It's more than that," she said uneasily, remembering not only his boldness, but what she had feltfor him.
"What you did was—"

 "—unforgivable, I know," he said.

 Sharisse glared at him. "Will you letme say it?Yes, it was unforgivable," she continued. "You hadno right
to press your advances on me so ardently,and no "right to get angry when I resisted you. On topof that,
you tried to make me feel guilty about it,when I did absolutely nothing to encourage you inthe first place."

 "I think you're forgetting something," he saidquietly.

 She eyed him warily. "What?"

 "You came out here to marry me. Most mail-order brides get married the day they arrive, and now I un
derstand why. The only reason you didn't was thatI'm allowing us time to get to know each other first."

 "You said it was to see if I would fit in here," shereminded him stiffly.

 "That, too. But the fact is, I could have insisted wemarry that first day."

 She was uncomfortable, but she wasn't going to besquelched. "It's just as well you didn't."

 His brows narrowed. "Is it?"

 ~\ Yes, because I... I've changed my mind aboutmarrying you, Lucas. I must ask you to send mehome."

 "Boy, when you carry a grudge, you really carry itall the way, huh?"
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 "That's not it."

 "Then what is it?"

 "Simply a matter of taste," she said. "You aremuch too forceful for me."

 His laugh cut her off. "Honey, if I were all that forceful, you'd have slept in my bed last night, notyours.
Don't you know that?"

 She stood up nervously and moved over to the openwindow. She kept her back to him. "I'm not used to
discussing this kind of subject." He could barelyhear her. "I don't know what kind of women you are
accustomed to, Lucas, but I didn't come here to beyour mistress. It is unreasonable of you to ask that of
me. I simply cannot stay here another day, not whenthe same thing could happen again."

 He said nothing. Her nervousness grew with thecontinuing silence. At last she risked a glance at himand
found him staring down at the table. Why didn'the say something?

 "You do understand, don't you, Lucas?" she ventured.

 The eyes he turned on her were unreadable. "Youcan't leave, Sharisse," he said simply.

 "Can't?" she echoed. "What do you mean?"

 "I can't send you back to New York right now."

 "Why not?" Her voice rose with nervousness andfear.

 "It takes more than a few pennies to travel across the country, Sharisse. What money I have is tied upin
this ranch. It took all my available cash to get youhere. There isn't any left to send you back."

 She was too stunned to say anything.

 He was getting good at lying, Lucas thought disgustedly. But damn, he hadn't thought she would
confront him like that. And he couldn't start overnow. People already knew about her. It was too late to
bring in another girl.

 She was staring out the window, her back rigid."You know, we could just forget your hasty decisionand
start again," Lucas proposed. "I may have come on a bit too strong last night, but I wanted you badlyand
you can't blame a man for trying to get what hewants. If I frightened you, I'm sorry. But I'didn't doyou
any harm, did I?"

 Sharisse took a long, deep breath. "No, I supposenot. But I can't go through that again, Lucas."

 "If my wanting you disturbs you so much, I'll keepit to myself."

 "But couldn't you just. . . not want me?" she ventured timidly. It seemed such a good idea.

 The question amazed him. "Just how long wereyou married?"

 "Why?"
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 " 'Cause you know damn little about men."

 "Actually, I wasn't married very long." Shecouldn't meet his eyes, but he assumed she was simply
embarrassed.

 "Didn't your husband ever explain to you thatsometimes a man has no control over his body? Hecan
become inflamed by the sight of a beautifulwoman, and there isn't a damn thing he can do tostop his body
from reacting."

 "No, I didn't know that," she confessed. "That's<what happened last night?"

 "I'm afraid so. But you were in no danger of beingravished, honey. I have never hurt a woman, ortaken a
woman who wasn't willing. I wouldn't force you, Sharisse. You do believe me, don't you?"

 "I don't know," she admitted frankly.

 "Well, come here then, and I'll prove it to you," hesaid.

 "What?"

 "Just come here. For God's sake, I won't hurtyou."

 She walked toward him slowly. He could only hopeit wouldn't take too long for her to trust him.

 When she reached the table, he stood up and gathered her in his arms, ignoring her startled protests.He
kissed her long and hard and didn't stop until hefelt her resistance ebbing. Then he let her go.

 "There you see?" Lucas said. "It's not easy to walkaway from you, but I'm going to do it."

 And he walked away. Sharisse wanted to stampher foot, watching him go, for he had flamed those
feelings in her again and she hadn't wanted it to end.

  

  

 Chapter 11

  

 THE invitation to dinner at Samuel Newcomb'sranch that evening put Sharisse into a dither. Itcame in
the late afternoon, and she wanted to refuse.It was unheard of accepting an invitation that allowed for
only a few hours' preparation. But Lucas had accepted for them both, informing her after the messenger
had gone.

 And what could she say? Samuel Newcomb wasthe richest man in the area. She had seen his nameall
over Newcomb, on the meat market, the grocery,a saddleshop, the bank, even the newspaper. As long
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as she was going to be there for a while, it wouldn't hurt to meet the town founder. He might be able to
help her if things got any worse.

 It had been a terrible blow to find that Lucascouldn't afford to send her home. Not only was shestuck
there, it also heaped additional guilt on her. The man had used all his money to get himself a wife, and all
along she'd never intended to marryhim. If Stephanie didn't send her money, she wouldhave to ask Lucas
to pay for her trip back as soon ashe could, and that would mean he'd have to wait thatmuch longer to
get another mail-order bride. How despicable, using him this way! She was beginningto wonder if her
sacrifice had been worth it.

 One good thing about the dinner invitation, shedidn't have to cook. Lucas wasn't too delighted about
going to the Newcombs', but he had fought with Mr.

 Newcomb's employee last night and was probablyuncomfortable because of that.

 Sharisse was late getting ready. She had to prepare everything herself, including a bath. But whenshe
was finished, she was pleased. Her evening gownwas unwrinkled, and she had copied one of Jenny's
simpler coiffures, finishing it with a flower garniture of small white roses. The gown was one of her fa
vorites, a combination of lampas and surah silks inblue and ivory. The neckline was deeply rounded,the
sleeves short. Her long ivory gloves looked barewithout bracelets, and a simple velvet ribbon aroundher
neck had to suffice for ornament, but she feltthe ensemble was complete with an ivory pelerinetrimmed in
mink.

 She was just fastening that short cape when Lucasknocked. She opened the door, waiting apprehen
sively for him to say something. His eyes swept overher. He was freshly shaven and wearing a jacket. It
was of fringed buckskin, hardly a dinner jacket, but it was clean. His white shirt was silk. He wore gray
pants tucked into burnished black boots. And hewasn't wearing his gun.

 "Well?" she broke the silence.

 "Fiona will be green with envy," he said.

 Sharisse frowned. "Please don't tell me I'm overdressed. This really is just a simple dinner gown. I
usually wore it only at home."

 "Not even good enough for going out, huh?"

 "Lucas!"

 "You're beautiful, honey. And no, you're not overdressed for one of the Newcombs' get-togethers. The
fancier the better as far as Sam's concerned."

 "Who is Fiona?" she asked as he escorted her outside to the carriage Sam had sent.

 "Sam's wife. Bride, I should say. They've beenmarried less than a year."

 "Is there anything I should know about them before we arrive?"

 "Just that Sam has an eye for pretty ladies, soyou'll have to watch yourself."

 "But he's married," she said indignantly.
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 "So?"

 The blunt response brought to mind her own experience with a married man, and she fell silent as the
Mexican driver whisked them away from the ranch. Her memories assailed her, and none of them were
pleasant.

 She had met Antoine Gautier at a party she and her aunt had attended a week after their arrival in
France. Antoine was so gay, so dashing, so handsome and debonair. He was the first man ever tosweep
her off her feet. She thought she had fallen inlove. He later confessed that he had fallen in lovewith her,
too. She was just barely eighteen, and Antoine was a man of the world.

 Love does not inspire logical thinking. She shouldhave realized something was wrong when the man
never tried to kiss her, kissing only her hands. Sheshould have wondered at the speed of their courtship.
Fool that she was, she believed he loved her. She let him maneuver her into an empty bedroom atone of
the parties.

 Antoine had told her often enough that he wanted her, and she was oh-so-willing to let him have her.He
had not asked her to marry him, but it was a natural assumption that he would. Marriage went with
making love. Of course he would marry her—therewas no doubt about it.

 She realized later that he had counted on just that assumption.

 She undressed herself that night timidly, while hesat on the bed and urged her to hurry. When shejoined
him, he had removed only his pants, but shedidn't dwell on the fact.

 There were no tender endearments, no gentlewords anymore. Antoine seized her and tumbled her
beneath him, ready to take her virginity without a moment's delay. Thank God the door had beenthrown
open just then, and a woman had entered.

 Antoine was furious. "Two minutes, Marie! Youcould not wait two minutes more?"

 "But I thought you would be finished by now,moncher,"the lovely brunette replied sweetly. "Howlong
does it take to win your wager?"

 A wager! All her illusions were based on a wager.How she had wanted to cry, to pretend the three of
them weren't in that room and she wasn't lyingthere naked. But she didn't cry. She even managedto get
out of the room with a measure of dignity.

 Later she had learned that the brunette was hiswife. After everything else, it almost didn't matter. She
had learned her lesson: men could not betrusted.

 Lucas's mood was just as gloomy. That was alwaysthe case when he was forced to endure Samuel
New-comb's company. He had to endure it, though. It waswhy he was there at all. But he hated the
pretense,having to put on a friendly demeanor, when what hewanted was to kill the man. But Sam was
still protected in his will, and the reward he offered for thecapture of his murderer had gone up over the
years.

 Lucas knew tonight's invitation was simply a matter of Sam's curiosity about Sharisse. It was just as
well, for this would give Lucas the opportunity to getthe crucial part of his plan in motion. He would just
have to get Sam alone to break the news to him.
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 The end was in sight, after all this time. It shouldtake only another few months before
Samuel New-comb discovered he was destitute. He had to take thebait tonight, that was all.

 Fiona had unwittingly helped, for she was costing Sam a pretty penny. Sam wouldn't let her know thathis
capital was mostly tied up, and he had sold off hissmaller properties in Newcomb to buy whatever she
wanted. In order to keep her happy, he had to keepbuying.

  

  

 Chapter 12

  

 OHARISSE was having difficulty remembering allthe names. The dinner party had turned out to bea
party in her honor, and half the town had been invited.

 Mr. Newcomb himself took her around and madeall the introductions. His wife, Fiona, had greetedher,
then promptly ignored her with appalling rudeness. Samuel Newcomb seemed to find this quiteamusing.

 "She's jealous, but don't you worry none," he whispered to Sharisse. "She used to be the prettiestgal
around, but now you have that honor. I must say,Miss Hammond, Lucas is to be envied."

 She blushed prettily, liking the man instantly. Hewas quite distinguished, in his early forties, withsandy
brown hair and gray eyes that were perhaps abit too revealing. He was a man who enjoyed thefiner
things in life, and his house was impressive. Hewas also, as Lucas had warned her, a man with aneye for
the ladies.

 She didn't mind his admiring glances, however.She felt quite comfortable with Sam, not taking himat all
seriously when he suggested he could find acozy little place for her if she ever got tired of Lucas.

 The very idea! Samuel Newcomb was old enoughto be her father. But he was just teasing her, sheknew
that. It was obvious he was devoted to his wife,for his gaze searched her out when she got too faraway
from him. Fiona was a lovely woman with blue-black hair and pale blue eyes. She was a good deal
younger than her husband, not much older thanSharisse, in fact.

 Dinner was informal because there were so many people. Folks found a place to sit where they could
rest their plates on their laps. Sharisse was enjoyingherself. The food was simple, but there was lots of it,
and champagne flowed freely.

 Lucas left her alone to talk with the ladies. He waskept busy accepting congratulations and repeating
again and again the story of how they'd met. She listened carefully to that story so she wouldn't get it
messed up if asked the same questions.

 The people she met were friendly and seemed genuinely happy for her. But what really put her at ease
was that Lucas was never out of sight. It was hard toanalyze why she could feel uncomfortable alone with
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him yet find that his presence at the party gave hercomfort. She had only to glance around whateverroom
she was in to find him somewhere in it. She wasn't aware how often she sought him out with hereyes.

 He stood out, and it wasn't only because of hisheight. Where other men's clothing fit loosely, Lucas's
was stretched tautly over his muscular length.He exuded an aura of rock-hard strength and raw
masculinity. And she couldn't help noticing that thetownspeople treated him with a good deal of respect.

 "He's far more good-lookin' than any man has aright to be, don't you think?"

 Sharisse had been staring at Lucas again, and sheturned back to Naddy Durant. "Who is?" she asked.

 "Why, your husband, of course."

 "Oh." Sharisse found herself surprised at theyoung girl's frankness.

 Naddy was only sixteen. Her mother, Lila, sittingnext to her, didn't seem to find anything strange in the
statement. Lila was nodding in agreement, and so were the other ladies gathered there.

 "But he's not my husband yet." Sharisse madethat point clear.

 "Honey, you're as good as married," Mrs. Landis said. "Why, back in the old days, when a preacher
didn't get around as often, young couples weren't expected to wait. As long as they were willin' andable,
they set up house and saw to the blessingslater. Now most towns got their own preachers. Wehad one
for a while, but since he passed away, no one's come to take his place."

 "I see," Sharisse replied politely.

 "I don't mind confessin' I was hopin' Luke wouldnotice me." Naddy leaned forward as if speaking in
confidence, though all six of the women presentleaned forward too. "Either him or his brother, Slade.
They're both so-"

 "Nadine Durant!" Lila gasped. "It's one thing toadmire a nice respectable man like our Luke, butquite
another to be thinkin' about a man like Slade. Ithought I taught you better, gal."

 Naddy didn't look in the least chastised. "Haveyou met Slade yet?" she asked Sharisse.

 "No, I'm afraid I haven't," Sharisse replied.

 "Then you're in for a treat."

 "More like a fright." Lila corrected her daughteragain, displeasure written all over her face.

 "Oh, the boy's not that bad, Lila," Mrs. Landis putin.

 "He is, too." Another woman took Lila's side.

 "Well, we shouldn't even be discussin' Slade."

 "And why not, Lila?" Her husband, Emery, cameup behind her with John Hadley. "It's not everytown
that can boast of bein' the home of a famousgunslinger."
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 "Now you know very well Slade Holt isn't fromNewcomb," Lila argued with her husband.

 "No, but since his brother's settled here, Newcombis as close to bein' his home as any place is."

 Sharisse was staring curiously at Emery Durant."What is a gunslinger?"

 "A fast gun."

 "You mean he hires his gun out?" Her eyes werewide.

 Emery shook his head. "Don't know that he hiresout. Never heard of him workin' for anybody. You
mean to say Luke ain't told you about his brother?"

 "Not much," she admitted.

 "You don't say!" Emery's face lit up like a child'sat Christmastime. He took only a second to makesure
Lucas was clear across the room before he satdown next to his wife. "Well now, let me tell youabout the
day Slade Holt first came to Newcomb."

 The women sighed collectively, for they had allheard this story countless times. Sharisse wasn't sure she
wanted to hear it at all.

 "Dressed like an Indian he was," John Hadleysaid before Emery could open his mouth again."Looked
like one, too, with his hair clear down to hisshoulders and—''

 "Will you let me tell it, John?" Emery said, exasperated.

 "Well, I was there," John grumbled. "Youweren't."

 "What exactly is Slade supposed to have done?"Sharisse interrupted the start of what looked to bean
argument.

 "Why, he killed Feral Sloan. Sloan was a toughone, a former hired gun as mean as they come."

 "Sloan!" Sharisse gasped, the name still fresh inher memory.

 She glanced toward Lucas, wondering why hehadn't told her, but she only caught a glimpse of himas he
left the room with Samuel Newcomb. She turned back to Emery Durant, hoping she had mis
understood.

 "You mean Slade Holt is a killer?"

 "Well," Emery replied, "the only one he's killed around here is Feral. That was close to seven yearsago,
and he was just a youngun then. It was rumored he'd already put a dozen men in their graves,though. No
tellin' how many he's added since then."

 Sharisse was getting paler. "Why hasn't he beenarrested?"

 "What for?" Emery asked.

 She blinked. "But you said he killed a man righthere."
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 "It was a fair fight, Miss Hammond. Ain't no onecan say otherwise." The others around her were all
nodding. "Slade even let Feral draw first. Slade wasjust faster. Ain't never seen anyone as fast as him."

 Did these people know that Sloan had killedSlade's father? she wondered. She needed a drink. What
she didn't need was to hear any more aboutLucas's brother. "Black sheep" he had called him. Indeed!

 In Sam Newcomb's study, Slade was again thetopic of discussion, Sam mentioning him as he and Lucas
took chairs at his desk. "Have you seen yourbrother recently?"

 "Not for some time," Lucas replied, having difficulty keeping a poker face.

 It never failed. Sam asked about Slade every timethey met. He liked having fast guns working for him,
and they both knew Leon Waggoner wasn't all that fast.

 "Well, my offer is still open. Tell him that when you see him."

 "I'll do that."

 "Now what was so important we had to discuss itin private?" Sam asked as he prepared a cigar for
lighting.

 "Bad news, I'm afraid." Lucas came right out withit. "That railroad line we were financing has runinto
some difficulty. It looks like it's a good thing youdidn't put more into it than you can afford to lose."

 "What do you mean?"

 "They underestimated what it would take to complete the line. It seems they've run out of funds with
only three-fourths of the track laid. All work hasstopped, and they can't manage to interest anyoneelse in
investing so they can finish the job. Thebanks just aren't interested. It's wiped me out, but atleast I still
have the ranch. It will start paying offsoon, I hope. I'm just glad I warned you not to invest too heavily,
because it appears we're not going to getanything back."

 Sam was speechless. Lucas'knew why. He had known very well that Sam wouldn't take his advicewhen
he first mentioned the railroad deal, and Samhadn't. He had invested heavily to try and gain thecontrolling
stock, and he hadn't told Lucas what hewas doing. Sam had sold all his investments outsideNewcomb,
even most of the assets of his bank, withthe dream of becoming a railroad tycoon. He hadnever even
gone to check on the work in progress after his one visit to the site, accepting the statements the
company lawyers sent him as perfectly legitimate. There had been no need to waste any money on
actually laying down track, except for the originalsetup.

 "There . . . there must be some way . . ."

 "Not unless you know someone who would like toown part of a railroad," Lucas replied offhandedly.
"They're asking the original investors to come upwith the rest of what's needed, and it's a tidy sum.But
I'm broke. I can't do it. Didn't you get a letter

 yet?"

 "No," Sam said.
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 "You will. It will explain in more detail what wentwrong—although a lot of good that does us. Well, I
should be getting back to Sharisse, I guess. Goodnight, Sam."

 Sam simply nodded. He felt sick, sick in his gut.All he had built up over the years was gone unless he
could come up with a little more cash. He would haveto wire that lawyer from St. Louis, the one who
hadwritten about some European clients looking for alarge ranch in Sam's area. Maybe one of those
clientswould also like to buy a hotel. That would be puttingeverything on the line, but what else could he
do?

 He would have to do it. There was no other way.And he was too old to start over again. Times had
changed. It was no longer so easy to steal claims forquick riches. The law had come to the Arizona
Territory.

 He sat alone in his study, gazing off into space. He knew what he had to do. He knew there was nothing
else to be done.

  

  

 Chapter 13

  

 SHARISSE was drunk. She handled it beautifully,carrying herself with such dignity and quiet reserve
that no one guessed. Even Lucas wasn't awareof it until she burst into giggles as soon as they entered
the carriage, then fell asleep on his shoulder.

 Lucas was amused. He wouldn't have thought thehaughty city girl would have succumbed to the
weaknesses of drink. He was surprised and a littledelighted to find she could let her hair down after all.
But then, nothing could have disturbed him tonight,not after his meeting with Sam.

 Sitting across from Sam in his study, he had beenable to smell the man's panic. How long he hadwaited
for this!

 He almost laughed aloud, thinking of the smallherd of horses Newcomb had ordered. When the time
came for delivery, there would be nothing left withwhich to pay for them. But Lucas would have to cap
ture the horses and train them just as if he weren'taware of that fact.

 Sharisse stirred at his side, throwing an armacross his chest and nuzzling her head into his neck.Her short
cape parted, giving him a view of her deepdecolletage and the gentle swell of her breasts. Hishand on her
waist moved gently over her curves.

 Whatever was he going to do with her? She wasproving to be much more than he'd bargained for. He
desired this girl sleeping so contentedly against him.

 And that desire was so strong, it seemed like it hadbuilt up over years, not just the three days she had
been there. Three days, and he was already plotting her seduction.

 He shook his head, disgusted with himself andwhat he couldn't control. She was going to turn outto be a
regret. He knew it, yet what could he do? Hehad lied to her left and right, and there would bemore lies
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before he was done. It was bad enough thathe had worked her into Newcomb's downfall, wasusing her
to help accomplish it.

 She feared him, though he couldn't understandwhy. Because of that she had already said she didn't want
to marry him. If he bedded her, would she stillfeel that way? Was she the type to equate makinglove with
total commitment? He wished she weremore predictable. And he wished she didn't fear him.

 The carriage stopped in front of the house, butSharisse was still sound asleep. Lucas sat up slowly,
drawing her with him.

 "Sharisse?"

 She frowned, gripping his jacket. "But I don'twant to marry him, Father. Stephanie loves Joel, I don't."

 Lucas grinned, wondering what this was all about."Sharisse, wake up."

 She opened her eyes, disoriented. "Who—? Oh, it'syou." She looked around the carriage. "What are
wedoing here?"

 "The party, remember? We've just arrived home."

 She started to sway and caught herself by holdingon to him. Lucas lifted her to the ground.

 "Can you walk, or do I have to carry you inside?"he asked in amusement, hoping for the latter.

 "Garry me? Don't be absurd!"

 Sharisse preceded him to the door, walking in a remarkably straight line. Lucas intercepted the driver's
grin and returned it, saluting him on his way.He caught Sharisse just as she stumbled in the door.

 "I thought there wasn't a step there," she said indignantly, glaring behind her at Lucas.

 "There isn't," he chuckled.

 "Oh."

 The room was flooded with moonlight, so he didn'tlight a lamp. He swept her up into his arms, amazedat
the effect this had on him. He was holding her,had her just where he wanted her. Yet he was aspowerless
as she was, unable to resist the sweet parting of her lips.

 He wanted only a taste, but her lips moved beneath his, warm and alive, igniting a fire in him. He
groaned. Sharisse sighed, resting her head on hisshoulder, quite unaware of what she was doing tohim.

 He realized he could have her right then. Therewould be no resistance in her condition. But this wasnot
how he wanted her. She had to be willing, wanting him, not incapacitated by drink. If he took her now,
she might not even remember. If she did, shemight be sorry later and despise him for taking advantage
of her. He wanted no guilt, no recriminations. And for some reason, it was important that sheremember.

 Hell, where did all these noble sentiments comefrom? He still had every intention of seducing her. Ifhe
was going to be unscrupulous, he ought to do itright.
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 Sharisse sighed, having fallen asleep again. Lucassmiled wistfully. Not tonight, honey, but soon. Hislips
brushed her forehead, and he carried her to herroom.

 She woke when he laid her on the bed and began toremove her shoes. "I can do that," she protested.

 She sat up too quickly and, overcome with dizziness, fell back. Lucas grinned.

 "Just think of me as your lady's maid," he toldher, dropping her shoes on the floor. "I'm sure you had
one."

 "But you don't look anything like Jenny." Shefound that very funny and giggled. She didn't noticethe
removal of her cape but leaned forward so hecould get at the buttons down her back. "I'm gladshe's not
here now, or I would really be in for an earful. She doesn't approve of drinking, you see, and—" She
gasped. "Why didn't you tell me your brotherwas a killer?"

 "Because he isn't."

 "But he's killed hundreds of men!"

 "Hundreds?"

 "Well, dozens, but what's the difference?"

 "You've been listening to gossip, Sharisse." Hegrinned as he lifted her off the bed so he could slipthe
gown out from under her. She didn't notice.

 "I couldn't help but listen. My God, to think youcalled him a black sheep!That's putting it rathermildly,
isn't it? You could have warned me."

 "That he killed a man?"

 "Many men!"

 "He's killed only one man, Sharisse. All the othershe's supposed to have killed don't exist. It's just
rumor. It's what people want to believe about him."

 "Really only one?"

 "Yes." He began unlacing her corset.

 "But-"

 "He was a cold-blooded killer who deserved todie."

 She had forgotten that the man had ridden afterLucas and Slade when they were only children, after
killing their father. If the law had been unable tobring him to justice, was it so wrong for Slade to doit?

 "They said it was a fair fight," Sharisse saidquietly.

 "So it was. Slade could just as easily have been theone to die."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "I'm sorry."

 "Forget it." He had the corset off and moved to thepleasurable business of removing her silk stockings.

 Sharisse sighed, stretching. "I'm glad he's not asbad as they made him out to be."

 Lucas sighed too, wondering how he was enduringall this, undressing her so she could sleep comfort
ably, when his body had something entirely differentin mind. Damn her for drinking herself into such a
state.

 "Slade is what he is," Lucas said gruffly, refusingto put himself through any more.

 "That's nice."

 Lucas shook his head. She hadn't even heard him.She was drifting off to sleep again.

 He pulled the sheet over her and kissed her browgently. "Good night, Shari."

 "Antoine . . . my love."

 The mumbled words were barely discernible. Antoine? Her husband? It was the first time he hadheard
the name. She had said she loved her husband.He hadn't given it much thought but now he foundhe didn't
like it at all.

 Damn! She was messing up his mind. Should heand Billy take off for .the mountains sooner than
planned? The sooner the better, he told himselfgrimly.

  

 Chapter 14

  

 TICKLING on her face woke Sharisse. She openedher eyes to stare into Charley's large copper-
colored ones. He was purring loudly. He moved hishead, and his long whiskers tickled her cheek again.
She smiled, having been wakened this way on manymornings. It was his impatient way of letting herknow
he was hungry.

 '' Good—oh—morn—ing.''

 She had sat up too quickly, and the throbbingstarted. She put her fingers to her temples to ease it,
wondering if she were sick. But no, last night cameback in a flash. She should never have drunk thoselast
three glasses of champagne. Now she knew whatJenny had always meant by the evils of drink. Whata
devil of a headache. The pain was bearable only aslong as she stayed still.

 Vague memories were nagging at her. She recalled tripping as she came in the door last night, and
Lucas picking her up and kissing her. Howclearly she remembered that. And they had spokenof Slade,
but why couldn't she remember that clearly? What had they said?

 "Miss Hammond?"
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 "What?" she snapped, then realized it was awoman calling from the other side of the door. "Is that you,
Willow? Come in."

 Sharisse moved to draw the sheet up over hernightgown, then gasped to see she wasn't wearing  one.
She was still in her chemise and muslin petticoat. Her eyes widened in horror as more memoriesflashed
through her mind.

 "Are you all right?"

 "What?" Sharisse managed a smile for the Indiangirl. "Yes, I'm fine, really. I was just remembering
something . . . distasteful. So you are Billy Wolf'swife?"

 The girl nodded. She was quite exotic looking,with almond-shaped eyes in an oval face, straightblack
hair that fell just below her shoulders, andsmooth, dark skin. She wore a faded blue skirt thatjust reached
her bare feet and a loose long-sleeved blue shirt. Sharisse had not expected her to be quiteso lovely or
gentle looking, not with that heathen fora husband.

 "Luke said not to wake you, but I began to worry.It is nearly noon," Willow was saying.

 "Good heavens, I had no idea."

 She saw the sun streaming in through open curtains, curtains she would have closed. That confirmed
that Lucas had put her to bed and then left.Hehad left,hadn't he?

 "Are you sure you're all right?" Willow venturedin a soft, melodious voice, soothing Sharisse's rawnerves
and hangover.

 "Yes, really. I...I just have a little headache."

 "If you like, I will make you something for it,"Willow offered.

 "Would you? Oh, I would appreciate that. I'll justget dressed and join you in the other room."

 When the door closed, Sharisse searched her memory frantically. Lucas had left after he'd undressed
her. Or hadn't he? She didn't feel as if her virginityhad been taken, but then she might not know the dif
ference. Oh, she had to remember!

 A short while later Sharisse opened her door hesitantly, afraid she would find Lucas in the otherroom.
But there was only Willow.

 "My goodness." Sharisse smiled in greeting. "Ididn't notice before, but you reallyare expecting ababy
soon, aren't you?"

 Willow patted her extended belly lovingly. "It willbe soon, yes."

 "Is there a doctor near here?"

 "What for?"
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 "But . . . surely..."Sharisse fell silent, notknowing what to say.

 Willow was smiling at her. "What do I need with adoctor? I know what to do."

 "You mean you don't want any help?"

 "It is a private time. I will even send Billy away ifhe returns before the baby comes."

 "Returns? He has gone away?"

 "To the mountains. He and Luke have gone to findthe wild herd for Mr. Newcomb."

 Sharisse managed to hide her surprise. "Lucasmentioned something about that. I just didn't realizehe
would be...leaving this soon."

 "Ah, I see he did not tell you. It is just like a manto avoid saying good-bye when he is not yet used to a
woman. Billy was the same when we were first married. He thought nothing of going off without telling
me that he was leaving or where he was going."

 "Surely it was because he was used to livingalone?" Sharisse suggested.

 "No. He was married before. Of course, his firstwife was a shrew, and he avoided her as often as pos
sible. Perhaps you are right and it was only what hewas used to. Now he likes his good-byes, for he uses
that as an excuse..."

 She smiled, and Sharisse found herself shocked atthe frank insinuation. She also found it extremely
difficult to imagine the savage-looking Billy as anamorous male.

 "Is this for me?" Sharisse indicated the glass onthe table. At Willow's nod, she sipped some of the
powdery liquid, found it only slightly bitter, anddrank the rest of it.

 "Sit," Willow offered, taking the glass. "I willmake you breakfast."

 Sharisse was appalled. "I won't hear of it. Youshould be in bed, with someone waiting on you, not
waiting on me. And lunch is in order now, anyway.You sit, and I'll make it."

 "Why should I be in bed?"

 "Why? Because of your condition."

 Willow laughed softly. "I am not sick, only havinga baby."

 "But you can't be expected to do everything youwould normally do. Why, the few women I have known
who had babies wouldn't leave their housesonce they began to show their pregnancies. Theytook to their
beds the last few months. My ownmother insisted she be waited on hand and foot whenshe was
expecting my sister."

 "Perhaps she was truly ill."

 "No, she bloomed with good health as I recall."Sharisse frowned thoughtfully. "You mean it isn't
necessary to pamper yourself?"
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 "An Indian woman would be ridiculed if she let such a little inconvenience stop her from caring for herself
and her family. To lie about, doing nothing,can only make the body weak, when strength is needed for
the baby's birth."

 "I never thought of it that way."

 "When you have your own child, you will see thatit is a pleasure, not a burden. There are herbs that will
ease the sickness in the beginning, and afterthat it is only a joy, knowing you will bring new lifeinto the
world. The pain in the end is only a smallsacrifice for the wonder of that life."

 How on earth did this subject get so out of hand?Her own baby indeed! That was something she, hadyet
to think about, and she didn't want to start now.

 "Well, I'll still make us lunch, but perhaps withyour supervision. I suppose you've heard I can'tcook?"

 Willow giggled, a delightful sound. "Billy thinksit is funny. He envisions Luke wasting away to nothing."

 "Does he?" Sharisse said tartly. "Well, perhapsI'll fatten him up instead."

  

  

 Chapter 15

  

 It was a delightful week. With Lucas gone, Sharisse was able to relax. She found she was actually
enjoying herself despite the work and the heat. Willow's company was responsible. It was nice being
friends with another woman without any rivalry involved. Rivalry, no matter how subtle, had alwaysbeen
present with her friends back home.

 Once she got used to Willow's open and frank nature, she began to realize what a prude she reallywas
and to admire the Indians' way of looking at life.Willow had never given birth, but she wasn't worried,
and her serene attitude put Sharisse's fears torest.

 They spent a day making candles and soap, andanother day making preserves. Sharisse learnedhow to
can vegetables. She put away her cookbook,finding it easier to make her own notes from whatWillow
told her. The results were good. She surprised herself by having fun learning things, and shebegan to
wish Lucas would just stay away. Shewasn't looking forward to a return of the tension hispresence
caused.

 She tried not to think of him at all. That was easywhile she was busy during the day. At night, however,
when she was alone in the house, she was too aware of being alone. The slightest noise disturbedher.
Then she wished Lucas would hurry back, but only then. Then, too, she could picture him clearly,and she
was strangely disquieted by what she sawand the thoughts that followed. She found herself remembering
the delicious sensations he had arousedin her.

 One night Sharisse fell asleep with those thoughtsmoving through her mind. A pleasant dream followed.
But when Charley yowled, she was instantlyawake, sitting bolt upright.
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 "What is it, Charley?"

 Then she saw the answer. With Lucas away, shehad felt safe leaving her curtains open. The room was
just light enough that she could make out theshape of a man standing near the foot of her bed. SoLucas
was back. Well that was a fine way to let herknow.

 "I think I stepped on the cat." He supplied the reason for Charley's cry. Just then, Charley jumped into
her arms for comfort. She held him protectively, enraged by Lucas's boldness. "Just what do you mean
by coming in here while I was asleep?"

 A match flared, and Sharisse shielded her eyes against it. A moment later the candle on her bureauwas lit
and she was able to see Lucas staring at her, astrange look on his face.

 "I think I should be asking what you're doinghere," he said in a colorless voice.

 A horrible foreboding crept over her. The heavystubble on his chin, the wild disarray of his hair,even the
coating of dust covering him, were all to beexpected of him. But the clothes were so differentfrom
anything Lucas had worn before: black pantstucked into soft-soled moccasins that were fringed atthe
knee and dyed black. The navy blue shirt wasworn outside the pants. A black hand-tooled holster
slanted from his waist down his right hip. A shiningpearl-handled gun was strapped to his thigh. A black
silk bandanna knotted on the side of his neck completed the darkly menacing look.

 It had to be Lucas, it had to be.

 "Lucas?" Her voice was an embarrassing squeak.

 He shook his head slowly back and forth, a cornerof his mouth turning up in a caricature of a smile. He
walked deliberately to the bed, his footsteps makingno sound at all.

 "You can't belong to Luke, or you'd be in his bed,not here." He was looking her over with interest. "So
who are you?"

 The color fled from her face. My God! My God! ItwasSlade! She was hypnotized by the eyes that
locked with hers.

 "No answer?" He unknotted the bandanna and letit drop to the bed, then reached for his gunbelt. Allthe
while he kept his eyes fastened on hers. "Suityourself. I don't need to know your name to share abed
with you."

 Her heart began a hammering beat, but stillshe couldn't move. This just wasn't happening. Shewasn't
watching Lucas's brother undress.

 His shirt fell to the bed, and then he sat down nextto her to remove his moccasins. Sharisse leaped offthe
other side of the bed, taking Charley and the restof the sheet with her. But it was the wrong side of the
bed. The door was on the other side—where he was.

 She stared at him, her eyes darkly violet. She hadno idea how ludicrous she looked, clutching Charleyto
her breast with one hand and the sheet with theother. The sheet barely covered her, and the bluenegligee
only revealed what the sheet failed to hide.
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 Slade had not moved.

 "If there's some problem about you and me sharing this bed, you better spit it out now."

 Sharisse pointed a stiff finger at the door. "Getout!"

 It was the wrong thing to say. She realized it immediately. He came around the bed toward her, his
expression menacing, his near-nakedness even moreso. She backed away until the wall stopped her.

 "Why?"

 He was so close that his broad shoulders blocked her view of the rest of the room. That one word, ut
tered so forcefully, echoed in her mind. She didn'tdare meet his eyes, and that left her staring at the
smoothly corded muscles across his chest, which wasjust as frightening. She squeezed Charley tightly, so
tightly that he squirmed to get out of her hand, and she had to let him go or risk dropping her sheet.

 "I...I didn't mean to . . ." She forced it out. "Youhad no right to come into my room."

 "This is my room, honey," he said. "It's the room Iuse whenever I pay Luke a visit."

 "Then you didn't intentionally..."

 She was staring at his lips, which turned up in awolfish grin. "Honey, you were as much a surprise tome
as I'm sure I was to you. A pleasant surprise,though, I admit."

 A finger touched her cheek, making her tremble.She couldn't muster the courage to slap his handaway.

 "I...I must ask you to leave, Mr. Holt."

 "You can ask me, but you'll have to have a goodreason." He tilted her chin up, forcing her eyes tomeet
his. "I'd rather stay."

 "You can't!" she gasped. She tried to slip past him,but he wouldn't let her. "Please, Mr. Holt."

 "Perhaps you'd better tell me who you are," hesuggested.

 "I'm your brother's fiancee."

 "You can do better than that."

 "But it's true!"

 "Oh, I'm not doubting that, honey," he repliedhuskily. "I just need a better reason than that to findmyself
someplace else to sleep."

 "You can't be serious!"

 "Why not?"

 "He's your brother!"
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 "And you're the most beautiful woman I've evercome across," he stated plainly. "So what has Luke's
being my brother got to do with what I feel rightnow?"

 "I am going to marry him," she said. Was theresomething wrong with Slade?

 "You're not married to him yet." He shrugged.

 His hand slipped behind her neck, exerting a gentle pressure that drew her forward. "No," she whis
pered. "No. Please." She could hardly breathe.

 His mouth closed over hers, hot and demanding.Fear shivered down her backbone. A knee parted her
legs and pressed against her groin, and she couldn't stop him. An ardent shock followed that reverber
ated through her system, and she moaned despiteherself.

 It was so easy to imagine that he was Lucas. Thesame sensations Lucas caused were being aroused in
her. How was it possible that they could both do thisto her? But this was Slade, not Lucas, and he was
proving to be as dangerous as she had been warnedhe was.

 She managed to push him away. "No!"

 He stepped back. Hard passion smoldered in hisglittering green eyes. Her sheet had fallen, andthose
eyes were ravaging her body through the sheer negligee.

 "You shouldn't wear such flimsy little nothings. Icould rip that thing off you in a second."

 "Don't touch me."

 "I could make you my woman, you know."

 "Don't," she repeated in a whisper.

 He considered her thoughtfully for a moment, apparently debating with himself. She held her breath.

 His hand shot out, his fingers sliding along thecurve of her neck, then down the deep V of her gown.His
fingers were warm, making her knees ridiculously weak. But it was that look in his eyes that sent sparks
through her belly.

 "I'll scream—Mack will hear."

 He smiled, his voice so very husky. "Mack has ahearing problem, or didn't you know that? But why do
you mention the old man? Won't Luke come toyour rescue?"

 "Must I be rescued?"

 "Depends on how you look at it."  ¦

 He obviously thought Lucas was in the otherroom. "You could just leave," she suggested hopefully.

 "I already told you, honey, I'd rather stay."

 "But Lucas—"
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 "—doesn't have to know."

 "I'll tell him." Her voice was barely a whisper."You won't get away with this."

 "Scream then and get him in here. I'll fight himfor you if that's what it takes." When she didn't answer, he
laughed. "You won't call him? Maybe youdon't want him in here after all."

 She was getting close to hysteria. "He's not here. He's off hunting wild horses with Billy Wolf."

 "So we're alone here? Then why are we wastingtime talking?"

 He leaned forward, but Sharisse brought bothhands up hard against his chest. "I'm warning you, Slade
Holt. Iwill tell Lucas, and he'll hate you!"

 "Is that supposed to bother me?"

 "You're despicable!" she gasped. "If you're so desperate for a woman—"

 "—find one somewhere else?" His eyes moved toher breasts. "You don't really want me to do that."
Those eyes came back up to taunt her. "You're trembling."

 "Well, you frighten me."

 "That's not why you're trembling."

 "Stop it!" she cried.

 He gave her a measuring look. "Why are you fighting it?" His brow wrinkled. "Or is Luke the only one
you want?"

 "Yes," she said, and then with more emphasis,"yes!"

 He stepped back so suddenly then that she fell right into his arms. She jumped back.

 She thought she heard him sigh, but she wasn'tsure. He turned and walked back to the bed. Shekept her
eyes glued to him, aware of how wobbly herlegs were.

 "What's your name?"

 He was picking up his things from the bed.

 "Sharisse Hammond."

 "How long have you known my brother?"

 "Not long." She wanted desperately for him toleave. "Perhaps Lucas can satisfy your curiosity, Mr.Holt."

 "Do I make you that nervous?"

 "Yes, you do."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 He laughed. "All right, I'm going." But he stoppedat the door, turning to pierce her once more withthose
bright green eyes. "I'll stick around until Lukegets back." Then he added softly, ominously, "It's not
finished, beautiful. Give me time. You'll find Iwill do as well as Luke. Before I leave here, I'm goingto
prove it to you."

 The door closed, but Sharisse remained rootedwhere she stood until she heard him close the door to
Lucas's room. Then she ran and locked her own door.

  

 Chapter 16

  

 SHARISSE crawled out of bed at dawn, slipped onher silk robe, started the coffee, then went backto
bed. That was the most she would do for Lucas's brother. She wasn't about to cook for him, and theless
she saw of him the better.

 The second time she awoke it was late morning. She decided to treat the day as any other, to ignorethe
fact of there being an unwelcome guest prowlingthe ranch.

 The door to Lucas's bedroom was open, but therewas no evidence that Slade had slept there lastnight.
The bed was made. She hoped he'd slept in thebarn.

 There was no sign that he had been in the kitchen,either, not even a dirty coffee cup. But the pot was
nearly empty, so she couldn't hope that he had leftthe ranch during the night.

 She put fresh water on to weaken the coffee forherself. But before she could pour it, a pair of hands
slipped round her waist, pulling her back against a hard body. A smooth chin nuzzled her neck. She
nearly jumped out of her skin, she was startled so. She hadn't heard a single sound. But a hasty glance to
the side revealed that smoothly shaven face, and she sighed with relief.

 "Oh, Lucas, you scared the life out of me. I thoughtyou were—"

 He laughed wickedly. "I told you it wouldn't makeany difference, beautiful. You don't even have toclose
your eyes to imagine I'm him."

 She gasped and pushed him away from her. "You!You may look like him, but you're nothing like him.
You're offensive, unscrupulous, ruthless—"

 "I know, a real meanhombre," he said smoothly."So I guess you should learn better than to rile me."

 "You do not frighten me, Mr. Holt," she repliedhaughtily.

 "Well, I'll be damned." He whistled. "You've gotsome spunk after all."

 He pulled a chair away from the table and straddled it, facing her. Cleaned and shaved, he bore an
uncanny resemblance to Lucas. They were trulyidentical, even to the bronze tint of their skin. But Slade
didn't have Lucas's boyish grin or exasperating charm, which made a great deal of difference. This was a
cold man, sardonic, perhaps even cruel,certainly unprincipled. Yet . . . she had seen thisman in Lucas in a
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way. There were times when Lu cas looked just as cold and unfeeling. Still, Lucas washuman. Slade
didn't seem to be.

 She turned her back on him and finished pouringher coffee.

 "I bother you, don't I?" he ventured softly.

 "Yes."

 "You'll get used to me."

 "I very much doubt that, Mr. Holt."

 "You might as well call me Slade, since you'll bemarrying into the family."

 She turned around and glared at him, remembering last night. "I'm here to marry your brother,not you."

 "The Apache keep it all in the family," he told her."When a warrior dies, his widow is expected tomarry
her husband's brother."

 "I'm not an Apache, and neither are you." But shewasn't forgetting that he had lived like one.

 "You're not from around here, are you?" he asked.

 "No, I'm from... St. Louis," she said nervously,remembering the tale Lucas had made up.

 "How did you meet Lucas? He hasn't been backEast for a couple of years."

 She looked away. "Lucas can explain better than I."

 "Was it love at first sight?"

 "Mr. Holt!"

 "Don't tell me it's none of my business. After all,he's my only brother and my only family."

 "I wish you had remembered that fact last night,"she said harshly.

 There was a very slight shrug to his shoulders."One's got nothing to do with the other as far as I'm
concerned. Like I said, you're not married to himyet."

 It was too much to hope that he might regret hisdeplorable behavior. She should have known that.He
stood up, his eyes growing brighter. She felt thesame curious constricting in her chest she had feltlast
night, and she had to breathe deeply to get anyair at all.

 He started to approach her. "Stay away from me,Slade." She held the steaming cup of coffee in frontof
her, the warning clear.

 He stopped. "You're going to put up a fight?"

 "Every time," she said.
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 "But you can't win," he told her plainly. "If youwere holding a gun it would make no difference.Don't you
understand?"

 His hand snaked out and took her wrist in an irongrip. He forced her hand to the counter, exerting
enough pressure that she had to let go of the cup.

 "I give you credit for trying, honey." Was thatamusement in his voice? "Just don't try it again.And wear
that pretty blue nightgown tonight."

 He kissed her hard and fast, then let go of her andwalked out the door without a backward look.

  

 Chapter 17

  

 “MACK?"

 "Back here!" he called.

 Sharisse walked through the barn uneasily, covering her nose against the odor. She found Mack in a
large stall at the rear, where two young foals werenudging each other out of the way to get at thesweets
Mack was offering them.

 She was amazed at her daring in being there, but she had no choice. Slade's threat was real. If she
stayed, he would have her.

 Lucas was the only one who could protect her. Butit was too late in the day to send Mack after him, for
it might be very late by the time Mack and Lucas arrived back at the ranch. She couldn't take the risk.

 "Can you prepare a horse for me, Mack?"

 He eyed her skeptically. "Luke mentioned some-thin' about you never havin' been on a horse."

 "That's true, but he also said I would have to learnsometime."

 God, let him tell her there was an old buggy orsomething around. She was terrified of getting up ona
horse.

 "That's the truth. You plannin' to practice, or wasyou goin' to town?"

 "Actually, I want to find Lucas. I was hoping youcould take me to him."

 "Shoot. They're a good three, four hours' ride fromhere!" he exclaimed. "And there's no tellin' wherethey
made camp. It would take me days to hunt 'em down. I can't be away from the ranch that long." Hegave
her a probing look. "What's so all-fired important that it can't wait a day or two? He should beback
soon."

 She couldn't very well explain, and her nerveswere getting worse. "Will you just get me a horse,please?"
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 "Not if you're gonna do somethin' foolish. Now ifyou was to ride to town first and get you a trackerwho
could find 'em in less than a day . . ."

 She brightened. "Yes! I'll do that." She didn'tknow what she would pay a tracker with, but shewould
worry about that later.

 "So that's what you aim to do?" he asked, suspicious.

 "I'm not a complete fool, Mack. I just didn't know that I could hire someone to take me to Lucas. Now
that you've explained that . . ."

 "All right then, I'll get you Sally. She ought togive you an easy first ride."

 She watched him amble off to the back corral. Shewrung her hands, wishing he would hurry.

 She was wearing her heavy traveling skirt, theonly thing she had that she could possibly ride in,and every
petticoat she possessed under it for padding. She no longer had a blouse to wear with it, andrather than
borrow one from Willow and have to explain, she had taken an old shirt of Lucas's that shecould button
to the neck. The cuffs had been rolledup several times, She had found an extra wide-brimmed hat of his,
too, and had bound her hair intoa tight bun beneath it. To put it mildly, she hadnever looked more
ridiculous. But that wasn't important, in light of the way things were.

 "You running away from me, beautiful?"

 Sharisse jumped, turning to face Slade.

 "I. . . I was just . . ."

 "She wants to see Luke about somethin'," Mackvolunteered as he came back. He was leading Sally,a
small sorrel. "I told her she oughta just wait, that he'd be back soon enough, but the gal's stubborn.Gonna
find someone in town to take her to him."

 Slade was looking at her with an unreadable expression.

 "It's none of his business where I'm going," she snapped at Mack.

 "I don't see why not, him bein' Luke's brother," Mack grumbled. "And shoot, he knows the mountains
better'n anyone. He could find Luke before thesun set. Why don't you ask him to take you?"

 Sharisse paled, shaking her head wildly. "That's out of the question."

 "Why?" Slade asked smoothly. "I've got nothingbetter to do. I wouldn't mind at all."

 "I couldn't impose."

 "You wouldn't be."

 "But-"

 "There's no use arguing, Miss Hammond." Sladecut her off. "I couldn't let you ride out of here alone.
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There's just no telling who you might run into between here and town. Of course," he added with agrin,
"you can always stay put and wait for mybrother to come to you."

 The insinuation was clear. Stay put, and wait forSlade to come to her bedroom. He was trapping her.If
she stayed, she was lost. But he wasn't going to lether leave without him. He could just as well carryout
his threats on the trail. Which was the lesserdanger?

 He took her silence for agreement and moved off toget his horse.

 She followed him until they were out of Mack's hearing. "You knowwhy I was leaving," she hissed.
"Why can't you just leave me alone?" He didn't answer, didn't even look up. "I want you to leave me
alone. Can't you understand?"

 As if he hadn't heard a word she'd said, he glancedover his horse, shouting to Mack, "No need to ready
that one for her, Mack. She'll ride with me."

 "I won't!" Sharisse said.

 "You can't ride astride in that tight skirt, not unless you're willing to bare your legs, which I'm sureyou're
not."

 "I won't go with you at all," she whispered furiously.

 She turned to leave, but he gripped her waist, andin a moment she was deposited sideways on hishorse.
Before she could even attempt to slide off, hewas up beside her, his arms holding her in front ofhim. He
gathered the reins in his hands.

 "Don't scream, beautiful," he breathed softly."The old man will only think you're frightened of thehorse."

 By the time she had reasoned that out and realizedthat Mack might be smart enough to guess other
wise, it was too late. Slade was galloping out of thebarn, and her frightened gasp truly was because ofthe
horse. She couldn't help herself. She heard him laugh, but she didn't care. Her first ride on a horsewas
everything she'd imagined it would be—horrible. Yet when he slowed the horse to a trot, it waseven
worse. The jarring was so bad, her teeth rattled.

 Several miles from the ranch, Slade stopped. "I don't mind you holding me tightly, honey, but it really
isn't necessary. I'm not going to let you falloff."

 She loosened her grip to lean away from him aways, but didn't trust her position enough to let go ofhim
completely. The ground seemed terribly faraway.

 Keeping one arm firmly across her middle, Sladeturned in the saddle to get something from the backof
the horse. "Lift your butt," he said as he turnedback.

 "What?"

 His expression was as bland as ever. "Brace yourself on the horse's shoulders and lift up so I can stick
this blanket under you. It's going to be a long ride,and you might as well be comfortable."

 "Oh." She dared to ask then, "You mean youreally will take me to Lucas?"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 They rode at a steady pace for the rest of the daywithout another word. Could she trust him? Wouldhe
really take her to Lucas?

 The land rolled by, with rusty-hued buttes andred-rock cliffs and the ever-present yellow-green of
towering cactus. The flowers were a marvel in thatsun-baked land. The golden baeria and purplish-pink
owl's clover dotted the mesas, and higher up inthe mountains grew violets, veronica, and gentian.

 The air was cooler, too. After they had ridden somehours, the vivid blue sky began turning violet in the
east and bright orange-gold in the west. She worried over whether they would find Lucas before the light
was gone—and whether Slade was taking her to Lu cas at all. Just then he surprised her by saying,
"We're here."

 "Where?"

 There was nothing to see. They had been followinga twisted path up the mountainside, the path strewn
with boulders and thick mesquite shrubs. Steep rockwalls hampered the view.

 "You don't think they would leave a herd ofhorses out in the open, do you?" he said. "The SanCarlos
Reservation isn't that far from here. Renegade Apaches scout this area."

 "Renegades?" she said fearfully, turning to glance over her shoulder at him. "But I thought all the Indians
were confined."

 "Some don't like to be confined," he repliedsmoothly. "Arizona has been plagued by discontented
warriors for more than twenty years. We arein the path of the forays they make across the border."

 "Then we could have come across a band of Indians at any time?"

 "Does that scare you?"

 "Of course it does."

 "No reason," he said casually. "The only Indianaround here at the moment is Billy, and he's as harmless
as they come."

 She looked around. "How could you know? Andwhere is he?"

 "Should be on the other side of that narrow passage up ahead," he said, ignoring her first question.He
got down from the horse and held his hands up toher. "Come on."

 She gripped the pommel of his saddle. "How doyou know? Was their trail that easy to follow?"

 "Billy knows enough to cover his tracks."

 "Then how could you—?"

 "I lived in these mountains for a time. I used totrack the wild herds myself. Billy and I have usedthis spot,
among others."

 Of course he knew his way around. Lucas had toldher about the eight years Slade had spent in the
wilderness. And the renegades he had spoken of? Heprobably knew them personally!
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 She slid forward, bracing her hands on his shoulders, and let him ease her to the ground. But hedidn't
let go of her. Before she could lower her arms,he jerked her against him and fastened his mouthhungrily
to hers. She couldn't think clearly. Therewasn't even time to struggle before her body betrayed her,
delighting in the sudden rush of heatthat made her reel. Her arms circled his neck of theirown accord.

 A muffled groan escaped him, and he abruptly lether go. She stumbled back against the horse. Whathad
stopped him this time? His eyes were glowingdangerously, but was it desire, or anger?

 Wordlessly he grabbed her wrist and dragged heralong behind him through a rock-walled passage.

 She couldn't break his hold. She couldn't controlhim—or her own fate. Either Lucas would be in that
passage or she was about to be ruined by his notorious brother.

  

  

 Chapter 18

  

 THE sight of horses roped off against the side ofthe cliff made Sharisse giddy with relief. Billywas
squatting by a fire, roasting meat. He glancedup with surprise as Slade pushed Sharisse through anarrow
opening and into this small area.

 The rock walls ended abruptly on both sides ofthe improvised corral, the steep mountain slope con
tinuing on from there. Huge boulders marked another level exit nearby. The whole rugged scene was
bathed blood-red by the setting sun.

 Billy stood up. He was dressed exactly as he hadbeen when she'd first met him, looking every bit as
savage.

 "What'd you bring her here for?" Billy asked belligerently.

 "She wanted to find Luke," Slade replied tone-lessly.

 Sharisse moved quickly away from him, closer toBilly. Billy made her just a little less nervous thanSlade
did.

 "Where is Lucas?"

 "You're crazy," Billy told her plainly. "We'd havebeen on our way home tomorrow."

 "Well, how could I know that?" Sharisse said defensively. "Please, where's Lucas?"

 Slade came up beside her before Billy could answer.

 "It's good to see you again, Billy."

 "I was beginning to wonder if you were ever goingto come around again." Billy was relaxed, grinning
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now.

 Slade shrugged. "Luke seems to be doing all right by himself. With your help, of course," he added,
looking at the corralled horses. "How many arehis?"

 "More than half," Billy chuckled. "You taughthim well before you took off."

 "Billy, where is Lucas?" Sharisse demanded sharply.

 "Back yonder somewhere." He nodded toward theexit opposite the opening she had entered through."I
ain't seen him all day," Billy explained. "Hecaught a young buckskin that was sniffing around the herd
while the stallion was away. We couldn'tkeep him with these mares. He was stirring them up too much.
And with so much horseflesh to choosefrom, he wouldn't settle down." He grinned, thinking this subject
awfully delicate for her ears, unaware that she had absolutely no idea what he wastalking about. "Had to
move him away from theirscent. I guess Luke's decided to keep him company."

 Sharisse was staring at that passage. It was growing darker by the moment. What if Lucas stayedaway
from camp all night?

 She glanced hesitantly at Slade and found himwatching her with dark amusement in his eyes. Shemoved
away from him again, circling around the fire. His laugh sent shivers through her.

 "Get my horse for me, will you, Billy?" Sladeasked, his eyes following Sharisse. "It's been a particularly
trying day."

 Sharisse caught her breath. And leave them alone?No thank you.

 "I think I'll just go and find Lucas myself, ratherthan wait," she said quickly.

 "Well, hold on." Billy stopped her, bending toscoop a large chunk of meat into a piece of rawhide.

 He wrapped it thickly, then tossed it to her. "As longas you're going, you can take him this and save me
the trouble—in case he was thinking of bedding down with the stallion all night."

 "He'll join us, once he knows I'm here," Slade said."I'm looking forward to seeing him, so don't keephim
too long, beautiful." His eyes held hers. "He andI have something to settle, and I don't want to put itoff."

 Sharisse nearly ran through the dark passage between the boulders. She didn't feel safe at all, noteven
after leaving Slade behind. The narrow trailwidened, but the light was nearly gone and she couldbarely
see. Everything was dark, frightening shadows, especially on the side of the path that was asteep drop
down.

 She slowed, taking each step carefully. She had, ofcourse, no idea how far ahead Lucas was, and she
prayed the feeble light would last until she foundhim. She nearly ran into a tree as the path turnedsharply.
To the left was the beginning of a thick pine forest. Ahead the path continued through more walls of rock.
She kept moving, then stopped. The path divided suddenly, one trail leading back the way shehad
come, or so it looked.

 "Lucas?" Please let him answer. "Lucas?"

 She waited breathlessly, but there was no sound atall. The sky was cut off behind her, and rather than
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move into the darkness to her right, she turned toward the forest. At least, up ahead, the sun was still
visible.

 But after some time, she still hadn't found him.She turned back, but when she finally got back to theplace
where the trail had divided, she hesitatedagain. Should she risk getting completely lost ortake the path she
knew? It was a matter of finding Lucas or spending the night alone with Slade andBilly.

 She moved into the unknown. The path veered tothe left, apparently straight into the heart of the
mountain. But no sooner was Sharisse enclosed indarkness than she saw firelight. She ran toward it.Next
she saw the horse, tied with a rope staked tothe ground. There was a small round area enclosedby large
boulders, a dead end unless you were agile enough to climb smooth rock.

 Lucas apparently was. He lay flat on top of thehuge rocks with a gun trained on her. Sharisse froze.

 "Sharisse? What the hell are you doing here?"

 He jumped down from the rock in one easy movement, walking to the blanket by the fire. He returned
the gun to the holster lying there next to hissaddlebags. The sight of him gave her pause. Hewasn't
wearing a shirt. His blue pants were tuckedinto knee-high black moccasins, just like Slade's.

 "Lucas? Itis you, isn't it?"

 "What kind of question is that?"

 "More important than you would believe," shesaid raggedly, beginning to feel all the effects of thelast few
hours.

 "Have you met my brother?" he asked. "Is that why you're not sure it's me, Shari?"

 Shari. That was all she'd needed to hear. Sladewouldn't know that way Lucas shortened her nameand
added the French pronunciation.

 "Oh, Lucas!" She ran to him and threw her armsaround him, bare chest or not. "I can't tell you howglad I
am to see you!"

 "I can see that," he murmured, holding her tightly. "Maybe you better explain."

 She held him, marveling at the sense of safety he gave her. "It was awful," she told him in a rush. "I hope
it doesn't distress you, but I have to tell you Idon't like your brother at all."

 He set her away from him so he could look at herface. "What did he do?"

 "He . . ." She paused. Now that she was safe, shefelt almost foolish to have been so frightened. Would
he ridicule her if she told him? "Oh, must we talkabout it now? I think . . . I've brought you your dinner,
see?" She handed him the meat she had beenclutching in her hand. "Billy wasn't sure if youwould be
joining him tonight, so he sent this."

 "But how did you get here?"

 "Slade brought me."
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 "You mean he's here? Why didn't you say so?"

 He moved away and doused the fire with dirt.

 "Lucas, wait!" she cried, and he swung around toface her, waiting. "Must we join them? He . . . he'llstill
be here in the morning."

 He looked puzzled. "You mean you want to stayhere?"

 "Yes."

 "I've only got one blanket."

 She missed his warning completely. Her mind wason postponing a confrontation, and she wasn't lis
tening carefully. "It's not really cold," she repliedcarelessly.

 Lucas hesitated. Did she know what she wasletting herself in for? It appeared she had transferred her
fears from him to Slade. He had hopedthat would happen. He owed his brother a debt ofgratitude.

 "You might as well make yourself at home then."He grinned and tossed the meat back to her. "Help
yourself to that, and you'll find some biscuits in mysaddlebags."

 Sharisse moved over to his blanket and settled herself. She removed her hat. Then she blushed,realizing
he had probably recognized the hat andshirt as his.

 "I borrowed a few of your things to get here," shesaid. "I hope you don't mind."

 "The shirt looks better on you than it ever did onme."

 He built the fire again, concentrating intently.She spread the food out beside her, hesitating only amoment
before breaking off a piece of meat with herfingers. She was starved.

 "You want to tell me about it now?" he askedquietly, sitting near her.

 "What?"

 "About what got you up on a horse to come here. Icould've sworn you were dead set against riding."

 "Oh," she hedged.

 She really didn't want to tell him what a despicable man his brother was. He might not even believeher,
and then what?

 "The ride wasn't as bad as I thought it would be,"she said. "But then, I didn't have to control thehorse. I
...I rode in front of Slade."

 "Did I mistake you? I thought Slade was why you're here."

 "Well, yes."

 "Yet you agreed to let him bring you, and evenrode double with him?"
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 "Lucas," she said, "he didn't leave me any choice.He saw that I was leaving the ranch to find you and
took it upon himself to join me. He even sat me on hishorse and took off before I could do anything
about it.I didn'twant him to bring me. Heavens, the very reason I had to leave was . . ."

 She hesitated, and Lucas grinned. "Was to getaway from him?"

 "You find that amusing?"

 "Slade's like that, honey. He very seldom asks permission before he does something. You're just not
used to Slade."

 "I don't intend toget used to him." She was beginning to feel put-upon.

 "Aren't you being a bit hard on him?"

 "No!"

 "He didn't hurt you, did he?"

 "Well . . . no."

 "All right, Sharisse." He was annoyed over herevasiveness. "What exactlydid Slade do?"

 She couldn't bring herself to meet those probingeyes. "He kissed me."

 "That's all?"

 "Lucas!" She cried, her voice bouncing off thewalls. "Isn't that enough? He knew I was your fiancée and
he kissed me anyhow!"

 "Honey, I can see where it might have upset you,but I can't really blame Slade for trying. Maybe you
don't know what a temptation you are," he saidbluntly.

 She looked away. She had expected him to be angry, not amused. Had she reacted hysterically? The
threat had seemed so real. Still, Slade had brought her to Lucas, and he hadn't forced himself on her,only
threatened to.

 "I still don't like him." Agitation sharpened hertone.

 "Not many people do, honey."

 Was that bitterness in his voice? He sounded sosad. "I'm sorry. You're not angry with me, are you?"

 "No."

 "I wouldn't have come if he didn't make me so nervous. You see, I just couldn't stay there alone with
him."

 "It's all right, Shari." He smiled reassuringly."You're not to worry about it. He won't bother youagain."
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 Not as long as I'm with you, she added to herself. "I'm glad you're not like him," she said impulsively.She
couldn't read the look he gave her.

  

 Chapter 19

  

 SHE wasn't asleep, and he knew it. She was restless, turning toward him, turning away. Lucas lay
there, fighting with himself, wondering whatwas wrong with her.

 Sharisse had protested when he lay down besideher, but there was only the one blanket. She had tolie
next to him, and she'd even accepted his arm for apillow. But she was as nervous as a cat. She was un
doubtedly worried about their close proximity, but so was he. He was, in fact, amazed by his own
restraint.He had her where he wanted her, was even reasonably sure he could make her respond to him,
yet hekept away.

 She would have to come to him. She trusted him toprotect her, so he could not take advantage of her.
That trust gave him a satisfying feeling, and he wouldn't betray it.

 Sharisse was exasperated with herself. She had been lying there staring at the dying fire, sleep im
possible. She had never slept next to a man beforeand had no idea it would be so disturbing. Was this
desire? Did she want a man to the point of aching forhim? From the moment Lucas had joined her on the
narrow blanket she had felt this strange disquiet.What would end this awful wondering? She had been
willing to give herself to Antoine when there hadn'tbeen any of this restless yearning, so why was she re
sisting so hard now? It wasn't as if anyone wouldfind out. Her friend Sheila had said there were ways to
make a man believe you were a virgin when youwere not. But what about the other way around? To
make a man think you weren't a virgin when youwere? She couldn't give herself to Lucas and take the
chance that he would be able to tell, for then hewould know she had lied about being married. It wastoo
late now to admit the truth.

 "Shari, you're not asleep."

 It was not a question.

 She stayed as she was as long as possible, thenslowly turned around to look at him.

 "Lucas? Is something wrong?"

 How inane that sounded. She knew very well whatwas wrong. He didn't bother to answer.

 "Shari." He said that and nothing more.

 His expression, what she saw in his eyes, told herwhat he was going to do. And dear Lord, she wanted
him to do it.

 His eyes were moving over her face, caressing each feature. His gaze settled on her lips, and thenhis
mouth descended to claim hers. The taste andsmell of him was intoxicating, filling her. Time stoodstill.
There was only his mouth, working magic. Thepins fell from her hair, releasing it to a glorious fall,and she
felt his fingers running through it. Herhands moved up to encircle his neck, letting him know it was all
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right. His tongue slipped betweenher teeth, and she welcomed it, teased it, hesitantlyfollowing with her
own tongue.

 He groaned, his lips moving along her face to herbreasts. She clasped him tighter. He was beginningto
undress her, and soon her shirt was open, then her skirt. Her many petticoats were untied, and even the
hooks on her corset gave way under his deft fingers.

 He pulled her to her feet in a sudden, swift movement, and half her clothing dropped to the ground.He
caught her to him with one arm and finisheddisrobing her with the other. By the time shethought to say no,
she was entirely naked and he waslowering her to the blanket again. His fiery kissesdispelled the last of
her resistance, and she gave waywith all of her being.

 He stroked her wonderingly, making her quiverwith urgent desire. He stopped suddenly and moved
away from her, and she nearly cried out to him. He shed his clothes and moved across her again.

 His eyes raked her, burning with a passion thatmesmerized her. This was, she knew, her last chance to
stop him. No words came. There was only the glorious feeling of him, the hard, masculine body. She
reached up to draw him closer, and he hesitated for just a moment, then let himself be drawn by her until
his weight covered her. His mouth captured hersin a heated kiss.

 He entered her slowly, savoring her. But his tender care allowed for a steady build of pain as he
pressed against the membrane that would not give. Sharisse pushed against him a little, but he continued
kissing her breasts and moving inside her. Hislips worked their magic, and when he suddenlythrust deep
inside her, the stab of pain was over before it began.

 It was done. Sharisse felt a terrific relief. An incredible burden had finally lifted. He filled herdeeply,
touching her in a way that brought surge after surge of renewed desire. Fire grew in her loins,and soon
there was only the pleasure, increasingwith every thrust. The pleasure became nearly unbearable,
frightening in its intensity. Waves rushedthrough her, sweet shocks flooded her, and she was left weak
and trembling. Lucas tensed, clasping herto him for a final plunge. She felt his throbbing, anda tender
feeling for this man consumed her. She heldhim to her as tightly as she could.

  

 Chapter 20

  

 SHARISSE woke with a start. As she sat up, one ofher petticoats fell away, the only covering shehad.
She had been draped in her petticoats. Sheblushed furiously, for Lucas must have done it. He had
watched her while she was sleeping. How embarrassing!

 "Good morning, beautiful."

 She gasped, and whirled around to face him,clutching the blanket to her. "Lucas?"

 "You mean you're still not sure?" He chuckled.

 "Well, don't call me that!" she snapped, irritablebecause of the fear that had washed over her.

 "But youare beautiful."
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 He came to her and knelt down beside her. Swiftlyhe stole a kiss. But just as her heart picked up its
beat, he sat back, fingering a lock of her hair. He watched it float through his fingers until it fell backdown
to her waist. His eyes met hers. She remembered all of last night with vivid clarity.

 "Lucas?"

 He shook his head, sensing her serious thoughts."I was damn curious about the length of your hair,"he
said in an exasperatingly casual way. "Why doyou hide it in a bun?"

 "I'm too old to wear my hair loose."

 "Too old? What do you mean, too old?"

 "It's not at all fashionable, Lucas."

 "And you must stick to fashion, even out here?"

 The teasing light in his eyes unnerved her. That,and feeling how naked she was behind the blanket.

 "Lucas, this isn't an appropriate time to be discussing my grooming habits. I would like to getdressed, if
you wouldn't mind making yourself scarcefor a few minutes."

 "Ah, that's another thing," he said, picking up hercorset from the pile of clothes. "Why do you wear this
grim contraption? You don't need it."

 "Lucas!" She grabbed it, thoroughly embarrassed."What I wear or don't wear is none of your concern."

 "It is when you smother yourself beyond any goodsense. Western women—"

 "I don't care to hear about Western women rightnow, Lucas. Please, just let me dress."

 "All right, honey." He stood up, amused. "I wasjust thinking of your comfort."

 Was he going to leave? The very idea of not wearing a corset! Whatever was the matter with him?

 "There's water in the canteen and a towel in mybags if you want to wash up," he said. "I'll give youten
minutes, so don't dawdle. It's going to take allday to get the mares to the ranch. Billy can handle iton his
own, but he won't get started until we jointhem."

 "Them" meant that Slade hadn't left. How could she face him after last night? Would he be able toguess
what had happened?

 A rush of heat spread up her neck, but fortunatelyLucas had sauntered off through the passage and
around the bend, giving her the privacy she wanted.He hadn't mentioned last night, had even prevented
her from mentioning it. Here was the most incredible experience of her life, and he acted as if it hadn't
even happened! Well, that wasn't really true. Wasn'this manner more intimate, possessive even?

 And then she realized that his saying nothingmeant he didn't know she'd been a virgin. She hadworried
for nothing.
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 Her relief was tremendous, and not just because he was unaware of her deception. There had alsobeen
the possibility that he might feel honor-boundto marry her after taking her virginity, but now shedidn't
have to worry about that.

 She refused to think about it anymore and quickly made use of her ten minutes. But it was not long be
fore she was thrown into another quandary on discovering dried blood on the towel. She dropped itwith
a gasp and hastily ground it into the dirt. Butno sooner did she feel the evidence was safely camouflaged
than the blanket caught her eye. There was no time to wash out the telltale signs there. Shewould just
have to keep the blanket with her.

 She was putting on her boots when Lucas came back. "All ready?" he asked.

 "Yes."

 She hastily grabbed the blanket roll as he movedto gather his things. He looked at her questioningly,and
she said, "I thought I'd use it as a cushion for theride back."

 "Slade teach you that trick?"

 "Yes."

 "Thoughtful of him, wasn't it?"

 "I suppose," she muttered grudgingly.

 "You're not worried about seeing him again, areyou?" he asked gently, holding her by the shoulders.

 "I..." She stumbled over the words, his closeness confusing her. "No . . . not as long as you'll bewith
me."

 "Good." He patted her and went for his thingsagain, strapping on his gunbelt and tossing the saddlebags
over his shoulder. "His visits are short andinfrequent," he added. "So you'll never have to put up with him
for long."

 The fact that he apparently found nothing wrongwith what his brother had put her through made itworse.
"That's encouraging."

 He either didn't detect the sarcasm in her voice orchose to ignore it. He untied the stallion and didn't
speak again until the horse felt the slack on the ropeand reared up, backing away from Lucas.

 "Follow well behind me, Sharisse," Lucas warned."This fellow could try to make a bolt for it and I might
not be able to hold him."

 As it happened, the stallion held back and had to be dragged and coaxed along the path until theyneared
the other horses. Then Lucas had to hold himback.

 By the time Sharisse reached the camp, Lucas hadgiven the stallion over to Billy, who would have to
manage him while herding the mares as well. Sheand Lucas would ride Lucas's own horse.

 It was Lucas who asked the question. "Where'sSlade?"
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 Billy didn't even glance up. "He got mad when youdidn't come back to camp last night. I don't think he
took too well to your staying with her when youmight have visited with your brother." He looked upthen,
revealing that he found the whole thing highlyamusing. "No, I don't think he liked that at all."

 "Is that what he said?"

 Billy grinned. "No. But that's what I figured wasbothering him. Actually, he didn't say much of anything.
You know how he is when he gets all quiet and closed off. It's easier talking to a mule."

 "Watch it, Billy."

 The Indian laughed, delighted. He tossed Lucas arawhide pouch. "Here, you can eat this on the trail. I
had nothing better to do while I was waiting for youto get down here."

 He was rubbing it in, and Lucas wasn't amused.

 Billy went to his horse and mounted. In anotherfew moments Lucas had the rope untied that hadconfined
the herd, and Billy started leading thehorses through the passage. Sharisse sat down on aflat rock out of
the way and waited. No more wordshad passed between the two men. Was Lucas angry?

 When the area was empty except for her and Lucas, he came to her, offering his hand to help her up.
His expression reminded her of Slade, and she didn'tlike that at all. She felt compelled to say something.
"I'm sorry he didn't wait, Lucas."

 His expression didn't change. "Are you?"

 Her back stiffened. "I'm not a hypocrite. I'm not atall sorry I don't have to see him again. But if he left
because of me, then I'm sorry that I kept you. I mean,I'm sorry you didn't come down to see him."

 "Didhe leave because of you, Sharisse?"

 "How should I know?" she asked, exasperated bythis.

 "Maybe you neglected to tell me everything thatwent on between you two?"

 She became very uncomfortable. "I told you thathe wanted me. And, well, he did give the impressionthat
he...might fight you because of me. Perhapshe changed his mind and left so the two of you wouldn't end
up fighting."

 "My brother? Fight me over a woman? What the hell did you do to make him want you so badly?"

 "How dare you accuse me? I'm not at fault here!"

 Her dark amethyst eyes flashed in anger, and itwas all she could do not to slap him. But Lucas was
amused by her show of temper and wrapped his armsaround her, pulling her resisting body close to him.

 "All right," he conceded. "I guess you didn't haveto do anything. I know how easy it is to get carried
away by you, Sharisse."

 She was amazed how abruptly his manner couldchange, almost as if his antagonism had beenfeigned, a
deliberate attempt to provoke her. Shewas thoroughly confused.
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 "Lucas . . . shouldn't we leave?"

 "I told you Billy could handle the horses once hegot started. There's no hurry."

 The husky timbre of his voice warned her. Sheknew what was on his mind. The thought of making love
in the bright light of day was something shecouldn't even allow herself to imagine. Yet the wayhe was
pressing her against his body stirred her. Shefinally managed to find her voice.

 "Lucas? Shouldn't we...go?"

 He sighed and stepped back. "I suppose you'reworried about your cat?"

 Sharisse was surprised by the question but latched'-'onto the excuse gratefully. "Yes, I've never left him¦
      alone this long."

 "Well, come on then. It's a long ride. And younever know. Slade might have gone back to theranch to
wait for me."

 He settled her in front of him on the horse so thathe could steady her, not, as Slade had done, so thathe
could touch her and frighten her. Oh, it was such a relief to be riding home with Lucas. And, yes, de
spite everything, the small house was beginning toseem like home.

 They rode in silence, still a little wary of eachother but enjoying each other's company nevertheless.

  

 Chapter 21

  

 SHARISSE held the baby in her arms, rocking it gently. How this infant fascinated her with itsfull head
of black hair and tiny, perfect features. Hehad been born the night they returned from themountains, as if
Willow had waited until her husband was home.

 Billy Wolf had been no help during the delivery,however. Sharisse heard him confess to Lucas that he
had slept through the birth. He wasn't awakeneduntil he heard the baby cry.

 That was amazing in itself. And that Willow wasup and about the very next day was equally amazing.
Willow disproved everything Sharisse had everheard about having babies. She made it seem so normal.
And the baby boy was strong and healthy, a delight just to watch.

 Sharisse had ignored her own work these lastthree days to spend time with Willow and her baby. Lucas
didn't seem to mind if his meals were late orhis clothes weren't washed. He seemed tolerantly amused, in
fact, that Sharisse wanted only to talkabout the baby.

 Lucas was very busy, breaking in the new mares. Itwas a blessing, because he was exhausted by even
ing, and so far he had made no amorous advances.But how long would that last?

 The problem was she didn't know what to expectfrom Lucas. At first she had worried because he was
so attentive and desirous. Now she worried becausehe wasn't making advances. They were still sleeping
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alone in the house, yet he didn't suggest they sharethe same bed. Was he just exhausted? If only shecould
ask him, but she could hardly broach the subject!

 To worry her further, she hadn't heard from Stephanie. Oh, what a little communication wouldn't have
done for her peace of mind!

 Lucas had gone to town for supplies that morning,but he still wasn't back and it was the middle of the
afternoon. She was beginning to fret when she heardthe buggy approaching. She reached the front door
just as Lucas pulled the buggy to a stop.

 "What are you doing with this?" she called to him.

 "Taking you to town. I thought you might like todine at the hotel."

 What a delightful idea. Oh, she had a suspicion asto why he suggested it, and she couldn't blame him. It
was her cooking.

 He jumped down from the buggy, flashing her a wide smile as he handed her two wrapped parcels.
"These are for you, but not for now," he told her. "For tonight, dress yourself in your fanciest citygown.
There's someone in town I want you to meet."

 "And who is this someone?"

 "A friend of mine from back East—St. Louis actually. He just arrived today."

 "But," she said uneasily, "you've already told memy simplest dress is too fancy for around here. Idon't
want to look overdressed, Lucas."

 "You won't."

 "Is it your intention to show me off?"

 "What's wrong with that?" He grinned. "It's notevery man who can claim he's got the best-looking
woman around for a fiancee."

 "Lucas, be serious!"

 "I am serious, beautiful."

 "I've asked you not to call me that."

 "Are you going to stand here and argue, or are you going to get ready? I thought you'd enjoy an evening
in town. It's a weeknight, so the place won't becrowded. And Emery Buskett is a city man himself,so he'll
be utterly charmed by you."

 "Did you tell him I was from St. Louis, like you'vetold everyone else? Good Lord, Lucas, am I
supposedto talk confidently about a town I've never even been to?"

 "Now don't go panicking before you have to." Hewas grinning again. "As a matter of fact, he doesn't
know a thing about you. We had other things to talkabout today."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "That's why you're so late?"

 "Good Lord, Sharisse, you sound like a wife already," he complained.

 "I do not!" she gasped indignantly. But she knewhe was only teasing her.

 "Actually, it was a surprise to see Emery," he explained. "I didn't know he was coming."

 "And now you want to surprise him—with me?"

 "You don't like surprises?"

 What could she do with him when he got into a rascally mood? He must have had a pleasant reunion
with his friend, and perhaps one drink too many.

 "I'll go and get ready, Lucas."

 "Good girl." He gave her a quick peck on thecheek. "You can have the house to yourself if youwant to
bathe in the kitchen to save time. I'll cleanup in the barn."

 "You won't come in until I call you?"

 "I can't make any promises, beautiful."

 He laughed, and she watched him saunter away. Why did he persist in calling her "beautiful" whenhe
knew it annoyed her? And how could she stay annoyed with him when he was such a rogue?

  

  

 Chapter 22

  

 The Palace Hotel was a pleasant surprise, nothing like she had expected. It was narrow and onlythree
stories high, and the top floor was one largesuite belonging exclusively to Samuel Newcomb.But its plain
wooden facade hid luxury. With chandeliers, and crystal lamps on each of the tables in the dining room,
she felt at home. Of course, a fine New York restaurant would never be so empty, nor wouldshe have
worn a simple outing dress, which she decided was elegant enough.

 There was only one other couple in the dining room, and only one waiter to serve them. She watched
Lucas covertly while they sat waiting for Emery to join them.

 She hadn't mentioned the parcels he'd broughtfrom town. The plain calico dresses were obviouslyfor her
to work in, and the boy's pants and cottonshirts were probably for riding. The clothes told herthat, as far
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as he was concerned, she wasn't leavingany time soon.

 While they waited for Emery, Lucas watchedSharisse, too. She took his breath away. He had toldher to
dress up, and to his mind that meant something flashy. But she had dressed in sheer elegance,in a black
and red lampas basque. There were threeflounces of Chantilly lace on the skirt, draped to reveal the rich
black satin beneath. The dress broughtout her rich, vibrant copper-colored hair. She lookedexquisite.
But then she always looked good to him.He shook his head. If only he hadn't discovered whata little liar
she was.

 He still didn't know what to make of it. Damn, shewas as good at spinning tales as he was. And he had
been just as gullible as she was, believing everything she told him. He'd never guessed that shereally
might be a virgin. A virgin! He ought to haveknown. She sure acted like one.

 That fact delighted and enraged him. He certainly hadn't got any sleep the night of the big surprise. He
had spent hours trying to figure what could have motivated her to claim widowhood, when the simple
truth would have been much more appealing. Itdidn't make sense.

 The next morning, she had managed to hide theevidence of her recently-lost virginity. The little innocent
really thought her ruse had gone undetected,and she meant to keep it that way. But why? What was her
real story, anyway? Was she running awayfrom someone? From the law? Did she really have nointention
of marrying him? Was that also a lie? Hewas consumed by curiosity.

 Those splendid amethyst eyes turned his way, andshe smiled shyly at him. Hell, there was no reason he
couldn't keep her as long as he needed her. Five minutes later Emery walked in, but he wasn't alone.
Lucas groaned at the sight of the Newcombs. He waspuzzled. Emery had told him that Sam insisted no
one learn about the sale of his ranch, not yet. Howwould Sam handle being caught in the lawyer's com
pany? For that matter, Emery looked quite uncomfortable. Handling things from afar was one thing,but
being thrust to the forefront of a colossal swindle was another. It had taken Lucas a long time to find a
lawyer whose scruples wouldn't be a problem forwhat he had in mind. He hadn't considered that Emery
and Sam Newcomb might meet face to face.

 Just then, Samuel Newcomb was wishing he wereanywhere but where he was. It had been Fiona's idea
to come to dine at the hotel with his business associate, which was what he had told Fiona Emery Bus-
kett was, merely an associate. And wouldn't youknow, she had spotted Holt and his fiancée and was
making her way to their table. Of all the rotten luck.

 Damn. He hadn't wanted Luke to know that theman who was handling their mutual investment wasin
town. He would certainly wonder why he wasthere, and he might put two and two together andsee what
Sam was up to. Sam was buying the newblock of stock in Fiona's maiden name so none of theoriginal
investors would know he was after the controlling interest. If that fact were known, someone else might
get the same idea and go for thecontrolling interest himself. Sam had been so careful, and now this. He
wasn't worried that Holt wouldcome up with a very large investment, but there was the possibility that he
might know some of the otherinvestors and tell them what Sam was up to.

 When the time came for expansion, Sam would di
rect that expansion to Newcomb. His dream of the
town he had founded being a huge city one day was a
possibility. And with profits pouring in, he could buy
back all his properties pretty soon.       |H|

 That would be the easy part, once the absentee   *¦buyers that Emery was coming up with found outthat
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Newcomb was at present on its way to becominga ghost town. Sam had promised Emery a sizable  ^^
profit to keep that information to himself. That was  |Hwhy he had insisted on Emery coming to
Newcomb.      'He wasn't going to broach such a delicate matterthrough the mail. If he hadn't been able
to buy thelawyer, Sam would simply have got rid of him anddealt with someone else. But Emery had
gone alongwith everything. He had assured Sam that he andLuke weren't close friends. Besides, Holt's
investment would be salvaged by the deal Sam was making, so he couldn't very well complain when he
finally heard about it.

 "What a pleasant surprise," Fiona was saying."We certainly didn't expect to find you here, Luke—and of
course your charming fiancee," she murmured. Her pale blue eyes lit on Sharisse withunconcealed
contempt. "Whatis your name, dear?"She dismissed her, smiling at Lucas. "You poor man. I suppose the
hotel is the only place you can get a decent meal these days."

 Sharisse was shocked by the blatant insult. Theproper thing she wanted to do was to be icily polite. That
was proper. But the way Fiona Newcomb wasdevouring Lucas with her eyes rubbed Sharisse thewrong
way, and what was proper went right out of her mind.

 Fortunately Lucas found his voice before she couldbare her claws. "I don't need an excuse to bring my
fiancee to dinner here, Fiona, but if you're curiousabout her skills in the kitchen, you might as wellknow
she puts your imported cook to shame."

 "How delightful," Fiona replied dryly.

 Sharisse beamed at the sweet lie. "Actually, Mrs.Newcomb, Lucas promised me an evening of hearing
the latest news from St. Louis. A friend of his is intown."

 "Not our Mr. Buskett?" Fiona asked. She lookedover her shoulder to see him approaching with Sam.

 "How did you know Emery was in town, Luke?" Sam asked suspiciously.

 "I happened to see him when I was here today. Butyou know how lawyers are when they're on a busi
ness trip—all work and no socializing. And since he'sonly passing through, I figured if I didn't bring Shar
isse to town tonight to meet him, she wouldn't getthe chance. But how didyou know he was in town?"

 "He, ah, came by the ranch to pay a courtesy call, introduced himself. After all, I'd never met the man,
and he is handling some affairs for me."

 "Is that right, Emery?" Lucas admonished in afriendly tone. "You wouldn't accept my invitation,but you
went to see Sam?"

 Emery was too flustered to find an answer, butSam had a ready response. "I'm sure he would have gone
out to your ranch if he hadn't seen you in townalready, Luke."

 "Well, of course." Emery found his voice. "Lucas,you didn't tell me you were getting married. If I had
known, I certainly would have gone to see you to offer my congratulations."

 Lucas smiled at the lawyer's quick recovery. Hemade the introductions. Fiona stood there, bristling,as
Emery kissed her rival's hand.

 "Hammond?" Emery said thoughtfully. "I havejust recently heard that name, but where?"
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 Sharisse tensed. He couldn't possibly have heard of her, but she changed the subject anyway.

 "I suppose I must be disappointed, if you've madea prior commitment for dinner, Mr. Buskett." She
glanced briefly at Sam and Fiona. "But perhaps youwill be coming through Newcomb again, and we can
meet?"

 "In order to enjoy your company, I will be sure toreturn," Emery replied smoothly.

 "Why wait?" Fiona interjected, seeing an opportunity to have the whole evening to use her wiles on
Lucas. "There's no reason why we can't all dine together, is there?" Fiona took the seat next to Lucas
before Sam could say no. "After all, we don't want todeprive the dear child of hearing all the latest gossip
from home. There'sso much that might have happened in the two weeks she's been here."

 Fiona's sarcasm was apparent to all, but Sharissedecide to feign ignorance. "You're too kind, Mrs.
Newcomb, and not just for sharing Mr. Buskett withus." She laughed. "Why, it's been simply ages since
anyone's called me a child. And I was beginning to feel quite old."

 "It must be your ungainly height that deceivespeople," Fiona said snidely. "But of course /was ableto see
how young you are. A woman can tell."

 "Ah, Mrs. Newcomb, you must stop flattering me.Really, twenty is not so young." She didn't dareglance
at Lucas for fear he was choking on what hewould think was a lie. "But perhaps when I am as old as you
are I won't have this problem of beingthought younger than I am. You don't have thatproblem, do you?"

 Sam almost laughed as he watched Fiona clamp her mouth shut. He and Emery pulled another table
close to make places for themselves. He knew whathis wife was up to. She had been a regular bitch
sincemeeting Sharisse Hammond. She just couldn't standit that she was no longer the prettiest belle in the
territory. On top of that, the new beauty had theman Fiona hankered for. Now if Luke would onlyhurry
and marry the girl and put an end to Fiona'shopes once and for all, Sam's life might be a littleeasier. He
signaled the waiter for a round of drinks,bracing himself for the evening.

 On the short side of thirty and considered quite the ladies man by his friends, Emery Buskett completely
forgot the reason for his being there and took thechair next to Sharisse. To find a woman of Miss
Hammond's style and breeding in this small townwas an unexpected delight, and he fully intendedto
monopolize her during dinner if Mrs. Newcombwould stop baiting her long enough so that he could.

 He was out of his league, he knew that. Sharissewas undoubtly from one of those rich St. Louis families
he had only read about in the papers. He couldn'trecall ever hearing the name Hammond, though.Not in
St. Louis. But wherehad he heard that name recently? Damn, he hated it when something eludedhim like
that.

 The drinks came, whiskeys for the gentlemen anda bottle of fine white wine for the ladies. Sam took it
upon himself to order dinner for everyone, and themeal progressed amiably enough while Fiona fixed her
attention on Lucas and Sharisse managed to foolthe engaging Emery Buskett into believing sheknew
exactly what he was talking about as he toldher this and that about St. Louis society.

 She didn't know that Lucas was paying more attention to her conversation than to Fiona's. Hewas
amused by her performance, but Emery's unconcealed admiration of her was more than he'dbargained
for. The man wasn't half bad looking, andhe presented a dandified air that she probably feltright at home
with. He would remind her of everything she had left behind. Damn, why the hell had heever thought of
getting Sharisse and Emery together? What a dumb thing to do.
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 "Marcus Hammond!" Emery exclaimed suddenly,embarrassed when everyone stared at him. "I'msorry.
You know how it is when something gets onthe tip of your tongue but won't go any further? Thatwas the
name I couldn't remember earlier."

 "Well, don't stop there, Mr. Buskett," Fiona saiddryly.

 "Oh, it was nothing," Emery replied.

 "Any relation to you, dear?" Fiona asked Sharisse, obviously without any interest at all.

 "No," Sharisse said, a bit too loudly. She had beenable to mask her expression, but her voice was an
other matter. She kept her eyes lowered as sheadded, "I'm afraid I've never heard of Marcus Ham
mond."

 Emery decided to tell the story. It might be entertaining. "This is some rich eccentric from New York.A
friend of mine from there and a host of other men areall in peril of losing their jobs if they don't find the
eccentric's daughter. My friend, Jim, works for oneof the larger detective agencies in New York, yousee.
The reward for this girl is so ridiculously largethat his boss wants resultsor else."

 "New York?" Lucas said thoughtfully. "What'sthe girl's name?"

 Sharisse wanted to crawl under the table.

 "I'm afraid I never asked the daughter's name,"Emery answered.

 "Was the girl kidnapped, Mr. Buskett?" Sharisse ventured, realizing that if she didn't show some in
terest, Lucas would wonder why not.

 "No, a runaway, actually, which was why Jimcould do nothing but complain about his assignmentwhen
he came by to see me last week. He has fourstates to cover, and little hope of success. It's just tooeasy
to get lost in a country this size, too easy tochange your name or your appearance. They knowthe girl left
New York by train with a fortune in jewelry that would take her just about anywhere she feltlike going.
But Jim figures she doubled back and ishiding out in one of those fancy hotels in New York.That's his
theory."

 "Why?" Fiona asked.

 "She was born in New York and lived there all herlife. Aside from a trip to Europe, she's never been out
of the state. Why would she leave the only home sheknows just because of a disagreement with her fa
ther? That's what made her take off. Jim's complaintis that he thinks the girl will return by herself andno
one will collect that huge reward, so he was sentwest for nothing."

 "This is all fascinating, Mr. Buskett," Fiona saidinnocently. "Especially when we have our own Miss
Hammond sitting right here. If Luke hadn't told usthat she was from St. Louis, why, I would wonder if
she weren't this spoiled little rich girl running awayfrom her father."

 Sharisse forced herself to appear calm. She wantedto scream. The woman was only being bitchy, but
shewas doing more damage than she could ever know.Lucas's expression indicated that.

 Her eyes darkened to violet, but her lips were fixedin a smile. "Why would you say a thing like that,Mrs.
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Newcomb? Such a fanciful notion I might expect from the senile, or from someone who had imbibed
too much. But you're notthat old, and you'vebarely touched your wine. So what excuse do you have for
making a ridiculous speculation like that?"

 Fiona came half out of her chair. "Why you little-"

 "Now, now," Sam interrupted, chuckling. "Whydon't you call it a draw, Fiona?"

 "But-"

 "Forget it," he said forcefully. "Go powder yournose or something while I order you a dessert to coolyou
off."

 She left in a great spurt of indignation. But Sharisse rose immediately afterward.

 "My nose could use a little powdering as well. If you will excuse me, gentlemen?"

 "Sharisse."

 She deliberately ignored the warning note in hisvoice. "Don't worry, Lucas, I won't get lost. I'll justfollow
the sound of the door that just slammed."

 With a brilliant smile, she left the table and wasgone before he could call her back. Now to see howMrs.
Newcomb handled herself in a private confrontation.

 Lucas sat there scowling, drumming his fingers on       !the table. Sam, on the other hand, could barely
contain his amusement. Emery was simply perplexed.

 After a moment, the noise coming from around thecorner in the ladies' retiring room, though muffled,was
still loud enough to make Lucas jump to his feet.

 "Oh, let them be." Sam stopped him, his good hu
mor increasing. "What harm can a couple of women
do to each other?"       

 "That's hardly the point," Lucas snapped.      

 "Have a heart, for my sake," Sam cajoled. "If Fiona doesn't get this out of her system, she's going to jbe
pure hell to live with. And, really, what harm can

 they do to each other? Women don't resort to violence. Shouting abuse is their specialty."

 He was right, Lucas reasoned. Slowly he sat downagain. The shouting died down. The sound of a door
slamming signaled that whatever had happened wasover with. Yet neither woman returned. Lucas's anx
iety mounted again.

 He was about to rise once more when the deskclerk brought Sam the message that Mrs. Newcombhad
retired to their suite.

 "Without any more explanation than that?" Samdemanded.
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 The clerk knew his boss well enough to grin."Well, sir, I don't think you'd care to hear the rest of what
Mrs. Newcomb had to say."

 Sam cleared his throat. "No, I don't suppose Iwould." He dismissed the man, turning to Emery and
Lucas. "Please forgive my wife, gentlemen. She's not usually so rude."

 "So you're staying here at your hotel tonight,Sam?" Lucas commented.

 "Yes. I'm thinking seriously about moving into town permanently," he replied. "Maybe that'swhat's
wrong with Fiona. She's been so bored at theranch, she doesn't know what to do with herself."

 Lucas silently congratulated Sam on coming upwith that plausible excuse. He had been wonderinghow
Sam would explain the move without admittingthat he had sold the ranch.

 "You could always dismiss your servants," Lucaschuckled. "That would give Fiona something to do."

 "Ha! She'd leave with them. No, I'm afraid I'vespoiled that women terribly. Make sure you don'tmake
the same mistake, Luke, with your pretty little gal."

 "Spoil Sharisse? I'd have to take her back East todo that. She's not exactly suited to this kind of life."

 "You thinking of moving away then?" Sam's interest perked.

 "I thought you just advised me not to spoil her."

 "So I did." Sam couldn't manage to hide his disappointment.

 The clerk was back again, his message for Lucasthis time. "Your intended sends her apologies, Mr.Holt,
for not returning. I don't think she's feelingwell."

 "Where is she?"

 "Waiting for you out front in your carriage."

 "Hope it wasn't anything Fiona said," Sam offered, and the three men stood up to leave.

 Lucas was just angry enough to say, "Undoubtedly it was, and you and I both know why. I'm sickand
tired of it. She's your wife now. Whatever sheand I had once is over. See that she finally understands
that, Sam. Because if I have to, I'll damn wellwring her neck—especially after tonight."

 Lucas left Sam to explain that to Emery any wayhe chose to tell it.

  

  

 Chapter 23

  

 SHARISSE couldn't stop crying. It was such a sillything to do, something she hadn't done since her
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disastrous affair with Antoine. But wasn't her behavior tonight just as stupid? Never in all her lifehad she
acted like that. She was afraid she didn'tknow herself anymore, afraid this impetuous adventure was
changing her in ways she couldn't stop.Certainly that was the reason for these tears thatwouldn't stop.

 Lucas found her like that, her face hidden in herhands and her shoulders shaking. She was crying
soundlessly. If she had been wailing loudly he mighthave thought it was a female ploy for attention, butthis
silent suffering disturbed him. A feeling long dormant rose up to overwhelm him, the instinct toprotect and
defend his own.

 "Sharisse?"

 Her head jerked up at the sound of his voice. Shehad hoped to hear him, to have time to compose her
self. Why had he come upon her so silently? She wasmortified. She'd meant to keep her face averted,
too,and conceal her left cheek. Yet here she was facinghim, and what she hadn't wanted to happen was
happening. His expression changed from concern to unmistakable fury as he saw the vivid mark on her
cheek.

 For a breathless moment, Sharisse wasn't surewho his anger was directed at. Then he exploded."I'll kill
her!"

 "But I'm not hurt, Lucas," Sharisse assured him.

 "Then why are you crying so hard?"

 "Because of what I did. Oh, it was just awful!" Fresh tears erupted. "I shouldn't have followed her.I
should have listened to you. But I never thought she would attack me."

 He sat down next to her and pulled her into hisarms. "Fiona lives by a different set of rules thanyou do,
honey. I thought you realized that."

 "How could I? I'm accustomed to civilized women.I only meant to find out why she was baiting me and
to let her know my tolerance was at an end. Butwhen she slapped me, oh, I don't know what cameover
me. I...I hit her back, Lucas. I'm so sorry."

 He set her away from him, amazed. "Your instinctwas only natural," he told her softly. "It's nothingto cry
over and certainly no more than Fiona deserved."

 "But you don't understand," she cried. "I think Ibroke her nose!" Shocked, he burst out laughing."Lucas
Holt, it's not funny!"

 "God, yes, yes it is," he laughed. "She insultedyou, hit you, and you're crying because she got morethan
she bargained for. It's funny, believe me."

 "But a broken nose, Lucas."

 "Did you hear the bone break?"

 "Well, no. But she was bleeding. And she looked atme as if I'd killed her."

 "Well, of course," he said. "She wasn't expectingthe civilized city girl to fight back. Stop fretting overit,
honey. If she was hurt that badly, she'd havescreamed the hotel down."
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 "Do you really think so?" she asked hopefully.

 "Yes. I think so."

 Sharisse brought out her handkerchief from herreticule. She was calmer.

 "I'm sorry I left so rudely. I hope you extended myapologies."

 "I did more than that where Sam was concerned.The man should have more control over his wife," he
said roughly. "Why'd she slap you?"

 Sharisse considered all that had been said leadingup to the fight, and her back stiffened. But her
expression was innocent when she looked at Lucas.

 "All I did was suggest that if she had been as satisfying a mistress as she believed, then you wouldhave
continued the relationship instead of lookingfor a wife."

 Lucas flinched. "So she told you?"

 "Actually, what she said was that she hadhad youfirst, and she couldhave you again if she wanted you.
She's rather . . . coarse."

 "Did you believe her?"

 "I saw no reason to doubt such a blatant claim."The iciness in her manner was becoming more pro
nounced.

 "I'll be damned." Lucas grinned. "You're jealous,aren't you? That's why you socked her."

 "Don't be absurd," Sharisse declared hotly. "Butyou could have warned me, Lucas. Where I comefrom,
a man doesn't force his fiancee to dine with hisex-mistress."

 "Damn it, she was never my mistress, Sharisse. Isaw her occasionally, not on a regular basis, and not
exclusively. She made it clear she was available, andwe had some good times. That's all there was to it.
When she married Newcomb, that finished it. Herboasting that she can have me again is wrong. I don't
mess with other men's wives."

 "And if she weren't married?"

 He smiled. "Why would I want her when I haveyou?"

 Sharisse blushed and looked away. But her voicewas firm as she ventured, "If she gave you such a good
time, why didn't you marry her?"

 "If a man married every woman he fooled aroundwith, he'd end up with a passel of wives, honey. Are
you really going to make me account for everything Idid before you got here?"

 "You didn't answer my question, Lucas. Whydidn't you marry her when you had the chance?"

 "I could say that I thought she wouldn't make agood wife, but the fact is I simply wasn't looking for awife
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back then. Now, does that appease your jealousy?"

 "I wasn't jealous," she insisted.

 "Of course not," he said smoothly, enjoying himself.

 She gasped. "Oh, I could just scream! Take mehome, Mr. Holt. I've had too much of your stimulating
conversation this evening."

 "Yes, ma'am." He chuckled and whipped thebuggy into motion.

 The ride took place in silence. When they reached the ranch, he turned the buggy over to Mack and es
corted Sharisse to the house. She waited only long enough for Lucas to get a lamp lit so she could seeher
way to her room. His blunt question, just as sheentered her room stopped her in her tracks.

 "Who is Joel?"

 She stopped, then swung around. "Where did youhear that name?"

 "From you."

 Her mind raced. "I don't talk in my sleep, do I?"

 "No, but you mumble a lot when you're drunk."

 There wasn't any humor in his voice. And his expression was somber. She was instantly wary.

 "Joel is a friend, Lucas. Someone I grew up with.Why? What did I say?"

 "You told your father that you didn't want tomarry him. That Stephanie loves him, not you."
Hewalked toward her as he spoke, stopping too close toher, forcing her to meet his eyes. "Is that why
youran away from your father, Sharisse?"

 "No," almost slipped out, but then she realizedwhat his question implied. "You think I'm that girlMr.
Buskett was telling us about, don't you?"

 "Aren't you?"

 "I believe I answered that question earlier tonight," she replied stiffly. "But before you doubt meany
more, I should tell you that my father's name isJohn Richards. Hammond was my married name."How
adept she was becoming. "I suppose I shouldhave made that clear before, but it didn't seem important."

 "Antoine Hammond?"

 "Certainly not! I despise Antoine!" she said forcefully, losing her temper. Then she caught herself. "I
suppose I mentioned Antoine, too, that night I dranktoo much?"
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 "You did."

 "What exactly did I say to make you think he wasmy husband?"

 "You called him your love."

 "Oh," she said. How was she going to explainthat?

 "Which is it, Sharisse?" he asked softly. "Did youlove Antoine, or despise him?"

 He ran a finger along her jaw, down her neck,to her shoulder, resting his hand there with justenough
pressure to prevent her from turning away.He meant to hold her there until he got the answer.Maybe it
was time for the truth, or part of it.

 "Antoine was a man I met a long time ago, Lucas.I was young and naive, and he was worldly, romantic,
and terribly handsome. I thought I was in love,when actually I had simply reached the age where Iwas
ready to fall in love. So I was susceptible to the first man who extended any effort to win me. I realize
that now, but at the time I was too enchanted toquestion anything." Bitterness crept into her manner, and
her eyes darkened with memory. "Antoineturned out to be a scoundrel of the worst kind, a liar,a
deceiver. He..."

 Sharisse blanched as she realized she had just described what she herself had become. If Lucas ever
found out how she had lied to him, deceived him . . .

 "He what?"

 She lowered her eyes. "He... he wanted only onething from me. Luckily I learned of his perfidy intime."

 "You mean you saved your virginity in time."

 Her eyes flew back to meet his.

 "Yes," she replied softly.

 "But you gave your heart away freely. I was underthe misconception that your husband was the onlyman
in your past. How many others did you fancy yourself in love with besides Antoine?"

 Her temper was ignited by his teasing. How darehe make light of that humiliating experience? Shewas
reminded of Fiona and how casually he treatedhis past dalliances. Yet he dared to question her?

 She smiled sweetly and gave a little shrug. "You can't expect me to answer such a question, Lucas.I'm
not the sort of woman who keeps count."

 "That many, eh?" He chuckled.

 She gritted her teeth in exasperation. The rogue.He knew very well what she was up to. But it was too
late to change" her tune now. And she still wanted toget his goat.

 "Yes, that many. Can I help it if I'm fickle?"

 He shook his head in mock sympathy. "So manyloves, and only one husband to show for it—so far. So

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


who do you love now, Shari?"

 His lips closed over hers. He didn't expect an answer. Love had nothing to do with them, He was the
kind who wouldn't care if she loved him, as long ashe got what he wanted. But she wasn't going to let
him—not again. She didn't want . . . him to...make love . . .

 The moment her arms closed around his neck insurrender, Lucas swept her off her feet and carried her
to her bed. His little virgin. She might not lovehim—and she might be an exceptional liar—but herbody
didn't lie. She was his. For now, anyway.

  

 Chapter 24

  

 SHARISSE stretched languorously and openedO her eyes. It took her a moment to realize that thebare
male chest she was looking at wasn't alien toher anymore. She knew she should be appalled, dev
astated. To have shared her bed with a man allnight, to wake up beside him just as if they weremarried
when in fact they were not! He was notobliged to marry her just because he had taken her virginity. Why,
he didn't even know the truth aboutthat.

 Truly, she ought to have been a little indignantthat he was still there in her bed, that he was gettingall the
benefits of a wife without actually bindinghimself to her, but the truth was that she would havebeen
terribly disappointed if he had left after making such glorious love to her. And she rather liked having him
there to snuggle close to.

 She knew it would be dangerous for her to analyzewhy she felt the way she did. If she thought for a
minute that she might be falling in love with Lucas,she would panic. No arrogant man like her fatherwas
going to control her for the rest of her life, evenone whose arrogance was as subtle as Lucas's.

 No, it was safer to think she was perhaps immoral.Oh, not really in a bad sort of way. Good heavens,
she was twenty, a woman with a mind of her own.Why should she have to wait until she found a hus
band to experience the ecstasy that Lucas had shownher? Why should she deny herself that pleasure just
because they weren't married?

 Sharisse smiled at her rationalizations. She was really becoming corrupt. But just then, looking atthe
broad expanse of Lucas's chest, she didn't care.

 How different he looked when he was asleep. Itwas the first time she had seen him sleeping, thefirst time
she'd been able to look and take her timeabout it. She liked what she saw, the corded musclesrunning
along his chest and bare arms, the way his chest hair curled down to a point on his stomach.Even
relaxed, he was powerful. His chin was slack,with a slight shading of whisker growth, his browsmooth,
with an unruly lock of coal-black hair falling across it.

 She was disconcerted to suddenly realize thatwithout the usual grin curling his lips and the laughter in
those jewel-like eyes, he could very well be hisdangerous brother lying there.

 Now why had that thought occurred to her? Shehadn't thought about Slade since she and Lucas had
returned from the mountains. She'd been relievednot to find Slade waiting for them at the ranch. Butit was
true. With the eyes closed and the face relaxed, there wasn't a single difference betweenthem.
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 Twins. Remarkable what different experiences could do to two brothers, making one as dangerous asa
coiled rattlesnake and the other a loveable rogue.One took her feelings into consideration, the other ar
rogantly disdained them.

 Sharisse quickly looked away, afraid to continuewith that train of thought. She caught sight ofCharley in
his porcelain bowl, and she grinned at hisexpression. He actually looked disgruntled. Well,Charley had
never taken to Lucas, always growlingsoftly when Lucas got near her. She supposed hewasn't too
pleased to find Lucas in what he no doubtconsidered his personal domain.

 At that moment Charley jumped out of his bowl and then out the window, as if he had only waiteduntil
he got her attention so he could make his displeasure felt, and now he was showing her what hethought
of her promiscuous behavior. Well! To be snubbed by one's own cat.

 "Good morning, beautiful."

 Sharisse turned to Lucas,with a start. "How many times must I ask you not to call me that?" she said,
exasperated.

 "Don't scold, honey, not so early in the morning."He pulled her down, and in one quick movement hewas
on top of her, grinning devilishly. "And whycan't I call you beautiful?"

 "Because your brother did, and it reminds me ofhim," she retorted with as much dignity as she could
muster.

 His lips brushed hers teasingly, and then hekissed those tender, perfectly shaped breasts. "Well,I don't
want that, at least not when I'm making loveto you. I don't care to be jealous of my own brother."

 "Are you a jealous man, Lucas?"

 Between soft kisses, he murmured, "Don't know."

 "Then why did you say that?"

 "Let's just say, when you're with me, I want to besure you're with me completely. Understand?"

 "I can barely think at all now, Lucas," she whispered.

 Her eyes closed and she moaned softly as he movedlower, his lips nuzzling her belly, his hands gripping
her sides, raising her off the bed so that her head fellback. She was lost in sensation, whirling inside a tide
that he deftly stirred.

 She nearly cried out as he stopped. When sheopened her eyes, he was looking her over in a way that
made her feel worshiped, adored, and wanted,definitely wanted. This man was not after her moneyor her
virginity. There was no ulterior motive behind his lovemaking. He simply wanted her—for herself. The
feeling thrilled her, striking a chord of warmth in her that had never been touched before.

 "God, you're beautiful."

 "I'm beginning to think you really think so," shesaid breathlessly.
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 His eyes locked with hers. "But you don't thinkso?"

 "Oh, Lucas, stop talking," she moaned. Shereached for his head and pulled him down to her.

 He laughed deeply. She wanted him now, but hewanted to savor her, explore her. He wanted to make
her pleasure the sweetest yet.

 His lips claimed hers in a searing kiss, while his hands found her most sensitive places. He learned what
delighted her most as he brought her to one exquisite height after another. He also learned thatwhere
Sharisse was concerned, there was as much pleasure in giving as in taking. Before the morningwas over,
he had broken down the last of her inhibitions. It was an experience neither of them would forget.

  

 Chapter 25

  

 SHARISSE dropped the petticoat she had beenO washing as Lucas came around the side of thehouse
into the backyard. He was carrying Charleycurled in his arms. He was grinning, and Charleywas purring.
Sharisse had to wonder if she weren'timagining things.

 But the moment Charley got a whiff of her scent,he let out a terrible howl and fought like a demon toget
out of Lucas's arms. Once loose, he jumpedthrough her bedroom window.

 "I had a feeling he'd do that," Lucas said as hestraddled the rug-beating rail near her. "I couldn'tfigure out
why he and I didn't hit it off. See, I usuallyhave a way with animals. It runs in the family. But Ifinally
figured out what was wrong."

 "What?"

 "When was the last time Charley had a female?"

 "Lucas!"

 He laughed. "I'm serious. He's a male and needs a female just like all males do. But with none available,
he's been using you as a substitute."

 "Don't be absurd."

 "That cat sees me or anyone else who gets near you as a rival."

 "Nonsense," she insisted. "I told you he justdoesn't like strangers."

 "Then why did Charley just come up to me in thebarn as friendly as can be? Because you weren'tthere
for him to fight over."

 "You mean he really came to you?"

 "You saw for yourself that he let me carry him."
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 "But if what you say is true, where am I going tofind a female for him out here?"

 "I don't think Newcomb has any other cats, but Ican send wanted notices to the nearby towns and see
what we come up with. I need to take the buggy backtoday, anyway, so go change clothes and come
withme."

 "But then how will I get back from town?"

 "You'll ride a horse. It's time you had a riding lesson, anyway."

 She turned away from him and went back to scrubbing her petticoat. "I think I'll stay here. You don't
need me with you to place those notices."

 "But I want your company."

 "I've got too much work to do, Lucas."

 "Go put on those pants I bought you, Sharisse."

 Her head shot up. "I will not wear those pants, especially to town!" How dare he order her?

 "I didn't buy them for you not to wear them.You're going to put them on."

 "I won't," she replied adamantly, shaking herhead.

 He got up slowly and started toward her. Shejumped back, bringing the soaking petticoat withher,
holding it out before her as if it were a weapon.

 "You want to make a little wager, honey?" heasked softly. "You want to bet that you will go totown with
me, and wearing those pants? You want tobet that I'll put them on you myself if you won't doit?"

 Her eyes widened. "You wouldn't."

 When he took another step toward her, she dashedfor the house. Before she reached the back door, he
caught her.

 "All right!" she cried. "I'll do it, but put medown!"

 He did, and Sharisse was enraged to see him grinning. "Don't be too long about it, or I'll think you still
want my help."

 "Lucas Holt, you're a tyrant!" she snapped.

 He walked away, calling back over his shoulder,"No, I'm not. I just can't bear to be parted from you
today."

 "Oh, I could just scream!" And she did.

 Two hours later they returned the buggy to Pete'sLivery and Corral and stabled the two horses that
would take them back to the ranch. Sharisse waswearing her traveling suit, the jacket over the shirtLucas
had bought her, the horrid pants concealed beneath the skirt. Lucas laughed at her compromise, the
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loathsome brute.

 But she hadn't been able to stay angry with him.That was one thing about this rogue that was different
from any other man she knew. She could be utterly furious, but he had only to grin and tease andcajole
and she would forget what she had been angryabout.

 Lucas left her at the mail dispatch office while hewent to see if Emery's stage had left on schedule that
morning. "There was something I forgot to tell him yesterday," he explained, "and if the stage is late as
usual, it will save me having to write him about it."

 "What am I supposed to do while I'm waiting foryou?"

 "Make three copies of the notice, and I'll pay to post them when I get back. You know better than Ido
how to describe the kind of feline Charley willlike. Wilber will give you paper and pen. And checkto see
if we've got any mail while you're there."

 "But wouldn't the mail have been delivered to theranch?"

 He shook his head. "You have to pick the mail uphere."

 "You mean I could have had a letter sitting hereand not even known it?" She was horrified.

 Lucas gone, she quickly went inside the office andspoke to Wilber at his desk. As quickly as her hopes
had risen, they were dashed. No letter from Stephanie. There were two letters for Lucas, one from
Monsieur Andrevie, New Orleans, and the other fromEmery Buskett in Newcomb. She grinned. She
supposed Emery had forgotten to tell Lucas something,too.

 She composed her inquiries carefully. Imagine, advertising for a mate for Charley. It took a man who
had advertised for a mail-order bride to think of ordering a cat the same way. It also took a male tothink
of a male's needs. She sighed. She had never thought of getting a mate for Charley. A lady didn'tthink of
things like that. Did she?

 Lucas did find Emery at the depot, just as thestage rolled in.

 "It was good of you to come see me off, Lucas."

 "Don't flatter yourself." Lucas grinned. "I had tobring back a buggy I hired." He helped Emery loadhis
trunk onto the back of the stage.

 "I left a letter for you," Emery said, "explaining indetail my meeting with Newcomb.".

 "Good, but there's something else I want you to do,aside from what you're working on now."

 "Anything, Lucas," Emery replied eagerly. "That'swhat you're paying me for."

 "That friend of yours, the detective?"

 "Jim?"

 "Yes. I want you to find him as soon as you getback."
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 "I doubt he'll still be in St. Louis, Lucas."

 "I don't care if he's on his way back to New York,just find him. I want you to get the rest of the infor
mation he has on that Hammond girl. I want hername, description, everything he knows about her."

 "Is she related to your fiancée after all?"

 "Sharisse isn't sure, but she remembered havingsome cousins in New York, people her family losttouch
with. She'd like to find out more about the girl."

 "It will be a pleasure to oblige such a beautifulyoung woman," Emery said agreeably. "I'm justsorry you
didn't bring her to town so I could tell herso myself. I would have loved seeing her."

 "You forget that she's spoken for," Lucas said, asudden cold edge to his tone.

 Emery grinned. "A woman like that is worthstealing, Lucas, even from one's friends." His smilewidened
as Sharisse caught his eye. "Ah, so you didbring her."

 Lucas looked down the street. Sharisse had just stepped out onto the sidewalk, and not twenty feet
away, Leon Waggoner was making his way towardher.

 "Have a safe trip, Emery," Lucas said absently ashe walked away.

 "But, Lucas..."

 Emery fell silent, knowing when he'd been dismissed. A strange man, Lucas Holt. Agreeable most
times, sometimes coldly indifferent. He had stopped trying to figure Lucas out. It didn't matter what kind
of man he was, as long as the pay was good. And it certainly was good.

  

 Chapter 26

  

 SHARISSE barely had time to shield her eyes fromthe glare of the sun before the clink of spurs made
her turn around. The cowboy stopped as sheturned. He was stocky, not young but not old, either.
Something about the way he looked at her made heruneasy. Had she met him at Samuel Newcomb's
party? If so, she didn't remember him.

 "Miss Hammond, ain't it?"

 "Have we met, sir?"

 He hooked his thumbs in his gunbelt, his stancerelaxed yet belligerent, wary. "No, I guess I'm aboutthe
only one in town you ain't had the pleasure ofmeetin'. But that's easily rectified. Name's Leon,ma'am. I'm
top foreman out at the Newcomb ranch.And you're even prettier than I been hearin'. Yes, ma'am, you
surely are."

 Sharisse knew she had heard the name, butwhere? The very idea of his approaching her likethat, let
alone his manner!
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 "Mr. Leon, if we haven't been properly introduced-"

 "It's Leon Waggoner," he said. "And I introducedus just now. I would have met you at the boss's party,
only I missed it, thanks to your man and the shinerhe gave me. I couldn't show my face for nearly a
week."

 "You're the man Lucas fought with!" Sharissegasped.

 "He told you, did he? I suppose he thinks he wonthat fight. Well, it was nothin' but a lucky punch. Ibet
he didn't tell you he caught me when I'd had toomany drinks, did he? What'd you do to him to makehim
come lookin' for a fight?"

 "Me? How dare you, sir! I don't approve of fisticuffs."

 "What's fisticuffs mean, ma'am?"

 "Good day, Mr. Waggoner."

 He grabbed her arm. "Don't turn your back on me,woman," he growled. "That ain't good manners."

 "I think it was your mother who neglected toimpart manners, Leon."

 They both started at the sound of that voice. Lucasstood, feet apart, hands at his sides. His face was
granite-hard, matching his voice.

 Leon released her arm. "Your woman ain't veryfriendly, Holt."

 "Maybe she's just particular about who she talks to."

 Leon tensed. Something about Lucas just thengave him pause. The man was too calm, deadly calm.

 "It ain't finished between us, Holt. If you didn'thave the lady with you..."

 "Don't let that stop you, Leon. If you want to havea go at me right now, fine with me. If you'd rather go
for your gun, that would suit me, too. I'll oblige youeither way."

 Sweating, Leon shook his head. "You're crazy!You ain't been the same ever since she come. I'll lookyou
up when you're back to normal. I ain't fightin'no crazy man."

 Lucas watched Leon hurry away. Perhaps hewasa little crazy. He knew only that when Leon put his
hand on Sharisse, he had wanted to shoot that handoff.

 He turned toward Sharisse, ready to calm her ifshe was upset. But those beautiful amethyst eyesglittering
with anger was the last thing he'd expected to see. Hadn't she been afraid?

 Sharisse was indeed angry, but it was a nervousreaction to Lucas, not to Leon. Watching him dealwith
Leon had made her realize what a paradox Lucas was. Had she been misled by his gentleness? Washe
made of the same savage stuff as his brother afterall?

 "How do you do it?" she accused harshly.
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 "Do what, Shari?"

 "You become just like Slade sometimes."

 "Do I?" He grinned. "Slade will be glad to knowthat."

 "Why?" she asked warily.

 "He taught me all I know. You don't think a tenderfoot like me could make it out here without a few
survival lessons, do you?"

 "You mean that was all a bluff?"

 "Of course. What else?"

 She frowned. "Why do I have the feeling that's notthe truth?"

 When he didn't answer, she asked, "Why do halfthe people in this town treat you cordially, while the
other half go out of their way to avoid you?"

 "You're imagining things, Sharisse."

 "No, I'm not," she insisted. His expression told herhe wasn't pleased by her observation, but she had to
know. "Why do they fear you, Lucas? Is there a reason?"

 "It's not me they fear, damn it. You know that."

 "It's Slade? And it bothers people that you look alike?"

 He didn't even bother to reply. "What I'd like toknow is why you've got Slade on your mind somuch."

 "But I don't have him on my mind."

 "Don't you? I think my brother made too much ofan impression on you."

 "If he impressed me with anything, it was that he was an arrogant, cold, heartless—"

 "That's a very strong impression."

 "Oh, nonsense!" she said in exasperation. "I toldyou I don't like him. I hope never to see him again.But I
can hardly help thinking about him at times when you're acting just like him."

 He stared hard at her. What was he thinking? Didhe suspect how close she had come to succumbing to
Slade's kind of persuasion?

 "Iam just like him in some ways, Sharisse," Lucastold her finally. "Maybe it's just as well you under
stand that."

 Now what the devil did that mean?
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 Chapter 27

  

 SHARISSE set down the lunch she had packed forLucas on the tack chest in the barn. He had toldher
curtly that morning that he and Billy would be riding up into the hills today to check on the foals.He hadn't
asked her to make him lunch, but shehoped he'd appreciate it.

 If she had thought, three weeks ago, that shewould end up trying to please this man, she'd havelaughed
at the absurdity of it. She had intended to bedisagreeable, to make him dissatisfied with her sohe would
send her back to New York. Well, he hadcertainly been dissatisfied ever since that run-in with Leon
Waggoner and their argument aboutSlade. He had barely spoken to her for five days, andhe had not
touched her once.

 It was just as well. Any day now she would be getting a letter from Stephanie and the money to get
home. So why was she even bothering with Lucas?

 What an impossible situation! Her feelings were so contradictory. She wasn't sure what she wanted
anymore. To physically desire a man she wouldn'tconsider marrying was terrible. What was wrongwith
her? She had to stop it, ignore the feelings hearoused in her. She had to get a grip on herself.

 Lucas wasn't in the barn, but Mack was. He was saddling his horse, and she frowned.

 "You're not going up into the hills with Lucas andBilly, are you, Mack?"

 He glanced at her. "No, ma'am. I'm headin' intotown for a couple things Luke forgot to pick up last
week."

 "You mean Willow and I will be here alone?"

 He understood. "No need to fret, gal. Luke'll be within shootin' distance if you need him. Anyonecomes
around here you don't recognize, you just firethat rifle he keeps over the fireplace and he'll hearyou."

 "Oh. Well, I didn't realize he kept the foals thatclose to here."

 "Any farther, and they might end up disappearin'."Mack chuckled. "Indians, you know," he added.

 Sharisse ignored that. "I guess there is nothing toworry about, then. But you won't be gone long, will
you?"

 "Nope. My days of stayin' over in town for certainunmentionable reasons is long past. I got all I need
right here in my own whiskey stash."

 Sharisse smiled. The old timer was always soblunt. "Can you check the mail for me while you'rein town?
I'm expecting a letter."

 "Sure thing, ma'am."

 No sooner did Mack ride out than Lucas came in the back of the barn leading two of the new mares.
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Billy was right behind him. The horses were only blanketed, and as Billy mounted one, Sharisse realized
they weren't going to saddle either horse.

 "Isn't it dangerous, riding that way?" she asked,just to break the silence.

 "This is their first ride with a man's weight onthem. They need to get used to that before we go adding a
forty-pound saddle."

 He was undoubtedly used to riding like that, soshe had no business worrying that he might fall off.She
didn't want to talk about horses, anyway. Hersingle experience sitting alone in the saddle the day they
returned from town had been most unpleasant.Her backside was still tender.

 "I made you lunch."

 She gave it to him and watched anxiously as heput it in his leather bags. He was wearing his moccasins
and a fringed buckskin shirt that stretchedtautly over his hard muscles. Watching the play ofthose muscles
had an effect on her, and she blushedfuriously. If he didn't relent soon, she was going to betempted to do
the unthinkable and make the firstmove herself.

 Sharisse was glad the light in the barn was dimwhen, finally, Lucas turned and looked at her. Their eyes
met, and she waited breathlessly for some kindof statement from him. But his eyes were unreadable.
"This won't take all day," he said easily.

 Her heart fell. "You'll be back in time for dinnerthen?" she managed.

 "Before then." He started to mount, looked back at her once more, then growled, "Oh, hell!"

 He yanked her to him and kissed her long andhard. When he leaned back, his eyes were soft, his
emotions obvious once again.

 "I haven't been sleeping well lately." The grin curled slowly. "I think maybe I've stewed longenough."

 "I think so, too."

 He was obviously reluctant to let her go, but hehad to. "Don't tire yourself out today," he told her ashe
pulled himself up on the horse.

 "I might make the same suggestion to you."

 He laughed delightedly as he rode away. Sharisse stood in the barn door smiling foolishly as she
watched him racing to catch up with Billy.

  

 Chapter 28

  

 SHARISSE had avoided thinking about her fathersince Emery Buskett had mentioned him. But with the
ranch nearly deserted all day and time onher hands, she found herself dwelling on Marcus.
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 Even if the means to leave came in the next fewdays, she couldn't go directly home, not yet. If the re
ward for her return was as large as Emery had said,then her father's rage was still at its height. It wasout
of the question to consider facing him until histemper cooled. But to be found by one of his detectives
and returned to him would be even worse. Soshe couldn't travel back to New York just yet.

 She might be able to stay with her aunt. SurelyAunt Sophie's house had already been checked forher,
and was unlikely to be checked again. And heraunt would take her side after she heard how unrea
sonable her brother-in-law had been about Joel.Aunt Sophie was a romantic.

 Another problem on Sharisse's mind was that she would have to confront Stephanie about her jewels.
Her sister had ended up costing her dearly, morethan she could have known. She could understandthe
desperation that had made Stephanie do it,though. And what had Sharisse really lost but herinnocence?
Truth to tell, she didn't miss it in theleast.

 She smiled as Lucas crept back into her thoughts.

 She wished the time wouldn't tick by so slowly. Anticipation was building.

 Sharisse strolled over to Willow's house, but aquick look inside showed that both mother and childwere
taking advantage of the quiet day to nap. Shewished she were tired enough to do the same, but she
wasn't.

 S,he sighed and headed for the backyard. The garden could always use watering. It was planted in
good mountain soil, but it still tended to dry out quickly in the heat, and it was hot today. The skylooked
almost white, without a single cloud.

 The bucket was down in the well. By the time shegot it raised she was ready for a drink herself and setit
on the ground to scoop up the water with herhands. In the second before her fingers disturbed the water,
a face appeared in the water's reflection,above her face.

 Sharisse jumped up so fast that her head knockedhis chin. The man grunted, and she gasped, and then
they were staring at each other. She was so terrifiedshe couldn't even muster a scream. An Indian-short,
dusty—looking at her as if he had never seen awhite woman. Was he as startled as she?

 Her hair seemed to fascinate him the most. Shehad let it down after Lucas left, remembering that heliked
it that way. But now this savage was reachingfor a lock falling over her shoulder. Was she going to be
scalped?

 Her voice failed her, but her reflexes didn't. Sheknocked the Indian's hand away, moving justenough to
see another Indian on a horse comingaround the side of the house. No! There were twoothers, and there
were more coming!

 She ran for the house and slammed the door shut.But one look at all the open windows told her it was
pointless to bolt the door. The rifle over the fireplacewas her only chance. Of course, she didn't know the
first thing about using it, but an only chance was anonly chance.

 The back door crashed open, and she raised theheavy rifle to her chest and aimed it at the door. Ittook
all her strength. The momentum of the heavy thing carried her around in a circle, and by the timeshe got it
aimed at the door again, there were seven Apaches crowding the room, their baleful expressions
freezing her.
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 Panic overwhelmed her, and her finger squeezedthe trigger. If she could wound one of them, theothers
might back off. But nothing happened. Shesqueezed harder. Still nothing happened. Worse,they could
see what she was trying to do and they began laughing at her.

 "It might help if you squeezed the trigger insteadof the guard."

 Sharisse whirled around to face the front door.It had quietly opened, and there he was. "Lucas!Thank
God!"

 But as she saw how he was dressed, she realized itwasn't Lucas. Still, she'd never been so relieved to
see anyone in her life—even Slade.

 He strode across the room and took the rifle.

 "Damn fool woman," he growled so low that only she could hear him. "Were you trying to get yourself
killed?"

 Her back stiffened. "I was protecting myself."

 He swore under his breath as he put the rifle backin its place. Then he said something to the Indians in
their own tongue, and they began to leave. When thelast one was out the door, she sank back against the
wall, color slowly coming back into her face.

 "You knew them?" she asked Slade.

 "Yes. I brought them here. A couple of their horseswon't make it all the way to Mexico, where they're
headed. They wanted replacements."

 As his words sank in, her temper exploded. "Soyou were here all along! You could have showed
yourself sooner! Why didn't you?"

 His brows drew together. "I don't think I like yourtone, woman."

 "You don't like it!" she shouted, coming away
from the wall and facing him squarely. "I don't give        '.

 a fig what you like! / don't like being scared to death.I

 I think you get some kind of perverted pleasure out of frightening women."

 "You're not making sense, you know."

 "I am making perfect sense!" she blazed. "Youscared me intentionally!"

 "You're hysterical. If you'd settle down, you'd realize you got scared over nothing. You weren't in any
danger."

 "Was I supposed to know that?"       »

 "I might ask you how I was supposed to know          I
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 you'd take one look at my friends and go crazy? Andas for your wanting to know where I was, Billy's
wifeheard us coming in and called out to me to say thatLuke wasn't here. Not even a minute passed
before Iheard you cry out and I ran to investigate. I couldn'thave told you I was here. No time."

 "A minute?" she gasped.

 Was that all the time that had passed? It probably
was. So he hadn't meant for her to get frightened. It
had just turned out that way. Oh, what an utter foolshe had made of herself, accusing him.        |

 "I...perhaps I owe you an apology," she saidlamely.

 "Forget it." He walked past her to the backdoor.After a moment staring at the corral, he informedher,
"They've picked out the horses they want."

 "Shouldn't Lucas be asked first?" Sharisse ventured.

 "Wouldn't make no difference," Slade replied."That's a raiding party out there. You either givethem what
they want and let them go on their way,or they take what they want and someone getshurt."

 No danger,he had said. "Nice friends you havethere," she said hotly.

 He glanced back at her. "Better my friends thanmy enemies."

 "Will they leave now?"

 He shouted something out the door and raised ahand in salute, then closed the door. "They've gone."

 "But aren't you going with them."

 He took off his hat and tossed it on the table. "I only met up with them this morning and rode alongwith
them since we were heading in the same direction. They came here for horses—and I came to seeyou."

 All of a sudden, the Indians were forgotten. "Youmean Lucas, don't you?"

 "No, I mean you. In fact, it suits me just fine thatLuke's not around."

 His eyes fixed on hers, a yellow-green so brightthey seemed to glow. His gaze held her immobile ashe
closed the space between them.

 "Lucas will be back soon," she told him in abreathless whisper.

 "So?"

 "So you've wasted your time coming here if it wasonly to see me." She managed to sound a bit bolder.

 "Why don't you let me be the judge of that."

 He reached for her, but her hands held him off."Don't, please. I've made a commitment to Lucassince I
saw you last. He and I...we've—"
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 "So he's bedded you." His mouth tilted mockingly."I told you before that makes no difference to me."

 She took a deep breath. "It does to me!"

 "Does it? Let's find out."

 He knocked her hands away and brought her uphard against him. His mouth came down on herswith
brutal fcB"ce. She squirmed, then gave up after amoment, for his arms were like steel. And then, un
bidden, her body began to respond to him. And justas suddenly, Slade shoved her away from him.

 Sharisse stumbled back against the wall, bewildered. Hadn't she been through this before? In the
mountains, just before they joined Billy? Then, too,Slade had kissed her only to release her. Was all of
this just a cruel game he was playing, or did he havea conscience after all?

 "Well, I guess the question has been answered,hasn't it?" Slade's voice sliced through her. "You'reas
fickle as a woman can be. Or is it that my brotherisn't enough man for you?"

 "What are you talking about?" she demanded angrily."You kissedme!"

 "But you kissed me back, woman!"

 So she had. Lord, what was wrong with her? Theywere two different men, not the same man. Why
couldn't she separate them? Well, when her sensesweren't being bombarded, she had no trouble sepa
rating them. It was only when they held her close that she couldn't control herself. Did she really desire
them both? No! She couldn't accept that aboutherself.

 "Why did you kiss me if you didn't want me to kissyou back?" she asked.

 "Did I say that?"

 "Oh, will you stop confusing me? You were angryabout it. You can't deny that."

 "You know me so well, do you?"

 His expression closed off, and a nervous chill ran down her spine. How did you deal with a man who
could instantly conceal even the most powerful of emotions? He might be in a murderous rage withouther
even knowing it.

 "What do you want from me, Slade?"

 "No pretenses. When I make love to you, I don'twant recriminations afterward."

 "You . . . you don't mean—?"

 His laugh cut her off, a most ominous sound. "Ididn't come all this way just to talk."

 "But I don't want you!"

 As soon as she said it, she remembered that he wasconvinced otherwise.

 "If. ..if I did respond to you, Slade, it was only because Lucas has ignored me lately."
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 His eyes rolled over her slowly. "If you're trying to tell me he's tired of you already, I'm afraid I don't be
lieve it."

 "I didn't say that. We had an—argument—becauseof you!"

 She wanted to kick herself.

 "I wonder why?" he said thoughtfully. "Maybe he figured out that you've been yearning for me all this
time."

 "How absurd! Must you always jump to the wrongconclusion? It was simply that he behaves like you
sometimes and I don't like it and I told him so. He'sas bad as you about drawing wrong conclusions. He
assumed . . . oh, I. willnot explain this to you!"

 "Why not? I'm fascinated."

 His amusement added to her frustration. "I believe you've missed my point," she said with as much
haughtiness as she could muster. "I don't like you oranything about you. You're a cold, callous man,
Slade, and I despise your arrogance. You remind meof my father, though he's not nearly as ruthless as
you are. I would be insane to want you when I haveLucas."

 "Even though he ignores you. Even though hemight continue to ignore you?"

 "Even if he never touches me again," she insisted."Because he's tender and thoughtful, and he wouldn'ttry
to take what I'm not willing to give."

 "But does he excite you the way I do, beautiful?"

 In a moment he reached her and wrapped his armsaround her. She was prepared to fight him, to prove
that she really didn't want him, but he did the unexpected, and once again she was thoroughly confused.
Instead of overwhelming her with hard passion, hemoved his lips on hers with exquisite tenderness. He
reminded her of Lucas so much that she reacted asshe would to Lucas.

 Slade ended the kiss, but he didn't move away. Hiseyes smoldered as they pierced hers, making her
melt.

 "You might think you prefer Luke, beautiful," he

 whispered, "but your body doesn't care which of us

 takes you to bed. You and I know that, I think it's

 time Luke knew it. Your bed is a good place for him

 "to find us when he gets here."

 "No!" she cried. He picked her up and carried her toward the bedroom. "Oh, please, Slade, you don't
understand. It's what neither of you understands.Will you listen to me!" She pounded on his chest until
he stopped and she had his attention. "When youkiss me, when he kisses me, it's the same. There's no
difference between you. I don't understand why, unless it's because you're twins. You both have the
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same power over me."

 "So you finally admit it?" His tone was not at alltriumphant.

 "What I am telling you is that if you stand awayfrom me and let me think clearly, I can say in allhonesty
that I prefer Lucas. You might be able to getwhat you want from me, but I hate you for it."

 "Is that supposed to bother me?"

 "Yes! I'mnot fickle!" She said this as much forherself as to convince him. "Lucas has made me his—not
legally, but his. One man is all I want."

 "That's what I came here to find out."

 "Do I have to beg you to leave me alone?"

 "Would you?" he asked softly.

 "Yes."

 Now he was triumphant. She saw it in his eyes. Hewanted to humiliate her on top of everything else.

 She had never met anyone so despicable. She beganto cry.

 "Is that necessary?" Slade said roughly.

 He set her down and moved away. Sharissecouldn't believe what was happening. Had shereally found
the means to hold him off? She criedharder.

 "Stop it, woman!" he demanded.

 "Will you leave me alone?"

 "Yes!"

 "You swear it?" she persisted between sobs. "Youwon't touch me again?"

 "I swear, damn it!"

 She quieted down. She had heard all she needed.She straightened her back and walked over to the
kitchen for a towel to dry her face. When she lookedback at Slade, he was scowling at her.

 "You know, beautiful, if I thought for one momentyou-"

 "You swore, Slade," she quickly reminded him.

 "So I did."

 He grabbed his hat and moved to the front door,then stood there with the door open, staring out atthe
mountains.
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 Impulsively she said, "It's too bad you and Lucasaren't one and the same, Slade. Then I wouldn't..."She
stopped, amazed at herself. Couldn't she leavewell enough alone?

 He didn't turn around to look at her, but she heard him laugh. "What? Be faced with wanting us both?"

 She didn't dare answer that. But she did feel a little vindictive after all he had put her through."You
know, there is a little of you in Lucas. I'vefound that out. But there's none of him in you. Go away, Slade.
Leave us alone."

  

  

 Chapter 29

  

 SHARISSE was sitting at the kitchen table when Lucas and Billy rode in late that afternoon. Shehad a
jug of brew before her, though she had no ideawhat it was. She had gone to Willow and asked herfor
something to calm her nerves, and Willow hadcomplied, though with misgivings. Sharisse didn't care what
she was drinking, because, with her cup near empty for the second time, she was calm.

 When she saw Lucas standing in the doorway, all she could see was those cursed moccasins, and her
heart plummeted, as she thought Slade was back. Butthis was Lucas. No more comparisons.

 "You got back early," she commented.

 "Actually, I'm late," Lucas replied, his gaze falling on the jug. "Hey, is that Billy's mescal you're
drinking?"

 Sharisse smiled. "I don't know what it is. It's not bad after the first few sips. And you can't be late.
Mack's not back yet, and he said he wouldn't belong."

 Lucas frowned. "Are you all right, Sharisse?"

 His concern warmed her. "Well, of course. Whyshouldn't I be?"

 "Willow said Slade was here."

 "Yes, your dear brother did pay us a call. But you know, Lucas, I think I might have misjudged Slade.
He's not such a bad sort really. Why, he didn't rapeme or kill me or anything."

 Lucas burst out laughing. "You're drunk!"

 "I am not!"

 He pulled her to her feet, catching her around thewaist. "This is not the kind of reception I was looking
forward to, honey," he told her huskily. "I'vebeen thinking about you all day, but how can I take
advantage of you when you're like this?"

 "Take advantage of me?" She frowned, then realization dawned. "Oh, that." She wrapped her arms
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around his neck. "Well, sir, if you don't, I'll neverforgive you."

 "Don't what?"

 "Take advantage of me. I insist."

 "Oh, well, if you insist."

 Sharisse squealed as he hefted her up onto his shoulder. He carried her straight into his bedroom and
tumbled her onto the bed.

 She held on to him as she fell, making sure hejoined her. How wonderful it felt to have him thereand not
to feel guilty about what she was feeling.What she felt was fire in her blood.

 "Oh, Lucas, I want you so much."

 Lucas tensed. "He does it to you every time,doesn't he?" he asked, eyeing her carefully.

 "Don't. Don't mention him," she pleaded. "It's youI want."

 His eyes searched hers for a long time before he answered, "Yeah, I guess you do, don't you?"

 He began kissing her, and she knew it would be allright. All she could think about was him, the heat of
his mouth, the feel of his body pressing against her.

 But he stopped suddenly, listening.

 "It's only Mack returning," she said as she heardthe hoofbeats.

 "There's more than one horse, Sharisse."

 "Company?" Her spirits sank. "But if we don't goout, they'll leave, won't they?"

 "I left the front door open."

 "You don't mean that whoever it is will just comeright in?"

 "Most folks do."

 They glanced together at the bedroom door. It wasopen, too. Lucas swore and got up off the bed.

 "Come on." He sighed. "You keep looking at melike that, and I'm going to shoot whoever is outthere."

 "Well, I wouldn't want you to do that, Lucas." Shegiggled.

 She turned away to straighten her clothes whileLucas went out into the other room. When she joinedhim,
she was surprised to see Samuel Newcomb.Mack was with them, and another man.

 Mack held out a letter to her. "Hope there was notrouble, ma'am," he said. "Didn't think I'd be goneso
long, but I got sidetracked by an old coot I ain'tseen in twenty years. We had us some reminiscin' todo."
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 Sharisse hardly heard him. She felt funny all of asudden. Here was what she had anxiously been waiting
for, her letter. But all she could think about wasLucas. Here was her escape, but there was Lucas.The
sudden thought of never again feeling his wonderful hands bringing her body to life brought onpanic.

 "Will you excuse me, gentlemen, for a few minutes? I have been waiting a long while for this letter."

 "Sharisse!"

 Lucas was annoyed at her rudeness in ignoringtheir guests, but she couldn't wait. "I'll only be aminute,
Lucas," she assured him, and fled to herroom.

 Dearest Rissy,

 You can't imagine how difficult it has been forme to find a way to get this letter to you. I havebeen
denied my freedom and denied visitors aswell. But Mrs. Etherton has taken pity on me, andshe promises
to help sneak Trudi into the house fora visit, so I will give this to Trudi to post. I didn'tdare ask one of the
servants, for they would tell Father.

 Rissy, it has been awful here. With you gone, thefull brunt of Father's anger had fallen on me, andI'm
afraid neither of us realized just how angry hewould be. He has cut me off from everything. Ican't go
anywhere or see anyone. Even the servants aren't supposed to talk to me. And I haven'tbeen able to see
Joel once! Not even when Fatherhad him and Mr. Parrington over to explain your"illness." That is what
he was telling all ourfriends, that you were ill and the wedding wouldbe postponed for a while. But that
was when hethought he would have you back soon. So muchtime passed that he's had to tell Joel's father
the truth. Doing that made his anger even worse.

 Oh, he's been simply horrid, Rissy. I see no hopefor me and Joel any time soon. If I even mentionJoel's
name, Father explodes. But that isn't theworst part. Father now says that if you don't comehome within
this next week, which is impossibleas we both know, he is going to disinherit you.

 I could just cry. This is all my fault. I don't knowhow you can ever forgive me. But please, don'tgive up
hope. I promise I will figure something out.It will just take a little more time. At least I am relieved by
your description of Mr. Holt. He sounds like a reasonable man, so you should have no difficulty
imposing on him a bit longer. Don't despair, Rissy.

 Sharisse put her head in her hands. Don't despair,when there were no tickets and no money enclosed
with the letter? Disinherited within a week? It hadtaken longer than that for this letter to get to her.What
did it all mean, that she couldn't go home?

 That she could never go home? Was she to bestranded there forever?

 She sat, absolutely still, for a long time. After awhile she heard Lucas open her door. "I think youbetter
get out here, Sharisse. Sam has brought us alittle surprise."

 She heard the tension in his voice, but she didn'twonder about it. She was beyond coping with anything
further. She rose automatically and followed Lucas into the other room.
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 Chapter 30

  

 LUCAS slowed his stallion as the ranch came into view. It was such a pleasant sight, the dawn sky
behind it streaked with violet, purple, amethyst. . .all the shades of her eyes, he told himself disagree
ably.

 A spiral of smoke rose from Billy's house, but fromthe main house there was no sign of life. Sharisse
would still be sleeping. There was no reason for hernot to be. When he'd left, he'd gone without tellingher
he was going.

 He wondered what she thought about his desertion six days ago. That was certainly how she would
view it, as desertion. That would determine the kind of reception he was in for. If she was angry, or even
hurt, well, that was just the way it was. He had considered her feelings before his own when it mattered
most. That was enough.

 Lucas nudged his horse forward. The sack hangingby his leg moved, and he grunted. The cat was still
alive then. He still couldn't figure out why he hadbothered with the damn thing. But he had found iton a
homestead outside Tucson where he stopped forwater, and buying it from the farmer just seemed the
thing to do. After all, it wasn't as if he was bringing the cat for Sharisse. It was for Charley, that was all.

 Lucas managed to get his horse settled in the barn without waking Mack. Then he let the cat loose and
watched her run off to find a dark hiding place. Well,Charley would sniff her out soon enough. Right now
he had his own female to deal with.

 Charley growled the moment Lucas entered Shar-isse's room, but it didn't take him long to smell the
female cat on Lucas, and he changed his tune. Shar-isse didn't wake even when he shooed Charley out
ofthe room and closed the door again.

 He had time to study her as she lay there unawares, to marvel at her beauty. The effect she had onhim
was instantaneous, and he didn't try to fight it.But seeing his ring on her bedside table cooled him off just
as quickly.

 Disgruntled, he sat down on the bed with a bounceintended to wake her. It did.

 "Lucas?"

 Was that pleasure in her voice? No. That was thevoice of an irate woman. Good. Why should he be the
only one upset?

 "How've you been, honey?" he asked.

 "How have I been?" Sharisse gasped. She came offthe bed, grabbing her robe, and moved well away
from him. "How dare you ask me that after what youdid?"

 "All I did was take off for a while."

 "I wasn't referring to that!" she snapped. "Youcan take off again for all I care. You tricked me, Lucas. I
would have thought that ridiculous ceremonywas nothing but a dream if Mack hadn't called meMrs.
Holt!"
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 "So, that really was panic I detected in you when Iintroduced you to the preacher. And here I convinced
myself you were only surprised."

 His sarcasm gave Sharisse pause. Oh, why did thisconfrontation have to take place now, when she
wasn't even fully awake yet? She hadn't meant to reveal her true feelings to him, only to confirm whatshe
suspected—that he had been even more upsetthan she was when Samuel Newcomb brought thema
preacher.

 "Itwas only surprise, Lucas," she said in a morereasonable tone. "But I don't like being taken advantage
of."

 "I believed the word you used was 'tricked.' "

 "Well, how else should I feel?" she said defensively. "I wasn't myself that day, for one thing. I hadbeen
drinking that foul concoction of Willow's. I'dbeen frightened out of my wits by half a dozen Indians, not
to mention your brother. And on top of that. . . well, never mind," she quickly amended. "Heavens, I
can't even remember half of what took placethat day."

 "What difference does it make? There was little choice involved, what with the preacher standingright
there. You do recall that, don't you? Or was thetime and place more important than your reputation?"
She turned her back on him in a huff, and hesaid derisively, "No, I thought not."

 Lucas glared furiously at her back. She might nothave had any reasonable choice, but he'd had one.He
could have kicked Sam and the preacher off his land, as he wanted to. But oh, no, he had thought of
Sharisse first, Sharisse and her damned sensibilities. He simply couldn't bring himself to shame herin
front of Sam by refusing to marry her. What a gentleman he was.

 Marrying her wasn't what infuriated him, though.It wasn't a legal marriage, anyway, unless he choseto
honor it. She didn't know that, of course. He wasenraged because he had lost control of the whole situ
ation.

 Damn Newcomb and his meddling. The bastardthought he was doing them both a favor by bringingthe
preacher out to the ranch, but all he'd done was complicate Lucas's plans all to hell. And after sixdays of
mulling it over, Lucas still didn't know howto handle things. Damn!

 Maybe it would be better if Sharisse just stayedangry with him. It would certainly make it easier onboth
of them when they finally parted.

 "You know, Sharisse, your attitude leads me to believe you didn't want to get married."

 His speculation, which was all too true, made hersimmering temper boil over. "How can you saythat?"
she retorted, striding toward him, arms akimbo. "Didn't I come here to get married? Don't I havethe
right to get upset when sudden changes occur?You did tell me I would have time to adjust, time toget to
know you. You told me that. And I had beenhere a mere five weeks when we were married!"

 "I think you got to know me pretty well in thattime," he taunted.

 Her color rose. "That is not the point," she insisted. "Besides, if anyone's attitude leaves something to
be desired, it's yours. You can't deny youwere angry that dayrLucas. You were so angry youleft right
after the preacher did, without so much as a good-bye. And you're still angry. I would really like to know
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why."

 Lucas stared her straight in the eye. He could doone of two things. He could placate Sharisse and put
their relationship back the way it was, or he could behonest for a change, which would set her against
himcompletely. The one would benefit him, the otherher.

 For her sake, there was only one choice. Withstudied indifference, he said, "If I seem a little out ofsorts,
it's simply because I never had any intention of marrying you, Sharisse."

 She stared at him in utter, silent disbelief.

 "What?"

 "It's true."

 Sharisse felt sick. All the years of feeling unattractive because of her height and coloring crowded in on
her.

 "I don't understand, Lucas. I...I know you thought maybe Stephanie was your bride, but yousaid it didn't
matter. Now you say it does matter.Why didn't you send me back immediately if youfound me so
unacceptable?"

 The pain in her eyes tore at him. She was supposedto be angry, not hurt.

 "Damn it, you've got it all wrong," he said quickly. "There's nothing wrong with you, Sharisse. Why,I've
never known a woman more desirable than you. I just didn't want a wife—any wife. It's nothing per
sonal."

 "But you advertised for a wife."

 "So I did."

 "With no intention of marrying her?"

 "That's right."

 "Why?" she cried.

 "That, honey, is none of your business."

 "None . . . oh!" She turned her back on him again, only to swing back around. "You seduced me with
out honorable intentions!"

 "I didn't hear you complaining."

 She slapped him, and she would have again if hehadn't grabbed her wrists. "You're despicable, Lucas!"

 "Perhaps," he sighed. "But now let's talk aboutyou and who you really are."

 Her heart skipped a beat. "What. . . what do youmean?" she asked warily.
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 "Think about it. When a woman claims to be awidow, it stands to reason she's no longer a virgin.How
do you explain the fact that you were?"

 "You knew?" she gasped. "Why didn't you say something?"

 Lucas shrugged. "I didn't want to embarrass you."

 "Oh, but it's all right to embarrass menow because I'm your wife?"

 She was too angry to let him turn the tables on herafter what he had just admitted. Guilt over her own
deception vanished in light of his.

 "Let go of me, Lucas," she demanded icily.

 "You going to keep your hands to yourself?"

 "You deserved that slap."

 "What I deserve and what I'll stand for don't always match, Sharisse," he told her brusquely. "Andwe
were talking about you."

 He released her, and she rubbed her wrists as sheglared at him. Her mind was racing, searching for a
way to assuage his curiosity without confessing.

 "Lucas," she began with fine hauteur, "if a man is less than honest, he tends to be skeptical of others."

 "Given a good reason, he does indeed. Your supposed first marriage is very much in doubt."

 "Did it ever occur to you that my husband mighthave had a problem? That he couldn't consummateour
marriage? It was unfortunate, but not all menare as healthy and virile as you. I felt no less marriedbecause
of that."

 Lucas grimaced. Lord, she really was the innocentvictim all the way through this. He was going tohave to
reevaluate the way he thought of her all overagain. And damn, he could see it already, the guiltpiling up
and him doing something foolishly noble tomake it all up to her.

 "If you want an annulment," Lucas offered quietly, "it's possible under the circumstances."

 "Of course I do," Sharisse said stiffly. "You don'tthink I would stay here with a man who doesn't want
me."

 He gazed down at the floor. "So be it. But in themeantime, you will stay here. And if it's to be theeasy
way, annulment instead of divorce, then youbetter stay the hell away from me, because there wasnever
any question about my wanting you."

 There was a silence, and then she said, "Why can'tI leave now?"

 "I'm broke, Sharisse. I can't afford to send youanywhere, let alone all the way back to New York.New
York is where you want to go, isn't it?"

 "Yes. How long, Lucas?"
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 "What's your hurry? You did come here to getmarried, remember?" he flung at her. "Consider yourself
married for the time being, okay?"

 "I find our situation intolerable," she said flatly.

 "You think I like it? I'd just as soon shut you up with kisses, but I'm not going to add to the injuries I've
already done you." He stood up and went to the door. "But the reason I needed you here still exists,and
now that we're married, it would cause too manyquestions if you left right away. You'll just have towait
this out with me, Sharisse."

 "You won't tell me the reason?"

 "No."

 "Then go, Lucas. And please have the decency notto set foot in this room again."

 He left, sorry he had hurt her, aching to make loveto her, full of sorrow and regret.

  

  

 Chapter 31

  

 WANTING to leave and actually gathering thecourage to go were two very different things, Sharisse
found out. As the morning progressed she dressed to ride and packed all she could manage tostuff into
her portmanteau, which would hook onto a saddle. But as she waited, praying for Lucas to leavethe
ranch so she could go without having to face him,she had time to think about what she was doing.

 What she hadn't considered before then was thatnot only might Lucas try to stop her, he also had the
legal right to stop her. Even if she managed to get to town and Samuel Newcomb gave her shelter, Lucas
could bring her back. No one could do anythingabout it, least of all herself, because he was her legal
husband.

 So where did that leave her? She couldn't stayhere, not with Lucas's true character revealed. Oh, if only
he had told her how long he wanted her to stay,then she might not feel so desperate. But for all sheknew
he might want her around for years. And theway Lucas affected her, she knew it would be only amatter
of time before she forgave him everything. Ifthey became lovers again, she couldn't annul themarriage.
She simply had to go and go now.

 Lucas did finally leave, taking one of the newmares out for a ride. Sharisse hurried to the barn tohave
Mack saddle her a horse. She hid her portmanteau and Charley's empty basket outside the stable.

 No point in testing Mack's loyalty. Then she went in search of Charley. She found him in the back of the
barn,, sitting on the ground staring at a dark corner.When she called him, he wouldn't respond, wouldn't
even turn around to look at her. Then she saw thatthe gold eyes glowing out from under a plank in the
corner belonged to another cat.
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 Sharisse was amazed. Lucas had to have broughtthe cat to the ranch. What a sweet thing to do. Butshe
couldn't let that change her mind. She had to remember everthing else he had done.

 Charley obviously didn't want to leave his new friend, but Sharisse wouldn't consider leaving him.She
locked him in his basket and hurried away. Fortunately Mack didn't follow to see her secure her be
longings to the saddle. There was only one thingmore she had to do, say good-bye to Willow and her
baby.

 It was a tearful affair. Willow didn't try to stopher. She asked no questions, seeming to fathom Sharisse's
feelings.

 Sharisse made it to town without incident. She leftthe horse at Pete's Livery where Lucas could find it
some day, then headed for the hotel. Wilber, sitting out front of the mail dispatch, called out to her that
she had a letter.

 That was surprising enough, but what was insidethe envelope caused her to cry out with joy. Money!
More than enough to get her home! She couldn't believe such luck, coming just when she needed it
most.She wouldn't have to impose on anyone now, or riskasking Sam Newcomb's help. She could leave
New-comb before Lucas even discovered her gone.

 Sharisse went straight to the stage depot, not eventaking time to read Stephanie's letter. Her only con
cern was whether there was a stagecoach due. Therewas, and her luck was holding, for the stage was
lateand expected any time.

 Waiting was nerve-racking. Even when the large,clumsy stage finally rolled into town, Sharisse hadto
wait an hour while the horses were changed andthe driver was fed.

 She waited inside the stage. It was an oven, theleather curtains closing out most of the air, but shewas
hidden.

 She was beginning to relax when the door openedand Slade stepped into the stage and sat down beside
her. She was absolutely stupefied.

 "How-?"

 "Saw you come into town," he told her. "Beenwatching you ever since."

 "But what areyou doing in Newcomb?"

 "I go wherever the mood takes me." His eyespierced her. "Where are you going, beautiful?"

 She clamped her mouth shut, determined that shedidn't have to tell him anything.

 "No answer?" he prodded.

 "It's none of your business," she said stonily.

 "Oh, I don't know." He relaxed back into the seatand said in a too casual manner, "I saw Luke in Tuc
son a few days ago. I guess I didn't believe him whenhe said he'd tied the knot. I came back this way to
findout the truth. Sure enough, I heard from several people that a preacher made a respectable woman
ofyou." He sighed. "I never did like respectable women."
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 "Isn't it the other way around, that they don't like you?" she said sharply.

 He smiled. "Think so? But we were talking about your new status, Mrs. Holt, and whether or not what
you do is my business. Seems to me, as long as you'remarried to my brother, it is."

 "Nonsense," Sharisse snapped. "You never caredabout your brother's feelings before. Why should you
suddenly want to protect his interests?"

 "Who said anything about his interests? That name you carry now is mine, too, beautiful. Youthink I
want it said that a Holt couldn't hold on to hiswoman?"

 Before she could say anything, he went on."You're here alone. That tells me Luke doesn't knowyou're
leaving. And here I thought he was all youwanted. You did tell me that, didn't you?" he asked with pure
mockery.

 "Leave me alone, Slade."

 She turned away, but he grabbed her chin, forcingher to look at him. "Answer me."

 "Yes!" Then, "Yes, he was all I wanted. But thatdoesn't matter anymore, because he doesn't want awife.
I can't stay here, knowing that."

 "Maybe he doesn't know what he wants," Sladeremarked cryptically. "Did you fall in love withhim?"

 "Certainly not," she replied, too quickly. "Andyou needn't concern yourself, Slade. Lucas is quitewilling
to let me go. He expects me to get an annulment of our marriage. I won't disappoint him. It willbe done
as soon as possible."

 He stared at her thoughtfully, then said, "Well,before you quit being a bride, there's an old custom Iwant
to take advantage of."

 She threw up her hands to stop him. "Slade, no!"

 His mouth closed over hers in a hard, searchingkiss. Ripples of excitement flowed through her. Oh,no,
not again, she despaired. But she pressed closerto his hard body even as she tried to move away.

 She was breathless and dazed when he releasedher.

 And then he was gone, as abruptly as he had come.

  

 Chapter 32

  

 BILLY drew up short when he entered the barnand found Lucas readying his horse with moregear than
he could possibly need for a long trip."Willow tells me your wife took off. You going afterher?"

 Lucas didn't bother to glance up. "Nope."
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 "Then what's all this? You just got back frombeing gone a week. Where'd you go anyway?"

 "Around."

 "Oh," Billy said sardonically.

 Lucas chuckled. "Since when did you get so curious about me?"

 "Since you took off the same day you got married,"Billy replied. "I got to thinking maybe being married
didn't sit too well with you."

 "It didn't."

 "Shoot, Luke, I thought you liked her."

 Lucas shrugged noncommittally. "That's got nothing to do with it. I'm not like you, Billy. I just didn't
want a wife, that's all."

 "Then why'd you let me talk you into sending forone?" Billy's voice rose with agitation. "You're making
me feel guilty as all hell, Luke. Willow said I'dend up regretting butting into your life."

 "Forget it. I went along with it since it seemed likea good idea. It wasn't your fault. I never planned on
actually marrying the girl."

 "Did she know that?"

 "She does now."

 Billy whistled softly. "So that's why she took off."Lucas nodded. "That leaves you married, but without
a wife to show for it. You willing to go on likethat?"

 Lucas considered explaining the nonlegality of hismarriage, but decided against it. "I won't have to,Billy.
Sharisse will take care of ending the marriagejust as soon as she gets back to New York."

 "You sure?"

 "I'm sure."

 Billy frowned. "You planning on paying your respects at the Tucson graveyard again?" he ventured."Is
that why you're packing so much stuff?"

 "I did that a few days ago." Lucas finally looked athim squarely. "I'm quitting this place."

 "You ain't!"

 Lucas couldn't help laughing. Billy, with round, incredulous eyes, didn't look like Billy at all.

 "Why are you so surprised?" Lucas asked. "Youknew I'd move on soon."

 "Yeah, but not yet. It ain't over. How can you gobefore it's finished?"
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 Lucas shrugged. "The last phase is in the works.I'm not needed here for anything else."

 "I can't believe it. After all the time you've put in to make your plan work?"

 "That's just it, Billy. I've been here too long."

 "It's because she's gone, isn't it?"

 "Maybe," Lucas hedged. "What's the difference?You can handle the end of it. All those thank-you let
ters that came in from the different charities wedumped Sam's money into are in my room. All youhave to
do is see that he gets the lot of them as soonas Buskett sends word that Sam's ranch is sold andthe last of
Sam's money given to a worthy cause. He'snot a stupid man. He will realize immediately thathe's been
taken for everything he owns. And Ibought the bank myself so I could cancel all thosemortgages. I'll send
an agent in to take care of that."

 "Another expense you figure is worth it?"

 "I want the folks here to be free to move on to moreproperous towns if they've a mind to, yes."

 "You know they'll go. This town will be deadwithin a year. But shoot, Luke, I thought you wanted to
deliver the blow to Newcomb yourself," Billygrumbled. "What kind of revenge is that, taking offwithout
even seeing the expression when he readsthose letters? I just don't understand."

 "It was never revenge, Billy. It was justice. Andthat's been served. And I can imagine how he willlook,"
Lucas said grimly. "I don't have to be there tosee it. I've wiped him out. Next to go will be his wifeand his
small army that made him feel like a king.All he'll have left is a suite in a hotel that neverearned any money
and never will, and soon there'llbe a ghost town to surround it."

 "What about this place?"

 "Sell it if you can find someone fool enough to buyit. Or keep it, if you like. It doesn't make any differ
ence to me what you do with it. And you're welcometo it."

 "I'll probably head back to the reservation. Willowlikes it better there."

 "I figured that."

 "And you?"

 "Henri Andrevie wrote that he'll be in New Orleans for a while before he sails for France and the
gambling halls there. I think I'll join him."

 "Isn't he the rascal who taught you so much?"

 "The same. He never did understand why I wantedto give up the gentleman's life to become a horse
rancher. Maybe I'll tell him the reason now and givehim a good laugh."

 "Maybe you better not. He might just figure outhow you used him before."

 "I guess you're right," Lucas conceded.
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 He was ready to leave. He looked at Billy one last time. How well they understood each other. He was
going to miss this friend.

 "Think you'll ever get back this way?" Billy's expression was sad.

 "You never know. But there's one more thing youcan do for me, Billy. That passel of letters you're to
deliver to Sam? Seal them all in a big envelope andwrite on it 'Compliments of Jake Holt, Boothill,
Tuscon.' If that bastard's got any conscience, he'll remember."

 "The perfect touch." Billy nodded solemnly.

 Lucas wondered about it as he rode away from theranch and Newcomb. The trouble was, Samuel
New-comb might not remember Jake Holt. After all, Jakewas only one of Sam's victims. But he would
wonder,and he would try to connect the name with Slade andLucas. And if he wondered about all of it
longenough, he just might remember Jake Holt.

  

 Chapter 33

  

 “Is this your first trip to a big city, child?" the elegantly clad woman beside Sharisse asked con
descendingly.

 "New York is my home," Sharisse replied automatically.

 "Oh."

 The lady looked away, her interest gone at beingdenied the chance to dazzle a country girl with talesof
city life. Sharisse shrugged and stared out the window again.

 She did indeed look like she had just come from thecountry, with her portmanteau at her feet, Charley's
basket on her lap, and her poor traveling suit ready for the ragpile. But on this trip, her appearance had
not been one of her concerns.

 In less than an hour she would be home. Whatawaited her? The letter in her reticule just didn'tmake
sense. Sharisse had read it so often since leaving Newcomb that she knew it by heart, but she still
couldn't decide what it meant.

 She took Stephanie's rumpled letter out and tried,one last time, for some insight.

 Dear, dear Rissy,

 My dreams have come true at last. Joel and Iwere married last night, secretly. You will thinkthis was
terribly sudden after what I told you inmy first letter, and it was. Oh, I wish I had waitedbefore writing
that letter, but I didn't think Joelcould arrange things so quickly.. But he did. Andnow I have to admit that
I lied to you before.
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 Oh, Rissy, you just have to understand. Whenyou wrote that you wanted to come home immediately, I
didn't know what else to do but try to convince you that you couldn't. It was still too soon.Father was
worried sick about you, but there was never any mention that your wedding would be called off. He
wouldn't talk to me about it at all, and I thought, that when you returned, he wouldmake you marry Joel.

 You see, he didn't admit to Edward Parringtonthat you ran away. I lied about that, Rissy. Hehasn't
talked to anyone, because being worried for you took the place of being angry. That happenedon the
second day you were gone. I was the onewho made excuses to everyone for your absence.Naturally
Sheila or one of your other friendswould have wanted to come up to see you if youwere ill, so I told them
it was Aunt Sophie who wasill and you had gone to stay with her.

 They still think you plan to marry Joel, but we can tell them that you changed your mind whileyou were
gone. Then, later, after a reasonabletime, it can be announced that Joel and I eloped. That way no one
will know you ran away.

 This must sound rather complicated, but it isn't really. I would never have lied to you if I hadn'tbeen so
desperate, Rissy. And don't think I've beencompletely heartless where Father is concerned. Ididn't tell
him where you were, but I did let himknow that you had written to say you were allright. I told him you
would be coming home soon.Do come home soon, Rissy, before he gets sick fromworrying.

 Please don't be too angry with me, Rissy. I didtry to let you know everything would work outwhen I told
you not to despair, remember? Surelyyou understood?

 Sharisse tucked the letter away. It was no good.She still couldn't decide if Stephanie was telling herthe
truth this time, or if her father had found outthat Stephanie knew where she was and had forcedher to
write this letter just so Sharisse would comehome. Was she going to face Marcus Hammond athis very
worst, or had he really been so worriedabout her that he would welcome her home withoutwrath?

 She hated to think of Stephanie betraying her inthis letter. But far worse was to accept that first letter as
lies. To deceive a stranger with lies, as she haddone, was one thing. But to deliberately deceiveone's own
sister! Why, that first letter was indirectly responsible for her marriage! If it hadn't come whenit did, she
might have had her wits about her thatday. It was just inconceivable that sweet little Stephanie could be
so unscrupulous, even for the sake oflove.

 Sharisse wished that were all that was troubling her on this journey, but it wasn't. Ironically, goinghome
was no different from when she had headedwest, for the same three people occupied all herthoughts. But
this time the third person was nolonger an unknown entity.

 Sharisse found herself missing Lucas. She wouldn'thave believed it possible, yet she hadn't been a day
away from Newcomb before it became apparent thatwhat she was feeling was pure melancholy.

 He had always managed to affect her in some way,whether or not she'd wanted him to. He could amuse
her, exasperate her, even frighten her, and of coursethrill her with pleasure. No matter what, when she
was with him, she'd always felt something.

 So now, missing him, she had no control over her emotions. Angry because of her sister, worried be
cause of her father, she was constantly up and downwith the feelings Lucas evoked. The strain was get
ting the best of her, and her nerves were raw.
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 Chapter 34

  

 AN intense autumn sun burned down on the quietavenue, but Sharisse barely noticed, used to ahotter
sun. She stood on the curb, looking up at Hammond House, long after the hired driver had gone. Itall
felt somehow foreign. She had not been away even three months, but it seemed as though yearshad gone
by. And most unnerving was the feelingthat she didn't belong there.

 Climbing the stairs very slowly, taking deepbreaths, Sharisse was tempted to knock on the door.But that
would be cowardly, and that was not the impression she wished to convey. She walked right inas
though she belonged there, then stopped in thelarge foyer, overwhelmed. For so long she had takenall
this for granted, the marble floors, the rich wallpapering, the crystal lighting; such quiet elegance.

 She stood there realizing how easily she wouldgive it all up just to see Lucas's jewel-like eyes again.And
then she chided herself. Lucas didn't want her:she had to remember that and make herself stop thinking
about him so much.

 "Miss Hammond!"

 Sharisse jumped as her name echoed in the largefoyer. Mrs. Etherton stood at the top of the stairs, as
prim as ever, though a little shaken up just then.

 "What is it, Mrs. Etherton?" Marcus Hammondcalled out through the doorway of his study.

 Utter silence followed. Sharisse didn't move amuscle, didn't even breathe. It was only a momentbefore
Marcus Hammond appeared in the doorway.He stopped, staring at her, his blue eyes quickly covering
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her from head to foot before they settled on herface. If she had expected to see a man exhausted from
worry, this wasn't it. He looked tired around theeyes, but otherwise there was no difference.

 Sharisse carefully guarded her expression. Wasthat relief she saw on her father's face for a secondbefore
he mastered his own expression? She couldn'ttell, for the sound of running footsteps made himfrown.

 Stephanie had heard Mrs. Etherton's exclamationand come running. She nearly collided with the
housekeeper at the top of the stairs. But Sharissedidn't spare a glance for her sister, because she couldn't
take her eyes off her father. He glared atboth of them, then said to Sharisse, "Put thosethings down and
come in here."

 How easy it was to revert to following this man'sorders without question. Sharisse set her portmanteau
and Charley's basket on the floor and crossedthe hall to enter her father's study. A brief glance ather
sister showed Stephanie's alarm, which madeher own apprehension worse.

 The door closed behind her, and Sharisse steeledherself. She couldn't bear the silence. "You're still an
gry with me?"

 "Of course I'm still angry," he said in a roughvoice. But even as he spoke he came to her and drewher
into his arms. He hugged her so fiercely, hesqueezed the breath right out of her. Then he let hergo just as
suddenly. She could only stare at him amazed. He was frowning, but that didn't alarm hernow.

 So it was true. He really had worried about her. Her relief was so great that she grinned, delighted.

 "I think you missed me, Father."

 "Don't you get sassy, girl," he said sternly. "Ishould take a strap to you, by God. What you did wasthe
most irresponsible—"

 "I am aware of that." She cut him short before hecould work himself into a temper. "And I really am
sorry, Father. No one regrets my foolishness more thanI do."

 His concern revealed itself then. "Youare allright, aren't you, Rissy? I mean, nothing . . . happened to
you?"

 She hesitated. "Well . . ." She didn't want to tell him about Lucas if she didn't have to. "No. I look fine,
don't I?"

 "Have you seen yourself in a mirror lately?" heasked brusquely.

 Sharisse blushed. "I've been traveling for over twoweeks, Father. Once I clean up and change-^"

 "Two weeks?" he exclaimed. "Just wherewereyou? The men I hired couldn't find you. Two weeks!"

 "I...I was in the territory of Arizona."

 "That's clear across the country! Are you crazy?The territories outside the states are barely civilized.
Whatever made you—?"

 "Does that really matter?" she interrupted. "I'mhome."
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 Marcus clamped his mouth shut. He didn't know how to deal with this daughter anymore. He'd never
known her to be like this, to be—just like her mother.

 Too, Marcus didn't want to risk another demonstration of her newfound independence. How did you
explain to your child the agonies you suffered, notknowing where she was or even whether she was
alive? She wouldn't Understand, not until she hadchildren of her own. Marcus knew he couldn't go
through another disappearance, he just knew it.

 "Sit down, Sharisse." He moved behind his desk,where he felt more in command. "I want your solemn
word that you willnever leave home again without my blessing. *You are of an age where a certain
amount of freedom is acceptable, but you are nevertheless vulnerable. And your breeding demands
proper behavior, Sharisse. Anything less is a disgrace to our good name. Do I have your word onthis?"

 "Yes."

 Marcus was thoughtful after that terse response.Was she truly repentant? If so, this was a good timeto
see just how repentant she was.

 "I'm glad to see you're being sensible, my dear.You will be relieved to know that your misadventure
hasn't changed anything. Your wedding will proceedas planned, albeit slightly delayed."

 "Father-"

 "I won't hear a single word of objection," he toldher adamantly.

 "You'll hear more than just a word," she said, justas adamant as he was. "I can't marry Joel. Stephanie
married him."

 He stared at her wordlessly.

 "Ask her, Father."

 If there was one thing Marcus could not abide, itwas to have something sprung on him. His browsdrew
together darkly as he marched to the door to summon his younger daughter. But as soon as heopened
the door, Stephanie stumbled into the room,having failed to hear her father's approach. Shestood there,
shamefaced at being caught eavesdropping.

 "Is it true?" Marcus demanded furiously. "Areyou married to Joel?"

 Stephanie trembled. She never had been ableto cope with her father when he was angry. Shecouldn't
meet his eyes, but she managed to whisper,"Yes."

 "How?"

 Stephanie gathered her courage. "Joel arrangedit. We...we drove upstate. We were married in asmall
church, and . . . and he brought me back homebefore you returned from the office."

 "You call that being married?" Marcus blustered."That's ridiculous. I will get an annulment."

 "No!" Stephanie cried.
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 "I will not tolerate any more defiance in thishouse! Go to your room!"

 Stephanie turned a stricken face to her sister."Rissy, do something!"

 Suddenly Sharisse was awfully tired. Tonelesslyshe answered her sister's plea. "I think I've donequite
enough, don't you?"

 Stephanie burst into loud wails as she ran fromthe room and up the stairs. Marcus closed the doorand
returned to his desk. How he hated interferencewith his well-conceived plans.

 "You see how easily that was settled," he statedautocratically.

 Sharisse sighed. Her father was still the rulingoverlord, taking no one's feelings into consideration.

 Her eyes met his directly. "Why is it so important that I wed Joel? It can't be that you simply want our
family joined to his, for Stephanie has accomplishedthat. And he obviously prefers her. What's wrongwith
that?"

 "You are the one who will inherit the bulk of mybusinesses, Sharisse. And since your husband willhandle
your affairs, he has to be someone I feel is capable of the task. I thought you were sensible enoughto
realize that."

 "Then leave it all to Stephanie," she said sensibly.

 "No."

 "Why not? Why should I get most of it just becauseI'm older? I hardly think that's fair."

 "You misunderstand, Rissy. I am not leaving yoursister with nothing. I will simply leave her the prop
erties that don't require constant supervision, that'sall."

 "So you have a plan for Stephanie? I suppose youhave already picked out her husband?"

 Marcus frowned. "There's no hurry, she's stillyoung."

 "And in love, and married. I don't see why youcan't just switch things around, for heaven's sake.Plans
can be changed. Let her have the businessesyou're so worried about and leave me what youwould have
given her. Then you'll still have Joel torun these businesses, and everyone will be happy.Why can't you
agree to that? It's so easy."

 "Edward wantsyou for his daughter-in-law, notyour sister."

 Her gaze deepened with understanding. Bits and pieces of arguments she had overheard as a child came
back to her all at once. "It's because Edwardloved my mother and I remind him of her, isn't it?" At his
shocked expression, Sharisse became angry.Now at last she knew the reason for his obstinacy."Yes, I
knew about that."

 "How?"

 "You and Mother were never quiet in your disagreements, Father, and I can remember many that
involved Edward Parrington. I thought you werejealous because he knew Mother before you did. But
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now I wonder how many of those arguments stemmedfrom your guilt, Father."

 "That's enough, Sharisse!"

 "I don't think so," she continued. "That's it,isn't it? You still feel guilty for winning her awayfrom your best
friend. And you were willing to sacri-fice both your daughters to make amends for yourguilt!"

 "That's utter nonsense."

 "Then why," she demanded bitterly, "are you stubbornly holding on to a plan that has long sincelost its
point for Stephanie or me?"

 "Because you were perfectly willing to have Joeluntil your sister said she wanted him. Such nonsense.
Did it never occur to you that she only wantedwhat was yours?"

 "You're saying that she might not really lovehim?" Sharisse frowned. Her father wasn't aware ofall the
things Stephanie had done in order to getJoel. "No, I can't believe that. She loves him."

 "She's a child, Sharisse. She maythink she's in loveat the moment, but she will feel the same way abouta
dozen men before she's ready to marry, and thatwon't be for several more years. No, her hasty mar
riage will be dissolved. I will not have well-laid plansruined on the whim of a child."

 "You won't reconsider?"

 "No."

 Sharisse slumped in her chair. She had tried to keep Lucas a secret, but it wasn't to be.

 "That's too bad, Father."

 "What is that supposed to mean?"

 "Even if you did manage to annul Stephanie'smarriage, I still couldn't marry Joel. I didn't want totell you
this, at least not right away, but you leave me no choice. I already have a husband."

 "You're lying," he said flatly.

 Sharisse opened her reticule and placed her marriage certificate on the desk.

 He picked it up carefully and read it. Then he dropped it back on his desk.'Tll have that annulled,too."

 Sharisse shook her head slowly. "You can't do athing, Father. I don't know about Joel and Steph, but
Lucas and I had our wedding night, if you know whatI mean." She didn't have to admit that had
happenedbefore the marriage. "I don't believe an annulmentis possible unless I deny the marriage was
consummated."

 Her father turned with fury. "Then it will be a divorce!" he shouted.

 "And suffer the scandal?" Her voice rose as hisdid.

 Her mouth was set firmly, and her eyes sparkleddefiantly. Marcus knew he was beaten. There wasn'ta
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thing he could do, not if her marriage had been consummated. For that matter, he hadn't bothered toask
Stephanie if she and Joel . . . Lord, how had everything gone from bad to disastrous?

 Sharisse relented a little as she saw how defeatedhe seemed. "If you will be reasonable and let Stepha
nie and Joel stay married, then I will agree to havingmy marriage annulled. I can find some other manyou
will approve of. You can do as I suggested earlierand change your plans about the inheritance. To be
honest, I'm in no hurry to get married again. LetJoel and Steph inherit what was going to be mine,Father."

 "You said you were intimate with your husband.How can you annul the marriage?"

 The subject was embarrassing enough withoutelaborating on it. "He won't contest it. I don't haveto be
exactly truthful about what passed between us,do I? Can you arrange it with a lawyer?"

 "Anything can be arranged," he said hastily. "Butlet me get this straight. You're saying this LucasHolt
doesn't care what you do?"

 "That's putting it rather bluntly, but in essencethat's true. You see, neither of us really wanted toget
married. It was a matter of circumstances, myliving under his protection, people assuming wewould
marry, the preacher coming along—oh, Father, it's a long story. I would rather not get into itright now,"
she ended with a sigh.

 Marcus would have none of it. "Don't think you'renot going to tell me about this man."

 "There's nothing really to tell," she said. "He's arancher."

 "In Arizona?"

 "Yes."

 "What is his standing?"

 Sharisse knew the way his mind worked. "He'snot rich. He owns a small horse ranch outside thetown of
Newcomb. It just barely supports him andthe few men who work for him. He catches wildhorses, tames
them, then sells them to the Army andto other ranchers. What breeding stock he hasstarted is still too
young for sale, as I understand it."

 "What is he like?"

 Sharisse didn't want to be thinking about Lucasand replied offhandedly, "I guess you could say he's
handsome, if you like the type."

 "The type?"

 He just wasn't going to leave it alone. She sighed."Dark, rugged, excessively masculine. He's tall aswell,
and frightfully strong, with a body . . ." Sheblushed to the roots of her hair. Whatever was shedoing?
"Let's just say his physique might be enviedby some men. As for his character, well, he's likeyou.
Stubborn, arrogant." Her father said nothing tothat. "Lucas can be roguishly charming, too. He's likeno
man I've ever met before."

 "Howdid you come to meet him?"
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 She tried to sound bored. "It's all rather complicated,"

 Marcus didn't like her evasiveness one bit, but hehad heard all he needed to know for the time being.
"You're sure he's not for you?"

 She lowered her eyes, feeling quite dejected all of asudden. "That's irrelevant."

 "Why?"

 "If you must know, he didn't want me. He was furious when we were forced to marry."

 Marcus paled, then the color rushed back into hisface. "This man dared rejectmy daughter?"

 "For heaven's sake, Father, my being your daughter had nothing to do with it. I never told Lucas my
background. In fact, he thought I was destitute."

 "So you weren't good enough for him," Marcus concluded. "A girl with no money."

 "No. I don't think my means had anything to do with it. He simply didn't want a wife."

 "Then he should have had the decency not to bed you before sending you home!"

 Sharisse cringed. It made Lucas seem so callous, but how could she explain?

 "He didn't send me home, Father. I left of my ownaccord as soon as I had the means to do so. Lucas
won't end the marriage himself. He is leaving that up to me. I have little doubt that if I insisted he remain
my husband, he would do so."

 "What makes you so sure?"

 "We were compatible in many ways."

 Her manner became evasive again, and Marcusasked suspiciously, "Are you being completely honest
with me, Rissy?"

 "What do you mean?"

 "Did this man really let you go, or did you up andtake off from him like you did from home?"

 "I didn't consult him about it, if that's what youmean," she replied irritably. "For some reason thathe
wouldn't tell me, he wanted me to stay for awhile. But how could I stay with him after he admitted he
didn't want a wife?"

 Marcus was thoughtul for a moment before asking, "Is it possible he might come after you?"

 "No," she said firmly. "Even if he wanted to, hedoesn't have the money for a long trip. There is noreason
why he would want to, anyhow. I really amtired, Father."

 "Of course," Marcus conceded. "But there's justone more thing."

 She sighed. "Yes?"
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 "Are you pregnant?"

 Her eyes rounded with incredulity. She hadn't thought, had never even considered . . .

 "No!" she shouted.

 "Then there should be no problem." He gazed at her intently, for she looked alarmed. "Your 'no' wasa
bit hasty perhaps?"

 "Perhaps," she admitted miserably. "It's just toosoon to tell."

 "So it's possible?"

 "Yes!" she snapped. "It's possible."

 Considering her reaction, Marcus said reluctantly, "I suppose we should postpone doing anything until
you are sure."

 "Must we?"

 He shrugged. "We could always invent a husbandfor you if it becomes necessary. But since you already
have one, and since you're reasonably certain youwon't ever see him again, anyway, I don't see whywe
need invent a lie. Do you?"

 "No, I suppose not. I'll just have to wait and see."

 After Sharisse left, Marcus sat back, drumminghis fingers on his desk. Both his daughters were married.
He had given neither of them away. All hiscareful planning had come to nothing. Was this adream? He
shook his head.

 One daughter was happy. Edward could be talkedaround. And the other daughter? Well, she had been
evasive about her feelings for this man Holt, but ithadn't passed his notice how quickly she had come to
his defense. And she had glowed when describinghim. Did she love the fellow perhaps without knowing
it? Was she only hurt by his rejection?

 The rejection rankled Marcus. Who the hell didLucas Holt think he was? He had a good mindto—no,
he ought to leave well enough alone. Still,something Sharisse had said intrigued him. Holtwas like him.
That was the only thing wrong with-young Joel. He was capable enough, but he lackedbackbone.

 Stubborn, arrogant, she had called Holt. A mancut from the same mold as himself. Marcus smiledfor the
first time that day. He knew he ought to leavethe situation alone. But on the other hand . . .

  

  

 Chapter 35
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 SHARISSE lay back on her bed and closed herd/eyes. She had just spent two incredibly longhours
being fussed over by Jenny. Her skin stilltingled from the hard scrubbing she had received in Jenny's vain
effort to remove her new skin color.Jenny had done nothing but cluck andtsk over the unfashionable dark
tan, but it wasn't going to comeoff with a brush.

 Charley had settled right in after sniffing everycorner of the room. He had taken up his old favorite
position in the center of the bed, watching the bustlearound him, yawning every once in a while. He knew
he was home.

 When Sharisse joined him after Jenny finally lefther in peace, Charley curled up against her side. He
started purring even before she began stroking him.At least one of them was content with the end oftheir
journey.

 His mistress continued stroking Charley, preoccupied. A baby. Was it possible? Of course it was.Her
monthly times were always far apart, so thatwouldn't tell her much. She had been with a man, avirile,
passionate man. She had let him love her, andthat was all it took.

 Did she want Lucas's child? A boy to grow up likehis father—strong, handsome, arrogant. Or a girl.
What would his daughter look like? She knew sheshouldn't be thinking about it yet, it was too soon.

 But she couldn't help herself. Now that the shock had passed, she was filled with a strange kind of
wonder. To have created something from that wonderful passion she had shared with Lucas was
magical. She did want his baby, just as much as she stillwanted him. The despicable man. She still ached
forhim. Yet he had probably already forgotten her.

 "Oh, Rissy!" Stephanie burst into the room without warning, scattering Sharisse's thoughts. "Father just
informed me he has sent an invitation toJoel for dinner tonight. It's to officially welcome himinto the family.
I don't know how you did it! I'm sograteful. I just knew you wouldn't let me down."

 Sharisse sat up slowly, her eyes trained on her sister. "I didn't do it for you, Stephanie. I did it for me."

 "But-"

 "Father still wanted me to marry Joel. Of coursethat was out of the question."

 "Well, of course. It wouldn't be right after Joel andI—well, you know," Stephanie whispered.

 "No, I don't know."

 Stephanie blushed. "We didn't come directly homeafter the wedding. There was an inn we went to,and .
. ."

 "For heaven's sake, why didn't you tell Fatherthat?" Sharisse snapped.

 "I couldn't say something like that to him," Stephanie gasped. "You saw how angry he was. Itwouldn't
have mattered."

 Sharisse shouted in exasperation. "Of course itwould have mattered. If you've been with Joel asman and
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wife, your marriage can't be annulled.Don't you know anything?"

 "Oh, dear. I believe Joel said that. But I was so upset today, I just didn't think."

 "You never think anymore," Sharisse replied angrily. "You don't think of consequences, you don'tthink
of-"

 "I don't see what you're displeased about, Rissy. Itworked out fine, didn't it?"

 "For you, yes. But I had to give Father a reason why I couldn't marry Joel, and it was something I
wanted to keep to myself. Oh, I don't know why I'm even speaking to you after everything you've done!"

 "Oh, Rissy, don't be like that," Stephanie pleaded."I can explain everything."

 "Can you?" Sharisse demanded. "Then begin bytelling me where my jewels are. Because I didn'thave
them, I was forced to go all the way to Arizona.Why did you take my jewels?"

 "You know how impetuous you are, Rissy. I wasafraid you would change your mind and come right
back. And I was right, wasn't I? You wrote immediately that you didn't want to stay in Arizona."

 "There is. A monumental difference. Betweenstaying alone. In some quiet town. And stayingwhere I
was."Sharisse ground out the words. "Do you have any idea whatit was like? Indians stillraid. Men wear
guns on their hips and think nothingof shooting each other. And the sun does this to yourskin, Stephanie."
She pointed to her face. "This is not theatrical makeup I'm wearing. It will takemonths for it to wear off."

 "Well, goodness, Rissy, why didn't you mentionany of this in your letter?"

 "Because I was thinking of your feelings! Ithought that if you knew my true plight, you wouldbe so upset
about me that you wouldn't be able towork rationally on our situations. But I can see nowthat it wouldn't
have made any difference. You'renot at all sorry."

 "That's not true. If there were any other way—"

 "Oh, shut up, Stephanie! I have heard enough."

 Sharisse crossed to her vanity, dismissing her sister. But Stephanie was reluctant to leave. She staredat
Sharisse's stiff back and said peevishly, "You saidyou gave Father a reason why you couldn't marryJoel.
Why didn't you just use that excuse before?Then you wouldn't have had to go away in the firstplace."

 Sharisse glared at Stephanie in her mirror. "Obviously my reason is a fairly new one, or I would have.I
can't marry Joel because I already have a husband—thanks to my stay in Arizona."

 "What?" Stephanie felt sick. "You married him? But you couldn't have!"

 Sharisse turned slowly in her chair. "Couldn't?"

 "You weren't supposed to. Why did you?"

 "You don't just live in the same house with a manand then refuse to marry him when the preachercomes
around," Sharisse said dryly. "I had nochoice."
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 "Oh, this is just terrible, Rissy. I didn't want anything like this to happen to you."

 "I know," Sharisse sighed.

 "What did Father say?"

 "He wasn't exactly pleased."

 "But you're not going to stay married to Mr. Holt,are you?"

 "No."

 "Can you get out of it?"

 Sharisse nodded. "He didn't want a wife."

 Stephanie gasped. "Yes, he did. He—"

 "—was as deceitful as I was. He never had any intention of marrying me or anyone else."

 "Why, that's despicable!" Stephanie gasped indignantly. After a moment, a new realization dawned.
"Oh, dear! If you married him, that means you hadto...make love with him. Without loving him. How
awful for you, Rissy. With Joel, it wasn't at all what I expected, but at least I love him. You must have
been so unhappy."

 Sharisse smiled. She couldn't help it. "That wasnot one of my complaints, Stephanie."

 "You don't mean you liked him?" The younger girl was aghast.

 "Lucas is a devilish rogue, handsome, exciting allthe time. He has more faults than saving graces, butas a
lover, he was superb, Steph. I was very happy."

 Stephanie didn't know what to say. She wasshocked by her sister's candor. And she was also envious
after her own disappointing experience withJoel.

 At last she said petulantly, "I don't know whatyou're so angry with me for. Why, you had a wonderful
time during your stay with Lucas Holt."

 Sharisse had no reply.
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 Chapter 36

  

 Lucas was beginning to think that if you'd seen ^ one gambling club, you'd seen them all. The one Henri
had found in the south of France was more opulent than most, and spacious, with ample room for tables
to be set wide apart. The late April climate allowed them to leave the long windows open, and the
perfume of pink laurels filled the air, vying with the fragrances of the women. And there were many
women in the room.

 "That one is married," Henri said as he noticedLucas staring at a statuesque brunette. "But it isgood to
see you finally taking an interest,mon ami."

 Lucas grunted. "I take it you can tell me a littlesomething about everyone in the room, as usual?"

 "Of course. I did not waste my time today as youdid, walking on the beach. I found a waiter wholoves
to gossip. He was very informative."

 One of Henri Andrevie's special talents was knowing the people he gambled with. He never failed to
learn something about each of them before he satdown and proceeded to take their money away from
them. Information of a personal nature was his edge,and Henri managed to support himself very well.

 He was a little man, and he and the tall Lucasmade quite a pair. Blond, with dove-gray eyes thattwinkled
mischievously, he looked younger thanthirty-nine. He was a devil-may-care rascal whocould talk his way
out of any situation and couldcharm the ladies with just a smile. Lucas had seen,in the months they had
been traveling together again, that Henri hadn't lost his touch.

 "You will find the English play together, as yousee there and there," Henri pointed out. "They come here
to gamble, not to decipher languages, and thereare many different languages represented here.That
graying fellow is a duke. He plays seriously,but he never wins."

 Henri chuckled here, and Lucas couldn't help grinning. He knew Henri so well. "You will have all his
money before the night is through."

 "I think you are right,mon ami Now those two,themessieurs Varnoux and Montour, are brothers.But
they do not wish this known, so they use different names. They send each other signals, clues, sostay
away from their table. That fellow there you might enjoy playing against." Henri pointed out a
well-dressed man who was so good-looking as to bealmost feminine. "He knows nothing at all about
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cards, but he is a gambler at heart and he will bet onanything. By the way, that was his wife you were
staring at. Pretty, no?"

 "Very."

 Henri sighed. "As much as I have been trying toget you to enjoy yourself, I must warn you against trying
that one—unless you wouldn't mind havingthe husband watch."

 "I think not."

 "Yes, they are a decadent pair. I was told his specialty is seducing virgins, and he takes wagers onhow
quickly it can be done. His wife knows all aboutit. Isn't that charming?"

 "But is he never challenged by an irate father orbrother?"

 "Occasionally. For that very reason, he and hiswife never stay too long in one place."

 Lucas scoffed. "You can't believe everythingyou're told, Henri."

 "Ah, but there is always a grain of truth in everylie."

 A memory nagged at Lucas. "His name wouldn't be Antoine, would it?"

 Henri shrugged. "Gautier is their name. I do notknow the first. Why? Do you know of him?"

 "It would be too coincidental if I did. I don't knowwhy I even thought of it."

 Only he did know. He had been alone too long thatday, and as usual when he was alone, he hadthought
about Sharisse without stopping. All oftheir conversations were recorded in his mind as ifthey had
happened only yesterday, not last summer. And today he had remembered about Antoine. Antoine had
wanted only one thing from her, just asthis Gautier wanted only one thing from his victims—sport.

 It couldn't be the same man, but damned if Lucasdidn't wish it were. He felt so bad over his own treat
ment of Sharisse that he wouldn't have minded exacting a little revenge for her sake. Trouble was, she
would never know about it. As impossible as it had been to forget her, it would be disastrous ever to see
her again. He was still hoping time would make the memories less potent, ease some of the pain, put an
end to this ridiculous longing he still had for her.

 Undoubtedly, she had had no trouble forgettinghim. She would have got her annulment a long time ago.
Maybe she was even married again. Even if he had wanted to see her, he didn't know where to findher.
The money he had deposited for her in a New York bank was still there, uncollected. Four months .of
inquiries had produced no results. The only JohnRichards to be found was an immigrant hat maker
without daughters. There was no Mrs. Hammond that fit her description, no Miss Richards, either.

 Henri continued telling Lucas a little somethingabout each person in the room, but Lucas listenedonly
sporadically. They finally parted, Henri goingto the Duke's table.

 Lucas continued to watch the dandified Gautier.After a while he quit his table and joined two gentle
men, apparently acquaintances. From their conversation, which soon became animated, and their many
covert glances at a pretty dark-haired girl across theroom, Lucas imagined a wager taking place.
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 Curiosity drew him to the bar where the three menwere just finishing their conversation. Thank heavens
he had learned French well, mostly throughHenri.

 "Two weeks?"

 "A week and a half, Antoine, no more."

 "Agreed."

 Antoine.Was it the same man? It was a commonFrench name, and there were no doubt many men who
found it amusing to seduce young girls on a dare. Or a wager.

 Gautier seemed well pleased with himself after histwo companions left him. He ordered a drink, then
turned to stare at the dark-haired girl across theroom.

 "Allow me." Lucas paid for the drink and handedit to the shorter man.

 Gautier accepted, eyeing Lucas speculatively. "DoI know you,monsieur?"

 "No, but I believe I've heard of you. Antoine Gautier, isn't it?"

 "Yes."

 "So I thought, after that interesting wager I justoverheard."

 Gautier chuckled, relaxing. "Perhaps you wish tojoin my friends in losing some money?"

 "Not if you already know the girl." Lucas playedalong with him.

 "No, I have not had the pleasure yet," the dandyassured him. "Claude has been rebuffed by her,which is
why he made the wager."

 "Claude is one of those men who just left?"

 "Yes. He hopes to soothe himself by seeing me failas well. But if you doubt me,monsieur, pick any girlin
the room. I would enjoy a double challenge."

 Lucas barely managed to conceal his disgust. Theman's eyes were gleaming in anticipation. Withthose
dimples and that eager look, he was downrightpretty. Were women actually attracted to this peacock?

 "You seem confident of winning," Lucas pointedout. "I wonder why."

 "Because I never fail."

 "Never? Ever?"

 Antoine flushed. "Ah, yes, you did say you hadheard of me. I suppose you have met Jean-Paul and he
told you? It has been three years, but he still likesto brag to one and all that he is the only one who has
collected from me on a wager like this one."

 "The girl eluded you?" Lucas's voice turned verycasual.
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 "Yes, she did. She was a sweet innocent. Eighteen.How naive they are at that age. And I almost hadher.
Just another few moments and my record wouldnot have been broken."

 Eighteen three years ago? That wasn't Sharisse.Lucas was going to be terribly disappointed if he hadno
reason to bash the bastard's face in.

 "What happened?" Lucas asked.

 Antoine clucked in disgust. "My wife was impatient for my company. She had to walk in and ruin
everything, revealing that she was my wife."

 "Your wife doesn't mind your conquests?"

 "Not at all, which is why I cannot understand whyshe deliberately ruined my chances with the Ameri
can. And itwas deliberate, although she still will notadmit it."

 "Jealous?"

 "Perhaps." Antoine sighed. "If the girl had beenonly an ordinary beauty, Marie would not have interfered.
But the Hammond girl was different, vibrant—"

 "Hammond?" Lucas cut in smoothly. "I know aMrs. Hammond. An American, too."

 Antoine stepped back from him. "You . . . youneed not fear I have trifled with...an acquaintanceof yours.
I do not bother married women."

 "Sharisse." Lucas threw the name out viciouslyand watched the Frenchman pale. "Sonofabitch!"Lucas
growled, dropping the French they had beenspeaking.

 Antoine was shocked. "You are an American,too?"

 "Right. I think you and I better take a walk."

 "I do not understand."

 "Outside, Gautier, now."

 Antoine understood perfectly. His stomach turnedover. The American's incredible size had not gone
unnoticed.

 "Monsieur,I deplore violence. Be reasonable. I didthe girl no harm."

 "I doubt she feels that way." Lucas propelled Gautier toward the doors. "Don't make a sound,monami,
or I will break your arm," he added in a deadly whisper.

 "What . . . what is she to you?"

 Lucas walked him into the garden, well away fromthe building. He let go of the Frenchman, who stood
facing Lucas. What was Sharisse to him? The rageLucas felt said it all.
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 "She's my woman."

 "But you know I failed with her!"

 "Only because of your wife's interference. It was your motive, Gautier, that sickens me. To go after a
woman because you want her is one thing, but to seduce her on a wager! Did she find out?"

 "What?"

 "Don't push me, Gautier," Lucas growled. "Didshe know you pursued her over a bet?'

 Antoine was too frightened to lie. "My wife didmention it in her presence, yes."

 "So she was humiliated as well as hurt."

 Lucas said it softly, so softly that Antoine wastaken by surprise when he felt his nose break. He
staggered back from the blow, falling into thebushes, clutching his face in agony.

 "Please . . ." he moaned.

 Lucas yanked him to his feet before he could finish. "Give this your best effort, pretty face, becauseI'm
going to show you the same mercy you show yourvictims."

 Antoine did try, but there was never any questionas to who would walk away the winner. Lucas was
heavier, taller, in better shape, and furious enoughnot to care that it wasn't a fair fight. He showed no
mercy. Every punch was calculated to do as muchdamage as possible, especially to that pretty face.

 It was over in a very few minutes, the Frenchman groveling on the ground, barely conscious. Lucasstood
over him, wrapping a handkerchief around hisbloody knuckles. He was still churning with anger.

 "You can thank your wife that all I did was rearrange your face," Lucas said. "If you had succeededwith
Sharisse, I might have killed you. But I don't think you'll have such an easy time winning yourdisgusting
wagers now, Monsieur Gautier. Nexttime you look in a mirror, remember me."

 Lucas walked away, his stride quickening with a new anger. She had lied to him, lied about her age,her
name, her supposed marriage. He recalled her reaction the day they were married. Surprise? Bullshit!
She had panicked. That meant she'd had no intention of marrying him. It also meant that he had been
torturing himself with guilt all these monthsover nothing. She'd undoubtedly been delighted to hear he
didn't want a wife, and even more delightedwhen he told her an annulment was possible. Hadn'tshe left
immediately? And where the hell had themoney to leave come from? Was her being destitutealso a lie?
Was any part of Sharisse not a lie?

 His anger had reached a dangerous level by the time Lucas arrived at his hotel. But he hid his feelings
expertly as always. The desk clerk didn't suspect at all as he handed him a letter. It was fromEmery
Buskett and had taken five months to reachLucas.

 Lucas waited until he was in his room before he opened the travel-worn letter. Anything that wouldtake
his mind off Sharisse, even for a few moments, was welcome. The bottle in front of him was welcome,
too.

 Lucas,
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 It's a good thing you finally got around to lettingme know where to find you. I didn't know what tothink
when Billy Wolf wired me that you had leftArizona. I didn't know if you still wanted that information
from my friend Jim or not. Jim had returned to New York and was off on another case,so I couldn't find
him. But he found me about a month ago, and you'll never guess why.

 Jim has been hired by the same Marcus Hammond...to find you. He had already been to New-comb
and talked with Billy, who told him vaguelythat you might be found in Europe somewhere.But Billy did
give him my name. I suppose he figured you might contact me and would want toknow about this. By
the time Jim tracked me downin Chicago, where I have moved to, he was prettyannoyed by all the
runaround. And of course I hadnothing to tell him about you, which didn't helpthe poor man's disposition
any.

 As for the information you requested, I find itvery curious that you would need me to verify thatyour
fiancee is Marcus Hammond's daughter.You must have known that all along—same name,same
description. It just couldn't be coincidence.

 Jim tells me Miss Hammond came home on herown as he'd suspected she would do. And now hereher
father is looking for you. Was she really your fiancee, or were you only helping her hide from herfather?
Oh, well, I don't suppose that's any of mybusiness.

 I heard by way of Jim that Newcomb is fast becoming a ghost town. There were few people leftfor him
to question about you, except for one Samuel Newcomb who raved that you were responsiblefor
ruining him. Jim didn't credit anything the man had to say since he couldn't find Newcomb sober long
enough to get any decent answers out ofhim.

 If you ever need me again, you know where tofind me.

 Your servant, Emery Buskett

 Lucas read the letter one more time before hecrumpled it and threw it across the room. So Shar-isse
was back home with her father. A runaway, not estranged, not destitute. Was there no end to the lies
she'd deceived him with?

 The conclusion he came to damned her entirely.The spoiled rich girl angry with her father, seeing Lucas's
advertisement as a way to disappear for awhile, thinking nothing of the harm she was doing.She had no
way of knowing he wasn't serious aboutwanting a wife. Why, he might have been somelonely fool who'd
have fallen head-over-heels in lovewith her and been heartbroken when she took off. Had she
considered that? Did she care? Of coursenot. Her type never thought of anyone but herself.

 No wonder he hadn't been able to find her. No doubt those incompetent bankers he had left thematter
to didn't have the sense to check out all Hammond households. Either that, or Marcus Hammondhad
paid them off.

 Was that why Hammond was looking for him? Didhe know about the money Lucas had deposited for
Sharisse? A man of his stature might take that as aninsult. Then again, Sharisse might have confessedhis
treatment of her to save her own skin. Hammondmight be an enraged father wanting retribution. Nodoubt
she had painted an innocent picture of her ownpart in everything.

 Lucas sat back, his mouth turning up into a caricature of a smile. Set the hounds on him, would she?He
shook his head and reached for the bottle. Sheought to've left well enough alone.
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 Chapter 37

  

 SHARISSE returned her friend Carol Peterson toCarol's home on Lafayette Place, one of the older
residential areas still occupied by the upper crustand still holding out against the advance of commerce.
Sheila was supposed to have joined them, too,but she hadn't, so Sharisse and Carol had spent an
enjoyable afternoon walking between Union andMadison Squares, Sharisse's driver following slowly
behind. Of course the girls couldn't resist stopping atthe great retail houses of the Tiffanys, the Arnolds,
and the Lords and Taylors.

 Sharisse was tired, but not anxious to get righthome, even though she did have an engagementthat
evening. She told her driver to take his time,wanting to enjoy the sights of the city she loved somuch.

 They drove past the two-hundred-foot-long multi-columned Custom House, up Broadway and along
Park Row, and by Printing House Square, whichtook its name from the large number of newspaper
offices in the vicinity. Between lamp posts were thetall utility poles with as many as nine crossarms. Or
gan grinders were playing on the streets, and candy men were pushing their carts next to vendors of ice
cream and ices. A penny would buy a small cup filledwith one or another delicious concoction.

 The streets never quieted. Horsecar railways operated on many streets, as did the elevated railroad,but
the older horse-drawn omnibus was still theonly means of transportation besides private carriages on
Broadway south of 14th Street. They werebrightly colored vehicles with large lettering aboveand below a
long row of windows. The driver, upfront, was exposed to the elements and kept an umbrella ready for
an unexpected shower. Riding onthem was an adventure for children. Sharisse hadn'tbeen on one for
years.

 Park Place revealed many shops advertising rattan furniture, fireworks, glass shades, polishers, and
printers. Past City Hall many of the older structures had been replaced by buildings with stone and cast-
iron fronts. There could be found manufacturers ofsafes, firearms, and scales. Curb trees diminishedthere
and then vanished altogether. Ready-madeclothing stores offered hats, gloves, flowers andfeathers,
corsets, shoes, and furs.

 Up near Bleecker Street, Sharisse smiled as they passed the Grand Central Hotel, thinking of her father
getting red in the face every time the "eye sore"was mentioned. It really was monstrous, toweringabove
the other buildings around it, yet stylish withits marble front and mansard roof. In 1875 when itopened, an
incredible eight-stories high and havingsix hundred thirty rooms, it was reported to be the largest hotel in
the world.

 When she arrived home and took off her hat andgloves, her father appeared at his study door.

 "I would like a word with you, Rissy."

 "Can't it wait, Father? Robert is taking me to a play tonight, and I don't have much time to getready."

 "Then you should have finished your shopping sooner," he said disagreeably. "And it's about yourrecent
purchases that I want to talk to you."
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 Sharisse sighed and followed him into his saneturn. "You're not going to chastise me for spending too
much, are you? It was only a few dresses, Father."

 "A few? I believe a dozen boxes were deliveredhere last week, and more arrive every day."

 "Well, the full bustle is becoming popular again.You can't expect me to make do with last year's fashions
when they have changed so drastically.And besides, you've never begrudged me a goodwardrobe."

 "That is not why I called you in here, Rissy. I don'tcare if you purchase a hundred new gowns. I just
want to know who's paying for them."

 "Paying? Why, you are, of course."

 "Am I?"

 Sharisse frowned. "I don't understand."

 "I happened to be on Broadway this morning, inthe midst of that infernal 'Ladies' Mile,' as you girlscall it.
I thought I would stop in at your dressmaker,as long as I was there, to settle your account. But thelady
tells me your bill has been taken care of."

 "But how-?"

 "That's what I would like to know. She couldn'ttell me anything except that a boy had come aroundwith
the money and said it was to take care of yourbill. She assumed the money came from me, including a
large tip."

 "It must be Joel seeing to Steph's gowns."

 Her father shook his head. "Your name was specified by the errand boy."

 "Well, it must be a mistake then."

 He shook his head again. "I went to three othershops where I know you trade."

 Sharisse knew by his look. "They were paid up,too?"

 "Yes."

 She sat down next to his desk, thoroughly confused. "I don't know what to tell you. You know Inever
carry cash when I go shopping. Everything ischarged to you. But if neither of us paid those bills, then who
did?"

 "Robert?"

 "Certainly not! I barely know him. I wouldn't beseeing him at all if Joel and Steph hadn't kept pestering
me about it."

 "I know he's a close friend of Joel's, so I thought. . . You haven't been seeing anyone else, haveyou?"

 "Father, really! Are you suggesting I'm someman's mistress?"
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 He cleared his throat uncomfortably. "No, ofcourse not. But you apparently have a generous admirer,
although his approach is certainly unusual.Who could it be?"

 "I've met several gentlemen recently who are newin town, but none impressed me as showy or extrava
gant. No, I can't imagine anyone I know doing this.It's intriguing, though. Those bills you mentioned
weren't for trifling amounts."

 "Your bills never are, my dear."

 She ignored that. "It is an unusual way to bestowa gift. Flowers or trinkets could be returned, but I'm not
going to give back my new clothes after all thetime I spent in fittings. I hope you will have cashavailable
so that I can give the money back when Ifind out who this man is."

 "Why don't you let me handle that. I don't likethe idea of a stranger paying for your necessities.Buying
you little gifts to win your favor is one thing, but paying your bills is downright audacious. It must be a
foreigner. They have funny ways of doing things."

 Sharisse grinned at his conclusion. "Well, whoever it is, I'm sure he will reveal himself soonenough.
Now I really must go and get ready, Father.

 Will you be going to your club tonight? I hate tothink of you being at home alone."

 "Don't you worry about me. I think I'll wait upfor you, just in case you learn anything this evening."

  

  

 Chapter 38

  

 THE first act of the play was already in progress when she and Robert arrived at the Academy ofMusic
on the east side of Union Square. Its plain exterior, next to the more impressive Tammany Hall,failed to
prepare one for its lovely interior. Ballswere held there, as well as operas and amateur theatrical
performances like the play that night.

 Carriages lined the street, but not everyone wasthere for the play. Across the street couples strolledin
the square or took advantage of the benches enclosed by grass and foliage. Mornings and afternoons
would find the benches and walks crowded with white-capped nurse maids and children, idlers fromthe
tramp to the overcome tippler, and pedestriansseeking the quiet shelter of trees in that "bit of country in
town." At night, lamps hung from the treesgave one a cozy, sequestered feeling. At night it was a place
for lovers.

 Sharisse didn't know why she was gazing at itwith such longing as she entered the Academy onRobert's
arm. Robert certainly didn't tempt her. Oh,he was attractive enough with his light brown hairand blue
eyes, and attentive enough. And he made itclear that he wanted to be far more than just as escort. But if
she were going to take a lover, she wouldwant someone taller, darker, a little wider in theshoulders, more
like . . .
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 She cleared her mind of annoying thoughts andtried to concentrate on the performance. It workedfor a
while, but then her ring caught her eye, thelarge peridot surrounded by brilliants that matchedher necklace
and earrings. She had done it again, automatically chosen those jewels to wear tonight, justas she had
chosen them for every formal occasion shehad attended since her return to New York. Pearlswould have
looked better with the new silver-graygown, or even her emeralds. But the large oval peridots were
exactly the right color, with just enoughyellow to make it seem that a fire was banked intheir depths—just
like his eyes.

 Whycouldn't she forget him? A year had passed, awhole year since she'd seen Lucas Holt, yet hisimage
rose in her mind as clearly as if she'd seen himonly yesterday.

 "Sharisse! I thought that was you!"

 She looked up to see Sheila Harris squeezing through the crowd to get to her. The intermissionlights
were on, and most of the audience was heading for the lobby. Robert excused himself to do the same,
and Sheila sat down in his seat. She looked exceptionally colorful in a dark blue gown with gold bril
liants running through the bodice. Sheila neverconformed to fashion modes, but she always looked
beautiful no matter what she adorned herself with.

 At the moment, her blue eyes were wide with curiosity, and she leaned forward as soon as Robert was
well out of hearing. "Whatever are you doing with him?"

 "Hello, Sheila," Sharisse grinned. "It's nice to seeyou, too."

 "Oh, yes, hello," Sheila said impatiently.

 "We missed you today."

 /'Today? Oh, no! Was it today I was supposed tomeet you and Carol? I forgot. You will forgive me,
won't you?"

 "Of course." Sheila never failed to amuse Sharisse.

 "Well? Answer me about Robert."

 Sharisse shrugged. "Robert has been my escort forsome time. You know that. You see me with him all
the time."

 "I know. I didn't mean it that way. I only thought. . . well. . . why would you be with Robert now thathe's
back?"

 "He? Make sense, Sheila."

 "Don't play coy with me, Sharisse." Sheila narrowed her gaze. "I behaved like a perfect fool when Imet
him, and it's all your fault. I was just so surprised that I was speechless—and you know I'venever been
speechless in my entire life."

 "Sheila, if you don't explain yourself this minute!"Sharisse warned in exasperation.

 "It was completely unfair of you to give me so little warning. I begged you for details, and all you told me
was 'he's different.' Now if that isn't an understatement! 'Different!' He's gorgeous. Why didn't you just
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say so?"

 Sharisse sat back, shaking her head. It wasn't possible.

 "You say you met . . . him. When?"

 "Last night, at the Stewarts' soiree. Donald introduced us. You know Donald."

 "Yes, yes, the man you've been seeing, I knowDonald. Get on with it, Sheila."

 Sheila continued, and Sharisse prayed she wouldn't ask why she wasn't in touch with Lucas. "Well,
Donald didn't associate his name with you and only introduced him as Mr. Holt. Of course, how many
Holtsdo we know? I simply had to ask him right out if hewas your husband. I didn't expect him to be, not
afteryour careless description of him. You can imaginehow surprised I was when he said yes,"

 "What . . . what else did Lucas say?"

 "Well, not much. He's not much of a talker, is he? Iasked him about his ship." Sharisse looked upset,
and Sheila asked anxiously, "What's wrong?"

 "Nothing. Go on."  -

 "I asked about his ship and if his trip to the Orient was successful, but he was awfully evasive. And of
course I asked why you weren't with him, and he saidyou weren't feeling up to it. But you must be better,
or you wouldn't be here tonight with . . .oh, dear. Heasked a lot of questions, mostly about Robert."

 "What? You told him about Robert?"

 "/didn't tell him," Sheila said in a wounded voice. "I assumed you already had, since he knew Robert's
been escorting you recently. He wanted to knowwhat Robert was like, but I couldn't tell him muchsince I
only returned to the city two months ago, andbefore I went away you were still upstate with your aunt.
But your husband certainly was curious aboutRobert. I suppose that's only natural, though, withhim being
away on business for so long. Such a longseparation wasn't an ideal way to begin a marriage,but it
couldn't be helped, could it?"

 "What?" Sharisse could barely think at all.

 "Will he be around for a while now before he has toleave on another voyage? I did wonder how you
couldmarry a ship's captain, even if he did own his ownship, but I can certainly understand why now! He
might be away for long periods, but when he's athome, oh, I do envy you."

 Sharisse heard herself blurting, "I...I don'tknow when he is leaving again, Sheila. We . . . ah,we haven't
got around to discussing that yet."

 "But where is he now?"

 "Busy," Sharisse snapped, then quickly smiledand said casually, "Just because he's home doesn'tmean I
get to monopolize his time. He has a lot ofbusiness to take care of. Things that were neglectedwhile he
was away."

 "Is that why you're with Robert?"
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 "Yes. And now I really must go and see what'skeeping him," she said firmly.

 She rose to leave, but her friend grabbed her arm.

 "What about your sister's party this Saturday?Surely you can get your husband to take you tothat.After
all, who among our friends has met him besides me?"

 Oh, no! "I don't know, Sheila. We'll just have towait and see," Sharisse muttered, desperate to getaway.

 She found Robert as quickly as she could andasked to be taken home immediately, using thethrobbing
headache she was fast developing as a legitimate excuse. She hardly said a word to him onthe way
home and left him with a quick, distractedgood-bye. Mrs. Etherton met her in the foyer andtook her
cloak and gloves, worrying over Sharisse'spinched expression.

 "Where is my father, please?"

 The housekeeper sniffed disapprovingly and saidstonily, "In the kitchen, miss."

 "Raiding again?" Sharisse grinned.

 "I believe so, miss."

 Sharisse was still grinning as she went to find herfather. She liked to think of him upsetting the servants
by entering their domain. It was so like him.She found him alone in the kitchen, a cold chickenand a loaf
of bread before him on the kitchen work table. Well, he wasn't quite alone. In the corner wasClarissa,
the cream-colored female cat it had taken Sharisse weeks to find after she got home. Clarissawas
suckling her litter of three. And there wasCharley, never far from his little family, curling hisway around
Marcus's feet. Sharisse was astonished to hear her father say, "Damned cat. I suppose you want some of
this?"

 "Why, you old softy!"

 Marcus jumped, turning around to glare at her."I'm too old to be startled like that!"

 "I'm sorry." She sat down near the work table and picked up a piece of chicken.

 He eyed her curiously. "You're back early. Didyou find out who your secret admirer is?"

 "No. Well. . . maybe. Oh, I might as well tell youright out and see whatyo u can make of it. Sheila wasat
the Academy, and she told me she met Lucas lastnight at the Stewarts'."

 "Lucas? You mean . . .Lucas?"

 "Yes."

 "Well, well, isn't this interesting."

 "Alarming is more like it. Couldn't it be someoneelse pretending to be Lucas?" Sharisse asked hope
fully. But she knew it couldn't be, not with Sheila's adoring description.
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 "What did you tell her?" her father asked.

 "I couldn't very well tell her that I didn't even know he was here. How would that look? But she didhave
one thing to say about him," she added testily."She thought he was gorgeous."

 "What kind of way is that to describe a man?" Marcus asked.

 "Sheila's way. She found him quite attractive," she said nastily.

 "As I recall, you did, too. All right, let's assume this man is your husband. He's here. What are yougoing
to do about it?"

 "I'm not going to do anything," she said flatly."I'm certainly not going to see Lucas."

 "You may have to, my dear. I can't very well denyhim access to this house if he demands to see you. He
is still your husband. He might not have been awareof that fact when he arrived here, but he's obviously
found it out. And he's also made sure that you areaware of his rights as your husband."

 "What do you mean?"

 "He paid for your purchases. I doubt that was simply a matter of owning up to his obligations. I would
call it an extravagant message. A message to you."

 "In other words he wants me to know that if hewants to play the role of my husband, he can?"

 "Exactly."

 "I don't know, Father. Lucas is more straight forward than that. He would just barge right in hereand-"

 "Then why hasn't he?"

 "Oh, how should I know what's on his mind!"

 "I'm sure you can guess. He's going to want toknow why you're still married, Rissy. Are you goingto tell
him?"

 "No," she replied adamantly, "absolutely not."

 "Then you better think of something pretty soon,because I don't think it'll be much longer before you
meet Lucas Holt again."

  

  

 Chapter 39

  

 SHARISSE was just finishing lunch when her sister came into the dining room, moving fasterthan
Sharisse had seen her move in a long time,though slowly by any normal standards. Stephanie, five months
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pregnant, was barely showing yet, butfrom the moment she'd learned of her condition,she'd begun to
pamper herself, just as their motherhad done. No matter how often Sharisse tried to tellher it would be
healthier if she wouldn't treat herselflike an invalid, her younger sister wouldn't listen.

 Today Stephanie was downright animated as she made a quick glance around the room to be sure she
and Sharisse were alone.

 "What brings you here, Steph? I'd have thoughtyou'd be riding roughshod over your servants all dayin
preparation for your party tonight."

 "Honestly, Rissy, wherever did you pick up such funny expressions? 'Roughshod' indeed." Stephaniesat
down, making an elaborate show of getting comfortable before she said, "Father isn't in the house, is
he?"

 "On a Saturday? You know he always has lunchwith your father-in-law on Saturdays."

 "I just wanted to make sure. I wouldn't want himto overhear this."

 "I don't keep secrets from Father anymore,Steph."

 "You didn't tell him about my part in—"

 Sharisse hastened to calm her. "No, no, relax.But I have nothing to hide from him now, anyway."

 "Not even that Lucas Holt is in New York?"

 Stephanie believed she was delivering monumental news, and her face fell as Sharisse said, "We know
that."

 "You do? Well good heavens, why didn't someonetell me? I had to hear it from Trudi today. She heardit
from Barbara Stewart, and you know what Barbara-?"

 "I get the picture, Steph," Sharisse cut in dryly. "Ithink Sheila is making sure everyone knows. Shemet
him, you see. At the Stewarts'."

 "Well?"

 "What?"

 Stephanie waved her hands impatiently. "Well,what's he doing here?"

 "I don't know."

 Stephanie was reaching the boiling point. "You'rejust not going to tell me, are you?"

 "I'm not hiding anything from you, Steph. I reallydon't know why Lucas came here. I haven't seenhim."

 Sharisse wouldn't admit how vexed she was that Lucas hadn't come to see her. What did he mean by
playing this hide-and-seek game with her?

 "I thought I heard my girls," Marcus called as he walked into the room.
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 Sharisse was surprised to see him. "Didn't youhave lunch with Edward?"

 "I cut it short. Something came up. And whatbrings you here, my dear?" he asked Stephanie, giving her
a kiss.

 "I needed a breath of fresh air. All the cleaninggoing on at our house, you know. Will you be coming to
my party tonight, Father?"

 "Heavens, no. That's for you young people. I'll bespending the evening at my club."

 "Well, I really should get back and see how thingsare going," Stephanie said, reluctant to leave.

 "If you hurry, my carriage should still be out front.It can take you home, Stephanie."

 Sharisse groaned. "You're as bad as she is, Father.Her house isn't a block away. She needs the exer
cise."

 "Nonsense, Rissy," Stephanie said cheerily as shehoisted herself up to go. "It never hurts to be careful."

 When they were alone again, Sharisse chided herfather, "You shouldn't encourage her."

 "I know. But right now she reminds me so of yourmother. You certainly didn't. All the way to the end
you acted as if nothing special was happening."

 "I was fortunate. Someone once showed me . . . oh,never mind. What interrupted your lunch?"

 "This was delivered to the restaurant." Hedropped a folder on the table. "I've been waiting forit for two
days. It's a report on your husband."

 "You didn't!"

 "Of course I did. He's staying at the Fifth AvenueHotel and has been for a little over a month."

 "That long? But that's a luxury hotel. Where is hegetting the money? I wonder if he sold his ranch?"

 "Oh, his ranch was sold all right, but not by him.It was sold last year by a Billy Wolf. Lucas Holt hadleft
the area long before the sale."

 Sharisse stared at her father wide-eyed. "How onearth do you know all that?"

 "I sent someone out there last year. It was onlyreasonable that I should have him investigated."

 "You knew these things all this time and younever told me?"

 "There was no point in mentioning it, and I didn'twant to upset you. Besides, once Holt disappeared
without a trace, I was forced to call off the search."

 "Disappeared?"

 "An old timer who had worked for him said he lefthis ranch the same day you did," Marcus replied."No
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one saw him after that."

 She thought about that for a while. "Do you think he tried to follow me?"

 "No. He could easily have caught up with you."

 "Of course." She couldn't quite keep the disappointment out of her voice. "Why should he try, any
way?"

 Marcus gazed at her thoughtfully. "There were reports that he was responsible for ruining the founderof
Newcomb. If that's so, then maybe hehad to leave.Newcomb is destitute. Do you know anything about
that?"

 "Samuel Newcomb? But they're friends... orsomething. No, I can't believe Lucas would do such athing.
Not Lucas."

 He cleared his throat. "Well, as I said, they wereonly reports."

 "What else did you find out?"

 "Mr. Wolf—my man tracked him down—suggestedyour husband was on his way to Europe."

 "Europe! But he had no money."

 "Well, he does now," her father said. "He's staying in one of the most expensive hotels in the city,and
he's bought the old Tindel mansion."

 "He what?"

 "There's something that puzzles me," Marcussaid. "I thought you might be able to explain it."

 "Only one thing?" she asked sarcastically. "GoodLord, I can't believe we're even talking about thesame
man I knew!"

 "Maybe we're not."

 "Father," she began wearily, but he interrupted.

 "The man is registered at the hotel as Slade Holt, not Lucas Holt."

 "Slade! Oh, no!"

 Marcus was alarmed by her color. "What is it,Rissy?"

 "Slade is Lucas's brother!"

 "But why would Lucas use his brother's name?"

 "It might not be Lucas," she gasped. "It may be Slade."

 "Nonsense. This man claims to be your husband.You would be able to expose him if he's not your hus
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band."

 "Would I?" she laughed humorlessly. "They'retwins. I can tell them apart only because Sladedresses like
an Indian. If he dresses inconspicuouslyhere, as he would, I wouldn't know the difference, Iswear."

 "Then this might not be your husband?"

 She bit her lip, then cried, "Oh, I just don't knowwhat to think!"

 "Well, I'll have to go and question the man," herfather said resolutely.

 "No!" Sharisse came up out of her chair like a shot. "You can't do that."

 "Why not?"

 "If itis Slade, well, he's . . . difficult. He's different from Lucas. Slade grew up alone in the wilderness.
He's a gunfighter. He's blunt and kind of raw. He's not civilized. You don't talk to Slade, Father, not
easily."

 "Does he have an interest in you?" her fatherasked.

 "He did, yes," she admitted reluctantly. "He's justnot the kind of man you can confront, Father, soplease
don't do anything."

 "Something has to be done, Rissy. We can't just keep waiting and wondering."

 "Yes, we can," she insisted. "You said yourself itprobably won't be too much longer before he calls on
me. I'd just as soon delay that meeting if it's Slade."She gazed down at the table, then explained, "Atleast
I know how to deal with Lucas. But Slade? MyGod, if he has it in mind to impersonate Lucas in order
to force me—"

 "He wouldn't dare," Marcus growled.

 "Oh, yes, he would, Father. I've been trying to tellyou. He's unscrupulous. He would think it amusingto
pose as my husband for a while, to have me rightwhere . . . Well, as I said, he did pursue me before."

 "Perhaps you should stay with your aunt again fora while."

 "Then how will I ever resolve this situation? No, I should continue to live as I normally live. I refuse to
hide from him. What I should do is see a lawyer onMonday and get this marriage over with. Then itwon't
matter whether it's Lucas or Slade."

 "It's too late to end it easily, Sharisse. You needyour husband's cooperation now. You know that," he
reminded her gently.

 "Well," she sighed, ruefully, "there is one thing.His attitude about a divorce will tell me who he is. Ifhe
doesn't want a divorce, I'll know it's Slade."

 Her father stood there looking at her sadly, thenturned and left the room. He needed a chance to think,
alone in his study.
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 Chapter 40

  

 “Youwere supposed to get here early, Rissy, not late," Stephanie complained as she tookher sister's arm
and walked with her toward the par lor.

 "Don't scold, my dear. I almost didn't come at all.Robert sent his regrets, and if I hadn't already been
dressed when his note arrived, I wouldn't havecome."

 "But it doesn't matter that you're not escorted.You know everyone here."

 "That's why I decided to come anyway." Actually,she had needed the distraction, needed it desper
ately. "And I'm not really late." They stopped at theentrance to the large parlor where twenty or soguests
were gathered. "Sheila hasn't arrived yet, Iguess."

 "Well, she's the only late one besides you. And youcan never depend on Sheila to do anything when she
says she will."

 "Now don't be so sulky, Stephanie. It doesn't become you."

 "I can't help it," the younger girl hissed in a low voice. "I've been a bundle of nerves ever since Iheard
about you-know-who."

 "I wish you wouldn't bring that up." The front door sounded behind them, and Sharisse pulled awayfrom
Stephanie. "There now. Go and greet the last ofyour guests. I'll go in alone. I'll be . . ."

 "What is it, Rissy?" Stephanie followed her sister's gaze and gasped, "Is that him? It is, isn't it? Oh,what
should I do? Should I have Joel ask him toleave? Rissy?"

 It took a hard shake before Sharisse was able to reply at all. "Don't. . . don't do anything, Stephanie."
She swung around, closing her eyes to try and calmherself.

 "What should I do?" Stephanie whispered frantically. "I can't very well welcome him to my home.Joel
should be told."

 "Stephanie, you have no sense!" Sharisse snapped."You don't get a man like that to leave if he doesn't
want to leave. You're only going to cause trouble ifyou involve Joel. Just pretend everything's allright."

 "Well, how am I supposed to do that?" Stephaniegripped Sharisse's arm. "Oh, God, he's seen you!He's
coming over, Rissy! I think I'll go."

 "Don't you dare leave me alone with him!" Sharisse hissed.

 She turned around. Her eyes locked with his. Andsuddenly she went all funny inside. It was thoseeyes,
that clear golden-green, so bright and so disarming.

 Warm or cold, his gaze affected her, and apparently that hadn't changed. His skin was not so heavily
bronzed now, but he was still darker than any other man in the room. His black hair was shorter, his
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clothes more sophisticated. But he was still theman she could never forget.

 "Hello, beautiful."

 The husky voice sent shivers through her.

 "I believe you know several of my friends already,but you haven't met my sister," she said as steadilyas
she could. He glanced briefly at the flusteredblonde and nodded curtly, then looked back at Sharisse.
His face might have been carved from granite.

 The two of them continued to stand there, eyeslocked, unmoving.

 "Well, we finally see the newlyweds together,"Sheila called out, striding toward them quickly,Donald on
her arm. "You'll never believe where wefound him, Sharisse. Clear across town. I just knewhe'd never
get here on time unless we offered him aride."

 "How thoughtful of you, Sheila," Sharisse repliedtightly.

 "Well, we'll talk to you later, darling," Sheila saidcheerfully. "I must say hello to everyone first. Mustn'tbe
rude."

 Sheila went on into the parlor and Stephanie followed, leaving Sharisse alone with him.

 "Is there somewhere we can talk, privately?"

 "No!" She blushed, hearing how emphatic shesounded.

 "You afraid to be alone with me, beautiful?"

 "No, I...I just don't see any reason why we can'tstay right here."

 "Have it your way," he growled, "But I can't waitany longer."

 He drew her fast against him, and his mouth came down hard on hers. The shock of his body pressing
hers was like a lightning charge, his lips hungry, demanding. Powerless to resist him, her hands moved
over his shoulders, around his neck, into his hair.

 He raised his head, wondering whether she woulddraw away from him, but she didn't. Her eyesglowed,
darkly amethyst.

 "I'm afraid I couldn't help myself," he said softly.

 "What?"

 He grinned at her bemused condition. "Lookaround you, beautiful."

 She did, and blushed scarlet to the roots of herhair. Stephanie was staring at her in amazement. Sheila
was grinning. Trudi Baker and some othergirls were giggling. The men in the room were tryinghard to
pretend they hadn't seen anything. Shewanted to die.

 She looked back, saw her hands wrapped aroundhis neck, and pulled them back, stepping away from

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


him. "How could you?" she hissed furiously.

 "Very easily, and with pleasure," he replied, taking her arm and leading her a little distance awayfrom
their audience. "Why don't you ask yourself thatquestion? You have just acknowledged me as your
husband to everyone present."

 "Well, aren't you?" she snapped.

 "No."

 Her eyes opened wide. "So itis you! How despicable you are, Slade. I'm only surprised that you admit
ted it."

 "Slade?" He raised a dark brow in that infuriating way. "Now why would you think I'm Slade?"

 Sharisse shook her head. "Don't try to confuse me.You're registered at your hotel as Slade Holt."

 "So your father has been checking up on me—again." His voice turned cold.

 "Again?" she asked hesitantly. "You know aboutthe man he sent to Newcomb?"

 "That's why I'm here. I want to know about that.That—and a few other things."

 "But he was looking for Lucas, not you. Oh, I couldjust scream!"

 He chuckled. "Then I guess we'd better find somewhere private. How about your sister's bedroom?"

 "As if I would trust myself in a bedroom withyou," she said. "The garden will have to do."

 She led him outside to the enclosed garden in backof the house. There were benches and a small foun
tain nestled among the roses. Light from the house softly illuminated the garden, and it was pleasantly
cool. After closing the doors, she turned around toface him.

 "If you don't start explaining yourself, then we have nothing to discuss," she told him plainly.

 "Me? Honey, you're the one who has the explaining to do."

 "Not until you tell me who you are."

 His eyes narrowed. "I'm the man you married inArizona."

 "Then why did you deny you're my husband?"

 "Because that paper you have that says we're married is worthless."

 She stared at him, open-mouthed. "You mean thepreacher wasn't—"

 "Oh, the preacher was real. And you and I know Imarried you. But can you prove it? If I go by another
name, am I your husband?"

 "I don't understand. You can't get out of a marriage just by changing your name."
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 "I can. And you know I can . . . if the other name Iuse is 'Slade'. Having a twin brother has some ad
vantages."

 "I have never heard of anything so preposterous!That can't be possible."

 "I'm not going to tell you exactly why it's possible,just believe me, it is. That paper that says we're mar
ried is valid only if I admit to being Lucas Holt."

 "But you have admitted to being Lucas!"

 "To you." He grinned. "Not to anyone else."

 "That's not true. Sheila thinks you're my husband. You haven't denied it to her or to anyone else."

 He shrugged. "Lots of couples pretend to be married so no one can accuse them of immorality. I won
der what your friends would say if they thought youhad been pretending all this time?"

 Sharisse took a long, deep breath. It would meanscandal, and he knew that.

 "But there was a ceremony and—"

 "-—And you have no witnesses to that ceremony.Your friends would only think you were trying tosave
your reputation. It's human nature to believethe worst of someone if there's enough gossip. You know
that."

 "You can't do this to me," she told him firmly."We have to be married!"

 "Why?" His voice rose. What was behind this?

 "Lucas, I know you must have been surprised tofind that I'm still your wife."

 "Surprised is not what I was."

 "If you'll just let me explain. I had every intentionof getting that annulment, but when I returnedhome, my
father still insisted I marry Joel."

 "Your sister's husband?"

 "Yes. You see, Stephanie loved him. Didn't I tellyou that before? But my father wouldn't listen, andhe
would have forced me to marry Joel. If I hadn'ttold him I was already married, I would be Mrs. Par-
rington now. He didn't like it, of course. He tried tofind you, to find out what you were like, I guess."

 "Didn't you tell him I was a bastard?"

 She was stung. "I didn't tell him what a deceitful cad you were, if that's what you mean."

 "Me?" he exploded, and grabbed her shoulders ina rage. But one look at her wide, frightened eyes, and
he didn't shake her, just pushed her from him.

 "Let's talk about deceit—yours," he said coldly."Mrs.Hammond, wasn't it? Daughter of John Richards?
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Eighteen years old, you claimed to be.Destitute—a widow—enstranged from your father.Have I
forgotten any of your lies?"

 She cringed. "Lucas, I can explain."

 "Can you?" He was shouting now. "What if I hadreally been some poor fool who wanted a wife? Didyou
even think about that when you answered myadvertisement? Did you?"

 "I didn't answer it!" Sharisse shouted back. "My sister did!"

 They stared at each other in surprise. Then hesaid, "Sit down, Sharisse, and start from the beginning."

 She did, explaining again about Joel, and Stephanie. "She was so heartbroken that I was about tomarry
Joel that she didn't know what she was doing.You can't blame her, Lucas. I had intended to sendback
your tickets along with a letter from Stephanie.But after I left New York, I found that my jewels were
missing." She didn't explain why, but hurriedon. "I had no choice but to use the tickets, because I had no
money."

 "Why didn't you tell me all this when you arrived? Hell, I would have made a deal with you. We could
have helped each other without all these lies."

 "I would have, but you were so formidable. I wasafraid. I had hoped you would simply disapprove ofme
and send me back East." He laughed, but she ignored it. "What deal would you have made? Why did
you need me there, Lucas? Did it have something todo with Samuel Newcomb?"

 "Your father found out about that, did he?"

 "Only rumors. Did you really ruin Sam? On purpose?"

 "That's why I was there in the first place," he said, unashamed. "Sam was too well-protected to kill, but
breaking him was just as good. Well, after a while, Fiona started messing things up for me by making
Newcomb jealous. I didn't want him hostile at thatpoint, so I figured my having a fiancee would put his
mind at ease. It did."

 It dawned on her as he was talking. "He's the manwho paid to have your father killed, isn't he?"

 Lucas nodded. "I couldn't prove it, but yes."

 She shook her head in amazement. "Slade got theone man, and you took care of the other. You Holts
don't wait for the law when it comes to rightingwrongs, do you?"

 He grunted. He could tell her all of it, but he didn'tsee any point to that just then. He still didn't know
what he was going to do about her. He hadn't expected that his first sight of her after all this timewould
cause a pain that was eating away at him. Shewas just as beautiful as he remembered, even moreso, and
damn, he wanted her so badly. Even thinkingshe was a heartless baggage, he couldn't turn away.

 He was thoughtful too long, making Sharisse uncomfortable. What was he thinking? "Look, Lucas, I
know you don't want a wife, and I'm sorry I didn'ttake care of that sooner. But I will. I'll get a divorcejust
as soon as possible."

 "You can't divorce a man you're not married to,"he replied absently.
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 "Lucas! You're not still angry because I lied to you,are you? You have no right to be." She was losingher
temper again. "You lied to me just as much. What if / had really wanted a husband?"

 "You would have been amply compensated foryour disappointment. In fact, I deposited a small fortune
in a bank here for you. But of course, no Mrs.Hammond could be found to collect it." He shrugged.
"Now that I know you don't need it, I've put it to another use."

 Sharisse's eyes sparked. "You had money allalong, didn't you? You could have sent me backwhen I
asked you to! You . . . oh!"

 "I'm rather glad I didn't." He grinned.

 "Why were you living that way if you had money?"

 "My father's gold mine made me wealthy, but Iwas playing a role in Arizona, for Sam's benefit, and
throwing money around wasn't part of it."

 "But you said the mine was never found."

 "I said Newcomb couldn't find it. My brother and Iknew where it was."

 "So you really are wealthy?"

 "Are you disappointed?"

 It infuriated her, the way his eyes were twinkling."It makes no difference to me, I'm sure."

 "Doesn't it?"

 "No. Wealthy or not, you're still despicable."

 He laughed outright. "And here I thought youwould be pleased to know I can buy you all the littleluxuries
you're accustomed to. You could use a restraining hand, though. You spend too much."

 She gasped at his meaning. "No one told you topay my bills, Lucas! Why did you?"

 "You wear my name. That gives me license to dowhat I want to where you're concerned."

 She shot to her feet. "But you said you're not my husband!"

 "I haven't denied it publicly—yet. Have I?"

 "But you intend to, don't you?" she snapped. Hedidn't answer, and the storm went right out of her.She
sat down slowly. "Oh, Lucas, why do you want todo this to me? I can bear the scandal of a divorce if I
have to, but not that I was never married to beginwith."

 "You created this mess, Sharisse."

 "I told you why!" she cried.
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 "Because of your sister," he replied, "but she'sbeen married a long time. What excuse do you havefor not
correcting this situation sooner?"

 Sharisse looked away. To tell him the truth wouldbe to force him into something he didn't want. She
wouldn't do that. She couldn't.

 "I...I didn't think there was any harm in leaving things the way they were, Lucas. My fathermight have
found another husband for me, and Ididn't want another husband." How true that reallywas, she began to
realize.

 "And what if I wanted to get married one day?"

 "But you said we're not married."

 "You didn't know that."

 "Well, I would have done something about iteventually. I just didn't think there was any hurry.What
difference does it make to you, Lucas? Whycan't you just let me pretend to get a divorce? That
would'solve everything. I swear you'll never have tobe bothered with me again, never have to see me
again."

 His eyes narrowed. Never see her again?

 "If you want a divorce, Sharisse, you're going tohave to marry me again."

 "But that's ridiculous!"

 "Take it or leave it," he replied curtly.

 "But, Lucas, it doesn't make any sense to go through all that trouble if we don't have to."

 "I'm through with pretense. We either do it myway, or I'll be honest enough to admit to that crowdin
there that I'm not your husband."

 "Don't!"

 "Well?"

 "Oh, all right then, Lucas, but I swear you'recrazy."

 "Maybe I am." He smiled engagingly, infuriating her further. "I'll pick you up in the morning, around
ten;Be ready. And don't worry, no one will have toknow that you're marrying me again just so you can
divorce me. It's only the divorce that will have to bemade public."

 "You're being very unreasonable," she said stoutly, "but you never were a reasonable man, Lucas."

 "I'm just tying up loose ends, beautiful. You can'tobject to that."

 She didn't know what he meant by that and she didn't ask. She was suddenly exhausted.

 "I don't think I'll return to the party," he said."You can make my excuses for me. I don't care forthe idle
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chitchat of parties. We seafaring men don't,you know." She blushed at the reminder, and heasked, "Was
that necessary, making me a ship's captain?"

 "It seemed appropriate for a husband who wasnever around," she said tartly.

 "Well, I suppose we can always say I've given upthe sea."

 His grin enraged her. "You can say anything youwant—as I'm sure you will. You always do."

 She turned in a huff and left, and he stood there grinning as he watched her march away.

  

 Chapter 41

  

 SHARISSE dressed sedately in a cashmere dress ofcobalt blue with a matching cape. Nothing fancyfor
this ludicrous outing.

 Lucas arrived on time, and she didn't even givehim a chance to get out of his carriage, but hurriedout to
meet him. He was amused by that.

 "One might think you were eager to see me," hecommented as he pulled her inside beside him.

 "I just didn't want you meeting my father," shesaid crossly.

 "But I was so looking forward to that. You've saidhow alike your father and I are. Didn't you tell him
about our getting married again?"

 "Certainly not. You did say no one would have toknow," she reminded him.

 "So I did," he sighed.

 "Have you changed your mind?" she asked hopefully.

 "Ah, beautiful," he said roguishly, "what's the difference if you marry me twice, as long as the end result
is what you want?"

 "You mean whatyou want!"

 He chuckled, and Sharisse sat back stonily, determined to ignore him. The rest of the ride progressedin
silence, with Sharisse fuming and Lucas absorbedin watching her. He took her outside the city, to asmall
church. He had made arrangements beforehand, and the minister was waiting, along with two
parishioners who would act as witnesses.

 Sharisse went along with it all in the same stonysilence until, halfway through the ceremony, the minister
addressed Lucas by a name she hadn't expected to hear.

 Before she could protest aloud, he whispered toher, "Don't worry. An oversight, but it makes no dif
ference."
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 "But-"

 "If you don't want to go through with this, thereisthe alternative."

 Sharisse clamped her mouth shut.

 Lucas anticipated further objection over the signing, but Sharisse surprised him. He didn't know it,but
she didn't remember signing her first weddingpaper, so the fact the minister hadn't yet written intheir
names didn't alarm her. She didn't comment,either, when he insisted she sign her maiden name.She just
did it, then stalked out of the church to waitfor him in the carriage.

 When he joined her in the carriage, he dropped thecompleted document in her lap and sat back and
waited. He didn't have long to wait.

 Sharisse read no further than Slade's name andglared at Lucas. "You said his saying the wrongname was
an oversight. But you signed 'Slade,' too!"She threw the paper at him.

 He looked at her but said nothing.

 "How could you do this to me, Lucas? You havemarried me to your brother!"

 "No. I have married you to me, legally this time.Isn't that clear to you yet?"

 She allowed all her questions to run through hermind, then came up with some answers. "You reallyare
Slade, aren't you? You only pretended to be Lucas to trick me! And what the devil do you meanthis
time?"He smiled, and she cried, "Oh, it wasyou whomarried me before. You came back that day and let
me believe you were Lucas so you could...If thepreacher hadn't arrived when he did, then you would
have—no wonder Lucas was so furious. You marriedme to him without his knowing!"

 "You have some of that right, beautiful, some.You want to hear the rest of it or do you want to keepon
sputtering?"

 "What can you tell me that will excuse whatyou've done?" she said, furious. How dare he be so
high-handed? "I'm not married to both of you, am I?"

 "No. Your first marriage wasn't legal."

 At least she wasn't a bigamist, though that was asmall relief.

 "I don't know what you think you've accomplishedby all this trickery, Slade.You I will divorce—with
pleasure. You've got nothing."

 "Will you divorce me, beautiful?"

 "Immediately," she assured him.

 Sharisse turned away. The matter was settled.They returned to her house in silence, as they hadleft it,
and then he amazed her by saying, "Go andpack some of your things, Sharisse. You're movingin with
me."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Don't be ridiculous, Slade." She moved to step out of the carriage.

 "I didn't marry you just for the hell of it. I had nolegal rights over you before, but now I do, and I intend
to keep it that way. Do what you're told."

 She was horrified. "But I won't stay married to you! Iwon't!"

 She ran into the house, slamming the door behindher, but in a moment he threw the door open.

 "You didn't think it would be that easy, did you?"

 She faced him, enraged. "Get out!"

 "What the hell is going on in here?" Marcusstepped into the hall and stared at the tall, dark-haired
stranger.

 Sharisse turned to her father and said in the samefurious voice, "He thinks that because I married himhe
can tell me what to do. But he tricked me, Father.He's not Lucas. He's Slade!You tell him he can't get
away with this, because 7 don't ever want to see himagain."

 With that she ran up the stairs, leaving the twomen staring at each other across the long hall. Marcus
was stunned. Was this his son-in-law then, thisformidable looking young man whose unflinchinggaze
meant cold determination?

 "I was hoping we might meet under easier circumstances, Mr. Hammond, but now I must warn you not
to interfere." Marcus drew himself up to speak, but his son-in-law said, "She might be your daughter, but
a husband has undeniable rights. You know that. I'm not leaving here without her."

 "Then you really are her husband?"

 "You heard her admit it."

 "But she was married to your brother. You're notLucas Holt."

 "Mr. Hammond, it's a long story. In all fairness,Sharisse should hear the story first. All you need toknow
now is. that I love her, and I believe she lovesme."

 Marcus smiled. He couldn't help himself. "Oh, Ihave no doubt that she's in love, though she's never
owned up to it. I knew she was in love when she cameback from Arizona. But it's Lucas she loves. She
doesn't like you at all, believe me."

 "She might have given you that impression, but I can assure you her feelings will change before theday is
through. Now, I am going to collect my wife—with or without your permission. It would be easierfor
both of us if you gave it. Getting off to a bad startis a bad idea for both of us. But nothing is going tostop
me from taking her out of here, not the fuss she makes, not any objections from you. Do you see?"

 "By God, she was right," Marcus blustered. "You'renot an easy man to deal with. Am I supposed to just
take your word that Sharisse won't be unhappybeing married to you?"

 "Yes, that you are."
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 Marcus shook his head. What an outrageous situation. But Sharisse hadn't been able to disclaim this
man as her husband. So what choice did Marcushave?

 "Go on then," Marcus sighed. "Her room is thesecond door to the left. But I damned well better not
regret this decision, Holt. Remember that. Treat her well, you hear?"

 A black brow rose. "Is that a threat, Mr. Hammond?"

 "No. Yes, by God, itis."

 "Fair enough." The younger man chuckled, andhe started up the stairs.

  

  

 Chapter 42

  

 SHARISSE had locked her door, of course, but itopened as he forced his shoulder against it.

 She stood in the middle of her room, refusing to beintimidated. "What did you do to my father?" she ac
cused. "Why didn't he stop you from coming up herewhere you're not wanted?"

 "He was smart enough to realize that you belong to me. You might as well accept that fact, too." Intwo
long strides he took hold of her shoulders. "Now,do you walk out of here with dignity, or do I carryyou?"

 "You wouldn't!" He tossed her over his shoulder."Put me down, Slade! I won't stand for this!" Thatdidn't
stop him. "You might be able to force me tolive with you, but I will never let you touch me. I loveLucas!
Do you hear?" He kept right on moving. "Ihate you!"

 He deposited her in his carriage, and she scrambled to the farthest corner of it.

 "What about my things?" she demanded.

 "We'll send for them."

 "I hope you know how despicable you are."

 "I believe I do, yes." He had the audacity to grin ather. "We will be at my hotel in a few minutes, so I
suggest you calm down and think about how you'regoing to enter it. I don't mind carrying you inside."

 She walked into the hotel, his fingers clampedfirmly on her elbow. They made no scene as theypassed
the luxurious public rooms on their way tothe elevators.

 Slade's room was on the fifth floor. She noticed therich appointments as she jerked away from him and
took a seat. She intended to remain glued to the chair. He stood in front of her, though, his legsspread
out and his arms folded.

 She regarded him resentfully. "Don't think youcan intimidate me, Slade Holt, because you can't."
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 He gazed around the room. "These rooms will becomfortable enough until the house is finished. An
other week ought to do it."

 "Don't you think you're taking a lot for granted?"

 He smiled. "Is there still some question about ourmarriage? Your friend Robert understood when I told
him he wasn't needed anymore. Yet you stillneed convincing, don't you?"

 "So that was why Robert . . . oh! What are youdoing in New York, Slade, really? You don't fit in.
You're a gunfighter, a product of the uncivilized West. You can't mean to live here."

 "I think I've proved I can fit in just about anywhere."

 "But you're not really going to settle here, areyou?"

 "Why not? I always wanted to see more of the world, but I've traveled enough. I'm afraid it wasn'tas
exciting as I thought it would be, but maybe that'sbecause I couldn't get you out of my system. We'llhave
to see Europe together some time."

 "Europe? Then you went to Europe with Lucas?"

 "You might say that." He grinned. "By the way,Lucas met an acquaintance of yours in France, a dis
gusting little peacock who makes wagers involvingnaive virgins."

 "Antoine?" she gasped.

 "I'm afraid Lucas took exception to the man'ssport. He wiped the ground with Gautier's face, which isn't
so pretty anymore."

 Her eyes lit up with amazement and unmistakablepleasure. "Lucas did that for me?"

 "I did," Slade answered softly.

 "You? But you said—"

 "When are you going to realize the truth, Shar-isse? Don't you see? There is only one of us."

 The color drained from her face. "That . . . that isn't possible," she said shakily.

 He knelt down beside her so his eyes were levelwith hers, and said as gently as he could, "You're not
frightened of me. You were before, but now you'renot. Haven't you wondered why?"

 Her eyes scanned his face. It was true. He justwasn't, well, dangerous anymore. If she hadn't beenso
angry, she'd have realized it sooner.

 "Then, you have to be Lucas," she concluded.

 He sighed and stood up. His expression hardened.The gentleness was gone—just like that. The change
was abrupt and startling, leaving her no doubt. Hewas Slade.
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 "Sharisse, Lucas is dead." His voice was tingedwith bitterness. "Feral Sloan killed Lucas the sameday he
killed my father. I didn't know that until theday I shot Sloan. For nearly ten years I thought Lucas had
got away, that he was alive somewhereand I would be able to find him some day. I hadblocked his death
from my mind because, you see, Isaw it happen, just before I lost consciousness."

 Slade turned away from her to hide his grief. "Lucas didn't ride on when I fell from my horse to the
bottom of a gorge. The fool kid stopped to try andhelp me. I suppose I would have done the same thing.
We were just too close, being twins, too much a partof each other. That closeness gave Sloan the chance
to catch up with us and put a bullet in Luke's back.

 "There was so much blood covering me from agash on my head, I guess Sloan assumed I was dead.He
figured taking one body back, along with myhorse, was enough to prove there were no more Holtsalive
to claim that gold mine. He took Luke's body."There was a long silence. "I was nineteen when Ifound my
brother's grave beside my father's in Tucson."

 Sharisse stared at his back, pain welling in herchest.

 "You killed Sloan. Why didn't you kill Newcomb,too? I would have!"

 He faced her, surprised by the fury in her voice. "I told you. He was too well-protected. I would have
been a hunted man for the rest of my life, and I already knew what that's like. There was only one way
Newcomb could get what he deserved. I took awaywhat he valued most, his wealth. His ill-gottengains."

 "But you waited so long to do it."

 "It took that long, Sharisse. It took planning. Andbesides, I never could have got away with it as myself.
You saw how the people of Newcomb regardedme. You were frightened of me yourself."

 "Your manner was brutal, Slade."

 He grinned at her. "Honey, I've been a saint compared with how I was eight years ago. After living half
of my life with fear and hate as constant companions, I knew no other way to be. There wasn't any
friendliness in me. How could I get Newcomb to trustme when he saw me as a killer? I had to change
myself completely, to create a different man.

 "I went east to do it, to civilize myself. It wasn'teasy. I am reserved by nature, but I had to train myself
to be more open and friendly. Meeting up with aFrench gambler helped. Henri Andrevie was everything
I wasn't, a devil-may-care fellow with a roguish charm and an exasperating sense of humor, just the sort
of man you fell in love with."

 Sharisse blushed at his knowing smile.

 "Instead of going to all that trouble to changeyourself, why didn't you just hire someone to takecare of
Samuel Newcomb? You had the money.Wouldn't that have been easier?"

 "Yes, but not at all satisfying. I don't believe ingetting someone to do my work for me. It was something
I had to do myself. It took five years before Ifelt I was ready.

 "But when I returned to Newcomb, a completelychanged man, it wasn't good enough. The people all
remembered me. And to try and convince SamuelNewcomb that I was reformed just wouldn't have
worked. So I became my own twin, pretending to beLucas in order to fool Newcomb." He sat down
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acrossfrom her, a little of the tension going out of him. "Noone suspected there weren't really two of us.
Showing up as myself occasionally in town helped, because we were so completely different."

 "No one knew? No one at all?"

 "Only Billy."

 "Of course." She nodded, understanding. "Hemade a point of telling me stories when I first got tothe
ranch, stories about you and Lucas and himtracking horses together."

 He chuckled, and she said, "I'm surprised he neverslipped and called you Slade by mistake."

 "To avoid any mistakes like that, I had to insist hekeep Lucas and me separate, even when we were
alone."

 "So all that business about you, or rather Lucas,living with an aunt in St. Louis was lies?"

 "Oh, there was an aunt, but she was a bitch. Lukeand I hated her as much as our father did. There was
never any thought of going back to her."

 "You could have told me before now," she said,trying to take it all in.

 "No, I couldn't. There were too many discrepancies in your own story for me to trust you."

 "But you let me leave Newcomb thinking I wasmarried, when all along my husband didn't exist.How
could you be so cavalier?"

 "There was no need to tell you. You were supposedto get an annulment. Remember?"

 "Why was it necessary for me to ever meet you as Slade?" she demanded. "You know how he terrified
me."

 "I'm afraid that was pure selfishness on my part. I wanted you so much, but you were playing hard toget.
I couldn't think of anything except you. I figured, as Slade, I could send you running to Lucas for
protection. It worked."

 "Well, of course it worked," she snapped. "Lucaswasn't nearly so frightening after Slade. Who could
be?"

 "That was the idea," he admitted. "I couldn't understand your fear of Lucas. You were supposed to bea
widow, for one thing, and your response to hiskisses contradicted your protests. You put him off,yet I
knew you wanted him."

 She blushed and looked away. Did he have to be soblunt? "It was only afterward that I realized your re
action would have been extreme with any man whothreatened your virginity. You really should havetold
me you were a virgin."

 "So you simply changed places that night on themountain? Of course, Billy played along with it,making
me think there were two of you." It all cameback to her in a rush. "No wonder Slade let me go soeasily
when we got there. You just assumed youwould bed me later, as Lucas!"
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 "True. You can't deny that I made it easier for Lucas. You wanted us both. He was your choice, but
theharsh Slade you feared could also have made love toyou, and you know it."

 Oh, how she wanted to deny it. But she couldn't.And he knew she couldn't. It infuriated her.

 "Pure selfishness is not a good enough term foryour actions," she said bitterly.

 "You can't make me feel guilty at this late date formaking love to you! I could have gone to Rosa's place
in town and had my pick, but I wanted only you.Hell, I wanted you even before you got there, justfrom
your damned picture. Do you have any ideahow ridiculously delighted I was when you showedup instead
of your sister?"

 She was absurdly pleased to hear him say that.And, truth to tell, she didn't regret for a minute giving
herself to him. But it wasn't him—it was Lucas.She'd made love only to Lucas, and he wasn't Lucas.

 "Oh, I'm getting so confused."

 He kept silent, letting her sift through her thoughts."Why did you show up that second time at theranch?
It was bad enough that I suspected you hadthe same power over me as Lucas did. Did you haveto prove
it and make me feel even worse?"

 His mouth hardened. "I was hoping to disprove it.It didn't sit too well with me that you wanted usboth. I
thought you would forget about me after Lucas made love to you, but you didn't, did you?"

 Her eyes widened at his sharp tone. "You can't bejealous of yourself, Slade."

 "You didn't know we were the same man, Shar-isse. In your mind we were completely differentmen."

 "In my mind you were an extension of him, thedangerous, unpredictable side—" She stopped as he
began that infuriating grin. "What is so amusing,please?"

 "You just admitted that you love me, honey."

 "I most emphatically did not!" she said indignantly. "I fell in love with Lucas, not you." His coollook
flustered her. "Oh, you know what I mean!"

 "And what makes you think I'm not the man youfell in love with?"

 "You don't act the same. You're not nearly asnice."

 "There's only one man, Sharisse—me. Now I canbe myself. No more acting, no more having to be cau
tious every time I do something."

 "But you always frightened me as Slade."

 "That was intentional, honey. You don't think Iwanted you giving in to both of us, do you?"

 She remembered the first two times she had almost succumbed to him, that first time at the ranch,and
then again at the mountains. Not almost—shehadsuccumbed. And she recalled her confusion as heset her
away from him both times. She remembered his look of triumph when she said she would beg himto
leave her alone. She had thought at the timeit was because he enjoyed humiliating her, butnow she
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realized it was because she had made thechoice—she didn't want them both.

 "But why did you show up at the ranch again?"she asked him. "You had already accomplished your
purpose. Lucas and I—"

 "That time wasn't intentional, Sharisse. The factis, I was heading home early that day because, afterthe
way we had parted, I couldn't wait the whole dayto be with you again. But then I ran into thoseApaches,
and I knew I couldn't show up with them as Lucas. You might have wondered why I could com
municate with them so easily."

 "But you didn't have to make advances again."

 "No, but after I got there, I remembered whatwe—or you and Lucas—had fought about, and it wasan
impulse to get that settled once and for all. Andyou made your choice. But you certainly enjoyed rub
bing it in, didn't you?"

 She couldn't meet his knowing eyes, recalling hervindictiveness once she had been assured he would
leave her alone. "What if I hadn't started crying?Would you have made love to me?"

 He shook his head. "I would have found someother way of making you fight me. You were never inany
real danger of my ravishing you, beautiful."

 "I wish I had known that at the time," she saidtartly.

 "You know I always let you go. It wasn't easy," hesaid. "Every time I got near you I got carried away,
no matter which role I was playing. And they wereboth roles, Sharisse. I'm not like the Slade you metin
Arizona, and I'm not Lucas, either."

 She frowned. He was a combination of them both,
and he was neither. Well, hadn't she once wished
they could be the same man? Whatever else he was,
she knew one thing. This was the man she had fallenin love with, despite her firm resolution never to lose
her heart.       

 But what did he feel? She would be able to get usedto him as he truly was. But what did he feel toward
her?

 She gazed at him for a long while, and then sheasked, "Why did you follow me to the stagecoachthat
day?"

 "I saw you leaving the ranch and figured you'd tryto leave town."

 "But why come as Slade?"

 "If you were upset enough to leave Lucas, then Ifigured you'd cause a scene in town if Lucas showed
up."

 "But you could have caught up with me before Igot to Newcomb. Why did you let me get to the stage?"

 "I felt I'd done you enough harm, Sharisse. If you were set on leaving, I wasn't going to stop you. That
wouldn't have been decent. But I had to say good-byeto you, or say something. I could manage that as
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Slade without making you panic. I couldn't just let you leave without doing something."

 "Why not?" she asked.

 "For God's sake, woman, haven't you realized yet that I love you? Why the hell else would I be here?
And why would I be standing here answering thesefool questions when all I really want is to take you in
my arms and show you how much I love you?"

 "Well," she said quietly, "what's stopping you?"

 Slade stared in surprise, then burst out laughing.

 "You truly are amazing, Mrs. Holt. Is that all it took to win you over?"

 Smiling, she came into his arms.

 "I love you, beautiful," he murmured. "I wantyou. I need you. Now let me show you."

  

 Chapter 43

  

 THE carriage moved along Fifth Avenue at abrisk pace, but it couldn't be fast enough forSharisse. She
was in a fine rage, and it was all herfather's fault. Slade, on the other hand, sat nonchalantly gazing at her
from the other seat, looking as ifit hardly mattered that they had been interruptedjust as he lifted her in his
arms to carry her to bed.

 It was more than a girl should be asked to bear.She had waited a year for this man to come back intoher
life, a whole year of dreaming of him, yearning for him, and just when she discovered that he lovedher as
much as she loved him, her father ruinedeverything by sending over two strongarms who insisted they
return to Hammond House.

 Sharisse glared at Slade. "How can you just sitthere? Aren't you the least bit angry?"

 Slade smiled at her display of temper. "Their timing wasn't appreciated, but I expected them. I knew
your father would do something. He was just tooagreeable about my taking you. I'm sure he's been
worried about you."

 "But-"

 "Once your father is assured you're all right, we'llfind a way to be alone."

 "You promise?"

 He laughed, delighted by her frankness. "Comehere, you." He pulled her across the carriage onto hislap.
"I can't make love to you right now," he whispered, "but at least I can hold you. Would it embarrass you
to be fondled in an open carriage?"

 "Let's find out." She grinned, entwining her arms around his neck as he captured her lips in a searingkiss.
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 Slade ended the kiss while he still could, taking adeep breath. He set her back on the seat across from
him. "That wasn't such a good idea, Sharisse."

 She smiled at his discomfort. He wasn't sitting there so calmly anymore. And there was a lightglowing in
his eyes just for her. She sighed, silentlyurging the horses on.

 She tried to think of a distraction, anything tocalm her racing heart. "I don't know if I want youliving in
New York, Slade. There are so many beautiful women here—"

 He shook his head. "When are you going to acceptthe fact that no other woman can compare with your
beauty?"

 She glowed. "Shall we settle here, do you think?"

 "For now, though I'm partial to the West. I thoughtabout starting another horse ranch, seriously thistime.
What would you think of spending half theyear here and the other half out West? Of course, youwouldn't
have to do the cooking and cleaning thistime."

 "I think I might like that—if you relent and buyme a carriage."

 "I suppose I could tolerate one carriage. By theway, how's Charley?"

 She laughed. "He's not jealous of me anymore, ifthat's what you're thinking. He has his own littlefamily
now."

 "He might not be jealous anymore, but I sure ashell used to be, watching him curled up on your lapbeing
petted and coddled. You don't know how manytimes I used to wish I could trade places with thatcat."

 They arrived at Hammond House, and the twolarge men who had ridden up front jumped downquickly
to escort them inside the house. But nosooner were they standing in the hallway than Sladelaid a fist to
the jaw of one man, then landed a punchto the gut of the other. Two more fast jabs sent bothmen to the
marble floor.

 "What the hell-?"

 Sharisse turned toward her father, who was watching Slade. Slade casually straightened his clothesand
said, "Just so you see that I'm not here because you decreed it, Mr. Hammond."

 Sharisse giggled nervously. "I wish you had donethat back at the hotel."

 She moved into Slade's arms and hugged him. Her eyes locked with his, and she felt a jolt of desire that
forced her to move away before she forgot where shewas.

 "It was rather high-handed of you to interrupt ourhoneymoon, Father, but I appreciate your concernfor
me. You can see that I'm fine now." To Slade shewhispered, "I'll wait for you in my room. You won't
have to break the door down this time."

 She ran up the stairs, leaving the men eyeing eachother. Slade was surprised to see that the older man
didn't look displeased. He would have been amazedif he'd known just how delighted Marcus really was.
At long last he had a son-in-law capable of takingover his businesses, capable of handling Sharisse. Ifnot
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Slade, then one of the fine sons he would havewould run Marcus's empire. He had little doubtthere
would be sons, lots of sons. And Marcus was just stubborn enough to live long enough to train his
grandsons himself.

 "Do you still have doubts, Mr. Hammond?" Sladeasked simply.

 Marcus chuckled. "Not a one, my boy, not a one.And since your wife is waiting for you upstairs, I think
we should put off our talk till later. Don't youagree?"

 Slade relaxed, his yellow-green eyes lighting up. "I do indeed."

 Sharisse lay back on the bed, her eyes dark with passion. Her lips were sore from Slade's fevered
kisses, but it was a pleasant soreness, and she waseager for more. He stood looking down at her as he
began to undress, and she felt the familiar constriction in her chest as those green eyes moved over her.
This was not the roguish charmer, Lucas. Slade's very seriousness filled her with a thrilling excitement
that bordered on fear.

 She began to remove her gown, but Slade stoppedher, joining her on the bed, his voice deeply persua
sive as he took hold of her hands.

 "Let me, Shari. I have dreamed of this so often it seems like forever."

 She gave herself up to his ministrations, moving only as he directed her to, until she was naked. Shecould
not keep her hands still, needing to touch him,to feel the virile strength that was him. It had beentoo long.

 "You've had a baby."

 Stunned, she followed his gaze to her bare breasts.The telltale stretchmarks were revealed. She looked
away from him and lay back with a sigh. The timehad come, hadn't it? There was nothing she could do
but tell him.

 "Yes," she said evenly.

 "Were you thinking about informing me—ever?"he asked icily. "Or did it perhaps escape your attention
that I didn't know?"

 She looked him in the eye and said calmly, "Slade,you emphatically didn't want a wife. How could Iforce
you to stay in a marriage you didn't want? If you'd known about the girls you'd have felt obligated to
stay married, and I have some pride, you know." Her voice rose as she felt all the tiredness,the secrecy
of the last year overwhelm her. It tookher a while to realize that he was staring at her with complete
incredulity.

 "Girls?" he repeated. "More than one?"

 "Twins," she said. "And thank you for warning me that twins were a possibility. It might havehelped to've
had a little warning."

 "Twins? Daughters?" he asked, stupefied, and shethrew her arms around his neck and pulled himdown
for a kiss.

  "I will be more than happy to fill your ears with every little detail about your daughters, butnot now!"
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 "All right, beautiful." He smiled down at her."But remind me to tell you later how wonderful I think you
are."

 He kissed her soundly before she could say any-thing, and very quickly there was nothing to thinkabout
except the tremors and the fire being rekindled. It was going to be all right, she told herself asthe flames
rose within her. No, it was going to be better than that. It was going to be wonderful, wonderful. And it
would last forever. They would go on andon together, consumed by their love as she was being
consumed by passion right then.

  She wrapped her arms around him fiercely, hold-ing her love with all her might, and he answeredwith a
passion as great as hers, leading her from one peak to another until they blazed together into a glorious,
never-ending white-hot flame.
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