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Prologue

December 1880

Silver City, New Mexico

“If I so much as catch a glimpse of a single hair on your scrawny hide, I’ll pull the trigger. You hear?” Fara Canaday lowered the shotgun and flipped her blonde braid over her shoulder. Her latest suitor was scurrying away across Main Street, his hat brim tugged down over his ears with both hands—as if that might protect him from a blast of pellets.

“And stay gone, you ol’ flea-bit varmint!” she hollered after him.

“Ai, Farolita, you got rid of that one.” Manuela Perón, the housekeeper at the redbrick Canaday Mansion, shook her head. “And the one before. What did you do to that poor man? Spill hot tea into his lap?”

“He tried to kiss me!”

“Is that so terrible? You have twenty-four years, señorita. Long ago, you should have been kissed, wedded, and made into a mama.”

Fara shrugged. “They’re all after Papa’s fortune, Manuela. Why should I let some greedy, no-good, moneygrubbing—”

“It’s your fortune, Farolita. Your papa has been gone almost a year now. If you wish to do well by his memory, you will marry and bear an heir. What use is a daughter to a wealthy gentleman? None. None but to marry a wise man who can manage the business and bring heirs to his line.”

“I can manage the business. I looked after Papa’s affairs all five years he was ill—and we didn’t lose a single silver dollar. In fact, the Canaday assets grew by leaps and bounds. We bought the brickworks. We cut a wider road to the silver mine. We invested in two hotels and a restaurant. Manuela, the Southern Pacific Railroad is on its way to Deming, and if I have my say, Silver City will join it with a narrow gauge branch line. In a couple of years, we’ll have telephones and electricity and—”

“Ai-yai-yai!” Manuela held up her hands in a bid for peace. “These are not the words of a lady. Why did your father send you away to that school in Boston? To learn about telephones and electricity? No. He sent you to learn elegant manners. To learn the wearing of fashionable clothes. To learn conversation and sketching and sewing!”

Manuela ignored Fara’s grimace and rushed on. “Why did your papa want you to learn these things? So you can marry well. Look at you now, Farolita. Have you been riding the horses again? If I lift your skirts, will I see those terrible buckskins from the Indios? Your hair is wild like an Apache. Your skin is brown from the sun. You never wear your bonnet! And you put on men’s boots! You pick your teeth with hay stems—and you spit!”

“If I learned one thing in Boston, it’s that housekeepers aren’t supposed to lecture their mistresses.” Fara let out a hot breath that quickly turned to steam in the chill December air. “For three months now, Manuela, I’ve been giving you lessons from the Boston lady’s book. You’re supposed to wear your black-and-white uniform—not that flowered mantilla. You’re supposed to knock softly and introduce your presence with a little cough. You’re supposed to insist that all visitors put a little calling card in the silver tray by the front door . . . and not let them come barging into the library where I’m making lists for the Christmas tea!”

“But . . . but . . . that man didn’t have a calling card.” Manuela’s brown eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know where is the silver tray. I think it went the way of the crystal goblets—with Pedro, the thieving butler. And the black uniform you brought me is so . . . tight. I have ten children . . . and . . . and . . .”

“Oh, Manuela, I’m sorry.” Fara wrapped her arms around the woman who had served her family with love so many years. “It’s just these confounded gentleman callers. They come courting and wooing, and they get me so riled up I start hollering at  you.”

“Sí, Farolita, my little light. I know. I know.” Manuela hugged Fara, calling her by the pet name that evoked images of the soft yellow candles set out in bags of sand on Christmas Eve to light the way of the Christ child. “We must have peace in this house.”

“Peace and goodwill,” Fara said.

“Goodwill to all—even men.”

Fara crossed her arms and fought the grin tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Not to men with marriage on their minds,” she said firmly. “Godspeed but not goodwill.”

Touching the housekeeper lightly on the cheek, Fara started back into the house. As she shut the door behind her, she heard Manuela whisper to a throng of imaginary suitors, “God rest ye merry, gentlemen. Let nothing you dismay.”

Fara chuckled and added, “But don’t have dreams of marriage—not to Fara Canaday!”

[image: images/dingbat.jpg]

Phoenix, Arizona

The memory of the previous night’s choking nightmare swept over Aaron Hyatt as he strode through the lobby of the Saguaro Hotel in downtown Phoenix. He had dreamed he was going to marry Fara Canaday. Stopping stock-still on the burgundy carpet and staring up at the hideous gargoyle that had reminded him of the nightmare, he ran a hand around the inside of his collar.

Marriage? What a despicable thought. What a gut-wrenching, spine-chilling, nauseating idea.

“Evenin’, mister.” A young bellboy peered up at Hyatt. “You look a little pale, sir. Are you all right?”

Hyatt’s attention snapped into focus. “Why am I going to New Mexico?” he demanded of the lad. “I’ve been sitting in my room most of the day pondering the question—and I still don’t have a good answer. Why would a sane man travel across mountains and deserts —give up two good months of his life—just to meet a woman?”

The bewildered boy swallowed. “Maybe . . . maybe she’s a beautiful woman?”

“She’s not. If I were a gambling man, I’d wager half my fortune she’s plain faced, oily haired, dull witted, and lazy. She’ll be all done up in silks and ribbons. She’ll giggle and mince around the parlor like a little lap dog. She’ll have nothing in her brain but bonbons and fashions. I know the type. Know them well, trust me. So why am I going?”

“Because . . . because you were told to?”

“Asked. Asked by my father on his deathbed.” Go and find Jacob Canaday, the best man I ever knew. Honest. Hardworking. Loyal. A Christian man. Go and find him. He has a daughter. If you can, marry her, Aaron. She’ll make you a good wife.

“She might make a good wife,” the boy ventured.

“Pah! You have no idea. None whatsoever. She’d nag me to death. The rich ones always do. They’ve had life too good. Too easy. She’d want everything she doesn’t have—and twice as much besides. She’d make my life a sludge pool of misery. Well, I’m not going. I’m a praying man, young fellow, and I surely believe the Lord speaks in mysterious ways. That dream must have been a sign.” He reached into his pocket for a coin. “Send word to the livery stable for me, will you? Tell them Aaron Hyatt wants to be saddled and out of town by six.”

“Hyatt? Are you Mr. Hyatt?” The boy’s eyes widened. “There’s a gentleman’s been lookin’ for you. He’s waitin’ upstairs with his pals. They’ve been drinkin’ whiskey for hours, but he says he’d wait all day and all next year if need be. Says he’s been expectin’ you to track him down these fifteen years.”

“Fifteen years? I was no bigger than you fifteen years ago—and sure as summer lightning I wasn’t tracking anybody but Sallie Ann, the girl next door with the pretty red pigtails.” Hyatt glanced up the staircase. “Who is the man?”

“It’s Mr. James Copperton, of course. He’s famous. He owns the biggest saloon in Phoenix and half the trade in loose women. Maybe he wants to do business with you.”

Hyatt scowled. “I wouldn’t do business with a man like that if my life depended on it. But I reckon I’ll have to speak to him. Run up and tell him I’m here.” He glanced at the gargoyle again. “Then hotfoot it to the livery, boy. Tell them I’m riding out tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“I’m not one to waste a single minute once I’ve made up my mind. The more miles I can put between Miss Fara Canaday and me, the happier I’ll be.” He flipped the coin to the boy. “Hop to it.”

“Yes, sir!”

The lad raced up the curving staircase, taking the steps two at a time. Hyatt pondered the gargoyle a moment longer. Spare me, Lord, his soul whispered in silent prayer. If I must take a wife, give me one with fire in her spirit, brains in her head, and the smile of an angel. Amen.

As he started up the stairs, the young bellboy flew past him. “They’re waitin’ for you, Mr. Hyatt,” he said. “I’m on my way to the livery.”

“Good lad.” Hyatt reached the landing and turned the corner to start up the second flight of steps. As he placed his hand on the banister, a strangled cry echoed down.

“It’s him! It’s him!”

Hyatt looked up—straight into the barrel of a trembling six-shooter. Ambush. Fire shot through his veins, tightened his heart, stopped his breath. The small pistol tucked under his belt seemed to burn white-hot. Could he reach it in time?

“You sure it’s him, boss?” someone shouted. “He looks awful young.”

“It’s him. It’s Hyatt!” The man holding the pistol swayed at the top of the staircase. Hyatt had never seen the drunkard in his life. “Fifteen years you’ve been after me, Hyatt! Every time I look over my shoulder there you are, haunting me like a devil. I’ll stop you this time—”

“Now just hold on a minute, mister—”

“Is your name Hyatt?”

“Yes, but—”

The pistol fired. The pop of a firecracker. Pain. Blood. The smell of acrid black smoke. Gasping for air, Hyatt flipped back his jacket, drew his pistol, aimed, and fired.

“I’m hit! I’m hit!” the man moaned.

A bullet struck the mirror on the wall beside Hyatt. Glass shattered. Screams erupted in the lobby below. Hyatt jammed the pistol under his belt and grabbed his left forearm. Searing purple pain tore through him as he turned on the landing.

“After him! After him, boys. Don’t let him get away!”

Another shot splintered the wooden balustrade. Hyatt hurtled down the steps, his pursuers’ feet pounding behind him. The livery. Get to the livery.

He raced through the lobby. A woman fainted in front of him, and he vaulted over her. He burst through the double doors. Dashed out into the chill darkness. Down an alley. Across a ditch. He could hear men running behind him. Shouting.

His head swam. The livery tilted on its side, lights swaying. The smell of the stables assaulted him, made him gag. In the doorway, the bellboy’s face looked up at him, white and wide-eyed.

“You’re bleeding, mister!” he cried. “What happened?”

What happened? What happened? Hyatt didn’t know what happened. Couldn’t think. His horse. Thank God, his horse! He wedged his foot in the stirrup. Threw one leg over the saddle. The stallion took off, hooves thundering on the hollow wood floor of the ramp. Galloped past the men. Past mercantiles. Houses. Foundries. Corrals.

Hyatt cradled his scorched and bleeding arm. He no longer heard his pursuers. He turned the horse east. Mountains. Caves. Tall pine trees. Fresh springs. Better than desert.

Yes, he would head east.



  
    

Chapter One

Holly. Ivy. Cedar wreaths. Pine swags. Hot apple cider. Cranberry trifle. Plum pudding.

Oh, yes. And mistletoe.

Fara Canaday dipped her pen into the crystal inkwell and ticked the items on her list one by one. She had planned and organized the sixth annual Christmas tea for the miners’ children as carefully as she always did. Each item on the list was in order, and in two weeks the anticipated event would go off without a hitch.

Tomorrow, a fifteen-foot pine tree would be cut, brought down from the forested ranch near Pinos Altos, and erected in the front parlor of Canaday Mansion. Already, piñon logs lay in neat stacks beside the seven fireplaces that heated the large brick home. The silver candelabras had been polished, the best china washed and dried, the white linens freshly pressed. Twelve plump turkeys hung in the smokehouse, ready to be garnished and set out on silver trays. The only thing remaining was to post the invitations. The housekeeper would see to the task.

Leaning away from her writing desk, Fara kneaded her lower back with both hands. The lady’s maid had the morning off, and Manuela had laced Fara’s corset far too tightly. Born in the mountains of Chihuahua, Mexico, Manuela possessed a flat face, bright brown eyes, and an indomitable spirit. She approached her labors like a steam locomotive on a downhill run. She polished silver-plated bowls straight through to the brass. She dusted the features right off the Canaday family portraits. And when she laced a corset, strings broke, grommets popped out, and ribs threatened to crack.

Fara sucked a tiny breath into her compressed lungs and tugged at her collar. The ridiculous lace on the dress just in from New York threatened to choke her to death. And these silly shoes! The pointed little heels poked through the carpet. That morning they had nearly thrown her down the stairs. If it weren’t for a business meeting at the brickyard, a trip to the bank, and dinner with the Wellingtons still to come, Fara felt she would tear off the abominable gown and shoes and fling them down the coal chute. With a sigh, she tossed her pen onto the writing desk. Black inkblots spattered across the Christmas list.

“Confound it,” she muttered. If only she could escape this sooty town and her ink-stained lists. She would pull on her buckskins, saddle her horse, and ride up into the hills.

“Letters,” Manuela announced, barging into the library and dumping a pile of mail on the writing desk. “Invitations mostly, señorita. You’ll be here all afternoon answering these.”

Fara restrained the urge to remind her housekeeper to knock. To announce herself. To use all the polite manners so painstakingly covered in the manual Fara had brought from the Boston school for young ladies.

“Did you already go to the post office, then?” she asked.

“Sí, señorita. You didn’t have anything you wanted to mail, did you?” Manuela eyed the large stack of invitations.

“Just these two hundred letters.”

“Ai-yai-yai.”

Fara let out her breath. “Manuela, please. When you’re going into town, let me know. I need a new bottle of ink, and we have to get some red ribbons—”

“Look at this packet, Farolita!” Manuela was sifting through the mail on the writing desk. “It’s from California. I wonder who it could be? Do you know anyone in California?”

Fara grabbed the thick envelope. “Manuela, I asked you not to look through my mail. It’s private, and you’re . . . you’re . . . well, you’re supposed to be the household staff. It’s not proper.”

“And who is to say what is proper?” Manuela sniffed. “I have been with your family since I was four years old. I knew your mama before she was married. I knew your papa back when he was working in the mines. I used to change your diapers, niñita. I am not household staff. I am Manuela Perón.”

“Yes, but at the school in Boston—”

“Now you decide to follow the rules of the school in Boston? After you have chased away all the men who want to make you a wife?”

“I’m trying to honor Papa. I know he wanted me to have a family of my own. Children. A husband.”

“Pushing a man out the window will not get you a husband.”

“That lamebrain had climbed up the rose trellis!”

“You broke the other man’s nose with the bust of George Washington.”

“You didn’t hear what he had suggested.”

“What about that poor fellow in church? You stuck out your foot and tripped him!”

“He had passed me a note saying he wanted us to marry and move to Cleveland, where he would buy a shoe factory with Papa’s money.”

“Maybe you would have liked this Cleveland. These days all you do is make your lists and go to meetings. Even the Christmas tea you run like a big project at the brickyard or the silver mine.” She gave a sympathetic cluck. “What has happened to my happy Farolita? my little light?”

Through the window over her desk, Fara studied the pine-dotted Gila Mountains with their gentle slopes and rounded peaks. Outside, soft snowflakes floated downward from the slate gray sky to the muddy street. At the Pinos Altos ranch, it would be snowing on Papa’s grave.

The black-iron window mullions misted and blurred as Fara pondered the granite headstone beneath the large alligator juniper. This would be her first Christmas without her father. Though she had managed her own affairs—and many of his—for years now, she missed him. The house felt empty. The days were long. Even the prospect of the Christmas tea held little joy.

A portly Santa Claus in his long red robe and snowy beard would not appear this year. Instead, the gifts of candy canes and sugarplums would lie beneath the tree. The miners’ children would ask for the jolly saint, and Fara would have to tell them he had already come—and gone away.

When had life become so difficult? Where was the fun?

In the mountains, that’s where. At the old ranch house at Pinos Altos. The stables. The long, low porch. The big fireplace.

“Open the packet from California,” Manuela said. “Maybe it’s a Christmas present to make you smile again.”

Fara broke the seal and turned the large envelope up on her lap. A stack of letters tied with twine slid out, followed by a folded note. She opened the sheet of crisp white paper and began to read.

Sacramento, California

Dear Miss Canaday:

As evidenced by the enclosed correspondence, my late father, William Hyatt, was a close friend to your father, Jacob Canaday. I understand they once were gold-mining partners in a small mountain town called Pinos Altos. Perhaps you have heard of it. My father moved to California before the New Mexico silver strike of 1870—an event that proved to be of great benefit to your family.

In compliance with my father’s wishes, I am traveling to Silver City to discuss with you possible business and personal mergers. I shall arrive in New Mexico two weeks before Christmas and will depart after the start of the new year.

Cordially yours,

Aaron Hyatt

Fara crumpled the note. “Of all the pompous, arrogant, conceited, vain—”

“What is it?” Manuela asked. “What does the letter say? Who is it from?”

“Another complete stranger with the utter gall to impose himself on my hospitality at Christmastime! Another moneygrubbing attempt to get at my father’s fortune! Oh, I would like to wring this one’s ornery neck.” Fara stood and hurled the balled letter into the fire. “‘Possible business and personal mergers,’ he says! ‘Our fathers were close friends,’ he says! As if I would give such a man the satisfaction of calling on me. Manuela, I tell you, they’re all alike. They catch the faintest whiff of money, and they come wooing me with flowers and chocolates. Fawning all over me. Calling me darling and dearest. Proposing marriage left and right.”

“Mrs. Ratherton next door is telling everyone you have run off seven men in the last two months.”

“If Mrs. Ratherton and all her gossiping cronies would keep their snooty noses in their own affairs—”

“There is a rumor in town, Farolita, that you will shoot the next man who tries to court you.”

Fara pondered this. “Well . . . not through the heart.”

“Señorita!”

“If I thought even one of those men had the slightest warm feeling in his chest for me—for me, not my money—I’d listen to him.”

“Would you?”

“I want a family. I want children.” Fara’s shoulders sagged. Truth to tell, she was tired of having sole responsibility for the business. Tired of meetings and schedules and lists. Sometimes . . . sometimes she ached for a gentle word, a tender touch. Even a man’s kiss.

“But you’ve seen all those scoundrels who come calling on me!” she exploded. “You know what they’re after as well as I do. Now here comes a con artist from California. Sniffing after silver. Trying to use these letters from my father to attach himself to me. Personal merger. Of all the ridiculous, scheming contrivances. And he’s coming all the way from the West Coast. He must be scraping the bottom of the barrel to be that desperate.”

“When does he arrive?”

Fara glanced at the ashes of what had been the man’s letter. “Two weeks before Christmas.”

“Two weeks? But that’s now!”

“I’m not going to see him.”

“You’ll have to see him.” A small smile crept over Manuela’s lips. “It’s proper.”

Fara crossed her arms. “I won’t see him. Even if he calls, I won’t speak to him.”

“Maybe he will have a white calling card to put into the silver tray.”

“I won’t come down. If I have to see one more fawning suitor in the drawing room, I’ll choke.”

“How can you avoid him?”

“I . . . I just won’t be here, that’s how. I’ll go away. I’ll go up to the old ranch house, Manuela. I’ve been wanting to visit Papa’s grave. I want to see it before Christmas. So I will.”

“You can’t do that, niña! You have so much to do here. You have to plan the tea.”

“Done.” Fara whisked the ink-stained list from her desk. “You take care of the details, Manuela. Put those etiquette lessons I gave you into practice. Decline my dinner invitations. Call off my meetings. Turn away my callers. Give me two weeks of rest, and I promise I’ll come back to Silver City in time for the children’s tea.”

“But the brickyard meeting this afternoon—”

“Cancel it.” Excited at the sudden prospect of escape, Fara picked up her skirts and marched out of the library. “I’m going to pack my bag. Tell Johnny to saddle the sorrel.”

“But you will not have any food at the ranch house, Farolita!” Manuela puffed up the steps after Fara. “And what about firewood? You will freeze! You will starve!”

“I can chop my own firewood. I’ll shoot a deer.”

“Farolita! What would your poor papa say?”

In the bedroom doorway, Fara swung around and took the housemaid by the shoulders. “He would say, ‘Good show, Filly, old girl! I taught you to chop wood, build a fire, and hunt for your food. Now, go to it!’ That’s what Papa would say—and you know he would.”

“Sí, you are just like him. Just as stubborn . . . impatient . . . contrary . . . headstrong—”

“Don’t worry. Old Longbones will be there. He’ll help me.”

“That Apache? Ai-yai-yai!” Muttering to herself, Manuela went off to alert the household.

Fara began stripping away the clothes that had confined her. She tossed petticoats, skirts, and the hated corset onto the bed. Then she rooted in her cedar chest until she found the buckskins given to her by the half-breed, Old Longbones.

Often she wore the soft, buttery leather leggings under her skirts. But not so the warm moccasins and the beaded suede tunic. Now she slipped them on, reveling in the scent of wood smoke and musk that still clung to the warm garments. The cone-shaped silver ornaments that dangled on leather fringes clicked as she moved.

After unpinning her bun, Fara wove her thick hair into a long golden braid that snaked down her back to her hips. Then she turned to the gilt-framed mirror that stood in one corner. The woman who looked back from the silvered glass was no longer the gangly teenager who had first worn the buckskins. This was no half-grown child. Angles had transformed into curves. Shapely arms and long legs now warranted the modest covering of skirts and bodices.

The matrons at the Boston school for young ladies would swoon, Fara thought as she settled her favorite battered leather hat on her head. She stuffed a nightgown, a few simple dresses, her Bible, and the local newspaper into a traveling bag and left the room.

As she walked toward the carriage house, Fara took note that the snow was coming down heavily now. Cotton puffs blanketed the piñon branches. White icing trimmed rooftops. Thin ice sheeted puddles on the path.

Fara threw back her head and stared straight up at the swirling, dancing flakes. Father God! The prayer welled up inside her like a song. I praise You for snow, for fresh air . . . for hope! Take me away, Lord. Away to the mountains, to the pine trees. To Papa’s grave. Take me away from city streets and business meetings. Most of all, dear Lord, take me away from witless, greedy, coldhearted suitors. Amen and amen.

Buoyed by the promise of freedom, Fara spread her arms wide and turned in giddy circles. Two weeks! Two weeks alone! Hallelujah!

Old Longbones dozed in the rocking chair beside the roaring fire. He and Fara had made a feast of fiery tamales and Indian fry bread, washed down with hot apple cider. They had spent long hours reminiscing about the old days when Jacob Canaday was alive and silver fever filled the air. When the ranch house bustled with prospectors and miners. When mud caked the wooden floors and men swapped tales while fiddles played the night away.

Fara was tired from the six-mile ride up the mountains to Pinos Altos, but she couldn’t remember when she’d felt so good. The spicy scent of piñon wood crackling in the big fireplace filled her heart with wonderful memories. Many involved her friend Old Longbones. In the passage of years, his face had grown leathery and wrinkled, and silver threads mingled in his long black hair. But the half-breed’s heart had not changed.

Wounded in an Apache attack on the Pinos Altos settlement, he had been abandoned by his Indian comrades. His blue eyes, left-handedness, and tall frame—all inherited from his fur trapper father—made Longbones suspect in the mind of his own tribe. Though an enemy to the white miners, he had been taken in by Jacob Canaday and nursed back to health. During the 1861 raid of Pinos Altos by Cochise and Mangas Coloradas, the famous Apache warriors, Longbones had stood faithful to his adopted family. Now he lived alone in the big, empty ranch house—and Fara knew she could not be in better hands.

She shut her eyes and drifted, disturbed only by the barking of her two dogs, Smoke and Fire, who had followed her horse up from Silver City. As she snuggled beneath a thick blanket in her chair, her white nightgown tucked around her toes, Fara listened as Old Longbones’s half-coyote joined the yapping. Then she heard the unmistakable howl of a wolf.

She sat up straight.

Old Longbones opened one blue eye. “They are down by the log cabin of Jacob Canaday. Maybe they have found a raccoon.”

Fara knew no raccoon in its right mind would come out of hiding in the middle of a blizzard like this—and so did Old Longbones. If the animal wasn’t in its right mind . . . hydrophobia? Fara didn’t want to lose her dogs to that dreaded disease.

“I’ll go check things out,” she said.

“You will get cold in that dress.”

Fara glanced down at her nightgown. “I’ll take my blanket.”

“Better take the rifle, too, Filly.”

“Yes, sir.” Since her father had died, Old Longbones was the only person who called Fara by her pet name. She smiled, realizing how typical it was of the Apache not to fret too much about Jacob Canaday’s daughter and her impulsive actions. He had watched her grow up. He knew she could take care of herself.

Fara tugged on her boots and wrapped the big blanket tightly around her head and shoulders, allowing the hem to trail behind her. Then she took the rifle down from the rack over the door, lifted a lantern from its hook, and stepped outside. Snowflakes flew at her in a blinding white fury. Following the barks and howls, she walked across the porch and tromped down the familiar path toward the cabin.

Jacob Canaday had built the little log house in 1837 when he was a young prospector and gold had just been discovered in Pinos Altos. Fara had been born in that cabin, and there her mama had died. After that, she and Papa had moved up to the big new ranch house. It wasn’t until the silver strike in 1870 that they started spending time in Silver City, and not until ’76 that they built the tall brick mansion. By then, Papa was already sick, and the business had begun to consume his only child.

Despite the chill, Fara took a deep breath of snow-filled air. The lantern lit the tumbling flakes and cast a weak light across the virgin snow. She cradled the rifle as she approached the tiny snow-shrouded house. The commotion came from the front yard, and she peered around the cabin’s corner to see what sort of creature had disturbed the dogs and drawn a wolf.

“Lord have mercy!” she gasped.

It was a man. He lay prone in the snow, faceup, and spread-eagled as though a giant hand had dropped him from the sky.

A pair of wolves circled him, yapping and snarling, held at bay only by the three dogs. Fara set the lantern down and cocked the rifle. Stepping into the open, she fired a single shot into the air. The animals started. The lead wolf crouched as if to spring at her. Fara moved first, leaping at the predators.

“Hai! Hai!” She waved her arms, fanning the huge blanket around in the air. The dogs went wild, barking and snapping at the wolves. Fara reloaded, fumbling in the semidarkness. Her second shot—just over the wolves’ heads—scattered them. Breathing hard, she watched their silver forms melting into the thicket of pine trees, blending with the snow, vanishing to nothing.

Tails wagging, the dogs bounded toward her. She gave each a quick pat as she strode forward to kneel at the fallen man’s side. Was he dead? She cupped his face in her bare hands and turned his head. Sightless, his blue eyes stared up into the falling snow.

God rest his soul, she prayed. Fara dusted off her hands and assessed the situation. She couldn’t very well leave the body out in the blizzard. The wolves would be back. Maybe she could wrap it in the blanket and roll it under the cabin porch. When the snow melted a little, she and Old Longbones could bury the poor fellow.

Shivering, Fara threw the blanket across the snow beside the body and gave the large shoulders a shove.

“Thank you kindly, ma’am, but I never touch the stuff,” the corpse mumbled.

Fara let out a squawk and sat down hard. “What?”

“Six times three,” he muttered.

Grabbing the lantern, she held it close to his face. The man’s blue-tinged lips moved, words barely forming on his thickened tongue. “Out of my way, buzzard-breath . . . the capital of South Carolina . . .”

Fara shook her head. He was alive. Barely. Now what? She brushed the snow off the stranger’s cheeks and slipped her palm under the shock of thick brown hair that lay on his forehead. His skin was cold, clammy. She lifted his big hand and felt for a pulse. Sure enough, he had one.

She sighed. The last thing she wanted to do was spend her precious holiday looking after a big galoot who didn’t have sense enough to stay out of the weather. But if she left him in the snow, the cold would kill him in a couple of hours, though it would be a painless death. The man was delirious already.

Fara ran the lantern light down the stranger. He must weigh two hundred pounds. All of it muscle. His left arm had been clumsily bandaged. She held the light closer. He’d been wounded. Looked like a gunshot. Blood caked the white rag. She bent over and sniffed. Putrefaction. After caring for horses, dogs, and cattle all her life, she would know that odor anywhere.

Even if she tended the man, he was likely too far gone to live long. Warmed up, he’d only suffer. Why make him go through the agony? Kinder to let him go. He was a stranger . . . probably a no-gooder . . . wounded . . . maybe even wanted by the law.

By now, Old Longbones would be wondering where she was. She stood, turned, and took two steps toward the ranch house. “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers. . . . I was a stranger, and ye took me in. . . . I was sick, and ye visited me. . . . Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.”

“Confound it!” Fara stamped her foot. What a time for a bunch of Sunday school verses to come pouring into her head. She didn’t want to take care of the scoundrel. She gave her tithes at church, donated her old clothes to the charity closet, and hosted the Christmas tea for the miners’ children. Wasn’t that enough?

“Which of these three, thinkest thou, was neighbor unto him that fell among thieves? . . . He that shewed mercy on him. . . . Go, and do thou likewise.”

Fara turned around and eyed the man in the snow. This was no poor innocent who had fallen among thieves—he’d been shot! And she was no Good Samaritan. She deserved her two-week rest. She had a right to some peace and quiet!

“The capital of Missouri,” he muttered. “St. Louis.”

“It’s Jefferson City, you cabbage head!” she snarled and stalked back across the snow to his side. Letting out a hot breath, she grabbed his big shoulders again and heaved them onto the blanket. Then she hooked her fingers into his belt loops and rolled his midsection over. Finally, she picked up his booted feet and flopped them to join the rest of him.

“Filly?” Old Longbones’s voice echoed down from the ranch house porch. Belying the distance, his words carried clearly down the mountainside. “Filly, you okay?”

“I’m all right, Longbones,” she hollered back. “I’ll be up in a few minutes. Go on back to the fire.”

Now . . . where to put the lunker? Fara eyed the cabin. If she stashed him in there, she could maintain her haven in the big house. She could build a fire to warm him up, pile blankets over him, and then head back to her toasty sanctuary. Maybe Old Longbones would have a look at the man in the morning. The Apache knew effective Indian treatments for illnesses and injuries. Once the stranger was alert enough, Fara could strap him onto a horse and send him down the mountain to a Silver City doctor.

Shuddering in the freezing air, she took the loose end of the blanket and dragged her two-hundred-pound load across the yard and up the cabin steps. By the time she had wedged him through the front door, she was sweating. The dogs bounded in and out of the chilly room, alternately sniffing their mistress’s strange bundle and yipping at her for attention.

“Eighteen forty-seven,” the man mumbled.

“It’s 1880,” Fara said, hanging the lantern on the wall nail. “It’s almost Christmas, and I was hoping for a little peace and quiet. Instead, I’ve got you. And you stink.”

“Pink lemonade,” the man said.

“Stink, not pink!” Fara threw open the blanket and drew in a breath. Well, now. Bathed in the golden lamplight, the man didn’t look half-bad. He was so big he filled up half the little room, his shoulders broad and his legs long and lean. He had big hands and thick, muscular arms. If he hadn’t been such a healthy specimen, he probably wouldn’t have lasted as long as he had.

Beneath his black, unshaven whiskers, his face was square-jawed and chiseled into rugged angles and planes. He had a straight nose, thick hair, and eyes the blue of a New Mexico summer sky. His lips were firm, but they were about as blue as his eyes, and that was all the attention Fara decided to give them. After all, the man was clearly a bad apple.

“So, who shot you?” she asked as she walked over to the woodstove. “You sure have on some fancy duds there. Stole ’em, I bet. Was that who plugged you? Some fellow you robbed?”

“Corn on the cob,” he mumbled.

Fara opened the stove’s firebox, draft regulator, and all the dampers. Then she stoked the box with split wood and struck a match. Good thing the apple pickers and sheepshearers still used the cabin in the summer and fall. It wouldn’t take long to make the place habitable, and then she could get back to her fireside chair.

As the wood crackled into flame, Fara checked the rolled sleeping pallets stacked along one wall. When she was a little girl, this room had held a single big bed for her papa and a little trundle for his only child. Their dining table still stood near the stove, and a ladder led up to the loft. Fara ran her hand over the smooth wood of the tabletop. Papa hadn’t been the greatest cook, but they’d managed to enjoy many a wonderful meal in this cabin. Now she had a chef and china and a table made of fine cherry wood. She would trade them all to have Papa back.

“Sphinx,” the wounded man said, his half-frozen tongue garbling the word. “Finx . . . Phoenix.”

Fara studied him. Eyes closed now, he was stirring a little. Just as she’d suspected. Warm him up, and he’d start to feel the pain in his arm. His feet and fingers would thaw, and those would hurt, too. Then he’d want water . . . food . . . a chamber pot.

“I’m not going to take care of that for you,” she said, setting her hands on her hips. “I reckon I’ve done my part as a good Christian should. I’ve done more than my fair share, to tell you the truth. I’ll let you stay here till you’re warm and rational, and then you can head back to Phoenix or wherever you came from. I brought you in out of the snow, but I don’t have to know who you are . . . or learn anything about you . . . or care what becomes of you. You’re not my responsibility, you hear?”

“Thirty-eight plus . . . sixteen . . .”

Fara sighed. “This is not a schoolroom,” she said, bending over and shaking the stranger’s solid shoulder. “Wake up, sir. Wake up. You’re in Pinos Altos. This is New Mexico.”

He grimaced in pain and cupped a hand over his wounded arm. Fara fought the sympathy that tugged at her heart. Her papa had taught her a man didn’t often get shot at unless he was up to some shenanigans. This fellow in his fine leather coat and gray wool trousers looked exactly the part of a scalawag—a confidence man, a gambler, a saloon keeper—or worse.

“I’m going up to get you some blankets,” she said, shaking him again. “Blankets. So you’ll be warmer.”

He lay unmoving on the floor, so she grabbed the lantern and headed for the ladder to the loft. Many long winter days, the loft had been her childhood hiding place. She had played for hours with her cornhusk dolls. In the late afternoon sunlight, she loved to read her mother’s copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Over and over, she read favorite passages until she knew many of them by heart. The pilgrim’s stopping places—the Slough of Despond, Doubting Castle, Vanity Fair—were as familiar to her as Pinos Altos and Silver City. When the pilgrim stood at the foot of Christ’s cross and his heavy burden dropped from his shoulders, Fara always wept with joy. Such blessed relief. Such peace.

In the attic, she lifted the lid of the old storage trunk. Quilts lay stacked to the brim, their bright colors muted in the lamplight. Fara tucked several under her arm. She would drape the blankets over her own frozen pilgrim and leave him to seek his peace. As she stepped onto the top rung, she looked down.

Blue eyes wide, he was sitting straight up, staring at her. Wounded arm cradled, he breathed hard. “You . . . ,” he said, his voice husky. “You’re . . . Am I . . . am I . . . dead?”

Fara’s heart softened. “No, sir.”

“But . . . but . . . you’re an angel. Aren’t you?”



  
    

Chapter Two

“I’m no angel,” the ethereal creature said as she descended from the ceiling in a wash of pale amber light. Hyatt blinked. He could have sworn she had a halo. A gown of pure white drifted to her feet, its hem swaying and fluttering in the warm air. Spun gold hair hung around her shoulders, thick and wavy like a costly cape. He squinted, straining to see if wings grew out of her shoulder blades. Wait a minute, weren’t all the angels in the Bible men? Gabriel . . . Michael . . .

But this creature! She was so beautiful. Translucent. Celestial. Now she hovered over him, draping him in her warm glow. Her pale hands moved across his icy skin. Long lashes framed her dark eyes. He longed to speak to her. There were so many questions. But his tongue was thick and his brain felt foggy.

“Angel . . . ,” he managed.

“I told you—I’m not an angel. Now lie down before you keel over.”

He frowned as the creature pushed his shoulders onto the soft surface. If not an angel then . . . He glanced up, suddenly alarmed. Satan was known as the father of lies. Deceit was his primary weapon. Maybe this angel of light was really a demon of the darkness! Had Hyatt died and gone to . . . to . . .

“I believe in Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

“Sure you do. And you think St. Louis is the capital of Missouri.” The creature smiled—a smile so entrancing, so stunning that Hyatt’s heartbeat sped up, and his skin actually began to thaw. “Comfortable?”

He tried to nod, but his neck was so stiff it wouldn’t move. “Am I . . . am I dead?”

“Not yet, fella, but if I hadn’t come along, you’d be wolf meat. What did you do to your arm?”

“Arm?” Was that the source of the pain that raged like wildfire through him? He tried to look at his arm, but the creature had bundled him to the chin. “Where? Where am I? Pinks . . . Phoenix?”

“New Mexico. Pinos Altos, to be exact.”

New Mexico. That’s where he’d been headed days ago. Before Phoenix. Before the hotel shooting. Snatches of memory drifted across his mind like wisps of smoke. Riding a narrow trail through the trees. Sleeping in a cave. Drinking water from a stream. Moving east toward Silver City and the woman . . . daughter of his father’s friend. Maybe a man his own father had regarded so highly could help him now. Was Silver City far? How would he travel without his horse?

“Leg,” he said. “Horse.”

“You didn’t have a horse, buckaroo,” the angel said. “When I found you, you were on foot . . . or, more exactly, you were on your backside.”

“My horse . . . leg broke.”

At that her face softened. “I’m sorry. Was it a good horse?”

He managed a nod.

“Well, don’t trouble yourself too much. You’d better concentrate on that arm of yours. Looks septic to me. What happened?”

“Finx.”

“Phoenix?” She shrugged. “You’ve come a long way. Look, I’d put you up on the bed there, but I’m just about done in. You’re a deadweight. So I’m going to leave you right here on the floor to rest. I’ve stoked up the stove and bundled you in blankets. Get some sleep now, and I’ll check on you in the morning.”

The angel slowly rose above him, her long white gown shimmering in the light. As she turned to go, he worked a hand out from under the quilts and clutched at her hem.

“Angel,” he murmured.

When she turned, her hair billowed out in a golden cloud around her face. A halo. She had denied it, but Hyatt knew the truth. God had sent him an angel.

“Angel . . . thank you,” he whispered.

She tugged her hem from his fingers. “Save your breath. You just get yourself well enough to get off my property, and that’ll make the both of us a lot happier.”

As the creature drifted away, Hyatt turned the vision over in his mind. She looked like an angel. She had the touch of an angel. She had the melodious voice of an angel. But the words she spoke put him in mind of a spitfire. What had God wrought?
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Fara yawned and rolled over on the warm featherbed. The pink light of dawn glowed on the flowered wallpaper across the room. It was too early to wake up on her first day of freedom. Unlike Old Longbones, whose confidence in God’s protection had given him the peace of mind to doze straight through her adventures, Fara had hardly slept all night. Her mind had churned with thoughts of the missed meeting at the brickyard, the canceled dinner invitations with clients, the details of the Christmas tea. And that man.

The wounded stranger had haunted her dreams with his feverish blue eyes. Why had he ridden all the way from Phoenix? How had he ended up at the Canaday ranch? Should she have tried to save him? What if he died? What if he were already dead?

Fara sat up in bed. She should go down and check on him. Maybe the fire in the stove had gone out. Maybe she had forgotten to bolt the door, and the wolves had returned. What if he had wandered away in his delirium?

Never mind about him, Fara. Relax. This is your holiday. You deserve a rest.

Yes, that was true. If anyone had earned the right to a few days of peace and quiet, it was Fara Canaday. Listening to the voice inside her head, she picked up the newspaper she had brought from Silver City. She tucked a second pillow under her head and stared sleepily at the tiny printed text. Her Christmas tea was the talk of the town—as always.

Miss Fara Canaday, one of Silver City’s finest citizens, once again brings the joy of the season to our society. The annual Christmas Tea for the children of local silver miners will take place on December 24 at four o’clock in the afternoon at the Canaday Mansion.

“We’re inviting the children of two hundred families,” Miss Canaday said. In hosting this delightful event, she will be joined by the matrons of Silver City’s most upstanding families. Mayor Douglas lauded Miss Canaday’s generosity. “In the tradition of her beloved father, Jacob Canaday . . .

Fara let her eyes drift shut. Papa had always gotten such a chuckle out of his role as a leading member of Silver City’s high society. He remembered well his days as a poor prospector with no education and little more to call his own than a mule and a pickax. Like her father, Fara had learned to use the relationships with the wealthy to further the Canaday family businesses. But she preferred the company of her horses.

Remembering the sadness in the stranger’s blue eyes as he had spoken of his horse, Fara felt concern prickle her awake again. Confound it, she wasn’t going to think about him! She was going to relax. After the sun came up and she ate a good breakfast, she would stroll down to the cabin and check on the man. Until then, the time was hers. She glanced again at the newspaper.

Prominent Phoenix Citizen Still Critical after Gun Battle

Mr. James Copperton, owner of five Phoenix business establishments, was gunned down late on the evening of December 4. A former associate by the name of Robert Hyatt stands accused in the incident. Copperton remains in grave condition with a bullet wound to the upper right shoulder. Also injured in the gun battle, Hyatt escaped and was last spotted riding east from Phoenix.

“He’s been trailing me for years,” Copperton said. “We had a falling-out some time ago, and he swore revenge.” Copperton, who maintains a four-man bodyguard at all times, said he had been expecting the attack. “I always keep a watch on the hotels around Phoenix. When I heard that Hyatt had checked into the Saguaro, I knew the time had come. I was ready for him, but he’s a sharpshooter.”

Hyatt, who is wanted for train robbery in Kansas and horse rustling in Texas, is known as a gunslinger. He stands six feet three and weighs two hundred pounds. He has brown hair, blue eyes, and should be considered armed and desperate. Injured in the left forearm, he may be dangerous. Anyone with information on Hyatt should contact the sheriff.

Fara swallowed and read the article a second time. Then she sat up and looked out the window toward the little cabin. Six-three. Two hundred pounds. Blue eyes. Brown hair. Wounded in the left forearm. Phoenix. She tried to make herself breathe. A wanted gunslinger was lying in Papa’s cabin!

Throwing back the covers, she slid out of bed onto the cold pine floor. She quickly pulled on her buckskin leggings and warmest flannel skirt, knowing she would need all the protection she could get for a ride into Pinos Altos in all the snow. After buttoning on a blouse and jacket and pinning up her hair, Fara headed down the stairs.

The scent of frying venison wafted over her.

“You slept a long time, Filly,” Old Longbones said. He gave her a snaggletoothed grin. “Look, I have your breakfast ready. Venison steak. Eggs. Oatmeal.”

“I’m going to have to ride down to Pinos Altos,” she said. “It’s an urgent matter, Old Longbones. Breakfast will have to wait.”

“You will have to wait.” He gestured to the window. “Still snowing. No trail.”

Fara bit her lower lip. She had to get to the sheriff before the man escaped . . . or died. Maybe he was dead already. In some ways, that would be a relief. Then she wouldn’t have to fool with the situation.

“Sit down, Filly,” Old Longbones said. “I will fill your plate.”

“No, really. I can’t. Not right now.” Should she tell him? What if her old friend wanted to go down to the cabin? She couldn’t put him in any danger. Armed and desperate, the article had said. In her hurry to get back to the warmth of the ranch house, she had neglected to check the man for weapons. As for his level of desperation, only time would tell.

“What’s the matter, Filly? You’re usually so hungry in the morning—just like your papa. The two of you could—”

“There’s a man,” she blurted out. “I found him last night in the snow. You remember the dogs barking?”

“When I called down, you told me you were all right.”

“It was nothing. This fellow was lying out by the cabin. Wounded. But now I know he’s a desperado, Old Longbones. He’s wanted in three states. I have to get to the sheriff.”

“A desperado? He told you this?”

“I read about him this morning in the Silver City newspaper I brought with me. He’s a train robber.”

The Indian let out a long, low whistle. Fara knew he wouldn’t be too troubled by a man who robbed trains—those long black snakes, he called them. Apaches rarely spoke of snakes, creatures they feared and hated. When they mentioned the reptiles, they used only mystical terms, as though serpents were unfathomable spirits from another world. In Old Longbones’s mind, trains fell into the same category.

“He’s a horse rustler, too,” Fara said. She knew that to an Apache, horse thievery was a different matter altogether from train robbery. Rustling was an offense that deserved the most severe punishment.

“What man did he steal horses from?” Old Longbones asked.

“I don’t know. But I do know he hunted down and shot a prominent citizen in Phoenix. The poor gentleman is near death at this very minute.”

“Filly, are you sure this desperado in the newspaper is the same man you found in the snow last night?”

“Absolutely. It’s Hyatt, all right. I dragged him into Papa’s cabin. He’s lying down there half-frozen and sick to death with a putrefied gunshot wound.”

“Putrefied?” Old Longbones looked up from the skillet. “Is it infection—or gangrene? I had better check him.”

“But you don’t understand. He’s a terrible man. He might harm you.”

“Filly.” The Apache gave her a long look. “Once I was the enemy of your people. My friends and I raided the White Eyes’ towns and attacked your settlements. Like that desperado in your papa’s cabin, we stole guns and horses. Sometimes, Filly, we killed. But in my time of greatest need—when I lay wounded, abandoned by my friends, and near death—Jacob Canaday took me in.”

“I know the story, Longbones. But this is very different.”

“It was not easy for your papa to do this thing.” The old Apache went on speaking as if he hadn’t heard her. “The White Eyes of Pinos Altos were very unhappy with Jacob Canaday. It was a great risk. For all he knew, when I came back to health, I might kill him . . . and his little golden-haired daughter. But Jacob Canaday always followed the teachings of that Book.”

He pointed to the well-worn Bible on the mantel. “In the Bible there is a command we Apaches have never understood,” he said. “‘Love your enemies.’ That is not our way. To us it seems foolishness and weakness. But Jacob Canaday showed me the great strength of those who can follow that command. Jacob taught me about God’s love by loving me enough to take such a risk. Because of the love of Jacob Canaday and his God, I learned to accept the White Eyes as my brother. And I learned to love the Son of God as my savior—the One who freed me from the consequence of my many wrongs. Now tell me, Filly, shall we let that desperado with his putrefied wound go to his death? Or shall we love our enemy?”

Fara averted her eyes. She had been brought up reading the Bible while nestled in her papa’s lap. Many times his gentle voice had spoken that command: “Love your enemies.” She had always believed it—in the abstract. It had come to mean tolerating her nosy neighbors or inviting the owner of the competing brickworks to her Fourth of July picnic. But to really put herself out for someone else? someone who might harm her?

“Old Longbones,” she said softly, “I hear your wise words. But if this Hyatt fellow were to hurt you—”

“He told you his name was Hyatt?” The Apache set the skillet away from the fire and picked up his leather coat. “I am surprised a wanted desperado would tell you his true name.”

“He didn’t, but—”

“Then how can you be sure? Come on, Filly. We will examine this wounded man of yours.”

Before Fara could press her argument further, Old Longbones had placed a pot of hot oatmeal into her arms. He shrugged on his coat, grabbed the steaming skillet of eggs and venison, and headed out the door. “Maybe some warm food in his stomach will revive our desperado,” he called over his shoulder.

Hugging the oatmeal, Fara stumbled behind Old Longbones through the foot-deep snow. Almost blinded by swirling flakes, she could barely make out the Apache, who was scuttling along as spryly as any teenager. It did her heart good to see her friend so animated. From the time Fara and her father had moved down to Silver City, Old Longbones seemed to wither before their eyes. When Jacob Canaday died, the Indian’s mourning had been as intense as Fara’s.

“Where are the horses the desperado rustled?” Old Longbones asked as he stepped onto the porch of the old cabin and stomped the snow off his moccasins. “Did he bring them into the mountains? Do they have shelter?”

“He was on foot. He told me his horse had snapped a leg.”

“That is bad.” Old Longbones winced as he pushed open the door and called out, “Are you still alive, desperado?”

Fara swallowed before stepping inside. Memories of the stranger’s blue eyes had disturbed her all night. In spite of his ramblings, she had sensed his strength—a strength that fascinated her. Few of the men who courted her spent their time out of doors. They loved ledgers and lists and money—Fara’s money. But Hyatt seemed different. Intriguingly different.

Telling herself not to be silly, she slipped into the small room. The man lay on the floor, unmoving. At the sight of his still form, her heart constricted in fear. She set down the oatmeal and fell to her knees.

“Sir? Are you all right?”

She laid a hand on his hot forehead, and his blue eyes slid open. “Angel,” he said. “You came back.”

She glanced at Old Longbones. “He’s delirious.”

“Maybe . . . maybe not.” The Indian frowned and crouched beside her. “You are still with us, White Eyes, but maybe not for long. Do you feel pain?”

“My arm,” the man grunted.

“Will you let me look at it?”

Hyatt nodded, and Old Longbones directed Fara to stoke the fire in the stove. Thankful to escape, she hurried across the room. Why did the sight of the stranger’s bright eyes double the tempo of her pulse? Why had the thought of his death suddenly terrified her? He was a gunslinger—the worst sort of human being. One whiff of her gold and silver fortunes would elicit his most despicable traits. Greed. Selfishness. Ruthlessness. Treachery.

“Filly,” Old Longbones called, “I will need your help now.”

She shut her eyes. So much for lying around the ranch house reading books and relaxing by the fire. She was going to have to participate. She was going to have to reach beyond herself and touch this man’s life. Letting out a deep breath, she lifted up a prayer. Father God, I confess I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be around this disturbing man. Give me strength.

“We need to move our friend onto the bed,” the Apache said as Fara approached. “Then we will have to work some strong medicine. What is your name, White Eyes? Where are you from?”

Fara stiffened. Don’t let him be the Phoenix gunslinger, Lord. If he’s anybody else, I can do this. But don’t let him be Hyatt.

“My name’s Hyatt.”

Old Longbones glanced at Fara. She shook her head. “Let me take him down to Pinos Altos,” she whispered. “The sheriff can handle him.”

“No, Filly. God has given this man to us.” He placed a gnarled hand on the man’s brow. “Mr. Hyatt, we are going to take care of you. Me and this . . . this angel.”

Fara rolled her eyes as Old Longbones bent over Hyatt. She had never been angelic in her life—and she wasn’t about to start now. There was nothing for it but to slip her arm around those big shoulders and begin to heave. Hyatt did his best to help, coming to his knees and staggering to his feet.

Leaning heavily against Fara, he lurched toward the narrow bed beside the stove. As she grunted under his weight, she wondered how long it had been since she’d allowed any human to come this close. Even though the man smelled of his illness and his many days’ travel, he was warm and solid. His big hand tightened on her shoulder.

“Angel,” he murmured.

“My name is—” She stopped herself, realizing the penalty for revealing her true identity to such a man. “I’m Filly.”

He looked into her eyes as she lowered him onto the bed. “Filly. That’s like . . . like a horse.”

“Papa gave me the name. He said I was too feisty and high-spirited for my own good.” She drew the blankets up to his chest. “He thought about calling me Mule.”

Hyatt’s face broke into a grin. “Stubborn, are you?”

“Just don’t push me, Mr. Hyatt.”

“Ready, Filly?” Old Longbones asked. With a pair of tongs, he carried a glowing ember from the stove. “You help me hold him still.”

“Whoa there,” Hyatt said, elbowing up. “What are you planning to do with that coal?”

“You have a gunshot wound in your arm, Mr. Hyatt,” Longbones explained. “The bullet went through, but the powder burned your skin, and the wound has become infected. I think some of the flesh may even be dead. You know the meaning of dead flesh? Gangrene. If you want to live, we must burn away the sickness in your arm. Then God will begin to heal it.”

Hyatt clenched his jaw and nodded. “All right. Do your work.”

Fara could hardly believe a low-down horse thief would submit so willingly to the ministrations of an Indian. But Hyatt drew his injured arm from under the covers and laid it across his chest. Not wanting to witness the terrible burning, Fara looked up into the desperado’s eyes. Help me, angel, they seemed to plead. She hesitated for a moment; then she took both his hands in hers.

“I can’t carry a tune in a bucket, Mr. Hyatt,” she said softly. “But you need distracting.” She kept her focus on his and began to sing:

“When peace like a river attendeth my way;

when sorrows like sea billows roll;

whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say—”

“It is well,” Hyatt ground out as the red-hot ember seared his festering wound. “It is well with my soul.”

Surprised the gunslinger knew the words, Fara continued to sing. “It is well.”

“With my soul,” he forced the words.

“It is well . . . with my soul. It is well, it is well with my soul.”

The cabin filled with the stench of charred hair and scorched skin, but Hyatt barely winced. Instead, he gripped Fara’s hands with a force that stopped her blood and made her fingertips throb. Beads of perspiration popped out on his forehead and thick neck. The blue in his eyes grew brighter and hotter as he stared at her.

“Angel,” he said in a choked voice.

“I’m here,” she murmured. “I’m with you.”

When she thought the burning could not go on any longer, Old Longbones rose. “Enough,” he said. “There will be a scar, Mr. Hyatt. Perhaps your hand will move stiffly in the years to come. But if God wills it, you will live. Now I will go and search for nopal.”

“Let me go,” Fara said. “You shouldn’t be out in the blizzard.”

The Apache dismissed her with a wave of his brown hand. “I know where the nopal grows, Filly. I can find it even under the snow. You stay here and feed this man some breakfast.”

“But, Longbones—”

“And wash him, too. He stinks.”

The Apache shut the door behind him, and Fara could hear him moving across the porch. Glancing at Hyatt, she saw he had finally shut his eyes and was resting again. But when she tried to detach her hands, he tightened his grip.

“Don’t go, angel.”

“I told you I’m no angel. I’m a headstrong, stubborn—”

“You’re an angel.” His lids slid open, and his eyes found hers. “You ran off the wolves. You hauled me out of the snow. You took me into your cabin. You brought the old Indian to heal me. I owe you my life.”

For half a second, she was drawn into the music of his words. All her adult life, she had longed to hear a man speak to her with such sincerity, tenderness, warmth. And then she remembered Hyatt was a con man. A desperado. A gunslinger.

“You sure are a smooth talker,” she said, pulling away. “But I ought to warn you that a silver tongue won’t get you far with me. I respect a man who speaks straight and tells the truth.”

“I am telling the truth,” he said. “I’m grateful to you. You saved my life.”

“And you twisted mine up in knots. It’s almost Christmas, and I’ve been looking forward to a few days of rest. Now you’re here, and Old Longbones is ordering me to give you breakfast.”

“And a bath.”

“Not a chance.” Flushing, she walked over to the stove. The very idea of touching him again flustered her. Maybe the Apache would take it upon himself to tend the wounded man. He needed something to do, and this would fill the bill nicely. But could she trust the gunslinger not to harm the old man?

Fara filled a plate with eggs and venison. Then she ladled a large dollop of oatmeal into a bowl. She was as hungry as an empty post hole, but she didn’t like the idea of eating with Hyatt. It smacked of acceptance. She wanted him to understand that—as a good Christian—she would see to his welfare. But she would never consider him an equal. She would tolerate him, but she would never like him.

“Here you go,” she said, holding out the plate.

He eyed the steaming eggs. “They smell good.”

“Better than you.”

He smiled. “I think I can manage the eggs, but I won’t be able to cut the steak.”

“All right, I’ll do it.” Fara sat on a rickety stool near the bed. “But just this once.”

She sliced off a chunk of steak, speared it with the fork, and placed it in his mouth. He let out a deep breath and began to chew. “You know how long it’s been since I ate a hot meal?”

“Since Phoenix, I reckon.”

His brow narrowed. “How did you know I’d been in Phoenix?”

Fara’s blood chilled. She mustn’t let Hyatt know she was aware of his crimes. It would put her—and Old Longbones—in grave danger. All the same, she wasn’t about to let him off the hook. He was a criminal, and he had committed a heinous crime. Never let it be said that Fara Canaday would let a villain get away easy.

“You kept muttering about Phoenix,” she said. “Last night.”

“What did I say?” He had stopped chewing. “Did I talk about the shooting?”

“Nope.” She popped another bite of steak into his mouth. “So, who pegged you?”

He shook his head. “Don’t know. Can’t remember his name.”

Sure, Fara thought. You’d only been tracking that poor Mr. Copperton for years. “Seems strange that a man you didn’t know would take it upon himself to shoot you.”

Hyatt leaned back on his pillow, eyes shut and brow furrowed. “It happened so fast,” he said. “I turned on the staircase landing, and there he was. He . . . he was aiming to kill.”

“Lucky for you he missed. Did you shoot back?” She waited, wondering if he would tell the truth.

“I shot at him,” Hyatt said. “He hollered out he was hit. But his men came after me.”

“So you ran?”

The blue eyes snapped open. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Depends. I’m not walking in your shoes. Maybe you had some kind of a history with the fellow. Maybe you held something against him that needed settling. In a case like that, only a yellowbelly would run.”

“A yellowbelly?” Hyatt’s eyes crackled with blue flame, and his good hand snaked out and grabbed her by the wrist. “I’m no coward. I never saw that man in my life. I was ambushed.”

She leaned close and jabbed a forefinger into his chest. “You swapped lead with him, buckaroo. Then you took off like a scorpion had crawled down your neck. Doesn’t sound to me like you’ve got enough guts to hang on a fence. And you’re a sinner besides.”

“Now listen here, lady.” He elbowed up until they were nose-to-nose. “I’ll have you know I’m a Christian man—”

“Trying to get yourself out of trouble by taffying up the Lord?”

“I’m as straight as a—”

“You’re so crooked—”

“I got the nopal.” Old Longbones stepped into the cabin carrying an armful of the flat, fleshy stems of the prickly pear cactus. At the sight of the man and woman, he stopped, his brown eyes darting back and forth. “Filly?”

She straightened, clutching the plate of now-cold eggs. “You found the nopal.”

“Yes. But I see you have already brought color to our patient’s cheeks. And a sparkle to his eyes.”
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