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    OCTOBER 30, 1866


    A bullet slammed through the door of the stagecoach, threading a needle to miss all four passengers.


    “It’s a holdup!” Callie grabbed her rifle. “Get down!”


    The stage driver yelled and cracked his whip. More flying lead hit, higher on the stagecoach. The man riding shotgun got his rifle into action.


    “Get on the floor!” The woman sitting across from Callie was frozen with fear. That endangered Connor and it made Callie furious.


    The bullets came fast. The stage was moving slow on a long uphill slope. With the driver’s shout they picked up speed. From the roof, she heard a steady volley of deafening return fire.


    Reaching across, Callie grabbed the woman by the ruffled front of her pink gingham dress and dragged her off the seat. The woman shrieked but didn’t put up a fight, which was smart of her. Callie would’ve won that fight.


    Somewhat more gently, Callie picked Connor up from the seat beside her and set him on the woman’s lap. Eight-month-old Connor yelped, more a shout of anger than a cry. But crying would come soon enough. Her little wild man didn’t do anything quietly.


    “Can you shoot?” she shouted at the young man, hoping he’d snap out of whatever panic had seized him. He shook his head frantically. “Get on the floor, then.”


    Callie used her whiplash voice and hoped it got the man moving. She threw herself across to the woman’s seat to face backward. With her Colt in her left hand and her Winchester in her right, she shoved the curtain aside. The flare of the orange and yellow aspen lining the road blocked any sign of the gunmen.


    Callie didn’t bother to push the man to the floor. Let the idiot figure that out himself. She got a glimpse of the robbers riding around a curve. Bullets hailed on the coach. Callie held back, waiting for a clear shot.


    Connor’s yelling turned to a cry. Callie was enraged that her son was in such terrible danger when he should have been safe on her father’s ranch in Texas.


    The noise overhead said the driver’d slid off his high seat to use the stage as cover. She heard the man riding shotgun land flat on his belly on the roof. The driver’s shouting and the gunfire slashed like a sharp knife through the cool October morning.


    “Try and calm Connor down.” Not much chance of that. Connor had been a whirlwind since birth. And the two caring for him were more upset than he was.


    She counted four outlaws. The varmints had picked this uphill slope a few miles outside of Colorado City because the stage had slowed to a crawl.


    Callie had plenty of bullets, but she was a conservative woman, and she didn’t intend to fire blind and waste lead. She was mighty low on money and she needed ammunition for when she finally tracked down that worthless Seth Kincaid.


    The stagecoach yawed past a curve and it put them out of the line of fire until the outlaws could round it.


    The young woman was hugging Connor. The man had wedged himself onto the floor, putting his body between Connor, his wife, and the gunfire. Maybe he wasn’t completely worthless.


    A bullet cut through the stage door. Splinters exploded and slashed Callie’s left hand. She flinched and got her hand right back on the trigger of her Colt.


    Callie braced her rifle against her shoulder and took careful aim; the whole world slowed down, the noise fading into the background. She felt pulled away, out of the action. Her mind was working clearly, her nerves steady. The bleeding hand didn’t hurt. As she looked at the trail behind, the colors were so vivid and her vision so sharp it was almost painful.


    The pulsing hooves gave away the attackers’ exact location. And the slow-moving coach gave her a chance at a steady shot.


    A glance over her shoulder told her the trail would twist just ahead. Their pursuers would be swallowed up by the heavy forest lining the road. They appeared and disappeared in the thick plumes of dust.


    Callie saw shining silver on the band of a flat-topped black hat. The man was a fool to wear silver if he wanted to make his living sneaking around.


    Callie inhaled slowly, then exhaled halfway to relax her chest, waited for the glint of silver, and fired.


    A bright splash of red marked the desperado’s shirt as he fell backward and was gone. Another outlaw took his place at the front of the pack.


    Connor shrieked at the loud sound of shooting so close. Callie separated herself from her mother’s need to comfort, because the real comfort came from a ma who would protect him. She’d dry his tears later.


    With the cool ruthlessness of a mama wolf defending her younga mama wolf with a fire ironCallie drew a bead and fired. Her target kept coming. Bullets shattered the door just above her head. They’d aimed at the roof mostly, but now they knew someone inside the stage was in the fight.


    Hating that she’d drawn their guns and further endangered Connor, she kept on firing. From overhead she heard the same. A steady man guarded the stage. The driver kept shouting, cracking his whip. Another steady man was at the reins.


    A second outlaw went down. A third pressed forward. She’d counted four, so they were close to finishing this nonsense.


    They crested the hill. A few more yards and they’d pick up speed. Colorado City was at the base of this rattlesnake of a trail.


    Hold them off. A few more seconds.


    Callie fired. A bullet whizzed so close she felt the heat.


    A sudden snap under the stagecoach lurched them to the side. They tipped, lifting Callie’s side of the bench seat up, up, up. She saw the woman wrap her body around Connor and the man wrap his arms around both of them. Her son surrounded by a flesh-and-blood shield. A sickening crunch told her the stage had hit the rocky outcropping on the side of the trail. A chunk of wood bounced into the dust behind them. Part of one wheel.


    The brake came on hard as the driver tried to stop them from rolling out of control. Another thud shook Callie so hard she was thrown backward on the bench seat and smacked her shoulder into the side of the stage. The stage, slow anyway because of the climb, slued sideways, tipped so Callie was nearly lying on her back, then shuddered to a halt.


    Callie heard the coach’s team of four horses go pounding away, broken free from their burden.


    The guard overhead shouted, “Stay inside!” He fired and now the driver’s gun came into action. Callie spun on the seat now tipped upward at a steep angle. She lay on her side, shoved her feet against the downhill side of the stage, and got back up to the window.


    A bullet whistled past her face.


    There were two left. They’d taken cover and were trying to pick the men off the roof. Callie focused her eagle-sharp eyes on the pair attacking them. The tip of one gun was visible. In the motionless stage she could now aim with real precision. She fired. A cry of pain sounded as the muzzle vanished.


    Return fire hailed on them from one remaining outlaw.


    A sudden shout from overhead told her one of the stagecoach men was hit. She watched for the last remaining gun and saw it just as another shot came from farther up the trail. The bullet hit the window frame. Shards of wood slashed her face.


    A second bullet was just as close, and she dived low to give them less of a target.


    “You’re hit!”


    She looked down at the young man, who was using his body as a shield to protect her son. “Just wood. The bullet missed.”


    “Give me the gun.”


    “Can you shoot? Can you hit what you aim at?”


    The man’s jaw went rigid, then stiffly he shook his head no.


    “Then stay down there, city boy. Let us handle this.”


    Bullets came now from three guns. She knew three of the four men were hit but apparently not bad enough to stop them from shooting.


    Another cry of pain came from overhead and the gunfire from the stage stopped. Callie swiped at the blood flowing, blocking the vision in one eye, which wrecked her aim and put her at a distinct disadvantage in a gunfight.


    “Throw out your guns or we’ll shoot until every man aboard is dead.” The voice was chilling, ugly. Callie heard fury in it. And pain. The man wanted vengeance. The people on the stage had drawn blood, and the man yelling didn’t sound like the type to let them go on their way.


    “I hear a child on that stage.” The voice sent a chill through her veins. “You want him to live, throw out your guns.”


    Connor’s wailing made it hard for her to think.


    Protect him, save him. God, please save my son.


    Callie gripped her pistol. Soon they’d be in close-quarters fighting. It was going to come to that and when that happened it was hard to tell the winners from the losers because everyone got bloody.


    No matter how young.


    “Just surrender. Let them take what we have,” the young man whispered.


    Callie looked at him. These men might let a woman go on her way with a child, but they’d blame this city man for the shooting from inside the stage, no matter how fast he talked. He was very close to death and it was her fault, at least to the extent that it was anyone’s fault but these outlaws.


    “Stay down. They won’t let you walk away from this.” Connor’s cries kept building. His blue eyes were drenched with tears.


    “I’m a man of God. Many bandits won’t shoot a parson.”


    She refused to pull her attention away from the outlaws to try and persuade the parson of the long chance he’d be taking. Instead, with her pistol in her left hand and her rifle in her right, she waited, watched, prayed. Careful not to let the muzzle of her rifle protrude from the window, she hoped to get a shot at the unwounded man. It might be enough to break off the attack.


    They came in a rush.


    Three men erupted from behind bushes and boulders. Callie fired at the one running fastest and he went down and rolled out of sight along the edge of the trail. The men fired back, but she kept up the assault with both rifle and pistol. The outlaws ducked behind boulders. The stage was tipped nearly sideways on the trail. Held up from being flat on its side by a boulder that poked through the door she wasn’t using.


    Callie got an idea. When she was praying this hard and she got an idea, she always thanked the Lord, even if He hadn’t carved it with a fiery fingertip into a slab of stone. They’d wheeled around until the trapdoor in the roof was facing downhill. With a quick twist of her body, she kicked the trapdoor on the stagecoach roof open.


    “Get out of here.” She turned blazing eyes on the parson. “Take your wife and my son and go. The wagon blocks their vision of the downhill side of the trail. They won’t see you leaving. Run for Colorado City and get help. We’re not more than a mile or two out. All downhill. I can hold them off.”


    “No, I won’t run like a coward and leave a woman to defend me.”


    She respected that; she really did. She was also tempted to lay a butt stroke across his skull. “You can’t shoot. I can. Get away and get help. With my shooting, we all have a chance to survive this. But with your shooting, all of us are going to die.”


    The parson’s jaw went so tight she thought his teeth might crack.


    “Go, you’re wasting time. I think one of them is down and the other three are wounded, but not seriously.”


    A bullet slammed into the stage. Callie ducked and faced uphill again. “Go, please. With your help my son has a chance to live.” Her tone had changed from issuing orders to begging.


    She glanced at the parson and saw him nod.


    “Hurry, you’re wasting time. Cover Connor’s mouth so they won’t hear you.” The cruelty of that made her sick, yet it was the only way the baby wouldn’t bring these men down on all of them.


    The parson helped his wife slip through the trapdoor, handed her Connor. Callie tore her eyes away from her son and it felt as if she tore her own flesh. Connor’s cries cut off, and Callie blocked the parson’s exit with her rifle. His deadly serious eyes met hers.


    “When you get to Colorado City, if... if I don’t make it, Parson, find Rafe Kincaid. He’s got a ranch near Rawhide, a little mining town to the west. He’s Connor’s uncle and he’ll look out for the boy.” Callie hoped it was true.


    The parson nodded, clawed his way through the trapdoor out into the crisp fall air. Callie saw him slip his arm around his wife, who carried Connor. They ran. Another bullet fired and Callie had to turn away from her child. Just like Seth had turned away from both of them. The urge to cry shocked her. She wasn’t a crying kind of woman, but saying goodbye to her son, well, that was worth a few tears.


    She wondered if this goodbye would be forever.


    Another bullet smashed through the stage wall and made her forget everything but the fight.


    Callie returned fire. The outlaws poured lead into the stage. She was forced to duck. Peeking out, she saw three men slip closer and she let loose with her rifle. They vanished again. Closer, closer every time.


    She couldn’t cover three men, and that meant she couldn’t keep them pinned down. But she could make their advances slow. Give the parson every possible second. Make these thieving coyotes pay a high price for every step.


    The gunfire stopped. The outlaws were out of sight. Waiting. She could only hope and pray they’d wait long enough. She searched the scrub pines and blazing aspens and boulders along the trail.


    The men started shooting again. Callie returned fire. The sharp smell of sulfur and blood stung her nose. Splinters sprayed her hands and bloodied them, making her grip on the trigger slippery.


    The men ducked out of sight and silence reigned.


    Were the stage driver and the man riding shotgun dead? If they weren’t, if they’d just been wounded, maybe knocked out, maybe they’d come around and get back into the fight. Even one more gun and she’d have a chance.


    The men fired, rushed forward, and dropped. Callie reloaded while the men hid. Time inched forward. She could almost hear the parson’s running steps. Down toward town. Help would come.


    The coach was so shredded it was little protection anymore. She’d like to shout a threat to the men, let them know help might well be on the way; maybe they’d cut and run. But then they’d know she was a woman and that might make them even more brazen.


    Callie noticed the seat across from her had been blasted loose from the frame of the stage. She grabbed at it and moved the thick slab of wood into place in front of her like a shield.


    All three of them popped up and dashed forward, shooting. The stage splintered. Needles of wood gouged and slit. Her buckskin jacket and leather riding skirt were decent protection, but her face had been clawed by the wood. A chunk of oak slammed into her head and knocked her backward. She fought her way back to the window. Blood flowed into her eyes and she swiped at it with her forearm. Her vision cleared for only a moment before more blood flowed.


    They charged again, shooting. She saw where they went, though each time they’d slip around and emerge in some unexpected place. Then, with their guns in play, her grip shaky and her vision blurred, she couldn’t take good aim.


    They had about two more of these charges before they overran the stage.


    Had it been long enough? There should be men in Colorado City who’d come running, especially to protect a woman, but also to fight for the stage, to fight for right. She knew the West, and yes, there was lawlessness, but there were also plenty of men who used their strength to maintain the peace.


    C’mon, Parson. You’ve had time. A man on a fast horse could be coming soon.


    She watched out the window, eyes riveted on the trail. Watching, hoping, praying for anything to aim at. Did God answer such a violent prayer?


    A sudden flash of silver drew her attention. That first man she’d seen with his stupid silver hatband. He was close enough to gain the stage. She saw even with just this glimpse of him that his muscles bunched to run. Her last chance. Her son’s last chance. At least his last chance to have a mother who was alive to raise him.


    She aimed her rifle, swiped the blood away from her eyes, stilled her trembling hands through sheer will, and fired.


    A cry from the bushes stopped everything.


    The three men didn’t appear for another charge. Callie watched for another shot. Time moved as slowly as if her pa’s pocket watch ticked in her ear.


    There was nothing.


    And then the sound of hooves pounding toward her from Colorado City. They gave her such hope that again she was hit by a need to cry.


    Waste of time.


    She heard more running horses. This time from the outlaws. They’d been driven off.


    Time to come out now. Time to go get her son.


    Forcing her eyes to move, she saw her hands. There was a lot of blood. Looking down, she saw her jacket soaked in crimson. A stab of pain drew her eyes to her left arm. An ugly stake of wood at least three inches long stabbed through the leather of her fringed jacket. Blood poured from that wound.


    How much blood did a woman have to spare anyway?


    Her hands were rigid on her rifle and pistol. The stage was riddled with bullet holes.


    Her mind told her hands to let go, to ease off the triggers before she accidentally fired again, this time into the chest of some rescuer.


    The horse from Colorado City stopped and she saw a man’s legs and backside as he swung down from a pretty gray. The edges of her vision darkened until it was like looking through a long, narrow tunnel.


    Then the man turned.


    It was Seth Kincaid.


    Alive and well. He’d have been better off dead.


    She could arrange that.


    She still had her gun.
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    Seth saw the stagecoach driver lying halfway in the bushes on the side of the trail. He’d ridden right past him. Seth wheeled around to go help.


    A bullet whizzed out the window of the stage and missed him by little more than a foot. Seth drew his six-gun.


    “Seth Kincaid, you get back here and let me shoot you, you low-down skunk.”


    A woman.


    A woman who knew his name.


    A woman who knew his name and wanted to kill him.


    He’d never had much luck with women.


    He was pretty sure he’d heard that voice before, but he couldn’t place quite where.


    The memory conjured up a pleasant feeling in his chest. Which sure didn’t match with the threat and the gunfire.


    Almost getting shot was thrilling. Grinning, he dropped to his knees and crawled forward. He saw the open trapdoor of the stage. The gunshots had come from the other side, so maybe he could disarm the woman threatening him.


    And maybe not.


    Maybe he’d get shot.


    Finally he was having some fun.


    His heart banged and he felt more alive than he had in weeks. As he crawled he tried to figure out why her voice made his spirits rise in a way that had nothing to do with the reckless fun of being in a gunfight.


    Just when he was ready to poke his head up so he could get a look through the trap, riders approached from the direction of Colorado City. He ducked into the undergrowth alongside the trail in case the outlaws had circled around and were coming back. He waited until he saw the star on the man who led the way. He holstered his gun. Then stepped out, his hands in plain sight.


    “I just heard the gunfire and came running, Sheriff. I’m Seth Kincaid. We’ve met.”


    “Howdy, Seth.” The sheriff had sharp eyes, and with a quick look around he snapped out orders. “Four of you men stay behind and help the wounded. The rest of you follow me. The parson said the outlaws are wounded. Maybe we can round them up.” The sheriff spurred his horse and about half the posse charged on past the stage.


    “Kincaid?” A man riding like he’d never before sat a horse brought up the rear of the six armed men. “I’m Parson Frew. She told me to find Rafe Kincaid.”


    “That’s my brother. We can talk later. There are two wounded men here and there’s a woman in the stage.” Seth raised his voice. “Are you all right, ma’am?”


    “Seth Kincaid, you get over here where I can get you in my crosshairs.” The woman sounded purely loco.


    Seth liked her more all the time.


    But since she wanted to shoot him, he didn’t obey her.


    “The sheriff’s here now, ma’am. His’ll be the first face you see.” The sheriff was gone, but Seth wasn’t in the mood to go into details. He just wanted the woman to quit shooting long enough to disarm her.


    The parson swung off his horse and ran toward the stage.


    “Have a care, Parson, she just took a shot at me.” Seth followed after the man, knowing his chances of living through this scrape had just gone way up. After she plugged the parson, she’d feel bad and all the fight would go out of her. Too bad for the parson. Too bad for Seth, because all the fun was gone.


    “I’ve brought help.” The parson didn’t even pause as he stuck his head into the nearly shredded door of the stage. “Dear Lord, have mercy!”


    The tone brought Seth along fast. He looked in the door to see a woman coated in blood. Her face, her jacket, her hands. She looked dead. Two guns lay at her side, but her hands were lax on the triggers.


    “She just spoke to me.” Seth felt the wildness that always haunted him as he shoved the parson aside and ripped off what was left of the door. He reached in to the steeply canted stage, driven by a terror that made no senseeven for someone as prone to jump into danger as himself. Catching her around the waist, he dragged her out of the stage, cradled her in his arms, mindful of the nasty wooden shard high on her left arm. The bleeding was terrible. He couldn’t begin to know what she looked like.


    “I’ve got to get her to the doctor.” Seth raced for his horse. In his urgency he only distantly noticed that she fit in his arms in a way that was near perfection. It was all strange. How did she know his name? Why did her voice touch something deep inside him? Why did he feel like he’d held her before?


    Why had she tried to shoot him?


    Although honesty forced him to admit he had that effect on a lot of people.


    He looked down at her as he swung onto his horse. He could make out nothing through the bleeding.


    “We’re right behind you, Kincaid. These men aren’t as torn up as her, but they need looking after, too.” A deputy waved him down the trail. “Doctor’s office is”


    “I know the way.” Juggling the woman and his horse was trouble. Her blood seemed to flow faster with each bump. To cradle her more gently, Seth slapped the reins between his teeth to get both hands free, spurred his horse, and charged downhill. It struck him that he didn’t know who she was. But he knew on a soul-deep level that this woman was someone important.


    Goading his horse, he charged over a twisting trail at breakneck speed. He felt as if the devil himself were in hot pursuit as he ran for his life.


    Except he was running for the woman’s life, not his.


    He heard hoofbeats from behind and glanced back. The parson was coming after him hard. The man sat on his horse like an easterner. An easterner who’d never been on a horse. Trying to keep up with Seth would probably be the death of him. And yet the woman didn’t have any time to spare. She was bleeding out even as he held her in his arms.


    Seth leaned low over his horse’s neck until the woman was pressed against his chest. The trail finally straightened and hit a level stretch.


    Without slowing, Seth finally had time to look at the woman and saw a fast-moving trail of blood coming from her temple. Trying not to jostle her, he pulled the kerchief off his neck and pinned it to the cut by pressing her face to his shoulder.


    There were more wounds, but he couldn’t tend them and make good time.


    God, protect her, care for her. Don’t let her die, please, God.


    It was the most fervent prayer Seth had prayed in years. In fact, the only prayer since he was a kid when he spent an afternoon dancing with the devil.


    Seth had escaped the pointy-horned varmint that day in the belly of the cavern, but he’d been haunted ever since by the notion that he’d paid for survival with his soul. He’d left it behind, deep in the bowels of the burning belly of the earth.


    He’d been looking for his soul ever since. And now this woman had inspired a prayer.


    The strange idea fled as Seth galloped into Colorado City. A doctor had his office on the edge of town and Seth raced straight there.


    He swung down, the woman still fitting perfectly in his arms, and rushed for the doctor’s office.


    “I need help.” He slammed the door wide, shouting, “Fast. This woman’s bad hurt!” A small entry room was empty. Before Seth could get through the next door, it swung open and a gray-haired man took in the situation with one glance.


    “Follow me into the back.” He wheeled around, moving fast for an old man.


    Seth still almost ran him down.


    The doctor pointed at a table. “Lay her there.”


    Seth set her on the high, hard bed as gently as possible. He still had her temple pressed to his chest, holding the kerchief in place.


    “Get me some water. There’s hot water on the cookstove behind me.” The doctor issued the rapid-fire order and Seth obeyed. There was no one else there, no patients, no nurse to help the doctor. Seth returned with the basin and set it beside the doctor, then rounded the table.


    “Let’s get her jacket off.” The doctor reached for the front of her buckskin coat and stopped. “That’s as good as pinned to her arm.”


    The doctor leaned close and pulled at the edges of the jacket to see the wound. “What happened to her?”


    “She was in a stagecoach holdup. The sheriff should be right behind me bringing in two more wounded. I don’t know how bad they are.”


    “I hate to pull that out. I’m not sure how much more blood she can stand to lose. And I don’t have time to give her much tender care if more are coming.”


    The doctor looked at Seth, almost as if he was asking for a second opinion. Seth shrugged. “It’s gotta come out sometime, Doc.”


    With a firm jerk of his head, the doctor said, “Let’s get her coat off the other arm before I pull out that peg.”


    When only her wounded arm was still in the jacket, the doctor pulled the wooden shard out quickly. The woman moaned. The first sign of consciousness.


    “Get her jacket off. We’ll stop the bleeding in that arm first and then see what else we have to deal with.” The doctor cut her dress sleeve away.


    Seth and the doctor fought a short brutal fight against the pouring blood. Soon her arm was tightly bound. The doctor was quick with a needle on four slashes on her scalp. He clipped the hair away in all four spots with ruthless disregard for a woman’s vanity.


    “No bullet wounds.” The doctor washed the woman’s bloody hands. “Ugly scratches but no stitches needed here.” He turned with his cloth to bathe her face. Reaching for the water, he hesitated. Seth saw how dark red the water was.


    “Get me some clean water. How long was she out there bleeding?”


    “I heard shooting and came running for the stage. She was still conscious when I got there, but the shooting was over.”


    He didn’t count the shot she’d fired at him.


    After all, she’d had a hard day. If she’d been just a little further from death, she’d have been thinking more clearly and she might not’ve pulled the trigger.


    “The sheriff came along a minute after I got to the stage.”


    A commotion in the front of the building turned the doctor’s head. He shouted, “Bring ’em on back!”


    The door opened and the parson came in alone.


    “I thought there were more wounded.” The doctor looked from the parson to Seth.


    “The sheriff isn’t far behind me.”


    “Parson, do you know this woman?” Seth remembered what the parson had said. “What did you want with my brother?”


    “She stayed behind.” The parson looked overcome with guilt. “I said I’d stay, but she was good with a gun. She said if I stayed to hold off those outlaws, we’d all die. If she stayed and I ran for help, we all had a chance to live. But leaving a woman behind...” The parson’s throat worked as if he couldn’t push the words past his shame.


    Seth well understood how the man felt. But he’d seen the man ride. This woman, with her buckskin coat and two guns, her voice full of challenge, she’d made the right decision.


    The doctor began bathing her face. Seth watched, riveted on the slowly emerging woman. Who was she? How did he know her?


    Which reminded him. “What about my brother, Parson? What did she want with him?”


    A woman entered the room and drew Seth’s attention. She had a baby in her arms. A fat little dumpling of a boy wearing brown overalls with a brush of dark brown hair. The boy was younger than Ethan and Audra’s baby Lily.


    The baby smiled straight at Seth with a devilish glint in his wild blue eyes.


    “She said if she didn’t survive the robbery, Rafe Kincaid was her son’s uncle and he’d care for the boy.”


    “U-u-uncle?” Seth couldn’t seem to get any more words past his throat. In fact, he barely managed that one.


    “Yep, did you say Rafe Kincaid is your brother?”


    Seth nodded, words still beyond him.


    “Well, then, you’re the boy’s uncle, too.” The parson smiled.


    The doctor was cleaning up the woman, and Seth thought maybe, if he turned to look right now, he might recognize her.


    “That’s great. You can see to the boy, then.” The parson lifted the baby out of his wife’s arms and stepped toward Seth.


    Dear Lord God in heaven, I’d better recognize this woman!


    The parson extended the fat toddler toward Seth and the little guy smiled, his eyes flashed, and in the course of a few seconds Seth had a vivid, terrifying parade of memories of all the reckless things he’d done throughout his life to risk his neck. This little one seemed eager to do the same.


    The parson thrust the baby into Seth’s arms, and Seth had to hang on to keep from dropping the tyke. The baby giggled and kicked Seth in the belly and slapped him in the face. Except for the giggling, Seth expected much the same reception from the boy’s mother.


    Seth sure hoped he did recognize her.


    Because it looked like she was the mother of his child.

  


  
    

    Chapter
 3
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    She was beautiful. Stunning. Skin darkly tanned. Features as beautiful as an angel. She had lush, curling dark hair. Even snarled and bloody, he was tempted to run his hands into it. His fingers almost itched to touch the silky length.


    Callie. This was her. He knew the name from her letter and he knew nothing else. Especially nothing about a child.


    Eyes flickered open. Dark eyes. So black he couldn’t see where the center began.


    Seth stifled his frustrated regret. He’d really been hoping her eyes were just as blue as the boy’s.


    She looked right at him, and flat on her back, barely conscious, riddled with wounds, her first reaction was to swing her fist.


    It wasn’t a bad shot, but she’d lost a lot of blood. Seth ducked in time.


    He hoped she would cheer up before she regained her strength. Until then, he shifted around so the baby was right in her line of sight. The kid made a decent shield.


    “Seth Kincaid, get your hands off Connor.” She pushed at the doctor’s restraining hands.


    Connor. He had a son named Connor.


    “Lay still now, Mrs.” The doctor looked at her, then Seth.


    She was too busy trying to attack to answer the man.


    “Kincaid. She’s Mrs. Kincaid.” Seth knew that because of the letter. A sudden flash of memories almost weakened his knees. A shotgun blast to his back. The war. Fire. He was on fire. For a second he was drawn into the fire as if it were now.


    “This is your wife?” The doctor cut off the waking nightmare.


    “Uh... wife. Yep, sure enough.” Sure wasn’t the right word to use. Although he was sure. Being sure and remembering were two different things.


    She muttered something that he couldn’t understand, yet her tone held a threat so dire he was glad she was disarmed.


    He’d bet anything that she was going to expect him to remember her.


    The outer door banged open again. The sheriff came in supporting a bleeding man. Behind him, two men carried a second injured man who was beyond walking.


    Seth glanced at them but he didn’t take his eyes off the injured woman for long. Apparently, despite a lifetime of reckless behavior, he had some sense of self-preservation.


    He leaned closer to her, finding a second or two of privacy in the chaos that came along with the new patients. “The baby is fine. It sounds like you saved the day.”


    For some reason he wanted to say, “As usual.” Seth would be the first to admit that much of what went on around the end of the war was real hazy in his memory. Between starvation, bullet wounds, laudanum, and the way he was haunted by memories of war and fire and nightmares, he’d lost big chunks of time.


    And one great big ol’ chunk was wriggling in his arms right now.


    “So how are you?” Seth barely controlled a flinch at the lamebrained question aimed at the half-massacred woman. Next he’d be asking her about the weather.


    “I’m not all that good, Seth Kincaid.”


    “W-we’re...”


    Be a man.


    “We’re married?” He shouldn’t have made that sound like a question. He might as well admit it, though. He wasn’t going to be able to lie his way through it. Not that he was a man for telling lies. But he didn’t have to spout every single word of the truth every time he opened his mouth, now, did he? “And we have a baby?”


    Callie made a sound Seth had never heard from a human being before. Sorta like a wildcat crossed with a wounded grizzly bear during a Civil War battle in a cyclonein hell. Only way, way more fierce.


    “I’m sorry. Real sorry. But I haven’t been well, Callie.” Seth said that fast, before she unleashed her claws. She lay there, coated in blood, sewn up like a ragged quilt, and here he stood telling her he wasn’t well.


    “That comes as no great piece of news. You’ve never been well, not since I’ve known you.” Callie seemed to gather herself as she twisted on the table, swinging her feet off until she sat up. Her tanned skin had turned to ash gray.


    “Here now, you lay back down.” The doctor glared over his shoulder at her. He had his hands full all the way to his elbows with the two men the sheriff had brought in.


    “I’m watching her, Doc.” Seth shifted the baby into his left arm and steadied Callie with his right. He was glad the cast was off his ankle because he was going to need both arms and legs to hold them up.


    His family.


    He had a family.


    Seth leaned close, mighty brave considering she might be preparing to pouncethen have his head for lunch.


    “I’m sorry, really. I got your letter and I’ve been riding around searching. Rafe and Ethan, too. We’ve been looking for you. I can’t even remember how I got to Colorado. So much of the end of the war is lost to me. Then a man drugged me and I ended up living in a cavern real close to my home ranch. Then both my brothers got married and I broke my leg and Rafe made me claim a homestead and build a cabin.” He really needed to quit listing all hisproblems,considering hers.


    Seth glanced at the little boy and didn’t want to hear what Rafe had to say about this. Rafe was crazy for family and responsibility. Seth figured his big brother wasn’t gonna be real proud.


    “Did I mention I was sorry?” Seth finished weakly.


    His wife’s square little shoulders slumped. She frowned so deep, for a minute Seth was afraid she might cry. He wasn’t looking forward to that.


    “I have a cabin built. My brothers helped me. And since we got your letters and knew you were coming, we made it big enough for a home, not just some lean-to shack.” It was big enough for the baby, too, but that was just good luck.


    “Get me off this table, then, and let’s go home.”


    Smiling, Seth slipped an arm around her waist and helped her off the table. “You’re not upset? You’re going to forgive me and come live with me without a fuss?”


    “No.” Callie’s smile had edges just as sharp as cougar claws, and fear curled in Seth’s belly. Her letter had come from Texas. He reckoned she was as tough as the rest of her state. “I’m going to get you alone where no one can save you.”


    Seth didn’t hide the flinch this time. There she stood with her sleeve cut off. A heavy bandage over stitches in her arm. Big old clumps of her hair shaved off with ugly black stitches showing on her scalp. Her face white from blood loss and fatigue, the rest of her red from where the blood that was supposed to be inside her had gotten out, and Seth didn’t doubt for a minute he was going to have his hands full saving himself.


    He looked at his grinning son. He deserved whatever havoc she wanted to wreak.


    “Okay, let’s go. We’ll get a room for the night. You can’t ride to my place until you’ve had some rest.”


    “It’ll be a switch having you take care of me.” Callie moved at Seth’s gentle urging toward the door. “I wonder how long that’ll last.”


    The parson blocked their way. “I don’t think you’re up to leaving yet, Mrs.”


    “Callie Kincaid.” Callie reached her right hand out and rested it on the parson’s shoulder. “You saved us, Parson. You saved all of us on that stage, and most important to me, you saved my son.”


    Seth hadn’t said thank-you yet. Callie moved on to the parson’s wife. “Thank you. I saw you running with Connor. I saw your husband using his body to shield both of you from stray bullets when you were inside the stage. I know it didn’t suit either of you to leave me, but you saved us all. Me, the men riding on the stage, Connor, and yourselves. You did the right thing.”


    The parson’s expression changed. Not to pride, like some men might’ve felt if a woman bragged on them like Callie had just done, but more like relief that he didn’t have to feel ashamed. Seth could understand that. Running for help while a woman stayed behind would shame a man. That bit of shame faded to acceptance of the way he’d handled things. Seth was glad of it.


    Callie was right. The parson and his wife had saved everyone. “Thank you both.” Seth didn’t shake the parson’s hand because he was busy holding his son and keeping his wife from melting into a heap on the floor, though Callie probably didn’t melt easy. Seth turned to the doctor. “I’m going to get a room for Callie. She’s exhausted. I’ll come for you if there’s any trouble.”


    Callie didn’t talk, and from what Seth knew about herall learned in just the last few minuteshe figured she was near collapse, since she seemed like the type who would balk at being taken care of, and she didn’t.


    The doctor rapped out several orders. Seth nodded and eased his family... odd, he had a family. Of course he’d always had a family. Rafe and Ethan. But now he had a wife and a child.


    More than odd.


    When they got onto the street, Seth saw his horse standing there at the hitching post. He turned around and called, “Parson.”


    The parson and his wife came outside.


    “Can you put my horse up?” Seth jerked his head at the livery stable visible about two blocks down. “I’m going to get a room in the hotel right across the street, but I don’t want to leave my family.”


    Family.


    Almighty odd.


    “I’d be glad to.” The parson seemed eager to help. Probably still felt poorly about leaving a woman in the middle of a gunfight while he ran for help. Seth didn’t have time to reassure him.


    “And we’ll see about getting anything she left on the stage.”


    “Your wife is my size,” the parson’s wife said with a smile. “If we can’t find her things and a change of clothes, I’ll send over a clean dress out of my own satchel.”


    That struck Seth as a really good idea. “Thanks, ma’am. We appreciate it.” He was as good as carrying Callie by the time they got across the street.


    The hotel manager took one look at Callie’s bloody, partly shaved head and gave them a room on the ground floor. Seth appreciated not having to carry her upstairs.


    “Can you send us some food and some warm water? She needs to wash up.” Seth looked at Callie. She was standing, except his hand was bracing her up.


    “Right away, sir. We’ll be glad to help you in any way we can.” The manager led the way to a door, unlocked it, went in and set the key down and hurried out.


    Seth eased Callie onto the bed. She groaned and then lay still. He hoped she was asleep; otherwise they would need the doctor again.


    A slap in the ear turned him around to look at his son.


    Odd didn’t begin to describe it, but he’d be hanged if he didn’t like it.


    “Hi.” Seth jerked in surprise. “Uh... Callie?”


    She lifted her eyelids as if they weighed a pound apiece. “What?”


    “What’s his name again?”


    There was too long a silence. Finally she said, “His name ... your son’s name... is Connor. And you’re lucky I’m too weak to kill you, Seth Kincaid.” Her eyes went shut again.


    Seth decided not to ask any more questions. “Hi, Connor.”


    The boy gave him a reckless grin that scared Seth just because he thought he understood it completely. Seth Kincaid had sown the wind. Now, with his son’s help, he was going to reap the whirlwind.


    A scary thought, but life would never be dull. Seth hated dull. He smiled. “You and me, little man, are going to have us some fun. You’re really gonna like my cavern.”
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    Callie’s eyes flickered open, and in the dim light she saw a roof over her head. A roof that wasn’t carried along on wheels.


    She’d been a long time traveling.


    Connor!


    She swung her legs over the edge of the bedor rather tried toand it all came back to her like a closed fist.


    The pain was a big ol’ reminder.


    Then a face popped up right over her head, which she’d never managed to get raised. The look in his eyes, like blue lightning, excited, a little crazy. She’d found her husband.


    “You’ve got a lot of nerve being alive, Seth Kincaid.” Talking hurt. “Get out of this bed.” She’d have shoved him out, but even thinking of it hurt.


    “Shh, you’ll wake Connor.” Seth’s smile eased into concern and he moved closer. “How bad does it hurt?”


    “Like a wolf pack had half of me for supper and now they’re finishing me up for breakfast.”


    The room was in darkness, except for a low-burning lantern. Seth looked sleepy. Which meant he’d been right here beside her for long enough to fall asleep. It was a wonder she hadn’t been jerked awake by his nightmares.


    “The doctor sent me some medicine for the pain.” Seth held up a bottle clearly marked laudanum.


    “Get it away from me.” Callie wrinkled her nose and noticed the pain. From wrinkling her nose? She wondered just how battered she was. “You used to have terrible nightmares when you took that stuff. Did I get shot?”


    “Nope. The splinters from the stage cut you up something fierce, though. Doc had to sew you up here and there. And you have dozens of scratches that aren’t bad enough for a needle and thread. You’ve got blood in your hair and, well, everywhere honestly. You look awful.”


    Callie remembered that her husband had always been unfailingly honest. She wasn’t all that thankful for the trait right now. She tried to lift her hand to examine her injuries, and it hurt like blue blazes.


    “There’s food if you can stand to eat it.”


    “I feel on the verge of casting up what little is in my belly, so I won’t try eating. Maybe a drink of water, though.” Callie tried to sit up and it wasn’t working.


    Seth looked nervous, but he slid his arm under her shoulders, and with a gentleness she remembered from before, he eased her into a sitting position and moved some pillows around so she could lean back. Everything hurt, every breath, every thought.


    Seth lifted a glass of water to her lips. The sip stuck in her throat and had to fight its way down.


    “Wait.” She managed to lift one arm and push him away. He stopped without her having to wrestle him. He was paying really close attention, which was sweet.


    How dare he be sweet?


    Then the water went down and it was like it opened her throat and thirst came roaring to life. “More, please.”


    Seth eased the water back to her lips and gave her a tiny swallow, then another. She could drink now. She was desperate.


    Then as suddenly as she’d been desperately thirsty, she was afraid she’d be sick.


    Turning her mouth, Seth was quick to notice that no water was spilled.


    “I think I... I might be... be sick.”


    Seth set the glass aside and had a damp cloth ready. Icy cold. In the chilled October night, even in a poorly heated hotel room, the cool cloth felt good.


    “Let me press it against your neck.” He shifted her body and it hurt a bit less than it had at first. The cold cloth at the base of her skull eased her nausea.


    “I taught you that.”


    “You did? I don’t remember learning it. It’s just something I know.” His hands were so strong.


    He had a way of focusing on her so completely that she felt like the only woman on earth. She remembered how he’d paid attention to her. But then her memory wasn’t in question, was it?


    Their eyes met as her stomach settled. Aching muscles relaxed as she began to hope she’d avoid humiliating herself by needing to empty her stomach.


    Not to mention how much it would hurt to vomit. The very thought was agonizing.


    And speaking of agonizing thoughts... “Seth, why did you leave? What happened?”


    His eyes, so vulnerable she’d been done in by them from the first, looked sad. “I’m sorry, Callie. I don’t even know what happened. Iwhen did I leave, was it?I don’t remember there being a baby.” He shook his head as if denying he’d done such a thing.


    “You don’t even remember there being a wife. Connor wasn’t...well, I wasn’t up to traveling for a while; that’s why it took me so long to come after you.”


    “He’s beautiful. I have a son.” He leaned close and kissed her.


    No warning.


    She was sure she’d have refused his kiss if she’d had a chance. The kiss deepened. It hurt, but it was so wonderful to be with him again. Which didn’t match with the burning desire to fill his belly full of lead.


    She lifted her arms to pull him closer, and her left one wouldn’t move. But her right one, though sore, moved just fine.


    “I remember this.” Seth spoke against her lips.


    The words brought tears to her eyes, the gentle kiss clashing with the realization that he’d forgotten all about her.


    She turned her head aside. “How could you forget me, Seth?”


    Resting his forehead against her temple, Seth didn’t try another kiss. But she remembered it well, the fire that blazed between them. Only her pain and his guilt kept that from happening right now because she’d missed him so terribly.


    After long, sweet moments with Seth holding her so gently, Callie pulled back. “How is Connor?”


    “He’s sleeping right beside us on the floor.”


    “Did he eat? I didn’t have any way to feed him except...” Callie fell silent. Then she raised her head to look right in Seth’s eyes. “I don’t even feel like I know you anymore.”


    “You kissed me like you know me real well.”


    Callie raised a hand to rest on his cheek and pushed him away, not far away but enough that she could think.


    “We’re married, Seth. Nothing changes that.”


    “And I’ve got a cabin we can move into tomorrow.”


    Silence stretched between them. “You don’t know me. You don’t remember your commitment to me, and you can’t say you love me. I’m not your wife until you remember me, Seth.”


    Seth opened his mouth, no doubt to say something crazy. Callie touched his lips with one finger to stop him.


    “I came out here mostly because I was afraid you were dead. I wrote that letter to you on the long chance you might get it, but mainly I wanted to contact Rafe and Ethan. I thought it was fair that they knew they had a nephew and that they claimed him. There was trouble back in Texas and my pa died and I had nowhere else to go. You said you had a ranch out here and I wanted to give Connor whatever birthright goes with the Kincaid name. So I deliberately sent that letter and set out before your brothers could tell me to stay away. So I’m here and I’ve found my abandoning husband, and just like before, you seem drawn to me and eager to kiss me.”


    “I’m both.” Seth sounded fervent.


    “I believe you, but it’s not enough. You were both of those things before and you ran off as soon as you felt well enough, or maybe your nightmares drove you into the night, or maybe you’re just crazy. Whatever the truth is, you did it.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “And I’m not going to resume the whole of being married until I know I can trust you. I’m not going to be abandoned again, with another baby on the way. You shouldn’t be here in this bed with me. So yes, I’ll come to your cabin, but you, Seth Kincaid, are going to have to prove to me that you have a firm grip on your sanity.”


    “How do I do that?” He showed no signs of leaving the bed. His broad shoulders were bare and she could see his terrible scars.


    She fought the compassion he always awakened in her. “It’s the kind of challenge that’ll probably drive you crazy.”


    “How will we be able to tell?” Seth sighed. “Go back to sleep. As soon as you’re feeling better, we’ll head for home.” He adjusted the pillows and eased her onto her back.


    It wasn’t a satisfying end to this first real conversation she’d had with her husband in a long time. But there was no help for that. She shouldn’t even go to sleep and leave her son in the care of a lunatic. But she was too battered to stay awake, and if her husband ran off again, she’d at least be able to find his hopefully sane older brothers.


    Seth pulled her into his arms so gently it hurt her heart and that, combined with the beating she’d taken yesterday, helped her keep her mouth shut.


    As she fell asleep, she noticed he hadn’t moved away at all. In fact, he was closer than ever. He was warm and strong and gentle and so wounded she didn’t have the will to kick his backside out of her bed.


    And didn’t that just describe their whole relationship.
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    Seth felt the licking flames. Fire crawled along the rock, following the line of spilled kerosene.


    It leaped at him, a living thing. His sleeve caught fire.


    He jerked awake. His heart pounded but the pain hadn’t come. And the screaming. Something had broken in just as the dreams started. Nightmares, not dreams. Not even close to dreams.


    He lay awake, alert as a western manand a soldierlearns to be. But he couldn’t quite identify the noise he’d heard. It didn’t strike him as dangerous.


    Then he felt a tickle on his chin, and in the dark room, dimly lit by the moonlight, he saw dark curls and realized his arms held something.


    Someone.


    There was a woman in his arms. His heart flipped from fear to excitement, but it raced just as fast and slammed in his chest as his hold on her tightened.


    Who was she? Where was he? She fit in his arms so perfectly he felt like he’d come home in a way he’d never been before. Or maybe he was still dreaming.


    But his dreams were never like this.


    The sound again. What was it? Some little squeak.


    He wanted to revel in the feel of this woman, but the sound invaded his thoughts again and a tickle spooked him. He looked down toward his armthe right onethe one not wrapped around a womanand met the eyes of a child.


    Connor.


    Everything snapped into place.


    Seth remembered crawling into bed after Callie had fallen asleep, glad he couldn’t ask permission. They were twined in each other’s arms. But on the very edge of the bed where Connor could easily reach. He hadn’t gone to his wife; she had come to him.


    And clearly, Connor had crawled out of the blankets Seth had lain on the floor and pulled himself up to stand by the bed. Connor squeaked and his little fingers clawed at Seth’s bare arm. He bounced on his chubby little legs and smiled so big that Seth’s heart hurt from the sweetness of the moment. A chubby baby. A beautiful woman. He hadn’t done much in his life to deserve this.


    “Papapapapapapa.” The boy was getting loud.


    Seth realized he had about ten seconds to quiet Connor down before he woke the boy’s exhausted, battered mother. With the deepest imaginable regret, he eased Callie aside. She didn’t even twitch. The woman was worn clear out.


    “Papapapapapa.” Connor held on to the edge of the bed and bounced faster, grinning and occasionally clawing at Seth some more.


    Seth slipped out of bed, dressed quickly and hoisted the boy into his arms.


    The soggy boy.


    With no idea how to proceed and Connor’s “papapapapa” getting louder with every passing second, Seth slipped out of the room, barefoot.


    Soggy baby in hand.


    At least he could quiet the boy downor notfar from Callie.


    Glad of an excuse to stop sleeping before the nightmares came, he took Connor out to the lobby. Seth found a night clerk with his head down on the desk in the hotel entry. Seth’s footstep on a creaky board roused the young man.


    “Howdy.” Seth didn’t know how to proceed.


    Connor bounced in his arms. “Papapapapapa.” He waved at the night clerk. Maybe the baby was saying bye-bye.


    “Your son woke you up, huh?” The night clerk smiled at Connor. Seth had a feeling the cute little wiggler would get that reaction from everyone he ever met.


    “Yep, and his mother had a hard day yesterday. I’d like for her to sleep.”


    “How about I get him some milk from the kitchen?”


    Seth heaved a sigh of relief. “How do you know what babies need? I sure don’t. His ma just brought him out here yesterday.”


    “Your wife is the one who held off those outlaws that tried to rob the stage, isn’t she?”


    Seth reckoned he had himself a famous wife. “That she is.”


    “My uncle was riding shotgun on that stage. Your wife saved his life.”


    “In that case”Seth wasn’t sure just how to ask, but something had to be done“do you know what to do about a soggy diaper?”


    The night clerk smiled. “I’m the oldest of five brothers. I reckon I’ve changed my share of diapers.” The boy jerked his head at a satchel by the door to the outside. “That’s your wife’s bag. I’ll see if she’s got diapers in there; otherwise we can swipe a towel out of the kitchen.”


    “Now, don’t go to swiping things, son. It ain’t right and your boss’ll fire you. I don’t want that.” Though Seth did badly want a dry diaper for Connor.


    The boy laughed. “The boss is my pa. He’s mighty grateful that his brother is going to be all right. He’ll be glad to donate a towel or two.”


    “Can you check the satchel? Or do you want the boy?”


    “You’ve already got a big old wet spot on your shirt. How about I leave you to hold him, since you’re already wet, and I do the searching?”


    “Sounds fine.”


    Connor yelled, “Papapapapa!”


    “Hey, he can call you papa. He looks real young to be talking. He’s a smart boy.”


    That hadn’t occurred to Seth that the boy was making sense. It just sounded like baby jabbering. Maggie could say a few words, including calling Ethan papa. And she was the only baby Seth had ever been around, except for Ethan’s younger baby Lily, and she wasn’t to talking age yet.


    It warmed Seth’s heart. “Say papa.”


    Connor bounced and yelled, and Seth and the night clerk laughed. It was a mighty fun game. Until they tried to change Connor’s diaper. Then they had a chase on their hands. The boy could squirm and roll and crawl fast as greased lightning.


    Seth and Connor had another nighttime adventure about three hours later and another half-grown boy was manning the desk. This one knew his way around a diaper, too.


    By the time morning came, Seth had gotten to know his little son pretty well. He could crawl so fast, Seth didn’t dare take his eyes off of him. He laughed and screamed with equal volume and he didn’t like wearing a diaper. It had taken both Seth and the clerk to wrestle him into one.


    Seth arranged to have the parson’s wife come early, and when she arrived, he left her with Callie, who hadn’t stirred since that one middle-of-the-night talk they’d had.


    The parson’s wife had brought a few things along and she set to work washing and mending the clothes Callie had gotten so tattered yesterday.
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