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Prologue



Canyon Springs, Colorado 

August 1866 

A long, slender finger of sunlight reached out and jabbed Samantha Storm’s aching eyes. She moaned and turned her face away from the invading beam. Shivering in the early-morning cold, she tugged at the blanket and snuggled closer to the warmth at her side. “Umm,” she murmured sleepily. Childlike, she nuzzled the smooth, hard surface beneath her cheek, burrowing her face into the pliant pillow. She frowned, rubbing her chin against the object. Why, it feels almost like a shoulder. A shoulder? Don’t be ridiculous. It can’t be. I must be dreaming. Intent on getting a few more hours sleep, she pushed the thought out of her mind. 

A soft masculine snore tickled the hair next to her ear.

Jerking her eyes open, she gasped. It couldn’t be. She blinked in disbelief. But it was. Beside her, a bewhiskered, dark-haired man slept. Lips parted slightly, he snored with obvious contentment. 

Samantha bolted upright, staring at her slumbering companion. Eyes wide with fear, she opened her mouth to scream, but only a tiny squeak slid past her lips. She scooted away, feeling the edge of the bed an instant before she tumbled off onto the floor. Dusty, cold, rough wood met her bare buttocks. 

Bare? She looked down. Sunlight illuminated her totally naked body. “Oh, no!” 

She sprang to her feet and grabbed her head with both hands. The room tilted crazily. She reached for the wall to steady herself. Oh, my head hurts, and why am I so dizzy? And where are my clothes? She peered through the gloom searching for her black dress. It was nowhere in sight. In fact, she didn’t see any of her belongings . . . anywhere. Looking for some way to save her modesty, she spied a gray wool blanket . . . draped over the man. 

Snatching the end of the coverlet, she jerked it free and flung it around her shoulders. It scratched and smelled of mildew and old dust. Wrinkling her nose in distaste, she glanced toward the bed. She sucked in her breath, her eyes feeling too big for her face. 

The lean, bronzed figure on the bed wore nothing more than a disturbed frown. 

“Merciful heavens!” Samantha clamped her hand over her mouth and stepped backward, coming to a stop with her bottom against the rough log wall. 

The man shifted slightly, moving toward the warm spot she had vacated. He muttered, then exhaled with a loud snore. 

She watched him, not daring to move, not daring to breathe, making sure he was still asleep. When the snores followed one upon another, she released a ragged sigh. 

Frantically, she scrutinized the other side of the dank one-room cabin, squinting to pierce the gloom. An ugly, black, potbellied stove hulked in one corner; a rickety hand-hewn plank table and two chairs occupied the other. Where am I? And how did I come to be here—naked—with him? She raised her trembling hand to her brow. My head hurts too bad to think. She licked her dry lips. My tongue tastes awful, and my mouth feels like I have been chewing cotton. 

Peering back at the bed, she studied the man’s face. Who is he? And how on earth did I come to be in his bed? She had never been in bed with a man before in her life. She knew she would have remembered that. She’d never seen him before; she was sure of it.

Black hair, thick and wildly tousled, framed lean features that looked harsh even in sleep. Long, sooty lashes lay against deeply bronzed cheeks.

The new growth of a stiff, dark beard shadowed the lower half of his face. Wide, powerful shoulders gleamed like polished mahogany against the worn feather tick. A fine sprinkling of silky black hairs darkened a chest that rose and fell steadily with his even breathing. Tight muscles rippled down the hard plane of his stomach to the prominent evidence of his gender.

Oh, my! Heat flushed her cheeks. She looked away, searching the cabin for something to cover him. Not a single scrap of cloth, not even a gunnysack, lay anywhere in sight. She turned back.

He moved.

She froze in place. What if he wakes up? A chill ran along her backbone. She trembled at the thought. I must get out of here! Watching, she edged toward the door. 

He moaned and turned over, presenting her with his bare backside. A deep snore told her he was still asleep.

Faint with relief, Samantha took another cautious step backward. She groped behind her, closing her searching hand over the door handle. She carefully lifted the latch and gave a slight pull. The rough-plank door careened inward with a loud screech. Samantha gasped, her gaze flying to the man. 

He didn’t move.

Her knees weak, she edged through the opening. When her feet finally touched the splintery plank porch, she reached out and slowly eased the door shut. 

Trembling, she sagged against the wall and breathed a prayer of thankfulness. Now to get away from this place. 

Clutching the blanket around her, she fled into the yard, paying scant notice to the sharp stones piercing her bare feet. She spun around, scrutinizing the surrounding area. No other sign of habitation anywhere . . . except for the isolated shack, and by its state of disrepair it appeared to have been deserted for some time.

A cold wind whistled around the dwelling, rattling shingles on the dilapidated roof. A last weather-beaten shingle swung crazily by one hinge, struggling to detached itself and join others decaying on the pine-needled ground. Lofty pines moaned and swayed in a taunting dance. Snow-capped peaks loomed cold and inhospitable in the distance. 

Samantha shivered and drew the blanket closer, feeling small and vulnerable in this savage, hostile land. Fighting back hysteria, she scanned the area again, more slowly this time. Hope leaped in her breast when she spied a narrow, rocky path leading off through the brush. She hurriedly followed the trail to its end—a broken rail fence encircling an empty corral. She bit her fist, choking back a sob. No horse? Then how did I—we—get here?

Panic gripped her. She raced back toward the cabin, frantically searching the brush. “There must be a horse,” she cried. But there was no sign of life, just a few scattered pines and some scrub brush butted against a steep forested hillside. 

Halting, she planted her feet firmly on a mound of soft earth. She took a deep breath, forcing her racing heart to calm. “Damn.” She stomped her foot stubbornly. “There has to be a horse.”

Tiny shards of pain shot through her feet and legs. She stared down. “Ow!” A horde of red ants nettled her limbs. “Damn it!” She jumped back and dropped the blanket. Bending forward, she hysterically stamped her feet and viciously slapped at her tender flesh. “Damn! Damn!” With the last of the insects dispatched, she grabbed the blanket and flipped it angrily. Wrapping it tightly around her, she charged back to the front of the cabin. 

Distraught, she slumped down beside a tree stump. The seriousness of her plight shook her all over again. She was naked, trapped in this horrible place, completely at the mercy of a strange man sleeping just a few yards away. Dear God, what am I going to do? Rubbing her stinging legs, she gave into a torrent of hot tears. What’s happened to me? How did I get into this mess? She drew her knees to her chest and hugged them close. A swirl of leaves blew around her. Her thoughts cascading like the stream from her eyes, she searched her memory for an explanation. 

Was it only two months ago that she’d left school and returned home? June, and now it was almost September. Two months—it seemed a lifetime.

She clenched her teeth. Two months of hell, with her dreams shattering like glass around her. She knew the events of this time would always haunt her, her father’s sudden death; the argument with her step-mother, Lucinda, and Lucinda’s son, Matthew; and her own alleged illness. She trembled, remembering how they had drugged her in order to force here to marry Matthew. The night of her escape—the night she had killed him—flashed into memory. Shuddering, she brought her hands to her eyes, trying to push the gruesome scene from her mind. 

She raised her head. The law would be after her now. Visions of her face on wanted posters flashed before her. The law? Her eyes widened. Was the man inside a sheriff? Impossible. If he was, she’d have found herself in irons and on her way to jail; not naked in his bed and miles from nowhere. She rubbed her aching temples. Why can’t I remember? 

I was on my way to Billy’s and . . . I do remember something. The stagecoach. She stared at the chips of pine cones littering the ground. She’d been sick. She’d gotten off the stage and left in a wagon with a blond cowboy. Puzzled, she looked around. But where was he? Where was the wagon? Had he brought her here? She shook her head.

She sighed, frowning. The only thing she vaguely remembered was a strange dream. Candlelight. She’d been standing in candlelight and apparently not feeling very well. She’d leaned against a tall man for support. A funny little man spoke to her in a strange language. Someone had asked her name. A very strange dream indeed . . . but, wait, there was something else—

A squirrel scolded angrily from a pine tree. Samantha jumped in fear, but she was still alone. She tightened her hands into fists of frustration and pressed them to her temples. What was it I was about to remember? It seemed important, but try as she might, the memory eluded her. 

The wind whistled around her, irritating the bites on her legs. She lowered her hands, trying to close the gaps in the fabric and draw the tattered wool blanket over the wounds. It wouldn’t reach. There wasn’t enough of it. She shivered in the growing chill of the high, thin air. 

Another blast of wind made her glance toward the cabin. She hesitated for a moment, then stood up. Pulling the blanket closer, she reeled forward. The shack swam dizzily before her eyes. A thousand devils pounded her head with every step. She was so thirsty—and she was freezing. Grabbing a porch post for support, she looked around for a well. It must be in back. She closed her eyes. I don’t recall seeing one, and I don’t feel like hunting for it. 

Reluctantly she climbed the steps to the rickety front porch and crossed the splintery planks to the door. She reached out and closed her hand over the latch. With a gasp, she jerked it back, shaking her head. What am I thinking of? I can’t go back in there. 

Stifling a sob, she found a place on the porch partially out of the wind and slumped to the floor, resting her back against the building. A tortoiseshell comb fell from her hair and slithered down the blanket. She retrieved it, then reached up and removed the rest of the pins. She shook her head, letting her waist-length hair tumble around her. It was a deep red gold, an unusual color she’d been told she’d inherited from her grandmother, a Spanish gypsy. Samantha combed the heavy locks with her fingers and angrily twisted them into a tight knot on top of her head. She wished she’d inherited something else from her ancestress—the ability to see into the future. 

The fierce wind edged its way under the ragged blanket, prickling her flesh with icy fingers. Shivering, she pulled the cover closer and stared again at the door. The picture of the man stretched out on the bed flashed to mind, and a different kind of tremor clawed up her spine. She didn’t know him. She didn’t know where she was or how she got here. But one thing was certain; she couldn’t stay out in the cold. She stood up, and took a hesitant step forward. Taking a deep breath, she closed her trembling hand around the door latch of the ramshackle building. 

Nick McBride shuddered, turning away from the bright mid-day sun streaming through the open window. “Awww!” He raised a shaking hand and massaged his aching temples. It didn’t help. I really must have tied one on last night.

He eased one eye open and squinted at the shadowy interior of the one-room shack. He glanced around, confused. He wasn’t at the ranch, and he damn sure wasn’t at the Cheyenne camp. A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. Probably a good thing, too. His uncle, Two Feathers, would have roasted him in that sweat lodge until he looked like an overcooked side of beef. To Two Feathers, everything Nick did was a personal insult to the tribe. Nick sighed, thinking he’d had enough lectures on the evils of alcohol to last a lifetime.

He opened the other eye, his gaze landing on a rough, hand-hewn log table and two rickety chairs. Across from those, squatted a dirty pot-bellied stove. His brow creased into a bewildered frown. Well, if I’m not home, and I’m not at the village, then where the hell am I? 

Nick shut his eyes and tried to think. He scratched his chin, where a heavy growth of whiskers told him that whatever had happened, had been at least two days ago. He kind of remembered having an argument with someone. But that wasn’t unusual. Seemed like he was always arguing and fighting about something these days. Didn’t even need an excuse anymore. 

He ran his hand over his eyes as though to wipe away the fog clouding his mind. His thoughts drifted back to the ranch; his rumbling stomach reminding him of the argument he and Jake’d had at breakfast. He groaned, remembering his grandfather’s words.

His face purple with rage, Jake had shaken his head, making his thick mane of silver hair stand on end. He’d looked like a grizzled old lion. “You boys got to stop this hell-raisin’ and settle down,” he’d shouted at Nick and Jeff, Nick’s younger cousin. The old man had slammed his fist down on the table, rattling the dishes. “Yessir, I’ve had enough of it. It’s high time you both got married!” 

Jake had shaken a finger at him. “Find some good woman and settle down. I want to see some littl’uns around here before I reach the great divide.” Jake’d taken a deep breath, picking up steam. “Nick, forget about Amanda. She’s married, and good riddance, if you ask me. Never did care much for her, too narrow between the eyes,” he’d muttered.

Laying in the bed, Nick’s gaze idly traced the cobwebs across the cabin’s ceiling. “Narrow between the eyes.” Jake had talked about her like she was a damned horse. The hurt still too raw to ignore, Nick’d slammed the coffee cup down and stomped out the door. 

Jack, his voice like a buzz saw, had chewed the air behind him. “And do somethin’ about that wild horse. He’s been in that corral a month.”

Looking around the strange shack, Nick snorted in disgust. I’m glad Jake can’t see me now, lying here buck naked. I don’t even know where I am, and the horse is still in the damned corral. “Owww!” Nick sat up and grabbed his aching head. Muttering, he peered though the gloom around him. “How in the hell did I get in such a mess? And where’s my clothes? Can’t even find my hat.” He fell back, watching the feathers from holes in the worn feather tick float around him. He frowned, trying to retrace his movements of the last few days. 

He’d ridden in Canyon Springs to get a hackamore for the horse. Jeff had followed with the wagon to get supplies. That’s when Nick had seen Amanda with her new husband. His eyes narrowed as the anger surged back to confront him. That’s when he’d gone to Molly’s saloon to get a drink and cool off.

Nick absently flexed his fingers and winced at the pain. He rubbed his skinned, swollen knuckles, vaguely recalling the fight with a couple of cowhands. After Molly had thrown him out of the saloon, Jeff had helped him across the street to Ma Green’s Eatery. 

He remembered eating a big steak and Jeff talking about the new saloon singer arriving on the stage, and about how it’d serve Jake and Amanda right if Nick married her.

“Married!” He bolted upright in the rustic bed. “God, no!” He peered through the gloom, searching the corners. “Whew!” Jeff and his hair-brained ideas. But what the hell am I doing here stark naked? I couldn’t have ridden out of town like this. He shook his head. Must be another one of Jeff’s pranks. Probably waiting for me to make a bigger fool out of myself. He scowled. Sometimes he’s downright peculiar. But damn it anyhow, this time he’s gone too far.

A sound on the porch outside penetrated Nick’s thoughts. Jeff! I’ll just play possum, then I’ll get even. A vengeful smile on his face, he curled up, his backside to the door . . . and waited.




Chapter 1



Faking a faint snore, Nick heard the door open and close. Light footsteps crept softly across the floor, paused, then took a step closer. Something gently bumped the bed. He heard a sharp intake of breath.

His body uncoiled like a too tight spring. In one motion he whirled over, grabbed his quarry, threw him on the bed, and pounced on top of him. He doubled his right hand into a fist. His left closed on his victim’s throat. “Now, you’ll get it!” He looked down . . . It wasn’t Jeff!

“Hellfire! A woman!” Nick gaped into blazing green eyes. A mad, naked, redheaded woman.

“Get off me, you snake!” she screamed. She reached out a slender hand and snatched at the end of a ragged blanket lying on the bed.

Amazed, Nick jumped to the edge of the mattress. Suddenly noticing his own bare state, he grabbed the end of the same bedcover.

The girl scrambled to her knees, trying to hold the blanket up in front of her. “Get away from me,” she screamed, tugging for control of the ragged covering.

“Well now, miss, I just cain’t hardly do that—unless you want me to sit here in my altogether,” Nick argued. He peered around him. “Damn, wish I had my hat.”

Her green eyes narrowed. “Who are you? What am I doing here? And what have you done with my clothes?” she demanded, tossing her head to shake a lock of red-gold hair out of her eyes.

Fascinated, Nick watched a tortoiseshell hairpin, loosened by her movement, snake its way down her neck and come to rest on the rosy crest of her breast. In wonder he raised his hand as if to retrieve it.

“Don’t you dare!”

Catching himself, he jerked his hand back.

She yanked at the blanket, her red hair tumbling wildly around her body. “Answer me, damn it!”

Nick grinned and shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t remember.” She reminded him of a kitten he’d found once, small and full of fight. He swore that if she’d been standing, she would have stomped her foot. He kept a tight hold on his end of the blanket while she tugged away at the other, making a flurry of feathers drift up from the ragged mattress. 

One floated to a stop on her nose and she stuck out her lower lip to blow it away. Again she jerked at the tattered quilt. Another cloud of white rose and fell around them.

Nick chuckled, observing the feathers. “Looks like we are sittin’ in a nest.” I can’t believe I’m here with a girl, naked to my toes, fighting over a blanket. When the image crossed his mind, he laughed.

Arching her eyebrows, the girl pulled away from him. “You must be demented.”

“Sorry. Guess I’ve been around Jeff too long.”

She stared at him, recognition dawning in her eyes. “Jeff?” She looked thoughtful for a moment, then shocked, then outraged. “Jeff McBride. Now I remember. He’s the blond cowboy who took me off the stage.”

Nick groaned. He couldn’t remember a thing, but if she remembered his cousin, Nick knew he was in deep trouble. “Are you one of Molly’s girls?” he asked hopefully. Damn. He wished he knew what had happened.

“I don’t know any Molly,” she said, her eyes flashing. “Where am I? He said he was taking me to the ranch. Where is he? And where is my dress?”

Nick slid his legs over the edge of the bed and slowly stood up, keeping his end of the blanket covering his private parts. He held on to the rustic bedpost. His head felt like an overripe melon ready to burst. “Whew.”

“Don’t come any closer,” she warned, her body tense. 

“Calm down, little lady. I won’t hurt you. I just need to see if I can find our clothes,” Nick said slowly, softly, like he would to a skittish colt.

“Don’t bother,” she said. “I’ve already looked.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.” She tossed her head. “Surely you don’t think I am running around like this because I like it!”

I like the way you are dressed just fine, Nick thought, giving her a lecherous smile. 

When she glared at him, Nick chuckled and looked thoughtfully down at the mattress ticking. It was so full of hole it would probably fall apart if he tried to wrap it around him; besides, the way those feathers clung, he’d never get it emptied. He sighed. It’d be bad enough going back to the ranch naked. But he sure as hell didn’t intend to show up lookin’ like he’d slept in a chicken coop with feathers stickin’ out all over him.

“Well, I’m gonna look again,” Nick said. He yanked at the blanket, intending to take it with him.

“No, you don’t,” she spat, digging her nails into his arm.

He jerked back, scowling down at the scratches she’d inflicted. “Sooner try to take a bone from a bobcat,” he muttered. Disgusted, he threw the blanket at her and stood up. Ignoring her shocked gasp, he stomped off across the room. Who does she think she is foolin’? She’s a saloon girl. She ain’t seein’ nothin’ she ain’t seen before. 

He searched every corner, hoping she had overlooked something. High on a shelf, he spotted a dusty, red clump. He took it down and shook it out. It was a pair of moth-eaten wool long johns. He measured them to his long frame. They barely covered his knees. They’ll have to do. He turned his back to the girl and slipped them on. 

He tugged the front together over his middle, but the back of them hung open, baring his bottom. The buttons were long gone, and it gapped open a the most awkward spots. Hell, may as well run around naked. He tore two narrow strips from the ragged sleeves and twisted them, then he used his finger to poke holes in the rear flap where the buttons used to be. Threading the strips through both sets of holes, he tied the rear end shut. He did the same with the lower front. But he could do nothing about the fact that the long johns were four sizes too small . . . or the large moth holes. Shoot. If I’m not a sight. A nervous giggle drew his attention to the bed. 

The girl sat wrapped in the blanket, one hand over her mouth, obviously enjoying his discomfort. 

“What the hell is so damned funny?” he asked.

“Not a thing,” she gasped. She clamped her hand even tighter to smoother her laughter.

He flushed crimson. Damn woman, she’s worse than Jeff. Trying to silence her with an ineffective glare, he swung toward the door, catching his big toe on the leg of a chair. “Ow!” He grabbed his throbbing foot and hopped in circles. “Dammit!” He straightened, trying to regain his dignity, and hobbled out the door, slamming it on the choked laughter echoing behind him. 

Ears burning, Nick tiptoed across the yard, cursing Jeff, women, and the sharp rocks beneath his tender feet. He paused to pick a sticker out of his foot and tried to get his bearings. “I’ve been wearing boots too long,” he muttered, remembering his boyhood years at the Cheyenne camp when he ran barefoot over all kinds of rough ground. He was glad Two Feathers couldn’t see him now. He’d never live this down.

He stared at the cabin, the way it leaned toward the north, and the steep hillside behind. It seemed familiar. He’d been here before, a long time ago. This was the line shack where that crazy old hermit used to live. The old man died two years ago last spring. It didn’t look like anybody had been here since. 

He limped down the path to the corral. No sign of his horse, but surely Jeff wouldn’t take it, too. The spring. If Scout was anywhere, he’d be there. He hobbled down an overgrown path, cursing the burrs. Nearing the spring, he whistled. Nick sighed, relieved when the pinto nickered and came out of the brush toward him. “Howdy, Scout.” After giving the gelding a pat, he walked to the steep bluff, emerald with mosses and cascading fern falls. 

Nick stuck his head under the trickling stream, letting the ice-cold water clear his mind, then drank deep and long, savoring the sweet liquid. 

Feeling better, he stood up and brushed his straight, black hair out of his eyes. He searched the brush for his gear. “Damn.” No saddle, no bridle. He’d have to ride bareback. Taking hold of its mane, he leaped onto the mustang and headed back down the path. 

He guided the horse over to the ramshackle corral, leaned out, and retrieved a length of rope dangling from a post. While he sat on the horse’s back, fashioning a makeshift hackamore, he decided on a course of action.

He figured he was roughly ten miles from Canyon Springs. But he wasn’t about to go there dressed—or undressed—like he was. He’d go straight to the ranch, murder Jeff, and . . . “Oh, hell. What am I gonna do about her?”

He threw a disgusted glance toward the cabin. Well, she couldn’t go with him. He only had one horse. Besides, she wouldn’t be able to travel naked like that. He’d build a fire, make her as comfortable as he could, then leave. He rubbed his chin. She wouldn’t like him going off without her. In fact, she’d have a ring-tailed fit, but she’d be all right, he reasoned. The only problem was, he was a hard day’s ride from the ranch, and she’d be alone here during that time. He frowned, then brightened. He wouldn’t be gone that long. The horse was sturdy, and if he rode all night, he’d be able to send somebody back for her the first thing in the morning. They could take her to Molly’s, and he could forget the whole thing. His plan firmly outlined in his mind, he rode back to the shack. 

When he entered the cabin, his arms loaded with wood, he heard a muffled curse coming from the area of the bed. Turning in surprise, he saw the girl, one small fist full of feathers she’d ripped from the ticking, her eyes red and angry with tears.

“What the heck is the matter with you?” he asked. 

“I—hic—th-ought you had left me,” she whispered in her low husky voice.

“I wouldn’t go without telling you first,” he said. “I’ll build a fire so you can get warm.” He bent in front of the stove and made a spark under the wood with some flint rock he’d found on the table. He knelt there, staring at the flames until the fire was blazing. A small scraping nose made him turn to see the girl dragging one of the broke-down chairs across the room.

She placed it close to the stove. Perching gingerly on the edge of the seat, she gathered the blanket tightly around her. Her green eyes big in her small, white face, she stared intently at him.

Watching her, Nick shook his head. She’s gonna scream, holler, and have a wall-eyed fit when I tell her—I know that for a fact. Well, better get it over with. He stood up and took a deep breath. “We can’t stay here with no food or clothes. I’ve found my horse, so I’m gonna leave you here and head for the ranch. You’ve got a fire and enough wood so you’ll be all right. I’ll have to ride all night, but I’ll send someone back for you in the morning.” He’d run out of air and the last words came out as a hoarse whisper.

She flung herself at him. He staggered, amazed when her bare arms crept up to clutch desperately at his shoulders. He swallowed, noticing all but one end of the blanket had slipped unheeded to the floor, leaving her shapely backside bare to his gaze. 

“Oh, please. You can’t leave me here in this awful place. You have to take me with you,” she said her voice choked. 

Stunned by her reaction, Nick stared at her. Her eyebrows arched like the wings of a bird above long dark lashes spiked with her tears. She peered imploringly up at him. Her eyes, earlier the color of new spring grass, were now the deep emerald green of a bottomless pool. Hypnotized, he felt drawn into them. He gasped, drowning in their shimmering depths. 

A smudge of dirt dampened by her tears ran down one pale cheek. Helplessly, he reached out a shaking finger and gently wiped away the spot. Damn, I didn’t think she’d cry. Her skin, the color of cream, was like satin to his touch. Her nose, small and straight, sniffed above a trembling mouth. Full lips, red as an apple, tempted him to take a bite. “I can’t take you,” he croaked, hearing his voice crack like a green kid’s. “I don’t have a saddle, and you can’t ride like that,” he said, trying to reason with her. Just the thought of holding this naked armful next to him all the way to the ranch made him weak in the knees. 

She clung to him, sobs shaking her body.

He raised his hand to pat her head, to comfort her like he would a child . . . but this was no child—this was all woman. His hand, clumsy in the attempt, brushed the one remaining tortoiseshell pin confining her hair. Pictures flashed through his mind, recalling the flight of the earlier pin. The image of its final resting place on the pink tip of her breast jolted through him like a lightning bolt. He grew warm and powerful against her stomach. Damn it. He couldn’t let her rule him. Tears or not, she couldn’t go. He gritted his teeth, struggling to regain control of his over-heated body.

Jerking his hand away from her head, he hit the comb. It spun to the floor. He sucked in his breath, watching her untethered hair fall around her face. A heavy strand of silken red gold slid across his hand, caressing it. The rest tumbled in a shimmering cascade to her firm rounded hips. Lord, he hadn’t bargained on this!

Her quivering fingers branded the back of his neck, sending rivers of fire down his spine. He trembled like an unbroken colt. The rosy tip of one of her full white breasts poked through a gaping hole in his wool underwear, searing his bare skin. Nick swayed, his breath coming thick and fast.

“Please take me. I’m afraid you won’t come back,” she whispered.

He stared into her tear-filled eyes and groaned as he watched her tongue come out to moisten her lower lip.

“Please take . . .”

Nick felt himself wavering. No! She couldn’t go and that was that. Somehow he had to shut her up. Her bent his head; his mouth, hard and commanding, fastened on hers. His lips stole her breath, swallowing her words.

She whimpered and sagged against him, her lips soft and sweet as honey. 

In spite of his intentions, his kiss changed, exploding into a sensuous, passionate demand. He slid his hands down her body, caressing, exploring her velvety softness with his callused palms. He cupped her buttocks, pulling her fiercely, impatiently against his throbbing body.

Her lashes fluttered; her lips opened slightly, releasing a faint gasp.

He shuddered, his passion rising to a white-hot flame. He tangled his fingers in her hair, holding her immobile while his tongue plundered her mouth, tasting her sweet nectar. The blood roared in his ears, desire blocking out all reason in his need to possess her. A deep, gnawing pain tore at his vitals. Ablaze with hunger, her lifter her, capturing her thighs between his. He trailed a hand down her flat stomach to stroke her silken golden triangle.

She trembled against his searching fingers.

He drew in a ragged breath, shaking with eager excitement. He had never wanted a woman so badly in his life. He released her love-swollen lips and reached down, sliding one arm under her long, shapely legs. Still bent, he turned toward the bed.

Her eyes flew open. She stiffened. “Nooo!” Jerking loose, she gave him a shove.

Nick’s mouth dropped open. He rocked on his heels, clawing desperately at the air. But it was no use. He reeled backward, picking up speed. “Ohhhh—shit! He jolted to a stop—his rear planted firmly on the hot wood stove. “Yeow!” he bellowed. He bolted upright, both hands clasping his branded backside. The cabin air filled with the odor of burned wool and seared flesh. Aghast, he gaped at her. “Dammit, woman! What did you do that for?”

Eyes wide, she crouched naked on the floor behind the chair. She reached out one slender white arm and snatched at the edge of the blanket that lay just out of her reach. Finally grasping the edge with the tips of her fingers, she slowly ease it toward her.

Rubbing his sizzled bottom, Nick took a step forward, catching part of the tattered covering under his foot. 

“Don’t you touch me!” she screamed. Unable to retrieve the blanket, she wrapped her arms around her legs and pulled them close to her body. 

Frowning, he took another step. 

She looked up at him and raised a shaking hand. “Please don’t,” she sobbed.

“Calm down, missy. I’d sooner tangle with a catamount.” That was the truth, he thought ruefully. She sure knew how to cool a man off. Hell, he’d bet he had blisters. He gingerly crossed the floor and knelt beside her. She trembled when he reached out and gently touched a blotch on her leg. “What’s this?”

She jerked her leg back, away from his hand. “I stepped in an anthill.” 

“Do they hurt?” 

“Of course they hurt,” she cried. “And they itch.”

Nick closed his eyes. Gritting his teeth, he shook his head. Damnation! Now he’d have to take her with him. He couldn’t leave her here like that. Those spots were swollen and hot. It’d be just like her to get blood poisoning. Sighing with disgust, he reached down and picked up the ragged blanket. “Stand up.” 

“I will not,” she said, holding her legs even tighter. 

“Oh, hell!” He shook the bedraggled cover at her. “I ain’t gonna rape you.”

Her green eyes flashing, she reached up and snatched the blanket from his hand. “Oh, really? It certainly appeared that way to me.”

“Believe me, lady. I don’t want to even get near you,” he yelled.

“Ha! Then what was I doing in your bed this morning?” Glaring at him, she wrapped the coverlet tightly around her.

He stopped, dumbfounded. He couldn’t answer. Hell, he didn’t know she’d even been in his bed. Too damned bad he couldn’t remember. He turned to her again, explaining, slowly and distinctly saying each word. “I only want to measure the blanket on you so I can make a hole for your head to go through. There is no saddle. We have to ride bareback. If you’re going with me, it needs to be longer in back so you’ll have something to sit on.”

“Oh,” she said, getting to her feet. “Well, why didn’t you say so. You needn’t talk to me like I’m simple minded.” Raising her chin, she turned her bare backside to him and haughtily dropped the blanket.

“Of all the contrary females, you’d take the prize.” Nick reached down and snatched up the ragged cover. Clenching his teeth, he held it to her rigid body. He measured her slender neck. His hands shook with rage. It was all he could do to keep from strangling her.




Chapter 3



Ow!” Samantha cried, her backside slamming against the backbone of the horse. “You didn’t have to throw me on.”

“How else did you intend to get there—fly?” he growled back, picking up the reins. 

“Insufferable beast,” she muttered, glaring down at the back of his head. Gripping a handful of mane, she fumed as he led the pinto down the path past the ramshackle corral.

Entering a patch of deep shade, he stopped the horse and came back to her side. “I expect you need a drink.”

She nodded, watching him.

“Well, you’ll have to settle for water,” he said dryly. He raised his hands and fastened them around her waist, carefully lifting her down beside him. He stared at her with mocking, light gray eyes, then turned and pointed the way toward a steep bank of dripping, ice-coated fern.

Samantha hesitated, completely unnerved by the gentleness of his touch, especially since she’d expected to be yanked off the same way he’d thrown her on. Eyeing him warily, she walked toward the spring. She cupped her hands and brought the water to her mouth, drinking her fill. She splashed her face and hands and the hot bites on her legs. Shivering from the cold, she turned to see Nick watching.

“Come here a minute,” he said, patting a large rock.

“Why?” she asked, staying where she was.

“I want to put a mud poultice on your legs. It will draw the poison and help the itching.”

While not fully trusting his motives, she took a seat on the boulder and watched him scoop up a handful of the thick goo. He knelt in front of her and lifted her leg, cupping her heel in one hand. With the other he smoothed the mud over the swollen blotches ending just above the knee.

Samantha swallowed, trying not to remember the caressing touch of his palm against her skin when he’d almost seduced her in the cabin. She jumped when he lowered her leg and lifted the other to begin the same ministrations. 

“Did I hurt you?”

“No,” she said, glancing into quicksilver eyes that sent her pulses racing. When he grinned, she quickly shifted her gaze, attempting to focus her attention on the treetops, on anything but the dark head bent so close to hers.

Finally, he finished and grasped her hands, pulling her to her feet. “Is that better?” he asked, without releasing her.

She nodded, trying in vain to stay the tremors running through her body. 

“You’re freezing,” he said softly. Releasing her hands, he wrapped the sides of the poncho more securely around her to protect her from the frigid wind. 

Just when Samantha was afraid she might swoon, he turned and walked to the spring and washed his hands. Taking the time to get her emotions under control, she chided herself for being so foolish. Heavens, she’d acted like a silly schoolgirl mooning over the first man to kiss her. But she couldn’t stop the lurch her heart gave when she looked up to find him by her side. Once again the strong hands closed around her waist and lifted her gently astride the docile pinto. Feeling the closeness of the masculine body settling himself behind her didn’t help either. 

The afternoon sun cast deep shadow on the land when Nick turned the horse off the rutted wagon road and followed a narrow trail down the mountain. Sitting astride in front of him, Samantha tried to suppress a shiver when the cold wind flapped the ends of the poncho against her bare thighs, but her chattering teeth gave her away.

“Scoot back and I’ll try to keep you warm,” he said.

She straightened, shaking her head. Another gust hit her. She hugged her arms against her as another chill racked her frame.

“Muley-headed female,” he muttered. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back against his muscular chest.

She stiffened, then reluctantly relaxed, allowing her frozen body to siphon warmth from him while he shielded her from the cold. Just beginning to get warm, Samantha realized another problem. The rocking motion of the horse made her short, scratchy garment inch steadily up her backside. Mortified, she twisted, trying to tug the reluctant cover back under her. But her motions made matters worse. She felt her naked bottom rub the front of the man’s thin wool underwear.

“Now what’s the matter?” he asked with a sigh. 

“It’s the blanket. I need to fix it,” she whispered.

“Oh,” he said, pulling the pinto to a stop.

She leaned forward on the horse’s neck, reached behind her, and grabbed the ends of the wayward poncho. She hastily tucked it under her. Trying to sit more firmly on the horse’s back, she tightened her legs against its sides, hoping she could hold the crawling cover in place. To her dismay, before long she again felt the bare back of the animal under her naked hips. Too embarrassed to have him stop the horse again, she clenched her teeth and rode in painful silence. Finally, when the torture was more than she could bear, she again leaned forward and attempted to stuff it back under her. 

He muttered, shifting his body stiffly away from hers. 

Uneasy, she felt the tenseness build between them. Well, there was nothing she could do about it. Drat, there it goes again! The blamed thing seems alive. Flustered, she squirmed, trying to rearrange it—for what seemed like the fiftieth time.

The tall man gritted his teeth and groaned like he was in pain.

She turned her head and peered up at him.

Eyes dark as a storm cloud scowled ferociously down at her. “Woman, would you sit still?”

“I can’t help it. The blanket won’t stay put,” she said. “I don’t know what you’re so mad about. It’s my backside that’s uncovered.” She tried to wrap the garment around her legs, but it wouldn’t reach. The bites on her legs itched unbearably, and she reached down to scratch them. Oh, no! There it goes again!

The man cursed, yanking the horse up.

“What’s the matter?” she asked. 

“Not a damn thing.”

“Then why are we stopping?”

“I . . . the horse needs to cool off,” he said.

Puzzled, she looked down at the horse. Leaning forward, she ran a hand down his satiny neck. “He looks just fine to me. He isn’t even breathing hard.”

The man said something under his breath.

“Were you talking to me?” she asked. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Good,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Maybe you’d like to get down and stretch your legs.”

She smiled and shook her head. “I’m just fine.”

“Well, I’m not,” he said, sliding off the horse’s back.

She watched his tall figure disappear into a grove of white-barked aspens. He must be awfully warm-blooded. He doesn’t appear to feel the cold. Why, she’d even noticed beads of perspiration of his forehead. Her eyes widened. “Merciful heavens!” she gasped, suddenly realizing she was the cause. 

She looked at the ground. Maybe she should get down, too. She sure wasn’t as comfortable as she’d tried to make him believe. Still and sore, groaning in pain, she slid to the ground.

Giving the pinto a pat, she picked up the rope and led him toward a small grassy ravine next to the road. She loved horses. Being raised around them, she’d ridden before she could walk. She rested her head against his neck, breathing in the warm, musky aroma. The smell brought back pleasant memories of her early childhood.

The gelding, wanting attention, nuzzled her gently. She rubbed his velvet nose and scratched behind his ears. The animal wasn’t anything like the proud Arabians they raised at Storm Haven. He was about the same size, but stouter, stronger, and more even-tempered. Nick had told her the horse was a mustang, an offspring of the breed left behind by early Spanish explorers.

While the horse grazed, Samantha examined her surroundings, noticing the terrain had changed from the rocky barrens of the higher reaches to softer, greener slopes of dark, dense forests. Bright splotches of autumn orange and gold from oaks and aspens dotted the hillsides and canyons. Boulders, some large as houses, littered the red, dusty ground. She inhaled, breathing in air both ice cold and sharp with pine pitch. Even though it was breathtakingly beautiful, she thought the country too lonely and wild for her. 

A sudden gust of wind set the trees aflutter. It moaned like a lost soul through the tops of the pines. Uneasy, she moved closer to the horse. She looked for her companion, but he was nowhere in sight. 

Nick McBride had to be the strangest man she’d ever met, although she hadn’t met many, having been at school for so long. Sometimes he was almost stiffly polite and at others insufferably rude. Definitely a man of contradictions. Her hands fingered the short length of rope he’d tied around her waist, and she remembered the concern on his face when he’d lapped the blanket sides to protect her from the cold. 

He wouldn’t talk about himself, but he seemed very curious about her. So far she’d managed to evade his questions. She didn’t intend to tell him anything until she found out what was going on. She had the oddest feeling he thought she was someone else. He’d mentioned someone named Molly and a saloon . . . what this had to do with her, she could not imagine. 

She recalled his cousin Jeff mentioning that he had come to take a redhead off the stage. She’d been sick and thirsty and he’d given her something in a bottle, spirits, amber-colored, that had burned her throat and taken her breath away. But that was all she remembered. Apparently Jeff had taken her to the cabin. Why he had left her with Nick she didn’t know, as Nick seemed surprised she was there. If they were kidnapping her, it couldn’t have been for ransom. They didn’t even know who she was. And why had Jeff taken their clothes and saddle gear? It was all a mystery.

After she decided the two cowboys weren’t from Billy’s ranch, she though they might be acting as agents for Lucinda. But she was sure her disguise as a widow in mourning had been effective, at least until the last stage stop—when she had lost her heavy veil to the whirlwind. She bit her lip, worried that someone would be hunting her, either a sheriff, or worse . . . someone seeking vengeance for Matthew’s death. She shuddered. She hadn’t intended to kill him, but she wasn’t sorry he was dead.

Whoever he was, she felt safer with Nick than she had at Storm Haven. If he intended to harm her, he would have done it when she’d pushed him and he’d landed on the stove. He’d been furious, but he hadn’t hurt her.

He claimed he didn’t remember how they came to be at the cabin, and incredible as it seemed, she believed him. She was sure the mystery had something to do with his cousin. When she’d mentioned Jeff’s name, Nick’d glared at her so fiercely she’d been afraid to ask again. Even though he’d almost seduced her in the cabin, she didn’t think he would force her against her will. She sighed, finding her situation most peculiar.

The horse jerked his head up, bringing Samantha out of her thoughts. Startled, she whirled to see Nick behind her, an odd look on his face.

“We’d better go. We need to travel as long as the light holds.” He picked up the reins and led the horse back to the narrow road. Grabbing the gelding’s mane, he swung himself aboard and slid forward on the pinto’s back.

“Where am I going to sit?” Samantha asked. Before, she’d been helped on first and had sat where he was now. 

“I think it would be safer if you ride behind me,” he said. “Take my hand and I’ll help you up.”

Samantha held out her hand, her brow creasing into a frown when he lifted her onto the horse. “Safer? Are we in danger?” she asked, peering anxiously around. 

Not answering, he nudged the horse into a fast walk.

The country did look wild . . . untamed. Glad of his company, she put her arms around his waist to hold on. She marveled at the ripple of his muscles beneath her hands and drew comfort from his strength. Noticing the way he blocked the wind, she leaned against him, savoring his body heat. Well, she couldn’t see much, but at least she was warmer. 

She studied the back of his head. Black hair, straight and shiny as a raven’s wing, hung low on his neck. Broad shoulders tapered to a narrow waist and lean hips. Riding close to him, she felt the taut muscles in his long legs moving easily with the horse. He rode like he’d been born in the saddle. Nick McBride, desperado or gentleman, whoever you are, I could be in worse hands. 

Her hands flat against his ribs, she felt the hair on his chest where the underwear didn’t cover it. Unconsciously, she trailed her fingers through it. It was smooth, silky, the skin underneath firm and warm. 

Nick gasped, sucking in his breath.

What am I doing? Horrified, she jerked her hand back. The blanket, coming undone with the sudden movement, slapped her backside. She tilted toward him, raising her bottom to tuck the garment under once more. 

He muttered and kicked the horse, startling the mustang into a bone-jarring trot.

Samantha leaned forward and locked her hands around his waist to keep from falling. The rough pace rubbed the gray blanket against her breasts, making her nipples stand out in rigid peaks. The sensitive tips pressed against the large moth holes of his garment, and even through the poncho she could feel the heat of his bare skin. She gasped, her thoughts racing back to the passionate embrace in the cabin. 

Her breath came faster as another kind of warmth spread through her. His touch had kindled a fire in her very being, making her respond to his kisses with a passion she hadn’t know she possessed.. The power this man had over her wildly excited . . . and frightened her. Her heart raced just thinking about it. Thank goodness he’d pulled her hair when he bent to pick her up back at the cabin. The pain brought her back to her senses. A few minutes more and she couldn’t have stopped him . . . nor would she have wanted to. These feelings were new, unfamiliar. She wasn’t sure she could cope with them. 

She peered up at the side of his face, at the long, lean jaw. He wasn’t the handsomest man she’d ever seen, especially with the growth of beard. He reminded her of a panther she’d seen once in the bayou. He seemed wild, barely civilized, as if at any time he could revert back to something savage, primitive. Except for a few scars on his chest, his skin was smooth and tanned to a deep copper. In fact, he was tan all over. Her face grew warm when she remembered how he’d looked in bed when she had stolen the blanket. He was certainly very male. 

He looked around at her, arching his eyebrows in a silent question. 

Her cheeks flamed even hotter when her eyes met his. A slow knowing smile crossed his face, increasing her discomposure. Mortified, she tucked her head. Good heavens! It’s almost as if he can read my thoughts. 

Chuckling, he turned his attention back to the horse.

Those eyes of his, a strange, deep gray, like flint, cut though you when he was angry, but shone quicksilver when he laughed. She would have to be on her guard against this man. He was a puzzle . . . and dangerous.

Oh, drat that blanket! The horse’s back prickled her bare underside. Gritting her teeth in exasperation, she leaned against Nick once again to fix the straying garment. She detected the rapid beating of his heart as it drummed against her breast. Struggling to stay on the horse, she almost had the cover secure when Nice uttered a muffled curse and yanked the mustang to a stop. Off balance, she clutched at him to keep from tumbling off.

“We’ll stop here for the night,” he said gruffly.

Regaining her seat, she looked around, confused by his statement. “You said we were going to ride until dark.”

“Damn it, woman, do you have to argue about everything? It’s dark enough!” he hissed through clenched teeth. Throwing his leg over the horse’s neck, he dropped the halter rope and jumped to the ground. 

She jerked toward him, pain shooting through her head. “Ow!”

“What’s wrong with you now?”

“My hair’s caught in your underwear.” Bending from where she sat on the horse, she tugged frantically at the long wayward lock. The threadbare long johns stretched precariously from Nick’s body. Samantha, afraid his underwear would part long before her hair did, released her hold. She stared helplessly down at him.

“Oh, shit!” He glanced backward, tracing the strand of hair to where it was knotted in one of the rag fasteners on his rear flap. He reached up and lifted her down beside him, then turned his attention to the ensnared curl. 

Her hair twisted and tangled like a silken snake in his unsteady grasp. She heard him take a deep breath, then another. He worked frantically, trying to get free. The more he tried, the more tangled it became. Finally, he threw up his hands and gave her a desperate look. 

“Maybe if we untied it,” Samantha suggested, motioning to the rag that held the garment together.

“Well, I can’t do it,” he said. His hands shook like he had the ague. She saw him clench them at his sides.

“Let me try.” She slipped her fingers under the knot, touching his bare skin. He jumped, his muscles tensing as he pulled away from contact with her hand. 

“Are my hands cold?” she asked.

“Yes—no!” He looked skyward and said something she couldn’t understand.

“What?”

“Nothing,” he muttered, and closed his eyes. 

She reached the other hand under the twist, attempting to hold the material steady when he squirmed away from the touch of his fingers. “You’ll have to stand still,” she said, plucking at the snarled mass. But it was no use. They were shackled firmly together by the entangled coil.

“I’m afraid I can’t undo it either.” She sighed. 

“Hellfire!” Nick groaned, grunting under his breath.

Mystified, Samantha peered up at him. “What kind of language is that?”

“Cheyenne,” he said, gritting his teeth. “I’m an Indian, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Oh, so that’s why you are so dark all over.” The heat rushed to Samantha’s cheeks, realizing too late what she had said. She clamped her hand over her mouth, covering it against any other telltale utterances. Fearful, she peeped up in his dusky face. What she’d heard about Indians certainly wasn’t reassuring.

He smiled wickedly down at her. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to scalp you, kitten. Just cut off a little of your hair. Bend down,” he ordered.

Not going to scalp me? That thought had never occurred to her. Alarmed, her heart racing, she pulled away from him, until the tangled mass pulled her up short. 

“I only want to get a sharp rock to cut your hair. Besides,” he said, grinning, “I’m only half-Indian and I try not to scare children.”

She didn’t know why he thought that the fact he was only half-Indian would reassure her. Doubtful, trying to calm her racing heart, she bent down so he could find a sharp rock. 

Finding one that would suit his purpose, he straightened and pulled her toward him. 

When the rest of his remark registered, Samantha glanced up into his lidded gray eyes and drew herself up to her full five feet four inches. “I am not a child. I’m eighteen,” she said. “Almost.”

“Lord, you’re even younger than I thought.” He took the rock and whacked at her hair, severing it more than a foot above the tangle. “Coup,” he said, fingering the coiling lock dangling from his hip.

“Coup? What’s that?”

“Indians count coup when they take a scalp. It’s a kind of trophy.”

“You didn’t scalp me. You only cut off a lock of my hair. And you didn’t need to remove so much,” she protested, watching him wind the long curl around his hand.

Giving her a fierce look, he raised the sharp rock and took a menacing step toward her. 

She backed away, her eyes widening in alarm. 

He laughed and tossed the rock away. “Don’t worry, baby. I won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not a baby,” she declared. Placing her hands on her hips, she eyed him up and down. “Just how old are you . . . Grandpa?”

“Twenty-six and gettin’ older by the minute.” He sighed. “We’d better get settled.” He pointed. “There’s a creek over there, if you want to get a drink and freshen up. I’ll get a fire started.” Taking the horse’s halter, he walked toward a small clearing surrounded by huge boulders and tall pines.

Samantha went in the direction he’d pointed and found a rushing stream bubbling musically among the rocks. Kneeling down, she cupped her hands and lifted the ice-cold water to her face, finding it sweet and refreshing. She swallowed it greedily. Her thirst satisfied, she washed her grimy face and hands and wiped them on the blanket. Gritting her teeth, she eased her bare feet into the creek and splashed the frigid liquid onto the ant bites. It cooled the heat and stilled the itching. She stepped back to dry ground and dried her feet with a clump of grass. Wincing, she ran her fingers through her tousled hair, trying to bring some semblance of order since the pins had fallen out long ago. Feeling better, she straightened her blanket and followed the trail to camp. 

She saw Nick tossing wood onto a small blaze. When she approached, he glanced up and motioned to a flat rock bench he had fashioned. “Sit here by the fire, and I’ll be back in a minute.”

Samantha watched him walk away, marveling at the way he moved so silently with the grace of a dancer. An Indian, hmm. She stared after him thoughtfully. Sitting on the seat he had made for her, she held out her hands to the fire, grateful for both the bench and the warmth.

A short time later he returned carrying two plump fish and some sturdy green sticks. Fascinated, she watched him hammer two of the forked sticks upright on the outer edge of the fire. He threaded the cleaned fish on a third one and placed it across the forks of the other two. 

“How did you catch the fish?” she asked amazed, knowing he had neither pole nor line.

“I just tickled them.”

“Tickled them?” she repeated doubtfully. 

“Yep. You just reach down next to the bank, and when the fish swim up, you tickle them. They like it so much, you can just pick them out of the water.” He flashed her an engaging grin.

She smiled back, not sure whether she believed him or not.

The fish bubbled and broiled over the open flame, sending a heavenly aroma into the air. Samantha inhaled and rubbed her rumbling stomach in anticipation of the feast. It had been a long time since her last meal.

When the fish were done, Nick deftly removed them from the stick. He split one open, pulled out the bones, and placed the succulent chunk of flesh on a clean flat stone. He picked it up and handed it to her. 

“Thank you,” Samantha said, taking her rustic meal. She picked up a portion of the pink flesh between her fingers and popped it into her mouth. “Um, it tastes wonderful. I’ve never eaten out like this before, except at picnics or barbecues, and I never attended many of those.”

“This is the way the Cheyenne cook trout,” Nick said.

She ate every morsel then licked the savory juice off her fingertips. She flushed, raising her lashes to see Nick watching her. 

“You must have been hungry,” he said, gathering up the bones. He grinned when she nodded. He walked a short distance from camp and knelt. After scooping out a hole, he buried the bony remains under a mound of dirt.

Samantha glanced up at the fast-darkening sky. She walked once again to the stream and washed the remnants of the meal from her face and hands. After a quick trip to the bushes, she hurried back to camp. 

Welcoming the fire’s warmth, she sat on the rock bench and held out her icy hands. She heard Nick busy doing something in the brush a short distance away. When the sun slipped quickly down behind the canyon wall, darkness fell like a heavy velvet curtain, cloaking the area around them. 

Whistling softly, Nick joined her at the fireside. “Where are you from?” he asked.

She frowned. “Uh, back east.”

“Where back east?”

“Several different places,” she said, trying to evade his questions without being rude.

“What’s your name?”

Not wanting to tell him, Samantha glanced up. “Oh, look at that,” she said, pointing to a falling star. “They look so close, you could almost reach out and touch them.”

“That’s because the air is so clear,” he said. “There’s another one.”

They watched until after a while, feeling warm and sleepy, she yawned. “What do we do now?” she asked.

“We go to bed.” He stood up, pointing toward a pile of pine boughs he’d arranged back from the fire.

“Oh.” She looked at the narrow mattress. So that’s what he’d be doing in the brush. She smiled, grateful that he’d thought of her comfort. “But, where are you going to sleep?”

“There, with you,” he said, matter-of-factly. “It will be freezing cold tonight. Since there isn’t enough downed wood to keep the fire going, we will have to share the blanket and our body heat.”

Samantha stared at him. He couldn’t be serious. Getting up, she wrapped the covering tightly around her. “What blanket are you referring to?” There was only one that she knew of and she was wearing it.

“That one,” he answered, motioning to the one she hugged to her.

“Not on your life.” Giving her head a toss, she whirled on her heel and stomped away. “Humph!” She should have known he wasn’t thinking of her comfort. She peered around the area, spying a small cleared area between two rocks a short distance away. That place is as good as any, she thought. After kicking away a few small stones, she lay down, curling on her side. She squirmed, trying to get comfortable on the cold, hard ground. Ouch. I’ve seen softer rocks, she thought. She lifted her head, hearing the man call out something. “What?” she asked.

“ I said, watch out for snakes.”

“Humph,” she muttered. “The only snake around here is the one by the fire. Wonder if he thinks that will get my blanket.” She pulled the cover tighter. “I haven’t seen a snake since I’ve been here; probably all froze to death.” She curled into a ball and attempted to warm as much of herself as possible with the inadequate blanket. Trying to ignore the increasing cold, she sighed and closed her eyes. 

Something stirred at the edge of the rocks.

What was that? Her eyes flew open. She lay motionless . . . holding her breath . . . listening. There it is again.

Something moved, slowly, rustling along the ground just a few feet from her.

She bolted upright, squinting into the dark. Oh Lord. What if he wasn’t joking? Crouching on her knees, she heard it again, closer this time. Well, I’m not going to stay around and find out. Scrambling to her feet, she dashed back into camp, colliding with Nick in her haste.

“Whoa! Where are you going in such a hurry?” he asked, grabbing her by the shoulders. 

“S-s-snakes!” she said, pointing a shaking finger back toward her bedsite.

“Oh?” He arched his brows. “Well, I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.” He sauntered off into the night.

She sniffed, ignoring him. She stalked to the fire and sat down on the ground. “I’ll spend the night right here,” she said, tucking the blanket around her. Staring into the fire, she inhaled the pitchy fragrance of the burning pine wood. The flames danced and twisted, changing the colors of the smoldering coals from orange to red to violet. She curled next to the embers and watched a shooting star scatter diamond dust across the sky. Warm and comfortable, Samantha felt her eyelids begin to droop. “I’ll be just fine here. I don’t need Nick McBride . . . or his tree bed.”

Starting as a low moan and increasing to a wavering crescendo, a long eerie howl rent the night air.

Samantha screamed and leaped from her place by the fire. The fine hairs rose on the back of her neck. Her eyes wide with terror, she searched the darkness, but the pine-bough bed was empty. Where was he? “Mr. McBride? Nick?” 

“I’m over here,” he answered from the edge of the trees.

She clasped her hand over her heart, relief flooding her. Giving the bushes a fearful glance, she sprinted toward his tall figure. “Did you hear it?” she asked, breathlessly clutching his sleeve. She stared in horror at the blackness of the surrounding night, expecting to see some ferocious beast leap out of the brush.

The sound came again, long and quavering on the night wind, louder and nearer this time. Others, more distant answered it.

“What is it?” she asked, moving without hesitation into Nick’s open arms. Strong and safe, they closed around her and pulled her tightly to his bare chest. His skin felt warm and comforting against her cheek, and the even beat of his heart echoed against her ear.

He raised his hand and gently stroked her hair, soothing her like he would a child. “It’s only a wolf, calling to the pack.”

“Wolves? Pack? Merciful heavens, what kind of horrible place is this?” she cried, shivering against him.

Nick drew her even closer. He bent, brushing the top of her head with a gentle kiss.

She raised her lashes. Quicksilver eyes, bright as the night stars, stared into hers. She shivered again, but this time it was not from fear.

Lowering his head, he kissed her forehead, then each eyelid. His whiskers caressed her cheek. After a faint touch at the end of her nose, his warm mouth moved down to claim her trembling lips.

Her heart leaped at his touch and her lips throbbed against his. Suddenly more afraid of her emotions than of the beasts, she pulled back. “Nick?”

“Hmm?” He dreamily gazed into her eyes. He sighed. “Don’t worry, little one. You’re safe.” Carefully, gently, he bent and lifted her into his arms.

She snuggled against him, her arms around his neck, her head on his shoulder. Feeling protected, warm, and happy, she made no protest when he carried her through the darkness toward the fragrant pine bed.
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