

[image: coverpage]







Table of Contents

Cover Page

Praise

Other Books By1

Title Page

Dedication

Dear Reader

Part I Texas, 1865


Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen



Part II Texas, 1886


Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one



Other Books By2

About the auhtor

Preview

Copyright







Praise for USA Today and New York Times
best-selling author

JODI THOMAS



To Wed In Texas



Jodi Thomas never misses her mark and her latest, TO WED IN TEXAS, is a bulls eye of a keeper.

�Romantic Times



Jodi Thomass writing is breathtaking.

�Affaire de Coeur



Ms. Thomas never disappointsshe comes up with characters worthy of the title friend and plots that sparkle with originality.

�Heartland Critiques



To Kiss A Texan



Compellingfans will appreciate Thomass subtle humor and her deft handling of sensitive topics.

�Booklist



The Texans Touch



A warm-hearted tale of a different sort. Fans of Ms. Thomas will long remember this book. Readers are in for a treat!

�Rendezvous



Two Texas Hearts



A wonderful book.

�The Romance Reader



Provocativesensualclever and captivating.

�Times Record News (Wichita Falls, Texas)






Books by Jodi Thomas

BENEATH THE TEXAS SKY



GIVE ME A TEXAN
(with Linda Broday, Phyliss Miranda, and DeWanna Pace)



GIVE ME A COWBOY
(with Linda Broday, Phyliss Miranda, and DeWanna Pace)



GIVE ME A TEXAS RANGER
(with Linda Broday, Phyliss Miranda, and DeWanna Pace)



GIVE ME A TEXAS OUTLAW
(with Linda Broday, Phyliss Miranda, and DeWanna Pace)



Published by Kensington Publishing Corporation





Beneath the
texas sky

Jodi Thomas




[image: publisher logo]







To my mother,
Sally Faye Kirkland Price,
who always believed in dreams for her children






Dear Reader,

I am delighted that Kensington Publishing is reprinting BENEATH THE TEXAS SKY. This book was a joy from the beginning to write. Ill never forget writing eight chapters in seven days while snowed in with my two grade school boys.

Now the boys are in college and this book, hopefully, will again give readers a few hours of pleasure to escape into Texas.

Thank you all for your support,
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Part I
Texas, 1865







Chapter One

Bethanie Lane bolted out onto the back porch of her aunt and uncles hotel in San Antonio. Her breathing outpaced her heart as she rubbed furiously at her arm, feeling as though a serpent had fouled her flesh with its fangs. She rushed down the steps and submerged her arm into the hot washtub water, then began to scrub her skin with harsh lye soap. She would remove the feel of Wilburs hand or bleed raw from trying.

After a few minutes, Bethanies breathing slowed and she forced her mind to think of other thingsof anything except his pawing grip. She brushed back a strand of golden copper hair and watched the spring sun bowing in late-afternoon warmth. The day was almost gone, yet she had another load of laundry to wash. There were never enough hours to complete all the tasks needed to run the dilapidated hotel.

Her torment seemed to grow daily with Uncle Wilburs increasing attentions. He had begun so carefully at first, Bethanie thought. A hug lasting only a second longer than necessary. A hand placed to brush accidentally against her. A stare that tried to burn through her clothing when he thought no one was watching. Lately, his advances had become more blatant. Her skin crawled at the mere thought of his touching her with those fat fingers.

Bethanie stared blindly across the back lot. People passing along the walk appeared to blink in and out of sight between missing slats in the rusty fence. Blue and gray uniforms alternated past. The sons of Texas were returning, many with nothing more than a uniform to call their own.

Bethanie frowned slightly as she saw the defeated, slumped shoulders beneath uniforms of both colors. These men were welcomed by such a chaotic homecoming, but at least they had a place to return. In an effort to forget her troubles, she tried to empathize with their plight. Though little fighting had taken place in Texas, the lack of manpower had eroded this young land. Cattlemen, who had been paid handsomely in Confederate bills, were now penniless. Nomadic Indians roamed the upper half of the state, raging war against all white settlers. Longhorn cattle ran wild with markets impractical to reach, and bordering states panicked because of the Texas Fever the cattle carried. Money was scarce, carpetbaggers were pesky, and the past winter severe. Still, these men returned home. They had soil to replant and families who cared about them.

Slinging a sheet onto the washboard, Bethanie attacked her chore with a zest her body no longer felt. Optimism whispered promises in the breeze as she began to rub the wet sheet back and forth over the bumpy metal washboard. Maybe things would get better as winter ended. Maybe business at the hotel would pick up. Maybe her uncle would forget his game of toying with her. Maybe? Maybe? The rhythm seemed to echo as she scrubbed.

Bethanie tossed the last sheet into a clean tub of water as voices drifted between the broken slats. Her parents were Shakers, you know, a woman said as two rather plump figures appeared and disappeared between the fence boards.

They never married, the other responded. Just had a baby. Martha told me as much straight out.

And Martha should know, being the girls aunt, the first smug voice sounded again. She said the girls folks lived in a group marriage. The poor child probably doesnt even know which one of them Holy Rollers fathered her.

Trash, she is. Nothing but bastard trash.

Bethanie didnt have to wait until they mentioned her name to know the object of their scorn. Whirling, she bolted up the steps and slammed the back door before she could hear more. She furiously wiped away the tears that burned her green eyes as she fought to control her anger. All her life shed heard the same spiteful conversation. Different places, different times, but always the same. Now here, hundreds of miles from Ohio and with her mother long since buried, still the rumors would not die.

For all her twenty years, Bethanie had been a curiosity, a freak, because of her parents. Shakers by religion, they chose to love each other. In a belief where celibacy was the order, both were forced to leave their communal farm. Bethanies father abandoned her before she had time for memories of him to form, but Bethanies mother patiently bore her shame with pride and dignity while assuring that she and her child survived. She always comforted Bethanie by saying all would pass. Shed cradle her child to her and repeat over and over when times were hard, To everything there is a season. Wait, my little love, for this will pass.

Yet, not even coming to live in Texas seemed far enough away. Bethanie was tired of waiting. She clenched her fists to her sides; patience was a virtue running in short supply. Her mothers teachings of eternal meekness were finding themselves at war with Bethanies temper. Unable to rid herself of her volatile emotions, she had become an expert at hiding them.

Bethanie climbed up the back staircase unmindful of the chipped paint and broken bannister. She halfheartedly kicked at a cockroach darting across her path. This place seemed the edge of the world to her, and she had no money to go farther.

Three months after her mother died, Aunt Martha wrote, inviting her to live with them. When she first came to live with her aunt and uncle, Bethanie thought them an answer to her prayers. But soon after arriving in San Antonio, she realized she had traveled across half a country to be an unpaid servant.

Bethanie moved from room to room, stripping linens and watching the sun sink lower over the small adobe buildings that blocked the view of the river. Her mind forced forward happy memories of her childhood. The mornings watching her mother cook breakfast. The afternoons riding bareback through peaceful green fields. The long nights helping her mother prepare ointments for the sick. Shakers were taught, even as children, to care for the pain of others. Neighbors who would not speak to her on the street never hesitated to call Bethanies mother when someone in their family was ill.

Girl! a sharp shout sounded from below. Marthas voice echoed through the hall like the clang of a poorly made bell. Where are you?

Bethanie hated being referred to as girl almost as much as she hated being yelled at constantly. Hurrying downstairs she tried to compose herself and hide her feelings behind frozen eyes before she faced Aunt Martha. The crafty old woman would spot any anger and misjudge it as defiance. If Martha thought Bethanie unhappy, she would flood her with work as punishment for her ungratefulness. Aunt Martha never set a plate of food before Bethanie without some comment on the cost of feeding one more mouth.

Bethanie had lost several pounds over the past months, yet no one seemed to notice. Her dresses were now old and faded with wear. They hung on her body like rags, yet she dared not ask for even a few yards of material.

Stepping gracefully into the kitchen, Bethanie lowered her eyes in a gesture she had learned caused Martha the least anger. Yes, Aunt Martha? she answered in little more than a whisper, forcing her fingers to uncoil at her sides.

Well, Martha snapped. You sure took your time in coming. Her aunt was ironing one of her daughters elaborate dresses. It irritates me that you cant make time to do this simple chore. Allison needs this dress.

I was finishing the beds upstairs, Bethanie answered, knowing her comment would be ignored.

Bethanie glanced over and smiled at Allison, who sat sipping a cup of coffee. Allison was a lovely sunny-white blonde with huge pale-blue eyes. She bore no resemblance to her parents. Even though she was eighteen, she stood under five feet tall, her height giving her a pixie quality. At first glance she seemed childlike, but her ample breasts soon dispelled that aura. Allison had shown Bethanie the only kindness shed known these past months. Thanks to her, Bethanie did not have to sleep in the dingy storage room. When she had first arrived, Uncle Wilbur wanted her to sleep in the little room off the kitchen, which was already crowded with rubble. Allison insisted she share her room on the second floor, and Wilbur always gave in to his daughter. Bethanie was grateful, for she had feared being alone at night since childhood. Allison seemed oblivious to her plight most of the time, but she was never directly unkind.

Martha grumbled. Were leaving tonight for dinner at the Wagner Ranch. Since they didnt extend the invitation to you, girl, I know you wont mind tending the front desk while were gone. Not that you will have any business.

Of course Ill keep the desk, Bethanie answered. She would have liked to add, How could anyone send me an invitation? Youve never introduced me to a soul in San Antonio. But, as usual, she bit back her words and held her features stone hard as shed been taught all her life to do at the unkindness of others.

Well, we havent much time. Go upstairs and help Allison dress, ordered Martha. Her cackling voice was a sharp reflection of everything about her. Even Marthas gray hair did not soften her features, but cut into her navy-black mane like lightning bolts. Her figure bore no gentle curves, only angles of cloth. She referred to herself as large boned, never plump. Bethanie never ceased to wonder how such a cold, dark woman had given birth to beautiful Allison. She was surely spring growing out of a frozen winter woman.

Sighing, Bethanie lifted Allisons freshly ironed dress and followed her tiny cousin up the back stairs. Bethanie looked forward to an evening without her aunt constantly shouting for her.

Allisons half-smothered laughter drew Bethanies attention as they crossed the landing. Look, she whispered. Bethanie, come quickly and see the man Daddy is checking in. Allison sighed as if she were a child looking through a candy store window. I saw him once before when he came to see Daddy. Isnt he something?

Bethanie moved to the railing beside her cousin. They could see the desk fifteen feet below. Uncle Wilbur stood smiling at his new guest, his fat cheeks rippling as he showed his yellow teeth. Double chins hung around his neck in folds like a huge flesh-colored bandanna. His stomach and the foul odor of cheap cigars preceded him into any room. But it was his hands Bethanie hated most. They were large and fat, with short, porky fingers extending like plump sausages. She detested each time he reached to pinch her cheek or place his palm on her arm. He only laughed when he saw her pull away in disgust, as if she were playing a game and he already knew the outcome.

Hes a dream, Allison whispered between giggles.

Bethanie drew her eyes to the other man below. He was taller than most men Bethanie had seen. Unlike many males out west who were short and dusty with half-civilized expressions tattooed on their weathered faces, this man carried himself like a gentleman. He had the proud, easy stance of someone accustomed to being in control of himself and his surroundings. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar to her.

The strangers clothes clung to his slender frame as if they had been made for him and not bought for a dollar in some general store. Thick black hair hung to his collar in the back and wedged its way across his forehead as he looked down at the register. His classic features spoke of a blending of Latin and European blood. His strong jawline was framed with a short black beard. He was the most handsome man Bethanie had ever seen.

Bethanie watched his square shoulders angle slightly as he signed in. Who do you think he is? she whispered, her voice shaking. She felt a sense of loss at never having known anyone like him.

Who knows for certain, Allison answered. He looks dark enough to be Mexican but hes far too tall. Besides, look at the way he wears his gun strapped low and tight. My guess is, he makes his living with it. Its a Colt, too. One of the best made. Both women had learned to size men up by their guns and horses. In this wild country, a man who didnt have the best of both and know how to handle them wouldnt live long.

The stranger turned around, moving in long pantherlike strides across the small lobby. As if he sensed being watched, he jerked his head up toward them. Before Bethanie could back away, she found herself caught in his stare. His gaze had brushed across Allison, who normally drew all the attention, and froze on Bethanie. Dark coffee brown eyes delved deep into her soul, embarrassing her with their intimacy. An alert intelligence molded his face as one dark eyebrow raised slightly.

Bethanies face flushed as though they had just spoken their most private thoughts to each other. The knowledge that this stranger would keep her secrets seemed silently whispered in his stare.

An instant later, the gentleman smiled at her, and she felt blood flame her cheeks as though he had touched her. His vision moved over every inch of her face in a motionless caress.

The warm sensation was new to Bethanie and she looked away in embarrassment. When she dared glance back, he was gone like a predawn dream. No man had ever affected her so dramatically. She felt as if she had shared her entire life story with him in an instant, and he had not only accepted her totally, but also incredibly found her without fault.

I wish I were staying here this evening. Allison stormed toward her room. She pouted like a small child about to miss a party. We could open the secret panel and watch him.

Bethanie followed, smiling at Allisons outrageous suggestion. As she entered their room, she glanced at the cheap flowery wallpaper, bubbled and yellowed with age. Someone, years ago, in an effort to quiet a bothersome cricket had poked broom-handle-sized dents in several places. Just beyond the wall was the best room for rent. The room Wilbur always gave guests. Allison had long ago shown Bethanie a secret sliding door in the wall.

Bethanie held up Allisons dress for her as Allison chattered. Seems a shame to know the panel is there and never use it. Ill bet it was built by some man so his mistress could sneak between these two rooms. Allison giggled as Bethanie buttoned the dress.

Bethanie knew Allison loved the thought of a secret romance having occurred in this very room.

I know Im a romantic, Allison laughed as if reading Bethanies mind. Not like you, Bethanie. You reason everything out in your own quiet way. Allison sighed slightly. Its probably for the best.

Youre right about that, dear. Martha startled both girls as she stepped into their room. She had obviously overheard Allisons last comment. After all, Bethanie wont have much romance in her life. Shell be lucky to find a poor farmer whos willing to marry her. What man wants to spend the rest of his life looking at a skinny wife with tons of long red hair? It reminds me of the dark, muddy water in the Red River. Martha nodded her head sharply. Yes, its more mud color than red. How cruel natures been, Allison, to give your cousin a stick for a body and such awful hair.

As always Bethanie did not reply to her aunts barbs. She merely stood holding Allisons discarded gown as the other women moved to the door. There was a time to lash back and a time to be silent. Bethanie knew instinctively that anything other than silence would draw Marthas wrath a hundredfold. Yet, each day she felt her tolerance for Martha decaying into open hatred.



Bethanies dream of a peaceful evening shattered as she watched the family return in less than an hour amid a flurry of excitement. Her uncle stormed into the hotel with Martha and Allison following in his wake. Martha looked fearful as she dragged Allison like a child. Bethanie had no idea what had taken place, but she knew it must have been bad. At first glance, she thought Allison did something wrong. Then she discarded that thought completely. In her parents eyes, Allison was an angel. Something must have happened at the ranch.

Wilbur walked to the office door and collapsed against the frame like a runner at the finish line. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the handkerchief he always used at meals to clean grease off his fingers. Is that man who checked in today up in his room? Wilbur snapped at Bethanie. There was no need for further explanation since they had only one guest.

Yes, Bethanie answered. He came back a few minutes ago.

Well, ask him to come down to my office, Wilbur ordered. And watch the desk while I talk with him. He grabbed the waistband of his slacks in his eternal struggle to keep his pants up over his spherical body.

Bethanie jumped to do his bidding and to avoid passing the corner of the counter at the same time he did.

The sudden slamming of the office door hastened Bethanies pace. She ran up the stairs and tapped on the strangers door. Tension hung in the air as thick as the humidity. An excitement danced in her veins. She believed any change would have to be an improvement.

An instant after she knocked, the door jerked open, startling her. Bethanie swallowed hard trying to remember what to say. The man before her seemed amused at her distress. Yes? he asked in a low voice, his dark coffee brown eyes studying her. May I help you, miss?

Bethanie found herself staring at a bare, muscular chest framed on either side by a dark blue shirt. She could smell soap and realized he must have been washing up. My Bethanie noticed she had to look up at this man, not down as she did most men. My uncle would like to talk with you.

His expression told her he understood her distress, yet he made no effort to button his shirt. He searched her face as if he were studying something of great value and appreciating each line, each detail. The strangers thoughtful frown relaxed, blending into a slow, easy smile. Thank you. He seemed in no hurry to answer the summons but leaned casually against the door frame and folded his arms.

Bethanie watched his mouth and felt a strong yearning to brush her fingers across his lips. When her gaze moved up to his dark eyes, she had the feeling he understood and was daring her to take action. There was a depth of understanding in his eyes that went beyond flirtation. His stare seemed to offer her friendship.

Frantically, she tore her gaze from him and ran toward the stairs, feeling like a tongue-tied child. She had been around men very little during her lifetime and wished she could have said something, anything, to this man. She could think of none of the ideal conversational small talk women say to men. She made a mental note to watch Allison more closely the next time they were out.

Bethanie tried to calm down as she resumed her place at the front desk. In a few minutes she watched the tall stranger descend the stairs. She kept her eyes lowered, trying to appear busy, but watched him closely through her lashes. She gasped in surprise when he winked at her and smiled, before disappearing into her uncles office.

Thanks to the shabby construction of the hotel, Bethanie had only to lean back against the wall to hear every word spoken. Her uncle allowed no one to enter his office unless he was there, so he had no idea how easily she could eavesdrop.

Ive been expecting you for two days, Wilbur grumbled. Did you bring news? What are the plans now? They seem to change daily. You wouldnt believe what that fool Wagner told me tonight. Damn well scared my wife to death.

The low voice of the stranger drifted to Bethanie. All Ive heard lately is that the meeting will be here in three, maybe four days.

Hell, man! Wilbur shouted. I already know that. I thought youd have fresh news. Wagner and some of the other ranchers with us think the boss may bring in some tough guns to handle any trouble. When I agreed to have the meeting here, I never thought Id be housing some of the worst outlaws in Texas. Are you sure you know nothing?If youre lying

The strangers words were low and deadly calm. Bethanie could hear the steel in his tone. I said, I have no more news. His tone eased slightly. I ride out before dawn if you have any word you want me to take back. With Apaches on the warpath, Im in no mood to hang around. Word is, they are growing braver with each battle. Not even San Antonio may be safe much longer.

Dont tell me about the Indians. We had problems all during the war, and now theyre out for more blood. I can only handle one problem at a time and right now Im worried about all the men coming here to meet. This could be big trouble for me if Im caught up in this cattle mess. Iah Her uncle seemed reluctant to continue. I have something I want you to take out of San Antonio, and Im willing to pay you well.

What do you want me to move? the stranger asked, only mild interest reflecting in his tone.

Wilbur cleared his throat. I want my wife and daughter out of town before the meeting. My wife will pack tonight. I have horses. Ill have them ready by the time you leave.

No, the stranger interrupted. I dont move people, only information. Besides, if you want them out, why dont you take them?

You know I cant leave now, not when I stand to make so much, but Ill pay you two hundred dollars, Wilbur boasted.

You must want them out badly, the stranger said. Do you know something youre not sharing?

Never mind that. Will you take them somewhere, anywhere, but to safety?

No. The answer was as strong as the solid man who spoke.

You must do this, Wilbur whined. My daughter must be safely away for a few weeks. Theres not another man Id trust with the Indians gone crazy. He lowered his voice slightly and Bethanie could hear a touch of blackmail as he said, If you wont take them, Ill blow the lid off all your double-dealings. Ive got friends in Mexico and with the Texas Rangers. Youll be a hunted man on both sides of the border when I get through making up all the stories I can about you. Im sure the boss would like to hear how youre playing both sides of the fence. Why, for all I know, your past may be darker than even I can think up.

The stranger seemed disinterested in Wilburs threat, but after a pause he asked curiously, What about your niece? Dont you want her safely away?

Bethanies face flushed slightly at his mention of her. Oh, never mind about the girl. She can stay here and help me. Im not spending money moving her to safety. She can just stay around here and keep me company till my wife returns, Wilbur snorted.

I see, the stranger said as he opened the door slightly. Ill think it over for a few hours and let you know. I have some other contacts to make first.

As the tall man stepped from the office, he glanced toward Bethanie. She saw sadness touch his brown eyes as he looked at her. She lifted her head proudly, not wanting his/pity. He lowered his gaze as if he understood her pain, then turned and disappeared up the stairs. Bethanie chewed on her bottom lip. She had to think of something quickly with Aunt Martha and Allison leaving soon. She knew she feared Uncle Wilbur more than any group of outlaws meeting here, or Indians on the trail.

Wilbur filled his office door, patting his barreled belly on each side with fat hands. He knew he had made a bargain the stranger could not afford to refuse, and he was proud of himself for handling things so smoothly. He smiled at Bethanie in a sneer. Go on up to bed, girl.

As Bethanie moved past him, he let his huge hand rest on her waist. He pulled her close to his chest, his foul breath smothering her. Ive got lots to say to you, but there will be plenty of time later. We need to get to know each other much better, and I predict well have an opportunity in the very near future.

To Bethanies horror, Wilbur pulled her even closer and pressed his fat, fleshy mouth on her cheek. Never before had he been so bold. His lips were hot and sticky against her face and Bethanie felt vomit rise in her throat. She fought to gain control as her tears ran unchecked down her cheeks. In a burst of strength, Bethanie broke free and ran from the lobby. His crude laughter followed her.

Now, more than ever, she must get away before Martha and Allison left. There was only one place to turn. One person who might help. The tall stranger. And there was only one way to get to his room unnoticed.







Chapter Two

Dim moonlight filtered through the curtains of his hotel room as Josh leaned far back in the hard chair and stretched his cramped leg muscles. He glanced over at the bed longingly. Ill wait another hour, he thought. Then that bump under the covers will be my body and not just a decoy. Josh smiled at himself. If there was one thing that had kept him alive, it was the fact that he was always careful, always alert to possible danger.

Josh melted farther into the shadows as he heard a noise beside his bed, the low, swishing sound of boards sliding past one another. He moved his hand soundlessly to his Colt handle as the wall slid to one side. A dark, slender body squeezed through a secret passage and stood beside the bed.

The front legs of his chair almost hit the floor as Josh recognized Wilburs niece. She hesitated as if afraid. She seemed to be mustering every ounce of courage to force herself slowly forward. She moved gracefully toward the bed and leaned over the mound of covers. Moonlight caught in her hair like a red-gold spark in a dying campfire. He waited, silently memorizing every line of her face, sure the vision before him would be rekindled for many nights to come.

With trained silence, Josh rose and neared the young woman. Looking for something? he whispered only an inch from her ear. He could smell the soft fragrance of her hair, like the first hint of honeysuckle on a early spring night.

She tensed, sending an invisible current through the air between them; then she jumped in fright and gulped air into her lungs to scream.

Before any sound could pass her lips, Joshs hand covered her mouth as his other arm pulled her body backward into his chest. The softness of her shoulders felt so marvelous against him, Josh had to force himself not to turn her in his arms and hold her completely in his embrace. He could feel her tremble, and yet he sensed a strength within her, so like another woman hed known in the past. The memory now caused Josh to lighten his grip. She, too, had possessed a timid courage beneath her tall, slender form. With tenderness, Josh recalled the woman years ago who had been too shy to speak, yet brave enough to save his life.

Josh forced the memory from his mind and whispered into the girls ear. Dont scream. I didnt mean to frighten you. If I turn you loose, promise you wont cry out?

As she nodded slowly, Josh felt her soft mouth move against his hand. Had it been so long since hed held a woman that hed forgotten how soft they were? Or was this one even softer than all the others hed known?

Josh reluctantly moved his fingers away from her lips. Soft or not, he was a gentleman, and it went against his grain to even have to remind himself of the fact. He loosened his hold on her waist just enough so she could turn to face him. As her body carouseled in his light embrace, Josh fought the urge to pull her close once again.

What are you doing here? he whispered, acutely aware of the slight rise and fall of her breasts against his chest. If your uncle sent you to rob me, youre out of luck.

No! Bethanie whispered, then swallowed hard.

Mischief twisted a smile from his lips. Well, if you just came for a visit, why didnt you use the door?

I couldnt risk being seen, Bethanie answered hesitantly, by anyone.

She looked up at him, silently pleading for his assistance in escaping some terrible plight. How could he refuse her anything? Yet she seemed to want more than help. She wanted hisd trust, his honesty.

Josh released her waist and leaned over the bed. He removed the pillow and spread the cover flat. Maybe youd better sit down and explain. Ill light a candle.

Josh pulled up the only chair as she gingerly sat on the edge of the bed. He tried to make his voice lighten the somber mood hed seen in her eyes. Are there any more slats in the wall I need to know about?

Bethanies face relaxed into a slight smile. No. Not that I know of, anyway.

Josh twirled the chair backward and straddled it, facing her. He twisted his gun to a comfortable position. Tightly strapped to his leg, the Colt had become part of Josh during the years of war. He checked it as often and as absentmindedly as an old maid might check her bodice buttons. Now, whats so important? he asked, rubbing his thumb along his bearded chin.

Bethanie pulled a tiny bag from her pocket. I want you to take me with you when you leave San Antonioand Im willing to pay.

Josh studied her as she opened the bag and poured out a handful of seeds. These are my only valuables. Seeds from my mothers herb garden and my grandparents wedding bands.

Two matching rings appeared among the seeds as she continued. Ive kept them hidden, lest my aunt take them. I think they must be worth something.

She held up the rings to Josh. They were unusual gold bands with dark and light carvings on each one. He made no effort to take them as he looked back up into her eyes. She was doing it again, asking for his total loyalty and honesty as if she could endure nothing less. He found he couldnt make light of her request when her eyes pleaded, tearing at his heart. You must want to leave pretty badly. Before I say yes or noId like to know what Im getting myself into.

Bethanie nodded. Im Bethanie Lane. Fve lived here with my uncle and aunt for six months. My mother died last year.

Josh offered what he hoped was his most charming smile. Nice to meet you, Bethanie. Im Josh Weston. Hed told her his last name as easily as one might at a church social, yet in the months hed known Wilbur, hed never used his full name.

Hearing himself say her name jogged his memory like lightning awakens the air in an evening sky. Yet Josh knew his face bore no hint of his thoughts. Deep in his mind came a hazy image of a young girl just beginning to turn the corner into adulthood. It had been the first year of the war. He was running the Union lines with messages. After a month of success, a bullet from nowhere grazed his skull. He had awakened to find himself a prisoner of bounty hunters who made their living capturing anyone, white or black, whom they found crossing Union lines. He had been forced to march for days behind their horses, when finally they stopped at a train station in Ohio. By then, Josh was weak from hunger and half mad from the constant pain of his untreated head wound. His captors had made it plain that they got the same money for bodies as for prisoners.

Josh remembered a tall woman and her daughter moving from prisoner to prisoner alongside the railroad tracks. The woman ignored the Union soldiers warnings and knelt to help Josh. Her daughter gave him water, while the woman cleaned his blood-caked scalp. She rubbed his wound with an awful-smelling salve and wrapped his head as gently as if he had been her brother and not some Rebel deep in Yankee territory. He would never forget the womans sad eyes or her daughter Bethanies beautiful red hair.

Now, as he studied the young woman before him, he knew why hed had the feeling all day that he knew her. Her slight northern accent, her graceful way, her slender beauty, touched a four-year-old memory. She must be the same girl, placed in his path once by fate and now in desperation.

At the point when Josh had given up, a womans silent courage and strength had pulled him back to sanity. Her daughters loveliness had reassured him that there was more to life than civil war. Three weeks later he had escaped, but he had sometimes wondered if he would ever see the two caring angels again. Even though he had seen Bethanies mother only once, Josh felt a sorrow at hearing of her death. He could see her gentleness living on in her daughter. Josh knew whatever Bethanie asked of him, he would grant. He wished she would untie her wonderful red hair so he could see it flowing down her back like the cascade of golden fire he remembered.

Josh realized Bethanie would never recognize him. He must have been only one of hundreds she had seen during the war. Then he had been covered with dirt and blood. Now she was no longer a child, but a woman with wondrously expressive eyes like her mothers.

Josh fought a smile from his lips. You havent told me why you want to leave. Im not in the habit of aiding runaway girls.

I have my reasons. Bethanie lifted her head slightly. Im not a runaway. Im almost twenty and old enough to decide for myself where I wish to live.

Josh could sense she would not beg or cry, and his admiration for her grew. She did not have to tell him the truth behind her request. He had seen the lust in the eyes of her uncle.

Where is it you wish to live? he asked as he watched her slender fingers move nervously back and forth across the bumpy bedspread. He could tell by her manner that she had no answer to his question.

Thats not your problem, Bethanie answered defensively. I can take care of myself.

If I say yes Joshs eyebrows pushed together in thought. She was about as able to take care of herself as a leaf in a tornado, but he didnt think it would do any good to argue the point. How much is it worth to you?

Ill pay all I have, Bethanie answered honestly, but we must get out of town before Im missed.

Josh understood her need for secrecy. If Wilbur suspected she might leave, he would simply lock her in a room until everyone was gone. Josh hated to think about her being left in this place with that disgusting excuse for a man downstairs. Even in the faded dress she was one of the most beautiful young women hed ever seen. I dont want your rings, but he hesitated, a plan forming in his mind. Hed be willing to bet a months pay she had nowhere to go. Her stiffly held body told him she wasnt looking for a handout, either.

He reached over and lifted the largest ring from her hand. The gold slid easily onto his third finger. Josh examined the fine workmanship as he spoke. Can you ride?

Better than most men, Bethanie answered without emotion.

Can you use a gun?

If need be. During the war there were few men. I had to learn how to shoot.

Josh twisted the ring on his finger. If I help you get away, will you agree to help me out for a few days? That is, unless you plan to stay with your aunt.

Bethanie chewed at the corner of her full bottom lip. Im traveling alone.

Good, Josh smiled. Then you may have a few days free. My brother owns a ranch south of Fort Worth. If youll help out with the cooking for a roundup due to start soon, Ill give you back this ring and consider us square.

Bethanie nodded agreement, but a touch of apprehension colored her eyes a darker shade of green.

Josh added, already thinking of problems they might encounter while traveling, Ill wear the ring for now. Should anyone ask, well explain you as my wife. Proper young women dont usually travel even this wild country without a chaperone, and I plan on dropping your aunt off at the first settlement. You have my word as a gentleman, youll be safe.

Bethanie was silent for a moment. Josh knew she was considering his last statement. It gnawed at him that she should question his code of honor, but then he had as yet given her no reason to trust him.

She took her grandmothers gold band and slipped it on her finger as if the action sealed a bargain. All right. Ill do whatever it takes to get out of here. I dont mind helping cook at your brothers ranch. It will give me time to think.

Fine. Josh relaxed for the first time. He stood and pulled at his bearded chin. Two things before you go. First, tell no one of our agreement. No one.

Bethanie nodded. I have no one to say farewell to in this town.

Get yourself a pair of denim pants and a boys shirt. Josh continued. Second, meet me behind the hotel an hour before dawn. Ill get an extra horse, and you can ride on ahead before your uncle comes out. Later, we can explain to your aunt that I agreed to take three for the price of two.

Why dress in pants? Bethanie leaned forward, interested in his plan.

Josh rubbed his forehead with one hand. Weariness rippled his features. If someone sees us from a distance, Id rather they think two men and two women are riding than one man and three women.

I think that sounds wise. Bethanie stood to leave, satisfied with their agreement. As she offered her hand to thank Josh Weston, a sharp rap sounded at the door. She jumped beside him, energy exploding within her.

Josh grabbed her elbow and whirled her toward the opening in the panel. Get back, he whispered. His body pressed closer to her as he pulled her into the dark corner. Ill meet you out back before dawn.

Before Bethanie could comment, he shoved her back through the opening. She watched in fear as he pulled the panel almost closed. From her darkened bedroom, she saw Joshs movements through the slit opening. He darted across the dimly lit room. One hand silently pulled the door open as the other rested lightly on his gun.

To Bethanies surprise a priest stood in the hall. His face was in shadows under his hood, reminding her of the Angel of Death.

Brother Michael. Josh greeted the priest warmly with a brisk slap on the holy mans back. He grabbed the brown robes of the priests shoulders and began pulling him in before Brother Michael could speak. Then, Josh quickly secured the door.

Joshua, my son, the young priest whispered, as he removed his hood to reveal sandy hair and a bearded boyish face. His eyes were light blue with an interesting alloy of kindness and mischief.

Bethanie watched in fascination through the crack as the two men shook hands. They were alike in age and height, but all their features varied. Josh with his dark earth brown eyes and black hair contrasted with Michaels sky blue eyes and sandy curls. Each was goodlooking in a strong, independent way.

Pretty good cover, Mike complimented himself. Nobody pays any attention to me when Im dressed like this. My guess is I could stay right here when the outfit has this big meeting next week, and they wouldnt even notice me.

Now wait a minute, Mike, Josh interrupted. I know youd like to stay around, but things are just too hot here for you right now. Youre going to be needed at the roundup. Ben says theres bound to be trouble.

Oh, your brother is a worrier. Mike grunted and moved to the bed. The roundup doesnt sound near as much fun as being here. Id give these robes to know whos the boss of this operation. He flopped unceremoniously onto the bedcovers and stretched out with his hands locked behind his head. The bed bounced slowly to a creaky halt beneath his weight.

Josh shook his head in mock irritation as he slapped at Michaels mud-covered boots. I doubt Ill get any sleep tonight, but should I have the chance, a clean bed would be nice.

Mike crossed his boots, disinterested in Joshs penchant for neatness. Id sure think twice before closing my eyes in this place. I wouldnt be surprised if our host, Wilbur Brewer, is the boss himself.

Josh shook his head. No way�he hasnt got the brains. He looked at the yellowed ceiling. Speaking of Wilbur, Ive got some bad news. He wants me to take his wife, daughter, and niece out of here with me tomorrow. Seems hes heard some stories about a few of his business partners and doesnt want his womenfolk around.

What? Mike yelled and sat up. Hellfire and brimstone, Josh! We cant have three women with us. The ridings hard and fast once we hit open country.

Josh nodded. I know, I know. But he threatened to blow my cover. Im not real fond of being shot.

Mikes face brightened. Lets leave tonight and avoid him. I can be ready in an hour.

No, Josh answered flatly. We can take them as far as Bens ranch. He can see they get a stage from there. I gave my word to his niece and I aim to keep it.

I dont know. Its dangerous travelin with women right now. More white people have been murdered by Indians in Texas in the last year than I figure were killed all together before. Its bad enough dying, but what those savages do to the womenfolk aint fit to talk about in hell.

Ive made up my mind, Mike, Josh stated. Ill meet you out back at six tomorrow morning.

All right, aint no use arguing with you, I can see that. Youre probably the stubbornest man in Texas, next to your brother. Must be somethin in the Weston bloodline. Mike rose from the bed, not bothering to straighten the covers. Ill go collect my gear and get a few hours sleep. You brought me a horse, didnt you? It might look funny for a priest to be caught stealing one.

Sure, I brought one, Josh answered as he unlocked the door. But I still need to buy another for one of the ladies.

Well, good luck. I hear there aint a horse for sale for twenty miles, Mike added as he touched the doorknob. Ill see you at six, my son. Without another word Mike pulled his hood low and vanished from the room. Josh waited a few minutes before blowing out the candle and disappearing out the same door.



Though it was not yet ten oclock, the town already rested sleepily under low, brooding clouds. Spring was an unpredictable, sometimes treacherous time in Texas. Josh walked across the street toward the stables with the casual grace of a powerful animal. Most people had already retired for the evening. Many of the stores were boarded up and abandoned. The war had crippled more than just men; many businesses folded when Confederate money became worthless. Without federal troops, and with most young men gone to war, the wild, nomadic Indians had enjoyed a field day attacking poorly defended settlements. The once wide frontier line retreated east and south, allowing survivors to nurse their wounds and plead for federal troops to reopen forts from the Red River to the Rio Grande.

Josh felt an itchiness deep within himself to leave and avoid not only natures coming storm but the human one as well. When Wilburs friends hit town, the small, sleeping settlement would feel it like sandcastles after a wave. If his brother Ben was right, the men meeting here were planning to control the cattle industry in Texas. If so, all the state might feel the ripple if these men werent stopped somehow.

Josh looked about him, searching each shadowed corner for movement, but the streets were sleeping. San Antonio had suffered many times and always seemed to be able to rebuild. Great men may have died here, like Jim Bowie and Davy Crockett, but the townspeople, like ants after a windstorm, rebuilt their homes with unlimited diligence. These nameless settlers were the ones who would eventually tame this wild land, not with guns, but with hammers and plows.

It seemed as if all his life Josh had been riding into troubled weather. If it werent Indian raids or Mexican bandits crossing the border, there were always a few men like Wilbur Brewer out to make quick money at others expense. Josh was bone-tired. The war had knocked all the fight out of him, and now he longed to settle down in peace. He removed his hat and shook his hair in the wind. Peace had never seemed farther away to him than it did at this moment.

Josh stepped cautiously into the darkened stable. Except for a filthy stable boy curled asleep in an empty stall, the barn was deserted. Josh nudged the boy lightly with his boot. Hey, kid, wake up.

The boy rolled over and rubbed his eyes with dirty fists. Yeah, whata you want? He thrashed amid the straw to his feet as if he could, in his small way, defend the stable.

I need to buy a couple of horses, tonight, Josh answered, wishing he had a washtub handy to throw the boy into. The kid smelled more like a horse than a boy.

Whats wrong with them two you rode in with awhile ago? the boy asked.

Nothing, I just need another for a friend. One thats gentle, if youve got one, and another for supplies. About dawn Ill want my extra saddle put on the horse I led in.

The filth-covered child shook his head. I can saddle your horses, but I aint got any for sale. Fact is, the only horses I got in this place besides yours and my own nag are three that belong to the hotel keeper. He already told me hell be usin two of em tomorrow.

Josh thought for a minute. Saddle all three of his. Ill make arrangements with the hotel owner. If they traveled light, they could make do without a packhorse. He knew Wilbur would plan to keep the third horse here in case he needed it. Well, Wilbur would find himself afoot after tomorrow. He couldnt accuse his own niece of being a horse thief.

The boy straightened to his full five-foot height. Ill have em ready at five, mister, but there be one question, the kid asserted.

What is it? Josh asked, fishing in his pocket for a coin to give the lad.

Id like to trail along with you. The boy stood tall. My familys all gone, and Id just as soon not be in town when trouble blows in. Ive been watching the past few days, and somethings gettin ready to happen.

Sorry, son, Josh answered, feeling regretful about the kid. Youll be better off here than with me.

Beggin your pardon, mister, but my best chances are with you. The kid slung his brown hair out of his eyes. And that priest, he added with a glint of intelligence in his light brown eyes.

What makes you think I have anything to do with a priest? Josh tilted his head in interest. If this boy had put him and Mike together, who else would have?

Simple, mister. The kid scratched his dirty hair. I seen him go over to the hotel an hour or so ago, and I know youre the only stranger in town stayin there. The fat old toad who runs the place has never been the religious sort.

Youre a smart kid. Why do you want to travel with me? Josh smiled at the dirty suntanned face. Nature had been monotonous in his coloring, for face, eyes, and hair were all a sandy brown. Josh wondered, if clean, the boys hair might have golden lines as did his eyes when they turned to the light.

Ive been waiting for you. The kid smiled slyly. My brother was a Ranger. He showed me somethin once. The kid moved to where Josh had stacked his two-saddles. He slipped his first two fingers between the leather of the saddle on the right side. Slowly he drew out a silver badge, the emblem of the Texas Rangers. The metal shone brightly between the boys muddy fingers. My brother told me if a Ranger wants to travel unnoticed he slides his badge in here. He said all Rangers do this from time to time, but nobody else knows this hidin place. He only told me because he knew I would be a Ranger as soon as I got big enough. The boy seemed certain of his ambition.

Josh smiled easily. What makes you think you have any proof? Maybe I bought the saddle or stole it.

Maybe you did, mister. The boy seemed to already have thought of that angle. Or maybe you, or that priest, is really a Ranger. You both got beards, and I aint seen many Rangers without beards. I figure Ill take my chances. If I dont cotton to riding with you, I can always take out on my own. I know the country as well as any man.

How old are you? Josh asked, wondering how many years this child thought it took to make a man.

Fourteen, almost fifteen. The boy kicked at the straw, obviously trying to distract from his lie.

Josh knew the little fellow could be no more than ten or eleven at the most, but he figured a man had a right to his secrets, even if the man was only half grown. Whats your name, son? Josh questioned.

Dustin Barfield, but folks call me Dusty.

Josh remembered Sam Barfield who was killed at an Indian battle along the Pease River in 1860. Colonel Ross had called Sam a fine man and an asset to the Rangers, but Josh made no comment about it to the boy.

Dont you have any family around here, Dusty? Josh asked, knowing he must not or he couldnt possibly look so unkempt.

No. The boy smiled, knowing this stranger was considering taking him along. But I got a horse, a gun, and even a watch with initials on it.

Josh almost laughed out loud. The child wanted him to know he was no street bum by telling of a treasured watch. I must be losing my mind, but you can tag along. If we make it across the open country, I know a ranch that could use a good man. Josh put the emphasis on man. Have the horses saddled early, and Ill be over an hour before dawn.

Yes, sir. Dusty smiled, spreading white teeth from ear to ear.

And put that badge back where you found it. Youd better forget you ever saw it, Josh snapped, with as much sternness as he could muster. You know the Rangers are inactive now.

Yes, sir. Dusty muttered again. But not for long.

Josh turned and started back to the hotel shaking his head. The kid was right; a Ranger didnt do the jobs that needed doing just for the pay. If Texas hadnt had the Rangers during the war, there might not be a settler left in the whole state.

Josh decided he must be getting soft in the head. First, he was trapped into taking two women into the wildest country in Texas, then the redhead, and now a boy. This trip might not be the easiest hed ever tried, but it certainly promised to be the most interesting. And maybe the most dangerous.







Chapter Three

True to her word, Bethanie said nothing about her plans to accompany the other women and Josh Weston out of San Antonio. She packed for Allison, while her cousin rattled incessantly with excitement. The tiny blonde was unaware of any danger in traveling, seeing her adventure only as an outing. Bethanie decided in Allisons case ignorance was probably a blessing and she wouldnt frighten her cousin with reality.

With Allison finally settled in for a few hours sleep, Bethanie began preparing for her own journey. Tiptoeing down to the kitchen, she rummaged through a load of clean clothes shed just washed for a man and his three sons. Though the garments were worn, she managed to find two pairs of pants and a shirt that looked close to her size. She crossed the darkened kitchen to a ghostly white jar on the top shelf of a pie cabinet. Martha always stashed household money in the vessel, including all the change Bethanie earned doing laundry. Hoping to pay for the clothes she was taking, Bethanie pulled two bills out and quickly stuffed them deep into the laundry basket.

Bethanie jumped as a noise rumbled from her aunts room above the kitchen. Hurriedly, she cradled the bundle of clothes to her chest and darted for the front lobby in hope of avoiding any further encounters with her aunt or uncle. The last thing she wanted was for them to discover her plan to leave.

Halfway across the lobby, Bethanie froze in mid-step as the office door creaked open. Her uncle must have come downstairs and, like her, hadnt bothered to turn up the lights. Bethanie watched his face shine in the yellow glow through the windows. Wilburs fat lips spread across dingy teeth into an ugly greeting. Bethanie could tell by his stance that hed been drinking.

Well, Bethanie, Wilbur slurred the words. Alcohol had loosened his bottom lip making the wet pink mass unmanageable. Did you come down to say good night to your dear old uncle?

No, Bethanie answered, slowly easing her way past him. I had to finish some laundry.

About that, girl He staggered toward her as he spoke. After tomorrow, I dont think youll have to earn extra money.

Wilbur stood only a few inches from Bethanie in the shadow between windows. After tomorrow, he repeated in a hoarsely whispered promise. She could feel his foul breath against her cheek. I think I have another idea about how you can earn your keep. His short, fat finger danced in front of her face almost hitting her nose.

Bethanie leaned back in horror. She didnt want to ignite his temper for fear of awakening the entire household. When he was drunk, he could be as hard to handle as greased liver. Shed even seen Martha back away from a confrontation. Good night, Uncle, Bethanie managed to say with as much resolution as she could muster.

Wilburs hand reached and encircled Bethanies neck, startling her with his swift action. His porky fingers closed around her slender throat like a vise. He pulled her toward him, seemingly unmindful that he was choking her. How about a little sample of your future work? he groaned just before his huge mouth covered half her face.

Bethanie was suddenly suffocating in the fleshiness of his features. As she struggled to free herself, his fingers closed tighter around her neck, bruising their imprints into her skin. Bethanie fought for her very life. Lack of air was rapidly drawing her world closed around her. Her one free fist struck endlessly against his chest with seemingly no effect.

A door opened somewhere upstairs; an instant later Marthas sharp voice sounded. Wilbur, did you find that letter?

Wilburs face moved away from Bethanie with a frustrated growl. He released her throat and let his hand drag down the front of her dress as she gulped for air. Comin, he yelled toward the stairs.

Bethanie could hear Marthas steps retreating. She knew if she screamed, Martha would come downstairs. She also knew that Martha would find a way to blame everything on her. There was no telling what her aunt might do to her. Bethanie had to see that nothing came between her and freedom at dawn.

Wilbur leaned closer and whispered, Were goin to have fun. Ill have no trouble from you; Ill bet on that. If you want to be walking tomorrow, girl, youd better not mention this to anyone. His laughter made a hissing sound between his teeth. Not that anyone would help you.

His fingers pulled at the buttons running down the front of her dress as his sour breath heaved in nauseating waves across her face. Youre lucky. I could just tie you to the storage-room floor and have my fun any time, but I need someone to cook and clean, so Ill let you have the run of the place as long as you behave yourself.

Bethanie stood frozen in disbelief, her fists clenched tightly inside the folds of her bundle of clothes. She tried closing her eyes to make him go away, afraid to speak and provoke him further. Just a few more hours and she would be away, forever free of him.

His lips spread in a predatory smile. Your time is long past comin, girl. He moved his hand across her chest and pulled at her blouse. One fat arm slid around her waist pinning her to him, as he continued to finger her clothing. The buttons seemed to defy him as Bethanie struggled. She fought to keep from crying out as anger and fear danced frantically atop the adrenalin in her veins.

In drunken frustration, Wilbur cursed Bethanie and her clothing as he pulled her into the spans of his stomach. Bethanie freed one arm as he ripped her blouse open, sending buttons flying in the darkness. He shoved his fingers between her dress and camisole until his hand covered the thin material over her breast. Slim you may be, but ready to pick. He squeezed her breast painfully until her wild fighting stopped.

Thats better, girl. He whispered as he loosened his grip and began to rub her nipple cruelly with the palm of his hand, forcing her breast first one direction then another. You may be still now, but I can see the fire in them green eyes of yours. Youll be full of spunk.

Bethanies breathing was irregular with fright. If she moved an inch to escape, his fingers closed over her soft mound with sadistic force. When she gasped to keep from crying out, she could feel Wilbur chuckle with delight. As she stood suffocating in pain and fear, he once more began his cruel circular movements over her tender flesh. His hot breath brushed her neck as he laughed and lowered his mouth to the soft flesh at her shoulder. His hot, stubbly face was like a slimy creature gnawing at her. Bethanie wanted to scream as he buried his teeth and began to suck her blood to the surface, but no sound would leave her lips.

Slobbering on her skin, he whispered, We gonna have some fun in a few hours. You best remember somethin, I could kill you and there aint no one in this town whod notice. Besides, he bit at her flesh painfully, you might even start to enjoy it. His fingers began to pull at her camisole as he explained his long-awaited plans for her in detail.

Wilbur released his grip instantly at the sound of a door opening upstairs. He cursed the interruption as they heard footsteps. His hot palm slid off the thin material covering her breast and pushed her a few inches from him, as if he were discarding trash.

As Marthas form appeared on the landing, Bethanie broke free and ran back into the kitchen. She pulled her dress together and slipped behind the door, gulping each breath. She could hear Wilburs heavy steps ascending the front stairs and Martha bickering. Bethanie waited until all was quiet before darting silently out back into the cool night air. For several minutes she stood drinking in the calm of the night. Then she began to sob, low, uncontrollable cries of pain.

As her tears subsided, Bethanie crawled beneath the hotels wooden steps like a frightened animal in hiding. Here in the dirt she felt safe. She had always hated being in darkness, but now the night covered her pain. Fresh tears flowed down her cheeks as she stared into the blackness around her. She had no doubt about what her uncle planned for her if she didnt get away before dawn. His vulgar description echoed in her ears making her flesh crawl. She bit her lip until she tasted blood as she fought for control.

From the rooms above Bethanie, voices drifted out an open window. Did you bring the letter? Marthas impatient words sounded.

Sure, Wilbur answered, But I dont see why its so important.

Simple, you drunken old fool, Martha condemned. Do you think Bethanie would stay here if she knew her father was alive? The letter must be destroyed tonight. Once Im gone, youll stay drunk and Bethanie will have the run of the place. No matter where we put the letter theres a chance she might find it.

But he aint no father to her, anyway. Runnin out on her mother like that, Wilbur slurred self-righteously, as if he were a good example.

Bethanie could hear them moving about their room. There, the letters burned along with my link with Bethanies father. Now she can stay here and help out. Shes better off than with some old seaman anyway.

The voices lowered into mumbles as her aunt and uncle retired for a few hours sleep. Bethanie cradled her knees to her chest, deep in thought. She knew little about her father. The news that he was alive was not surprising, for her mother had never spoken of him as if he were dead. The knowledge that he was looking for her was shocking, but Bethanie saw the news as one more reason to leave. She didnt care about a letter. Any man who would leave her mother wasnt worth finding. Shed seen the pain in her mothers face each time shed asked questions. Somehow the answers were never important enough to invoke the sadness in her mothers eyes.

Bethanie knew her mother, Mary, had left home at fifteen after her parents deaths to join a religious group of nearby Shakers. They were a kind, loving people who taught her a great deal about cooking and nursing. The Shakers believed men and women were equal, so when her mother showed an interest in working with animals they encouraged her. Shakers value three virtues: celibacy, industry, and cleanliness. Mary met Mariah, Bethanies father, when she was twenty. She told Bethanie once that she thought his name was music to say. Mary and Mariah often talked, but even though the Shakers believed men and women equal, they were not allowed to work together. He had been an orphan from birth, and the Shakers had kindly taken him in. They named him after the ship that brought the original Brothers and Sisters to America. Once, her mother had said that he was a tall man, three years her senior, with dark red hair.

Mary never blamed Mariah. When Bethanie was born, they left the Shakers. Before three winters had passed, Mariah left his wife and child, never to return. Mary wouldnt rejoin the Shakers, yet she kept their ways all her life. After several moves, Mary settled in as a cook on a small horse ranch. Here, with few people around, she found the only peace shed ever known.

Tears rolled down Bethanies cheeks in the darkness. She wanted so much to curl up in her mothers lap and let her brush away all the sadness. But her mother was dead. There was no one but herself to rely on.

Bethanie rubbed her bruised neck, remembering Wilburs grip. His stubby whiskers had cut her face with their roughness. In the past six months he and Martha had chipped away all her faith in mankind. In a cramped corner under the porch, Bethanie allowed her belief in people to crumble. Sometime after midnight, she came to one firm conclusion. If she were to survive, she must rely only on herself, no one else. There in the darkness the meek, trusting child died within her. The bruises on her neck would fade in a few days, but the scars on her heart would remain. A steel will to survive forged within her. She was not like her parents. She would not give up. She vowed to fight and survive. Shed go somewhere, anywhere, and make it on her own.



An hour before dawn, Josh waited behind the hotel holding three horses. He watched Bethanie step from the back door and move toward him as a single lantern splattered pathetic light. She was dressed in pants, as hed instructed, with a baggy plaid shirt tucked around her small waist. She carried an old, half-filled saddlebag at her side. Her hair was bound into a tight bun at the back of her neck. The harsh clothing did little to hide her gentle womanly grace. Fascinated, Josh studied her as she moved toward him, wondering what her life had been this past year since the war. Judging from what he had seen, her road had not been easy.

Youre on time, Josh stated simply as he handed her the reins to one of the horses. I brought you a jacket and hat. He didnt bother to tell her they were his own. Wed best cover up that hair of yours if you want to get out of town unnoticed.

Thanks. Bethanie pulled the hat on and slipped on the jacket he offered.

As Josh strapped on her saddlebag, he commented, You sure pack light for a girl.

I have little, Bethanie stated flatly as she stepped one foot into the stirrup.

Josh moved behind her, his hands encircling her waist to help her into the saddle. With sudden, unexpected violence, Bethanie jerked free. Josh couldnt believe the flash of hatred that reflected in her eyes as she turned to face him.

Her words were low and sharp. One thing wed better straighten out now, Mister Weston. We made a deal to get me out of here, but no more. I dont care what your business with my uncle was, but it is vital you understand. You are never to touch me. Her voice was only a whisper, yet Josh could hear the steel in her tone. If you cant honor that, Id rather strike out on my own. I wont be handled by any man.

Josh backed off a step, idly twisting the ring which had belonged to Bethanies grandfather. Any anger he might have felt at her unjustified criticism was overshadowed by curiosity as to the cause of her strong reaction. He held up his hands in surrender. Bethanie, if thats your wish, Ill respect it. I had no intention of harming you, only to help you up. Even in the dim yellow light, he could see her fiery green eyes challenging him, questioning his word.

I need no help. Bethanie spoke the words with a newfound bitterness. Dont ever touch me again.

Josh could see she was nearly at a breaking point. He watched as she pulled herself into the saddle with the easy motion of one accustomed to riding. He wanted to say something, anything, to reassure her, but knew she wouldnt believe him. If he wanted her trust, he must earn it.

Josh turned as he heard Dusty approaching with the other horses. The boy was whistling in high spirits. Josh smiled to himself. Dusty reminded him of his brother. Ben would have loved going on an adventure like this when he was Dustys age. Josh had a feeling that if he could get Dusty to the ranch, he and Ben would hit it off.

Dusty, tie the ladies horses up over there. I want you two to ride on ahead. Josh pointed to Bethanie as he gave the order. When you reach the edge of town, wait for us there.

You bet, Dusty answered. He was too young to question the logic of this action. He signaled to Bethanie, and they rode into the shadows.

Josh stood for several minutes staring after them. The girl intrigued him even more this morning than she had last night. He wondered what had happened in the past few hours that had made her so bitter. One thing he knew, the open country would be safer for her than here with that lusting old goat of an uncle. Josh wished there were some way to ease her pain. For the first time in his life, he had the urge to take a woman in his arms and just hold her. Bethanie had made it plain that was the very thing she didnt want.

A muffled step sounded in the alley. Joshs hand rested lightly on his gun handle as he searched the shadows.

Michael, completely covered by his brown robes, walked out of the darkness. Jumpy this morning, my son. Michael joked, Where are the ladies?

They should be down in a few minutes, Josh answered. Theres only two. Ill explain later. He slapped Mike on the shoulder. And stop calling me son. I cant believe youd fool many people with these robes.

Fine, my son. Mike ignored Joshs command. Did you bring my rifle? Mike lifted his robes and checked the Colt strapped to his leg.

Sure. Josh laughed at the comical sight his friend made.

Mike replaced his robe and folded his hands in an appropriate priestly gesture. Laugh now, while youve got the chance, for I plan on sheddin this blanket as soon as I get out of town.

No, I think you should play along for a few days. Maybe even until we get the ladies dropped off. The wife might drop one of the names were looking for, if she thinks were harmless. Josh pitched a rifle to Mike.

Mike caught the weapon with the ease of a trained juggler. Anything you say. Id wear this getup for a month to know whos planning Wilburs meeting. Ive watched him for a week and, Josh, you may be right about him. I dont think hes got the brains to ramrod an operation that would control the cattle industry.

Josh nodded. He had talked with Wilbur once too often to believe the man had any intelligence. Well talk it over with Ben when we get to the ranch.

The back door to the hotel opened wide and Wilbur stormed out. He seemed irritated by the bundles he carried and quickly pushed them toward Josh. Taking the load, Josh groaned. He should have guessed Bethanies aunt and cousin couldnt pack as lightly as she had.

Wilbur turned his bloodshot eyes from Josh to Mike. Whos this? he blurted out as he waved a porky finger toward Mike.

Wilbur Brewer, may I introduce Father Michael. He will be riding with us as far as the mission near Fort Worth, Josh answered, noticing Wilburs sudden smile.

Wilbur pumped Mikes hand as he grinned. He was obviously delighted a priest was accompanying his wife and daughter. Glad youre goin along, Father, Wilbur said. Youll have to excuse me this morning, Im feelin poorly, plus the girl who works here is hiding out somewhere. But no great worry, Ill find her.

Josh could see impatient lust in Wilburs eyes. The old man was probably thinking of what fun he was going to have. Josh smiled to himself, knowing he was spoiling Wilburs plans.

In a flurry of chatter, the women joined the men outside. Josh made the necessary introductions. Wilbur grunted a good-bye and disappeared back into the hotel, leaving Josh and Mike to help the women mount their horses. Being with these women was like listening to an off-key melody, Josh thought. Martha was sharp and treated everyone like a servant except Allison, whom she treated as a child. Josh gritted his teeth as Allison complained for the second time before they were out of sight of the hotel. He seriously considered making a mad run for it.

As the sun edged over the horizon, Josh and his small band spotted Dusty and Bethanie. Josh rode a length ahead of the others, thankful Mike seemed content to ride with the chattery women. He studied the rolling countryside now green with spring. In a few months the hot sun would bleach the colors into muted hues of brown. Compared to the rich blue-greens of Ohio, where he had met Bethanie and her mother, the pale color of this country seemed thinned by too much water in the paints. To his way of thinking, Bethanie and Allison could be compared in the same way. Bethanie with her vivid coloring made Allison seem washed out, lifeless.

Josh moved up beside Bethanie as they reached the edge of town. In a low voice, not meant to be heard by the other women, Josh asked, Bethanie, you wanta ride up ahead with me for a while, until, were well away?

Bethanie nodded, understanding his logic. She had no wish to face her aunt yet.

Dusty, ride back with the women and the priest. Josh smiled at the boy. He seemed to have made an effort to clean up a bit. Josh couldnt help but like the kid and hoped hed made the right decision to bring him along. This wild country was no place for children, but Dusty seemed strong in spirit, if not yet grown. He reminded Josh of a determined little turtle born with his survival instinct fully developed.

Dusty reined his horse and saluted as he turned and galloped back to the others.

Josh and Bethanie rode in silence for an hour. He studied her out of the corner of one eye. He could not miss the bruises around her neck or the puffiness of her eyes from crying. He watched the way she sat proud and straight in the saddle as she stared ahead, deep in her own thoughts. Even in rags she was the most beautiful woman hed ever seen.

Toward noon, they stopped to water the horses and eat a few bites of beef jerky. As Martha climbed down from her horse, she spotted Bethanies face for the first time. Bethanie! she shouted in anger. What in the devil are you doing here? Her fingers clenched into fists as she stormed at Bethanie like a raging bull. You have no right to be here.

Josh watched Bethanie stiffen. I paid my way just as you did, she answered, keeping her voice under tight control.

Whered you get that kind of money? Marthas face was twisted with surprise and anger. Well, you just turn around and ride back. Wilbur needs your help, useless as you are at the hotel.

Bethanie dusted the dirt from her pants as she avoided Marthas stare. Im sorry, Aunt Martha, but I no longer wish to live with you and Uncle Wilbur. Ill make my own way now, without your help.

Why, you thankless little tramp, Martha screamed. Youll be sleeping on the streets within a month. Martha raised her hand to slap her niece.

Josh had had enough of this crow. He stepped between the two women, catching Marthas hand in midair. Thats enough, Mrs. Brewer. Your niece paid me the same amount as you did to come along, Josh lied. He wasnt about to mention his and Bethanies agreement to this old woman, whose heart must be the size of a raisin.

You stay out of whats none of your business. This ungrateful girl was holdin out money while she lived off our good nature for six months, Martha shouted, unwilling to give up her fight. Shes trash, just like her mother. A second-generation whore, probably destined to breed bastard children.

Bethanies head jerked up, a fiery hatred burning toward Martha. Her fists doubled as she took a step toward her aunt, no longer able to restrain herself.

Josh stepped between them. He couldnt turn this old alley cat loose on a kitten like Bethanie. Well, thats not exactly the way I see it. Josh fought to keep calm. White lines edged the tiny wrinkles around his mouth. The memory of Bethanies beautiful mother flashed in his mind. He remembered her sad eyes, which had looked as if theyd taken decades to accumulate so much heartbreak. Now he watched the daughter, strong and silent before him. Bethanie, hold out your hands, please.

Bethanie looked at Josh, puzzlement brushing away her anger. She opened her hands palm up to him. Her silent action told him, more than words, of her trust in him.

Now, Mrs. Brewer, your hands. Josh reached for the older womans hands. Marthas skin was smooth, whereas Bethanies was raw and calloused from work. It appears to me you got more than your money back on her keep. He turned toward Martha, anger hardening his every muscle. Ill hear no more from you. Is that understood? Unless you prefer riding alone the rest of the way?

Fear avalanched in Marthas eyes. Ill say no more now. She glared past Josh to Bethanie, her eyes promising to continue her fight later.

Josh turned and walked down to where Mike and Allison stood watering the horses. They were oblivious to the argument behind them. The two had hit it off during the morning ride and now were laughing together as Josh approached.

Josh, my son, Michael smiled as he pushed his hood further back off his sunny hair. If youll take over here, Ill take Miss Allison up to sit in the shade.

Sure. Josh reached for the loose reins. Mike was playing his role of priest to the hilt. He seemed fascinated with the tiny woman-child.

Allison slipped her small fingers into the crook of Mikes arm. Im very glad youre traveling with us, she whispered in a honey-sweet tone. Its so nice to be able to talk with someone. What better companion than a man of the cloth? She lowered her blue china-doll eyes in a movement designed to attract attention.

As they moved away, Josh laughed to himself. He wondered how long Mike would be able to keep up his Father Michael act with pretty little Allison around. She was a beauty, but Josh had found himself shying away from that flirty kind of woman. He doubted she was as helpless as she acted.

Bethanie stepped up beside Josh and patted the aging roan she had been riding since dawn. Her voice was soft as she spoke to Josh without looking in his direction. Id like to thank you for not telling Aunt Martha about our agreement.

Josh knew it was hard for Bethanie to thank him. He studied the dark purple marks along her neck and felt anger boil in his blood. Forget it. We have a deal. Youll help me out later when we get to the ranch. Our agreement doesnt concern anyone else. He thought for a moment, then added, You can ride up front as scout with me if you like. She had been honest when she said she rode better than most men.

Id like that, Bethanie answered without smiling. Josh knew her decision was based more on her dislike of her aunts company than on her enjoyment of his.

If Im to help you scout, Id better tell you I saw an Indian a few miles back along the ridge to the west. Bethanie whispered as if her voice might alarm everyone.

I know. Josh tightened the girth on one of the horses and tried not to notice the effect her nearness had on him. I saw him, too. Apache, Id guess, from his looks. Hes following us. What bothers me is the son of the devil doesnt seem to care that weve spotted him. If he were alone, we would never have seen him.

Thats what I was afraid youd say, Bethanie added as she mounted, no fear in her words.

Josh was proud to see no panic in her manner, only the cautious alertness instinctive to those who managed to stay alive in this open country. She was not like most women who jumped at the first sight of an Indian. This always bothered Josh, because most Indians were as peaceful as the white man. He laughed to himself; that wasnt saying much in a country where theyd been fighting each other for four years. The only real threat to Texans were the Plains tribes who had such a heritage of freedom that they could not accept the reservations. Should Josh and his group run into them, the Indians would kill the men and take the women captive.

Mount up, everyone, Josh shouted over his shoulder. Weve got a long ride before dark.

Josh made no effort to help Martha or Bethanie, but he noticed Mike assisted Allison into the saddle with loving care. As they began to move out, Josh rode alongside Mike for a few minutes. They exchanged plans, then Josh rode ahead to Bethanies side.

Josh leaned slightly toward her as he spoke. If theres trouble, stay close to me.

Bethanie nodded slightly as she pushed a strand of shiny red hair from her cheek.

Josh found it difficult to continue his line of thinking with this beauty so near. Should we be attacked, you and I are going to have to ride like the wind. The Indians will follow us, figuring we are the menfolks. Mike and Dusty will stay with the women and take off in the other direction. Josh smiled at her with a twinkle of mischief in his dark brown eyes. You think you can keep up if we have to run for it?

A tiny smile touched the corner of her lip. I can keep up.

Josh knew he was placing her in great danger, but somehow he didnt want to leave her. With luck his plan would never have to be implemented, and they would ride quietly to Bens ranch. But something told Josh, with an Indian already following them, that luck wouldnt be in abundance this trip.
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