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  Mosqueros, Texas, 1867


  Sophie heard God in every explosion of thunder as she listened to the awesome power of the approaching storm. But there was more. There was something comingsomething more than rain.


  Over the distant rumble, Sophie Edwards heard pounding hoof-beats. Her heart sped up, matching the pace. The horse came fast. Something about the way it ran echoed the desperation in the pulsing of Sophie’s heart.


  Sophie whirled to race inside the cabin. Exhausted after another day of grinding work, she prayed for strength and courage. God would have to provide it; she had none left. She scrambled into her disguise and waited until the last minute to wake the children, hoping the rider would pass on. She stood near the can that held the vile-smelling Hector scarf, hoping she wouldn’t need it.


  Was this the night someone would come for her and the girls? The night she couldn’t talk fast enough or hide well enough to survive this rugged, lonely life?


  The back of Sophie’s neck prickled in horror as the horse veered from the main trail and came toward her cabin. For a second, she thought the rider meant to come to her place, but there was no letup of the running hooves. Sophie’s fear changed. No one could safely ride the narrow, rocky trail down the slopes of the creek bank behind her cabin at that speed.


  The horse charged on. Sophie could hear it blowing hard, its wind broken, the saddle leather creaking. She hated the rider for abusing his mount, but inside Sophie knew it wasn’t the rider’s fault. This pacethis reckless, dark ridecould only mean one thing.


  Pursuit!


  And pursuit might mean a fleeing criminal with a posse on his trail. But not all pursued men were justly accused. No one knew that better than Sophie.


  She almost ran out to wave the rider down. She let fear freeze her for a second. Then, ashamed, she grabbed at the door latch on her ramshackle cabin, praying, “Help me, Lord. Help me, help me, help me.” Her prayers, like her life, had been stripped to bare bones.


  The horse stormed past the heavy brush that concealed the house.


  “No! Stop!” Sophie dashed out the door and down the stoop. “Stop! The cliff!”


  She was too late. The rider was past. Within seconds she heard the dreadful screams of the falling animal, the coarse shouts of terror ripped from the throat of the rider.


  Rocks dislodged along the top of the bank as Sophie ran in the direction of the accident. There was the rumble of falling rocks and the softer sound of the horse’s big body striking stone as it plunged thirty feet to the creek below, neighing its fear and pain into the night. She heard the splash as the avalanche, and its unwilling cause, hit the moving water below.


  She skidded to a halt and her long, white nightgown billowed around her. A gust whipped her blond hair across her eyes. Blinded for a moment, a cold, logical part of her mind told her that the best way to handle this was simply to ignore it and go back to bed.


  But God asked more of her than cold logic. He even asked more of her than her own survival. It was a relief to admit it, because her strongest survival instincts couldn’t stop her from going to someone in need, and she was glad to have God’s support in the matter. She whirled away from the embankment and ran back to the house.


  “Girls!” Her voice lashed like a whip in the darkness. The girls would be so frightened to be awakened this way, but there was no choice. If ever a family had learned to do what needed to be done, it was the Edwardses. “Girls, someone’s fallen on the creek path.”


  Sophie tore at her disguise, putting everything in its place with lightning speed. She couldn’t ever afford to be unprepared. “I need help. I’m going down. Mandy, bring the rope and the lantern and follow me. Beth, catch Hector and bring him. Don’t take time to get dressed: just pull on your shoes. Sally, stay with Laura. Get blankets out and heat water. If he’s alive he’ll need doctoring.”


  Sophie heard the girls jump out of bed as she headed outside in her nightgown with untied boots on her feet.


  She saw where he’d gone over and her stomach lurched. He couldn’t have picked a worse drop. She stumbled and skidded toward the bottom of the creek, risking her own neck on the treacherous path.


  Hearing Amanda call out from overhead, Sophie yelled, “Down here, Mandy. Quickly.” Sophie picked her way over the jumble of dirt and stones edging the swollen waters of the creek. In the starless night, she couldn’t make out anything. She glanced behind her and saw, with relief, ten-year-old Mandy coming with a brightly lit kerosene lantern.


  Sophie continued to scramble over the debris. She stepped in mud and sank until water overflowed her boot. The thunder came more steadily now, until it was a constant collision of sound. The approaching lightning gained enough strength to light up even the depths of the creek.


  Feeling her way, on her hands and knees now, she tried to pierce the utter darkness with her vision. Where is he, Lord?


  A wailing wind cried at them that it was bringing disaster in its wake. Suddenly, the thunder and lightning held a worse threat than savage rain. The storm was coming from the north. It was probably already raining upstream. The creek might flood without a single drop of water falling here. And she now stood in the path of that flash flood. Worse still, she’d just ordered her children to come after her.


  Sophie listened intently for the roar of oncoming water. She heard nothing. They still had time.


  Mandy caught up with her. “Here’s the lantern and rope.”


  Sophie took the lantern. “A rider and horse went over that drop-off. Help me find him, and hurry! It’s raining up north!”


  Her girls had lived in their little thicket hideaway long enough to know what it meant when rain came in from the north. Sophie saw Mandy glance fearfully over her shoulder into the darkness of the creek. Then, practical girl that Mandy was, she started searching for the rider.


  “Oh, Ma. Can he have lived?” Mandy went ahead of Sophie to the very edge of the dimly illuminated area.


  “I don’t know, honey,” Sophie said grimly as she surveyed the area, looking for a glimpse of fabric or a bit of horsehide. “I don’t hear him. He might be buried under these rocks. He might have been swept away by the creek. We only have a few minutes to search.”


  “Here, Ma. I think I found him!” Mandy’s voice was sharp with excitement. A bolt of lightning lit up Mandy’s frightened face. Sophie saw Mandy’s blue eyes, so like her own, glow in the jagged glare. Her blond hair, identical to Sophie’s and the other girls’, hung bedraggled and muddy to her waist.


  Sophie rushed to her daughter’s side and saw a single hand, coated with dirt, extending from a pile of mud and rocks. The two of them fell to the ground and began digging away the soil. They ignored the tear of jagged stones on their hands and the damage to their nightgowns, the only ones they owned. Sophie heard soft trudging steps as Hector came down the creek path. She dug faster, knowing that with the mule’s help they could move the man as soon as they freed him.


  Another rumble of thunder sounded closer. The lightning lanced the sky just as Sophie uncovered the stranger’s face and pushed away the mud. The man was utterly still. As limp as in death. She didn’t stop to check his condition. If there was life left in him after the fall, the suffocating dirt would snatch it away. She and Mandy uncovered his shoulders as eight-year-old Elizabeth came up.


  “Get this rope around his shoulders, Mandy. Beth, hitch it around Hector’s neck. We’ve got to get out of this creek before the water comes!” Even as she said it, Sophie heard the first distant crash of waves against the sides of the creek. Once the sound was audible, there were only minutes before the wall of water would sweep by their cabin.


  She kept digging as she shouted commands. She reached deep into the muck to make sure there were no heavy rocks pinning him. Her girls worked silently beside her, following her orders. Sophie felt a surge of pride in them so great, she knew it to be almost sinful.


  “Ready, Ma.” Mandy turned her attention from fastening the rope under the man’s arms and went back to digging.


  “Hector’s ready anytime, Ma,” Beth shouted over the raging wind. A bolt of lightning flashed brightly enough for Sophie to see the man. His legs were still well buried, but there were no rocks on him.


  He was so coated in mud that Sophie couldn’t have told anyone what he looked like. She remembered the desperate speed at which he’d ridden and thought again the word: pursuit. Yet no one had come along behind him.


  The thunder sounded again. The water roared ever nearer. Sophie shouted to be heard over the sound, “Once you start pulling, just take him all the way up! The floodwater is coming!”


  Sophie knew Elizabeth, her second born, would handle the stubborn, rawboned old mule better than she could. Hector was a cantankerous beast on the best of days, but he had a soft spot for Beth, as did most animals.


  Beth’s gentle cajoling urged Hector forward to take up the slack in the rope. Mandy knelt at the man’s head, and in the few remaining seconds, pushed more dirt off his arms and chest. Sophie braced herself to support his head and neck as he began to inch free. A bolt of lightning lit up their strange little group, this time with blinding brightness. The thunder sounded almost at the same instant. Sophie prayed for the man and asked God if the floodwater could just hold off another few minutes.


  In answer, God sent the first icy drip of rain down the back of her neck. Sophie took it as a heavenly warning to hurry.


  The man emerged slowly from the slide. As soon as he was free, with another lightning bolt to assist the lantern, Sophie yelled, “Keep going. All the way to the top of the bank. Mandy, you run ahead with the lantern.” Anything to get her girls to safety, even if she didn’t make it herself.


  She looked at the man, now being battered even further by his ride up the hill. His body was coated in mud. The slime helped him slide along the rough ground. One particularly nasty jolt over the rutted path almost woke him. He took a deep breath and turned his head sideways. He vomited up filthy, muddy water and gasped deeply for breath as he was dragged along. It was the first sign he was alive. Sophie kept to his side to make sure his head didn’t encounter a rock.


  The rugged upward trail twisted and turned. Just as it faced the north along one of its steeper sections, a bolt of lightning split the sky. Sophie saw a wall of water raging toward her like the wrath of God. “Faster, Beth! The floodwater’s coming! Get to the top!”


  Elizabeth kicked Hector and yelled. Sophie knew her mule well, and whatever unfortunate qualities Hector had, stupidity wasn’t one of them. She knew he headed for the top of that creek to save his own mangy mule hide, and if he saved the lot of them along with himself, well, that had nothing to do with him.


  The path snaked back to the south. A few more feet. Twenty at the most. Sophie knew the water would come along right to the top of the bank. It had been cut to its current depth by these raging torrents over thousands of years. Sophie glanced over her shoulder and saw it coming. They weren’t going to make it. Lightning lit up the sky just as Hector crested the top of the path. The roaring water changed to a scream. The thunder had become a constant jarring drumroll that only added to the fierce growl of the approaching flood. The rope dragged against the ground, and knowing she was out of time, Sophie reached down and twisted her arms through the rope that bound the man to the only anchor there was for them in the world.


  The water hit like a crashing fist. Sophie heard her own cry of fear as she was swept sideways. Her arms wrenched nearly from their sockets as the rope tightened. Her body, literally tied to the man, lifted with the angry waters. The flood caught them as if it were a greedy child not wanting to let go of its toy. Sophie had a second to despair of Hector’s strength and prayed Beth wouldn’t be swept away with the mule. Flood water filled her mouth. The life her precious babies had to face without her was the image she’d die with.


  Then they were up. They landed on the top of the creek bank like a couple of battle-weary trout. Sophie was too battered to move. She lay there, choking on muddy water as the world began to right itself. She tried to catch her breath and was having precious little luck, when Mandy got to her side, followed by Beth. Only when they rolled her off the man did she realize she’d been stretched out fully on top of him.


  “Ma! Are you all right?” Mandy’s anxious voice reached into her sluggish mind.


  Her girls. She felt the scrambling fingers on the ropes that bound her to this stranger, and she heard their fear. She had to be strong for them. She forced the panic from her water-logged head. “Yes, I’m fine. Just got a good soaking. Let’s see if our friend here survived it.”


  Sophie almost staggered when she got to her knees, but she didn’t. The girls were watching. She turned her attention to the man and pressed her hand firmly against his chest. Beneath her palm was a strong heartbeat, even though, after his one spell of coughing, the man hadn’t stirred again. She felt his chest rise and fall with a steady breath.


  Sophie heaved a heartfelt sigh of relief. “He’s still alive.”


  The spitting rain grew steadier, and Sophie wondered what a chest full of dirty water did to a man. A deep chill now might well be the last straw. With a renewed surge of strength, Sophie decided that, after all she’d been through, this man could just think twice before he up and died on her. Thinking aloud, she said, “There’s no way we can carry him to the house, and we’re not strong enough to get him up on Hector’s back.”


  “If Hector goes slow, maybe we can just drag him,” Mandy suggested. “Reckon it’ll kill him, though.”


  Elizabeth said lightly from where she knelt beside her mother, “I don’t know how he could get much worse. He appears to be mostly kilt already.”


  Sophie prayed in her heart, as she had been nonstop since she’d heard the first hoofbeats. But no better suggestions were forthcoming from the Almighty.


  “Okay, we drag him. Take it real slow, Beth. Stay by his side, Mandy and...and...” Sophie was out of ideas. A sudden gust of wind and a prolonged glare of lightning, with thunder rumbling constantly now, prodded her. “Let’s get on with it then.”


  They hauled him the same way they hauled logs to split for their fire. Hector pulled the unconscious man right up to the front door. When Elizabeth stopped Hector, Mandy asked, with the practicality her life had forced onto her, “Reckon Hector can drag him into the house?”


  The house was smallone room, with a loft, no back door, and two front steps that passed for a stoop. Sophie tried to envision the big mule climbing the stairs, ducking through the narrow door, and then turning around in the cramped space. Hector was large and not given to cooperation at the best of times, even with Beth’s gentle urging.


  “How about we put him in the barn,” Mandy suggested.


  Barn was a highfalutin word for the Edwards’s one and only out-building. The building remained standing more out of pure ornery stubbornness than sturdy construction. It was a three-sided shed that stood upright, thanks to the bramble that had wound itself around every inch of the building and practically reclaimed it as part of the vast thicket that hid the Edwards’s home. Hector seemed inclined to head for it, though he usually disdained to go under the rickety roof.


  The wind began driving the steadily increasing sprinkles straight sideways. The lightning and thunder continued, and the icy drops of rain grew fatter, soaking into their thin, mud-soaked nightclothes. This was all the man needed to finish the work of his fall. Sophie finally said, “The barn it is. Let’s go.”


  They hauled the injured man down a nearly invisible trail that wound away from the cabin. Another small clearing, one of hundreds that appeared inside the twisting maze of the thicket, opened up at the decrepit barn. Mercifully, the rain was coming from the north and the shed opened to the east. The inside was dry except for the multiple leaks in the roof. A stack of the first spring prairie grass Sophie and the girls had cut took up the driest corner. With some quick pitch-forking, they got the man situated on a soft bed of fresh-scented hay. It was a better bed than the one Sophie had.


  Hector was released. As if in a huff at the uninvited company, he went to the far corner of the tiny shed. That put about ten feet between him and the intruders in his domain.


  Sophie knelt in the hay beside the still-unconscious man. “Bring the lantern up close, Mandy. Be mindful of fire.”


  “I’ll fetch blankets and check on the little ’uns, Ma.” Beth darted out into the storm.


  As the lantern light fell on the man, and with a sudden extended flash of lightning, Sophie saw bright red soaked through the coating of dirt on his face and across the front of his shirt. The stranger was drenched in his own blood.


  With a dart of aggravation, Sophie thought the man was determined to die one way or another. She felt stubbornness well up inside of her that would have humbled Hector. After all she’d been through, he’d live if she had to grab his worthless life and hold him on this side of the pearly gates with her bare hands!
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  Where’d he get to, Harley?” Judd Mason roared into the storm. Judd wheeled his horse around in a circle and looked along both sides of the forked path ahead of them. The rain slashed and their quarry’s trail washed away like dirt in a Chinese laundry.


  Judd pulled back hard on his mustang. The horse reared and fought the brutal hand on the bit. Judd whipped his mount hard with the long reins and swore at the unruly horse he’d caught wild and never really mastered.


  He’d seen the horse that thieving trash rode. If Judd could have gotten his hands on that magnificent thoroughbred, he’d have put a bullet in the brain of this ornery cuss and kept the beautiful bay for himself. After all, a man catching horse thieves deserved some payment.


  That was why Judd had sent the bulk of the gang after the rest of those no-account varmints when they’d split up, while he, Harley, and Eli had kept after this one.


  He’d have made a deal with Harley and Eli somehow. Let them keep whatever was in the man’s pockets or given them a bigger cut of the next windfall. He wanted that horse! It would have made a sound start for breeding on the ranch he’d be buying on Monday.


  He thought of the Mead ranch and the twisting, turning path he’d followed so the Mead brothers’ disappearance wouldn’t be noticed. Now, the Meads’ ranch would be his. But it wasn’t enough. He wanted that thoroughbred bay!


  “I’m sick of this weather, Judd. We’re not going to track him in this.” Eli wiped an arm across his face, but it did no good. Even with foul-weather gear, they were all soaked to the skin.


  It was all Judd could do to not knock Eli out of his saddle. The day would come when he quit putting up with the constant carping. But for now, Eli had his uses.


  Instead of knocking Eli down, he turned his temper on Harley. “Where’d ya lose him, Harley?”


  “We ain’t a-gonna catch ’im tonight, Mason.” Harley, calm as usual, hunched his shoulders against the driving rain and tugged his hat low over his brow.


  Judd jammed his spurs into his horse’s scarred sides. The horse reared up, fighting the heavy hand. “He can’t have gone much farther in this rain. I want that horse! No two-bit horse thief is gonna ride a horse like that while I’m stuck on this nag!”


  Judd hated the black mustang. He’d done his best, but he couldn’t beat the fighting spirit out of him. The animal was so vicious, he couldn’t turn his back on it.


  Harley didn’t argue. “I might have seen a trail into the thicket back a piece.”


  “You think he left the trail?” Judd hollered. “Well, why didn’cha say so earlier?”


  Harley said coolly, “Let’s go back and see if he went down that way. He might have ducked into that thicket and found a hidey-hole we can flush him out of. If he’s ahead of us, he’s gone. We won’t catch him tonight.”


  Judd turned back, determined to sniff out their prey like a wolf would sniff out a three-legged elk.
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  “Elizabeth, wait,” Sophie shouted after her rapidly disappearing daughter.

  “He’s bleeding.”


  Beth skidded to a stop and looked back.


  “Bring rags and the water Sally was warming.”


  “Got it, Ma!” Beth ran on.


  Sophie had lived on the frontier for a long while. She’d given birth to Mandy beside a jumbled shelter of fallen logs on her way west with her husband, Cliff. She’d fed two babies at her breast at the same time, because there was no other milk for growing girls. She’d buried a tiny boy, born too soon after she’d fallen from a horse while bull-dogging cattle, and watched Cliff withdraw from her. He’d wanted a son so badly. She’d run the ranch herself, with two old men her only help, while Cliff went off to war. Then she’d cut her husband down from a tree and dug his grave with her own hands.


  All of this she had endured. In truth, she’d flourished under the hard life. The West did that to people. It changed them. They either grew bigger, stronger, reveling in the freedom that could be wrested from the wilderness with two strong hands. Or it broke them and revealed them as small, unfit for the bounty that could be wrested from the land. Cliff had been such a man.


  And now, in the rickety barn, with no tools but warm water and rags, she set out to save a man’s life. She began unbuttoning his tattered shirt. “We have to see if he’s injured anywhere, Mandy. Now this is doctoring, so it’s not improper to remove his clothes, like it’d be otherwise.”


  Mandy nodded easily and started coaxing the shirt off one broad shoulder.


  It was hard to tell where the mud ended and the bruises began. His chest and arms were bleeding from a dozen cuts and scrapes. Sophie pressed against his ribs, checking to see if any bones gave where they shouldn’t. The man groaned softly once, when she pressed high on his right side. The bone held firm, and Sophie was encouraged by the sign of life.


  Something stirred in Sophie as she worked over his bared chest. It was almostfor want of a better wordrecognition. She hadn’t given much thought to the man’s identity, assuming him to be a stranger. But now, she looked closer. His face was so filthy she couldn’t make out features, even in the occasional burst of lightning. But his chest, the light covering of coarse hair across the top and the long, ever narrower line of hair down his stomach, struck a familiar chord. Sophie knew she couldn’t identify a man from his chest, unless maybe she’d doctored him before, and she had only used her skills on Cliff and the girls.


  She shook off the feeling. It didn’t matter. Whoever he was, she’d help him. And if he turned out to be one of the town storekeepers, who were so cruel to her, she’d still get him on his feet and send him on his wayshe just wouldn’t be polite while she was about it.


  She hesitated about his pants. It really was too bold to remove them. She looked up at Mandy, who seemed to feel the same way, and shrugged her misgivings at her mother. After a long struggle with her own sense of propriety, Sophie said, “We’ll have to get them off later or he’ll catch a chill, but let’s leave him dressed for now.”


  She settled for running her hands down the man’s muddy pant legs, firmly enough to satisfy herself that he had no broken bones. She came away with her hands caked with mud but satisfied that his lower half was intact.


  The black sky opened up while she examined him, and the rain, whipped with the fury of the thunder and lightning, poured down. Sophie wiped her hands clean as best she could on the hay, just as Beth returned to the shed with a sloshing bucket of water and a bundle of rags.


  “Thanks, honey. How were the little ’uns?”


  “Good. Laura’s asleep. Sally had everything ready for me. Is he dead yet?”


  Sophie took a rag from her pessimistic daughter, wet it, wrung it out, and dabbed at the blood on the man’s forehead.


  “Nope,” Mandy said placidly. “Pretty soon I s’pect, but not yet.”


  “Get that lantern closer, Mandy.”


  Beth began spreading the blanket over the man’s filthy, inert body.


  Sophie searched for the source of the bleeding on his head and found a nasty gash just under his hairline. The bleeding had already slowed to an ooze. “He should have stitches.” Sophie cleaned the cut carefully.


  “He should have a doctor,” Beth said quietly.


  Sophie didn’t answer. It was one thing to do all she could; it was another to bring in someone from town. Once the townspeople knew she was here, the menfolk, with their dishonorable propositions and their anger at her refusal, would be back. Those men had driven them into this thicket.


  A doctor to save this man’s life might cost her daughters theirs. Of course, when this man woke up, their secret would be out anyway. Still, Sophie could do no less than her best to save him.


  After she was satisfied his head wound was clean, Sophie explored his skull further and found another lump on the back. Between the two blows, it was no wonder the man was unconscious. Sophie was just ready to turn her attention to wiping the grime from his face when she heard, in the far distance, the sound of more hoofbeats. The pursuers? After all this time?


  She knew she didn’t have a moment to spare. “Riders coming. Elizabeth, stay with him. Put the lantern out. If he starts to wake up, do whatever you must to keep him quiet, including gagging him. Mandy, get to the house and cover things, then get up in the loft with Sally and Laura. Don’t let them see you!”


  They ran to get ready for intruders as if their lives depended on it. They had done it before many times.


  The hoofbeats turned onto her path just as she darted into the door a step behind Mandy. Mandy tossed several large cloths over Laura’s crib and high chair to disguise the presence of others in the cabin. Then she flew up the ladder behind Sally, who had heard the sound of someone coming and had gone into action without being told. Sally had the sleeping Laura in her arms and Sophie’s disguise laid out.


  Sophie grabbed her bulky housecoat for the second time that night. She pulled it on over her slender form. She dove for the fire and scraped a bit of ash out from the glowing coals with a knife.


  She took the little bits of carved wood down from the shelf over the front door and slipped them between her front teeth and lips. A pillow came hurtling down from overhead, and she stuffed it up under her housecoat, into the special pouch sewn just for it. She tucked two pieces of clean, white cotton between her bottom teeth and her cheeks.


  She twisted her rain-bedraggled blond hair into a bun, then grabbed for the nightcap, to which she had attached a heavy tress of Hector’s tail, liberally greased, and pulled it on, so it looked like her hair was dark brown and stringy with oil. She checked the ash and found it cool enough. With a light, experienced hand, she dabbed it under her eyes just enough to look naturally hollow-eyed.


  As her last act of self-preservation, she did something she hated above allshe popped the top off the tin milk can and pulled out the scarf. It was her masterstroke. It was what happened when you let a mule wear a wool scarf for a month. She heard Sally gag.


  Mandy hissed, “Just hold your nose and keep quiet!”


  Laura slept through it all.


  The horses thundered to a stop outside. Sophie heard the creak of saddle leather and the treading of heavy footsteps. She rolled the long sapling from the side of the room so it would wedge against the door once it was open about three inches. Just as the pole was in place, a fist pounded on the front door.


  Sophie took her time, letting them think they’d woken her, but judging by the battering force of the fist, she didn’t dare wait long or the door might be knocked in.


  She cracked open the door and looked into the red-veined eyes of the man who had killed her husband.


  She couldn’t go into her routine as the slovenly, crazy woman who lived in the thicket. She was too shocked to do more than stare. She’d never seen the man before that terrible night when he’d killed Cliff, but his face was burned into her memory.


  In the seconds she stood frozen, the man tried to force the door, but it wouldn’t give. Then, after a bit, he reeled back with a sickened grunt and pulled the kerchief, tied around his neck, over his mouth and nose.


  Seeing himthis brute, this murderer, reacting with revulsion because she smelled badjerked Sophie out of her shocked silence. He wouldn’t recognize her from that night. He wouldn’t see through her disguise even if he did notice her the night he hanged Cliff.


  “Whadaya want?” She spoke over the wooden mouthpiece that made her appear grossly buck-toothed. The teeth and the wadded cotton altered her speech, slurring it and giving it the thickness of someone who wasn’t mentally quite right.


  “A man!” The vicious, bloodshot eyes of the beast on her porch began to water from the acrid stench. Sophie’s eyes watered, too, but that just gave her a rheumy look that was all the more repellent. He took another step away, which took him down the two steps.


  From a safe distance he snarled, “We’re chasing a horse thief! We lost him on the main trail and think he may have come this way.”


  “Hain’t no one be comin’ this way, this foul night.” Her voice cracked, and she cackled with laughter. “No one stupid ’nough ta do it cept’n y’all. The path goes across the crick, and it’s flooded right up to the rim. Has been for a while now.”


  The man, away from the meager shelter of her stoop, was battered by the wind and rain. Sophie could see the battle going on inside him. He was torn between the desire to run roughshod over anyone who turned him aside from his plans and his aversion to the squalid, stinking woman in front of him.


  A voice from the darkness behind him said, “He’s gone, Judd. Give it up, and let’s go have a drink. This rain’ll wreck his trail. So what if this one gets away? What say we just hang the next one twice.” A burst of crude laughter followed that suggestion.


  Judd.


  Now, for the first time, she had a name. She had no way to use ithad no way to gain justice for her husband. But it was more than she’d had before.


  The man whirled around at his grumbling companion. “I want that horse, Eli! He must have come this way!”


  The other man, the one who hadn’t spoken before, spoke up. “There are a dozen trails into this thicket. We can’t explore ’em all.”


  The rain hit Judd full in the face and sent a visible chill through him. Then, with a dismissive grunt, as if his killing rage had only been some fun he’d missed out on, he gave a rough laugh. “All right. Let’s go. Let’s get out of this weather.”


  He turned again and stared at Sophie, who let her mouth sag and her eyes cross just a bit. With a shudder of obvious disgust, he turned away.


  Hatred ate like acid at Sophie’s soul. For that moment, when he stood with his back to her, it was as if there was a target painted on the man. She had a loaded shotgun hung over the door. She could kill him.


  She’d die for it. The man’s friends would see to it. Her girls would die, too. And maybe, before they died, they might face horrors so great it would destroy them, all the way to their souls.


  But she was tempted. God forgive her, she was tempted to kill him where he stood. She knew she harbored hatred. She had carried the burden of that hate for two years. But she had never been so nearly overwhelmed by itto the point that she was almost beyond control of herself. She shuddered under the weight of that temptationto sacrifice everything for revenge.


  The two men behind Judd rode off into the storm, their identities cloaked by darkness. Judd, just a few steps behind, swung himself up onto his horse’s back. The animal fought against its rider and danced toward Sophie enough that she saw a brand.


  J BAR M.


  Judd and Eli. J BAR M. She had two names, a brand, and a face burned forever in her mind. At last, she had somewhere solid to pin her hate.


  Sophie now called up another of her standard prayers. It’s evil to hate the way I do, Lord. She gathered the shreds of her self-control and let the men ride away. It was the only thing she could do. She shoved her hatred down deep inside her, and if she couldn’t bring herself to forget it, she would lock it away and ignore it, which was almost the same thing.


  She closed the door and whipped the foul-smelling scarf off her neck. She shoved it into the covered pail and slammed the lid shut tight. It seemed to ripen in that pail, getting more hideous with every passing day.


  “Ma, it takes a week to air the house out after you’ve done that,” Sally groused from overhead.


  Mandy started down the ladder.


  “Sorry,” Sophie answered. There was no point discussing it because it had to be done. Her disguise had evolved over the course of time. She had come to fear the attention of the men around Mosqueros, so she’d decided to play down her appearance. The trouble was, her main appeal was her ranch, and no disguise could conceal that.


  Then the ranch loan had come due, and Sophie had been forced into choosing between the banker, Royce Badje, and eviction. It hadn’t taken her a second to decide on the latter.


  “I want to see the hurt man before he dies, Ma.” The ladder creaked under Sally’s feet as she brought the sleeping baby down to her crib. “I don’t want to stay with Laura.”


  Sophie sighed at her insistent daughter. Her children’s safety had been the reason she’d ended up here. She had no family anywhere, and nowhere to go. She had discovered this cabin during one of a hundred picnics with her girls. It had been like a little playhouse to them, deep in the thicket. When it became apparent that she was losing the ranch, she’d shifted what possessions would fit into it before the ranch was sold.


  “You’ll see him in the morning, Sally. I know you’re curious, but someone has to stay with Laura, and I need Mandy. We might have to lift him, and she’s stronger.” Sophie removed her costume quickly, while Mandy threw open the two little windows so the smell would get out. Sophie removed the rest of her disguise and ran a quick hand to tidy her bun before giving it up as a hopeless cause.


  “Can’t I just take a peek?” Sally persisted. “If I have to wait till morning, he’ll most likely be dead. I want to see him afore he croaks.” It occurred to Sophie that her children were remarkably calm in an emergency, and just the littlest bit bloodthirsty. Part of being Texans, she supposed. They’d adopted Texas ways along with the drawl.


  Sophie had to smile at Sally’s wheedling. Really, the child didn’t ask for much, and this was the most excitement they’d had in a long time. It had long ago become clear to Sophie that excitement was usually a bad thing, and she never quit being thankful to God for a boring life. “Is Laura fast asleep?”


  Sally laid her little sister down and gently patted the baby’s back to keep her asleep, but there was really no need. Once the toddler dropped off for the night, she could take a ride on a cyclone without waking.


  “Just like always, Ma. I’ll only stay out a minute. I promise.” Sally acted like it was Christmas. Then Sophie remembered their scanty Christmas and knew this was easily bigger.


  “All right, just for a minute. You girls can run on out while I get changed out of my nightgown.”


  The girls dashed off, and Sophie quickly discarded her cold, muddy flannel and pulled on a dry calico. She rushed after the girls, not wanting them alone for a second longer than necessary, even with an unconscious stranger. Beth knelt beside him, holding a damp cloth on the cut on his forehead. Her second born, who had an unusual love for all living creatures, was caring for the injured man as well as anyone could.


  “Has he shown any signs of waking?” Sophie asked.


  “Nope. He’s been knocked witless. Out cold as a carp.”


  Sophie knelt on the other side of him and let Sally get in close to have her look. It took Sally about ten seconds to figure out nothing was going on.


  “We may as well clean him up a bit.” Sophie took a clean cloth from the stack Beth had brought and soaked it in the now-cool water. “It’s chilly out here, but there’s nothing for it but to bundle him up. We can’t risk a fire in the shed with this dry prairie grass, and until he can walk, we can’t get him in the house.”


  She wished she’d thought to put more water on to heat. She began bathing his face, the mud now almost dry and beginning to cake and fall off. It only took her a few seconds to clean away the grime. While she turned to rinse out the cloth, first one, then another, then the third of her girls gasped out loud.


  Sophie became instantly more alert. Had the night riders doubled back on foot? She looked into the darkness for trouble, but the trouble wasn’t out there. It was right here under the dirt.


  Mandy said incredulously, “It...it can’t be.”


  “What can’t be?” Sophie turned her attention sharply to Mandy, still trying to find the danger.


  “But it is!” Beth cried out. “It is, isn’t it, Ma?”


  Sophie realized both girls were staring in stunned fascination at the wounded man. Sophie turned to follow their gaze, but before she could look, Sally started to cry.


  Sophie put her arm around her daughter but saw where she was staring. She turned to see what her girls were seeing.


  “It can’t be.” Beth’s voice broke. “But it is.”


  It was.


  “It’s Pa,” Sally spoke through shuddering tears.


  The husband Sophie had personally cut down out of a tree. Had personally released from the noose around his broken neck. Had personally buried on a rise overlooking the ranch they’d worked on so hard.


  The husband whose death had etched her heart with hate and made her long, only moments ago, to commit cold-blooded murder. He was lying here unconscious, as men sought him to kill him all over again.


  After what seemed like hours of stunned silence, Sophie leaned closer to the man.


  Cliff.


  “It isn’t possible.” She scrubbed more quickly at his face as if, when enough dirt was removed, the truth would be revealed.


  “But it is, Ma. This is Pa,” Sally said firmly.


  Sophie considered herself to be broad-shouldered and levelheaded. She took what life handed to her, and with fervent prayers to her Maker for help, she made do with what she had. She wasn’t a woman given to fancy. She stared at the man in front of her and knew it was Cliff. She thought back to that awful night two years ago and knew she’d buried Cliff. Those two absolutes clashed inside her brain and nothing that made any sense emerged. She stared and she washed and she tried to make the impossible fit into her sensible head.


  Beth started crying next. She lifted the hand of the man who lay before her. “Pa?” She spoke so softly, it had the reverence of a prayer.


  Mandy added her tears in next. “I ccan see it’s him, but I saw you bury him. We all helped wrwrap him”Mandy’s face crumpled“in the quilt. How can this be, Ma?”


  Sophie noticed several things about the man. He was more muscular than Cliff. He had an ugly round scar high up on one shoulder that could be nothing else but an old bullet wound. He had three slashing cuts on his right arm that were scarred but looked pink and fairly new. Cliff had none of these things. But that proved nothing. A man could build a lot of muscle in two years. And he could get himself shot and stabbed. Sophie remembered that sense of familiarity when she’d been bathing and doctoring his chest. The reason it had seemed familiar was, despite the bigger muscles, the man had hair on his chest the exact color, texture, and thickness of Cliff Edwards’s.


  With a sudden start, she thought of Cliff ’s birthmark on his right shoulder blade. “Help me roll him over. Your pa had a mole.” All three girls added their strength, and they lifted the heavily muscled man a bit.


  What they saw was an exit wound from the bullet. In the exact spot where Cliff had a large black mole, nearly an inch across. Or was it the exact spot? The wound was close enough that she couldn’t be sure.


  “Let him lie back, girls.” Sophie sank from her knees to sit fully on the shed floor. Feeling boneless from the shock, she almost sank all the way down. The girls were all crying softly, and with a start, she realized she was, too.


  She shook her head to clear away the fog, and then she gathered her senses. “I know one thing.” The girls tore their eyes away from where they drank in the sight of their father and looked at her. “Your father is dead.”


  Sally shook her head. Sally had always been Daddy’s girl, more than the rest of them. He’d left when Sally was too young to remember him, but in his absence, he’d grown into a heroic figure in her mind. And he’d only been back a few short months when he’d diedjust long enough to get that longed-for son to growing in Sophie’s belly, the one that turned out to be another girl.


  Sophie had tried to help Sally see Cliff as he was, without harming her little girl’s love for her father. But Sally had never been able to protect her heart from Cliff ’s small cruelties. She’d believed her pa’s criticisms were just and tried harder than ever to win his love. She had been the one to be the tomboy. To be the son they’d never had. She’d carved out a special place in her pa’s heart by tagging along with him everywhere for the little time they’d had together after the war. And it was no small trick to carve out a place in Cliff ’s heart. He wasn’t a demonstrative man. He was a decent, honest man, but he was given to dark moods and sarcasm. Now, Sally had her pa back. She wasn’t giving him up easily.


  “It’s him, Ma. We know our own pa!”


  “It’s...it’s...” Sophie struggled to let go of the wild surge of hope that was building in her. Although their marriage hadn’t been perfect, she’d loved her husband, at least to the extent he would allow it. But she couldn’t build her life on a fantasy. “I’ve heard it said that for each of us, somewhere in the world, there is a double. Now, I’ve never put much stock in that myself, just because I’ve never seen any evidence of it. I’ve never seen two people who looked exactly like each other, except sometimes brothers or sisters come close, or a parent and child. But maybe it’s true. Maybeno, definitelyyour pa has a double. Because here he is.”


  “Did Pa have a brother?” Mandy, the analyzer, asked.


  “No. He was an only child and his pa died when he was little. His ma had passed on several months before I met him. He told me there was no one. Not even cousins. No, this man can’t be a relative. At least not a close one. That’s one of the reasons we ended up here after Pa died. With my folks gone, we have no family on either side to help us.”


  “So you think this man looks like Pa, even down to that birthmark?” Sally began chewing on her bottom lip.


  “Now, Sally, honey, we don’t know if there’s a birthmark under that scar.”


  “It was right there, Ma, I remember,” Sally insisted.


  “Do you really think it’s possible two men could look this much alike?” Beth asked skeptically.


  Sophie was skeptical herself. But she also knew who she’d cut down out of that tree. “There can be no other explanation, girls.” Sophie said quietly to her weeping daughters, “Look at me.”


  One by one they tore their hungry eyes away from a dream that all children who have lost a parent carry with them. They looked at her and waited.


  “I don’t know who this man is,” Sophie said. “But I know who he is not. He’s not your pa. Your pa is dead.”


  Mandy and Beth nodded. They knew it, too. They’d seen it with their own eyes. Only Sally wouldn’t give up the dream.


  They all turned back to look at him again. As they did, his eyes fluttered open.


  Sally began sobbing and leaned over him. “He’s alive!”
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  He was dead.


  That was the only possibility. He was dead, and he must have been good, because he was in heaven being ministered to by angels. They floated around his head. They cried for him as if his death were a sad thing, which made him feel like his life must have been one worth living. They touched him, held his hand, leaned against his legs, and knelt and bowed over him. And every one of them had her blue eyes riveted on his face, as if he held the answers to all the world’s problems.


  He’d never known there could be such love for him. He’d never seen so many blue, blue eyes. The closest one caressed his head with a gentleness that almost broke his heart, it was so sweet. He sighed under the loveliness of heaven.


  The angel who touched him spoke, but he was having trouble making sense of what she said. His mind seemed to be groggy, not working much at all. He thought a man should listen carefully when an angel spoke, so he tried his best to pay strict attention. Finally, after she’d repeated it several times and stroked his cheek as if to coax an answer out of him, it made sense.


  She said, “Who are you?”


  Shouldn’t an angel know the answer to that?


  The nearest angel was also the biggest. He looked from one angel to the others. They seemed to come in all sizes. One of them was crying hard, broken sobs that stabbed into his heart, as he wondered if he was the cause of her unhappiness. He couldn’t remember the angel’s question, and instead of answering her, he said to the one who wept so, the littlest one, “Don’t cry, little angel.”


  He reached a hand up to comfort her. A spasm of pain cut across his chest. He cringed, as his head spun and his stomach lurched with nausea. He thought he might be sick all over his glorious angels.


  Funny, he wouldn’t have expected there to be pain in heaven.


  Even with the agony, he reached for that one brokenhearted angel, to try and make amends with her. Then he saw his muddy hands and knew he didn’t dare touch her.


  Funny, he wouldn’t have expected there to be dirt in heaven.


  He dropped his hand, but the little one grabbed it. “Pa? It’s you, isn’t it? Tell them it’s you. No one believes it, but I know it’s you.”


  Pa? He didn’t understand. He knew she was talking to him. She was clasping his filthy hand to her chest, as if it were the greatest of treasures. He looked at that one little blond angel and wished he could be her pa.


  Maybe that was it. Maybe this was his lot for eternity. That sounded very good to him. Tears of gratitude for God’s goodness cut across his eyes. He held that little hand firmly, until darkness caught hold of his mind and pulled him under.
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  Sally almost flung herself down on top of him. Sophie grabbed her.


  “It’s him! Did you see the way he recognized me? Oh, Ma! Ma, he called me a little angel!” Sally looked up at Sophie. Sally’s joy was so precious, Sophie wanted to say whatever Sally wanted to hear.


  Suddenly, Sally gasped aloud. “If there is a double, then why not the other one, Ma? Why couldn’t we have cut the double down out of the tree?”


  Sophie ran her hand gently down Sally’s uncombed white curls. “They took him from right in front of me, Sally sweetheart. I was there. He was in the yard, just walking away from the house after supper. You remember how it was. You were there. I was standing in the door, watching him go.”


  They’d come charging in and surrounded Cliff. One of them, Judd she now knew, shouted that they’d tracked a horse thief to this property right to this yard. Then they dragged him away before Sophie could so much as speak a word in his defense and tell them Cliff had been with her all day.


  They’d galloped off, and Sophie had run after them, screaming. They hadn’t even acknowledged her existence. When they’d left her hopelessly behind, she’d dashed back to the corral and caught a horse. She was good at it, having done largely for herself during the war years. She’d been riding after them within minutes. And she’d caught them just as they rode away laughing and sharing a whiskey bottleleaving Cliff swaying in the wind.


  She’d raced to the tree, thinking she might be in time to save him. But Cliff ’s face was a horrible, lifeless gray. His blue eyes gaped open, staring straight ahead at nothing. His neck was bent at an unnatural angle. All that had been left to do was cut him down and carry him home.


  Sophie had gone for the sheriff, but he’d begun questioning her about the horses on the Edwards’s property, as if he suspected the vigilantes might have been within their rights to hang Cliff. The sheriff had gone back to town without offering to so much as chase after Cliff’s killers.


  Sophie, beyond grief, with the fight battered out of her body, simply dug a hole next to the grave they’d dug for their baby boy. Late in the evening Parson Roscoe showed up with several townsfolk. The parson tried to comfort her, but Sophie couldn’t even respond to his Christian faith. She was afraid if she accepted even a moment of comfort, she’d begin crying and never stop.


  Others came out to pay their respects, but except for the parson, none of them were really friends. On top of Mosqueros’s aversion to the Edwards’s Yankee affiliation, Cliff had a knack for alienating people. There’d been a short ceremony, and Sophie had bitterly refused all help filling in the hole.


  She’d also turned down four marriage proposals. Sophie was mortified her girls had witnessed the crude men trying to convince her to marry them over the fresh-turned earth of her husband’s grave. The parson had ordered them off her land. The next day, Royce Badje, the banker, had ridden out to the ranch to notify her that when the next loan payment came due, he’d expect the full amount left on the loan.


  Sophie had cattle to sell and a large part of the principal of the loan paid down. Mr. Badje said once the man of the household was dead, the woman was a poor risk. She’d either have to pay her loan in full or sell.


  Sophie countered by pointing out she’d kept things going while Cliff was away fighting the war.


  “Cliff was at Gettysburg, wasn’t he?” Mr. Badje asked coldly. The banker’s sons had died at Gettysburg, fighting for the Confederacy.


  Sophie didn’t answer. They both knew. Mr. Badje had given her thirty days to pay up or vacate the property.


  While she was still shaking with anger, the banker proposed marriage. He offered to let her keep the ranch for their home, if she said yes. She’d said no. Then Mr. Badje asked how many years until Mandy was of marrying age.


  Sophie’s skin was crawling by the time he left.


  [image: Image]


  The man stirred beside her and brought her thoughts back to the present, but he remained unconscious.


  All three of the girls leaned forward, as if they were hanging on every breath that passed through his lips. Sophie studied his relaxed features, willing his eyes to open again, so he could answer some questions. A sudden fierce gust of wind rattled the shed, reminding Sophie of where they were and how late it was. She needed to get the girls away from him anyway, before they could fall more completely into the dream of getting their father back.


  She studied her daughters, grim and mourning in a dark night split by lightning and shaken by thunder. She saw them as she hadn’t seen them in a long while. They were tough as shoe leather, she knew that, but tonight, for the first time, she saw they were gaunt. She had waged a battle to survive on wild game and sparse greens.


  Tonight, for the first time, she saw that she was losing that battle. Her girls were being hurt by this lean, hard life. She had to do something. She couldn’t go on hiding, afraid of the hostile, hungry-eyed townspeople. Something had to change. But change took thought and planning. She didn’t have time for either right now. She never had time for either.


  “Girls, we have to get some sleep. And we can’t leave Laura alone any longer.”


  Her girls each had a look of Hectorish stubbornness. Sophie understood, but they still had to put one foot in front of the other. And that started with sleep. She judged the situation and decided now wasn’t the time for patience and kindness. She started issuing orders. “Amanda and Elizabeth, you go back to the house for now.”


  “No, Ma, we want to stay,” Mandy protested.


  Beth stormed, “It’s not fair that Sally gets to help first.”


  Sophie hardened her heart to their pleading. They had to get through the next day without being exhausted. “Sally didn’t go down into the creek. She’s not soaking wet and shivering.” That was true, but it wasn’t the real reason. Sophie knew she would never pry Sally from this man’s side.


  She didn’t waste her time trying to be reasonable. “Do as you’re told. Get some sleep. Sally and I will sit up with him and keep him warm as best we can. You’ll have to spell us later, so try and rest. Laura will wake up just as usual at dawn, and someone’s going to need to have the gumption to take care of her. I’ll send Sally in later to wake you, Mandy. Then Beth will have a turn.”


  In the intermittent lightning, Mandy and Beth looked stubborn-still, but the chance at keeping vigil later placated them somewhat. Sophie saw the dark circles under their eyes from the strain of this night, and she knew they’d sleep if they’d only lay their heads down. She didn’t think Sally would. She’d just lie in the house and spin pipe dreams and hope.


  In a slightly more gentle voice, Sophie said, “Go on now, girls. If he wakes up and can walk, we’ll bring him in the house where it’s warmer.”


  They grumbled, but Sophie had been in charge of this family for a long time. At last they moved away from their patient’s side, and after hesitating in the opening of the little barn, they dashed out into the slashing rain and disappeared into the narrow pathway of the thicket.


  Sophie exchanged a long look with Sally, who could barely tear her eyes away from the man. “It’s not your pa, Sally. I’m sorry, and I know you don’t believe me. We all want it to be him so badly. But it’s not.”


  “But Ma, he’s...”


  “Don’t you think I want it to be him?” Sophie interrupted. “Don’t you think I’ve been fishing around inside my head for some way I’m wrong about who I buried that night? It was two years ago. You were only five. It’s possible for you to convince yourself that things were different than they were. But I can’t fool myself.”


  “But, Ma,” Sally wailed. “All you have to do is look at...”


  “I don’t know what’s going on,” Sophie cut her off. “Maybe we’ll find out your pa had a...a distant cousin or something. I think, with the way he looks, there has to be some connection between this man and your pa, but it’s not him.” Sophie softened her voice. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but it’s just not him.”


  Sally’s eyes wavered between the man and her ma. She finally whispered, “Okay.”


  And while Sophie knew her daughter believed her, she also knew the hope wouldn’t die. The man stirred. The heavy woolen blanket that covered him slipped down, and goose bumps covered his arms and bare chest.


  Moving slowly, as if in a trance, Sally stretched out beside the man and rested her little body along side of him. Just above a whisper, she said, “I’ll keep you warm.”


  It was as if Sophie saw her daughter falling in love with this stranger right before her eyes. She didn’t know what to do or say to stop it. In the end, when the man shivered again more violently, Sophie decided to leave it until morning. She rubbed the man’s arms and pulled the blanket a bit higher. When that didn’t make the goose bumps go down, she decided Sally had the right idea. She stretched out beside the man and huddled up close to him to share her warmth. She reached her hand across him to touch Sally’s pale, worried face.


  “Would it be so bad to pretendjust for tonight?” Sally asked.


  Sophie smoothed her little girl’s bedraggled hair back off her forehead. Then she felt a sudden easing of her heart. Sophie knew it came from a loving God who had proclaimed worry a waste of time.


  “You’re going to pretend anyway, aren’t you, sweetie?”


  Sally looked a little sheepish. With a shrug of her tiny shoulders that had already borne a lifetime of sadness, she said, “I reckon.”


  “So just enjoy it. It wouldn’t be so bad to pretend we’ve got Pa backjust for tonight.”


  Sophie saw Sally unbend inside. Sophie knew Sally was pretending and feeling guilty over it, and that had lent strength to the fantasy of her father returning from the dead. But talking about it turned it into something less weighty. Almost a game.


  He shivered again. Sally hugged him a little tighter. “Just for tonight.”


  The man’s chills lessened as they held him. Sophie looked across that broad chest and noticed that Sally had fallen asleep with her head cradled on the man’s shoulder.


  Sophie lay awake and felt him begin to make more natural movements, as a person might do in his sleep. The tension that had been riding her since she’d heard his horse’s pounding footsteps so long ago eased.


  And that’s when she remembered her children’s hollow cheekbones and Judd’s cruel, bloodshot eyes. Judd’s viciousness had driven them to this life. The taste of hate burned her tongue.


  It grew in her, like mold in that damp, musty shed, until it filled her and threatened to explode. She shook as she lay there beside the man Judd now wanted to kill. Her eyes stared into the black, drizzling night and saw nothing but hate. Satan gripped her heart, and she gave full sway to her thirst for vengeance. Hate roiled in her heart, guilt ate at her soul, and tears burned in her eyes. Then she forced her burning eyes to close. It was evil to feel like this about one of God’s children.


  With typical brutal honesty, Sophie admitted to God that she didn’t want to let go of her fury. It was a betrayal of Cliff to forgive. It was ludicrous to love enemies such as these. She forced herself to pray, “Dear Lord, remove this sin from me. Soften my heart. Help me not to hate the way I do.”


  For Sophie it was a flowery prayer. Usually, she had neither the time nor the strength to be eloquent. She was too busy living through whatever life crushed down on her next. So exhausted, cold, and afraid, much the same as any other day, she spoke to God in words that summed up everything, “Help me, Lord. Help me, help me, help me.”


  That plea to God, that futile cry for something she didn’t even want, was on her lips as she fell asleep. “Help me.”
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  Help me.


  Adam looked away from the horror before his eyes and glanced into the darkness behind him. He heard someone calling to him.


  “Help me, help me, help me.”


  But there was no one here who needed him. The only ones left were beyond help.


  His friends dangled from a tree. A noose around each neck. All dead. All but him.


  Adam had crawled into the underbrush when the drunk, who was lashing his back with the bullwhip, had stumbled and fallen to his knees and passed out. Adam had tried to regain his feet, but the loss of blood from the gunshot low on his side and the ripped up skin on his back were too much. He got as far as one knee, thinking to go back and save Dinky and the other men he’d been ranching with, when he lost consciousness.


  He awakened to the sound of fading hoofbeats and the triumphant laughter of cowards.


  And his friends, lined up three in a row, each swinging slightly from a tree branch. In the chaos, they must have lost count and thought they had everybody. All black men looked alike to them, Adam thought bitterly. They hadn’t noticed one was missing.


  Adam watched his friends and tried to swallow his terror and his hate. And then he heard the voice.


  Adam looked in the opposite direction of the hanging men. A woman. Adam gained his feet and took a few staggering steps toward the voice. Then he heard it again.


  “Help me, help me, help me.” So familiar. So precious to him. When he’d worked for her daddy, she’d tagged along after him, begging for a turn riding the horses or feeding the cattle, until he’d begun to love her like the child it seemed certain he’d never have. He’d know Sophie’s voice anywhere.


  It wasn’t in any direction he could walk. It was inside his head. A message from her to him sent on the wings of the wind, blown to him by the breath of God. She called to him from Mosqueros, Adam knew thatsomehow. Mosqueros, where he’d left her with that fool she’d married. Cliff had made it impossible for him to stay.


  With one last heartrending look at his friends, Adam started out. He didn’t take time to bury them. He couldn’t save the dead, but maybe he could help the living.


  The horses. The herd. Ten years’ work. Gone. All of it gone. Right now that didn’t matter, and it was a good thing it didn’t. If he’d let it matter, he’d have hunted down those men and torn them apart with his bare hands. Sophie’s call, “Help me, help me, help me,” turned him aside from that pathbut only for now.


  He took the handkerchief from around his neck, pressed it solidly against the bullet wound in his side, and walked. It was three hundred miles, but what difference did distance make? Sophie needed him. He’d go.
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  “Ma, you said you’d wake me!” Mandy’s quiet, scolding voice hissed her awake.


  Sophie moved, then groaned from aching muscles. She tried again to sit up and found she was anchored to a man by one strong arm.


  In the full light of dawn, Sophie tried to take stock of where she was and why she was sleeping with a man.


  Sleeping with a man! With a sudden squeak of surprise, she pulled against the man’s gripthe man she’d just noticed lying beside her. He grunted when she pushed against him, and she remembered everything. Including that he might have some broken ribs. The ribs she was right now being rough with. She subsided immediately and looked sideways at Mandy, standing over her in a snit, with almost two-year-old Laura kicking and wriggling in her arms.


  Sophie tried to get control of herself. She firmly reached for the arm that had found its way around her in the night. Just when she would have unwound it from around her neck, she saw him looking at her.


  He said, “You’re no angel.”


  Sophie opened her mouth to tell him he wasn’t so great himself, but because of his condition, she controlled herself.


  Then Beth came into the shed to announce that breakfast would be ready in five minutes. She looked down at the man. “You’re not our pa.”


  Sally, barely awake and very content to be held close against the man’s side, said, “Yes, he is.”


  “He is?” Beth asked in wonder.


  “I am?” The man pulled his arm out from under Sophie, and her head dropped with a thud on the hard, packed hay.


  Sally spoke securely from her little nest of warmth and comfort. “He’s our pa. I’ve thought it over and decided God sent him back to us. Why not? He rosed Lazarus from the dead. Jesus can do anything, and God knows we need a pa.”


  Sophie sat up and looked from Sally to the man to see what he’d have to say about being declared resurrected and gifted with four children and a wife.


  He was no help at all.


  “I’ve been raised from the dead?” He spoke as if he had trouble accepting it but was willing to take Sally at her word.


  “He’s not raised from the dead, Sally.”


  “Why not?”


  “It just doesn’t happen, honey. Pa’s gone, and that’s that.”


  “It does too happen.” Sally’s voice rose. “What about Lazarus? God can do anything!”


  “Yes,” Sophie said. “God can do anything. But He justHe just doesn’t...do things like this...very often.”


  Mandy said smugly to Sally, “Why do you think it was a big deal to raise Lazarus up? It’s ’cuz it doesn’t get done very much.”


  “So that means I’m dead?” He rubbed his forehead. “Or I was at one time?”


  Sophie felt kind of sorry for the poor, injured man. “No, you’ve never been dead.” Then she thought of a way to solve the whole problem. “Who are you?”


  All of them froze.


  Sophie waited patiently.


  Sally held her breath, hoped etched on her face.


  Beth and Mandy exchanged wondering glances.


  Laura...well, Laura tried to put her foot in her mouth and look at Hector at the same time.


  “Didn’t you just say my name was Lazarus?”


  Sally patted his chest. “No, that’s someone else who was raised from the dead, like you.”


  The man said uncertainly, “II don’t know. I can’t seem to remember anything. Except...except last night I woke up in heaven.”


  [image: Image]


  The minute he said that, he knew it was the wrong thing to say, because these females were who he’d seen there. So he must not have been in heaven at all. He must have been right here.


  Another reason it was the wrong thing to say was it made the lady mad.


  “You’re not helping a bit.” She crossed her arms and glared.


  He shifted his weight and groaned from the pain, and the lady looked satisfied. No, she was definitely not an angel.


  The girl who’d announced breakfast said, “Let’s go eat. We’ll talk this out in the house where it’s warm.”


  The lady stood slowly. He heard her knees cracking. The little girl in his arms seemed content to stay where she was. The lady rounded him, reached down, snagged the little girl, and pulled her gently but firmly to her feet. Then she bent over him and put her arm under his shoulders. “You took quite a fall last night. Let’s see if we can get you up.”


  He leaned on her as he tried to get to his feet. His chest was in agony. His head felt like it was full of angry gold miners, trying to chisel their way out. His knees seemed to have the consistency of apple jelly. He wobbled once, and the lady put her arm around his waist and helped him balance. All three of the girls reached for him. He was surrounded by swirling skirts and gentle hands and the sweet sounds of someone worrying about him. He reveled in it, until he thought his heart might break from the pleasure. Maybe he was in heaven. Or maybe the angels had been allowed to come back to earth with him.


  The oldest girl, the one with the baby in her arms, caught him around the waist on the side the lady wasn’t on. The little onehe remembered she’d wept over him in the night, and he wanted to hug her close and thank her for caring so muchshe wrapped her arms around his middle and clung to him, as if she’d bear every ounce of his weight if he needed her to. Her head hit him right at his belly. She turned her worried face up and looked at him with pure love in her eyes.


  The other one, the cook, rested her hands on his shoulders from behind and said with a voice that instilled confidence, “Steady there, mister. You’ll be all right in a minute. Let us help you.”


  They all smelled wonderful. Sweet and pretty, excepthe hated to find a sour note in what was one of the sweetest moments of his lifethe lady was really rank. He tuned out that unpleasant discovery when she started fussing at the girls to be gentle with his ribs and the cuts and bruises. He looked down at his body and was stunned at the wreckage. He looked like he’d...he’d...


  The lady said, “You fell over a creek bank.”


  He looked at his battered chest. “That sounds about right.”


  “You don’t remember?” the lady asked.


  The wiggling little worm of worry in his brain was growing into a coiled, sixteen-foot prairie rattler of panic in his gut. The truth was, he couldn’t remember anything. Not how he came to be in this place. Not where he’d come from or where he was going to. Not even his name!


  He looked between all these pretty women, in their gingham and calico, with their soft kindness, and said, “I don’t remember anything, ma’am.”


  “Sophie,” she supplied.


  “Sophie.” Suddenly, that name was the only solid thing that existed in a wildly out-of-control world, and he was determined to hold on to it. “II don’t know why...” He faltered from admitting anything more. It seemed like a weakness to admit he had no memory, and it went against some instinct within him to admit to any weakness.


  “So you’re not Clifton Edwards?” the ladySophieasked. There was a strange tone to her voice when she asked it, and he looked hard at her. He could tell from her tone that “no” was the right answer. But Clifton Edwards? Something about the name touched a chord inside of him.


  “Clifton Edwards.” He whispered the name aloud and tried to focus on what exactly bothered him about the name. The image of a face, a little boy’s face, flashed in his mind. He didn’t know who the boy was. He saw an older man, stooped with age. He saw a naked manor nearly nakedleap up from the grass and raise a tomahawk in the air. An Indian. Blackfoot. He knew that. Then the parade of pictures faded. He absently reached his hand up to rub his aching head. He flinched from the stabbing agony of his ribs when he moved his arm. His stomach twisted and surged, and then the fact that he seemed to have no memories made the world spin.


  “You fell a long way,” Sophie said. “You took two hard blows to the head. Hard enough to leave big bumps and knock you senseless for hours. I reckon you’ll be okay when you’ve had some rest.”


  “Don’t any of you know who I am?” His voice sounded like it came from outside of himself. He saw a dead man lying on the ground in front of him. The vision widened. Ten dead men. A hundred. Blood everywhere. Bodies dressed in blue and gray. Severed limbs and the screams of the wounded. The smell. War. Sickening. Brutal. He wished he could forget it all. Forever.


  From a great distance the lady answered his question, “No.”


  The littlest one said, “You’re our pa.”


  The cook said, “You’re not our pa.”


  The baby-sitter said, “You just look like our pa.”


  The toddler kicked her feet and landed one on his ribs and said, “Papa.”


  His knees went from apple jelly to apple cider, and all the girls’ strength didn’t keep him from sagging back to the ground. Through a roaring in his ears, he thought he heard someone, the cook maybe, say matter-of-factly, “We shoulda got him to the house whilst we had the chance.”


  He also thought the lady, who smelled so bad, grew a second head that looked like a mule’s head. Now that he thought of it, a mule was what she smelled like. A really filthy, old mule. Maybe one that’d been dead for a while. His last impression was that the mule kicked him in the ribs as he hit the ground, and maybe, just maybe, the mule said vehemently, “You are too our pa! You’ve been raised from the dead and that’s that!”


  Then everything went black.
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