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    A Note From the Author


    Years ago, on one of my first real adult vacations, my husband and I went to Carlsbad Caverns. That place captured my imagination like few places on this earth ever have. It just transported me to the early days of the cavern. I could imagine the first people who found it, explored it. It is endless and staggeringly beautiful and vividly dangerous.


    That vacation sparked a story long before I was writing stories, and it’s always stayed with me. I’m thrilled to be writing it now. I used Carlsbad for inspiration, but I fictionalized the cavern, moved it, and changed many things, just because I didn’t think it was fair to project a fictionalized history onto Carlsbad when the real history is so well-known.


    So, because it truly was the inspiration for this book, I’ve decided to dedicate Out of Control to Carlsbad Caverns and the beauty of the place. And while I’m at it, I’ll also dedicate it to my husband, Ivan, who was my companion on that long-ago vacation. My very own romantic hero.


    A special dedication to Natasha Kern. Teaming up with Natasha was the best decision of my professional life.


    And I’d like to dedicate this book to the person who has probably bought more of my books than anyone else on the planet (except for maybe my mother)—Larry Craig, Mr. Book Look.
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    Colorado Territory

    June 23, 1866



    Last time. This is it. Never again.


    Rafe Kincaid pulled his chestnut thoroughbred to a halt in full darkness, still a short distance away from the entrance of the cavern.


    He rubbed the ugly, jagged scar that ran from the corner of his eye to his hairline just above his ear. He was glad he had it. A lifelong reminder of that awful day thirteen years ago and this treacherous cavern. He’d grown up fast.


    A breeze coming down across the mountains cooled the air and made the tree branches bob and dance. Like most summer nights in the Colorado Rockies, a fire would feel good.


    Rafe smelled grass. Over the crest of this rugged, heavily wooded mountain, his cattle dozed in the moonlight, spread out over a lush meadow.


    But tonight he wasn’t looking for cattle. Instead he was looking to make his peace.


    Right in front of him was the cave entrance, nothing but a hole in the ground. It looked like a mouth gaped open with a corner turned down in a scowl. Mouth was a good word for it because this place had almost swallowed his family whole.


    Then he saw the rope.


    A rope coiled beside the entrance to the cave.


    Narrowing his eyes, he swung down and hitched his chestnut to a scrub pine. It’d been over a decade since Rafe had fought his battle with that cavern. And he’d faced the cave many times since because he refused to let it defeat him. But he’d never seen evidence anyone else had been in it. Not since Seth had run off.


    He took two more steps and heard Seth scream.


    Cold control sleeted in his veins as he drew his gun, leveled it. He tensed at the metallic crack as he cocked it.


    There was nothing to aim at.


    Seth hadn’t screamed. Seth wasn’t down there.


    Another scream split the air.


    But someone else was. He holstered his gun and rushed for the cave.


    “Please, someone help me!”


    It was Seth. No, not Seth.


    “Someone help me!” The voice broke. Sobbing echoed off the cavern walls.


    Not a little boy. He stuck his head over the cavern entrance.


    “A woman?” Rafe spoke aloud. Trying to believe his own ears. The words echoed into the depths.


    There was no response, only sobs. But it was not his imagination. There really was someone down there.


    The crying rose and fell, echoed off the walls until it sounded like ten women crying, all ghostly, terrified.


    “Who’s down there?” His voice bounced back to him.


    Only more tears. The sun was gone. Dank, cool air rose up from the pit.


    He could see nothing. After those first words, there were no more. But she might be out of her mind with fear.


    Something Rafe could understand.


    Rafe looked at the rope but didn’t care to trust his weight to it. His eyes went to a flat boulder only feet away. Would it still be there? After all this time?


    Rafe muscled the boulder aside, stone scratching on stone, and uncovered a depression in the rocks to reveal... “My ladder.”


    He pulled it out, the metal clinking. It was chain, badly rusted after lying in the ground for years. Long ago Rafe had switched it for the hand-woven hemp rope he, Ethan, and Seth had trusted with their lives.


    Then trust had died and Rafe had anchored the ladder to this boulder.


    The sobbing had a haunting quality, but this was no ghost—Rafe didn’t believe in them—although for a few uncertain seconds, he’d been tempted to consider the possibility.


    “I’m coming down.”


    The sobs stopped. Then he heard them again, softer, muffled, as if she was trying to squelch the sound.


    “I’ll get you out,” he called, his voice echoing. Had someone abandoned her down there?


    “Can you tell me your name?”


    No response.


    He gave his chain ladder a quick inspection and wasn’t too happy with its condition.


    “I’m Rafe Kincaid. I ranch near here.”


    Rafe had known the cavern very well by the time he’d given up his exploring. Not as well as Seth. No one knew this cavern like Rafe’s little brother. Seth had run wild down there. Once, in a particularly wild mood, Seth had told Rafe he’d lost his soul down there and had to find it.


    Seth had always been a little loco.


    Ethan had never gone down after the accident. Instead, he’d covered his fear with good humor and a smile, then left the ranch the day he was old enough and never came back. Ethan was the reason Rafe was out here right now.


    “I’m lowering the ladder—that’s the sound you hear.” He doubted the wisdom of trying to rescue her on his own. Leaving her to go for help would be the smart thing to do. But by the time he got back she might be a slobbering, drooling madwoman.


    She might already be.


    Dropping the ladder, he smelled the cold, stale air and stared into the darkness, knowing his eyes couldn’t penetrate it. There was no way to climb out without the ladder. There was another twenty-foot descent after the ladder ended at the ledge, but it wasn’t as smooth as the upper stretch, so Rafe could climb down.


    “Are you hurt?” Rafe began talking as he tested the ladder. It felt sturdy. He swallowed hard, said a quick prayer, and swung over the edge. It was like climbing down the throat of a monster.


    “I’m coming to help you.”


    He heard a stifled sob.


    “Are you where you can see me?” One step at a time he descended the clinking ladder.


    “Can you hear that noise? I’ve got a chain ladder.” His voice pushed against the darkness, but it was a solid thing, too deep to penetrate.


    “I mean you no harm.” A thousand questions raced through Rafe’s mind. He suspected she wouldn’t answer any of them.


    “We’ll get you out of here, and I’ll help you get... get home.” Where in the world could home be? There weren’t any women in the area. There hadn’t been any since the gold had run out. Well, a few Indians. But her little bit of talking told him she wasn’t one.


    As he descended, Rafe felt the darkness of the cave press on him like a slowly closing fist, crushing him by inches. He quit talking so he could breathe. After what seemed like forever, he reached the ledge. Stepping off the ladder, he turned, listening. Her breathing was audible. She was close to the left side tunnel, as if she was poised to run down it, away from him.


    “Please, don’t be afraid. I won’t harm you.”


    In the silence, it occurred to Rafe that maybe he should be afraid. What if she got past him in the dark? What if she scaled the rock cliff, climbed the ladder, and pulled it up behind her?


    Chills stood the hair on the back of his neck on end as he thought of being stuck down in the cavern, forever. That day when Seth had fallen. No one knew where they were. No one would have thought of coming to the cave to search.


    Just like now.


    Listening with every bit of savvy he’d learned from living in this hard land, he climbed down the last twenty feet of rock.


    “If someone hurt you, it wasn’t me. But I can get you out. I will get you out.” Seth had begged Rafe not to leave him. And Rafe knew Seth hadn’t really believed his brothers would abandon him, but it had been the fear talking. So it was most likely her fear too keeping her silent. “I won’t leave you.”


    Then the obvious occurred to Rafe. “How bad can I be? I gotta be better than this cavern. Do you really want me to go away?”


    “No!” Something raced at him. A black figure in a black pit. For an irrational second he thought it was something monstrous swooping toward him. A shudder shook him until the ice in his veins nearly cracked.


    Then something—someone—slammed into him. He staggered back against the cavern wall. Hands clawed at him. He caught at whomever or whatever it was. Solid. Not a ghost. Human, not a monster. He tried to make sense out of what he couldn’t see.


    “Help me.” Definitely a woman.


    “I’ll get you out.”


    “Don’t leave me, please.” Her voice broke. Her arms clamped around him as if she were hanging on to save her life.


    In her mind, she probably was.


    He wrapped his arms around her. In the dark he couldn’t see anything. She seemed young. She’d come at him fast. But someone older, running for her life, might move real fast, too.


    “I’ll get you out. I promise.” He talked to her as if she were a spooked mustang. “Let’s climb up to my ladder and get out of here.”


    “A ladder? A ladder.” The words dissolved into wrenching sobs.


    Rafe wondered if she’d be able to climb. She’d have to. He tried to imagine carrying her and climbing the ladder at the same time.


    Could the chain take the double weight? He didn’t want to test it.


    “Here, come this way. We can climb partway.”


    “There’s nothing to climb.” Frantic arms anchored her to him.


    “I’ve got a ladder on the ledge.”


    “Ladder. A ladder. Yes.” She didn’t let go, so he lifted her, just so her feet dangled, and turned her toward the wall—not that easy with her hanging from his neck.


    Prying one hand loose, he said, “Grab right here.” He felt around till he found a grip, then rested her hand on the rock wall and was relieved when she took hold. “We’ll go up. One step at a time.”


    “All the way up?”


    A terrible pity for her rang inside of him like a perfect bell toll. He’d been where she was. He’d been right up to the edge of pure loco with fear. “Yes, all the way. I’ve got a ladder. First we have to climb this one stretch of rock, then we’ll use the ladder.”


    “A ladder. Ladder.” Each step was painfully slow. Rafe cajoled and encouraged and occasionally begged. She moved forward, her hands so shaky Rafe didn’t trust her to hang on, so he climbed along with her. When they reached the ledge, he kept his arm firmly around her waist. The chain was only a few feet away, and when Rafe heard its metallic jingle, it gave him renewed determination.


    “Can you do it?”


    “Do what?”


    He had to calm her down somehow. She’d never hang on the way she was shaking. He turned her until she faced him.


    “Listen to me.”


    “Get out of here. I have to get... get... out. Let me out.”


    She was babbling.


    It occurred to him that the right thing to do was slap her. That’d clear her thinking. Give her a bit of fight, too. It had worked with Ethan years ago. Sort of.


    It’d been more of a punch honestly.


    And now that Rafe thought of it, it hadn’t worked well at all. And... she was too soft to slap, and sure as certain too soft to punch. He just couldn’t do it. “You’ve got to get ahold of yourself.” Pulling her close, he added, “My name is Rafe. Can you say that?”


    She’d said ladder enough times.


    “Let me out.”


    “No!” He gripped her shoulders. “You say my name or we’re not going. You need to calm down. We’re going to be fine, but not if you shake so hard you fall off this ladder.”


    “Ladder.”


    “I’m Rafe.” He shook her hard. “Say it. Prove to me you’ve got the guts to hang on and climb out of this pit.”


    “R-Rafe.” A long, slow breath lifted her shoulders. “Rafe. I’m sorry... Rafe. I’m so scared. It’s so dark. I couldn’t get out. My... my Rafe. I couldn’t find my Rafe... uh... rope. Rope. I need to get out and I... I—”


    “Stop.” Slapping her just wouldn’t do.


    So he kissed her.


    She froze in his arms. He braced himself to be on the receiving end of a slap. He almost hoped her head cleared enough to be insulted.


    Suddenly, her terror flipped over into something... else. She flung her arms around his neck and nearly lifted herself off her feet in an effort to hold him closer.


    Rafe wrapped his arms around her waist and deepened the kiss.


    The darkness receded, the whole world was bright and warm. Being far from the outside world just seemed like a blessed chance to be alone with a beautiful woman.


    Beautiful?


    That thought cleared his head. “Uh... you’re not fifty or sixty years old, are you?”


    “What?” She sounded dazed. Which was sort of like calm.


    “I’m just thinking I haven’t really... um... seen you yet. I mean you seem... young. You feel really young.” And beautiful. She felt very young and beautiful. “But if we get out of here and you’re... uh... old and—” ugly—“sixty years old or something... well, it’s going to be awkward.”


    Her arms were gone from his neck. He should have kept his mouth shut and continued with the kissing. But the notion of getting her up to the moonlight and finding out she was a sixty-year-old woman, maybe with a mustache and a face like the downhill side of a climbing mountain goat... not someone he’d choose to kiss... in the light... Well, that was in his head now, and he couldn’t get it out. Yep, awkward, sure enough. And yet, she’d felt very young and beautiful. Very.


    “Get your hands off of me.”


    He loosened his grip but didn’t let go all the way because she had a ways to fall—about twenty feet straight down. Then he’d have to climb back down there and start this all over again.


    She slapped him.


    Which stung, and not just his cheek. After all, he’d considered doing the same thing to her—for medicinal reasons. Life and death, really. But he’d refrained. She should have given him the same benefit of the doubt.


    “I think I’m ready to climb now.” She sounded much calmer. Deadly calm.


    Rafe remembered a long time ago—how long had he been kissing her, anyway?—when getting out of the cavern was his main concern. Now he wasn’t in such a big hurry. But he didn’t want to get slapped again, either.


    “Great. You’ve calmed down. Let’s go.” As if getting himself slapped had been his plan all along.


    He herded her toward the ladder. He’d dealt with enough kicking, snorting cattle and horses to have the knack.


    He heard the chain rattle, so he figured she was obeying him. He was really looking forward to some light—even the dim light of the moon would be a big improvement.


    And he was hoping for the best.


    “This is a ladder?” She sounded confused. Young and beautiful and confused.


    “Here.” Rafe took her hands and closed them around the chains, hoping she didn’t attack. “Feel how it’s two long chains with short ones between? It sags, so it all seems to hang down, but get your hands on the edges and your foot on the chain hooking the sides together, it’s a ladder rung.”


    “Where are the rungs?”


    He crouched and, going by touch, found the chain and guided her foot—a very young foot as far as Rafe could judge—to the lowest step, which dangled about two feet above the ledge. She groped with her other foot for the next step up without his guidance. She was thinking clearly. The kiss had done the trick, whether she wanted to admit it or not.


    And he guessed he had a hand-shaped red mark on his face to prove it.


    He touched her foot on the second rung to make sure she’d found it. The way she trembled and fumbled for the rung, he knew he had to help her take each step. He didn’t dare let her climb all the way alone. Considering the age of this ladder, he should. But he saw her falling—very vividly, considering he couldn’t see her. He stayed below her so they weren’t both on a rung at the same time, but the sides of the ladder were bearing double weight.


    Rafe had no choice, so he followed her, guiding each foot. Rung by rung they climbed up.


    As they climbed, he didn’t look up, partly because there was a little bit of moonlight now, and he was afraid he’d see right up her skirt, but also—and this was actually the bigger part—because he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to help but enjoy the view.


    Her movements changed. He heard her fingers fumbling for a grip on stone. Judging by the light and his increased ability to see—staring straight forward—he knew she’d reached the top. He kept going, proud of himself for the way his eyes stayed fastened on the ladder. Ashamed of himself for having a fight on his hands to manage that behavior.


    Then he gained the top and rolled off that ladder and out of that scowling cave mouth. “Every time I get out of that pit I feel like I’ve escaped from a wolf pack nipping at my heels.”


    Or monsters. Or his worst nightmares.


    Finally, lying on his back on the ground, he looked at the woman. The moon was out and he could see her well enough.


    Not sixty.


    Not even close.


    Young and beautiful, for a fact, right down to her feet.


    She was a barely grown woman. Her wild and curly hair washed blue in the moonlight. There was a remnant of a braid, but more hair had escaped than remained. Even in the dim light he could see her eyes were so wide with fear that all thoughts of skirts and ladders and wolves vanished in the face of her upset.


    She had a black line from her temple, along her ear, and down the length of her long, graceful neck. The line spread into a black circle on her calico blouse that had to be blood. She wore a darker riding skirt. All the color was washed out to shades of blue and black in the moonlight. There was dirt under her fingernails. The woman was a mess.


    How had she gotten down there?


    He didn’t ask because it wasn’t really a good time. But he wondered how long he had to wait on that information.


    They both scrambled to their feet and faced each other. There was so much gratitude and relief that he saw all the way to her soul and felt as if she saw to his, a very warm look beaming heat on his cold soul.


    But mostly he just saw fear, eyes wild with fear. For a second he could see white all the way around.


    Once, long ago, his horse had taken an unfortunate fall into a saguaro. His stallion still got a look similar to this lady’s when they got too near a cactus.


    And that was the only way this woman resembled his horse.


    “Thank you.” She breathed deeply once, twice; then she threw herself at him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and knocked him over backward. For a terrifying second he thought he was going over the edge into the cavern. But his back landed on solid ground. She cut off his air, and though he was glad for the gratitude, he missed breathing.


    Then he felt her woman’s weight on him and decided breathing was overrated. He remembered the kiss of just a few minutes ago. Remembered it fondly and slid his arms around her waist... just as she started to cry.


    That took the fun out of it.


    Ma had cried a lot. In fact, looking back, that’s almost all he remembered about his ma.


    A fair-to-middling cook who cried a lot.


    They could have carved it into her tombstone.


    He’d been left all these years with the strange feeling that his mother had cried herself to death.


    It had terrified him then, and it was worse now.


    And being terrified didn’t suit him, so he took action. “Let’s go.”


    He stood, helping her up. He glared at that cave for a second and then, with her still clinging to his neck, dragged the ladder up and left it lying on the ground beside her rope. He’d have to come back and stick it under the rock when he was all done with his rescuing. He sort of dragged her little clinging, crying, young and beautiful self along as he stepped well away from that gaping hole.


    Dragging her was slowing him down. He swung her up in his arms and hurried toward his horse.


    The fiery chestnut had never been ridden double, so Rafe wasn’t sure how things would go. The woman seemed bent on draining all the salt and water from her body through her eyeballs. Rafe adjusted her so he held her in one arm and mounted up, then settled her on his lap. His stallion skittered sideways, but Rafe controlled him and aimed the horse toward the ranch and they set out at a fast walk.


    “We’ll gallop as soon as the horse adjusts to the double weight.”


    The only response he got was a sniffle.


    “What’s your name?”


    She cried harder. Rolling his eyes toward heaven, Rafe said, “As soon as I get down the steepest part of this mountain, the trail is level and clear of stones so we can speed up. Then I’ll gallop for a while, so hold on tight.”


    She had the grip of a cranky Apache warrior. Only it felt real nice.
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    He’d lost her!


    He wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. Frustrated to have missed his chance. He slipped back into the black depths of the cavern.


    How had she been so quiet for so long? He’d even had his friend climb the rope and pull it up to trap her.


    “I shouldn’t have played with her, toyed with her.” He listened to his voice echo off the walls. As if he were down here with a dozen people, all agreeing with him. “Scaring her was fun.”


    The others agreed.


    “I loved it when she ran.”


    In the pitch-darkness he’d been able to hear her terror. And he’d known that soon, soon he’d have her and she was the key to the treasure he wanted. Then suddenly he’d lost her. He’d searched for hours, but she never gave herself away. Her silence had been total.


    But then he’d heard her screaming and had come fast, but the man had gotten to her first.


    “Who was that who rescued her?”


    The hoofbeats faded as he fumed.


    “But she loves it down here. She’ll be back.” He shouted that and listened to it echo. “Then I’ll have what I want!” His laughter echoed back from the world of friends who surrounded him.


    Friends?


    No, only one friend. It was time to get him to come out.
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    Rafe spurred his horse to a ground-eating gallop and enjoyed her arms around him way more than was wise.


    He figured a woman only had so much water to spare, so he let her cry and hoped she’d run dry soon. The tears finally slowed, and though afraid he’d set off more tears, Rafe cautiously repeated the most obvious question.


    “What’s your name?”


    Pulling away from him, she looked as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rocking chairs. Like maybe it had just occurred to her that she didn’t know him at all.


    He fetched a kerchief out of his hip pocket in case she had a speck of salt water left.


    “What’s yours?” It wasn’t an answer, but at least she hadn’t said ladder.


    “I’m Rafe Kincaid.”


    With a gasp she caught his left forearm. “I’ve heard of the Kincaid Ranch. I’m Julia.”


    “Julia what?”


    Suspicion narrowed her eyes. “I need to get home. My family will be frantic. They don’t even know where I went, and I was down there a long time. A long, long time. A long, long, long time.” Her voice broke, and she buried her face against his chest again. Her arms went around his waist, and she held on as if she were still dangling over a deep hole.


    That hole. That dark, brutally beautiful hole in the ground. He knew so exactly how she felt that he could have cried, too—if he was a weakling who wanted to act like a little girl.


    He slid his left arm around her waist, while his right arm supported her quivering back and steered his stallion. He found a talent for doing all of that at once.


    Every protective instinct in his body and soul, and that was a considerable amount, roared to life. “We’ll get you home. I promise. I’m almost to my place. I’ll get you something to eat and make sure you’re all right, and then I’ll take you home.”


    The location of which was still unknown because Rafe had never gotten that information from her. He hadn’t gotten her last name, either.


    Based on the crying, he doubted he’d get it anytime soon.


    Her arms tightened. As long as she had a good grip, Rafe kicked his horse into a faster gallop. As they raced across the rugged ground, he savored how alive and precious she felt in his arms.


    He’d saved her. He’d found someone in that hole and saved her life.


    He closed his eyes and let that knowledge pour over the terrible cold place where his soul should have been. It wasn’t enough—saving her didn’t penetrate it, but it warmed the edges a bit.


    The ice had been there ever since he’d felt the crushing weight of that cavern all those years ago when he’d failed his brothers.


    And he’d clung to that cold all these years, glad of it, because while it was there he could never be that terrified and weak and out of control again.


    This woman, Julia, so vital, so vulnerable, had arms so warm that, for the first time in nearly a dozen years, he was tempted to let go of his icy control. But what if, after so much time, the cold shattered and all that he’d frozen away—his guilt and fear and shame—was too much for a man to bear. Worse yet, what if he thawed and found he was empty inside? His soul as black as that cavern.


    He galloped for the ranch. Just as the cabin came in sight, Julia sat bolt upright.


    “I have to go home.” In the darkness he could see her eyes were red from crying. Her lips trembled.


    “We’re almost home.” Rafe kept his horse moving. He needed to think clearly, and for some reason he couldn’t seem to do that. A fact he blamed completely on her sitting on his lap.


    “No, my home.” She clutched the front of his shirt and got a chunk of skin. “I haven’t been thinking clearly. I was so upset.”


    “Of course you’re upset. I’ll get you something to eat, get you cleaned up. And first thing in the morning we’ll—”


    “No, now. I have to go home now.”


    Rafe looked at the moon already high in the sky. “We can’t go tonight.”


    “My family will be frantic.” Julia bit her bottom lip. Rafe urged his horse forward, hoping he could get her in the house while she was busy nagging at him to do something else. He couldn’t ride his horse double the whole twenty miles to Rawhide. Especially if one of the riders was a weeping woman who seemed to solve all her problems by grabbing hold of him. He needed to get her away from him before she spent too much longer in his arms. Not wise to get used to it.


    Julia squared her shoulders and held his gaze. “I’m Julia Gilliland. My father, Wendell Gilliland, owns the general store in Rawhide.”


    He was almost surprised enough to quit galloping in a direction she didn’t want to go. But not quite.


    “I was just in Rawhide, in the general store. The man who owns it isn’t named Gilliland.”


    “Yes he is. Father has always run a store.”


    “The owner of the store is Hymie Herne. He’s owned it for years.”


    “There must be two stores.”


    “Nope, no new stores in town. Except...” Rafe paused. “There is a new little saloon. It’s a dump. A shack that was abandoned and boarded up. The man who runs it—someone said his name. Uhhh... John... Gill. That’s it.” Rafe paused again. Gill? Gilliland? “A short skinny man. Bald. He favored his right arm like he’d hurt it recently.”


    “My father’s middle name is John.” Her pretty lips curved down into a frown. “He’s got a really ugly curved scar on the back of his right hand. But it’s an old injury—there was nothing wrong with his arm when he was last home.”


    “Maybe he got hurt since then.” Rafe rubbed his own ugly scar. John Gill had come into the general store while he’d been there, and Hymie had introduced them. He’d noticed John, or Wendell, or whoever the guy was, had a scar—it was hard to miss. “That’s him. But he calls himself by a different name.”


    “Why would he do that?”


    Good question.


    Rafe had been in town for supplies, and he’d also gotten that letter from Ethan. He’d just given a list to Hymie when John or Wendell had come in, his temper steaming like the stinking cigar he had clamped in his teeth, and shoved past Rafe and demanded to go first. Hymie had told him to hold his horses, and Rafe had thought John might throw a fist. But then the man had flinched and grabbed his arm as if it hurt.


    Though it didn’t suit Rafe to be pushed around, he told Hymie to go ahead with the new customer, since Rafe had other business in town.


    Later, Hymie had told Rafe about the new saloonkeeper in town and pointed out the tumbled-down shack that didn’t look to be big enough for a whiskey bottle, let alone customers. Though Hymie said a man could get a poker game there anytime of the day or night.


    But nowhere in the talk of John Gill had there been any mention of a daughter. And Julia had said family. So was there a mother, and other children? Rawhide wasn’t that big. Rafe hadn’t seen the slightest sign of any women. And he’d eaten at the diner and talked with several other men. He’d heard about neighboring ranches, cattle prices, who was sick, rumors of gold and silver strikes, who was gone from the area, and who was new to town. What he’d never heard was talk of a woman.


    Wendell was an ugly little man with an attitude to match. But this was a hard land so Rafe had some patience with hard men. Rafe’s pa had been a man as harsh and wild as these mountains in winter. Rafe was a hard man, too. He prided himself on it.


    Throw in the way John or Wendell had cradled his arm to his chest. With all of that, Rafe had still come away with a real poor impression of Wendell “John Gill” Gilliland. And none of that explained the unknown family.


    “We’ll get you to your pa first thing in the morning. It’s a long rugged ride to Rawhide and we can’t make it across that trail in the dark. But first thing—”


    “What trail?”


    “The trail to town.”


    “But I don’t want to go to town. I want to go home.”


    Rafe fell silent. “You live in Rawhide.”


    “No, I don’t. In fact, if I hadn’t been so upset, I’d have realized where we were riding and I’d have stopped you. I live about half an hour’s walk from that cavern.”


    “No you don’t.”


    Julia’s brow furrowed over her puffy eyes. “I know where I live, Rafe.”


    “But there’s nothing up there and your pa owns the saloon in Rawhide.”


    “The general store.”


    “Whatever he owns”—absolutely not the general store—“it’s in Rawhide. Why would he live twenty miles out of town?”


    “It’s not twenty miles. It’s about five. And we live out there because Pa doesn’t think it’s safe in town. He says Rawhide is a rough place.”


    “True, it is. But how can he protect you out there? And how’d you get all the way to that cavern if you live fifteen miles away from it?”


    “I don’t. It’s about a half-mile walk, mostly uphill, but I enjoy rock climbing. And I need to get out of the house while the baby is napping.”


    “Baby?”


    Julia suddenly clutched Rafe’s arm. “And once I found the cavern...” Her hand trembled on his wrist. Then she leaned closer as if to whisper a secret. “It’s so beautiful down there, and... and I found fossils.”


    “Fossils?” Rafe had been down there and he’d seen a lot of pretty rock formations, but... “I don’t remember any fossils.” Of course, he wasn’t real clear on what a fossil was.


    Rafe thought some more about what she’d said. “A half-mile walk home, you say?” Since Rafe had just taken her on a long ride away from the cavern, that was bad news. Just past the cavern were a cliff and an impassable rushing stream; on this side was all Kincaid property, so that still didn’t explain where she lived. “Why didn’t you say something? Why’d you have me ride all the way to my place?”


    Not that he really minded having a beautiful woman in his arms for miles and miles and miles.


    Julia’s brows lowered, and even in the starlight Rafe could see fire in her eyes. “I was very upset.”


    Which was no more than the pure honest truth.


    “I’d been down there a long time. I’m not usually given to nerves, but I’ve never mentioned that cavern to anyone, so I figured they’d have no idea where to look for me.”


    Rafe had made the same mistake... when he was a kid. “You should’ve had more sense. If your pa”—and the baby, she’d definitely mentioned a baby—“had known where you’d gone, he’d’ve been able to come fetch you home.”


    “The baby and Audra take a long nap in the afternoon. I’ve been taking hikes ever since we moved here. And when I found that cavern, I got a long rope and went down in it.”


    Now there was an Audra?


    “Reckless.”


    Julia shrugged. “We’ve been out here since early in the spring. I’ve had a lot of time to hike. I found that cave opening, dropped a pebble in, and heard it hit bottom. Then I got a rope and lowered a lantern in so I was sure the floor was down there. The lantern lit the cave up enough I could see some stalactites and stalagmites.”


    “Stag-what? You found a herd of deer down there?” Rafe shook his head. “Not likely.”


    “I studied rock formations and fossils back East and this is a real find. I subscribe to a scientific journal and I hope to write a paper on this cavern.” Julia leaned closer, looked quickly left and right—which was silly since there was clearly no one else around. “I’ve been trying to get published in that journal for years. Now I’ve found such a lovely cave. And the fossils...” She gasped and got what could only be described as a look of wonder on her face. “Fish.”


    “Fish?”


    She nodded her head. “We’ve got to go back. I need to study it more carefully.”


    “Go back where?”


    “To the cavern.” She leaned closer, which Rafe found mighty pleasant. “There was someone down there. I got scared.”


    Everything pleasant fled. “Someone else was down there?”


    Julia’s face fell into a frown. “I guess that means it wasn’t you, right?”


    “I never go in that place.” Not anymore. “I wouldn’t have gone today if I didn’t need to save you.”


    “Well, someone was down there.” She gingerly touched her temple, coated with dried blood. “I was startled. Well, honestly, I was terrified. I doused my lantern and ran to hide from him. I must have bumped my head. I can’t go down there alone again.” Then she perked up and smiled at him. “I know. You could go with me. We’ll use your chain ladder.”


    Then she jerked upright as if he’d stuck her with a pin. “You’ve got to take me home.”


    “I did. We’re home.” Rafe pulled his horse to a halt in the yard of Kincaid Ranch. “Steele!”


    Rafe didn’t need to yell. Steele was already ambling out of the barn. Rafe tossed his reins to Steele and swung down with Julia still in his arms.


    Steele arched his bushy gray brows at the sight of a woman in Rafe’s arms, but he didn’t say a word. That was one of the things Rafe liked best about his foreman.


    “We have to go back to that cavern.” Julia continued to boss him around while he held her in his arms. “I need to take measurements, make drawings. I’m not good at drawing, but I’ll just have to make do.” Julia looked at him. “Can you draw?”


    “Nope.”


    “Pity.” She shrugged. “I need to look deeper in the cave. I need to check and see if—”


    “We aren’t going back to that cavern.” That broke off her jabbering.


    Steele led the horse off. Julia might be taking charge of her life in some ways, but she was still pretty upset or she’d have noticed he was carrying her around.


    “We have to,” she insisted.


    “We can’t.” The little woman really should stand on her own two feet if she was going to be so bossy. And yet Rafe had no interest in setting her down.


    “Well, fine then. I’ll have to go alone.” She shuddered and gave him a frightened look.


    “You can’t go alone. It’s not safe.”


    “Then come with me. I have to go back. I will go back.” She looked stubborn and bossy and young and beautiful, and Rafe considered doing just about anything she asked of him as he walked along.


    Ethan was coming home. Ethan, who hated everything about that cavern. More than hate, he feared it. Swearing off the cavern was the only way to keeping him here. Rafe wanted both his brothers back. Missing them weighed down everything he did.


    “Maybe if we made it quick. Just once.” Rafe could go down and back up and it’d be over before Ethan returned. He could grab whatever it was she wanted. A fish or a stag or... He couldn’t figure out what she was after exactly. Rafe hadn’t spent time down there in a long while.


    It had taken weeks after the accident to know Seth would live. The healing stretched out over long, grueling months. His scars were so ugly, a constant reminder of how Rafe had failed. And the nightmares. Seth’s nightmares tortured the family until they all dreaded going to sleep at night. And during the day the wildness in Seth’s eyes crossed over from recklessness to madness.


    Seth shared his wild blue eyes and his nature with Pa. Once he was physically well, Seth had gone back to the cavern as if the meaning of life were hidden in there. Rafe couldn’t move fast enough to keep him out, but he’d followed after him even though he hated it down there.


    No one seemed to care about Seth but Rafe.


    After Seth’s accident, Pa’s trapping and mining kept him away from home for weeks and eventually even months at a time.


    Ma took to her rocking chair and cried herself to death.


    Ethan refused to have any part of that cavern.


    Rafe was left alone to protect his reckless little brother. Rafe was haunted by the knowledge that Seth’s accident had destroyed his family. If Rafe had just taken better care of Seth, the Kincaid family would not have fallen apart.


    And now that Ethan was returning, Rafe was never going to even admit that cavern existed.


    But maybe he could go down with Julia one more time. Just to get her fish.


    Julia patted him on the chest and smiled. “It has to be more than once. I need to explore.”


    “It’s a dangerous cave. In fact, I’m considering getting some explosives and closing that entrance forever so no one else can get hurt down there.”


    Julia inhaled so quickly it sounded like a backward scream. “You will not!”


    “I should have done it years ago. Then you wouldn’t have been in danger.” He looked down at the woman he held in his arms. He was sure enough enjoying holding Julia Gilliland. He’d never thought much about women. It was a man’s world out here and never seeing one of the critters helped keep his mind off them.


    Julia chewed on her bottom lip in silence. She really shouldn’t do that. It had to be hard on her. Rafe watched her gnaw away and considered scolding her.


    “You might be destroying something that could help us learn more about the Bible,” she said.


    “What?” Rafe stopped so short he almost dropped her. “How can a big old cave in Colorado teach us about the Bible?”


    “Well, I told you there are fish fossils.”


    “So what? Maybe Indians lived in that cave. They eat fish.”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “You don’t think Indians eat fish? Because I know some Indians. They eat fish.”


    “No, that’s not what I meant. I think those fish might’ve been left there by God.”


    “Your head is bleeding. I wonder how hard you hit it, because—”


    “I have to go back, and whoever was down there with me, well, you need to catch him and make him go away. Oh, and I didn’t see my rope anywhere. I searched and searched, but I lost it. So we’ll have to use your ladder.”


    “Your rope didn’t get lost. It got pulled up.”


    “You said that before. Of course it got lost.”


    “No, it didn’t.” Rafe thought of that neatly coiled rope. “Someone deliberately left you in there.”


    “What?” Her chewed-on lips started to quiver, and her eyes filled with tears. Julia’s voice dropped to a whimper. “I might have died down there.”


    Rafe hated it, but he suspected that’s exactly what they wanted.


    “But why would anyone do that?”


    Rafe thought of the crushing weight of that cavern in the dark, and he tightened his grip. “I don’t know. I was hoping you would.”


    “It was so dark. I felt like I was being swallowed, eaten alive by a monster.” Tears welled again. Salt and water aplenty in this woman.


    “I know exactly how you felt.” He lifted her until he could look her straight in the eyes.


    “But if you come along, it will be safe. Maybe some of your men can stand guard at the entrance so no one can tamper with our ladder. I’ve got to go back down there.”


    “That’s crazy!” Rafe said. “The darkness hides terrible danger. You could get lost and not find your way back to the entrance. You could fall. You could be killed.”


    His eyes went to her lips, shining from being gnawed. She needed him to protect her, but what was boiling inside of him was nothing like his protective instincts for his little brothers. And that boiling seemed to be melting the cold.


    So weak it was barely a whisper, she said, “I have to go back. My cabin, it’s so crowded and the walls start to close in around me sometimes. I have to get out. But just walking around, it’s a waste of my life. I feel useless. If I could write about that cavern, find something that would really be special...” Her forehead sank until it rested on his chest.


    When he read Ethan’s letter today, Rafe had taken an oath—to himself and to Ethan, though Ethan hadn’t been around to hear it—that he’d leave that cavern alone for good. He couldn’t say he’d made his peace with the cave, but he’d learned to live beside it, as if he and it were two warring countries that didn’t fire a shot but sat with guns on the border.


    And now he held a woman in his arms, who wanted him to give up on common sense so she could look closer at a fish.


    Only a coward would refuse to help her and he wasn’t one... So he’d do it, and do it fast, before Ethan got home.


    Squaring his jaw with determination, he picked up speed as he carried Julia around the corner to the ranch house steps.


    Ethan stepped out onto the front porch.

  


  
    

    Chapter

    3


    [image: ]



    Ethan saw Rafe ride in carrying a woman in his arms and smiled for the first time since he’d given in to the goading voice telling him to come home.


    Rafe rode around the corner to the barn but was soon back on foot with the woman in his arms. Ethan went outside just as his big brother clomped up the front porch steps.


    “For me?” Ethan reached out his arms.


    Rafe growled.


    Which meant the woman was for Rafe.


    Well, Ethan hadn’t expected much of a welcome-home gift, so he wasn’t surprised.


    “So, hello.” Ethan had been gone awhile. For all he knew, Rafe might carry this woman around in his arms day and night.


    The woman raised her head, and Ethan saw she’d been crying. Ethan immediately liked her a lot less.


    “Her name is Julia. Let me get her inside. Been a tough day for her.” Rafe brushed past Ethan and it pinched. But Ethan had expected Rafe to hate him.


    The more he hurt, the bigger he smiled, so Ethan smiled big and followed Rafe inside. Rafe set the woman on a chair in the kitchen. She had long red hair, messy, knotted up, wild. Ethan looked a lot closer at her.


    “Let me get you something to drink.” Rafe kept one hand on the woman’s shoulder, as if afraid she’d topple off the chair. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”


    She shrugged and blinked her large eyes, a pretty shade of green, at Rafe. She looked battered. Her nails were dirty and bloody. She had a streak of dried blood on the left side of her face running down her neck, pooled into a big stain on her dress.


    A real beautiful woman if a man could ignore the filth. And since she was clearly Rafe’s woman, Ethan found the ignoring easy. After all, it wasn’t his job to clean her up.


    Ethan had been gone a long time, but not so long that he wasn’t amazed at his brother’s attention to a woman. After dealing with Ma and her madness, Rafe hadn’t shown any interest in hunting up female companionship—not hard to avoid since there hadn’t been a woman for a hundred miles in any direction.


    Rafe slowly released the woman’s shoulder, as if testing to make sure she wouldn’t fall over. When she stayed sitting upright, he turned to Ethan. Ethan braced himself for a punch in the face.


    “I’ve missed you.” Rafe grabbed him and hugged him so tight Ethan couldn’t breathe. Or maybe he just didn’t remember how for a second. His arms went around Rafe, and for one horrifying second, Ethan thought he might cry.


    “Welcome home.” Rafe held him close for longer than anyone had held Ethan in years. Ever. The Kincaids weren’t huggers.


    With a few solid slaps on the back, Rafe stepped back. Not a smile anywhere. But intensity. Ethan remembered that. They’d been best friends.


    Rafe—the leader, organized and intense, making things safe.


    Ethan—keeping things loose, making them fun.


    Seth—the daredevil, keeping the excitement level high.


    The three of them made a good team.


    Until the accident.


    Ethan veered his thoughts from that ugliness. Never thinking of that place and never ever going back was the only way he kept his sanity.


    “We’ve got to go back.” Julia sounded as if she hated the idea.


    Ethan wondered just what he’d walked in on.


    “We need to talk about that.” Rafe looked between Julia and Ethan.


    “Go back where?” Ethan could only think of one place.


    “That cavern.” Julia trembled and gripped the seat of the wooden chair as if she had to physically hold tight to keep from taking off running.


    Ethan could sympathize. “No!” He locked his jaw. He wasn’t going to say it again. One thing he could say. “I should’ve never come home.”


    “Ethan.” Rafe’s hands fisted. He spoke each word with complete control. That was Rafe. “Someone trapped her in the cavern.”


    “Seth’s Cavern?” Ethan always thought of it as Seth’s Cavern—when he couldn’t stop himself from thinking of it.


    Rafe nodded.


    “There’s nothing down there worth the risk.”


    “But we’ve got to find out who did it and why. Anyone who’d trap a woman is pure polecat, and he’s on Kincaid land.” Rafe went to the sink and poured water into a tin cup, then started slicing a loaf of bread.


    “We’ve got to go back,” Julia repeated. “I have to show you what I found.”


    “We?” Ethan looked at the woman. She was so clearly unhappy about going back, Ethan had to respect it when she said it was necessary. Didn’t mean he was going to agree to go along, but he could respect it.


    “And then I have to get home. No, home first, then go down.” Julia looked a little more steady. Her shoulders squared, her chin lifted. Maybe once she got ahold of her nerves, her mind would start working again. Ethan could only hope.


    Then he realized what she’d said about going home. “No one lives out here.”


    “You do,” Julia pointed out the obvious.


    “Well, the Kincaids are idiots. Never figured anyone else would be stupid enough to try and own a ranch in the middle of a forest.”


    “I guess there’s one family stupid enough.” Julia raised her hand sadly. “And we don’t own a ranch; it’s just a cabin. Pa owns the general store in Rawhide.”


    “A saloon, Julia. He owns a saloon—and a poor excuse for even that.” Rafe set a plate with a thick slice of bread in front of her.


    Julia reached for the bread and noticed her hands. “They’re filthy.” She jerked them into her lap, even though she eyed the bread with longing.


    “We’ll wash them.” Rafe went to the dry sink and poured water into a basin. He moved the basin to the table. Julia reached for the water hesitantly.


    “Let me help.” Rafe pulled a chair around the corner of the wooden plank table. It wasn’t the one they’d had before, Ethan noticed. This was a beautiful piece of furniture.


    He looked away from the crazy woman and saw a lot of new, well-made things in the kitchen. Pa had been dead for three years. Ethan had found that out when he’d talked to Rafe’s foreman. Though Pa had been gone a long time, to Ethan it was a fresh grief. There was no chance to settle the trouble with his wild, always-traipsing-off father now. Didn’t matter much. Pa would’ve never shown any concern for Ethan—for any of them.


    Most likely Rafe had done all this carpentering since Pa had died. Pa had no patience for foolishness like fine woodwork.


    Rafe touched Julia’s hands, moving slowly, as if he was afraid of startling her. He guided them into the basin and, with a bar of lye soap in one hand, bathed her fingers gently and thoroughly. He got a rag from the dry sink, dipped it in the water, and touched her temple. When Rafe pulled the rag away, Ethan saw blood.


    “You’ve got a mean bump on your head. And your hands aren’t just dirty, you’ve hurt them.” Rafe finished with her head, then wrung out the rag and set it aside. He lifted her hand, dripping, from the water and Ethan could see the scrapes, the torn fingernails. Two nails were bleeding, and there was still dirt under all of them. Like she’d just clawed her way out of a nightmare.


    Ethan looked down at his own hands. Scarred from years of hard work. He remembered that his hands had looked much the same as Julia’s by the time they’d gotten out of the cavern on the day Seth had nearly died. Both his brothers were left scarred by it, while Ethan had walked away without a scratch.


    Ethan had never gone back.


    Rafe had never been able to stay away.


    Seth had run wild in every direction, including down in that cavern, until worrying about him, trying to control him, made Rafe cold as ice. And Ethan—well, he quit caring about what he’d done to his little brother. He’d quit caring about how it had driven Pa into the mountains and Ma into her rocking chair and Seth out of his mind.


    Ethan hadn’t cared because he wouldn’t have been able to handle it otherwise.


    Julia was demanding to return. Which meant Ethan was more of a coward than this distraught woman.


    He wished he’d never come home.
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    Audra Gilliland wished she’d never come west.


    Where is she, Lord?


    She wished she’d never agreed to live way out here, miles from that wretched, dangerous town.


    God, please protect Julia.


    She wished she’d never married the stubborn old goat, Wendell Gilliland.


    Bring her back home safely. Please, God, please....


    More honestly, she wished she’d ever been given a choice in anything. In her whole miserable life.


    Maggie stirred in Audra’s arms. It wasn’t all bad. Marrying Wendell had gotten her Maggie, and she adored her daughter. It had gotten her Julia, too.


    Just thinking Julia’s name threatened to send Audra into a panic.


    Praying, Audra shifted so Maggie’s weight wasn’t so heavy on Audra’s stomach. Her children might well not survive in the harsh land her husband had stranded them in, and that was something she regretted bitterly. She laid her hand on her round belly and prayed for her children’s lives. And that included at this moment, more than anyone, Julia.


    Wendell had been unkind back in Houston, too—after the wedding. But they’d lived in a safe place, in a sturdy house. Out in the country a bit, and Wendell didn’t come home that often—which Audra soon learned wasn’t such a bad thing.


    She and Julia had done well together.


    Please, God, care for her.


    Wendell slammed the door open. “Where did that girl run off to?”


    Maggie jerked awake in Audra’s arms.


    “You haven’t found her?” Audra surged to her feet. “Wendell, what could have happened?”


    “Ain’t the first time she’s gone off.” Wendell jerked the cigar he was never without from his lips. He was skinny and wrinkled. He had a short supply of hair and a long supply of grudges. Before the wedding, Audra had seen him as wiry. His wrinkles she’d thought of as laugh lines, though he’d never laughed. He was only a bit taller than her, even though she was on the short side for a woman.


    But her pa was a large man, a bully, so she’d liked the idea of a smaller man. That seemed safer. Pa had come to owe money to Wendell for a reason she’d never heard. She’d seen the man her father insisted she marry as powerful. Only a powerful man could cow her father. And yet Wendell had been of small stature, so he didn’t frighten her. Her father’s home wasn’t a happy place, so she hadn’t protested much. After nearly three years of marriage, Audra could no longer remember why she’d been so stupid as to believe a man who had power over her tyrant of a father would be loving with her.


    “But she never goes off for this long.” Julia often went outside for a long walk while Audra and Maggie took an afternoon nap. But she was always home for supper. In fact, she always made supper. Audra had to move quickly to be allowed to do any work in this household. This time, Audra had awakened to an empty house. Julia hadn’t come home all day. Audra had hunted to the extent she could while carrying a baby. Her fear had turned to terror as dusk had turned to dark. Then Wendell came home, as he always did late Saturday nights. He’d listened to Audra’s worry, complained about his arm being sore and how tired he was from the long week, as if Julia had gone off strictly to cause him more work. He had at least searched. Audra had heard him yelling for the last few hours.


    “Something’s happened.” Audra stood and walked the floor with Maggie, too nervous to sit still.


    “She’s tryin’ to scare me is all.” Wendell was a cocky banty rooster of a man, and was just as likely to peck and claw and flap.


    Since Audra liked her stepdaughter a lot more than she liked her husband, his words were no comfort. Wendell only came home after the store closed on Saturday night and stayed until Monday morning. All part of his plan to keep the men away from his women by keeping them hidden.


    “There’s no reason she’d be trying to scare you, Wendell. You weren’t even home when she left.” Audra preferred to keep the peace, even if she had to twist herself into a knot doing it. Julia was much more courageous when it came to facing Wendell’s wrath.


    “She fusses all the time about one thing or another.” Wendell puffed on his inch-long stub of a cigar using his left hand. It was so awkward, Audra had noticed it as soon as he came home. Now he cradled his right arm close to his stomach. Had he sprained his wrist? She’d been too worried about Julia to even ask.


    “She doesn’t like this cabin and she doesn’t like living way out west.” He took one last draw on his cigar and tossed it to the floor. Stomping on it viciously. She had to get that ugly cigar butt tossed out before Maggie could eat it. He fumbled for his metal tube he always kept in his shirt pocket that held another cigar. He had recently taken to carrying two, as if he was afraid to be without something to smoke.


    Jerking it out of his pocket, he stared at it so intently, Audra saw his eyes lose focus.


    “Only because she’s worried about the children. The baby will be here soon, and the cabin isn’t tight. We need a better place to live before snow falls. It’s too cold at night, even in the summer.” They lived in an old shack Wendell had found. As far as Audra knew, Wendell had no carpentry skills. He’d have needed to hire someone to help him build a house or repair this one, and that would mess up his plans to keep his womenfolk a secret.


    “It’s good enough.” Wendell jammed the cigar tube back in his shirt pocket and reached for Audra in an aborted gesture with his right hand. He flinched and cradled the arm against his body. “I can’t find her. What do you want me to do?”


    “She wouldn’t stay away this long.” Audra wished Wendell wouldn’t shout. Maggie had been nursing quietly, on the verge of sleeping. Now the child’s eyes were wide open and frightened, feeding frantically while Audra paced. With another baby on the way, Audra knew her milk supply was nearly used up and they had no cow. Could a woman nurse two babies at once? Audra had no idea. It might be necessary.


    Julia had squabbled with Wendell before he’d ridden to town on Monday. She’d demanded they leave or make the house more comfortable. It got cold at night, and the roof leaked. It had snowed one night, and they’d awakened to a layer of the white stuff on the floor.


    Instead of saying he’d fix things, he’d boasted about how the men in town were too stupid to notice that he was gone from Saturday night to Monday morning. He’d told Julia she’d be at the mercy of violent men if he brought anyone out to do repairs, and he was too busy and tired after a long week to spend his Sabbath fussing with the house.


    “She does this every time she’s upset.” Wendell stormed around the cabin. It didn’t take long. They had three small rooms for four people. The two back rooms were shanties added to this small front room. They slept on bedrolls on the floor.


    It was true Julia went for long walks when her father was in a belligerent mood. “She’s never been gone overnight.”


    “Maybe she finally took off. If she did, then good riddance to her.” Wendell poured himself a glass of water with his left hand and drank deeply. He’d been tidy and civilized when she’d met him, well dressed and clean-shaven except for a tidy mustache. Only on their way west had he begun to ignore bathing. His face was bristly with his beard. His pants were threadbare and his white shirt was sweat-stained and dingy, even though Julia and Audra washed his clothes every weekend.


    Spilled water was the closest the man ever came to a bath.


    “Took off?” Audra ran her hand over her stomach and wanted to weep for the new baby on the way. She’d felt contractions a few times while she’d tried to patch holes in the house to slow the wind. After the second time, Julia would barely let her move and did most of the work herself. Wendell wouldn’t help at all. Audra knew she was risking her baby’s life by doing heavy chores. She didn’t want to deliver her baby in this tiny cabin in this remote mountain hideaway.


    Enduring Wendell’s touch was her wifely duty. And it had made her a mother at a very young age—with one on the way—after only three years of marriage. He left her alone when she was ungainly from being with child, which was one of the brightest spots in her rather dim marriage. Audra and Julia were always relieved to see him head for town for the week.


    “She can’t take off. Where would she go? Rawhide is the only town for miles, and you’d have passed her on the trail if she’d gone that way. Wendell, something’s happened. You’ve got to keep searching for her.”


    “Stop yammerin’ at me, woman.” Throwing the tin cup aside, he turned on her, clenching his fist, which turned the ugly scar on his hand bright red. “I’ll keep looking, but I don’t need a woman nagging at me.” Wendell stormed out and slammed the door.


    Maggie jumped at the loud bang and started crying.


    Tears burned Audra’s eyes, but they didn’t fall. She just didn’t care enough anymore to be truly hurt by her husband.


    She sat in the straight-backed chair, one of their few pieces of furniture. They’d left Houston with an hour’s notice, bringing little more than the clothes on their backs and two wooden crates of belongings Julia had thrown together. Julia said her father always decided to move on like this, and she’d learned what to grab quickly—although Audra wished she’d have left some of the heavy books behind and added more clothes. Julia had built this chair, a ramshackle piece of work, but it stayed on its legs, and Audra was grateful for it.


    Audra thought of Julia and found tears after all. Audra loved her baby with a mother’s heart, but she didn’t love Julia as a daughter. Julia was nearly Audra’s age and they were sisters, friends, family. Julia was so strong and hardworking that in many ways Audra felt like the daughter and Julia the mother.


    And Julia was fiercely loyal. She wouldn’t have left Audra to cope alone. Not willingly. Where had she gone? What had happened to her?


    A tear rolled down Audra’s face and a dam broke. It wasn’t possible that Julia had taken off. She was a sensible girl. Yes, she went for long walks. Julia loved nature and talked with enthusiasm of fossils and rivers and rocks. She read her books on the subject over and over and wrote papers that she often got Wendell to mail off for her, trying to get scholarly magazines to publish them. It was one of the few kindnesses Wendell showed his daughter.


    But she’d never leave. Audra knew that with unshakable certainty. Something had happened to her friend.


    Hugging Maggie close, she let her tears fall. It was right to cry when your best friend, your sister, got swallowed up by a merciless land.
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