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    In Too Deep is dedicated to the newest member of our family, my grandson Isaac. The first boy born into this branch of the Connealy family in over fifty years and well worth the wait.
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    Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness.


    Isaiah 41:10
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    August 15, 1866


    “Ethan! Where’s Maggie?”


    Ethan’s head snapped up at Audra’s sharp tone. “What?”


    Audra, rounding a boulder, just coming into view, dropped an armload of kindling. With baby Lily clutched to her chest, she charged forward, calling, “Maggie! Maggie!”


    “I thought she was with you.” Ethan rose from where he was crouching by the morning fire and turned in a circle, searching for the toddler.


    No sign of her.


    “I thought you took her.” Audra’s voice rose in agitation. She’d been gathering sticks while holding her baby. The confounded woman refused to just sit and rest and watch the children while Ethan got a meal.


    “Maggie! Honey, where are you?” She raised her voice, did her best to sound playful, when under it Ethan heard panic. Audra turned, looking frantically, her eyes wide with fear.


    “Maggie...” He tried to copy Audra’s easygoing tone. Scaring the toddler wouldn’t get her to come in.


    “You’re sure Rafe and Julia didn’t let her ride along with them to Rawhide?” He charged toward a clump of aspens and shoved his way in to see if she’d crawled behind them.


    “No. I was holding her when they rode off. Maggie was running after them. I told you I was going for firewood.”


    “You said you were taking the babies.”


    “I said baby, not babies. Maggie was sitting under those aspens, playing with your hat when I” Audra’s voice sharpened. “Ethan, where’s Seth?”


    Audra strode around to the back of the boulder she’d just circled. “Maggie? Maggie, come to Mama.”


    Mentioning Seth made Ethan’s gaze swing to the cave opening. Ethan’s hat lay on the ground by the entrance. A knife of fear slashed Ethan’s chest as he looked at that black opening that led downward forever.


    “My hat! Over there!” Ethan started running. “Maybe she went in the cave. Maybe Seth went after her. Seth!”


    “Maggie, honey, come to Mama.” Audra’s falsely chirpy voice faded as Ethan left her at the camp. He dashed into the cold tunnel and stumbled to a stop. The dark was like a choking hand. His throat closed. He forced himself to drag in a breath.


    “Seth! Where are you?” He forced each word out, forced his feet to move forward. Each step a battle of wills. His eyes went to a torch stuck in a crack. He pulled out a tin of matches.


    “Maggie! Maggie, come back.” Audra caught up and passed him.


    “Wait outside for me.” He was talking to her back. Fumbling with the tin box, he struck a match and it snapped in half. With shaking hands he tried again and finally got the torch lit.


    Audra rushed deeper in, Lily cradled in her arm. The baby was just a month old. Where was Rafe when Ethan needed him?


    “Don’t bring the baby in here. It’s cold.” And dangerous, but he didn’t say that out loud. Audra vanished around a curve. Ethan’s torch cast flickering shadows that grabbed at him.


    “Maggie!” Audra’s voice echoed from ahead. Ethan hurried to catch up.


    “Audra, wait!” Ethan got to the split in the tunnel. One trail descended a long, long way, and he saw Audra moving down it. No lantern. Was the woman crazy? The other way led to a larger cave. A hole in the ceiling let sunlight in. “Let’s check ahead first.”


    Audra paused at the downward trail and looked back. “She wouldn’t have come in here. Not this far.”


    “She moves fast.” Ethan’s breathing sped up. He imagined Maggie going down that slope. She’d fall. She might slide a long way. If she wasn’t too badly hurt, she’d get up and be so lost. So lost in the dark.


    “Seth had to bring her.” Something flashed across Audra’s expression. Pure mama grizzly bear.


    “Go look around outside.” He wanted her out of here for her own good, but also so she wouldn’t see him if he shamed himself with his fear. “I’ll hunt in here. Lily shouldn’t be in this cold place.”


    Audra gave him a look of utter contempt. “I’m not going to stop looking for Maggie.”


    She wrapped the blankets tighter around Lily. “Let’s look ahead, before we go down.”


    Heaving a sigh of relief at not being left, even as he wished she’d get out, Ethan forced himself to lead the way to the place they’d found Seth’s bedroll. “If she’s alone, she can’t have gone far. If she’s with Seth, she’s all right.”


    I hope soconsidering Seth is half loco.


    They reached the small cave room with the light trickling in from overhead. It was empty.


    Ethan’s panic subsided just a bit with the light shining in from the punctured ceiling. Then he thought of where he had to go next, and his heart pounded until he could feel it in his ears.


    Ethan turned to that downward tunnel. “Audra, this floor is steep and it’s cold and wet. You shouldn’t have Lily in here.”


    “Are you going to lead the way or should I?”


    Gritting his teeth, he set out. “At least let me go first. Then if you fall, I can stop you from sliding.” He caught her and pushed past.


    “Maggie!” Audra’s voice bounced and echoed and boomed. All those repeating voices felt like evil spirits to Ethan. How he hated this cavern.


    Hated.


    Hated!


    Hated!


    “Maggie, honey, are you here?” Audra’s words echoed back to him like drumbeats. Restless, like natives on the warpath. This place was restless. Alive. Waiting.


    He stepped down the slope, each step slower. He hadn’t been this deep in ten years. But he cared about that little girl, so he took another step. One at a time. “Maggie! Seth!”


    He knew what lay ahead from listening to Rafe and Julia and Seth. A place that dripped overhead. Rafe said the tunnel passed under the stream that ran near Audra and Julia’s old shack. They weren’t near it yet, but Ethan felt that stream break through the roof, drowning him, washing him into a deep grave. A ride that went all the way to the devil.


    Each step, each breath was forced. But he did it. He moved. Then he couldn’t.


    His feet stopped.


    Audra caught up and poked him in the shoulders. “Hurry up.”


    “I... I...” He could not take another step. He would have to admit he’d let a child die because he was so useless. A coward. He hated caring what Audra would think. Hated caring about a little lost girl.


    He’d sworn to never feel this much again.


    “Ethan, come on. Is something wrong?”


    He was smothering. His heart pounded so loud he could hear it, and then the walls seemed to have a heartbeat, as if he were inside a living creature. He had to get out. He had to admit it.


    It shamed him but he couldn’t move. Not forward.


    Before he could confess his fear, he saw a light.


    “Look! In that gap, someone’s in there.” Audra grabbed Ethan’s shoulder and shoved him forward. She would have passed him, but the tunnel was too narrow.


    “Seth! Are you in there?” Audra’s voice echoed off the walls.


    “Hey, Audra, Ethan. What are you doing in here?” Seth’s voice came from a narrow side tunnel. A light appeared. Seth, torch in hand, poked his head out of a crack Ethan thought was nothing but a shadow.


    It was the worst thing about this caverndanger hidden in the shadows.


    Seth was empty-handed.


    “Where’s Maggie?” Audra’s voice was so tight it squeaked.


    Ethan’s heart, already trying to hammer its way out of his chest, doubled in speed.


    “She’s with me.” Seth looked down at his feet and frowned. “She was right here.” He turned around and vanished back in that crack. “Maggie, come on out.”


    Audra wedged past Ethan and rushed into the little fissure. With stumbling steps, Ethan approached the opening. It was tall and narrow, as if someone had slashed the stone with a knife.


    “Where is she, Seth?” Audra was fighting to stay calm. “You shouldn’t have let her go. We might never find her down here.”


    Ethan could tell she was about one second away from screaming.


    “I just put her down for a second. Don’t worry. She can’t get into any trouble in here.”


    Ethan knew for an absolute fact this wasn’t true. He needed to help. He needed to search.


    Uphill, movement caught his eye. Maggie toddled into view as if she had stepped straight out of the rock. Ethan dashed for her and almost had her when she ran into another crack across from where she’d appeared. He dove at her and felt the fabric of her little skirt, but his fingers closed on air. She squealed happily as if they were playing a game.


    “She’s out here.” Rushing after Maggie, he’d realized how tight the tunnel was. He crouched and scrambled faster.


    “Come back, Maggie.” He heard the anxious tone and fought to control it, to keep from scaring her.


    She giggled and her little doeskin shoes scuffed on stone.


    Banging his head on the ceiling of the tunnel, he stooped lower. The tunnel twisted one way, then another. His torch cast light on a flicker of white. It had to be Maggie.


    “Magpie, wait for me.” The ceiling dropped more until Ethan had to crawl. The walls began scrubbing his shoulders. His torch gave him only one hand to spare. If this got too tight for himbut not for Maggiehow would he get to her?


    “Maggie, let’s go see Mama.” Ethan hated the phony sound of his voice, his fear not concealed at all.


    “Where are you, Ethan?” Audra was hollering, echoing, panicking.


    “Call for her, Audra.”


    A flash of white showed in the tunnel ahead.


    “Maggie, come to Mama.”


    The white quit moving. Ethan lunged forward and grabbed Maggie’s skirt with his left hand just as she toppled forward with a scream of fear. Her weight hung from the dress. Her little arms lifted as the dress slipped up and threatened to pull off.


    Ethan, flat on his belly, pulled her back. The loose dress hitched up and almost dragged over her head. To free his other hand, he tossed the torch forward to keep it from burning Maggie. At the same time he made a desperate grab and caught her flailing arm.


    The bright arc of the torch curved up, then plummeted out of sight. Dropped into nothingness. Ethan knocked rubble forward and he heard rocks echo and bounce. Falling after the torch. He didn’t hear anything hit bottom.


    Maggie’s screams changed to sobs of pain.


    He pulled Maggie back, his grip too tight on her little arm.


    Tucking her against his chest, he let go of her arm the instant she was safe. She fought him.


    “Hey, Ethan, you shouldn’t’ve taken Maggie down that tunnel. It’s not safe.” Seth sounded concerned. The idiot.


    “We’re fine.” Ethan was about as far from fine as a man could be. The tunnel ceiling was only inches over his head. He couldn’t turn around.


    Maggie’s crying announced that she was alive and had the energy for tears.


    “It’s not safe?” Audra asked. “That tunnel’s not safe?”


    Ethan was having the devil’s own time backing up. With the ceiling too low to let him get to his hands and knees, and Maggie wiggling in his arms, he could barely move. He inched backward. Maggie cried and kicked. He kept her hugged awkwardly against his chest with his left hand and used his right to shove himself backward.


    “Maggie, don’t cry.” Ethan felt the whole mountain pressing on all sides. How many dead drops were there in here? How many ways to die that a man could never know aboutuntil the moment he was dying?


    “Ethan, what’s going on?” Audra sounded close to hysterics.


    Ethan couldn’t say as he blamed her. “I’ve got her. I’m coming back. It’s slow because it’s a tight squeeze. But we’re fine.”


    The chill of the tunnel told Ethan his shirt was drenched with sweat. His heart pounded. He could barely draw a breath in the tight space.


    Finally he got back far enough that he could hold his head up. It was pitch-dark because he’d thrown his torch away. He could imagine little side tunnels tricking him into following them away from where Audra and Seth waited. The tunnel got bigger. On his hands and knees now, he sped up.


    Maggie’s cries faded to whimpers. Ethan whispered nonsense to her, trying to push back both their fears. The ceiling rose. Ethan got to his feet, ashamed of his wobbly knees. He crouched, but he at last managed to turn around and move much faster. Almost running. Hoping he hadn’t gone off down some side tunnel.


    The thought struck him and he stopped, terrified to take another step. Just then Audra appeared, torch in one hand, Lily in the other. His breath whooshed out in relief.


    In the flickering firelight, his eyes met hers. He saw such fear he wondered that she could stand upright. He looked past her and saw Seth with his own torch.


    “Go on back.” His voice broke, so he couldn’t say more.


    Audra wheeled around, pushed at Seth to get him moving, and in a few steps they were in the larger tunnel.


    Finally Ethan was out of the tunnelthe small side oneand into a bigger tunnel. Always another stupid tunnel that led God only knew where.


    He hated this place.


    Seth hoisted Maggie out of Ethan’s arms so casually that Ethan didn’t have time to stop him.


    “Here, hold my torch, Eth.” Seth shoved it at Ethan. “Maggie, you shouldn’t have run off.” Seth tickled her under her chin and Maggie quit crying and smiled.


    Ethan heard Audra breathingit had a sort of low growling quality that reminded Ethan of a grizzly bear getting ready to pounce. She caught Ethan’s arm and almost strangled his elbow.


    “Let’s go on out now.” No anger sounded in her voicejust a phony tinkling cheerfulness.


    “But I wanted to show Maggie the big room with all the towers.” Seth looked at Ethan and Audra, who were blocking the way down. He glanced at the side tunnel he’d been in... the safe one.


    “No, it’s time to go up.” Audra dragged Ethan forward to cut Seth off from the “safe” little side tunnel in case Seth made a break for it.


    Fingernails sank into Ethan’s armand his shirt was good, thick material, so judging by the way her nails cut into his arm, she was furious.


    Maggie had tears running down her cheeks, but like the good-natured baby she was, she’d cheered up and was now smiling and waving at Ethan.


    “What are you doing down here, Seth?” Audra’s voice lost the phony calm. In fact, she almost blistered Ethan’s ears.


    Seth’s smile shrank like long woolen underwear in boiling lye water. “I... I was just going for a walk. Maggie was tagging after me, so I brought her along.”


    “Into this cave?” Audra’s voice rose. Lily jerked in her sleep. “Without telling me?”


    Maggie whimpered. Ethan knew how the little tyke felt.


    “Seth, you shouldn’t have brought Maggie in here,” Audra yelled.


    “Sorry.” Seth didn’t sound one speck sorry. “I thought she’d like to see it. It’s real pretty.”


    “But I was worried.” Ethan heard Audra’s fury, banked like a nighttime fire but still smoldering, ready to erupt. “Didn’t you think I’d be worried when I couldn’t find her?”


    “Uh... I didn’t think of that, no. Our ma never cared much where we went.”


    “Your ma never” Audra cut off whatever words she intended to say next. There was an extended silence. Her breathing slowed until Ethan couldn’t hear it anymore. Finally, sounding less furious, Audra said, “Let’s go.” She removed her claws from Ethan’s arm and made a shooing motion.


    With a shrug, Seth took his torch back from Ethan, turned, and headed up the tunnel with Maggie. Audra went next with Lily. Ethan brought up the rear.


    Seth carried Maggie, but when they reached the turn in the tunnel to go out, Audra snatched Maggie out of Seth’s hands so that now she carried both children.


    As Seth strolled toward the exit, he extinguished the torch by jamming it against the stone wall, then tossing the smoking wood onto the floor by the cave entrance. Handy for the next time he came in here.


    Ethan’s heart slowed once he saw daylight. He was almost completely calm by the time they got outside, not counting his shirt being soaked with nervous sweat.


    Audra stepped out into full daylight and stopped so suddenly that Ethan almost ran her down. Audra turned, both children in her arms. Ethan took Maggie to lessen the burdens this fragile woman carried.


    The second Maggie was out of her arms, Audra leaned close and whispered hoarsely, “What happened in that tunnel?”


    Seth went on ahead. From Audra’s quiet question, Ethan knew she didn’t want Seth to overhear.


    His shoulders square, his feelings tucked away, Ethan slipped past Audra, into the sunlight as if he went cave walking every day.


    “Nothing happened. Much.” Ethan wasn’t sure he could talk about it anyway, so why try?


    Audra examined Maggie, running her hands over the little girl, checking for injuries. Her eyes narrowed on Maggie’s waving arm. Grabbing the child’s hand, Audra asked, “What’s this?”


    Maggie’s upper arm was bright red and swollen. Ethan knew exactly what it was. It was where he’d grabbed her. Seeing that bruise was like taking a blow to the stomach.


    “I hurt her.” He swallowed hard and forced the words out. “I caught her there. I... I didn’t mean...”


    Audra looked away from Maggie’s arm. “What happened in that tunnel, Ethan?”


    Shaking his head slowly, Ethan wished himself far away from the guilt and fear. But he couldn’t look away from Audra. “It’s hard to say. It was pitch-dark, so I threw my torch away to get both hands free.”


    “Tell me.” Audra, for a fragile little woman, had a surprisingly determined tone.


    “There was a ledge. She ran away from me. I grabbed her dress just as she... she fell.”


    “Fell off a ledge? How high a ledge?”


    “I couldn’t see but...” Ethan heard those stones falling without hitting bottom. He saw his torch arc up, then fall and vanish from sight.


    Audra brought her hand up to cover her mouth, to stop the words. “Go on. How did her arm get hurt?”


    “I almost pulled her dress off. For a second I was afraid she’d slip out of it and fall, so I caught hold of her arm, but I was too rough.”


    Audra’s eyes fell shut as if she couldn’t bear to see what Ethan described. Dragging in a long, slow breath, she whispered, “You saved her.”


    “I hurt her.” Maggie’s injury wouldn’t leave a scar, but she had a reminder of that cave now, just like Seth and Rafe. Only Ethan had come away from that pit unscathed, and he was the one who couldn’t stand to go in anymore.


    “She’d have gone over a ledge. Fallen heaven knows how far. She’d have died. My baby would have died.” Audra’s shoulders heaved as if she was ready to cry, but though her lips wobbled, she kept it contained.


    They faced each other. Lily in Audra’s arms. Maggie in Ethan’s. Time stretched as all that had happenedthe danger, the fact that they’d all survived itfilled the silence. Finally, Audra lifted Maggie’s arm and gave the red mark a whisper-soft kiss.


    Maggie giggled and tugged against Audra’s gentle hold and got her arm free. She was going to be fine. There would be a bruise, but Maggie’s arm was working fine.


    “What are we going to do, Ethan? My children aren’t safe.”


    Movement drew Ethan’s attention. Rafe and Julia rode up. Rafe looked overly relaxed. Rafe and Julia had taken way too long riding into Rawhide to mail off Julia’s first paper about the cavern. She’d written an article about a fish fossil she’d found that she thought was an ocean fish high up in the mountains. She was hoping to get it published in some scientific journal back East.


    Rafe’s eyes shifted from Ethan to the tunnel entrance and all his relaxation vanished. “You went in the cave?”


    Julia glared straight at Seth as she dismounted. “What is going on here?”


    Audra didn’t answer.


    “Seth, what happened?” Julia focused on Seth. It was the honest truth that Julia wasn’t overly fond of Seth. Though she did like talking to him about the cavern. Seth probably knew the cavern better than any man alive.


    “I just wanted to show Maggie the cave. I didn’t mean to upset you none, Audra.” Seth came up and gave Maggie a worried look. The little one smiled and reached for him. After a quick glance at Audrawho hesitated, moved slightly to further block the cave entrance, then noddedEthan handed Maggie over. The five adults, two of them holding babies, formed a circle right in front of the cavern.


    “Well, you did upset me. I didn’t know where Maggie had gone. And that cave is dangerous.” Audra softened her words by moving closer to Seth.


    “No, it’s not.”


    With Lily in one arm, Audra hugged Seth with the other.


    Ethan saw her hands trembling, but she sounded so calm. Audra was always sweet. She liked peace.


    For some reason, seeing Audra’s arm wrapped around Seth irritated Ethan. When Seth’s hand crept up and wrapped around Audra’s slim waist, Ethan considered putting a stop to all the hugging.


    Audra pulled back before Ethan could step in. “If there is anyone in the world who Maggie would be safe with down there, it’s you.”


    Ethan remembered the grizzly tone from earlier and knew Audra was shoving her anger and fear down deep and not saying what she really meant.


    Instead, she said what she thought was kindest. “But it’s still dangerous. Too dangerous for a little one. Now promise me you won’t take her in there again.”


    “Okay.” Seth sounded like a child, being lovingly chastised by his mother. Except he didn’t look one speck like a child. He was a full-grown man and he still had his arm around Audra.


    The four of themSeth, Audra, Maggie, and Lilywere a picture.


    Seth holding Maggie. Even with his hair trimmed and his beard shaved, Seth had a loco gleam in his wild blue eyes. Pretty, fragile Audra. Fair-haired, finely made. Both of them had a baby, and when they hugged they made a family.


    “Good.” She patted Seth gently on the shoulder. “And I need to know where Maggie is all the time. If I don’t know, then I’m going to be hunting for her and worrying about her. And I won’t quit hunting or worrying until I find her. It’s a terrible feeling to worry like that. You mustn’t make me feel that way.”


    “Is that what a ma does?” Seth sounded genuinely confused. “I don’t remember our ma doing much worrying.” Seth looked at Ethan, his brow furrowed. “You reckon it was worry about us that made her spend all her time sittin’ in her chair with her head down?”


    Ethan suspected Ma had forgotten she had children for the most part. She was busy full-time worrying about herself.


    “It was different for you, Seth.” Audra tilted her head up as if to prove she’d never hold it down. “You had your brothers to look after you when you were little.”


    And a great job we did of it.


    “Your mother knew you were with them. That’s why she didn’t check up on you.” Audra’s voice was so kind while she stood there lying about Ma. Where was the cranky woman who’d almost knocked Ethan aside when he’d told her to take Lily out of that cavern?


    “Ma mostly just cried.” Seth looked at Ethan. “She cried a lot, didn’t she?”


    “All the time. I think we were too much for her.” Ethan decided to break up the family and took Maggie. She grinned at him and squeaked.


    He smiled, not that there was much to smile about, but it came real natural to him to laugh everything off. Then his eyes fell to her bruised arm. His gut twisted as he remembered that moment when he thought he was going to lose her over the ledge. Something had to be done to make sure Maggie never went in there again.


    “Rafe, do something.” Julia’s voice cracked like a bullwhip.


    Rafe had married himself a nagging woman. And Ethan noticed Rafe didn’t seem to mind one bit. In fact, Rafe seemed to find reasons all the time to ride off with his bossy little spitfire of a wife and not come back one bit too soon.


    “You want me to do something?” Rafe looked at his brand-spankin’-new wife. His voice got deeper and he seemed to speak only to her. “Like what exactly, darlin’?”


    Something very personal flashed in Rafe’s eyes, and Julia seemed to forget Seth. In fact, the two of them seemed to forget the whole world.


    Rafe grinned.


    Julia blushed.


    Ethan didn’t exactly know why, but the look they shared made him restless and discontented. And it reminded him of how pretty Audra was. And how she shouldn’t have been hugging Seth.


    And Audra’s looks had nothing to do with Rafe and his wife, so it all added up to Ethan being stupid.


    “I think we’re going to have to make some changes,” Audra said quietly.


    Ethan turned to her and saw something he hadn’t noticed before. Under the kindness she was showing to Seth. Under the calm once the crisis was over.


    She had worry lines drawn in her face.


    “I’ll take Seth back to the ranch.” Ethan knew that had to happen. He had to go home sometime. Rafe had bought this mountain valleyJulia called it a caldera. It looked like a big scoop taken out of the top of a mountain. Julia said it was caused by a volcano in the far-distant past. Ethan had serious doubts that Julia knew what she was talking about, but he had no better theories, not to mention he wasn’t exactly sure what a volcano was.


    Rafe had given the old Kincaid homestead to Ethan, then with Seth’s and Ethan’s help had built a new cabin here in his caldera. But the work was mostly done now. Nothing Rafe couldn’t finish alone. Ethan had no excuse to stay. But truth to tell, he hated to leave. He’d left home as soon as he was old enough, and now that he was back, he liked being around his big brother. Losing him to marriage and this new ranch didn’t suit Ethan. And he didn’t like Seth’s strange behavior, mainly because Ethan blamed himself for Seth being so crazy. So he was losing his steady-as-a-rock big brother and taking on his runaway avalanche of a little brother.


    “No, it’s not Seth. Seth meant no harm.” Audra patted Seth again. He smiled back like a cheerful puppy. The kind that didn’t mean a lick of harm when he bit you in the backside.


    “It’s that tunnel.” Her hand clenched on Seth’s shoulder. “It’s all the caves in this place. This is a wonderful place for a cabin, but...”


    Seth flinched and gave his shoulder a nervous glance. Audra was a lot more upset than she was letting on.


    “It’s not safe.” Ethan looked around the mountain valley Rafe had chosen for his home. It was beautiful. Sheltered from the harsh winds by the mountain walls surrounding it. A flowing stream teeming with trout. Fertile soil and already a good-sized herd of cattle grazing in the belly-deep grass. Rafe had found a hidden valley no one had known existed. Well, honestly, Seth found it. But Rafe had tracked Seth in here and seen the value of the place and wanted it.


    “We can put up gates to block the tunnels.” Julia’s brow furrowed. “Maggie’s getting older now and we do need to be careful with her.”


    “I was being careful,” Audra snapped. She clamped her mouth shut and breathed in and out slowly. Then she spoke more calmly. “But the mountain walls are honeycombed with tunnels and caves. We haven’t begun to find them all, let alone explore them and know which ones are dangerous. No, it’s not a safe place to raise a child.”


    Audra turned to Julia. “Not yet. You and Rafe have time to explore and make it safe. But it will take time. Months, maybe years. You have years. I don’t.” Her slender shoulders squared. Her spine straightened. She didn’t mention Seth. Julia and Rafe had years to make sure he was all right, too. They intended to have children, and they intended to raise them right here.


    “I need to leave, Julia.”


    “No. Absolutely not.” Julia crossed her arms, stubborn and bossy as ever.


    “And you need to stay. I need help to get to town and the price of a ticket to take a stagecoach back East. I’ll find my f-father. The children and I will move in with him.”


    Her father, who had as good as sold her to Wendell Gilliland to settle a gambling debt.


    “You’re not going back to him.” Julia came over and relieved Audra of the baby. She probably didn’t mean it that way, but it looked for all the world like Julia was planning to hold the month-old baby captive so Audra couldn’t leave.


    “Yes, I am. This is no place for me. I’ve been a burden to you long enough.”


    “You’re not a burden, Audra. I love you. You’re my family. Maggie and Lily are my little sisters. No, you’re not going.”


    Ethan itched to join Julia in refusing to let Audra go. But Julia was doing fine by herself.


    “If you won’t help me, I’ll go alone. I don’t have a penny to my name. If you don’t want to help me with the ticket, I’ll get a job in town. Take in laundry and mending. See if there’s a diner in town that needs a cook. Or, come to think of it, didn’t Wendell own some small business in town, Rafe?”


    “He did, but it wouldn’t be worth much.”


    “I don’t need much. I’ll sell that and use the money to go back East. Or I’ll live in it while I work. I told Wendell I was leaving the night he collapsed.”


    “But the main thing you needed to get away from was my father.” Julia’s voice rose. “He’s gone. You’re staying.”


    “This isn’t a decision you can make for me.” Audra reached over to fold down the corner of Lily’s blanket. The baby was still sleeping, having slept through the whole trauma of losing Maggie.


    Ethan sort of wished he could have slept through it, too.


    “It will be easiest to travel right now. The weather is good. Lily still sleeps a lot. That will leave me free to watch over Maggie.”


    “Who never sits still for two minutes,” Julia reminded her. “Let alone days and maybe weeks in a cramped, uncomfortable stagecoach and in a rough train car filled with strangers.”


    “Maggie running off is what started this whole thing.” Ethan wished he hadn’t spoken when Audra’s eyes shot flaming arrows at him before looking back at Julia.


    “You’ve got a new life now, Julia. And I’m happy for you. But we’re part of your old life. I’m tired of being a burden.”


    “You’re not a burden.” Julia stepped away from Audra, swinging her body a bit to block her from Lily. “Rafe, say something.”


    “There’s some sense in what she says, Julia.”


    “Rafe!” Julia clenched her fists.


    Ethan hoped she didn’t clench her whole body and squash the baby. Then he noticed he had a pretty tight hold on Maggie, too. He didn’t want the little one to grow up back East. Still, that was no reason to strangle her. He forced his arms to relax.


    Rafe slid one arm around Julia’s shoulders. “We’ll have lived here a while by the time our children get old enough to wander around. We’ll know the caves well by then and can block off the dangerous ones. But right now, with Maggie so young and speedy, and Seth so drawn to the caves... Audra’s right. It’s dangerous.”


    “So I’ll get packed up then, and you’ll take me to town, Rafe?” Audra sounded determined.


    “He will not!” Julia took another step back.


    Ethan wanted to help Julia escape with the baby. Thinking of Audra leaving didn’t sit right. She had no place to go. They could put her on a train back to her father, but who was to say the man would take her in? Or maybe he’d take her in and marry her off to the next varmint who had some kind of hold on him.


    “No, I won’t take you to town, but I think you should move to the Kincaid Ranch.” After Rafe spoke, the only sound was the buffeting of the mountain breeze.


    Julia thawed first. “What? She can’t do that.”


    “I have no place at the Kincaid Ranch, for heaven’s sake.” Audra’s mouth started working next.


    “What would she do there?” Ethan went from worrying about Audra to being scared to death of her.


    “That’d be great.” Seth reached for Maggie.


    “I’ll keep her for now.” Ethan dodged Seth’s hands.


    “Audra can be the housekeeper.” Rafe nodded as if everything was settled.


    “Audra can’t live in a house with two men,” Julia snapped.


    “I most certainly can’t.” Audra moved to Julia’s side. “It wouldn’t be right at all.”


    “She can if she’s married to one of ’em.” Rafe had eyes like a gray mountain fog when he was determined, and Ethan saw that color right now. Not a hint of blue anywhere.


    “I’ll marry you, Audra.” Seth grinned like a pig in slop.


    “Not you.” Rafe turned to Ethan as if picking a wife was just another order Rafe could give. “Ethan.”
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    Julia had married a lunatic.


    “That sounds great, as long as she’s at our house.” Seth was even crazier than Rafe.


    Audra waited for Ethan to say something equally crazy so she could peg the whole family as madmen.


    “I’m not marrying Audra.” Well, at least one of them had some sense. And for once he didn’t have a smile on his face.


    “What’s wrong with Audra?” Rafe asked.


    Audra kind of wanted to know the answer to that, too.


    “I’m not marrying Ethan. I’m not marrying anybody. Rafe Kincaid, you can’t just pick a husband out for someone because it makes life tidier.”


    “Sure I can.” Rafe gave her a look that seemed to be... pity. Like he pitied her for being alone? Or did he just pity anyone who didn’t immediately see that he was the one who should organize the whole world?


    “Now, Rafe,” Julia said, patting him on the arm, “Audra doesn’t want to marry either one of your idiot brothers.”


    “Hey!” Ethan said.


    “My brothers aren’t idiots.” Rafe crossed his arms and glared at his fiery redheaded wife.


    Seth said, “Can Maggie and I go hunt around in the cave again for a while before you marry one of us and we go home?”


    Julia arched a brow at Rafe.


    With a sheepish jerk of one shoulder, Rafe said, “Well, Ethan’s okay. He’s the one Audra needs to marry.”


    “I’d be proud to marry you, Audra.” Seth sat down on the ground and started pulling off one of his boots. “It’s more fun in the caves barefoot. The rocks are nice and cold. Ethan, get Maggie’s shoes off.”


    Ethan swallowed so hard, Audra thought he must feel a noose tightening around his neck. “Maybe she could be our housekeeper,” he ventured.


    Audra scowled at him. “I can’t live in a house with two unmarried men.”


    “Why not?” Ethan looked offended.


    The idiot.


    “We’re decent men. We wouldn’t treat you wrong.”


    “As long as the food was good.” Seth was tugging on his sock. If he got his feet stripped down and headed for the cave, Audra decided she’d just let him go and live in there forever. But without Maggie. She didn’t have a baby in her arms, which left her free to punch someone. Her only problem was deciding who.


    “No, you need to marry her.” Rafe pulled his hat off his head. Audra sincerely hoped his hatband was too tight and that would explain his idiocy. “It don’t make no sense to put it off. You’re bound to marry her eventually.”


    “Why would I do a thing like that?” Ethan shifted Maggie on his hip. She grinned at him and pulled his hat off his head and swatted him in the face.


    “Because she’s young and beautiful, and she’s taking care of your house.” Rafe’s voice rose as if he was sick and tired of everyone not falling in with his plan. “She’ll be cooking and sewing for you, and you’ll be supporting her. Maggie already treats you like you’re her pa. And you’re bound to figure out she’s your wife in every way except you can’t sleep in her bed at night.”


    Utter silence cut through the group. Ethan’s eyes swung to Audra.


    Audra was pretty sure either her cheeks had caught fire or she was turning a ridiculous shade of red. Julia bit her lip, so maybe she had something to say but thought better of it. Seth’s toes were wiggling and distracting him.


    Maggie swatted Ethan again and said, “Papa.”


    “I’ll take the housekeeper job.” Audra said it quick to forestall Rafe’s charming proposal. And to get Ethan to quit looking at her.


    Then after she’d said it, it sounded a little like she was angling to get herself into Ethan’s house.


    “Nope, you can’t live in a house with two unmarried men.” Rafe crossed his arms. “Ride on into town now and get it over and done. The parson is still around. We saw him.”


    “Rafe Kincaid!” A voice Audra had never heard before came from her lips. “You need to quit talking. Now! I’m not letting you order me to get married to anyone and especially not to your grinning fool of a brother.”


    “Now listen here.” Ethan shifted Maggie to his other side. “There’s no call for you to keep calling me a”


    “Whose side are you on?” Audra snapped.


    Ethan fell silent.


    “And if I’m the housekeeper, I cannot live in a house with two unmarried men. You and Seth have to move out.”


    “Move out?” Ethan’s brows shot up. “What’s the point of having a housekeeper if we don’t have a house?”


    “He’s got a point, Audra.” Seth looked up from the ground and smiled. “I’m looking forward to getting home. I don’t want to move out.”


    “Well, you’re doomed to be disappointed then.” Audra preferred to be kinder to Seth. She had a lot of compassion for him. But right now kindness was beyond her. And her main compassion was for herself. Somehow she’d dug deep, despite her near panic over Maggie, while she’d talked to Seth. But now that it was Ethan she was thinking about, she seemed to have no control of her mouth at all. Where had all that good sense gone?


    “You two can bunk with the hands and come in for meals. I’ll do your laundry and mending and tend a kitchen garden and keep house.”


    “Keep house for yourself.” Ethan scowled and she wanted to smack him.


    “But you’ll have your hands so full, Audra.” Julia shook her head. “Two babies, alone.”


    “We’ll have to think of something else.” Ethan looked like six full feet of stubborn and another few inches of dumb. He hadn’t grinned in a while, though.


    “So now you want to get married?” Her fist clenched and she was shocked at her violent impulses. This wasn’t like her at all.


    While Ethan was busy sputtering, Audra looked at Julia and Rafe, a matched set, and she could see their determination. Julia to keep her here. Rafe to get her married.


    Add in Ethan to keep his house and avoid her presence, and Seth to go on his merry, cave-exploring, furiously mad wayprobably with Maggie in tow.


    She was by far the weakest-willed person in this group. She’d planned to grow herself a backbone, but obviously she was out-classed at every turn, even by the barefoot lunatic.


    “So what’ll it be?” Rafe asked.


    “I’m going back East.” Audra hated the idea of going back East.


    “No, you’re not. I’m not going to let that happen,” Rafe said with a tone of such absolute assurance that Audra gave that option up, with a lot of relief.


    Which left her with some mighty poor choices.


    Marry Ethan?


    Eject Ethan and Seth from their house?


    Stay in this pockmarked deathtrap of a caldera?


    The wind gusting through the caldera carried the scream of an eagle. The aspens quaked with a quiet rattle. Everyone stared at her, waiting.


    Except Seth, of coursethe little maniac.


    Audra had given birth twice. She’d traveled out West, great with child, a nursing babe in arms, on a brutally uncomfortable train that felt like heaven once she’d had a nice long ride in a wagon to compare it to.


    She’d lived in a shack with five people. One of them her obnoxious, ill-smelling, bad-tempered crank of a husband.


    All that. And none of it had been pleasant. But right now, this was the longest moment of her life.


    “I can’t decide.”


    Ethan half raised his hand. “I’ll decide for you. Stay here. Watch your baby closer. You’ll be fine.”


    “I can’t stay here. I can watch Maggie, but I can’t keep an eye on”she took a very deliberate glance at Seth“everyone.”


    “So I’ll take him and we’ll leave?”


    “Forever?” Audra knew they’d be back.


    Ethan shrugged. She was sure he knew they’d be back, too.


    Sounding glum and unwanted, he said, “Sure. Let’s go, Seth.”


    Ethan pulled his hat out of Maggie’s hands and she screamed loud enough to make a man’s ears bleed while she grabbed at it, trying to get it back.


    “What’s she so riled up about?” Ethan looked with horror at Maggie while he put his hat on.


    “She seems partial to you, Ethan,” Rafe said.


    The screaming went on and Seth got up. “I’ll take her.”


    Audra felt all eyes turn to her. Except Maggie, who was trying to scale Ethan’s body, screaming all the while.


    The pressure built, the silencenot counting the screamingstretched.


    Julia’s dislike of Seth.


    The need to get Maggie somewhere safer.


    The sick knowledge that her father would not welcome her home and might in fact sell her off again.


    The screaming.


    The wrongness of kicking two men out of their home.


    Ethan’s handsome face.


    Audra caught herself. She hadn’t meant to include that in her list of reasons why she felt forced to make a choice.


    No money. No home. No rest. No real choice.


    At least Ethan wouldn’t yell at her. That mindless grin on his face had the redeeming quality of being a quiet shortcoming.


    The screaming.


    Her wobbly backbone bent under the pressure. “If you’ll have me, Ethan, I’ll marry you.”


    Ethan got a look in his eyes like a scared calf at branding time. She wondered if he’d start kicking and bawling. She had a sudden image of herself twirling a loop of rope over her head and lassoing herself a husband.


    Then his fear faded. He smiled and shrugged as if she’d asked him if he wanted a cup of coffee, and said, “Okay, why not? I don’t want to sleep in the bunkhouse.”


    It was so far from the romantic proposal of a girl’s dreams that Audra was glad she wasn’t carrying a loaded shotgun.


    She might’ve started blasting.
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    “You certainly smell better than Wendell.”


    “I can barely stand all the sweet-talk.” He was sorely afraid that was the closest he was ever going to get to a compliment out of the contrary woman.


    Audra gave Ethan a strained smile as they walked out of the abandoned shack that Rawhide called a church.


    They each had a baby in their arms.


    Good grief, I’m the father of two children. I didn’t see that coming when I woke up this morning.


    Then he realized he’d forgotten to take off his hat for his wedding. He remembered well that he’d said “I do,” though. Ethan had the sudden image of a bear trap snapping shut on his leg.


    The rest of their wedding guestsRafe, Seth, and Juliafollowed them out of the miserable excuse for a church.


    “Hold up, Ethan, Audra. I want to talk to you while Parson Stamper’s still here.” Rafe’s voice acted like a lasso thrown over Ethan. He’d never had much luck standing up to his big brother. It was easier to let Rafe run things and for Ethan to keep his mouth shut and curved up into a smile.


    Turning around, he and Audra stepped back into the church and formed a small circle with the wedding guests and the parson.


    A very small circle.


    Rawhide wasn’t a real welcoming place for a man of the cloth. This ten-by-ten-foot derelict building was the church, the parson’s home, and when the parson was out of townwhich was most of the timeit served as the closest thing Rawhide, Colorado, had to a hotel. Bring your own blanket.


    They’d been surprised to find that Parson Stamper hadn’t moved on yet. Rafe had called that luck.


    Ethan had another word for it.


    The parson stayed this long because his horse had come up lame, so the parson didn’t see it as good luck, either.


    Rafe said, “I want to talk to the sheriff while we’re in town.”


    “I’ll go along.” Ethan waited to see what other orders Rafe would give.


    “And I intend to search Father’s building. He had to hide that money somewhere. Let’s split up so we can get home.” Julia could give orders well enough, too.


    “No.” Rafe wasn’t real good at talking things over. “You stay with me. This is a wide open town and I’m not going to let you out of my sight.”


    Ethan was standing right in the doorway. He looked over his shoulder at Rawhide. Eight buildings stood almost swallowed up by the forest. The unpainted wooden shacks faced each other, four on each side of a rutted street. The forest pressing in from all directions until the town looked ready to be reclaimed by the wilderness.


    Which might not be such a bad thing.


    Rawhide was a mountain settlement mostly abandoned since the Pike’s Peak Gold Rush had played out.


    There were another two dozen cabins scattered around, mainly up the slope to the west. Ramshackle log buildings peeked out of the woods here and there. Not a single person was visible besides themselves. But one building had a horse and wagon parked in front of it, marking it as the general store, and another had the word Sheriff painted over the door.


    “It doesn’t look all that dangerous, Rafe,” Julia said dryly.


    “Parson,” Rafe said, “can you keep this wedding a secret? Just don’t mention it to anyone.”


    Parson Stamper shrugged. “Don’t see why not. I’m a man who can keep a secret. But why?”


    “It occurs to me that no one in these parts has the name Gilliland anymore. There’s trouble following my wife’s pa. He’s dead. If someone comes hunting for Wendell, they’ll find that out, and no one knew he had a wife and family.” Rafe’s arm slid to Julia’s back. “Maybe they’ll just believe it’s a dead end and leave us be. Of course Tracker knows Julia’s married, but I’ll make sure the sheriff doesn’t let Tracker send any messages. And even if they do find out about Julia and Audra, they won’t know they’ve both moved and changed their names.”


    Ethan swallowed hard to think that, yes, Audra had changed her name. To Kincaid. The whole thing seemed like a dream, so he smiled and ignored it. A dream or a nightmare. He smiled bigger.


    “Fine with me.” Parson Stamper nodded at a building on the south end of town. “My horse is better and I’m leaving town today. I won’t mention the wedding to anyone, here or on my circuit. And I’ll be praying for the trouble that’s dogged you all.”


    “Obliged, Parson.” Rafe stepped aside to let the parson head for the livery, then turned to the rest of the group. “Julia, you come with me to talk to Tracker. Ethan and Audra, why don’t you go hunt around in Wendell’s building?”


    Rafe pointed to a tumbledown shack up the hill from town. No windows, a door hanging from one leather hinge.


    “That’s an even worse building than the one Father bought for a house.” Julia looked at the building, then turned to Audra. “He couldn’t have spent much of the money he stole. I wonder what he did with it?”


    “I wish we could find it and send it back to the man he took it from.” Audra hugged her sleeping baby closer. “Then he’d leave us alone.”


    “The man he stole it from probably came by it in a dishonest way.” Ethan was sorely afraid this was a problem without an easy solution.


    “There’s no reason to believe that.” Audra frowned.


    “No honest man sends vermin like Tracker Breach to regain his money.” Ethan shifted a sleeping Maggie in his arms so her head was resting in his right elbow. “Sending Breach was the choice of a bad man. If we find the money, we should turn it over to the sheriff and let him get to the bottom of who it really belongs to.”


    Audra nodded. “Agreed. Let the law handle it.”


    “Julia and I will come up to Wendell’s building when we’re done. Seth, you go with Ethan and Audra. I don’t want you talking to Breach.”


    “Why not, Rafe?”


    “Because you tell a mixed-up version of what happened because of the laudanum he was feeding you, and I want everything clear. You go hunt. We’ll come shortly to help you.” He took Julia’s arm. It might have been a romantic gesture, but to Ethan it looked more like he was taking her prisoner.


    “I’m looking forward to seeing Tracker again.” Julia sounded dangerous. Grim. Possibly violent. Ethan hadn’t much wanted to get married to anyone, but the Gilliland brood had the only women available, and he’d gotten the pick of the litter.


    Ethan watched Rafe and Julia head down the street. He took Audra’s arm. “Well, Mrs. Kincaid, shall we go find your money?”


    He smiled. Nothing much to smile about, but he tended to smile over anything and everything, so why not this?


    Audra seemed to study his smile for too long. Then she frowned. “Yes, let’s go. Maybe we can find it and get all of this behind us.”


    “Then can we go home?” Seth asked, heading toward the building, leaving them behind.


    “We’ll sleep at home tonight, Seth. But first we’ll tear Wendell’s building apart, board by board if we have to.” Ethan eyed the decrepit building. “That won’t take long. And where else could that old fool of a husband of yours have hidden it?”


    “Oh, there are plenty of places. Including he could have dug a hole somewhere.”


    With a sigh, Ethan said, “You’re right. That building is the only place he could have hidden the money where we have a prayer of finding it.”


    Audra nodded, frowning. “And if we don’t find it and return it, then the man Wendell stole it from may send someone else.”


    “You look tired. You only had a baby a few weeks ago. We should have waited to do this until you were rested.”


    Her pretty white eyebrows snapped low. “Ethan!”


    He touched her lips gently with one finger. When she stopped talking, he said, “I don’t mean you’re weak or fragile.” She was, but he knew she hated to hear that. “You know a woman who’s just had a baby needs a while before she starts riding long hours and tearing apart buildings.”


    “You’re right.” Audra smiled behind his finger. “I’m holding up, but we’ve got a long ride h-h-h”


    Ethan felt her smile burn into his finger and he jerked it back.


    He couldn’t quite manage a smile when he said, “Home. The word you’re trying to say is home. You’re going home with me. Mrs. Ethan Kincaid. Hard to get that idea in my head.”


    Their eyes caught and held. Ethan saw a world of understanding there.


    Then she nodded. “We’ve got lots of time to get used to it. Our whole lives.”


    Ethan slid his hand to her waist and turned her to face Wendell’s shack. “Let’s get this hunting over and done, then head for...” He inhaled slowly.


    Audra said, “Home.”
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    Julia felt dangerous. She would have liked about five times her normal strength and a few minutes of privacy to pound on Tracker Breach for almost killing Rafe.


    “Now be mindful to not mention Audra marrying Ethan.” Rafe paused at the jailhouse door.


    “I will.” Julia frowned and crossed her arms. “But I want to let him know that all his evil didn’t hurt us in the end. I’d like to stand there on the outside of those bars and tell him he needs to repent of his sins before it’s too late. And then I’d like to tell him he’s the ugliest man I’ve ever seen.”


    A crack of laughter from Rafe surprised Julia. Then he caught hold of her arm, a gentle vise, and dragged her into the gap between two buildings.


    “Hey, I want to go yell at that awful man.”


    Rafe kept going until they were swallowed up in shadows, then turned her to face him and kissed her senseless.


    Seconds passed, then minutes. Maybe longer. Julia sort of lost track of time. When Rafe eased her away from him, she chased after his lips with her own.


    He let her catch him.


    “Have I told you yet today I’m glad I married you?” He smiled.


    She traced the smile with one finger. “I like seeing a smile on your face, Rafe.”


    “I find myself smiling all the time since I managed to corral you, wife.” He kissed her again.


    “This isn’t the time or place” Her scolding, which was halfhearted anyway, was silenced by his lips.


    “I know we’ve got to go and see the sheriff, and I’ll let you scold that man as long as you like, but it just came to mind that my brothers are finally going home.”


    That lifted Julia’s spirits to a shameful degree. “I like your brothers.”


    “Your favorite term of affection is ‘your idiot brothers.’”


    “They do try my patience, Rafe.” Then a frown turned her swollen lips downward. “But they’re taking Audra and the babies.”


    “Yeah, even better. Now I can get you alone.” Rafe laughed again.


    Julia slugged him in the arm, but she didn’t put one lick of force behind it. “Audra needs me.”


    Although now that Rafe mentioned it, it would be nice to be alone with him. They’d camped out a good distance from everybody else since their wedding. Rafe had insisted. And being close to him, intimate with him, was so beguiling that Julia had gone right along with the idea. Audra had slept in the tumbledown cabin she and Julia had lived in with Father until the new cabin was weather-tight, then she’d moved in there. The rest of them slept under the stars. Rafe’s brothers had camped near the house while Rafe and Julia had gone elsewhere nightly, and to Julia’s shock, occasionally Rafe had managed to lure her to a private place during the day.


    Since she was finding her new husband downright irresistible anyway, she decided it was right for newlyweds to get away.


    During the day, the men had built the new cabin in the caldera, and Julia had chiseled a few fossils out of the very easiest and safest tunnels and done some writing. She wasn’t even close to satisfied with her explorations yet. But she was satisfied as all get-out with married life.


    “We needed to let Audra rest up for a while after she had the baby, and we needed Ethan and Seth to help us get the cabin up and a corral and stable built. But Audra’s rested. The building is done. The cattle are loose in our valley. There aren’t any crazy people living in the caverns.”


    A chill of fear raced up Julia’s back and goose bumps rose on her skin. Rafe must have noticed, because he ran his hands up and down her back as if to warm her. And if his hands pressed her close to him, well, that warmed her all the more. “We’re safe enough for now. It’s probably even okay for you to go exploring deeper in the caverns.”


    Julia forgot her fear and smiled. “You’re going to let me go in?”


    “As long as I’m with you, right?” Rafe jabbed one finger right at her nose. “You promised.”


    “I won’t go in alone.” She wanted company. She’d spent too much of her life alone.


    “Good, then I think it’s time to send everyone away and have you to myself for a while.”


    “That does sound nice.” Julia rested her hands on his upper arms, marveling at his hard muscles and endless strength. “Your brothers really are idiots.”


    “No, they’re not.” Rafe laughed and hugged her until she squeaked. “But they are more company than I want right now. I’ll tell Ethan to send over a few men, but not right now. We’ll need cowhands. But we can wait a few weeks on that. And when they do come, we’ll build a bunkhouse, so they won’t be in the cabin with us. It’s been a nuisance having to find excuses to go for long rides with you, just for a chance to get you to myself.” Rafe’s strong arms encircled her waist, and he hugged her tight enough that her toes lifted off the ground. “And it gets mighty cold at night camping out.”


    Julia looked into Rafe’s gray-blue eyes. In the shadows of the alley, they shined blue. Her hands slid from his muscular arms to wind around his neck. “Do you think it was the right thing to push Audra and Ethan into getting married?”


    “Sure it was right.”


    “But what about love, Rafe? Audra wasn’t happy with Father. I wish she could’ve married for love.”


    “Now, honey. I’m sure they’ll get around to loving each other when they’ve got a little spare time. But they needed to tie the knot now. Audra needs to get away from those caves before Maggie ends up hurt, and your little stepma needs to change her name in case someone comes hunting your pa. And besides, a single woman needs a man. Those young’uns need a pa. Ethan’ll take good care of them. Maggie is so attached to him, we couldn’t have let them be separated.”


    “Those aren’t the best reasons in the world for two people to get married.”


    Rafe leaned down and whispered a really good reason for two people to get married. His breath on her ear tickled and she giggled. Embarrassing. She wasn’t a giggling kind of woman.


    “Now you quit distracting me with all this nonsense and let’s go see to our prisoner.” He smiled so she’d know he was teasing and not start smacking him. Then he led her back to the street. Opening the door to the jailhouse, he let Julia go ahead of him. Sheriff Amos Meese sat at his desk with one boot off, spinning the rowel of a spur.


    “Howdy, Rafe.” The man apparently had the crime in Rawhide completely under control.


    “Howdy, Amos.”


    “Howdy, Mrs. Kincaid.” The sheriff tipped his hat to Julia. “It’s a mighty rare and precious sight to have a beautiful woman in town.”


    Julia hated the dismal little jail. She felt as sorry for the sheriff as she did for the prisoner, or very nearly. Bars caged off about a fourth of the one-room building, and Tracker Breach lay on a cot in a cell, only inches longer than the bed. He tugged absently on the scraggly beard that covered his scarred face.


    He turned and sat up, swinging his feet to the floor. He had an eye patch and a scowl that did an already unsightly man no favors.


    “Afternoon, Amos. Have you heard from Judge Steinhauser yet?” Rafe moved so he was between Tracker and Julia, as if the bars weren’t quite enough protection.


    “No one got hurt in that cave,” Breach snarled. “We had us a tussle, but there ain’t no law against that.”


    “No one got hurt?” Julia clenched her fists. “Why, you”


    Rafe grabbed her around the waist to keep her from charging the cell. “You’re lucky you’ve got bars to protect you, you low-down polecat.”


    “Quiet, Breach.” The sheriff slipped his boot on. “Don’t pay him no mind, ma’am. We’ve got him for more than what he did to you. Tracker Breach is a wanted man in Texas and he broke jail in New Mexico Territory. He knows he can’t talk himself out of a long stretch behind bars.”


    Julia calmed down enough that Rafe let her go. But she noticed he stayed close. It might’ve been to protect her, but she suspected he wanted to be able to grab her again if the need arose.


    The sheriff stood from his squeaky wooden chair and stomped his foot to seat it in the boot. The lawman looked so happy to see them that Julia felt sorry for her grouchy behavior. Sitting all day in the jailhouse of a mostly law-abidingand nearly desertedtown with one cantankerous prisoner couldn’t be a fun job.


    Tracker subsided onto his cot and went back to yanking on his scraggly whiskers.


    “Judge Steinhauser was in Colorado City a couple of days ago,” Sheriff Meese said. “A rider came through and seen him. So we’re hoping we can have the trial real soon.”


    “When the judge shows up, send a rider and we’ll come in and attend the trial.”


    “I will if need be, but chances are the judge’ll just send him back to Texas with the next U.S. marshall that comes through.” The sheriff settled back into his chair. There was no other furniture in the room besides that chair, the desk, and the cot in the jail cell. “Heard you weren’t staying at your ranch anymore, Rafe.”


    “I claimed a piece of property nearer town. And while we’re in here, Seth is going to get another chunk.”


    “He is?” This was the first Julia had heard of it.


    “Yeah, I just now remembered I’d planned on him doing it sometime. I scouted the water holes and know right where he oughta stake his claim. He might as well do it now. We can make the whole Kincaid property into a solid stretch.”


    “Have you mentioned this to Seth?” Julia didn’t think Seth was a real solid choice to own a ranch at this point.


    “Nope. Forgot. Remember to send a rider for us, Sheriff.”


    “Will do, Rafe.” The sheriff got up again. Maybe he was a gentleman, rising when a lady entered and left a room. Or maybe he just wanted them to stay and talk awhile longer. A lonely job being sheriff of Rawhide, Colorado. “I had no idea Gill had family in the area, ma’am.”


    Her father had run a small-time gambling operation here in Rawhide and he’d kept his wife and daughters a secret, using them to hide his tracks when he’d run from trouble. No one was looking for a family man named Wendell Gilliland. Julia had been dragged across the country, then left to live in remote locations most of her life as her father set up shop, then ran from the unsavory people he gambled with. He had married Audra when he’d realized Julia was getting ready to leave him and take his disguise with her. Then Julia had found she couldn’t leave her delicate new stepmother to her lonely fate.


    “That was Father’s way,” Julia said. “He always kept us away from his business. I suspect he didn’t like us to know what he was up to.”


    The sheriff nodded.


    “If you think my boss is gonna forget about your pa stealin’ a fortune from him, yer loco,” Breach said. “He’ll keep coming.”


    “A fortune? No, my father didn’t have any fortune with him.”


    “The man who hired me was mad as a rattlesnake. But what really made me know it was a fortune was that he was scared, too. He’s a wealthy man, and I’d say your pa took almost everything he owned.”


    Shaking her head, Julia said, “I helped pack the house. I helped carry things. There was no money.”


    Breach shrugged. “Maybe your pa took gold.”


    “No, I helped tote everything we brought at some point or other. Gold is heavy. Father had no fortune that I could see.” It was the first Julia had heard about any fortune. “Whatever amount he stole, I don’t know where it is.”


    “Has Breach here contacted anyone, Sheriff?” Rafe asked.


    “Not since you brought him in, but I can’t say about before. No telegraph in town.”


    “It doesn’t matter if I contacted the boss,” Breach said. “When I don’t come back, he’ll send others. And Wendell Gilliland might’ve slipped away quiet, but I didn’t bother coverin’ my trail. When he don’t hear from me, the boss’ll just figure I found you and took the money for myself. He’ll follow my trail and it’ll lead him right here. And he’ll come with more trouble this time. He hired me ’cause I’m a tracker. The next ones he’ll send will be gunmen. When he gets here and finds what’s what, he’ll be after you same as me, figuring a daughter would know her father’s favorite hiding places.”


    “But I don’t.” Julia’s breathing picked up. “I can’t tell him where the money is.”


    Tracker cackled like an old hen. “Reckon you’ll get a chance to tell the boss that, Mrs. Kincaid. Face-to-face.”


    “I don’t want him in contact with anyone,” Rafe said.


    The sheriff nodded. “If the judge don’t come this week, I’ll send out a rider and find him. We’ll either get him over here or take the prisoner to him. Then we’ll get him locked up tight. His boss won’t be able to ask any questions. And I’ll put the word out to keep quiet about Gill’s family. Anyone comes looking will find a dead end.”


    Julia didn’t like it. No sheriff could promise the silence of everyone in town. Not even a small town like this. But it was the best they could do for now.


    She turned to Breach. “More than a tussle went on in that cavern. You kidnapped me. You shot Seth and your gunfire caused a cave-in that nearly killed Rafe. That’s no tussle, Mr. Breach. It’s a whole cavern full of serious crimes. If they go easy on you, they’ll lock you up for the next twenty years. You’d do well to contemplate the state of your soul.”


    “I spent my childhood blind,” he said, “then later, when I could see, I saw people avoid me, turn their eyes away. Step back in disgust. The world ain’t been too nice to old Tracker Breach, so I don’t see any reason to be nice to it.” He turned his terribly scarred face to her and glared with his one good eye.


    “I suspect it’s hot in a Texas prison, isn’t it, Sheriff?” Julia felt a moment of compassion for the man. What had he gone through that had turned him into such a villain? But it didn’t matter what excuse he had. Seth had terrible scars. Rafe had a nasty one on his temple. They hadn’t let those scars etch evil into their souls.


    “Hot as Hades at high noon in July, ma’am.” The sheriff crossed his arms and looked at Breach.


    “So you’ll be living in blazing heat and surrounded by evil people. That pretty much describes the life you’ll have in the next world if you die in your sins.”


    Breach scowled. Julia had to control a shudder at the sight of his scarred face. “I think you ought to use that time in prison to decide if that’s how you want to spend eternity.”


    Breach suddenly lunged at the bars. “Get her out of here, Sheriff. I don’t need no woman preaching in my ears. I can do for some peace and quiet.”


    “You’re wasting your time, Julia.” Rafe rested a hand on Julia’s lower back. “His soul is mighty rocky ground.”


    “I said get out.” Breach jerked on the door of the cell, rattling the bars until Julia couldn’t hear herself think.


    “Fine,” she said. “I’ve had my say. I’m going. Maybe sometime during the twenty years you spend in prison, what I’ve said will take root.”
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