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San Francisco, California—April 1881

She didn’t intend to kill him.

Standing outside the suite at the San Francisco Arms, Grace Riley lifted the hand she’d clenched into a tight fist. It took all of her strength to make herself knock. Her other hand dropped, stroking her wool skirt, feeling the slight bulk of the weapon hiding in a deep pocket. One caress to give her control and remind her that she was no longer the prey.

She counted the seconds and fought the dichotomy of wanting the door to be opened yet hoping Stephen Shay wasn’t there. The man answered the door himself instead of sending a servant to perform the task.

They would be alone.

That nauseating thought made her want to turn and flee.

No. No running away.

She had to know, unable to face the nightmares of speculation any longer. Living in limbo had become unbearable—even more unbearable than being in his presence again.

Dressed in his typical black suit, Stephen folded his arms over his chest and leaned a shoulder against the door. Those obsidian eyes fixed on Grace, sending a shudder ripping through her.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t come, my sweet.” With a sweeping gesture, he invited her inside.

She swallowed the enormous lump of fear rising in her throat. It settled in her chest, making it hard to breathe. Reminding herself why she’d come, she made her feet move. He shut the door behind her, the sound akin to a lid closing over a tomb.

Stephen doffed his coat and laid it over the arm of the sofa before walking over to the bureau and pouring himself a drink. He raised his glass. “Would you care for one?”

She shook her head, wishing he would stop pretending he was anything but a cold-hearted bastard. She wanted the information, and then she wanted to get the hell out of there and as far away from San Francisco and Stephen Shay as she could run.

“Where is Jake Curtis?” The words were forced out between clenched teeth.

Downing the drink in one quick swallow, he grimaced as he filled his glass again. “Ah, Grace. Always in such a hurry. We should spend some time...catching up. I’ve missed you. How is your father? I do hope he’s well.”

She narrowed her eyes, the only sign she would offer that she’d even heard his words. He knew damn well that with the exception of her brother Matthew, she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her family in years, especially her good-for-nothing father. Surely Stephen’s overpriced detectives had told him that. They’d made her life a waking nightmare, tracking her as if she were some common criminal.

A shaky breath helped her control both her temper and her fear. “Where is he?”

His smile was downright reptilian. She imagined a forked tongue darting out between his thin lips.

“Have you been in the company of cattlemen for so long you have forgotten the niceties of polite conversation?”

Grace bit back an acidic laugh.

Niceties?

What did he know about niceties?

She gritted her teeth. “Tell me where Jake Curtis is, or I shall leave. Now.”

Stephen nodded at the papers scattered across the table. “What you seek is in those.” He took a sip from his glass, but his eyes never left her. “May I inquire what I am to receive in return for the time and expense to find him for you? You owe me, my dear.”

A scoff burst out before she could bite her lip.

Owe him? Owe him?

All she owed him was the same misery he’d caused her.

He took a couple of steps closer.

It took every ounce of her strength to not take a few in retreat.

“You look well, Grace. You have grown even more beautiful with age, just as I knew you would. Oh, you were a beauty when you were younger. But now there’s a...wisdom about you. So many years have passed, yet it seems only yesterday. You were so sweet. So young. How long ago was it?”

Twenty years.

Twenty long years spent as far away from him and his world as she could put herself. Dear Lord, she’d been running her whole life. The urge to pull the gun from her pocket was almost irresistible as the horrible memories she’d kept at bay for so long pushed their way forward.

No. Not now.

There was no time to panic now.

Throwing back the last of the amber liquid, he set the glass down. “Why so quiet tonight, my sweet? I was hoping to make this reunion...special. Supper will be sent up shortly. Then we can get reacquainted.”

Supper?

As if she would stay a moment longer than she absolutely had to.

Share a meal with him?

She’d sooner starve to death.

No, she was getting what she came for, then she would leave as fast as her feet could carry her.

Summoning up her courage, Grace reached for the papers.

Quick as lightning, Stephen rushed to the table as his hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. He jerked her so hard she lost her balance and stumbled against him. A low chuckle rose from his throat.

“I knew it. I knew even back then what kind of woman you are.” His mouth dropped to cover hers.

Grace froze.

No. No. No.

The word echoed like the ticking of a pendulum clock. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. Not again.

Never again.

She bit his lip as she brought her knee up hard, connecting with the vulnerable targets between his thighs the way her brother had taught her.

With a curse, he pushed her away. She stumbled back onto the sofa. As he took deep breaths and wiped the back of his hand across his bleeding mouth, she scrambled back to her feet and hurried to grab the papers.

His chest slammed into her back, pushing her thighs against the table. “You bitch! You’ll pay for that!”

Struggling, she twisted against the strong arms that held her own against her sides. She fumbled for the gun, trying to free it from the deep folds of her skirt. He hauled her toward the big four-poster bed, her dangling feet making it impossible for her to escape. She kicked his shins as she thrashed about, trying to inflict enough pain that he would release her.

He tossed Grace on the bed. She rolled to her back and groped for the gun. Her hands shook so hard they wouldn’t obey her mind.

Stephen stepped away from the bed and removed his tie and waistcoat as though he had all the time in the world. “You’ll see, Grace. Things will be good between us again. I have waited far too long for this.” He draped his clothes over the settee. As he unfastened his cufflinks, he came back to stand next to the bed. “You are mine. You were then. You are now. Mine.”

She wrenched the gun free and pointed it at his chest. “No.”

He clucked his tongue and reached out to her. “Give me the gun, Grace. You don’t even know how to use it.”

“Leave me alone!” Scooting across to the far side of the mattress, she struggled to keep the gun steady so she could back off the bed and grab the papers.

Stephen lunged.

Her finger clenched, squeezing the trigger.

The shot made her ears ring and her hand sting. An acrid smell filled her nostrils. The gun slipped from her hands and landed with a soft thud on the thick carpet.

He staggered back as his hand covered the left side of his chest. Dark blood oozed between his fingers, staining his dove-gray vest.

His eyes found hers. She could almost see his life ebbing away.

“You...bitch. You’ve...killed...me.”

Her brain went numb. Somehow, she stumbled to the table, snatched the papers, and found the door. When she reached the hall, she ran. A few doors opened, and strangers gawked as she passed them. She didn’t pause to explain, didn’t even slow down until she gained the street.

She’d killed him—she’d really killed him. Tears sprang into her eyes as she tried to slow her pace and blend with the people walking on the crowded sidewalk. His passing from this world gave her no joy, and she feared her soul would be damned for eternity because she’d taken his life for revenge.

Focusing on why she’d come to San Francisco, Grace touched the papers she’d wrinkled and smashed into her pocket. Her life didn’t matter anymore. Nothing really mattered anymore.

Except Jake.
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Chapter Two
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The Twin Springs Ranch outside White Pines, Montana—One week later

A person only pounded on a door in the middle of the night if there was trouble.

Adam Morgan stubbed his toe against a chair, cursed, then hurried to tug his shirt over his head. He stumbled out of the bedroom as he pulled on his pants.

The knocks grew more urgent as thunder rumbled in the distance. He flew down the stairs and grabbed the loaded shotgun he kept next to the door. A quick glance out the window told him he wouldn’t need a weapon to deal with his petite visitor. He set the gun down and opened the door.

The woman had been reaching up to knock again when he jerked the door open. She pulled her fist against her chest and gasped in surprise. Big, brown eyes stared at him, but she didn’t move to come inside. She simply stood on the porch, shivering from the cold spring rain that had soaked her through.

Someone needed to lead this odd little dance. “Ma’am, might I ask why you’re beating on my door in the middle of the night?”
She shivered as she wrung her hands. Throwing him a furtive look, she tossed back a question of her own. “Is–is Jake C–C–Curtis here?”
Her teeth chattered so hard it took him a moment to figure out what she was asking. “Jake? You’re looking for Jake? At this hour?”

She nodded. The poor woman looked like a cat someone had thrown into a lake. The rain plastered her loose hair against her cheeks and neck. Her clothes clung to her body. Another shiver wracked her. “I–I n–need to–to see Jake.”

“Why?”

Jake had never been the type of person to get himself into trouble with a woman—especially since his marriage—so Adam dismissed the notion she was searching for Jake to resolve some romantic tryst. She also appeared a mite old for the twenty-year-old cowboy Adam had raised as his own son since the boy was nine.

“Is–is he here?” she asked again.

He hadn’t realized how labored her breathing sounded until she rasped out her question.

Since she didn’t appear to be a threat, he answered her. “He’s living in White Pines now.”

Why did the defeated frown on her face bother him so much? From the pain in her eyes, she might as well have taken a punch to the stomach.

With the back of a shaking hand she smoothed back some wet tendrils of hair sticking to her cheek. “Is th–that the t–town wh–where the stage st–stopped?”

He inclined his head toward the south. “’Bout three miles that direction. Did you just walk all the way here? In this storm?”

With a curt nod, she turned to leave.

Was she daft?

The woman couldn’t be planning to walk three more miles back to town on muddy roads and in the pouring rain to try to find Jake in the middle of the night.

Adam had been ready to call her back to offer some dry clothes and hot food when her knees buckled. She collapsed to the ground, reminding him of a discarded ragdoll.

He hurried to her side, knelt down, and smoothed away the wet hair that had fallen on her face. His fingers were greeted with hot, wet skin. The poor woman had gone pale as milk. Without a moment of reticence, he scooped her up into his arms and carried her inside.

Kicking the door closed behind him, he called for his daughter. Water dripped from both him and his guest, pooling on the wooden floor. Waiting a few beats, he shouted again. “Victoria!” He was rewarded with the noise of movement on the second floor.

“Daddy?”

“Grab some towels and come to the guest room.” He took the stairs two at a time, leaving a trail of water behind.

“Towels?” His daughter hurried toward him down the second-story hall. Her eyes widened as she gave the belt on her robe a last tug. “What on earth...?”

“Towels, princess. Please.”

Adam carried his burden into the guest room, wincing as he realized he’d called Victoria by his pet name for her. A woman of twenty-one probably didn’t appreciate her father using a childhood endearment. But that’s what Victoria would always be regardless of her age—his little princess.

She hurried into the room and spread a couple of towels over the quilt. Adam set his burden down on the bed while his daughter lit the lamp. He crouched to take off the woman’s shoes as Victoria tried to peel off the thin coat the woman wore, although thinking of it as a coat was giving the pathetic garment more credit than it was due. The shoes were so worn they almost came apart in his hands.

“Who is she?” Victoria rubbed the stranger’s hair with a towel.

“Not a clue.”

The woman shivered hard enough to make the bed shake.

His worry increased. Fevers could easily turn deadly. “We need to take off these wet clothes and get her dry.”

“I’ll get a dry nightgown and more towels.” Victoria hurried out of the bedroom.

Adam reached for the buttons of the woman’s tattered shirt.

Her eyes flew open, looking as wild and panicked as a cornered animal’s. She sat up and slapped at his hands. Her cheeks had flushed crimson, and her breath came in wheezing gasps. “D–don’t touch me. I–I won’t let you touch me.”

He pulled back, splaying his hands. “Whoa, ma’am. I just wanted to get you dry.”

“D–don’t t–touch me!”

Thankfully, his daughter strode back into the room and took charge. She dropped the bundle of dry clothing on the rocking chair and moved to the bed to lay a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder. “You’re safe here. You have a fever. Let us take care of you.”

Turning her frightened eyes to Victoria, the woman trembled. “Safe? Safe here?”

“Very safe here. I’m Victoria.” She inclined her head at Adam. “That’s Adam—my father. We’ll take care of you. Let’s get you out of these wet clothes.”

It took her a good, long time to think it over before she nodded. Shaking fingers reached up to work the buttons of her shirt. She couldn’t hold her hands still enough to do much good. Victoria brushed her hands away and took over the job.

The women needed some privacy, so Adam nodded to his daughter, stepped out of the room, and closed the door behind him.

No surprise that Daisy was already puttering around the kitchen in her thick robe. The housekeeper probably heard him bellowing at Victoria. But even if she hadn’t, the plump little woman always seemed to know what was happening in the Twin Springs ranch house. He often wondered if she could see through walls.

“Land’s sake,” Daisy said. “Never a dull moment ’round here. I’ll get some hot tea ready, then I’ll see if Victoria needs any help.”

Taking a seat at the kitchen table, he put an elbow against the wood, propped his head on his hand, and closed his eyes. Judging from the increasing noises of the wind and rain slapping against the house, the storm would be a raging a good long while. Thunder made the smooth floorboards vibrate beneath his bare feet.

Forty-five was too damned old for this kind of nonsense. Mystery women shouldn’t come pounding on his door in the middle of the night.

Daisy patted him on the shoulder, so he made the effort to open his eyes. She held out a cup, and he accepted the offering, hoping it held some of her typically strong coffee. Murmuring his thanks, he took a few sips before putting the drink down and closing his eyes again.

His mysterious visitor wanted to find Jake. Probably a good thing the boy lived in town now so Adam could find out her motives and intentions before they got together. When she woke, he would be able to ask his questions and puzzle through what she wanted. Then he’d find out whether Jake needed any sort of protection. As far as he knew, the boy had no family. He’d been an orphan when Adam had dragged him back to the Twin Springs many years ago.

Since he wasn’t going to get any answers sitting in his kitchen, he polished off the rest of his coffee and headed back up to the guest room.

The door stood ajar. Nudging it with his foot, he peeked inside. “Am I intruding?”

“You can come in, Daddy. She’s sleeping.” Victoria pulled the patchwork quilt a little higher and smoothed the surface with her slender hand. “She’s got a high fever.”

Fever.

Damn but he hated that word. Once a fever set in, things were in God’s hands. The best they could do now was keep her warm and comfortable and pray she recovered.

Victoria gathered together the wet linens and the woman’s ragged clothing. “Who is she?”

“Not sure. She’s looking for Jake.”

“Jake? Why?”

“Didn’t get much time to ask.” He nodded at the clothes in Victoria’s arms. “That’s all she came with. Didn’t even have a bag with a change of clothes.”

“Poor thing.”

Poor thing, indeed. Alone. Destitute. Sick. What man would let any woman in his family find herself in such dire circumstances? All he could do was shake his head in frustration and disgust.

With a nod that set her waist-length braid to bouncing, Victoria glanced back at the sleeping guest. “Will you stay with her? If she wakes up, she might be frightened. I should help Daisy. We’ll need to make some broth and hot tea, too.”

Lightning dimly lit the bedroom and the sound of thunder rumbled in the distance as he glanced at the sleeping woman. She was so fragile. Thin. Delicate. She clearly hadn’t eaten well in a long time. If her clothes were any indication, she didn’t have much to call her own. “Did she tell you her name?”

“Her name’s Grace, but that’s all I got out of her before she fell asleep.”

“Go on, princess. I’ll sit with her for a spell.”

“Thank you. I’ll bring up something for her to eat soon.” She stopped as she passed him, stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, and then stepped out of the room.

Another clap of thunder sounded, loud enough to make the pictures on the wall shake. The woman whimpered and mumbled a few words Adam couldn’t understand. When she shivered again, he grabbed the blanket folded over the arm of the rocking chair and spread it over her sleeping form.

His mystery woman was very pretty. Slender neck. Long, brown eyelashes. He wished he could stare into those brown eyes of hers again, especially if he could see something reflected back at him other than fear, pain, and sickness.

Reaching out, he smoothed her bangs away from her forehead. Victoria had combed out the woman’s hair. The chestnut locks didn’t quite reach her shoulders. The women of White Pines would be outraged that she wore it so short, but the trait called to him. There was obviously nothing vain or pretentious about Grace.

Settling himself in the rocking chair, he took up the vigil. Her breathing sounded raspy, much as Victoria’s had when she’d developed a fever and attacks of coughing her seventh summer. Every now and then, Grace would mumble in her sleep. He could only pick up a few words, and connecting them would be a hard puzzle to solve. A scary one at that.

Jake.

Matthew.

Stephen.

Murder.

***
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“No! Don’t touch me!”

Adam jumped out of the rocking chair, thinking someone had broken into his home and attacked his guest. It took a moment for his sleep-hazed thoughts to clear before he realized she was in the throes of a nightmare. It took a few more moments before his heart settled back into a normal rhythm.

Thrashing around on the bed, she dislodged the quilts that covered her.

He sat on the edge of the bed. “Wake up.”

Her dream tormenter wouldn’t free her, and she struck out at him, catching Adam’s chin with a strong right hook.

Grabbing her wrists, he held them firm. “Wake up now. It’s just a bad dream.”

Her eyes flew open, but their dark beauty was dulled by the fever. “Don’t let him hurt me.”

“No one’s going to hurt you here, Gracie.” The endearment seemed to fit better than Grace as it rolled off his tongue.

She sat up so quickly she almost slammed her forehead into his. “I’m safe here?”

Nodding, he let her wrists loose so she wouldn’t feel as though she was his captive. “You’re safe here.”

When she leaned in to put her cheek against his shoulder, he instinctively wrapped his arms around her. So thin, so delicate. So very warm. After only a few moments, her breathing slowed, although he could hear how full of congestion her lungs were with each inhale and exhale.

He didn’t want to let her go. This woman needed someone to watch over her.

He appointed himself to the job.
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Chapter Three
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Grace opened her eyes slowly, trying to make sense of her foggy thoughts.

Sunlight streamed through the window, painting a white rocking chair in brilliant light. A soft mattress cushioned her body, something she hadn’t felt in so long she honestly couldn’t remember the last time. Heavy woolen blankets under a chuck wagon had served as her bed for most of her adult life.

She tried to sit up and winced. Every muscle ached. Her unfamiliar nightgown was damp, sticking to her skin. As she pushed the mound of covers aside, a sudden coughing spell racked her weak body.

When she could finally draw a breath, she grew determined to get out of bed. She tried to stand on shaky legs. Perhaps if she could get a look out the window, she could remember where she was.

Think, Grace.

Things came back in disjointed fragments. Sitting in the crowded car for the interminable train ride from San Francisco. Catching the stage and bouncing around mile after endless mile. The taste of a stale cheese sandwich—the only thing she could afford with the last of her money.

The illness had come on so rapidly with a fever so high most of her memories seemed nothing more than a cross between her wishes and her nightmares.

She’d doggedly pursued the only solid lead she’d discovered in years. A shudder ripped through her as she remembered the cost of that lead.

Dear for her.

Even dearer for Steven Shay.

The information said that Jake Curtis would be at the end of this miserable trip. She’d prayed the whole way that she would find him at long last.

Had she made it to the Twin Springs ranch? She vaguely recalled a smelly man with a tarnished star pinned on his stained vest explaining how to get there. The rain had started not long after she’d begun her trek.

After that, her memory became a blank slate.

The view that greeted her through the window didn’t bring any recollections.

Beautiful, yes.

Familiar, no.

The mountains looming in the distance called to her heart. So peaceful. So serene. She could gaze upon that sight for the rest of her life and be content.

Fate had always had other things in store for her than a place to call home.

The door opened with a loud creak. She whirled around too quickly, making her head spin before another coughing spell hit. Strong hands guided her back to the bed, and then the back of a cool hand pressed against her forehead.

“You shouldn’t be up, Gracie. You’ll spike another fever.”

Gracie?

No one had ever called her Gracie before. Hearing the nickname in that rich baritone voice felt like a caress. She stared at the source.

The man was handsome. Dark hair fanned his temples with enough gray to show his maturity. His eyes were a deep blue, and they didn’t seem to miss anything. The hands that pulled the blankets over her were tanned and calloused. She’d never taken the time to notice a man’s hands before.

She’d seen him, a vague figure from her feverish memory, nursing her by offering her water and broth and bathing her face with a damp cloth. “Thank you,” was all she could manage.

“You’re welcome. Do you remember my name?”

“I’m sorry...it’s just things are kinda hazy.”

“I’m Adam Morgan. You’re my houseguest ’til we get you well.”

His smile reached something inside her, causing a flicker of warmth she couldn’t attribute to her fever. She brushed the uncomfortable feeling aside. Thirty-five wasn’t the time to suddenly become interested in the opposite sex.

With the exception of her brother, Matthew, she’d had no use for men. She cooked for them and tried to be friendly, but not a single man had ever been more than another cowboy on another cattle drive. They liked her cooking more than her company, which suited her fine. Matthew kept her from being too awfully lonely.

“How are you feeling?” His comforting voice broke through her thoughts.

“Better. How long have I been sick?”

“Five days.”

When Adam tried to smooth his hand across her forehead again, Grace turned her head. While she was grateful for his help, she simply didn’t like to be touched.

He frowned. “You’re still a mite peaked. I’ve been worried about you. A fever like that can steal away a body’s strength.”

“Fever?” No wonder she’d been in this sickbed five days. Who had seen to her personal needs? Surely Adam hadn’t helped her with...everything.

Grace wanted to crawl into the nearest hole, pull moss over her head, and hide.

“Your face is getting awfully red, Gracie. Is your fever spiking again?”

His concerned frown confused her. She was nothing more than a stranger, why would he be worried about her? She didn’t want him to care. She didn’t want any man to care. “Where am I?”

His hand dropped away. “The Twin Springs.”

The Twin Springs!

She’d made it after all.

“Where’s Jake?” She tossed the covers aside and jumped to her feet.

The world spun and her body protested the quick movement. As her legs gave way, she groped for the bed.

He caught her, sweeping her up in his arms and setting stern eyes on her. “Need to stay in bed, ma’am.”

She would’ve argued if she’d been able to fit in any words between coughs.

He sat down on the rocking chair, settling her in his lap.

“Th–this isn’t proper,” she scolded.

“I’m not about to let you make yourself sick again, not after all I did to get you better. We almost lost you.”

If she had the strength, she might’ve fought against his tight hold if for no reason other than it was inappropriate. She hated being touched—hated being held even more.

It took her a moment to realize that the typical fear never came. This man could touch her, hold her close, and not terrify her. In his arms, Grace didn’t feel trapped.

She felt protected. Cherished even.

Nonsense.

She’d never met him. Why, for all she knew, he could be dangerous. A debaucher. A cattle rustler. A ne’er-do-well.

More nonsense.

This home belonged to a wealthy family. Judging from his age, Adam was the patriarch of that family.

He smelled nice. An odd thought, but his clean, masculine scent wrapped around her, calming her. With a resigned sigh, she relaxed against him, simply too weak to struggle. At least that was the fib she told herself.

“Why are you looking for Jake?” He settled her more comfortably.

It took all her strength to tell this kind man her lie. “He’s my brother.”

He grunted softly.

Could he know she was lying? She hoped her responding shrug told him she didn’t care what he thought.

“Now, it’s not polite to ask a lady her age, but you’re a bit older than Jake.” He cleared his throat in that way men liked to do when they said something stupid. “Not that you’re ready to be put out to pasture or anything.”

She smiled at his embarrassment, knowing he couldn’t see her. The smile quickly faded. She hated lying to him, especially after all he’d done for her. “Yes. I’m a bit older.”

“But you’re his sister?”

She couldn’t speak the falsehood again, so she quit the topic. “Who took care of me when I was ill?”

“You’re still ill.”

“I’m fine.” A cough bubbled to the surface at that horribly inopportune moment.

His chuckle made it hard for her to frown at him. “I can see you’re fit as a fiddle.”

“Did you take care of me?” Her cheeks had to be a startling red judging from the heat rising from them.

“I did mostly. Victoria helped.”

He was a debaucher!

“You’re married!” Grace struggled to get off his lap. Weak or not, she couldn’t stay in that comforting embrace.

“My wife passed a few years back, Gracie.”

That statement took the wind right out of her sails. How stupid was she for having judged him so harshly?

Once burned, twice shy.

Yes, he looked safe. And strong. And stalwart. But looks could be deceiving, and she was always one to learn her lessons well.

“How much older are you than Jake?” Adam asked.

She carefully framed her response. “Jake was born on my fifteenth birthday.”

Grace waited for him to say something. Anything. The silence became unbearable.

About the time she was going to say something to end the awkwardness of sitting in his lap, he said, “I’ll take you into town to see him.”

She bumped her head on his chin when she sat up. For the first time, she was close enough to allow hope to swell in her broken heart. Then she remembered the recent months of fear and false leads, quickly tempering that hope. “You will?”

He nodded before standing up, resettling her in his arms and carrying her to the bed. “Time for you to rest.”

“When will you take me to see Jake?”

“When you’re well. Sleep now, Gracie.”

***
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Grace flicked her hand across the surface of the water, watching the ripples fan out. She breathed in the rose scent, hardly believing where she was.

A bathtub. In a real bathroom. The Morgans had to be wealthy to afford water piped right inside their home.

She’d actually squealed when she saw the tub, a new fixture in the home according to Victoria. When she’d told Grace she could have a bath if her fever stayed at bay, she’d never mentioned a real bathtub.

Assuming she’d have a quick scrub in a wooden barrel, she’d squealed when Victoria led her to the bathroom. The beautiful tub—glazed white with legs shaped like animal claws—made her believe she’d died and gone to heaven.

Still much too weak to do everything for herself, she let Victoria help her undress and get into her bath. The water smelled of roses as did the petite pink soap her hostess handed to her.

Although the cowboys she worked around often teased her unmercifully, Grace enjoyed being clean, choosing to wash up every evening if given the chance while they continued to reek of cattle manure, dirt, and sweat. After suffering from illness for so long, she wanted nothing more than to scrub every inch of skin and every tress of her hair clean.

Those tasks completed, she sank deeper into the water, content to remain submerged until her skin pruned. The opening of the door made her sink deeper in the tub.

“It’s me,” Victoria called in her typically cheery voice. “I brought a fresh nightgown and robe for you. Are you ready to get out yet?”

“I’d stay all day if I could.”

“I know exactly how you feel. That’s my favorite place to be when I need some time alone to think. Since we put it in a few months ago, I’ve been known to hide out up here just to get away from the menfolk. I’d let you stay longer, but you shouldn’t catch a chill now that you’re getting your strength back.” She dropped a towel on the floor next to the tub and held another out. “Time to get out.”

Grace accepted Victoria’s much-needed help drying and dressing. She felt as weak as a newborn filly, and only her stubborn pride kept her on her feet.

“I’ll clean up in here.” Victoria grabbed the wet towels and nodded at the door. “Get back in bed, and I’ll come help you comb and braid your hair in a few minutes.”

Grace nodded and walked out of the bathroom with her pride firmly in place. Once she reached the hallway, she sagged against the wall, unsure she could make the rest of the journey back to the bedroom—her home for the last week. Putting one foot in front of the other and leaning heavily against the wall, she worked her way toward her bed.

A clucking tongue made her look up. Adam stood in the hall, hands on his hips, frowning at her.

Her face flushed hot.

He moved to her side, wrapped a strong arm around her waist, and hauled her up against his side. “You’ve got no business moving around on your own.”

“I’m fine.” She didn’t have to glance up to know he’d be rolling his eyes.

“I can see that.” That warm voice held enough humor to force a smile from her.

He walked her to the bed, pulled back the clean covers, and settled her on the mattress. “Swing your feet up there, and we’ll get you warm again.”

Victoria came in to fuss over Grace’s hair, but Adam stayed. His eyes drilled holes through Grace.

“I’m sure you have better things to do than watch over me.” She smoothed trembling hands over the quilt.

“I might. But I’d rather be here.”

“Why?”

“’Cause the time has come to answer a few questions about you and Jake.”

Oh, bother.

She’d put this conversation off as long as she could. Now she’d have to keep lying to the man about her true ties to Jake.

That didn’t sit well, making her stomach knot. He’d been so kind, and she surely would have died if he hadn’t taken her in and nursed her back to health.

She gave him a feigned shrug of indifference with a silent prayer he’d let the whole matter drop. “What is there to know?”

“If you’ll both excuse me.” Victoria smiled at Grace and then at her father. “I’ll leave you two to talk.”

Much to Grace’s relief, as Victoria walked out the door, Daisy came right in. The tray of food she carried would give her the perfect excuse to stall.

“Daisy, it’s so good to see you,” she said. “Thank you so much. I’m starving.”

If the food was the worst thing she’d ever tasted, she’d still eat every last bite of it. And she’d eat it so slowly that Adam would have to give up and leave. How many times had someone told her she could try the patience of a saint? She planned to use that stubbornness now to avoid an inquisition.

“I want to see you eat every bite on this tray.” Daisy helped her sit up enough to put the tray over her legs. “Nice hot soup. Some buttered bread. Cold milk. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

Privacy.

“No, thank you. This is perfect. Thank you for going to so much trouble.”

“No trouble at all. You just holler if I can get you anythin’ else.” Daisy’s chubby cheeks had the most adorable dimple, and everything she’d said and done while Grace was sick only made her more endearing.

How would she ever repay these people for their kindness?

“I hate to impose, but I’d love another book to read.” She nodded at the leather-bound tome sitting on the dresser. “I finished that one. Any story would be wonderful.”

Daisy picked up the book. “You’re the only person I’ve ever known who reads as much as the Morgans. I’ll fetch you another and bring it up after I finish my baking.” She shut the door as she left the bedroom.

The soup was delicious. Despite her growling stomach—which was probably loud enough for Adam to hear—she took her time eating. If she could drag the meal out long enough, perhaps her host would give up and leave her in peace.

Instead, he settled himself in the rocking chair and watched her the way a hawk considers its prey.

No wonder.

She was a stranger. She might have slept in his home and eaten his food, but she’d shared nothing about her life except half-truths. Lying tasted bitter on her tongue, especially since she somehow knew he suspected she was lying. Yet there was no way to tell him about what had happened so long ago.

The shame would be more than she could bear.

When she finally put the spoon down, he asked his first question. “Why are you searching for Jake?”

Holding up a finger to stall him, she picked up the bread and took a bite, chewing far beyond what was necessary. Yes, it was childish. Adam had to see right through her ruse.

His chuckle told her the game was up. “You’re gonna have to talk to me sometime. Might as well be now. Putting things off will only make it more difficult.”

She heaved a resigned sigh and offered what she could to keep him from growing even more curious. “I’m searching for Jake because I’m worried about him.”

“Explain.”

The snort slipped. “How long do you have? I assure you, the tale’s long.”

His smile was so warm that a bolt from the blue hit her, making her wish she could tell him everything. She couldn’t, although something about Adam Morgan made the weight she’d carried for so long seem a little bit lighter.

“Just start at the beginning,” he coaxed. “If we run past supper, I’ll have Daisy bring up another tray.”

One, long deep breath and she began. “When Jake was born, there was no way Matthew and I could care for him properly.”

“Matthew?”

“My brother—my other brother. We were both so young when our momma died.” Grace swallowed hard. The memories might be old, but the wounds remained raw. “The nuns said they knew a couple who wanted a family but couldn’t have a child of their own. They’d been married such a long time. They had a nice farm. I knew Jake would be happy with them, that they’d love him.”

That was supposed to be the way the story went.

And they all lived happily ever after...

Real life never had happy endings.

He arched an eyebrow. “Nuns?”

“At the convent. They took us in. Jake was born there.”

“What about your mother?”

“Mama died.” That was the truth, even if the way she’d stated it was meant to dissuade further questions she couldn’t answer frankly.

Adam sat there, rocking in the chair and staring at her with piercing blue eyes. The man probably knew how handsome he was and how his stare could send shivers racing across a woman’s skin. “Why now?”

“Now?” Blinking a couple of times, she needed a moment to figure out what he was asking. “Oh, now. I heard news that his adoptive parents had been murdered. I was terrified for him. I had to find him.”

He ran his fingers over his light growth of whiskers on his strong chin. “That happened over ten years ago.”

“I’ve been out of touch.”

“No one’s that out of touch. Jake’s parents were murdered when he was eight.”

“I’ve been running chuck wagons for long drives for a very long time. Years and years. I–I didn’t find out until a few months ago. I’ve been searching for him ever since.”

And every single lead had been a blind alley. Only her absolute panic had forced her to go to Stephen for help. She had to know for sure her son was alive, that he was safe and sound.

“After his family died, he got himself shipped to an orphanage,” Adam said. “He became friends with Ty Bishop there. They ran away together. Lived on the streets in Denver for a few months. I took them in when Jake tried to pick my pocket to get money to buy food so they could stop eating out of garbage cans.”

Adam watched Grace closely. He’d deliberately been blunt. Downright cruel. She might claim to be blood kin, but he needed to know exactly how much this woman cared about Jake.

Judging from the pain in her eyes, she cared. A lot. Now, he needed to know the real reason Jake’s sister was finally trying to find him. There was clearly more to the story than his houseguest was willing to divulge.

“I–I didn’t know.” Tears filled her eyes. “He ate...I didn’t...” She bowed her head and breathed a shuddering sigh.

He felt lower than a snake’s belly when she choked out the first sob. The rocking chair kept moving when he jumped to his feet. Setting the tray aside, he took her hands in his. They were ice cold. She tried to pull them back. He won the tug of war.

“I’m sorry, Gracie. I shouldn’t have—”

“I left him.” The words squeaked out.

“You had good reason.”

“He ate garbage. I’ll never forgive my—”

“Stop it. Right now.” His tone was harsher than he’d intended, but it served a purpose. She stopped rambling and stared up at him. “You didn’t know.”

Grace shook her head as she jerked her hands back and buried her face in her palms, crying hard enough she started coughing again.

As if he’d let that nonsense go on. “Stop it, Gracie.”

He pulled her hands away and eased her toward him. She didn’t resist his embrace, but she felt as stiff as a freshly cut pine board. Her tears soaked his shirt.

Between her sobs and coughs, she kept blaming herself for Jake having to live on the street.

Adam wasn’t about to let her make herself sick all over again. “It’s over, darlin’. It was a long time ago. I brought him back here. Ty, too. And they’ve been living a good life. Jake has a wife now.”

That got her attention. Her mutterings came to an abrupt halt as she stared at him with enormous red-rimmed eyes. “Wife? He has a wife?”

At least she’d stopped crying. “Yes, ma’am. Married up with Emily Spencer last year. They’re expecting their firstborn in a few months.”

“A baby?”

He answered her hesitant smile with one of his own. “A baby. You’re gonna be an aunt.”

She was awfully pretty when she smiled, even if her eyes were swollen and she still hiccoughed from crying. “I should go.”

“Go?”

“To White Pines. I’ve abused your hospitality long enough.”

A shake of his head was his response to such a ridiculous statement. “You’re not going anywhere. Least not ’til you’re feeling better. Then I’ll take you to White Pines myself.”
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Chapter Four
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Victoria pushed a clothespin over the corner of the last sheet, relieved that the wash was finally done. Arching her body, she groaned at the stiffness in the small of her back. A good day’s work, but she was paying the price. The sounds of approaching hoofbeats pulled her gaze to the long tree-lined road.

The horse and rider moved as one. Confident. Strong. Imposing. Tufts of dirt flew from churning hooves. As the duo came closer, she drew in her breath and held it. The stallion had perfect conformation. Her father would be pea green with envy over that fine an animal. So focused on the horse, it took a moment before she considered the man.

Her breath rushed out in a gasp.

God, he’s handsome.

A girlish notion of her Prince Charming riding up on a stallion to beg for her hand and take her away to his palace resurrected, burning like hot coals in her chest. With a shake of her head, she shoved the useless fantasy back into hibernation, never wanting to feel that kind of painful longing again.

She was what she was and had given up wishing to be something more. Twenty-one and single in a territory where men vastly outnumbered women. That spoke volumes. Nor could a cowboy riding a Paint ever be Prince Charming.

He came right up to where she stood in the grass, surrounded by sweet-smelling laundry that billowed in the breeze. His grin washed over her like warm sunshine.

She’d been wrong. Handsome didn’t do the man justice. Surely there was another word—a better word—that could describe this cowboy. He scattered her thoughts so thoroughly none came to mind.

Sun-bleached hair jutted out from under his weathered hat. Strong forearms stretched from the rolled-up sleeves, and his broad chest filled out the shirt in a way that made her mouth go dry. Warm brown eyes twinkled from a tan face. He had the most delectable cleft in his chin and a dimple on his right cheek.

“Afternoon, missus.” He tipped the brim of his weathered hat. “I’m hoping this is the Twin Springs ranch. I’m Matthew Riley.”

He offered his hand to her and then quickly withdrew it to remove his worn leather glove. Reaching out again, he gave Victoria the most charming smile. A flush heated her cheeks when she clasped his calloused fingers and palm. His firm handshake rocked her arm all the way to her shoulder.

“I’m not a missus. I’m Victoria Morgan. Miss Victoria Morgan. And yes, this is the Twin Springs.” Despite wanting to make a good first impression, she couldn’t help but frown when she realized what was happening. “You best get that ill-mannered animal out of my clean sheets right quick.”

His horse had managed to knock over some of the big branches propping up the sagging clotheslines. The wash she’d just finished hanging dangled mere inches above the ground. The stallion pawed at the sheets it had already dragged down. The more Matthew tried to control the contrary animal, the more clean linens fell in the grass and dirt. The irritation wasn’t enough to sweep away her fascination with the man, but it did prompt a frustrated stomp of her foot.

“You’re ruining my wash! Do something!”

He dismounted and tugged at the clothes that had wrapped around his horse’s chest and legs. Peeling layers of wet sheets, he dropped them to the ground. Picking up a lacy camisole, he stared at it for a moment until he sheepishly held it out to her.

She shoved it into the deep pocket of her skirt, wondering if her own face turned as crimson as his.

When he’d finally freed the animal from the cloth cocoon, he grinned at her as if he’d just slain a dragon, doing little to curb her irritation as he handed her a soiled shirt. “There. All better now.”

“Better?”

Clenching her jaw so hard she was amazed she didn’t crack a tooth, she bit back a sarcastic retort. Gathering up as many items as she could, she took a couple of deep breaths in an effort to control her temper, hoping the exercise wasn’t in vain.

“I’m searching for my sister.” He mirrored her frown as Victoria continued gathering up her wash. “She was heading out this way.” He picked up a stray washing cloth from under a hoof and tossed it atop the pile of wet laundry in her arms. “Have you seen her? She’s tall with brown hair she wears kinda short. ’Lot taller than you. Probably stopped by nine, maybe ten days back. Might even be as much as two weeks.”

Could he be more insufferably rude? He didn’t offer an apology, nor did he even try to soothe her feelings over the mess. Most of the laundry would have to be rewashed, and some of the items had ripped and would need mending. How could anyone be raised with such a lack of manners?

“Well, aren’t you a regular gentleman,” she muttered, more to herself than him.

His lips thinned to a grim line as he looked around the last of the laundry that still littered the ground. Then understanding dawned on his face. “You’re mad about the wash? Some clothes got a little dirty. Nothing to get all huffy about.” He shook his head with such a patronizing grin, she was tempted to throw something heavy at his head. “Was my sister here?”

“If your sister is Grace, then she’s here. She’s been mighty sick—”

Before Victoria could even finish her explanation, Matthew grabbed her roughly by the upper arms and scowled down at her.

Heavens, but he was tall. Smelled nice too—like fresh-cut hay and leather. Her wet laundry sank back to the ground.

“Sick? How sick? What’s wrong with her? Where is
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