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Prologue

 


 


Hot raging pain shot through his chest. Nate
Wilcox was unable to move his arms or legs. All of his limbs felt
as heavy as a dead animal carcass. His head floated against a sea
of unreality, of being caught in the midst of a nightmare and
knowing he couldn’t wake up. He was frozen with terror, sensing
evil approaching as surely and inevitably as nightfall. But he was
helpless. He couldn’t move. He could only lay there, his heart
pounding, his pulse racing, his terror growing, growing, as pain
surrounded him, raising its huge arms and spreading its black cape
over his body.

He groped toward reality. The car. He was in
the car. They were traveling….where? He had to force his mind to
bend toward reality. Had to…But the pain raged within him,
everywhere. If he just shut his eyes for a moment, perhaps the pain
would go away. If he tried not to think….The black cape would close
over him, and he would know peace.

He jerked upward, forcing his mind toward
reality. Something squeezed against his chest, something rigid,
something cold. The pain anchored itself against him, radiating out
to every limb, every cell of his twisted body. He couldn’t’ dwell
on it; he had to shove it aside. He had to remember.

His stomach flamed, as a searing bolt sent
panic racing to his brain. Something was wrong, very wrong. He had
to get up, had to get help…. His head slumped backward against the
seat. Bad dream. He’d had a bad dream. That was all. He’d wake up
later and remember what it was he had to do. Now and then his
eyelids flickered. Once he heard a voice mumbling incoherent
sounds. Once he felt hands touching him. But mostly he saw only
darkness and the wide, welcoming black cape of oblivion that spread
before him. But some memory pulled him back, a sense of something
left undone. He swum closer to reality, upward near the jarring
pain, before the call of darkness once more claimed him.

A movement roused him. “Beth…” he whispered,
his voice raspy, almost inaudible. He fell back against the seat,
hard metal shrouded in vinyl upholstery, now ripped and mangled
into a twisted position that could no longer support a human
body.

He felt a blinding flash, heard something
moving at him from the right, something like a fireball from hell
exploding against Beth’s side of the car. Beth! He was remembering.
He knew why panic had overtaken him. They’d been in a car wreck,
and he had to help his wife, had to get to his son.

He felt hands lifting him, and he struggled
to open his eyes. He had a brief glimpse of blurred faces.

“Beth…” He willed himself to speak, forced
himself to consciousness. His wife…his son…He’d last seen Justin
cradled in the infant seat of the Datsun, his finger plugged
innocently into the corner of his mouth. He had to find Justin! Had
to be sure that Beth was okay. He struggled upward out of the
stupor that had claimed him. Wake up! He silently screamed at
himself. Wake up!

“Lay still. You’re going to be fine.” The
first voice he’d understood.

But he knew he wasn’t fine. He’d never be
fine again.

He tried to force his body off the gurney. He
had to reach Beth, had to be sure she was alright. But he was
strapped to the table. A voice cautioned him. “Be still. You’re on
your way to the hospital.”

Reality seized him, shoved its sword into his
chest and twisted it against his soul. They were dead. They were
all dead. And it was his fault….


CHAPTER 1

 


 


Lexi Feinstein fumed as she flipped though
the pages of The Cattleman’s Guide for the tenth time. She
finally dropped the magazine to the table in disgust. She glanced
at her watch. 10 o’clock. She’d been waiting two hours to meet her
new boss. During that time, she’d memorized every detail of the
room, a tiny cubicle which housed two desks, three file cabinets,
and a coffee station. In a dingy corner a liberal collection of
magazines and books were stacked on the back desk and looked as if
no one had sorted the conglomeration in years.

She reached for the paper coffee cup the
secretary had provided, but sputtered when the cold, bitter liquid
touched her tongue. She looked down. Grounds floated freely on the
surface. With a shrug, she deposited the cup on the end table and
once more glanced around the office. The nameplate on the front
desk proclaimed “Jan Bensen” in bold white letters against the
brown wood grain block. Jan had introduced herself almost
immediately and had produced a packet of customary employment
forms, forms which had taken Lexi only ten minutes to fill out.

Rummaging in her handbag, Lexi removed her
compact and checked her makeup. Light foundation over her already
pale skin, peach lipstick, just right for this job, she reasoned.
She moved the mirror, catching the reflection of her honey-blonde
hair, wispy bangs, accenting the blue of her eyes. Cut
shoulder-length, the beautician had assured her that this style was
very manageable for any professional position. She put the compact
away and pulled out her checkbook. She subtracted the last six
entries, wincing at her shrinking bank balance. Shoving the item
back into her purse, she snatched a scrap of paper and began
jotting a grocery list. No need to further waste time, she
thought. She hated wasted time, hated being idle for any extensive
period.

Fidgeting in her chair, she crossed her legs
for the hundredth time and fretted that she had gone off without a
paperback, something she rarely did. She picked up a booklet on the
stand beside her and flipped through the pages. The words,
“Winstead National Historical Site” were emblazoned across the
front cover. She once more glanced at her watch. 10:10.

Jan stood and stretched, her copper air
trailed down to her waist. She moved to the coffee station. “I’m
going to make a fresh pot,” she announced. “You’ll help me drink it
won’t you?”

“Sure.” Lexi generally cut out the caffeine
after breakfast, but she needed something to pass the time and keep
her already tight nerves in check.

Jan spooned coffee grounds into the filter.
“I’m sorry he’s so late. Something must have come up; he had
planned to be here when you arrived.”

“When I talked to him on Thursday, he said
he’d brief me first thing Monday morning. Look, I can come back
after lunch.”

“He should be here any minutes. Besides, if I
were you I’d just sit back and enjoy this carefree moment while you
can. Tourist season will soon be upon us, and we’ll be swamped.
That’s one thing you can count on in a national park.”

The girl smiled at Lexi, a warm smile that
turned up the corners of her mouth. Her green eyes flickered with
friendship, and Lexi liked her in spite of her own misgivings about
the job. Maybe Jan would make the days at Winstead pass
quickly.

“I’ve never been to a real fort before,” Lexi
said.

Jan grinned. “You’re in for a unique treat.
Of course, it’s basically been reconstructed from the original
plans. But with summer almost here, things will get hectic. There’s
constant tours to conduct and plenty of special events.”

“What kind of events?”

“Oh, mostly living history programs.”

“Living history?”

“You know, re-enactment. We use a lot of it
to depict life as it used to be along the frontier. In the days
ahead you’ll run into a number of re-enactors. Like the blacksmith,
Mike Porter. And Karl Klausen, the carpenter. Nick Ramirez makes
adobe bricks. And then there’s the cavalrymen and Indians. “

Lexi felt an ache rise up inside her chest. A
shadow crossed her memory. She wallowed hard and felt the
irritation in her voice. “So they’re frustrated actors who try to
recreate history.”

“It’s a bit more than that. The programs are
quite educational. Most of the participants are real nuts about
accuracy and authenticity. That’s why they’re called
re-enactors.”

“I see.”

Jan nodded. “For the most part, their
uniforms and clothes have to be perfect, no zippers or machine-made
buttonholes. They use only authentic equipments, such as rifles and
guns. And they really do know their history.”

Lexi fumbled with the fort brochure,
wondering how to change the conversation. She didn’t want to begin
her career by antagonizing the staff. But no matter what the
secretary said, she knew that re-enactors were frustrated actors;
they weren’t good enough to make it on the stage or in the movies.
They had the same hungry egos that demanded they display their
talents to the public. Hadn’t she had enough experience with such
people in her life? She knew first hand what pain and loneliness
they inflicted on others.

Jan poured her a fresh cup of coffee. “How
did you end up here?” she asked.

“Well….” Lexi hesitated, wondering just how
much to reveal to this stranger. “I applied to the government as a
public information specialist, and this job came up. It’s fairly
close to Denver, my hometown, so, well, here I am.”

“This must seem pretty different to you,
after Denver.”

You’ll never know, Lexi thought. She’d
disliked the town from the moment she’d entered the city limits and
read the sign “Population 8,000.” She’d fought an urge to turn the
Cavalier around and head straight back to Denver. Off to her right
was a KOA Kampground and a used car lot. She’d driven on, keeping
her eyes alert for stoplights. She’d been told to turn right at the
second stoplight to reach her already rented sight-unseen
apartment. She needn’t have worried. There were only two stoplights
along the highway. She made the turn, slowing, letting her
attention travel back and forth between the road and the buildings
on either side of her. Faded brick structures with wide-spacious
windows featured displays of auto parts and grocery sales. On both
sides of the street, vehicles parked at an angle, something she
hadn’t seen in years.

“It’s different all right,” she replied.
“It’ll take getting used to.” And she’d already discovered the
worst past. There was no bookstore. Well, except for the community
college bookstore, which sold only textbooks. No longer would she
be able to browse for hours in Barnes and Noble without traveling
to a larger town. At the same moment a dozen other impressions
raced through her mind. How long would it be until she could dine
again at B.J’s, walk the 16th Street Mall, or cheer the Broncos on
at Invesco Field? Maybe she could survive the loss of all that, but
without a decent bookstore…There was always the internet, of
course, but it just wasn’t the same.

Jan sat her cup down on her desk. “Actually,
there’s quite a bit to do around here, and it isn’t so very far to
Pueblo. Maybe we can take in some shopping up there. I’ll be glad
to show you around.”

Lexi glanced at her watch. 10:15. Only five
minutes had passed since she’d last checked the time. She eased
back into the chair, her shoulders constantly colliding with the
hard plastic. Nervously, she tapped the toe of her new shoe against
the tan shag carpeting. She felt as if she’d stepped off a
spaceship onto an alien planet, one that had no atmosphere, and one
in which she’d have to struggle merely to breath.

“I didn’t much like this job either when I
first came, but it kind of grows on you.”

Lexi sighed. If she thinks I’m going to tell
her why I’m here she’s got another thought coming. I know how small
town people think. They can hardly wait to spread juicy gossip. I
can just hear her now, down at the grocery or the beauty parlor.
“Did you meet the new woman in town? She’s only here because she
had to have a job to pay off her lawyer bills. Oh, yes, and she’s
got a bunch of student loans. Only plans to stick around until she
can find a better job.” The conversation would go on and on. Well,
Lexi wasn’t about to give the local busybodies the satisfaction of
having any fuel to start fires with.

“I’m sure I’ll like the job just fine,” Lexi
said. She was determined to do the best she could so that each
accomplishment, each responsibility would stand out on her resume.
Like a diamond in a sea of rhinestones. Yes, this job was just a
stepping stone. That’s all.

“Well, I’m glad I’m not job hunting—not in
today’s economy,” Jan said.

Lexi nodded. “That’s for sure. Even in
Denver, the job market is so tight. Last interview I had, I was one
of three hundred applicants.” That’s why I can’t afford to be
choosey,” she thought.

“Wheewww!” Jan let out an audible sign.
“Makes me very content with my piddling job.”

They were interrupted by the crunch of tires
on the gravel.

“That should be Clete now. Sounds like his
truck.”

Lexi glanced toward the window, taking in the
barren landscape comprised mostly of soap weeds and sagebrush. Now
a cobalt blue pickup blocked the view.

The clomping of boots on sun-baked prairie
announced the man’s appearance before he shoved open the door and
stepped into the room. His body was clad in a solid gray cotton
uniform. His hair was speckled with matching gray flecks that
sparked memories of her father. A badge attached to the right upper
pocket of his shirt read “Clete Ramsey” and the words “Winstead
National Historic Site” were printed on the second line.

Lexi stood and extended her right hand,
anxious to make a good impression. She was just on the verge of
speaking her name.

“What in God’s name are you doing dressed
that way?” His voice boomed across the small room like a volcano
spewing disaster over nature.

Jan jerked to attention.

Ramsey continued. “This is a fort—not some
fancy lawyer’s office.”

‘Uh, yes…” Lexi suddenly felt as if she’d
stepped twenty years into her past. Her gaze dropped to the toes of
her shoes. She fumbled with her purse, struggling for words. She
was a little girl again, stumbling through a maze of confusion,
unable to understand her actions, unable to explain. With a start,
she realized what was happening. She swallowed hard and lifted her
chin. She refused to be intimidated by this man. Just because his
tone, his attitude was so much like her father’s, just because he
was able to instantly resurrect pain within her, pain she had long
thought dead…

She had believed her anger subsided, buried
with Daniel Feinstein. Yet, Ramsey’s voice had yanked her back to
those days with a thrust that left her dizzy and reeling. She
forced herself to concentrate on the moment. This man was not her
father.

“I thought I’d be doing public relations…”
she stammered.

“Damn fool government! Send a city gal out to
a job like this! Shows the kind of idiots we got running things!”
His eyes flashed at her. “I give you two weeks. No make that one!
You’ll be looking for some Broadway play or fancy restaurant or
some slick fella, and when you don’t find them, you’ll be out of
here!”

“I came to work,” she put in.

But the man continued, his face flushed with
anger. “There’s a standard uniform. Have Jan order some in your
size. In the meantime go home and change. Get into some jeans,
boots!” As if to emphasize his message, he turned and stomped to
the door. He shook his head and muttered all the way. “Anyone with
one-eyed, half-sense knows you don’t wear those kind of duds to
hike around the prairie.” He turned at the door and eyed her with
cool gray eyes that matched his uniform. “Rattlesnakes can bite
right those silk stockings!”

He was gone then, leaving her utterly
deflated. She heard a low whistle behind her and turned to see Jan
staring at the door. “Wow, did he ever get up on the wrong side of
the bed.”

Lexi was afraid to respond. Despite her
resolution to be strong, tears were welling up inside her,
threatening to spill over at any moment. She gritted her teeth and
felt a flush roll over her face. Her breath was coming in short
heaves, and she knew she was going to explode if she didn’t get out
of the office immediately. If there was one thing she didn’t need,
it was to let Jan see her fall apart, give her food for the local
gossip mill. Without a word, she turned and flounced through the
door.

She marched across the parking lot. The heels
of her shoes sank into the asphalt with every step, coating them
with a sticky, black substance. She cursed the blistering sun that
glared down upon the blacktop, softening the surface and destroying
the shoes she’d purchased specifically for this job. The heat
sapped her strength as it raged over the prairie like an inferno,
sucking up every vestige of moisture, leaving the grass and
mesquite brittle and parched, ready to explode into flames at the
slightest friction. Sweat trickled down her forehead. Already she
hated this land. She hated the huge spaces where only miles and
miles of buffalo grass existed; she hated the heat, which flamed
everywhere; and most of all she hated her new boss, Clete
Ramsey.

She reached the Cavalier. Two hours ago she
had carefully parked the vehicle in the lot. Now its pale green
body screamed under the pain of the summer heat. At least the
windshield wasn’t cracked, not yet. But it wouldn’t take many days
of this torture to shatter the glass. Lexi would have to find a
visor, a blanket or something to protect it. One more frustration
to deal with, one more in a series of mounting problems since she’d
arrived at Winstead.

She brushed back a tear. She was not going to
cry. Just because the boss was some jerk who obviously didn’t like
her. Anyone else would have permitted her to remain the office
until the sun dropped and the asphalt started to harden. A
professional supervisor would have greeted her with courtesy and
tactfully suggested that her clothes were inappropriate.

Lexi reached for door handle. “Damn!” she
yelped in shock. She leaped backward, embedding her shoes even
deepen into the asphalt. Shaking her scalded hand, she wanted only
to resign her position, to continue her search until she found a
job in a plush carpeted office in downtown Denver, a place where
there was air-conditioning and the bosses all wore three-piece
suits and carried brief cases, not saddle bags.

She fumbled with the edge of her suit jacket,
wrapping it over the door handle. The heat radiated slightly
through the fabric’s surface, but provided enough of a cushion to
enable her to open the door. Sliding behind the wheel, she twisted
the keys in the ignition, simultaneously flipping on the air
conditioning.

She was still seething. It was humiliating,
absolutely humiliating to be treated like a child on the first day
of a new job. Ramsey was right, of course. She should never have
worn this suit; she should have realized that her work would be
primarily outdoors. But she’d never lived in this environment.
Besides, he hadn’t even asked her name or inquired about her trip.
Nothing. She decided there wasn’t a professional bone in his
body.

Lexi gritted her teeth. One week! One week
indeed! Just where did he get off assuming that she wasn’t able to
adapt to this land, to this job? If there was one thing she’d
learned from her divorce, it was that she was a survivor. And
survive she would. She was going to make the most of this
opportunity. She’d show him. She’d change her clothes to
accommodate his requirements, and she’d become the best public
information officer he’d ever had.

In the meantime, she’d keep her eyes open for
another position. She certainly didn’t plan to stay in this
god-forsaken land any longer than she had to. The public relations
title would be impressive on her resume; the responsibilities would
open doors for her. And that’s all this job meant to her.

Lexi shifted into reverse and tromped on the
accelerator.

“Wheeee!” The high-pitched sound was
followed by a muffled shout, both clearly audible above the roar of
the engine. Lexi hit the brakes. In her haste to exit the hot,
desolate fort, to escape the scathing words of Clete Ramsey, she
hadn’t looked in the rearview mirror nor checked the side mirrors.
Now she hurled around.

A solid black horse, his coat gleaming in the
brilliant sunlight, stood next to the car. Straddling the animal
was a dark figure, looming several feet above her line of vision.
Dear God, she thought. I must have hit him! Quickly
she rolled down the window.

The man reined in the animal backward and
leaned from the saddle. He was tall, sinister-looking, his face
wreathed in shadows. “Why in the hell don’t you watch where you’re
going/” he shouted. The breeze whipped shoulder –length chestnut
locks about his face. A matching full mustache framed his
mouth.

Lexi felt her chest tighten, her pulse race.
She caught the gleam as sunlight reflected off the handle of his
saber. A gold stripe ran down the leg of his blue pants, and a
holster hung below his wait, the butt of a pistol protruding. The
feeling of suddenly being transported back in time overwhelmed her,
left her wordless. Jerking her attention back to the moment, she
took a deep breath. She had already done all the backing down she
intended to do today.

“I WAS watching. What are you doing cutting
through the parking lot? Seems to me you’re the one treading on
dangerous ground!”

She stared up into his bronze face, into
piercing black eyes that held a wild, defiant look, as he boldly
studied her, never flinching. She traced the lines of his
aristocratic nose, the square jawline, and the firmness of his
mouth. Suddenly self-conscious, she realized that she was
memorizing the details of his face, as if hypnotized by his
appearance. Something in his face, his manner, pulled at her. He
was much too appealing.

What nonsense, she thought, dropping
her attention to the flowing, ebony mane of the horse, trying to
refocus her thoughts. Nevertheless, she reasoned with herself. She
was attracted to steady, conservative men, men who wore short hair
and moderate clothes. Yet her gaze returned to the man’s hands,
large and powerful with the same bronze color as his face, each
finger delicately brushed with fine hair. He oozed of strength and
of control, yet he casually held the leather straps, gently
restrained the animal.

Lexi looked up to his face. His eyes were
cold and glaring. When his words came, they were as cold as his
eyes. “This is a fort, a living history fort. Animals and children
are always underfoot. You have to use common sense when operating
machinery.”

Lexi felt a catch in her throat. Anger rose
up inside her like an overheated radiator.

“Well, Mr. Living History…” She surveyed him
from the three-cornered hat on his head to the scuffed boots on his
feet. “I didn’t see any rules posted and this IS a parking lot. You
and your horse belong over there.” She extended an index finger
toward the fort a half-mile away, where the double bastions were
barely visible over the hill.

He reined his horse to one side. “If you’re
going to be working around here, you’d better learn to observe a
little courtesy.”

She frowned. She didn’t even know this man’s
name, but he already knew her business. “That, sir, works both
ways, “ she shot back. She gunned the engine, signifying the end of
the conversation.

He leaned forward once more, his black eyes
penetrating hers. A furrow traveled along the top of his brow. Lexi
sensed something just below the surface, a vulnerability, some
memory that went beyond his momentary indignation.

He spoke again, his words clipped and harsh.
“Why is it that perfectly sane people act like idiots when they get
behind the wheel of a car?”

A lump rose in her throat. She was frozen on
the spot as his words cut through her like a saber. But it wasn’t
just the words that held her. She was mesmerized by his appearance.
He was totally different from any man she’d ever known—the look of
him, the way his chest filled out the top of his uniform. Long,
well-muscled legs that molded themselves to the sides of his horse.
Those eyes boring down upon her, almost threatening. Her pulse was
racing like a bicycle out of control, her throat as dry as the
prairie surrounding them.

God, he’s gorgeous, she thought.
Too bad he’s one of the local yokels. Too bad he’s not my
type. The last thing she wanted in her life was some cowboy. In
fact, she didn’t need a man at all. Hadn’t she had enough problems
with men—enough for a lifetime? At least in Winstead she wouldn’t
have to worry about playing the social scene. The only available
men were farmers and cowboys, and she had no intention of getting
involved with either.

But before she could recover, before she
could think of a word to challenge him, the man was gone. One yank
of the reins, and he crossed the asphalt with a single bound and
leaped onto the buffalo grass the surrounded the parking lot.

Lexi sat transfixed, her mouth hanging open.
What next? She thought. Two men, both determined to
undermine her efforts. Still, there was no comparison. Clete Ramsey
was a bona fide jerk, one of the rudest men she’d ever met, and,
unfortunately, she’d have to deal with him on a day-to-day
basis.

The second man was…what? She couldn’t think
of a word to describe him. Unsettling. Maybe that was it. He
stirred up some primitive emotion in her that she wasn’t quite sure
she had ever experienced. She swallowed hard, glad he was gone. She
wasn’t sure she’d have been able to hide the quiver in her voice
had she replied to any more of his insults.

And he had insulted her. Had all but leered
at her and insulted her to boot! And yet, she found herself pulled
toward him, wondering, curious. That’s what it was. Curiosity.
She’d always been the curious type, and the man had intrigued her
with his unique costume and his strange appearance and forbidden
mannerisms.

Lexi shifted the car into reverse and backed
up, this time cautiously checking the rearview mirrow.

Dangerous. The word came to her like a
whisper. A man like she’d just met could be very dangerous,
particularly under certain circumstances. Her foot touched the
accelerator, and she whipped the car out of the parking lot.

 


Nate Wilcox pulled his horse to a stop at the
brim of the hill. Below him the green Cavalier spun onto the
highway. He shook his head, deeply exhaling a long, troubled sign.
The vehicle reminded him of another time, a time filled with pain
almost beyond the ability of a human to endure—a day that had
started as bright as spring sunshine and had ended in the cold
reality of winter despair.

The vehicle topped the hill and disappeared
from sight. Coyote stomped his foot, jarring Nate back to the
moment. The animal was impatient, ready for a rubdown after his
workout. Nate was grateful for the interruption. If he dwelled too
much on the past, he couldn’t function, couldn’t work or raise his
son. The only way to survive was to shut the pain out of his life,
to focus on the moment. Yet, he paused when he thought of the
woman. She had infuriated him, aroused his anger in a way he hadn’t
felt in years. Young and beautiful, her whole life ahead of her and
driving like a fool. He’d seen the anger written in her face, the
frustration in her eyes.

She was the new employee. He knew that much
from local gossip and from the other re-enactors at the fort. Nate
shrugged. No need to think about her now; he had more important
things on his mind.

“How about a rubdown, boy?” He massaged a
hand against the animal’s neck. After a full morning under the
blazing sun, he felt like a cold shower himself. He pulled on the
reins and sent Coyote to the east where he’d parked the pickup and
horse trailer.

Coyote answered the man’s question with a
gruff nicker.

“Does that mean ‘yes’ or are you telling me I
just acted like a jerk?”

The horse didn’t respond.

“Never mind. I know. I shouldn’t have gotten
so close to her car. I was just preoccupied, thinking about Justin
again.”

He’d seen the woman when she’d first entered
the parking lot that morning. He’d watched her sashay into the
office. But later, crossing the lot, he’d been so preoccupied that
he hadn’t seen her exit the building. He’d rounded the hill at the
edge of the parking lot and, without thinking, taken the
shortcut.

“Justin and I had counseling yesterday.” He
spoke to the horse, as he stroked the sleek neck, pausing in his
comments, as if weighing the words to a friend. “Six months of
counseling, and I’m not sure anything has changed. Maybe if I had
started sooner. Well, anyway, thinking of the session…Justin…guess
that’s what distracted me.”

But a part of him knew something else was
distracting him now, pulling at the edges of his concentration. The
woman. The new employee. He didn’t know what had possessed him to
linger so long next to her car, to argue with her, to stare at her.
And he had been staring. He knew that he’d been staring, but there
was something in the waves of blond hair that flowed to her
shoulders, something in her eyes as blue as any Colorado summer sky
he’d ever seen, and something in the way her neck sloped just
so—like a work sculpted from the imagination of a Greek artist.

Coyote nickered, and Nate rubbed the animals’
neck. They had reached the trailer, and he dismounted. To think
about the woman was pointless. He had other obligations in his
life. A son to care for. And hadn’t he already known a rare and
special kind of love? He had no reason to think of women, even one
as distracting as the little fool he’d just left in the parking
lot.

Glancing toward the road, he frowned. He
really wasn’t sure why he’d provoked her, why he’d been so
headstrong, so cold. It wasn’t his nature to grumble at people like
that. It was just the memory…the car…

He removed Coyote’s saddle, tossing it into
the back of the pickup. Another thing he was absolutely sure of—the
newcomer didn’t belong here. He had seen the smart high heels and
fancy suit she’d worn to work. She was a lady used to the finer
things of life, like opera and symphonies, sushi and Dom Perignon.
He liked hamburgers and fries, county fairs, and old movies.


CHAPTER 2

 


 


“Damn!” Lexi slammed her left fist against
the steering wheel.

She had tried to put the incident in the
parking lot out of her mind, and she thought she’d succeeded. But
obviously the dark stranger hadn’t helped. Lexi glared at the white
pickup stamped with a gold emblem of the Madison County Sheriff’s
Department parked outside the fort office. Her quick lunch of one
hot dog and a pile of potato chips churned inside her stomach.
Well, now she knew exactly what kind of a man the stranger was. A
grudge-bearing, get-even hick. She forced her body out of the car,
inching toward the office door, her legs quivering as if she were
about to address the Supreme Court.

There was no way to avoid the situation.
She’d simply have to try to make the sheriff understand, hope that
he had some fragment of mercy in his bones. Obviously, the stranger
didn’t. Anyone who would press charges under such circumstances…All
her resolutions to make a good impression at her new job and to
prove her capabilities were useless. Instead, she faced further
humiliation—a traffic ticket, a fine, possibly even jail.

She swallowed hard and pushed open the door.
The sound of cheerful voices immediately rose to her ears. A
khaki-shirted young man was seated on the corner of the desk, one
leg casually draped over the side. He leaned forward, and his
midnight-black hair tumbled over his forehead. His eyes were
following Jan’s fingers as she typed information into the computer.
The slamming door instantly brought him to attention. He stumbled
to his feet, flustered, like a school boy caught sneaking into an
X-rated movie.

Lexi’s gaze trailed over the uniform. A badge
over his right pocket read “Lonetree,” and she saw that the patch
on his arm matched the emblem on the pickup outside.

“Rick, this is our new public relations
person, Alexandria Feinstein. Alexandria—Rick Lonetree. Rick’s our
deputy sheriff.”

Lexi extended her hand. The dark-haired man
clasped it and grinned. His eyes crinkled and lit up. Lexi relaxed,
sensing that his presence had nothing to do with her.

“Lexi. Everyone calls me Lexi.”

“I, uh, I was helping Jan with a letter…” He
stumbled over the words as nervous as a junior high kid at his
first co-ed dance.

Jan jumped to the rescue. “Actually I’m
typing a letter for him. But it’s my lunch break—and since it’s
aiding Law and Order, I guess the boss won’t complain too
much.”

Lexi shook her head. “Speaking of the boss,
is he always like that—the way he was this morning? I mean, I know
I wasn’t dressed appropriately, but I think he over-reacted.”

Jan looked up from the keyboard. “He’s not
usually that bad, but you’re right. He acted like a jerk.” She
pushed a key, and the printer swung into action, the letter sliding
out the tray. She handed
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