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“I Know What You Want From A Man, Rosie.”

 

“That’s good—because you don’t have it,” she snapped.

“You sure?” Zach asked. “That kiss says otherwise.”

“I’ve been fighting off riffraff like you for years. Maybe a couple of hot kisses and a roll in the hay is enough for you, MacKenzie, but it’s not enough for me,” she declared. “I’ve got plans for my future, and they don’t include a down-on-his-luck drifter like you.”

“You’re wasting your time if you’re trying to convince me that you’re saving yourself for the right man,” he taunted.

Her fingers itched to slap the smirk off his face. But what did it matter what he thought? She’d always shrugged off such looks before. So why did it hurt this time?

“No, Zach MacKenzie, you’re the one wasting your time. You see, you don’t know me at all,” she said softly.

“But I soon will, Rosie.” Tipping a finger to the brim of his Stetson, he nodded. “Good night—for now.”





Chapter 1

Texas 1892

The door suddenly burst open, sending a gritty spray of sand over the newly polished wooden floor. Three men filled the entrance to the restaurant that smelled of fresh paint and baked apple pie. Their glances swept the interior, pausing briefly on Everett Billings standing at the kitchen door, before moving on to fix their stares on Rose Dubois and Kate McDermott. The man in the middle mumbled a lewd remark, and the others snorted in laughter.

“I’m sorry, gentlemen, but the restaurant isn’t open,” Everett Billings said nervously.

“It is now,” the barrel-chested man in the middle said. They entered and headed for a table in the corner. Two more men followed, and another trailed behind.

The last man to enter held Rose’s attention. He was tall, his legs long and muscular, and a holstered Colt was tied to his thigh. Unlike the other five men he didn’t slouch or shuffle, but crossed the floor in a smooth, loping stride, his broad shoulders squared but relaxed, and his head held high in a way that suggested pride rather than arrogance.

Rose couldn’t see what he had to be proud about. He was dressed just as grubbily as the motley crew he accompanied: worn Levi’s, shirt, and vest, dusty, run-down-at-the-heels boots, and a battered, sweat-stained Stetson.

Yet he stood out like a peacock amidst a gaggle of geese.

And the gang sounded just as disruptive as the honking fowl, boisterously loud as they scraped chairs across the floor to seat themselves at a table in the corner.

“Why did they have to sit down at one of my tables?” Kate whispered to Rose, as they filled a tray with glasses of ice water.

“Your lucky day, honey,” Rose murmured.

“I don’t think so.” Kate picked up the tray and hurried over to the table.

The Harvey rules required all men to wear suit jackets in the dining room. There wasn’t a jacket among this crew, but Rose doubted the manager would insist they don the ones offered to male customers for such emergencies. Billings had made a hasty exit into the kitchen the moment the group sat down.

Just their bad luck that she and Kate had arrived early; the other three Harvey Girls weren’t due for another fifteen minutes.

As Rose continued slicing pies in preparation for the dinner train arriving in an hour, she watched poor Kate taking the men’s orders.

Fred Harvey himself had handpicked Rose for this assignment, putting her in charge of the other four girls in the limited crew he’d sent in to “test the waters.” Brimstone was still primitive and lawless, so the question was whether it would be advisable to build a larger Harvey House and make the town a scheduled dining stop on this trunk line of the Santa Fe.

The few honest and decent folks in the area had welcomed the possibility. Law and order had always followed after the arrival of Harvey Girls in the other towns along the route of the Santa Fe Railroad where Fred Harvey had established restaurants. It was common knowledge that the fine cuisine he offered, served on fine china and Waterford crystal by the hands of these pretty waitresses of fine moral character, was helping to tame the West as much as the Colt revolvers and Springfield rifles in the hands of courageous lawmen.

Since Rose’s quest for a rich husband had proven unsuccessful after two years at the Harvey House in New Mexico, she had welcomed the transfer. A new location offered new faces and new hope.

However, in the week she’d been here, she’d seen that Brimstone offered nothing but sand, scorpions, and shiftless drifters like this gang. The so-called sheriff was as bad as the men he jailed. And her hope of finding a wealthy rancher was slimmer than the town’s chance of finding an honest sheriff.

At a sudden outburst of loud laughter, Rose glanced over in time to see a blushing Kate walk away, followed by bawdy remarks and lewd glances. There were tears in the girl’s eyes as she passed by Rose.

Why had Harvey sent a sweet girl like Kathleen McDermott to the lawless town of Brimstone? Fresh off a Wisconsin farm, the dark-haired young girl had a naive, wide-eyed innocence that belonged in a drawing room drinking tea with family and friends, not serving coffee to boisterous cowboys in a godforsaken town like Brimstone.

Though these men weren’t cowboys any more than Rose was. In the West one fact was undeniable: working cowboys always treated a woman with respect and reverence; no man dared insult a lady in the presence of one of them. These men were ruffians—good-for-nothing drifters. Or even worse, gunslingers.

“Hey, sister, you here to help or just to look at?” one of them called out to her.

The gravel-voiced speaker was a big man whose flesh had begun to slide into bulkiness. Bushy dark brows hovered above gray eyes that were as icy as a morning in January. His cheeks and jaws were covered with a black beard.

“Are you addressing me, sir?” Rose asked coolly.

“Rather be undressing you, sweetheart. Right, boys?”

That brought another round of laughter and ribald comments from the others, except the tall one. He sat silently staring at her.

“Tell your girlfriend to hurry with that grub, and hustle your bustle over here and pour us some coffee.”

What a rude excuse for a man! Rose picked up the coffeepot and stalked over to the table, determined to put him in his place.

“You want it in a cup, or should I pour it directly into your big mouth?”

“Hey, Jess, she’s sure got your number,” one of the men said amidst their guffaws.

Jess appeared to lose his sense of humor when the joke was on him. He turned his cold, gray-eyed glare on the speaker. The laughter ceased instantly, and the men clamped up, exchanging nervous glances with each other.

Belatedly, Rose realized it might have been more prudent to have ignored his crudeness. Maybe she could undo the harm by being pleasant.

“You fellows be sure and save room for a piece of apple pie,” she said, circling the table and filling the cups. “It’s fresh-baked every day, and it’s delicious.”

“Humph!” Still disgruntled, Jess glared at her. “’Pears like we’ll have plenty of room for it. Where in hell is that grub? Haul your ass into that kitchen and find out.”

That did it—she’d had enough of this bully’s crudity. “I have a better idea, sir. Why don’t you haul your obscene mouth out of here—and take this pack of laughing hyenas with you. Animals aren’t permitted in the restaurant.”

She spun on her heel to walk away, but Jess grabbed her arm, yanking her around.

“You little bitch! I oughta—”

His threat ended in a howl as she jerked away, tipping the coffeepot, and a stream of the hot liquid poured onto his lap. Yelping, he released her arm and clutched at his privates.

The men beside him grabbed napkins, but before they could come to his aid Rose picked up a glass of ice water and dumped it over the coffee-stained area between his legs.

“At least it spilled where it can’t do any harm,” she said and stepped away.

Jess shoved back his chair and tottered to his feet. He balled his fist to strike her, but the tall man put a restraining hand on his arm.

“It was an accident, Tait.”

Tait glared at him, jerked his arm out of the man’s grasp, and hobbled to the door. He paused at the entrance to look back at Rose. A shiver raced down her spine at the naked malevolence in his eyes.

“I’ve got a score to settle with you, sister.”

Rose knew she had crossed a dangerous line, but it was too late to change it. She raised her head and took the threat without cowering.

They all slammed out except for the tall one, who tossed some coins on the table.

“This should cover the coffee. Save me a piece of that pie.”

He ambled over to her. This close, she saw that his eyes were as blue as sapphires and tipped with long, dark lashes. The effect was mesmerizing. He seemed to generate a heat—or was she merely flustered from his nearness? Leaning down, he said softly, “Jess Tait’s a dangerous enemy, Redhead. You be careful.”

Rose remained motionless as he walked away, her gaze riveted on the door through which he’d disappeared. You be careful. Thick with sensual huskiness, his seductive voice had made the warning sound more like . . . like . . . Like he’d just rolled over in bed and kissed her good morning.

She shivered again, but this time fear had nothing to do with it.

 

Zach MacKenzie paused outside the restaurant. Tait and the others were headed for the Long Horn, where the gang had taken rooms for the night. Obviously the accident had no lasting effect on Tait, because he was moving in a fast clip as he worked his mouth and hands furiously, madder than a cornered rattlesnake in the hot sun—and just as dangerous.

As usual, Pike and Cain were lapping at Tait’s heels. Those two butt kissers disgusted him.

When Bull and Joe broke off from the other three, Bull turned his head and shouted, “Hey, MacKenzie, Joe and me’s gonna get some ass. You comin’?”

Zach shook his head. “Naw, maybe later.”

“Your loss. Ain’t too many whores in this town and when I’m finished with ’em, they’re gonna be too worn-out to be much good for anything but lay there pinin’ fer my return.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Zach said.

Whores and whiskey—that was all those two thought about. Zach was tired of trailing along with this bunch, but for the time being, he had no choice. He glanced over in time to see the other three disappear into the bar. Good. He had an errand to run, and when he got back, he had an appointment with a piece of apple pie—and that redhead.

She intrigued him all right: that hair, those blue eyes, and curves that even her starched apron and black dress couldn’t hide. But she was more than just good looking: she had spunk. The way that gal had stood up to Jess Tait may not have been the smartest thing to do—but it took nerve. She had more guts than a lot of men had.

These Harvey Girls were fine, decent women—and some were feisty as hell, like Emily, the Harvey Girl his cousin Josh had married.

He grinned, wondering if the spilled coffee had really been an accident. Then he recalled Tait’s threat to the gal. Accident or not, the man was mean and spiteful enough to beat her up—or maybe worse—to get even.

He’d just have to make sure that it didn’t happen. If anyone was going to lay hands on that redhead, it was going to be him—and pure pleasure was what he had in mind.

Adjusting his Stetson, Zach headed for the stables.





Chapter 2

 

Rose was exhausted. There had been forty customers for dinner and only thirty minutes to feed them.

One of the many reasons for the success of the Harvey restaurants was that the meals were ordered in advance on the train and wired ahead, so by the time the train pulled into the depot, the food was prepared and waiting.

Each of the girls had a table of eight and every passenger received a full-course dinner. Normally there would be additional help to fill water glasses and serve the beverages, but since Brimstone was in an experimental stage the only staff was Everett Billings, five Harvey Girls, and a French couple who did the cooking. Although superb chefs, the couple could not speak English; Billings was the only one who could communicate with them in a halting French. They were a far cry from Yen Cheng, the volatile Chinese cook at the New Mexico Harvey House. Rose couldn’t help smiling, remembering those days.

But despite the limited personnel, by the time the train departed thirty minutes after arrival, each satisfied customer had been served a cup of hot creamed potato-and-leek soup, a crisp salad of seasoned lettuce leaves garnished with anchovies and strips of red peppers, a succulent beef fillet covered with a pâté de foi gras, tiny potatoes boiled in their skins, scalloped onions, and their choice of either meringue shells filled with chocolate truffles or a slice of freshly baked apple pie. Almost all the women had opted for the meringue shells, and the men the apple pie. The offered beverages had been coffee or tea, and those who wished had been served a glass of fine claret as well.

It was after nine o’clock by the time the last piece of crystal and china had been washed and the kettles scrubbed and put away. All had returned to their rented rooms except for Rose and Everett Billings.

Anxious to be on his way, Billings said, “If you have no objection, Miss Dubois, I’ll leave now. I’ve already missed the start of the Bible study.”

“Go right ahead, Mr. Billings,” Rose said.

“I hate to leave you alone,” he replied, putting on his hat. “Particularly since your earlier confrontation with those unpleasant men. Are you sure you don’t want me to remain?”

“Really, it’s not necessary. I’m almost through here, and it’s just a short walk to the boardinghouse.”

“Well, I’ve locked the kitchen door, so be sure and lock the front one when you leave. Good night, Miss Dubois.”

“Good night, Mr. Billings.”

Rose smiled as the manager departed. Billings was a nice man, but too timid for Brimstone—at least until the town became more civilized. But even though the town revolted her, Rose loved the rugged beauty of the land itself. She only wished she could find the rich husband she sought. She could put up with ruggedness as long as there were a few luxuries thrown in—and some respectability.

Born in the slums of New Orleans, Rose had lost her mother early and had been raised by a father who’d constantly been in and out of jail for drunkenness and petty crimes. She’d become streetwise and had learned to survive in the world she moved in. But she wanted a better life.

Back east she could have had the luxury she yearned for, but with her background, the most she could hope for from a rich man would have been an “arrangement.” Here, because of the scarcity of women and the desire for heirs, the men—rich or poor alike—offered marriage. They weren’t as critical of a woman’s background. And because of the high moral standards Fred Harvey imposed, Harvey Girls were on the top of that preference list.

Rose couldn’t have bluffed her way through the Harvey training if it hadn’t been for Emily Lawrence, who had taught her the behavior expected of a lady. The thought made her remember the letter in her pocket that she’d received that day from Emily. Between the dinner rush and cleaning up, she hadn’t had time to read it. Now, anxious to get back to her room to open the letter, she hurriedly finished folding the last napkin for the morning’s breakfast rush.

The bell above the door jingled as she started to turn down the last lamp. “Sorry, we’re closed,” she called out. “Cook’s gone home.”

“Who cares about the cook? We have some unfinished business.”

A shiver rippled her spine as she recognized the voice. Pivoting, she saw him leaning back against the door, his arms folded across his chest. Cast in shadow, he appeared more dangerous than ever. Definitely more dangerous.

“What unfinished business can we possibly have?”

“A piece of pie.”

“I’m afraid you’re too late, cowboy; it’s all gone. I’m just closing . . . Where are you going?” she asked abruptly when he walked past her and shoved the kitchen door open. “Kindly leave,” she demanded, following him.

Ignoring her, he lit a lamp, then hunkered down and peered into the icebox. Turning his head, he gave her a reproachful glance. “Didn’t your momma warn you that lying can get you into trouble, Redhead?” He pulled out a pie tin with half a pie remaining. “Care to join me?”

“Just make yourself at home,” she sniffed, and stalked out of the room.

He followed, carrying the tin, and forked a bite of the pie into his mouth. “Don’t reckon you have any coffee left?”

Rose glared at him. “You reckoned right.” Em had once said these Westerners did more reckoning than the Lord would do on judgment day. “Of course, I’m sure you’ve already checked out the empty coffeepot.”

He grinned—a devastating, curl-your-toes grin. The kind that brought an exciting jolt to a young girl’s heart. Thank goodness she’d been around enough to recognize it when she saw it and wouldn’t let herself be deceived by its appeal.

“You’re pretty smart for your age, Redhead.”

“Not really. You’re just pretty dumb for yours.”

“You always have a smart answer, don’t you?”

“That’s right, cowboy. Tell you what; the pie’s on me if you get out now.”

“Let’s sit. My ma always said that standing up and eating gives you a bellyache.”

“Your mother’s right. Take the pie with you and sit down and eat it in your room.”

“I like the company here.” He surprised her by pulling out a chair for her, then waited until she sat down before taking a seat himself. “Bite?” he asked, offering her a piece on the end of the fork.

“No, thank you.”

“It’s good.”

“I know; I had a piece. Will you just hurry up and eat it? I’m tired, and I’d like to leave.”

“You been in this town long?” he asked, taking a healthy bite.

“A week too long.” She began drumming her fingers on the table.

“So how long have you been in Brimstone?” Another bite passed between his sensual lips.

“A week.”

His warm chuckle played a tune on her spine. “I like you, Redhead.”

She stared into the sapphire eyes capped with those damn long lashes that women struggled to achieve with mascara or kohl. Even the stubble on his jaw couldn’t detract from them.

“I have a name, sir: Dubois. Rose Dubois.”

The sapphire gaze remained fixed on hers. “Mine’s Zach MacKenzie.”

“That’s a coincidence,” she said, surprised. “I know a Josh MacKenzie. He’s a Pinkerton agent—or was, rather. Are you related?”

He didn’t bat an eye. “Pinkerton? You have some trouble with the law, Rosie?”

“I just prefer to avoid lawmen. But this one married a close friend of mine.”

“Is that right? Well, MacKenzie’s a common name out here. What don’t you like about lawmen?”

“The ones I’ve encountered are worse than the outlaws they’re chasing.” The first, and worst, had been Sheriff Wes Sturges, who’d entered her life when she was seventeen. But she refused to dwell on that.

“So you have had some trouble with the law.” He popped the last bite of pie into his mouth.

“I didn’t say that.” She picked up the tin, carried it into the kitchen, and put it on the sinkboard. When she turned, he was there behind her. How could he move so soundlessly on the wooden floors?

He surprised her by slipping an arm around her waist; then he drew her against his hard muscle and flesh. Ordinarily Rose would have repelled the advance with an elbow to his ribs or a knee to his groin.

But for some reason entirely alien to her sense of survival, she didn’t do either. There was a heady excitement to being so near him, and she’d been around enough to feel confident she could control the situation.

“What do you think you’re doing, MacKenzie?”

“Since I can’t have coffee, I’ll settle for this.” His kiss stopped the words of protest on her lips.

The pleasure was instant, explosive. Realizing she’d underestimated his effect on her, Rose tried to draw away. He cupped her neck with a warm palm to keep her still, and his touch overwhelmed her senses as much as his firm, warm lips—as much as his hard, heated body pressed against hers.

She’d been kissed before, but never felt anything like she was feeling in the arms of Zach MacKenzie. Everything about him excited her, aroused her. How she’d yearned for such a touch—for such a thrill.

But she was playing with fire and it was an insanity she couldn’t afford. She groped for the Colt on his hip, drew it out of the holster, then pressed it against his stomach.

He stepped back, but didn’t release her. His mouth curved into the barest hint of a smile. “You ever shoot a man before, Rosie?”

“That’s for me to know and you to think about.”

He dropped his hands away and studied her with those damn sapphire eyes. “Why, Rosie? You were as curious about this kiss as I was, and you sure as hell were enjoying it as much as I was.”

“That’s your opinion. And keep calling me Rosie and I will pull this trigger.”

“Why the act? You’re not fooling me for a minute; I know what you want from a man.”

“That’s good—because you don’t have it.” She handed the gun to him.

“You sure?” he asked, slipping the Colt back into its holster. “That kiss says otherwise.”

“All that kiss will get you is a free piece of pie, MacKenzie. Don’t think I don’t know your kind. I’ve been fighting off riffraff like you from the time I sprouted breasts. You’re all poured from the same mold.”

“What’s so bad about a couple of kisses between friends, Rosie?”

“Maybe a couple of hot kisses and a roll in the hay is enough for you, but not for me, MacKenzie,” she declared, jabbing a thumb at herself. “I’ve got plans for my future, and they don’t include a down-on-his-luck drifter like you.”

“Who’s talking future? You’re wasting your time if you’re trying to convince me that you’ve been saving yourself for the right man. We both know better.”

Her fingers itched to scratch the smirk off his face. Granted, she was no virgin, but she was no whore, either. And he was treating her like one. But what did it matter what he thought, anyway? Why should she let it bother her? She’d always shrugged off such looks before.

So why did it hurt this time?

Rose looked up into his eyes, and said softly, “No, Zach MacKenzie, you’re the one wasting your time. You see, you don’t know me at all.”

“But I soon will, Rosie.”

For a long moment he stared at her. She returned his gaze in silence, broken only by the sound of her pounding heart hammering in her ears.

He walked to the door, then turned his head and looked at her. “By the way, Rosie, when you’re that close to a man, never draw a pistol unless you cock it. Some men might not take too kindly to it and turn it on you.” Tipping a finger to the brim of his Stetson, he nodded. “Good night for now.”

She stood motionless as he departed, and waited until she heard the bell jingle. With trembling hands she groped behind her for the sinkboard. Leaning back against it, she closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. Her lips still tingled from his kiss—her body still trembled from his touch.

Zach MacKenzie had thrown out a challenge. Did she have the will to meet it? Brimstone had suddenly become more dangerous than she imagined, if a saddle tramp like him had the ability to curl her toes. For the first time in her life she was afraid to trust herself. She could only hope that he and his gang kept moving on. If not, she had to avoid him at all costs.

 

Zach remained in the shadows when Rose came out and locked the door. There’d been no sign of Tait when he’d returned to town, and that bothered him. Jess Tait swaggered through life making a lot of threats, and he usually carried them out—especially with someone smaller or weaker than he.

So the redhead knew his cousin Josh. Well, the less said about any family connection, the better. He couldn’t keep himself from grinning, though, thinking about Josh and his bride. Rose had said she and Emily were friends. He’d bet his best pair of boots that the two gals were too much for any one man to reckon with. Next time he saw Josh, he’d have to find out what part Rose had played in his cousin’s courtship.

Hugging the shadows, Zach followed Rose the short distance to her boardinghouse. A few seconds after she entered, a light glowed from a rear window.

“Good night for now, Rose Dubois,” he murmured. “I’d like nothing better than to tuck you in bed, so mark my words: one of these days I’ll be saying good morning, as well.”

He continued down the street to where loud laughter carried over the tinny din of a piano. Zach paused in the entrance of the smoke-filled saloon and glanced around. Tait and his two minions were at a corner table. As much as he’d prefer to ignore the son of a bitch, he didn’t have any choice. He walked over to the table and sat down.

“Where’ve ya been?” Tait asked. “Ain’t seen ya around.” His words were slurred and Zach hoped he wouldn’t get belligerent, like he usually did when he’d had too much to drink.

“I could ask the same about you. I looked for you fellas earlier.”

“Tait hadda change his pants, then we had somethin’ to eat,” Pike said.

“What’s Bull and Joe up to?” Tait asked.

Zach laughed. “What do you think? Every time we enter a town, Bull has to check out the whorehouse.”

“Yeah, and we have to hear about it for a month of Sundays,” Cain grumbled. “Hey, Pike, let’s go and check out the place for ourselves.” The two men got up and headed for the door.

Tait poured himself another shot of whiskey and downed it in a gulp. “Ya tried out these whores yet?” He could barely keep his heavy eyelids open.

Zach shook his head. “Figure I’ve got plenty of time. I’m guessing we’ll be hanging around here for a while.”

Tait’s bushy brows met in a suspicious frown. “Where’d ya get that idea?”

“You were dead set to come here, Tait. Figure you had a good reason.”

Tait thrust out his jaw, his eyes flashing angrily. “Yer too damn smart for yer own good, MacKenzie. It could get ya killed.” He shoved back his chair and staggered away.

Zach remained at the table and watched Tait lumber up the stairway. He’d been a Texas Ranger too long—it was a good thing his enlistment would soon be up. He missed the Triple M and wanted to go back to ranching.

It had taken him six months to catch up with this gang. Thanks to his cousin Cole—who’d been riding with the gang before Zach found him and sent him back to Texas—he’d had been able to infiltrate the cattle rustlers two weeks ago. Trouble was, he hadn’t found evidence serious enough to arrest them. His instinct told him Tait had brought the gang to Brimstone for a definite reason. But Tait didn’t want thinking men in his gang, and if Zach made any more careless slips like he just did, he’d never get the proof he needed. They hadn’t done any rustling in the two weeks he’d been with them, but Cole had said they’d done so in Arizona.

Zach was sick and tired of trailing along with this gang; he’d like to ride away and forget they even existed. But if it was the last thing he did before leaving the Rangers, he’d see that bastard Tait dead or behind prison walls.

The only thing that might make this assignment tolerable was that redheaded Harvey Girl. She might add a little spice to the stew. He poured himself a shot of whiskey and thought about that kiss. Yeah, she might help to make this assignment real tolerable.





Chapter 3

 

After locking her bedroom door, Rose removed the black bow and pins from her hair. It felt good to free her hair, and she shook it out wildly until it hung in unruly dishevelment across her shoulders.

Removing Emily’s letter from her pocket, she laid it on the nightstand, then closed the drapes and removed all of her clothing. She loved being unrestrained—her long hair hanging loosely and the feeling of air on her naked body.

Not that she would ever parade nude in front of anyone; she hadn’t even undressed completely in front of Em when the two women shared a room in New Mexico. Could it have been out of respect for Emily’s modesty rather than her own?

But she’d never stripped in front of Wes, either. And Lord knew he had no modesty to respect. She’d always turned off the lamp or climbed under the sheet to remove her clothing whenever he lay with her.

She paused in front of the cheval mirror in the corner and gazed at her image. So why did she find such pleasure in moments like this? Was there a wanton side to her that she kept contained, hidden from even herself? Was that the reason she presented a woman-of-the-world veneer to others, so afraid of releasing this hidden nature that she was willing to marry for the convenience of money rather than risking the passion of love?

She brought a hand to her lips, which were still swollen from Zach MacKenzie’s kiss. Would she hesitate to release her inhibitions to him, too, or could she blatantly stand naked before him as she was doing now? The way she felt right now, it seemed like she wouldn’t hesitate.

Leaning forward, she peered more deeply into the mirror as if the answer lay in the reflected image. Tonight, when he had held her in his arms, she’d sensed this hidden nature’s urgent cry for release; a clarion call that for a few exquisite seconds had deafened her ears to her own reasoning.

Damn you, Zach MacKenzie. Who are you? Why should you be able to torment me this way?

Seized by a sudden, heated flush, she folded her arms across her naked breasts to conceal the hardening of her nipples.

Oh, how his kiss had excited her. There could be no doubt of that. Dropping her arms to her sides, she saw what the thought of him did to her body. Her nipples were distended, and she felt the draw in her loins. How could just the thought of this stranger cause such an effect on her? No one else had ever been able to do that.

Rose shivered. If just thinking about his kiss could do this to her, what would happen the next time he kissed her? And there would be a next time, no doubt about that. His devilish eyes had promised it as much as his words declared it.

And she already yearned for that moment.

Snatching her nightgown from the bed, she hurriedly pulled it over her head, as if blocking out the naked evidence could deny the naked truth.

She turned away, picked up the pearl-handled brush that Em had given her, and began to brush out her long hair. She was angry with herself for even allowing Zach MacKenzie to invade her thoughts. The more she thought of him, the angrier she became, and the harder she stroked. By the time she put aside the brush, her scalp was tingling.

“You see, Rose,” she declared aloud, glaring defiantly into the mirror, “unless you keep that man out of your thoughts, he’ll always cause you some kind of pain.”

She climbed into bed, puffed the pillows up behind her back, and reached for Emily’s letter. Smiling with expectation, she opened the envelope.

 

The strident blast of the alarm jarred Rose out of the sweet euphoria of a delicious dream where Zach MacKenzie was kissing her. She groped to shut it off. Glancing at the clock, she saw that it was only five o’clock. Sleepily, she climbed out of bed.

Within ten minutes she was dressed and had almost finished grooming herself. Rather than take more time to pin up her hair, she brushed it quickly and put on a wide-brimmed hat to protect her face from the sun. She already had enough freckles across the bridge of her nose. A few quick strokes from the fluffy powder puff on the dresser succeeded in covering them.

Rose left her room and tapped on a nearby door. “Good morning,” she greeted, when Kate opened the door.

“Good morning. What’s wrong?”

“Have you forgotten this morning is our turn to ride out to the Wilson farm?”

Kate groaned. “Oh, dear! I did forget.”

“I suspected as much when I didn’t hear you moving around. Tell you what, I’ll go and get the buggy while you get dressed.”

“All right. I’ll hurry,” Kate said, now galvanized into action.

 

Zach finished saddling his horse and led it outside. As he was about to mount, he saw Rose Dubois. She saw him, too, took a half step as if to halt, but then continued to approach the livery.

The first thing he noticed was that hair of hers, freed from restraint except for the hat that shielded her face. It reminded him of his mother—reminded him of home. Not that one had anything to do with the other; his thoughts of Miss Rose Dubois went straight to his groin.

He doffed his hat. “Good morning, Rosie.”

“Good morning.”

Her greeting carried considerably less enthusiam than his, but he’d cut her some slack because she was so damn good to look at. She looked as beautiful in sunlight as she had in the moonlight. And despite how well she filled that Harvey Girl uniform, it couldn’t compare to seeing her in a bright gown, with her gorgeous red hair hanging to her shoulders. It was enough to make a man’s thoughts drift from the work at hand.

“What’s got you up with the birds this morning, Rosie?”

“I could ask you the same, MacKenzie. Actually, I’m here to rent a buckboard. Each morning we ride out to the Wilson farm to get fresh eggs.”

He glanced skyward. “Looks to be a good day for it. I like early mornings. Everything’s still except for the sound of chirping birds.”

“Chirping birds generally annoy me by waking me up.”

“Yes, but it’s a good sound to lie in bed and listen to. Kind of fills a man with a feeling of tranquility.”

“‘God’s in his Heaven; all’s right with the world.’”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It’s a line from a poem by Robert Browning.”

“Reckon that Browning fellow and I think along the same lines.”

“If it’s tranquility you’re seeking, MacKenzie, your actions last night certainly speak otherwise.”

“You mean my kissing you?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“Come on, Rosie. Don’t try to tell me you didn’t like it.”

“The kiss, or being treated like a whore by some saddle tramp who’s too lazy to get an honest job for a living?”

She stepped past him, and a grin curved his mouth as he watched the sway of her hips as she walked away.

He sure liked this gal; she met a man head-on and pulled no punches. Whether she admitted it or not, they had begun a courting dance.

 

When Rose arrived at the boardinghouse, she shifted over and let Kate drive. A flick of the reins and the team moved into a trot.

The only person stirring was a milkman making his morning deliveries on a creaking wagon drawn by a swaybacked horse. He nodded to them in passing.

“Mornin’, ladies.”

Kate returned the greeting brightly but Rose’s reply was distracted, her mind filled with the encounter at the livery. She had just met the man the day before, and already she was dreaming of him, couldn’t get him out of her thoughts, and let him kiss her. But worse—she had enjoyed that kiss! If she didn’t put thoughts of Zach MacKenzie aside, she’d be moving around like the walking dead.

After about a mile, Kate broke the silence between them. “You’re very quiet this morning, Rose. Is there something bothering you?”

This was the ideal time to really get acquainted with the girl, and Rose decided to use the opportunity. “Kate, have you ever been attracted to a man?”

“Certainly.” Kate giggled. “Are you under the impression there’s no handsome men in Wisconsin?”

“I don’t mean just good-looking; I mean one who’s attractive enough that you’d be willing to . . . you know, let him kiss you or even . . . ah—”

“Rose Dubois, are you asking me if I’ve ever been intimate with a man?”

“I wasn’t, but now that you’ve said it—well, have you?”

“No, I’m still a virgin—as pure as the day I was born,” Kate said, with another delightful giggle that Rose wished she could imitate. “I was raised on a farm, and it seems like the male of any species gets the better of the bargain: he can satisfy his appetite, then trot away. It’s the female who ends up carrying the load as the result, and bearing the pain of the birthing. I’ve seen enough of that to discourage me from considering it.”

“So no man’s kiss has ever excited you enough to break down that barrier.”

“Not yet, at least.” Kate turned her head and flashed a dimpled smile. “It would have to be some kiss. Now may I ask you a personal question?”

Rose raised a hand to stop her. “I know what you’re going to ask. No, I am not a virgin.”

“Well, did you . . . was it . . . Did you enjoy it enough to risk getting pregnant?”

Did I enjoy it? Wes never even attempted to make it pleasant for me; he just satisfied his own carnal pleasures. Even when I’d close my eyes and try to pretend I loved him, it never worked or made it easier to bear. And after he was through, he’d just roll over, blow out the lamp, and go to sleep. Never a word or a good-night kiss. Not that I wanted one; even his kiss repulsed me.

Did I enjoy it? It was a living hell.

She’d learned the hard way that it was foolish to give yourself in love to any man. Love was a naive, wasted expectation of gullible dreamers, because men were all bastards. Yet comparing Wes’s kiss to Zach MacKenzie’s was like comparing darkness to light—ice to heat. She couldn’t help wondering what would have happened last night if she’d allowed him to continue kissing her. A shiver rippled her spine. She sensed his lovemaking would be as intense as his kiss. He had an air about him that made her believe that his pride would demand he bring the woman to satisfaction. And he certainly had the know-how to do it; his kiss revealed that.

“Well, did you?” Kate repeated, intruding on Rose’s thoughts.

For a few seconds Rose gazed dumbfounded at Kate, wondering how she knew about Zach, then realized Kate was repeating the question she’d asked about lovemaking.

“No, I never enjoyed it, or loved the man enough to want his child.”

“Then why did you ever become intimate with him, Rose?”

“It’s very complicated.” Rose wasn’t ready to tell her about that painful time in her life—so painful she hadn’t even told Emily. But she knew that one day she’d have to let it out. If she didn’t tell someone, it would continue to fester like a cancer within her.

“What if you had become pregnant?”

“Fortunately, Kate, there are ways to prevent getting pregnant.”

“Yes, I’ve heard, but I don’t think I’d ever try one.”

Realizing the conversation had become too glum, Rose turned her head and smiled at the young girl. “So what I’m going to do, honey, is marry for money. Luxury can be a strong ally in fighting disillusionment.”

“Maybe you’re right—but I don’t think I could ever be intimate with a man unless I loved him very much.” Kate flicked the reins and the horses picked up their pace.

When Kate pulled up in front of the barn, Calvin and Effie Wilson came out of their small home. Now too old to work the surrounding farm, the couple was content to spend their remaining years in the house Calvin had built for his young bride over fifty years before.

Although it was customary for the Harvey organization to ship in fresh meat and produce by rail, Fred Harvey often made arrangements with local residents to furnish these products if they lived up to his high standards.

And although Harvey was a taskmaster who demanded his employees honor his rules to the hilt—he’d even been known to fire a manager who cut back on the size of customers’ portions in order to save money—he had a kind heart and had given the egg contract to the Wilsons. He’d even agreed to have the eggs picked up by a Harvey employee so that the old man would not have to make the daily delivery.

“Mornin’, ladies,” Calvin said. “I’ll go get you the eggs.”

“You ladies got time for a cup of coffee?” Effie asked. “Just baked corn bread, and I’ve made apple butter to spread on it. ’Tain’t as fancy as the food in that there restaurant of yours, but you’re welcome to join us.”

Rose knew she and Kate had little time to spare, but she didn’t want to disappoint the couple. This was her second trip to the Wilson farm, and she found them to be so like the grandparents she’d always yearned to have.

“We’d love to, Mrs. Wilson,” she said. “Wouldn’t we, Kate?”

“I’ll say,” Kate agreed. “I haven’t tasted any apple butter since I left my daddy’s farm.”

Both of the Wilsons grinned broadly, then Effie said, “You gals come right along with me. Coffee’s on the hearth.”

As soon as Rose stepped inside, she closed her eyes and breathed in the aroma of the tiny house. It reminded her of a country store: a delightful blend of cinnamon, candles, beeswax, apples, and dried flowers.

Crocheted doilies adorned the arms and backs of chairs in the tiny living room, and needlepoint cushions covered the kitchen chairs. An embroidered sampler thanking God for His blessings hung on the wall, and braided cotton rugs were laid strategically on the floor. Pride and effort had gone into the construction of the handmade cabinetry and pieces of furniture.

Rose sighed. It might be a small house, but it was a huge home.

“Did you hear tell about the trouble last night?” Calvin asked when they were seated around the table.

“Trouble?” Rose asked.

“Over at the Lazy R. Steve Rayburn rode past this mornin’ on the way into town. He said rustlers drove off part of his herd last night and killed both of his cowpunchers.”

“How horrible!” Kate exclaimed.

“Yep. Wonder if it’s got somethin’ to do with the strange light folks claim to see in the hills. Maybe we got an outlaw gang living up there.”

Rose thought of Tait’s gang. Could they have rustled the cattle? If so, it must have been either very early or very late, because it’d been almost ten o’clock when Zach MacKenzie had shown up at the restaurant.

“Have there been any other cattle rustled recently?” Rose asked.

Calvin shook his head. “Not that I’ve heard tell. Guess we’ve been lucky till now.”

Rose asked the question that was foremost on her mind. “What time did this happen?”

“Didn’t ask Rayburn, but I reckon durin’ the night, ’cause there was only a couple wranglers watchin’ the herd he’d rounded up to ship out next week.”

“They’ve got to get some decent law in here,” Effie interjected. “That Sheriff Bloom ain’t no help.”

“I agree with you,” Rose said. “The town’s full of unsavory characters, and the streets are wild.”

“What is this talk about a mysterious light in the hills?” Kate asked.

“Effie and me ain’t seen it, but some folks claim they have. I’m thinkin’ of ridin’ out and takin’ a look at it for myself.”

“More ’n likely it’s someone minin’ or somethin’ like that, Cal,” Effie said.

“What would he be minin’ for, Effie? Ain’t nothin’ of value up there.”

Rose’s instinct began racing. She couldn’t help thinking that Tait and his gang were involved.

The girls left shortly after, each with a jar of Effie’s apple butter. Rose drove the team on the return trip to Brimstone.

“Just think, Cal and Effie have been married for over fifty years. That’s so inspiring,” Kate gushed.

“So is a mountain, but that doesn’t mean I want to climb one for fifty years.”

“Oh, you don’t fool me for one minute, Rose Dubois. You’re not as superficial as you try to make people believe. After meeting Cal and Effie, how can you doubt the importance of marrying for love?”

“I agree the Wilsons are a precious couple, Kate. But the thought of living fifty years with the same man makes me more determined than ever that he’d better be a rich one,” Rose countered.





Chapter 4

 

By the time Rose reined up at the rear of the Harvey House, Brimstone had come to life. As with so many of these lazy Western towns, most of the business activity occurred in the morning before the heat of the day closed in; then the town appeared to slumber in the afternoon, and woke again in the evening, rowdy and boisterous.

Everett Billings hurried out of the kitchen door for the eggs, reminded them that the morning train was due shortly, and went back inside.

“We’ve only got a half hour to change,” Kate said on the way back to the livery.

“I’ll drop you off at the boardinghouse; it’s on the way. There’s no need for both of us to have to rush.”

As soon as Kate jumped down, Rose continued on. The street seemed busier than usual, and she slowed the team for several children crossing in front of her. She glanced over and saw Jess Tait and his gang leaning against a hitching post—Zach MacKenzie wasn’t among them.

Rose attempted to speed up, but Tait stepped out and grabbed the bridle of one of the team. “Look what we got here, boys. If it ain’t Miss Smarty Ass herself.” His fat lips protruded in a smirk from amidst his bushy beard. “I’ve been meaning to look you up, sister.”

“Kindly release the horse, Mr. Tait. I’m in a hurry,” Rose said.

“Zat right? Hear that, boys
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