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      Texas Lily

      “Ms. Rice is in her element as she gives us a recipe for romance. . . . one delicious read.”—Romantic Times (4 1/2 stars)

      Paper Roses (Texas Rose)

      “A special gift she gives all her readers.” —Romantic Times (4 ½ stars)

      Paper Tiger (Texas Tiger)

      “Pure romantic fun. . . a sheer delight!”—Mary Jo Putney

      Paper Moon (Texas Moon)

      “Ms. Rice uses her delicious, subtle sense of humor to reunite us with her zany cast of characters. . . .. A definite keeper.”—Romantic Times (4 ½ stars)

      The Marquess

      “Marvelous. . . . her mastery of subtle humor will please the most discriminating reader.” —Romantic Times (4’/2 stars)

      “An enthralling story of passion, love, sabotage, and betrayal.’’—Rendezvous

      “This fast-paced, witty novel will definitely delight.” —Gothic Journal

      Denim and Lace

      “An exceptionally well-crafted novel.” —Romantic Times (4 ½ stars Gold)
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      Sierra Mountains October 1868

      

      “I may have to kill him.”

      The words were horrifying, even though said in the most thoughtful tones Samantha Neely’s soft, feminine Tennessee accent could produce.

      The wagon lurched over a rock, and she hauled on the reins while her sister grabbed her bonnet and held on to the rough wooden seat.

      The October air was pleasantly mild for this high in the Sierras, but the occupants of the wagon weren’t aware of that. Too tired to admire the flutter of a golden leaf as it blew by on the breeze, the Neelys had their eyes set on the swirl of gray smoke over the next hill. Two thousand miles they had come, and the end was near.

      “You can’t kill him, Samantha. They’d put you in jail and hang you, and then we would all starve. What would that solve?”

      Sam smiled a trifle grimly. Leave it to Harriet to see things in a practical perspective. Her younger sister had the bright blue eyes and golden curls of a china doll, but she had the brain of a first-class merchant. If anything, Harriet’s looks were her downfall. Had she been as homely as Samantha, she could have started her own mercantile store, and no one would have thought twice about it. As it was, men laughed at her when she tried to persuade them she was more than qualified to run a store.

      On the other hand, Sam was just as plain as they came, but she didn’t have a penchant for sitting in a musty old store, counting pennies. She wanted to work the land. She watched the plant life around her with more than just a casual interest. Her father had promised that the valley he had found would be temperate enough for good crops despite its location. He’d said the soil was rich and the water plentiful, a veritable treasure trove better than any gold or silver a man could want. Sam knew her father well enough to have her doubts, and those doubts grew by leaps and bounds at the sight of rocky soil and towering evergreens, but it was much too late to turn back now.

      “What am I supposed to do when I meet the man?” Sam returned to the subject, casting aside her concerns for the future for the worries of the present. “Ask him politely what he did to our father? Smile and tell him we haven’t heard from our father since he threw him out of town? Demand he find Daddy or we’ll call the law? From what I understand, this character is the law here.”

      Two thousand miles had taken their toll on Samantha. As the eldest, she had always been their father’s favorite, the son he’d never had. She’d imitated everything her father had done since she was little more than a toddler, and she resembled him in more ways than anyone else in the family. She had adopted a boy’s attire and preferred the occupations of males to females, but after two thousand miles of acting as man of the family, Sam was actually beginning to look like a man. Her hands were callused from days hauling on the reins of recalcitrant oxen. Her always slender figure had slimmed to wiriness from riding her horse in search of game. No hat brim could keep the pounding sun from setting freckles across her nose and cheeks. And she’d cropped her hair short for ease of care. The red curls were growing out now, but they were the only real evidence that she might be other than a half-grown boy. That, and her voice. She’d been told her sultry drawl could be disconcerting coming from a redheaded tomboy wearing pants.

      “Maybe someone has shot him already,” Harriet said. “A man like that is bound to be shot sooner or later. Then we can just find Daddy and tell him to come back.”

      Samantha sighed. She loved her father dearly, but she knew better than anyone that her father wouldn’t be content to settle in a valley and raise crops and chickens. He had a wandering mind that kept him flitting from one project to another, always forsaking them as soon as the challenge was solved rather than carrying it through to riches. He might come back to visit if they settled here, but he would never stay. At least now they would be close enough for him to visit.

      “There it is! There it is!” Twelve-year-old Jack galloped his pony ahead of the two wagons, sending up swirls of dust in his wake.

      The dust worried Sam, too, but she tried not to think about this evidence of lack of rain. She gazed eagerly at the scattering of buildings in the road ahead and sighed with relief that they were more than the shacks and tents she had seen in the mining towns. Good solid adobe had been used in the construction of these buildings, a certain sign of permanence. Her father hadn’t been dreaming when he had chosen this town.

      Jack galloped away, and Sam bit her lip in displeasure. Her Uncle William was supposed to have acted as head of the family when they joined the wagon train. A widower with a young son to raise, he had thought it a good idea to join his brother in California rather than suffer the aftermath of a war he’d never believed in. But William had died of cholera long before the wagons had reached the plains, and Jack had run wild ever since.

      Conscious of Harriet’s excitement and the eagerness of her mother and Harriet’s twin, Bernadette, in the wagon behind them, Sam urged the weary beasts to a faster pace. As if sensing the end to this journey, they plodded obediently onward.

      They had left the rest of the wagon train behind some days ago, following the directions from Emmanuel Neely’s letter. This had to be their new home. If nothing else, their father gave excellent directions. He’d said the old Spanish mission town would be easy to find. He’d bought the deed to their house from the Spanish grandee who owned the original land grant after the church left. The description of their new home would have been sufficient to draw them out here without all the other factors that had induced their move.

      The sun settled low on the horizon as they rattled down the hill. The wagons threw up clouds of dust, but the little town appeared serene and golden in the dying light. The hotel and trading post looked just as Emmanuel had described it: the lower half of adobe and shaded by a gallery on the wooden second floor. As Emmanuel had said, the town still looked like an old mission plaza. The hotel formed one side of the square. Stables, a blacksmith shop, and a harness-maker’s establishment formed most of another side. Instead of a church, however, the third side held a lovely old home with sprawling porches and glass windows and trees forcing their way through the desolate dust of the front yard. That would be their home.

      Nearly faint with relief that her father had actually found them decent accommodations, Sam took her time examining the rest of the town. She couldn’t tell if the rest of the buildings on the plaza contained shops or residences, but most of them seemed solidly built with tile roofs and adobe foundations. A few wooden shacks were scattered in the streets off the plaza, but this was definitely not a mining town. She had seen enough of them as they had come over the mountains. Her father had written colorful letters describing some of the activities of the miners. Her gently bred mother had nearly expired at the words. She would have never survived in those crude surroundings.

      As it was, Sam’s father had been ominously silent on the subject of their new neighbors, except for that last letter mentioning his confrontation with Sloan Talbott. The man had to be a menace, judging from his actions. Greedy, stingy, mean-tempered, and violent—Sloan Talbott didn’t sound like the kind of acquaintance one looked forward to. But he was the only inhabitant of the town they knew anything about. He was the man Sam thought she might have to kill.

      As the wagons rode slowly into the deserted plaza in a curtain of dust, a few people wandered into the daylight from cavernous, dark doorways to examine the novelty. After a sharp whistle or two, more came out to observe the sight.

      Sam itched uneasily, watching the watchers from the corners of her eyes. Every last filthy one of them was male.

      Hideously conscious that they were four women and a boy, Sam donned her most menacing expression and shifted her gun belt forward where it could be seen. Pulling her hat over her face, she prayed that they thought she was a man. Seeing her in a loose checkered shirt and a leather vest, they shouldn’t be able to tell much else—for the moment. She found the rifle at her foot and eased it closer.

      Sam clenched her teeth at the sound of whistles and shouts. Bernadette must have her bonnet off. She cast a quick glance at Harriet, but as usual, the practical twin was examining their new home with an experienced eye and wasn’t in the least aware of the attention they attracted. It must be nice to be so accustomed to attention that one could ignore it. Scowling, Sam looked for Jack as she halted the oxen in the shade of the town’s only trees.

      He was nowhere to be seen, but his pony was tied to the porch post. Men already sauntered across the plaza before the second wagon came to a halt. Grabbing her rifle, Sam jumped down and started back to her mother’s wagon. If Harriet would step to it, she could be off the far side of the wagon and into the house before the men reached her. Sam’s goal was to reach her mother and Bernadette before every man jack in town had them surrounded.

      Cautious enough to see the danger, Alice Neely had already pulled her long skirts around her to climb from the wagon. Bernadette, however—despite her mother’s warning—was dreamily admiring the shaded porch of their new home, as completely unaware of her swarming admirers as her twin.

      “I’ll get her in the house, Sam,” Alice said, hurrying toward the lead oxen. “But there isn’t any way we can keep them out. We’re going to need their help to unload the wagons. Distract them with hard work and offers of payment, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Sam wasn’t certain if the approaching men were the equivalent of man-eating Zulus or not, but her protective instincts were the same. At least back in Tennessee she had known the scores of admirers haunting their front room in hopes of some sight of the twins, and she had known their weaknesses well enough to keep them off balance. Ever since the Neelys had set out for California, however, it had been a constant battle. There had been women with the wagon train, but none of them quite like the twins. And once they all reached California, there seemed a dearth of females in every town they passed. Miners waved bags of gold at them in hopes of drawing the twins’ attention. Less scrupulous men had crept up at night and tried to carry them off. Sam had every right to be wary of this crowd of breeches-wearing rattlers.

      Sam glared at the crowd and held her rifle across her chest. They stared back with all the interest of curious puppies. A tall man who appeared to be the town drunk still had his whiskey bottle in hand as he politely ran his palm over his vest to clean it off before offering it for a handshake. He was short and wiry and had a hank of sandy hair hanging over his face—and a gun belt slung dangerously over his narrow hips.

      Sam ignored him and turned her glare and her rifle to the next man who dared get too close. He towered over her with a grim expression to match her own, but she detected an odd gleam of satisfaction in his eyes as he stared back.

      “Sloan ain’t going to like this one bit,” he announced without preamble, before adding, “welcome to Talbott.” He might have added more, but a swift inspection of the Samantha apparently left him doubting the proper form of address.

      Before Sam could reply, another man staggered forward, this one elderly, stooped, and squat, but with the distinctive long tresses of an Indian. A face weathered to the brown wrinkles of a walnut shell stared back at her, and Sam found herself eye-to-eye with the wisdom and pain of the ages. He grunted something noncommittal before heading toward her cattle.

      Sam didn’t like Indians around her cattle. She had gained enough experience in this trip to know that Indians and cattle had a tendency to depart in the same direction, and that direction wasn’t her own.

      She turned to call a halt, when an ominous rumble began at the rear of the house and migrated forward until the entire town shook with the impact of an explosion that sent a spiral of smoke and dirt straight up into the air.

      “Jefferson Neely!” Samantha screamed, before sprinting in the direction of the house and the billowing smoke.
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      The tall drunk who had first greeted them grabbed a shovel and ran after Samantha. The others scattered in search of equivalent tools as the first flash of fire shot into the air. Sam nearly fell in the dust as she slid around the back corner of the house, but righted herself in time to see bits of flaming paper fly upward, threatening the wooden porch of their new home.

      “Jefferson Neely!” she screamed again as she discovered her cousin just where she expected him to be—right at the center of trouble.

      A blackened ring of smoke circled his face around his spectacles, but he didn’t look the least deterred by the chaos around him. Not until Samantha grabbed his earlobe and jerked him backward out of danger did he look in the least repentant.

      The tall man shoveled a mound of dust on the already dying flames. Other men ran to join him, waving pickaxes and shovels of every degree of repair. The noticeable absence of water to douse the flames made Sam’s heart plunge a little further. What had they got themselves into now?

      Refusing to give in to her fears, Sam jerked her cousin around to face her. “What in blue blazes did you think you were doing?”

      “Owww! Sam, let go of me! I didn’t do nothing.” Jack wiped at his chubby face with the back of his dirty sleeve. “I just wanted to celebrate with fireworks like Dad did last Fourth of July.”

      Samantha tried to harden her heart as she grabbed his shirt collar and shook him, but she heard the cry behind the defensiveness, and she couldn’t give him the punishment he deserved. He had probably been saving that gunpowder all across the country to use as a celebration when they finally arrived. That would be just like something his father would have done. And not knowing how to do it properly, but experimenting anyway, would be just like his uncle. The Neelys were known for their curiosity, but never for their caution.

      “He needs a man to tan his hide,” the tall man offered as he wiped sweat from his brow and came forward. “Dr. Cal Ramsey, at your service, ma’am.” He held out his hand in introduction.

      Samantha sighed. Her disguise had worked for as long as it had taken her to open her mouth. Even though he’d come across as a drunk earlier, she prayed this was a man she could trust. She took the offered hand and shook it. “Samantha Neely, sir, and this is my cousin, Jack.”

      The others were already crowding around, offering names, making welcoming noises, and looking her over as if she were a prized heifer. When men even took to looking at her, she knew they were desperate. She tried not to glance at the house where her mother had hidden the twins. She had the uneasy feeling that this town wasn’t going to have a lot of women to call on for help.

      “We didn’t mean to stir up such excitement upon arrival, gentlemen,” Sam said. At the sound of her voice, they all fell silent. Unnerved by this rapt attention, she tried to politely send them away. “We thank you, but it’s late, and we need to unpack. If there’s any of you who could lend a hand unloading some of our things, we’d be happy to pay.”

      The words had scarcely left her mouth when several of the younger men peeled off from the crowd and loped toward the wagons. A voice from the remaining crowd cried out, “Do you cook, ma’am?”

      Flustered by their continued stares, Samantha resorted to a spurt of temper. “Of course I cook. Do I look helpless?”

      Dr. Ramsey stepped in to smooth ruffled feathers. “He means we don’t really need to be paid to help, but there isn’t a one of us who wouldn’t appreciate a home-cooked meal.”

      Oh, Lord. Sam’s heart fell to her stomach as she glanced nervously toward the house. They all meant to help. Her mother would die of exhaustion just trying to keep the twins away from them. Drawing a deep breath, she tried again. “Well, we’d be mighty glad to oblige, but our supplies are a little low. . .”

      That statement wasn’t even out of her mouth before men were yelling, “I’ve got chickens!” “There’s flour at the trading post!” “I’ve been saving those tinned peaches!” And before she could comment, they were off and running.

      It looked like the payment for unloading two wagons was to feed the entire town.
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      “I don’t think you ought to go out there just yet, Samantha,” Alice Neely protested the morning after their arrival. She was making biscuits from some of the supplies left over from last night’s meal. “They all seem friendly enough, but you don’t know what will happen if you go out there alone.”

      Sam knew her mother’s real worry. Emmanuel Neely’s enthusiastic letters had come to a grinding halt the day he left this place. Chances were very good that he never left here alive. If someone in this town had killed him, would that someone hold the same grudge against the entire Neely family?

      It didn’t seem likely, but death came so easily out here that it seemed safest to hide from it. Samantha felt the ache of her father’s absence, but he had been gone from as much of her life as he had been in it, so she could hide the ache well. She wasn’t the dreamer that her father was. She was a provider, and she meant to provide.

      “I’ll take a gun belt and a rifle. It isn’t likely anyone will bother me. And I suspect it’s too early yet for any of them to be up and about. I’ll be back before they have time to besiege the house, I promise.”

      Alice smiled faintly. “Dr. Ramsey seemed like a gentleman. He seemed quite smitten with you.”

      Uneasy with the thought that someone had been watching her when she hadn’t known it, Sam shifted from foot to foot, waiting to make her escape. “He doesn’t look like any doctor I’ve ever met.”

      “Men are different out here. We’ll get used to it, I’m sure.”

      Men were the same everywhere, and she would never get used to it, but Samantha nodded obediently and made her escape. Men and thoughts of men made her uncomfortable, but she would feel fine once she was in the saddle with a rifle in her hand. She didn’t have to think about men and their sly looks and knowing touches when she was wandering the woods in the early dawn. She could pretend the only living things on God’s earth were the birds singing in the trees and the rabbits she meant to have for supper.

      The sun took a long time rising over the mountains, but Sam was content to weave her mount through needle-strewn paths and smell the air. This was her idea of heaven, and she hesitated to disturb it with an explosion of gunfire. Maybe she could meet some Indians who would teach her to use a bow and arrow. Somehow, that seemed a much more civilized manner of hunting in these pristine woods.

      So lost in her thoughts was she that she almost didn’t see the shadow darting from tree to tree near the clearing ahead. When she did take notice, she narrowed her eyes. No animal she knew moved with such furtive clumsiness. It had to be a man.

      Gripping her rifle, Sam eased her horse off the path and closer to the clearing. Whatever the man watched was in that direction. Perhaps he’d found a pond and ducks. She hadn’t had roast duck in a long while. Mouth watering at the thought, she climbed down and tied the horse to a tree, then hid behind a massive evergreen at the clearing’s edge.

      Disappointment at not finding a pond almost distracted her from the scene unfolding before her. She knew the other hunter was poised and ready to strike just beyond that other stand of trees. But the only animal to be seen was a horse with a saddle on its back, taking water from a meager stream. These mountains had too much game for any sane man to want to eat horse.

      She was a second too late in realizing another man stood on the far side of that horse. Screaming a warning, Sam aimed her rifle in the direction of the furtive shadow, but her target fired first.

      The horse whinnied in terror, rising up on its hind legs, and crashing down again. Sam sent a bullet winging toward the hidden assailant before he could fire again. The man at the stream got off one shot before he staggered backward, but his attacker had already disappeared. To Sam’s horror she could see the man at the stream drop to his knees and lose his grip on his gun while his horse reared and kicked over him.

      Without thinking, she flew into the open clearing. The horse was wild-eyed and prancing too near to the place where the man had gone down. Snorting through red-edged nostrils, it towered over her, tossing its tangled mane. A bigger, meaner-looking stallion she’d never encountered, and it didn’t appear to be half-broke. A horse like that could trample a man and never know the difference.

      Catching the horse’s reins, Sam stood back, murmuring the soothing words she had learned at her father’s knee. She was no stranger to horses. Her father had raised some of the best horses in the country before he decided he’d done his job and needed something new to do.

      The stallion jerked in fear, trying to free itself, but she gentled it with words and touches until it stood shivering but still.

      Then she looked for the wounded man.

      He was on his knees and struggling to rise, but blood seeped through his fingers from the wound in his shoulder. He was the biggest man she’d ever had the misfortune to come across, or perhaps just the idea of being this close and needing to help him exaggerated his size. Whatever it was, it made her heart squeeze into her throat and block her breathing as she crouched down beside him.

      “Put your arm around me. We’ve got to get you into the saddle.”

      Eyes of icy gray and muddied with pain studied her with contempt. She was tall, so her eyes were almost on a level with his when she kneeled beside him. But she was slender, and his expression conveyed his opinion of her offer. “I’ll manage. Just go back to where you came from.”

      Shocked at his rudeness, Sam thought she really ought to do just that. Perhaps she ought to shove him over and make him work a little harder just for the meanness of it. But it wasn’t in her nature to ignore the injured or hurt the helpless. Smiling unpleasantly, she grabbed the handkerchief he was pulling from his pocket and applied it firmly to the wound.

      “I can see why they took a shot at you. Hold that tight so it doesn’t bleed so much.” Without asking, she grabbed his good arm and hauled it around her shoulders to help him stand.

      He was heavy; there was no getting around that. She staggered as his weight shifted to her shoulders when they stood. She thought he might be deliberately giving her all his weight until she glanced up to see his eyes closed against the pain. He couldn’t bend his wounded arm to hold the cloth to it, and blood poured down the sleeve of his dark shirt.

      The amount of blood made her waver, but the cynical flicker of his eyelids as she hesitated straightened Sam’s spine. “I can’t get you into that saddle. Is there any place close I can take you until I can fetch help?”

      He gave her a wary look. Even wearing her usual checkered shirt and vest, it was evident up close that she wasn’t a boy. Sam waited as he took in this fact and nodded slowly. She breathed a sigh of relief that he no longer rejected her help.

      “Cabin up the path. I can make it.”

      Sure, and hell had tulips, but Sam didn’t mouth that sentiment out loud. Wishing she’d had the sense to bind the wound before she’d lifted him, she inched in the direction indicated. Tending the wounded had always been her mother’s job. She didn’t have much experience at it.

      Concentrating on the task ahead, neither of them spoke as they staggered up the dusty path into the pine woods. If the gunman was still around, they would make splendid targets, but he had obviously run at the first sign of a witness. That was one thing in her favor, Sam counted as she shuffled along with the stranger’s heavy weight across her shoulders. She couldn’t think of any others to count right off hand. Not crumpling to the ground might make number two.

      Muttering to herself in this manner, she managed to distance herself enough from the task to reach the cabin. It wasn’t more than a collection of split logs, but it offered shelter of sorts. It hadn’t seemed quite humane to leave the man lying on the ground while she went for help.

      He collapsed on a low pallet strung to the walls. He’d closed his eyes again, and the dark shock of curls falling across his forehead made his skin seem pale. Nervously, Sam pulled the handkerchief from his dangling hand and tried to apply it to the gaping hole in his shoulder, but blood had matted the shirt and his skin, and she couldn’t be certain what she was doing.

      “I’ve got to get help. I don’t know what to do.” She didn’t even have a petticoat to rip up and use for bandages. What did men use when caught unprepared? Their shirts. Flushing at that thought, she glanced around helplessly for likely clothes.

      “Get my shirt off. Use the clean side to wrap it.” His words were more a moan than a order, but the effect was the same.

      Setting her teeth, Sam ripped at the buttons of his shirt, surprised at the expensive black cambric beneath her fingers, but distracted by the amount of man revealed when the buttons popped open.

      Her father was the only man she’d ever seen partially undressed, and this man looked nothing like her father. Dark hair curled on a broad chest that appeared made of steel for all that it was tanned a burnished brown. Pain rippled through the muscles beneath her hand as she pulled at the shirt, and she nearly jerked her hand away in fear.

      This would work a whole lot better if she could close her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she peeled the shirt off his good arm. If she could only tear it off his back, it might be easy, but this was good cloth and not easily torn.

      “You’re going to have to sit up. I can’t get this off you otherwise.”

      He didn’t waste breath on words, but used his good arm to prop himself up, allowing her to pull the shirt around him. When it reached the matted blood on his shoulder, he cursed, and Sam halted.

      Dropping back to the pallet, he opened his eyes and gave her a look of disgust, then grabbed the shirt from her hands. With a single rip he tore the shirt from the wound and off his other arm.

      “There’s a knife in my boot. Cut the shirt in half and wrap it tight around my shoulder. That should stop the bleeding.”

      If it wasn’t obvious that he was fighting unconsciousness, Sam would have told him what he could do with his knife. She didn’t take orders easily, and she certainly didn’t take them from men who looked at her as if she were little more than a mindless lump of lead. But he apparently knew what he was doing, and she didn’t, so she took his words and applied them to action.

      He grunted with pain when she had to move him to get the shirt around his shoulder, but he clenched his teeth and kept silent as she tied the shirt and pulled it as tightly as she could manage around the padding of his handkerchief.

      “That’ll do. Ride back and get Injun Joe. Give him a pot of coffee before he comes up here. He’ll take care of the rest.”

      Sam looked doubtful. It was obvious the stranger was about to pass out from pain and loss of blood. What he needed was a doctor and not an Indian medicine man. “Injun Joe? The old Indian? He doesn’t look like he can ride. Why don’t I get Dr. Ramsey?”

      The man grimaced. “Ramsey won’t come. The old Indian is Chief Coyote.” He pronounced the word Ki-oat. “Coyote can tell you where to find Joe.”

      Sam wasn’t going to argue with a man in the process of bleeding to death. Without a word she ran out of the cabin and toward the horses waiting in the clearing.

      Her patient lay breathing heavily into the silence the patter of her departing feet left behind. He didn’t know who the hell she was or what kind of woman wore pants, but he would remember that anxious look in stunning blue eyes for the rest of his days. It had been a long time since anyone had looked at him with anything resembling concern, and he knew full well that those eyes would never look the same at him again once she reached town.

      As the pain claimed him, he savored the picture of riotous red curls and young breasts pressed against thin gingham. Maybe they were making women different these days. He’d have to live to find out.
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      “The only man likely to be out there at this time of day is Sloan Talbott. What did he look like?”

      Sam had obviously woke the doctor from a hangover. His face was unshaven, and he wore only a wool undershirt over a pair of pants he had hastily donned and hadn’t fastened. He rubbed at eyes bleary from lack of sleep and shoved a hank of hair out of his face. Samantha strived to keep her patience. “He’s bigger than you, with dark, curly hair. What does that matter? He’s going to bleed to death unless someone helps him.” She tried not to think about the hated name the doctor had mentioned. She couldn’t hate a man who was very likely dying. She couldn’t even think straight with the urgency of the situation.

      “That’s Talbott. Let him die. The world will be a better place.” Without further explanation, Dr. Ramsey shut the door in her face.

      Samantha stared at the closed door with incredulity. People didn’t behave like that where she came from. She pounded on the door for a full minute before giving in to the realization that he wasn’t coming back.

      She could haul him out of there at gunpoint, but the journey here hadn’t hardened her to that extent. A man held at gunpoint wasn’t likely to be very helpful in any case.

      Sloan Talbott. Damn, but she should have known. Mean, hateful, wretched excuse for a human being that he obviously was, she still couldn’t let him just die like that. If she meant to kill him, she wanted him to know why.

      Furious, scared, Sam ran across the plaza to her mother. She didn’t even know where to find Chief Coyote or Injun Joe, and neither one of them seemed likely candidates for healing.

      A few minutes later, she was staring at her mother with equal incredulity. “Me? You want me to go back there? What am I going to do?”

      “Whatever is necessary. I’ll give you some supplies and send Jefferson out to find your Indian or whatever. If Joes needs to have coffee poured into him, it’s going to be a while before he can get up there. It doesn’t sound like the man can last that long.”

      “But you know how to do these things. I don’t. Let me find Chief Coyote while you go tend to him.”

      “I don’t know where he is, and you know I don’t ride. This is the only way. Find a basket while I fix some bandages.”

      Lord God in Heaven please help and guide her because she was going to need every ounce of strength and patience she possessed to go back up there again. Samantha prayed with every terse instruction and new medicine added to the basket. She might tend a lame horse or help birth a new calf, but she had never tended to a human being before, and particularly not one as big and mean and ornery as this one. She would rather face the gunman in the woods than her patient. She could shoot the gunman.

      But within minutes she was riding out with her basket of supplies tied to the saddle and her rifle in her hand. If she didn’t find the bastard who started this to shoot, she just might shoot the man in the cabin and put him out of his misery.

      He had looked at her as if she were lower than a worm in an apple. He had talked to her as though she were a bumbling idiot. He hadn’t shown the slightest iota of gratitude for her aid. From what she understood, he ought to be grateful that she had even bothered to try and warn him. She could have just let the gunman kill him.

      Muttering to herself, Sam battened down her courage until she was angry enough to face the miserable wretch when she reached the cabin. The prospect of opening the door and finding him dead was a trifle daunting, but she would never know by standing outside.

      Kicking open the door with her foot and keeping her hands firmly on her rifle and basket of supplies, she scanned the interior before entering. The room was too small to hide anyone. Propping a boot stand against the door to hold it open and give her light, she approached the bed.

      He looked to be asleep. A beard heavier than the doctor’s shaded his jaw. She could see now that his hair was more brown than black, but it was curlier and shaggier than her own. She grinned at that. She hated her curls, but at least women were supposed to have curls. She bet he took a lot of ribbing for his.

      The bleeding seemed to have stopped, but her mother had said it would start again when she removed the bandage. It seemed to her it would make sense to leave the bandage on instead of disturbing it, but there was more than likely dirt in the wound, and it had to be cleaned. She glanced nervously at his back. Her mother had said she ought to find a hole behind his shoulder where the bullet came out, and if she didn’t, the bullet would have to be removed. She didn’t see a second hole, but the shirt might cover it.

      She tried to unwrap the makeshift bandage as gently as possible, but when she pulled it away, he groaned and opened his eyes.

      “Where’s Injun Joe?” Pain laced his words, but they came out as cantankerous as he intended.

      “Jack’s gone to look for him. I didn’t think it wise to leave this untended until he could be found.”

      That was unarguable. Grimacing, he lay back against the bed. “You can’t cut the bullet out. Just douse the wound with alcohol and tie it back again.”

      One thing you didn’t say to a Neely was “can’t.” The last time Sam had heard that word thrown at her, she’d tied and roped a cow faster than the half-wit who had said she couldn’t. And heaven only knew, their house had been littered with the inventions her father had created when he’d been told things like he couldn’t pump hot water into a sink or churn butter without hands. No Neely turned down a challenge.

      At least now she had the answer to whether there was an exit hole.

      “You want to drink this before I use it?” Samantha handed him the full bottle of whiskey with one hand while producing a scalpel from her basket with the other.

      Sloan looked at the scalpel, up at her, then reached for the bottle. He drained a goodly portion of the liquid in a few gulps and handed it back.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      “Nope.” Cheerfully, Sam stuck the scalpel into the whiskey bottle and swished the instrument around as her mother had told her to do. She was beginning to enjoy this game now that she knew him as the man who had driven her father out of town.

      He looked obligingly furious at her good humor, but saved his breath for important things. “Have you got anything in there to pack the wound? You’ll not see a blamed thing once I’m bleeding like a stuck pig.”

      He’d downed a quarter of a bottle of good Kentucky bourbon, and his words weren’t even slurred. That ought to tell her something about what kind of man this was. Her daddy didn’t approve of drinking, and she was inclined to believe he was right, but this man could use some pickling to soften him.

      She found the cotton batting her mother had said to use and showed it to him. Her patient nodded approvingly.

      Under Talbott’s directions, Sam slowly cut into the wound and packed it. She rather thought patients ought to be screaming with pain rather than giving orders to their doctors, but Talbott wasn’t screaming, and he seemed to know what to do when she certainly didn’t. Not only did she not know what to do, she was terrified from the moment she set scalpel to skin. Sam considered screaming for him.

      She tried to tell herself that cutting through flesh wasn’t any different than skinning a squirrel, but that didn’t relieve her nausea when she felt the first squirt of blood. Squirrels were at least dead before she skinned them. And they didn’t have arms like steel bands to wrap around her hand to hold her steady. And they didn’t clench their teeth and keep back groans of agony while directing their skinning.

      She was ready to weep before the scalpel finally disturbed something hard, and Talbott finally screamed and blacked out. After that, the tears ran freely down her cheeks while she pried the bullet loose. Blood ran everywhere. She could scarcely see to tell what she was doing. But she could feel the damned bullet and knew it had to come out. She was a Neely. She could do it.

      Remembering just in time to douse the tweezers with alcohol, she entered the wound one more time, grasped the bullet, and jerked.

      It wasn’t any worse than pulling a splinter, after all. That didn’t stop the tears running down her face. She brushed them off on her shirtsleeve and wished she could remember what her mother and Talbott had said about cleaning and packing the wound. There was more blood here than she’d ever seen out of a hog at butchering time.

      The even rise and fall of his chest gave her some comfort. She kind of liked the looks of his bare chest. It was rounded and hard where it was broadest, not like the flat chests of the men she knew. And his stomach rippled with ridges like a washboard. She thought that odd, but she couldn’t help following the whorls of hair to his navel. It gave her something to think about while she worked.

      She tried not to think much beyond that. The hand he had gripped her with had fallen when he passed out, and she didn’t have its strength to rely on anymore. She’d always thought of her father as strong, but she could see that she didn’t know anything about such things after experiencing Talbott’s grip. Once he had hold of her, she’d never get free until he was ready to let her go. She didn’t think any of her tricks would force him to release a hold. He was a walking steel trap.

      Not walking at the moment, of course. That relieved some of her anxieties, but produced others. She had the bleeding stopped and the wound cleaned and bandaged, but he was still unconscious and Injun Joe hadn’t appeared. What did she do now?

      She waited. She watched the rise and fall of his chest a little while. That began to make her feel itchy, and she ran out to the stream and brought back water to wash herself. His eyes remained closed, but he was jerking nervously. She bathed his forehead, and he relaxed again.

      He had a massive jaw beneath the cover of his beard. She could imagine him biting her finger off with one click of his teeth. His nose had been broken at some point. There was a slight hump where it had healed crookedly. Heavy dark eyebrows accentuated a face that wasn’t made to look pleasant. But in sleep, he looked relatively serene. She found a small nick beside his mouth and smiled. Had he given up shaving because of that?

      To her relief, she heard the sound of a horse cantering up the path. Picking up her rifle, she stood back from the doorway and glanced outside.

      The drunken gunslinger from yesterday rode up the road, his back painfully straight as he tried to remain upright. He’d cleaned up pretty good. Even his hair looked as if it had been dunked and combed back. It was apparent that he was in as much pain as her patient, however, only not for the same reasons.

      As he drew abreast of the cabin, the gunman made an attempt at a gallant bow and nearly fell from the horse. With a shrug, he slid down and watched her rifle through reddened eyes. He hadn’t shaved in days either. Men away from women apparently didn’t bother with such niceties, Sam observed. His sandy beard and thinning long hair were laced with gray, but she had no clue to his age as he spoke.

      “My good woman, I could shoot that weapon from your fingers before you knew what happened. Would you kindly turn it away?”

      Samantha nearly laughed, but something in his eyes kept her from doing so. She politely turned the rifle toward the floor. Injun Joe wasn’t any taller than she, and he was more wiry than broad. She could knock him flat if she wanted. It was a good thing for him that she didn’t want to.

      “Do I address you as Mr. Joe?”

      He relaxed, and a wry smile almost made him handsome as he replied, “Just Joe will be more than adequate. Your mother is a fine woman. Coffee like hers has to be made in heaven.”

      Well then, he was at least partially sober. Samantha stepped aside and beckoned him to enter. “I’ve removed the bullet and patched him up, but he’s out like a light.”

      “I am not. You can go now.”

      The voice seemed to belch from the bowels of hell. Samantha scowled and contemplated kicking his bed, but she’d been brought up better than that. She must be getting used to his wretched behavior, for she only replied, “I’m gone, Your Highness. Don’t bother to thank me.”

      And she was out the door before he could do so—or not, which was more likely.

      After the woman left, Sloan heard Joe’s disapproving silence and attacked first. “What in hell is a woman doing in town? Can’t I leave the place for a few days without it erupting in chaos?”

      “Ain’t just one woman, but four of ’em, lookers every one. The one that just left is the plainest of the lot.” Joe’s practiced grammar slipped into the vernacular with the absence of the female.

      Sloan bit back a groan. If that virago who had just left was the plainest, then the others had to be more beautiful than mortals were allowed. Such things weren’t possible. Joe must have been drunk when he saw them. Joe was always drunk.

      “She’s not plain,” was the only reply he made.

      “She’s got freckles all over her face.” Enjoying himself, Joe pulled up a chair and didn’t bother removing his medicinal whiskey from his pocket.

      “I didn’t notice. What’s her name?”

      Joe might be a drunk, but he wasn’t a fool. He gave the simple answer. “Sam. That hair of hers is redder than a sunset.”

      Sam. Sloan studied that briefly. It gave him something to do besides notice the pain. “Samantha,” he finally decided. “No man would name his daughter Sam. And her hair isn’t red. It’s richer than that. Too much gold for auburn, though. Wonder what women call it?”

      “Red.” Grinning hugely, Joe propped his feet on the bed and leaned his chair back. “Want me to drive them off?”

      “I’ll help you, just as soon as I’m back on my feet.”

      Joe gave the bed a vicious kick and reached for his whiskey, ignoring Sloan’s wince of pain. “I don’t know why I stay with you. I could go to San Francisco where there’s a world of women.”

      “Because I pay you, that’s why.” And as if that were the final word on any subject, Sloan closed his eyes and firmly refused to be drawn out again.
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      “You took the bullet out all by yourself?” Jack’s eyes went wide as saucers behind his wire-framed glasses.

      “Yeah.” Sam brushed a stray curl from her face and continued to clean her rifle. It had been nearly twenty-four hours since she had left that monster in his cabin, and she hadn’t heard a word. It didn’t sit well with her to leave a job undone. But he had ordered her out. She couldn’t go where she wasn’t wanted.

      Jack munched on a licorice stick. “The men down at the saloon say he’s a real bear. They’re taking bets on if he’ll die and when.”

      Sam shot her young cousin a sharp look. “What were you doing at the saloon?”

      He shrugged innocently. “All the men hang out at the saloon. It’s great. They’re going to teach me to play billiards.”

      Oh, Lord, give her strength. They had come to a town with nothing but men, and every man jack of them was a bad example. Drunks and gamblers and billiard players. No wonder there wasn’t a church in town. What in the world had possessed her father to buy this property?

      “Don’t any of these men have anything better to do than hang around the saloon all day?” she asked grumpily, snapping the rifle back together again.

      “They only hang out there at night, when there’s nothing to do. A lot of them work for Talbott. He owns the lumber mill and the smithy and the hotel and everything. He’s got a logging operation and a mine back up the mountain somewhere. And he has cattle and sheep and hogs. Some of the others do, too. They work.” Jack defended his newfound friends.

      Sure they did. That’s why they had time to hang around the front porch and wait for the twins to come out. That’s why there was always one of them at the door, wanting to know if they could help out around the house. They worked all right. At whatever they wanted to, whenever they got around to it. Men were like that.

      She threw a look over her shoulder as her mother came out the back door, drying her hands on her apron. They both glanced at the cloudless blue sky, but said nothing. The rain barrels were empty, and the only well appeared to be the one in the plaza. They needed Emmanuel to invent a pump or dig a well or do a rain dance. Running water was a luxury they had grown accustomed to.

      “I reckon you’d better go check on your patient, Samantha.” Alice sat down in a cane chair and picked up a potato from the basket one of the men had left the night before. She produced a paring knife from her apron pocket and began to peel.

      Samantha had no real inclination to join her in peeling potatoes, but she wasn’t inclined to visiting the sick, either—especially not grumpy bears. “He told me to go away. And it probably isn’t proper for me to call on a man like that.”

      “He’s had time to turn up feverish, and I doubt that Joe stayed up all night drinking coffee. I think the proprieties can be waived in this case. A man’s life is at stake.”

      From the sounds of it, the man’s life wasn’t worth much, but Sam knew that tone of voice. There wasn’t much point in arguing with her mother when she sounded like that.

      “I’ll take Jack with me, keep him out of trouble. What am I supposed to do if he’s feverish?”

      Half an hour later, she and Jack were riding out of town with a basket of nourishing broths and medicines. Alice Neely should have been a physician. She had a need to heal and a talent for doing so that men like Dr. Ramsey would never possess. Unfortunately, Alice Neely was a woman and society expected her to stay home and take care of a family. It had never even occurred to her that she could do anything else.

      But it had occurred to Sam. A lot of things had occurred to Sam that she should never have pursued further. But looking and acting like a man had given her a different perspective on life than most women, and she wouldn’t ever be as malleable as the twins or her mother. She had made that vow a dozen years ago when she had been told she couldn’t attend the horse sales and the accompanying races because she was a girl. She had attended, all right, and her horse had brought a fat purse after she’d sneaked in as a jockey and ran it to first place. Her father had never told her she couldn’t after that, but other men weren’t quite so understanding.

      At twenty-four, she faced the fact that she would never marry. She wasn’t particularly concerned. With a father who wandered, she had a ready-made family to look after. She liked being her own boss. That men still treated her as a helpless female frustrated her, but she had learned how to deal with it, often with a humor that turned the tables. Being cut out of male activities made her angriest because she was helpless to do anything about it. She couldn’t go where she wasn’t wanted, and it had become obvious a long time ago that they didn’t want her.

      Not being able to join the men after dinner to discuss politics wasn’t quite the same as being told to get out of a man’s cabin. The distinction was a nicety that eluded Sam. But her mother’s word was law, and she would obey.

      Injun Joe’s horse was still tethered in the lean-to outside the cabin. That meant he either managed to get along with the curmudgeon all night or had passed out drunk. Sam wasn’t reassured by either possibility. Anybody who could get along with a mean-tempered bear wasn’t quite right in the head.

      Knocking, she received no answer. That didn’t bode well. Easing the door open, she allowed light to penetrate the dark interior. No sound greeted her. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the door wide and stepped inside.

      A knife whizzed past her head and thumped loudly into the wooden door frame.

      Sam froze, then turned an outraged look to the unrepentant man upon the bed. “You knew I was out there. There was no call for that.”

      Talbott gave her an icy glare. “You weren’t invited.”

      Even Jack hesitated to enter at this reception. He stood behind Sam and peered around her warily. Too furious to care, Sam grabbed the knife hilt and jerked it out of the frame. Brandishing it in one hand and clenching her basket in the other, she approached the bed. She could see Injun Joe wiping sleep from his blurred eyes in the corner, but the empty bottle beside his pallet said all that was necessary. He wasn’t going to interfere.

      “A Neely doesn’t leave a job undone. If you’re feverish, you’ve got to have medicine. And if you’re not, you need food. And in either case, the wound needs tending. You have to get better before I can kill you proper.”

      The name “Neely” brought a flicker of something to his eyes, but it was gone in an instant when Sam dug the knife into the bandage around Talbott’s shoulder and cut through it with a single swipe. He yelped as she tore it loose, but held his tongue as she examined the wound for any signs of infection.

      “You might live. I daresay there’s a number of people around these parts who won’t thank me for it.” Sam reached for a fresh bottle of liquor to use on the wound.

      She still wore her low-crowned straw hat as if she meant to leave at any moment, but the burnished curls that escaped around her cheeks and forehead and nape glistened in the sunlight coming through the door. Sloan watched with grudging fascination—until he became aware that her top shirt button had come undone.

      That was even better. He could surreptitiously watch for the motion that would give him a glance at her bare breast, because he knew damned good and well she didn’t wear anything beneath that coarse cotton. The way the material clung to her told him that.

      He held his breath as she applied the alcohol and cleaned the wound. She was doing a fine job. He didn’t need to instruct her. If he could just get her to shift a little more to the right . . .

      A shot shattered the silence of the close confines of the cabin. Sam shrieked and jumped backward and almost lost her grip on the bottle. Sloan grabbed for the pistol hidden beneath his blanket. Injun Joe just looked green and staggered to the doorway to empty the contents of his stomach in the yard.

      That reaction brought Sam to her senses. Grimly swinging in the direction of her young cousin, she caught him blowing smoke from the barrel of his father’s Colt. “Jefferson Jackson Neely, I’m going to shove that thing down your throat if you ever pull a fool trick like that again!”

      “There was a whopper of a rat sneaking in under that log. I was just getting rid of him for you.” Defiantly, Jack holstered the gun and crossed his arms over his chest in a gesture vaguely reminiscent of his father when he was up to something. “Besides, that bastard was trying to look down your shirt.”

      Sam gasped, turned beet red, and swung back to glare at her unabashed patient. For once, she was speechless.

      Sloan appreciated that fact. He had half a mind to grin at her astonished expression, but he merely shrugged his uninjured shoulder and met her gaze coolly. “A man can’t help seeing what’s right before his eyes.”

      She would have to kill him. That’s all there was to it. But first she meant to horsewhip him through the middle of town. Something of that thought must have appeared in her expression. Sloan grabbed the bandage from her hand and gestured at the door.

      “There’s the way out. Joe will put this on for me.”

      “Oh, no, you’re not getting off that easy.” Sam wasn’t normally a mean-spirited person, but she had just discovered she possessed a weapon that she could wield against this man without fear of retribution. He was helpless and hated it. And she meant to rub it in. “You’re going to lie right there and let me fix that bandage, and then you’re finishing every bit of this broth my mother made if I have to shove it down your throat. I said I’d look after you, and I mean to keep my word.”

      Fastening every button on her shirt until it was closed tight around the collar, Sam smiled at his scowl and set about her task.

      Injun Joe leaned against the door frame and watched with dazed awareness. No man ever stood up to Sloan Talbott. No God-respecting woman ever came into his vicinity more than once. That skinny woman was asking for disaster. But when Talbott just lay there and let her do her damage, Joe shrugged and turned a watery glare on the boy scouring the cabin for more targets.

      “Come here, boy. We’ve got water to fetch.” He staggered out without waiting to see if his orders were followed.

      Jack glanced at Sam’s grim expression and took the excuse to escape.

      “I want meat. I don’t want any of that stinkin’ broth.” With the bandage tied, Sloan shoved his way to a sitting position. He tried to conceal the agony it cost him, but he leaned against the rough cabin wall in exhaustion once he was upright.

      “You’ll have the broth or I’ll pour it on you,” she purred. Continuing in a syrupy drawl, she added, “I shot those squirrels myself. They’re a might tough for eatin’, maybe, but they make a fine broth.”

      The shock of that deliberately sultry voice shot right through Sloan. He had been so busy admiring her curls and trying to look at her chest that he hadn’t really listened. Besides, she’d been harping and nagging and yelling, and even if it came out as sweet as syrup, it wasn’t the same as this tone. She did this on purpose. He would swear to it.

      He gave her a suspicious glare, but she smiled innocently, her bright blue eyes a reminder of the anxiety he had seen there yesterday. He held out his good arm. “Give it to me. I’ll feed myself.”

      “The last time I did that for Jack, he threw the bowl at me. Now you wouldn’t be thinkin’ of doin’ that, would you now?”

      He had, but if Jack were that criminal demon in here earlier, he wouldn’t be lowered to the same level. Sloan smiled unpleasantly. “Now do I look like the sort of man who would do something like that? I’ve got better plans for you.”

      The she-demon unfastened the towel tying the lid to the bowl of broth. Letting the cotton slip from her hands, she splashed some of the still warm liquid across his bare belly.

      Sloan yowled and reached to knock the bowl from her hands, but the pain in his shoulder jerked him back again. Clenching the bandage, he glared at her. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “Evidently, so are you, or you wouldn’t continue to behave like a wet cat just to annoy me. I didn’t come here for the fun of it, you realize. I have better things to do with my time.”

      “Like what? Punching cattle?” Sloan gave her denims a disdainful look as he reached for the bowl she handed him.

      “Like finding enough meat to salt away to keep my family from going hungry all winter.” She handed him the bowl and spoon and stepped out of throwing range.

      He had some difficulty balancing the bowl with his bad arm and eating with his left hand, but he managed it. After a few awkward spoonfuls, however, he gave up and drank directly from the bowl.

      Sloan Talbott was unbathed, unshaven, and his hair was a disgraceful tangle, but he still managed to make the act of sipping broth from a bowl a matter of elegance. Sam couldn’t imagine him cleaned up, but she could see him sipping tea from a porcelain cup without disgracing himself. Talbott was a dangerous man in more ways than one.

      He gave her another glance when he drained the bowl. “You’ll not have time to salt anything before you leave the mountain. I’d recommend you start moving on before the snow flies.”

      Maliciously, she contemplated leaving the biscuits and ham in the basket and having them for lunch. But he still had some funny idea that he was in charge here. She meant to disillusion him.

      Producing the covered pan of mouth-watering biscuits, Sam held it in her palm, took the lid off, and helped herself. Daintily wiping the corner of her mouth while he glared at her, she waited until the bite was completely chewed before deigning to reply.

      “We’re not going anywhere, Mr. Talbott. The house is ours and we intend to stay.” She donned an expression of concern as his brows pulled together in a black line of fury. “You look a bit peevish, sir. I do believe the excess of exercise has been bad for you. I’ll just put these away for another time. Why don’t you lie down and get some rest?”

      Covering the pan, she started to return it to the basket. A hairy hand wrapped around her wrist with a band of steel.

      “I’m feeling just fine. It’s you who look a little pale. Let me relieve you of that burden.” Sloan grabbed the pan from her hands at the cost of another shooting pain of agony that didn’t stop at his shoulder, but swept right through his middle until he had to bite his lip to keep from screaming. It was worth every ounce of pain to see her astonishment at his maneuver as he sat back against the wall again, this time with the pan of biscuits in his lap.

      “You underestimate me, Miss Neely,” he continued conversationally. “I’ll be back in town tomorrow. If you’re not gone by then, I’ll help you pack. I don’t allow women in my town. I won’t let you wait around to find out why.”

      “You underestimate a Neely, Mr. Talbott,” she answered serenely. “If we condescend to lend you our presence, you won’t have anything to say about it.”

      She swept out as if she wore satins and lace and feathers in her hair.

      Sloan stared after her, sure he was hallucinating. She was no more than a ragtag redheaded tomboy with a voice like honey and a tongue of vinegar. The sudden departure of light when she left the room just meant the sun had gone behind a cloud.

      Any more of that voice of hers, and she would have him believing in witches.
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