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PROLOGUE

New York City, 1890

She was so bored.

She sighed, staring at her reflection. Her husband, Roger Claxton II, would be home in several hours. Tonight there was that charity affair at the Bragg home. She hoped it would not be an utter bore—like the last one. Should she dress and go out, maybe do some shopping at the Lord & Taylor store? She could still return before Roger, if she wanted to. Although why should she bother? He probably wouldn’t even notice if she wasn’t home, for he’d head straight to the study and the damn telephone. Marianne stared at herself, with utter stillness.

She was undeniably beautiful. Blond and slender, she had that elegance of bearing which comes from generations of upper-class breeding. She studied herself in the mirror of her dressing table, not critically, but with satisfaction. At thirty-eight, she still stopped men in their tracks. She placed her small, perfectly manicured, heavily ringed hands on her waist, pushing open the thin silk and lace peignoir. A wickedly black lace corset revealed all of her charms: breasts not too large nor too small, a tiny waist, slender hips. She smiled. Maybe she should get dressed—she could make it back just before Roger if she hurried. But she would not go shopping.

“Expecting me?” drawled a rough, masculine voice.

Marianne knew that voice. She was white before he’d finished the sentence, white before she even raised her eyes to meet his in the mirror. She stifled a scream.

He laughed.

Marianne could not drop her gaze from his. Her heart was pounding so madly, she became even more frightened. She was aware that she was clutching the edge of her dressing table. She could not move.

His smile was dangerous.

This could not be the same man she had last seen almost a year ago. But it was.

She was terrified.

How had he gotten here? What was he doing here!

“What?” he mocked. “No welcome?” His voice dropped to a satin purr. “Come here, Marianne.”

As if a marionette, she slowly rose and turned to face him. Oh, God—would he kill her? She was so sorry for what she had done!

He was grinning, leaning negligently against the door to her boudoir—which he hadn’t even bothered to close despite all the servants in the town house. He was a deep red bronze, as dark as she had ever seen him, as if he’d spent the entire summer bareheaded in the blazing sun. His hair was jet black and shaggy now. Never had his Indian heritage been more apparent. Unable to help herself, she dropped her gaze. His shoulders, always broad, were even broader, his shirt carelessly tucked into tight, faded denims that hugged compact hips. The threads were white over his fly. Something swept her, hot chills. He was so hardened now. Yet there was still that inescapable sexual magnetism.

He had probably come to kill her.

And remembering the past, she licked her lips and said, “What do you want?”

He laughed, low. “What do you think?” His gaze swept her with contempt, lingering where it shouldn’t. “I want to fuck.”

Desire crashed over her. She knew him, knew how he felt, how strong he was …

He reached her in three strides, grabbing her and hurting her as he hauled her up against him. “Still hot for it?”

She whimpered in both pain and need as he thrust his hard erection against the bone of her pelvis, hurting her purposefully. “Please, Shoz…”

His powerful thigh lifted abruptly, jamming between hers and lifting her up and back onto her dressing table. Perfumes and powders and crystals went crashing to the floor. Her head hit the mirror, but she was barely aware of it. He was rearing over her, reaching for his fly. She watched, mesmerized. His hand stilled midway down the buttons. “Say it.”

“Shoz.”

“Say it,” he demanded, hatred in his voice.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped, spreading her thighs wide, straining for him. She darted a glance up at his startling gray eyes. “I never meant to hurt you.”

He laughed. “Liar.” He yanked open his fly, and his member thrust out. “Once a liar, always a liar,” he said, and he penetrated her.

She cried out in pleasure and pain. Her head knocked against the mirror, a porcelain bowl dug into her shoulder. He was merciless, pumping against her, holding her knees, keeping them wide apart. “Come.”

It was a command. He didn’t have to say it. She was already convulsing, sobbing with the ecstasy, keening his name. “Shoz, Shoz, Shoz…”

He pulled out and grabbed her hair, destroying her careful coiffure. He had one denim-clad knee on the table, jerking her down as she continued climaxing, and then he was thrusting past her lips. She gasped. He went deeper, emptying himself.

She sat up, swallowing, watching him cautiously. His large hands deftly closed his pants and then his pale eyes met hers. There was no sign of spent passion on his features. His smile was cruel. “Aren’t you going to ask me about the last year of my life—Marianne?”

She felt the piercing of terror, and pulled her peignoir closed tightly. Logic and confusion warred. He shouldn’t be here. He couldn’t be here. Only a year had passed; how had he gotten out? “I never meant—”

“No? You meant it, all right.”

“No.”

“You had all of two days to tell the truth.” He laughed harshly. “Two days. Justice was a bit swift in my case, wouldn’t you say? But you didn’t, did you?”

She didn’t dare respond, because he was right.

“Ask me.”

She couldn’t breathe. He stood aggressively, legs spread, and she knew the power that rocked his muscular body.

“Ask me.”

Tears came to her eyes. “Was … was it very bad?”

“It was hell.”

Their gazes locked. His lips curled up at the corners. “Prison was hell.”


PART ONE

DESIRE IN
PARADISE
PARADISE, TEXAS
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Paradise, Texas, 1897

Her name wasn’t Trouble, but it could have been.

She had gotten into more trouble between the ages of two and twenty than all five of her younger brothers combined. And each and every one of them was a born hellraiser.

As her mother said frequently, it wasn’t that she always looked for trouble, sometimes it looked for her. At two she spent most of her waking efforts determined to discover the meaning of her universe by investigating (and often breaking) everything she touched. At three she decided to see if the family pet, a miniature terrier, could fly. (It miraculously landed in a bush, unhurt, from the second-story window). That Christmas she stayed up all night, hidden behind the couch in the living room, to see if Santa Claus would really come down the chimney. At four she decided to go visit Grandma and Grandpa—in West Texas. She was very serious when she asked the cabbie to take her “to the train.” Fortunately, he took her home instead.

At four she was also in her first riot. Her mother was an active suffragette, and during one rally, her fervent speech was interrupted by tomatoes hurled from the audience. The little girl was attending in the first row, atop her father’s shoulders. Pandemonium broke out in the auditorium. She was not to be outdone. As her father raced to her mother to hustle her out the exit and to safety, she grabbed a gentleman’s bowler hat from his head and threw it at another gentleman, shouting her own war cries. She loved every moment.

Her earliest near-disaster was when she was six and she tried to ride her father’s favorite hunter—alone. She got the seventeen-hand beast across Fifth Avenue and into Central Park, before being chased down by her furious parent.

Her name was Lucy Bragg. Her grandparents said she was an exact replica of her own father, Rathe, who had raised more hell as a boy than all of his siblings combined. Her mother begged her to just stop and think before acting. Lucy always promised she would. But … usually she didn’t.

Now she was twenty and had just finished her third year at Radcliffe College. Going to Boston had been a triumph of major proportions. Her father had insisted she stay in New York, close to home. He had even wanted her to live at home (the better to keep an eye on her). Lucy wouldn’t hear of it. She had fought that idea tooth and nail, promising to be on her best behavior, and in the end her sensible mother ruled the day, and her father reluctantly gave in.

The past year had been quiet, to her parents’ immense relief. Too quiet, Rathe had said, as if expecting a crisis at any moment. Her freshman year hadn’t been quiet at all. She had almost gotten expelled. By mistake, of course. She should have never been caught returning to her dormitory after curfew—and if the hansom’s horse hadn’t gone lame, she wouldn’t have been, either.

Lucy had come home from her sophomore year feeling a bit smug. Not only had her grades been excellent, she’d only garnered a half dozen demerits, as well as an equal number of marriage proposals. She figured that one canceled the other, and she was right. When her father exploded about the demerits, she demurely countered with the marriage proposals. That stopped him in his tracks, effectively shifting his attention from one topic to another. He relaxed when Lucy assured him that she wasn’t really interested in any of her beaux.

This past year she seemed to have settled down. Although she’d received twice as many marriage proposals as she had the year before, she had had one steady beau for the last semester and hadn’t received a single demerit. Little did anyone know that Lucy was now an expert in the art of avoiding detection for her escapades and had perfected a few questionable techniques to insure that she would never be caught out after curfew again—techniques that would have done any amateur cat burglar proud.

Every summer her family left New York City. Her parents had a summer home in Newport, and the family spent one month there. For a college woman, Newport was wonderful. Half of New York society spent their holiday there, including many of her friends, and it was an endless round-robin of picnics, outings on the yacht, and evening soirees.

Each summer her family spent the other month with Lucy’s grandparents on their ranch in southwest Texas. Ever since she was a child, the highlight of the year for Lucy was going to Texas, which was even better than the summer home in Connecticut. Last summer, business had brought her grandparents, Derek and Miranda, to New York, so they had all shared their holiday at her parents’ summer home in Newport. They hadn’t gone to Texas, and Lucy had missed Paradise terribly.

Paradise was a small, idyllic town, aptly named by her Aunt Jane and Uncle Nick some years ago. It had been spawned by the D&M, her grandparents’ ranch, which had grown so big over the years that the little cluster of homes and stores on its outskirts had finally hatched into a full-fledged town. It boasted a bank, a railhead, a post office, plenty of shops, several eateries, and the most modem of hotels, which even had an elevator. The storefronts were freshly painted each spring, and the boardwalks swept clean of dust every morning. Lucy knew practically everyone in town by name, if not by sight. And they certainly all knew her.

This summer was going to be special. It was her grandfather’s eightieth birthday, and her grandmother was holding a party which was fated to be talked about from coast to coast. More than a thousand of Derek’s friends and peers were coming from all over the country, and from as far away as London and Paris. Derek Bragg was held in the utmost esteem, and all these powerful men and their wives were coming to pay tribute to him and his lifetime’s achievements. There would be senators, congressmen, and political bosses present, the Texas governor, the San Antonio mayor, and the New York City police commissioner, Theodore Roosevelt, who was a good friend of her father’s. There would be Vanderbilts and Rockefellers, Goulds and Astors, and even the Republican nominee for president, William McKinley.

The entire affair was to be a surprise. Lucy’s grandfather was oblivious to the plans going on behind his very back. Had he known, he would have heartily protested such a fuss.

Lucy’s family intended to arrive several weeks before the grand event, in early July, as they always did. Just before they were to leave, however, a problem in Lucy’s father’s vast, multimillion-dollar empire occurred, taking him to Cuba. Lucy had overheard her parents talking and knew that there was some rioting down there, although her father had assured her mother that his trip would not be dangerous. Lucy had been to Maravilla, the vast sugar plantation near Havana that Rathe owned. It was a tropical paradise, quiet and beautiful, the undulating valley of sugar cane surrounded by thick, lush jungles and blue mountains with cascading waterfalls. It had been so peaceful and quiet the one time she had been there that she was sure the disturbances were greatly exaggerated and would be over in no time.

Concurrently, her mother decided she had to be in Washington to attend a fund-raiser for the young Democrat, William Jennings Bryan. (She did not support her husband’s choice, McKinley, much to his annoyance.) This meant that their vacation would be delayed two or three weeks, and Lucy was terribly disappointed—until she had a wonderful idea. Why shouldn’t she and her best friend, Joanna, who was also coming on their holiday, go ahead with a chaperone, so as not to lose part of their holiday? Lucy had inherited a bit of her father’s opportunistic instincts, and she seized the moment. Why not? Traveling alone across the country would be fun, even if they were chaperoned. It would be an adventure. Lucy had never traveled farther than the Berkshires without her parents, and Joanna agreed, as she always did with Lucy, that it would be exciting. The girls were clamoring to go, and Rathe and Grace succumbed.

Her father departed for Cuba via one of his brother-in-law, Brett’s, freight steamers, and Grace left for the rally in Washington. And at the last moment the kindly Mrs. Tilly Seymour came down with a terrible case of hay fever, which she claimed she hadn’t had in ten years or more. She could not possibly travel in such a state, and was terribly sorry that the girls would have to wait for the return of Lucy’s parents and travel with the entire family. It seemed as if their vacation would be delayed no matter what.

But Lucy had a blazing inspiration. She and her best friend would go to Paradise ahead of the family, alone, for their holiday!

Mrs. Seymour certainly wouldn’t know, and when her parents returned and found her gone, it would be a fait accompli. Lucy would feign innocence, widening her big blue eyes at her father and exclaiming, “But, Daddy, if I’d known you didn’t want me to go, I would have gone to Newport with the boys!”

Her mother was a bit tougher. Lucy couldn’t pull the wool over her eyes. But her mother would forget about her escapade soon enough. If some political or social or economic crisis did not arise, Lucy could always count on one of her brothers to do something to divert her mother’s attention from her.

The trip to Texas had been ridiculously easy to accomplish, and now she and Joanna were standing in the dusty yard of a carriage dealer in the blazing heat of San Antonio at noon. Her friend was whispering nervously in her ear. “Lucy, are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Lucy grinned. She ignored the little warning bell going off inside her head. After all, they had made it this far without a single mishap. An elaborate Parisian hat bedecked with ribbons and flowers shaded her face, and she tossed her head. “Absolutely.”

“Lucy…”

Lucy grabbed Joanna’s arm and propelled her aside. She was tall for a woman, and built like her mother, long-legged and willowy yet full-breasted. It was a figure that turned men’s heads, and even now, as she bent over to whisper in Joanna’s ear, the dealer was staring at her—as were three salesmen through the large display window from inside the red brick store. “Look, we missed the local to Paradise—think of it! Our parents will kill us if we stay the night here, unchaperoned.” Joanna started to waver, not mentioning the obvious fact that they had just traveled across half of America unchaperoned. “Besides,” Lucy added, “we’ll have more fun once we get to Paradise.”

Joanna looked at Lucy.

Lucy smiled. “Didn’t we say we wanted an adventure?”

Joanna nodded, looking none too reassured.

Lucy turned to the plump little man standing before her in plaid trousers and a white linen jacket, with an oversized bow tie and a straw boater hat. “I’ll take it,” she announced, then added, “How much?”

All three pairs of eyes turned to regard the gleaming black Duryea standing in the dealer’s front yard. It was outstanding amongst the carriages and coaches for sale—the only automobile present. The dealer’s voice was eager. “One thousand five hundred dollars, but for you, little lady, one thousand even.”

“That’s fine,” Lucy said enthusiastically. She had always wanted to own an automobile! And she never quibbled over prices. Besides, a thousand dollars for a brand-new motorcar sounded right to her. Hadn’t the salesman explained that it had an electric ignition as well as a one-cylinder gasoline-driven engine? And it had four wheels, not three, like some of the new automobiles.

“You’re crazy!” Joanna cried, but she was regarding the shiny automobile with awe.

Lucy was flushed with excitement. She imagined herself and Joanna driving into Paradise in the splendid black roadster. Two young women in the beautiful new car … What a stir they would create! What a sensation! Lucy liked doing things with aplomb.

She turned to the salesman. “I will give you five hundred cash. I have an unlimited line of credit at Paradise Bank. They will wire you the rest, I assure you.”

The salesman blinked. “Look, ma’am, i can’t do that, I don’t know who you are!”

“My name is Lucy Bragg.” The man’s eyes widened. Bragg was the name in these parts, and Lucy didn’t have to continue, but she did. “My daddy is the industrialist Rathe Bragg, and he owns the bank. My grandpa is Derek Bragg, and he owns the D&M, the D&M Railroad, and probably the rest of Paradise and half of West Texas, too. I assure you, you will not be cheated.”

Sometime later, after all arrangements had been completed and the dealer had given them a few brief instructions and traveling directions, he left Lucy and Joanna standing with the road car in the dusty yard in the blazing sun.

It was so hot. Lucy pulled an immaculate white linen handkerchief from her reticule and dabbed at her face, wishing she could swish it between her breasts. Paradise was at least a two-day ride—or drive—from San Antonio, Lucy thought. She hadn’t mentioned that fact to Joanna. As she and Joanna circled the car, Joanna asked, “Now what?”

“We get in and go.”

“Lucy, I didn’t want to bring this up, but you don’t know how to drive this thing.”

“Pooh! Of course I do, it’s easy; any idiot can see that! Come on, get in!”

With no small amount of pandemonium, they hauled their luggage and filled up the roadster’s tiny backseat. Both girls were huffing and sweating. Lucy wanted to remove her hat, but didn’t dare, for it would ruin her fashionable appearance, and her skin was ivory white—the bane of a redhead’s existence. They climbed in, tucking their skirts around them. Unfortunately, or fortunately, nothing happened.

“Lucy,” Joanna began hesitantly. Lucy understood.

“Great balls of fire!” she cried, using a favorite new expression that she had picked up from her Harvard beau, Leon. She climbed out, dragging her sumptuous skirts with her. She was dying to remove her perfectly fitted, velvet-lapeled jacket. It was so hot and wet.

She grabbed the crank. “I’ll turn it, and when it catches, pump the gas pedal, just a little bit.”

Panting, Lucy worked the crank until the auto started up.

“Told you this was easy!” Lucy cried, straightening her back with a wince. She clambered back into the Duryea. She’d watched many of her beaux drive. It had always looked like such fun. She stomped on the gas. The car shot forward and slammed into the wooden corner post of the dealer’s brick store.

“Oh, damn!”

“Lucy!”

They were simultaneous wails. Lucy stumbled out, thoroughly flushed now. “Are you all right?” she cried, barely able to believe they’d gotten off to such a start. Joanna assured her she was, although she was quite white, and shaking. Lucy inspected the car. The dealer and the three salesmen also came running out, the dealer screaming incoherently because they’d somehow cracked the big display window. Lucy ignored him, worriedly regarding the automobile’s front fender. Miraculously, there were only a few scratches—and one perfectly round, melon-sized dent. “Why didn’t you turn!” Joanna cried.

“I didn’t have time,” Lucy explained, rubbing one of the scratches as if she might erase it.

Joanna consoled her. “You can always buy another motorcar.”

Lucy gave her a look. “I just spent my entire allowance—and then some.”

Lucy gave the dealer another hundred dollars, along with a bright smile, and they were on their way. Joanna said nothing, even though she knew Lucy had overpaid the dealer for the damage they’d done to his window.

They drove down the road at ten miles an hour. It was wonderful, despite the heat and the humidity; they actually caught a small, hot breeze. Lucy sighed, relieved to be finally on the road. She would never admit it, but she was a bit shaken from the accident. However, she was sure the rest of their trip would pass without incident.

Lucy decided to forgo her original intention of driving down Main Street. Traffic was often heavy in the city, a few roadsters, many horses, riders and carriages, and many business conveyances, wagons, buses, and the like. Sometimes there were even cattle, a hangover from days gone by. She had learned her limitations, and would stick to the relatively quiet open roads leaving town. An hour later, they had left the last residential homes behind them. It was blazing hot.

“The train was cooler,” Joanna said quietly.

Lucy didn’t answer. The train had been cooler.

The car was bouncing over each rut and hole in the road, and they hadn’t seen another rider or carriage in ages. Lucy’s backside was already sore, her back stiff and aching. Why was the road so quiet? The hills around them were dry and yellow from the summer sun. Stunted trees dotted the landscape. Not a cloud marred the sky. Above them, buzzards circled, and Lucy didn’t want to know what they were scavenging. So it wasn’t exactly like a picnic in Oyster Bay, she thought, but it was still an adventure.

“I wonder if these roads are always so quiet,” Joanna remarked uneasily.

“Of course they are,” Lucy said cheerfully, hiding her own unease. “Joanna, what time did we leave San Antonio?”

“At two,” she said, automatically looking at her eighteen-carat pocket watch. “It’s almost four-thirty.”

It didn’t seem like they had been driving for two and a half hours. It seemed like they had been driving for ten hours. Lucy was starting to have doubts, which she refused to entertain. “See how the time just races by! Before you know it, we’ll be in Paradise!”

Joanna just looked at her.

Lucy could see that they were approaching a man on foot. Instantly worry arose. A man on foot this far from the city? They were in the middle of nowhere! It became evident that he was carrying a saddle, but she did not relax. Because of the depression, there were too many tramps around these days, even armies of violent unemployed drifters. It was only last year that “Coxey’s army” had marched on Washington. Caution and determination won the moment. In order to give the man a wide berth, Lucy steered the car carefully to the other side of the road, and landed hard in a pothole. The car bounced rigidly and Joanna groaned. Lucy darted a glance at the man. He wore faded, form-fining Levis, boots, a bashed Stetson, and an unbuttoned shirt, hanging open. He had been looking over his shoulder; now he stopped to watch them approach. Lucy told Herself she was ridiculous for suddenly feeling afraid. She wished the Duryea would go faster.

“Lucy,” Joanna whispered, staring at the stranger. “He wants a ride.”

Lucy saw, with a sinking sensation, that he was thumbing for a lift. “I will not stop.”

“Don’t! He looks dangerous!”

Lucy hushed Joanna as they were drawing alongside, because she didn’t want him to overhear. Of course, inwardly she agreed with Joanna and even condemned him as a thief, or worse. However, sensing Joanna’s real and rising fear, she whispered, “Don’t be silly, he just needs a bath. He’s probably a cowboy from one of the ranches around here.” She caught a glimpse of tightly clad thighs and hips and a bronze, slick torso, and then they were past.

Lucy let out a breath. There was something menacing even in the man’s stance.

Fifteen minutes later, Joanna cried out, “Lucy! Watch out!”

Lucy had been admiring a roadrunner darting into the shade of some brush. She jerked her eyes to the road just as the automobile crashed hard into a huge hole, jamming both girls up against the dashboard. A few yards later, a slapping, irregular noise signaled that this time they had done some damage to the auto. Lucy could feel that something was dragging on the ground. She stopped the car and slumped at the wheel. “Oh, damn,” she whispered.

It was so hot and they had been driving forever and there was not a house in sight and how could she have been so stupid to think up this whole scheme? “Please just stop and think before you act, Lucy,” she could hear her mother saying.

Lucy took a deep breath, managed a smile for Joanna’s benefit, and climbed out of the cab. She looked at the car and noticed that it was sagging on the right in front. Something was surely wrong, but what? And even if she could find out what, how was she going to fix it? She circled the car. The other side seemed fine, upright, except for the scratches and the dent. She came back to the driver’s side and saw again how the chassis sagged over the big spoked wheel. “Something’s broken,” she said, trying not to sound despondent.

“Lucy, what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

Lucy stared at the car for a few minutes, thinking. She immediately ruled out walking. They were two young women, unchaperoned and unprotected, dressed in their eastern finery. Impossible! Even if they escaped mishap, should they somehow arrive at the D&M safely, her father would kill her once he found out. And never trust her again. It was one thing to travel by rail or auto, another to travel alone on foot. And besides, what about all their luggage? How could they leave behind all their clothing for their holiday? By the time Grandpa Derek sent someone to fetch their things, undoubtedly they would be stolen.

“Damn,” Lucy said fervently.

She would have to fix the car herself.

Determined, Lucy began taking the pins out from her hat. She was horrified when she saw that dead bugs had accumulated on it, and went crimson thinking of how she had looked to the cowboy they had just passed. She threw it aside.

Her head gleamed like golden fire in the sunlight. Her chignon had become loosened, and tendrils were spilling around her face. If was a face that captivated and mesmerized men everywhere.

She was more than beautiful. Her face was classic—oval shaped with high cheekbones. Her eyes were big and sapphire blue. Her lashes were a dark gold, like her brows, startling against the pale ivory of her skin. Her complexion was flawless. Her nose was small and straight except for a slight tilt at its tip. Her mouth was lush and full and coral—too lush, too full, for it drove men crazy.

Lucy dropped to her knees and peered under the car’s carriage. It was dark and she couldn’t see anything. On her hands she crawled forward, straining to see. Joanna started giggling.

Angrily Lucy raised her head and slammed it into the car. “Ow!”

“You looked so funny, with your fanny in the air like that! If Leon could see you now!”

Lucy sat on her haunches in the dirt, mad, her head throbbing. Then her gaze widened and she stared.

He stared back.

Her breath caught. She hadn’t heard him approaching, and he stood so close, she could see, for the first time, his face beneath the battered cowboy hat. It was roughly chiseled, stark, completely masculine. His skin was dark bronze, and his eyes were so light that they seemed silver. The contrast was stunning. She was ensnared in the hot light of his eyes for a long moment.

The corner of his lip curled up unpleasantly. Lucy didn’t move. She couldn’t. Joanna was stock-still, too. But he never looked at her. His gaze released Lucy’s eyes and slid down her face to her mouth. There it paused, and Lucy’s heart began slamming wildly in her chest.

His gaze slid lower lazily. No man had ever looked at her the way he was looking at her. He eyed her full breasts, straining against the confines of her traveling suit, the jacket opened now. It slipped quickly down her to her dainty pearl-buttoned shoes, then back up. He hefted his saddle up to his shoulder and started walking on.

He was leaving them.

Lucy was so stunned, she blinked.

“Maybe he can help us,” Joanna whispered urgently.

Lucy was staring at his masculine swagger. That very thought was also occurring to her. “Or maybe he’ll kill us,” she whispered back. “Or—worse.”

She suddenly realized that he might have heard her, and she flushed. But if he did, he never broke stride. Rapidly she weighed her choices. He was a tramp, or worse, there was no doubt about that. Still, he hadn’t hurt them …

She leapt up. “Wait! Mister, wait!”
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He didn’t stop, or even slow down. He just kept walking away as if he hadn’t even heard her.

Lucy was shocked. No man had ever ignored her before. Amazed, then with a rush of determination, she lifted her skirts and stumbled after him. “Wait! Mister! Sir!”

That stopped him. He turned, thrusting out one hard hip and resting his saddle upon it. He waited.

Lucy paused when she was still a good distance from him. There was no expression on his face. Nothing. And the way his hips were cocked, so arrogantly … Frowning, Lucy came forward so she would not have to shout, but remained far enough away to dodge him if need be. “Excuse me.” She tried out a brilliant smile, but there was no response.

“Do you think you might be able to help us?”

He stared.

When he did not respond, she grew uncomfortable and began to have serious doubts about approaching this rough-looking drifter for help. The way he was branding her with his gaze made her shift uneasily. There was no one around for miles, except for Joanna, and Lucy could not help but be aware of the two of them face-to-face and alone, in the overwhelming space of the Texas desert, which stretched as far as the eye could see. It made the situation disturbingly intimate.

They needed his help. Lucy took a breath and smiled charmingly. It never failed with the opposite sex. “Our roadster has broken down, as you can see. We can’t leave it, because of all of our luggage. I haven’t the faintest idea what to do!” She gave him an appealing, helpless look.

“Do you know anything about autos—sir?”

“Not a thing.”

She hadn’t expected that short, flat response. In truth, she hadn’t really crossed paths with his sort before and therefore didn’t know what to expect. The social circles in which she traveled were very exclusive. As a little girl, she had attended some rallies for workers, and had even gotten caught up in a strike, but she could barely remember those events. Despite the man’s station in life, whatever it might be, Lucy had anticipated a certain amount of chivalry from him. She stepped back in surprise.

His eyes blazed briefly in what looked like anger, and then they went flat. When he eyed the roadster, Lucy rushed on. “Would you examine the motorcar? Please?”

For one long moment, Lucy thought he was actually going to refuse. He looked at her, his mouth curling slightly. Lucy’s heart was slamming thunderously. He unnerved her. It was a new experience, one she did not particularly like.

Wordlessly he moved past her, so closely, his body brushed hers. Lucy didn’t jump out of his way in time to avoid the contact. She ran after him, following him to the auto. He laid his saddle carefully down, then squatted, regarding the carriage.

“Can you fix it?”

“Yes.”

Lucy and Joanna exchanged bright, relieved looks. Then he rose to his full height, lifting up his saddle. “But I won’t.”

Lucy gaped at him. He appeared madder than hell. “In about an hour you’ll reach a ranch,” he said. “I imagine the walk will do you good.”

He began striding away. Lucy stared incredulously at Joanna. He would leave them now?

“Go after him!” Joanna cried. “Quick!”

“Damn,” Lucy exclaimed, torn. He was very rude; worse, she was sure he was dangerous. He did not look like the typical unemployed worker, oh no. And he was certainly not like any man she had ever met before. In addition to the obvious difference of background, no man had ever turned a deaf ear to her appeals before. But they were desperate. Her mind made up, she was about to run after him.

Suddenly he stopped in his tracks, cursing audibly, throwing his saddle on the ground. Lucy jumped involuntarily as he came striding back to her, his open shirt swinging around his narrow hips. His stomach above the tarnished silver belt buckle was flat and looked as hard as a rock. A sheen of perspiration covered his skin. Realizing where she was looking, Lucy blushed and met his smoking gaze.

He came to an abrupt halt. “Don’t tempt me.”

“What?”

“I must be out of my mind.”

“You’ll help us?”

“Like I said, I’m out of my damn mind.”

“Thank you!”

“Don’t thank me, I don’t have a kind bone in my body. Comprende?”

Lucy didn’t understand. Not really. She stared at him. Why was he so angry? Why did he seem to dislike her so? He didn’t even know her.

“Turn those baby blues elsewhere, princess,” he said. “I’m not doing this for nothing. I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for me.”

She stiffened. “Of course, how silly of me. How much do you want?”

He laughed as he took off his shirt. “I don’t want your money.” His gaze slid over her.

Lucy’s head went higher; inside, she shook. His look was scathing … and something else. Something unfamiliar and scalding. She decided she disliked him. He was terribly rude, the lowest sort of riffraff. She didn’t want his help, but she needed it. “I don’t understand. If you don’t want money…?”

He threw his shirt on the auto’s hood. He whipped around. “If you’d lowered your little nose a ways back and given me a ride, I’d have fixed your axle right away.”

She stared at his gleaming, thickly sculpted chest, his powerful rippling arms. Her body temperature, already high, went higher. She had never seen a man half-naked before. She knew she should not stare. Now she was being rude.

He stood very still. A silence had suddenly descended. He broke it. “Take your time. Take your fill.”

Aghast, Lucy realized what she had been doing, and worse, what he had caught her doing, and she looked away, her face flaming. “We’ll give you a ride.” The words came out breathless and low.

He turned away.

Lucy covered her pounding heart with her palm.

Lucy and Joanna stood side by side while he jacked up the Duryea. Lucy used the respite to regain control of her emotions. Logic intruded, and with it, a few tiny warning bells went off. Now they were going to have to give him a ride. If anyone ever found out that they had given a stranger a ride … It would be bad enough if he were a gentleman, but he wasn’t, and this was much, much worse. If he could fix the car. Lucy almost hoped that he would fail. Then he would continue on his way—and she and Joanna would be stranded. They could not win. She supposed that giving him a ride was better than being stuck in the middle of the desert with a broken car. She just had to make sure that no one ever found out.

He had elevated the auto with stones, and now he laid a hand on the nose and pushed. The auto swayed precariously.

“What are you doing?” Lucy cried.

The look he shot her made Lucy sorry she’d asked. “You’re going to knock it down,” she managed.

“Better it falls now,” he said, “or would you rather it crash down on me?”

He dropped to the ground and shimmied under the auto. She understood and she wanted to protest. He might be a tramp, and a nasty one at that, but she didn’t want him crushed beneath her car.

Joanna nudged Lucy for the fifteenth time. Her blue eyes were wide in her pale face. She mouthed a silent question: What are we going to do?

Lucy knew Joanna was also just as worried about being stranded out here, in the middle of nowhere, as she was about their “savior.” Now it was past five, and in a few hours it would be dark. Even if he fixed the car, then what? Before, when they’d left San Antonio, she had just assumed they’d find a hotel to spend the night in. But now she wasn’t sure they were anywhere near a hotel. It appeared that the road to Paradise wasn’t the same as the rail route, because didn’t she remember passing a few quaint little towns after San Antonio in the years past? Or, come to think of it, were all those white picket fences before San Antonio?

If he fixed the roadster and they didn’t find a hotel—then what? She would have been horrified with the possibilities, so she decided not to think about it and to deal with that problem later.

He pulled himself out from beneath the auto and rose to his full height. This time Lucy carefully kept her gaze on his left shoulder. “Is it fixed?”

He eyed her averted profile. “For now.”

Lucy’s gaze was drawn to him, met his, was riveted there. “What was wrong?”

“The axle is broken. It should hold until you can have it fixed properly. Where are you headed?”

The Duryea was repaired. Lucy hesitated, her mind filled with the new crisis facing her—giving this hard, rough stranger a ride.

“We’re going to Paradise,” Joanna ventured shyly from the background.

He was staring at Lucy so intently that she flushed, sure he could read her thoughts. She couldn’t meet his gaze.

“Planning on welching?”

He spoke so softly, Lucy wasn’t sure she heard him correctly. “What?”

“You heard.”

The anger in his tone made her glance quickly at him. “Of course not. I promised you a ride, didn’t I?” She attempted a bright smile.

“Don’t look so damn happy about it.”

Her bosom rose. How did she dare go anywhere with this man? She exchanged glances with Joanna. But she wasn’t a liar, she always kept her word. She took her friend’s elbow. “Let’s go.”

“Lucy?”

“It’s all right.”

“Dammit, just get in the car!” he said from behind them.

Joanna obeyed with alacrity. Lucy dug in her heels. “Your manners are questionable!”

“Lucy!” Joanna cried in fright.

“Really?”

Lucy regretted her outburst, and turned to get in the roadster. He stopped her by actually grabbing her shoulder. She was stunned.

“My manners may leave a lot to be desired, but so does your attitude—princess.”

It was intended as a slur—it felt like a slur. “Why are you insulting me?”

“Did I insult you? No one ever call you ‘princess’ before? Fancy that! Betcha this is the first time a man didn’t swoon and become cow-eyed over you, too.”

Angrily Lucy wrenched free. “Your manners do belong in the slums!”

“You might say that, princess.”

“I regret promising you a ride!”

“I’m sure you do.” He pulled on his shirt. “Now, get in the car.”

Lucy considered refusing.

“You can get in under your own steam,” he said flatly, “or I can put you in.”

He meant it. She got in.

“Paradise.” He suddenly grinned, with real humor. “Paradise.” He chuckled. “You girls really going to Paradise?”

Lucy was too angry to respond, but Joanna said, “We’re going to the D&M.”

Lucy jabbed her hard in the ribs with her elbow. Joanna gasped, and Lucy bit her lip. But she was looking at the stranger, who was staring at them. At her.

“Fancy that,” he drawled. “You two belong to that spread?”

Joanna didn’t dare speak, and Lucy cried quickly, “No!”

He sort of smiled. He had stopped when Joanna had mentioned her grandfather’s ranch, and Lucy felt the knot of fear increasing. What if he made the connection between her and Derek Bragg and kidnapped her for ransom? He cranked up the car, and the engine roared immediately to life. He jumped into the cab, jamming his big body down.

He smiled at Lucy, baring his white, even teeth. “Just for your information,” he said, “Paradise is that way.” And he pointed back the way they had come.

“What?” Lucy cried. “Paradise is north of San Antonio, not south!”

“That’s right,” he said. “That way.” And he pointed back down the road again.

“Oh, Lucy! We spent the entire afternoon driving the wrong way!”

Lucy was red with embarrassment. How had she made such a mistake? The auto was idling and he reached for the tiller. His hand brushed her thigh. Lucy tried to shift away from him, but there was nowhere to go in the cramped front seat.

They drove away. Mutinously she stared at the endless road ahead. Her anger cooled rapidly. She darted a glance at him, but his expression was inscrutable. He was watching the road, carefully steering. His elbow brushed her arm. She became aware of the length of his thigh from hip to knee pressing against hers.

All thoughts of their awful predicament temporarily fled. His leg was hard, warm, and big, straining the worn, near-white denim of his Levis. There was a hole on his knee, and soon there would be another rent on his thigh. The fabric was pulled so tightly over his groin, it looked like it might rip asunder at any moment. Quickly Lucy averted her gaze. She tried to remove her body from all contact with his.

“Stop wriggling,” he growled.

She went very still. God, how had she ever gotten into this mess?

Lucy’s heart was slamming too fast and too hard. She didn’t like sitting there next to him, squashed in together like fish bait in a can, much less giving him a ride in the middle of nowhere. With no one else around. No one to help them—if they needed it. How had she ever been so stupid as to promise him a ride? He had practically forced them into the car. What if he did something to them, something terrible? What if he realized who she was, and kidnapped her? What if he was worse than a tramp? What if he was a down-and-out criminal?

He looked like an outlaw.

Lucy had a gun. She had a small, pearl-handled derringer in her purse, and she was a dead shot. Her grandfather had made sure of that. But she was not reassured. On the contrary, to even be thinking about the gun now, to even consider that she might need it to defend herself, fueled her fears. It pointed up just how bad the situation might actually be.

She and Joanna must escape—tonight.

She sat, rigid and breathless, scheming. He appeared just as rigid, his mouth pressed in a hard line, his gaze glued to the road with utter concentration. There was no conversation for the next hour. Then the auto suddenly ran out of power and coasted to a halt. He cursed graphically, but both girls were too upset to blush. He got out and began to turn the crank. It started, but when he stepped on the accelerator, there was nothing. The auto rolled an inch or so and then the engine died.

“What is it?” Lucy asked, alarmed.

“Damned if I know.”

Suddenly he gave Lucy a look and went behind the front seat and peered at the fuel tank. “Damn!”

“What is it?”

“We’re out of gasoline.”

“But …” Lucy started. Slowly she went crimson.

“You fill this monster up in San Antone?”

Miserably, she shook her head.

He laughed mirthlessly. Then he reached into the car and withdrew his saddle, hoisting it on his shoulder. He eyed the girls.

Lucy scrambled out of the car. “Are you going to get fuel?” she demanded.

“No, I’m not, princess.”

“Somehow I didn’t think so.”

“You’re learning. Leave your stuff. Let’s go.”

Lucy and Joanna exchanged glances. Joanna needed no encouragement; she nearly leapt from the car. Lucy grabbed the stranger’s sleeve to halt him. “How far are we from San Antonio?” Suddenly she was overjoyed and thoroughly relieved—they had been backtracking, so they had to be close to town. Town—where they could get rid of this stranger, find a bed and bath, and take the spur to Paradise tomorrow.

He smiled. “We’re not.”

“What do you mean? Of course we are! We’ve been driving for an hour back the way we came!”

“Don’t have much sense of direction, do you?”

Lucy had enough. She intended to put him in his place, once and for all. “I was born and raised in New York City—on Fifth Avenue.” Her tone was superior.

“Guess that explains just about everything,” he said with contempt.

Somehow, she had lost that round. They stared at each other. Lucy would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her drop her gaze first. As the standoff lengthened, the amusement she saw sparking in his gray eyes riled her. “Where are we?”

“About eighty miles dead west of San Antone,” he drawled. “To make up for lost time, I took a turnoff a ways back. We’ve been heading straight north, princess, and if you’d been paying attention, you’d know it.”

Lucy backed up a step. Stuck. They were truly stuck, out in the middle of nowhere with this dangerous-looking stranger—and it was almost dark. They both looked up at the dusky sky.

“Let’s go,” he said. “We’ve got another hour of light left.” Then he smiled. “And whatever it is you’re planning, I would think twice about it if I were you.”
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She was near tears.

Generally he despised sniveling females, but surprisingly, he felt sorry for her. He hadn’t known he could still feel compassion for another human being; he had thought any empathy had been beaten out of him long ago, in prison. He supposed it was because she was so plain, and just an innocent victim of the other one’s schemes. He had already sized up the girls’ relationship. The plain one was the supporting act, the other one was the leader.

The other one. Shoz stopped and turned to let the two girls catch up. The other one, the princess, was not crying, oh no. Her mouth was set in an expression like a mule’s, telling him she wouldn’t give an inch. This, too, was a surprise; he would have assumed she was all fluff.

“When are we stopping?” Lucy demanded. She was supporting Joanna. The smaller girl did not have her strength. “Joanna is exhausted.”

“But you aren’t?”

“Not at all.”

“Sheathe your claws, princess; we’ll stop for the night here.” He turned away with a hidden smile. It was a downright lie. Her face was red with exertion. And she was glaring at him as if he’d just told her they’d go another few miles, while her friend, the pale, mousy one, was gazing at him with wide teary-eyes.

Shoz began gathering wood for a fire while the two girls sank down in exhaustion. He watched the redhead strip off her expensive suede shoes without a thought for modesty; in fact, he paused to admire her stockinged ankles and the hint of calf she was showing him. On purpose? He was sure of it. She was a practiced flirt, used to gaining male attention whenever she wanted it. If she thought she could manipulate him, she had another thing coming. And if she wanted to play with fire, it was okay with him. Someone should warn her that he hadn’t had a woman in two weeks, not since he’d left Carmen in Death Valley.

“Lucy,” Joanna protested, tugging at her sleeve.

Lucy followed her friend’s glance to Shoz and saw his interested gaze. A flush rose to her cheeks while a tingle ran down her spine. She hastily let her skirts fall and cover her nearly bare legs.

“What are you doing?” Joanna scolded.

Lucy looked at her. “My feet hurt. I don’t care.”

“Do you think we’ll be safe tonight?”

There was tension in Joanna’s voice, and Lucy followed Joanna’s gaze to look at the stranger as he dumped a pile of wood and brush. He squatted. His faded jeans stretched taut over his powerful legs, and Lucy realized there was a constriction in her chest.

Joanna did not know their plans to escape, because there was no way Lucy could tell her without risking being overheard by the stranger. Lucy knew Joanna would willingly follow her when the time came. It was just a matter of finding the right moment. Having made the decision to escape earlier, Lucy did not question it now.

But she debated Joanna’s question. If they were to remain here, she wasn’t sure if they would be safe or not. She was filled with doubts. He confused her. She sensed he didn’t like her. He was so different from any man she had ever met before that he was impossible to fathom. And his gaze was unnerving. Predatory. Lucy wasn’t exactly frightened, but she wasn’t exactly calm, either.

It was almost dark, and they were going to escape as soon as possible. But how?

Shoz stood, his pale gaze sweeping over her. Lucy rose, too, as if on a puppet’s string. He had a way of making her feel naked. It raised goose bumps on her skin, and she didn’t like it.

“Can you cook?”

Lucy blinked.

He repeated the question.

“We have servants who cook.”

He picked up his saddlebags and shoved them at her chest. “Not anymore you don’t.”

She was genuinely amazed. Lucy opened the bags to find coffee, dried beans, and a few tins of meat. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“You want to eat?” He squatted and lit the fire. “Make the food first. After it’s done and we’ve eaten, you can wash the pot out in the stream that runs behind those trees. Then make the coffee.”

Stiffly Lucy threw the saddlebags down. “I am not your maid,” she said, insulted. She turned her back on him. “Come on, Joanna, let’s go refresh ourselves.” She picked up her reticule.

Shoz crossed his arms and watched her friend get up tiredly, nevertheless obeying her. He called after them, “Don’t go too far. There’s wolves, mountain lions, and snakes around here.”

That froze Lucy, but only for a second. She took Joanna’s arm, and said, loudly enough, “Ignore him. He’s only trying to scare us.”

“Are you sure?” Joanna quavered. “Lucy, what if—”

“Trust me,” Lucy replied with more confidence than she felt.

Shoz poked the fire. He made no attempt to cook. If the spoiled princess didn’t do it, she would go hungry—he’d already made up his mind on that score. Fair was fair—and he’d been too damn fair. He’d made the fire, and he certainly wasn’t going to wait on her and give in to her uppity airs. Never. He wasn’t her servant, even if she thought so.

He felt it, again, the rising pressure in his loins. He avoided ladies like the plague and his arousal made him angry. She was probably a looker when she was cleaned up, not that he cared. Her body would make any man crazy, and after two weeks of forced celibacy (he hated whores), she was making him crazy.

He looked at the sky. There was a full moon and a skyful of stars, making it a gloriously bright night. Until the sun had set, he had been heading in the right direction, and now he checked his position against the North Star. He might be off by a few miles, but the meeting wasn’t until midmorning tomorrow. Automatically Shoz’s palm went to the waistband of his jeans, touching the thick wad taped there. He had been a fool to become involved with the girls. What was he going to do with them tomorrow? Was he becoming softhearted? That would be dangerous. Then he heard a scream.

He kept a knife strapped to his ankle inside his boot, and it was in his hand even before he was running toward the stream. He already knew it was her friend who had screamed, and he recognized the sound as surprise and fear and pain. He burst through the three trees to see Joanna on the ground, moaning, holding her ankle. Lucy knelt beside her with concern. They had crossed the stream and were on the other side. “Damn,” he said, wading through the ankle-high water. He could not miss his meeting tomorrow, he absolutely could not. There was too much at stake.

“Let me see,” he said, sheathing his knife and squatting. He gently took Joanna’s foot in his hands.

“It’s not broken, is it?” Lucy cried.

Joanna kept moaning, rocking back and forth.

“She slip on the rocks in the creek?”

“Yes.”

Shoz took off her shoe. She yelped and began to cry. Shoz wished she had just a little of the debutante’s backbone. Fortunately, her ankle wasn’t broken, but it was twisted. “It’s sprained,” he announced with a sinking feeling. He knew he should just leave these two and go on about his business, but how could he? Damn! How could he leave them alone in the middle of this barren country—inhabited only by snakes and wolves? Especially now that one of them was hurt. He was becoming softhearted.

“We need ice,” Lucy stated.

“Sorry, princess, but the icebox is broken and the butler has the day off.”

Lucy stood abruptly. “Stop making fun of me.”

“You bring it on yourself,” he said shortly, and gave his attention to Joanna. She was regarding him steadily out of big, pretty blue eyes, her best feature. He gave her an encouraging smile; she smiled back. “I’ll splint this up and it’ll feel better immediately.”

“Thank you,” Joanna said softly.

“What in hell were you two doing, anyway?” Shoz asked, staring at Lucy.

“What do you mean?” Her eyes were wide and innocent, like an angel’s.

“Why’d you cross the stream?”

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Two pink spots appeared on her cheeks.

“Talking a walk?” he drawled. He didn’t wait for her answer. “Stay with her.”

Lucy eyed him as he left, and dropped down beside Joanna, taking her hand. “Don’t worry,” she said, but she herself was distraught. They had tried to escape, but had failed miserably. How could they escape now? The answer was obvious; they couldn’t. And she couldn’t escape by herself and leave Joanna alone with that monster. She would never abandon her friend like that!

“His hands were gentle,” Joanna whispered.

Lucy gaped at her.

“I don’t think he’s going to hurt us, Lucy,” Joanna said hesitantly.

Lucy stared at Joanna, who rarely offered an opinion unless it was asked for. Then she squeezed her friend’s hand. “I’m sure you’re right,” she said, to ease her fears. “Don’t worry, I won’t leave you.”

Shoz returned with material for the splint, and Lucy jumped guiltily. He looked at her sharply as he knelt down. Lucy got the impression that he had overheard them—and knew what they had tried to do. Her heartbeat accelerated, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he worked surely and fast, as if he’d tended sprained ankles dozens of times. Watching him, Lucy began to relax. If he was going to hurt them, would he be so helpful now?

She didn’t think so.

Had she overreacted to their situation? Lucy bit her lip. Knowing herself, she could honestly admit it was a slight possibility. After all, other than being rude, had be done anything terrible to them? He’d only asked for a ride, and he had fixed the Duryea.

Joanna seemed impervious to pain. Noting this and the way Joanna was gazing at the outlaw’s dark head abruptly drew Lucy to the present. Lucy felt her hackles rise, one by one. He wasn’t really handsome, although he did have a profile that could have been carved by a master. She grudgingly admitted that he was attractive, in an unusual way, in a rough, dangerous way. She watched his hands. They did, indeed, look gentle.

“Is that better?” he asked.

Lucy scowled at his back. Joanna nodded, whispering a thank you. The outlaw lifted Joanna into his arms without even asking her permission. Joanna clung to him as he carried her back to their campfire. Lucy’s anger grew, and she didn’t question why.

“Feel better?” she mocked. “Oh, thank you!” She stomped after them.

Joanna was settled comfortably in the outlaw’s bedroll and he was stoking the fire when Lucy returned. That sight annoyed her, too. He rocked back onto his heels, squinting at her. Hands on her hips, Lucy stared back. He reached into a saddlebag and tossed a can at her. She just managed to catch it. He dumped the pan out, along with a small can opener. “Start cooking,” he said.

“Why me?” Lucy asked mutinously.

“Your friend is hurt.”

“Why not you?”

“You’re the woman.”

Lucy had never opened a can in her life. She wasn’t about to start now. His attitude was irritating. She threw the can at him. “I refuse to cater to you,” she retorted. “For your information, women are equal to men—in every way. So you can cook yourself.”

“Women are equal to men, huh?” He laughed. “In every way? Really?”

He was making fun of her and she did not understand the innuendos, but was certain they were there. “In every way. But I don’t expect a backwoods person like yourself to be familiar with liberal thinking.”

“Oh, I’m real liberal,” he said, still laughing. “If you come on over here, I’ll show you just how liberal I am—and we can test out your theories of equality.”

“You would make fun of something you don’t understand.”

He stood up, his smile vanishing. It had been a startling smile, very white and dimpled. “If you’re so damn equal, princess, why didn’t you get down on your knees in the dirt to fix that fancy heap of metal?”

She flushed.

“You don’t believe in equality, honey, you believe in aristocracy.”

“That’s not true! My mother is a leading suffragette, Grace Br—”

He waited.

Lucy didn’t dare reveal her family name, just in case he was as immoral as he looked. Just in case he wasn’t averse to kidnapping. Unable to speak, she glared.

“To hell with equality, start cooking. If you want to eat, that is.”

“I happen to be full.”

“On what? Caviar blintzes?”

“We dined sumptuously in San Antonio this afternoon,” she lied. “I couldn’t possibly eat another thing.”

“Fine,” he said, and he opened the can.

Lucy couldn’t believe she had won so easily. Agitated from the exchange, she sat down next to Joanna, who had fallen asleep. She watched him cook the beans and the meat. Her stomach began to growl and she flushed, hoping he hadn’t heard. What he was making did not look appetizing, but it smelled wonderful, and the truth was, they’d only had a continental-style breakfast that morning. She swallowed. She regretted her lie and wished she could take it back. Never would she let him see that she was famished. She should have fought harder with him over the issue of cooking instead of pretending to be full. Or confessed the truth—that she hadn’t the faintest idea how to cook.

He never looked her way, stirring the pot with concentration. Once a wolf howled, and he cocked his head to the side, listening. Lucy decided she would pretend nonchalance when he ate. He took the meal off the fire and began to eat right from the pan.

At first, she was shocked by his manners. Then, when she realized that he really had no intention of offering her any food, she cried out. He turned sharply. His look was questioning.

Lucy stood, trembling. “I’m going to wash my face before bed.” She hurried away.

It was a small brook, really just a muddy trickle, not far from the circle of firelight, but hidden from sight by a cluster of scrubby trees. She scooped up water and splashed it on her face, thinking about how awful he was—and how stupid she was. He had not one ounce of gentlemanly blood in his veins. To eat in front of her without sharing, even if she had said she was full!

She found, dismayed, that the water was gritty and full of dirt, and she sank onto her buttocks in the loamy bank. Her feet throbbed, her entire body felt like it had been run over by a dray, she was starving, she was filthy, and she realized she felt like crying.

She settled for a sniffle or two, and started to feel better. This would pass, she told herself, carefully wiping her eyes. Soon she would be at Grandpa Derek’s and this would be one big joke; she and Joanna would laugh countless times remembering this adventure. Wouldn’t they?

And then she heard a noise.

An animal, grunting. Or a man.
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What was she doing?

Restlessly Shoz’s gaze swept the circle of firelight, passing indifferently over a sleeping Joanna. He tried to penetrate the darkness beyond, where he knew the muddy little stream trickled past the three scrub oaks. He could not pierce the engulfing night. Before, he had heard her splashing water, then he had heard her sniffling. Now he listened intently and heard nothing but a lonely night owl.

What was she doing?

It seemed that she had been gone for a long time, but he knew no more than ten or fifteen minutes had passed. Why was he impatient, when patience was a skill of survival he had learned so long ago? His mind was even playing tricks on him, cruel ones, vivid ones. He imagined her unbuttoning her blouse and baring her big white breasts, to bathe. He stood and began pacing, tugging at the crotch of his Levis. He was not used to this kind of predicament.

He was spoiled when it came to women. Women found him irresistible—all of them. There had never been one he hadn’t been able to get, not that he could remember. But this one … She was a rich girl, a spoiled girl, a brat, and he did not like her. He liked very few women other than his mother and sister, and Lucy was not one of them. He knew her type intimately; she was another Marianne. He had given up ladies a long time ago.

Of
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