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        Oregon, 1868

      

      

      Rafe straightened from the unmarked grave and turned to the Shoshoni brave next to him. “I won’t forget this.”

      “You go after them? The white men who did this?”

      “Honor demands it.”

      His blood brother’s face remained sober, although his black eyes danced with teasing. “You chase honor only when it suits you, Brother.”

      “You’re a fine one to talk.” Rafe clasped the other man’s hand. The difference in the color of their skin in no way lessened the bond he felt deep in his heart. “I won’t forget this.”

      “If you wish it, I would accompany you.”

      “I know. But it’s best I go alone.”

      “Be careful. It is your face, also, that other men will be on the lookout for.”

      Rafe ran a hand along his clean-shaven jaw. “Always had a hankering to wear a beard.”

      Wounded Bear clasped his forearm. “You know even if you find these men it will not return your brother to his life.”

      Rafe pressed his lips together. “No, it won’t. But I aim to see to it that the Denzell boys have killed for the last time.”

      “And the father?”

      “I’ll think of something fitting. Lord knows there’s plenty of blood on the old man’s hands, even if his sons did the killing.”
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      Callie heard the approaching rider long before his image appeared on the horizon. She tossed the last of the scraps to the chickens and headed back to the cabin, steadfastly refusing to quicken her pace. If she was going to live alone in the wilds of Oregon, she had to learn not to run for cover anytime a stranger blew across her path. Besides, her shotgun stood just inside the cabin’s front door, within easy reach. Chances were good her lone visitor was just someone on his way to town, maybe stopping in to ask directions.

      Still, Callie picked up her gun and felt its reassuring weight. So far, anytime a man trespassed onto her territory it had boded ill, and she wasn’t about to be taking any chances.

      Narrowing her eyes against the sun’s glare, she raised the shotgun and waited. The stranger was not making very good time, due to the fact he was hauling a brown-and-white calf along behind him at the end of a dusty rope. The calf bawled its protest at being dragged along this way.

      Man and horse pulled up abruptly, less than a stone’s throw from her front steps. “Good day to you, ma’am.” The man’s voice was pleasant enough as he touched the brim of his hat, although he didn’t remove it the way Callie expected a real gentleman would. He seemed to be deliberately leaving his hat in place, as well as his face in shadow, making it impossible for Callie to tell whether or not she’d seen him around these parts before.

      “Good enough day,” Callie said tightly, her hold on the shotgun unwavering. The man before her sat his saddle with the ease of one born to it. It was difficult to judge which was the more splendid creature, the man whose face remained hidden or the ebony horse beneath him.

      The man tugged on the rope, eliciting a fresh complaint from the cow. “I was wondering if this animal might belong to you. Happened upon her wandering across the road a ways back. Noticed a hole in the fence when I passed by earlier. Thought she might have got away on you.”

      “I daresay she’s mine, all right,” Callie said, her suspicions lessening ever so slightly. “I expect fetching her back slowed your journey some.”

      “Not in any particular hurry,” he drawled, as he dismounted in one fluid movement. He approached Callie and passed her the rope. “I’d feel right more comfortable, though, if you’d put that shotgun down. Firearms have a habit of sometimes going off unexpectedly.”

      “Not in my hands.” Callie replied. Cautiously she accepted the rope, warm from his touch.

      “You’ve got a nice spread here,” the man continued, glancing at the cozy log cabin and nearby barn. Smoke drifted lazily from the chimney and was soon lost in the blue of the tireless September sky.

      When he tipped his hat back she saw that his eyes were an identical blue. Broad of shoulder, lean of hip, the stranger was even more impressive on foot than astride his mount. He had to be nearabouts the tallest man she’d ever seen. A full, dark mustache rode his upper lip above a jaw shadowed with several days’ whisker growth. He looked hard, Callie thought. The way a body needed to be in order to survive in this raw, untamed land.

      Yet she found she wasn’t fearful, having already learned the hard way that fear rendered a body weak. Marriage to Bert had taught her that, and a few more things besides.

      “Mind if I water my horse while I’m here?”

      “Help yourself,” Callie said. “Best water in the state.”

      She made no effort to still the note of pride that crept into her voice. And why should she? She’d practically broken her back for what little she had. Her homestead. Her livestock. Her independence. An independence that had only truly become hers when she’d buried Bert last May.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Spurs jangled as man and horse moved to the well. Callie stood on the porch, cradling her shotgun in one arm and hanging onto the rope with her other hand. “You’ll need to be mending that hole in your fence, lest you lose the rest of your livestock,” he added.

      “It’s too late to go out now,” Callie said. “I’ll see to it first light.”

      “Yep. Sun’ll be down soon.” Having watered his horse and drunk his fill, the stranger refilled his canteen. As he turned to face her, Callie had difficulty looking away from the silvered water droplets beading on his mustache. When she finally did it was too late; his horse had cropped the colorful head off every nasturtium she had so carefully started from seed and lovingly transplanted.

      “Can’t you control your animal!” Callie exclaimed as she stomped down the steps.

      “Well, ma’am, I—” He pushed his hat toward the back of his head and glanced down at the spoiled flowerbed. Then he shrugged. “What’s done is done. I’m truly sorry. I guess old Marshall here was just plumb sick and tired of hay and oats.”

      “Nothing for it.” Callie turned away, feeling the hot dryness behind her eyelids. She knew it wasn’t reasonable to feel this way over a handful of flowers that would die anyway, come first frost. It was just so damned unfair. Bert was dead and buried, and still she wrestled with feelings of not being allowed to have one single thing that was hers and hers alone.

      She was mistress of her own domain, free to plant a hundred more nasturtiums next spring if she wanted to. And no begging for a few miserable pennies to buy seed, the way she’d been forced to do in the past. She truly was free!

      “Ma’am?” The stranger was facing her. “Did you hear what I said?”

      Feeling suddenly reckless, Callie stood the shotgun on the ground alongside her. No need protecting herself and all that was hers; obviously she was in no danger from this man. “Did you say something? I’m afraid I was woolgathering.”

      “Yes’m. I said I was of a mind to see to mending the fence for you. My way of putting things to rights between you and Marshall here.” He gave his horse an affectionate pat on his satiny nose.

      “You needn’t bother,” Callie said. “You did me the service of returning my property. Besides, flowers are an unnecessary indulgence out here.”

      “I thought they lent the place a right homey air.”

      “Did you, indeed?” Callie started to bestow a smile on the man but stopped just in time, reminding herself she didn’t care what he or any other man might think. “Well. I’d best be seeing to my chores. Thank you again.”

      “Pleasure.”

      She was halfway to the cabin when the deep rumble of his voice halted her. “I was wondering, ma’am. Would your husband object if Marshall and me was to take shelter in your barn for the night? It’d be a sight more pleasant than sleeping out in the open. I could stop and fix your fence on my way out in the morning, by way of payment.”

      Instinctively Callie opened her mouth to refuse, then paused. Didn’t the scripture verses clearly state, “I was hungry and you gave me to eat. I was cold and you gave me shelter. I was thirsty and you gave me to drink”? To say nothing of the fact that the man had ridden miles out of his way to return her lost cow. It would be wrong of her to refuse.

      “Very well, you have yourself a night’s shelter, mister. And I will take you up on your offer of mending the fence. I can’t afford to lose any more livestock.”

      “Much obliged. Mrs.—”

      “Lambert.” She hesitated before adding, “Mrs. Callie Lambert.”

      “Name’s Millar. Rafe to my friends.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Millar. You’ll find plenty of fresh hay in the barn.”

      Inside the barn Rafe stripped the saddle and blanket from his mount’s back. “Well done, Marshall, old boy,” he murmured as he added an extra measure of oats to the horse’s feed. “Couldn’t have done better myself.” For although Rafe had arrived with every intention of stopping over at the Lambert homestead, he’d wanted to make his presence seem as casual as possible rather than the purely calculated move of a man who knew exactly what he wanted and didn’t allow anything or anyone to stand in his way.

      Callie Lambert wasn’t in his way any, but her spread was conveniently close to old man Denzell and his two murdering sons. And even though Rafe had deliberately sabotaged the good widow’s fence, he’d put things back to rights tomorrow. He took a considerable amount of pride in putting things to rights.

      After searching out a clean stall, Rafe kicked a pile of hay into some semblance of a mattress and spread his bedroll atop it. Truth be told, he was a sight more comfortable sleeping under the stars than with any sort of roof stretched over him. A roof had a way of making a man feel confined. Pinned down. Not to mention making a man soft. He needed to keep the elements at bay. Rafe propped his shotgun in the hay alongside his bedroll. He had no intention of letting himself get soft, or of staying inside for an unnecessary second when he could be out getting the lay of the land.

      The silence had about the same way of making a man feel hemmed in as a roof did, Rafe mused as he took in the big-sky picture, from the lush valley cradling Callie’s homestead to parts south. Parts that included his primary target, the Double D ranch, Denzell’s spread.

      Dark green stands of spruce, pine, and fir hugged the undulating slope on the far side of the creek. Timber rights alone must be worth a pretty penny.

      He pursed his lips thoughtfully. Word was Callie Lambert had been widowed four months. How long till some of the locals came courting, he wondered. A pretty young widow with a spread like this would be quite desirable.

      “Mr. Millar.”

      At first he thought he’d only imagined her voice. But when he swung around she was real enough, a soft breeze pushing at her skirts and outlining the slender limbs beneath. Her face was shiny and he guessed she’d been standing over a hot stove. His gaze dropped to the covered plate in her hands.

      “You weren’t in the barn,” Callie said. “I fixed you a plate. Didn’t want it to grow cold.”

      Three long strides closed the distance between them.

      He took the plate from her, noticing for the first time how the green of her eyes matched the green hillside behind her. She looked younger in the softer light. More vulnerable. Or maybe it was just the absence of her rifle.

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know.”

      The words came at him, as simple and direct as her gaze, unlike the city belles with their highfalutin’ airs, stylish gowns, and coy speech and mannerisms. Powdered and coifed and smelling so sweet a man’s gut ached, most females were intent on one thing and one thing only: snagging themselves a husband. Making the poor bastard’s life hell. He wondered how much the late Mr. Lambert had suffered before going to his final resting place. He also wondered if her wealthy neighbor to the south might be the widow’s next target.

      “Would you care to join me?” He indicated a couple of sawed-off tree stumps.

      “I don’t think so, thank you.”

      “Suit yourself.” Rafe sat and lifted the towel covering his meal, releasing the homey scent of fresh meat and vegetables in a rich stew broth. “Mind if I ask why?”

      Callie brushed her forehead where strands of gentle brown hair had escaped the confining topknot. It was a futile gesture. “Not one to set idle, I guess.”

      Rafe nodded and dug into his stew, as if unconcerned. “Oh, I almost forgot.” From the pocket of her apron she pulled out a chunk of fresh bread. “I didn’t want it to get sogged up on the plate.”

      ‘‘‘Preciate that.” Rafe ate in silence for several moments, while Callie watched.

      When some comment seemed required, he asked, “You bake this bread, Mrs. Lambert?”

      Callie nodded. Rafe noticed how she worried her bottom lip. Something was sure enough on her mind. He took another bite. Best to let her come about it in her own way.

      “Sure you won’t have a seat?” he asked, after several more minutes had passed in silence.

      To his surprise she sat, looking at him in a rather disconcerting fashion. He knew his beard was starting to fill in. He also knew it was likely posters of Luke had been plastered up around town. He understood, though, that she wasn’t much of one for going to town.

      “Where you from, Mr. Millar?”

      Rafe managed a careless shrug. “Here and there. No place in particular.”

      “Grew up in Wyoming, myself.”

      Rafe nodded. Waited for her to say more.

      “Got married out there. Mr. Lambert was on his way west when he heard about the Land Act. Husband and wife got twice as much land as a single gent.”

      Rafe bit back a smile and practiced the potent charm that was his trademark. “If you don’t mind my saying so, ma’am, I sincerely doubt that’s the only reason Mr. Lambert popped the question.”

      Callie frowned. Maybe she didn’t recognize a compliment when it came right at her. He tried again. “What I meant was, you’re a very attractive woman. Not to mention one hell of a cook. Mr. Lambert is one lucky man.”

      “He’s dead.” She issued the words with a suddenness that startled him. Not so much the words themselves but the way she announced the fact.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I’m not. He wasn’t a very nice man. But I wanted to explain.”

      “Explain?”

      “If folks in town were to hear about you stopping here overnight... Well, it wouldn’t be seemly.”

      “You’d prefer I not mention this in town, that it?”

      Callie’s face cleared like the skies after a thunderstorm.

      “Exactly. Not that I especially care what that mealy-mouthed bunch of busybodies happens to think, but...”

      “I understand. Your reputation is safe with me.”

      Callie rose. “I appreciate that.”

      “Has to be a hard life out here, for a woman alone.”

      Callie opened her mouth as if to speak, then seemed to think better of it. She glanced around her, an expression of satisfied pride on her face. “Nothing’s too hard when you’re fixed on something you want.”

      Rafe thought briefly of the Denzells, of other times, things he’d wanted in days past. The lady had herself a point. He stood, not quite sure of what to do with his empty plate. “I couldn’t agree with you more.”

      When Callie started toward the cabin it seemed only natural to fall into step beside her. “You never wanted to settle down someplace?” she asked. “Work the land, put down roots?”

      Rafe laughed. “I’m afraid we Millars are a rootless bunch. Hardly remember my ma or my pa. My brother and me raised ourselves.”

      “How terrible.”

      “I’ve seen folks grow up worse off.”

      “Whereabouts have you been?”

      “You name it, I’ve seen it. Riverboats down south. Goldfields in California. Trapping up north. Boston. New York. New Orleans. Mexico.”

      “I was so happy to finally get here, I don’t expect a body’d ever get me to move again.”

      “Rough trip?” Rafe asked.

      A shadow crossed Callie’s face. “You could say that.”

      Abruptly she changed the subject. “I got a pot of coffee on the stove. You like some? Or there’s more stew.”

      “Coffee sounds like just the ticket.” He paused at the bottom of the steps. “You want I should wait for you out here?”

      He saw the hesitation march across her features. She scanned the skyline where the sun dropped low on the horizon. Then she said, “I guess there’s no harm in you coming inside. “

      Following her in, Rafe took a seat at the scrubbed pine table. The smell of freshly perked coffee permeated the air above the cooking odors. The cabin was neat, if sparsely furnished. He took note of the many homey touches, from drying flowers and herbs above the ugly black stove to the cheerful red-and-white gingham at the window above the sink. Amazing, really, that she kept the place going inside and out. She must be a tireless worker. Obviously her home meant everything to her. Rafe couldn’t imagine feeling that way about anything. Maybe he had once, but...

      Across the table, Callie wondered what sudden thoughts brought the frown to his face and the shadow to his eyes. She filled two mugs and pushed one in front of Rafe, then placed the milk jug and sugar bowl within easy reach, wishing she’d taken the time earlier to make an apple brown betty, like she’d planned. But she’d been busy putting up preserves before Rafe—Mr. Millar, she corrected herself quickly—arrived.

      They sipped their coffee in companionable silence for several minutes before he spoke. “You get on all right with your neighbors hereabouts?”

      Callie, intently stirring her coffee, jerked so abruptly that the hot liquid sloshed down the sides of the mug and onto the table. She jumped up and grabbed a rag, glad of an excuse to delay her answer. Not that she was duty-bound to say anything, but she preferred talk to the thoughtful silence between them.

      “Neighbors, you say. Let me think.” She busied herself rinsing the rag and hanging it on a line strung above the stove. “There’s a big homestead to the south. Family by the name of Denzell. Matter of fact, the Denzells are my only neighbors. He’s bought out near everybody else.”

      “That a fact. Wonder why?”

      Callie searched his face for hidden motives behind his question, finding none. But she kept her guard firmly in place. For all she knew, Mr. Millar could have been sent here by Denzell to feel her out, him not being the type to take kindly to the word “no.”

      “Land-hungry, I suspect. He came by right after Bert died and offered to buy me out, too. I suppose he thought I might be glad of an excuse to move on.”

      “I take it he was wrong.”

      “Yup.”

      “How’d he take it? Your refusing his offer?”

      “Mind if I ask why you’re so interested?”

      “Sounds like the man I’ll wind up talking to about a job, if I stay. Pays to know who you’re talking to.”

      Callie nodded. “Denzell wasn’t too worried. Said one winter out here alone ought to be enough to change my mind.”

      Rafe’s blue eyes settled on her in a disconcerting way. Suddenly Callie found the room uncomfortably warm.

      “Sounds almost like a threat.”

      She jumped up. “I don’t think he meant it that way. More coffee?”

      Rafe took the hint and rose to his feet. “No, thank you, ma’am.”

      Up close, Callie realized she’d never been face to face with a man who emanated such power. She felt positively tiny alongside him, even after she straightened her back and rose slightly onto her toes.

      “There’s warm water for washing on the stove, if you’ve a mind,” she said. “Can I get you anything else? A blanket or a pillow or anything?”

      “Marshall and me’ll make out just fine. Thanks again for letting us stop over.”

      Callie watched him depart with a comfortable roll to his step. He seemed like a man who knew himself well and rested easy with that knowledge.

      So why did something about his presence make her feel skittish? Maybe because he didn’t suit the role of a drifter so much as that of a man with a purpose. A purpose to what end? Callie wondered. Then she told herself it really didn’t matter. Come tomorrow he’d be gone.
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      “Callie girl!”

      She froze at the look on Bert’s leering, bloated face as he slowly un-threaded his belt and approached. He was drunk again. A mean drunk. just like her pa and her older brother. She squeezed her eyes shut, steeling herself for the bite of the leather. Bad as Bert’s beatings might be, they were nothing compared to how excited he got. And what happened next...

      Callie bolted upright in bed, bathed in sweat, her nightgown twisted in a knot about her hips. She pushed the damp hair back from her face and stifled a groan. The glimpse of daylight behind the curtains meant she’d overslept. She tumbled from bed and splashed cold water onto her flushed face, wishing it was half so easy to sluice off the memories. Bert was dead. He would never hurt her again. Why did she allow him to violate her dreams the way he’d violated her life for six miserable years?

      Twisting her hair into its customary topknot, Callie winced as she gave the pin an unnecessarily hard jab that dug into her scalp. Time and again Bert had threatened that she needed breaking, just like a wild filly. He’d died without succeeding in breaking her. And she’d stood dry-eyed at his grave, vowing no man would ever put his hands on her again.

      Out in the kitchen she grabbed her apron from its hook near the sink, then paused. Something wasn’t right. The room was warm. The stove was lit. That was when she remembered Rafe Millar.

      He’d spent the night in the barn. He must have come inside this morning and lit the stove while she slept. And much as she disliked the idea of a stranger in her cabin, she had to admit having the stove already lit was a rare treat. She’d fix a home-cooked breakfast, her way of thanking him.

      En route to the henhouse she stuck her head in the barn but saw no sign of the man or his mount. He must have gone out to fix the fence. Even as she wondered if he’d be back, she caught sight of his bedroll neatly stacked atop one of the stall doors. He would be back. And breakfast would be waiting.

      Callie hummed a speeded-up version of “Onward Christian Soldiers” as she collected the warm eggs. She was still humming as she headed back to the cabin when, over the squawking of the chickens, she heard sounds of a horse and rider.

      The approaching horse was an impressive gray, but the heavy-jowled man astride was less impressive. She’d disliked and distrusted Denzell from their very first meeting, unlike Bert, who’d been taken in by the man’s swagger and boasting.

      “Mornin’, Callie.”

      “Mr. Denzell,” she said, not breaking her stride. “What brings you out this way?”

      “Nice day for a ride,” he said.

      “I thought it looked like rain, myself.” She watched with satisfaction as Denzell flushed.

      “Hope you don’t mind my dropping in like this. But just last night me and the boys was sitting around wondering how you was doin’. Thought to see if maybe you had a change of heart about my offer.”

      Callie felt herself tense. Her steps slowed. “Nothing has changed, Mr. Denzell. Particularly the way I feel about this place.”

      “You expect old Den to believe you’re so attached to this miserable patch of sod and its rundown cabin that you couldn’t possibly bear to part with it?” His eyes glittered knowingly, and Callie felt herself freeze inside. “‘Specially when it carries such warm and wonderful memories of your life here with Bert.”

      Like an animal scenting danger she detected something amiss with Denzell’s words, coupled with the way he looked at her. Almost as if he knew firsthand what a hell Bert had made her life. How could he possibly know? Her gaze slid in the direction of the cabin and her shotgun. Why did she feel the sudden need for protection, just because Denzell sat there, twin six-shooters strapped to his sides, his shotgun laid across his saddle?

      He gave her a hard look. “What if I were to sweeten the pot? Make it worth your while to move someplace else. Maybe someplace like California. I hear the sun shines there every day.”

      Callie swallowed her feelings of unease and managed a sweet smile. “Why, Mr. Denzell. I don’t want you to go having pity on me now, just ‘cause I’m a widow. If I ever did decide to sell, I wouldn’t dream of accepting one penny more than fair market value.”

      Denzell’s face reddened. “Just how you planning to survive? Bet you don’t got enough pluck to buy seed for next spring’s planting.”

      “I thought I might sell some of my timber.”

      Denzell threw back his head and laughed uproariously.

      “Little lady, you got one hell of a lot to learn. Starting with who owns the only mill in these parts.”

      “You don’t own the only mill in the state,” she retorted with more bravado than she felt.

      “Give me time, Callie. Give me time.” With that, Denzell turned his horse. The big gray pawed the ground and reared slightly. “Time’ll come when I own the whole damn state, lock, stock, and barrel, including this place.”

      “Over my dead body,” Callie murmured under her breath. Only when Denzell was out of sight did she turn and climb the steps to the cabin.

      Once he heard the cabin door slam, Rafe sauntered around the corner of the barn and stared in the direction of the dust stirred up by Callie’s departing visitor. “The early bird does indeed catch the worm,” he mused aloud. One thing was for sure. Denzell wanted Callie’s homestead bad. Had to be some powerful important reason for that. Be up to him to ferret out the whys and wherefores. He believed in knowing everything there was to know about the enemy.

      Nonchalantly he crossed the yard to the well, pulled up a bucket of water, and stripped off his shirt. He allowed his thoughts free rein as he splashed water over his chest and arms. Now that he’d mended Callie’s fence it was time to plot his next strategy, make himself indispensable around here for a while longer. As he dried himself with his shirt, he scanned the darkening sky and gave a satisfied nod. Thought he smelled a storm brewing. It could prove to be just the thing!

      Callie stepped onto the front porch and froze. Rafe Millar stood near the well, stripped naked to the waist. Angling through the clouds, a single shaft of sunlight touched his deeply tanned, glistening wet skin. As if aware of her watching him, he slowly turned. Their gazes locked across the yard.

      Callie swallowed thickly and opened her mouth to tell him breakfast was ready, but her voice refused to work. The sight of Bert with no shirt, his graying middle-aged chest and saggy stomach, had never rendered her more than repulsed.

      Rafe Millar was something else. He was lean as a whipcord, and his every movement emphasized the powerful pull of muscles visible beneath smooth, golden skin. His chest was sprinkled with a generous dusting of curly dark hair that thinned across a flat belly and arrowed into his pants.

      He tossed back his wet hair and shoved his arms into his shirtsleeves but didn’t bother to fasten the buttons as he strode toward her. Each step raised a fine plume of dust. To her mortification Callie found her vocal cords still frozen.

      Reaching the steps, he propped one booted foot on the first runner and leaned across his bent knee, peering up at her. “Did I hear company come and go already this morning?”

      Callie’s tongue moistened her dry lips. “Mr.... Mr....Denzell.”

      “Your neighbor?”

      Callie nodded. Swallowed again.

      “Little early to come calling, isn’t it?”

      Callie flushed, certain that he referred to her rising so late. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Depends.”

      Rafe cocked his head to the side and flashed her an engaging grin. “Got your fence fixed right as rain. Speaking of which...” He glanced skyward.

      As if by prearranged signal the first drops of rain fell, round dark splotches clearly visible on the dusty dry earth.

      “We need the rain.” Callie wiped her hands on her apron. “Come in. I fixed some ham and eggs and fresh biscuits.”

      Rafe’s grin widened. “Best offer I had all day. ‘Cept I’m afraid you’re going to spoil me with this home cooking. Make it mighty difficult to leave.”

      “I take it you’re fixing to stay in the area then?”

      “For a spell.”

      “What kind of work are you looking for?”

      “Pretty much anything.”

      “Denzell might be able to use you at his mill.”

      Rafe nodded as he took the seat she indicated. “‘Course, what I like best is working the land.”

      In the midst of dishing up a mound of potatoes, Callie paused and gave him a measured look. “Strange choice for a man with wanderlust in his veins.”

      “Not forever, mind,” Rafe said, tipping his chair back so the front legs were lifted clean off the floor. “Just a short time. Don’t suppose you’d be looking to take on a hand to help you around here a spell?”

      Callie plunked the plate in front of him. “Managing just fine on my own.”

      “I thought that’s what you’d say.” Rafe set his chair to rights and dug into the plate of food.

      Nothing wrong with the man’s appetite, that was for sure. Callie watched the way Rafe consumed four eggs, a mountain of fried potatoes, a slab of ham, and half a dozen biscuits with butter. Truth was, it would be a real treat to hire an extra set of hands for a while, battening everything down in readiness for the approaching winter. But Denzell had unwittingly spoken the truth. Miserly Bert had died without revealing where he’d stashed his money sock, and it had taken all but Callie’s last dime to pay for his casket. Bert didn’t cotton to banks, so Callie knew in her bones the money had to be someplace on the ranch. She’d wasted many a valuable hour in the past four months trying to locate it, but to no avail. And while selling her timber was one option, Denzell’s was the only local mill. He’d made it twice over plain he wasn’t about to help her gain her independence.

      “I didn’t thank you proper for lighting the stove this morning.”

      “My pleasure. Your neighbors tend to drop in on you very often?”

      Callie shook her head. Staring down at the table, she traced the pattern of wood grain with the handle of her spoon, her thoughts a million miles away, lulled by the rhythmic sound of the rain on the roof. A sound that rose to a near-deafening crescendo. She jumped when an angry burst of wind lashed hail against the window.

      “Looks like we’re in for a pretty good storm,” she finally said.

      Rafe tipped his chair back on its hind legs. “It does, indeed. You won’t take it amiss, I hope, if me and Marshall sit it out where it’s dry?”

      Callie realized she could hardly order him off her property in the middle of a hailstorm. As her gaze circled the kitchen she noticed his hat and jacket, pegged on the back of the door as if they belonged there. Fighting down a sudden rush of resentment at the way he’d made himself at home, she rose and went to the window. The sky looked as if someone had drawn a black curtain across it. Hailstones the size of robin eggs were bouncing across the yard. Callie hugged herself, clasping her elbows tight. “Good thing I brought in the last of the pumpkins yesterday.”

      “It’s gonna be quite a show of thunder and lightning, unless I miss my guess.”

      She hadn’t heard him move. Yet he stood directly behind her, his words warm against the back of her neck. The hair there stood on end, prickling a warning, and she felt—or imagined she felt—the heat from his body all the way down her spine. She felt trapped. Swallowing hard, she refused to give in to the rising sense of panic.

      Instead she forced herself to turn, to meet him face to face. His lids were half lowered, his expression unreadable. Callie was reminded of a coyote she’d seen one night on the trip west. The animal had been hurt bad. One foot half chewed off, it must have been crazy with pain, circling their wagons and their fire. The menfolk had been unable to drive it off. Eventually one of them had put the creature out of his misery.

      Rafe was that coyote in his prime. Alone. Fearless. Determined.

      A force to be reckoned with.

      Let someone else do the reckoning, she thought.

      A fork of lightning ripped through the sky, its sudden brightness reflected in his eyes. Eyes filled with a purpose she couldn’t begin to guess at. The light dimmed. The resonant march of thunder echoed through the cabin’s walls, underscored by the clatter of hailstones on the roof.

      “You have to go,” Callie said abruptly.

      Rafe didn’t say a word, just eyed her for one long minute before he moved to the door, shrugged into his jacket, and put on his hat.

      “I didn’t mean right this minute,” she amended. “I mean, you might as well wait until it lets up.”

      Rafe gave her another dark, measuring look. “I’ll check on the animals.”

      Once he’d left, Callie added another log to the stove and put on a pan of water to heat before she started clearing the dishes. As she worked, her thoughts were a jumble. After Bert died she’d thought things couldn’t help but get better. Instead, it seemed they were getting worse. Alone out here she felt like some sort of target. First Denzell and his persistence to take over her land.

      Now Rafe. Something about him spoke of elements of danger. He had the steely look of a man with a mission. A man whom nothing would sway from what he’d come to do.

      First and foremost, though, was the shaky state of her financial affairs. She had to find Bert’s money sock. Fast. And Lord help her if she didn’t, ‘cause come spring she’d have no choice but to give up. To let go of the only thing she truly cared about. Her home. Callie vowed she’d die first.

      Her thoughts were shattered by a terrible, ear-splintering sound of devastation and destruction.

      Rafe!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Callie flung open the door and rushed onto the porch. Slippery hailstones sent her feet sliding out from beneath her. The breath was knocked from her lungs as she bumped down the front steps and landed in the mud.

      “Are you all right?”

      Rafe’s voice penetrated her consciousness as she stirred, unsure how long she’d lain there unable to move or catch her breath. It could have been seconds or several long minutes. Overhead, the drone of thunder had receded in the distance. The sky no longer lit up with lightning forks. The rain hadn’t lessened any, though, and besides being thoroughly soaked from her scalp to her toes she grew aware of a dull throb in her right ankle.

      “Don’t move.”

      As if she could, Callie thought crossly. She felt his hands making a swift yet thorough examination of her limbs, beginning at her shoulders and running down her arms, past her waist and hips to her legs. Callie might have panicked if his touch hadn’t been as impersonal as any doctor’s. When he probed her right ankle, she moaned slightly.

      “Hurt anywhere else?”

      Everywhere, she thought as she shook her head. Not that she’d admit it to him. Besides, she’d been bruised up before. She’d heal.

      Rafe leaned over her. “Put your arm around my neck.” Stubbornly Callie ignored him and tried to hoist herself to her feet. She failed miserably and landed in a crumpled heap.

      Rafe glared down at her, hands on hips, rainwater dripping off the brim of his hat. “Now, shall we try it my way? Or do you enjoy lying here catching your death?”

      Callie pressed her lips together, glanced up at him from beneath sodden strands of hair, then nodded. If she had to, she could crawl inside on her hands and knees, but it wasn’t something she felt like doing in front of him.

      “That’s better.”

      Bending down, he lifted her into his arms as if she weighed no more than a hunk of firewood.

      “The porch is slippery,” she murmured against the warm skin of his neck. Closing her eyes, she inhaled an interesting combination of scents that included leather, horses, and clean, musky male skin.

      “So I noticed.” He managed the few stairs effortlessly, kicked open the door, and crossed the room to deposit her unceremoniously on the settee near the stove.

      Callie gritted her teeth at the stab of pain that radiated up her right leg to the knee. “What in tarnation was that noise I heard? Sounded like the roof was being ripped right off from overhead.”

      “You know that big tree near the henhouse?”

      “That beautiful old pine?”

      “It’s now on top of what used to be the henhouse.”

      “Oh, no!”

      “Henhouse isn’t much more than a pile of kindling,” Rafe added as he drew off his gloves, shrugged out of his sheepskin jacket, and shook the worst of the rainwater off his hat. He hunkered down alongside her. “Take off your stocking.”

      “I will not!” Callie managed an indignant look and sat back, arms folded tight across her chest.

      “Have it your way.” Without the slightest trace of embarrassment Rafe pushed her skirt up past her knees and located the top of her cotton stocking. Despite Callie’s outraged squeal he had both stocking and shoe removed in a trice. Removed so smoothly, so effortlessly, that Callie had a notion it was hardly the first time he’d separated a woman from her undergarments. The thought was outrageous, and she blushed, rightly ashamed of herself.

      She tugged her sodden skirts back down into some semblance of modesty, a movement that brought a slow, knowing smile to Rafe’s lips. “I need to see if you broke your ankle, Callie.” It was the first time he’d used her Christian name, and somehow, coming from him, it sounded completely natural. For her part, she’d been thinking of him as Rafe almost from the first.

      “It doesn’t feel broken,” she muttered, aware of the pressure of his cool fingers against her skin. He cradled her heel in one large callused palm, but when he tried to rotate the joint she sucked in her breath.

      He glanced up at her. “Doesn’t feel too good, though, does it? Take off your other stocking.”

      “What for?” She flashed him a suspicious glance. “The other ankle’s just fine.”

      “I want to compare. See how badly swollen this one is.”

      “Oh.” Self-consciously, she reached up under her skirt and unhooked the second stocking, slowly rolling it over her knee and down her calf. Rafe unfastened her shoe and tossed it alongside its mate. His eyes fastened on hers as he peeled the second stocking from her foot. Callie felt the slow flush of physical awareness lick up the backside of her legs. Although she was modestly covered, her senses registered the unaccustomed intimacy of their pose, aware of the way she felt flushed from more than just the fire.

      “I thought so.”

      She bit her lip when his thumbnail grazed the arch of her foot. The resulting sensation was funny, almost ticklish. Reflexively she jerked her foot away. “You thought so what?”

      “Bad sprain,” Rafe said, pushing himself to a standing position. “I expect it’ll be a week before you can put much weight on it.”

      “A week?” Callie sputtered. “I can’t be laid up a week. I’ve got chores to see to. Animals to feed.”

      Rafe ignored her. “Got any bandages?”

      “What for?”

      “Need something to bind that ankle.”

      “You’re making a big fuss about nothing, Mr. Millar. Why, already I feel nearabouts good as new.” As she spoke, Callie swung her legs over the edge of the settee and tried to stand. Her right ankle collapsed and she would have fallen had Rafe not been there. He caught her and swung her up in his arms. She could feel the beat of his heart, the banded strength in his arms cradling her against him, the way his belt buckle dug into her hip.

      The heat of his body crept through her wet dress and warmed her intimately. She was embarrassed to feel her nipples harden and see their pointed peaks through her clothing. She squirmed slightly, hoping he didn’t feel it too.

      “What’s that you were saying?”

      “There’s some bandages in the far drawer in the bedroom.”

      “Let’s just mosey in and get them, shall we?”

      He shouldered open the bedroom door and ducked his head beneath the door frame. She kept her eyes on his face. This close she could see each individual whisker, the sensual line of his lips beneath his thick dark mustache. Not until he placed her on the pristine white bed covering did she realize he wasn’t wearing a belt. She felt herself blush as hotly as any virgin, belatedly aware what part of his anatomy had been jabbing into her hip.

      Trying to recover from her embarrassment, Callie folded her hands primly in her lap as he rummaged in the drawer she indicated. She had herself well in hand by the time he turned back to her.

      “Tell me if this hurts. I’ll be gentle as I can.”

      Callie nodded and forced herself to concentrate on the crown of his head as he ministered to her injury. He had wonderful thick dark hair that fell near the collar of his shirt in a natural wave. She wondered if his hair felt as silky as it looked, and locked her fingers together more tightly.

      “There you go.” He stood and surveyed his handiwork.

      “Soon as the storm quits I’ll find you a stout walking stick. You’ll be hobbling around here before you know it.”

      “I appreciate your help, Mr. Millar,” Callie said. “I just want to make one thing clear.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I don’t want you altering your plans because of...” She paused. “Because of me” would sound awfully presumptuous, easy for him to misinterpret. “Because of the storm or me being hurt.”

      “All due respect, Callie. But I have no intention of it.”

      “Fine,” Callie said. “I just wanted to make that perfectly clear.”

      “More bad news, I’m afraid,” Rafe said, entering the cabin a short while later.

      Callie looked up from the stocking she was mending.

      “What’s that?”

      “More’n half the roof blew off your barn in the storm. I herded the animals down to the one end that’s dry. Found a hunk of old canvas in the shed and tacked it up so’s to keep the hay from getting wet. You’d best see to getting it fixed proper as soon as possible. You’ll need to rebuild your henhouse, too. I don’t know where your chickens flew off to, but they’ll likely head back once they figure it’s safe.”

      Callie
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