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Dedicated with love to mon homme
d’air—

the stuff of which

dreams are made.

 



 


 


I am a free man and the son of a free
people!

—Celtic saying


Chapter 1

Northern Italy, 285 B.C.

 


“Alek, don’t forget to
ask about a love potion!” Alek’s friend, Rowan, slapped him
good-naturedly on the back. “See you at sunrise—if you’re still
alive!”

“I’ll be alive,” Alek replied, shifting his
weight. “You can count on that.”

“I wish it were me they’d asked.” Rowan
glanced at the sacred grove of oaks that stood sentinel on a hill
in the dusk of spring. “It’s a great honor, being asked to share in
a ceremony.”

“The question is, what kind of ceremony is
it? You never know what magic the Druids will practice.”

Rowan nodded. “Maybe it’s the sex magic—if
you’re lucky.”

Alek was grateful for the waning light that
hid his blush. Though twenty years old and a veteran of countless
battles, he was still a virgin—just another facet of his life that
he took pains to conceal.

“You’re not afraid of the Druids, are you,
Alek?”

“What—me?” Alek snorted in contempt.

“Besides,” Rowan continued. “They’d never
harm the finest warrior in Gaul.”

“Some claim my father is the finest warrior
in Gaul.”

“No, he isn’t,” Rowan retorted. “He’s just
the meanest. The Druids want the finest man they can get. And
that’s you, my friend.”

"You could be wrong, Rowan.” Alek crossed
his arms over his chest. “This ceremony could be a plot of my
father’s, a way to get rid of me.”

“Even your father wouldn’t want you dead
now, Alek, not with that Roman dog Caius breathing down our necks.
We need every able-bodied warrior and he knows it.”

Alek considered the words of his friend as
he directed his gaze up the grassy slope to the oaks. He had
visited the sacred grove only a few times, and each incident had
made the hair on the back of his neck stand up, as if an invisible
presence resided there. Usually he didn’t believe in anything he
couldn’t see or fight, but the grove and the Druids challenged his
convictions, which is why he steered clear of the strange priests
of his people and the centers of their power.

Unlike most of his fellow warriors, he
avoided the grove, especially during Beltane, when men took women
in celebration of life and fertility and simply the joy of being
human. Marriages and pregnancies resulted from Beltane, neither of
which was a luxury Alek could afford to indulge in, though many a
maid had dropped hints that it was he they desired to join with
during the festival.

Rowan pulled his tartan cloak around his
shoulders in an effort to ward off the evening chill. “Well, are
you going to stand here all night, Alek?”

“No. I’m going.”

Rowan held up his hand. “I salute you as a
free man.”

Alek returned the salute and noticed that
Rowan’s face was suddenly much graver than it had been during the
last few moments of lighthearted jesting.

“And I you, my brother.”

They clasped forearms and for an instant
looked into each other’s eyes, joined by a camaraderie built over
years of serving as partners in battle. He and Rowan had grown up
together, had become men together, and now Rowan served as his
rider when they went up against the Romans.

Alek released his grip and stepped away. “It
is time.”

Rowan nodded silently and left Alek on the
trail leading to the sacred grove and his duty as a Senone
warrior.

Setting his jaw, Alek strode up the trail,
oblivious to the cold breeze that wafted through the forest. Years
spent as a warrior had made him impervious to physical discomfort.
He could sleep in the snow with nothing but a bear pelt to shield
him from the elements. He could withstand a bone-shattering blow
without so much as a blink. He could cut a man in half and never
think twice.

He was a warrior through and through, an
instrument of destruction, a shining example of a Gallic man.
Whatever the Druids required of him, he’d accept with calmness and
courage, his usual way of facing anything that was thrown in his
path.

Years of living with an abusive father had
tempered him well, hammering strength and endurance into the
child’s body that had grown into a man capable of meeting the
toughest challenge. His childhood had annealed his heart with
resistance more unyielding than stone and a determination that
never wavered.

Alek gained the top of the hill and walked
on until he saw the oak grove looming in front of him in a majestic
half-circle. For a moment he stood on the edge of the clearing,
weighing the heaviness of the night as the smell of mud and new
grass assailed his senses.

There was a reason why the Druids measured
time by the moon instead of the sun. The night had a soul full of
mystery which forced a man to look inward — a much more potent span
of time than the daylight hours. In the night, a man was often
alone with his thoughts — a time some men dreaded, a time others
cherished. Alek frowned, knowing how the hours of twilight could
eat away at the very heart of him.

He strode forward, wondering why no priests
were in evidence other than a single female figure standing near
the altar. As with the other times, the hair on the back of his
neck raised. He resisted the impulse to shudder.

“Alek,” the female Druid called out.
“Welcome. Enter.” He walked across the clearing, wishing he had
brought his battle-axe, for he trusted no one, not even the
priests. He considered the melodious voice and tried to figure out
what woman stood concealed in the white hooded robe of the Druids,
but couldn’t identify the speaker from her brief command.

“I have come. What do you require of me?” he
demanded, trying to peer into the shadows of the cloak.

“I require your honest heart, Alek,” she
answered. “To defeat the Romans, we must perform a most sacred
ceremony. We must fuse the spirit of man and woman and send that
energy to the Roman encampment. In that way, we can drive off the
enemy who tries to drive us from our homeland.”

Alek clenched his jaw. Was she proposing the
sex magic, as Rowan had mentioned? He would do most anything for
his people, but even he had limits. He also knew through firsthand
observation of the incidents in his mother’s life that a woman
suffered when a man slaked his lust upon her. The act of coupling
was a cruel and bestial activity, and was the last thing he would
ever inflict upon a defenseless woman.

He refused to allow a woman to take his
seed, as he was adamantly opposed to fathering a child that might
possess the dark attributes of a changeling, the same attributes he
possessed—dark hair and brown eyes that marked him as an outsider.
He would rather die than sentence a child to the life of
concealment and dishonesty that had been forced upon him.

Though he had reaped every honor a warrior
could achieve, he was never able to fully accept the accolades, for
a lie dishonored his soul and robbed him of glory. He often
wondered if a world could exist where he could be himself, without
the deceit, a place where he could lead a full and natural life—a
place where he could take an easy breath.

“Where are the others?” Alek asked, checking
the clearing again for signs of her companions. Druidic rituals
were rarely performed by just one priest.

“There is no need of the others.” She
stepped forward. “All that is required is a woman and a man. You
are the champion of the Senones, Alek, the strongest man among us.
Your spirit and mine can defeat the Roman Caius.”

The night’s agenda was just as he suspected:
sex magic.

“And you are—” He scanned the shadowed cowl,
fairly certain now of the Druid’s identity. “Is it Linna who stands
before me?”

“Yes.” She pushed back the hood of her cloak
to reveal her flaxen hair, plaited in two thick braids that rested
on her chest and disappeared in the folds of her robe. Her face,
raw-boned and fair, was too angular to be beautiful, yet Linna’s
bearing was all that the eye beheld, and she was seen as beautiful.
A bit older than Alek, she had spent nearly two decades learning
the knowledge that the priests passed down, committing all things
to memory, for the Druids kept no written records.

“How can you perform a ceremony, Linna? You
have not yet taken your vows.”

“I shall do so soon. Regardless, I have the
knowledge and the skill that is required.”

But did she have the stomach for it? Alek
doubted it. He glanced over her shoulder at the altar, which Linna
had draped with a covering made of the white fur of winter rabbits.
If he didn’t extricate himself, he’d wager a flagon of wine that
he’d soon be laying on that rabbit fur with her on top of him. How
could he get out of this situation without offending her?

“There is nothing to fear, Alek.”

“I am not afraid.”

“Good.” She smiled and turned, chanting a
low incantation as she circled the altar. Then she lit candles,
placing one to mark the east, one to mark the west, and two more at
north and south. They sputtered in the breeze, but did not go out.
Alek watched her perform her preparatory rites, trying to think of
a plan of escape.

If he walked away, he would shame her,
something he wouldn’t do to a Druid, or any woman for that matter.
Yet if he confided in her the reasons for his avoidance of women,
his secret might be spread through the whole of Gaul. He would be
made a laughingstock. Even Rowan, who knew him better than anyone,
was not aware of Alek’s innermost secrets. He shared them with no
one, as his mother and father had taught him to do by concealing
theirs from him. And there was something else to consider: he often
wondered if his phenomenal strength could be attributed to
virginity.

“Alek, come to the stone.”

He squared his shoulders and walked to the
altar. For a moment he looked down at Linna’s ruddy face, made
harsher by the candlelight, and tried to see into her heart. Linna
was putting on a convincing display of the priesthood, but he
wondered if this were simply a way of bedding him at last. He had
not failed to notice the sidelong glances Linna often sent his way,
glances that spoke of her desire for him. But did she realize what
coupling would entail?

Yet if this was truly a Druidic ritual and
he refused to participate, there was no telling what misfortune
might befall him.

“Divest yourself of your weapons,” she
began, glancing at the short sword and dagger he wore slung at his
hip.

Alek unfastened the belt of the scabbards
and set them upon the grass, all the while keeping a guarded eye on
the dark trunks of the oaks. He rarely went unarmed, and felt naked
and vulnerable without his sword. For his own protection, he
retained the dagger that hung from his belt.

She reached down to the base of the altar
stone and picked up a small clay flask and a bronze chalice. Into
the cup she poured a brown liquid whose perfume wafted upward to
Alek. He had never smelled anything of such cloying sweetness.

Linna mumbled a prayer over the chalice and
then lifted it in both hands to offer it to Alek. Did she want him
to drink from the cup? Would she drink from it as well? This
ceremony too closely resembled the Gallic marriage rite for his
peace of mind. He would only go so far with this ceremony, just
until he found a way to get out of it.

“Drink.” She lifted the chalice closer.

“What is it?”

“Night orchid nectar. The finest wine you
will ever taste.”

Alek looked askance at the chalice. The
Druids used hundreds of plants for healing and for their rituals.
Not that he was an expert in plant lore, but his mother was a
healer, and as far as he knew she had never mentioned night
orchid.

“Night orchid? I have not heard of it.”

“Oh, it is a rare plant, Alek, very rare. A
highly prized member of the orchid family.”

"What effect does it have?”

Linna smiled a bewitching, extraordinary
smile. “Night orchid, my dear Alek, can be a poison or—in just the
right proportions—the stuff of which miracles are made! Drink, and
soon all your questions will be answered.”

She put the rim of the chalice to his mouth,
gazing at him the entire time, hypnotizing him with her light blue
eyes.

Against his better judgment he swallowed a
draught of the syrupy wine. The night orchid nectar slipped down
his throat, spreading an odd sensation of wanton well-being in its
wake.

Her smile grew provocative. Without breaking
eye contact, she tipped the chalice to her own mouth and sipped the
nectar.

“Take one more drink, warrior,” she
murmured.

He obeyed, fighting back a silly grin that
threatened to dance on his lips.

“Good, yes?” Linna drained the chalice and
set it upon the ground. When she straightened, she pulled open the
front of her gown and let it fall from her shoulders, to reveal a
strong stocky body as white as the moon above. Her breasts were
huge, with dark brown areolas in sharp contrast to her pale
skin.

At the sight of her naked flesh, Alek felt a
rush of heat pass over him. Instantly his loins betrayed him with a
sudden sharp arousal that he could not conceal.

Linna padded up to him and placed her hands
on his wide shoulders. Wasn’t she afraid of what he might do to
her? She was only a woman, while he was a hulk of a man whom no one
had ever toppled.

“Do you still have questions you want to
ask, Alek?” she purred.

Alek was surprised to discover his hands had
settled on her waist. He hadn’t recalled reaching out to her.

She stood on tiptoe and pressed against him,
drawing his head down to kiss him.

“You and I will make magic together,” she
breathed. “The best kind of the magic, the strongest.”

He didn’t reply. He couldn’t. His body was
on fire for her. All he could do was pull her against him and crush
his mouth upon hers. Was the night orchid an aphrodisiac? Surely
it must be, for he never would have reacted to Linna’s body so
strongly otherwise.

He’d been manipulated. He should have been
outraged. Yet the thought of coupling passed through him as
casually as if he was considering what to eat for supper. Had Linna
put a spell on him?

She embraced him and kissed his chin and
then the skin above his mouth.

Alek yanked away, thinking she mocked him
for his lack of mustache, the badge of a true Senone warrior.

“No, Alek.” She clutched his limed hair and
pulled him back. “Don’t pull away. I have longed to kiss you there,
my clean-shaven warrior.” She ran her fingertips over the bare skin
above his upper lip and smiled. “To kiss a clean-shaven man is a
pleasure for a woman. Didn’t you know?”

“No.”

“All those great warriors with their huge
thatches of hair hanging down are like wild beasts compared to you.
The women often speak of you and want to be kissed by you.”

“You flatter me, Linna,” he murmured,
running his hands down her back to her ample rump. He could barely
keep himself from pinning her against the altar stone and coupling
with her. And yet, in the back of his mind burned the vow he had
made to himself, a vow that even the night orchid couldn’t erode, a
vow that had been hammered out of years of doubt and shame.

He would not, could not do this to a woman.
With a burst of willpower, he tore his hands off her and staggered
backward.

“This is no ceremony,” he cried, hampered by
a tongue that had grown thick in his mouth and slurred his words.
“You have brought me here to shame me!”

“I have brought you here to save our
people!”

He backed up another step, staring down at
her, trying to marshal his sluggish thoughts.

“Alek!” She fell to her knees in front of
him and clutched his thighs in her strong hands. “You can’t deny
your people, Alek. You must do this for them. The time is right.
The portents are all there.”

“No, Linna!”

She put her mouth to his breeches, pressing
her lips against the swelling there. He could feel the moist warmth
of her breath through the light woolen fabric, and the sensation
drove him over the edge.

Alek groaned and closed his eyes, trying to
control himself and master the urge that most men his age had
joyfully pursued for years, the most natural of urges that he had
denied himself.

“No!” he gasped, even as her fingers
unfastened his breeches.

“Yes,” she replied, pulling them down.

What was she going to do to him? Then, as
Linna surrounded him with her warm lips, he flushed with a strange
sensation totally unconnected to the sex magic she was weaving.

Alek felt a tingling sensation envelop him,
beginning with his hair and shimmering down his body until it
thrummed in his toes. Linna pulled back.

“Wait!” she cried. “Something is wrong!
Someone is—”

He heard Linna calling his name, as if she
were far away and growing more distant. Her words held both alarm
and fear, and then the sound of her voice disappeared altogether,
replaced by a loud buzzing noise humming in his ears. He heard
someone speaking in the tongue of the Senones, then in the monotone
language of the Romans, and finally in some drawling dialect he
couldn’t identify.

He fumbled with his breeches, struggling to
cover himself in readiness to meet the presence that had descended
upon the sacred grove. He couldn’t be sure who was speaking—god or
devil, friend or foe. He couldn’t see anything in the darkness that
had descended upon the grove. It was as if a cloak had been thrown
over his head.

He should never have surrendered his
sword.

Plunged into utter darkness, Alek listened
to the urgent voices around him, trying to make sense of the words.
Then he saw a pale figure coming toward him, a figure of a man so
insubstantial, he looked as if he were fashioned of mist. What
spirit approached? Was it a being from the Otherworld or the spirit
of a conjured Roman soldier? He couldn’t fight a creature of mist.
No one could.

Then, to his astonishment, the figure passed
through him, right through his chest. Alek felt his heart stop
beating, his blood stop flowing, as the figure seemed to snag on
something deep inside him. For a moment Alek hung in astounded
disbelief, worrying that he was about to be possessed by a demon.
Then, as if the figure unhitched itself from his body, it trembled
and passed on, leaving him.

Before Alek could make a move, someone
grabbed his arms from the back. Alek struggled, sure that a Roman
entity had appeared to kill him. He tried to get a look at his
captor, but he was a prisoner of darkness more opaque than any he
had ever experienced.

He pulled at the hands that held him,
suddenly aware that he could understand the drawling dialect that
had seemed foreign to him just minutes before. What magic had been
wrought by the night orchid that he could now comprehend a strange
tongue without difficulty?

“Hold him still, dammit!” a clipped voice
shouted. “So I can inject the sedative!”

“I can’t! He’s too strong!”

“David! Watch out!” a female voice
cried.

Suddenly the darkness lifted, and Alek found
himself in a grove of trees that he didn’t recognize. Instead of
being surrounded by massive oaks, he was encircled by pines. On an
altar stone made of a molded gray rock, he saw a golden-haired
woman lying in a daze, her body partially draped in a white cloth.
Not Linna, but someone very similar.

Alek flung off the person who held him from
behind and whirled to glimpse a second man standing to one side. He
snatched his dagger out of its sheath and faced his opponent. A
gray-haired man reached up, holding a weapon in his hand the likes
of which Alek had never seen. The weapon was fashioned of a small
vial with a needle on the end. Such a delicate weapon posed little
threat to a seasoned warrior like himself. He lunged forward,
intent on striking the older man.

Before he could knock the odd instrument
away, however, the balding man nimbly stepped to one side and
jabbed the needle into Alek’s shoulder.

Alek’s strength drained from him like water.
He stared at the weapon lodged in his bicep as his vision blurred
and his knees buckled. The puny thing had just devastated him
without drawing a drop of blood. By the gods, this was powerful
magic! Before he could take a single step, he lost control of his
limbs and toppled to the ground. Everything went black.


Chapter 2

Rosebud County, Montana

 


During roundup and
branding, Marissa Quinn had almost forgotten her visitor of
the week before. But as she bent over the bull calf, she saw in her
mind the face of the man who had come to make an offer on the
ranch. Marissa squinted her eyes and shut out the vision.

“Now!”

Marissa knew better than to glance at the
young bull’s face as she raised the branding iron, but she did
anyway. For an instant, she looked into his white-rimmed eyes, full
of fear and distrust, and knew a moment’s hesitation at what they
were about to do to him. No matter how many seasons passed, no
matter how many young bulls they altered, she could never reconcile
herself to the practice of cutting. Though it was a venerated way
of ensuring the best genes for the herd and guaranteeing a number
of docile, weight-gaining steers, she had a hard time accepting the
manner in which cattle ranching insured a strong herd. They altered
nature. They cut off the glory of the males of the species,
relegating most of them to the ranks of plodding prime rib
producers. Only the biggest and the best were allowed the full
spectrum of life as nature intended.

Then she remembered the words of her father,
how he had trained her to be hard-nosed and practical, raised her
to accept and follow the intractable laws of the range for the
glory of a strong herd. Cutting was a way of life, a natural law of
the rancher, and it had to be done.

Breaking eye contact with the young bull,
Marissa pressed the white-hot iron against his russet flank as Jeb
Vincent cut his testes off with one swipe of his razor- sharp
knife. The scent of blood mixed with the acrid odor of man sweat
and burning hair filled her nostrils with a smell she both loved
and hated. The calf bawled in protest and pain, wrenching at the
hands that held his legs and head, struggling to escape.

“Hold him down!” Marissa ordered. She backed
off and watched her hired hand inject the new steer with a
vaccination for black leg. Shorty, a neighbor and friend of her
father, burned the calf’s horn buds with a straight hot iron to
keep the horns from growing. Then, in a flurry of nylon rope and
flailing hooves, the new steer was set free to return to the herd.
He shuddered, shaking off the violence and pain, and then bounded
toward the sea of white-faced cattle, the pride of the Crazy Q.

Marissa pulled off her dun-colored cowboy
hat and wiped the sweat from her forehead with the sleeve of her
shirt as she surveyed the animals. This was the last bunch of
calves to be branded, the end of some of the hardest work on the
ranch. When it was done, they would have wrestled over five hundred
calves to the ground. She couldn’t have managed without the
assistance of her neighbors, Shorty McRell and Jeb Vincent, and a
handful of high school boys from the nearby town of Coleton. But
the arrangement wasn’t one-sided, and certainly wasn’t because she
was a woman rancher. All the ranchers helped each other during
spring roundup and branding. Only the really big spreads could
afford year-round hired hands, and the Crazy Q, at thirty thousand
acres of rolling prairie and ponderosa pine, was just an average
ranch. The only permanent employee at the Crazy Q beside herself
was her hired hand, Corky Stevens, a leather-faced, ex-rodeo
champion who would have looked naked without the ever-present
hand-rolled cigarette hanging from his lip. His breath smelled like
a manure pile at close range, but she had learned to live with
it.

Marissa pushed back a wisp of black hair at
her temple. At eleven-thirty, the sun was already baking the
prairie, rippling its surface with shimmering heat waves and
shrouding the grassland with an oppressive midday stillness. Even
the hawks had forsaken the Big Sky for the shade of the pine
groves. Sweat trickled down her back. Sometimes she wondered why
she labored so hard. But all it took was a visit from a city
slicker like the one last week, and she knew she would never do
anything else but work the ranch.

“Last one, Jeb,” she stated. “Time for
lunch.”

“Good. I’m hungrier than a two-headed sheep
dog,” Jeb replied, plunging his hands and knife into a bucket of
disinfectant.

“I hope your ma’s cooked some of them
chicken pies,” Shorty put in, winding his rope in a coil between
thumb and elbow. “Those pies of hers are just about the finest damn
eatin’ this side of the Mississippi.”

“I think she did make pies.” Marissa slapped
her hat against the side of her leg, shaking off the dust. She
recalled seeing her mother rolling piecrust when she left the house
at four-thirty that morning. Most women on the ranches spent their
days cooking huge meals and washing the grime out of their
menfolk’s duds. Marissa was a rare exception to the rule, since she
spent her time among the men, forced by birth and temperament to
ride the range.

Her father, Wilbur Quinn, had been blessed
with two daughters and no sons. But over the years Marissa had done
her best to become the son her father never had, and she had fought
and scratched her way into the sacred ranks of the cattle ranchers.
Now, at twenty-three, she was an accepted member in that
male-dominated club, and was known for her masterful hand with
horses and her expertise with a lariat.

To get there, however, she had given up a
few things—like learning how to bake a blue ribbon chicken pie,
feeling at home in a dress and heels, or simply knowing how to
communicate with other members of the fairer sex. She couldn’t
relate to woman talk, to the endless complaining about husbands and
concerns for children, and the constant prattle about household
cleaning products, quilting techniques and recipes. She was best on
the back of a horse, where she didn’t have to speak at all, at
least not in the tongue of a human being.

She plopped her hat back on her head,
covering the black hair that many mistakenly attributed to Lakota
blood. She was Irish through and through, with distinctively white
skin and raven brows. “What I’m looking forward to, Shorty, is a
nice cold lemonade.”

“Now you’re talking, Half-pint!”

“Who are you calling Half-pint, you old
buzzard!” She cuffed Shorty on his arm as she walked by. She was a
head taller than the old cowboy whom she had known since she was a
child. He seemed to be getting more stooped and bow-legged with
every year. Pretty soon he’d be wider than he was tall. He smiled
his gap-toothed grin and slung the rope over the saddle horn of his
horse.

“Where’s the chow?”

As if on cue, an old blue pickup rolled
toward them, churning up a cloud of dust behind it as it bumped
along the dirt lane to the branding corral.

“Come on boys,” Marissa called, pulling off
her leather gloves. “Let’s eat.”

Her mother, plump, tiny, and florid, served
them from an assortment of coolers on the tailgate of the truck.
Marissa piled her plate high with food, taking nearly as much as
the men. She had ridden hard, worked hard, and could put the food
away without gaining an ounce of weight. She sank down on the bank
near the road and lifted her lemonade to her lips.

For a long glorious moment, she let the
drink slide down her parched throat. She closed her eyes and,
though she tried to keep her mind blank, she couldn’t help seeing
the face of the stranger that had burned into her thoughts since
the moment he had crossed the threshold of her office.

 


He had been one of those city boys, wearing
a charcoal-gray thousand-dollar suit and impeccably polished cowboy
boots with toe and heel rands of engraved nickel—sissy-boots, as
her father used to call them. He had sauntered across her office
floor, rolling his lean, city-slicker hips, and holding out his
fine, manicured hand.

“Hi, Miss Quinn. Bob Hales,” he said,
grasping her fingers. He had a lean, handsome face, sharp dark
eyes, and black hair, the kind of clean, distinct features that
came from Sioux blood clashing with that of a Scot or Swede, and
then gently sculptured over the years to form a new and better
breed. Marissa shook hands and sat back in her chair, thinking to
herself that if Bob Hales were a bull, they wouldn’t cut his balls
off. They’d save whatever DNA spiraled inside him to form such a
tall, good-looking man, and try to spread those genes around.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Hales?” she
questioned, keeping her voice cool and her musings to herself. No
man would want to find out she was weighing the pros and cons of
castrating him. She studied him, leaning back in her chair, and
didn’t offer him a seat so she could take his measure for a few
minutes and put him on the defensive.

“I’ve come all the way from Billings to see
you, Miss Quinn.” His glance darted around the knotty pine office
as if trying to locate something. “I’ve heard you’re the best
horsewoman in these parts.”

She ignored the compliment. “Want a drink?”
she drawled.

He glanced at her and grinned. “Why, sure.
That’s some drive from the highway. Thought my TT would break an
axle.”

“Should have come in a four-wheel drive.”
She rose from the chair with an easy grace born of her active
lifestyle and walked over to the bookcase at the side of the desk.
She could feel his perusal of her jeans, down vest, and shining
dark braid, but she was accustomed to long looks from men and had
learned to return the stares with unabashed surveys of her own.
Marissa opened a cabinet door and reached for a shot glass.

“Spring breakup must have torn up that road
pretty good,” Hales said behind her.

“It’s always like that, Mr. Hales. We don’t
cater to visitors much here at the Crazy Q. Friends know enough to
come in a truck or on horseback.”

“I see.” His smile froze on his lips but
dropped from his eyes, and in that instant Marissa took a dislike
to him. She’d learned many things from working with animals, but
the most important tool she’d gained was the ability to read eyes.
And this pretty man’s eyes were cold and calculating. He was here
for something. He didn’t have the flashy teeth and glib tongue of a
salesman, though. Why had he come to the Crazy Q? And what did he
want with her?

“What’ll it be, Mr. Hales?”

“Call me Bob.” He stepped closer, and she
caught a whiff of his expensive but overdone cologne. “How about a
scotch and soda?”

A sissy drink if there ever was one.

Marissa expertly mixed his drink and then
poured herself a shot of Canadian Club, her father’s favorite
whiskey. She handed the scotch and soda to Hales and noticed with
amusement that he was surprised by her choice of liquor. She closed
the cabinet and strolled toward her desk. Not many women downed
whiskey straight up—only those with a tough gizzard and raw
determination. Since she was seventeen, she had practiced drinking
whiskey in the privacy of this office until she could do it without
allowing a single tear to well up after the liquid fire had slid
down her throat. She had attacked drinking as she attacked
everything else in her life, with guts, intelligence, and heart,
and had chosen the toughest road to make her strong. Now she could
drink a shot without batting an eyelash or chasing it with
water.

Marissa leaned against the edge of her large
pine desk, smiled, and raised the small, heavy-bottomed glass.
Then, with one clean gulp, she showed him what she was made of and
what he had come to face, giving him a message as plain as day.
She was one tough cookie, and he’d better not cross her. She winked
at him and motioned him to a chair while she remained leaning
against the desk, retaining her dominance by making him look up at
her from his seat.

“All right, Bob,” she began, drawing out the
single syllable of his name. “What kind of bee’s in your
bonnet?”

He flushed slightly and she knew she had him
on the run.

He crossed his legs as if he intuitively
sensed her thoughts of castrating him and held his drink above his
crotch. The tall glass served as a blatant phallic symbol. Marissa
crossed her arms, wondering if he were trying a bit of his own
psychological warfare on her.

Though she had been crawling the walls
lately, seized by the wildfire of estrus that was sweeping across
the spring prairie, she had never been the type of woman who acted
on impulse. She couldn’t take the chance of someone starting a
rumor about her. It would ruin her business, her dealings with the
other ranchers, and her hard-won reputation. Besides that, there
wasn’t a man in Rosebud County, or in the entire state of Montana
for that matter, that could hold a candle to her late father,
Wilbur Quinn. And she wasn’t about to let a lesser man near her.
So, she kept herself clear of even the barest hint of trouble,
which caused other rumors to circulate about her—that she didn’t
like men in the way a woman should, that she was a tomboy, a female
maverick. She let the rumors fly. Anyone who knew her, those she
counted as friends anyway, knew she was a woman through and
through. And though she felt near to bursting on these spring
nights when her breasts and loins ached for a man, she never once
had given in to her feminine nature. At twenty-three she was still
a virgin, a fallow field waiting for the right season to bloom, and
wondering if she would remain barren forever.

In a way, she had been castrated herself—if
that term could be applied to females—and perhaps that was why she
found it so difficult to alter the young bulls. She knew what their
lives would be like afterward, because she lived such a life
herself, a life of asexual servitude. If things went on as they had
for the last few years, she would never know how it was to be a
woman, she would never escape this ranch and her duty to it and her
family. In another ten years, she would be past her prime, hardened
even more by harsh sun, life on the ranch and her own strict code
of behavior. It was tough to be a woman in a man’s world. Perhaps
she had become too tough, too hard. The whiskey burned in her gut.
She looked down at Bob Hales and watched him take a drink.

“Well now, Miss Quinn, I don’t have bees in
my bonnet. What I do have is a blank check in my pocket.”

Marissa clutched her elbows. Money only
meant one thing: he wanted the ranch. She made no response and
waited for him to continue.

“You’re a no-nonsense woman, Miss Quinn. I
can see that. And I don’t want to waste your time. There are a lot
better ways of spending the day with a beautiful woman.”

She surveyed him steadily, without betraying
the rage that began to build deep inside. “Such as?”

“Dinner. Candlelight. Dancing. I bet you’d
look like a million bucks in a slinky red dress with your hair all
piled up.”

“I wouldn’t waste a dime on a slinky red
dress, Mr. Hales.”

“A woman like you would have a town like
Billings at her feet.”

“Why would I want that?”

“Because you deserve it. I look at you and
ask myself why such a beautiful woman would want to kill herself
for a dirt ranch.”

Marissa straightened, her arms stiff at her
sides. “Are you calling the Crazy Q a dirt ranch?”

“I’m calling it a dinosaur, Miss Quinn, a
relic from the past that most of these hard-boiled old-timers can’t
let go of. But you’re young. You’re smart. You can see the future
of cattle ranching.”

“And?”

Hales took another drink and looked up at
her. “You know how much work it takes to run a ranch. Is it worth
it, Miss Quinn? You got land payments, tractor payments, feed,
taxes, salaries—and for what? How much can you put in the bank
these days? A smart woman like you knows that profits aren’t what
they used to be.”

Marissa glared at him. His words were too
close to the truth, too close to home. There hadn’t even been
enough money for two college educations, so her older sister,
Leslie, had been sent to school instead of her. Leslie had gotten
off the ranch and was just beginning her career as a research
biologist in Seattle, Washington, leaving Marissa to run the family
business.

“Know what I’m saying, Miss Quinn?”

“I hear you, cowboy.”

Obviously feeling he was getting the upper
hand, Hales got to his feet and pointed his glass at her. “There’s
no future in cattle, Miss Quinn, not unless you got a big enough
spread to make it worthwhile, not unless you got the latest
equipment, know the newest technology for raising prime beef.”

“The Crazy Q raises the finest beef in
Montana, mister.”

“So I’ve heard. But at what price?” He put
his glass on the desk. “Are you going to give up the best years of
your life beating yourself to death like your daddy did? Sure, I’ve
heard that Wilbur Quinn was a saint in these parts. But he died
young, didn’t he? Burned out with heartache and beaten down by the
sun.”

“You don’t know beans about my father, Mr.
Hales.”

“Don’t I?” He arched an eyebrow. “My father
did the very same thing, Miss Quinn. He scraped a living off the
earth out near Choteau. Died of a heart attack at the age of
forty-five. You think I don’t know ranching?”

“You’re a goddamned dude!” she retorted.

“Yeah? Well, I’ve gotten out. I’ve wised up.
I’m not pissing my life away on some cowboy dream—pardon my
French.”

She turned her shoulder and stared out the
window, trying to regain her composure. He was giving voice to the
doubts that had plagued her for the last few years. What kind of
life was she living here on the ranch? What kind of future did it
hold for her? And when she got too old and crippled to ride the
range, who would do it for her? She had no children. And the way
things were going, she never would.

“You don’t have to kill yourself, Miss
Quinn. That’s what I’m here to tell you.” His voice grew softer,
more intimate. “I’m living the good life now. I live off the
interest of my land, Miss Quinn. I’ve made some smart investments.
I’m putting money away, much more than I ever did as a
rancher.”

She was silent, unwilling and unable to turn
around and face him.

“You could have enough money to buy a nice
house in town, take some vacations, get your mom set up in a nice
condo for retired folks in Billings. How long is she going to keep
slaving away on the ranch? She doesn’t deserve a life like the one
she’s got. And neither do you.”

“It’s the only life we know.”

“I’m telling you, Miss Quinn, it’s not the
life for a woman like you. It’s a doggone crying shame for you to
be holed up out in the middle of nowhere like this.”

“I love the land.”

“But you hate it, too, don’t you?”

He reached for her shoulder and she
shuddered involuntarily, not because of his touch, but because of
the roiling emotions that threatened to shatter her tough facade.
She did hate the land. She was hobbled with it, a prisoner of her
father’s dream, and his father’s dream before him. But she also
loved the land with a ferocity that sometimes worried her.

“I’ve got a check in my pocket, Miss Quinn.
You just say the word and you can have a brand new life.”

She breathed in and looked toward the
rolling hills that marked the eastern boundary of the Crazy Q. She
loved that view, the sight of the new spring grass bursting up from
the prairie and of the ever-changing, vast blue sky of southeastern
Montana. This ranch was in her soul, in her blood, and in her
heart. To give it up would be like taking a dump on her father’s
grave and her grandfather’s as well. She wouldn’t do it. She’d
never do it.

“Who’s buying?” she asked, pretty sure of
the answer without being told.

“The power company.”

Bingo. She whirled around and her braid
slapped her shoulder. “You want me to sell my land so they can turn
it into a goddamn strip mine?”

“Hey, money’s money, Miss Quinn. What will
it matter to you, once you’ve moved to the city and have started
enjoying life for a change? You’ll forget all about the Crazy Q.
Believe me.”

She was so angry she thought the blood
vessel in her right temple would burst. “You want me to let them
rape my land?”

“Who said anything about rape?” He took her
shoulders in his manicured hands. “The power company’s real good
about restoring the overburden.”

“You bastard!” She jerked away.

Hales stared at her and took a step
backward.

“You gave up your land to the power company.
And now you’re pimping for them!” She stomped to the door and flung
it open. “Get out!”

He pulled himself up straight, refusing to
take orders from a woman.

Marissa jabbed at the open doorway. “I said
get out, Hales!”

“You’re making a big mistake, Miss
Quinn.”

He sauntered across the room, his sissy
boots thumping an uneven staccato on the wood floor.

“I’ll be back in a month or so, when you
change your mind.”

“I’m not going to change my mind, Hales.”
She stared at him as he walked past her. “And if you ever set foot
on the Crazy Q again, I’ll shoot your balls off—if you have any,
that is.”

“Think you’re something, don’t you?” he
sneered, snatching his hat off the hall table. “Just wait ’til the
big boys come calling.”

She glowered at him.

He saluted her by flicking the front brim of
his perfectly brushed hat. “Nice talking to you, Miss Quinn.” She
slammed the door and strode back to her office, crossing the floor
to her desk and then back again, trying to walk off the waves of
rage that coursed through her. She would never sell the ranch. She
could turn a profit. She was as good a cattleman as they came, as
good as her father had been. If he could take it, so help her God,
she could, too.

 


Marissa drained her lemonade and gazed out
over the herd to the dusty blue hills in the distance. The sun beat
on her shoulders. Her feet ached. Her arms ached. Her butt ached.
But she’d get up tomorrow and do it all over again.

She watched her mother approach and let the
hardness in her eyes ease. Margaret Quinn understood the ways of
women and nothing of men. She required soft handling and gentle
words, something Marissa often forgot to remember.

“Mom, this potato salad is great.”

“Thanks, dear. I put olives in it this
time.” She placed her hand in the pocket of her apron.

“The olives are good.”

Margaret drew out an envelope and held it
out for Marissa. “This came in the mail, dear.”

Marissa set her empty glass in the grass and
reached for the envelope.

“It’s from Leslie. I don’t know why she
addressed it only to you.”

Marissa scanned the familiar flowery script
of her older sister and noticed a strange, uneven slant to some of
the letters. It was unusual for Leslie to write only to her and not
to her mother as well. Though her curiosity was piqued, Marissa
felt a sudden pall of disquiet that warned her not to open the
letter in the presence of her mother. Over the years she had
learned to trust her twinges of intuition, which had saved her life
and that of their hired hand Corky more than once. She folded the
envelope in half.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Aren’t you going to open it?”

“No time. We’ve got to drive the herd to the
summer pasture before Shorty and Jeb go home.”

Marissa stood up and stuffed the letter into
the back pocket of her jeans. She’d read it later in the privacy of
her evening bath. Whatever pressing subject Leslie had written
about would have to wait.

 


That night, Marissa bent over the bathtub
and tested the water with her index finger. She didn’t want to get
her bath too hot and drain what small amount of energy she had
left. Satisfied with the temperature, she straightened and pulled
back her waist-length hair, fastening the wavy tresses on the top
of her head with a couple of silver combs. Then she peeled off her
dusty, sweaty clothes and let them drop in a pile in the middle of
the bathroom floor.

For a moment she glanced at her figure in
the mirror. She took after her father’s side of the family, a clan
of tall, rangy men and women, with long bones and spare flesh. Yet
Marissa often wondered if her desire to be as tough as a man had
stunted her development, leaving her flat chested. Compared to her
sister and mother, she had insignificant breasts and too slender
hips—a woman not made for breeding, as Jeb Vincent had commented
once.

Marissa frowned at the profile of her lean
body and then picked up the letter from the counter near the sink.
She padded to the bathtub, turned off the water, and stepped in,
sighing as she sat down.

The water was heavenly after her rigorous
day. For a moment she lay back, slipping under the surface until
her chin touched the water. Then she opened the envelope and pulled
out a single folded page. The first couple of lines made her sit up
in alarm.


Chapter 3

Dear Sis,

I know you’re busy this time of year, but I
have to ask a favor of you. And please don’t tell Mom. You know how
scared she is of the big city, and how she hates to have me living
so far away. I don’t want to worry her, so keep this to yourself,
okay? That’s why I wrote instead of called, because Mom would be
able to tell by the sound of my voice that something was wrong. I
don’t exactly know how to tell you this, but I think something is
going on. I’m not sure what’s happening or who’s doing it, and I
don’t know anybody well enough to ask for a second opinion.

It may sound crazy, but I think I have been
drugged and sexually assaulted. I don’t know who would do this to
me. I’m losing chunks of time that I can’t remember, especially at
night. I’m afraid to talk to my boss, Dr. Woodward, about it. He’s
so conservative and brusque, so devoted to his research, that if I
mention memory loss, he’d probably let me go for good. He resents
anything that takes him off track or wastes his time, and I don’t
want to jeopardize the chance I have of working with him. The man’s
a genius, Sis, I can’t tell you how much of a genius. I don’t want
him to think I’m an hysterical female.

But I know there’s something different about
me. The physical signs of assault are there. And I’ve even been
feeling odd in my head, kind of woozy and anxious, which is
definitely not me at all.

Could you possibly come to Seattle for a
short visit? I know spring is one of the busiest times at the Crazy
Q, but you’re the only one I can trust, Sis. You’re not as gullible
as I am—you could always spot a phony or a cheat a mile away. I
need help, and I don’t know who else to ask. If you can’t come,
I’ll understand. But this is one time I could really use my little
sister.

Call me as soon as you can.

Love,

Les

 


Marissa launched out of the tub and grabbed
her cotton robe. Leslie should have called her days ago, instead of
sending a letter. What if something had happened to Leslie between
the time she mailed the note and the time Marissa received it?
Sexual assault and memory loss weren’t just everyday problems.
Marissa wrapped the belt of the robe around her waist while she
strode down the hall to her bedroom where she’d left her cell
phone. Heart pounding, she tapped Leslie in her list of contacts
and waited for the connection.

The phone rang and rang until the answering
machine kicked in.

Marissa left a short message and then hung
up. Now what? She only had Leslie’s home phone number. She glanced
at the clock on her nightstand. Six o'clock. That meant it was five
o’clock in Seattle. Leslie was probably on her way home from work.
She’d wait a while and call her again.

What had her sister gotten herself into this
time? Leslie was her opposite in just about everything, including
her flair for the dramatic and her penchant for torrid affairs with
the wrong kinds of men. In the three years Leslie had lived in
Seattle, she had found at least half a dozen less-than-grounded men
with whom to get involved. Marissa had heard all her tales of
romance, from each optimistic beginning to every tearful end. So
far, however, Leslie had come through with nothing more battered
than her heart. Had her luck changed? Had a man sexually abused
her? If that were the case, Marissa would track the bastard down
and make him pay for hurting her sister. He’d rue the day he ever
crossed paths with a Quinn.

Fortunately the branding was done, which
left Marissa free to go to Seattle for a few days. She’d make a
plane reservation and then quickly finish her bath. Of course, she
would have to think of something to tell her mother to explain why
she had to go to Seattle. She’d simply tell her that Leslie was
having man trouble again and wanted some company for a few days.
She knew her mother wouldn’t leave the ranch, much less the state
of Montana, so it was safe to assume that Margaret wouldn’t even
consider accompanying her to Seattle.

Only for Leslie’s sake would Marissa go to
the big city. As far as she was concerned, Seattle was a glittering
beehive of overdressed yuppies, uptight, over-caffeinated people
who lived in condominiums, bloodthirsty criminals, and insufferable
traffic. The prospect of visiting Seattle made her nearly as
nervous as it did her mother, but she’d never let anyone know.
She’d stared into the face of a rattlesnake, been caught in a
stampede, and been dragged by a horse. If she couldn’t handle the
big city, she had no right calling herself a Quinn.

Leslie didn’t answer her phone all night.
Tired and worried, Marissa woke Corky up before dawn to drive her
to the airport in Billings.

 


 Seattle,
Thursday

 


Marissa was plenty
nervous when she arrived at Leslie’s apartment in the
Woodland Park area of Seattle. Not being able to reach Leslie on
the telephone worried her. She didn’t like it one bit. But she had
been reluctant to call Dr. Woodward, for fear that he would suspect
something funny was going on, and she didn’t know any of the names
of Leslie’s coworkers or acquaintances. So she had flown to Sea-Tac
Airport and taken a cab to the north end of town, hoping to find
Leslie at home by now.

Leslie’s apartment was in a renovated
mansion located near the Seattle zoo. The house was two stories
tall, with a huge porch in front and a turret on the side. Marissa
surveyed it as she hurried up the walk. She’d seen similar houses
in Billings, but had never actually been in such a fancy one. Trust
Leslie and her artistic streak to have chosen a place like this to
live.

Marissa walked up the wooden stairs and
found the directory at the side of the front door. She located
Leslie’s apartment number and pressed the buzzer. There was no
response. She pressed it two more times, waiting until she was
certain no one was going to answer. Then she dropped her leather
bag at her feet near her boots and rang the bell of Mrs. Pitts, the
apartment manager, at a separate door off the main foyer. Since she
had no key to get into Leslie’s apartment, she was counting on the
manager to let her in.

The porch light blinked on, and for a long
stretch of time Marissa stood waiting, listening for the slightest
noise in hopes that the manager would open the door. In Montana,
folks didn’t make a practice of locking their doors, and they
certainly didn’t make visitors wait forever on their stoops.

“Who is it?” A female voice called out.

“Marissa Quinn. Leslie Quinn’s sister.”

She heard a dead bolt turn over and the door
opened slightly, still barricaded by a lattice of chains. An
elderly woman’s face appeared behind the chains.

“Take off the hat.”

Marissa swept off her Bailey’s Black Velvet,
worn only on special occasions, and smiled a big Montana smile,
full of open goodwill, even though she was being treated with
outright rudeness. But she had expected rudeness in the big
city.

The old woman surveyed her. “You’re Leslie
Quinn’s sister?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You don’t look a thing like her.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“She’s a blond. Just a tiny thing.”

Marissa shrugged off the comparison,
accustomed to such insensitive comments when it came to sizing up
the differences between Leslie and her.

Mrs. Pitts stuck her nose close to the
chains. “So what is it you want, anyway?”

“I’d like to be let into her apartment, if
you don’t mind.”

“Don’t have a key?”

“No. I've come all the way from Montana,
ma’am. Leslie wrote me a letter, saying that something was
wrong.”

“Dear me!”

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of her, and
she doesn’t answer her phone. I think there’s something going on
and I need to find out what.”

“I’ve noticed she hasn’t been home for the
last few days myself. She always stops and chats, you see. I
thought maybe she’d found herself a nice young man.”

“I don’t think so.” Marissa fingered the rim
of her hat, and the small silver buckle on the band glinted in the
porch light. “I think Leslie may need our help.”

“Oh, my.”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s why I need to check her
apartment.”

“She did tell me you might be coming. She’s
a nice girl, that Leslie.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Mrs. Pitts squinted and gave Marissa a final
once over, from the tips of her black deerskin boots to her
French-braided hair.

“Well, I don’t usually do this sort of
thing, Miss Quinn—”

“I realize that, ma’am, and I appreciate
it.”

“But for Leslie, I guess I can bend the
rules.” Her voice lost its hard edge.

She closed the door, and for an instant
Marissa thought her request had been refused. Then she heard Mrs.
Pitts sliding the chains to one side. Soon the door was opened wide
and a stooped seventy-year-old woman hobbled out, fumbling with a
big ring of keys.

“Wait a minute.” She shuffled back into the
open door of her apartment and returned with a brown grocery bag.
“Leslie’s papers have been piling up all over the porch. I put them
in a bag so nobody would trip on them and get hurt. Here.” Mrs.
Pitts handed the bag to her.

Leslie’s papers had piled up? That meant she
had been gone for a while. Had she disappeared just after writing
the letter? Marissa picked up her suitcase, as if to block out the
cold shaft of anxiety that coursed through her. “I’m sure she’ll
appreciate your concern, ma’am.”

“Oh, I’m not doing it for Leslie,” Mrs.
Pitts retorted. “I’ve got insurance liability to worry about.”

“Ah.” Marissa smiled. She already liked the
old woman, whose crusty personality and scrawny body reminded her
of Shorty McRell.

“If she was going somewhere,” Mrs. Pitts
continued, locating the key to the door, “why didn’t she notify the
paper boy?”

“She might not have known she was going to
be gone.”

“Sounds suspicious, if you ask me.” Mrs.
Pitts unlocked the front door and motioned Marissa inside.

Marissa passed into the foyer, dimly lit by
an ornate chandelier. Behind the tiny, gray-haired manager was a
wide staircase that curved up in a graceful wooden arc to the
second story.

“We can’t be too careful these days, Miss
Quinn,” the manager explained, turning to lock the door behind her.
‘There’s all lands of nut cases wandering around.”

“I agree, ma’am.”

“Leslie’s mail is overflowing, too.” She
nodded toward the old metal mailboxes near the door, where
magazines and oversized mail littered the floor. “Why don’t you
toss her mail in the bag with the papers.”

“All right.” Marissa bent at the knee and
scooped up the periodicals and envelopes, checking to make sure
they all belonged to her sister. With each envelope that dropped
into the grocery bag she felt more uneasy, as if the pieces of mail
were minutes of Leslie’s life ticking away.

She stood up, worry gnawing at her.

Mrs. Pitts glanced down at the bag. “That’s
better. Leslie’s apartment is on the second floor. Follow me.”

Marissa took stock of the house as she
ascended the stairs behind the elderly manager. The place smelled
old, with the deep mellow scent of well-circulated dollar bills,
and the bannister was polished, both with furniture oil and years
of human hands sliding along the smooth wood. The fir millwork had
never been painted and was still a rich red-brown, and the doors
still sported turn-of-the-century hardware. The stairwell was
decorated in green-and-gold wallpaper, and a well-worn
black-and-green oriental carpet marched up the steps. Marissa
wondered how many people had lived in the house, how many families
had inhabited these rooms before they were apportioned into
separate apartments. Just like renovated old mansions, families
weren’t what they used to be, splitting up, moving apart from each
other, losing touch. Leslie was the first Quinn to move out of the
state of Montana, and it still hurt to think she was so far away,
almost too far away to call for help, and too far away to prevent
someone from hurting her.

Leslie was probably all right. Most likely
there was a reasonable explanation for her absence, which they’d
laugh about after this was all over. But Marissa didn’t feel like
laughing now. She was getting more worried with each passing
minute. Frowning, she watched Mrs. Pitts open Leslie's door and
flip on the lights. Marissa was taken aback by the interior of the
apartment. Plants were everywhere— on windowsills, in pots along
the walls, and on most of the furniture.

“Leslie just loves plants,” the manager
said, strolling into the center of the main room, which was
dominated by a huge prayer plant on the coffee table next to a bust
of Emily Dickinson. “She gives me cuttings all the time.”

“Plants are her specialty.”

“She gave me some of these black night
orchids a few months ago.” Mrs. Pitts pointed to a shelf filled
with plants whose broad leaves bore an intricate black lace design
at their centers. “Never seen anything like them. Probably as
poisonous as anything you’d ever want to grow. She told me they
were very rare plants, to treat them like babies and maybe they
would bloom.”

“Have they?”

“Not yet. Looks like they’re getting buds,
though. My secret is boiling the water I put on my plants. Do you
boil your water, Miss Quinn, to get the impurities out?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have much of a green
thumb, ma’am.”

“You don’t?”

“That’s my sister’s specialty. I’m more into
horseflesh and cattle.”

“Oh.” The manager looked at her askance, as
if she had just admitted to an interest in something more boring
than auto repair.

Marissa deposited the grocery bag on an
ottoman near the couch. “Well,” she said
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