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Dedication

For Carmel, 
dearest friend and sister of my heart. 
We shared the same dream. 
When mine became reality, 
you embraced my good fortune 
and increased the joy of my achievement. 
Know that when you eventually touch your dream
and I truly believe you will
that mine will at last be complete.
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Prologue







August 1866


It was, beyond a doubt, the most beautiful prison that hed ever had the misfortune to occupy.


Harrison Bainbridge, second son to the Earl of Lambourne, allowed the pillows softness to envelop his head as he stared at the lilac canopy draped above him. During the day, a crystal chandelier captured tiny granules of sunlight, waltzing them across the walls. With the arrival of night, as now, the lit candles cast a pale glow that shimmered at the edge of the shadows.


A tiny figurinea mother holding a childgraced the bedside table. He had never suspected that this particular woman possessed a fondness for lace and elegant adornments.


Not until hed become a prisoner within her bed.


The wooden floor, polished to a sheen, reflected the furnishings throughout the room: a settee before the hearth, where once she may have kissed the man who betrayed her, a wardrobe that housed a green gown that he knew from experience was as silky as her skin.


With the whisper of the warm night wind, the white embroidered curtains billowed away from the window. Harrison tossed aside the sheet and allowed the breeze to caress his sweltering flesh as no woman had in monthsas no woman ever would again.


Her faint fragrancethe tantalizing scent of lilieswafted around him, offering comfort he did not know how to accept while bringing forth the demons that haunted him.


He had been a prisoner within her room for six weeks now, six interminable weeks filled with agony, regret, and time. Time to reflect upon what had been, upon what might have been. Six weeks to battle against accepting what was.


On the wall above her bureau she had hung a mirror, flowers intricately carved along its gilded edges. He caught a glimpse of his reflectionthe horrifying sight of a crippled body that imprisoned him as much as this room.


Reaching out, he grabbed the figurine and hurled it with all his strength. It cracked the mirror, multiplying his reflection into a grotesque kaleidoscope of jagged shards of glass.


He heard the hurried footsteps echo along the hallway. She would be here soon, and though he prayed otherwise, he feared that as always with her arrival, his true misery would begin.


He closed his eyes, pretending for the barest of moments that he was as he had once been.


Rememberingremembering the fires of passion she had ignited within him. When he had been whole, strong, and healthy. When he had worn confidence like a well-tailored cloak, and life had held the promise of dreams yet untouched.


When his obsessive ambitions had blinded him to the fact that he already possessed everything of importance.











PART ONE


Journeys into Hell











Chapter 1







Fortune, Texas 
October 1865


Having been raised within the bowels of hell, Harrison Bainbridge should have been inured to lifes disappointments.


It irritated the devil out of him that he was not.


With a jaundiced eye, he gazed around the interior of the dreary saloon. It in no way resembled the gentlemans clubs he had frequented in London. But then nothing in this godforsaken town reminded him of England, and he readily welcomed the opportunity to leave.


Whether she realized it or not, the woman sitting across from him held the key to his salvation. Out of the corner of her mouth, Jessye Kane blew a quick burst of air, which sent into motion the radiant red curls that had escaped from her braid.


Now dont take this personal, she said in a voice that reminded Harrison of wispy smoke curling over a log before the fire finally caught and consumed it. But I dont trust you any farther than I can throw you.


Her words flayed his heart, but Harrison knew his face didnt reflect the unexpected pain. As a lad, hed drowned his emotions in a bottomless well, a maneuver that now gave him an edge when playing games of chance because no onenot even his trusted friends Christian Montgomery and Grayson Rhodescould ever determine his exact thoughts.


On the contrary, he quipped, lifting his glass of whiskey in a silent salute. I am indeed honored. You always struck me as a woman who was adept at throwing men great distances.


He took no pleasure in the blush that flamed her cheeks, obliterating the smattering of freckles. But self-preservation was a vicious tutor, and he had learned the lessons well.


She darted a glance at Christian Montgomery, who sat beside him, before she settled her unwavering gaze on Harrison. Her eyes were the green of spring, when the first buds began to emerge. Her chin came up a notch. He knew her well enough to recognize that slight gesture as an ominous warning.


She unfolded a sheet of paper. Im interested in taking part in this cattle venture you two are making noise about. Im willing to fund the whole thing just like we discussed, but the partnership will be between me and Kit. Well split the profits fifty-fifty. Ive written up an agreement that Ill need signed before I hand over any money.


Her unwillingness to accept him as a partner was yet another stroke of the lash, but his admiration for her shrewd business sense increased. It seemed she had also learned well the lessons of survival.


Now, hold on a minute, Kit began.


Harrison held up a hand to silence his friend. He steepled his fingers and pressed them against his bearded chin. Is there a particular reason you feel this action is warranted?


Yep. From what I can tell, Kit has done all the planning and made all the arrangements. The hardest work Ive ever seen you do is to take a long squint at the sun and a short squat in the shade.


The lash cut more deeply.


This is ludicrous, Kit said. Harry carries his share


And the paper? Harrison interrupted.


Spells out everything so weve got no misunderstandings at the end of the drive as to who gets what.


In the three months since Harrison had first met Jessye, they had developed a tentative friendship. She served drinks in her fathers saloon, on occasion played poker with Harrison, and always made it well known that she had no interest whatsoever in accompanying him to a bedroom at the top of the stairs.


Not that he blamed her. Until recently, he had worked in a field like a common laborer. As he had picked the cotton, the sun had beaten him unmercifully, his hands had bled, and his back had ached in agony. Perhaps she would have admired his efforts to a greater degree if he had complained.


He and Kit had agreed that a simpler way to make their fortunes was at hand. Cattle. The northern states were desperate for the beef denied them during the war. Unfortunately, taking the cattle to market required time and money. Time was not the problem. Harrison possessed it in abundance.


The obstacle was moneyor more accurately, its absence. For reasons Kit would not divulge, very little of his remained available. Harrison had gambled away the money hed earned working the cotton fields. Yet despite his folly, he was now determined to succeed where his father deemed he would fail.


But to succeed, he needed capital, and Jessye had it. Not a great deal, but enough. Dreamin money, she called it.


Hed played poker with her often enough to know she wasnt bluffing. She was their last hope for an investor, and well she knew it. He gave a curt nod. Kit, sign the paper.


But it says that youll get nothing


Hell get a hundred dollars at the end of the drive just like the other men we hire, Jessye said.


Unacceptable, Kit said. He is a full partner


The conditions are acceptable to me, Harrison stated quietly. Sign the paper.


I bloody well will not.


Sign the damn paper, Harrison ground out.


His gaze riveted on Jessye, Harrison heard Kit scratch the pen across the parchment. She squirmed slightly in her chair. Good. A bit of unease would serve her well and lessen the sting to his pride.


Kit shoved the paper toward her. There, although I will split my earnings evenly with Harry.


You can do whatever you want with your share, she told him.


Thank God. I feared you intended to issue another mandate.


Nothing else, other than to remind you that Im going with you.


I would think that contract would cancel your need to shadow our moves, Kit said tersely.


My moneys not going where I cant see it.


Harrison gave a sharp tug on the red brocade vest beneath his black jacket. I give you my word that your money will be safe


Harry, you scoundrel, I wouldnt trust your word if the good Lord carved it in stone Himself.


He didnt care whether she trusted his word, but for reasons he could not comprehend he desperately wanted her to trust him. From the first moment he had seen her in a faded dress serving drinks in this saloon, she had intrigued him. If she possessed any innocence at all, it was but a solitary thread woven through a tapestry that he longed to unravel. If he could personally place the money in her hands, he would definitely gain an advantageand possibly a walk together up those stairs.


Jessye love, were not completely ignorant, he said. Weve talked with men who herded cattle before the war. Im not certain its wise for you to go on this journey.


Crossing her arms on the table and leaning forward, she steadily held his gaze. Who taught you and Kit how to shoot a gun and a rifle?


Sighing, he cursed every valid point he knew she was going to throw in his face. You.


What did I teach you about a remuda?


That its a group of horses, and well have more horses than men, he recited as though reading from a boring book.


She smiled smugly. Whats an Armitas?


That silly leather apron that is split down the middle and ties at our waist and knees. It looks ridiculous, and Im not wearing it.


You will, and youll be grateful youve got it. I doubt either of you knows which end of a cow quits the ground first. Whether you two greenhorns want to admit it or not, you need more than my money. You need what I know. She scraped back her chair. Ive got to help Pa


Before you leave, I need your approval regarding an important matter, Kit said as he reached beneath the table and withdrew an iron rod. One end had a flattened triangle through which a man could slip a gloved hand. The other supported an L that rested on top of a T.


Our brand was designed to represent our venture: Texas Lady. The name was Harrys idea, chosen to honor our investor. Of course, the decision was made before we realized he would not have an equal say


Kit, Harrison warned, despising righteous indignation.


Kit cast him a scathing look before continuing. If you dont like the name or the design, we can change it, but Id like to know tonight, as I want a few more made before we leave tomorrow.


Harrison watched her tentatively touch the letters as though they were fine gems instead of iron to be heated and laid against some beasts backside. Hed forbidden Kit to mention the brand because hed wanted to surprise her. Judging by the awe on her face, hed succeeded.


She lifted her gaze to his. Texas Lady?


Harrison shrugged as though the name were of little consequence. It seemed appropriate. Wed considered the Triple E for the three Englishmen, but since Gray made the unfortunate decision to get married and has turned his endeavors toward farming, the Double E just didnt have the same ring to it.


Im not much of a lady. She jerked her fingers back as though the iron had scalded her. Itll do just fine. I gotta close up.


Harrison watched her walk away without so much as a thank you. Refreshingly honest and disturbingly forthright with her opinions, she was without a doubt the most aggravating woman hed ever known.


And his gift had touched herdeeply, if the tears that had surfaced within her eyes before shed leapt to her feet were any indication.


Correct me if I am wrong


Is that not my usual habit? Harrison cut in, turning his attention away from Jessye.


Kit narrowed his pale blue eyes. Damn, but Harrison hated his friends scrutiny.


I was under the impression that you and she were friends, perhaps lovers


Not in this lifetime.


Then why in Gods name did you suggest we come to her?


Because she has money.


We could have found it elsewhere.


Where? The war left most of the people in this state pitifully poor. As for the conquerors streaming in, I dont trust them. Must be my Saxon heritage.


Kit scowled. We could have sought out a banker.


Where, pray tell, would we get a letter of reference? Our reputations are hardly pristine. We should count ourselves fortunate that Jessye trusts us as much as she does.


She doesnt trust us at all.


We dont need her trust. We only need her money, which we now have, and her knowledge regarding this state and cattle, which she is willing to share.


Kit shook his head. I dont like this, Harry. I dont like it one bit.


Why the worry? You have everything planned out.


On paper. Putting it into practice is something else entirely. Kit rubbed his thumb along the scar beneath his chin.


Harrison had always thought it a shame that the Earl of Ravenleigh had applied a flaming hot poker to his second son so no one would mistake him for his twin brotherthe heir apparent.


I wish you could convince her not to go. I have a bad feeling about this journey, Kit said.


Tell me where we can acquire the funds for supplies, and Ill happily cancel our arrangement with her.


David Robertson might finance our venture.


That Texan that visited Ravenleigh a few years back? Harry asked.


Yes. He was quite well-off.


Before the war. He could be a beggar now for all you know.


I could make discreet inquiries, determine his interest


Its a moot issue. You signed a contract with Jessye. Besides, Harrison wanted more from Jessye than her money or her knowledge of cattle. He wanted her climbing those bloody damned stairs with him.


But you just said if I were able to find another source for the funds


Because I didnt think you would! Look around at these drab surroundings. An opportunity like this happens but once in a lifetime. Id rather share the chance for prosperity with a woman who has never known wealth than a man who takes it for granted.


Its a gamble, Harry. We could return with nothing.


She knows that. Shes risking her dreaming money, Kit. How do I tell her now that weve decided another investor would better suit us?


You care for her, Kit said somberly. You might not have bedded her, but you do have some feelings for her.


I understand her plight. Make no more of it than that.


Ill make as much of it as I bloody well want to and pray that I dont live to regret it. Sighing deeply, Kit stood, grabbed the branding iron, and sliced it through the air as though it were a rapier. I shall finish the preparations.


Good. And cheer up, for Gods sake. How much work can be involved in prodding a few cattle north?


Its not the work that concerns me, but the unknown. I dont know how to plan for it.


You strive too hard to account for everything. An element of risk makes life worthwhile.


I should imagine it depends upon the nature of the risk.


As Kit headed toward the stairs, Harrison heard Jessyes throaty laughter echo over the saloon as she herded the remaining customers through the swinging doors into the night. He wondered what they had said to make her laugh so freely. The laughter she released in his presence usually carried an undercurrent of distrust.


He watched as she shared a moment with her father, smiling at him as they spoke. He couldnt recall ever smiling at his fatheror his father smiling at him.


She affectionately patted her fathers slightly stooped shoulder before striding through a door that led to what he knew was a back room. Shed return with a bucket of water to clean the place until it shone. His favorite moments of the night came when she got on her knees to scrub some mess. Her hips followed the circular motion of her hand, and all he could think about was how much hed like to be beneath her.


Countless times shed rejected that proposition. Shed told him that she wasnt one of those women, but he doubted her claims, for he had yet to meet a serving wench who wasnt.


Her fathers movements caught his attention as the wiry fellow trudged across the saloon. Tufts of hair, a lighter shade of red than his daughters, stood at various angles of attention over his head. His green eyes carried a hardened glint. I need a word with you.


Harrison waved a hand toward the chair Kit had vacated. By all means, then, please sit.


Jonah Kane dropped his small body into the chair. I gotta be honest here. I aint in favor of Jessye goin on this venture with you fellas.


Neither am I, but she seems to have a stubborn streak in her.


Jonah chuckled and scratched his bristly chin. She calls it independence. Tells me that since shes twenty-one, shes all growed up. She dont realize that a fathers daughter never grows up.


Harrison felt as though hed been slapped. Shes only twenty-one?


Jonah narrowed his rheumy eyes. How old did you think she was?


A bit older. Hed never questioned her age, had always considered her closer to his own age of twenty-eight. Hed figured her to be a woman of experience, working in a saloon, surrounded by men all night, but if she were only twenty-onegood God, could her claims be true? Might she still be innocent? Perhaps her refusals had nothing to do with him, and everything to do with her purity.


Shes young, but she dont like to admit it, Jonah said.


Harrison was surprised to see tears shimmer in the old mans eyes before he leaned forward with a steely glare. Shes been hurt. Had her heart sliced up and tossed out as buzzard bait. I dont want to see her hurt again.


We have no intention of harming her. She is our investor in this undertaking and will have our utmost respect and consideration.


Jonah narrowed his eyes. Theres a lot of long nights on a cattle drive. If she comes back with the smallest of bruises on her heart, Ill cut off your cojones and feed em to you.


Harrison cleared his throat. These Texans so often threw in Spanish words that he sometimes found it difficult to follow their conversations, but he had a gist of the meaning. Will this action render me incapable of siring an heir?


Youd better damn well know it.


Then Ill keep your threat foremost in my mind as we journey.


I dont care what you do with it, just dont forget it. Jonah stood and began stacking chairs onto tables.


Harrison rubbed his fingers over his thick beard, wondering why, of all the things Jonah had just revealed, hearing that someone had broken Jessyes heart bothered him more than the thought of being turned into a eunuch.


Hed never suspected that her tough attitude was an act designed to shield herself. A pity. He had no interest in mending hearts that had once been broken. A shattered heart would forever be a mosaic of cracked pieces, more delicate and prone to break again with less force applied to it.


Experience had taught him that lamentable truth.





Jessye Kane stood outside her fathers saloon and inhaled deeply, allowing the coolness of the autumn breeze to blow the stench of spilled liquor and lingering tobacco smoke away from her. She gazed at the twinkling stars that lay upon the midnight sky like diamonds on black velvet. For the next few months, she would sleep beneath them and use them to guide her journey.


At the end of that time, if all went as anticipated, she would turn her modest savings into a considerable sum of money. Unlike Harry, who was motivated by ambition, she was inspired by fear, fear that no matter how strong she was, she would never be strong enough to protect her heart.


And her heart was definitely at risk. The image of the brand was seared in her mind. Texas Lady. Named for her. Shed never in her life felt like a lady, not a true lady. Shed been forced to give herself a mental shake in order to remember with whom she was dealing: a man who knew well how to cheat, a man who let it be known he wanted to bed her.


While working Abbie Westlands cotton fields during summer harvest, Jessye had learned that Harry had a tendency to sit in the shade, eat watermelon, and entertain the children with card tricks. He only went into the fields when Grayson Rhodes brought him an empty sack. And when next she looked, there he was again, sitting in the shade.


He was in for a rude awakening. He wouldnt find much time to squander on a cattle drive.


Turning slightly, she lifted her gaze to the windows on the second floor that looked into the rooms reserved for paying guests. Harry and Kit rented rooms that faced each other across the long, narrow hallway.


She saw the pale lamplight spill out of a windowHarrys window. She didnt want to think about what Harry might be doing, but she seemed unable to stop herself.


Hed take off those fancy clothes he wore, clothes that would make any other man look like a dandy. It aggravated her that whenever she joined him at a table, she felt like the east end of a westbound mule, while he possessed an abundance of charm and sophistication.


Sauntering through the cotton fields had bronzed his skin. When he shuffled the deck, his deft fingers mesmerized her. He had such a light touch that the cards barely whispered when he sorted them, and she had to fight against imagining those hands skimming over her body with as much expertise as they handled the deck.


She enjoyed their verbal sparring, was challenged by his ability to always win with the hand he dealt. Out of deference to her suspicions, he played with his sleeves rolled up so she knew he didnt sport any extra pockets or devices that would give him the cards he needed. But she also knew his forearms werent puny and white like those of a man whod spent his life pampered. The veins bulged beneath his skin, and his muscles appeared hardened even when his arms were at rest. Made no sense, but little about him did.


Damn, but she wished she could figure out how he cheated. Maybe then shed stop watching him with an intensity that bordered on obsession. Lord help her, she had almost every inch of him memorized, trying to catch him in the act of swindling her.


He swore he never cheated when he played her, but she knew that was an outright lieotherwise, shed occasionally win a hand. She wasnt that poor of a poker player.


Now he needed heror more accurately, he needed her money. She might have given it to him with no strings attached if he didnt always call her Jessye love. She trusted the endearment as much as she trusted the man. She knew he didnt love her, and using the word made a mockery of an emotion that had the power to wound unmercifully and heal unconditionally.


The light from his window faded into darkness, and she realized hed gone to bed. She dared not contemplate what he might not wear while he slept. Every time she changed the sheets on his bed, she wondered if theyd known the touch of his bare backstomachbuttocks


Or did he sleep with nothing but the night air to caress his flesh?


Squeezing her eyes shut, she spun around. Shed sworn never again to become involved with a man until she was a woman of independence, although Harry had a disconcerting way of making her regret that vow.


Shed lost count of the number of times hed invited her to join him beneath the blankets. His voice carried a teasing lilt, but his eyes, Lord, his emerald eyes held a vulnerability that intrigued and frightened her. He wasnt nearly as simplistic as he appeared.


A high-risk gambler, he manipulated cards, enjoyed strong words, and indulged in strong liquor. Yet there was another facet to him, like turning a diamond and seeing it sparkle from a different angle. A haughtiness in the way he said his name. He was the second son of an earl, sent here to make his way in the world.


With cattle, she thought he had a good chance of succeeding. She knew a lot about cattle. Before the war, shed known a man who herded longhorns to California. Gerald Milton. He had loved to talk, and she had loved to listen.


He hadnt looked at her the way most men didlike whiskey that was to be enjoyed during the evening and forgotten come the light of day.


She had learned too late that his innocent eyes shielded an abundance of faults.


Jessye?


Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled warmly. Hey, Pa.


Her father strolled through the door that led to the rooms they lived in at the rear of the saloon.


Dont guess I can talk you out of goin, he said.


Turning her gaze back to the stars, she wrapped her arms around her waist. Nope.


Gonna be a lot of men


I can handle myself around men. Besides, Ill be dressed like them. After a few days, theyll forget Im a woman.


Long stretch of miles between towns. Men aint likely to forget anything.


Ill be fine, Pa.


She heard his sigh travel on the wind. Youre like your ma, you know. Strong-willed, determined. I cant help but believe things woulda worked out different if she hadnt died on us when you was seven.


She pivoted slightly so she could face him. Things didnt turn out so bad.


He shook his head. Shouldnt have had you working in a saloon.


I like working in a saloon. Im thinking if I make enough money on this cattle drive, we can add that stage youve always talked aboutwith the red velvet curtains that open and close. We could get some shows in here. A singer or two. That would draw a crowd and increase profits.


In the moonlight, she saw her fathers wrinkles shift until he looked much older, so much older. Is that why youre doing this crazy thingon account of my dreams?


No, Pa, Im doing it for me.


She heard him sniff. You just take care then, girl, cuz if somethin was to happen to youwouldnt be no reason for me to live.


She slung her arms around him, hugging him tightly. Nothings gonna happen to me.


His thin arms circled her. Once upon a time, shed thought all men loved as unconditionally, as fiercely as he did.


He patted her back and stepped out of her embrace. Just so youll know, I told Bainbridge Id castrate him if he hurt you.


She laughed lightly. He wont hurt me, Pa.


No man ever would because she wouldnt let any man get close enough to do so.


He sniffed again and rubbed his eyes. Im gonna go talk to your ma for a spell. She might have some words of wisdom for me to share with you before you go.


She watched him walk into the night shadows, toward the church at the far end of town and the small cemetery behind it. She wondered if her mother had truly known how much her father had loved her.


Jessye had once dreamed of giving and receiving that kind of powerful love. But not any longer.


At seventeen, shed had her heart ripped from her chest. Shed vowed then that shed never again be dependent on either a man or money. This arrangement with Harry and Kit would ensure that she kept that promise.


Hes right, you know, a deep voice rumbled into the night. You should stay here.


Jessye spun around, her heart thundering. Harry stood at the edge of the shadows, a silhouette guarded by darkness. His jacket and vest were gone. Several buttons on his white shirt were loosened as though hed been undressing and changed his mind. His black hair and beard framed his face, accentuating his emerald eyes, holding her captive. She swallowed hard. Figured youd gone to bed.


I thought as much, since I saw you watching my window.


I wasnt watching your window. I was just looking around, and your window happens to be there. Besides, its going to be a long while before you sleep in a bed again. You ought to be up there enjoying the comforts of a mattress.


A lazy grin spread across his face. I never enjoy being in a bed when Im in it alone.


She chuckled low. And the next words you speak are going to be an invite to join you. Ive served drinks long enough that Ive heard it all, and I know that the sweet talkin stops as soon as the whiskey wears off.


Mine wouldnt.


She laughed. Youre smoother than most, Harry. I have to give you credit for that, and if I had a dollar for every time you invited me to climb those stairs with you, I wouldnt have to go on this cattle drive.


He took a step toward her, effectively closing the distance between them until she felt the warmth of his body battling the cool night air. Why are you going, Jessye? You must realize that traveling alone with men is bound to ruin your reputation.


Ive worked in a saloon all my life. Ive got no reputation to ruin.


From what I hear, the nights on a cattle drive are not only long, but lonely.


Nights in a saloon are just as lonely.


He slowly trailed his finger along the column of her throat. The intense heat surged through her like flames igniting with the promise to consume.


Then come upstairs with me, he murmured in a low, seductive voice. Physical pleasure can ease the loneliness without involving the heart.


She felt her body and resolve melting, but bittersweet memories kept her from reaching for him and allowed her to speak in a calm voice that hid the turbulence swirling within her. Not for me, Harry. Ive told you before that Im not one of those women. I cant be persuaded by a silver-tongued scoundrel. Besides, Ive already marked you as a man who cant afford me.


Name your price.


Love.


A heavy silence permeated the air, and she knew shed named the one thing hed never give her. His touch retreated, and the coldness swept in like a blue north wind.


He bowed slightly. I bid you goodnight.


She wrapped her arms around her middle and watched him walk up the stairs, knowing both he and her father were right. She should stay behind.


Because if she were truly honest with herself, Harrison Bainbridge had the power to destroy the fragmented remains of her broken heart.













Chapter 2







With Kit and Grayson Rhodes flanking him, Harrison strolled through the fields where cottons bolls had once quivered in the wind. He thought Grayson had done rather well for himself when hed taken Abigail Westland as his wife. In addition to the land, hed gained three children from her first marriage and her fierce, undying love.


Abbie says its bad luck to have a woman on a cattle drive, Gray murmured speculatively.


Harrison stopped walking and faced his friend squarely. Without Jessyes money, we would have no hope of pursuing a cattle drive.


I cannot fathom why she would risk ruining her reputation by going with you.


Did Abbie not risk her reputation when she allowed you to live here without the benefit of marriage? Harrison asked, finding it odd to defend a stance he did not support.


I slept in the barn.


Jessye will sleep on her own pallet, Harrison assured him.


Gray narrowed his blue eyes. For two or three nights perhaps


For the entire duration of this venture. Harrison glanced toward the front porch, where Jessye was talking with Grays wife. Jessye wore clothes similar to his: plain flannel shirt, simple vest, boots, red bandanna, woolen trousers. Dear Lord, but he already missed his finer garments. Once this drive ended, he would never go another day dressed as a commoner. She has no interest in men.


But they will no doubt have an interest in her, Gray assured him.


Harrison feared that would be the case. Since shed stepped out of the saloon and hed seen the perfect outline of her hips and legs previously kept hidden by a skirt, hed been unable to take his eyes off her. She thinks dressed as she is that the men wont notice shes a woman.


Thats not bloody likely, Kit said. Im thinking all women should wear trousers. I like the way the garment shows off their rounded bottoms.


Harrison had an irrational desire to gouge his friends eyes. Shes your partner, he snapped.


Kit jerked his head around. Yes, and she should be yours as well.


Whats this? Gray asked.


Its unimportant. Will you let it go? Harrison demanded, glaring at Kit.


It makes no sense not to accept you as a partner, and your willingness to blithely accept the terms of that agreement aggravates the devil out of me. Its not like you to surrender without a fight


I have not surrendered.


Interest gleamed within Kits pale blue eyes. I should have known. By God, why didnt you argue your case last night?


Because when we play poker, I absolutely adore the expression of disbelief that crosses her face when she calls my bluffonly to discover I wasnt bluffing. She has deemed me a laggardly jackanapes. But I have no doubt, a moment will come when she realizes that I hold a true winning hand. And then, watching the truth dawn in her eyes will be a balm to thehe searched for a word that would not reveal the true extent of what hed felt: humiliation, anger, resentmentsting to my pride and will make the gamble worthwhile.


I hope it doesnt take long, Kit said. Even with your acceptance of the deal, Im not happy with it.


But you will strive to protect her, Harrison insisted.


I should think with that gun strapped to her thigh she can protect herself.


Since she taught me how to handle a gun, I can assure you she knows well how to use it, Gray said.


Harrison touched the butt of the gun housed against his own hip. She taught us as well. It had unnerved him to see the ease with which she managed the weapon.


Why arent you wearing a gun, Kit? Gray asked.


I prefer the Henry rifle. Its more accurate and holds fifteen shells for repeated firing. Besides, I dont like the weight of the pistol on my person. Makes me feel lopsided.


You could wear one on either side, Harrison suggested, grinning.


Other than hunting for game, I cant imagine were going to use the blasted things anyway. So uncivilized.


I agree, Gray said quietly. The day when I faced Abbies husband, I realized no honor is found in using the damn things. I swore then to never wear one again.


You should come with us, Harrison said, wanting to steer the subject away from the past.


Gray shook his head. I was forced to leave Abbie before. Only death will take me from her now.


How maudlin, Harrison muttered.


Its the truth, Gray assured him.


Harrison didnt doubt the words, but he found he envied his friends vehement defense. He nudged a blackened cotton stalk with the rounded toe of his boot. Youre not going to plant cotton, are you?


Gray shrugged. Im not sure what were going to do. He glanced at his hands. I hate harvesting the crop.


What would you say to using the land for grazing the cattle? Kit asked.


Gray removed his straw hat and combed his fingers through his blond hair. You want to go into a bit more detail?


According to Jessye, we cant move the cattle north until spring. She says only a fool would herd cattle in winter.


Then why leave now? Why not wait until spring? Gray asked.


The cattle are spread over the state, particularly to the west and south. We need to round them up and move them to one place where we could keep them until were ready to herd them north.


I suppose youll tell me all I need to know to take care of these cattle.


Kit grinned. Basically youll keep them from wandering off.


Ill need a fence.


Jessye says a wooden fence isnt practical, Harrison told him, although I cant see where it would hurt to have some sort of barrier.


I cant imagine that Abbie will want to give up cotton completely, but holding the cattle here might work well, Gray said. We could use their manure for fertilizer.


Then its settled. Once we begin encountering cattle, we shall probably hire men. Ill send them along with a letter of introduction.


What am I to do with the men? Gray asked.


Feed them. Give them a nights lodging in the barn. Then theyll head back to round up more cattle.


A moment ago I was only required to watch cattle. Now I must feed and lodge your men? I want the details, Kit, every one of them.


Harrison stepped away from his friends and the murmur of their voices. Details held no interest for him. Jessye, however, was another matter. His last night in a bed had been an uncomfortable affair. Hed been unable to sleep with thoughts of her constantly tumbling through his mind.


Hed tried to concentrate on other women hed known, graceful, beautiful, genteel. Women who smiled sweetly, laughed softly, and judged his wisdom to be far greater than theirs.


Dull. Every image had bored him. Those women were completely opposite of the woman who would travel with them. He could not imagine her dressed in finery and attending a ball. He was certain she would curtsy to no one, and her forthright language would have the matriarchs swooning, although her smoky voice with its slow drawl would no doubt attract the ear of every gentleman in attendance. He didnt much care for that image.


He watched Jessye plop to the ground and talk to Abbies youngest son, obviously not caring that she would begin their journey covered in dirt. She grabbed Micah. He yelled, and then his deep laugher mingled with Jessyes throaty chuckles as they tickled each other, stirring up a cloud of dust.


A dull ache spread through Harrisons chest. Never in his life had anyone tickled him. Never in his childhood had he laughed.


The pain intensified to an unbearable tightness.


Last night, Jessye had revealed her price with one shattering word that he knew he could never pay.


Love.


He knew nothing of it except to scorn its deceptions and mock its false virtues.


But as the dawn captured her within a halo of muted sunlight, he could not deny that something drew him to her.


Not making her one of his conquests would challenge his moral fiber.


Unfortunately for them both, he feared the fabric was frayed and worn thin.





Capturing Micahs eager hands, Jessye held him against her. I give up! she cried, laughing. You win.


He scrambled from her lap and pointed to the spectacles that enlarged his violet eyes. And see, they didnt come off. He tugged on a tiny braided strip of leather attached to the wire that circled his ears and tied together at the back of his head. Pa made this to hold em on so when Im bein a knight, they dont go flyin off.


Your pas a smart man.


He nodded, his dark hair flapping against his brow. We just gotta learn him how to talk right. He jumped to his feet and loped toward his older brother and sister, who were watching the horses.


Jessye rose to her feet, brushing the dirt off her backside and smiling at Abbie. I cant imagine with your husbands education that your children dont think he talks right, she said.


Its not the words so much as the way he pronounces them. They find his accent peculiar, Abbie admitted. She was the only woman in Fortune whod ever made Jessye feel welcome. It was the reason shed helped pick her cotton during the late summer.


Do you find it peculiar?


No, Abbie said wistfully. I love his accent, but then I love everything about him.


Its good that they think of him as their pa.


Its not hard, when he gives them so much attention. Watching him with the children is like watching you with Micah just now. You would make a wonderful mother, Jessye.


The anguish of inescapable regrets threatened to pummel her. She held it at bay with thoughts of Harrys offer, an offer other men had made as well: the joining of bodies without hearts. Thats not likely to happen, Abbie. A woman needs a husband to have children, and Im the kind of woman men proposition for the night, not for life.


Dont sell yourself short, Jessye. You have a lot to offer.


A lot of baggage that she didnt think any man in his right mind would willingly help her carry.


You just havent met the right man, Abbie added. You should meet a lot of men on this cattle drive.


Jessye felt Harrys disconcerting gaze settle on her. She ignored the desire to stare him down, turned slightly, and pressed her shoulder against the post. Im not searching for a husband. Im looking for independence.


I cant believe youre actually going on this adventure, Abbie said, her voice laced with excitement.


I was afraid Harry might get his hands on the money and gamble it away before they got the cattle to market, she admitted.


You dont trust him, then? Abbie asked, surprised.


Jessye glanced down at her boots. I dont trust him with money. Dont think hed hurt me, though. If he tried, Id shoot him. She lifted her gaze. How well do you know him?


Not well at all. He and Grayson are friends, but Harry hated picking the cotton, and he seldom came to visit.


Jessye snorted. I remember him sitting in the shade more often than not.


Abbie smiled warmly. Grayson used to get so angry when he did that.


Cant say as I blame him.


Grayson said Harry was a master at cards, so his deft fingers could pluck the cotton more quickly. It was amazing to watch.


Jessye felt as though someone had just spun her until she was dizzy. Were they discussing the same man, the same thing? Im talking about Harrison Bainbridge, here.


I know. He and Grayson had a pact. Harry didnt want to pick the cotton, but he agreed he would fill as many bags as Grayson did. So when Harrys bag was full, hed sit in the shade until Grayson caught up.


Jessye turned and stared at the fields, thinking back to the long, hot, arduous days of summer. I never saw him with any full bags, she said quietly.


Grayson used to tell him that if hed just continue picking, wed all be finished that much sooner. Harry didnt think he should have to do more than his share. I couldnt really complain, when he matched Graysons efforts, which was more than I did.


Jessye felt the prick of guilt as she remembered Kits defense of his friend last night. He was still angry. His greeting this morning had been clipped and extremely British. Harry, on the other hand, seemed to hold no ill will toward her. Was that because he recognized that she was correct in her assessment of him, or did he have plans to manipulate her as easily as he did cards?


Hell have to do more than his share on the cattle drive, she said absently. Cant have any slackers.


I told Grayson he should go with them, but he wont leavebecause of the baby.


Jessye darted a glance at Abbies stomach and was hit with a sharp stab of envy. I think youre both likely to be the reason hes staying.


Whatever the reason, Im glad hes not going. I just dont want him to look back in later years and regret that he missed this great cattle drive.


Your marriage sure took me by surprise. I thought these Englishmen were just passing through.


Thats what I thought, too, but Grayson found a reason to stay.


The tender expression of love that glowed in Abbies eyes as she gazed across the land to where her husband stood caused an unaccountable ache deep within Jessyes chest. For what she thought shed once possessed, for what she now knew shed never held.


Wed best get going. Were burning daylight, Jessye announced.


Abbie wrapped her arms around Jessye and hugged her tightly. Be careful. Theres more to these Englishmen than meets the eye.


Jessye nodded, suddenly aware that was her greatest fear.




Sitting on a log, Harrison watched the sparks shoot up from the campfire while the stars looked down. Hed never known such peace.


I swear, Harry, Im beginning to think youre on a first-name basis with the bottom of that deck of cards.


Harrison gazed into Jessyes lovely green eyes. Although hed never seen her bright red hair unbound, he had a feeling it was as untamed as she was, because curling strands constantly sought their freedom, circling her face, offering the hint of a glorious crown.


She was currently skewing her luscious mouth in such a way that she could blow a constant breeze over those loose strandsan indication that she was holding three of a kind or better.


He loved poker. After his arrival in Texas, he had quickly mastered the game. It contained so many possibilities, and the challenge was to make certain that he barely beat his opponent. He had learned the hard way that a royal flush was never drawn three times in one evening.


He was fortunate the gambling gentlemen of Galveston had only broken his hand and not drowned him in the Gulf waters. He wasnt certain his father would have seen the irony in his demise. His father had feared his gaming debts would land him in the River Thames and had sent him to Texas as an alternative.


He flexed his fingers, trying to work out the stiffness that occasionally crept in to serve as a reminder of his foolishness.


Is your hand hurting? she asked.


It gets a bit stiff if I dont move it often. Did you want to kiss it and make it well?


Her response was a look of disgust designed to send him scurrying to a corner in shame. It never worked.


I cant believe you cheated some fellasand got caught.


They did not catch me cheating. They assumed I was dishonest because I was blessed with three royal flushes that evening. I could not convince them it was only luck.


You couldnt convince them because no one is that lucky. You had to be cheating, no two ways about it. Makes me doubt my wisdom in financing this cattle venture.


Id never cheat you, Jessye love.


Prove it. She slapped her cards on the ground. Three
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