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Prologue




1874, San Carlos Reservation, Arizona

The cat was large, over two hundred pounds and nearly eight feet long. High up in the mountains, it lay on a boulder, its eyes riveted on a spot thirty feet below, where the slope leveled off to form a wide ledge. There among the tall pines was a small herd of wild horses, roped off. They were nervously stamping the ground, sensing the cat’s presence even though there was no breeze to carry his scent.

Suddenly the cat sensed danger. Then he saw the two men winding their way up the mountainside leading a string of horses, seven more to add to the waiting herd. They were quite young, the two men, and looked almost identical. Both had darkly bronzed skin and long black hair flowing loose about their shoulders, and both wore kneehigh moccasins and long white breechclothes spanning well-muscled thighs. But one was tall and bare-chested beneath his short black vest. The other was much shorter and wore a long-sleeved white cotton shirt girded with a cartridge belt sitting low on his hips.

When the new horses were added to the herd, the cougar rose from his perch and leaped from the boulder, moving cautiously toward the two young men. One was half-Apache, and the other, taller man wasn’t an Indian at all.

The two men stopped, frozen, staring up at the huge cougar. Why hadn’t they sensed him? All was still except for the prancing of the horses.

The tall man stuck out his hand, and the cougar closed the distance between them with a thundering purr. The cat rubbed his head into the extended hand and wrapped his body around the man’s bare legs. After a moment, he moved the whole tawny length of his body under the open hand, then sauntered off and plopped down on a smooth piece of ground two feet away.

Billy Wolf let out his breath very slowly so the other young man wouldn’t hear him. His hands were close to trembling, and it threatened his manhood.

“Sonofabitch!” Billy said in the language his friend had taught him so well, then more loudly when that didn’t get the taller one’s attention. “Sonofabitch! You hear what he’s doin’ to the mares, Slade?”

The taller man turned his head and bestowed on Billy one of his rare smiles. “Doing, Billy, ing. Get that g on there.”

“Shit, don’t talk to me about grammar now!” But the point had been made, and Billy wouldn’t forget again. “Weren’t you just a little nervous before you knew it was him?”

“A little,” was all Slade Holt said before he went over to quiet the horses.

Billy Wolf followed rapidly. “Will you just look at him lying there like he knows he’s welcome, like he never left your side.”

“He does know he’s welcome,” Slade said flatly.

Billy stared at the cougar and shook his head. “You ain’t seen him in eight months, and it was a year before that time. How does he remember you? How do you recognize him now that he looks like any other mountain lion?”

“I didn’t recognize him,” Slade admitted, a grin beginning. “I just knew he wasn’t a threat, same way you knew I wasn’t a threat when we first met.”

Billy thought that over for a moment and accepted it as reasonable. As was his way, he abruptly changed the subject.

“Are you really set on leaving tomorrow, Slade?” When the other simply nodded without answering and sat down next to the giant cat, Billy frowned. “But are you sure you’re ready?”

Slade glanced over at a crevice dug in the side of the mountain. The crevice contained a blanket, one set of white man’s clothes, boots he’d had Billy trade a horse for last winter, a sack of canned goods Billy had brought him, and the handgun and holster he’d stolen two years before, when Cactus Reed had taught him how to use the gun. It was that gun he was thinking about now. Learning to handle it with a degree of expertise had been the only thing he’d felt lacking in his education. It had taken two years of daily practice before he admitted to himself that he was good—better at least than the man he planned to kill with it.

“Ready?” Slade’s light green eyes rested on the cougar, and he reached out to rub the big cat between the ears. “My problem has been a waiting problem for too many years. I was a kid, aching to grow up fast because I couldn’t do anything about the pain others had caused me until I was grown up. I was twelve when you finally got up the nerve to approach me.”

“Nerve!” Billy interrupted indignantly.

“Admit it, Billy,” Slade said, amusement in his voice. “Your people thought I was crazy, and not just because I lived out in the mountains alone. You were only a year older than I was. Even your warriors took a wide berth around the crazy white boy.”

“What were we supposed to think, you being a dirty, half-naked kid whose stink could be smelled a mile off? Anyone who got within shouting distance of you, you pulled an imaginary gun and shot them with it. If that’s not loco—”

Slade burst out laughing. “I shot you, too, when you first showed up.”

“With your finger,” Billy grunted, but he smiled. It was rare that Slade Holt laughed with genuine humor instead of bitter cynicism.

“I told you why I stunk so bad back then. It took half a year before that skunk smell wore off.”


“It would’ve helped if you’d availed yourself of a creek.”

“Why? Back then, not having to take baths was about the only thing I liked about my freedom.”

Billy twitched his nose. “You’re of a different mind now. I’m grateful.”

Slade shrugged. “Some things change over the years. I don’t shoot make-believe guns anymore, either. It was a game I used to play with my twin brother.”

Slade’s expression darkened. A pain shot through his head as it always did when he thought of his brother. He rubbed hard at his temples. The cougar realized something was wrong. His ears pricked up, and he stopped purring.

Billy knew about the headaches Slade suffered because he couldn’t remember much that had happened after he and his brother ran away from Tucson when their father was killed by a gunslinger, Feral Sloan, eight years ago. Slade witnessed the gunfight, saw Sloan intentionally pick a fight with Jake Holt, Slade’s father.

Jake, one of a thousand prospectors, came west looking to strike it rich. He and a friend, Tom Wynhoff, were two of the lucky ones. They found gold twenty miles west of Tucson, a rich find. But their luck didn’t last, because others wanted that gold. Slade knew very little about it. His father had told him only that a man had approached him, wanting to buy the mine. Slade’s father had said no.

Soon after that, Tom Wynhoff was found dead in an alley, a lead ball in his chest. That same day, for no reason, Feral Sloan picked a fight with Jake and shot him dead in the street. Slade was standing ten feet away. Moments later, Sloan passed Slade and bragged to a friend on the street, easiest hundred dollars I ever earned.

Slade’s ten-year-old mind grasped that the gunfighter had been paid to shoot his father. The danger to him was made clear when an old man standing near Slade grabbed his arm and warned, “First old Tom, then Jake. You and your brother own that cursed mine now, Slade Holt, but you can bet you won’t live to see the profits. I seen it happen a hundred times, the no-good, lazy bastards who want what a man breaks his back finding, and kill to get it. You younguns are next. Get your brother quick and get the hell out of the county. Greedy men don’t stop at killing babies.”

Slade found his brother, and the two of them hightailed it northeast, away from the mine, away from Tucson, making for the mountains that stretched to the north. They were followed. Slade got a glimpse of Feral Sloan riding fast behind them before a bullet grazed his temple and he fell from his horse down a rocky incline. He remembered screaming before he passed out, but he remembered nothing else.

The rain woke him. He was alone, with no sign of his brother or his horse, and no tracks to follow. He later realized he should have stayed where he was in case his brother had gone for help after leading Sloan away from him. But he wasn’t thinking clearly, and he set off to look for his twin. Months later, he finally gave up. It had been a useless search, anyway, because he was afraid to go near towns in case the hired gunslinger found him or that nameless man who wanted him dead heard he was alive.

He learned to survive alone, to reach for manhood, when he would no longer be defenseless. He survived through desperation, learning by trial and error, roaming the regions from the Gila River as far south as an Apache mountain stronghold.

Strangely enough, the Indians never frightened him. They respected him for that and left him to share their domain. Slade feared and avoided all signs of white men. After two years without speaking to a single human, Slade was open to friendship when young Billy Wolf approached, six years ago.

They couldn’t speak to each other at first but gradually learned each other’s languages. Billy lived with his mother’s tribe then, and as they were nomads, long periods would pass between the times Billy and Slade saw each other.

Billy was the only one Slade ever let close to him besides Cactus Reed. Slade had found Reed in the Galiuro Mountains a little over two years ago. The man was half-dead, two bullets in him, claiming he and the fellow he rode with had had a slight disagreement and he’d lost the argument in a big way. Slade patched Cactus up. In return, Cactus taught Slade all he knew. He knew a great deal. The man was an ex-bountyhunter, a breed who lived by their guns and their courage, challenging killers.

Cactus turned out also to be a bit of a thief, for he took off one day while Slade was hunting, taking a dozen of the wild horses from Slade’s herd with him. Either he wasn’t a man who felt beholden to anyone, even someone who’d saved his life, or he felt he and Slade were even because of all he’d taught the young man.

Slade didn’t go after him. Wild mustangs were easy to come by, and he used them only to trade for what he needed, letting Billy take the rest out of the mountains to sell for cash. Over the years he had accumulated quite a stash of money from those horses, but it was money he’d had no use for—until now.

Billy Wolf was feeling sorry for himself. He knew that once Slade began his search he would probably never see him again. He had always known this day would come. He’d expected it last year, in fact, when Slade reached his full height, an intimidating six feet three. His vigorous life made him lean and muscular, and the hot Arizona sun made him as dark as an Indian. When Slade entered civilization again, Billy knew damn well the suspicious townsfolk would mistake him for a half-breed like himself. Slade had one thing on his side, though, and that was his sense of self-possession. Even his quiet manner was intimidating, despite his being only eighteen. And those brightly piercing eyes and finely chiseled features guaranteed him attention from women.

Billy grinned. “What will you do first, get your hair cut or have your first woman?”

Slade glanced up, but his expression gave nothing away. “I suppose the hair will have to come off first if I hope to find a woman who won’t run away screaming.”

“If you cut the hair and they don’t mistake you for a half-breed, you’ll have women fighting over you. Maybe you’d better leave your hair long to avoid that. You’ll have enough trouble. You do know what to do with a woman, don’t you?”

“I reckon it won’t be too difficult to manage,” Slade drawled, “being as how you showed me how it’s done when you and Little—”

“You didn’t!” Billy shouted, heat rushing up his neck. “Our camp was miles away when I…you mean you followed me back?”

“I was right behind you,” Slade said smoothly. “Walked right into your wickiup, and you didn’t even sense my presence. She did, though. She looked right at me and grinned. She never told you?”

“No, damn it!”

Slade frowned. “Are you really so embarrassed? Have I made you angry with me?”

“It was a private matter.”

“You’re right,” Slade conceded. “Yet I can’t regret it, my friend. It taught me more than I’d expected to learn.” He was thoughtfully silent. “It showed me that the man loses nearly all his natural instincts when he takes a woman. He becomes weak. But she doesn’t involve herself so fully, so she becomes the stronger.”

“Ha!” Billy was glad to be able to recover a little. “That’s not always the way it is, Slade. You saw me with my first woman, and I was clumsy and overeager. I have since learned how to make a woman mindless with passion. It is she who now loses control over herself, not I. But that takes a special technique, and time to learn.”

Slade weighed Billy’s words, debating whether he was lying to save face or telling the truth. He decided it was a little of both, but gave his friend the benefit of the doubt.

“You’ve mastered this technique? Every woman you have now falls under your power?”

“I’ve mastered it,” Billy bragged with extreme confidence, then pointed out quickly, “But hell, there are lots of women who don’t like it no matter what you do.” Billy didn’t reveal that in his short experience, those few women were the white whores he’d tried out in towns.

“It might be different for you though,” Billy continued. “White women take to half-breeds same as they do to full-blooded Apaches—which is not at all.”

“But how do I learn your technique?”

“Hell, if you think I’m going to teach you…Get a woman to show you what pleasures her, same as I did.”

Slade’s response to any subject that made him uncomfortable was to simply walk away from it. He did that now, getting up to move back over by the horses, calling to the gray mare he favored, leaving Billy facing the wide expanse of his back.

Billy couldn’t resist a last taunt. “Hell, you’re worried about your first time?”

“Only that the woman will know.”

Billy had to strain to catch the words. He understood. He vividly remembered how he’d felt the first time.

“Shoot, you can always wait a few more years. After all, you don’t know what you’re missing yet,” Billy offered. “Or better yet, get the lady drunk, and she won’t remember a thing.”

Slade turned to meet Billy’s dark eyes, and Billy grew uncomfortable. Slade was better than an Apache sometimes when it came to controlling his features. It would make anybody nervous. His expression now revealed absolutely nothing of his inner thoughts, but Billy knew from experience that he could be masking a killing fury or total boredom. There was no way of knowing which. And even though they were friends, when Slade turned that certain look on him, the hairs crawled on the back of Billy’s neck.

“Well, dammitall, I don’t know how we got on this subject, anyway,” Billy said gruffly, and turned away from those light green eyes. “Seems to me we ought to be discussing what you aim to do with these horses. If you’re leaving in the morning, well…”

Slade’s gaze moved over the thirty-odd mares. He’d captured most of them in the last three years, a slow process of tracking a stallion’s harem, living with them day after day, blending with the land, becoming nearly invisible, and finally singling out one and stalking it. He’d long ago learned not even to try for the stallion, and he had to wait until the male was otherwise occupied before he approached a female. But it was an enjoyable task, even though it required patience, patience Billy had helped teach him, patience that came naturally after three years.

“They’re yours now, Billy,” Slade said.

Billy’s eyes widened. “Damn it! Damn it! I knew you just went on the raid last week to please me. I knew it!”

“Nonsense,” Slade scoffed. “I enjoyed the challenge of taking that rancher’s stock right from under his nose. His spread was big enough that he won’t miss them. And I hadn’t been that far east in a good many years. It gave me a chance to see what new towns were springing up. And it gave me an adventure to remember for when I become…civilized.”

“But all of them, Slade?” Billy protested. “You can use the money they’ll bring.”

“I have enough money for what I have to do.”

Billy didn’t express his thanks except with a nod of acceptance. “So where will you begin your search?”

“Where it began.”

“You really think Sloan will still be in Tucson? Hell, that’s the territorial capital. Characters like Sloan don’t find it easy in big towns anymore.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Slade said offhandedly. “There or somewhere else, if he’s still alive, I’ll find him.”

“And after you kill him?”

“I’ll have the name of the man who hired him.” There was a cold edge in his voice now.

“And after you kill that one?”

Slade turned away before answering. “I’ll then be free to find my brother.”


Billy changed the subject quickly. “What about your father’s gold?”

“What about it?”

“It’s still there, ain’t it? You said your father and his partner rigged it so there was a worthless mine visible to anyone who wanted to look while the real mine was hidden up the mountainside where no one could find it.”

A rare show of anger crossed Slade’s handsome features. “That gold killed my father, separated me from my twin, and forced me to live like a wild animal. I want no part of it.” Then he said, “What good are riches, anyway? The land offers all a man could want.”

Billy grunted, deciding not to point out that Slade was thinking like an Indian. Was that a good thing or not?

Billy Wolf looked hard at the young man he loved like a brother. “Well, if you ever need anything, you know where to find me.” Then he grinned, trying to make light of the moment. “I’ll be the rich scout with the pretty wife—it shouldn’t tax you too hard to find me. I just hope I don’t run into your large cougar friend any time you’re not around.”

Slade laughed.

 

By early evening the Whiskers Saloon was crowded. It looked no different from all the other saloons Slade had walked into during the last year. By now he was immune to the reaction his appearance caused. Everything always quieted down until he ordered his first drink. Men sometimes moved away from him. Once it had been his quiet manner that made people wary. Now it was the savage look about him.

Slade never appeased the curious or volunteered his name without reason. His name had become a curse, inspiring fear beyond that caused by a stranger who carried a gun like he knew how to use it. The name had become an obstacle only a month after he began his search, and all because some fool cowboy in a small mining settlement had challenged him. Many witnesses saw Slade’s gun clear his holster before the other man had touched his. That was all it took. In the next town he came to, they knew about him. Too late he learned about rumors. A man who had never drawn his weapon could be reported to have ten to fifteen notches on his gun. But if he let his speed be observed, he’d be counted as one of the bad guys.

Slade had yet to kill anyone, yet he was a known killer! He had only reappeared in the white man’s civilization a year ago, but rumor had it that he’d come up from Texas five years before, after killing his first man. All his killings had been fair and square, it was said, the assumption being that a fast gun didn’t have to fight dirty. Yet marshals quickly asked him to leave their towns, and Slade found it impossible to get information out of anyone once they knew his name.

He had changed his appearance. He had let his hair grow again and wore kneehigh moccasins instead of boots. It helped a great deal. He didn’t have to lie and say he was a half-breed, but he gave that impression, and people thought he was. So after a year of searching, he had finally found Feral Sloan.

He found him in Newcomb, a town of less than two hundred even if you counted the surrounding ranches and their hands. It galled the hell out of Slade when he learned that Sloan had settled in this town seven years ago, soon after it was founded. It galled him most because Sloan was foreman on the ranch nearby that he and Billy Wolf had raided that last time. He had been that close to his father’s killer and hadn’t even known it. And he was closer now, for Feral Sloan was in the saloon, sitting at one of the card tables with two other men, his back to the wall.

Slade had spotted him immediately. His image had never left Slade’s mind. The gunslinger was about thirty now, with slicked-back hair and a chin that jutted aggressively. But the lanky body had gone soft, and his hairline had receded. There were lines of dissipation on his face. But if those years had not been kind to his appearance, they had obviously been profitable years. He dressed in an ostentatious display of silver conchas and diamond jewelry and fancy duds.

Slade concluded that Feral Sloan was either one of the town’s main guns or the only one. The latter was likely. There were many cowboys from the nearby ranches in the room, it being Saturday night. Slade had learned to judge a man in the first instant the other fellow looked at him. He could dismiss all the men in the room except Sloan.

It was only a waiting game now, and Slade Holt had become good at waiting. He knew Sloan would come to him, would have to, for the sake of his reputation. Approaching a menacing stranger was a task that always fell to the town gun. The people expected it, demanded he ask questions to appease their curiosity. When the town toughs didn’t get the answers they wanted, they either commenced a show of friendliness or walked away grumbling loudly, praying the stranger wouldn’t take offense and start a fight.

Slade had only twenty minutes to wait before Feral Sloan joined him at the bar. Those men who had moved to the ends of the bar to give Slade plenty of room now moved over to the tables. If there was to be any shooting between these two dangerous men, the tables offered cover.

“Where you headin’, mister?”

He remembered the voice all too well. Easiest hundred dollars I ever earned. His head began to ache with the memory, but nothing marred his expression, even as he faced this hated man.

“You talking to me, Sloan?”

Feral was surprised and suspicious. “You know me?”

“Sure. I heard of you a long time back. But that was years ago. Thought you were dead.”

Slade was playing his man perfectly. Men like Sloan loved their reputations, and Sloan was quick to defend his absence from the public eye.

“I got such a nice little setup here, I couldn’t resist settlin’ down,” Feral bragged. “But you know how it is. A man’s name sometimes gets so big, people just won’t leave him alone.”


“I know.” Slade nodded solemnly. “I hear you’re a foreman now on the biggest spread in these parts. Must be a nice job.”

Feral chuckled. Here was a man who could appreciate his cleverness. “The nicest—seein’ as how I work only when I feel like it.”

Slade lifted a dark brow, pretending interest. “You mean you get paid for doing nothing? How is that?”

“I work for Samuel Newcomb, and you might say I know somethin’ about him that he don’t want to become public knowledge.”

Slade whistled softly. “He’s rich then, Newcomb?”

“Let’s just say he owns half the town and his bank holds mortgages on the other half.”

“I guess he can afford to keep you on his payroll then, rather than—”

“—pay someone to get rid of me?” Feral finished, finding this quite amusing. “That might be his style, but he don’t dare. I left a confession with a friend, you see. If anythin’ happens to me…well, you get my drift.”

Slade looked down at his drink. “A man that rich must have a lot of enemies.”

“Oh, he’s well liked around here, but with his past he can’t take no chances. He’s got himself a small army of men to protect him. And get this,” Feral chuckled again and leaned forward as if imparting a secret. “He’s even got a special attachment to his will that if he dies by malice, a hundred thousand goes to the man who gets his killer! That’s common knowledge, see? Smart, real smart. The man who kills him wouldn’t live out the day, and that’s a fact. Hell, the only way you could hurt that bastard would be to ruin him financially. But it would take a powerfully rich and clever man to do that.”

“You don’t sound as if you like your benefactor.”

Feral shrugged. “Comes from knowin’ a man too well too long. We rub each other the wrong way these days.”

“You’ve been with Samuel Newcomb a long time, have you? He wouldn’t have been the man you worked for over in Tucson back in ’66, would he?”

Feral’s expression changed abruptly. “How the hell did you—? No one around here knows that. Who are you, mister?”

“Is he the one, Sloan?” Slade persisted in a calm voice.

Feral began to sweat. This tall kid had shocked him, and he wished he were anywhere but where he was. Still, he couldn’t resist a chance to boast. “I did a few jobs for Sam in Tucson, killed a couple of fellows he wanted out of the way. No big deal, just a couple of nameless prospectors.” He shrugged modestly. “Now you tell me how you knew.”

“I happened to be there,” Slade replied in a low voice. “I saw your work firsthand.”

“Did you?” Feral perked up. “But hell, you must have been just a kid then.”

“True, but what I witnessed I’ll never forget.”

Feral mistook Slade’s meaning. “You saw me get Hoggs? Yeah, that was a close one. The bastard got what he deserved for daring to challenge me.”

“No,” Slade said slowly, ominously. “It was the nameless prospector I saw you shoot, the one Newcomb paid you to kill.” His conscience needed that confirmation.

Feral turned wary again. “That fight wasn’t worth remembering. There was no challenge to it.”

“I know.”

Feral swallowed. “You never said who you are, mister.”

“Name’s Holt, Slade Holt.”

As he said it, his voice carried to a nearby table. His voice spread in a matter of seconds until the room buzzed with the name.

“You’re pullin’ my leg, mister.” Feral mustered enough bravado to sound almost belligerent. “Slade Holt ain’t no half-breed.”

“That’s right.”

The eyes that had seemed light green before now burned with yellow fire. Feral’s hands were sweating, and that wasn’t good. Couldn’t handle a gun well with sweaty hands.

“Didn’t mean to offend you none, Mr. Holt.”

“You didn’t.” A single muscle ticked along Slade’s smooth jaw, the only sign of the turmoil inside him. “Your offense was committed nine years ago when you killed that nameless prospector. And your mistake was in not killing me when you had the chance.”

Feral’s eyes widened in sudden understanding, but understanding came too late. He smelled death, his own. Automatically he reached for his gun, but the ball slammed into his chest just as the gun cleared his holster. He was thrown backward with the impact, landing on his back several feet away. Slade’s soft moccasins made no noise as he walked over and stood by Sloan’s head.

Sloan was looking up into a face that showed no emotion, not even triumph. He was dying, and the man who had killed him was taking it in stride.

“Lousy bastard,” Feral managed in a whisper. “I hope you go after him now.” His words weren’t coming out as clearly as he heard them in his mind. “Then you’ll be a dead man. Damn kid. Dead like you should’ve been…you were supposed…”

Feral Sloan’s eyes glazed over. Slade stared at the dead man for a moment. Though he had meant to kill him and didn’t regret it, his stomach churned. Bile rose in his throat. But his expression remained impassive, and the onlookers thought him a cold-blooded killer, unaffected by death. The legend of Slade Holt was being confirmed there in the saloon.

Slade wasn’t thinking of that. He was remembering two ten-year-old boys racing desperately away from Tucson with a murderer after them. He was seeing it all again, and this time his head didn’t ache with the memory. Feral Sloan had shot him and assumed he was dead. He hadn’t bothered to climb down the rocky gorge to make sure. Now, finally, Slade remembered all of it. He knew now how to start looking for his brother.

He left Newcomb without a backward glance.








One




1882, New York City

Not too far north of the hectic business district, Fifth Avenue became a quiet residential area. Trees grew at curbside between handsome street lamps. Elegant mansions lined Fifth Avenue. Brownstones could be found next to houses with mansard roofs in the French Second-Empire style. A Gothic Revival mansion stood next to an Italianate-style mansion with pediments over the windows and a balustrade atop the cornice.

The facade of Hammond House was a mixture of brownstone and white marble, with a high stoop on the first floor and three more stories above the first. Marcus Hammond lived here with his two daughters. A self-made man who was well on the way to wealth long before his first daughter was born, he permitted no obstacles. Few challenged his will, so he was generally good-natured and generous, especially with his daughters.


One of those daughters, the older one, was at the moment readying herself for an outing with her fiancé, a man chosen for her by her father. Sharisse Hammond didn’t mind the choice. The day Marcus had told her she would marry Joel Parrington during the summer, she’d just nodded. A year before she might have questioned his choice, might even have protested, but that was before she returned from a tour of Europe and a disastrous love affair so humiliating that she welcomed a safe, loveless marriage.

She had nothing to complain about. She and Joel Parrington had been friends since childhood. They shared the same interests, and she found him terribly handsome. They would have a good marriage, and if they were fortunate, love would come later. It would have been hypocritical for either of them to speak of it now, though, for Joel also was abiding by a father’s dictates. But they liked each other well enough, and Sharisse knew she was envied by her friends. That went a long way toward keeping her pleasant if not overly enthusiastic. It never hurt to be envied by a crowd of women who were forever trying to outdo one another. With her wealth on a par with theirs and her looks rarely commented on, her fiancé was the only thing Sharisse was envied.

Her thoughts were not on Joel just then, however. Sharisse was wondering where in a house of so many rooms she would find Charley. She had decided to take him along on today’s outing. He would keep her company if Joel turned absentminded, as he had been doing lately.


She left her maid, Jenny, to put away the outfits she’d been trying on before she’d decided on the basque top with a skirt trimmed in velvet, a French style of plain green satin combined with wide moiré-striped green satin. She carried her Saxe gloves and plumed poke bonnet to put on just before she left.

She stopped first at her sister’s room down the hall to see if Charley might be with her.

Sharisse knocked once and didn’t wait to be invited in before opening the door. She took her younger sister by surprise, and Stephanie gave a start and quickly stuffed some papers into her desk drawer. She glared at her sister accusingly.

“You might have knocked,” Stephanie pointed out sharply.

“I did,” Sharisse replied calmly, a twinkle in her amethyst eyes. “Writing love letters, Steph? You don’t have to hide them from me, you know.”

Stephanie’s lovely pale complexion was suffused with color. “I wasn’t,” she said defensively. “But it’s none of your concern, anyway.”

Sharisse was taken aback. She didn’t know what to make of her little sister anymore. Ever since Stephanie had turned seventeen at the start of the year, her whole disposition had changed. It was as if she suddenly harbored resentments against everyone, and all for no reason. Sharisse, particularly, became the brunt of unexpected temper tantrums ending in bursts of tears and followed by no explanation at all. She had given up trying to find out what was bothering her sister.


What was so perplexing about it was that Stephanie had finally come into her own over this last year, turning into a stunning beauty who had beaux at her beck and call. With her full breasts and trim waist, her very petite build, and the added bonus of lovely blonde hair and blue eyes, hers was the beauty that happened to be at the height of fashion. She was envied by every woman who lacked even one of those attributes—including Sharisse, who lacked them all. She couldn’t help it, but she did so wish she looked like her sister. Sharisse hid her disappointment well, though, hid it under a guise of self-assuredness that fooled the most discerning. Some even thought her haughty.

Stephanie’s perplexing behavior was enough to try a saint. The only one she didn’t snap at was their father. But both girls knew better than to show a fit of temper in his presence. Their mother, who had died two years after Stephanie was born, had been the only one who’d dared to argue with Marcus Hammond. She’d had a fierce will, and their fights had been frequent and heated. When they were not fighting, they had loved just as fiercely.

Neither girl seemed like her parents. Their father believed both were biddable and sweet-natured. They were excellent performers.

“What do you want?” Stephanie asked peevishly.

“I was looking for Charley.”

“I haven’t seen him all day.”

Sharisse started to leave, but her curiosity was piqued. “What were you doing when I came in, Steph? We never used to keep secrets from each other.”

Stephanie looked hesitant, and, for a second, Sharisse thought she was weakening. But then she stared down at her hands and said childishly, “Maybe I was writing a love letter. Maybe I have a special beau.” Looking up, she said defiantly, “And maybe I’ll be getting married soon, too.”

Sharisse dismissed all of it as sulky nonsense. “I wish you would tell me what’s bothering you, Steph. I really would like to help.”

But Stephanie ignored her. “I see you’re dressed to go out.”

Sharisse sighed, giving up. “Joel suggested a ride through Central Park if the day turned out to be nice.”

“Oh.” Pain flashed through Stephanie’s eyes, but only for a second. Then she said airily, “Well, don’t let me keep you.”

“Would you care to come along?” Sharisse asked on a sudden impulse.

“No! I mean, I wouldn’t dream of intruding. And I have a letter to finish writing.”

Sharisse shrugged. “Suit yourself then. Well, I do want to find Charley before I leave. I’ll see you this evening.”

The moment the door closed, Stephanie’s face fell, and her eyes filled with tears. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t at all fair! Sharisse always got everything. Nothing but roses came her sister’s way. She had been the one to get their mother’s glorious copper hair and her unusual eyes that could be a deep, dark violet or a soft, sensuous amethyst. She was the one with poise and self-confidence, always their father’s favorite. Their governess, their tutors, even the servants looked to Sharisse for approval. Their Aunt Sophie preferred Sharisse because she reminded her of her dear departed sister. She was not fashionable, not at five feet seven with that vivid coloring, but she was the one to stand out in a crowd, fashionable or not, and she did it regally, as if it were her right to be the center of attention.

Stephanie had never begrudged Sharisse any of her good fortune. She loved Sharisse dearly. But now Sharisse would be getting what Stephanie wanted more than anything in the world—Joel Parrington. She ached with wanting him. She ached knowing she couldn’t have him. Her sister would have him, and it hurt more because Sharisse didn’t care one way or the other.

That was the bitterness she had to bear. Her sister didn’t love Joel. And he never looked at Sharisse the way he looked at Stephanie, with an admiration he couldn’t always hide. If he were given a choice, she had no doubt whom he would choose. But he had never had any choice. Neither had Sharisse. If only their father weren’t so heavy-handed when it came to controlling everyone.

If only Sharisse had married sooner! If only she weren’t already twenty and could be given more time to choose. If only she would fall in love with someone else. Sharisse could fight for herself if she had to. She could face Father and argue for her happiness. Hadn’t she fought to have Charley stay?


But what was the use of hoping for a miracle when the wedding was only two months away? Her heart was breaking, and there was no help for it. And if she was suffering so terribly now, before the event became an actuality, how would it be afterward? After the wedding, they planned to move into a house just down the street. How could she bear to see them so often, to know that they…She wouldn’t be able to bear it.

Stephanie opened the drawer in her desk and took out the papers she had stuffed inside. She had torn the strip of newspaper out of The New York Times’s advertisements for mail-order brides. If she couldn’t have Joel, she would marry someone who lived far away, where she would never have to see Joel again. She had written three different letters, two to men who had placed the notices themselves and one to an agency that handled such things.

Stephanie looked the letters over now. They were attempts to bolster herself by embellishing her good qualities and accomplishments. Why had she lied? There was nothing wrong with her. She would make some man a wonderful wife. Why shouldn’t she send at least one of the letters? To stay in New York would be to let her heart go on breaking.

Stephanie picked up the newspaper clipping again. There was a notice from a rancher in Arizona. She tried to remember her studies. Yes, the Arizona Territory was far away. And a rancher would do nicely. Maybe he was one of those cattle barons she had heard of.


She read the whole advertisement. She was one year short of the age requirement, but she could fib just a little and say she was eighteen. “Must be strong and healthy.” She was healthy, but she had never had any reason to find out if she was strong. “Must be able to work hard.” Well, she could if she had to, but she would have to insist on servants, half a dozen at the least. “Send picture.” Ah ha! So the man wanted to know what he was getting, and he was hoping for something better than a plain girl.

Stephanie smiled to herself. She withdrew a clean sheet of paper and began her letter to Lucas Holt.

 

Downstairs, Sharisse entered her father’s study. A huge portrait of her mother graced the wall behind his desk. She knew he often turned in his overstuffed leather chair to gaze at that portrait. If ever a man grieved, Marcus Hammond did, refusing to marry again because he claimed no other woman could compare. His friends had long since given up trying to matchmake for him, leaving him to the memories he cherished.

He sat at his desk, going over some papers. Sharisse knew very little about his businesses, only that they were diversified, a rubber company, a brewery, a furniture company, an importing firm, dozens of warehouses and office buildings.

Her father had no intention of turning over the reins to her. She hadn’t been trained for it. That was the main reason her husband had to be of his choosing. One day that man would control everything Marcus Hammond had built.

Marcus looked up, and Sharisse smiled. “I didn’t mean to disturb you, Father. I was looking for Charley. You haven’t seen him around by any chance?”

Clear blue eyes sparkled under dark gold brows. “In here? You know he’s not welcome in here. He knows it, too.”

“I only asked if you had seen him, Father.”

“Well, I haven’t. And I hope never to again,” he replied gruffly. “Just keep him out of my way, Rissy.”

“Yes, Father.” Sharisse sighed. She left and headed for the kitchen.

A worthless moocher, her father called Charley. A no-good alley tramp. But Charley had come to mean more to Sharisse than she had ever guessed he would after she’d found him, battered and bruised, and nursed him back to health.

Sharisse chose an unfortunate time to enter the servants’ domain. She heard soft crying and then a loud wail. She opened the door to the kitchen, and the cook went back to her pots. Jenny, who had come down for a cup of tea, gulped the last of it and hurried past Sharisse to run back upstairs. The cook’s assistant began furiously peeling potatoes.

Two people stood near the table, Mrs. Etherton, the Hammond housekeeper, and a new downstairs maid Sharisse had seen only once before. It was this small creature who was crying so loudly. At their feet was a broken teacup from the cobalt-blue collection Sharisse’s mother had brought with her from her home in France. She and her sister, Sophie, had grown up there. It was one of eight that Sharisse had ordered packed to be taken to her new home, a priceless treasure she’d intended to give to her own children one day. Sharisse loved the set with its intricate blue pattern and fine gold rims.

Sharisse bent over to pick up the pieces, sick at heart. The other seven cups were on the counter, a packing box next to them. She sighed. If she hadn’t decided to take them to her new house, they would all still be in the china cabinet in the dining room, safe and whole.

Seeing her expression, the poor maid began to wail again. “I didn’t mean to, miss. It were an accident, I swear. Don’t let her send me away.”

Sharisse looked at the stern-faced Mrs. Etherton. “I’ve dismissed her, Miss Hammond,” said Mrs. Etherton. “I should have done so sooner. If the girl’s not breaking things, she’s daydreaming and not getting a bit of work done.”

“If she is prone to breaking things, she should not have been told to pack my mother’s cups,” Sharisse said sharply.

Mrs. Etherton’s face turned a bright red, and the young maid spoke up quickly. “Oh, it were Molly who was to do the packing, miss, but she’s been sick these last three days and asked me if I’d help her out so she don’t get too far behind in her tasks.”

“So you took it upon yourself to…? My apologies, Mrs. Etherton,” Sharisse offered.


The housekeeper drew on her dignity and nodded to Sharisse.

The girl turned her woebegone face to the housekeeper and then to Sharisse. “Give me another chance, miss. I swear I’ll work harder. I can’t go back to Five Points. Please don’t let her send me back!”

“Five Points?” Mrs. Etherton was suddenly outraged. “You told me you came from a farm upstate. So you lied, did you?”

“You wouldn’t have hired me if you’d known I come from Five Points.”

Sharisse listened with distaste. She couldn’t blame the poor girl for being so upset. She had never been near Five Points, but she knew of the area of Manhattan that held the worst slums in the city, including the notorious “old Brewery,” where people were packed together in decrepit, filthy buildings. The annual record of murders, robberies, and other crimes was staggering. No stranger could safely walk those streets. To think that this poor child, who couldn’t be more than fifteen, had probably grown up there and was trying desperately to escape.

“You will give her another chance, Mrs. Etherton?” Sharisse said impulsively.

The housekeeper’s face mottled. “But, Miss—”

“Everyone deserves more than one chance,” Sharisse said adamantly. “Just see that you are more careful in the future.”

“Oh, thank you, miss!”

“Now, has anyone seen Charley?” asked Sharisse.


“In the storeroom, miss,” the cook supplied.

“The storeroom, of course,” Sharisse said.

Sure enough, there he was lying on the cool tile next to a piece of pilfered chicken. Without another word to the servants, Sharisse left the kitchen with Charley. The long-haired tomcat was snuggled securely in his mistress’s arms.








Two




Stephanie put down the letter she had just finished reading aloud. She looked defiantly at her closest friend, Trudi Baker. “So now you know that I wasn’t just making it up when I said I was getting married. Before the month is over, I will be Mrs. Lucas Holt.”

They were ensconced in Stephanie’s bedroom, a feminine room with white draperies on the two windows, lavender wallpaper, and pink and white bed canopy and table covers. The settee where Trudi was sitting was rose pink brocade and nearly matched her afternoon dress.

The two young girls were of a similar height and coloring, but Trudi’s eyes were green. She was six months older, a great difference in her opinion. She also had a more aggressive personality. Both girls acknowledged that she was the daring one, and that was why she was having such difficulty accepting all of this.

If she hadn’t seen the coach and train tickets with her own eyes, she would still have thought her best friend was pulling her leg.

“Well?” Stephanie demanded.

Trudi tried to address the matter she felt was most important. “He won’t be handsome, you know. He’s probably so ugly that no woman out there will have him. That’s why he had to advertise for a wife.”

“Nonsense, Trudi. It could be just the other way around. He couldn’t find a girl pretty enough to suit him, is all.”

“Wishful thinking, Steph! You sent him a picture of you, so why didn’t you ask for one of him?”

Stephanie bit her lip. “I did,” she admitted. “But he didn’t send one or say anything about it.”

“You see! He’s old and ugly and knew he would never have a chance with you if you saw what he looked like.”

“He probably just doesn’t have a picture of himself.”

“Steph, why don’t you just admit you didn’t really think this through?”

Stephanie began to look even more obstinate, and Trudi rushed on, “Why him? There are a dozen men right here who would jump at the chance to marry you, men you know, men who aren’t strangers. Just because Lucas Holt sent the tickets and is expecting you doesn’t mean you have to go. Send the tickets back. What can he do?”

Stephanie looked miserable. “You don’t understand, Trudi. The only man I want is going to marry my sister. I have to do this. Sharisse’s wedding is next week. I don’t intend to be here to see it.”

“So you’re running away.”

Stephanie looked at the floor. “If you want to put it that way, yes, I’m running away.”

Trudi’s brow creased. “Doesn’t it matter that you may be miserable the rest of your life?”

“I have resigned myself,” Stephanie sighed.

“Haven’t you done anything at all to change things? Have you talked to your father? Have you told
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