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“It’s too damn tight,” Jen Ferguson grumbled.

“Would you hold still?”

“No way in hell did women in the 1800s wear dresses this tight.” Jen dragged in a deeper breath and glanced at her smirking friend. Barb Grant pulled the two ties of the garment together, clinching Jen’s waist even tighter inside the punishing material. “I doubt even prostitutes wore clothes this tight.”

“You should know.”

“Hey!”

“You know what I mean. You’re the history professor, not me. Maybe you could ask your little friend if she had to wear tight dresses.”

Jen grinned at the comment. From the moment she’d set foot into this newly remodeled saloon a few months ago, she’d been experiencing extraordinary things. At first, it started simple enough with chairs and tables seemingly moving without help during the night, escalating into unremembered moments of blankness during the day. The town’s renewal of life had brought with it an older batch of residents in the form of ghosts.

Harmless and friendly, yet spirits all the same.

Hers was a young saloon girl, Barb’s, an old spinster seamstress.

“If my ghost ever talks to me,” Jen said, “I’ll ask her.”

Barb nodded, but then a look of doubt crossed her face. “I don’t think ghosts can talk. Do you?”

“I’m her boss now.”

Barb rolled her eyes.

“Seeing how I now own this fine drinking establishment,” she added, “I am the local madam, after all.”

Barb’s laughter echoed through the small room. “Winter Creek has probably never known a saloon owner quite like you.”

“Do I look that bad?”

“You look great, Jen.” Barb’s full mouth turned downward into a tight frown. “I wish you would stop putting yourself down.”

“I’m neither my mother nor my sister.”

“From what you’ve told me, why would you want to be like them at all?”

“Beauty takes you places that intelligence doesn’t go.”

“Bull!”

Jen didn’t retort to the huffy response. How could she explain her feelings to someone who didn’t know her family?

Relief washed through her when her friend finally stopped pulling on the strings of the old-fashioned corset and fastened up the remaining buttons at the back of her floor-length dress.

“There, done.” Barb smoothed her hand down the heavy material. “With your tiny waist and curvy hips—”

Jen stiffened a bit at her friend’s patting caress.

“—you look just like a woman from that era.”

“I don’t think that’s much of a compliment.”

“Take it or leave it,” Barb said mildly. “But I’m not taking it back...and I never lie.”

“I never said you lied.”

Barb dragged in a harsh breath.

Jen stepped down from the dressmaker’s platform and gathered up the long material of her flowing skirt. Glancing around at the dimly lit saloon, a hint of pride warmed her unease, and she allowed it to settle into her mind. She leaned into the closed door and admired the unpainted wooden walls and dusty planked floor. Tables sat all around the interior of the bar area, while a set of stairs to the right led to a series of small rooms lining the back wall of the second floor. Working-girl rooms, she thought with a smile.

When the college finally agreed to sponsor her grandfather’s idea of rebuilding Winter Creek and turning it into a live reenactment area, Jen wasn’t sure she wanted to be a part of it. But now, two years and many thousands of volunteer hours later, the Winter Creek Historical Area was close to completion.

And she was glad her grandfather and brother had talked her into getting involved.

Her grandfather would be so proud.

Peace filtered into her soul as she glanced around at the results of her handiwork, a peace she didn’t quite understand. This saloon was a haven for her now, a place she could call her own.

“Jen, can I ask you a personal question?”

She shook her head, focusing back on her frowning friend. “You know you can ask me anything.”

“Okay.” Barb stood in front of the foot-high platform, hands clamped hard on her hips. “Why are you always putting yourself down? You must know you’re beautiful.”

“What?”

“You heard what I said.” Barb waved her hands up and down the length of Jen’s body before settling them back on her small waist. “Just answer my question.”

“It would be easier to answer if you’d ever had the privilege of meeting my mother and sister.”

Barb huffed. “I suppose you’re going to tell me your past relationships with your female family members are the reason you got involved with David.”

“When you tend to date men who inhabit bars, you’re bound to find a few losers.”

“We’ve all made mistakes in our lives.” She took a step closer. “I know I have.”

“If you say so.” Jen turned to face the door leading to the back room. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

“Not every man you’ve been with was like David.”

She didn’t want to think about that man. If she’d never met him that night, at that downtown bar less than a year ago, she wouldn’t be in the position she was in now. She wouldn’t be ostracized by her school, colleagues, and students. She wouldn’t be waiting for the semester to end so she could be free of the bullshit.

“David wasn’t all bad.” Barb touched her hand lightly. “He was good to you in his way.”

“Yes, he was, for a while. All of them are, for a while.” Shaking the sad memories away, Jen stepped into her back office. A pure white Chinese folding wall separated the large, narrow room into a working and sleeping area. “I liked him. And the sex was wonderful. But...he was just way too into me. He wanted more than I was willing to give him.”

“You just wanted to have some fun.”

“And what’s wrong with a woman having some fun?”

“Nothing,” Barb said quickly. “Close your eyes. I’m going to walk you behind the folding wall and place you in front of the mirror. Keep your eyes closed now.”

Jen grinned.

“Are your eyes closed?”

She laughed. Every dress this talented seamstress designed was always shown off in the same way. “Yes.”

A soft hand encircled the top of her left arm while another hand landed lightly against her back. She allowed her friend to press her toward the small area opposite her office desk and chair. A frozen touch slowly replaced the warmth of her friend’s hand, and a hint of flowery perfume replaced the scent of her friend’s earthier one. Honeysuckle drifted through the air, a cool breeze brushing past her skin and into her being, making her dizzy with the painful familiarity of it. As she moved through the scent, closer to the old-fashioned Chinese wall, a strange iciness settled deep in her bones, freezing her feet to the floor.

She’d felt this profound, unnatural chill a few times before.

“Jen, don’t stop now.”

The strangeness deepened, and she brought her arms up to wrap them tightly around her upper body. “I’m freezing.”

“It’s not cold in...” Barb’s hand dropped from her back, but not from her arm. “Oh, it’s that kind of cold.”

“My little saloon girl is visiting with me again.”

“So, you’re finally admitting she’s a saloon girl?”

Barb’s words seemed to come from a great distance.

“I’ve been telling you that for weeks,” Barb added. “What changed your mind?”

“She’s a ghost that haunts a saloon.”

“Yeah,” Barb said. “You’ve always known that, but it never convinced you before.”

Icy tentacles suddenly wrapped around Jen, like a frozen pair of snow-hardened gloves, before an eerie voice whispered low. “He’s coming.”

“What?” Opening her eyes, Jen stared at her puzzled friend. “Did you just say something?”

“No.”

“You didn’t just say something?”

“I just answered that,” Barb said lightly. “What’s going on?”

The prickly eeriness left her system as quickly as it’d entered, bringing blessed feeling back into her freezing, stilled body. The hint of honeysuckle perfume lingered for only a few seconds before dissipating in the October Montana air.

“Jen?”

“Please tell me you heard a woman’s voice just now.”

“Are you telling me she spoke to you?”

Disbelief registered in Barb’s wide, dark eyes, reflecting what Jen was feeling. She’d never heard one of her spirits talking.

“All mine ever does is mess with my stuff.”

“It’s a first for me too.” Jen frowned. “Maybe it was just my imagination.”

“So, what did your imagination say?”

“He’s coming.”

* * * *
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Adam Craine wished he hadn’t come to Winter Creek today. This whole situation would be so much easier if Adam had gone home and gotten a few hours of sleep. Then he wouldn’t be so pissed off.

All he wanted to do was drive his herd of cows past their damn precious town. It wasn’t like he was asking to corral them within the town proper and place a fence around it.

“Jen will decide.”

Now they were talking about adding yet a third opinion to the issue.

“What’s the problem?” Adam glanced up from his slouching position in the chair beside the younger man’s desk. He eyed the accountant with weary disbelief. “It’s a simple decision.”

“Jen is the third member of the foundation.” The older man lifted from a chair in front of the desk and reached for the phone. “We never make decisions without consulting all of our board members.”

“It’s a herd of cattle, for crying out loud.”

“Please, Mr. Craine.” The younger man leaned toward him. “It will do you no good to get angry. Jack and I can’t decide without Jen’s input. Jack will call her, and she’ll be here soon. She’s only across the street from the bank.”

Jen, he thought. According to the sign hanging on the wall directly behind the younger man’s clean desk, Jennifer Ferguson was the history expert on the town’s original period. Two other names—William Longstreet, an accountant, and Jack Phillips, a historical constructionist—joined hers.

Adam could only imagine what this woman looked like. Probably an old crone who knows the town because she used to live in it.

“Mr. Craine?”

“The name is Adam.”

“Adam.” The accountant stood over him. “We need to ask Professor Ferguson for her opinion. If there’ve never been any cattle moved past Winter Creek, I’m sorry to say we won’t be able to allow it.”

“What?” Jerking his legs up and under him, he leaped from the chair, almost knocking it over. The man didn’t even move. Pretty tough for an accountant. “Are you telling me I can’t drive my herd past your town?”

“It’s up to Jen.”

“I don’t believe this.”

“She’s coming now.” The older man hung up the phone. “She was at the saloon, modeling one of Barb’s newest creations.”

“Saloon?” Soft footfalls patted on the outside staircase leading to the WCHA’s office over the remodeled bank building. “She was at a saloon?”

“She works there,” the older man replied. “We all have buildings—businesses—that we sponsor. I’m the sheriff, and William’s the town’s banker.”

“And the history professor is...a saloon girl?”

“She’s the saloon’s owner.” Jack grinned.

A history professor who owns a saloon. This should be interesting. Sitting back down in the chair, Adam stretched his legs and slouched low in the seat, placing his damp Stetson on his lap. The soft footsteps stopped at the door, and he glanced toward it.

She’s not an old crone, he realized, studying the strangely clad woman with interest. White leather tennis shoes poked out of the bottom of a floor-length red dress, the material sweeping across the tops of her modern shoes with every slight movement of her body. Lush brown hair piled on top of her head with a large wooden clip, soft tendrils of it falling along her neck to settle gently over the high collar of her modern brown coat. As his gaze traveled down the inviting lines, he caught a glimpse of a tiny waist indented into curvy hips cradled in the same flashy red material.

Damn, where were the teachers like her when he was going to college?

“William, Jack.” To the point, her tone brooked no nonsense. “You mentioned something about cows.”

“Mr. Craine’s cows,” William offered. “He needs to move them to his winter pasture.”

“So, what’s stopping him?”

“He needs to move them past the town.”

She turned a deep, penetrating stare toward him. He shot from his seat, hands clamped around the rim of his cowboy hat.

“Jack and I don’t think it’ll be a good idea to move them—”

“Drive them.” He didn’t take his eyes off the woman. “From the summer pasture up in the hills to the winter one closer to the ranch, a few miles north of here.”

She nodded slowly, never taking her wide-open gaze off him while gliding a single step closer. His mouth dried, air catching tight in his chest, when her coat swung open and he caught a glimpse of uplifted breast encased in the body molding material. The strange dress barely covered her.

Damn, but this was one hot college professor.

“Mr. Craine, I’m Professor Jen Ferguson.”

He grasped her extended hand, holding on a bit longer than necessary. A little smile rose on her lips. 

“Tell me about your cows, Mr. Craine.”

“Adam.” He glanced down at their entwined fingers while stroking his thumb over the curve between her thumb and index finger. Her bright green eyes widened at the touch, but she didn’t pull away. “My father’s name is Mr. Craine. I’m Adam.”

She shivered. “Mr. Craine?”

“Call me Adam.”

Her studious look burned him again, as if reading thoughts buried deep in his subconscious. Unease formed in his thoughts.

“All right, Adam.” She tightened the hold and pulled away. “And you can call me Jen.”

“Now that the two of you have settled that issue, what are you going to do about his cows, Jen?” Jack blurted. “He needs an answer soon.”

“We’ll let him move...” 

She grinned at him, stopping his protest before he could utter a word.

“I mean, we’ll let him drive them past Winter Creek.”

“Jen, these are dirty, messy beasts.” William moved around his desk. “They’ll cause a lot of damage to the exterior walls. The paint isn’t dry enough yet.”

She once again studied Adam’s face.  “Will your cows mess up our freshly painted walls too much, Mr. Craine?”

“They’ll go where Mark and the crew direct them to go.” He held her gaze. “My cowboy can control them.”

“Mark?”

“My brother is in charge of the cattle drive.”

She nodded, not moving away. Her penetrating eyes still stared hard at him, into him, through him. Her nearness brought unwanted heat racing down into the lower half of his body, settling like a hot pool of blood below his belt.

He was going to call Erin tonight. If this history professor, beautiful as hell or not, got him hard, he needed to get laid.

And soon.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea either,” the older man said. “William is right about the possible mess. Mr. Craine said he had close to three hundred in the herd.”

She frowned.

“And like I said,” Adam added quickly, “they go where they’re directed to go.”

“It’s your call, Jen.” Jack stepped toward the door. “Let me know what you decide. I need to check to make sure the kids are getting the list of repairs on the interior of the hotel finished.”

Adam stood straighter, rigid with fatigue and disbelief. “All I want to do is move a few head of cattle past Winter Creek. Why is this so hard for you? I don’t believe you people at—”

The phone’s sharp ring stopped the rest of his words. The history professor jerked at the unexpected sound. Her warmth penetrated his duster.

William glanced down at the phone. “I must take this call, Jen. Why don’t you go and show him the town?”

Adam glanced at the beauty, seeing the unease forming around her expressive, jeweled eyes. “Sure, I’d like to see what you’ve done with the old town, Professor. I used to come here as a boy with my brother and friends.”

Her now blank eyes settled on him for a long moment before a diminutive grin eased her anxiety away.

“I guess I could spare a few minutes. I need to get this—” She dragged her hands down the length of her gown. “—back to Barb so I don’t mess it up too bad, but after that I can give you a quick tour.”

“Lead away, Professor.” Adam swept his hat in a wide arch. Without thinking, he pressed it back on his head and angled it low over his forehead. “But it’s not going to change my mind about herding my cows.”

The woman stared into his face for another long second. She frowned before turning toward her partner in the WCHA. “As soon as you hear from Mr. Thornton, let me know.”
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“So, what does Frank have to do with this town??”

Jen narrowed her eyes at the lanky cowboy. Normally, she wouldn’t care less if a man put his hat on before going outside, except here in Winter Creek. Men were more respectful of women in the 1800s. She glanced at his hat and frowned. He tore it from his head and hit it against the side of the staircase rail.

“You can put it back on, Mr. Craine. We’re outside now.”

“My father always told me to take my hat off in front of pretty women.”

“Only pretty ones?” Jen said before biting her upper lip. Why in the hell am I flirting with this man? “I would think a gentleman would take it off for all members of the fairer sex.”

“The fairer sex.” His brow arched. “I think you’ve been hanging around this old town for too long.”

Damn, but he was something to look at when he smiled like that. Oh, Barb, where are you when I need you?

“Some of the women I’ve...” Adam twirled his hat in his hand, refusing to finish his statement. “So, tell me about Frank’s involvement with Winter Creek.”

“You know Mr. Thornton?” she asked. “You just said his name was Frank, but we never mentioned his first name.”

“Everyone around this area knows him,” Adam said.

“He might be the sponsor for the livery.”

“What?”

“We’re hoping he’ll sponsor the livery stable. The WCHA foundation can’t afford to rebuild and run all the different businesses in the town, so we ask others if they’d be willing to help us out. My college sponsors the saloon, Jack’s construction firms sponsor the sheriff’s office and jail. William’s old accounting firm is backing the bank building.”

“And you’re hoping Frank will sponsor this stable?”

Jen turned toward the saloon across the street and to the left of the bank. “Have you ever heard of a western town without a livery stable?”

“Lady,” the cowboy drawled. “The way you’re dressed does put me in mind of an old western town, but...”

His grin deepened as he leaned into her, punctuating the air with the hint of dirt and sweat mixed up with the earthly smell of horses. Not an unpleasant scent, Jen realized.

“...it doesn’t make me think of horses and stables.”

His teasing look burned into her, and she shook her head. Barb, oh, Barb, come on out. I need you. Jen needed her friend to come out here and remind her she’d made promises.

She looked up, heat burning low in her stomach. A feeling her body hadn’t experienced since ending her disastrous affair with David. She bit into the side of her mouth and watched the man’s eyes darken until they were almost black. She could read his desire to bite the opposite side of her lip as if written in the air.

She wasn’t interested.

* * * *
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“Not in this lifetime, Mr. Craine.”

What a liar.

Her eyes widened, lips pouting downward into a deep frown. He could tell by the way she stared at his mouth that she wasn’t being truthful. His mama always said every thought showed clear in a person’s expression.

Maybe he wouldn’t have to call his special friend after all. Maybe this fine history professor would be willing to help him out.

“I never lie,” she said.

“What?”

“Jen, Mr. Thornton decided to sponsor the livery stable.” The accountant stood at his opened bank door, on the platform of the outside staircase, staring daggers at Adam. “Did you hear me?”

His eager tone seemed to draw Jen out of her strange mood, pulling her sharp gaze off Adam.

“That’s great news, William.”

“He’s coming tomorrow morning to check out the building.” Excitement leaped in the accountant’s voice. “He said he’ll pick up the grant money, but he doesn’t really need it. Maybe we’ve finally found a winner here.”

“The Thorntons are well off,” Adam volunteered. “He runs a successful horse breeding ranch twenty or so miles from here. I’m surprised he’s even taking your money.”

“Do you think he’ll honor his commitment to Winter Creek?” Jen raised her hand to his chest and let it drop quickly without a touch. “He’s the third person who said—”

“He’s the fourth person,” William interrupted. “I hope he stays with it. The other three backed out after...those people at the hotel-spa offered them a better deal.”

Deep anger sliced through Adam’s mind. “I’ve had a run-in with that...woman too.”

“Adam?”

Jen touched his callused hand, tracing her fingertip over his knuckles before jerking her hand away. Sweet warmth rushed through him.

“How did you get your cows to the summer pasture anyway? I don’t remember any herd of cows passing by here this year.”

“We herded them past that hotel.”

“Then why don’t you send them back the same way? Wouldn’t that be easier for you?”

“I tried.” Adam looked at her now. Something on his face must have frightened her, because she took a step back. “But that...person...who runs the hotel refused to honor my grandfather’s contract.”

“Your grandfather’s contract?

“We used to own all that land up there.” He whipped his cowboy hat against his thigh. “My grandfather sold a portion of the land to that hotel to pay off some debts.”

“And he added something to the contract that allowed him the right to move his cows?” William asked. “It figures they wouldn’t honor the agreement. They’ve been giving us a hard time too. They even offered me a major sum of money for Winter Creek.”

“Which we will never accept,” Jen said with feeling. “This town was...is still...my grandfather’s dream.”

Adam glanced at her flushed face, watching the front of her coat lift and fall as she dragged in one cleansing breath after another. The material opened wider, and he took in her total picture. Pronounced tight breasts above a tiny waist that flared into delicious curves greeted his lust hungry eyes. And, as his gaze traveled down to the snowy ground, he imagined smooth legs leading up to creamy thighs.

“Mr. Craine?”

He forced his gaze off the professor. “I wish you would call me Adam.”

The young man’s lips settled into a grin before he looked at Jen and turned back toward the door. “Jen, why don’t you show Adam the livery and corral?”

“I don’t have time to play tour guide right now.”

Her protest sounded weak to Adam. Yeah, he liked that. “Going back on your promises, Professor?”

“I’m not...”

Yeah, he liked her fumbling attitude.

“It’ll only take you a few minutes, Jen,” the accountant said. “And you did promise.”

Jen looked up at William, a little frown lowering the corners of her mouth. “I need to get this dress back to Barb before I pull out all her finely sewn stitches.”

“Well, you can show Adam her dressmaker’s shop.”

“I’d much rather see the saloon.” He shouldn’t tease this beautiful lady, yet he wanted to see how far he could push her. “I’d like to see where you spend all your free time, Professor.”

“All right,” she agreed. “I’ll show you part of the town. But that’s all I’ll show you.”

Damn, but this lady could read him like a sign on the side of a barn.

“You understand, Mr. Craine,” she said under her breath. “I’ll show you the town only.”

“What else is there?” he whispered back.

“Well, then let’s go.”

Yeah, we will see about that, sexy professor.

* * * *
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He is one sexy cowboy. Jen glanced at Adam again, taking in the lean hard essence of the man standing so cocky beside her. His cowboy hat sat low on his forehead now, blocking the sight of his eyes from her vision. Faded jeans, a blue-striped flannel shirt, weathered boots, and a long dark coat completed a pleasing picture of a perfect image of an old-time cowboy. To Jen he fit this historic town.

“So, pretty lady,” he said, with a voice that oozed honey. “Impress me.”

Oh, yeah, if she were at a bar, looking to find a new body to warm her bed, he would be on her short list.

But this isn’t a bar, and she wasn’t interested in finding a new body.

Where in the hell was Barb when she needed her?

As she stepped away from the protection of the bank building, frosty air rushed against her and became trapped within the folds of her coat, spreading the material wide at her waist. She clutched at the flipping ends and pulled them tight together, but not before she glimpsed a heated look burning from the cowboy’s downward angled head.

“You look like you belong in a saloon,” he drawled easily. “That’s a...sweet looking dress.”

“One of Barb’s newer creations.” She grinned at both his intense look and slightly telling comment. She moved into the street, toward Barb’s shop. “Would you like to see it?”

His eyes widened. “I would love to someday, ma’am, but not today.”

“I was talking about the dressmaker’s shop, Mr. Craine.”

“I said my name is Adam.”

“And I’m Professor Ferguson.”

A frown lined across his mouth for only a second. He nodded before stepping off the wooden sidewalk. “Is that the saloon?”

“Yes.”

He didn’t say another word. They moved slowly across the street, and she sighed in relief at the reprieve from his flirty attitude. She trembled when she spied the large black horse tied to a post directly in front of the batwing doors.

Where in the hell did that animal come from?

“So why do you own a saloon?”

He touched the sleeve of her coat lightly, stopping her near the enormous animal. The horse snorted and moved forward, frightening her back a few steps.

“Teaching and bartending don’t seem like a very good mix.”

“It was either the saloon or the livery stable.” Thankfully, he hadn’t noticed her overreaction. “And speaking of horses, where did he come from anyway? That horse wasn’t here when I left this building earlier.”

He shook his head. “And you live in Montana.”

“Not every person who lives in Montana likes horses.”

“Everyone I know does.” He reached to brush his hand down the side of the enormous horse’s head. “Don’t shy away from him, Jen. He won’t hurt you.”

She froze. How could she have missed seeing this...beast when she left the building?

“Jen.” The cowboy laughed. “You’re going to hurt his feelings.”

“He’s a horse.”

“Yes.”

She stepped back another few inches. The horse whinnied loud, shaking his head and flipping the rough end of his coarse tail against his thick sides.

“I didn’t notice him when I came out of the saloon. How could I not have seen him?”

Adam grabbed at the horse’s tough mane and pulled his elongated head down to his forehead.

Jen backed up even further. “He’ll hurt you.”

“Don’t listen to the pretty professor, Dark Day.” He whispered softly into the animal’s passive face. “She doesn’t mean what she’s saying.”

“Like hell I don’t.”

A grin stretched wide across Adam’s cocky mouth, sparks of fire brightening the brown color of his eyes to a sweet caramel shade.

Yeah, she may not like horses, but cowboys... Her heart raced in her chest, breath burning hot and heavy in her lungs. If she’d met this guy in the bar instead of David that night, maybe things would be different.

“Hey, who’s the cowboy?”

Barb’s greeting brought Jen’s mind back to her real world, a world where she’d made a promise not to do what she’d just been daydreaming about doing. A world where she’d promised not to pick up a guy like him in a bar and wear him out in her bed.

“It’s about time you got back here with my dress.” A gush of wind caught at Barb’s jacket as she wandered out of the saloon and stopped beside Jen. “I was about to go back to my shop.”

Jen watched her friend shiver slightly. Barb looked at the powerful animal before staring hard at the lean cowboy.

“Some guy just tied that...thing to the rail a few minutes ago. Does he belong to you?” Barb asked.

“Which one, the guy or the horse?”

A hint of laughter sang in his voice. Nice deep laughter echoed through the town.

Jen liked it.

His gaze skipped over Barb’s smaller frame to burn into Jen’s eyes, causing a hint of discomfort to form in her mind. His look widened in lustful appreciation as her coat slid open again. She didn’t pull it shut this time. She liked the way he was lusting after her now. She shouldn’t like it, but she did.

“Actually, they both belong to me in a way. Wyatt works for me at the ranch, and Dark Day is my best stallion.”

“His name is Wyatt?” Interest shined in Barb’s eyes and sounded clear in her tone for only a moment before she shook her head and clutched Jen’s upper arm. “You better tell him to tie it up somewhere else next time. Neither one of us likes horses.”

Adam shook his head.

Jen sidestepped wide around the animal, frowning at his smirking demeanor. “If you want to get my permission to move your cows past Winter Creek, you’d better wipe that smile off your face.”

She walked into the saloon and turned at the side bar, enjoying his unhappy frown and blank look. That got his attention.

“I need to drive those cows to the winter pasture soon.”

“How soon?” Allowing her coat to fall off her shoulders easily, she didn’t miss the loud inhaled breath echoing from him. Damn, but his man was good for her battered ego. “And how many cows do you have up in the hills?”

She twisted around, a grin stretching her face, and froze.

The image formed slowly in the smoke-like air, lifting above the lean cowboy and her friend before settling near the right side of the suddenly silent man. She watched him jerk to his left. Did he feel the image of the person forming in the cloud? Or is it a man? She wasn’t sure what she was seeing. Adam glanced toward Barb before pulling his hat from his head and glaring to his right side.

“Jen, what’s wrong with you?” Barb asked.

The image twisted and turned, swirling around the side of the lean man without touching him, changing into the vague shape of a slender, medium-sized male.

“What’s wrong?” Adam spoke gently. “You’re white.”

“Jen?”

“Professor?” Adam asked again, louder this time. He reached out but dropped his hand back to his side. He glanced behind him toward the door. “Why is it so cold suddenly?”

Barb jerked her head up to stare at him. “You’re cold?”

Familiar iciness spread slowly into her body now, a familiar weakness. A soft, joy-filled voice whispered, “He’s here.”

The man-like image raised his hands toward the presence she sensed standing beside her, before he disappeared in a slow, dissipating field of fog. The chilly October air replaced the familiar bone deep iciness, taking with it the strange feelings. Warmth flowed back into her system, strength back into her trembling legs. She fell against the bar, pressing one of the pins keeping the tight dress together, into her side.

“Ouch.” Jumping up, she touched her waist. “I think I need to get out of this dress.”

“Are you okay?” Her friend’s hand cradled her shoulder, checking the side of her dress for the offending pin. “Maybe you better before you pull out all of those pins.”

Jen smiled. “I will as soon as I finish my discussion with Mr. Craine.”

“Adam,” he said sharply. “I told you to call me Adam.”

“With Adam,” She glanced toward the doorway. Clear air pushed the batwing doors open and shut. No smoky fog, no vague images forming into the shape of a male, no unearthly coldness, no whispering voice speaking nonsense words.

Had she just imagined it all?

“This could wait until tomorrow.” The cowboy pulled his hat from his head, exposing longish dark blond strands of hair curling around his neck. “I was up in the summer pasture for three days. It can wait another one.”

“Are you sure?” Jen asked. “I won’t be back in Winter Creek until Saturday. I have a few classes I teach at the college.”

“A couple of days won’t make that much of a difference.”

Adam had changed, become less cocky, less sure, less interested in her. Her heart sank in her chest.

“I’ll bring my brother by on Saturday with the exact count and possible moving dates.”

“Don’t you need to have those animals moved by November?” Barb asked. “That’s only a month off.”

“It doesn’t take long to move the cattle.”

“I’ll change out of this dress,” Jen suddenly needed to get away from the sexy cowboy. “Why don’t you show Adam around the town? He says he knows Mr. Thornton. Maybe he’d like to see the livery stable and corral. Or maybe even the stagecoach.”

“You have a stagecoach in town?” Interest brightened his voice. “I would like to see that.”

Barb winked at Jen before walking toward Adam. “Yes, and it’s an original. It was built in the 1800s. We also have a half-built replica back at the stagecoach station about a mile from here.”

“They’re not in town?”

“Not now.” Barb glanced at Jen, waving her toward her private room. “Don’t worry about Adam here. I’ll show him around the town while you change into your regular clothes.” Barb looked back at Adam. “You are interested in seeing the stagecoaches, aren’t you?”

Jen grinned, expecting her friend to return with a possible sponsor for their last unfinished business in the town. Since Mr. Thornton promised to sponsor the stable,  the stagecoach station was the only business left.

And that would be nice.

Her grandfather would be glad when she told him.

But why did it have to be that cowboy?
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Chapter 3
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Noise penetrated Adam’s exhausted senses, young and older voices, yelling, laughing. Joking voices fought through his exhaustion, pulling him down the dusty street toward Dark Day. That rickety old barn-like building had been standing on its last legs, ready to fall to the ground, yet it remained strong, tall, and proud, with an ingenious set of bracing bars holding up all four corners and a large beam directly in the middle of it. Only a temporary fix, but he knew Thornton wouldn’t be deterred by it.

Thornton would have his hands full with this endeavor.

A loud, gruff voice yelled out a woman’s name, jerking him out of his stupor again. Now he stood on the wooden sidewalk with his hands on the rough wood of the swinging barroom door. He smiled before pushing at the creaking door and stepping inside the warm building,

A gentle snort, a soft whinny brought his glance back to the post holding the reins of his horse secure. “Relax, big guy,” he said lightly. “We’ll be getting on home in a few minutes.”

He should get on him now and ride out of this town, away from the history professor. The feeling he’d experienced right before he’d allowed Barb to grab his arm and walk him out of the saloon still lingered in his system. That strange, unearthly wintriness still froze in his mind.

And the frightened look on the professor’s face when she’d turned and looked toward him.

“Adam.”

Pushing the door open, he looked around the dim room. “Jen, where are you?”

“Come,” she whispered.

He froze in the doorway of the bar, holding onto the edge of its curved side. Something wasn’t right here. That coldness was back, pressing into him.

“Adam.”

He shook the feeling away, forcing his feet to move through the barroom to the open door of Jen’s private office. He stopped at the doorway.

She stood in the middle of the room with her back to him, her right shoulder bare of the red gown, and the fasteners at her back opened to expose the richness of her creamy naked skin, clear to her small waist.

The history professor was naked under all that material.

He raised his hand, wanting to run his fingers down the expanse of her soft back.

“Adam.”

His hand dropped back to his side as the sinister atmosphere of the place once again pressed hard into him, freezing him to the ground. “No.”

Jen moaned then. The right sleeve of her dress slid slowly down her arm, showing the upper right section of her back and the gentle swell of one creamy breast.

With his heart pounding rough in his tight chest, blood rushing hot into his penis, he stood frozen at the door and dragged in a harsh lungful of air. He needed to move, to leave this saloon, to get as far away from Winter Creek as Dark Day could take him. He couldn’t find the strength to do it.

Damn, he’d never wanted anyone as fiercely as he ached for this woman now.

Not even his sometimes sex partner, Erin.

Another soft moan whispered from Jen’s throat, sending his glance to her bare back. Thick brown hair fell over her shoulders, somehow escaping from the tight clip holding it high on the top of her head.

“Oh, Adam.”

Damn, what was going on here? “Are you okay?”

She didn’t respond except to drop her head to her left shoulder and draw in a loud, rough breath. His heated gaze lingered on the soft swell of her breasts before he forced his stare back to the flowing strands of her slightly curly hair, caressing the top of her head, to the large clip hanging in mid-air.

Hanging in mid-air?

What the hell is going on? He closed his eyes and reopened them a second later. The damned thing was still dangling in the air.

He couldn’t see this. No way could that wooden hair clip be hanging in plain air.

The clip moved on its own then, drifting in the air to stop only an inch from his astonished face. He must be more tired than he’d thought. 

“Adam?”

The clip fell hard to the floor at the sound of the enraged voice.

“What are you doing?” Anger, slight fear, and a hint of curiosity sounded in her tight voice, the warmth of unrequited desire. No whispery soft sexy tones now, the no-nonsense history professor was back. “How dare you sneak up behind me and...touch me like that? Why did you pull my clip from my hair?”

“I...didn’t touch you.”

Her eyes widened. “Then how did my clip end up on the floor by your feet? Why do I feel as if...” She dragged in a long, cleansing breath. “I think you should leave now.”

“Beautiful, I’m just as...confused as you are.”

“Don’t call me that.” Her temper stiffened her still bare back. “My mom and sister were the pretty ones in my family.”

“Jen?”

“I’ll talk to you about the cows on Saturday.” She bent and picked up the clip. “I need to talk to William and Jack before I make my final decision.”

If she could forget about the strange goings on, so could he. “I’ll have Mark call you.”

“Mark?”

“My brother knows more about the herd than I do.” A lie, yes, but it was a necessary one. The further he got from her, the better. “He’ll call you on Saturday.”

Her look penetrated deep into him, stilling his movement at the door. Could she read his discomfort now? Could she truly see the reason why he felt it?

She nodded. “Yes, that would be better. It’s what you need to do.”

* * * *
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The image of that damn clip hanging in the air stayed with Adam on the way back to
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