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Clay Thorton’s world was
shattered when Coyote Man, a Kiowa brave adopted by the Apache,
attacked his ranch and killed his family. Turning his back on
civilization, Clay struck out in solitary pursuit of the merciless
slayer. The once kindhearted rancher became a hardened hunter,
existing only for revenge, his sole goal to track down and kill the
fearsome Coyote Man.

He has followed the trail of
the elusive prey for more than a year, from Texas through the New
Mexico territory and into Mexico. Along this bitter path, Clay has
learned the ways of the Indian traders from a comanchero named
Joquin and acquired the name Hunts-The-Horse as his search for the
brave riding a mare became widely known among the scattered
tribes.

His thirst for revenge unslaked,
Clay continues on his all-consuming mission until the loss of his
horses in a sudden blizzard leads to a nearly fatal fever. Nursed
back to health by a courageous young frontier widow, Clay feels his
resolve to root out the brave now known as Rides-A-Mare weaken
as
his
numbed heart awakens
in the presence of Anna Grant and her two small
children.

But his chase has won Clay
an enemy who’s determined to end the hunt once and for all. The
fate of another family hangs in the balance as Clay Thorton and
Coyote Man prepare for a battle to the death.
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To Lee Goggins—

For sitting me down atop a mountain called
High Lonesome and giving me the privilege of reveling in the night
sky.


Chapter One

Cougar—a musky, wet effluvium of mountain
cat permeated the air. Thick and heavy, the feline scent forced its
way into Clay Thorton’s nose, clogging his nostrils.

Pa! Whispered desperation floated on the
soothing spring breeze that caressed the banks of the San Antonio
River.

Cougar—the rancher ignored the intruding
voice. Clay’s head jerked from side to side searching for the
source of the overpowering odor that sought to smother him with
every shallow, quick breath he drew into his lungs.

Nothing. He saw nothing except cottonwood
boughs swayed by the warm breeze.

Icy needles pricked over his body as cold
fear coursed through his veins. There was no mistaking the
overwhelming odor. Once a man smelled clawed death, he did not
forget the scent. Clay knew it well; he had encountered it often in
the Guadalupe Mountains bordering Texas and the New Mexico
Territory, but never here beside the serenity of the San Antonio
River.

Pa! The urgent whisper carried on the
wind persisted.

San Antonio? Clay Thorton’s thoughts
stumbled. Why was he standing by the river? He had not visited
Central Texas since—

Pa!

The ground beneath the rancher’s booted feet
quaked, dissolving into a quagmire of running browns and greens.
The tall cottonwoods that lined the river’s banks shimmered
violently before they dissipated into a sky churning like a
maelstrom.

Pa!

The demanding whisper came
directly from the center of the whirling chaos that filled Clay’s mind.
The voice belonged to his son Martin!

The rancher’s eyes blinked. A dream of
yesterdays spent beside the San Antonio River near the town bearing
the same name faded. Around Clay, shadow-cloaked junipers and pines
thrust toward a sky sprinkled with stars that faded before an
encroaching purple hue of predawn.

The scent of cougar still hung heavy in the
air—heavy and near. Clay went rigid, fearing the slightest movement
might attract the mountain lion. Shy by nature, the cougar shunned
the places of men. Here in the basin of the Guadalupe Mountains,
called the Bowl, was the cat’s domain. He and his son Martin were
the intruders.

“Pa!”

Clay’s gaze darted across the cherry-red
glow of the campfire’s dying embers. Beneath a thick, black tangle
of sleep-tousled hair, Martin stared at him, eyes wide and round
with panicked fear.

The source of that fear left Clay’s mouth as
dry as the desert encircling the Guadalupes. His heart felt as
though it had lodged in his throat. Curled between the
fifteen-year-old boy and the radiating heat of the embers lay a
cougar!

Were it not for the panther’s size, the
rancher could have imagined it no more than a common house cat, its
head nestled between chest and arm and tail wrapped about its body
while it slept beside a stove. However, the mountain cat was big.
At that moment it appeared the largest cougar Clay had ever
encountered. Enhancing its massive size was the animal’s proximity
to the rancher and his son.

The bone-chilling, predawn cold
of the spring morning had brought the cat into the camp and the
company of man—which it usually avoided, Clay realized. The warmth
of the flickering embers drew it like a candlebug to a
flame. Only
these coals,
the rancher thought, will not kill like a candle flame burns a
moth.

“Pa—”

Martin’s words were abruptly hushed by a
warning shake of his father’s head. Clay silently mouthed to his
son, “Keep still.”

The boy nodded. The cautious
accepting motion of Martin’s head did not disguise the doubt Clay
saw reflected in his son’s eyes. That same doubt trembled through
every inch of the rancher’s body when he edged back the blankets of
his sleeping roll and pushed to a less than steady
elbow.

Clay’s pale blue eyes shifted from left to
right while he searched for something that might—

My rifle! His gaze homed on the barrel of
a rifle that leaned against his saddle a yard from where he lay
stretched out on the ground. He glanced back at the puma and his
son, then reached out.

And froze with arm outstretched, fingers a
mere inch from the rifle.

The cougar moved! The panther lifted its
broad feline head to open slitted eyes that focused on Clay. The
rancher purposely let his gaze dip to the ground while keeping the
mountain lion at the periphery of his vision. The last thing he
wanted was to provoke the cat. Eye-to-eye contact would signal a
blatant challenge to the lion.

The puma’s head moved from side to side,
before its eyes returned to the rancher. Without warning the head
arched back, and its mouth opened! Not in a scream of attack, but
in a lazy yawn. Imitating its harmless cousin, the house cat, the
cougar stretched front and back legs to their limit—an action that
fully exposed the recurved claws hidden in each of the four padded
paws—before its eyes closed, and its head returned to the ground.
The great cat slept once again with its cream-colored belly exposed
to the embers’ warmth.

Clay silently sucked in a breath and
expelled it as a soft hiss in an attempt to quell the tremors of
his body and quiet the pounding of his heart. Slowly, his fingers
withdrew from the rifle barrel.

He could not trust himself with the
Winchester, nor with the Colt holstered on his right hip. He did
not like to admit it, but he was afraid, both for his son and
himself. He considered himself handy enough with sidearm and rifle,
but no one had ever accused him of being a shootist or a crack
shot. Even with only ten feet separating him from the cougar, he
could not rely on the accuracy of his eye or trigger finger. If he
missed, the risk of hitting Martin was too great.

Avoiding his son’s eyes and the questions
they contained, Clay once more glanced around the small camp,
uncertain what he sought, less sure that it existed.

Beside the saddle near his
head, the twisted form of a weathered, gray cedar branch jutted
from a pile of fallen tree limbs he had gathered last evening to
fuel the fire through the night. He drew in another steadying
breath. Perhaps there was a way ...

Slowly reaching out, Clay’s
fingers closed around the morning-chilled wood. Gently, ever so
gently, he pulled outward with a silent prayer on his lips that the
pile of wood would not collapse like jackstraws when he extracted
the limb.

His heart again doubled its pounding when
the branch snagged itself amid the jumble of firewood. Easing the
limb back into the heap, he gave it a slight twist and pulled
outward once more. This time the three-foot length of cedar slipped
free.

He allowed himself a quick glance at Martin,
read the questioning on the boy’s face, then tightened his grip on
the branch. The rancher inched closer to the glowing embers in a
sideways motion that was half wiggle and half scoot. He extended
the branch to bury its end under the closest ember. He flipped the
limb upward.

The coal popped up, its surface burning
hotter as it jumped into the air. Two feet it flew—straight up—only
to drop back to the smoldering remains of the campfire.

Clay whispered a curse as his gaze shot to
the cougar. The cat did not move, its sleep undisturbed by the
falling ember. Clay thrust the cedar branch back into the
coals.

The second ember he flipped upward sent a
shower of sparks cascading behind it as it arched three feet into
the air to descend. It dropped to the ground and rolled to a halt
two feet from the outstretched mountain lion.

The rancher wasted no energy on further
curses. For a third time he poked the branch into the embers,
selected another glowing coal, and flipped upward with a flick of
the wrist.

Like a miniature comet the ember streaked
outward then curved downward. It hit the ground, careened off a
rock half-buried in the ground, and rolled a full two feet, finally
coming to rest against the dark pads of the panther’s right
forepaw.

In a single pounding heartbeat, the cougar
came alive. The great cat leaped to its feet spitting. Without
pause to locate the cause of its sudden pain, the mountain lion
bounded from the camp, screaming in rage.

Nor was the puma the only one to take to its
feet. Both Clay and Martin came out of their bedrolls, scrambling
for footing. The younger Thorton snatched up an old army carbine
resting on the ground beside his saddle. Martin cocked the
weapon.

As his son hefted the rifle to shoulder,
Clay leaped across the mound of embers to reach out and grasp the
barrel of the weapon. He shoved the muzzle toward the ground. “No
need for killing.”

“Pa?” Martin’s face
twisted in puzzlement. “That cat might have gone after one of
us.”

“But she didn’t,” Clay
answered. “She was just trying to keep the chill from her bones. No
reason to kill a man or a beast for that. Put the rifle away,
Son.”

“But—” Martin’s eyes
lifted. His gaze followed the fleeing cougar silhouetted against
the pink golds that pushed away the night sky. With an uncertain
shake of his head, he eased down the hammer of the rifle. “I guess
you’re right. But that cat sure enough scared me.”

“Scared me plenty, too.
But scared ain’t reason enough for killing.” Clay smiled and
squeezed his son’s shoulder. “A man who meets up with a cougar and
doesn’t get a scare put in him is a damned fool. And I don’t
remember me or your ma raising you to be a fool.”

“I reckon not.” Martin
grinned sheepishly at his father, then looked back at the mountain
lion, that disappeared amid a stand of pinons. “Didn’t know cougars
came as big as that.”

With a shrug Clay replied, “Cats are like
men, I guess. They come in all sizes—some big and some small.”

“What if she comes back?
Only this time she ain’t looking for a warm fire?” Martin rubbed
his arms to fight off the morning’s chill.

“What if’s can drive a man
crazy. If she takes it on herself to come looking for us, we’ll
handle that when it happens.” The fear sparked by the cougar’s
unexpected visit to the camp receding, Clay felt the cold seeping
through the jacket he wore. He nodded to the smoldering embers of
the dying campfire. “Martin, get some flame into that, and I’ll put
on a pan of coffee and cook up some bacon to go with those biscuits
your ma packed away for us.”

“You just struck yourself
a bargain,” the boy answered while he laid aside the
rifle.

“Then get to it,” Clay
urged. “We’ve a day’s work ahead of us this morning and another one
waiting when we get back to the house.”


Chapter Two

Clay Thorton
pulled a
wide-brimmed, dirt-stained hat from his head. He wiped the
sweatband with a handkerchief and ran a hand through a head of
brown hair thinned by thirty-five years before tugging the hat back
on.

He glanced at a glaring yellow sun that rode
a hand’s length above the horizon. With a shake of his head, he
peeled off his jacket and tucked it beneath the bedroll tied to his
saddle. The morning was barely an hour old, and the heat had begun.
Nor was there a hint of a cloud in the sky that promised a brief
respite from the relentless sun.

He surveyed the rich vegetation surrounding
him. Here in the Bowl of the Guadalupes there was moisture,
plentiful enough for grass and trees—real trees, not just the
junipers that most Texans called cedars. Maples with their palmated
leaves grew in the basin. He admitted they were not as prolific as
the pinons or even the ponderosa pines, but maples did grow
here.

To be certain, the Bowl could not rival the
dense Piney Woods of East Texas. Yet the abundant life Clay found
here always seemed like nothing short of a miracle to the rancher.
It was as though God had reached down into the desert and dipped a
finger amid the rugged Guadalupe Mountains. Where His fingertip
brushed the ground the Bowl sprang to life as a sign that even amid
hell His gentle presence was to be found.

Wiping a shirt sleeve across his forehead,
Clay reminded himself that it was also cool in the Bowl. The real
heat would hit when Martin and he rode out of the Bowl, back into
the desert.

Something we’d best be about,
he thought when he
shifted in the saddle to glance at the nine mares and foals that
grazed on the ankle-deep grass to his left. He let his gaze travel
in a circle about him again. What’s keeping Martin?

A little smile came to his
lips. One mare and colt were still missing from the twenty animals
he and his son had brought to the Bowl two weeks ago for the spring
grass. The mare was a blue-spotted Appaloosa Clay had purchased as
a yearling in El Paso two years ago from a mountain man come all
the way down from the Canadian border. Clay gave the filly to
Martin on his thirteenth birthday.

The pride Clay had seen on his son’s face
only had grown as the boy haltered and then saddle-broke the young
horse. This spring that pride doubled. The Appaloosa threw her
first foal—a colt with a spotted rump to match that of his
momma’s.

A rustle of underbrush drew Clay’s attention
to the right. Martin reined a bay between two cedars. The boy led
the Appaloosa mare, rope looped around her neck, on his right. The
young colt trotted behind its mother.

“Found her about a mile up
yonder,” Martin called to his father. “She didn’t shy when I rode
up to her. Let me drop this rope over her head without batting an
eye.”

“Little wonder! You’ve
treated her like a house pet since I brought her back from El Paso.
Never seen a horse more pampered.” Clay waved on his son. “Bring
her along. We’ve got a long ride ’fore we get back to the
house.”

Martin pulled beside his father’s buckskin.
“Ten miles ain’t that far. No more’n two hours.”

“That’s if these mares
don’t take a mind to give us a run. Like as not, they won’t like
giving up this grass for the high and dry.” Clay clucked his
gelding forward.

“Saw five elk among some
pines about a half mile from here,” Martin said. “Think we might
come back up here before summer and try for one?”

“Maybe next year. Give ’em
another season to get their numbers back.”

Clay remembered the days before
the War Between the States, before the Butterfield opened a way
station at the foot of Guadalupe Peak. The elk had been plentiful
when his father had first taken him hunting in the Bowl. He had
been no more than a boy then. Although the Butterfield-Overland
Stage only ran through this country for about a year, until the
U.S. Army opened Fort Davis hundreds of miles to the south, it
brought men into an area once inhabited only by his family and
Indians. Those men had carried empty bellies and rifles. In a
matter of a few years they had all but killed off the elk they
found in the Bowl. Now Clay refused to hunt them, preferring to let
their numbers swell again.

From the corner of an eye, the rancher saw
the disappointment on his son’s face. “That ain’t to say we can’t
slip off one day and try our hand at a deer. Whitetails are always
plentiful hereabouts.”

A smile washed over Martin’s face. “I think
I can handle that. Just remember what you said. I intend to hold
you to your word.”

“I’ll remember. Now, why
don’t you take that spotted mare of yours up ahead and start on
home? I’ll fall in behind these others and make certain they
follow,” Clay directed his son.

The boy was only fifteen, the rancher
reminded himself. Although Martin already stretched a full inch
over Clay’s five-foot-ten height, he still had some living to do
before he was a man. Still had a mite to learn about the land and
how it was apt to turn on a man who misused it.

It was a lesson Clay had learned after the
Civil War when those in the east suddenly found they had a taste
for Texas beef. He had watched the ranchers drive in herds of
longhorns to the grasslands around El Paso. The grass had been
waist high for as long as men could remember. In a mere year the
grass disappeared, overgrazed. Only sand and rock remained. The
desert that lurked beneath a grassy disguise had returned. Nor did
it give any hint of allowing the grass to take root again.

Around the Guadalupes grass was as sparse as
water. Clay ran only two hundred head of cattle over the two
sections he called the Sweet Water Creek Ranch. Those beeves were
constantly shifted from one parcel of land to another to prevent
overgrazing.

This was the desert; Clay had never deluded
himself that it was anything else. He kept his stock, both cattle
and horses, at a level the land could support. Nor did he keep any
goats or sheep as did some of his Mexican neighbors. Both animals
grazed too close to the ground, often eating all the way to the
roots of fragile grass plants.

It was this respect for this
unforgiving land that kept Clay from grazing the Bowl except in the
spring when the grass was young and hardy enough to recover from
the mares and foals and in the fall before the first killing frost,
after the grass had gone to seed. One full season of grazing, even
a few horses or steers, might transform the lush Bowl into desolate
rock and sand like the terrain that now encircled El
Paso.

Clay could not ignore a tug of regret when
he thought of the massive herds run by Texas ranchers on the
grass-rich plains far to the east. He had watched many of the
dirt-poor hands he had ridden the Chisholm Trail with after the war
become rich almost overnight. They would drive a herd up from
Mexico, stake a claim to a portion of the grasslands, fatten the
steers, then drive them north to the railhead in Kansas to sell to
the eastern meat packers.

That life might have been his—money, a big
home with furniture brought west from places like New Orleans and
St. Louis, and fine clothes for his wife and children. Such a life
also would have carried a price. He would have had to give up this
land.

The hint of amusement upturned the corners
of Clay’s mouth. At times it seemed damned foolish to place any
value on land that most sane men would refuse even if it were given
to them. But it was here that his parents had settled, his father
more interested in prospecting the mountains for gold than
ranching. And it was here his mother had died, giving birth to the
only child she was to bring into the world. Buried beside her now
was a husband who was killed twenty years ago by an Apache war
chief named Red Shirt. Clay had been the same age as Martin when he
had dug that second grave with his own hands.

Alone and scared, Clay had done the only
thing he knew to do. He accepted the one thing his father had left
him as a legacy—the land—dug in, and survived.

More than just survived,
he admitted with a
touch of pride. He had made a life for himself and his family.
Although many of the fineries found to the east were missing, he
was working on correcting that. His horses were starting to pay
off.

Clay’s slight smile widened when he
remembered the two men who had traveled all the way from Corpus
Christi and Jefferson last fall. Each purchased one gelding,
saddle-broke and trained for cutting cattle—at a price of two
hundred dollars a horse. That totaled four hundred dollars! Some
dirt farmers in prosperous East Texas could not claim such a
handsome profit off cash crops like cotton.

Those two men promised to be
back this year—with friends. And there was Señor Diaz in El Paso
who had already promised to buy three horses as soon as they were
broken and trained. It had taken time, but Clay’s reputation as a
horseman was slowly spreading. If all went as planned this year, he
would have the money to travel east to buy a blooded stud. A good
stallion would breed speed into sturdy cowponies known for their
endurance.

“Pa.”

Martin’s voice intruded into Clay’s plans
for the future.

“Pa”—Martin turned in the
saddle to look back at his father—“I also saw Indian sign back
among the trees.”

“Apache or Comanche?” Clay
asked.

Indian sign had been rare since the attack
on Manzanita Spring a year ago in 1869. Clay had tracked for the
army that day when they had come upon a Lipan Apache band only a
few miles from where Martin and he now rode. The fighting had been
fast and furious. When it was over, the few Lipans who survived
escaped into the Guadalupes.

The newspapers, especially those that came
west from Jefferson and Austin hailed the battle as the final
defeat of the Apaches in Texas. Clay was not as certain as those
writers. Apaches still wandered across the border from the New
Mexico Territory. Although they were few in number, there remained
the possibility one or more bands might decide to return to the
lands that had been their home long before white men first came to
this portion of Texas.

“Couldn’t tell.” Martin
shook his head. “Only saw what was left of a small fire. Looked to
be at least a week old. Couldn’t have been big enough for more than
one or two braves.”

“Probably just that. A
couple Apache braves came over the mountains into the Bowl,” Clay
said. “All the same, keep an eye peeled just in case.”

“I’ll do that.” Martin’s
right hand lightly brushed the stock of the carbine slung from his
saddle.

Clay looked down at his own rifle as though
to make certain it remained securely looped about his saddle horn.
He resisted the urge to check the six loads in his holstered Colt.
The pistol’s cylinder always carried full loads, and the rancher
kept a spare cylinder, also carrying six shots, tucked away in his
saddlebags. It was far quicker to pop a fresh cylinder into a
six-gun when there was a need than trying to reload each
chamber.

For an instant his gaze dropped
to the pommel of a hunting knife sheathed on his belt. An uninvited
shiver worked up his spine as memories he would have left forgotten
wedged into his mind.

With that very knife he had killed the
Apache Red Shirt, extracting a bloody revenge for the death of his
father. After burying his father beside his wife, Clay had tracked
the young war chief for six months. And he had found him.

Another shiver coursed through the rancher
as he remembered the morning he had ridden into Red Shirt’s camp
and brazenly challenged the Indian. By all rights, Clay realized,
he should have died that day, his scalp tied to a lodge pole
outside a wickiup. But the warriors who had followed Red Shirt for
almost two years had grown weary of bloodshed. They had slowly
abandoned the war chief, one by one leaving him to return to the
bands from which they had come.

Only six wickiups stood in the Apaches’
camp. The braves and squaws who awakened to find a foolish white
boy waiting to greet them were too shocked to react to his
presence. The same shock left Red Shirt’s chest swelled with
overconfidence when that boy spat a challenge in his face. Clay had
seen the gleam of certain victory when Red Shirt drew a hunting
knife. The gleam flickered and died, replaced by disbelief when
Clay ducked beneath the warrior’s first, wide, testing attack and
drove his own blade into Red Shirt’s chest.

As the war chief dropped to the ground, Clay
turned, mounted his horse, and rode away. Had that camp been
larger, even by only a few wickiups, Clay was now certain he would
never have been able to leave. Some brave would have taken his life
to avenge Red Shirt’s death.

Instead, he later learned, the Apaches had
given him a name that day—Fears-Not-Death. The story of Red Shirt’s
death spread among the Apaches, and they left Clay Thorton alone.
Only a white man protected by mighty medicine could do what he had
done and ride away unmolested.

Drawing a deep breath, Clay pursed his lips
and exhaled in a sharp hiss. The past was past; nothing was gained
by dwelling upon it. He did not convince himself. Although the
Lipan Apaches had been driven from the region, Comanche raiding
parties occasionally used Guadalupe Pass as they drove south to the
Mexican border.

Clay stared to the point of the small herd
of mares and colts.

Martin rode there, his head occasionally
turning from side to side as he peered about the country through
which they rode. With luck the Indian tales of Fears-Not-Death
still protected them this day, and Martin would not have to dig a
grave for his father as Clay had done twenty years ago.

The thought came as a silent prayer both for
Martin and himself.


Chapter Three

“Daddy!” Sarah ran from the open door of the stone ranch
house as Clay and Martin herded the horses into a corral
constructed of cedar posts.

“Martin, close ’em up and
make certain they’ve got plenty of water,” Clay called to his son.
“They’ll be wanting it after two weeks in the Bowl. It’s a mite
hotter and drier here.”

The younger Thorton nodded to his father as
Clay reined his buckskin around and tugged the horse to a halt. The
rancher stepped from the saddle, squatted with his arms held wide,
and swept his seven-year-old daughter into them. He hugged her
close, savoring the tightness of her arms about his neck when she
returned the embrace.

“Daddy, I missed you.” She
kissed his cheek.

“I hope so.” Clay held the young
girl in his arms when he stood and started toward the house and the
slender woman who stood framed in its doorway. “The only good thing
about a man having to be away is being missed. That’s why he comes
back home. If he ain’t got someone missing him, he might as well
just keep riding on to somewhere else.”

“I wouldn’t like that,”
Sarah answered. “I don’t even like it when you have to be gone
overnight.”

“You can add my don’t
likes to that, too.” Elizabeth Thorton stepped from the door and
into the sun. A welcoming grin spread over her delicate oval
face.

Clay’s gaze took in his wife as
he placed Sarah on the ground. Elizabeth stood a hairsbreadth
shorter than her husband. Her hair, the jet black of a raven’s
wing, had only a few random strands of gray intertwined here and
there. The blueness of her eyes was as bright and deep as it had
been when he had first seen her working as a clerk in her father’s
dry goods store in San Antonio. Sixteen years later, Clay found
himself wanting her as much as he had that long-ago summer
morning—if not more.

“I wasn’t expecting you
two back till late this evening. I haven’t put anything on the
stove.” She reached his side and kissed his cheek.

The smell of flour and yeast hung about her,
belying her words. Elizabeth had been baking bread. Beneath those
comforting aromas of the kitchen wafted the hint of the lilac soap
Clay had purchased for his wife the last time he had ridden into El
Paso.

“That ain’t the kind of a
kiss a man expects to welcome him home.” Clay slipped an arm around
Elizabeth’s waist and eased her to him.

Her lips met his willingly for an instant,
then in a heartbeat, she pushed away. “Clayton Morgan Thorton,
that’s no way to be acting in front of the children.”

He grinned. The hint of a smile on her lips
and sparkle in her eyes spoke more than her words. The kiss pleased
her as much as it had him. “It’s only the way I feel.”

She arched an eyebrow. “It wasn’t your
feelings I was asking about. It was your stomach. I’ve got some
biscuits left from breakfast and some bacon if you’re hungry.”

“Martin’s apt to be
wanting something, but a cool drink to wash away some of the dust
in my mouth and throat would do me fine.” Clay tightened his arm
around her, noting Elizabeth made no attempt to pull
away.

“Sarah, you run along to
the kitchen and fetch those biscuits and bacon. Take them to your
brother,” Elizabeth ordered their daughter, “while I pour your
father some water.”

Under the watchful eyes of her father, the
seven-year-old trotted off to a ten-foot-by-ten-foot stone
structure attached to the ranch house by a breezeway. “She’s going
to be a handsome woman, Elizabeth. Each day she looks more and more
like you.”

“It’s a good thing.”
Elizabeth’s arm went around Clay’s waist once they entered the
house. “We wouldn’t want a young woman looking like you, would
we?”

“And what’s wrong with my
looks? I can think of several—”

She muffled the rest of his
words with a long kiss that left them clinging to each other. She
rested her cheek on his shoulder. “Sometimes I feel like it has to
be a sin for a woman to care for a man the way I care for
you.”

He nuzzled her hair and lightly kissed it.
“There’s nothing sinful about what we got. It’s good—only
good.”

Her head lifted, and her gaze met his. “It
is good, isn’t it? Even after all these years together.”

“Still good.” He tenderly
kissed her lips. “But there ain’t no reason to be talking like we
was all old and gray. It hasn’t been all that many
years.”

“Hasn’t it?” She turned
him around and pointed outside where Sarah stood at Martin’s side
while her brother wolfed down a biscuit sandwich. “Those are our
children out yonder, Clay. That’s a son who’s a growed man and a
daughter who’ll be looking for a husband in less years than you
want to imagine.”

A sudden somber tone to his wife’s voice
caught Clay by surprise. Her eyes shifted to the floor, and she
eased away from him to retrieve a pitcher of water on the table
when he looked at her.

“Is there something wrong,
Elizabeth?” He looked back at his children.

There was no way to deny they were
growing—and their parents slowly aging. Clay shook his head. In his
mind, his thoughts, he still felt as young as the day he had
brought Elizabeth to their home. Yet there was no ignoring a
receding hairline and the few strands of hair that barely covered a
balding spot at the back of his head. Nor could he overlook a
stomach once taut and firm that now threatened to sag toward a
middle-aged paunch.

“Nothing more than what
usually bothers me when you’re gone. I just get on the pensive
side—start thinking about things.” Elizabeth handed him a fired
red-clay cup colorfully painted with Mexican designs.

“Things?” Clay drank
deeply, enjoying the coolness that washed the desert dust from his
throat. “What things?”

His wife gave her head an uncertain shake.
“All sorts of things, like the thoughts women have when they are
girls.”

His brow creased, unsure of what she
spoke.

“I guess a man doesn’t have
those kind of thoughts.” She smiled, but there was a hint of
sadness in that expression. “When a girl’s young with what beauty
she’ll ever have, she worries more than just about finding a man to
love and who’ll return that love. She worries about how she’ll keep
his interest when the years start to leech away her
youth.”

He drained the last of the water and set the
cup aside. Taking her hands, he met her eyes with his gaze.
“Elizabeth—”

“Clay”—her hands squeezed
his—“it’s just that what I’ve had with you is good, and I get to
wondering if it’s the same for you. More than you just feeling tied
down and having to take care of a family.”

“Far more.” He wished for
words, fancy words like those he read in books. Words never came
easy for him, especially when he wanted to describe the feelings
that moved within his breast. “Elizabeth, I wouldn’t want to have
it any way but the way we’ve had it together. A man—this
man—couldn’t ask for more.”

He drew her close, enfolding her in his
arms. Her mouth lifted to his, and he kissed her, trying to focus
all the feeling he held for this woman who was his life in that
kiss. His desire stirred as it had for sixteen years whenever they
kissed.

Apparently Elizabeth felt the rise of his
passion. She arched a questioning eyebrow when their lips parted.
“Clay Morgan Thorton, I’ve got the thought that you’ve got more
than just a little spooning on your mind.”

He smiled and nodded toward a door on the
left of the ranch house’s main room that led to their bedroom. “It
would be like old times, Elizabeth, back when there was nothing
more important than our loving.”

A pleased smile answered his, and her blue
eyes shifted to the bedroom door. Reluctantly she shook her head.
“That was a long time ago, before we had two children who might
come bounding into the house at any moment. And before you had
cattle and horses to attend.”

“The stock can wait, and
we can shut the front door to keep Martin and Sarah out,” he
suggested.

Again she shook her head. “There’s a time
and a place for everything, but this ain’t the
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