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      Texas 1874

      Rose Severin made her living speaking to the dead. Or at least she pretended to, until she could fulfill her real dream of becoming a famous actress on the New York stage like her mother. But dreams couldn't put a roof over your head or ease the gnawing ache of hunger, and New York was more than a carriage ride from Fort Worth, Texas.

      Rose peeked between the curtains separating the two rooms and watched her black manservant, Isaiah, settle tonight's customers. She'd drawn an interesting group. A fairly young woman, a matron, a swanky gentleman, and a cowboy whose burnished hair and rugged good looks certainly caught her attention.

      Isaiah stepped behind the curtain and whispered, "Mrs. Florin, the lady who will be sitting next to you, lost her twelve-year-old daughter, Sally, in a carriage accident. She wants to contact Sally and make sure she's all right. The other lady, Miss North, wishes to speak with her brother who was killed in a bank holdup. He was a law-abiding man, just in the wrong place at the wrong time, according to the newspaper."

      Isaiah frowned and shook his head. "The gentleman in the brown suit, Mr. Thompson, said very little. The other man, Mr. Burnett, is here because of his brother."

      "Burnett. That name sounds familiar." Rose tried to remember where she had heard the name before.

      "His mother came in earlier this afternoon. She's the lady who wanted to speak with her missing son. He disappeared during the war and she didn't know if he was dead or alive."

      "Yes, I remember her." Rose glanced out the curtain. "What does he want?"

      "He wouldn't say."

      "I guess we'll find out," she said shaking her head and frowning at Isaiah.

      "Are you ready?" Isaiah asked.

      Rose brushed back a lock of her dark, wayward curls, checked the bodice of her loose-fitting blouse, and smoothed her skirt. Dressed more like a gypsy than a lady, she took a deep breath and released it slowly. "Madame Desirée is ready."

      Isaiah ambled out of the kitchen and turned toward the group of people now gathered around the table. "Let me present Madame Desirée Severin, Voice of the Dead."

      Rose swept through the curtain. Holding out her full skirt, she gave a little twirl then curtsied to her audience. "Good evening."

      She pulled out a chair and took a seat between the cowboy and Mrs. Florin. She glanced around the table at the four customers who had come to speak with their departed loved ones.

      Madame Desirée offered her clients a chance to ease their conscience, say the words they'd meant to say, resolve a disagreement, or for a brief moment feel close to the dead once again.

      Whatever reason brought them to her, Rose tried her best to give them their money's worth, and if it eased their pain, then she'd more than fulfilled her job.

      She lowered her head as if praying, then raised her eyebrows, gazing at each person sitting around the table.

      "Alors, commencon." She paused dramatically, letting her customers absorb the French words and then repeated them in English. "Let us begin."

      With a flick of her wrist, she snapped her fingers at Isaiah, her bracelets jingling. From the back of the room, he turned the knob of the lantern until the light slowly faded and a faint glimmer remained, casting the room in an eerie twilight.

      The rough scratch of a match striking flint echoed in the darkness as she lit the mixture of cedar, thyme, rose petals, and vanilla. A cloud of smoky perfume drifted upwards, leaving a faint glow in the metal bowl.

      "Close your eyes and hold the hand of your neighbor as I call upon the spirits to heed our summons," she commanded in a French accent that she'd practiced.

      Isaiah plunged the room into darkness. Like an invisible bond, nervous tension flowed through the room, weaving a seductive spell over her clients.

      A quick glance at the cowboy showed the corner of his mouth lifted in amusement. So, he thought this was entertaining, did he? She lifted his hand, rough-callused but warm and strong as he clasped her small hand in his.

      He gazed back at her, his eyebrows questioning.

      She'd dealt with men like him before. She lifted her chin and turned her gaze to her other customers.

      "Many spirits are gathered in the room with us tonight," she whispered. She turned her face toward the heavens and called out loud, "Spirits, come to us. Let us speak with our dear departed ones again."

      With practiced ease, Rose quietly slipped her foot out of her backless boot. Her bare foot touched the hardwood floor as she eased it under her chair, until she touched the cool metallic bell. Gripping the handle of the bell between her toes, Rose shook the bell. The clapper clattered against its side three times.

      A lady sitting across from Rose jumped. Isaiah silently came in right on cue, stirring the air with a fan in the darkened room. Then the sound of chimes tinkled softly in the night air.

      Releasing the cowboy's hand, she clasped her palm to her head, moaning. "Ah . . . ah, so young. So tragic." She swayed. "A little girl with blond ringlets is coming toward me, wearing a pink pinafore. She says her name is Sar . . . no, her name is Sally."

      A gasp came from the darkness and one of the Women said in a weak voice, "My daughter's name was Sally, but her hair was dark, not blond." Her voice broke on a sob. "Is it Sally? Tell me more about her, please. Is she happy?"

      Rose ignored the woman's comment about her daughter's hair. "Sally says to tell you she's with her grandmother."

      Rose hesitated and then began to move her lips silently, as if she were speaking. "The two of them miss you and are awaiting your arrival on the other side."

      The lady burst into tears. "Thank God, she's not alone. I've been so worried about her."

      "Families often are reunited after death." Rose moaned and pulled her handkerchief to her lips.

      "I feel the presence of a man who was gunned down. A law-abiding man killed in a holdup."

      "My brother," the older woman sitting next to Rose proclaimed.

      Rose massaged her temples, moaning. She held up her arms as if seeking help from the sky. "Is his name Robert?"

      "Yes," the woman replied, stunned. "How did you know?"

      "He told me. He says you shouldn't feel guilty about his death. It was meant to happen. Your grandfather is with him."

      "But grandfather is still alive," the woman said, puzzled.

      Rose felt a moment of panic. Whoops, she'd guessed wrong again. The lady's age appeared to be in the mid-forties. Rose had been certain her grandparents were dead. She let out a moan. "I meant your great-grandfather."

      "Oh, we never knew him."

      The cowboy beside her snickered just loudly enough to be heard. He was going to cause trouble, blast him.

      "Oh, oh. The name Burnett comes to mind." She moaned. "Does anyone know someone named Tanner Burnett?"

      "That's me," a husky, curt voice from her left replied.

      It was the cowboy. Even in the dark, she couldn't help but remember six feet of rugged, tightly muscled man with honey-brown hair set against tanned skin and eyes that looked more dangerous than friendly.

      "Are you certain the person you're seeking is dead?"

      She could feel his gaze upon her, and the memory of his brown eyes gleaming with determination and purpose almost made her shiver.

      "He's been missing for over ten years," he acknowledged.

      "I have a vision of him in battle. There's danger all around him."

      His fist slammed against the table, causing sparks to fly from the bowl of incense and her patrons to jump in surprise.

      "Bullshit!"

      "Lady, how far are you going to carry this farce? You can't see my brother."

      "Monsieur!"She exclaimed, throwing up her hands in disgust. Gripping the bell with her toe, she rang it, signaling the end of the séance.

      "The sound of the bell indicates that the spirits have gone," she said between gritted teeth. "You've broken the spell. The spirits have all departed because of your disbelief. Your doubt has scared them away!"

      Isaiah lit a lantern, casting an ominous glow on the scene.

      A chill ran down Rose's back as she stared into the coldest pair of dark-brown eyes she'd ever seen. She stood and turned her attention to her other clients. "I'm terribly sorry, but once the spell has been broken, the spirits will not return this night. Thanks to Monsieur, our evening has been cut short. That is the way sometimes. Please come back and we will attempt to contact your loved ones once again." She gave him a look that could have plunged daggers into his heart. "Without Monsieur Burnett."

      He smiled a contemptuous sneer. "Lady, if you can speak to the dead, I can walk on water! All you're interested in is cheating people out of their money!"

      "Monsieur!" She motioned for Isaiah to usher her other customers out the door. Business had been good, and she didn't need gossip being spread around town about this little scene. "The Trinity River is right up the street, if you'd like to test your faith."

      "I don't need to test my faith. People like you do it all the time," he said.

      "If you don't believe in speaking with spirits, why are you here?" she asked bluntly, hoping to get rid of him quickly.

      "Everyone deserves at least one warning, and here's yours." He stood and moved around the table. "Don't be holding any more séances."

      "This is a free country, is it not?" she said, using her best French intonation.

      "Not for cheats."

      "I am no cheat"

      "Lose the French accent!"

      "I cannot! It is where I was born, where I come from," she informed him.

      "I'm sure you've been around, but I'd wager you've never seen Paris," he said calmly, his voice a slow drawl of insolence.

      "Espéce de casse-couilles!" She said in French exactly what she was thinking. The man was certainly a pain.

      "Cut the parlee-voo, lady. I don't believe a word of it."

      "You should. I'm calling you, Mr. Burnett, every despicable word I know," she practically shouted at him, enraged at his intrusion in her cozy business.

      "Call me anything you want, but I'm warning you. Shut down your séance parlor. You picked the wrong person to try to con, and you're not going to get away with it."

      "And just who is this person I supposedly tried to con?" she asked.

      "My mother, Eugenia Burnett."

      "Ah ha!" Stepping in front of him, she stood within inches of this handsome yet foreboding man. The scent of masculinity drifted to her nose, a clean smell of virile male.

      "And if your mother wishes to learn more about your brother? Is this not her choice?"

      "My mother misses my brother, and I'll not have you taking advantage of her. This is the only time I'm going to tell you. Leave my mother alone, or I'm going to shut down your parlor."

      "Monsieur! If you don't want your mother searching for your brother, then you must talk to her. Not I!" She took a step back, letting her gaze travel the length of his person. "Besides, I see no badge. You do not have the authority to threaten me, or shut me down."

      He smiled, his full lips pouty, and took a step closer to her. His hand reached out, the tip of his finger gently tracing her chin, his rough skin sliding against hers. His touch left her oddly unsettled. She tried to swallow the lump that filled her throat.

      Now was not the time for her long-denied body to suddenly take notice of a man. She needed this town, needed this job.

      She didn't need a gun-toting, overprotective mama's boy, who looked like sin in a nicely bundled package.

      "I'll shut you down in a heartbeat," he said, low enough only to reach her ears. "My little brother, Tucker, is the marshal."

      Picking up his hat, he strolled out the door, his gun slung low around his hips, his pants snug against his backside.

      Rose watched him walk through the door and wanted to scream. Though they had gotten off to a slow start, business was just beginning to increase and the thought of having to pick up and start over again left her furious.

      No damn cowboy with a connection to the local law was going to run her out of town.
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      Until yesterday, Travis Burnett had thought his mother didn't believe in ghosts, was as sensible as they came. So why had Eugenia suddenly started visiting a séance parlor?

      Travis let the door slam behind him as he entered the house he'd lived in all his life. His father had built this home after he'd made a small fortune trading Texas cattle. Longhorn cattle.

      Walking down the short hall, he found his mother in his office going over the books, adding up sums of figures. He sat down in an elbow chair across from her, stretching out his long legs in front of him, his spurs jingling as he crossed his ankles.

      Like a wolf in sheep's clothing, Eugenia was steel wrapped in a soft overcoat. A gentle matron with an iron will, stubborn enough to have lived with his father for forty years. Yet since his brother's disappearance more than ten years ago and the death of his father, she'd seemed fragile, in need of protecting. The laughter that had once shone from his mother's brown eyes had overnight dimmed with sadness, and at times she seemed lost, in need of direction.

      "What are you doing home so early on a Saturday night?" she asked, not looking up from her paperwork. "Not enough excitement going on in town?"

      "I just spent the evening at a séance."

      He watched as her head jerked up from the ledger she was working on, her eyes trained on his. She raised her brows questioningly.

      "Miss Severin's parlor?"

      "Yep."

      She gazed at him, her face an innocent mask. "She's certainly a pretty little thing."

      He leaned forward, surprised by her comment. "Mother, how did you get involved with this woman? Why are you going to séances?"

      "Oh, several of the ladies from my sewing circle were talking about her, and we decided to just drop in and see what a séance was. You know Katie McLaughlin lost her husband recently, and the poor dear is⁠—"

      "Mother!"

      "Well, the poor dear is terribly lonely and misses her husband something fierce. They obviously were very much in love and had a wonderful marriage."

      "Look, I'm sorry about Mrs. McLaughlin, but do you know this séance woman had the gall to tell me she saw Tanner tonight?"

      She crossed her arms, a stubborn set to her jaw. "Well, dear, let's hope she had a vision of him."

      Travis swore.

      "Son, it's impolite to swear in front of a woman, especially your mother. Desirée can read palms and tarot cards, and she sometimes has visions of people who are alive."

      "You're upset I'm swearing, not that you gave money to a woman who takes advantage of people who are grieving and lonely?"

      "Every penny I spent was worth meeting this young woman if she can help me locate your brother. Desirée is delightful, a very caring person who obviously understands how you feel when you've lost a loved one."

      He stared at his mother in disbelief. His brother had been a strong, vital force whom they all missed, but ten years had passed with not a word of his whereabouts. The last time they'd seen him was right before he ran away to join the Confederate army. Travis thought his mother had accepted Tanner's death, but obviously he'd been mistaken.

      She tilted her head and gazed at him. "I thought you were supposed to see Cecilia tonight?"

      "Don't change the subject. I know you don't like her."

      "She's more timid than a church mouse and twice as dull. You marry her and you'll be bored within a week." Eugenia slammed the ledger shut. "Name one woman you've courted seriously in the last year who isn't either afraid of you or only interested in hitching up with the Bar None?"

      He grinned at his mother. "Uh, Sister Bertrice doesn't seem to be interested in me."

      "Travis!" Eugenia shook her head. "It's not healthy for a man to work as hard as you do. You need to get away from the ranch more, socialize, and get to know people. How else are you going to find a wife?"

      Travis took a deep breath and refused to let his mother's words goad him into a confrontation he knew he could never win. So instead, he gave her the same response he'd given her for the last two years. They both knew it was a way of avoiding a subject they didn't agree on. "I'm busy with the ranch right now."

      For a moment she just stared at him. She sighed. "You must admit, Miss Severin is a stunning creature."

      Stunning didn't begin to describe her. More like a curvaceous stick of seductive dynamite. One wrong move and he'd go up in flames.

      The memory of her glossy brown curls, framing a face that was almost ethereal, left him wondering what she looked like underneath that red dress that dipped low, revealing the curve of her breast. Travis reminded himself that it wouldn't matter if she were prettier than Molly Riley's highest-priced whore. She was still a cheat and a liar, even if her emerald eyes teased of hidden promises and enticing pleasures.

      He shrugged his shoulders, trying to appear indifferent. "What does it matter what she looks like? She's cheating people out of their money. She's deceiving them."

      "Travis Burnett, everything in your world is black and white. If you'd been born a woman, you would understand her plight."

      "What plight? Seems to me like she's got it pretty easy."

      "A man has choices he can make as to how he's going to earn his living. A woman can either get married or become a cook, a laundress, or a soiled dove. If she's real lucky, she might get a job as a schoolteacher or a governess. But most women choose marriage."

      "Maybe." If he didn't divert her attention, he'd be hearing the lecture on getting married and producing an heir. "But do you really believe she saw Tanner?"

      For a moment his mother's bottom lip trembled with indecision. Exasperated, she stood—all five feet, three inches—and came around the desk to stand in front of her son. "I don't know for certain."

      "Yes or no, Mother?"

      "There you go again, speaking in absolutes."

      Travis stared at her and frowned with annoyance.

      "I can't give up and admit your brother is dead. I have to try everything I can to find him, even unconventional ways if that's what it takes."

      Travis hung his head and shook it from side to side in disbelief. His sensible mother believed the little cheat!

      One visit and somehow Desirée Severin had gotten her money-grabbing hooks into his mom.

      "Then hire another investigator. Just don't go see Desirée Severin again. She's a cheat, a beautiful fraud who wants to separate you from your money."

      "She's compassionate and friendly, and she soothed poor Mrs. McLaughlin's grief. She made the woman feel good for those few minutes. And for the first time in a long time, I've felt hope at finding out the truth about Tanner." She sighed. "I'd be doing the same if it were you. I still miss him terribly."

      "We all do, Mother. But we don't hold séances to try to contact him."

      "Maybe we should." She looked him square in the eye and with a defiant shake of her head said, "We could invite her to dinner. Maybe if you got to know her, you'd feel differently."

      A jolt of pure shock almost knocked Travis out of his chair. He reacted instantly. "That's crazy!" Throwing up his hands, he took a calming breath. "Miss Severin, if that is her real name, comforted your friend by lying, by pretending to be able to speak with her dead husband. Tanner is dead or else he would be home. No one can speak with him. She's after your money, Mother!"

      "Oh, Travis. When did you become so suspicious of everyone?"

      Slowly he rose from the chair, a fierce sense of protectiveness encompassing all six feet of him as he towered over his petite mother.

      "You know, Mother, even Father agreed you were stubborn and likely to do what you wanted whether he approved or not I don't want to see you taken advantage of, so I'm going to insist you stay away from Miss Severin."

      She lifted her chin. "You're my son, not my keeper."

      "I don't care. If you see this woman again, I'll go straight to Tucker and together we'll make sure we close her down."

      "But she's not doing anything wrong. She's helping people. Why can't you show a little compassion?"

      "She's taking innocent people's money. The woman is using grief to make a living. She's the worst kind of thief—she takes advantage of people when they're vulnerable."

      He took a deep breath, the need to protect his family strong within his chest.

      "But—"

      "Tucker's trying to clean up this town; he won't hesitate to send her packing. Don't see her again, Mother."
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      Eugenia wanted grandchildren in the worst possible way. All her friends' children were married and had children, yet Eugenia couldn't get even one of her three sons married.

      Travis and Tucker were both about as interested in love as in a good dose of castor oil. At thirty, her oldest son, Travis, hadn't even tried to find a wife and had managed to scare off most of the women in town. Tanner was lost, possibly even dead. And Tucker, after a youth fraught with danger and youthful foolishness, had finally come home a gunslinger with a past. No children, no marriages, no wives, not even a steady girlfriend to offer Eugenia hope of seeing her sons settled with families of their own.

      Desperate times called for desperate measures, and Eugenia would do whatever it took to help her sons find the tender emotion of love, complete with babies. And the delectable Miss Severin, who had stood up to Travis, her overbearing son, was exactly the type of woman he needed. Someone who could handle his impertinent behavior. Someone he couldn't walk all over.

      Glancing down Jones Street one last time, Eugenia pushed open the door to The Last Word. A tiny bell jingled above the door, and Madame Severin strolled through a curtained area.

      "Mrs. Burnett, you've returned," she said quietly. She wore a soft yellow polonaise dress with a pompadour neck that exposed the creamy whiteness of her breasts, just enough to cause a man's gaze to linger.

      "I needed to speak with you," Eugenia said. There was something about this young woman. Something that reminded Eugenia of herself years ago. Whatever it was, she thought the woman would be good for her son.

      "Come sit, and I'll have Isaiah make us some tea. I don't have another appointment for at least two hours." Desirée led Eugenia to a small sitting area.

      "Thank you." Eugenia sat down on a horsehair couch, while Madame Severin disappeared once again behind the curtain.

      Eugenia glanced around the sparsely furnished room where Desirée conducted her business. A small, round table sat in the center of the room. A scarlet cloth threaded with gold stitches and tassels covered the table and hung down to the floor. The urge to explore where meetings with the dead were held teased Eugenia, but she resisted. After all, she was here to get to know Desirée better, to see if her first impressions were correct.

      Not that she didn't think Travis was capable of finding a woman for himself. He was certainly handsome enough, but a wife and family were just not his priority. Unfortunately, Eugenia couldn't help but think that by the time he got around to finding a wife, she'd be dead and gone. And she wanted to see all of her children settled before she died. She had to know her children were happy, and if that required her manipulating the situation, then so be it. Just call her an interfering mother. She really didn't care!

      Desirée walked back into the room. She smiled, her eyes the color of grass in springtime as she sat in the wingback chair across from Eugenia.

      "Madame, I'm surprised you're here today. Your son came in night before last. I'm afraid he doesn't share your enthusiasm for my gifts," Desirée said, smoothing a wrinkle from her cotton challis skirt.

      "I know." Eugenia smiled. "Travis is the very reason I wanted to speak with you this afternoon."

      "He was quite determined that I never see you again."

      Eugenia cleared her throat. "Don't judge Travis too harshly, Miss Severin. He's a very driven man. His life revolves around our family ranch."

      "So why did Mr. Burnett insist I never see you again?"

      She smiled. "My son takes care of his own. Since his father died and his middle brother, Tanner, disappeared, Travis has consumed himself with taking care of me and our ranch. He thought you were taking advantage of me."

      The young woman brushed a stray lock of hair away from her face. "Mrs. Burnett, I am here as a service to my customers. You choose to come see me and try to speak with Tanner. I'm sorry we were unable to contact him the other day. I just keep having fuzzy images of a battle."

      "I know, dear, but it may be good news that we've been unable to reach him. He might still be alive."

      "There's always hope."

      "As for Travis, you must admit that speaking to people who are no longer living is quite unusual." Though from the looks of Madame Severin's surroundings, it was an inventive way to earn money that didn't seem to be putting her in the lap of luxury, Eugenia thought. The poor girl had only the barest of possessions.

      "I didn't choose this profession, it chose me."

      "How does one decide to speak with dead people?" Eugenia questioned, not really believing the girl could speak with dead people, but interested in her just the same.

      A pensive look crossed Desirée's face. "They start talking to you. My father was the one who told me I'd been given a valuable gift and that I should share it with the rest of the world."

      Eugenia wondered about the young woman's family. What kind of people let their daughter establish a business like this? "Your family approves of your occupation?"

      "My Papa is among the dead."

      "I'm sorry. What about your mother?"

      "I have no family, Mrs. Burnett. My mother died when I was quite young, and I had no brothers or sisters. My father's occupation kept us moving around, so I have no family ties."

      The black manservant entered the room and set the tea set down on the badly scarred walnut Pembroke table.

      "Thank you, Isaiah," Desirée said.

      He nodded and silently left the room.

      An overwhelming sense of kinship swept through Eugenia. She couldn't help but feel sorry for the young woman. Desirée was alone in the world with no one to help her, and Eugenia had been down that difficult road before.

      "You must come out and have dinner with us some evening at the ranch. We could try to reach Tanner again."

      "Thank you." Desirée poured the tea and then handed one of the china cups to Eugenia. She took a deep breath. "I don't want to sound ungrateful, but are you sure Travis would want me to come out to your ranch?"

      "Well, I must admit, he probably will growl about it. But I could invite both my sons."

      Desirée took a sip of her steaming tea. "Did you know that Travis threatened to close me down?"

      Eugenia cleared her throat. "Yes, he told me. He even threatened to get his brother involved if I visited you again. You see, my youngest boy, Tucker, is the marshal." She stood. "I should go, since I'm threatening your business by being here."

      "No, Mrs. Burnett, please sit down. I did not mean to insinuate that you should leave. I just don't think it would be a good idea for me to hold a séance at your home. Your son does not like me."

      "Travis thinks you're cheating people out of their money, and he's a very honest man. But what better place to try to contact Tanner than in his home?"

      Desirée shrugged. "When you don't believe in the power of the spirits, it's hard to understand."

      "Don't worry about my son, Travis. I'll take care of him. He's not going to shut you down. Not if I can help it." Eugenia patted Madame Severin's hand.

      "Thank you, Mrs. Burnett."

      Eugenia sipped the warm, soothing liquid and then placed her cup back on the table. "I really must be going before Travis starts looking for me."

      She stood and Desirée rose from her chair and walked her to the door. "We'll get together soon. I do so much want to find my son."

      Eugenia stepped outside.

      "You know where to find me. Good day, Mrs. Burnett." Desirée closed the door with a decisive click.

      Eugenia took two steps down the wooden sidewalk and halted. Leaning against a support pole, scowling, stood her oldest son.

      "Hello, Mother."
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      Several days later, Rose sat in the kitchen of the small house they had rented to conduct their business and lifted the cup of steaming coffee to her lips. She sipped carefully, letting the hot liquid ease down her sore throat. Business had been brisk the night before, and this morning she needed Isaiah's rich, hot brew to soothe her aching voice.

      "I'll fix you some breakfast, Miss Rose?"

      "No thanks," she answered, the sound of her real name a pleasant shock. Isaiah liked to use Rose, rather than Desirée, the stage name she had chosen.

      Isaiah picked up his morning dishes and placed them in a tub of hot water. "Miss Rose, I need to leave town for a few days."

      "Is something wrong, Isaiah?" she asked, surprised at his request.

      "I received a telegram this morning. My father is not doing very well. He's getting on in years, and I want to go see him," he said, dipping a clean plate in hot rinse water.

      Through the open window, a sparrow sang to the morning sky, his melody sweet, the sound touching.

      Running this business took both of them, but the first few days of the week were generally slow.

      "I won't be gone long, Miss Rose. My father lives little more than a day's ride away. I'd be back before the weekend."

      "You know, Isaiah, that you're free to come and go as you please," she said to the black man. He was her friend, her protector, and her mother had given him his freedom papers when Rose was just a baby.

      "I know. But my life is here with you."

      "You've been with me longer than either of my parents." She shook her head. "At least when mother was alive, your job was more exciting. Being around the stage, protecting her from the crowds, seeing so many famous people. The years with me must have been dull for you."

      "No, ma'am. This séance thing has been the best idea we've had." The black man scratched his head. "Your mother was a good woman, Miss Rose, but I'm satisfied with things the way they are now."

      "You need to be careful calling me by my real name, Isaiah. I'm afraid one of these days you're going to let it slip in front of a customer."

      "It's hard for me to call you that highfalutin French name. It's not you. It's not the name your mama, bless her soul, gave you."

      "Maybe not, but customers are drawn to the unusual. A French woman in this part of the country sticks out like a New Yorker on the range."

      "I understand, but that don't mean I like it none."

      "No, but it attracts customers. And we need customers."

      Rose sat and gazed into her coffee, dreaming of the mother she could barely remember, wishing life had been different.

      "Go ahead, Isaiah. Go see your father. But try to be back before the weekend. The next few weeks should be busy, with all the herds hitting town. Soon it will be time for us to move on. Visit your family while you have the chance."

      "Thank you, Miss Rose. You be real careful while I'm gone. Your mama gave me strict instructions to take care of you, and I aim to keep that promise."

      Rose shook her head. "It's been almost twenty years, Isaiah. You can take a few days off from your death-bed promise."

      "Your mama was good to me, and I gave her my word. You just sit tight for a few days until I return."
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      Rose nervously glanced around the table at the two cowboys and the woman who looked as though she belonged in Miss Riley's whorehouse. She'd never held a séance without Isaiah before, and this one didn't appear to be going all that well.

      "Debector!"How disgusting! She would never undervalue Isaiah's help again. "Extinguish your cigar, sir."

      "Why don't you just continue speaking those pretty foreign words to me and my friend? We're itchin' to spend a little time with you," the insolent cowboy said, as he poked his friend in the ribs with his elbow.

      The woman who looked as if she was drumming up business for the local madam became indignant. "Wait just a minute. I've already paid my money so I could speak with my daddy."

      "Ladies and gentlemen! Another outburst, and I will call upon the spirits to chase you from this house!" Rose gave a gentle toss of her head, settling her hair across her shoulders and down her back. She scowled at the two young men. "Shall we begin?"

      Rose clapped her hands together three times, and the boy she'd hired dimmed the lantern, casting shadows in the room. She glanced around the table, meeting each person's gaze.

      "We're going to speak with the spirits in a few moments. Do not treat this lightly, as they could become very angry and I cannot be responsible for their actions."

      She closed her eyes and started to sway and moan. After several minutes, when the walls of the room seemed to be breathing in rhythm with her clients, Rose slipped her foot out of her boot. She gripped the handle of the bell with her toes and rang the bell. "I see an elderly gentleman approaching ..."

      Pounding on the door jerked her out of her pretend trance. "Merde!" she exclaimed, hopping mad.

      Paul, the young street boy she'd hired, opened the door.

      "Tell them to come back in an hour," Rose commanded.

      "Afraid I can't do that, Miss Severin." A man with a star on his chest pushed past Paul into the room. It could only be Tucker Burnett.

      Same strong jaw and prominent chin, though the auburn cast to the marshal's hair was more prominent. Flecks of gold twinkled with amusement in the younger man's brown eyes, and he appeared friendlier, more relaxed than his brother.

      Rose slowly stood a welcoming smile on her face as she calmly greeted the marshal. "Come in, Marshal. Paul, please turn up the lantern so we can see our guest clearly."

      With dread, she watched as Travis Burnett then stepped through the door behind his brother, his hat in his hand. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the tall, muscular man.

      What was he doing here?

      She lifted her chin and let her gaze travel slowly over Travis and then met his insolent stare. She smiled at his cocky smirk. "Mr. Burnett, what a pleasure. Are you here for another séance? I'm sure I could arrange for you to speak with Benedict Arnold or some equally offensive family member."

      Travis stepped within inches of her. His eyes locked with hers, his voice low and rough. "Miss Severin, by the time I leave here today, you're going to think you've met up with the devil."

      Rose had a sinking feeling in her stomach. "I think I'm gazing at him."

      The cowboy grinned, which didn't make Rose feel any better.

      The marshal strolled around the room, picking up tarot cards, running his hands along the walls, searching. "Miss Severin, how did you acquire this talent of yours to speak with the dead?"

      "I was born with it. Members of my family have had this ability for generations," she lied.

      The marshal walked over to her clients, who sat watching in disbelief. Rose held her breath as she realized the bell was still under the table.

      "Don't you people have someplace to go?" the marshal asked.

      "Yes, sir." The two cowboys pushed back their chairs and were scrambling toward the door, as if the spirits were hot on their heels.

      "What about our séance?" the woman asked, indignant. "I paid."

      "Come back tomorrow," Rose advised, glad to be rid of that bunch. "You'll get your séance then."

      "Unless the spirits catch the next stage out of town," Travis mumbled, but the woman had already walked out the door, along with Paul, Rose's helper.

      Rose was alone with the Burnett brothers. She glanced at Travis. "The spirits don't need a stage; they're always here, Mr. Burnett."

      "And I'm a saint," he replied. He shook his head in disbelief and gazed around the room. "Where do you hide the bells?"

      "What are you talking about?" Rose asked in innocence.

      The corner of his mouth rose in a half grin. "You really don't want to make this easy, do you?"

      She shrugged. "Why should I? You haven't even told me why you're here," she stated. But she knew and was determined not to show fear. Bravado had carried her many a day and this one was no exception.

      "Not my place," Travis replied, clearly feeding her curiosity.

      "Where is your manservant, Miss Severin?" the marshal asked.

      "Isaiah has gone to visit his family."

      Travis strolled around the table looking, searching. "I heard that bell somewhere near this table. It sounded muffled."

      "You won't find a bell, Mr. Burnett, as the spirits ring a bell to announce their arrival and departure, not I."

      "But I thought they were always here," Travis said mockingly.

      "They are." She smiled. "But they only speak to me when they ring the bell."

      Travis glanced at her and shook his head. "One thing for certain, you're definitely not a quitter. I'd have run you out of town that first night if I'd known how stubborn you could be."

      "For what?"

      Travis shrugged. "Who says I need a reason?"

      The marshal lifted the scarlet tablecloth off of the table and looked beneath.

      "What are you looking for, marshal? I'd be glad to help you," she asked innocently.

      He put the tablecloth back in place and glanced up at her, missing the bell that was tucked under the table. "My brother's charging you with fraud. Claims you tried to con our mother. My mother has been hurt enough by the disappearance of my brother, Tanner. I don't need for you to make it worse."

      She whirled around and faced Travis. He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, his gaze amused, but his eyes were cold, as if there were no joy or spark in them.

      Rose glanced at Travis, her fists clenched at her sides. "Why? I haven't seen . . . your mother."

      The memory of her brief visit the other morning returned with gale force.

      "You're lying."

      "No. She came to see me. She wanted to talk. We didn't speak with your brother. I didn't even charge her. It was a social call, nothing more."

      "I told you to stay away from my mother." His voice was quiet and even. No emotion at all.

      "She came to me. What was I supposed to do, slam the door in her face?"

      "Yes."

      "I'm arresting you for fraud, Miss Severin," the marshal announced.

      "But why? I only give my customers what they want! They receive a chance to heal their wounds, a chance to speak with their loved ones once again. Your mother came to see me!"

      "The same could be said for some of the madams in this town, but I arrest them too," the marshal answered.

      "I'm a medium, not a whore! I speak with the dead. How could that hurt someone?"

      "And I run a boarding house for innocents," the marshal replied. "You're one of the slickest con artists I've come across. And female to boot!"

      "Prove that I cannot speak to the dead!"

      Travis leaned forward and shoved the chair she'd been sitting in under the table. She cringed at the tinkling sound of the bell rolling and clanging beneath the table.

      "Oh, merde!"

      Travis bent down and lifted the tablecloth. He reached under the skirt and came up smiling, holding the bell by his fingers, swinging it back and forth. "Proof! The spirits left their bell behind."

      Oh! A mist of pure fury glazed her eyes. "No, I've been looking for that dinner bell. I wondered where it went."

      He shook his head. "Arrest her, Tucker."

      The marshal took hold of her arm and pulled her toward the door. Rose felt a moment of panic and dug in her heals. She'd never been to jail before. "Why jail? You said you would have me run out of town."

      Travis stepped in front of her. He lifted her chin with his finger and tilted her head back. "That's where cheats belong. And you, Miss Severin, are the queen of cheats, conning little old ladies with your French accent and your sweet lies. I hope you enjoy your stay in Fort Worth's jail."

      Like an errant child, she swung her foot out at him and smacked him hard in the shin.

      "Ouch!"

      "Espéce de trou du cal!" she said.

      He smiled. "And what sweet word did you just call me?"

      She tilted her nose up at him, "I called you an asshole."

      The marshal laughed and tugged on her arm. "Come along, Miss Severin. My boarding house awaits you."

      She glanced back over her shoulder one last time and shot a look at Travis Burnett that she hoped would singe the edges of his cowboy hat.
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      Jail! Rose gazed at the steel bars that enclosed her, trying to stem the rising sense of panic the small space evoked. She couldn't get out. They wouldn't let her go. She was stuck inside a cell that held, including herself, four women, two cots, one pail of water, and a chamber pot. The El Paso Hotel it was not.

      Travis Burnett was a pig-sucking, low-life bastard of the worst sort. And Rose couldn't wait to get out of this hellhole and tell him in no uncertain terms what she thought of him and his gun-toting, tin-star brother.

      Of all the cowardly things! She couldn't believe he had put her in jail because his mother had visited her! Visited!

      She had collected nothing that morning from Mrs. Burnett but a free trip to jail.

      Unable to sit any longer, Rose stood and began to pace the small area. How long before she could find Mr. Burnett and give in to the urge to scratch his eyes out? How long before she could get out and shake the dust of this awful city from her feet? She'd done nothing to his mother. Absolutely nothing.

      She wrung her hands in front of her. Isaiah would not return until Friday. She had two days to pace this small cell. Three steps forward, turn, and three steps back. Hour after hour to contemplate, wonder, and worry.

      "Honey, sit down. You're goin' to wear a hole in your shoes with all that walking. You ain't goin' nowhere," a blonde woman who shared the cell advised.

      "I can't," she said, throwing her hands up in the air. "I didn't do anything to her, and that bastard put me in here."

      "Which one, honey?"

      A lady reclining on the cot spoke up. "If he's male, does it really matter which one?"

      "Oh, Henrietta, not all men are bad. Some can be really nice," the blonde said.

      "Yeah, as long as you're on your back, they're happy."

      "Don't mind her, miss. Tell us who put you in here."

      "Travis Burnett."

      "Ooh, he's one cowboy I'd let wear spurs in my bed. I'd even be willing to play giddy-up.'' The women laughed. "It's kind of dangerous to double-cross him—after all, he's got the law on his side."

      "Yeah, I found out."

      "What did you do to him?"

      "Nothing!" Rose stopped her pacing, but her foot tapped nervously against the floor. "He warned me to stay away from his mother, but she came to me. She was the one who came to my business. She was the one who insisted on talking to me. And then he blamed me."

      "Men in this part of the country are mighty protective of their womenfolk." The blonde pushed back a stray lock of hair and leaned against the cell wall.

      Rose threw up her arms and let them fall to her side. "But I did nothing!"

      "It doesn't matter to a man like that. He's going to protect what's his." The woman stared off into the distance, and a deep, soulful sigh escaped her lips. "I'd love to have a man like him who wanted to protect me, and keep me tucked away real safe-like."

      The woman on the cot rolled her eyes. "Betty, he wouldn't look twice at a woman like you. Not for a wife. Hell, that's the reason he ain't married now."

      "He has looked twice at a woman like me. He used to visit Belinda occasionally, before his brother became the marshal."

      "That's different. He was using her to take care of his needs. Just like all men use us."

      Rose stared at the two women in annoyance. "I don't care who he visited. I only know he has ruined my business!" She swallowed, trying to hold back the hot tears that threatened to fall. "Things were going so well. We could have earned enough money to make it to New York. Now I'm stuck in this cage."

      Henrietta stood and handed Rose a handkerchief and patted her on the arm. "Don't worry, honey, things will be okay.

      "Hey, lady, I'll marry you. I'll wear spurs," an anonymous man yelled from two cells down. The Fort Worth jail had only four cells, and men occupied three of the four.

      "Only if I can use my lead chucker on ya," Henrietta yelled back. "Why do the men get a separate cell, while we're all crammed into one? I don't think it's fair."

      "Who said women were ever treated

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/hat-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/hat.jpg






OEBPS/images/initial-logo.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/rancher-takes-a-bride-300dpi.jpg
_ The Burnett Brides Series





