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			Dedication:

			To my Kentucky ancestors who continued to roam and to my grandfather who headed off to Texas as a young man to bring back an authentic chili recipe the family’s been tinkering with ever since.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Boone Wilson knew he’d die before the month was out, and although he would rather live, he accepted his sad fate. After all, with a bullet lodged in his chest, he couldn’t expect anything else. Two weeks after he’d been shot, playing faro at the Out of Luck Saloon in Laredo, he remained both alive and sore. The sharp, burning pain he’d experienced when the bullet slammed into his chest had faded, but he still hurt. There hadn’t been any more bleeding, not since that first night when not only had the wound bled like hog killing time, but he’d tasted the iron bitterness of blood in his mouth. He’d wondered if there might be pus inside the wound, but the sawbones who told Boone that he was as good as dead hadn’t offered any further treatment. Doc Smitty – likely not the man’s actual name – spent more time drunk than anyone Boone had ever known, and that was a remarkable record. The fever that still made Boone’s bones ache and his skin burn were the reasons he thought it might be infected, but since no one figured he’d live, no one bothered to do anything.

			He’d trailed cattle all summer long, as he had for the past five years, driving herds from southern Texas to Dodge City or Colorado. If he’d made a mistake, it’d been taking that last drive, one in the fall after the summer grasses were about gone on the trails, then coming back to Laredo to spend the winter. Boone bunked on a ranch that lay between San Antonio and Laredo, but he liked to gamble, so he’d come into Laredo to play.

			Boone regretted that now. If he’d stayed on the ranch, he wouldn’t be about to die. After spending a week or more tucked into a bed upstairs at the saloon, he had begged to go outside, and so, each morning, his buddy Deacon Lee carried him downstairs, then tucked him into a chair on the saloon’s front porch. His feet were propped onto part of a busted table, so he was lying down more than sitting up.

			Miss Mary, who owned the place, objected and said it was bad for business, then relented. She’d decided Boone could be propped out on the porch each day, at least till it turned cold, and spend his nights in the smallest room upstairs. After all, she’d figured they would bury him before long, but he hadn’t died.

			Since it was too hot for a blanket, they’d kept Boone wrapped in white linen sheets. He hated them – they were too much like a damn shroud, and each day, they became filthy from the dust that blew through the streets of Laredo. Because just about everyone believed in the adage feed a cold and starve a fever, he figured if the bullet didn’t kill him first, he’d starve to death. He drank all the coffee anyone would bring him, but he was lucky if he got a biscuit or bite to eat. Most everybody who patronized the Out of Luck knew who Boone was and what had happened to him, so they didn’t waste much time passing pleasantries or sitting down for a conversation. More than once, he heard them whisper that he had one foot in the grave.

			Boone was mortally wounded, grave bound, hungry, usually thirsty, and lonely, none of which made him happy. He had no legacy to leave to anyone, not his compadres here, his friends, or his family in faraway Kentucky. That changed, though, the day Miss Rachel Rose Shaw stepped onto the porch and took a seat near Boone.

			He knew who she was – the school marm who’d arrived for the new school term, a pretty woman with her waist-length hair pulled up into a tight bun at the back of her head. Miss Rachel didn’t look any older than Boone, who was twenty-six.

			“Good afternoon,” she said. Her voice was soft and melodious, not the sharp teacher tone he’d expected. “Is there anything I could get for you? You look so uncomfortable. I’d be happy to get you some water or food or fix that sheet so it’s not so tight.”

			Boone cleared his throat. “I’d be most obliged, ma’am, if you could bring me something to eat. I’m near starved.”

			She reached out and messed with the sheet bound around him until it was looser. “I can do that. I’ve seen you out here for a week or more. Have you been sick?”

			“I’m dying,” he told her. “Got shot in the chest near two weeks ago, and the doc said there wasn’t naught he could do about it. Guess that’s why no one wants to bring me much to eat.”

			“I’ll get you some food,” she told him. “I’m Rachel Rose Shaw. I teach school.”

			“Boone Wilson, cowboy, from the Double B Ranch,” he replied. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Rachel.”

			She nodded. “I’ll be back.”

			He watched as she picked up her skirts and marched into the saloon. Boone waited for an outcry, figuring they would toss her out. Mary didn’t like respectable women in her establishment. He heard Mary’s strident voice, then Rachel’s gentler tone. When Rachel returned, she had a tin plate heaped with frijoles, refried beans topped with a bit of salsa, and a spoon, along with some water.

			“There weren’t a lot of options,” she told him as she settled onto a chair. “I hope these beans will do.”

			“Ma’am, they’re like manna from heaven. I haven’t had much but coffee and a biscuit on occasion.”

			Boone reached for the spoon, but she shook her head, filled it, and extended it toward his lips. He opened his mouth just in time and sighed with pleasure as the rich taste of beans filled his mouth. The warm food slid down to his stomach and he managed to eat about half of what she brought.

			“Thank you,” he said. “Bless you.”

			“I brought you some water, too.”

			He sipped the tepid water and then closed his eyes. Rachel laid one hand across his forehead, and he opened them again.

			“You’re feverish,” she said. She pulled a handkerchief from a dress pocket, wet it, and laid it across his forehead. 

			“That’s nice.”

			She gave him a smile. Then, she tried to reposition him into a more comfortable position.

			“I’ll be here again tomorrow,” she told him.

			“Don’t you have school?”

			“Today’s Saturday, so no, not on Sunday tomorrow.”

			Boone liked her company, and he enjoyed the way she fussed over him. He might be dying, but he wasn’t dead yet. “Can you stay awhile?”

			Rachel scooted her chair closer, and when she did, he caught a sweet whiff of the sachet she wore. “I certainly can, Mr. Wilson.”

			“Call me Boone, please.” He hated the way his voice sounded so weak and the fact fatigue made him want to sleep. He’d rather savor every moment the lady spent at his side.

			“Boone, then,” she said. “You may call me Rachel, no need to stand on formalities. How do you feel?”

			“Hot and tired,” he said. “And I hurt.”

			She removed her bonnet and fanned him with it. Boone welcomed the rush of air.

			“Sleep if you can,” Rachel told him. “I won’t leave until you’re asleep. I promise.”

			“I’ll hold you to that,” he said, as if he could. He didn’t have the strength to shoo away a fly. 

			The last he recalled before he drifted asleep was that she had refreshed that handkerchief across his head and the rhythmic sway of her bonnet as she waved it back and forth. Boone thought she might have been singing to him, not the songs they sang to the cattle on the trail but old, familiar songs, maybe hymns.

			When he woke, he realized he was holding her hand tight. For a moment, he had trouble remembering where he was and what had happened. He started to stretch, then winced when it hurt.

			“Rachel?”

			“I’m still here,” she said. “It’s getting close to evening. Some of your friends wanted to carry you upstairs, but I asked them to wait till you were awake.”

			“Who was it?”

			She touched his forehead and cheeks again, then frowned.

			“One said he was named Deacon, the other one Mac.”

			“They’re two of my pards,” he said.

			“I gathered that,” she said, stroking his hair back away from his face. “They were fierce until they decided I was helping, not hurting you. They’ll be back soon – I should go home.”

			“Wait.”

			Rachel remained until the cowboys came back. Boone saw her flinch when they lifted him up, and he jerked his head to indicate he’d like her to come upstairs, too.

			“I think he’d like you to go with him,” Deacon said. He’d noticed, and Boone was glad of that.

			She hesitated, but not for long. “I will,” she said. “But will one of you please tell that Mary to leave me alone? She tried to throw me out earlier.”

			Boone tried to laugh. “She don’t usually let nice gals in the saloon, Rachel. I’ll square it with her.”

			“Save yer strength,” Mac said in a gruff Scots accent. “I’ll tell Mary for ye.”

			Whatever he said, Boone couldn’t hear, but Mary didn’t protest when his pals trailed him up the stairs at the back of the saloon. He kept his jaw clenched tight, and his lips pressed in a hard line to avoid groaning, but by the time they laid him on the narrow bed in the smallest room, he wanted to moan aloud. He did cry out as he tried to settle into a position he could stand. The exertion of being brought up, then settling in, took a toll, and Boone shut his eyes, willing himself to catch his breath. Then, maybe, the pain would return to a level he could stand.

			Before he could, however, Rachel leaned down. “I’m going to move you,” she told him. “It’s probably going to hurt, but when I’m done, I think it will be better. Will you let me?”

			He’d rather fight a wild steer, but he nodded. Deacon tried to intervene. “It’s gonna hurt him,” he said. “We been keeping him shaved ‘cause he wants to be, but every time, it puts him in mortal agony.”

			Boone gave a faint nod in agreement. Rachel took it as permission to put him in a different position.

			For a woman who couldn’t stand any taller than five feet and appeared slight, he thought she had a lot of strength. With a few moves, Rachel had him rolled onto his right side, his head propped against the pillow. He wore a pair of long-handled underwear pants and a worn shirt. When she tugged at the shirt, he raised a feeble hand to stop her.

			“Hurts,” he said.

			“I imagine so, but you should have clean garments. Do you have more?”

			Boone shook his head. “At the bunkhouse in my pack, but I’ll need ‘em to be buried in.”

			The sentence took more effort than he had to give. 

			“I gotta rest,” he muttered.

			From the swish of her skirt, he could tell that Rachel had stepped away from the bed.

			“Ye do ken he’s dying?” Mac asked, making no effort to soften his voice. Boone heard it, but it wasn’t anything he didn’t know.

			Her reply, however, surprised him. “I don’t know anything of the sort. He may well live if he’s not starved to death and allowed to get some strength back.”

			I might not die? She’s the only one who seems to think so, Boone thought with something like wonder and a faint stirring of hope. He struggled against sleep to eavesdrop.

			“Bullet’s still in,” Deacon told Rachel. “Digging it out now would be more than he could take. The doc said so.”

			“Would that be the one who stays drunk?” she replied, her tone sharp as vinegar. “I don’t know as I’d trust his opinion.”

			Deacon’s voice lowered. “Do you know any healing? Cause unless you do, you can’t give Boone or us any hope.”

			“I know a bit,” Rachel said. “I was raised by my granny, and she was a mountain healer. The shape Boone’s in, nothing I try will hurt him, and it might help. If nothing else, he might die – if he does – with some comfort.”

			“The thing I’m wondering is why ye took up with Boone.” Mac sounded suspicious.

			Boone inhaled her lavender scent and sighed when Rachel put her hand across his forehead, light and gentle.

			 “He looked like he needed someone,” she said.

			God knows he did, Boone thought, and then he let his body relax into sleep with one precious thing he’d lacked until now – hope.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Rachel hated to leave Boone, but she figured if she tried to stay, the proprietor of the saloon would throw her out. If she had a home of her own, she would have asked the cowboy’s friends to carry him there, where she could tend to him proper, but as the schoolteacher, she boarded with first one family, then another. She had been in the West Texas town of Laredo for less than a month, and the winter school session had just begun. So far, she had been boarding with the Kurtz family, a unit of six with both parents and four children, all under five. Mr. Kurtz ran the blacksmith’s shop, and in their modest three-room house, Rachel had a bed in the children’s room. The man of the house paid her far too much attention, in her opinion, and often had an eye on her. Privacy didn’t exist, and already, although it was Saturday, her absence had probably been noticed.

			Although born in southwest Virginia, her family eventually headed west, settling first in Mississippi, then in Texas. She’d finished what schooling she had in the Piney Woods of East Texas, and she’d been teaching school in one place or another since the age of sixteen. She’d taught in Rusk, then left there for San Antonio, then, after hearing of a vacancy in Laredo, she’d written to the school superintendent who hired her sight unseen. Until her arrival, Rachel had no idea that there hadn’t been a schoolteacher for more than two years. 

			It was true enough her granny had been a healer and had taught her. Teaching school was the only trade Rachel had, but it was a lonely life. In her daily trek through the streets of Laredo, from the Kurtz home to the one-room schoolhouse, she had noticed Boone on the porch. Despite his pallor and obvious weakness, he was a nice-looking man, and he stirred something in her lonely heart. At twenty-six, she hadn’t married, although she came close, discovering on the eve of her wedding that her groom had a wife and children in Tennessee. Since then, she hadn’t courted or looked twice at any man. But Boone, long before she knew his name, tugged at her heartstrings.

			When she stepped onto the saloon porch, it had been out of a desire to help. When he told her he was dying, it hit her hard, and she resolved to prevent it if possible. The hours spent with him convinced her of three things – she thought he didn’t have to die, she liked the brave, quiet young man, and he seemed as lonely as she.

			As soon as she entered the Kurtz home, Rachel became the center of attention. In the largest room, the family had gathered around the table for supper, but all of them paused and stared.

			“There you are,” Martha Kurtz said. “I wondered what became of you. You left this morning, and I feared you might have fallen into the river or got attacked by thugs.”

			“Oh, no, nothing like that.”

			“Where were you then?” Harold Kurtz asked. “Mart could have used some help with the children.”

			Rachel bit her lip and avoided any comment. She’d been hired to teach school for a meagre amount that included her board. So far, no one else had offered other lodgings, but additional chores hadn’t been part of the deal. It wasn’t that she minded offering a helping hand, but she did object to being treated like a servant.

			“I was visiting,” she said, almost adding visiting the sick as Christ urges us to do but didn’t. Religion was a sore point between her and her hosts. The sole church in town was the San Agustin Church in a small structure in the shadow of the new church being built. Rachel, a lifelong Catholic, sometimes attended. Mr. Kurtz wasn’t too happy about that. The Episcopalians had begun having sporadic services. There were other occasional prayer meetings for Methodists and Baptists. The Kurtz family sometimes attended one of those.

			“Well, come sit down and eat,” Martha told her. “We’re having some fried ‘taters and a bit of beef if you’re hungry.”

			Rachel wasn’t, but she took her place at the table and managed to eat a small portion. If she were to help Boone, she had to keep her own strength up. Afterward, she helped Martha clear the table and wash the dishes. Although it was November, this close to the border in south Texas, the days remained warm, even hot, but at night, temperatures dropped. The small house remained over warm.

			“We’re going to try our hand at fishing in the river tomorrow,” Martha told her as they put away the dishes. “Harold fancies some fried fish if we can catch any, and there’s no church, not this week.”

			“I reckon Miss Rachel will be going to church again with the heathens and Mexicans,” Kurtz said as he walked into the kitchen. “But she’s welcome to come along if she wants,”

			Even if she hadn’t planned to tend to Boone again, Rachel wouldn’t go. She spent more time than she’d like with the Kurtz family now, and although she enjoyed an occasional walk down to the Rio Grande, she hated the snakes, and there were many.

			“Thank you, but I have lessons to prepare for the week,” she replied. “But I might walk down now for a breath of fresh air.”

			Lessons for an entire school term were tucked into her trunk, but since it was early, Rachel decided she might stroll down there now to find a willow tree. The bark could be brewed into a bitter tea that would help Boone’s pain and fever. The two oldest children, Maisie and Mark, accompanied her, but she didn’t mind. With the bark she would need, Rachel walked them home, teaching them a new song along the way.

			In the morning, despite little sleep, she rose as early as the Kurtzes and attended the early Mass. By the time she returned home, they had gathered fishing poles and a basket lunch and headed down to the water.

			Rachel rolled up her sleeves and set the willow bark to steep. Then she minced the piece of beef she’d bought on the way back from church and added some salt and water to a saucepan to boil it to make some nourishing beef tea. As soon as both teas had steeped, she packed them into a basket and set forth to the saloon.

			To her surprise, Boone wasn’t on the porch. She frowned and walked through the open saloon doors. Miss Mary, who had to be at least fifty with a worn face and hair going gray, met her and blocked the way.

			“Where do you think you’re going this fine morning, missy?”

			Her rough tone failed to intimidate Rachel, who asked, “Where’s Boone?”

			“Upstairs in bed where a dying man ought to be. I don’t want you in my place, not a respectable woman. It’s bad for business.”

			“No, it’s bad for Boone,” Rachel replied. 

			“You could lose your reputation, schoolteacher.”

			“If Boone can get better, it’s worth it.”

			Mary stared at her, eyes round and dark with anger. “You ain’t like most of the women. I’ll give you that. Most wouldn’t dare be seen in this place, but the young man’s dying, and for the life of me, I don’t know why you’d care.”

			“I do, though,” Rachel said. “Do you want me to pay you? Is that the problem? I have a $20 gold piece I’ll give you if you’ll leave me alone.”

			Mary laughed, a dry wheezing sound that became a cough. “You’ve got some spunk. I don’t want your damn money – go on, then go up to him for all the good it’ll do.”

			The barroom smells of cheap whiskey, tobacco smoke, and strong perfume choked Rachel’s nose as she climbed the stairs. The door to Boone’s room was shut, but without knocking, she entered. He lay in the same position as when she’d left. His eyes were shut, but she didn’t think he was asleep. It was hot and stuffy in the room, so once she put the basket down, Rachel worked the window until it opened with a screech.

			“They said you wouldn’t come back,” Boone said, his voice little more than a whisper.

			“Who said it?”

			“Deke and Mac,” he replied. “But you’re here.”

			“I told you I would,” she told him. “I keep my word. Did you sleep?’

			He shook his head and winced with the effort. “Not much. Hurting too bad and thirsty.”

			She put her hand on his forehead and found it too hot. “Didn’t anyone give you any water?”

			“Not since you did.”

			There was a pitcher on the table beside his bed, so she poured some into a tin cup and then held it to his lips. She supported his head with one hand as he drank. Then she dampened a cloth and put it across his blazing forehead.

			“I’ve got willow bark tea to help,” she told him. “And beef tea if you think you can drink it.”

			“I likely can, Rachel. Thank you.”

			First, she repositioned him, rolling him to his back, then propping him up on pillows high enough he could drink without danger of choking. It caused pain, she could tell, but Rachel was as gentle as possible. She also unbuttoned his shirt, seeing the bullet wound for the first time. The uneven hole was ringed with red, a sure sign of infection. When she finished, he’d gone pale and grasped her hand tight.

			“I know I’m dying, but let’s don’t hasten it,” he told her, voice rough and low.

			“If I have my way, you’ll live,” she told him. “Let’s try the beef tea first. You need the strength.”

			He managed to sip a tin cup’s worth with her help. Then he downed some of the willow bark tea, pungent and bitter despite the sugar she’d added. The effort seemed to leave him spent, so Rachel let him rest. 

			She bathed his face, neck, and wrists with water, hoping to bring down the fever. If he were to live, though, she thought the bullet had to come out and the wound be treated. Boone either slept or fainted for a bit. She wasn’t sure which. But, after a while, he rested easier, and she remained beside him. 

			Around noon, someone knocked on the door, and a young woman stuck her head into the room.

			“Mary sent me up to see if you needed anything.”

			Rachel stood up and stretched. “More water, laudanum if there’s any to be had.”

			“How’s Boone?”

			“He’s fevered and weak. Is he your fellow?”

			The girl shook her head. “No, he ain’t mine – he don’t have a gal that I know about either. We all like him, but he’s one to keep to himself, mostly, quiet and such.”

			Boone’s eyelids fluttered.

			“Rachel?”

			“I’m here.”

			“Who else?”

			“It’s Peggy,” the girl said. “Boone, how you feelin’?

			“Bad to worse,” he told her. 

			“I’ll go fetch the water and all.”

			She dashed away like a rabbit running from hounds, Rachel noted. Most folks didn’t like to be around sickness. It made them skittish and fearful they might be next. When she looked over at Boone, however, Rachel frowned. He did appear worse, or else she hadn’t noticed before how ill he looked. He remained ghost pale, but his hair was in disarray, sticking out in multiple directions. His eyes, a deep grey color, glistened with fever. The lines of his mouth were set hard as if he hurt – which she realized he did.

			“Do you mean what you told her, about bad to worse?”

			“I don’t feel good, and that’s a fact, but if you got more of that beef tea, I’d do my best to get it down.”

			Sick as he looked, he spoke with more volume than earlier.

			“All right.”

			This time, he finished it and managed to eat some of the soft beef scraps she’d strained from the tea and brought. After, he wanted some of the water Peggy brought up but refused the patent medicine laced with laudanum. 

			“I’d rather have my wits about me for now,” he said. “Closer to the end, I may want it, though.”

			“What if you’re not going to die?” Rachel asked.

			Boone stared at her and shook his head. “I won’t make old bones, that’s for sure, not with a bullet in my chest and a raging fever. ‘Sides, that’s what that drunken sawbones said, and I guess he’d know.”

			Rachel settled her skirts onto the bed and sat facing Boone, cautious not to jar him. Her fingers stroked back his unruly hair from his face. “I think he may be wrong. They had you near starved, but I’m here to feed you. If the wound can be healed, you won’t die.”

			His expression changed. “Do tell.”

			“I am – I think you have a chance to pull through.”

			“Woman, you do beat all,” he said. “Ain’t never known one like you.”

			Boone caught her hand in his and held it.

			“Is that good or bad?”

			“Oh, it’s good, all the more so if I don’t die. I reckon I will, but it’s pleasant to think maybe I won’t.”

			The more she got to know Boone, the more Rachel liked him. She thought him handsome and figured he had to be close to her age. More than his looks, though, she admired his resolute courage, his pleasant speech flavored with more than a little wit and humor. His accent reminded her of home, back in the Appalachian hills where she’d been raised, and she guessed he might be from Virginia or Kentucky.

			Rachel noted, too, how the shortest conversation sapped his strength. The beef tea had helped, but he needed more. Fever burnt the back of her hand when she laid it across his forehead, and she frowned, worried. 

			Footsteps pounded up the stairs, and three cowboys, hats in their hands, burst into the room. She recognized Deacon and Mac but not the third one, who appeared younger than the others.

			“How’s he faring, Miss Rachel?” Deacon asked. “I see he’s still on this side of the grass.”

			“He’s a very sick man,” she said. “But he’s had some willow bark tea and some beef tea. He still has a fever, though, and I think the gunshot wound is festering.”

			“Aye, I ken that fine, ‘tis pus-filled as anyone with an eye can see,” Mac told her. “But we’ll take him down to the porch if he wants. Boone?”

			The ill man shook his head. “I’d rather stay here for now, as long as Rachel will stay with me.”

			“We brought you another visitor, Boone,” Deacon said. “He nagged at us until we did.”

			Boone tried to raise his head to see but failed. Rachel reached beneath him and pulled up the two pillows. If she had more, she could better prop him up. He groaned with the movement.

			“Who’d you drag in here?”

			The younger man came toward the bed, twisting his hat between his hands. “It’s me, Boone. I reckoned I ought to come see how you were, at least say farewell in case you died.”

			Whoever he was, Boone reacted to his voice with a wild attempt to scrabble higher on the pillows. Rachel rose and put her arm behind him for support.

			“Don’t hurt yourself,” she said, and turned to the newcomer. “Come over here if you want to talk to Boone. Sit on the edge of the bed if you’ll be easy, and don’t jostle him.”

			“Ezekiel,” Boone said. “Kid, you ought not have to come.”

			Zeke did what she suggested and sat on the bed. 

			“I had to, Boone. Ma’d have my head on a plate if I didn’t. You know she would.”

			Rachel glanced from the boy to Boone and back. They looked something alike, and she said aloud, “You’re brothers.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Zeke said. “I’m the least one. He’s the oldest. I ain’t been here only since the spring. There’s five of us brothers altogether, Boone, Jacob, Garrett, Moses, and me.”

			“And this one should’ve stayed in Kentucky,” Boone said. “He’s not but fifteen. I’d lick you, Zeke, if I could get up from this bed.”

			The tough sounding words were delivered with gentleness, however, and the boy put down his head, but not before Rachel saw the tears tracking down his cheeks.

			“I’d hug you if I weren’t scared that I’d hurt you more,” he told his brother.

			Rachel reached over to pat Zeke’s arm in comfort. He began to sob, which upset Boone. Already on emotional overload, with the room packed to capacity, Rachel’s head whirled. The powerful scents of men, horses, leather, tobacco, and sweat permeated her senses, and despite the open window, she struggled to draw a deep breath.

			If she found it so hot and close, it must be doubly so for Boone.

			“Gents, you either need to take Boone outside or clear out. This room’s not big enough for all of you.”

			Deacon Lee nodded. “We’ll clear out for a spell, but we’ll be downstairs. The place ain’t open, but I don’t reckon Mary’ll toss us out. Want us to fetch anything?”

			“Beans, if there’s any cooked, the frijoles refritos,” Rachel replied. Boone needed to eat, and she was more than a little hungry. “Or something.”

			“You stay,” Boone said. “And Ezekiel.”

			“Count on it,” she told him. “We’ll both be right here.”

			Rachel meant it. For now, she had no thoughts about lesson plans or school tomorrow or the Kurtz family, nothing but healing Boone. Whatever happened after that, she’d face it when it came, but for now, this was the center of her small universe.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The last person on God’s green earth that Boone had expected to see was his youngest brother, but Ezekiel was here, and although he wouldn’t admit it, he was glad to see the kid. If he was going to die – and despite Rachel’s hopes, he still figured he would – it was a comfort to have someone of his blood at his side. He’d been half mad at the boy since he showed up at the ranch in late April, figuring he was too young to trail cattle and sure that he ought to be at home to help Ma. Boone had tried to send him back, but Zeke proved to be as stubborn as he was, so he’d stayed, even gone on the drives with them. Despite the fact they’d made him ride drag, the worst position with dust in his face, Zeke didn’t complain. He’d begged to come to town with Boone two weeks ago, but Boone stood firm. Zeke may have proved he could be a cowboy, but he was too young to visit a saloon. Even though Boone went for the camaraderie and the occasional game of cards rather than women and strong drink, it wasn’t a place for a boy barely fifteen years old. The only reason Boone had even gone into Laredo that day had been to play cards, hoping to win a big enough stake to return to Kentucky. His plan had been to take Zeke home, and somehow, he’d decided he might want to go home too. His return after the war hadn’t been what he expected, though. His family welcomed him right enough, but he felt out of place and disconnected. Their lives had moved on while he had been gone, and he’d changed. War had a way of doing that to a man. If he brought Ezekiel home, he’d find out if he felt the same or wanted to stay.

			Although Boone hadn’t been much older, just eighteen, when he went to war, he wanted to protect Zeke from the worst that life that could deal. And, since he got shot, he thought it was for the best that the kid hadn’t been present. Boone still had no clue why Mad Mike had walked into the Out of Luck and shot him with his .44 at close range. He barely knew the man, and he hadn’t been up to any hijinks with anyone. He didn’t cheat at cards, and he had no favorite gal among the sporting ladies at the saloon. He’d never done more than dance with one or two of them, and he drank very little liquor. That Boone would go to the grave without knowing why he’d been shot bothered him, but he couldn’t ask Mike – he’d been strung up within the hour because everyone thought Boone was a dead man.

			“Zeke, hush that noise,” he told the kid, who still snuffled and wept. 

			“I cain’t help it,” Zeke answered. “They told me you were shot and that you’d die, but I never thought to see you abed, looking so sick.”

			Boone wanted to reassure him, tell him he’d be fine, but it would be a lie. Besides, he felt rotten. The fever that cooked his bones now made him shiver with a chill. Rachel noticed his shaking and pulled up the sheet. Then she touched his face again, cheeks and forehead.

			“Your fever’s up,” she told him as if he wasn’t aware. “Can you finish the rest of the willow bark tea? I think it helped a bit.”

			“It might, but I gotta piss,” he told her. He would have been squirming with the need if it didn’t hurt to move. Her quick reply surprised him – he figured she’d balk at helping with that.

			“There’s a chamber pot,” she said. “Zeke, can you grab it for me?”

			In less than five minutes, Rachel had taken care of that pressing need, then helped him drink more of the willow bark concoction. Even with the sugar she’d added, it was bitter. The effort drained his strength, though, and he closed his eyes, ready to sleep. The wet cloth Rachel put across his forehead was soothing, and he drifted to sleep, secure in the knowledge she was at his right side, his kid brother at his left.

			Boone didn’t think he slept long, but he woke to the aroma of refried beans, and his stomach rumbled with interest. He thought Rachel had it right not to starve him because eating, even though it’d been little, did make him feel a tiny bit stronger. As he awakened, he listened to his brother and Rachel talk in quiet tones.

			“If you would, could you go to the house where I board and get a few things for me?” Rachel asked his brother. “There shouldn’t be anyone home yet – they went down to the river to fish. It’s three rooms, and my trunk’s in the only bedroom, at the foot of the cot where I sleep. I could use the comb, the quilt, two towels, two bars of castile soap, and some lavender. And my reticule, too.”

			“I’d be right happy to, ma’am. Just tell me where to go.”

			“It’s the house next to the smithy. If the Kurtzes do come home, just tell them I sent you, and I’ll sort it out later. But eat first if you want. They sent up plenty of food.”

			“I ate this morning,” Zeke said. “I’ll go so I can get back. Are you my brother’s sweetheart?”

			Boone cocked an ear to hear the answer. He’d known her a few days, and he surely hadn’t been able to court her, but he felt a connection to Rachel he couldn’t explain.

			“I’m the schoolteacher,” Rachel said and dodged the question. “Anything else has to wait until he’s recovered.”

			“So, you don’t reckon Boone’s gonna die after all?” The hope in his brother’s voice hurt to hear because he didn’t want to disappoint him.

			“I’m going to do my level best to see he doesn’t,” Rachel said. “I can’t promise he won’t, but I think he can pull through this. It won’t be easy – I think the bullet needs to come out, and that wound is festering. If I can take care of that, get his fever down, and keep him fed, he’s got a chance.”

			From her mouth to heaven’s door, Boone thought. She sounded certain and competent like maybe she’d nursed sick folks before now. He found her both smart and pretty, and he wouldn’t say no if she wanted to be his sweetheart if he lived. If he died, Boone figured she’d mourn him, and that offered an odd sort of comfort.

			Her notion that the bullet should come out scared holy hell out of him, though. It would hurt and might finish him off. The doc had said no, but then he did tend to stay drunk, so maybe Rachel knew something the sawbones had forgotten.

			“Boone?” 

			His brother’s voice interrupted his thoughts, so he opened his eyes.

			“I’m awake, kid.”

			“Miss Rachel has beans if you’re hungry. I’m going to fetch back some things for her – I ain’t leaving.”

			“Didn’t figure you was,” Boone said. “I could eat a bit, I think, but I need some water first.”

			Rachel had a cup at his lips, and when he’d drank, she spoon-fed him all the beans he could eat. The refried frijoles were still warm, and he savored the flavor. Boone hated eating from a spoon like a baby, but he could barely raise his right hand, and when he did, it trembled. As delicious as the food tasted, it didn’t rest easy in his belly. He shook his head to refuse the next spoonful, so she put it back in the dish with a worried frown.

			“I need to take a good look at the wound,” she told him. “I’m afraid it’s going to hurt, though.”

			“Go ahead.” At least if she did it now, if he screamed, Zeke wouldn’t be present to hear.

			Boone tried not to flinch as Rachel’s hands undid his shirt and peeled it back. Although she kept her touch light as a flittering butterfly, her fingers hurt where they touched. She pressed on the edge, and he let loose a wild cry, almost a Rebel Yell.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, pulling back her hands. “I know it’s painful. No wonder you’re fevered, though. It’s inflamed, and there’s pus.”

			“So, it’s bad?” Boone asked through clenched teeth. His faint hope that he might survive faded.

			“If it was your arm or leg, they’d want to amputate,” Rachel said. “But that’s not an option.”

			“Then I am a dead man.” Yesterday morning, he had been resigned to his fate. Now he realized he wanted to live, very much.

			“No,” Rachel told him, voice firm. When he looked up at her, though, he saw tears in her eyes. “We just have to get that bullet out and treat the infection right away.”

			“I might die anyway.”

			“And you might not,” she told him. “I don’t even know how you got wounded or why.”

			Boone attempted a laugh, but it sounded more like choking. “Neither do I,” he said. “I was minding my business, playing faro, and Mad Mike walked up and shot me.”

			The more he spoke, the worse he felt, but Boone ached to converse with Rachel. He wanted to share his thoughts and past with her and then hear about hers. If he managed not to die, which most of the time he doubted, it would happen.

			“That scalawag!” Rachel exclaimed.

			He couldn’t help but try to laugh. “That’s not a word most ladies use,” he said, but he wasn’t offended. Her answer surprised him.

			“I never said I was a lady,” she told him. “I’m just plain hill folks. A proper lady wouldn’t be sitting upstairs in a saloon, in a room probably used by the soiled doves for business, especially not without a chaperone.”

			It required him to draw on what little strength he could muster, but Boone managed a smile.

			“I’d rather a woman than a lady any day.”

			Boone reached for her hand and grasped it. She smiled back. “Rest awhile, Boone. You look tired.”

			“I’m wore out,” he agreed and shut his eyes. Heavy fatigue claimed him, and he slept, deep and hard, but not for long. The door slammed open from the hallway, the sound echoing through his head and firing a headache. Then he heard Zeke’s raised voice and a loud thump as something heavy dropped into a corner.

			“You’ll wake Boone with this racket,” Rachel cried. “You didn’t need to bring the trunk, just the things I wanted.”

			“I had to, Miss Rachel,” Zeke said. “I’m awful sorry, but that Mr. Kurtz came home, and he didn’t like me being in his house. I told him you sent me, but he called you some terrible names, ones I don’t want to repeat, and told me to take the trunk to you. Said you won’t be coming back under his roof.”

			Boone forced his eyes open and saw Rachel positioned in front of the window, mouth open wide. 

			“Oh, my.”

			“What is it?” Boone asked. A headache on top of his other ills was the last thing he needed.

			“Nothing to worry about,” Rachel said, but he heard the dismay beneath the cheerful tone she attempted. 

			Before Boone could disagree, they heard Miss Mary shouting downstairs. Mac’s low rumble rang out, and a shot was fired before someone dashed up the stairs, feet pounding. Kurtz appeared in the open doorway, red-faced and perspiring.

			“You!” He yelled and pointed at Rachel. “You’re no better than one of these fallen women. No respectable lady would be in a saloon and on the Sabbath, too. I heard you were here yesterday, too, out on the porch with that, that gunslinger. You’re not fit to be the schoolteacher. I thought you were an upstanding woman when I hired you, but I was wrong. You’re not welcome in my house, and don’t you even think about coming back to the schoolhouse. Your kind ain’t wanted here in Laredo. You’re a wicked bitch without any morals at all.”

			Rachel didn’t flinch as the blacksmith spat his ugly words at her, but Boone saw her mouth turn down, upset, and the hurt in her eyes. He tried to pull himself up in bed and failed.

			“Shut your dirty mouth,” he growled, speaking louder than he’d managed in days. “Don’t talk about Rachel that way. And get out of here.”

			Boone would have shot him if he had his guns, but they were tucked into a drawer in the room’s single chest. The effort cost him, though, and his head whirled. He figured he’d faint in a moment, which would make his
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