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ONE

 One can run away from problems and strife…

But we can never change our path of
life.

 


Dodge City, Kansas, 1878

“Keep this up Mack and maybe you’ll be able
to retire from the Bounty Hunting profession, hopefully before you
get yourself killed,” proclaimed Marshal Earp before spitting into
the spittoon. “Bounty Hunter’s come and go in this gun slinging
town, but you’re one of the best,” said Wyatt.

Mack’s laugh was rich but with an edge of
doubt. “From your mouth to God’s ears, as my papa would say.

“That hombre hadn’t much of a price on his
head,” Wyatt nodded to the man he had just locked up. “Wish you
would give up this dangerous profession. Your father and I were
good friends before his untimely death and you’re too young to be
traipsing around the country and...” An icy glance of dark brown
eyes cut his sentence short; he swallowed the rest of his lecture
and hung up the keys to the cell on a nail. “You’ve been here only
a few weeks and the hoosegow had been occupied steadily.”

“Outlaws are a dime a dozen in Dodge, now,
pay up!” Mack ordered, hand extended. “It’s late and I’m tired.” A
loud yawn was proof.

Wyatt was serious but he kept further
comments to himself. It did him no good to try and reason with
Mackenzie Valentine; a head strong beauty. She was a red headed
female not to reckon with but every inch a woman. And able to shoot
the tail off a rattler at twenty paces besides riding and roping as
well as any man, including himself. Dressed in a low cut dress,
with high heeled, buttoned up silk shoes, she was made up to look
like dance hall gal, but, underneath the face paint, Mack was a God
fearing young woman.

He handed a note to her to cash at the bank
in the morning. “Going after dangerous criminals is not for the
weaker sex,” he dared to say, knowing full well nothing irked Mack
more than saying that and sensed a lecture forthcoming. When she
slighted his warning, he released a sigh of relief.

“Piffle!” she waved her hand ignoring his
insinuation and lets it go at that. “I’m tired of chewing over the
same fat.”

Wyatt knew he was treading on thin ice but
she seemed passive this evening and ventured by saying, “I know,
I’ve said it a dozen times but sooner or later you’ll meet someone
who won’t submit to your charms so easily,” he informed in a
forbidding voice.

“Maybe so,” she countered, “but men are men…
easy.” She made her painted ruby lips curve slightly.

Wyatt laughed. “I reckon your right but how
long do you think playing a dance hall gal will last before you..?”
Mack snorted and lifted her dress to reveal a derringer strapped to
her shapely thigh. He sighed but only after he gulped. “Damn! Do
you believe that pea shooter can protect you from a drunken
cowboy?”

Mack turned, not giving much attention to the
lawman. In the center of the jail stood a battered wooden desk,
potbellied stove in the corner, a couple of straight backed chairs,
one off kilter and two cells, one now occupied. She glanced at the
gun cabinet for a spell, spying a Henry lever-action rifle. It
looked as if it hadn’t been used for some time and Mack wondered
why Wyatt wasn’t using it. It was of no importance, so her
attention was turned back to the study the wanted posters.

“Mmmm,” she scanned the
pictures carefully, “Now that one looks interesting,” she tapped a
finger against the slight dent in her chin. “A thousand dollar’s
reward for this Shane Masters,” she murmured, “Dead or alive. Mmmm,
and for murder. Too bad, he’s very handsome, wouldn’t you
say?”

“Good looks don’t account
for anything before a judge,” the marshal said caustic, then said
with an oath. “I’d stay away from than one. They say he murdered
his bride on their wedding night. A cold bastard!”

Mack wasn’t convinced and she wormed some
more information out of the lawman. She’d go after the man no
matter what he said, or warned, so, he reluctantly told her that
he’d send a telegram tomorrow to the sheriff of Flagstaff where the
murder took place.

“Stop by in the afternoon. The circuit judge
will reimburse me,” said Wyatt. Just sign the ledger. You’re lucky
I’m not a discriminating man towards females and believe in the
unwritten ethical codes thought up only with men in mind.” Wyatt
had the smarts not to laugh, but she snorted, “Yeah, like hell! Who
are you trying to kid?” He no longer held his grin but raised his
hand. Discussion closed!

Assuming Wyatt would be out late gambling,
she left with her thanks. He had such a pessimistic nature, she
thought. Walking back to the boarding house, a drunk came out of
the ally and bumped into Mack. “Watch where you’re going, old man,”
she snapped without malice.”

“Peg pardooon,” he slurred and swayed. “Just
takin’ a piss-ss.” His wide grin revealed stained teeth, what was
left of them. “Hey, purty lady, yore one of dem hootchy-kootchy
girls-ss. Yessiree.” Spittle ran down his whiskered chin. “How’s
‘bout a kiss-ss?” He smacked his wet, fat lips and reached out for
her. Mack side-stepped the drunk as the sot staggered before
grabbing the hitching post. “Sorriee-ee, marm,” he tipped his hat
and turned. “She’s mighty ridged,” he informed Mack as he clung to
the post before losing his footing to fall on his rump.

She had to suppress a laugh. “Go sleep it
off, old man.”

He muttered a few unintelligible remarks,
thanked goodness, and then staggered to his feet. With his
alcohol-soaked brain doing the thinking, he hissed angrily. “Just a
doggone minute, miss...sy, who ya callin’ old? Doncha act so-ooo
uppity, ya highfalutin hussy!” He staggered forward and reached to
grab her, but Mack took hold of his arm and twisted it behind him.
Before he knew what hit him, he was taking his yearly bath in the
water trough.

“That should cool you down, mister,” she
smiled thinly.

He came up sputtering and spitting, “Eeeigh!
Jehoshaphat’s! Why’cha do that fer?” he spat, spewing out water
with his words. The cold dip seemed to sober him some. “Fer cripes’
sake!” he railed and slapped his sodden hat against his thigh and
cursed Mack as she walked all the way down the street.

In her room, she stepped out of the flimsy
dress, washed her painted face clean and slipped between the
sheets. With a loud yarn, she sighed and was about to douse the
kerosene lamp when she remembered her pet. “Slither, where are
you?” A moment later, her reptile slithered onto the bed. She
smiled. “I see you managed to get out of the sack again, you
rascal. C’mon,” she picked it up and opened the window a little.
“Find yourself a field mouse my pet, but remember to return before
sunrise. She yawned again and went to bed falling fast asleep as
soon as her head hit the pillow.

Sometime during the night a shot rang
out.

Mack’s eyes flew open. The room was dark but
she managed to grab her gun from under the pillow and jumped out of
bed. She dashed to the window and saw a commotion over by the Long
Branch Saloon. Quickly, she dressed and rushed outside. Doc
Holliday was attending a wounded cowboy; Wyatt was escorting
another to the hoosegow. She ran after him. “What happened?”

“Go back to bed, you may be in danger out
here,” came the bland reply.

She was not quite awake or coherent enough to
appreciate his concern. Her chin lifted stubbornly as she tried to
keep up with his quick pace. “What happened?” she repeated
pointedly.

“Awwww, all right!” he chaffed impatiently.
“A few men got licked-up and tried to kill me,” he said
matter-of-factly.

Getting shot at was not new to the marshal
and he casually walked the hombre to the poky as if he were
attending a Sunday-go meeting. Mack faltered a second, and then
continued on his heels looking over her shoulder. “Did you shoot
that one?”

“Nope. Doc Holliday came through the batwings
of the saloon with two.45’s a blazing and winged one of the cowboys
in the shoulder. Now, go!”

She was torn between annoyance and interest.
Interest won. Changing the subject, hoping to pacify the marshal,”
she stated, “Dodge City is something to write about. Earlier a
party of hostile Cheyenne passed close to Dodge, did you know?”

“Yeah, I knew. Many
inebriated citizens rode out to get their sel’s an Indian. I
refused to join this posse. Now… go back to bed, I’ll see you
later.”

“You’re very crotchety when you’re shot at,”
she teased. The jail door was slammed in her face. She shrugged and
returned to her bed as heat lightning shot a brilliant streak
across the sky, illuminating the clouds. Mack slept later than
usual and awoke to find Slither on the foot of her bed. She
recalled a dream she had just before awaking and it left her
confused and uneasy. It was of the handsome man with the price on
his head. She spent no more time pondering over it and addressed
her pet, “Is your tummy full?”

The snake lay coiled, asleep. She dressed in
a shirt and pants, strapped on her six shooters and put the reptile
into his bag. “C’mon, fella, we’re traveling again after I see
Wyatt. I hope he’s still not as grumpy as a bear.”

After tucking her braids under her hat, she
threw her few belongings into a carpet bag and left. She ate
breakfast and paid Stella for her room and board, then went to the
stable to pick up her black stallion, Tracker. Tying the satchel
and bag to the saddle horn, she rode to the emporium for a few
provisions. The sun was midpoint in the sky when she went to the
marshal’s office.

“What did ya find out?” she asked without the
slightest concern seeing him hung over from drinking and gambling
and, not to mention, getting shot at last night.

“Haven’t gone to the telegraph office yet,
c’mon, walk with me. I’ll send a wire to Flagstaff, to the sheriff
there.” As they walked towards the office, once again Wyatt tried
to talk some sense into her and to settle down and marry.

“I’ll never marry, Wyatt. I like my freedom;
no man is going to boss me around.” She pushed her hat down over
her brow with determination and voiced an unladylike snort.

“You may dress like a man but your all woman
and sooner or later you’ll meet the right male. All bets are going
to be thrown out the window,” he promised as he opened the
telegraph office door. A slim clerk behind the desk looked up and
greeted them. Wyatt sent the message and shortly the tappy-tap-tap
began and the clerk wrote down the reply.

“What’s it say?” Mack looked over Wyatt’s
shoulder.

“According to the sheriff, the thousand
dollar reward was posted by the bride’s brother, a Mr. Windsor. To
collect the bounty the brother wants Shane Masters brought back to
him to Arizona. But it seems Black Jack wired him from Raton,
Mexico, that he had captured the man.”

Mack frowned. “Oh crap! This isn’t good. That
bounty hunter is a cad who rather brings ‘em back dead than
alive.”

“So what?” intoned Wyatt.
She didn’t know why, but she rather not see this Shane Masters
dead. And besides, she didn’t like Black Jack. He’d bring in his
own mother if there was price on her head. Also, she believed
everyone should have a fair trial

“He has to take his prisoner through the
Painted Desert before he gets to Flagstaff. I can head him off,”
she voiced her thoughts. “We’re not far from Liberal and the
border. With a prisoner, he can’t cover as much ground as I can.
Thanks Marshal for your help.”

“But, you have to go through Navajo
territory,” claimed Wyatt. “I know the warlike Navajos were finally
subdued six years ago but I’m sure some renegades are still hiding
in the hills.” Again the marshal was wasting his breath because
Mack was well knowledgeable of the Navajos.

The only thing she wasn’t aware of was the
fact that her life as she knew it was about to change.

 



 


TWO

 A woman should use her instincts if she was smart…

But maybe she’d be better off using her
heart.

 


Mack had no problems in tracking Black Jack
and the prisoner, but then, the bounty hunter had no reason to hide
his tracks since he was not expecting to be followed. Also, he
didn’t seem be in any hurry and she found signs of him making camp
early. She pushed Tracker to the limit and one day at dusk, she
spotted their camp fire in the near distance and waited until dark
before she could put her plan into motion.

After she bounded her chest and dirtied her
face, Mack rode into Black Jack’s camp. Lowering her voice, she
called out. “Howdy.” Luckily, her voice was low for a girl. “Can ya
spare a cup of coffee? I’m travelin’ alone.” Black Jack drew his
weapon. She knew he trusted no one, not if he was smart.

“Put yer hands where I can see ‘em.”

She obliged. “Ain’t lookin’ fer trouble,” she
continued her cowboy drawl, her hands raised. When the bounty
hunter thought she was just a boy, he holstered his gun. “Kinda
young to be travelin’ alone, ain’t’cha?” He spat somewhere in the
vicinity of her boots. Mack put her thumbs in her waist band,
snubbing his goading.

“I’m old ‘nough to care fer myself,” she said
evenly.

He laughed, “Don’t’cha git yer britches in a
bunch fella. Sit, brews strong, I added coffee varnish to it.”

Although not very keen on the idea of whisky
in her brew, she had to put up a good front.

“Thanks,” she replied sitting in the dirt
without invitation. The tail of her eye caught the prisoner tied to
a tree, but she said nothing until the bitter brew was finished.
“Who’s the man?” she nodded with her head. He delayed answering her
question by putting a wad of tobacco into his mouth and chewed
looking as if he weren’t going to answer her. A coyote howled in
the distance and a chill ran up her spine. The fire was cold
comfort but she feared the two legged male before her more than the
canine.

The bounty hunter grunted. “Ya best stay
clear of him, he’s a killer. I’m takin’ him in fer a reward.” Black
Jack spat tobacco juice into the fire causing it to sizzle.

Mack feigned surprise, making her voice sound
excited, “Hey, yer a bounty hunter! Wow! I’ve never met me a real
one before.”

He was not impressed and scowled. Changing
the subject, he asked, “Where ya headin’?”

Mack shrugged. “Just
driftin’, takin’ on jobs here and there.” She tried not to look at
Shane Masters but her eyes had a will of their own. He was so
handsome her stomach did strange things when she glanced his way.
She could see a bruise on his strong jaw and a cut on his mouth,
which angered her. His full lips were too sensuous to be
marred. Look away girl before you start
drooling. But she couldn’t and noticed he
was staring at her. Their eyes locked for a heartbeat but it was
long enough for her to see the pain in his light blue
orbs.

She always prided herself for her good judge
of character and her gut nagged at her; he didn’t have the look of
a killer but the man sitting before her did. His dark eyes were
cold and lifeless; snake blood ran through his veins. His features
were hard, sinister and ugly. Mean ugly. And that was his good
qualities.

“Care if I camp here tonight?” she asked,
trying to get her mind off the prisoner. It was too unsettling.

“Sure, kid. I’m goin’ to take a leak, how’s
‘bout ya?”

Mack lowered her head, hoping her face didn‘t
look as warm as she feared it was. “Err, no. I’m okay fer now.”

He took the prisoner with him so she quickly
let Slither out of the bag hoping the snake would return before
daybreak. She had no wish to spook Black Jack, knowing people’s
reaction to her pet. She busied herself by removing Tracker’s
saddle and giving him a good brushing. Black Jack returned and his
prisoner was again shackled, this time to the bounty hunter. With
their wrists joined by handcuffs, Black Jack and the wanted man
slept sharing a tree. Mack used her saddle for a pillow and
believed no one would get a decent night’s rest. Before closing her
eyes, she asked, “How much ya getting’ fer him?”

“I’m in no mood fer yammerin’, kid.” He
placed his hat over his ugly face and she had been dismissed like a
child. She waited until she believed he was a sleep and sneaked off
into the words to tend to nature, but she had an eerie feeling
someone’s eyes were watching her. When she finally managed to nod
off, her sleep was plagued with dreams of Shane and his haunting
blue eyes and tantalizing lips.

 


Mack asked to tag along the next day. She had
to bide her time and find the right moment to try and free the
prisoner. Black Jack slept with his colt .45 in one hand and she
was sure, one eye opened. She rode beside Shane studying his
profile. His black hair was cut shorter than the way most cowboys
wore it around these parts. Lazy waves fell over his forehead,
tantalizing her to be touched and pushed back. His sky blue eyes
and raven hair was not a combination one often saw and it was a
startling contrast. He never spoke but once in a while he’d turn to
look at her. She could swear he could see through her disguise.
Though he kept his features placid, his steel blue eyes smiled at
her. Instant goose bumps rose. He had the uncanny way of making her
feel intimidated, and no one had that effect on her, not even vile
looking Black Jack.

That afternoon turned
cloudy but the New Mexico heat was still stifling and dust tickled
her nose. Mack prayed for a cooling rain but none came. She yearned
to rip off the binding that seemed to be suffocating her and
causing her skin to itch like the dickens from perspiration. The
prisoner, also feeling the heart, constantly wiped his face on his
sleeve. His shirt and hat was wet from sweat, but the bounty hunter
dressed all in black didn’t seem to be bothered by the hot sun.
Well, neither did a reptile. Surely, he was a relative to the snake
family. She patted the leather sack where slither slept. “No insult
to you my friend.”

Buzzards circled overhead.

If you’re waiting for us to
be your main course look somewhere else, she mussed to herself.

When they finally broke for camp and Black
Jack took the prisoner to see to nature, she sneaked off to the
opposite direction to relieve a very full bladder. Mack was unable
to believe her luck when she found a berry bush not far from a
watering hole. A few of those red berries in the coffee would put
the bounty hunter to sleep. But she had to be careful, too many
would kill him. A tempting notion but Mack was not a cold blooded
killer.

“I’ll cook,” she offered. “See if’n ya can
shoot somethin’. I’m tired of jerky.” She crossed her fingers and
he took the bait. He said he’d return shortly and to keep an eye on
the prisoner. She told him not to worry, she would indeed watch
him.

Quickly, she let Slither
out of the bag. The snake was shedding now, so it wouldn’t eat
until it had new skin, but the reptile needed the exercise. She
glanced at Shane expecting him to give her strange look but he only
smiled, lighting up his eyes. Damn, what
was he up too? If he’s trying to disarm me by dimpling so
provocatively... it’s not working... well, maybe a
little.

She moseyed over and sat on
her hunches. “Don’t drink the coffee tonight,” she whispered a
simple warning. He nodded and she noticed that he needed a shave;
his poster showed him clean shaven. She thought he was still
handsome and Mack stared at his mouth wondering if they were as
soft as they looked. Oh, for Pete
sake! she groused inwardly and stood to
leave but was taken back when he said, “I wouldn’t drink the brew
if I weren’t so dry,” he croaked.

Mack blinked. He spoke. He
had a nice voice. Oh, damnation! She was
doing it again. Without answering him, she
retrieved her canteen and offered him a drink. With his hands tied
she put the canteen to his lips. He gulped it down fast, too
fast.

“Easy, I’ll give you more later.” He showed
his gratitude with a warm smile. Again her stomach lurched, but she
had no more time to ponder over this strange effect this man had on
her, a branch snapped and she knew Black Jack was returning. He
appeared carrying a small critter and eyed her curiously.

Mack fretted over the fact
that he might have overhead. She quickly took the bounty hunter’s
offering and cleaned it. He sat and watched her carefully.
Did he suspect anything? His close scrutiny made her so edgy she pricked her finger
with the knife. It couldn’t be soon enough for her to be gone far
away from Black Jack; he had such a strange look in his black
eyes. Oh, God! Did he like boys?
Her stomach grew queasy at that disturbing
notion. Tonight, she’d sleep with her gun and one eye opened,
that’s if she got any sleep at all. The meal was good, along with
beans but it didn’t go down very well. Mack refused the coffee,
lying that it upset her stomach.

“Suit yerself. Care fer some tobaccy?” Black
Jack chewed his words along with the wad in his mouth, then
spit.

“No thanks.”
Eeeigh! She wrinkled her
nose to give him the impression she didn’t like the stuff. He
shrugged, drank two cups of coffee and yawned. She busied herself
cleaning up and watched him closely trying not to look too
conspicuous. He must have an iron clad gut because it took him
quite a while before she heard snoring. Waiting many scary moments,
she kicked him to make sure he was dead to the world. He only
snorted and rolled over. He was out like a snuffed candle.
Nervously, she pulled out a key from his breast pocket and quickly
untied Shane. Without a word she helped him to his horse knowing
his limbs were numb. She dared not steal Jack’s dapple grey mare;
he’d be angry enough discovering he had been tricked. Mack let out
a high pitched whistled, Slither appeared within moments. Silently,
they rode off into the night. When they reached the foothills, she
found a cave.

 


Shane was glad to be free from that bounty
hunter, but what he could not comprehend was why this young person
risked being caught and maybe killed for freeing him. Right now, he
was too relieved to care and very tired to let it matter. He had
not slept well. These past months have been a nightmare for him.
Not only had he not killed his wife but he had been framed. Who and
why? What reason could someone have to do him harm? And poor Sonia,
why would anyone kill his sweet Sonia?

He had made it to New Mexico and thought sure
he was safe, but somehow that bounty hunter found him. He had been
held up in a dingy hotel room looking forward to napping, taking a
siesta like the natives. He wasn’t sure how long his funds would
last and he needed to find work but the people of this little
sleepy town were poor. Before dozing and pretty Mexican girl
knocked on his door with a bottle of tequila and poured him a
glass. He didn’t like the stuff but she had been hanging round him,
feeding him as if she had taken it upon herself to adopt him. He
knew by the way she swung her hips and rubbed her breasts against
his arms what she was looking for. He was not interested in her
that way. Maybe under other circumstances but her timing was
off.

He gulped down the drink and she had offered
another. There had been no doubts in his mind that she was trying
to get him drunk. He accepted it; it slide down much smoother, but
then he became drowsy. Later he was to learn that she was a close
friend to Black Jack and had purposely dulled his senses so when
the bounty hunter entered his room unaware, Shane was taken by
surprised. They struggled, but he had been clipped on the jaw and
mouth and bested. He was handcuffed and dragged out of the hotel in
front of curious spectators. No one could help him even if they
wanted too, he was a wanted man. Wanted for a crime he surely had
not committed. He had seen the posters and one thousand dollars was
a lot of money. Who would offer that much for him? He had no
family, no one but Sonia. Now, there was nobody.

Still puzzled, Shane now watched his rescuer
take care of the horses before building a small fire for warmth. He
said nothing but he kept a sharp eye on the actives around him. He
was not spoken to either until a piece of beef jerky was handed to
him.

“Sorry, that’s all I have left to eat. I’ll
hunt for a rabbit or coon tomorrow.”

“Thank you. Why did you do
this?” Again he had this nagging feeling that something was wrong
here but Shane tried to reason with himself. What harm could he be in from a child, who had no business
wondering the countryside?

“It’s not important, get some sleep,” the kid
avoided his eyes.

He wondered why the lad skirted around the
truth, but there was not a thing he could do about his situation
now. “What’s your name? I know it’s not kid.” The kid smiled. “You
have a sense of humor; I like that in a man. Mack.”

“Mack, what?”

“Go to sleep.” End of conversation.

In the morning, Shane woke finding himself
handcuffed again and would soon discover he’d went from one
predicament to another and more than his life would be at stake. He
could not believe he was right back where he was before; a
prisoner!

“What’s the meaning of
this?” his voice becoming progressively harder. Damn it!” he raised
his fists. He should’ve known better, someone didn’t risk their
life for the sheer joy of avenger. Again he was a fool ten times
over for thinking a mere adolescent was no threat to him.
Maybe you deserved to be in this
predicament, he self-chastised,
you think you were a green horn. Damn!

 



 


THREE

 Truth and lies draw a fine line…

But honesty can be found in eyes that
shine.

 


“Sorry, but I am also a bounty hunter.” Mack
almost strangled on her own words, not liking herself right then.
But a girl had to do what a girl had to do, and he was worth a lot
of money.

A bitter grin moved across his lips and he
quipped, “If that doesn’t beat all, a lady bounty hunter.” Mack’s
brows rose sharply. “You knew?”

He snorted. “You’d have to be blind not too.
I should have trusted my gut and not the reason that you were a
girl. Beside I was a mite curious to why a young female would do
this. I was sort of hoping an angel was sent to rescue me. I should
have never trusted those big brown eyes.”

Mack could see he was now more annoyed at
himself than her, and groused, “A little dirt doesn’t hide your
fine features and your waist is too narrow and your hips are too
shapely to be a boy. I assume you taped your bosom.” Amusement
touched his expression. “At least I hope so.”

Mack nodded as if her head was attached to a
string not sure whether she should be annoyed or pleased that he
noticed her attributes, but his nonchalant attitude irked her
somewhat.

“You better hope we get back to Arizona in
one piece,” she snapped. “I believe in bringing in my captors in
alive, Black Jack has a habit of thinking differently, and if he
catches us, we’ll both be dead. He doesn’t take too kindly on being
hornswoggled.”

Shane voiced a few expletives. “You must be
in dire need of money to risk your neck for tricking the other
bounty hunter. I thought there was some sort of code between
thieves,” he mocked.

Mack looked down her nose at Shane knowing
she had been baited but rebuked anyway, “I’m no thief. What I do is
legal!”

Shane chuckled. “Really? Drugging another
bounty hunter is on the up and up?” he intoned condescendingly.

Mack had the decency to
lower her gaze. “Well, um, maybe not but he could’ve taken you in
dead and I didn’t want to see that.” Keep
blubbering out the fibs, the hole is getting bigger.
She groaned and Shane smiled which only added to
her uneasiness.

“So, it wasn’t the money but my hide that
concerned you?”

Mack gulped; he was close
to the truth. “Of course not!” she answered quickly and
squirmed. Deeper! “I mean, ooh! You’re twisting my words.” She turned. Never
had she experienced such mortification in her life. He was right,
what she had done was not professional. But… damn it; he shouldn’t
have been so handsome. So if he were ugly,
you wouldn’t have rescued him? “Oh, horse
feathers, shut up!” she snapped at her conscience.

Apparently, her prisoner thought she was
speaking to him and said. More to the point snarled, “Sorry, I
didn’t mean to get you so riled up I don’t want you to shoot me
just on principle. What if I tell you that I’m innocent?”

“That’s what they all say.” she replied
pointedly, trying to keep any emotion out of her tone. His eyes
narrowed and he lifted his chin in an angry effort, declaring, “I
didn’t murder my wife, you must believe me!”

The cold, hard light gleam
in his eyes didn’t go undetected. Her emotions were quickly eroding
her resistance. Oh, she wanted to… desperately to believe him. It
would be an awful waste to hang such a handsome man.
Not to mention he might be innocent,
bugged that annoying little voice again.
A shadow of alarm warned her to stay
strong.

Grumbling to herself, she stated, “Come, we
have to make tracks and I need to take time in hiding them.” She
was grateful for her mother’s parents. Her grandparents had raised
her from the age of eleven when her mother and father were killed
by stray bullets. Raised by Navajo Indians, she had many skills
surviving in the wilderness. But, the bounty hunter was no fool,
and a pretty damn good tracker himself with many more years of
experience than she.

 


Shane rode in silence. Although still a
captive, he was more at ease that the pretty young thing was taking
him to stand trial. Yes, she was beautiful. She had washed the dirt
from her face and there was no missing her big brown eyes before,
but now he could see that her pupils practically filled the irises.
The color reminded him of hot coffee before cream lightened it. But
what surprised him, when her hat was removed, were two long,
flaming red braids that fell from there confinement. He had hoped
she would remove the binding but she opted not to give him that
pleasure so in that department he’d use his imagination. When they
made camp, he asked if she had any idea where they were and she
claimed they were still in Mexico, somewhere near the Arizona
border. Once again he tried to reason with her.

“Look, Mack, I loved Sonia, I had no reason
to kill her,” he hissed angrily forgetting the advice he gave to
himself earlier not the ruffle her feathers any more than
necessary. She nodded, distractedly, and he let out a frustrated
breath. “Do you understand what I’m saying? I loved her!” He
continued as if she were listening. “I had a glass of champagne and
everything went black. I awoke to find her lying beside me, my
bathrobe sash tied around her neck. I had a hell of a headache but
slowly crazy notions penetrated my confused brain. I was certain
that I’d been drugged with no idea why or who murdered her.”

His voice faded to a hushed stillness for a
few seconds before he leaned forward and elaborated, “Though
knowing she was dead, I still placed my head on her chest and
within moments someone pounded on the door. The voice called out
that he was the sheriff. I asked myself, why had someone called the
law? Nothing made any sense and it looked bad for me so I climbed
out the window and fled. I guess I was a coward but I believed I
had no other options.” He put his head into his cuffed hands and
sighed wearily. “Poor Sonia, I feel like such a heel leaving her
like that. My instincts told me to run and I did. Maybe I deserve
to die.”

Mack mulled over his story,
it merited consideration but she continued to warn herself not to
let her guard down. Beautiful blue eyes
don’t make him innocent. She winced before
at his mention of loving his wife. Why did she feel a mite jealous?
She did her chores feigning interest but, she was damn interested.
Interested in his blue eyes, handsome face; interested in the way
his muscular arms felt when she help him that night in camp. How
his manly sent flared her nostrils and how when he smiled, his face
appeared so much younger and better looking, if possible. Oh, she
was definitely interested, too much so. She focused somewhere over
his shoulder when she spoke.

“You knew your
brother-in-law posted the reward for bringing you back, dead or
alive.” It was a question that came out as a statement. Bravely,
she looked at his countenance and seeing the detached look in his
eyes made her suspect his mind was not really on her. She cleared
her throat. “Do you? Shane?”

His head snapped up. “Huh did you say
something about a brother-in-law?” He rubbed his temples as if
Shane was trying to clear his thoughts. “Sonia had no brothers,” he
contradicted, looking very confused. “Something is very wrong here.
I wish I can make heads or tails out of this mess, but I can’t. The
only thing I know for sure is that I didn’t kill my wife.”

Mack was in a quandary wondering on what to
think. He sounded so sincere, so desperate. She needed time to
dwell on his story. Why did he deny knowing a brother-in-law? If
this man, who put up the reward, was not a kin, why was he offering
so much money for a stranger who claimed to be Sonia’s brother? He
was right; pieces of the puzzle didn’t fit. If the prisoner was
telling the truth and someone framed him, she believed no one would
care; he would be hanged for a crime he had not committed. She
figured that there was no hurry in bringing him in and for some
strange reason, the money no longer mattered. His life was in her
hands and that weighed heavily on her small shoulders. As soon as
they reached Arizona, she knew where she would go. Her
grandparent’s lived close to the Painted Desert. It had been almost
six years since she’d seen them. A stay with Silver Fox and Bright
Water wouldn’t hurt. And she missed them.

Black Jack would never find them there, she
told herself again.

After reaching her decision, Mack stood and
informed Shane, “I’m going hunting. If you give me your word not to
run off, I’ll remove the cuffs. I think its best that we head
further west, to my grandparents. What do you say?” she asked
tentatively.

His broad shoulders seemed to slump further
but he replied, “I can live with your idea. Anyway, where would I
go out here? With my luck, I’d probably run right into Jack’s
hands.” He stuck out his wrists to get unshackled. She bit her lip
with indecision. Was she a fool to trust him? She had too or else
she’d have to watch him every second of every minute. Watching an
outlaw was exhausting, she had done it many times. Mack only
hesitated for a heartbeat, then obliged.

Shane rubbed his chaff wrists. “Thanks. Can I
ask you something?”

She studied him momentarily through the
rising camp fire wondering again if she had done the right thing.
Whether he was a killer or not, he was a man; one who was stirring
up emotions that freighted her more than the idea that he was a
murderer. She prayed he’d keep his word because she would hate to
have to shoot him. And she was uncertain that she could.

Mack smiled nervously. “I reckon so.”

“Aren’t you a bit young to be chasing
outlaws?”

The question surprised her. Usually it was
her gender that was questioned, not her age.

Nevertheless, she said with a lofty lift of
her chin, “I’ll be twenty-one soon. I can take care of myself, been
doing this since I was a few months shy of seventeen.”

Shane shook his head. “You don’t look a day
over sixteen. Still, a woman your age should be married, bouncing
young’uns on your knee.”

If Shane wanted to be friends, he missed his
mark. Her brows furrowed in a fierce scowl. “What’s that supposed
to mean? A woman my age?” she replied, drolly. “I’m certainly no
spinster!”

His lips began to twitch and it was all the
outlaw could do not to burst out laughing at her. But he couldn’t
keep it out of his voice and said, “Don’t get your dander up. It’s
just that you’re a beautiful young lady and you---”

“I’m very happy, thank you!” she interjected
a bit too snippy and wound a braid around a finger, mad at herself
for sounding a bit prissy. Utterly uncomfortable, Mack rose and
went into the woods. An unlucky squirrel happened to run across her
path and she returned to the camp with the bloody thing in her
hand. Though he turned a mite green around the gills when she
skinned it, he licked his fingers dry and admitted, although he had
never eaten such a creature, it was delicious.

Again the little beauty twisted her braid
around her finger and again that innocent motion definitely hadn’t
gone unnoticed. Shane wanted very much to unravel the plait and run
his hand through her tresses. Her hair looked as hot as her temper
but that didn’t stop him from wanting to finger it. He wondered now
if maybe it would have been safer if Jack brought him in.

Safer for who?
His conscience asked.

He had to concentrate on something besides
the pretty girl.

“You’re a good cook to boot. You’ll make a
good catch and a fine wife to some lucky guy. I still say you
should settle down.” Seeing her eyes narrow and her mouth open for
a retort, he said, “Sorry, your right it’s none of my business. I
don’t want to fight,” and quickly changed the subject. “Boy was I
hungry but then, I could have eaten anything, even a snake,” Shane
confessed eyeing the bag. His sense of humor was not appreciated at
that time. Well, he tried to lighten the mood. Shrugging, he
attempted another approach. “Can I ask you something?” he talked
while licking his lips.

The girl opted not to answer and went to her
horse, untied the bag from around the saddle horn and sat across
from Shane. “That’s two questions, this night,” she responded
taking the snake out of the bag stroking its scaly skin.

“Yes, err, but I’m curious and fascinated.”
Shane watched the strange pair for a few minutes before inquiring,
“Why a snake? I mean, it’s not your ordinary house pet.” The pretty
bounty hunter looked as if she was once again not going to answer
him but then she lifted a small shoulder and sighed. “Slither saved
my life two years ago.”

“How so?” he said. “I wouldn’t have guessed
that snakes make good hero material,” he offered his opinion,
tongue-in-cheek. She smiled and something stirred in a region that
surprised him. Sonia wasn’t dead long; he had no right in wanting
to gratify his carnal desires. He shifted his weight to a more
comfortable position, if that were possible and returned her smile
hoping she hadn’t noticed his uncomfortable appearance.

She had not and continued, “I’d been
searching for this outlaw for three months. I tracked him to a
small town where he worked at a farm, helping a widower. I staked
out for a few days noticing every late afternoon that he’d ride
into town to gamble at the saloon. Seeing he stuck to this routine
faithfully, I rented a wagon and dressed as a pregnant woman and
waited on the dirt road for him. Pretending to be a female in
distress, I sat on the ground when I spotted him approaching; he
reared his horse and asked what was wrong. I clutched my padded
belly and cried that I was in labor. He hymned and hawed, claiming
he knew nothing about birthing babies so I screamed in feigned
agony. Horrified, he jumped down to assist me. When his arms were
around my waist, I slipped my hand under my dress for my derringer
but that was a mistake. I should have waited until he let me go. He
managed to take the weapon from me.” She gave the snake a loving
glance and continued. “The bastard smirked and pointed the gun at
my chest. Ironic huh? My own gun.”

Shane smiled, intrigued by her tale.

She lowered her voice to mimic a man, “Purty
cleaver, sneered the outlaw. I knows who yer are, yer that female
bounty hunter, Mackenzie Valentine. Yer reputation precedes ya. I’d
heard rumors a while back that yer were lookin’ fer me. I’ve never
kilt a woman, but in yer case, I’d make a ‘ception.”

“Did he kill you?” Shane asked, trying to
keep a straight face.

“Very funny,” she snorted then laughed. “Now
where was I?”

“Just about to get killed,” he informed,
grinning.

“Oh, yes,” she tried to look serious. “Just
then a snake fell from a tree branch and landed on his shoulders. I
was lucky he didn’t pull the trigger from being startled, but he
froze when it began slithering down his arm. I knew it was a young
reptile, your typical garden variety and it looked harmless, but
the outlaw didn’t know this,” she giggled. “Slowly, I peeled his
fingers away from the gun, seeing he had soiled his pants. And to
add more humiliation to his embarrassment, I picked up the snake
and smiled. Knowingly, he went completely red faced. Since then,
Slither and I have been the best of friends. Now, get some
sleep.”

“Why do you hunt outlaws?” It was a logical
question and he ignored her command.

“For the rewards of course,” that was her
answer.

“Is it rewarding?” he inquired.

She shrugged. “It can be, especially in your
case.”

“How many have you apprehended so far? Since
you began this career?”

She was uncertain why she was telling him
this but she found he was easy to converse with. And talking kept
thoughts of him off her mind; thoughts that have been coming too
readily lately. She made the mistake and looked into those
remarkable eyes of his and wondered if she could truly give him up.
She hashed over his question to take her mind of off his handsome
face, although it was becoming a losing battle. “Close to a dozen
or so but I never killed me a lowlife and I hate to start with you.
I caused a few wounds, though.”

“I guess I better take you seriously, though
I’m no hardened criminal as you might believe.”

This time she snorted. “Being a female, men
rarely do, but my six-shooter can be very convincing.” Her gun
materialized in her hand quicker than a lizard’s tongue can snatch
a fly.

 


“Well, yes. Guns do have a persuasive way of
getting one’s attention,” he murmured. “And I’m definitely
impressed and definitely will take you seriously.”

She was uneasy by the way he was looking at
her. Admiration filled his eyes but so did something else. He was
looking at her like she was a...a woman! Maybe spending a few
months with him was not such a good idea and...maybe it was. She
was in no hurry to see him hanged.

 


Two days later they crossed into Arizona.

They needed supplies and although Shane gave
his word not to run, Mack dared not take the chance. Albeit, he’d
proven himself trustworthy in the wilderness, they were now near a
town. What was there to stop him from fleeing? If it were her life,
she would make a run for it even after giving her word. What good
is your word when you’re dead? She hated to do it but her
grandparent’s had not raised a fool. Of course that was their
opinion.

“Sorry.” The apology lay like granite on her
tongue. “There’s a small town nearby and I need to be sure you’ll
still be here when I return. I know you promised but---”

“You cut me to the quick!” he continued to
look hurt and asked dubiously, “How
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