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THE PROMISE OF A KISS …

Lindsay closed her eyes and drew a slow breath, her heart racing.

Sensation swept away all conscious thought. Feather-light and gentle, his kiss whispered promises of sweet, dark mysteries and low, wanton revelries. His tongue traced the path that his finger had blazed over her lip and she met it with her own, melting into him and sighing in welcome as he drew her closer and tasted her more deeply still.

She was molten and weak, soaring and stronger than she had ever been. Heady sensation and wonderment, the heat and potent tension of timeless instinct…. Then there was only the lingering shadow of what had been. And she hungered for more of what was gone.

Jackson, his breathing ragged, stepped back from her, back from the brink of too late. She was so damn easy to kiss, so damn delicious. He hadn't known just how intoxicating her lips were, how sweetly she could surrender. And as she looked up at him now, her lips still dewy from his kiss, her blue eyes softened by yearning …
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Prologue

Republic of Texas
March, 1838

AND YEA, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil,” the minister said solemnly, the pages of his Bible fluttering in the morning wind.

A bittersweet smile touched the corner of Jackson Stennett's mouth. He looked down at the simple pine box. No, Billy Weathers hadn't feared death. He hadn't feared anything. He'd charged through life with an unconquerable spirit and an unshakeable faith in his ability to make God do his bidding. Even now, Jackson half expected to hear Billy's fist slam against the wood and him cursing the ignoramus who'd had the gall to declare him dead.

But Billy was dead. And had been since the moment he'd clutched his chest and fallen from the saddle yesterday afternoon. No amount of hoping and waiting was going to change that fact. Jackson shifted his gaze to the rolling hills beyond the grave, beyond the small knot of cowhands and fellow ranchers assembled to witness the burial. The blue-bonnets were beginning to fade and the Indian paintbrush was just coming on. The grass was green and growing. It would be a good year, if the rains came when they were supposed to, if the sun didn't bake the earth rock-hard in July and August. Just yesterday morning Billy had said it would be the best year they'd had in the last ten.

Jackson sighed. He looked back at the coffin and felt the pain of loss twist in his chest. It was a familiar sensation; he'd buried so many in the course of his thirty years. But losing Billy cut deep. It was Billy who'd taken in Jack when he was an angry thirteen-year-old boy, and whipped him into a man.

“Mr. Stennett?”

Jackson blinked in the direction of the voice, his gut hardening as he noted the minister's look of expectation.

“Would you like to offer a few words about the departed, Mr. Stennett? Share a few memories to lighten the hearts of those present and grieving?”

No, he didn't want to say a damn thing, but he'd do it just so this god-awful ordeal could end. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he lifted his chin and stared out over the hills. The wind ruffled his hair as he said evenly, firmly, “Billy Weathers was a damn fine poker player and an even better cattleman. He was the man you wanted at your back when you went into a fight. He was plainspoken and he was fair. He wouldn't ask anything of anyone that he didn't expect of himself. And if he's looking at us from up above, he's growling about the daylight we're wasting planting him. There's work to do, gentlemen. Let's be on with it.” He slapped his hat back on his head, adding, “I'll see to the shoveling.”

The minister's aghast expression didn't have the slightest effect on the mourners' responses. They nodded, put their hats back on their heads, and turned away. Jackson jerked the blade of the shovel from the mound of freshly dug earth.

Hastily, the minister reached down and grabbed a clod of dirt. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” he said, tossing it onto the lid of the box. It struck with a hard sound that rang in Jackson's ears and made him clench his teeth.

Billy had never been ash and he had certainly never been dirt. He had been a good man, made of stone and steel. He had been a Texan to the marrow of his bones. At the edge of his awareness, Jackson heard the cowboys and other ranchers mounting and heading out, saw the minister close his Bible and walk away shaking his head. Billy had never had any use for religion, and, to Jackson's knowledge, had never so much as darkened the door of any church. That's why the minister's arrival at the ranch house that morning had been such a shock. The fact that Billy hadn't come vaulting out of the coffin in protest had been the final sign that William Lindsay Weathers was indeed gone. The numbness that had come in the wake of that realization had been the only thing that had kept Jackson from sending the black-robed vulture on his way.

“Jackson?”

He looked over his shoulder and found Elmer Smith standing there, his hat still in his hand and his wire-rimmed glasses sliding down his nose. “Don't tell me,” Jackson said dryly. “You want to talk about Billy's Will.”

“I know you, Jackson,” the lawyer replied, shifting inside his too-big Sunday go-to-meetin' suit. “If we don't talk now, it'll be next year before I can slow you down long enough to get said what needs to be said.”

Jackson plunged the shovel blade into the mound of earth and flung a load of dirt into the hole. To keep the sound from his ears, the finality from sinking any deeper into his soul, he said, “Unless Billy changed his mind and left his half of the ranch to someone else, we don't have anything to talk about, Elmer.”

“There are other bequeaths you should know of,” Elmer said over the sound of metal scraping dirt.

More dirt against wood, hollow and hard. “Such as?” Jackson asked through clenched teeth.

“He left each of the hands a full month's salary.”

“Doesn't surprise me.” He imagined the light that had been in Billy's eyes when he'd made that particular provision in his Will. “And it wouldn't surprise me to learn that he'd stipulated that every penny of it be spent at Tia Rosa's cantina. Did he leave Rosa something, too?” Another shovelful of dirt.

“A tidy little something.” Elmer slowly cleared his throat, and Jackson glanced over his shoulder to see the lawyer push his glasses back to the bridge of his nose and square his stance.

Elmer took a quick, deep breath and continued, “And of course there's the matter of the debts that have to be settled before you can have clear title to Billy's half of the ranch. I figure I can delay posting the notices for maybe sixty to ninety days to give you some maneuvering room.”

The weight that settled over Jackson's shoulders had nothing to do with the dirt on the shovel. “Twice that long won't be enough if the markets don't come up, Elmer. I can't get decent money for cattle and the creditors can't extend the loans they've made without courting their own bankruptcies. Can we hope that Judge Gilroy will give me some time to ride things out?”

“Billy thought of all that,” the lawyer supplied. “In addition to his half of the ranch, he also left you some property he owned back East. It was his intention for you to sell it all and use the proceeds to pay the loans. He thought it would be sufficient to see you free and clear.”

Jackson went on shoveling, his concern eased. Billy had seen to it that all their hard work wouldn't go to the bankers. That was Billy, always thinking two steps ahead. “I didn't know he had any other property. He never mentioned it.” Which wasn't all that surprising. Billy had never spoken of the life he'd led before he'd followed Stephen Austin into Texas. Very few men did.

“I was surprised to hear of it myself, Jackson, but that doesn't change the fact that you've inherited it.”

“Did he say what it was?”

“No, but he was clear about you owning everything— lock, stock, and barrel. He gave me the address of his attorney back East. Billy said you'd have to go see him in person to settle things up. He left a letter introducing you to the man.” Elmer cleared his throat yet again. “He said for me to tell you he was sorry about leaving you with the mess to clear away; that he knew you'd do the right thing with it all.”

The hair on the back of Jackson's neck prickled. He'd known Billy well enough to know that being in debt had been considered a minor nuisance and nothing more. Billy didn't ruffle easily. Mess? The last time he'd heard Billy use that term had been in a conversation about the slaughter at the Alamo. Jackson rammed the shovel blade in the dirt and leveraged the handle. “Who and where is this man?”

“His name's Vanderhagen and he's in New York.”

New York? He was supposed to go to New York? Jackson laughed darkly. “I don't have time to traipse off East,” he said firmly, tossing another load of dirt into the hole. “Write a letter, Elmer. Tell Vanderhagen that I don't want to own anything outside of Texas and that he's to sell it all off and then send what money there is.”

“Billy knew you'd dig in your heels about leaving the ranch. He told me to tell you—and I'm quoting him—‘You don't let another man do your business for you. Get your ass in the saddle and take care of it.’”

Yeah, that sounded just like Billy. Square up to it, son. Be a man and get it done. Jackson expelled a hard breath and heaved another shovelful of earth onto the coffin. The sound of it was growing duller, less hollow, more endurable. “Exactly when did you and Billy have this conversation?” he asked.

“Two weeks ago. Doc'd just told him his ticker was bad and he came straight from Doc to my office.”

Jackson froze, the dirt-laden shovel suspended over the hole. Billy had been to see Doc Helstern? Had known he was likely to die? The pit of Jackson's stomach went hard and cold. “Goddamn you,” he whispered, his gaze on the partially covered pine box. “You son of a bitch. Why didn't you tell me?” His throat closed tight. Anger heated his blood and clouded his vision. George Helstern had known. Elmer Smith had known. Both had had their chances to say thank you and good-bye. But Billy hadn't given him that chance.

As though from a great distance, he heard Elmer say, “There's more, but I'll let you read it for yourself. I'll leave a copy of the Will on the table in the house. You can look it all over when you're done here.” There was a slight pause and then Elmer's hand briefly touched his shoulder. “I'm sorry,” the lawyer said quietly, gently. “I know he was like a father to you.”

Like a father. And a brother and a friend, a fellow soldier and a business partner. Billy Weathers had been a part of his every day for the last seventeen years. This was the first grave he'd ever dug that Billy hadn't helped him hack from the earth; the first hole in his life that Billy wasn't there to fill.

Blindly, Jackson turned the shovel and let the earth fall.




CHAPTER ONE

New York City
Early May, 1838

SHE STUDIED the big, shiny, block letters on the pebbled glass filling the top half of the massive office door.

LINDSAY MACPHAULL. RICHARD PATTERSON. If the paint was gold, she could scrape away her name and sell it. Everyone knew it was her office. It didn't need to be so extravagantly labeled. Richard's name would stay, of course. Legally, he was the one in command.

“Today could be the day, Miss MacPhaull.”

She turned to the young man who had spoken and found him standing behind his desk, his eyes bright and his upper lip faintly beaded with perspiration. Lindsay smiled and arched a brow. “Then what are you doing here, Jeb? Shouldn't you be home with your wife?”

“I have reports to—”

“The arrival of one's first child is more important than any report, Jeb,” she asserted gently. “Close up your ledgers and go home. Lucy needs you more today than we do.”

He fingered the corner of the leather-bound book. “Are you sure, Miss MacPhaull?”

“Absolutely,” she said, taking the young man's hat from the peg on the wall. Handing it to him, she smiled broadly and added, “Please give my best wishes to Lucy. And send word as soon as you have it. We'll be waiting anxiously.”

He nodded, put the hat on his head, quickly closed the ledger, and stripped away his sleeve protectors. Lindsay watched as he walked sedately to the door of the MacPhaull Company offices, crossed the threshold to the busy sidewalk, and then broke into a dead run. With a quiet chuckle, Lindsay turned and resumed her regular morning course.

There might be as much as a half ounce of gold in her name, she decided as she entered the dark paneled office. Every bit would help.

“Good morning, Miss Lindsay.” Benjamin Tipton, the head bookkeeper, stood across the desk from Richard Patterson in a manner approximating attention.

“Good morning, Ben,” she answered, nodding to Richard. “Please don't let me interrupt your conversation.”

He nodded crisply and turned back to the task. Ben was such an interesting blend of contrasts, she thought— not for the first time. He was a supremely efficient bookkeeper, with a devotion to order and neatness that bordered on obsession, and yet there was something about him….

Though he'd never said anything, Lindsay couldn't escape the sense that Ben magically transformed into a rakish ladies man when he left the offices each evening. His clothes were stylish and seemingly chosen to accentuate his blond hair and pale China-blue eyes. Lindsay knew that maintaining his wardrobe had to consume the vast majority of his wages. How he afforded to eat and entertain was beyond her.

Of course, she reminded herself as she stripped off her gloves, Ben could well have family resources from which to draw. He was at the age when most men could expect to receive an inheritance from their fathers. Somehow it didn't seem at all odd—or the least bit unseemly—that Ben would try to parlay a bit of inherited wealth into social connections that might lead to a wife with an inheritance of her own. It was, after all, the way the world worked, and Ben appeared appropriately discreet about it. She just hoped that it never occurred to him that she might be receptive to his advances. Ben was a pleasant, handsome, and intelligent-enough man, but he was simply too much of a dandy to appeal to any of her senses. He reminded her of a porcelain doll.

“The news is even worse than we expected, Lindsay,” Richard said from his side of the huge mahogany desk, as Ben left carrying a stack of papers.

“You could have at least said ‘good morning’ and asked if I'd slept well,” she countered, smiling at him and undoing her bonnet strings.

He rolled his wheeled chair from behind the desk, saying, “It isn't a good morning and you haven't had a good night's sleep in the last six months.”

There was no denying the latter and there hadn't been a good morning in recent memory. She considered Richard, noting the creases in his brow and the tension in his powerful shoulders. “Are you all right?” she asked. “You look as though you didn't sleep well, either.”

“The blasted headache won't go away,” he said gruffly. “And no, I'm not having Dr. Bernard come by the office to check on me, so don't even suggest it again. It's the change of the season and nothing more.”

With a silent sigh, Lindsay changed the subject. “Has Henry danced through the offices this morning?”

Richard's white brows knitted. “Are you expecting him?”

“He came by the house yesterday evening,” Lindsay explained, removing her pelisse and taking it to the brass cloak tree in the corner. “Edith wants to buy a winter home in Charleston. My brother is of a mind to indulge his wife's latest whim and take advantage of the depressed situation in the South.”

“Given the reports that came in this morning's mail, Henry would be hard-pressed to buy Edith a new privy.”

Privy? The very circumspect Richard Patterson had actually uttered the word “privy”? Lindsay barely managed to keep her smile contained. “The news is that bad, Richard?”

He took a stack of paper from his desk and handed it to her, saying, “Read for yourself and see what you think.

I've sorted them, ranging from bad to worse. Would you care for your coffee now?”

Lindsay nodded absently, already reading as she moved to the leather divan. The first letter was from a bank in St. Louis reminding her that the loan payment on the warehouse was sixty days past due. Lindsay quickly moved on. The building had burnt to the ground three months ago. Given the current economic situation, there was no point in rebuilding it and no reason to pay for something that no longer existed. She and Richard had decided that the only reasonable course was to sell the land itself in an attempt to recoup the loss. If a buyer couldn't be found, they'd let the bank have it.

The second letter was from an architect who wanted payment for the design phase of a large renovation project being undertaken on the home of Mr. Henry MacPhaull. With clenched teeth, Lindsay moved it to the bottom of the stack. Richard wordlessly placed the cup and saucer on the wide arm of the divan.

The third piece of correspondence was from a man on Long Island who indicated that he would be most happy to sell Miss Agatha MacPhaull the land she wanted. He considered seventeen hundred dollars a very fair price and was instructing his attorney to draw up a bill of sale. Seventeen hundred dollars? Lindsay skimmed the letter again. For five acres? Perhaps in the center of the city, but certainly not for land on Long Island. In fifty years, seventeen hundred dollars might be a reasonable price, but not now. Besides, she didn't have the money. Lindsay expelled a long breath and took a careful sip of her coffee before going on to the rest of the news awaiting her.

The Emerson Bank of Ohio was demanding immediate and full payment from the investors in the Todasca Canal Company. The project had been abandoned and the managers had taken themselves to parts unknown. The bank showed the MacPhaull Company as having a fifteen percent interest in the concern and thus owing twenty thousand dollars of the outstanding debt.

Todasca had been Henry's idea. An old school chum had been the head of the firm and Henry had made an absolute pest of himself about it, eventually wearing down her patience. Against her better judgment she'd agreed to invest, just to get him out of the office.

Her blood pounding, Lindsay went to the last letter. Heavy spring rains had combined with a rapid thaw and led to widespread flooding in western Virginia. The MacPhaull Coal Company managers had been forced to suspend operations until the mines could be pumped out and the lost and damaged machinery replaced. They roughly estimated the temporary loss of revenues at forty thousand dollars, the cost of salvaging and rebuilding at another forty.

Her stomach leaden, she laid the stack of papers in her lap. She'd have to find the money to replace the machinery and get the mines operational again. There wasn't any other choice. The annual income from the mines last year had been close to a quarter of a million dollars, the revenues providing the fiscal foundation of the MacPhaull Company.

With cup and saucer in hand, she took a steadying breath and said, “What are we going to do, Richard? We don't have the cash reserves to meet these expenses.”

“The first thing we're going to do,” Richard answered briskly, “is put an end to Henry's renovations and Agatha's land acquisition.”

“Agreed.” Despite knowing the soundness of the course, she inwardly cringed. The scenes would be horrible. Henry and Agatha had never learned the difference between wanting and needing.

“Then there are a few properties we might consider selling,” Richard continued, obviously having given the matter a great deal of thought before she'd arrived. “Henry's yacht, for instance. And Agatha's cottage at the shore. Neither produces revenue; they just consume it. Both are expenses the company can ill-afford given the present circumstances. Selling will not only give us needed cash but free up future money that can be used to keep the revenue-producing ventures in operation.”

Having her sister out of the house for several months every year was a bit of heaven Lindsay was reluctant to surrender. But times were hard, she reminded herself sternly. Sacrifices were necessary. So was practicality. “Agatha leaves for the cottage in a couple of weeks and it's too late to change her plans. She won't cooperate in the selling, and being in residence will put her in a position to undermine the effort. I suggest we postpone putting the property up until after she returns to the city this fall.”

Richard rubbed his forehead. “Is Henry's yacht fair game?” he asked, his hope wary.

Lindsay nodded. Everything was fair game. It was just a matter of timing. She'd been quietly selling off family heirlooms for the last three months to pay the household expenses. Last week had seen some of her mother's silver serving pieces, a Persian rug, and six oil paintings carted off to the auction house. “Henry won't be happy with the news. He'll resist until the bitter end and make it as unpleasant as possible.”

“Henry is never happy anyway,” Richard observed, backing his wheeled chair behind the desk. “Neither is Agatha. They were born wailing and they've never stopped.”

“That's uncharitable,” Lindsay observed quietly, “but largely true, I'm afraid.” She laid the papers aside, rose, and reached for the silver pot on the corner of the desk. She felt Richard's scrutiny as she poured herself another cup of steaming coffee.

“The company holds title to all the family property, Lindsay,” he said softly. “It's within my power of attorney to buy and sell as the needs of the company require. Your brother and sister have no legal say in regard to the actions I take.”

“I don't either, for that matter,” she pointed out.

“At least you have common sense and a head for business, girl. That can't be said for Henry and Agatha.”

She returned to the divan and, slowly sinking down on the cool leather, confessed, “At the moment, my common sense is feeling absolutely overwhelmed by the circumstances.”

“That's quite understandable. The situation's grave, Lindsay. We're teetering on the edge of bankruptcy.”

How long would it be before they tumbled? she wondered. President Van Buren had assured the nation that the effects of the Panic would be short-lived, that business would rebound in a healthy and timely manner. In the year between then and now, matters had only become worse. There was no comfort in the knowledge that the MacPhaull Company wasn't the only business frantically bailing in a desperate attempt to stay afloat. Older and bigger companies than theirs hadn't been able to withstand the weight of the slowly collapsing economy. Factories and shops and businesses of every kind had ceased operations. Men all over the country were unable to find even the most menial of jobs. Faced with the loss of their homes and no food, they were, by the thousands, taking their families West. The land was free for the taking out there, and eating was more a matter of accurate shooting than having gold or silver in your pocket.

What would happen to her when she ran out of things to sell? she wondered. Would she have to go West like the others? What would Henry and his family do? Where could Agatha go? And Richard? Richard didn't have any family. Paralyzed from the waist down, every day was a challenge for him. To even think of him trying to make an overland journey to a new life …

A soft knocking against wood brought her from the gloomy morass of her thoughts. Ben stood in the open doorway. At her arched brow, he said, “Mr. Vanderhagen is here and requests a few moments of your time. He says it's a very important matter.”

The family attorney had come to them? If Otis Vanderhagen had thought it necessary to leave his office … The look of stoic resolve on Richard's face wasn't reassuring. Her stomach cold and knotted, Lindsay rose and smoothed her skirts, saying, “Please show him in, Ben.”

With a crisp nod, Ben backed out of the doorway. He'd barely disappeared when Otis Vanderhagen all but rolled into the room. At nine in the morning he reeked of cigar smoke and hair tonic. Tugging his waistcoat down over his considerable girth, he called out their names in a deafening roar. Lindsay couldn't keep from wincing and looking for an avenue of escape.

She started as she realized that a second man stood in the doorway. Filled the doorway, actually. Height and, at the shoulders, width. He wore a dark charcoal-colored suit, and while the lines of it were a season or two past truly fashionable, it clearly spoke of a good tailor, conservative taste, and a powerful physique. Heavy-heeled boots, she noted. They'd been polished, but no amount of lampblack would ever cover the scuffs on the insides of each. He held a large, relatively flat-brimmed black hat in his hands and the expression on his face told her he didn't want to be there. She knew how he felt.

“Allow me to present Mr. Jackson Stennett,” Otis said too loudly, turning to wave the man farther into the room. “Mr. Stennett is a citizen of the Republic of Texas. Mr. Stennett, may I present Miss Lindsay MacPhaull and Mr. Richard Patterson.”

He had dark hair and intelligent brown eyes, she noted as he stepped toward her. High cheekbones, too, and a solid, square jaw. Definitely handsome, Lindsay thought as he barely nodded.

“Ma'am,” he said, the word rolling off his tongue in a way that was somehow both lazy and hard-edged.

From somewhere deep inside her a voice whispered, and dangerous. Puzzling the notion, she watched Jackson Stennett step forward and extend his right hand across the desk toward Richard Patterson.

“You're a long way from Texas,” Richard observed pleasantly, shaking the offered hand. “What brings you to this part of the world, Mr. Stennett?”

Stennett took a step back from the desk and squared his massive shoulders. His chin came up and Lindsay thought she saw anger flash briefly in his eyes.

Otis Vanderhagen didn't give Stennett a chance to reply. Pulling a thrice-folded document from the inside pocket of his coat, the attorney thundered, “William's dead,” and thrust the paper toward Richard. “Mr. Stennett has presented a copy of a recently dated Last Will and Testament.”

As Richard opened the document and began to read, Lindsay turned the announcement over in her mind, searching for her feelings regarding the news. Her father was dead. Seventeen years ago she would have cared. His death now was no more final than his departure had been then.

She'd grieved his loss when she'd been eight years old, crying herself to sleep at night and offering God whatever He wanted in exchange for her father returning home. But her father hadn't come back, and her life had gone on without him. Now … She didn't have any tears left to shed for William MacPhaull.

Jackson watched the emotions play across her face: mild shock, a wistful sadness, and then cool, deliberate detachment. His gut, already tight, clenched another degree as what had been a niggling suspicion moved closer to certainty. If Billy had done what he thought he had … Better to get it all out in the open and know for sure, he told himself. Shifting his hold on his hat, Jackson met Lindsay MacPhaull's gaze and said quietly, “My sincere condolences on your father's passing, ma'am. He was a good man.”

She studied him, her blue eyes darkening, her heartbeat pounding along the slender column of her neck. After a long moment, she arched a slim brow and said, “Good men don't abandon their families, Mr. Stennett.”

Jackson shifted his gaze to the window and gritted his teeth. Damn Billy to hell and back. How many more ugly surprises were out there waiting for him to find? First had been the revelation in the Will that Billy had lived his last seventeen years under an assumed name. The second had been Vanderhagen's announcement just over an hour ago that Billy had three children. And now to learn that Billy had burnt the bridges when he'd headed off to Texas. Jesus. A mess didn't even begin to describe what Billy had left behind.

Anger crawled through Jackson's veins. Of all the godawful predicaments he'd ever been in, this one ranked right near the top of the list. Billy had given him the means of saving the ranch—provided he was willing to take a legacy that wasn't rightfully his.

Jackson glanced back at the crippled man carefully reading the Will. Patterson obviously hadn't gotten to the part where Billy handed the family livelihood over to a complete stranger. When he did … Jackson considered the woman. Her porcelain skin, delicate features, and slim build—all wrapped up in pale pink silk and ivory lace— might lead a man to think Lindsay MacPhaull was one of those fragile flowers of womanhood. But she had Billy's eyes and Billy's way of studying a man. If she had Billy's temper, too, things were going to go to hell in a handbasket real quick.

Jackson looked back at Patterson. The man's face was reddening by the second, the speed of his reading rapidly accelerating. Jackson silently swore, and braced himself. At the edge of his awareness, he heard Billy's daughter draw a deep breath.

“This is preposterous!” Patterson cried, flinging the document down on the desk as though it had soiled his hands. The muscles in his neck corded, and Jackson had the distinct impression that, had he been physically able, Richard Patterson would have vaulted over the desk, swinging his fists to beat the band. A sound of fury strangled low in the man's throat and his face twisted with rage. He sputtered, pushed his upper body forward and up in the chair, and roared, “We'll chal—”

His eyes widened like a crazed steer before rolling back into his head. And then he collapsed, his right side slumping and giving way like a tallow candle with an off-center wick. Spittle ran from the corner of his mouth as he fell back and over the arm of his chair.

Lindsay watched Richard collapse, her heart slamming into her throat even as time slowed to a crawl. As though from a great distance, she heard herself shout, “Ben! Send for Dr. Bernard! Hurry!” Her feet seemed to move of their own accord, taking her behind the desk and to Richard's side. Wrapping her arms around his well-muscled shoulders, she tried to move him upright and failed.

Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision. He couldn't be dead, she told herself. He couldn't. She needed him so badly. She wasn't ready to face it all alone. “Richard,” she whispered, the plea broken and ragged.

“Step aside, ma'am.”

Relief flooded through her. Everything would be all right. Jackson Stennett was calm, in control. His hand on her shoulder was warm and steady, his presence at her side large and solid and so very reassuring. When he guided her away from Richard, she didn't resist. Through her tears, she watched him effortlessly lift Richard in his arms and carry him toward the divan. Her presence of mind somewhat restored by Stennett's certainty and command, Lindsay dashed around and ahead of him to arrange a pillow to cradle Richard's head.

“Now obviously isn't a good time to discuss business matters,” she heard Otis Vanderhagen bellow from behind them. “Perhaps we should return later.”

Placing Richard gently on the divan, Stennett replied firmly, “Now obviously isn't a good time to leave Miss MacPhaull alone, either. Go on back to your office, Vanderhagen. If I need you for anything, I know where to find you.”

“Are you certain? You'll need my assistance to—”

“I can manage on my own,” Stennett assured the lawyer gruffly while quickly untying Richard's stock and removing his collar. “It's impossible to mangle this matter any worse than you already have. Go on.” He glanced up at Lindsay and quietly added, “We need to cover him. Can you find a blanket?”

There was gentleness and compassion in his eyes. Lindsay nodded and dashed to the cloak rack for her pelisse. She was just turning back when Otis heaved a deep sigh and announced, “Ah, here comes Dr. Bernard up the sidewalk,” then chugged out of the room as fast as his fat little legs would carry him.

“The bastard,” Stennett muttered as Lindsay reached his side. “Actually waddles and slithers at the same time.”

Lindsay nodded in silent agreement as, together, they arranged her pelisse over Richard. He was so pale, so suddenly old and fragile-looking. Tears welled along her lashes again and she reached out to brush a lock of white hair off Richard's forehead. A tear fell onto his cheek and Stennett used the sleeve of her pelisse to carefully dab it away.

Dr. Bernard entered the room, his black bag in his hand, and the tails of his unbuttoned coat flapping behind him. “What happened, Lindsay?” he asked even before he reached his patient.

“He groaned and his right side gave out,” she answered as Dr. Bernard dropped to his knees at Richard's side. She quickly brushed her tears away, adding, “He's had a dull headache for two days and then he just slumped ov—” Her voice broke again and she couldn't swallow down the lump lodged high in her throat.

“He was agitated at the time,” Stennett supplied, taking Lindsay gently by the arm and easing her out of the physician's way. “Actually, he was furious. He collapsed while trying to push himself up out of his chair.”

Richard had been reading the copy of her father's Will, Lindsay remembered, numbly watching Dr. Bernard work on the too-still form of her mentor and friend. Something in the Will had … Her heartbeat quickened and she became acutely aware of Jackson Stennett's hand wrapped around her arm, of the warmth of his body next to hers. Stennett knew the contents of her father's Will. And in all likelihood, he knew very well what had sent Richard into a rage. Pulling her arm from Stennett's grasp, she took a step back and looked up into his coolly assessing gaze. Yes, he knew. She could feel the truth of it vibrating in the air between them. Jackson Stennett was dangerous; far more dangerous than he was handsome.

Dr. Bernard sighed and pushed himself to his feet, saying softly, “It appears to be a stroke, Lindsay. A severe one.”

The pronouncement struck her like a physical blow. She felt the air leave her lungs in a hard rush, felt her knees weaken and her legs tremble. Richard was going to die. Slowly, horribly. She saw the sad look in Dr. Bernard's eyes, saw Stennett start to reach for her. Anger and pride brought her chin up. Resolution drew her shoulders back. She locked her knees and willed herself to manage the situation with cool dignity. Richard would expect nothing less of her.

“Given Richard's paralysis,” Dr. Bernard said quietly, “it's not unexpected. If you'll ask for his carriage to be brought around, Lindsay, and a couple of your staff for their assistance, I'll get him home.”

“Don't bother the staff,” Stennett declared. Nonchalantly clapping his big hat onto his head, he added, “If you'll see to the carriage, Miss MacPhaull, I'll manage Mr. Patterson into it.”

She was tempted to decline his assistance, but remembering the gentleness of his earlier care for Richard, she bit back the words. “We'll take him to my house, Dr. Bernard,” she declared, finding a measure of strength in the evenness of her own voice. Stennett wasn't the only one who could calmly command. “It's closer and I can take better care of him there.” She turned and headed toward the office door, calling, “Benjamin!”

The clerk appeared as if by magic. As always, his demeanor was calm and his appearance absolutely unruffled by the commotion of the moment. He held his small traveling desk in one hand and a glass ink pen in the other. “I've already ordered the carriages around, Miss MacPhaull. And I sent a runner to tell Mrs. Beechum to prepare the guest room. What else may I do to help?”

“You're a godsend, Ben,” she said, picking up her bonnet and gloves. She heard Stennett taking Richard back into his arms. “If you'd be so kind as to bring the chair out, I'd be most appreciative.”

“He won't need it, Lindsay,” Dr. Bernard said gently.

He's going to die. The unspoken words echoed through her heart. She wouldn't crumble. Not here. Not now. Not in front of Jackson Stennett. She carefully put the bonnet on her head and tied the ribbons, saying, “Please put today's correspondence in Richard's valise, Ben. I'll need it all.”

Ben nodded and quickly set to the task. As Lindsay pulled on her gloves, Dr. Bernard picked up his bag and started toward the door. Jackson Stennett followed, carefully cradling the unconscious Richard Patterson in his arms. She watched them go, knowing with absolute certainty that her world had shifted on its axis and that the Texan was to blame.

Accepting the valise from Ben, she strode after the men, mentally ordering her priorities. The first was to care for Richard, to do whatever she could to make sure he recovered as fully as possible. The second was to be rid of Stennett quickly. She was certain he factored into Richard's collapse. She needed time to find out how, and form a strategy for dealing with whatever threat he posed.

Cheat God first. Then deal with the Devil. Lindsay lifted her chin. She could do it. She didn't have any other choice.


CHAPTER TWO

THE CARRIAGE WAS SMALL and once he'd carefully placed Richard Patterson on the one seat, he backed out to allow Dr. Bernard to occupy the other. After assuring the physician that he'd carry Patterson out at the end of their journey, Jackson closed the door and strode down the sidewalk toward the second black vehicle. Lindsay MacPhaull stood with one foot inside the carriage and watched him approach. From the defiant tilt of her chin, he could guess the course she intended to take. The trust she'd granted him in the moments following Patterson's collapse had evaporated soon after the doctor's arrival. And in the scant minutes between then and now, she'd drawn a line and committed herself to keeping him on the other side of it. He couldn't really blame her. But he couldn't let her do it, either.

As he drew near, she pasted a false smile on her face and said, “I greatly appreciate your assistance, Mr. Stennett.”

“It was the least I could do.” He put his hand under her elbow in a not-so-subtle suggestion that she climb into her carriage. Behind him he heard the one bearing Richard Patterson start away.

She glanced after it, but remained rooted to the spot. “I have servants who can assist once we reach the house.”

Face it square on, Jack. “I recognize a polite dismissal when I hear one,” he said, exerting a gentle force that propelled her forward, “but you and I need to talk, Miss MacPhaull. The sooner, the better.”

She dropped unceremoniously onto the seat, her eyes blazing. Tossing the valise on the opposite seat, she said crisply, “As much as I dislike agreeing with Otis Vanderhagen about anything, now is not a good time. Perhaps tomorrow morning?”

“I don't mean to be insensitive, Miss MacPhaull,” he countered, following her in and closing the carriage door sharply behind himself, “but the truth is that Richard Patterson could well be dead by tomorrow morning.” He shoved the valise aside and sat opposite her, his knees brushing against hers in the small space. “Even if things go reasonably well, he's going to be in no shape to handle the reins of the company for some time to come.”

“Forgive me for being so blunt,” she replied, the perfect picture of imperial control as she shifted to move her legs beyond the touch of his, “but I fail to see how the conduct of my business is any of your concern.”

“That's what we need to talk about. Your business is my business now.”

She sat up straighter and looked down her nose at him. “A moment of timely gallantry does not entitle you to interfere, Mr. Stennett.”

Billy should have stayed in New York, if for no other reason than to tan his daughter's pompous backside. Jackson reined in his anger. “Miss MacPhaull, I realize you've had a difficult morning and I'm trying very hard not to trample your feelings. You're not making it easy for me.”

“I suggest that you have Mr. Vanderhagen present your claims against the estate in the traditional fashion. Your bills will be paid in a fair and timely manner.”

Damn. She hadn't figured it out yet. “I don't have any claims against your father's estate,” he explained, trying to see a way to tell her that wasn't cruel and sensing that—no matter what he did—this would go badly. It was clear that Lindsay MacPhaull wasn't the sort of woman to back up and give a man room to come at things easy.

“If you have no bills to present, then why have you made the trip from Texas, Mr. Stennett?” She didn't allow him a chance to answer. “If you came simply to provide the Will and offer condolences on my father's passing, please leave the effort at what you've already made. William MacPhaull left here seventeen years ago and we haven't heard from or of him since. His passing creates no more of a ripple in our lives than that of a pebble dropped into the sea off the coast of England.”

“I'm thinking it does, Miss MacPhaull,” he countered a bit more sharply than he intended. “If you'd kindly quit yammering long enough to listen to—”

“Your behavior might pass for well mannered in Texas, but here in New York it's considered insufferably rude.”

He bristled and before he could think better of it, said bluntly, “Miss MacPhaull, your daddy not only left you seventeen years ago, he left you high and dry when he died.”

She blinked and actually took two breaths before saying with quiet dignity, “I beg your pardon? Is there an English translation for what you've just said?”

There was no need for it; he could tell by the way she eased back into the seat that she finally understood the gist of the situation. Despite that, she maintained her regal presence and it irritated him enough to take another hard shot. “Your father obviously made a new life for himself in Texas. Toward the end of it, he also made a new Will. He left all his worldly property to me.” He reached for the valise, opened it, removed the copy of Billy's Will, and handed it to her. “Read for yourself.”

She glared at him for a long second, then angled the paper and herself into better light and began to read just as Richard Patterson had, slowly at first and then much more quickly. Jackson leaned back into the corner of the seat and crossed his arms, waiting and watching. The creak of carriage springs and the hollow clomp of hooves against paving stones rolled through the space between them. Her breath caught hard and the color drained out of her face. For a moment he wondered if she was going to be sick. Her hands trembling, she took a slow breath and went back to read the part three times. Then she stopped reading and the paper wrinkled from the tightness of her grip.

Jackson shoved back the pity he felt for her and continued to watch her carefully, trying to anticipate the way she would come at him. Her eyes narrowed slightly and her lips pursed—which he took to mean that she was going to be a bit more rational than Patterson had been. All things considered, that was good. Her chin slowly lifted; she was going to fight him. If he were in her shoes, he'd do the same thing. When she looked up at him, her face a mask of cool disdain, he also knew that she was going to continue on in her regal manner. That he wasn't going to take.

Her stomach roiling and her throat thick with suppressed tears, Lindsay folded the document and summoned every bit of her poise. “I'll fight this in court, Mr. Stennett,” she told him with what she hoped he heard as calm assurance. “You have no right to anything my father owned outside the Republic of Texas. If you were a decent, honorable man, you'd tear up this Will and pretend you'd never seen it.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, well, I'm between a rock and a hard place and don't have room to be a decent, honorable man. I'm a cattleman who needs clear title to half the ranch and with no money to do that unless he sells the property his partner left him. I don't intend to let seventeen years of hard work blow off into the wind just because there were a few wrinkles in Billy's life I didn't know about. Sorry, ma'am.”

Lindsay gripped the Will and resisted the temptation to use it to slap the soft smile off Jackson Stennett's handsome face. “How much money do you need?” she demanded tightly.

“A considerable sum.”

“In dollars and cents, Mr. Stennett,” she snapped, maddened by the ease of his drawl and the nonchalance of his posture. “Exactly how much do you want from me?”

“It's not yours to give, ma'am.”

The words struck hard, all the more painful for the truth of it. She was penniless. Made absolutely destitute by her own father's decision. God, what was she going to do? Refusing to fall apart in front of Stennett, she fell back on what had always saved her. “I'm willing to negotiate.”

“With what?” he countered, cocking an ebony brow. “I own everything, Miss MacPhaull. From the business holdings to the pots and pans in your kitchen.”

Common sense said she couldn't afford to let him know how frightened she really was. Praying that he couldn't hear the thundering of her heart, she managed to ask coolly, “Is it your intention to throw us into the streets with only the clothes on our backs?”

He gave her a quirked smile and a dismissive shrug. “Legally, I own your clothing, too.”

Her composure crumbling, Lindsay bit her tongue and swallowed back hot tears of rage. And to think that she'd been so grateful for his presence when Richard had collapsed. What a silly little fool she'd been. He sat there looking at her, the light of satisfaction unmistakable in his eyes, and she wished him—with all her heart—to the fiery depths of hell.

“Cat finally got your tongue?” he asked dryly.

The carriage slowed and rolled to a stop and rather than risk the indignity of screeching and launching herself at him, Lindsay leaned forward, wrenched open the door, and all but leapt from the carriage. Whirling back, she met his gaze and declared hotly, “I'll bring the full weight of the law down on you, Stennett.”

“The Will's ironclad; it can't be broken,” he countered calmly as he came off the seat and out the door. “If you don't believe me, you can ask Vanderhagen what he thinks.”

She had no recourse but to retreat in the face of his advance. Wounded pride kept her from going any farther than absolutely necessary. It proved to be a shortsighted decision. Either she had to crane her head back to look up into his hat-shadowed face or stare at the wide expanse of his chest. Neither choice being acceptable, Lindsay opted for a calculated retreat. Turning on her heel, she said, “I'm sure you'll understand if I don't invite you in.”

She had gotten only a single step away when he caught her arm and brought her back around to face him. Lindsay stared up at him, more stunned by the power in his gentle grasp than she was by his presumption to physically detain her.

“If you hope to come out of this with anything,” he said slowly, “you'd best be looking for a way into my good graces.”

Good graces? Just precisely what was he suggesting? That she prostitute herself? Never! She wrenched her arm from his grasp. “Do you know the meaning of the word ‘odious’?”

His eyes glinted hard and bright. “Yes, I do. And it's the perfect word to describe this mess Billy left us. If he weren't already dead, I'd be thinking about killing him.” With a bare nod of his head, he indicated the house. “You see to the door and I'll see to getting Mr. Patterson through it.”

Lindsay did as she was told, furiously trying to see a way out of the ugly maze that had so suddenly sprung up around her.

HER PACING IN THE UPSTAIRS HALLWAY was no less furious than her entrance into the house had been. And it produced no more answers than she'd had when she'd swept past Mrs. Beechum to lead Dr. Bernard and Jackson Stennett up to the guest room.

The door opened and she froze as Stennett stepped out, his hat back in his hand again. “All ready for you to go in, ma'am,” he drawled. “The doc suggested you ask that some of Mr. Patterson's nightclothes be brought over from his place.”

Of course. She'd been so preoccupied with her own selfish concerns that she hadn't thought of Richard's needs at all. Ashamed of herself, Lindsay nodded. “I'll speak with Mrs. Beechum about it as soon as I can.”

“I'll be glad to speak with her for you, if you'd like. It'll speed matters up a bit.”

His presumption to take charge of her household rankled, but she couldn't fault his logic. “That would be most considerate of you,” she answered. “Please tell Mrs. Beechum to request that Richard's man, Havers, bring any necessary items for both Richard and himself. I think it best that Havers take up temporary residence here. Assuming he's willing to do so.”

“Consider it done, ma'am.” He bowed slightly and then strode down the carpeted hall.

Lindsay watched him until he disappeared down the stairs, noting how long his legs were, how purposeful his stride. What a shame that they were adversaries; having an ally of Jackson Stennett's age and with his sense of self-possession might have been a pleasant experience. Lindsay sighed, shook her head to dispel the pointless musing, and entered the guest room.

The light flooding in the windows couldn't cheer the scene before her. Richard lay pale and still in the big four-poster bed, his skin as white and lifeless as the linen sheets, the slow rise and fall of the coverlet the only sign that his soul still lingered in his battered body. She met Dr. Bernard's gaze across the bed. “Do you have any hope at all?” Lindsay asked softly.

“I've seen miracles,” he answered, closing his black bag and buttoning his coat. “They do happen.”

Not in her life. What good fortune had ever come her way, she'd fought for and willed into existence. “Can you operate?”

The physician sighed hard and long. “It's a highly dangerous procedure. And you know Richard's feelings on such measures, Lindsay. We both know that if he were capable of speaking, he wouldn't allow it. I can't ethically undertake surgery in this case. Please try to understand.”

She did, all too well. How many times had Richard railed at his paralyzed legs and cursed the years he'd been confined to his wheeled chair? How many times had he told her that he wished he'd been killed in the carriage accident?

“He's not in any pain, Lindsay,” the doctor said softly, pausing at her side on his way out of the room. “Have you sent for Havers?” When she nodded, Dr. Bernard laid his hand gently on her shoulder. “That's good. Send for me if you need to. Day or night.”

“Thank you for everything,” she managed to say before her throat swelled with tears. The door closed behind him and the sound, soft and final, tore the last stone from the wall of her reserve. Hot tears flooded silently over her cheeks. Her knees went weak and she staggered forward to cling to the ornately carved column at the foot of the bed.

“Oh, Richard,” she whispered brokenly. “What should I do?”

Silence. The coverlet rose and fell slowly. Sunlight streamed through the windows and fell full across Richard Patterson's masklike face. The curtain needed to be drawn, she realized, sniffling. That much light would never do.

Surrendering to grief would never do, either. Richard might not feel any pain, but if he had any awareness at all he wouldn't be pleased to have her standing beside his bed, carrying on like a brainless ninny. The situation had to be faced squarely and rationally. And she certainly couldn't go downstairs and face Stennett with red eyes and tearstained cheeks. Any leverage she might have would be completely undermined by such evidence of emotional weakness.

“Richard, I've seen the Will,” she said, crossing the room. “And we don't have much room for maneuvering. We could try to break it in court, but at what cost? We're financially strapped already. If we win, it'll be a hollow victory. There'll be nothing left once we've paid the attorneys.”

Adjusting the curtains so that they softened the light coming through the windows, she added, “I've talked a bit with Stennett—just on the ride over from the office—but I have a sense of there being more hope in trying to work with him than in fighting him. I don't think he's mean-spirited. Determined, yes. Plainspoken to the point of rudeness, certainly. But he left open a door for negotiation and I don't see that we have any choice but to see what can come of it.

“I don't like it,” she admitted, coming to the bed and smoothing the coverlet around him. “You know that. But you also have to know that we don't have any other reasonable course. I'll do my best, Richard. I promise to use every skill you've ever taught me. I'll salvage everything I possibly can. I'll take care of you.”

Lindsay smoothed an errant lock of white hair back into place. “You're not to worry about anything, all right?” she whispered. “All you have to do is get well. Leave the rest to me.”

She touched his cheek and quietly left him, desperately hoping that she could live up to the promises she'd made him.

• • •

JACKSON LOOKED AT THE CLOCK on the mantel across the study. Just after ten. It had been one helluva morning and, the hour be damned, he'd earned a good stiff drink. The decision made, it was a short distance to the cabinet and the neatly arranged crystal decanters and glasses. He filled a glass with whiskey, sampled it, and smiled. Miss Lindsay MacPhaull had good taste in distilled spirits. There might be hope for her yet. He'd reserve final judgment, though, until he heard the story that went with the one-armed housekeeper. Mrs. Beechum certainly seemed competent enough, and she was a thoroughly pleasant older lady—not at all like the succession of pinched-faced, humorless women who had passed through the homes of his childhood.

“Who are you?”

The indignation in the feminine voice suggested that the woman was a MacPhaull. But Lindsay, at her worst, hadn't sounded even close to that regal. He turned to find a woman standing in the open doorway. Brunette, passably pretty, tall, and not exactly slender. He chewed the inside of his lip, deciding the polite term was ‘statuesque.’

A four-legged mop of long black-and-brown fur was tethered to her hand by an ivory silk cord. At least he assumed the animal had legs; they weren't any more visible than its eyes. Ears were merely suggested by the lumps in the expected vicinity of ears. There was a nose, though. It was little and black and just above tiny white teeth bared in displeasure. He looked up from the dog and into a pair of ebony, utterly disdainful eyes.

He took a sip of his whiskey before answering, “Jackson Stennett, ma'am. From Texas.”

She looked him up and down, then rolled her eyes and emitted a disgusted huff. “Have you seen Lindsay?”

He took another sip of the whiskey just to make her wait for the answer. “She's upstairs settling in Mr. Patterson. She should be down directly.”

“Mrs. Beechum says the old Buzzard had a stroke. Is that true?”

There was entirely too much hope in her voice. Jackson clenched his teeth. He didn't know Richard Patterson from Adam, but by God, no man deserved to have someone gleeful over his collapse.

“With my luck, he'll linger for years,” the woman went on, clearly taking his silence for confirmation. “That man positively hates me. He goes out of his way to make my life miserable. And Lindsay just bats her sweet little lashes and plays his dutiful minion.”

Jackson was feeling a kind of kinship with Patterson and a bit of respect for Lindsay MacPhaull when, through the open doorway, he saw the latter come down the stairs. He didn't hear her make a sound, but the other woman apparently did.

“Lindsay!” she cried, whirling around with such speed that she yanked the little dog off its feet. It slid over the marble floor behind its mistress as she advanced into the foyer to meet her quarry. “I went to Madam Farber's today for a fitting and she told me that the Buzzard had put a limit on my account.”

“Not Richard; me,” he heard Lindsay say as she swept past the woman and headed into the study. “It's one thousand dollars for the remainder of the year.”

“Well, it's not enough!” shouted the woman, wheeling about and coming after Lindsay, her poor little mop skittering in tow. Jackson settled back against the edge of the big mahogany desk and watched Lindsay MacPhaull make a beeline for the decanters. Madam Demanding stopped just across the study threshold and shouted from there.

“You know that a suitable gown costs close to fifty dollars! And that's with no accessories! I'm going to the shore and I want a proper wardrobe. And I'll need new clothes for this fall and winter, too. Last year's are hopelessly out of fashion. I wouldn't be seen dead in them!”

Lindsay was pouring herself a sherry when she replied quite calmly, “The wardrobe you're able to purchase for a thousand dollars will have to suffice. There simply isn't money for more.” She turned to face the other woman. “You could make what money you do have go further by purchasing your gowns somewhere other than one of the most expensive shops in the city.”

The woman actually stomped her foot and squealed like a pig stuck in a gate. “You and that beastly Mr. Patterson! I'm going to tell Henry what you've done!”

She gave no indication of heading right off to do that, though, and Jackson shifted his attention to Lindsay, fascinated by the whole exchange and wondering how she was going to respond. She'd been crying; he could see the puffi-ness under her eyes and her cheeks were red. But at that moment, she was a perfect picture of calm composure. Arching a brow, she asked dryly, “Will you be done tattling before dinner? Or do you plan to dine with Henry and Edith this evening? I need to let Primrose know.”

“Ha!” snorted the woman, whirling about yet again and striding out into the foyer, her dog practically bouncing as he tried to get his feet under him and keep up. “What do you care where I eat?” she shouted as she departed. “You don't care if I eat at all! You'd be happy if I starved to death in the street!”

Jackson knew better than to laugh outright. The look in Lindsay MacPhaull's eyes was lethal and he didn't want it directed at him. He fastened his gaze on the floor some three feet in front of him and hid his smile around the rim of his glass.

Lindsay softly cleared her throat, lifted her sherry glass in the direction of the now empty foyer and said, “My sister, Agatha.”

“I wouldn't worry about her all that much,” Jackson ventured. “She looks to be a good grazer. It'd take a while for her to starve to death anywhere.”

She blinked fast and hard, the corners of her mouth twitching. The fire in her eyes turned to sparkles of devilment just before she grinned. Jackson watched the transformation, awed by the radiance and the beauty of this Lindsay MacPhaull. Then she threw her head back and laughed and a jolt of pure desire shot through him as clean and sharp as any knife blade.

Christ, he'd been right, he thought, taking a sip of his whiskey. Things had just gone to hell in a handbasket. Couldn't anything in this goddamned fiasco go well?


CHAPTER THREE

ALTHOUGH THE SMILE remained on his lips, it fled his eyes and Lindsay sobered, mortified. To laugh so boisterously was most unladylike. Heat flooded her cheeks. He was certainly a gentleman for not staring at her or commenting on the disloyalty her amusement evidenced. Like as not, he had some understanding of the stress she'd endured that morning and was granting her a great deal of allowance for the circumstances. Not that she was ready to cry friends, by any means, but she was grateful for his tolerance. Now that she wasn't trying to bring the roof down, though, she had no idea of how to go about filling the silence that stretched tautly between them.

Stennett didn't look up from the floor when he asked, “Who are Henry and Edith?”

The tension broken, Lindsay sighed in relief and answered, “Henry is our brother. Edith is his wife. They have three children, Henry the Second, Elizabeth, and James; all named after monarchs—obviously—and treated as though they were indeed heirs to a royal throne. It's a household in which Agatha's histrionics are hardly noticed.”

He looked over to the doorway as if a specter of her remained there. “I gather Agatha isn't married.”

“It's long been common knowledge that the management of the MacPhaull properties will pass into Henry's hands at Richard's death. Common knowledge has also been that at our father's death, ownership legally passes to Henry. My father's Will didn't establish a dowry and Henry isn't likely to provide one for her. That lack of financial incentive, combined with her temperament, has tended to limit marriage proposals.” Lindsay looked down into her sherry and added quietly, “Common knowledge is about to be turned inside out, isn't it?”

At the edge of her vision, she saw him rub the back of his neck. He abandoned the motion with a hard sigh. “Look, Miss MacPhaull. You and I have gotten off to a rough start. But if you'll agree to stop playing the offended princess, I'll stop playing the hard-hearted ogre. Do we have that much of a deal?”

She'd promised Richard that she'd save what she could, and that didn't give her any choice but to play by Jackson Stennett's rules. She didn't like it and she consoled herself with the assurance that cooperation didn't require a complete and forever surrender. Lindsay looked up to meet his gaze. Even, open, honest, and direct. She nodded.

“Just so you know,” he said in that easy, hard-edged drawl of his, “I don't want anything more out of Billy's estate than what I absolutely need. It's pretty obvious that there's not likely to be any discussions with Mr. Patterson. If you'd be so kind as to arrange a meeting with your brother, I'll be about my business and gone as quick as I can.”

He'd assumed. Just like every man in the business world, he'd assumed that she was nothing more than a pretty ornament whose only purpose was to pour the coffee and fetch papers. She took a sip of her sherry, tamping down her ire, and wondering how to best approach Stennett's enlightenment. Deciding that it was better to have him know the truth now rather than later, she gave it to him. “The only thing Henry knows about the family assets is how to squander them. If you wish to have a rational, informed conversation, it should be with me.”

A dark brow shot up. “You've some experience in the management of the company affairs?”

She drank the rest of her sherry and turned back to the decanters so that he couldn't see just how angry she was. “My father went off on his grand adventure when I was eight years old, Mr. Stennett,” she began, pouring herself a second glass. “Richard had long been the manager of the company, but at that point he assumed what he could of William MacPhaull's responsibilities as a father. Richard isn't a demonstrative man by nature and the only way he knew to build a bridge between us was to share the workings of the company. I spent most of my childhood in the office where you and I met today.

“When my mother died, Richard allowed me to take full control of the management. He watches, he listens, he advises, and in the end he puts his stamp of approval on whatever course I think is the best.” She stoppered the decanter and turned back to face him. “Yes, Mr. Stennett, I have some experience in the management of the company affairs.”

“Are you any good at it?”

“The doors are still open and the staff is paid on time each month.”

“How much longer do you think you can keep it up?”

A month? Maybe two? She lifted her chin. “That depends entirely on how much you intend to take out of the business for your own needs and when you intend to do it.”

He considered her for a long moment. “Fifty-two and some-odd thousand dollars. And I've got just under sixty days.”

Fifty-two thousand dollars? Almost a quarter of the company's current net worth? “It can't be done,” she declared, her pulse racing painfully hard and fast. Sixty days? Oh, my God.

He gave her that quirked smile of his and lifted his whiskey glass in salute. “Where there's a will, there's a way.” He winced and quickly added, “No pun intended.”

Her eyes burned and pulsed from the heavy pressure behind them. Her fingertips ached. Lindsay knew that if she remained as she was, she'd soon explode. She began to pace, willing herself to breathe and then calmly approach the situation. “Mr. Stennett,” she began after a few moments, “our country's in the midst of a financial panic. Haven't you noticed the deteriorating state of affairs? Or is it that the Republic of Texas is so isolated as to be immune from the economics of the rest of the continent?”

“I raise cattle, Miss MacPhaull. Along
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