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THE man looked dangerous. Dark, strong, unsmiling, he filled the hotel doorway. Leashed power radiated from his stillness. When he moved, the muscular coordination of his body was predatory rather than merely graceful.

Dear God, Willow Moran thought as she watched the man stride closer to her across the lobby of the newly built Denver Queen hotel. This cant be Caleb Black, the God-fearing military scholar Mr. Edwards found to take me to my brother.

Willows dismay didnt show in her hazel eyes or her posture. She didnt back away so much as an inch despite the sudden frantic beating of her heart. The War Between the States had taught Willow that when a girl couldnt run and couldnt hide, she stood her ground with as much dignity as she could muster  and a two-shot derringer hidden in a special pocket of her skirt.

The knowledge of that cold steel weight lying between folds of silk comforted Willow now as it often had in the past. Gripping the small gun, she watched the dark stranger draw near. What she saw of him at close range didnt comfort her at all. Beneath the shadow of his broad-brimmed, flat-crowned black hat, an icy intelligence watched the world from eyes the color of whiskey.

Mrs. Moran?

His voice was as intensely male as the thick mustache and black beard stubble that heightened rather than blurred the strong planes of his face. Yet the voice itself wasnt harsh. It was deep, smooth, potent, like a midnight river flowing to an invisible sea. A woman could drown in that dark voice, in those tawny eyes, in the power that seethed beneath the mans controlled surface.

Yes, Im Mier, Mrs. Moran, Willow said, feeling heat stain her cheekbones as she spoke the lie. Willow Moran she was. Mrs. she was not. Have you come to take me to Mr. Black?

Willows voice was too husky, almost breathless, but she could do little about that. It was difficult enough just to force air past the sudden tightness in her throat as the strangers masculine impact flooded over her in a dark, compelling tide.

Im Caleb Black.

Willow forced herself to smile. Forgive me for not recognizing you. From Mr. Edwards description, I expected a somewhat older gentleman. Is Mr. Edwards with you?

There was a very faint emphasis on the word gentleman that most men would have missed, but not Caleb Black. His mouth shifted into a curving line that only a charitable person would have called a smile as he jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

Out in those mountains, Mrs. Moran, a gentleman is less use than a handful of spit. But I wouldnt expect a fine southern lady such as yourself to understand that. We all know the importance you Virginians place on elegant manners. Caleb looked past her toward the wide doorway at the far side of the lobby. Eddy and the Widow Sorenson are waiting for us over there.

A faint flush rose beneath Willows translucent skin, a combination of embarrassment at her own accidental rudeness to him and anger at Calebs intentional insult to her. She hadnt meant to demean him with her careless tongue. The long journey from her ruined West Virginia farm might have hardened the muscles of her five Arabian horses, but it had turned her own brain to pudding.

Unhappily Willow admitted that she deserved at least some of the bleak appraisal in Calebs whiskey eyes, eyes which at the moment were lingering with faint contempt on the fit of her clothes. The dress had been tailored for her in 1862, before war had wholly ravaged her familys farms and fortunes. New, the dress had more than allowed for each curve of Willows budding body. Four years later, Willows curves had become more pronounced. The cut of the dress had stayed the same. As a result, the blue-gray silk pulled across her breasts and fit tightly around her waist.

Yet it was Willows only silk dress. She had worn it because she expected to meet a gentleman who would appreciate her gesture toward a more gracious time. She hadnt expected an unshaven gunfighter who would note only the bad fit of her clothes. Her chin came up slightly as she faced the man who so obviously didnt like her.

The war is over, Mr. Black.

And you lost.

Willow closed her eyes, then opened them. Yes.

The husky admission surprised Caleb, as did the sudden darkening of Willows hazel eyes. Surprise at finding that his quarry, Matthew Reno Moran, had a wife was giving way to the suspicion that the young woman with the tight dress and frankly sensual mouth was not quite what she represented herself to be. Renos woman, surely. But his wife? Probably not. Nothing Caleb had learned about Reno since he began hunting him indicated that Reno was the marrying kind.

Caleb looked Willow over again, taking his time, watching the color rise once more in her cheeks. The blush piqued his curiosity. Females like Willow couldnt afford emotions or pride, yet it was apparent she had both.

Not for the first time, Caleb wondered what her so-called husband was likewhat kind of fine southern gentleman could both seduce an innocent like Calebs sister Rebecca and inspire such passion in an experienced young thing like Willow that she was willing to pursue her missing man to the heart of the untamed West.

With a shrug that made muscles shift and coil beneath the dark trail clothes Caleb wore, he dismissed his own curiosity. It didnt matter that Willow was probably a Miss rather than a Mrs. Nor did it matter what the elusive Matthew Reno Moran was like. Caleb had been looking for his sister Rebeccas seducer for eleven months.

When he found Reno, he would kill him.

Shall we go? Caleb asked. Or have you changed your mind about finding your  husband, is it?

Cool golden eyes looked at Willows left hand, which was slender and without a ring. She flushed guiltily. She hated having to lie, but her brothers letters had made it clear that he was living in a wild, uncivilized place. A young woman travelling alone in such a place was at risk. A wife, on the other hand, had a husbands protection. Even an absent husband was enough to give other men pause.

Yes, Willow said, clearing her throat. She met Calebs eyes with a combination of embarrassment and defiance. My husband. Have you heard of him by any chance?

A lot of men change their names when they get west of the Mississippi. Even honest men.

Willows eyes widened. How odd.

Most people dont think honesty is odd.

The cool contempt in the words stung Willow. That isnt what I meant.

Caleb looked from Willows burnished blond hair to her delicate patent leather shoes peeking from beneath the long silk skirt. Ive never met a man called Matthew Moran. Did he have a nickname?

If he did, he never mentioned it.

Calebs eyes narrowed. Youre certain?

Quite.

How long have you been  married?

Calebs inflection made it clear that he doubted Willow was married. His eyes repeated the message. Willow fought against the tide of color she felt rising in her cheeks. She truly hated to lie, but the war had taught her that survival required doing things she hated.

Does it matter? Willow asked.

A sardonic smile curled one corner of Calebs mouth. Not to me. You just look a little young for marriage. Barely out of rompers, in fact.

Im twenty, she said distinctly. Many women my age already have children.

Caleb grunted. How old is your husband?

Twenty-five, Willow said, eager to tell the truth wherever possible. Matt is the youngest of mythat is she corrected quickly, hes the youngest of five sons.

After a brief, reassessing silence, Caleb lifted a black eyebrow and offered Willow his arm. She ignored the mockery implicit in his polite gesture, for she was certain Caleb was not a man whose actions were ruled by politeness. Despite that, she placed her fingertips on his sleeve in a graceful gesture that had been drilled into her in the years before the war had ended all need for gracious manners.

Thank you, Mr. Black, Willow murmured.

The slight drawl and contralto huskiness of her voice brushed over Calebs nerves like a caress. The warm, gentle weight of her fingers sent heat rippling through his body. He hardened with a violent rush that shocked him, for he had never allowed himself to be at the mercy of his own lust. It angered him that his body responded with such primitive eagerness to Willows haunting voice and alluring curves.

With too much interest for his own comfort, Caleb wondered if Willow would come to a man with honest passion or if Renos wife was simply a cold, pretty whore who would open her legs for any man who had a piece of silver in one hand and his hunger in the other. Caleb had no use for whores, including the traditional one.

Across the lobby a short, stocky man stood up slowly and gestured toward them. His suitcoat was of a dull broadcloth, his shirt was boiled, and like many men in the West, his pants had formerly been part of a military uniform.

Theres Mr. Edwards, Willow said.

You sound relieved, Caleb observed.

Mr. Edwards spoke very highly of you.

And you think he was lying.

Willow stopped walking. Automatically Caleb stopped as well, missing the gentle pressure of her fingertips on his forearm.

Mr. Black, Willow began, then faltered when his bleak, whiskey-colored eyes focused on her. She took a breath and began again. I have apologized for offending you. I truly meant no insult. Your appearance surprised me, thats all. I was expecting a man twice your age, a scholar of military campaigns, a silver-haired, old-fashioned

Gentleman? Caleb interrupted.

God-fearing man, Willow finished.

What makes you think Im not?

I dont think youre afraid of anything, she retorted, including God.

Calebs mouth shifted again, into a true smile this time, a smile that changed the hard lines of his face. Willows breath caught. When Caleb smiled, he was as handsome as the devil was reputed to be. Impulsively she touched his arm once more, smiling in return.

Could we start over again? she asked softly.

The seductive bow of Willows lips sent a shaft of hunger through Caleb that was almost painful. His bodys savage response to another mans fancy woman made Caleb furious. The curve of his mouth changed, becoming thin and hard as the blade of the long knife he wore at his belt.

Save the long eyelashes and soft smiles for your husband, southern lady. Every time I look at your fancy dress and silky yellow hair, I remember how many men died on both sides of the war to keep you in the luxury you think you deserve.

The contempt in Calebs voice froze Willow. In truth she was not southern, not rich, not spoiled. But telling Caleb that would do nothing to arouse his compassion and could easily prevent him from accepting the job she was offering him. If he knew that she had no money to pay him until she reached her brother, Caleb might very well turn his back on her.

That would be a disaster. Mr. Edwards had made it clear that Caleb was one of the few men in the Westand the only man in the raw little city of Denverwho could be trusted with Willows life, her virtue, and her valuable-blooded horses.

Without a word Willow turned away from Caleb and walked toward Mr. Edwards. She didnt notice the admiring looks and masculine murmurs that followed her progress through the lobby. It had been so long since she had thought of herself as a woman that she was out of the habit. To Willow her body was something she fed, bathed, and clothed in order to make it work. After her father had gone off to fight, leaving Willow alone with her fragile mother, it had been Willow who had struggled to see that the home farm provided the food that kept the Moran women alive.

Willow might have been oblivious, but Caleb noticed every approving look she drew. His cool, raking glance chastened more than one eager male. Caleb told himself that he wasnt being protective of Willows non-existent virtue; he was merely guarding his ticket to the elusive Renos funeral. Any one of the tough young men lounging around Denvers newest hotel would have been happy to earn fifty Yankee dollars for leading the lovely young Willow into a land so remote that most of its rivers, canyons, and mountain peaks had no names.

Mr. Edwards, Willow said in a low voice, it was good of you to arrange this meeting.

Eddy smiled, took her hand, and bowed over it before he turned to introduce her to his companion, a plump woman of thirty with black hair, red cheeks, and vivid blue eyes.

Mrs. Moran, this is Mrs. Sorenson. Rose, this is the young woman youve been hearing so much about for the past three weeks.

Willow looked startled. Three weeks? But Ive been in Denver less than three hours!

Eddy grimaced. Since the darned telegraph went in, loose talk travels so fast it makes a man dizzy. Weve been hearing about a beautiful southern lady and her five blooded horses since you climbed on the stage in St. Joseph and tied your horses on behind.

Rose stood and took Willows hand in her own calloused ones. She patted gently. Pay no mind, Mrs. Moran. Out West a body dont have much to talk about but rumors. Anything outside the ordinary sets us to buzzing like a kicked-over beehive.

Willow saw the kindness in the other womans face, and the lines of sadness as well. It was a sadness Willow had seen in her own mothers face, after war and widowhood left her with nothing to look forward to but the illness and death that soon overtook her.

Dont worry, Rose, Caleb said, coming up behind Willow. Any girl who is chasing a handsome young stud like Matthew Moran all over Gods creation must be used to being the butt of gossip.

Roses laugh sounded suspiciously like a giggle. Smiling, she held out her hand to the dark man who towered above her.

Though Caleb had been careful to stay out of Roses bed since he had introduced her to Eddy a few months before, Caleb still enjoyed seeing Rose when he came to Denver. He admired the widows combination of grit and humor, and the way she had managed to keep all five of her young children and raise them without a man to support her. If the discreet contributions of a few men had helped in the three years since Roses husband had died, Caleb didnt think less of Rose for it. The money went to her childrens care, rather than to silks and fancy horses.

Caleb swept off his hat and bent over Roses fingers with the grace of long practice. The courtly ease of his gesture silently told Willow just how little Caleb respected her. The man had excellent manners, yet he had never once removed his hat in her presence, much less bowed over her hand in greeting.

I thought you said you didnt know my brhusband, Willow said, her voice as cool as the silk folds of her skirt.

I dont.

Willows dark amber eyebrows lifted. Then how do you know Matt is handsome?

Ive never known a girl to chase an ugly man unless he was rich. Is your husband rich?

No, she said instantly, thinking of the gold strike Matt had found and was trying to protect. He hasnt a dime.

But Caleb wasnt listening. He was turning away from Willow, offering his hand to Roses escort. Hello, Eddy. Glad to see you back on your feet. I thought that green-broke stud had been the death of you.

Damn near, er, darn near was, Eddy said, taking Calebs hand gingerly and then sitting down with obvious relief. My right hand and leg are still kinda numb. Next time Ill let you shake the kinks out of that horse.

No thanks. If I were you, Id unload that stud the same way you got himin a poker game. He has a flashy golden hide, Calebs glance went to Willows hair, but hes mean as a snake underneath. Even if he throws yellow colts, youll never be able to trust them. Bad blood is bad blood, no matter how pretty the wrapping.

Willow told herself that Caleb wasnt insulting her, he was simply making conversation about a horse. She was still telling herself that when Caleb turned away and made such a prolonged fuss over seating Rose once more that Eddy started to struggle to his feet to assist Willow.

Please dont get up, Willow said in a low voice when she saw Eddys difficulty. She sat down quickly. Im quite capable of seating myself.

Thank you, maam. Eddy sighed and muttered unhappily, Since that stud threw me, Im a damned poor excuse for a man.

Willow smiled and spoke too softly to be overheard, wanting to spare Eddys pride. The quality of a man doesnt change due to age or injury. You have been the soul of gentleness and helpfulness to me.

Calebs acute hearing caught every word Willow said. He gave her a narrow look, but saw only compassion in her expression, rather than the flirtatious sidelong glances of a woman bent on seduction. Frowning, Caleb took the last chair in the informal lobby grouping. He had expected Willow to wait imperiously to be seated like the spoiled southern lady she was. Instead, she had seated herself and at the same time graciously eased Eddys embarrassment at the injuries that kept him from leaping to his feet and aiding her. Renos fancy woman was turning out to be a surprise.

Caleb didnt like surprises. He had seen too many men die with a look of surprise on their face.

Did you have any trouble coming West? Rose asked, turning expectantly toward the younger woman, obviously eager for conversation.

It was quite an adventure, Willow admitted with a rueful smile. Matts letters mentioned the Mississippi, but until I stood on its banks at sunset and saw it burning like a great golden sea, I never realized how big the river really was, or how powerful. When we crossed the next day, it was like riding an unruly horse.

Rose shuddered. I recollect it. Scared me near to death when I crossed it years ago, and my husband waited until low water. If you crossed in May, that devil river must have been brawling along.

It was. Trees bigger than wagons were being tossed around like jackstraws. When one battered old oak crashed into the ferry, some horses were knocked overboard, but we were close enough to the far shore that they swam to safety.

Silently Caleb remembered his own crossing of that great, roiling barrier called the Mississippi. He had been only five, but the size of the river had thrilled him more than it had frightened him. Echoes of his own exhilaration came to him both from his memories and from Willows husky voice telling him that she, too, had gone eagerly into the rivers wild embrace.

How was the stage ride? Rose asked. I been thinking of going East, but I swore Id never walk it again and Ispect Ill be dead before a railroad makes it this far West.

Willow hesitated, then admitted, The coach bucked and lurched, the driver cracked his whip and swore constantly, and the noise of the wheels was enough to wake the dead. In fact, after a few days on the stage I began to wonder if Hell wasnt served by the Holladay Overland Mail & Express Line.

Rose smiled. It must have seemed strange to a gently raised girl.

Not as strange as all that land and no trees, Willow said. Not one tree. The stage stations were dug into hillsides and roofed with sod. Matt had told me about it, but I thought he was exaggerating.

Eddy laughed even as he looked at Willow and shook his head. Dont say I didnt warn you, Mrs. Moran.

Oh, you did, Willow agreed. When I found your name in my fathers, er, father-in-laws correspondence and wrote you about finding Matt, you were most discouraging.

Must be every bit of six hundred miles from St. Joseph,  Eddy said. Thats a long, hard trip for a young woman alone.

Its a long ride for anyone, but I had my horses. My Stallion Ishmael is more comfortable than any stage seat. When it wasnt raining, I rode. Some of the passengers had it much worse than I did. They had no horse to ride and no money to pay for extra overnight stops to rest from the ride. I met several poor souls who were making the trip in half the time I took.

Why didnt you wait for your man to come and get you? Rose asked. Then she half-laughed, half-smiled, and flushed. Lord, listen to me! Im sorry, Mrs. Moran. Im so hungry for news of anything east of Denver I forget my manners. Lots of folks that come here dont want to talk about what they left behind, or why, or even what their name was back home.

Before Willow could answer, Caleb said coolly, Dont fret about pretty manners, Rose. Mrs. Moran is such a fancy southern lady that she doesnt expect much in the way of polish from people out here.

Caleb Black! Rose said, astonished. Whats got into you? Youre not the kind to care which side a man fought on, long as he had grit enough to fight. And your manners are better than any mansEast, South, or North! Leastways, they used to be good. She turned toward Willow and patted the younger womans hand. Dont mind Cal. Hes just funning you. He dont hate southerners. My goodness, Eddy is from Texas!

Wouldnt matter if Cal did hate southerners, Eddy said. Mrs. Morans a Yankee gal. West Virginia, the part that declared for the North.

Caleb gave Willow a narrow-eyed look. Then why did you tell me you lost the war?

Willow told herself that she shouldnt answer, but it was too late. She was already talking, her words as clipped and cold as Calebs had been.

Our farms were in the border area, Willow said. When Johnny Reb came calling, we were called Yankees and everything that could be eaten or carried off was. When Yankees came calling, we were called Johnny Rebs and everything that could be eaten or carried off was. During the war my father was killed and my mother died of a broken heart. All but five of our horses were stolen or requisitioned by one side or the other. Our crops were burned and our trees were cut down. We lost our farms one by one until nothing was left, not even a kitchen garden. Tell me, Mr. Blackin what way was I on the winning side of that glorious war?

So thats why you come West, the widow said quickly, trying to interrupt the fierce currents of emotion she sensed between the tired young lady and Caleb Black. Youll feel right at home in Denver, dear. Lots of folks out here just walked away and left it all behind them like a snake shedding old skin. Thats what the West is for, starting over when everything else goes wrong. Are you and your husband going to take up ranching?

Willow dragged her glance away from Calebs bleak, whiskey-colored eyes and focused on Rose. She would like to have told the amiable widow the whole truth, but Matts letter had been quite blunt about not trusting anyone with the map he had sent. Most people were decent and honest in their day-to-day lives, but a gold strike tested even the best friendships. That was why Matt had written home in the hope of finding one or more of his brothers to help him dig gold. When the letter arrived, the Moran brothers had been scattered from London to Australia.

Willow, however, had been available.

Whatever Matt does, she said finally, hating to lie even by omission, I hope to raise horses. Ishmael is a fine stallion. My four mares have been bred with equal care.

Where will you settle? Rose asked.

I havent decided. The homestead laws allow a woman to

Homesteading! Eddy interrupted. Mrs. Moran, you cant be thinking of homesteading. Youre much too fine a lady to ruin your hands working this stubborn western land. You let your man take care of you.

Youre very kind, Willow said, but Id rather depend on myself. Men are so easily distracted. Wave a flag in front of them, or whisper about gold or adventure, and off they go, leaving their women to fend for themselves and the children the men were so eager to create in the first place.

Rose gave Willow a startled look, then laughed aloud. Aint it just the Gods honest truth! My Joe was as good a man as they come, but when a neighbor set off into those devil mountains four years ago, sure he would find gold, Joe went along and never mind the four little ones hanging on my skirts and the one waiting to be birthed. The neighbor come back coughing blood. My Joe never come back at all.

Im sorry, Mrs. Sorenson, Willow said, her voice low. It was hard enough for me with just Mother to take care of. I cant imagine what I would have done with four children and a babe, too.

Oh, taint all bad, dear. Men are notional creatures, but charming all the same. Life without them would be a poor thing to live, the widow said, smiling at Eddy. No one to hold the yarn while I wind it into balls. No one to fix a stubborn pump so I can wash my hair. No one to walk out with when the moon is full and the air smells of lilac. No one to smile when I come into a room. Rose laughed softly. And no one to run to when thunder comes and scares the living daylights out of me.

An odd yearning went through Willow as she saw the way that Rose and Eddy looked at each other. It had been a long time since Willow had dreamed of sharing her life with anyone. Even then, she had been too young to understand what such sharing truly meant. At sixteen, a girl knew little of life except an impatience to get on with living it.

But the war had come, Steven had been killed, and Willow had learned that life was an endurance contest with no winners, just survivors.

Youll get over the war, Rose continued, patting Willows hand. Your man will get you with child and youll forget this foolishness about homesteading and taking care of yourself. The good Lord knew what He was doing when He made woman for man.

Caleb leaned back in his chair. Save your sympathy for someone who needs it. All Mrs. Moran needs is a guide to get her to Matthew Moran.

Will you do it? Eddy asked.

Might as well, Caleb said with an appearance of indifference. Im heading for the San Juan country anyway.

Good, Eddy said, relieved. I would do it myself, but that damned stud He looked Caleb in the eye. Im glad word caught up with you. I wasnt sure whether you were down to Yuma or up to Wyoming Territory.

The emptier the land, the faster gossip travels, Caleb said. I was hunting with Wolfe Lonetree when a tinker came to camp and said you needed me to guide Mrs. Matthew Moran to her husband.

Lonetree, huh? Eddy grunted. No wonder word got to you so fast. If a bug crawls anywhere in the territory, that halfbreed knows it. Eddy pulled out his watch and squinted at it. Rose, if we dont get to the dining room, some young fiddlefoot will take our table. As he pocketed the watch once more, he looked at Willow with shrewd, dark eyes. Now that youve met Cal, are you satisfied with the arrangement, Mrs. Moran?

After a barely perceptible hesitation, Willow nodded, for she didnt trust herself to speak. Her unhappiness would have been clear in her voice. Yet it wasnt Calebs competence as a guide she doubted, nor was it his innate honesty. It was his effect on her that made her hesitate. He made her intensely aware of herself as a woman, yet at the same time he made no attempt to conceal his dislike of her. The combination was disconcerting.

Im just tired, Willow reassured herself silently. A warm bath and a night of sleep will make all the difference in the world. Ive come too far to turn back because of a rough stranger who makes me feel like a clumsy girl. Besides, theres nothing to go back to. Mama was right. The dreams she and Papa had died with the land. I cant go home again. I can only try to find a new home and build a new dream.

Mrs. Moran, Eddy said, rising slowly, I leave you in good hands.

Thank you. If I can ever repay your kindness

Nonsense, Eddy interrupted firmly. Your husbands father sold me the best horse I ever owned. Saved my life more than once. If I can help his kin, Im happy to do it.

Eddy adjusted his coat over the pistol he wore and bowed over Willows hand before turning to Caleb. Id tell you to be careful of the little lady, but if I didnt think you would be Id never have mentioned your name to her. And if I hear anything about a drifter called Reno, Ill be sure to let you know.

Caleb shot a sideways glance at Willow. She didnt react to the nickname, which meant that she was a fine actress or she knew her husband only as Matthew Moran.

You do that, Eddy. Caleb turned to Rose, bowed over her hand, and said, Take care of him, Rose. And keep him off that damned yellow stud.

Silently Willow and Caleb watched the couple leave. Despite Eddys effort to conceal his stiffness, it was apparent that he was in pain.

Will he be all right? Willow asked softly.

As long as his old enemies dont find him until he heals up, hell be fine.

Enemies?

Eddy wore a lawmans badge in some bad places. A man who does that makes enemies. Caleb turned his bleak, golden glance on Willow. Where are your horses?

At the livery stable down the street.

Leave them there. Ill provide you with a horse that wont quit the first time the going gets hard.

Thats very kind of you, but

Im not a kind man, Caleb interrupted roughly, Im a practical one. Where were going, a delicate, nervous, over-bred horse will be a hell of a lot more trouble than its worth.

My Arabians are well-bred, not over-bred, and Ill put them up against anything you own for stamina.

Caleb said something harsh under his breath. Where in the San Juan country do you want to go?

The part with mountains.

Maam, Caleb said dryly, theres no part of the San Juan country that doesnt have mountains. Which peak did you have in mind?

Ill tell you when we get there.

Southern lady, if we take your fancy horses, we wont ever get there at all.
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BEFORE Willow could respond, there was a commotion from the direction of the dining room. In the spreading silence of the lobby, a mans voice boomed out.

You and your second-hand woman can just wait for the next table, old man. In fact, you can damn well wait until me and my friends are finished eating. I dont want that slut sitting in the same room with me.

Appalled, Willow turned and looked toward the dining room. An instant later she realized that Eddy and Rose were being confronted by four young men, all of whom wore pistols. A murmur went through the crowd as people backed away from the confrontation. Willow sorted out a few of the muttered words, something about gunmen and Rose refusing to let Slaters kid brother stay at her boarding house.

Caleb heard the mutterings, too, but he already knew what was going on. He had known since the back of his neck had tightened in an age-old warning of danger and he had spun around to see trouble closing in on his friends. If Eddy had been well, Caleb simply would have walked over to act as an unofficial referee, ensuring that the kids friends didnt interfere with whatever happened between the old lawman and the young outlaw.

But Eddy wasnt well. He was injured and Johnny Slater knew it. Eddy knew it, too. He had a choicehe could let Rose be insulted or he could try to draw his pistol with his injured right hand. He might attempt a left-handed draw, even though the gun butt was facing the wrong way. No matter which hand, he quite likely would die before the gun barrel cleared the holster.

No! Rose said urgently. She stepped in front of Eddy, turning her back on the young tough who had insulted her. You cant even hold a fork, much less a gun!

Before Rose finished speaking, Calebs big hand closed on Johnny Slaters shoulder, spinning him around.

Youve got a bad mouth, kid. Folks around Denver are tired of listening to it. Now you can apologize to Mrs. Sorenson and drag your freight out of town or you can go for one of those fancy guns youre wearing.

Surprise turned to dismay when Johnny measured the dark promise in Calebs eyes. It was one thing to yell across twenty feet of crowded room at an injured man who could barely draw a gun. It was another to face a man belt buckle to belt buckle, a man who was neither injured nor afraid, a man who didnt give a damn about Kid Slaters reputation as a gunman with a fast draw and a vicious older brother to back him up.

Johnny Slater began sweating. He looked quickly to his friends, only to discover they were watching him with arms folded, clearly expecting him to take care of the interruption himself.

Make up your mind, kid, Caleb said.

The cool impatience in Calebs voice made Johnny flinch slightly. His hand crept closer to his pistol, hesitated, crept again. He looked into Calebs eyes again and froze.

Caleb made a sound of disgust. Your older brother may be a real curly wolf, but youre pure coyote. Apologize to the lady, Kid Coyote.

Im damned if Im going to apologize to a

Caleb slapped Johnny before he could finish the sentence. The open-handed blow was so quick it was almost invisible. It rocked Johnnys head on his shoulders, sending his fine hat flying. Before Johnny realized what had happened, it was too late. Caleb was slapping him with slow, measured motions, blows that humiliated as much as they hurt; but it was the contemptuous words that hurt most of all.

Kid Coyote, sneaking around, Caleb said. This is for every man you ever shot in the back. Slap. For every woman you ever insulted. Slap. For every baby you ever stole candy from. Slap. Now take off your guns, Kid Coyote.

What? Johnny asked, shaking his head, unable to believe what was happening to him.

Take off your gunbelts and drop them on the floor.

Johnny reached for his first gunbelt with hands made clumsy by a combination of rage and fear. Youre a dead man, whoever you are! My brother will kill you for this!

The first gunbelt hit the floor.

Any time Slater feels lucky, Caleb said calmly, you tell him to ask for Caleb Black.

The second gunbelt hit the floor.

If people dont know that name, Caleb continued tell your brother to ask for the Man from Yuma. As for you, Kid Coyote, youd be smart never to wear a gun again. Those who live by the sword die by the sword. And youll die, kid. If I see you wearing iron anywhere, anytime, Ill draw down on you and kill you where you stand. Hear me?

Sullenly, Johnny nodded.

Its the only warning youll get and one more than you deserve. Caleb turned away and faced Johnnys friends. He looked at each one for a long moment, memorizing the faces of his new enemies. Caleb recognized one of them, a bounty hunter and claim jumper from the San Juan mountains. Shuck those irons, boys.

More gunbelts thudded to the floor.

Youre running in bad company, but its a free country. Dont know how you stand the smell, though. Caleb tilted his head toward the street. Get out.

Radiating frustrated anger, Johnny and his friends left. Not until the door closed behind the last gunman did a ripple of excited talk run through the crowd, speculations and surmises spoken back and forth, another incident added to the growing legend of the Man from Yuma.

Willow made no sound at all. She simply let out her breath and withdrew her hand from the leather-lined pocket of her silk dress where the derringer had lain cold against her palm.

After a few moments people went back to doing whatever they had been doing before Caleb had called Johnny Slaters bluff. Everyone except Willow walked in a wide circle around the discarded gunbelts and the big man whose eyes were the clear, burning gold of a mountain lions eyesor an avenging angels.

Caleb turned to Rose. Im sorry you had to hear that filth, he said simply.

Rose tried to speak, smiled tremulously, and managed to whisper, Youre a good man, Caleb Black. There will always be a place set for you at my table.

Caleb smiled and touched the widows pale cheek with a gentle affection that astonished Willow.

Thanks, Eddy said simply to Caleb. I owe you.

Caleb shook his head. Youre the best thing that ever happened to Rose. Thats all the payment I need.

Johnny will backshoot you some day, Eddy said matter-of-factly. You should have killed him when you had the chance.

There were too many women in the room to start shooting. A wild shot

Youre not a wild shooter.

With a shrug, Caleb began picking up gunbelts. Johnny is a foul-mouthed polecat, but he hasnt killed any of my kin. He insulted Rose and I insulted him. As far as Im concerned, thats the end of it.

An eye for an eye, Willow murmured, watching Caleb. Is that your Western code?

He straightened and turned toward her with swift, predatory grace. Not my code, southern lady. Gods. And if any mischief follow, thou shalt give life for life, /Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, /Burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

The intensity in Calebs voice made Willow shiver. What about forgiveness? she asked. What about turning the other cheek?

Thats a luxury for city folks who have enough policemen to take care of scum like Kid Coyote. Denver doesnt have that much law yet. Where Im taking you theres no law at all. If a man turns his other cheek, he gets slapped again, harder, until he either fights or stops calling himself a man. Out in those mountains a man takes care of himself because no one else will do it for him.

And a woman? Willow asked unwillingly. What does she do?

She stays in town, Caleb said bluntly. If she cant do that, she finds a man tough enough to protect her and the kids shell bear him. Thats the way it is out here, southern lady. Nothing fancy. You kill your own meat, you dress it, you cook it, you eat it, and then you go out and hunt again. Caleb looked at Willow through narrowed eyes, stepped closer, and said too softly for anyone to overhear, Still want to search for your  husband?

Willow looked at the big man looming over her, his eyes like hammered metal and his hands full of weapons. Her first impression of Caleb Black had been correct.

He was dangerous.

Then Willow remembered the brush of his fingertips against Roses cheek. Caleb was as hard as a whetstone, yet he was also a decent man. She would be safe with him. She knew it with an inner certainty she didnt question.

Yes, Willow said.

Caleb looked surprised for a moment, but all he said was, Get ready to ride. We leave in an hour.

What? But its dark and

One hour, southern lady. Be at the livery stable down the street or Ill come and drag you out of your room.

ONE hour and three minutes later, an impatient knock sounded on Willows hotel room door. She froze in the act of fastening one of the many stubborn buttons on the bodice of her riding habit.

Who is it? she asked, pausing as she pushed a button through a small buttonhole in the heavy wool.

Caleb Black. Youre late.

The voice was as low, compelling, and darkly masculine as Willow had remembered. A tiny shivering feeling uncurled in the pit of her stomach. The sensation surprised her, for she had never been afraid of men.

Then Willow realized she wasnt really afraid of Caleb. He simply was unlike any man she had ever known, which made it impossible for her to predict what he would do next. Or how she would react. His ability to make butterflies flutter in her stomach simply by talking to her through a closed door was disconcerting.

Ill be out in a few minutes, Willow said, her voice unusually husky.

Youll be out in thirty seconds or Ill come in after you.

Mr. Black

Whatever Willow had been going to say ended in a husky sound of shock when she heard a key scraping in the lock.

Im not dressed!

Twenty seconds.

Willow didnt waste time arguing. Her fingers flew over the buttons. Even so, she barely had managed to close the bodice halfway over her breasts by the time the door opened. When she saw Calebs wide shoulders fill the doorway, for an instant she was too shocked to move. The fine lawn of her camisole and its delicate embroidery of flowers were revealed, as was the velvet shadow lying between the full curves of her breasts.

Flushing to the roots of her golden hair, Willow grabbed the edges of her bodice and held them together. Beneath the tide of embarrassment, a flash of fury burned along her high, slanting cheekbones.

Get out of my room!

Dont get your back up, fancy woman, Caleb said as he closed the door behind him. Youve got nothing I havent seen before.

Shocked, Willow said the only thing that came to her mind. How did you get the key to my room?

I asked for it. Which one of these carpetbags is going with you?

For several moments Willow struggled to keep her composure. Caleb might not have much regard for her modesty, but he was making no attempt to take advantage of her. He had looked at her unfastened bodice with complete disinterest. She should have been relieved that he considered her married and therefore out of bounds.

Instead, Willow found herself more than a little irritated by Calebs lack of interest in her as a woman. The irrationality of her response only made her more angry.

Im taking all my luggage, Willow said tightly.

Caleb shook his head. Pick one.

But

Theres no time to argue, he interrupted impatiently. Were leaving now and were traveling light. Theres a storm coming on. If we get out of here quick enough, we stand a good chance of having our tracks wiped out before anyone realizes were gone.

Willow remembered Johnny Slaters threat of revenge and frowned. Do you think Slaters brother will try to follow us?

Jed Slater and anyone else wanting a free woman and expensive horseflesh. Thats a lot of men, and none of them the kind who go to church on Sunday.

Mr. Black, I am not a free woman.

He shrugged. Fine. Youre an expensive woman. Which bag are you taking?

Willow didnt trust herself to speak. She went to the smaller bags, grabbed a few items from each and stuffed them in the large carpetbag.

That one, she said tightly.

Caleb picked up the bag and turned away, not permitting himself so much as a sidelong glance at the intriguing gaps in Willows bodice. The single swift look he had taken when he walked into the room was more than enough. The soft curves and seductive shadows of her body had made him harden in the space of a breath. It had taken a maddening amount of self control not to brush aside her hands and lower his face to her breasts, finding out for himself if she was half as sweet to his tongue as she was to his eyes.

Southern lady, Caleb said without looking around, we

My name is Willow Moran.

arent going to a ball, he said, ignoring her interruption. That fancy riding outfit of yours is as useless as a four card flush. When that long, flapping skirt gets wet, it will weigh more than you do. Wear something else.

Such as?

Pants, he said succinctly.

Willow blinked. He was indeed a practical man.

Thats impossible, she said, as much to herself as to Caleb.

Indian women do it all the time. Were not riding down country lanes. Were going over some of the roughest land God made this side of Hell. Last thing you need is yards of cloth flying and flapping and catching on every branch.

Ill just have to do the best I can. I dont have anything else suitable.

Against his better judgment, Caleb glanced over his shoulder at Willow. The single lantern in the room was reflected in his eyes, making them look like they burned.

Then at least take off the petticoats, he said bluntly.

I cant. Theyre sewn into the seams of the riding skirt.

A spatter of rain hit the hotel window. Thunder rumbled distantly. Caleb looked at the black shine of water on the glass, shook his head, and opened the door. A quick glance assured him that no one was in the hall. With a curt gesture he indicated that Willow should precede him through the door.

What about the rest of my luggage? Willow asked.

It will be waiting at Roses boarding house when you get back.

Without another word Willow walked past Caleb into the dark hall, trying not to touch him on the way by. It was impossible. He left very little room when he stood in a doorway. The renewed realization of Calebs size sent a flush to Willows cheeks and more of the odd, shimmering sensations racing from her breastbone to her knees.

The few hall lights had been put out recently, leaving behind the smell of smoldering wicks.

Left, Caleb said in a low voice that carried no farther than Willow.

She turned left, wondering where she was going, for the hotel lobby lay to her right.

Mr. Black, where she began.

Quiet, he interrupted swiftly.

A look over her shoulder convinced Willow that it was the wrong time to ask Caleb questions. Wearing the same dark trail clothes he had earlier, he looked like a huge shadow following her. He made no more noise than a shadow, either. If it hadnt been for the gleam of his eyes and the occasional shine of metal where his jacket had been tucked out of the way behind his gun holster, Caleb would have been nearly invisible.

Uneasily Willow turned around and stared into the darkness ahead of her. She walked slowly, carefully, trying to make her steps as soundless as Calebs. The rustling of petticoats beneath her heavy wool riding skirt defeated her.

Wait, Caleb said softly.

Willow stopped walking as though she had run into a cliff. She felt the brush of Calebs body, then the warmth of him radiated against her as he leaned down, putting his mouth next to her ear.

Ill go first, he said. The stairs are narrow and uneven. Put your hand on my shoulder for balance.

Before Willow could answer he brushed by her, turned his back, and waited. Hesitantly, she put her hand on his shoulder. Even through the wool jacket and shirt, she felt the vital heat of Calebs body. She drew in her breath swiftly. She hadnt been this close to a man since her fianc had gone off to war.

But Steven hadnt affected her like this, her heart racing and her knees going suddenly weak.

When Caleb moved without warning, Willow stumbled and reached out blindly for support. He turned and caught her with the same lightning swiftness that had been Johnny Slaters undoing. The feel of Calebs hands pressed around her waist, digging into her, supporting her, was as unnerving as the speed and power of his body. When he bent to whisper in her ear, Willow couldnt force herself to breathe.

If you cant even walk without tripping in that damned thing, Caleb muttered roughly, Ill take my hunting knife and cut the cloth off at your knees.

Instinctively, Willows hands went to Calebs upper arms as she braced herself against his strength.

Youyou surprised me, thats all, she whispered. When you moved.

Caleb stared down into Willows face. It was no more than a pale blur in the darkness. He was grateful. If he couldnt see her eyes, she couldnt see the hunger in his. She smelled of lavender and sunshine. Her slender waist felt good in his hands. Too good. It was all he could do not to knead her tender flesh while he drew her hips against his thighs, easing and teasing the hunger that lay rigidly against the dark cloth of his pants.

Abruptly Caleb released Willow, grabbed her carpetbag, and turned his back on her. There was a pause before he felt a small hand settle lightly on his shoulder once more. The heat of her touch went all the way to his heels. Silently, savagely, he cursed his unbridled response to Renos fancy lady. Caleb knew he would be suffering the torments of the damned before he pried the secret of Renos hideout from Willow.

But pry it out he would. There was no other way to bring down justice on the man who had abandoned Rebecca to a lonely death days after she had given birth to her lovers child, a child that died within hours of its mothers death.

In the months since Rebecca had died, Caleb had redoubled his efforts to run Reno to ground. Nothing had helped. When Caleb came to isolated settlements or campfires and asked for information, he was always too late or too early or Reno had never been there at all. Bribery hadnt worked. The Mexicans and Indians, settlers and prospectors simply stopped talking when Caleb brought up Renos name. Reno might have been a heel when it came to seducing virgins, but he had always given a hand or a dollar along the trail whenever either was needed. Anyone who hunted Reno was on his own.

Caleb had hunted Reno relentlessly. The search was made more difficult by the fact that Reno didnt keep to well-travelled ways or make predictable rounds of the lonely settlements. Reno was after Spanish treasuregold. He had a lone wolfs taste for high country and forgotten Indian trails leading through a maze of stone canyons and icy granite peaks. Caleb thought gold hunters were fools, but shared Renos taste for the untouched high country. In fact, if it werent for the cold-hearted seduction and abandonment of his sister Rebecca, Caleb suspected he would have liked Reno. But Rebecca was dead and Reno would die for it.

Life for life.

Stairs, Caleb said, his voice low and cold.

Willow felt Calebs shoulder dip, then dip again, telling her that he was descending stairs. Carefully, she tested the way ahead with the toe of her riding boot, trying to find where the floor ended and the stairs began. The hard sole of her boot defeated her. Caleb went down another stair, pulling her fingers free of his shoulder.

Wait, she whispered, I cant tell where the stairs begin.

She sensed him turning toward her with his unnerving swiftness.

Hold this, he said.

The carpetbag was thrust into Willows hands. An instant later she was snatched from her feet.

What are you doing? she gasped.

Quiet.

The savage whisper silenced Willow. The world shifted and spun around her. She hadnt been picked up and carried since she was a child. The feeling of helplessness was startling, particularly in the dark. She turned her face against Calebs muscular chest and hung onto the bag until her fingers ached, wishing she could hang onto him instead. After a few steps, Willows fear of falling diminished. Caleb went down the badly made stairs with the absolute certainty of a cat. Sighing deeply, she let out her pent-up breath and loosened her grip on the carpetbag.

The warmth of Willows sigh was like a brand on Calebs chest. He clenched his teeth against the temptation to stop and find her mouth with his own, testing the depths of her sweet feminine heat. When he reached the bottom of the stairs he set Willow on her feet abruptly, took the carpetbag, and turned away from her without a word.

Willow let out another long, shaky breath and tried not to remember how it had felt to have Calebs powerful arms around her back and beneath her knees, holding her. She also tried not to remember how good he had smelled, a masculine compound of wool and leather and the storm wind sweeping down from the mountains. With hands that wanted to tremble, she smoothed her riding habit and wondered what had happened to her customary calm. She had faced down armed soldiers with less trembling than she was experiencing now.

The side door of the hotel opened and closed behind Willow with only a few creaks. The alley smelled of garbage and slops. The wind smelled of wood-smoke and cold rain. She gathered her long wool skirt as best she could and stepped forward. A barrage of rain raked across her face. She wished she had something more useful to keep off the cold water than the tiny green hat that went with her riding habit.

Caleb used the back door into the livery stable, ushering Willow inside with open impatience. He had no great hope that their departure would go unnoticed for long, but they would need all the head start they could get if they eventually were going to lose any followers. No matter how staunchly Willow had defended her Arabians endurance, Caleb doubted that the fine-boned, elegant animals he had glimpsed behind stall doors would be able to keep up with the big Montana horses he owned.

Jed Slater and outlaws like him also owned tough, long-boned horses that were grain-fed and ready to run the legs off any ordinary horses ridden by town posses or angry cowhands. Since Caleb had little hope of outrunning the outlaws, or hiding the tracks of his own two horses and Willows five all the way to the San Juans, somehow he would have to outsmartor outshootthe men who would inevitably follow.

And there would be many such men, renegades drawn like flies to honey by the prize of expensive horseflesh and a woman with hair the color of the sun.

The fragrance of lavender drifted over Caleb as Willow moved past him into the stable. He tried not to notice. He failed. With a muttered curse he reached for the matches on the ledge by the door. When the lantern was lit, he crumbled the burned match between his fingers before letting it fall to the dirt floor.

Horses nickered and stretched their heads over stall doors, scenting the familiar presence of humans. With murmurous greetings, Willow went to her Arabians, touching them reassuringly. Caleb watched the horses with their delicate heads, sharply pricked ears, and unusually large, widely spaced eyes. Grudgingly, he admitted to himself that the animals were beautiful. Well-trained, too. As Willow began leading them from the stalls, they followed her without hesitation or shying at the flickering shadows cast by the lantern.

Even the stallion was gentle, though spirit visibly ran through him like lightning through a storm. His sorrel coat flashed red-gold fire at every motion of his body. A clean white blaze went from forehead to muzzle. A single white stocking marked his right front leg. When he moved, it was as though on springs, energy rippling with restrained power, coiled strength waiting for release. Centuries of intense, careful breeding ran through the stallion, apparent in each well-defined muscle and clean line of bone.

Thats one hell of a stud horse, Caleb said finally. It will be worth your life to ride him out of Denver.

Ishmael is as gentle as he is strong.

Caleb grunted. It wasnt his manners I was talking about. That stud is enough to tempt a saint into mortal sin, much less the kind of men well see on the way to the San Juans. Every outlaw and renegade Indian in the territory will take one look at your stallion and start seeing himself in the saddle.

There was nothing Willow could say. She had noticed on the stage ride that the farther west she came, the more interest her horses excited. Yet she could no more let them go than she could cut off her own fingers. She loved her horses. They were all she had of her past and her only hope for a secure future.

In silence Willow finished leading her four mares from their stalls. Two of the mares were sorrels as fiery as Ishmael. Two were bays with shiny brown bodies and sweeping black manes and tails. All four of the mares moved with the liquid grace of cats.

Any one of them would have been worth killing for.

Mother of God, muttered Caleb, looking at the five sleek animals. Getting those horses to the San Juans without attracting every outlaw between here and Hell will be like trying to sneak dawn past the night.

Saying nothing, Willow bent and checked each horses hooves for debris or loose shoes. The Arabians made it easy for her. No sooner had she touched a fetlock than a hoof was presented for her inspection. When she was finished, she ran a brush over Ishmaels glossy back and slid the saddle blanket into place without ruffling any hair.

When Caleb saw Willow reach for the sidesaddle, he was tempted to stop her. A sidesaddle in rough country was hard on the woman and harder on the horse. No matter how accomplished a rider the woman was, her weight was always off-center on the horses back.

Yet Caleb watched Willow finish saddling her mount and said nothing, because it suited his purpose to be silent. Anyone posted to watch the stable would duly report that a woman wearing a long riding skirt and using a sidesaddle had left the livery stable in the dead of night. The men who followed would be asking about a woman in fancy clothes riding a clumsy saddle that was rarely seen west of the Mississippi.

But Willow wouldnt be using that sidesaddle after a few daysnot if Caleb had to drag her from it and slice the leather into pigging strings with his big hunting knife.

Caleb led his own two geldings from their stalls. Both animals were ready to travel. He lashed Willows carpetbag to the pack saddle, tied a tarpaulin over everything to shed rain, and led the horses into the wide aisle between stalls. Ishmaels nostrils flared at the presence of the two big geldings, but his ears remained erect. He was curious rather than hostile.

Deliberately Caleb shook out a dark, finely woven poncho right under the stallions nose. The sudden snapping of cloth didnt bother Willows horse. Caleb pulled the poncho on, then ran his palm down the stallions glossy, muscular neck. The flesh beneath was as hard as his own. The Arabian might look elegant, but it was the elegance of lightning rather than the elegance of a rose.

When Willow was done saddling Ishmael and roping the mares together for easy leading, Caleb walked over and checked each animals hooves. They permitted his handling with only a few restless motions. When he finished, he tested the strength and tightness of the sidesaddles girth on the stallion.

Satisfied? Willow asked.

With that contraption? Shaking his head, Caleb pulled on buckskin roping gloves that were worn and supple. Glad it wont be my butt banging on that useless leather.

With a cool sideways look, Willow started to lead Ishmael past Caleb to the mounting block. His hand shot out and closed over the reins, stopping her.

There wont be any mounting blocks on the trail, he pointed out. He bent and laced his fingers together, then looked up at her with clear topaz eyes. Go ahead, honey. Youve been wanting to step on me since you first laid eyes on me.

The deep voice and lazy smile sent quicksilver sensations through Willow. She smiled almost shyly in return and stepped into his hands as though into a stirrup.

Unlike a stirrup, Caleb was alive. And powerful. He lifted her weight with obvious ease. Willows right leg, covered with petticoats and heavy wool cloth, hooked around the off-center horn of the sidesaddle, helping to hold her in place on the shallow leather seat. The horn, plus the single stirrup on the left side, was the only purchase offered by the sidesaddle, which had been invented for fashionable turns around a park rather than for serious riding.

Thank you, Willow said, looking down into Calebs eyes.

Dont thank me. Im leading you into the worst night of your life. Caleb turned away, then stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. Dont you even have a decent hat or riding coat?

I was going to buy what I needed tomorrow.

He hissed a word beneath his breath.

My riding habit is warm, Willow said. It was made for winter.

In West Virginia.

We had snow there.

How often, how deep, and did you ride all day in it? Caleb asked sardonically.

Its raining now, not snowing.

Without a word Caleb pulled off his poncho and held it up to her. Put it on.

Thats very kind, but I
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