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Dedication

To Artie, always





Chapter 1

He couldn’t even get a good night’s sleep and a hot breakfast anymore without somebody trying to kill him.

Cole McCord stopped at the door of Mattie’s Diner and reluctantly turned away from the tantalizing smell of brewing coffee, toward the sound of his name being shouted in the street. He squinted against the midmorning sun to scan the crowded, dusty center of Pueblo City.

The rude summons rang out again. “Cole McCord! I’m callin’ you out! I jist rode two hundred long, hard miles to prove you ain’t the fastest draw there is.”

Damn! Why had he ever come into Pueblo, anyhow? First, that ignorant tinhorn gambler who’d picked a fight last night before he’d heard Cole’s name, leaving Cole bruised and sore—which had brought a scared apology—and now this stupid dare because some gun-happy waddy did know who he was. It was enough to make a man stay away from towns forever.

A creaking wagon loaded with logs rolled on past, and then he could see his challenger—a short, thin boy wearing two six-guns, scattering the good citizens of Colorado in front of him like chickens running from a hawk. Spread out across the street behind him, three rough-looking cohorts followed the would-be badman at the same, slow pace. Weary resignation flowed into Cole’s bones—he’d probably have to kill them all.

He strolled to the edge of the sidewalk, taking deep breaths to loosen up for the draw. But before gunfire, he would try talking.

“After two hundred miles you need a cup of coffee instead of a bullet in your belly,” he called back, his calm voice carrying easily across the rapidly emptying space between them. “Think about it, son.”

“Think about it yourself, old man. You’re the one who’ll be eatin’ lead. My name’s Kid Dolby,” his opponent yelled. “The next dime novel’s gonna be about me.” Cole waited, silent. Talking wasn’t going to do the trick.

Cole stepped into the street, moving deliberately toward the center, raking his gaze over his adversaries, trying to judge them and their intentions. He decided that, most likely, the ruffians backing the kid would let the boy take the first shot: they were watching Kid Dolby more than they were watching him. Damn it all to hell and gone, he was going to have to kill this child.

Kid Dolby’s eyes glinted with excitement and fear—they shone bright as lights in the shadow of his battered hat. His face looked way too young for such shenanigans. He couldn’t yet be called a man; his voice even cracked when he called out again.

“Mister McCord, your rep is a helluva lot faster than your hand.”

The boy’s own hands were shaking, hovering near his holsters, not quite steady enough to go for the guns. But he stopped walking when he reached the cross-street, and he just stood there, his chest heaving. With his next breath, or the next, he would grab his six-shooters and start firing, for he was in too deep to back out now, and his nerve was melting like snow in the sun. Cole got ready.

The circle of silence that always fell around two men ready to draw began to grow as people all up and down the street noticed what was happening. The town got so quiet that he could hear the flapping of a signboard in the wind and then, from off to his left, the sound of hooves and wheels pounding, rattling, coming closer. He needed to keep his gaze steady on the Kid’s hands, but he had to risk a glance.

Dear God. A woman wearing a hat with a feather and a faraway look on her face was driving a big sorrel horse straight at him, headlong. He recognized the instant she noticed him and the Kid and realized what was happening, but it was too late for her to turn or stop. The rig rushed in between him and the boy as a glint of sunlight on metal flickered on the other side of the open cart where the woman sat. The kid had a gun out. She was rolling right into the line of fire.

Cole’s brain went cold, his body moved on pure instinct, and he lunged for her, grabbing her out of the gig so swiftly that the momentum of her slight weight set him off balance. He hit the ground with a bone-crunching thud, but he managed to hold her tight in both arms and keep her from the Kid, who was firing round after wild round, making the shots echo from the brick buildings and ping off the metal watering trough, making horses whinny and people yell. He kept his body between hers and the shooter as best he could until they came to a stop, lying flat in the dust of the street.

Twisting his neck to try to watch his back, he jerked his right arm from beneath her and pulled his gun, but there was no need. Kid Dolby wasn’t shooting any more, because Sheriff Bass was walking up to him with his gun drawn. Cole glimpsed other men holding guns on the Kid’s buddies. Voices began rising from up and down the street.

“It might’ve been easier to get shot,” the woman said from beneath him, her soft breasts pressing against his chest as she gasped for breath with every word. “You’re a pretty rough rescuer.”

A great confusion of feelings rose in him, flooding his veins to make his nerves tingle as if his whole body had been asleep for years. That silly remark made his jaw clench with anger, yet her sass, her very breathing, made him weak with relief that she hadn’t been hurt or killed. Her voluptuous shape, her scent, and the fact that she lay pressed against his length with her legs twined with his and her arm clinging around his neck filled him with desire.

Anger he was accustomed to. He chose it.

“You ever been shot, lady? That’s a damn-fool, featherbrained thing to say.”

She did have the grace to blush.

“I was only teasing! Can’t you take a joke and laugh a little?”

“You could’ve been killed if you’d been shot.”

She gave an unladylike snort of disdain. “What a bit of wisdom. And you called me a featherbrain!”

He dropped his gun into his holster and started trying to untangle himself.

“Well, if you had the sense God gave an armadillo,” he said as he managed to get to his knees, “you wouldn’t have come galloping into the middle of a gunfight. What’s the matter with you anyway, driving like a bat out of hell right in town?”

“I didn’t know I was in town!”

He stared down into her heart-shaped face, surrounded by the cloud of curly, honey-colored hair. Her hat was long gone. She was beautiful. And, evidently, quite loco.

“Where else but in town do you see buildings and sidewalks?”

“You needn’t be sarcastic. I mean I didn’t look,” she said, holding out her hand to him so he could help her. “I was thinking about something else.”

She sat up and gave him a long, direct look. His hand engulfed her small one in its thin doeskin glove. Her eyes were wide and impossibly blue. Heat began to build beneath his skin.

Kid Dolby’s sharp voice cut through all the other sounds swirling in the street.

“Cole McCord, you ain’t rid of me. Be ready to draw when I git outta jail.”

“Damn that boy, he’s crazy,” he muttered, looking over his shoulder for his tormentor. “He’s gonna keep on until I’ll have to kill him.”

“Oh,” she said, and closed her fingers tight around his. “Oh, my.”

“Don’t be scared,” he said, turning back to her, “the sheriff’s taken the Kid’s gun away.”

But she wasn’t scared at all. She looked cool as fresh water sitting there in the middle of the dusty street.

“Cole McCord,” she said, satisfaction filling her unusual, husky voice. “You’re the man I came to town to see!”

Stunned, he stared at her.

“As a general rule, I don’t like to hear that,” he drawled. “You’re not looking for a fast draw at sundown, are you?”

She smiled and tightened her grip.

“No. I’m here to offer you a job that you’ve just proved you can do—I want you to be my bodyguard while I trail twenty-two hundred head of cattle to Texas.”

Oh, Lord, what next? The last thing he needed was another life in his hands.

“Trail drives’re supposed to take cattle out of Texas,” he said. “You’re going backwards, miss, if you’re moving ‘em north to south.”

“No, I’m not. I’m taking them to the last of the unsettled range—the Texas Panhandle.”

He stood up, fast, and pulled his hand free, but one foot caught in her skirts. He jerked it and made a loud ripping sound.

“Wait!”

She grabbed his leg with both hands, and he felt the shape of her slender fingers through his pants and even the top of his boot.

“Let me,” she said breathlessly. “Your spur’s tearing my dress.”

“Sorry. I had no idea …”

He bent double to try to help her, and suddenly their eyes were on a level, their faces close together, although his was upside down. They looked at each other for one long heartbeat. Then she dragged in a deep breath, and he straightened up to let her free him. He felt a fleeting sense of loss when she let go of his leg.

“I’m sorry about your skirt.”

“Don’t worry about it, it’s not important. After all,” she said, flashing him a devilish grin, “we could’ve both been killed.”

He couldn’t resist grinning back at her.

“We do have a law in this town,” Sheriff Bass’s voice boomed, “and you had best remember that, boy.”

Cole turned to see a parade almost upon them, a crowd escorting his challengers to jail, with the sheriff and Kid Dolby in the lead. The Kid was glaring at Cole so fixedly that he ignored the sheriff’s warning and everyone else around him. Various people were holding the Kid’s compadres at gunpoint to follow him; some other concerned citizens—one, the doctor carrying his bag—were headed toward him and the woman. Cole waved them away.

“We’re not hurt,” he called, instantly wanting to be out of all the furor as quickly as possible.

“You’re sure of that, Mr. McCord?” the doctor asked.

“Yes.”

“Yes, I’m fine, thank you,” the woman called, as she freed the spur and took Cole’s offered hand to get to her feet.

The sheriff stopped in front of them, holding Kid Dolby by the arm. The Kid spoke before the sheriff could open his mouth.

“Cole McCord, I’ll be famous yet for killing you. Next time I draw down on you you can’t hide behind no woman.”

People stood back immediately, especially those behind the Kid, watching Cole. He had to resist the urge to yell at them to stay where they were, that obviously he wouldn’t shoot an unarmed man. He forced himself to take a long, deep breath and hold his tongue. Most people did give him a wide berth and plenty of respect, and if they overdid it that certainly was better than dealing with suicidal fools like the Kid.

“Next time you see me, you’d better be huntin’ a hole to hide in,” Cole said flatly. “Next time you draw down on me I’ll kill you, Kid.”

Didn’t anybody in the world have any sense left? This boy couldn’t be more than fifteen years old, and at least two of those no-good rascals riding with him were old enough to know how to keep him out of trouble.

“Get ready,” the Kid said stubbornly, “I ain’t lettin’ you git away with this, McCord …”

The sheriff twisted his arm harder behind him, and he hushed.

“Sheriff,” Cole said, “can you keep this boy locked in a cell until he grows up?”

“Reckon I might,” Bass said. “Gunfightin’ in the street’s agin the law nowadays in Pu’blo City. Wanted to point that out, is all, Mr. McCord.”

“He called me out. I had no choice.”

“Of course,” the sheriff said hastily, “of course. Not at all. I wasn’t meaning that you done anything to break the law, Mr. McCord, not in any way.”

“He wasn’t fightin’, that’s right,” Kid Dolby said, in a sarcastic singsong. “Don’t arrest him, Sheriff. The great Cole McCord, the most dangerous man in Colorado, was tryin’ to git away from Kid Dolby, that’s all he was doin’.”

“Shut up, you little smart aleck,” said the sheriff.

He nodded apologetically to Cole and, trailed by half the town, dragged the Kid on down the street toward the jail.

Cole turned to find the blonde woman still standing at his elbow. She held out her hand for him to shake as a man would do.

“Aurora Benton,” she said, “of the Flying B.”

He touched the brim of his hat, then shook her hand.

“Cole McCord, ma’am.”

“Well, Mr. McCord, now that all the excitement is dying down, I can say thank you for saving me from a bullet and we can discuss my offer of employment to you.”

“I’m not interested in a job but, out of curiosity, I’d like to know why you’ve chosen me for the offer, Miss Benton.”

“You must know that people call you the most dangerous man in Colorado,” she said. “You give no quarter, and you have the fastest draw of anyone, everyone says so. I take that to mean you could protect me from the most obnoxious man in Colorado.”

“Has someone threatened you?”

He could’ve bitten his tongue if it would’ve stopped the words. He wasn’t taking the job, so he didn’t need to know that, didn’t even want to know—why had he asked?

“He has told me, in his own jovial, avuncular way, that I’ll never make it across the Texas line with my cattle, and I know him well enough to believe he’ll stop at nothing to make his prediction come true.”

Again, he spoke when he should’ve been walking away.

“Perhaps he’s only trying to discourage you for your own good. Trailing cattle can be a dangerous undertaking, as I’m sure you know.”

She narrowed her beautiful blue eyes and stuck out her chin. There was a definite streak of stubbornness there that she was using for a backbone.

“Obviously, I do know that, which is my reason for coming to you. I need someone to watch my back on the trail.”

Then she suddenly gave him that blinding smile of hers.

“But Mr. Gates’s threats aren’t made with my welfare in mind. He claims the cattle are his, and since he can’t prove it in a court of law he plans to kill me and take them. You, like most of Pueblo, may see Lloyd Gates as a charming, upstanding pillar of the community, but I know he’s a vengeful, ruthless man.”

She was so small and so clearly a very feminine young woman with her lace collar and a ribbon at her throat that it seemed ludicrous for her to be so set on talk of trail drives and ruthless men. Cole’s old Rangering instincts immediately put a string of questions on his tongue, but he bit them back. Maybe she truly was in trouble, or maybe she was a little touched in the head. He didn’t care, he didn’t want to know, didn’t need to know. He wasn’t going to know. He had to get away from her.

“And Gates isn’t the only one,” she was saying in her husky voice, which had a little break in it now and then. “You know as well as I do that when word spreads that my herd is trailed by a woman, there’ll be others who’ll try to take it away from me.”

He did know that—if she could actually manage to hold a herd together and start it south—but he closed his mind against the images springing to life in his imagination.

“It isn’t a common thing for a woman to do,” he said. “You might want to think again before you start out.”

“I have no choice. I can do it if you’ll come along to protect me.”

The word “protect” sent a chill of the old guilt right through him.

“I’m sorry for your troubles, but I can’t help you,” he said. “I’m not the one to take responsibility for another person’s life.”

He turned on his heel and strode away.

“But you just did! You just did take responsibility for my life!”

He didn’t even turn his head; he gave no sign that he had heard her.

She waited a moment and then called after him again.

“I didn’t even ask you to, and you saved me from being shot. You said so yourself.”

He kept walking.

Later, Aurora could not believe that she had called out after Cole McCord, had yelled at him in public, right out in the street like some kind of hoyden. And she could not believe that she couldn’t think of anyone else for her bodyguard now that he had turned her down flat.

She had thought of nothing but Cole McCord from the moment he’d left her. When Tom Drury had caught her horse and brought him to her, she had been so immersed in watching Cole disappear around the corner that she’d hardly thanked the man. When she’d ordered the supplies to be sent to the ranch, she’d been remembering how secure she’d felt with Cole’s arms around her, and she had had to go over the list three times before she got everything they would need for the drive. And when she’d bought the new dress to replace the dusty one his spur had ripped from thigh to hem, she had taken so long to make her choice because she’d been trying to guess how Cole would like each one. Mrs. Donathan, who owned the shop, had almost lost her patience, but money was so tight that she couldn’t buy all three dresses she liked so much, as the woman kept suggesting. She really shouldn’t have bought this one.

But she did carefully keep back the money she’d hoarded all winter for the bodyguard’s pay, and she did get all the supplies that were on Cookie’s list. The damage she’d done was to her emergency funds, which now were down to nearly nothing.

Sighing, she turned away from the window of her hotel room, where she constantly found herself lurking behind the curtains, hoping to see Cole out on the street. She crossed to the bed, where she stood and gazed down at the new dress she had finally chosen. It was worth its price, with its short jacket that showed off her waist and the divided skirt in which she could ride into a town along the trail, if need be.

But the deciding factor was its colors, the very blue of her eyes in the heavy twill of the jacket and skirt and, in the soft blouse, a honeyed fawn that matched her hair. She wasn’t trying to attract Cole McCord, though. Not at all.

She was simply trying to look womanly and businesslike all at once, which was exactly how she needed to look to deal with Cole McCord. He had to realize that she was a woman who needed help so that his gallantry would demand that he hear her out. Plus he had to understand that she would pay him well and define his duties clearly. The fact that just looking at him made her want to grab his lapels and beg him to come with her was completely irrelevant. Any kind of personal relationship would weaken her authority on the trail.

Her pulse quickened with excitement and fear at the thought of the drive, and she fluffed her damp hair again with both hands before she bent over and shook it to let the air to all its layers. If she was going to take her five loyal cowboys and twenty-two hundred cattle safely down the trail, she had to have someone extra hired to watch out for trouble. And she had to hire him soon—after noon tomorrow she’d be forced to go back to the Flying B and finish preparations for the drive. At this moment, she really ought to be considering how to find some other prospects for the job if Cole McCord turned her down again.

But no one came to mind. She did try to think of someone, but her mind went blank.

Before she’d come to town, it had been merely an idea to hire Cole, based on his reputation. Now hiring him, and only him, to be her bodyguard had become an obsession.

It wasn’t because he had muscles like steel and an unexpected, crooked grin like sunshine on a cloudy day. Or that he had dark, dark eyes the color of melted chocolate. It certainly was not.

It was because even the sheriff treated him with exaggerated courtesy, because people were afraid of his fast draw all around the country, and because everyone she had ever talked to who had had any dealings with him called him a square-dealer and a straight-talker who never went back on his word. God knew, she had to have someone she could trust.

Plus, he would be an interesting companion on the long trail to Texas, even if he wasn’t quick to laugh and his smile was rare. There were mysteries in his eyes and a tension in him, and she wanted to know why. She was simply curious, that was all, and she was tired of having no one new to talk to for weeks at a time.

Restlessly, she walked to the window again. A good many people were on the street, but Cole wasn’t among them, at least not that she could see from here. He seemed to have disappeared.

A quick fear clutched at her heart. He couldn’t have left town. When she had checked into the hotel a little after noon, a friendly visit with the desk clerk about her morning’s adventure had elicited the information that Cole was, indeed, staying in Room 4 waiting to meet a man from Denver who, according to today’s telegram, would be arriving tomorrow. That clerk had better be right.

Otherwise, she would’ve found Cole and followed him everywhere he went all day trying to convince him to take the job, even if her hair had been full of dust from rolling in the street and her dress dirty and torn. And the flirtatious old codger had better be right about Cole’s taking all his meals at Mattie’s Diner, too, because that was where she planned to waylay him at supper.

Swiftly, she turned away from the window and went to the mirror to begin putting up her hair. It was still damp, but she couldn’t help that. The sun was starting down, and she wanted time to dress so she’d look her very best.

Lloyd Gates went straight to the Golden Nugget Saloon as soon as he finished his business at the bank.

“Bring me a whiskey, Nate, will you?” he called to the bartender in passing. And then, before he thought, he added, “No, make it two.”

His usual table in the corner was empty, so he took his position there with his back to the wall. A man couldn’t be too careful when everybody in town was jealous of his success, never mind how they treated him to his face.

Nate brought the drinks.

“Expectin’ somebody?”

“Nah. I’m just thirsty. Too tempting to get a bottle, though.”

Too costly, too, but he didn’t say that. People thought he was a generous man, and he was when it suited some purpose, but there was no sense throwing money away on a whole bottle of whiskey for Skeeter. He could get him to agree to the plan without an unnecessary expense like that.

He didn’t want to admit that he was waiting for Skeeter, either. Everyone would see them talking, but that would appear to be happenstance. He made a habit of visiting with everybody who came down the pike, and the whole town knew he discussed everything with everybody. No, if he didn’t mention Skeeter ahead of time, this little meeting wouldn’t draw any special attention, not nearly so much as if they’d been spotted alone in a more private place.

Nate put both drinks in front of him.

“Was you around for the near-gunfight this mornin’?” he asked.

Damned if the man wasn’t as nosy as an old, gossipy woman. Ordinarily, Lloyd would enjoy picking his brain for news, but right now he needed some peace to think things out some more. However, he couldn’t be rude without that being grist for Nate’s mill, too.

“Yeah,” he said. “Hard to believe there was that many rounds shot off and nobody killed.”

“Or hurt,” Nate said. “ ‘Specially Miss Benton, her driving in between the two shooters right at the wrong time.”

“Yeah,” Lloyd said. “She got there at the exact right … I mean wrong, time.”

He managed to make his tone interested, yet impersonal, but the fire of frustration in his belly flared up again. He still couldn’t believe that particular piece of rotten luck—if she’d been hit, as by all rights she should’ve been, he wouldn’t have to be fooling with Skeeter at all.

Nate hung around for a minute, wiping at the table with a towel, chatting about a dozen inconsequential topics, but finally he went away. As Nate stepped behind the bar again, Lloyd watched him greet the two new arrivals walking up to it and thought about the fact that Nate knew all the cowboys for miles around and who worked for what outfit. But Nate would not think one thing about him talking to Skeeter, no matter what happened later far away from here.

He took another sip of whiskey and gave a big sigh of appreciation. It didn’t matter what Nate saw or didn’t see. Nobody still alive had a hint that he and Skeeter had known each other before.

He leaned back in his chair and watched the door, taking tiny sips of his drink, so as to save it as long as possible.

Aurora was still half a block from Mattie’s Diner when the door opened and Cole McCord stepped out onto the sidewalk. Sheer surprise stopped her for a minute. He was coming her way.

The way he moved made her breath catch in her throat. He walked like no other man she’d ever seen, in a confident, unhurried manner that proclaimed he would go wherever he wanted and do as he pleased when he got there.

She watched him, trying not to let him see that she was. She needn’t have bothered. He hadn’t even noticed her.

His long, fluid strides covered the ground fast, but they looked lazy and slow, like a big cat’s prowl. The long saddle muscles flexed in his thighs beneath his tight black pants, and his feet, even in boots, seemed to stroke the earth softly with each step. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.

Without warning, she could feel his arms around her, could smell the starch of his shirt and the spicy scent of his skin through the dust of the street. Remembering sent an implacable desire pouring through her, the desire to be close to him again with her breasts pressed against his hard chest. She felt her face flame at the thought. Shameless. Not only was she becoming prodigiously bold but she was becoming shameless, too.

However, if bold and shameless were what it took to survive, then so be it. She’d already shouted at him on the street once today, so what would it matter if she initiated another public conversation with him? Living by society’s rules wasn’t going to get her a ranch in Texas or a safe passage to it.

“Mr. McCord,” she said as he reached her, “how nice to see you again.”

He tipped his hat. “Miss Benton.”

But he intended to walk on past.

She swallowed hard and spoke quickly.

“May I have a moment of your time?”

He stopped, looking down at her with a quick, impatient stare that cut right through her. His remoteness made her heart lurch. What if she couldn’t persuade him, after all?

“I ask you to please reconsider my offer of employment. This morning I neglected to say that I can pay you well.”

“I thought I made it clear that I’m not interested.”

His tone was a level louder than necessary—from irritation, no doubt—and a couple passing behind him on the sidewalk turned to glance at him, then looked at Aurora. She gave them only a passing glance so they wouldn’t stop to talk, but they were Sid and Dolly Reichert, who owned the next ranch south of hers and who’d been kind to her when her father died. To her chagrin, instead of going on down the street, they strolled to the mercantile’s window and stood looking in, staying within earshot of her conversation.

She stiffened her spine and concentrated on Cole McCord. It didn’t matter what the Reicherts thought of her because they weren’t helping her get her cattle to Texas.

“You may have heard in town today that I’m losing my ranch and am short of funds,” she said, “but I can pay you. I can pay you very well.”

She glanced at the Reicherts again, and he flicked the barest look in that direction, too. Understanding flashed in his eyes.

“Well, now, that makes me feel downright special,” he drawled, just loud enough for them to hear. “If you’re short of funds, what kind of compensation do you have in mind for me, Miss Benton?”

A lewd chuckle sounded behind her, and she whirled to see that they had an even bigger audience than she’d thought, for two old men sat on a bench placed against the wall of the mercantile, their beady eyes twinkling, their big ears straining for more. The Reicherts were still at the window, silently listening, too. Aurora turned her back on them all and gave Cole McCord a straight, hard look.

“I’ll pay you money, of course.”

“Money,” he said thoughtfully. “To go down the Loving Trail with you?”

The way he said it, the name of the famous trail took on an entirely different meaning, one that had nothing to do with geography. Her face burned with heat, and the old men cackled gleefully.

“Take ‘er up on it, son,” one of them said. “You’ll regret it if’n’ you don’t!”

Cole McCord was looking her up and down, from head to toe, with open speculation in his eyes, as if he really believed that she had meant what he implied. Her temper flared. So he thought he could embarrass her enough to make her go away.

“Yes,” she said briskly, in her most businesslike tone, “I’ll use the Loving Trail until we go through the Raton Pass and probably some farther—I’ll decide after that where we should turn east.”

“You will? You don’t have a trail boss?”

“I am the trail boss.”

He smiled at her, shaking his head as if she were a precocious child playing games of pretend.

“Then you must’ve bumped your head when we took our little tumble in the street,” he said. “Don’t you know it’s easier to go to Texas through Kansas than the New Mexico mountains?”

One of the old men laughed out loud. Her blood went icy with anger.

“Mr. McCord,” she said, “could we step into the diner there and perhaps talk about this over a cup of coffee? It’s my treat, of course. I’d like to make you a specific offer.”

She turned to start toward the door.

“No …”

She faced him again. He leaned back against a post and crossed his muscular arms, flashing a wry grin as he looked her over again, his dark, dark eyes lingering on her mouth.

“… thank you, anyway, Miss Benton.”

Lord, but he was enjoying this. And he thought he was winning. He thought because she was a woman behaving in an unconventional way he could intimidate her into giving up.

“Then we shall talk here,” she said, willing her voice to stay cool, although her lips were warm from the heat of his gaze and her cheeks were hot from anger. “But if you think you can embarrass me into giving up my pursuit of you by making salacious innuendos that others can hear and rudely perusing my person, you’re wrong, Mr. McCord.”

He smiled.

“Mercy! I’ll have to think on that a minute,” he drawled, with infuriating insolence. “The only thing I caught for sure is that you are pursuing me and, ma’am …” he paused to tip his hat, “… I want you to know I’m truly flattered to hear that.”

She felt her cheeks grow red again, she heard the old men laugh, and she knew the Reicherts had taken in every word. But what was a little bit of chagrin compared to what she’d face on the trail? And in Texas? Drought, outlaws, hard traveling, and maybe even Comanches. This teasing was nothing. If she wanted a ranch of her own, she had to ignore these little irritations and remember that from now on she was living by her own set of rules.

“My pursuit of you, as you well know, is purely business,” she said briskly. “The compensation I have in mind is fifty dollars a month, but I’m willing to deal a little on that. Your only responsibility will be the safety of my person.”

“Will be?” Cole McCord drawled in a low, intimate tone that made her feel as if he’d touched her. “You sound mighty sure of yourself, Miss Benton.”

She smiled.

“I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

He sighed and shook his head in mock sorrow. “You sound just like Kid Dolby.”

The old men and the Reicherts waited, straining to hear her reply.

She tilted her head, crossed her arms, and looked Cole McCord slowly up and down in the same suggestive way he had looked at her.

“Why, Mr. McCord,” she drawled, “all the Kid and I are after is a little satisfaction.”

He tried but couldn’t hide his surprise at her boldness, and that made her smile, even as she felt Mrs. Reichert’s horrified gaze on her back. She could hardly keep from laughing out loud in spite of the fact that she’d slightly embarrassed herself. He deserved a dose of his own medicine.

“I’m not willing to satisfy the Kid by letting him shoot me,” he said with a wicked grin, “but to you, Miss Benton, I’d be happy to give a different kind of satisfaction … any time.”

He let the words hang in the air between them for a long moment.

“At your pleasure, Miss Aurora.”

He touched the brim of his hat with exaggerated politeness, then turned his back on her, stepped off the sidewalk, and started across the street with his prowling panther walk. The slanting beams of the setting sun made his white shirt burn orange like the heart of a fire.

Like the fearful anger inside her.

Not once, in two encounters, had he considered what she had to say or discussed it with her sensibly. He had dismissed her as demented or silly or impossibly foolish, as everyone else had when they’d heard she was planning to trail the cattle.

He stepped up onto the boarded walkway on the other side of the street, strolled across it, and pushed open the swinging doors of the saloon. Of course he would go there, where she couldn’t follow.





Chapter 2

Aurora marched directly across the street to the entrance of the Golden Nugget. Let the Reicherts and the rest of Pueblo City gossip, it’d make no difference—she’d soon be gone to Texas, and anyway, from now on polite society might as well be on the moon. Any woman who carved a ranch out of the Panhandle would be living far beyond anybody’s rules of behavior but her own.

She pushed the swinging doors back with both hands and burst into the saloon without changing her unladylike pace. How could she slow down with her blood beating in her head like a marching drum?

Cole McCord was leaning on the bar, his white shirt shining like a beacon in the dim, smoky room. As she started toward him, striding down the aisleway between tables with her skirts switching angrily back and forth about her ankles, conversation in the place began to lessen and then die. She didn’t look at anyone, but she felt dozens of eyes on her. Soon, the tinny piano’s lively version of “Buffalo Gals” became the only sound.

She ignored everyone around her and didn’t miss a step on her direct path to the bar. The piano player started singing, then, and before she reached the place where Cole was standing, men’s voices began to rumble again. A respectable woman in a saloon might be a novelty but not enough of one to stop gambling games and serious drinking. Or to make Cole McCord look her way. He hadn’t glanced at her once.

At last, she walked up beside him and leaned on the bar, which was almost too tall for her. Cole wheeled on her then, with a hard look that held anger but no surprise.

“Good,” she said, “that means you’re alert at all times.”

He stared at her as if she’d spoken in a foreign language.

“I wasn’t sure that you saw me come in,” she said briskly. “Now, from that irritated glare, I know that you did. Therefore, you’ll make a good bodyguard.”

“It was my understanding that you already believed I’d make the most amazing bodyguard on the face of the earth and that was the reason you’re tormenting me.”

“It was my understanding that you are enough of a gentleman to listen until I have finished talking with you. Instead, you ran away into this den of iniquity thinking it was the one place I couldn’t follow you.”

She marveled that her voice didn’t shake from the weight of her anger. Most of it stemmed from the fact that she had very little right to be angry at all, but she wasn’t about to admit that to him.

He cocked his head to one side and looked her up and down again.

“But you did follow me,” he said wryly. “Obviously, I can run but I can’t hide.”

Slight chagrin tinged her anger, and she turned away so he wouldn’t see it. Honestly, he was being rather patient with her, since she was following him around town accosting him at every turn. Maybe women pursued him all the time, since he was handsome enough to stop a beating heart.

“Tell me, Miss Benton,” he said, leaning close to her as the din grew louder, “why me again? I have refused your request. There must be fifty other men, at least, right here in this one place. Why don’t you take ‘no’ for an answer and simply go find yourself another bodyguard?”

His breath felt warm on her ear. A thrill passed through her, made her shiver. She moved a bit away from him and lifted one hand to signal the bartender, as she’d just seen someone else do.

“Lemonade, please.”

“If you’re man enough to come into a saloon, you ought to be man enough to order whiskey,” he snapped.

“I have to keep my wits about me.”

She waited for her drink without looking at him, but she could feel his eyes assessing her profile.

“Why not get someone else? Answer me, Aurora.”

He had never called her by her given name before, but there was no thrill in it—the cold hardness in his voice could have cut wood.

She spun around.

“How many of these men in here are trustworthy, Cole? How many wouldn’t leave me and my men tied to a tree or dead in a coulee somewhere, run new brands onto my cattle and start their own ranch in Texas? How could I know which one to trust?”

“You don’t know me. I might do the same.”

“Never. You’re a Texas Ranger.”

His full lips tightened, a sharp shadow passed through his eyes.

“Not any more.”

“You still have honor, though. I’ve asked a lot of people about you.”

“You wasted your time. Nobody knows me.”

He held her gaze with a long, hard look. His eyes turned black, filled with thoughts she couldn’t read, but she looked back at him steadily, not flinching, not giving an inch.

“Many men have honor,” he said shortly. “You live around here. You know many who do.”

The bartender brought a mug of lemonade. She sighed and leaned toward Cole, reaching for her glass with both hands, willing the few pieces of ice in it to cool the heat of rising anticipation building in her blood. A person couldn’t make assumptions about Cole McCord, this much she had already learned about him, so the fact that he was actually testing her reasons for offering the job to him didn’t mean anything. But maybe it did.

“Look, Mr. McCord, I know you think I’m crazy, I know you’re sick of my annoying you, but I’m desperate. We’re talking about my survival here. My only hope for a decent life is to try to get to Texas with twenty-two hundred head of cattle, five cowboys, and an old man and two youngsters, counting Skeeter, who’s all crippled up from a horse wreck. I can’t pay any more hands than that, so I have to ride scout myself, and I can’t do that and keep constant watch.”

“Sell something and hire some more men.”

“I’ve sold all I can. And what money I’ve saved would be much better spent on you, considering your abilities and your reputation.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

“No maybes. I know it. Who better to protect me than the most dangerous man in Colorado?”

He gave a derisive snort.

“My reputation won’t help you any—it’ll just attract every would-be outlaw like Kid Dolby who can beg, borrow, or steal a horse to ride out to meet your herd.”

She gripped the mug hard to steady her hands. Dear Lord, please let this discussion mean he was seriously thinking of agreeing to come with her.

“Your reputation will work the opposite way, too, though, remember that,” she said, “especially on the man who’s sworn to keep me from getting my cattle through. He’ll be afraid of you, I know he will, so really, you’ll have very little work to do.”

“Just dealing with you every day would be a lot of work,” he said dryly.

That annoyed her at first, but then it pleased her, too. This was personal, she was making progress! At least she’d pulled him out of that awful remoteness.

“I’ll be too busy to give you any problems,” she said. “I won’t even talk to you—all you have to do is stay out of my way and keep an eye out for trouble.”

He frowned fiercely.

“Stay out of your way?”

“While I boss the drive.”

“Have some sense! I can’t turn you loose … I mean, whoever you hire to be your bodyguard … can’t let you make all the decisions when it’s his job to keep you safe. What if you pick a stretch of quicksand as a place to ford a river and mire yourself up to your neck? Then it’s his job to get you out.”

“You have some sense! I know what I’m doing. How do you think I’ve held onto these cattle and my last few possessions for six months with half the thieves in Colorado riding out to my ranch, trying, legally or illegally, to strip me of everything?”

He raised his eyebrows.

“By threatening to put the greedy grabbers to work against their wills?” he said sarcastically. “By assigning a job to each one and badgering him until he either buckles down to it or runs screaming down the road?”

She laughed. “Right. But they’ve all run away, the cowards. I take you for a braver man than that.”

His lips turned up at the corners. A little warmth ran through her. Good. If she could make him laugh and let down his guard, she could win him over.

They each took a sip of their drinks. He kept looking at her.

“This buzzard who threatened you,” he said, “the one who told you he’d stop you from going down the trail. He must be a bad one.”

“He thinks he is,” she said, drinking from her glass again, suddenly dry-mouthed from too much hope, “and sometimes that’s the most dangerous kind.”

He shook his head.

“You think you’re a trail boss, you think you know bad men, you think you can persuade me to come with you … I think you’re overconfident, Miss Benton, and that’s a dangerous way to be.”

Her spirits dropped into her shoes, but she made her expression as impassive as his.

“No,” she said quietly, looking him straight in the eye, “I know I can persuade you. I know I can be a trail boss, and I know a lot about people, bad ones and good ones. You’re coming with me, Mr. McCord. You might as well finish your drink and go pack your warbag.”

He stared at her for a moment more, then he threw back his head and laughed, really laughed. It was a wonderful, rippling sound, truly delightful.

“Aurora Benton,” he said, “I’ve heard of mule-footed and mule-eared and mule-headed horses, but you’re the most mule-minded human being I ever saw.”

He was laughing at her, but there was admiration in his voice, too. She gritted her teeth and gave him a determinedly sweet smile.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

He looked into her eyes, searchingly, as if she were some kind of curiosity. “Don’t you have any ‘quit’ in you?”

“Not anymore, I don’t,” she said. “If I quit on this drive, I’m lost.”

“How so?”

“I’ll have no freedom, ever again. If I don’t save this one herd of cattle and find some free land to ranch, I’ll have three unacceptable choices: move into town here and live in poverty as a teacher paid half what a man would make, marry a man I cannot abide, or go back East to live off the charity of relatives.”

A warmth came into his eyes, a look she took to be admiration, a look that made her blood heat like a sudden stroke of the sun. She was going to win. He was going with her to Texas, and she’d better start learning right now not to let herself become too attracted to him.

But he only finished his drink, set the glass down, and pushed it away.

“I can’t help you,” he said. “But I wish you plenty of water, tall grass, and luck.”

Stunned, she watched him fish a coin from the front pocket of his well-fitted pants and toss it onto the counter, indicating with a gesture that it took care of the lemonade also.

“Ride safe,” he said, with a cursory tip of his hat.

Before she could think how best to reply, he was gone.

The smoke threatened to choke Cole with every breath he took, and his mind wandered so constantly that he couldn’t keep in mind the cards he himself had been dealt, much less make a guess as to which ones his opponents might hold. No wonder he wasn’t winning—it was pure luck that he was even breaking even. Before the next round of betting could start, he stood up and threw in his hand.

“I’m out,” he said. “Thank you, gentlemen.”

He was through the door and into the back corridor of the hotel in a heartbeat, striding toward the stairs at a feverish pace, but the air seemed just as thick there as in the Gentleman’s Club. Worse, his thoughts continued to roil. He took the stairs two at a time. What he needed, all he needed, was sleep.

The thought twisted his lips into a bitter smile. Every night sleep was hard enough to come by, had been ever since Travis got killed, but tonight it’d be a true lost cause. He hadn’t been this stirred up in years.

It must be because of how close he had come to having to kill the boy, or maybe because of the little whelp’s insistence on not giving up until they drew on each other. Kid Dolby was even more of a greenhorn than Cole had been when he ran away from home to join the Rangers. At the rate he was going, he wouldn’t live to become much older.

Cole reached his room, took out his key, unlocked the door, and went in, realizing as he closed it behind him that he was still moving as fast as if he were running from someone or something. Well, he was. All day long this emotional turmoil had been threatening to swamp him.

The latch clicked closed in the sudden silence of the room, but being alone gave him no peace: his thoughts kept racing, he still felt too hot, too confined. Maybe he ought to just turn around, go get his horse, ride on out, and take temptation away from the Kid. He could simply be gone when the boy got out of jail—and when the man he was supposed to meet tomorrow arrived from Denver. He didn’t want a job with the Pinkertons, anyhow.

And he sure as hell didn’t want any more days like this one.

He stripped to the waist, dunked his head in the water bowl, went to the window, wrenched it open, and leaned out into the moonlight. The air bathed his skin—cold air—but in spite of the temperature it carried spring on its breath. A light breeze blew from the east, and he would swear it smelled of flowers and damp earth.

A sudden longing, a fierce, unnameable yearning, twisted
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