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Dear Reader,


As soon as Rafael Whip Moran appeared in Only Mine a few years ago, I began to receive mail begging me to do his story. I assumed that as the weeks and months went by, the readers would give up and go on to other things.

They didnt. The mail just kept piling up, with each week bringing more rather than fewer requests.

In the end I couldnt resist, for Whip was a favorite of mine too. Only Love returns to the landscape and the people of Only His, Only Mine, and Only You, the wilds of the Colorado Rockies in the years just after the Civil War.

Whip Moran is a yondering man who believes that nothing is more beautiful than the sunrise he has never seen. Shannon Conner Smith is an innocent young widow who has never been a wife.

Together they fight blizzards, grizzlies, and some human varmints known as the Culpeppers. In between, they fight each other, because Shannon is falling in love with Whip and he thinks that love is a cage.

What Whip doesnt know is that only love can set him free.
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THE ONLY FAMILY

[image: only]







Contents

1. Shes frightened.

2. Shannon stood in the doorway of the cabin and looked

3. When Shannon awoke before dawn, the storm had spent itself.

4. It was sunset by the time Shannon wearily dragged herself

5. The next day Shannon awoke not to the sound of

6. A Week later Shannon awoke just after dawn to the

7. Whip pushed Shannon out of danger even as he spun

8. For the rest of the day, Whip and Shannon were

9. I Still think we should split any gold we find

10. Any better luck? Shannon asked, looking up from the campfire.

11. Whip slammed the pick into rock and felt the shock

12. Prettyface nudged Shannon and whined deep in his throat. The

13. Shannon awoke with a start and looked around wildly, heart

14. The next morning a wind howled down the peaks, herding

15. Whip rode up to the small home whose finishing touches

16. Shannon stood at the door to Cherokees tiny cabin. Prettyface

17. Whip was nearly all the way to the notch itself

18. Whip closed his eyes against the desire raking through his

19. Reno rode up to Shannons cabin in a blaze of

20. Torn between hope the gold hunt would succeed and certainty

21. Shannon walked into Murphys mercantile with Cherokees six-gun shoved into

Epilogue

HarperCollins e-book extra: Popular Fiction: Why We Read It, Why We Write It

About the Author

Books by Elizabeth Lowell

Copyright

About the Publisher








1


Summer 1868



Echo Basin, Colorado Territory





SHES frightened.

She has a walk like honey.

The two impressions came simultaneously to the man called Rafael Whip Moran. Whip didnt know which drew him to the girl more immediately, the fear or the honey.

He hoped it was the fear.

The heat in Whips blood told him otherwise. Underneath the girls threadbare mans wool jacket and trousers there was a very female body. And beneath her straight spine, high chin, and determination, there was very real fear.

Whip didnt know what caused the girls fear or why it should matter so urgently to him. He did know that he was going to find out.

For a moment longer Whip stood in the cold mud in front of Holler Creeks only general store. The chill of the high-country wind cut through his thick wool jacket. The girl must have felt the chill too. She shivered as she hurried through the grubby door of the mercantile.

With the easy motions of a man who was both fit and thoroughly at home in his own body, Whip followed the girl inside. The wind blew the door shut behind him with a loud bang. He barely noticed. He had attention only for the girl with the sweet, softly swinging walk.

She stopped in a shaft of light from the one window that hadnt been broken and boarded over. For a few moments her eyes ran hungrily over the scattered piles of dry goods, tools, and clothing. The fingers of one slender hand were clenched around something she held in her palm.

As though sensing Whips intense interest, the girl turned toward him suddenly. He had a vivid impression of eyes the color of a wild autumn sky, a blue so clear and so deep that a man could look forever and never find an end to the beauty. What he could see of her hair beneath the hat was the color of autumn itselfglossy chestnut with red and gold running through it like leashed fire.

Ive seen her before, he realized. But where?

With the next breath, realization went through Whip like lightning through a storm.

My dream. Shes the girl in the cabin door, waiting, always waiting

For me.

Motionless, Whip stared at the girl. A lock of hair had just escaped from beneath the girls battered Stetson. The hair gleamed like silk against her pale cheek.

Without thinking, Whip walked closer and lifted his hand to tuck the strand back into place above her ear. When he realized what he was doing, he stopped, stepped back and touched his hat instead.


Morning, maam, Whip said, nodding to her.

The girl blinked and looked at his big hand. Whip knew why. He had moved so quickly that she couldnt be certain he had ever intended to touch her instead of tipping his hat politely.

Her glance went from his long fingers to the bullwhip coiled over his right shoulder. Her eyes widened.

Teamsters with bullwhips werent particularly unusual in Colorado Territory, certainly not enough so that the presence of a bullwhip should startle anyone. The girls involuntary response told Whip that she probably knew him.

Or, to be precise, knew of him.

With a tight motion of her head, the girl acknowledged Whips polite greeting. Then she turned away from him with cool finality.

Mr. Murphy? she called huskily.

Whip felt his body tighten as though the girl had stroked him from forehead to heels. Her voice, like her walk, was pure summer honey.

Ive been too long without a woman.

No sooner had the thought come to Whip than he knew it wasnt true. He had never been a man to be controlled by his sexuality. He had spent too many years in too many cultures where women were prohibited to foreigners; even to a polite, soft-spoken foreigner with strong shoulders and smoke-gray eyes and hair the color of the sun.

Mr. Murphy?

There was a rattle and muttering, followed by the sound of reluctant footsteps from the back room. The storekeeper left his cozy seat by the stove for the barnlike, unheated room where supplies were heaped about in untidy piles. Owning the only store in Echo Basins remote gold country had spoiled Murphy. He made his customers feel that he was doing them a favor by selling them his overpriced goods.

Behind Whip the mercantiles door opened. Reflexively he spun around and stepped out of the way. As he moved, his left hand went to the butt of the bullwhip that was riding his right shoulder. Though quick, the motion wasnt threatening. It was simply the action of someone who was accustomed to living alone in dangerous places among the most dangerous of all animalsman.

The four men who crowded through the door were examples of why Whip was careful not to turn his back on anyone in Echo Basin. The Culpepper boys were worse than the usual run of gold hunters. Loud, lewd, unwashed and lazy, they werent especially beloved by anyone. Including, if rumor could be trusted, their Arkansas mother.

Few people were really sure which Culpepper was Beau, or which was Clim, or Darcy, or Floyd. No one cared. There wasnt a fingers worth of difference in the lot of them. Brown hair, pale blue eyes, rawboned, quick to anger; the Culpeppers were all the same. They were pack animals. They prospected, hunted, fought, and whored together.

It was whispered that the Culpepper boys also worked together to rob miners who were taking their gold from Echo Basin to Canyon City, but no one had ever caught them at it. Nor had anyone pushed the matter, publicly or privately. Men who crossed the Culpeppers had a nasty habit of waking up bruised, bloodied, and of a mind to pull up stakes and try their luck in some other part of the Rocky Mountains.

The Culpeppers might have been lazy when it came to hammering gold out of hard rock, but they fought savagely with fists, knives, guns, and boots.

Casually Whip eased farther back toward the wall, giving himself plenty of room. He didnt expect anything violent to happen, but a careful man was always ready.

Whip was a careful man. From where he now stood, he could see the girl on his right and the Culpeppers on his left.

If the men noticed Whips movements, they didnt show it. Their pale blue eyes tracked each breath the girl took as though she was a lamb born only for their fangs.

Whatll it be, Shannon? Murphy demanded. Talk fast. My chilblains is aggravating me something fierce.

Flour. Salt. Shannon took a quick breath. And a handful of lard and a pinch or two of baking soda.

Murphy grunted. How you payin.

It was a demand, not a question.

Shannons clenched hand opened. A circle of gold gleamed on her palm.

My wedding ring.

Disappointment swept coldly through Whip when he realized that the girl was married.

Of course she is, he told himself acidly. A girl with a walk like that wouldnt live alone in a place like Echo Basin.

Her husband must be a damned fool to let her come to Holler Creek by herself.

Gold? Murphy asked, looking at the ring.

Yes.

The stark word said a great deal about Shannons emotions, as did the fine tremor in the hand she held out to Murphy.

Whips eyelids flinched in sympathy for the girl. The past winter must have been very hard for Shannon and her husband if she was forced to sell her wedding ring for the most basic supplies. And not much of them, either.

Slowly Murphy took the ring. At least he was slow while his dirty fingers touched Shannons palm. When he finally dragged his hand away from the girls clean skin, he moved quickly enough to test the quality of the gold ring.

While Murphy bit down on the wedding band, Shannons right hand dropped to her side. Her clothes, like her hands, were almost painfully clean. She rubbed her palm against her ill-fitting pants as though removing the feel of Murphys touch.

The Culpeppers saw, and laughed.

Hey, old man. She dont want your dirty paws on her, one of them said. How about mine, darlin? I washed em just last week.

Your hands aint no cleaner than mine, Beau, said another Culpepper.

Shut up, Clim, Beau said. Go find your own rag doll to fondle. I done found mine. Aint I, darlin?

Shannon acted as though the Culpeppers didnt exist.

But Whip could tell that she heard each word clearly. She was standing straighter than ever, and the generous lines of her mouth were drawn flat in fear or distaste.

I hope those boys have better manners than I think they do, Whip told himself grimly. Id hate like hell to take on the four of them with only a bullwhip and a prayer.

Murphy bit the ring again, grunted, and tucked it into the pocket of his greasy flannel shirt.

Your husband mustve cleaned out his claims if this is all the gold you got left, Murphy said.

Ask him, said Shannon. If you can find him before he finds you.

Murphy grunted and the Culpeppers hooted.

The bit of supplies your ring fetches wont see you through a fortnight, much less a whole summer, Murphy said.

My husband is a fine shot, no matter what the game.

Shannon said nothing more.

Nor did she have to. The Culpeppers looked among themselves uneasily. Then Beau smiled like a Comanchero.

Yeah, I keep hearing about what a fine shot your husband is, Beau said. But I aint never seen him shoot. Come to think on it, I aint never seen Silent John atall, and we been comin and goin from here nigh onto two years.

As Whip made the connection between fine shot and Silent John, he understood why Shannon felt brave enough to come into town alone. Silent Johns reputation as a bounty hunter was of the kind to make a man whisper Silent Johns nameand leave his wife alone, no matter how beguiling her walk.

Silent Johns not sociable, Shannon said. Most men never see him and go on to talk of it.

Her voice was thin, almost brittle. Not once had she turned to face the Culpeppers. It was as though she already knew who they were.

And what.

Flour and salt, she repeated to Murphy. I would appreciate your getting them now that Ive paid. Its a long ride back to the cabin.

Sure enough is, especially on that old mule your husband fancies, Murphy said indifferently. Soon as I take care of that big stranger and the Culpeppers, Ill see to your order.

Im in no hurry, Whip said. See to the lady. She was here first.

Murphy grunted, unimpressed by the strangers logic. The storekeeper looked at Shannons right hand, the one she had rubbed along her pant leg to remove the feel of his fingers. He smiled, revealing teeth stained by chewing tobacco.

You want to throw in a little something to sweeten the pot, Murphy said to Shannon, and maybe Ill get around to your supplies before dusk.

My husband would be very disappointed in you.

So would I, Whip said.

Murphy didnt miss the warning. He bent beneath the counter, pulled out a shotgun, and slapped it on the scarred wooden countertop. The muzzle was pointed away from everyone, but Murphys hand wasnt far from the trigger guard.

Whip smiled grimly. Murphy wasnt the first man to mistake Whip for a wandering teamster and think a shotgun was faster than a bullwhip. That kind of misunderstanding was fine with Whip. Surprise would help to even the odds a bit.

But Whip still hoped it wouldnt come to a fight. Four to one was about three too many as far as any careful man was concerned.

Just fill the ladys order, Whip said calmly. If those boys are in such an almighty rush, Ill go to the back of the line.

A quick flash of sapphire came as Shannon glanced toward Whip again.

Thank you, she said.

My pleasure, maam, Whip said, touching the brim of his hat with a graceful motion.

Despite Whips politeness, Shannon turned away before he could prolong the conversation.

Whip was startled by the disappointment he felt. Listening to Shannons voice had been as pure a pleasure as watching her walk or trying to see to the bottom of her matchless blue eyes.

Hey, darlin, Beau said.

Shannon kept her back turned to the Culpeppers.

Nice of her to show me the shape of her butt, Beau said to no one in particular. A mite narrow, but still enough to grab hold of so as not to get bucked off when the going gets rough.

The Culpepper boys laughed as though Beau had said something funny.

Shannon didnt move.

Does Silent John do it to you that way, darlin? Beau asked. Or does he bend you over the back of a chair and have at you like the randy old goat he is?

Shannons face became as pale as salt, but she neither moved nor spoke.

Neither did Whip. He simply watched Beau, measuring the distance between Shannon and the four Culpeppers. Two of the men seemed to be leaning on one another, swaying very slightly. The smell of sweat and stale whiskey rolled off them.

Maybe the two of them will only add up to one man in a fight, Whip thought hopefully. In any case, Ill start on the others first and leave those boys for last.

Murphy moved through the room as though wading in chest-deep mud, slowly putting together Shannons small order.

Now, was it me, Beau said, Id pull down those ragged trousers and grab a handful of

Murphy! Whip said clearly, cutting across Beaus words. No need to measure the salt a grain at a time. I want to be out of here before sundown.

Beau gave Whip a hard look.

Whip smiled. Beneath his golden mustache the curve of his mouth was cold rather than reassuring, but Murphy was too far away to notice and the Culpeppers were looking only at Shannon.

Dont git yer water hot, Murphy said from the other end of the room. Im movin fast as I can.

Move faster. The lady is in a hurry.

Something in Whips voice made the Culpeppers turn and look at the fair-haired stranger.

Nothing had changed. He was still a big, easy-moving man with a bullwhip riding his right shoulder, a tolerant smile, and neither rifle nor revolver in sight. The Culpeppers each had belt guns, and no reluctance to use them.

You better take Murphys advice, boy, Beau drawled to Whip, and dont get your water hot for nothin.

As Beau spoke, his hand settled on his belt, just above the scarred wooden handle of his revolver.

Youre big enough for two, Clim said, but were four to your one, we aint exactly tiny, and were packing guns.

I can see that, Whip said.

It was all he said.

The Culpeppers muttered among themselves. They must have decided that the stranger was suitably cowed, because they began baiting Shannon again.

Why dont you turn yourself around, darlin? Beau said. As pretty as your butt is, Id a damn sight rather look at your teats.

Yeah, Clim said. We been wonderin all winter what youd look like without them mens rags you always wear. Are your teats dark like old Betsys, or are they red like Clementines?

Clementine rouges hers, muttered one of the Culpeppers. And thet aint the only place she greases.

Hell you say, Darcy, Clim retorted. I done left enough tooth marks on them teats to know whats real and whats rouge.

A small shudder went through Shannon.

Only Whip noticed, for only he was looking for a reaction from the silent girl.

Beau gets it first. Definitely. That boys manners need some real polishing.

Whip took a step forward.

No, Shannon said quietly, turning her head, looking right at Whip. Ignore them. Their words mean no more than a dog breaking wind.

The Culpeppers didnt hear Shannon. They were too busy arguing among themselves about what else Clementine rouged.

Whip gave the Culpeppers a narrow, icy look and wondered how often Shannon had been forced to endure their lewd talk. Probably every time she came into town for supplies.

Damn her husband for letting it happen, Whip raged silently. If hes half as mean as his reputation, he should cut out their filthy tongues and use them for cleaning the barrel of his buffalo gun.

But he hasnt, and now its left for me to do.

A movement at the back of the store caught Whips attention. Murphy was slowly lifting the lid off a barrel of flour. He handled the wooden lid as though it weighed more than a side of beef. His head was turned toward Shannon rather than toward the contents of the barrel.

What do you think, Floyd? asked Beau over the sound of the other Culpeppers arguments. Is that little girls teats big enough to squeeze until they turn red and white and blue like a Yankee flag?

Whip tried to control the anger tightening his gut. It was a losing battle. He couldnt stop thinking how he would feel if it were his woman shopping alone while men talked loudly about how she would look naked and what size her breasts were.

If Shannon were my wife, when I came back from yondering I would hunt the Culpeppers down like the coyotes they are.

The thought didnt satisfy Whip. Sometimes a yondering man didnt come back. And even when he did, nothing could erase the sickening memory of humiliation in his womans eyes.

Damn Silent John anyway! If he cant take care of a girl like Shannon, he never should have married her and brought her to such a rough place.

Well, Floyd, Beau persisted. What do you think about them teats?

Floyd belched, scratched his crotch thoughtfully, and said, I think Silent John is a damned good shot.

So what? Beau retorted. We aint touchin her. Thet was all we was warned about. Touchin.

And followin, Clim added.

We aint done thet, neither, Beau said.

Not after the first time, Floyd agreed.

He pulled off his hat and stuck two fingers through two bullet holes in the brim.

Damn fine shootin, Floyd said. Must have been near a thousand yards. Sure never saw hide nor hair of him, neither.

All we done is try to be friendly-like to his wife, Clim said. Follow her an see she got home safe.

Yeah. We was bein neighborly. Beau smiled, showing a line of sharp, uneven teeth. Like now. Right neighborly. Thinkin warm thoughts about birds and tight little nests.

Downright hot nest, Ill bet, Darcy mumbled.

Stuck-up bitch, Clim muttered.

Murphy, Whip said sharply. Start measuring that flour instead of staring at it. Im getting tired of hearing dogs break wind.

Huh? Clim said.

For a few moments there was silence while the Culpeppers tried to figure out if they had been insulted, and if so, how.

Murphy slammed the lid back on the flour barrel and walked slowly to the front of the store. He was carrying a small sack of flour over one shoulder and a much smaller bag of salt in his left hand.

Do you think she yells? Darcy asked no one in particular.

What you yammerin about now? Beau demanded.

Her, what else? Darcy said impatiently. When the old fart bends her over a chair and goes to rutting on her, does she fight and yelp and beg for mercy, or does she just let him do it any way he wants and whimper for more like a bitch in heat?

Darcy will be the second one, Whip decided.

A subtle movement of Whips right shoulder dislodged the bullwhips coils, sending them sliding down his right arm. His left hand closed around the butt of the long lash as the coils fell toward the floor.

The bullwhip came alive.


With each small motion of Whips left hand, waves of energy rippled through the bullwhip, making the long, slender length of the lash seethe and whisper delicately like a snake gliding through dead grass.

Whip began whistling softly through his teeth, looking at nothing, yet seeing every move the four Culpeppers made. None of them noticed. They had already decided Whip was no threat.

Last chance, boys. Clean up your talk or have it cleaned up for you.

Murphy walked past Shannon, leered at her, and plunked the flour and salt down on the counter.

Be back with the lard in a minute, Murphy said. Take good care of her, boys.

The Culpeppers laughed. Then they stopped laughing and eased closer to Shannon. Beau looked Shannon over with speculative, watery eyes, eyes that stripped her as she stood there, eyes that probed every curve and shadow for the vulnerable female body beneath the cloth.

Shannon stood like a wild animal frozen in the moment of discovery by a hunter, poised on the edge of panicked flight. She was white and flushed by turns, obviously fighting for control.

Dunno how she likes it, Darcy, or if she likes it atall, Beau drawled.

Shannon flinched despite her desperate attempt not to show that she heard Beaus words.

Know how Id like it, though, Beau continued. Id cut her pants open with a knife, put those little feet behind her ears, andOw!

Beaus screech covered the pop of the bullwhip, but nothing could hide the bright gush of blood from his mouth.

Like lightning, Whips hand flicked again.


The long lash writhed and snapped, striking too quickly for the eye to follow. Darcy bent over, grabbing his crotch and trying to yell through a throat closed by pain.

Whip didnt even hesitate. Surprise was on his side, but only for a few more seconds.

Snap.

Clim grabbed his shirt, which was suddenly split from collar to waist.

Snap.

Floyds hat was sliced in two.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

Beau grabbed for his trousers. The steel buttons that had once held up his pants were bouncing and rolling across the mercantiles uneven wood floor.

The rest of the Culpeppers were still dancing in place and looking around for the hornet nest they must have kicked over.

Wonder how you boys would look without your clothes? Whip asked sardonically.

Snap. Snap.

Rawboned and filthy, Ill wager, Whip continued, with privates smaller than a rats.

The lash hissed and snapped in savage counterpoint to Whips words, flaying buttons from cloth and cloth from flesh.

While the Culpeppers hopped and yelped and their clothes were shredded too quickly for the eye to follow, Whip kept on giving the Culpeppers back the words they had used to bait Shannon.

Are you going to scream and beg for mercy? Whip asked. Or do you like being whipped so much youll whine and ask for more? Which will it be, boys? Speak up. Usually Im a patient man, but youve plumb rode my temper raw.

By now, three of the Culpeppers were bent over, covering their crotches with whatever remained of their pants.

The fourth Culpepper went for his gun.

The bullwhip uncoiled in a blur of speed. Leather shot hungrily around Floyds wrist. After a quick, hard jerk, Whip flicked the lash free, retrieved it, and struck again. Floyd yelped and flailed and fell to his knees. Blood streamed from a long cut just beneath both eyebrows.

Ill kill the next one who goes for his gun, Whip said. That includes you, Murphy.

I aint reachin for nothin, Murphy said calmly.

Keep it that way.

Then the lash was still.

Silence gathered like a storm while Whip looked over the Culpepper boys. Other than Beau and Floyd, there was no blood, simply stinging welts. Yet everyone in the room knew that Whip could have reduced the Culpeppers to scarlet shreds as easily as he had disarmed Floyd. The attack had been so unexpected and so swift that they had never had a chance to gather their wits, much less fight back effectively.

Boys, Ive known outhouses with cleaner mouths than yours, Whip said. Im purely sick of your filth. If you all want to keep a tongue in your head, put a bridle on it when youre around a woman. Hear me?

Slowly the Culpeppers nodded.

Good, Whip said. Shuck your irons.

Four revolvers hit the floor.

Leave that girl alone from now on, Whip said. Hear me?

One by one the Culpeppers nodded sullenly.

Ive given all my warnings, Whip continued, and its more than the likes of you deserve. Now get out of my sight.

Dazed, uncertain, Beau allowed himself to be pulled upright by Darcy. Clim helped Floyd to his feet.

The front door slammed open. The four Culpeppers staggered out into the cold wind. None of them looked back. They had seen as much of the big stranger as they wanted.

The door banged shut. The room was empty but for Whip and the storekeeper. Whip looked at the countertop. The flour and salt were gone. He turned to Murphy. The storekeepers hands were in full sight and empty of all but grime.

You be the one they call Whip, Murphy said.

Whip said nothing. He was looking through the mercantiles dirty window. The Culpepper boys were mounting up and riding out on their lean racing mules.

Shannon was nowhere in sight.

Leastwise, Murphy said, folks done called you Whip ever since you skun out them Canyon City boys for talking dirt to that half-breed Wolfe Lonetrees white wife.

Whip turned and looked at Murphy with eyes the color of winter.

Where is Shannon? Whip asked.

She lit out when you cut Beaus tongue.

The bullwhip seethed restlessly. Murphy eyed it as warily as he would have a rattlesnake.

Where? Whip repeated.

Yonder, Murphy said, jerking a dirty thumb toward the north. Silent John works some claims up a fork of Avalanche Creek.

Does she come into Holler Creek often?

Murphy shook his head.


The bullwhip shivered and leaped softly, whispering to itself.

Murphy swallowed. At the moment, Whip bore an uncomfortable resemblance to an avenging angel.

Or Lucifer himself.

How often does she come in? Whip asked.

The gentle tone didnt fool Murphy. He had gotten a good look at Whips eyes. They were a preview of hell.

Once a year, Murphy said quickly.

In the summer?

Nope. Just the fall. For the last four or five years she fetched the winter supplies for Silent John.

Whips eyes narrowed.

Now her tail is in a right narrow crack, Murphy added. That snake-mean old man is all what keeps the Culpepper boys away from her. Talk now is hes dead.

Hope leaped in Whip.

Maybe Shannon is free.

A young widow.

Damn, a yondering man like me couldnt ask for more than a widow like Shannon between now and whichever tomorrow the sunrise calls my name again.

When Whip had first come to the Rocky Mountains, he had seen their emerald and granite heights and felt that somewhere ahead of him there was a cabin he had never seen and a woman he had never known, and both of them were waiting for him, filled with warmth. The certainty was so deep in him that he even saw it in his dreams, the open door of golden light and snow all around and peaks reaching up into the dawn.

But in the past few years Whip had been from east to west and north to south in the beautiful, deadly mountains, and he had found only his own shadow riding ahead of him, pushed by the rising sun.

Do you think Silent John is dead? Whip asked.

Murphy shrugged, looked sideways at Whip, and decided to keep talking.

He aint been seen since the pass opened, the storekeeper said. A few days later it snowed somethin fierce. Pass didnt open again for weeks.

Where was Silent John last seen?

Heading out to his claims on Avalanche Creek on that old mule he favors.

Who saw him?

One of them Culpepper boys.

How long ago? Whip asked.

Five, six weeks. We dont keep track of time much here. Its either snowing or it aint. Thats the only clock what matters.

No one has seen Silent John for six weeks?

Thats about it, mister.

Is that unusual?

Murphy grunted. Aint nothin usual about that old snake. Hes chancy as a hog on ice. Come when you least expect and leave the same way. A hard man, Silent John. Real hard.

Most bounty hunters are, Whip said dryly. Has he ever been gone longer than six weeks before?

Squinting, Murphy scratched the tangled hair that covered his chin.

Cant rightly say. Once, maybe, back in sixty-six, Murphy said slowly. And in sixty-one, when he fetched the gal from back east.

Seven years ago, Whip said. The War Between the States


That be the one. Lot of folks come westering during them years.

The thought of Shannon married to a snake-mean old man for seven years dug at Whip. He had been in Australia during much of the War Between the States, but he knew how brutal it had been for the people caught between North and South. His sister Willow had barely survived.

It could have been Willy forced to sell herself to an old man in order to survive, Whip told himself silently. But Willy was lucky. She managed to stay alive and single until she met a man she could love. Caleb Black is a hard man, and a damned good one.

Yup, Murphy said. I figure the gal is a widow by now. There was a mess of avalanches this spring. Silent Johns probably froze solid as stone somewhere way up a fork of Avalanche Creek. Culpeppers must think so, else they wouldnt be so free with their talk.

Whip said nothing. He simply stood, listening. The bullwhip writhed and hissed at his feet like a long, restless snake.

The gal will be froze solid, too, come fall, Murphy said with faint satisfaction. Them supplies she bought wouldnt keep a bird alive. Now, ifn she been more neighborly and less uppity

The storekeepers voice died as Whip looked at him.

I saw a crowbait black picketed just outside of town, Whip said. Would he be for sale as a packhorse?

You got gold, aint nothin you cant buy in Holler Creek.

Whip dug coins out of his pants pocket. Gold coins. They rang as they hit the counter.

Start rounding up supplies, Whip said.


Murphys hand flashed out and scooped up the coins with surprising speed.

And when you weigh the dry goods, Whip added gently, keep your dirty thumb off the scales.

Surprisingly, Murphy grinned. Not many folks are quick enough to catch me.

I am.

Murphy laughed and started gathering Whips supplies.



BY the time Whip returned to the mercantile leading the thin black packhorse, his supplies were waiting. Within an hour everything was loaded and ready to go.

Whip swung into the saddle of his big, smoke-colored trail horse and grabbed the packhorses lead rope. He rode out with a storm building around him, tracking the girl with frightened eyes and a walk like honey.

It was sunset when Whip rode down a wooded draw into a clearing. At the far edge of the clearing a cabin was waiting, the cabin he had seen in his dreams.

And the girl he had dreamed was waiting, too.

But Shannon had a dog the size of Texas by her side, a shotgun in her hands, and an expression on her face that said she didnt want a damn thing to do with the man called Whip Moran.
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SHANNON stood in the doorway of the cabin and looked into the eerie radiance that came to the high country during a stormy sunset. All around her thunder rumbled and echoed like distant avalanches. She could smell the storm coming down the mountainside. She could taste it. She could feel it in the freshening wind.

But the fierce thunderstorm didnt worry her nearly as much the lone man riding out of the sunset.

Lord, thats one big man the storm is pushing toward me.

The rider was mounted on a silver-gray horse that was the exact color of the strangers eyes back in Holler Creek. When the rider turned to check on the progress of his packhorse, the long leather lash coiled over his right shoulder gleamed in the twilight.

Whip.

Is it really him? Cherokee said nobody alive could handle a long lash like the man called Whip.

But what brings him here?

The answer was a memory of Whips clear, quicksilver glances following her, touching her like ghostly caresses.

Other men had stared at Shannon, followed her, wanted herbut none of them had looked at her like Whip. In his eyes there had been a combination of elemental male hunger and profound human yearning, as though he had spent a lifetime in darkness and she was sunrise shimmering just beyond his reach.

Shannons heartbeat hammered wildly inside her chest while Whip rode slowly closer. The double-barreled shotgun lay cold and heavy in her hands. The gun was loaded, the hammers were back, and her finger rested across both triggers.

Beside Shannon a huge brindle dog snarled softly, sensing his mistresss unease. Bigger than a mastiff, leggy as a timber wolf, as thick through the chest as a pony, the dog clearly outweighed Shannon. Just as clearly, the dog was protective of her. Fangs as long as Shannons thumb gleamed whitely below the beasts curled upper lip.

Easy, Prettyface, Shannon said softly to the dog.

Prettyface subsided, but the ruff still stood out on his powerful neck. His ears remained flat against his massive skull in blunt warning of his temperament.

Whip kept riding closer, until Shannon could see the clear silver of his eyes. His hunger was equally clear, a yearning both direct and complex. That yearning had haunted Shannon all the way back to the cabin.

It haunted her still.

Thats far enough, mister, Shannon said steadily. What do you want?


To her relief, Whip reined in his horse and tipped his hat politely to her.

Evening, maam, he said. You left Murphys store so quickly that you forgot most of your supplies.

Shannons eyes searched the quicksilver and shadows of Whips eyes.

She hadnt made a mistake. She wasnt dreaming. The stranger called Whip was here, in her clearing.

And he wanted her.

It is you, she said huskily. Whip. Thats what they call you, isnt it?

Out here, yes.

Shannon knew better than to ask if Whip had any other name, a given name, a Christian name, a home and a family. West of the Mississippi you called a man sir, mister, or whatever nickname he accepted. If he wanted to be called something else, he would tell you quickly enough.

Shannons glance went over Whip with a curious longing. The rhythm of his words and his muted drawl were those of a man who hadnt been raised in eastern slums or crude western gold camps. He was southern, but not from the Deep South. Perhaps not even Confederate.

Are youDid you? Shannon took a quick breath. Did those Culpeppers hurt you?

Whip smiled slowly.

Shannons breath lodged in her throat, making her ache. Whip had the smile of a recently fallen angel, gentle and rueful and so darkly beautiful it almost brought her to her knees.

No, Shannon, Whip said. They didnt hurt me.

Youre sure?


Yes.

The breath Shannon had been holding came out in a ragged sigh.

Lightning raked the mountain peaks that rose around the clearing. Wind surged, bending delicate aspens whose branches were still bare of leaves. With the wind came a prolonged rumble of thunder and a quicksilver taste of rain.

You shouldnt have interfered, Shannon said earnestly. The last man who stood up for me against the Culpeppers got stomped so bad that he died.

Gray eyes narrowed.

Those boys have the manners of a wolverine, Whip said.

I tried to warn you.

And I tried to warn them. They didnt listen. So as Caleb would say, I read to them from the Book. Maybe theyll listen better in the future.

Shannons dark eyes jerked toward the braided leather coils riding so comfortably on Whips powerful shoulder. She hadnt seen the lash strike Beau, but she knew it had. At the first sight of blood on a Culpepper mouth, she had grabbed her supplies and run for old Razorback.

Caleb? Shannon asked.

It was the only thing she could think of to say, for the smile was gone from Whips face. Now he was looking at her like she was food and he was a man who had gone hungry far too long.

What frightened Shannon was how much a part of her wanted to ease this one mans hunger.

Im still scared after what happened in town, Shannon told herself stoutly. Tomorrow Ill go see Cherokee. Then I wont feel so alone that a strangers smile turns my heart upside down and makes my knees shaky.


Caleb Black, Whip explained gently, is my sister Willows husband. They have a ranch west of here. So does my brother Reno, and his wife, Eve.

Oh.

Shannon forced herself to breathe normally. Her hands ached from being clenched around the heavy shotgun, but she wasnt about to put the weapon down. She had seen how terrifyingly fast that bullwhip could move.

Im Shannon Conner, uh, Smith, she said. Then added hastily, Smith is my married name.

Whip frowned as though he didnt like the reminder that she was married.

Is it all right if I get down and give you the supplies you left behind?

All right? she asked, perplexed.

The shotgun, Whip said gently.

Oh. That.

Whip made no attempt to hide his amusement at his effect on Shannon Conner Smith.

Yes, he said in a deep voice. That.

Shannon flushed.

And she kept the shotguns muzzle where it was, pointing just in front of Whips horse.

Go ahead, Shannon said. Get whatever Murphy figured he couldnt cheat me out of.

Whip dismounted with a muscular grace that did nothing to set Shannons mind at ease.

Lord above, this is one dangerous man.

Beautiful, too.

The second thought was so startling to Shannon that she almost laughed out loud.

I must be going cabin happy. Flowers are beautiful, and butterflies, and a babys smile.

Whip isnt like those things.


Lightning burned whitely across the indigo base of clouds whose towering heads were still washed in crimson light. The mountain wore the storm with the muscular ease of a man carrying a bullwhip coiled on his shoulder.

But mountains are beautiful, too. And thunderheads. And lightning burning through the storm.

Whip is like that. Lightning and storm and a mountains strength.

Prettyfaces rippling snarl brought Shannons wandering attention back to the clearing.

Whip was walking toward her.

But instead of the small parcels of baking soda and lard she had expected, his big arms were filled to overflowing with supplies.

Hold it, Mr. Whip.

The shotgun was no longer pointing at Whips horse.

Whip stopped where he was.

My name is Rafael Moran, he said calmly, but call me Whip if youd rather.

Its how Ive been thinking of you, she said.

Have you?

What?

Been thinking of me?

Shannon blushed, realizing what she had admitted.

Whip smiled and started toward her again.

I said hold it! she ordered.

Im already holding as much as I can, Whip said reasonably, but Ill try.

Shannon bit her lips against an urge to smile, to laugh, to put away the shotgun and trust the big stranger who seemed as familiar to her as her own breath.

Why didnt Cherokee ever tell me I would react like this to a man? Lord above, no wonder women do fool things for men.

At least, for men like Whip.

Dont come any closer, she said grimly. Prettyface doesnt like strangers.

Whip blinked. Prettyface?

My hound.

Whip looked at the huge, snarling animal whose head came up to Shannons breasts.

Thats Prettyface? he asked.

Of course. Or maybe youd like to be the one to tell him hes ugly?

There was an instant of silence. Then Whip threw back his head and laughed with surprise and delight.

A ripple of pleasure went through Shannon at the sound. Whips laughter was even more beautiful than his smile.

Prettyface it is, Whip agreed. Youd have to be dumb as a roomful of Culpeppers to call that brute anything else.

This time Shannon couldnt help smiling.

Where do you want your supplies? Whip asked.

Her smile vanished.

They arent mine, Shannon said flatly.

That isnt what Murphy said.

Murphy wouldnt know the truth if it wore a sign.

Whip smiled again. Cant argue that. So think of this as Murphys apology for all the times he kept his dirty thumb on the scales when he was weighing your supplies.

With a hunger Shannon couldnt entirely conceal, she looked at the sacks of beans and flour, bacon and dried apples, salt and spices, and other things she had gone so long without she could hardly remember their names.

Abruptly Shannon looked away from the bounty that was being offered to her. Her throat worked as she swallowed, for just the thought of food was enough to make her mouth water.

Ill take the baking soda and lard I paid for, and thank you for your trouble, she said tightly. You can take the rest back.

Just as Whip started to speak, lightning slashed through the condensing night. Thunder rumbled, closer now. The air itself tasted of sleet. The storm was closing in on Shannons clearing, bringing the icy rains of high-country summer.

If you think Im going to ride all the way back to Holler Creek in this weather, Whip said, youre crazy.

Where you go is your business. What you take with you is mine.

For a long time there was no sound but that of the twilight storm, of wind rushing and trees bending, thunder growling, the muted drumroll of rain beating against the mountain with tiny silver hammers.

You need the food, Whip said bluntly. Youre too thin.

Shannon didnt bother to deny it. She had lost so much weight during the past winter she could barely get Silent Johns cast-off clothes to stay on her. If it hadnt been for the pronounced flare of her hips, Shannon would have found the pants around her knees every time she moved.

But Whip doesnt have the right to notice something that personal, much less to take it upon himself to feed me.

Both Cherokee and Silent John had repeatedly warned Shannon about the problems that would come if she allowed herself to get beholden to a man during Silent Johns frequent absences. Shannon couldnt allow herself to owe a man anything. Even a man with a smile like a fallen angel.

Perhaps especially not that man.

When Whip saw the determined line of Shannons mouth, he knew before she spoke that she was going to refuse the supplies. That made him angry, but what really triggered his temper was the fact that he couldnt force Shannon to take so much as a single bite of the food he had brought for her.

He had no right to take care of Shannon. Only her husband had that privilege, and obviously the man was no damned good at it.

Think of it as a loan, Whip said through clenched teeth.

No.

Hells fire, Whip snarled, youre so weak you can hardly hold that shotgun up!

Im not too weak to pull the trigger.

The sound Prettyface made then echoed Whips anger, a low rumbling like a storm coming.

Whip got a grip on his temper. The last thing he wanted to do was fight Shannons dog. As a way to get into a girls good graces, thumping on her dog was a losing strategy.

Besides, the damned beast was as big as a barn.

Yet, even knowing that, Whip had to struggle with his desire to yank the shotgun out of Shannons hands, clout the dog a good one, and then sit Shannon down to a real meal.

Realizing that his temper was at flash point shocked Whip. Normally he was the easygoing Moran and his brother Reno was the hardheaded one. But there was something about Shannons sheer stubbornness that put the spurs to Whips temper.

Theres no harm in accepting a hand now and again, Whip said, forcing himself to speak gently.

Cherokee, the shaman, told me that men tame mustangs by offering them food when theyre hungry and water when theyre thirsty. Of course, the men run the mustangs nearly to death first, so they get plenty hungry and thirsty. Then the men offer the mustangs a handwith a rope in it.

Humor briefly softened the planes of Whips face.

Thats one way to do it, he agreed.

But Wolfe Lonetree taught me a better way, Whip remembered. You stay on the edges of the mustangs senses, not crowding, not rushing, until the wild thing gets used to having you around. Then you get closer and the mustang gets nervous and you stop until you teach it to accept you at that distance.

And then you go closer and wait and go closer and wait and go closer until finally the sweet little beauty is eating right out of your hand.

Of course, damned few mustangs are worth that much trouble.

The wind swept down, billowing Shannons loose clothes one moment and molding them to her body the next.

Whips breath stopped. Shannon might have looked skinny, but underneath that frayed cloth were the kind of curves that would keep a man awake at night, thinking of new ways to get close to her.

Really close.

Damnation. If she were mine, I sure as hell wouldnt be off chasing gold or hunting men. Id be right next to her, seeing how many ways we could pleasure each other.


And Id keep at it until we both were too tired to lick our lips.

Shannon

As Whip spoke, lightning arced in white violence across half the sky. Thunder battered the mountains until the ground trembled. In the calm that followed, a rushing sound swept across the clearing toward the cabin, rain streaming down in wild silver veils.

Whip was fascinated by the beauty of the storm racing down toward him, but he wasnt deceived. He knew all about the seductive, deadly beauty of the Rocky Mountain high country. Though it was early summer, at this altitude sunset brought a sharp chill to the air. By moonrise it would be freezing. By morning there might be snow chest-high on a Montana horse. The snow could be gone by the next day.

Or it could stay for a month, as it had late this spring.

The little bit of supplies Shannon had would barely keep her alive for two weeks.

Where the hell is your husband? Whip asked in exasperation. You need him!

Shannon hoped it was too dark for Whip to see the alarm in her eyes. Cherokee was right. Whatever had happened to make Silent John disappear, men had to believe that Silent John was still alive, still likely to appear without warning, still able to bring down a buck or a man at three thousand yards.

Silent John is wherever he is, Shannon said flatly.

Word in Holler Creek is that youre a widow, Whip retorted. Word is that Silent John is dead and youre starving all alone in this miserable, godforsaken clearing!

Prettyface snarled.

Whip felt like snarling right back.

Shannon said not one word. She simply stood with her feet braced and the shotgun steady in her aching arms.

Sudden, heavy rain drenched the clearing, dousing all the colors of sunset. Within moments cold water was dripping from Whips dark Stetson and beading up on the heavy wool of his jacket.

Shannon had the shelter of the cabins eaves, but it wasnt enough to turn the cutting wind. She shivered as the first raw blast of rain pelted her.

Be sensible, Whip said, forcing his voice to be even.

I am. Youre the one whos been puffing on the dream-pipe.

Murphy has been cheating you for years, Whip said, ignoring Shannons retort. When I pointed that out, he decided he could fatten up your supplies some. Thats all there was to it. No obligation on your part at all.

Shannon opened her mouth.

Whip just kept talking. You dont need to worry about being obligated to me for bringing the supplies, either. I was going to check out the Avalanche Creek gold fields and your cabin was on the way.

Thats a nice story, Shannon said, wishing she could believe it. But Ive heard it before. Im not looking for help from women-hungry men.

Whips hold on his temper slipped as the cold rain lashed one side of his face and the truth lashed the other.


Im not like the others, Whip said through his teeth.

Do tell, Shannon said coolly. Does that mean you dont want me?

Whip opened his mouth, then closed it. Lying simply wasnt his style.

I want you, he said flatly.

Shannon couldnt control the shiver that went through her at Whips blunt words.

But Id never force you, Shannon, he said gently. Thats a promise.

Ill make that promise easy for you to keep. Mount up and ride.

Listen, Whip began.

No, you listen, Shannon said tightly. Youre just like all the others. You want my body and not one other damned thing. No offers of marriage and kids and sharing good times and bad for the rest of our lives. All you want is a few minutes in the dark with the poor little dear who might or might not be a widow.

Its not just that, Whip said angrily.

Oh? Does that mean youre offering marriage along with the rutting?

The look on Whips face told Shannon more than she wanted to know. Her short laugh was as bitterly cold as the rain.

Thats what I thought, she said. Thank you, but no thank you. Ive got everything I need until Silent John gets back.

What if he never gets back? Damn it, what if hes dead? What then?

Shannons finger tightened on the shotguns double trigger. Hearing her own fears spoken by Whips deep, angry voice reinforced them.

And undermined her.


Dont argue with him, Shannon warned herself. Youll lose. Then youll be like those two sad whores in Whiskey Flat, with every man in Colorado Territory knowing the color of your nipples.

You earned the name Whip, Shannon said harshly, but even you arent faster than a shotgun shell. So take your supplies and your hungry silver eyes and ride out.

To Shannon it seemed like a week before Whip finally turned around and began loading supplies back onto his skinny black packhorse.

Lightning split the rainy twilight, turning the world to burning silver. Thunder followed instantly, loud enough to drown out all other sounds. Rain came down harder and then harder still, a torrent fit to put out the fires of hell.

Though Whip was only twelve feet away, Shannon had to strain to see him. She blinked her eyes fiercely, knowing she must see through tears and rain alike.

When lightning came again, the clearing was empty.

Whip was gone.

Shannon bit her lip against the urge to scream Whips name into the teeth of the storm, calling him back, offering him whatever he wanted in return for food and safety.

And she knew exactly what he wanted.

The Culpeppers had made what men wanted savagely clear to Shannon on more than one occasion. What men wanted was to bend her over a chair and rut on her until she begged and bled and begged some more.

The thought of it made her stomach clench, sending bile into her throat.

Maybe Whip wouldnt ask that of me. Maybe he did just want to help and wouldnt have asked for anything more than thanks and a home-cooked meal.

Then Shannon remembered Whips words and the heat in his silver glance. She gave up trying to fool herself.

Whip wants me, all right. Just like the Culpeppers want me.

Shannon shuddered and felt cold all the way to her soul. Nothing in her experience had led her to believe that women did more than endure mens brutal rutting in exchange for shelter and food and safety.

And children. Sweet-faced little bits of humanity to sing to and cuddle and love.

Prettyface whined and set his teeth gently around Shannons hand, reminding her of his presence. It also reminded Shannon that she was standing in the icy evening rain, feeling as empty as the clearing had become when Whip rode out.

Stop dreaming, Shannon told herself savagely. Mother dreamed, and what did she get? A no-account traveling man who left her flat.

And she got me. I loved her, but all she loved was laudanum.

Cherokee is right. Love is a fairy tale spun to keep women from setting off on their own and leaving men to take care of themselves.

Slowly Shannon turned and went into the cabin that was little warmer than the rain itself.
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WHEN Shannon awoke before dawn, the storm had spent itself. Night was slowly draining from the sky, leaving it a transparent silver that reminded her all too much of Whips hungry eyes.

Prettyface made a low sound in his throat and nudged Shannons cheek again.

Brrrrrr, she muttered. Your nose is as cold as the floor will be.

But Shannon ruffled Prettyfaces fur anyway. He was the only living thing that had ever returned her love. If it hadnt been for Prettyface, she didnt know what she would have done when Silent John disappeared in the winter of 65.

Not that her great-uncle had ever been much company. He had fully earned the nickname Silent John. But Shannon was grateful to him just the same. No matter how remote, no matter how lonely, no matter how hard life was in Echo Basin, she much preferred it to the life she had left behind in Virginia.

In the Colorado Territory, Shannon was free.

In Virginia, she had been little more than a slave.

Good morning, my beautiful monster, Shannon said to the dog, stretching. Do you think summer will ever truly come? Sometimes I feel so cold even the hot spring cant warm me.

At the words hot spring, Prettyfaces ears came up. He cocked his head, whined, and looked toward the back of the cabin, where a cupboard door opened onto a narrow tunnel. At the end of the tunnel was a cave with a hot spring that was sweet rather than sulfurous.

Silent John had used the healing waters when his arthritis bothered him too much. Shannon simply liked the steamy warmth of the hidden cave. It saved having to chop wood to heat water in order to wash clothesand herself. The hot spring meant that the secondhand clothes she wore were clean, as was the skin beneath them. In such a remote place, where the soft comforts of civilization were almost entirely lacking, the hot spring was a delicious luxury.

And during Shannons first winters alone, when she had neither the strength nor the skill to bring down trees big enough to heat the cabin, the hot spring had saved her life. She was better with ax and maul and saw, now, yet far from good. There was barely a few days worth of stove wood stacked outside the cabin right now.

Thank the Lord for the hot spring. Otherwise I might get as dirty as Murphy or those Culpeppers.

Seeing the direction of his mistresss glance, Prettyface whined hopefully. For all his rough appearance, the dog enjoyed chasing shadows in the warm creek that flowed out from the hot springs pool before disappearing into a crack in the bedrock.

Not this morning, Shannon said to Prettyface. We have to return the salt we borrowed from Cherokee. Sheblast it, he  will need it.

Shannon frowned at Prettyface, who waved his tail gently.

Its a good thing no one else is ever around, Shannon said unhappily. I got used
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