
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Wrangler
By Jillian Hart


Copyright © 2000 by Jill Strickler
Electronic Edition Copyright © 2012


Cover art by Kimberly Killion, Hot Damn Designs

E-book formatted by Jessica Lewis
http://www.AuthorsLifeSaver.com


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to your online retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.






Table of Contents
 
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Epilogue
An Excerpt From Priority Male
Also Available
About the Author



Chapter One

Montana Territory, August, 1869 

Kit Chapman had a plan. Maybe not the most brilliant of plans, but it was the best she could do under the circumstances. She tucked in a muslin shirt Pa had left behind, straightened her red suspender straps and donned her gray Stetson to hide the knot of her honey-blond hair. Add a few hat pins and when she looked in the cracked mirror, she hardly recognized herself. Exactly what she'd been hoping for.
"Kit? Here's your–" Mindy skidded to a stop in the makeshift doorway. She was a sweet little sister, only fourteen, a blond pixie in a blue calico dress. "Gosh, I don't even recognize you. You look like Uncle Howie."
"And that's what I want everyone to think." Their pa's youngest brother was only a few years her senior, which was convenient for her plan. The plan that had kept her up most nights for the last seven days since their father moved on to greener pastures. 
Hubert Chapman was a man who always figured the grass was greener anywhere he wasn't. When he'd won this patch of land in a poker game last month, she finally had a real home, instead of wandering from one dusty, lawless town to the next. Until Pa, who had a weakness for heavy drinking and cigar smoking, had lit a match when he'd been too drunk to stay awake and started the fire that burned their one room cabin to the ground. Pa decided it was time for them to move on again. She'd refused, and he'd left without them. 
"This is a bad idea." Mindy handed over the canteen she'd filled from the well. "What happens if someone figures it out?"
"No one will. Look at me. All I'm missing is a mustache." A little tree sap on her upper lip and the fine hair she'd trimmed from the end of her braid and sewn onto a tiny piece of muslin would take care of that. "See? It's a little one, hairy enough to hide the fabric scrap and let everyone know I'm no girl."
"But you are a girl."
"Not tonight." Her heart hammered like a trapped bird behind her ribs, but she didn't need to let her little sister know. Mindy was prone to worry and–honestly–there was no guarantee this was going to work. They'd be homeless, living in a makeshift tent forever if it didn't, so it was important to think positive.
The fake mustache tickled her nose and upper lip, but on careful inspection it looked real enough. Not bad at all. In a poorly lit saloon full of drunk men, no one would notice a thing.
"I'm scared." Mindy bit her bottom lip. "What if you run into robbers on the way to town?"
"I've got Pa's revolver. I know how to use it." "What if you run into a wild animal or Indians attack? There was that trouble over in Eagle Creek—"
"That's far enough away we don't have to worry. The soldiers at Fort Shaw will handle things." 
"Folks could recognize you." Mindy plunked down on a chopped log that served as a chair. Worry knit her ivory forehead, where soft golden locks curled.
"I've been to town once. No one will hardly remember me, and besides, I certainly didn't look like this." 
"Yeah, but still." Mindy blew out a sigh. "Your mustache could come off. Your bindings could unravel—"
"—And considering I'm not wearing a corset, that might be a dead giveaway." She stepped back to take in the full effect in the mirror. Maybe she could pass for a young man of nineteen or twenty. Old enough to pack a gun with authority and make the rough and the troublesome neighbor, Tannen Sinclair, think twice about giving her trouble. "Stop worrying, sweetie. This is going to go fine. I've thought everything through carefully. Trust me. This is our best plan and it's going to work."
Because if it didn't, they'd all be in big trouble. She winced as she pulled on Pa's leather riding gloves. They were sizes too large, but at least they would hide her red and scorched hands. "You stay here and hold down the fort."
"By myself?"
"No, Fred will stay here with you." She grabbed the canteen and headed for the tent flap. 
"Does Fred know that?" Mindy tagged along.
"I thought he did. Maybe I was wrong." Her shadow fell on the green, wildflower-studded grass that carpeted the yard outside the tent and reached all the way to the scrubby cottonwoods. The trees shaded a gurgling creek, the only break in the endless rise and roll of the Montana prairie. She blinked in the bright sunshine and spotted her little brother, the smallest of the Chapman clan, trotting over with two horses. 
Uh, oh. Maybe Fred wasn't as enamored with her plan as she'd thought.
"I only need one of those." She nodded toward the horses, saddled and ready to go. "You weren't thinking you'd ride along with me, were you?"
"Someone's got to protect you. I'm a good shot, you know I am." Fred ambled close, twelve years old. Blond hair stuck out from beneath his straw hat, the sun kissed his nose dotted with freckles and his blue eyes blazed with determination. Misguided determination, but his heart was in the right place. "I'm gonna ride shotgun."
"No, you're protecting Mindy. She can't stay here alone." Who knew what trouble of the two legged variety lurked out there? Kit scanned the endless plains and shivered. Lately she couldn't shake the feeling someone was watching her now and again. It was an unsettling feeling. "Unsaddle that horse. You can't come with me."
"Aw, Kit. I'm all loaded up in case of trouble."
"I am too." She grabbed the Winchester off the tongue of the wagon, now serving as one wall of their makeshift tent. The canvas cover flapped as the breeze gusted, bringing with it the scents of sun-drying grass and wild roses. Her stomach clenched as she slipped the gun into its saddle holster and gathered Blue's reigns in one hand. 
The sweet sorrel nuzzled her shoulder, checking out the different garments.
"I should be back by midnight. Mindy, fix supper like always. Fred, you be sure and haul wood for the fire and water for cooking. And no arguing. Got it?"
"But Kit, I'd rather go with you." The boy swallowed hard. "What if you don't come back?"
"I'll come back." She gave the brim of his hat a tug. Loss haunted the boy's eyes, he missed Pa. They all did. She didn't miss the worry cinching up his forehead. She had to show him that their lives were about to get better. That he could trust her in a way they never could trust Pa. "Things will be fine, you'll see. I'll bring back candy."
"Candy?" He lit up. "For me?"
"It'd be a shame if it all went to Mindy." She cast one long look at her sister, looking uncertain standing in the tent doorway. She didn't know if she really could provide for the three of them, but there was no room for failure. She tossed a smile at her brother. "I bet you a piece of peppermint that I come back with enough winnings to start on the second part of my plan."
"Okay!" Fred clung to the horse Pa had left them, an old bay gelding he'd won in a game over in Virginia City. When he'd won the battered wagon, they had a place to sleep that wasn't on the ground. 
Blue gave a curious snort and lipped her chin, heading for her mustache.
"It's new," she told him. "Do you think it looks good on me?"
The big red horse shook his head, blowing out air and making her laugh.
"All right, big boy, it's just you and me." She mounted up. "Are you ready?"
Blue arched his neck, pulling on his bit. His red mane rippled in the wind as he took off along the lane nearly hidden with grass. Daisies waved in the breeze, and larks flitted across the prairie grass as she rode down the slope. The tent and her siblings disappeared from sight.
Now came the hard part. Could she really imitate a man? She'd never much thought about the differences between genders—well, the observable differences. How did a man ride in a saddle? She'd never thought to notice how Pa held his reins. 
What if she was holding them in a girly way? If she came across another rider on the road to town, she wanted them to see Uncle Howie and not the gambler's daughter she was. She moved the leather straps around in her hand until she found what she hoped was a more masculine pose.
Blue was used to her ruminating and took the turn on his own, clomping lightly onto the main county road to town.
"I can do this, right?" she asked him.
He nickered low in his throat, which was likely an enthusiastic affirmation of his confidence in her.
"I think so, too." She even had a saloon all picked out. "I'll stop by the mercantile first. Pick up a few staples and candy. Mindy and Fred have been working really hard."
Blue listened companionably as the larks squawked and fled. No, not fled, she thought. Disappeared. 
That couldn't be a good sign. She turned her attention to her surroundings. Prairie all around her. Big cloudless blue sky. Long ribbon of road cutting through the amber-tipped grasses. No obvious sign of danger, but still, there was something that made the back of her neck itch. 
There was that feeling again, like she was being watched. Targeted. Her stomach knotted into a hard ball. Something was definitely wrong. The grass rustled to her right. Blue shied as something long slithered across the wagon-rutted road. 
"Gosh, it's only a snake, Blue." She pulled her horse to a stop. Relief hissed out of her. The reptile paused, considering the threat of the horse's shadow falling across its path. She unholstered the Winchester, just in case. Better safe than sorry. But the rattler glided onward and disappeared into the tall grasses on the other side.
Didn't that show how jumpy she was? The roads weren't safe for a female alone, but luckily she was not exactly looking like a woman. Relax, she thought. Nothing bad is gonna happen. 
Except Blue didn't seem to agree. He sidestepped, nickering low in his throat. Unsettled, when he should be calm.
That's when the little hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Every single one of them. The bear charged out of nowhere, big, black and hairy, focused beady bear eyes on her, loping alarmingly fast on all fours. 
Blue's whinny came like a scream, and before she could react, her bottom lost contact with the saddle, the rifle flew out of her grasp and she spiraled head over heels through the air. She hit the ground with an oomph and a view of Blue wildly galloping down the road, perhaps too afraid to realize she wasn't on his back.
The bear closed in and she scrambled to her feet. No weapon. No way to outrun him. Twenty yards. Ten yards. Her instincts screamed at her to run, but her feet didn't want to obey. No way to stop the bear, his pointed teeth gleaming in the cavern of his enormous open mouth. He was likely going to tear her to bite-sized pieces.
That was not the way she wanted to die. Her fists balled up, ready to fight, and a shot zinged past her right ear and burrowed into the bear's chest. The animal roared, giving her a view of every deadly tooth as he spun away and charged on all fours toward the tall, dark and dangerous looking outlaw down the road. His rifle fired again. A man could only be an outlaw looking like that—black Stetson, black clothes, a fearless demeanor, mighty and strong. The sun didn't touch him as he fired a third time. 
The enormous bear tumbled in mid-stride, hitting the ground dead.
A bead of sweat rolled down Kit's temple. Her knees sagged. It was over. Really, truly over. The man wasn't dead. She wasn't dead. She wasn't bear food. A good turn of events.
"What were you going to do, punch an attacking bear?" The outlaw's baritone held a note of disbelief as he marched toward the lifeless animal. 
"Uh, I really didn't think that part through very well." Her fists were still clenched in two tight balls. She relaxed her hands and shook them out. "You're a good shot, Mister."
"In these parts, you have to be." He towered over the carcass on the side of the road, making sure the creature was good and truly dead. "Do your parents know you're out alone, kid?"
"I'm not a kid." A finely-carved chin shot up stubbornly. "I was taken aback."
"Aback?" He squinted harder, studying the willowy stance and the heart-shaped, almost dainty face. "Where are you from? Back East?"
"St. Louis originally." 
"Well, you're in the wilds of Montana Territory. Keep your gun with you the next time you sneak away from home." Something was off about the kid, something he couldn’t place. Didn't really care to. "My name is Dakota Black. Are your parents around here? I'd hate to see this meat go to waste. A whole bear is more than I can cure and carry."
"Don't worry about it." The young man didn't come closer and repositioned his hat, exposing a delicate curve of cheekbone. "My family is close. They'll take care of it. Why don't you go ahead and mosey along." 
Strange. Dakota ambled closer. He couldn't say he'd ever seen a man with a long and graceful neck like that, without any visible sign of an Adam's apple. "Are you all right? You had a scare. You took a hard tumble off that horse."
"I've taken worse."
"You're bleeding." Dakota ambled closer, zeroing in on those eyes. Big, blue, framed with long curly lashes. "Looks to me like you hit your head pretty hard."
"I don't remember hitting my head."
"That can be the sign that you did." If he was smart—and he usually was, he would keep on going and get as much distance as he could from the pretty female. And she was a pretty female—her bulky man's clothes might be hiding any hint of feminine curves, but nothing could disguise her feminine Cupid's bow mouth or the fact she smelled like fresh strawberries, sweet and ripe. He hardened fast, involuntary. 
Easy now, down boy. He leaned the Winchester in the crook of his arm and hauled a clean, folded handkerchief out of his pocket. "No blurry vision? Does your head hurt?"
"I'm fine. Really." Fear widened her blue eyes. She stepped back, deliberately keeping space between them. 
He hadn't meant to scare her, so he softened his voice. "You're bleeding from your temple."
"Oh, I thought it was sweat." She bit her bottom lip, debated and took the cloth from him. Dainty hands, obvious even beneath the leather riding gloves. "That's mighty kind of you."
"Sit down there on that rock. Get your strength back. You had quite a scare." He caught hold of her elbow—lean and fine-boned—and steered her backward to the boulder sitting alongside the road. Shade from a cottonwood rustled overhead. A good place for her to sit and get back her gumption. "Take it easy now, get that bleeding stopped. I'll go round up your horse."
"No, don't. Blue doesn't like strangers."
"I've got a way with horses." He stripped his bedroll, his pack and his canteen from his back and left them alongside the dusty road. Grasses waved, beckoning him into the meadow where the Arabian stood on the crest of a rise, head up, ears swiveled, poised to run.
"You come close, he'll bolt and I don't have all night to chase him down," she called after him.
He didn't bother to answer.
"Did you hear me?" She was back on her feet. Maybe she wasn't aware how her voice had gone up a half octave. Hers was a sweet-noted voice, gentle and kind. Hard not to like that about her.
"Mister?" She cupped her hands to her mouth in a last attempt to get his attention, but he didn't acknowledge her. His focus remained on the red horse, the majestic creature poised between staying and fleeing. The sun glistened on his sorrel coat, gleaming like rare satin, and the ever-present Montana breeze ruffled his silken mane and tail.
The entire world seemed to fade away as he approached the stallion. Dakota noticed nothing but the beat of his own heart and the scope of it. He shone his spirit like the sun, letting the animal feel its warmth. He imagined laying one calming hand along the horse's neck and stroking, soft and soothing.
The animal lifted his head, nostrils dilating, scenting the man on the wind before moving closer. Gentle brown eyes as warm as melted chocolate seemed to glimmer a welcome, a welcome Dakota felt in his heart like a whisper.
"You're a good horse, Blue." Dakota settled his hand on the stallion's neck, felt the satin-soft coat, the heated flesh and aliveness. For a moment he let their hearts beat together, looked into those chocolate eyes and felt the quiver of the animal's fear.
"It's all right, boy, I'll keep you safe." Dakota spoke the words and felt them deep, for the animal to sense.
When the horse relaxed, Dakota wrapped his hand around a fallen rein. He stood on a ridge, looking down a goodly distance to the woman watching him from beneath the brim of her hat. She was a slip of a thing. From here, in those trousers and that loose muslin shirt, she could pass for a young man, eighteen or maybe nineteen. But when it came to her stance, the way she positioned her body, she was entirely female. That wouldn't be so easy for her to hide.
"C'mon, Blue. Your lady there is worried about you." 
The stallion answered with a low-throated nicker. Dakota led him lightly by the bridle strap. They moved together side by side, in spirit.
"I can't believe he came to you." She met them in the field, surrounded by nodding daisies as sweet as she was. "No one has ever been able to do that but me."
"Told you. I have a way with horses." He presented her with the reins. His hand bumped hers and even through the thickness of the leather glove, he felt a lightning bolt jerk into him, traveling head to toe. Never had a reaction to a female like that before. A clear sign to move on. "Well, the bear's no longer a threat, your horse is safe, and I'll be on my way."
"Thank you." The cadence of her voice was entirely feminine, soft as the dandelion fluff floating on the gusting winds. "I'd be dead if it wasn't for you."
"Glad to help." His chest was doing strange things as a direct result of looking at her, so he rubbed the horse's nose instead. "You did a good job, boy. You be good for your lady, now."
"You figured it out?" She swallowed once, more of a gulp, really. Her slender shoulders sagged. "I was hoping the disguise would work."
"It did. You fooled me for a little while." He patted Blue one last time, before striding away. "You've got to keep your voice low, or it's a dead giveaway."
"I forgot myself after I spotted the bear."
"Anyone would." 
"You didn't. You kept steady even when he was charging you. What if that last bullet hadn't killed him?"
"Then I'd be dead, I guess. But panicking never helps." Something he'd learned in the army. "The way you move and walk is another giveaway. But you can change that. The real problem is your throat. No man has a neck like yours."
He knelt over his pack, reached into a side pocket and pulled out a clean red bandanna. "Wear this above your collar like a cowboy. That should help. You're bleeding again."
"My temple?" Her fingers searched along her forehead.
"Here, sit back down for a minute."
With a sigh, she plopped down on the rock. 
He traded the red bandana for the white handkerchief. Small trickles of blood dotted it. He eased up her hat brim, ignored the dizzying scent of strawberries and pressed the cloth against her hairline. "Don't move for a few minutes. Let it clot up and you'll be fine."
"Thanks for the help." She was young. No lines on her face, no crinkles around her eyes. Young and on her own, he guessed. Otherwise a husband or father, even a brother would be with her. These roads weren't safe for a woman alone.
She's not your business, Black. He had no business being around a young, innocent woman. He holstered his Winchester, strapped on his pack and bedroll and tucked his canteen into place.
"Good luck to you." He tipped his hat, heading on his way, unable to fight the feeling she was going to need more than luck. Something stuck in the pit of his stomach like a burr refusing to let go, and it haunted him with every step he took. He didn't know why he cared about her. Maybe because she'd been spunky enough to plan on punching an attacking bear. Maybe it was because of her horse, obviously loved and well-treated.
It was for the best that he kept going, keep putting one foot in front of the other and leave her behind. He didn't even know her name.



Chapter Two

"Kit!" Fred ran into sight, frantic blue eyes searching the road for her. "Oh, whew. You ain't dead."
"I'm fine. The bear isn't, though." The man—Dakota Black—had disappeared over a rise in the road, but his effect stayed with her. She tightened her grip on Blue's reins, still incredulous. That man.
"Good golly!" Fred skidded to a stop, winded. "You killed it. You got him three times, right? I heard the shots and I started running."
"I didn't do it. A—" What did she call him? Her gaze shot down the dusty road, where the only signs of the stranger were his boot prints. "I guess he was a drifter. He was walking along and pulled his gun when the bear charged me."
"He was walking? He didn't have a horse?"
"No. I guess not." Montana was a large and dangerous territory to be crossing on foot. He'd been carrying his few possessions on his back. She remembered how his shadowed eyes had been guarded, not used to letting anyone in. She swallowed hard, recalling how calm he'd been when the bear charged him. "He saved my life and he walked off."
"And left us a whole bear?"
"No idea what we're going to do with it." Her stomach clenched thinking of butchering the carcass. She was tough—but not tough enough to dissect an animal. "Maybe we can ask the Mason's for help. I know they are struggling to make ends meet, same as we are. Mr. Mason will know how to take care of this. And where's Mindy?"
"Uh, guess she's back at the camp. I thought you might be shot up by robbers or outlaws or Indians."
She didn't point out that the boy in his haste had no gun, unlike Dakota Black. 
Why couldn’t she stop thinking about him? Likely because he'd made quite an impression.
"I'll ride over to the Mason's." Apparently plans were made to be changed. "You go back and stay with Mindy. It's not smart leaving her alone out here."
"Okay, I'll go protect her. Do you think there's another bear around?"
"Are you kidding? Around here there's always another bear." She rolled her eyes, tugged his hat brim and shared a grin with him. "Go on, run back home. I'll go fetch Mr. Mason."
"Don't get ate by another bear!" Fred clearly was amusing himself. "I coulda shot him. Three bullets. Bam, bam, bam."
And that's how the male brain worked, she thought with another eye roll, spotting her Winchester and retrieving it.
"I'm glad you're not like that," she told Blue, who stood with ears pricked and attentive, watching over Fred as the boy disappeared in the grasses. "You, my friend, are a true blue gentleman."
Blue nickered in agreement, so she mounted up, spun him in the opposite direction and sent him trotting. She couldn't help glancing over her shoulder to the rise of the meadow. She could still see the image of the drifter on the crest of the prairie, hands held out as he approached the stallion. The sun had haloed him, worshipping his fine male form. He'd held the horse spellbound as surely as if he'd used magic.
Maybe he'd held her a little spellbound, too. 
That was enough of that, she thought with a toss of her head. Men were nothing but trouble.
As were bears, she decided hours later as she rode Blue into the chaos of the small western excuse for a settlement. Kindly old Mr. Mason had danced a highland jig when he'd spotted the animal beside the road. She'd left speedily, eager to be away from the actual butchering. Her stomach still felt a little queasy at the thought.
The settlement of Dusty Creek consisted of a main dusty street, eight blocks long. Awnings, covered with fine brown-red dust this time of year attempted to shade the few storefront windows advertising wares for sale or trade. Small signs swung overhead advertising the gunsmith or the leather shop. Few women roamed the street, it wasn't that kind of town, and the ones who did wore clothes that looked like undergarments made of black lace and red silk.
She nosed Blue up to the hitching post outside Left-Hand Louie's. Rumor had it Louie lost his hand in a fight with a U.S. Marshal and left the lawman in worse shape. His saloon was known for its poker playing activities. Kit dismounted and landed with a thump in the chalky dust. The heat of the sun blazed sweat across the back of her neck. Her heart galloped a tad too hard as she wound Blue's reins tightly around the weather-worn post.
"It'll be a piece of cake," she told him in a whisper. "It'll be like when Pa and I always played at home."
Blue blinked his long black lashes in what she hoped was encouragement. She patted his nose, the good boy, and clomped up the stairs. A drunk tumbled out through the batwing doors, smelling of whiskey and...what was that odor? Skunk? Kit's eyes watered from the stink. 
"It was the th-third bottle that got me," the drunk slurred to his friend who followed him out onto the boardwalk. 
"It weren't yer fault, Baldy." His friend clapped him on the back. "That feller insulted ya. What else waz ya gonna do? Ya had ta punch 'im."
"Yer right, Skinny. I hadda do it." Baldy gave an emphatic nod. "C'mon. Let'ssss go next door."
"They got better whiskey anyway." 
The pair lumbered off. Thank goodness as her lungs were bursting. She dared to draw in a small breath—still skunk tainted. Did she really want to go in? Did she really want to do this? 
Suddenly she wasn't as sure about her plan. Well, she'd come this far. Just do it, Kit.
She tugged the bandana higher up her throat, pushed through the swinging doors and swept into the saloon where clouds of cigar smoke assaulted her and blotted out the dim light from the overhead lanterns. Conversation drifted her way.
"Next time throw him out before he gets like this." A one-handed man with a handlebar mustache hauled broken pieces of a chair off the floor. "As soon as Baldy finishes his second bottle, he's out the door. Got it?"
"It's a lot to remember, Louie." A skinny guy, more boy than man, gave a good-hearted shrug. "The table's busted all to hell. Ain't no way to fix it."
"Might as well pick up those pieces and toss 'em out back. Move those tables over to cover the gap. We'll add it to his bill."
"Got it." The young man leaped to comply as Kit moved further into the saloon. 
Several men in various states of drunkenness were recovering from the fight. One fellow swiped blood off his forehead with his sleeve. Another searched the bloody cavity where a front tooth had been. Another straightened his clothes, rose to his feet and scratched his crotch. He glared at Kit, and she made a beeline for the bar. 
Head down, she thought. Ignore the tickle from the hair above her lip. 
"Who the hell are you, kid?" Left-Hand Louie had returned to the bar and glared at her with a cold black gaze.
Her heart skipped. She cleared her throat and lowered her voice. "Howie Chapman."
"Chapman, huh? Then you'd best be payin' your brother's tab."
"He owed you money?" Why wasn't she surprised?
"He owed everyone money." Louie produced a rather unclean dishcloth and began wiping the scarred bar. "Never saw anyone win so much so fast and spend it even faster."
"Yep, that was P—my brother." She corrected herself in time. Pa's ability to rack up debt was one of the biggest reasons they had always kept on the move.
But no longer. That's why she was here.
"What'll you have, Howie?" Louie's handlebar mustache bobbed when he spoke.
A whiskey? No, not a good idea as she'd never had it before. Tea? No, too ladylike. "Sarsaparilla?"
"That's what I'd expect from a city boy," the barman scoffed. "No self-respecting man in these parts would drink that."
Good to know for next time. Louie slapped a bottle on the bar with one hand, accepted payment and an extra payment toward Pa's account, and left her be. She took a swig of sarsaparilla straight from the bottle and surveyed her surroundings. 
Up front, a woman in a shocking pink petticoat sat down in front of an upright piano, her ample cleavage spilling out of a laced-up black corset. There were maybe a dozen or more tables, all filled with games in progress. 
In the far corner, men argued over a pot. One man stood up, shook his fist at another player across the table. His face glowed beet red. His familiar face. It was Tannen Sinclair, her neighbor.
It would be good to stay away from him if she could. Kit took another sip of her drink. Her fake mustache tickled.
"Howdy, there." A young man about her age plopped onto the neighboring stool. "I hear you're Hubert's brother."
"News travels fast." She eyed the newcomer. Medium height, lean, very tidy. His blue muslin shirt was perfectly pressed down to the creases in his sleeves. "I'm Howie."
"Dewayne." He took off his hat to reveal more curls. "Bet you came out to take care of the kids. Poor things, being left like that. And that fire—I hear they barely made it out of the house alive."
"It was tough for them," she choked out. That hellish night still haunted her dreams. They'd worked feverishly trying to get their things out of the house before the flames drove them out.
"It's good of you to come help. Were you and Hubert close?"
"Sometimes." Her voice quivered. She remembered to lower it. So far, her disguise was holding up. That was good, but she hadn't come here to chat. 
"Nice meeting you." She hopped off her stool, bottle in hand as a fight broke out in the corner. A chair sailed over a table and crashed on the floor. Men surged to their feet, punches flew and blood spattered. A gunshot echoed and a bullet zinged into the ceiling.
"Next time I won't miss," Tannen growled, his Peacemaker smoking. "You slipped a queen of hearts out of your sleeve. I saw it."
"Hey, I'm innocent." The accused party, an unshaven cowboy in chaps and spurs, swiped blood from his nose. "It was a mistake."
"Check up his sleeves and see," Tannen demanded of his fellow players.
Best to avoid that table. Join it only as a last resort. Not all the poker games looked rough. Take the table of old men, for instance. Really old men, she noticed, once she took a careful look. Withered, wrinkled, jowls sagging. Talking slow and careful, whistling any S's through gaps of missing teeth. 
"I'll raise you a penny," one old guy said with a wink. 
Nope, those stakes were too low. Best to move onto the next table. She spied younger men seated at the next one over, maybe in their twenties. Now, that was more like it. Piles of coins glinted on the center of their table like a little mountain of silver...mostly nickels and dimes. 
No, she shook her head, still too small. Well, that was disappointing. Her winnings there might help with the groceries for the week, but wouldn't fund the longer range portions of her grand plan.
There had to be a game in here that would work. She took another sip, resisted the urge to itch her scratching fake mustache and squared her shoulders. She eyed a table near the front window where middle-aged men played a friendly game and headed their way, using her best manly swagger.
The batwing doors chose that moment to swing open. A tall man with mile-wide shoulders and a masculine presence strode in, dark against the background of sky and setting sun. The tilt of his black Stetson was commanding, the strike of his boots ominous. The blood drained from her veins. She didn't need to see his face to recognize the man.
Dakota Black ambled into the dim lantern light, his iron-jaw set, his rugged face as hard as carved granite. A trickle of fear winged into her chest, fluttering behind her heart even though she knew he wasn't dangerous.
Well, not dangerous to her. 
He surveyed the room with one long, cold scan, stopped when he spotted her. A trace of a grin hooked one corner of his chiseled mouth. He said nothing as he passed her by on his way to the bar.
Of all the men in the territory who could walk into this saloon, why did it have to be him?
 * * *
Dakota couldn't believe his eyes. So that's what the gal was up to. She was a gambler? Or at least it looked like she was trying to be. He shook his head, bellied up to the end of the bar and tossed his hat on the stool beside him. He signaled the barkeep. "Whiskey."
"Comin' right up, Mister." The bartender swallowed, looking a little pale. Probably thought he was an outlaw.
He got that reaction a lot. It wasn't entirely untrue. He tossed a coin on the bar, watched it roll. It made bartenders less leery when he paid up front. A shot glass landed in front of him. He snatched it up, turned on the stool and kept one eye on the little miss.
"Sorry, no room at our table." A middle-aged store clerk tossed his arm in front of the empty chair beside him. "This is a regular game between friends."
"In other words, you're not welcome." A jackass with salt and pepper hair combed sleekly off his forehead gave a smirk. "Try sitting with your own kind. Over there."
Dakota followed the gesture toward the loser game, where down and out cowpokes in thread-worn clothes and mended chaps gambled for pennies.
Might not be a bad idea for the gal to start off there in case she didn't know what she was doing. Thinking you were a good card player and actually being one were two different things. He took a swig of whiskey to wet his parched tongue and nearly choked when the sheriff strolled in.
Didn't take long for the law to show up. He'd been in town, what, less than three hours.
"Hey, Beauregard." The barkeep slapped a shot glass on the bar and slid it the lawman's way.
"Heard you had a problem in here. Shots fired. Could hear them all the way down the street." Sheriff Beauregard sidled up to the bar and tossed back his free drink.
"It was Tannen, hot-headed as usual." The barkeep rolled his eyes, as if this wasn't out of the ordinary. "He put a hole in the ceiling, but the cost to repair it has gone on his tab."
"All right, then. As long as there are no dead bodies." The sheriff's gaze traveled down the bar, landed on him and narrowed. He frowned. "I haven't seen you before. You look familiar, like you remind me of somebody."
"I get told that a lot." His guts tensed up. They always did whenever the past threatened to rise up and grab him. It was a matter of time, but the past always found a man. He set his jaw and willed his heart rate to calm down, his stomach to unclench. He shot off the stool and stood, looking the lawman in the eyes. "I'm in town looking for work."
"There isn't much hereabouts, sorry to say." Beauregard didn't look sorry.
"I'll be moving on if there isn't." Dakota met his gaze. There were a lot of things the lawman might not like about him. He'd run across it before more times than he bothered to count. Maybe it was the attitude, or two years of hard labor he'd done while in prison. "I don't intend to cause any trouble."
"See that you don't." The lawman left his glass on the bar, nodded in thanks to the barman, shot a warning look to the man called Tannen in the corner and strolled out of the saloon.
"I know someone who is hiring." The tidy shopkeeper type midway down the bar moved closer a few stools. "Are you looking for ranch work?"
"Horses, mostly. I'm a wrangler, but I can work cattle." 
"I was doing the final fitting for Mr. Sinclair. He bought a new suit. He told how he had to fire one of his best cowhands for stealing. You might have a chance of getting the job."
"I'll look into it. Thanks." He appreciated the tip. His gaze swiveled to the gal. Looked like she was having more trouble. The penny-ante gang shook their heads, pointing out there were no free chairs at the table. Like they couldn't draw up an extra one. He crossed his arms over his chest, wondering how long it would take for folks, even drunk folks, to figure out she wasn't what she first appeared.
"We got an extra seat over here." A sly, deep-noted voice called above the rumble of bets and calls. The pianist came to the end of her song and in the beat of silence, heads turned. Conversations stilled. He had to shout over the first strains of "Oh Susanna". "You're lookin' to play and we're short a player."
"Because you shot him." The disguised girl braced her feet, gloved hands fisted. The gesture wasn't entirely masculine, but it wasn't wholly feminine either. An improvement.
"Didn't shoot him. There's a hole in the roof to prove it." The man's Cheshire grin widened. Whoever he was, he'd spotted a tenderfoot and figured he could take him for all he had.
This was gonna get interesting. Dakota rocked back on his heels, watching the girl as she gave her hat brim a tug, squared her slender shoulders and gulped. At least the red bandana hid the graceful column of her throat.
"Don't worry, boy, we won't bite." Tannen pulled out the spare chair next to him. "This won't hurt one bit. Come have some fun."
Don't do it. He willed the advice as she bit her bottom lip, debating. What was there to debate? The men were out of her league. They'd take every cent she had. He'd seen the tale before.
"Fine. I'm in for a couple of hands. At least you're letting me play, and I thank you." She hitched the gun belt strapped to her hip and marched across the saloon. 
Hell, no way was this was gonna end well. He squeezed his eyes shut. Good thing his Peacemaker was strapped to his thigh. He might need it.
And why was he getting involved? The question shot through his brain, but he ignored it. Looking back, he might come to regret that decision. She made something inside him rear up like a wild beast, powerful and protective. It had to be because of her gentle horse, obviously well loved. Anyone could win him over with that. It had nothing to do with the fact that she was a woman. Nope, that wasn't it at all. 
He shoved his empty shot glass at the barkeep. It looked like things were about to get interesting.



Chapter Three

"Looks like you lose again, kid." The man called Tannen began to gather the fat pile of money he'd won. "That's what happens when you bet small. Nothing good ever comes from that."
"This is my first real time playing." The truth tripped off her tongue before she could call it back. Great. Now they had a reason to kick her out before she could win her eight dollars back.
"Your first real game? Ha!" Tannen counted out his latest winnings. "What did you do, kid, play with your pa in the kitchen?"
"He taught me everything I know." 
"That explains it then. I'm sure he did his best." His calculating gaze turned mean. "Well, there's a lot to learn in the real world, and we'll all be glad to teach ya. Right, boys?"
"You bet." The balding guy on her left grinned like a hyena right before the attack.
Not comforting at all. Not one bit.
"You stick with us, kid." The rough looking gunslinger across the table grinned, showing tobacco stained teeth and the wad tucked against his cheek. "We'll show you the ropes."
"You got that right, Dune. We sure will," chortled the portly man next to him and took a swig from his tin full of whiskey. "First thing you gotta know about poker is this. Bet big or go home."
"What's in your billfold, boy?" Tannen's foreman leaned in, hard eyes glittering as he shuffled the deck. "Open it up and make a real bet."
"Bet like a man," Tannen advised as if they were best friends. 
Tannen. The last time she'd seen him had been from a distance, talking with Pa the day before he took off. She always tried to keep distance between her and Tannen. She didn't like him. She didn't trust him.
Then again, she didn't trust any man. The only man who affected her in an entirely different way was the one dressed in black hunkered up at the bar. Even the bartender seemed leery every time he approached to refill Dakota's drink. She counted out ten dollars for the pot and shoved the rest of her dwindling funds into her trouser pocket. 
She picked up her cards, schooling her face as she glanced at her hand. A pair of aces. Not bad. She watched the other players carefully. Noted Tannen's frown lines, the gunslinger's slight shift in his chair and the brief flash of excited greed in the foreman guy's eyes. All tells she'd carefully studied during the first few games she'd intentionally lost to them.
"I'm out." The portly man rubbed one hand over his face and threw his cards on the table. "Why are you dealing me crap, Cliff?"
"It's yer lucky day, I guess." The foreman guy grinned, guarding his cards much more than he had previously.
"You ever been out west before, boy?" Dune, the gunslinger, dropped money into the pile with lazy ease. But when he peered over the top of his cards, his gaze was steel.
"Some." Kit hedged, thinking of the real Uncle Howie working in St. Louis. "Never been this far west before, though." That was true.
"Guess this ain't what you're used to." Tannen counted five silver coins from his money pile and tossed them into the center. "You look like the citified type. No offense."
"None taken." They could think she was citified all they wanted, as long as they thought she was a man. She sipped her sarsaparilla and wiggled her top lip. The mustache was really starting to itch. 
"Being used to a city, you gotta feel like a fish outta water." Tannen turned toward her, smirking.
She dug five silver eagles out of her pocket. "I like it here. All this wide open space. No traffic, no hustle and bustle. People are everywhere in St. Louis. Can't hardly cross the street without being nearly run over by some horse and driver in a hurry."
At least that was her best memory of St. Louis, during her mother's illness and before her death. Kit blew out a shaky breath. She had been ten years old. 
"I'm surprised to hear you say that." Tannen didn't sound sincere, not at all. "Most city folks don't cotton much to our way of life here. We live by the gun."
"Nothing wrong with that." Especially since she had a six shooter strapped to her belt. She waited a beat as the balding guy folded, and Cliff the foreman raised and Dune's brow furrowed as he debated his next move. 
"I like guns," she said.
"Is that right? Then you and I ought to do all right, little guy." Tannen smiled like a wolf and counted out ten bucks. "What are you planning on doing with Hubert's little plot of land?"
"Keep it, since the kids have to live somewhere." She peeled off another ten. Her money was going down fast, but that wasn't why her hands were shaking. She didn't like this conversation or the way Tannen looked at her like she was a rabbit he was about to grab in his big sharp wolf's teeth. 
"You know about the mortgage on the land, right?" Victory snapped in cold eyes. 
"There isn't any mortgage." She remembered to keep her voice low, not to let it screech upward an octave like it was doing in her head. Mortgage? Pa hadn't said anything about it. 
"Hubert and I agreed to a loan a few days before his tragic house fire," Tannen said. "Are you in or are you gonna fold?"
"I'm in." She peeled off most of her greenbacks, good thing she had backup money stashed in her boot. A total of one hundred and thirty dollars sat in the middle of the table. That would mean food supplies for winter, new clothes and shoes for Fred and Mindy, and lumber. Lots and lots of lumber.
"I call." Cliff grinned, shared a knowing look with Tannen. "A pair of queens."
"Can't beat my kings." Tannen's wolf smile returned.
"I got nuthin'." The gunslinger tossed down his cards.
"Cards on the table, Chapman." Tannen knocked back a swig of whiskey. "Let's see how bad you did."
"Not bad." She spread her cards for all to see, grateful for the luck of the draw. "Guess I've got the winning hand."
"Not so fast." Tannen's burley hand slapped over the pile of cash. "Let's take a minute and make sure yer really the winner."
Uh oh. The flicker of warning in her stomach became a flaming torch of doom. 
Ignore the panic itching along your spine. Keep your voice low, she reminded herself. Act like a man. Hold your ground. 
Her chin shot up. "Last time I checked, aces trump kings. That makes me the winner."
"Well, now, it's curious how you lost three hands straight and won the fourth one."
"Beginner's luck?" After all, this was her first real match. 
"I think you cheated." Tannen launched to his feet. "Grab him, boys. Let's see what he's hiding up his sleeve. Or his gloves. Take 'em off."
Uh oh. Kit's throat went dry. The minute they saw her hands—her feminine hands—and even in their drunken haze they'd likely figure out the truth and toss her out of the saloon. How would she provide for her sister and brother then? 
"Is there a problem here?" A familiar baritone thundered close. Boots struck the wood floor and came to a stop behind her chair. 
"None of your business, mister." Tannen patted the walnut handle of his holstered Peacemaker. "This is a private matter among friends."
"Then that makes me a friend, too. This kid and I go way back." An iron hand clamped on Kit's shoulder. "Get your winnings and let's go."
Tiny chills were popping through her body. She managed a nod and reached for the pot. Tannen's fingers curled around his gun's grip, but he didn't draw. His face had gone pale. Across the table, the gunslinger took one look at Dakota and stayed seated.
"Hey, that's not fair," the portly guy protested. "We were gonna split the pot."
"After you fleeced Howie you mean?" Dakota dropped something dropped onto the table. His black Stetson. "Gather up your winnings, and let's go."
She did as he requested, scooping her earnings into his hat, money she'd earned fair and square. 
"Thanks for the game," she told her fellow players. "Have a good evening."
"Watch your back, Howie Chapman. I'll be looking for you." Tannen's threat shone darkly in his eyes as he watched her go. "Next time, you might not be so lucky."
Next time she came to play, she'd pick a different saloon.
"Walk straight to the door. Don't look back." That familiar voice rang low, for only her to hear. "Quick, before his temper gets the best of him and this ends a different way."
Remembering the bloody player she'd replaced, she suspected Tannen was a sore loser. No big shock there. She pushed through the swinging doors and tumbled onto the boardwalk. Sunset had drained all the light from the sky, leaving behind the twilight dusk cloaking the town with shadow. 
Dakota's footsteps knelled on the boards behind her. "Howie, huh?"
"It's my uncle's name." She faced him, staring up at the magnificent splendor of steely chest and granite face. Dakota Black coming to her rescue again. "That's twice I owe you."
"I'm not done yet." He steered her down the boardwalk, his touch a searing hot brand on her elbow. "In here."
"But I—"
"In." The warning in his voice normally would have riled up her stubbornness, but the softer question in his gaze stumped her. 
This man may be hard iron, but he was more than he seemed. She slipped through the door he held for her and stood in a hotel lobby breathing in the scents of fried chicken and fresh brewed coffee. He seemed intent on watching out the window, standing to one side of the glass as Tannen and his gunslinger charged out of the saloon. The pair glanced up and down the boardwalk before exchanging words. The muffled boom of their angry voices penetrated the glass panes, muffled by the clink of dinnerware and the murmur of nearby conversations.
"They're splitting up," Dakota reported as he strolled away from the frame. "Likely looking to catch you on the road and get their money back."
"That wouldn't have turned out well for me, so it's a good thing you stepped in when you did." She blew out a trembly breath, realizing she was clutching Dakota's hat to her chest and she'd forgotten to speak in a man's voice.
She also realized the hotel owner was staring. Not at her, but at the ominous man in black, looking tough enough to chew nails without a wince, who held his Colt Peacemaker, army issue, like he knew how to use it.
"A table for two." Dakota holstered his gun.
"Right this way." The hotel man blinked owlish eyes behind round spectacles, gulped, and led the way to the adjacent dining room.
"We'll give Tanner some time to cool down his temper, give up on looking for you and head back to the saloon." Dakota held out her chair, ignoring the curious diners who might be wondering why a man was pulling out a chair for another man. 
"Good idea." Kit collapsed onto the cushioned seat, looking down at the pile of money in Dakota's hat. Enough money to buy a start on her dreams. It had been worth it. "I bet come midnight and a bottle of whisky, Tannen will have forgotten all about it."
"I wouldn't go that far." Dakota settled across from her with his back to the wall, looking dark and dangerous enough to make every patron squirm. "He might not be the type to forget. I don't think 'Howie' should tempt fate by coming to town again."
Her rescuer had a point, but she couldn't agree with him. She straightened her winnings into a neat pile, tucked the money into her pocket and ordered the large plate of fried chicken. She planned to take the leftovers home for Fred and Mindy. After all, what she'd done tonight had been for them, too.
"Where did you learn to play like that?" Dakota asked once the hotel owner had taken their orders. "You have skill."
"My pa taught me." 
"He was a gambler?"
"He lived and breathed cards. I watched him play since I was small. When I was six, he sat me down at the kitchen table and taught me the game. I've been playing with him at home ever since. This was my first real game without him."
"And he let you come here by yourself?"
"He's gone." Sadness flicked across her face. 
"Sorry to hear that. Sorry for your loss." 
"Oh, he didn't die. He moved on. That's Pa. Always something better around the corner. We had a chance for something here, a real home. My sister and brother didn't want to leave either, so we stayed."
"Let me guess. Your younger brother and sister." He steeled his chest, telling himself not to care, not to get roped in. 
"How did you know?"
"A hunch." He didn't know what it was about her that got to him. He lived a solitary life. He liked it that way. But having her for a dinner companion was nice. "Let me put two and two together. You figured you could earn a living by taking up his profession. There doesn't look like a lot of employment opportunities around here for you."
"Exactly. I'm responsible for Fred and Mindy. I'm all that's standing between them and the world."
"And it's a tough world out there." No one had to tell him that. "Your winnings should see you through the winter to spring. You took in quite a bundle."
"I know. I've never held so much money all at once before." It wasn't pride that lit her up, but accomplishment, he realized. Maybe a touch of surprise. "Tonight worked better than I'd thought, except for the tiny problem with Tannen."
"Tiny problem?" He arched one brow. 
"It will be one by tomorrow." Up went her chin again, sheer determination. "Tomorrow, most of my problems will be hardly noticeable thanks to you."
"Don't know what possessed me. Should have minded my own business." The hint of a smile settled in the corners of his mouth before he could stop it. 
"If you hadn't, I'd have been bear food."
"You were lucky I was walking by."
"Why were you walking? Do you live around here?"
"Never stepped foot in this town before." He spotted a movement through the window. Tannen had returned, marching down the boardwalk like a man on fire. He shot by the hotel, met up with his gunslinger, exchanged heated words and stormed into the saloon. 
Good. With any luck that would be the end of it.
The hotel owner rushed over with two plates stacked high with steaming food. Dakota's stomach rumbled. He nodded thanks as the plate slid in front of him.
"Thank you, sir." She tilted her head, smiling up at the hotel owner. "This smells wonderful."
"Uh, g-good, good." The man's gaze darted back to Dakota and slid to the gun at his hip. Perhaps the impression of walking into the hotel with it drawn had scared the bookish looking man. "Let me know if you need anything else. Hap-happy to oblige."
"This will be fine." He wanted to reassure the fellow. "Didn't mean to startle you earlier. Just had a little trouble with one of the locals."
"You and me, both." The man looked a little less nervous as he scurried away.
"You have an effect on people, Mr. Black." She shook out her napkin like a lady and laid it across her lap. "I would have been more than slightly intimidated if I'd come across you in the road first, but the bear helped me to see a different side of you."
"My warm and cuddly side?"
"Your good aim." Humor danced like sapphire sparkles in her eyes. "Blue likes you. That's all the character reference I need."
"Then you trust too easy."
"Hey, I didn't say I trusted you. There isn't a man I trust as far as I can throw him."
"You're a smart lady, Howie."
"It's Kit. Katherine, actually, after my mother." That loss would always hurt. "She passed away when I was ten. After that it was me and Pa taking care of the family."
 "And why you spent a lot of time with him, learning to gamble."
"Precisely." She dug her fork into the mound of mashed potatoes on her plate. "You never answered my question. Why don't you have a horse?"
He picked up his fork and tried the potatoes. Tasty. Buttery. Been a long time since he'd had food like this.
Across the small table, Kit watched him silently, waiting for her answer.
"I walk because I can't afford a horse." It was blunt, it was painful, but it was the truth. "Which means I've been walking for a long while."
"It must be hard, a man like you, not having a horse."
"There are worse things." Things he kept a locked door on, things that he wanted to stay in the past. "I got two good legs for walking, so I'm lucky."
"But you'd be luckier with a horse. What happened to yours?"
"Maybe I never had one. Maybe I've always been on foot, walking wherever I want to go." He'd be a fool to let her close, to let her know a single personal thing about him. He kept everyone at arm's length. It was best that way.
"I don't believe that for a second. I saw you with Blue. Blue, who doesn't like strangers. Blue, who runs from everyone but me. He didn't let you catch him, he came to you. I saw it. I couldn’t believe my eyes, but I did see it. You can't deny it."
"I've always had a way with horses."
"Me, too." Despite the mustache, her smile was as sweet as a summer dawn, the kind that comes quietly to the Montana plains in a soft brush of light to fill the whole world. His heart felt caught in that light threatening to touch what had been dark for ages.
He couldn’t let that happen, but he couldn't resist the pull of her. No one had bothered to understand him in a long time.
"Is it something you've always had?" she asked. 
No, that's what he should have said. But what came out of his mouth? "Always. I think I was born with it. Working with horses, that's what I was meant to do."
"Me, too." She nibbled daintily on a chicken wing. "I get it from my Ma's side. Her granddaddy bred Arabians. Very reputable. A lot of folks respected him. When Ma was sick, we lived with him. He taught me about horses."
"Horses run in your blood."
"Blue was a gift from my grandfather. I think he realized I needed something to hold onto when Ma was ill. One afternoon, Granddaddy came and took me with him to the stable. His favorite, prized mare was in labor. I watched the foal come into this world, and Granddaddy said the newborn was mine. The instant Blue and I locked eyes, we were in love. We've been best friends ever since."
"There's nothing like having a horse for your best friend." He wasn't enchanted by her, he wasn't. Maybe if he kept saying that, he could make it true.
"What happened to your best friend?"
"Lost him long ago." Like everything else. The memory would tear him apart if he let it. "You broke Blue?"
"I didn't need to. He was born a gentle soul, and I began working with him when he was a new foal." She nibbled on her piece of chicken, a dreamy look in her eyes. "Granddaddy taught me how to train him, at least at first. When we had to move on, I kept his advice close to my heart. Training Blue was a gradual thing. I would never break his spirit. I don't believe in breaking horses."
"Neither do I." And just like that he was one hundred percent glad he'd stepped in and helped her. He hadn't felt that way about a fellow human being in a long, long time.



Chapter Four

The hotel owner promised to wrap up Kit's leftovers, cleared away Dakota's empty plate and left the bill. She pulled out a handful of coins.
"Put those back in your pocket." He stood, looming over her a full six feet. 
Her heart thumped but she wasn't afraid, unlike the diners at the nearest table who stopped eating to watch him as if they expected him to start shooting up the place. 
"But this is my way of saying thank you." Why couldn’t she stop noticing the hard plane of his chest or the muscled strength in his arms? Impressive, a little voice whispered, a voice she should not pay attention to, nope, not at all. "I would have been in serious trouble with the bear if you hadn't stepped in."
"Serious trouble? No, you'd have been dead. I'm glad you're not."
"And once wasn't enough. You stepped in with Tannen, too. You didn't have to get involved. I kept my winnings thanks to you."
"You're not paying for my supper. Not going to happen. Pick up your coins." He dropped a greenback on the table. "It should be safe for you to head home. I kept an eye on the window while we ate, and Tannen and his gunman went back inside the saloon."
"You make it hard to even the score, Mr. Black." She reluctantly pocketed her coins, fearing that if she didn't, Dakota would do it for her. When he circled to the back of her chair, the hair on her arms and the nape of her neck prickled.
A perfectly normal reaction, she thought. It was nice of him to get her chair. What was he, a gentleman outlaw?
"Folks are a little puzzled why I would help with your chair." His baritone rumbled in her ear, warmed with humor. "My reputation has taken a hit being seen out with you."
"I'll try and act more manly." She blushed, realizing she'd forgotten. 
"Here you go, sir." The hotel owner returned, searching her face anxiously through his spectacles. He held out her wrapped leftovers. "I hope you found everything satisfactory."
"It was very good." There, deep voice. She lumbered away from the table. "Thank you."
"My pleasure." The owner's heavy sigh of relief accompanied them to the foyer.
"This is one reason I don't eat in fine restaurants." Strain carved into his face. He held the door for her. 
"Sure, they take one look at you and think an armed robbery is about to happen at any minute." 
"I have that effect on folks."
"Not on me, not anymore." She stared at the span of boardwalk between her boots instead of looking at him. She didn't want to come out and admit she thought he was a good man, as far as men went. That might make them friends or something. Friends with a man? That spelled trouble. 
"Then you're the exception, Howie." Humor layered his words, but there was no shielding the closeness—for one brief instant—that beat between them. He looked down at the boardwalk, too.
The darkness cloaked the town, hiding all its flaws. Lamplight from windows and saloons dusted the empty streets and the drab storefronts with a golden glow. Blue spotted her, his head came up, his ears pricked and his welcoming whinny carried on the dusty wind.
"Guess I've done all the damage here I can do for one night." She patted her pocket, heavy with her winnings. She'd never thought she'd earn that much on her first night out. "Although I really didn't get to do more than get in a few basic hands. I wanted to see what I could really do. It's one of my few skills. I think I'm a fairly good poker player."
"Maybe, but you've taken enough risks and I might not be around next time to step in if there's trouble. In these kinds of towns, with these kinds of men, there always is." He untied Blue's reins from the post. "The world is a lot tougher than you think, Kit."
"But I have to learn how to make my way in it, now that I'm the head of the household." Uncertainty clutched her heart, but she pushed it down. She fumbled with the bandana's knot, loosening it. "I almost forgot. You need this back."
"You keep it. You might need it if Howie goes to town again." Dark glints in his eyes shone like a midnight sky, backlit by a thousand stars. Something stirred there—tenderness combined with a dash of kindness.
She didn't want to like Dakota Black, but she couldn't help it. She fit her boot toe in the stirrup and rose with a hop into the saddle. "Don't know if I'll ever see you again, but I'll never forget you."
"Back at ya. You're one of a kind, Howie." He patted her boot, sending little tingles up her leg. "Be safe."
"You, too." Maybe it was a dumb thing to say to a man who looked mountain tough, but she meant it. 
She gathered Blue's reins, nosed him into the street and rode into the night. When she glanced over her shoulder, Dakota was nowhere in sight.
 * * *
To make sure the man called Tannen really had given up on his hunt for Kit, Dakota pushed through the swinging doors of Left-Hand Louie's and let his eyes adjust to the dim, smoky interior. Piano music rang above the roar of conversations as he searched each table. No Tannen. No gunslinger.
So much for hoping the man would be elbows deep in a game. Dakota's jaw tightened. He'd kept one eye on the boardwalk in front of the saloon through the meal. Didn't see Tannen leave. Maybe he'd gone upstairs with one of the working girls? Dakota eyed the landing above, but doors stood opened, not closed. He bit back a curse. 
"Where's your back door?" he barked, causing the barkeeper to blanch and point a trembling finger into the dark wedge of a back room. 
Good. He burst into the alley and hot summer evening. A dog's lone bark echoed between the rows of buildings and silenced. Dakota knelt in the shadows, studying the tracks in the powdery dust. One set circled to the garbage pile. Had to be the barkeep's. Two fresh sets headed east. 
Dakota took off at a run, wondering how far he had to go. Would he catch up with the men in time to make much of a difference? Why hadn't he considered Tannen might not leave out the front? Fear for Kit burned a hole in his chest. He didn't want to think what a man like Tannen might do if he found out the slightly-effeminate city boy who'd beaten him at cards was a pretty, defenseless female. Bile soured his tongue as he skidded to a stop between the buildings at the far end of town.
Angry voices echoed between the tailor shop and the gunsmith. Shadows from the faint light of the moon danced on the brick wall and on the main street where Kit lay sprawled on the ground on her back, likely having been yanked physically out of her saddle. Blue was nowhere in sight, but the broken tracks of horse shoes and boots told the story of a struggle. Tannen stood over her, foot on her belly, his gun in one hand, sizing up the roll of greenbacks he grasped in the other.
"This isn't all of it," Tannen belted out, cold superiority. "Empty your other pocket. Slow, now. I'd hate to have to shoot you."
Dakota drew his Colt, thumbing back the hammer. No sign of the gunman lurking on the wedge of town he could see. His boots carried him forward into the moon shadows, padding quietly, a skill he'd learned in the army. He nudged the metal nose into the middle of Tannen's shoulder blades, dead on his spine. "Drop the gun."
Surprise shook through Tannen, he stiffened. The Colt landed with a thud in the dirt.
"Now the money." Dakota kept his ears pealed, aware of his environment, knowing there was a gunman unaccounted for. "Do it."
"Haven't you figured out you're on the wrong side of this, Outlaw?" Tannen dropped the money roll, which landed beside the weapon. "I can make this beneficial for you."
"No, thanks. Now let Howie up."
"Your mistake." Tannen swore viciously, but he removed his foot from Kit's stomach. "You don't want to make an enemy of me."
"I'm not worried about it." All that mattered was that Kit was sitting up, grabbing Tannen's gun and her money roll. She was all right. Visually unharmed.
The bullet came from the dark side of the street, plowing through his flesh and bone with a fiery shock. Not the first time he'd taken a bullet, likely not the last. He landed on his knees, the breath punching out of him, but his gun remained steady. "Go, Howie. Get outta here."
"No." She bolted to her feet and joined him, the gun trembling in both of her hands. "Tannen, your gunslinger can't shoot us both at once. If you don't want a bullet in your back, call him off."
"You heard Howie." Dakota blinked against the encroaching darkness crowding into his brain. Ignored the pain. Held his gun steady. "Walk away while you can."
"This isn't over." Tannen's threat vibrated with cold rage, a threat meant to be kept, as signaled into the shadows. "Howie Chapman, you made yourself an enemy."
"You're the one who tried to steal from me." Kit spoke up, doing Howie proud. For the first time, she had the gestures of a man, the stance, the toughness. 
But Tannen had evaporated into the black of night. Faint boot steps tapped down the unlit boardwalk on the far side of the street, retreating. Then silenced. The danger was over. Good thing, too, because, his knees gave way.
"Are you all right?" Her hand landed on his shoulder, soft and light. "You're really bleeding. I can't believe you're still conscious. You need a doctor. Is there a doctor in this town?"
"I'm fine." Not exactly the truth. "I need to get some pressure on this, maybe dig out the bullet."
"You make that sound as if you plan on doing it yourself." She hunkered down before him in the street, her face a faint, concerned curve in the dark. "Sorry, but you're not that tough, Dakota. We need to get you to a doctor—"
"No, no doctor." He'd developed a distaste for medical men in the army. A horse's nicker interrupted, and Blue appeared from the middle of the dark street. The big animal nosed in, concerned.
"Good to see you, handsome." Kit grabbed her stallion's reins. "Are you all right, buddy?"
Blue nickered, looking a little frightened but unharmed.
"Good, because I've already got my hands full." She slid her arm around Dakota's back to support him. 
Only then did he realize he was listing. Maybe he was weaker than he wanted to admit. He was cold, too. Not a good sign. Shock was setting in.
"Okay, Mr. Black, if you don't want a doctor, then I'll care for you," she said.
"You? Take care of me?" He couldn't remember anyone saying that to him at anytime in his adult life. His wet shirt clung to his chest, and he could feel the dampness of blood all the way to his belt. He couldn't move his left arm.
Light spilled with eye-stinging brightness from one of the shops. "What's going on out there?" a man demanded in a mellow tenor.
"Dewayne!" Relief eased the pinched lines around Kit's soft mouth. Such a pretty mouth. "I need help."
The light from the shop tumbled over her, and it wasn't the man's clothes or the fairly good, fake mustache Dakota saw, but the woman beneath. Gentle, kind, concerned for him.
No one in ages had cared whether he lived or died. He'd gotten used to it until he'd stopped caring himself. Darkness crept across his brain, stealing his consciousness, but he knew as the blackness closed in he wouldn't hit the ground when he fell. He knew she would catch him.
 * * *
Fire danced like a wraith in the night, fiery red and roaring. The dangerous heat seared her and drew the skin tight on her face as she laid Fred in the cool grass, both of them coughing in the smoke.
"Mindy!" She screamed her sister's name, but the beast that was the fire drowned out her words, rearing up like a monster against the peaceful twinkle of stars in the sky above. Clouds of smoke tried to blot them out, but they shone on while she searched the field for her missing sister. Terror clawed through her. "Mindy!"
Kit sat up, pulse pounding, gasping for breath, the memory of the fire crisp in her mind. She could almost taste the dank smoke, as if it were coating the back of her throat. 
It was a dream and not real, she told herself. She blinked, and the shadowy inside of the tent came into view. Starlight glowed on the canvas wagon top, which she and Fred had stretched over willow boughs and stakes for a makeshift home. 
Her raspy breath sounded hollow in her ears. Calm down, she thought. Everything is fine. Everyone is safe.
She peeled away the sheet and sat up in her makeshift bed on the floor. Near the entry, Fred slept on his side, lying on a pallet they'd made from lumber scraps. Mindy dreamed nearby, still and peaceful, tucked in the corner on a straw tick they'd made from wild grasses. All was well there, but it was the man nearby, sprawled on his back in her bed that dominated her attention and her concern.
At least they'd been able to stop the bleeding. Dewayne had saved the day, bringing a blanket to roll Dakota onto. Between them they were able to carry him sling style into the back of the tailor shop. She'd patched up Pa after more than one saloon fight gone wrong, which meant she had experience tending injuries and digging out bullets. 
Dewayne had stitched the wound, and he'd done an expert job. No doctor necessary. He'd hitched up his wagon, they'd loaded Dakota in the back and headed home. Blue had followed, tied to the tailgate, now and then nickering with worry about the condition of the man he'd taken a shine to.
She'd been worried about him, too. Still was. He'd taken a bullet for her. A bullet. Her throat felt thick as she listened to him breathe. Slow, rhythmic, steady. He lay on her mattress against the side of the tent, where the shadows were thickest. Strange how her fingertips ached to reach out and touch him, to make sure no fever was dampening his brow or heating his skin, but she held back. No touching, she thought. That was a smart rule to live by.
Her tongue felt like sandpaper. She rocked to her feet, wincing at the ache in half her muscles. As if falling off Blue once hadn't been enough with the bear, the violent way Tannen had jerked her by the boot and tossed her to the ground had likely given her more than a few bruises. She snagged the empty water pitcher on her way to the tent flap.
The night air puffed hot against her face once she was outside. She breathed in the fresh air and listened to nature's sounds. An owl whoo-whoo-whooing from the stand of cottonwoods alongside the creek. A distant call of a coyote somewhere on the prairie. The muffled whoosh of a horse's breath from inside the sod stable. Jack, most likely, as the old gelding tended to snore.
Assured the night held no dangers, she crossed the yard toward the blackened ruins where their ramshackle cabin had stood. The small well had been untouched by the inferno, although the nearby grasses had been scorched. The charred scent from the fire touched her nose and she shivered, remembering the nightmare that had kicked her out of her sleep. 
She knelt to open the wooden lid and heard a boot print in the grass behind her. Her heart lurched, for one senseless moment fearing it was Tannen, even as she knew it wasn't true. 
"Let me do that." Dakota's silhouette, masculine and mighty, cast a shadow against the jeweled stars twinkling behind him in the black sky.
"You?" Why wasn't she surprised? "You were shot six hours ago. What are you doing up?"
"I didn't get shot in the foot, so I can stand." Western tough, he knelt beside her. He set his shirt and something else he carried on the ground—with his injury he probably couldn't put his shirt on by himself—and reached for the well's rope. "What are you doing outside alone this time of night?"
"Isn't it obvious?" She gestured to the well in front of her. Her lurching heart hadn't settled down. It galloped like a runaway horse because of his nearness. "The real question is, what are you doing up? And how are you up? You lost a lot of blood."
"I've lost more and lived to tell about it."
"As an outlaw?" She gulped, watching as he drew the bucket up awkwardly, using his injured arm to hold the rope, his good one to draw up the bucket. He looked the part of an outlaw, even with a bandage white against the bronzed skin of his upper arm. There was something untamed about him, as if he were beyond the law, beyond what a civilized man should be.
"As a soldier." He handed over the water bucket and tried to hide the beads of sweat rolling down his face from the effort.
Stubborn man. An unexpected warmth flickered to life in her heart, like a flame newly lit. A slip of affection the like of which she'd never felt before.
"You were in the army?" Her hand trembled from his nearness as she emptied the bucket into the pitcher. "The War Between the States?"
He nodded. That was all. He offered no more information as he rocked back on his heels to sit in the soft grass beside her. She didn't know what to say. A soldier? He'd fought to hold their country together? And here she'd feared the worst about him, letting her imagination run wild because he looked as if he belonged on a wanted poster. How could she have been that wrong?
"Would you like a drink?" She left a bit of water in the bucket for him.
He shook his head. "I borrowed your whiskey. Found it on the floor beside the bed."
"It's Pa's. Hard to believe he left it behind, but he did. You're welcome to it." Gambling and drink had been her father's weaknesses and his masters. She hoped Dakota wasn't a drinking man the way Pa had been. She let her gaze rove over his rock-hard shoulders and muscled bare chest. She couldn’t imagine Dakota Black being weak.
"Thanks. It helps with the pain." He raked his good hand through his thick, dark hair. "This is an isolated piece of land."
"It's prime ranching land."
"But it's just you and those two kids sleeping in the tent." A tent he wasn't going to sleep in again, not after what happened to him eight years ago. The vestiges of the past, wisps of memory he'd tried to bury forever surged upward and he fought them down. "How are the three of you going to turn this into a ranch?"
"You wait and see. Things will be different by this time next year. First off, we're building a house."
"You can't be much more than what, twenty-one, twenty-two?"
"I'm almost twenty."
"Which means you're nineteen." He stayed away from young women as a rule. A cold sweat broke out over his bare flesh, and it wasn't from the bullet wound. She was way too young, and he shouldn't be alone with her.
"I'm old enough to do what needs to be done. I've got plans. See that sod barn? I'll have a big new structure right there next to it, so the soddy can take the brunt of the north winter winds. You can see Fred and I have already started the corral. Imagine it finished with the horses grazing in it."
"That's a lot of change in one year." He tried standing up, but his head was a little woozy. He had to go slow. "You'll need supplies. You'll have to hire help. That's costly."
"And that's why I was gambling tonight." She tilted her head back to look up at him. The starlight found her, made her glow, emphasized her beauty.
She was a beauty. His ribs constricted until he couldn’t breathe and he lurched forward. A little shaky, and his vision went black for a moment, but the dizziness passed after a few seconds. Then he'd be able to do the right thing. He'd vowed never to be alone with a young woman again. "Good luck. Thanks for patching me up."
"You're leaving?" She dropped the bucket back in the well and secured the wooden lid. "Just like that?"



Chapter Five

"Yep, just like that." He might not feel up to walking back to the field where he'd stashed his bedroll, rucksack and rifle, but he had to do it. He was alone with her. Without his shirt on. He'd slept a stone's throw away from her and another young girl. With his past, he couldn’t risk it. He had no choice but to go. It was self preservation.
"It's miles back to town. Not even you are that tough, Mr. Black. Look at your knees. They're wobbling."
"They'll steady up soon enough." He tucked the whiskey bottle beneath his injured arm and tried to stab his good hand through the shirt sleeve. Missed.
"I'm not sure if I should help you or let you keep trying. Maybe then you'll admit you need to stay here and rest." She swept toward him like the breeze, mild and sweet. Sparkled like the stars overhead, rare and captivating. "You're bleeding through your bandage. You've been moving around too much."
"I'll live." The back of his neck tingled. At her nearness? Or because of something else?
"Sure, you'll live until a bear scents that blood. Or how about a mountain lion? I saw tracks at the creek the other morning." She caught his shirt by the shoulder and held the sleeve for him. "This is the wild west. Emphasis on wild."
"I'm not afraid of a predator or two. Wouldn't be my first brush with 'em, as you witnessed this morning." He tried again and his arm slid into the sleeve. Finally. His skin prickled from her nearness, and that was another problem right there.
She waltzed around him in a white muslin nightshirt skimming the hidden curves of her feminine body and falling to her bare knees. Not that it was her knees he noticed. Her face was soft curves and flawless bone structure. Sculpted high cheekbones, a cute sloping nose, and lips shaped like a Cupid's bow. Her almond-shaped eyes shined with the light of a whole and caring heart.
He wanted to believe in her innocence, in her goodness.
That didn't mean he did. Or that he could stay.
He winced when she wrestled the whiskey bottle away, because it disturbed his bullet wound. He gritted his teeth against the groan of pain when he slid his injured arm into the shirt sleeve she held. His vision went black for a second. His head spun. Found it hard to breathe.
It passed.
Except for the tingle at the back of his neck, the tingle that always served as a warning. That had kept him alive in a rough prison and during the part of his sentence spent as a front line soldier.
As if she felt it too, she tensed. Her gaze followed his, searching through the dark meadow that stretched across the starlit rises and shadowed draws of the prairie. Miles of grass stirred beneath the breeze like a great, shimmering ocean. The owl had silenced, the coyotes had vanished. Not even a grasshopper made a sound, the sure sign of a predator on the plains. Maybe even the two-legged variety.
"Get inside the tent." He'd sure like his Winchester about now, but his Colt would do. "No arguing, go."
"But I'm a good shot." She set down the whiskey bottle. "Do you think it's a wolf or something?"
"Wolves are shy. They won't come around humans unless they are rabid or starving something fierce." Best not to scare her more. She was young—hardly more than a girl, stranded out here on her own in a territory that was more lawless than lawful.
Not your business, Black. He winced, wrestling with a decision. Well, maybe it wasn't really a decision. A man had to do the right thing, regardless of the consequences. Besides, it could be a wolf. Wouldn't hurt to go look.
"You can't go out there like this," she said with concern. "You can barely stand up."
"I'm standing fine." The Peacemaker felt right in his hand, protection against whatever was out there. "Now go, so I know you're safe."
He didn't wait for her answer. He strode into the night, heading for the darkest shadows along the creek. Whoever was out there wouldn't see him coming.
 * * *
Inside the dark tent, Kit buttoned her trousers, dressing as fast and as quietly as she could. She froze when Fred rolled over in his sleep, but since he didn't waken, she grabbed a length of ribbon, tied her hair back in a ponytail and stuffed her Stetson on her head. Grabbing her Winchester on her way through the tent flap, she hustled across the moonlit yard.
A whistle rent the stillness, a shrill, long call she knew instinctively came from Dakota. She followed the trail of the newly rising slice of moon, rustled through the knee-high grasses shining ghostly silver and spotted a man's silhouette on the rise ahead. 
She rested the Winchester's barrel against her shoulder, trying to calm the trickle of fear still left in her veins. Not that she was a coward, but the creepy grip of Tannen's hand on her ankle stuck with her. In town, when he'd jumped out of the shadows and grabbed her by the ankle, she'd been helpless to fight him. Not strong enough to stop him. 
Maybe following her plan wasn't going to be as easy as she'd first thought.
"Didn't I tell you to stay in the tent?" A touch of humor, not annoyance, rang low. 
"Kit is in the tent," she quipped. "Howie thought to come out and see if you needed a man's help."
"Funny." He hitched up the brim of his hat, studying the rolling prairie for any sign of trouble. "Found some fresh tracks. Careful to walk around them, that's right. Looks like two men came from the north, circled around to this spot and watched your camp. Both kneeled down, looks like they were here for a while. Likely have been here before."
"Darn. I was sure wishing it might be another wild animal or something, but not this." Her knees knocked a little. "This means they've been watching us for awhile now." 
"I'll be able to tell you come daylight. I'll come back and study the tracks." He holstered his Peacemaker and braced his feet. The moonlight burnished the span of his shoulders, emphasized the strength in his arms. He could have been carved from granite, as grand as the distant mountains. 
"Does this mean you're staying?" she asked.
"Until tomorrow." He rubbed the back of his neck, still studying the wide open prairie. A distant blur of movement grabbed his attention and he motioned toward it. Stayed silent as they both turned to squint at the eastern section of her property. 
"The mustangs," she breathed. Wonder filled her as it always did, driving out everything else—the worries, fears, suspicions—leaving only awe. 
A small band of the magnificent animals raced toward them across the platinum landscape, heads up, flying like the wind. They drew closer and the moonlight revealed glossy colors of black, white, red and bay, silver and spotted. Such beauty, such wildness. They took her breath away. 
"Look at them go." Dakota's tone rumbled low and reverent, as if he were moved, too.
She couldn't answer, couldn’t find the words, as her dreams galloped closer. She could see their faces, now, eyes bright, nostrils flared and ears pricked. Manes rippled against sleek necks. Sweat gleamed on their smooth backs and flanks. Dainty hooves and legs churned. 
The stallion led the way, glorious in black, whinnying in alarm when he spotted the two humans on the rise. He swung away toward Tannen's land, leading his mares and foals from this new possible danger. 
Kit couldn’t draw air as the herd charged by, too captivated by the horses to breathe. Adorable little colts and new fillies struggled to keep at their mama's sides. The horses had been running for awhile, poor things. 
"Look at that straggler." Dakota gave a single nod at the horse trailing the herd, falling farther behind. 
"What's wrong?" Kit asked. The mare's sides were heaving, her gait much slower than the others. If she fell too far behind, she'd be alone, vulnerable to predators and men who might do her harm. 
"She's safe with her stallion. He'll protect her. If she falls behind, he'll likely come looking for her." The herd stampeded away, and the mare fell to a walk. Too winded to continue, she hung her head, drew in great gasps of air, watching them warily.
He stepped forward anyway, hands out the way he'd done with Blue, and waited. When the palomino raised her head, her gaze latched onto Dakota's. For one brief second she hesitated, despite the fear rimming her eyes with white and prickling her coat. She turned tail and cantered off, following after her herd racing toward the stars.
"What will become of her?" Kit hated how thin her voice sounded, how vulnerable. Survival of the fittest was a law of nature, and the weak always failed. She thought of her sister and brother and the man-made tracks, and wished she were stronger. Wished she'd been able to shoot the bear herself, stand up to Tannen in the saloon and fight him off in the street. But she was more like the mare than she wanted to admit, at a disadvantage, defenseless against those who were stronger.
She couldn't fail. She had to see her plans through. She had to prevail.
"Maybe she'll come back." Dakota's hand settled on her shoulder, big and blazing hot and tender. 
He had in him a capacity for tenderness, and that moved her heart in a whole new way. She'd never had anyone stand up for her the way he had or stand beside her with understanding in his eyes and a shared love of horses. 
She didn't trust men, but there was something about him, something good. Tonight, for this moment as he turned her toward camp and stayed with her step by step, she didn't feel alone.
 * * *
In the pitch dark, Dakota stared up at the sod barn's thatch ceiling, the first roof he'd had over his head since winter. He missed the distant starlight wheeling across the sky; he could tell time by their positions. He had no notion what time it was, although he suspected that the twilight of pre-dawn was not far away.
In the stall beside him, Blue whooshed out a breath in his sleep, his hooves slightly moving. Running in his dreams. The older horse in the front stall snored worse than most of the soldiers he'd served with. Still, it was nice to have company. He let his eyelids fall shut and hoped sleep would come, but the bullet wound in his upper arm throbbed hard enough to keep him from drifting off.
It was gonna be hard to find work until his arm healed. Trying not to think what that would mean to him, he rolled onto his side, thought about the mustangs running free across Kit's property and the young woman's dreams.
The human tracks troubled him. Kept him from drifting off, too.
It wasn't long before bars of gray light eked around the wood doorframe. He threw off the blanket and before he could stand he heard footsteps padding outside. Quick and light. Kit's, he thought, recognizing her gait.
The latch lifted and the leather hinges whispered as the door opened. She stood framed by the last stars in the night's dying sky, her calico skirts swirling around her slender ankles.
"You're awake," she whispered, perhaps not wanting to disturb the sleeping horses. "I came to check on you. How are you feeling?"
"Better." A lie, but he couldn't admit to the truth. He wished he felt free to leave, but those tracks bothered him. More than he cared to think about. He climbed to his feet, fighting the weakness from blood loss and his body's shock, but he felt sturdier this morning. Not the worst wound he'd ever suffered. "I sure hope you've got coffee."
"It's boiling. Should be ready before long." She waltzed ahead of him in the dawn. "You look like you're wobbling again."
"You'd be wrong."
That made her laugh softly as she gestured for him to sit. She'd spread a blanket on the grass, and a little medicinal tin sat at the ready. 
"Stay in denial all you want," she said. "You're sitting down here and I'm cleaning that wound. If you're strong enough, you can stop me."
Oh, he could stop her single-handedly, but he wasn't that kind of man. He slid down the barn wall, landed on the blanket and didn't say a word as she unbuttoned his shirt and peeled the fabric off his left shoulder.
She smelled of strawberries, ripe and sweet. Wisps of her unbound hair caught on his whiskered jaw as she bent close, and goose bumps broke out on his skin. Sharp desire charged through his bloodstream and he stared out at the shadowed field trying to master his physical reaction.
"Oh, this looks better than I'd hoped." She tugged away the last of the bloody bandage and uncapped a small tin of alcohol. It stung as she washed his stitches, taking care not to snag them. "Dewayne did a fine job. He said he'd never stitched up a man before, but he did work on leather and it wasn't all that different."
The woman could make him grin, he'd give her that. "You could have left me in the street. You should have. For that matter, you should have taken off when I had a gun on Tannen and escaped while you could."
"Well, I've taken a liking to you. I'm not sure why." She carefully dabbed his wound with honey. "Maybe it's because you're the first man who ever bought me supper." 
Hard to miss the wry tone and quirky smile. She was teasing him. 
Fine, he could tease, too. "I can't remember the last time I beaued a woman who gambled, got me shot and wore a mustache."
"I'm thinking of giving it a trim," she said. "It might be a little too long."
"Looks fine to me."
"Sure, but it was tickling my lip." Her fingertips brushed heat across his arm as she strapped a new strip of muslin into place, winding it gently. "I don't know a lot about men's facial hair. Maybe tickling is normal."
"I can't believe we're having this conversation." 
"Neither can I." 
He gave a low bark of laughter, ignoring the wince of pain as she tied the bandage tight. No one had made him laugh this much in years. He'd almost forgotten what it felt like.
"Here's some tea." She produced a steaming cup, hidden out of sight on the other side of the tin. "This might be a tad bitter, but I dumped honey into it hoping it would help."
"I remember choking down some last night at Dewayne's." Before he'd passed out. He took the cup in his good hand, was thankful it had cooled some in the crisp morning air and drank it in two big swallows. Bitterness puckered his mouth and assaulted his taste buds. "Willow bark tea. You know your remedies."
"A little." She packed up her supplies, head bent to her task, and the cascade of her golden hair shimmered in the first rays of the rising sun. 
"Hey, Kit!" Fred dashed around the corner and skidded to a stop on his bare feet. His bright blue eyes were as big as saucers. "Who's that?"
"Fred, is that a polite way to greet a guest?" She arched a brow at her brother and tucked the medical tin in the crook of her arm. "This is Dakota. He'll be staying with us for a bit."
"Not long," Dakota emphasized. "Good to meet you, Fred."
"Gosh, how'd you hurt your arm? It looks real bad." Fred dropped to his knees on the blanket. "Did it bleed a lot?"
"Some."
"Are you an outlaw?"
"No."
"You look like an outlaw." 
"It's the clothes."
"It's not the clothes." Fred leaned in to get a better look. "That's a scar over your eyebrow. How'd you get it?"
"Knife."
"What about that scar there on your side?"
"Bayonet."
"Gosh, is that scar from a bullet?"
"Fred!" Kit rolled her eyes. "Do I have to say it? You can torture him with questions later."
"My questions don't torture anyone." Fred flashed a grin, hopped to his feet and headed to the barn.
"Not true," she called out. "You torture me with them all the time. Sorry about that, Dakota."
"I survived it."
She'd noticed the scars too, and that's not all. When she and Dewayne had wrestled him out of his shirt and he'd been bleeding and nearly unconscious, she'd spotted something else—whip marks crisscrossing his back in thick, scarred ridges. She wondered what his childhood had been like. She knew what those scars were from. Her pa had similar marks from his growing up years, inflicted by a cruel father. 
"I have the feeling you've survived a lot of things," she said.
"Like your doctoring." The sun found him, casting long shafts of gold over him like a loving touch. She'd never seen his face in full daylight. It was softer and younger than she'd assumed. Pleasant lines were carved into the corners of his eyes and bracketed his chiseled mouth.
"Don't speak too soon," she couldn't help teasing. "You haven't entirely survived yet. There's more doctoring to do. And I'm prescribing bed rest. I'll be back with coffee, a pillow and something to eat. If you argue, I'll only make it worse for you."
"Lady, I'm good at arguing."
"So am I." She bounced away laughing, her skirts swirling around her. 
She left him feeling like a man he used to know. Funny how he'd forgotten about that man. Painful to see a glimpse of him now.
"Hey, Mister Dakota." The boy, maybe twelve, trotted over from the grassy spot where he'd picketed the old bay gelding. "Is that really a bullet wound scar on your chest?"
"Yep, kid, it was from a bullet. And call me Dakota. Just Dakota."
"Yes, sir. I'm on horse duty. Kit and I are gonna start a ranch. See where we've already started putting up a fence?" Fred stopped to pluck a strand of grass and stuck it between his teeth. "Hey, I didn't see your horse in the barn. Where is he?"
"I don't have a horse." 
"Everyone has a horse. Even we got two."
"I'm down on my luck, kid." His gaze drifted across the way to where Kit stood in front of the tent, where a campfire was smoking. She spoke to a younger girl, clearly her sister. Maybe she was fourteen. He looked away before the past could grab hold of him. 
He really shouldn't stay here. He didn't see how he could leave. 



Chapter Six

"It was two men and judging by the look of things, last night wasn't the first time they'd visited." Dakota took the time to show her the scuffle of tracks layered on top of tracks and worn into the chalky Montana earth. Knee prints, old splats of tobacco juice, and body impressions where the men had hunkered down on the crest of the hill, leaning on their elbows, stretched out with a perfect view of the yard below.
Kit shivered. How many times had she felt watched going to draw water or tending the horses? She had to sit down. The grass crackled around her as she sank into it, blinking against the bright sun that slipped beneath her Stetson's brim.
"How long do you think they've been watching us?" The words croaked out of her too-tight throat, making her sound like a frog.
"Hard to tell. When did the last rain go through here?"
"Ten days, maybe more."
He broke away, stared out at the open plains, the muscles in his jaw bunching. His long, lean shadow fell on the ground in front of her. "Whoever is keeping an eye on you wants something. Three kids staying here alone—"
"I'm not a kid." She'd be twenty next month.
"You may as well be. You don't have anyone to protect you."
"From Tannen?"
"He's a worry. But there are a lot of bad men in this world. Horse thieves, outlaws, murderers. The only thing men like that respect is a strong arm and a loaded Winchester."
"Part of me doesn't want to admit that this is serious. I want to stay in denial and pretend we can stick it out here. This is the best home we've had in a long time."
"Home? You're living out of a tent."
"But we had a cabin, and we could have that again. Maybe better. Mindy and I have plans for a new house." She plucked a daisy from the grasses. "I promised we would stay here. There would be no more wandering around. I can't break that promise."
"But this should scare you." 
"It does." She looked out over their land, Chapman land, a sweeping stretch of green and amber prairie studded with wildflowers. She couldn’t see the end of it. It was a stroke of luck Pa had won this place. She wasn't leaving. Somehow she would have to stand up to the threat. "What do you think they want?"
"There are a few things. For one, that's a quality horse you ride."
"Blue's a purebred Arabian."
"And the finest horse I've seen in these parts. Secondly, there's this land. It's prime with a creek, a good well and a spring. Not a lot of quarter sections have their own water source. And then, there's you." He didn't like the twist of his heart when he looked at her, breathing in the faint scent of strawberry, sweet woman and summer. His fingers itched to brush against the gentle curve of her face or push back the soft golden tendrils from her wide-set, honest eyes. 
She's nineteen, he thought. The same age he'd been when his world exploded like a boxcar of dynamite. 
"Me?" Her forehead scrunched up, confused.
"There aren't many beautiful young women around."
"I'm not beautiful." A blush crept up her face, turning her a cute shade of pink. 
Oh, she was. "You're vulnerable out here. You don't understand what some men are capable of. Considering these tracks and the confrontation you had with Tannen yesterday, you have to take this seriously."
"I do."
Some men saw a woman as property, as something to possess or ruin. His chest cinched at the thought of something happening to her. He had more to say to her, but the grass rustled, drawing his attention. Not a human footstep he heard, he realized. No, not a human presence at all.
"Dakota? Where are you going?"
"Stay behind me." He drew his Peacemaker, keeping his senses peeled for sign of predators. She'd been right about mountain lion tracks at the creek, he'd spotted them himself when he'd washed this morning. He kept his pace slow and followed a trail of sunflowers toward a small draw.
He saw the shadow first, mane rippling in the breeze. The palomino mare startled, hopping backward. Dried blood glinted on her flanks. Looked liked she'd done battle with a wild cat.
"Did you come looking for help, girl?" He holstered his Colt. He turned his attention to the mare, but Kit remained at the back of his senses. He felt the wonder in her quiet gasp. Felt the lurch of her heartbeat in his own.
The mare froze too, her nostrils flaring. He gave her time to scent him, and let her feel his calm, his strength. He wanted her to figure out he was the help she was looking for.
"Couldn't keep up with the herd last night?" he asked, letting his tone warm and soften like butter in the sun. He opened his heart to her. An eternity passed before the mare took a step closer. He moved in, held out his hands and let her take her time before lowering her head to him.
He stroked her, felt her fear and pain. 
"She isn't a mustang." He unbuckled his belt nice and slow. "My guess is she used to belong to someone, although how long she's been running with the herd is anyone's guess."
"Poor thing. It's a wonder she escaped the cat attack."
"She has a strong will." He looped his belt around the mare's golden neck, patting her reassuringly. 
"It's all right," he said, both with words and spirit. "We'll take good care of you."
"Yes we will. You're a beautiful girl." Kit's gentle voice rang like a melody, lovely and true, but when she went to touch the animal, the mare shied away, panicked.
It was all he could do to hold her. His wound hurt something fierce and he was weaker from it than he wanted to admit. This was no time to be weak, not for the horse and not for Kit.
He'd failed to follow his instincts once, and a girl had died as a result. History was not going to repeat itself. He steeled his spine.
"She's afraid of me, but not you."
"Don't worry," he said. "She'll warm up to you."
"But she already likes you." Kit's gray Stetson shaded her face, but not her dimples. "I'm not used to being second fiddle when it comes to horses, but I've never seen anyone better than you." 
"She's been tame before. It makes a difference."
"Not that big of a difference."
Something happened when their gazes met. His chest filled with formidable longing. Partly it was physical—how could he not notice her lithe female form beneath the blue calico dress she wore? But the emotion rolling through him was more substantial than that, more surprising. His heart quickened with light in a place that had been forever dark. 
How about that? His fingers tightened around the belt, as if needing something to hold onto, something to ground him. The last thing he ought to do was fall for her.
The mare balked, digging in her hooves, resisting him. It dragged his attention away from Kit, and he was glad for it. He focused his thoughts where they belonged—on the horse.
"Easy, girl." He led her down the slope of prairie to the edge of the yard, where Kit's younger sister bobbed up from boiling water for laundry over the campfire. 
Mindy's face was different from Kit's—oval and girlish, as if womanhood had yet to touch her. Her china doll face was as pale as ivory, unlike Kit's sun-kissed cheeks. She blanched when she saw him, obviously shy, and backed up against the wall of the tent.
Fred darted out of the tent, a peppermint stick in hand. "Golly, did you catch a wild mustang?"
"She was running with the herd, but she looks like an Arabian." Dakota kept his voice low.
"Like Blue." Fred slowed to a stop. "You're holding her with a belt?"
"It was all I had on hand." He'd been known to lead unbroken horses with nothing but his touch, but he wanted more control over the mare because of her injuries. "Careful not to frighten her."
"Okay. Does she got a brand?"
"No." He knew the moment Kit left his side, slipping across the soft grass to the tent and disappearing inside. "Wild herds migrate over the prairie. There's no way of telling where she belongs."
"She's the prettiest palomino I ever saw." Fred stooped to check out the mare's white socks on dainty, long legs. His straw hat flew off and startled the mare.
"Easy, girl." Dakota laid his palm against her neck, let her feel how calm he was, how sure. There was no danger here. He got her moving toward the creek. Her flawless dishpan face lifted, her eyes brightened when she spotted the fresh, gurgling water.
"You sure got a way with horses." Fred trailed after them and leaned against a cottonwood's trunk in the dappled shade. "Is that because you're a horse thief?"
"I'm no horse thief, kid."
"Fred!" Kit admonished, sashaying toward him with a bucket in hand. 
"It's all right." Dakota held the mare while she drank deeply. He knew everyone saw him as dangerous, a man with a dark past. They wouldn't be entirely wrong. He eyed the woman. "Are you thinking of helping?"
"Do you think you can stop me?" She tossed her braid over her shoulder. "I've doctored horses before."
"I'm starting to see why you don't have any beaus." 
"It's not my fault. It's my choice. There's a difference."
"Are you sure about that?" He almost laughed. Where that came from, he didn't know. The woman could make him forget about everything—the pain in his arm, the worrisome tracks on the rise, even his past. 
The mare lifted her head, water dribbling from her whiskery lips. She took a moment to study her surroundings—the two horses picketed nearby, the boy licking his peppermint stick, sitting with his back against the tree and the snap of Kit's skirts in the breeze.
Kit. Behind her the vivid green grass, shimmering cottonwoods and vibrant blue sky framed her, making her the center. The sun seemed to shine only for her. 
"Hey, girl." Kit came closer with the bucket, her dulcet alto rang as sweet as lark song. "I brought you a little grain. Do you remember—"
The mare swung her head around, interrupting. 
Kit laughed, held out the bucket. "I guess you do. Eat up. Blue and Jack don't mind sharing their food."
Both horses whinnied, tugging on their picket lines, scenting the air.
"Apparently they don't agree." She handed him a rope halter.
He took it, careful not to touch her. She wore no gloves today. He wondered what her touch would feel like on his chest.
"You two have had your breakfast," she said over her shoulder to the horses. "You're not tempting me with those big, melted-chocolate pleading eyes. Nope, not one bit."
Kindness. It rang in the notes of her voice. It transformed her into a greater beauty. As much as his bullet wound hurt, it was nothing compared to the lance of pain that rent him dead center when he looked at her. 
He'd never wanted anything before, not since he'd lost everything on that horrible day. He'd vowed never to hold onto anything because it hurt too much when you lost it. That was a vow he'd kept. It was wrong to feel like this for her, but he couldn't stop it.
The only way out was to leave. 
Get the mare situated, he thought. Make sure the woman and kids are safe, and that's it, you're gone.
Kit's sweet scent filled his head. It was hard to ignore as he worked the halter into place. The mare only flinching slightly. Yes, she'd been someone's animal once. Perhaps that's why she'd hesitated last night when he'd tried to reach her. Maybe that's why she'd come back to him when she'd needed help. For all he knew, she'd been hurt last night.
The mare lipped up every last kernel, her whiskery lips working against the bottom of the bucket. Her breath whooshed out in protest.
"There'll be more later, girl." He led her into the shade of the trees and noticed an extra picket line coiled up, one end tethered to the tree trunk. He tied up the mare good and tight. "Her wounds don't look too deep, but I want to clean them."
"I have everything you need." Kit gestured toward the tin on the blanket she'd set out for him. "You look really pale. Are you feeling all right?"
"Fine." His answer came clipped and short. His jaw was set. He didn't look fine.
"Maybe you should sit this out." She hated to see how shaky he was. "Let me take over."
"I'm not made that way." His gait was unsteady as he angled across the yard, but the shadow he left on the grass was straight and strong. Spectacular.
She was only seeing the good in him, which was proof she'd let down her guard far too much. It wasn't hard to figure out exactly how that had happened. Last night's images rolled into her mind. How he'd taken a bullet for her, and he hadn't so much as whimpered when she had taken out the bullet. He was on his feet today, when a lesser man would still be in bed.
"How come you're frowning, Kit?" Fred popped a stalk of grass into the corner of his mouth. "Are you worried because we've only got ten fence posts up?"
"Something like that." She tugged on his hat brim. "What do you think of our first catch?"
"I think we're real ranchers now."
"Exactly." She tried not to think of the men who'd been watching them, but her stomach stayed in a hard knot. She couldn't stop an overwhelming sense of foreboding descending on her like a dark cloud.
"Hey! Someone's comin'!" Fred cocked his head, listening. 
She listened, too. Sure enough, there was the clomp, clomp of an approaching horse and rider, still out of sight.
Fred leaped to his feet. "Maybe it's Mr. Mason. He was gonna come get me when it's time to smoke the bear meat."
The bear. She'd forgotten all about it. She intended to help with the smoking, too. But the horse rounding the rise wasn't the neighbor's. Her heart stopped, recognizing the white gelding.
"Howdy, Miss." Tannen Sinclair tipped his hat to her. "You and I haven't been formally introduced. You're Kit. I spotted you when I was here seeing your father a while back."
"I remember." Last night flashed to life in her mind, the memories taking her back to being in Blue's saddle, riding him down the street toward home with the poker winnings tucked in her pocket. The bruising grip on her ankle, the yank as she slipped from Blue's back, the shock of pain when she'd hit the ground. Tannen's boot on her stomach pinning her down.
I won't be afraid of him, she thought, her chin hiking upward. She was the head of the household now. She could handle this. She could deal with Tannen. "You're not welcome here."
"Is that any way to greet your neighbor?" He swept off his hat. "Here I've come all friendly like." 
He fashioned the hard corners of his mouth into a slick smile. This morning, wearing denims and a tan muslin shirt, with his dark hair freshly combed and his jaw smoothly shaven, he could almost be mistaken for a decent man. Except for his hard, cold gaze.
"I came to talk to your uncle." He nudged his gelding closer, leaning one gloved hand on his saddle's pommel. "He wouldn’t be around, would he?"
"Uncle Ho-wie?" The words croaked out of her suddenly tight throat.
"There's a business matter he and I need to discuss."
"He's, uh—" The good news was she'd managed to be convincing last night. The bad news was Uncle Howie was in St. Louis. "—off takin' care of errands," she finished lamely.
"Too bad. This can't wait. I need my money by sundown."
"Your money?" A cold hand gripped her midsection, a warning of what was to come. 
"I told your uncle about the mortgage when I played cards with him last night. Hubert had a hand that couldn't lose, so I loaned him cash against this land."
Typical Pa. She squeezed her eyes shut. She blew out a breath, opened her eyes and stared down at the toes of her riding boots, trying to keep her composure. Pa had many weaknesses, he was frail. Life had broken him long ago and he'd never recovered. Still, his betrayal hurt.
"I have the document if you want to read it." Tannen produced a folded piece of parchment from his shirt pocket. "It's all nice and legal, thanks to the town lawyer."
"I want—I mean, I'm sure Uncle Howie will want to read it." Her hand shook as she stepped forward to take the folded parchment. 
The instant she seized the document, Tannen's grip clamped around her wrist, holding on like a steel band. The faint scent of whiskey carried on the wind. He didn't take his gaze from her. It felt too intense, aggressive somehow. 
She gritted her teeth, refusing to be afraid, and wrenched free.
"You're a real looker, Kit. You know that? And so's your little sister over there." He smiled like a good guy, like someone trustworthy, but it didn't reach his eyes. "I can see why Hubert kept you two hidden here. With good reason. I need one hundred dollars by sundown, and if you can't come up with it, you and I can make other arrangements."
Her throat went dry. Lust flickered in his gaze as he looked her up and down, leaving no doubt as to what he intended to take in trade.
"Do we have a problem?" Dakota's deep voice thundered with latent threat. His shadow fell across her, a protective warrior ready for battle.
"Outlaw." Tannen paled a little around the edges. "I see you survived. Too bad. My gunman had been shooting to kill."
"I'm hard to kill. Don't you forget that." Dakota rested his hand on his holstered revolver. "Now move along." 
"I want payment, one way or another, or this land is mine." Tannen wheeled his horse around and galloped from sight.
"I don't like him." The steel in Dakota's tone made Kit shiver.
She was glad he was on her side.




Chapter Seven

How could everything go this wrong this fast? Kit couldn't believe it. There was a mortgage on the land. She wrenched away from Dakota and stormed toward the place where the grasses grew wild, beyond the tent where the sun burned her eyes. They were in debt by hundreds of dollars? 
Her head spun, she couldn’t seem to get any air. It was exactly like Pa. He'd mortgaged their future, as always, and he'd walked away without telling her because he hated conflict. The task of providing for her brother and sister went from manageable to gargantuan. So much for her plans.
"What are you going to do now?" Dakota's question carried on the wind, his approach as silent as a stalking wolf.
"No idea. Haven't figured that out yet."
"You have options. To stay and pay it, or pack up and leave." 
"Thanks." She rolled her eyes. "I wouldn't have thought of that." 
"Hey, trying to help." The corners of his mouth tipped upward. "Are you all right?"
"No, but getting better." She blew out a breath, trying to master her emotions. She had Mindy and Fred depending on her. She had to figure this out. "I don't want to lose this land."
"No, but the debt isn't yours."
"If I don't pay it, Tannen takes the property and we'll be homeless again."
"You have last night's winnings. That's one payment." His words were steady and certain. Was that a note of caring she heard?
And why did she want to lean on him—not much, but enough that she didn't feel quite as alone. Even if she knew what depending on a man got you, he made her feel as if she could lean on him. It wasn't a comfortable feeling.
"You're right." Best to ignore her needs and stand on her own two feet. No leaning allowed. 
She bit her bottom lip, staring out at the endless prairie. The sky shone robin's egg blue with only a few streaks of stray white clouds. She loved this place. When she looked out at the wild land she saw fences and grazing horses, haystacks around a new barn and a cozy house on the rise. A real home, a real life, and her brother and sister happy.
That was worth fighting for.
"I guess Howie is going to have to pay more visits to town." It was the only solution. She'd won once, and she'd do it again. As many times as it took.
"You think that's a good solution?"
"Unless you can think of a better one."
"Maybe it's time to cut your losses. Sell the land, pay the debt and take the difference with you. It might be enough for a good start someplace safer for a lone woman and two kids."
"That's sensible." Yearning filled her, watching the sea of grass sway in the restless wind. "I could find a job cleaning house or doing laundry. Serving food or changing linens in a hotel. But I would never be happy."
"What about Fred and Mindy?"
Mindy didn't feel safe here, but Fred loved the prairie. He loved horses, too. She pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead, where a headache threatened. "They would be closer to school."
"Then you have your answer."
"You're trying to talk me into leaving. Why?"
"You look like you need a little guidance."
"And you know best?" She planted her hands on her hips. "Do you have any qualifications for that?"
"None I want to share." He bit back a smile, shook his head, and stared out at the stretching reach of the prairie. "Does this mean you've made up your mind?"
"There's only one real decision I can make. All other options take us down a road of maybes. Maybe I'll find a job, maybe we'll find a place to live, maybe we'll be happy. We're happy enough here. We voted to stay here. We wanted it enough to risk Pa leaving us."
He heard the pain in her voice, the love for her father. "He should have done better by you."
"No doubt." Shadows darkened her eyes. "He had his troubles, but he was a good pa. Kind. Funny. For better or worse, he did the best he could."
"I know the feeling. My pa always meant well, but he was a hard man. It was the way he was raised, with little forgiveness or mercy, but I'll always love him."
"There were good times, too." She bit her lip. "He had a lot of good in him. He was kind and funny and patient, but it was never the stronger part of him."
"Most folks are like that." He'd seen too much of it in his life until it was all he believed. But Kit, she was different. The wind swirled her ruffled hem around her ankles, exposing her men's riding boots. 
Not her father's boots, he realized, for they looked like they fit her perfectly. How long had she been holding things together for her family? How long had she been doing a man's work and responsibilities? "Does this mean you'll stay and pay off Tannen? Last night didn't end well."
"Not with Tannen trying to rob me. But I can try a different saloon and keep my distance from him."
"Someone is bound to figure it out, then what?"
"I haven't thought that far. I'm taking my grand plan one step at a time."
Don't ask, don't be curious, he tried to tell himself, but it didn't work. "Grand plan?"
"It's a dream, that's all. One I've had since I was a little girl." A gust blew strong, and she grabbed the brim of her gray Stetson. She made a stunning picture, golden woman, green earth, sun-filled sky. "It was a dream that grew stronger the longer we stayed in Montana. When Pa won this place, it felt like destiny. We had land, good land, and all we needed were horses."
"Horses?" His boots moved him closer when he ought to stay back. 
"The wild mustangs. They run across my land all the time, coming to the spring just west of here to drink. One night I saw them running in the night and I thought, Blue is fast, I'm decent with a lasso. I could catch a few mares at a time, get my own herd started. Over the years, I'd have a way to earn a living."
"You're good with horses, I have to give you that." He thought of Blue, the big stallion as gentle as a lamb. She'd done that. "It's possible. It's a good plan."
"If I can keep the land." She blew out a shaky breath, chin firm, jaw set. "I have to keep this land."
"I can understand what having a place like this means."
"How long have you been like this, without a home?"
"I was about your age. That makes it eight years ago." The wild Montana winds blew harder, beating against his shirt, making his chest feel hollow. He never spoke of this to anyone.
"What happened eight years ago?" Her question came gently, her concern sincere.
Don't be roped in by her caring nature, he thought. The truth stuck in his throat and refused to budge. No way could he say those terrible, terrible words.
"Sorry, there I go being nosy. It happens. One of my many faults." Her light tone couldn't hide her caring.
He was a sucker for that. It had been so long since anyone had cared about him. His wanting to matter to someone, even incidentally, was a weakness. He hung his head, feet braced, hands fisted, wishing he could make sense of the need inside him. "I can't believe you have any faults."
"Was that sarcasm?" Her soft laughter was the sweetest sound. "Go ask my sister and brother. They could recite a list of my flaws for at least ten minutes straight."
"Ten minutes? No. I'd believe maybe five minutes."
"Hey. That's not a gentlemanly thing to say."
"I'm no gentleman." 
Golden tendrils escaped her braid to lash across her face, bringing his attention to her mouth. Her rose-petal pink mouth. Heat stirred in his blood, but could he turn away? Not even if he tried.
"I guess not." Dimples bracketed her smile. "No gentleman takes a bullet the way you did."
"Not my first bullet."
"So, you are the outlaw type. What am I doing letting you hang around?"
"I've been asking myself that all morning." His fingers reached out of their own accord to brush the honeyed lock of hair out of her eyes. Warm satin, soft silk. A lightning bolt cleaved straight through him when he touched her. She brought out the weakness in him.
She didn't move as he tucked the strands of hair beneath her hat band. He didn't fool himself thinking that her heart had stopped beating the way his had. An innocent female like her would never be attracted to a rough, shiftless horseman like him. His only saving grace.
He stepped back, fighting the desire rising in his blood. "I've got the mare to tend. You've got Tannen to pay. You'd be wise to look over that document and make sure it's authentic." 
"Oh, I'm sure it is." She pulled the parchment out of her skirt pocket and unfolded it. "It's Pa's signature. No doubt about it. Well, there is one good thing. After I make this dang payment, I'll still have some cash."
"That is good news. There's a lumber mill east of here, beyond Gold Dust City, probably a half day by wagon. I spotted it on my travels."
"And it's where I bought the wood for the fence. What are you doing wandering through the territory?"
"I'm looking for work. Or I was. Looks like I found it."
"Here? I never said I'd hire you. Besides, you're wounded. Damaged. I'm not hiring a damaged worker."
"And whose fault is that?" Humor looked amazing on him, putting midnight-blue sparks in his dark eyes. 
"Mine?"
"Yours." The hard granite planes of his face gentled with his amusement, hinting at a deeper, hidden softness somewhere within. "You owe me. The least you can do is hire me."
"What about your arm?" Fine, she was concerned about him. She couldn’t help it.
"It's nothing."
"It didn't feel that way last night when you were bleeding." 
"It looked worse than it was." He was tough. It radiated from him like heat from the sun. "I'm already on the mend. I can do a lot around here. Look after the mare. Help with the fencing. Keep an eye on that hill over there."
Where the tracks had been. "I have a feeling it was Tannen."
"I have the same feeling." He squinted into the sun-swept prairie. He looked hard and tough, like a man who made his living by his gun.
Was it smart to let a man like that stay around? But he'd shown her another side, too. The horses responded to him with trust. He radiated a strong, calm gentleness that threatened to rope her right in.
She set her chin. Not if she could help it. She folded the document and stuffed it into her pocket. "Why exactly aren't you lying down?"
"Likely I lack the common sense to."
"Exactly. Thank you." She bit the inside of her cheek to keep the smile from her lips. "You're the first man I've come across who can admit to that flaw."
"Well, it's easy with me because I have too many to try and hide."
"I noticed that right off."
"It was that obvious?"
"More than you realize. All those rock-solid muscles can't hide a thing." She headed toward the sod stable and the nearby shadows where the palomino mare lay. 
The animal's head came off the ground in fright, but her vulnerable gaze found Dakota's, and she calmed.
"Now I know why horses take to you." She eased down beside the mare.
"They can't see the flaws?" His tone softened. The granite-hewn outlaw had decided to show his softer side.
"Exactly." She stroked the light golden neck and platinum mane. "Don't be taken in by him, girl. He's a man. You can't depend on them when you really need them."
"Some men," he agreed amiably, took a look in the tin of medical supplies on the edge of the blanket and chose a clean cloth and a small jar of honey.
The mare snorted as soon as he touched her raw wound and struggled to stand.
"Whoa there, easy now." His soothing drawl could stop the wind from blowing, such a comforting sound even the mare seemed reassured.
And she felt lulled.
Lulled. Not exactly the reaction she wanted to have to the man. She sat back on the blanket, trying to break the spell Dakota had put on her. She spotted Fred peeking around the corner of the soddy. Perfect timing. 
"Come on over," she waved to him. "But come slow."
"Mindy said to give ya this." He thrust out the pail full of clean cloths. "She looks hurt real bad. Did a bear try to eat her, too?"
"No, a mountain lion." Dakota took the pail, calm and slow. "Do you want to sit and watch?"
"Yeah." Fred gazed at the mare with wonder. "We see herds run through here all the time. There's this little band of ones we thought we otta try to get first. Plus, the black stallion's herd waters up at the spring near here. Kit, do you reckon she was one of the black stallion's palominos we've spotted racin' by?"
"It's likely."
"Sometimes we sit up on the rise at night and wait for 'em," Fred explained as he hunkered down a safe distance away from the mare. She watched him warily, her skin flicking, her eyes white-rimmed. "Don't we, Kit? We count shooting stars until we spot 'em. Sometimes they're runnin', sometimes they're grazin'. A couple times they even come up close and drink at our part of the creek."
"Is that right?" Dakota asked. The mare relaxed as he stroked her with his big, well-shaped hands. She let her head rest on the grass. Only her heaving sides spoke of her fears and her pain. "Must be more than one herd in the area."
"Yep, but the black stallion and his herd are almost always here. Every night we watch for 'em, we see 'em. Kit said I can have one of the mustangs for my very own since I'm old enough to help build the ranch."
"You'll be a good horse owner," Dakota said.
"I'll do my best!" Fred gazed up at the man like he'd hung the moon. Looked like the horse wasn't the only one falling beneath the man's spell. "Palominos are my favorite."
"I'm partial to them, too. What can you tell me about this mare?" Dakota set the pail down and sorted through it. "How old is she?"
"She's got white around her mouth. She's old. Maybe that's why the mountain lion tried to attack her." 
"You have a good eye, kid."
"Kit taught me everything I know about horses. I help her take care of Blue and Jack. I can brush and comb 'em, I can clean out their hooves and I wash all their tack."
"Do you help feed and water them, too?"
"Uh huh."
"Sounds to me like you're already a fine horseman." Dakota flashed the boy a kind smile.
That put a lump in her throat. Her pulse went ka-thump. Why couldn't she resist him? She was tougher than this. She peered through her lashes at the man cleaning the caked blood from the mare's wounds. 
The day a man could lull her was a sad day indeed. 
"That's what I wanna be one day. A horseman." Fred's chatter blended into the background, like the lark song and the rustling wind as Dakota dabbed gently at the worst of the deep gashes on the mare's flanks. 
But the man and his kindheartedness held her attention as fixedly as the sun did the earth.
"'Scuse, me, Miss Kit?" Elderly Mr. Mason rounded the corner of the barn. His long skinny nose and hollowed cheekbones were hardly visible behind the bushy tangle his mustache and beard had become. "I've got the smokehouse ready."
"I'll bridle the horses, and we'll be right over to help." She handed Dakota the cloth, hopping to her feet before their fingers could brush. 
The mare, worried over the newcomer, struggled to get on her feet again, leaving Dakota busily calming her. Kit escaped without glancing back, doing her best to shut out the temptation of his voice.
"Can I stay and help Dakota?" Fred asked, eagerly hopping after her. "Can I? I can help him feed her. I'm real good at that."
"Didn't you want to help slice and smoke the meat?" She untied Jack's picket. "You were all excited about it earlier."
"But that was before Dakota and the wild mare." Fred took Jack's lead. "Oh, I know what you're gonna say. We gotta go help. But I wanna stay."
"I know." It was crazy, but she did, too. She waved to Mr. Mason as he mounted up on his swaybacked gelding, waiting for them, and gestured to Mindy, who watched shyly from behind the tent doorway. "Go bridle Jack. We'll ride bareback, since Mr. Mason's waiting."
"Okay. C'mon, big fella." Fred clucked, laid his hand on the gelding's neck and the two wandered off toward the barn.
Something lipped her hair and tugged on her braids. Blue. She untied his picket line, wishing her gaze didn't zip over to the mare and the wounded man tending her. He ought to be on bed rest. Any other man would be, but no, Dakota Black wasn't like most men. Even if his hands trembled with weakness, even if he'd clamped his jaw together in pain with the color drained from his face, he was determined to tend the horse and win her trust.
He looked up and saw her watching him. "Go on, I can keep an eye on things here."
What was it about him that held her captive? He made her want to trust him. When their gazes met, awareness charged through her like a cataclysm. Her lurching heartbeat rattled her with the force of a winter wind.
She fisted her hands, tried to break the enchantment he'd somehow cast on her and failed. So she forced her feet to carry her away. 
I don't want to care about him, she thought stubbornly. 
But it was already too late.





Chapter Eight

It had been a long day, but Mr. Mason's smokehouse was full of curing meat. Kit rode into the long slant of the evening sun, thinking about home and the man waiting there.
"Old Mr. Sinclair was pretty scary," Fred commented as he adjusted Jack's reins. "I don't think he likes us much."
"I think you're right." Kit shivered, glad that errand was over and done with. Another hundred dollars was due in thirty days, at least according to the contract, which had a few things in it that made her nervous. The Sinclairs could amend the payment dates at any time. "I don't think Tannen's father is happy he gambled away his share of their ranch."
"How come they have so much land?" Fred asked.
"I heard from Mrs. Mason that the Sinclairs were prospectors," Mindy spoke up, seated on Jack's back. She tightened her grip on Fred. She didn't like horseback riding. "Mrs. Mason said they wound up with a claim that paid out big. Lots of gold. They put it into land, what they could homestead and what they could buy."
"Golly, I'd sure like to strike it big." Fred lit up at the thought. "I'd build you both a real nice house, like the Sinclair's house with lots of columns. And we'd have a thousand horses and we'd hire men to help train them. We'd have candy every day."
While Mindy and Fred debated the merits of this, and came up with other ways to spend their imaginary gold, Kit's mind wandered back to Dakota. There she was, thinking about him again. 
Blue reached around and nibbled her foot.
"Hey, buddy. What are you doing?" She patted his neck. "You aren't jealous, are you?"
Blue arched his neck, pacing down the road, apparently too dignified to answer.
"Don't worry. No one can come close to you in my heart." She leaned in to lay her cheek on his neck, and wrapped her arms around him. He gave a low nicker of agreement, as if he felt the same exact way.
Blue was the only male she could really trust. She would do well to remember that.
Jack blew a loud sigh when the lane home came into sight.
"I'm awful hungry," Fred was saying.
"You just want some of the food Mrs. Mason packed up for us," Mindy argued easily.
"Sure, I do. I can smell it." Fred's stomach gurgled in proof. "See there? I'm starving."
"We're almost home." Mindy rolled her pretty blue eyes, looking sweet as a daisy in a white calico dress and yellow sunbonnet. She'd tucked her skirt around her as she sat bareback, with the strings of the food sack tight in one hand.
Kit reined Blue up the lane, glad they'd spent more time getting to know their neighbors. Mr. Mason's wife, Effie, was a plump, gregarious woman who'd raised six boys to manhood, kept a spotless house and served a delicious meal when they'd taken a break from cutting and hanging meat. Kit even had Effie's family fried chicken rule written on a paper scrap and tucked in her dress pocket.
Had Dakota found the food stores and fixed something to eat? Was he finally getting some rest? What if he'd been too active and tore his stitches? Her ribs seemed to cinch tight, making it hard to breathe. 
The minute the yard came into view, she couldn't help searching for him. She spotted a pair of boots on the ground by the soddy, laying toes up, slack, attached to denim-encased legs that were sprawled out like they belonged to a dead man. That was all she could see. The barn was in the way.
She didn't remember springing from her Blue's back, hitting the ground or racing across the yard. Dakota was on the ground, stretched out on his back, his head turned away from her. His Stetson lay a few yards off, where the wind had apparently carried it. Whiskers darkened his jaw. His chest rose up lightly with each breath.
Okay, he was sleeping. Sleeping. She rocked back on her heels, tried to calm her crazy pulse and resisted the urge to kneel down beside him. She wanted to touch him, to see if he was as hard everywhere as he looked.
Just curiosity, she told herself. Not anything more. And that was the story she was sticking to.
"He looks dead." Fred skidded to a stop beside her. "Is he?"
"We're not that lucky," she quipped. "Run and help Mindy with the horses. 
"I'm glad he's not dead." Fred disappeared in a cloud of dust.
"Me, too," she whispered, more relieved than she could find the words to say.
"I heard that." Dakota opened one eye.
"No, you didn't. You imagined it. I'm not glad at all." She meant the words to be light and carefree but they stuck in her throat, rasping with an emotion she dared not acknowledge. Dared not name. "What are you doing sprawled out like this?"
"Taking a nap." He opened his other eye. Sat up. Winced.
"And what about those fence posts over there?" She hopped up to fetch his hat.
"I decided to make myself useful now that I'm your employee."
"My wounded employee." A gust of hot wind caught the Stetson's brim, sending it into a patch of sunflowers as she tried to grab it. She chased it, butterflies rising up from the blooms in a swoop of color. "You were supposed to take it easy and heal. What do I need with a hired hand who can't take orders?"
"No idea." He reached out for the hat she handed him.
"Typical man. At least you have a way with horses. Your only saving grace."
"No argument here." He stood, pain etched into his face.
"The mare looks good." She boldly unbuttoned his top shirt button, determined to check his injury. "The claw marks don't look deep."
"They aren't. She got lucky. I mixed up a salve that should help keep out infection and heal her up." He cut his gaze to the mare snoozing in the grass near the creek. "How did the smoking go?"
"Fine. Mr. Mason showed us everything hoping we'll be able to cure our own meat, assuming I wanted to hunt down an animal and carve it up."
"Not to mention building your own smokehouse." He clamped his whiskery jaw tight, aware of her body close to his. Another button released on his shirt.
Best not to imagine her wanting to undress him for real. He swallowed past a dry throat, overriding his body's response to her. "And you paid Tannen?"
"Yes, we stopped by his place on the way home." She pushed his shirt away from his shoulder, exposing his arm. "I learned something interesting. Tannen had just received a share of his pa's ranch for his twenty-first birthday."
"And the first thing he did was gamble it away?"
"Old Mr. Sinclair was livid. He offered me cash for the land, but I refused." She peeled his bandage away from his wound. "Now Old Mr. Sinclair doesn't like me, either. He wanted to speak to Howie man to man."
"What did you tell him?" He inched a few feet back and relaxed against the side of the soddy. 
"I said Howie was busy. I didn't know what else to say." She hunted down the pail of bandages she'd left by the barn and grabbed a few clean strips. "It's one thing to think my disguise will work at night, in a badly lit saloon around men who are mostly really drunk. It's another for it to work in the light of day."
"I never said your disguise worked last night. Honey, no one thought you were a man. Not a manly one, anyway. You have to stop flicking your wrist when you pick up or put down a card."
"Oh. Guess I didn't realize I was doing that." She unlaced her boots, then peeled off her socks and hiked up her skirts mid-knee. "I'll be careful next time."
Next time? The thought made him weak, so he let his head roll back to rest against the barn wall. He watched her wade into the creek, kneel down and scoop a pail full of water. She was lithe as a cat, slender and shapely as only a woman can be. He couldn't help admiring her grace and loveliness, the nip of her slender waist and the full curve of her bosom.
Not that he ought to be noticing that. Heat stained his face, but he couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away nearly as fast as he wanted.
"What else did I do wrong?" She waded out of the creek, water droplets clinging to her pretty, bare feet. "Wait, don't tell me. The sarsaparilla. The way I hold my cards. I'll work on that. Maybe I need to work on my mustache. Make it fuller, more manly."
"I don't think the mustache will help."
"What I need to do is study you." She set down the pail and moved in to dab his wound.
"Please don't do that," he grimaced.
"Tend you or study you?" Her gaze fastened on his. He'd never seen such a true color blue, this close he could make out the tiny threads of gold and green laced within that blue. 
 "Study me." The words rasped out of his throat.
"Well, you would be the perfect subject." She concentrated on cleaning his stitches. "You're very manly."
"Guess that's better than the alternative."
"I saw how you handled Tannen at the poker table. You intimidated him with a look." Satisfied, she dabbed the raw skin dry. "I've got to learn that look."
"Sorry, only men can do it."
"You're teasing me."
No, she was teasing him. Fingertips feathered across his torn skin, spreading a medicinal salve. The pain hardly registered. The heat from her touch did.
You can't have her and you know it, Dakota. He had to make himself listen. Some dreams would always be out of his reach.
"Well, whether it's a tough look or not, I've got to earn respect somehow." Tiny crinkles etched into her forehead, as if she were concerned about hurting him as she worked. "You do it with a glare. You walked into the saloon and everyone held their breath. They thought you were an outlaw, the kind that would kill a man for looking at him."
"I'll let you in on a secret." He squeezed the words out of too-tight lungs, hoping it looked as if he were in physical pain and not because of her nearness. "You won't catch me dead in red suspenders."
"What? I love them. Pa had a pair just like them."
"Did you notice that I don't? Tannen doesn't. The gunslinger friend of his didn’t either."
"Are you suggesting I shouldn't wear my suspenders next time? What if my trousers start to slide down?"
"Borrow a belt."
Humor twinkled in her blue eyes. "Are you going to find fault with my shirt next?"
"Your bigger problem is the way you flounce into a chair. Try plopping straight down next time. Sit with your knees apart and slump a little. What are you doing?"
"Trying to get my mouth to look tough like yours." She moved her lips and jaw around, trying to imitate him. The action only made her look cute. Adorable. Her goodness and innocence shone like the rays of sun surrounding her. There was no faking that. "Well, darn, I don't have it yet, but I figure if I can make my face look tougher, then maybe everyone will believe it. Maybe no one else will try to rob me like last night."
"Did Tannen hurt you?"
"Nothing but a few bruises I found this morning. But this gambling part of my plan has some unforeseen problems I need to figure out. Since Pa never had problems getting robbed, it never occurred to me."
"That's because whatever your pa won, he usually lost it before he walked away from the game. Am I right?"
"That was Pa exactly." She folded a strip of muslin around his arm and began wrapping. "How did you know?"
"I've seen it before."
"Gambling has a hold on him nothing can break." She loved her father, she missed him sorely. It was easier on her heart not to talk about him.
"It's tough when your parents are only human," Dakota said with understanding. 
"Exactly." She swallowed hard. "I'm worried about disappointing Fred and Mindy. Pa always did. Folks always say I'm a lot like him."
"You're strong and resilient and loyal. I don't see you ever leaving anyone behind."
"I had a better childhood than my pa." She remembered the scars on Dakota's back and wondered. Were those old injuries the reason he kept to himself, always holding back, never letting down his guard? What had he learned about people and trust growing up?
It was troubling that she wanted to know that much about him. "There's still time for my brother and sister. They should be going to school and having friends, not worrying about going back to living out of the wagon."
"See, right there? That's where you're different from your pa."
"There's a school being built over in Gold Dust City. It's an hour by horse, but it will be worth it. I'm planning on Fred and Mindy going next month."
"Sounds like you have a lot of plans."
"Guilty." Her fingers grazed the heated steel of his bicep, even when she was trying not to touch him. Every time she did, little tingles settled in her stomach. "By this time next year, I'll be like everyone else making a living on these prairies."
"You are nothing like everyone else." He brushed a tangle of hair out of her eyes. "That's a good thing, Kit. I like you, and I don't find much to like in a lot of women."
"Well, thank you, but I don't like you a bit." Heat burned across her face. She wound the bandage around his arm, close enough to inhale the warm, pleasant male scent of his skin.
"That's a relief." Amusement drew lines into the corners of his eyes, adding character. "I wouldn't want you to spark to me. I'd only break your heart."
"My heart is mine and mine alone. I'm giving it to no man. I'm too smart for that." She knotted the bandage, gave it a tug to make sure it would hold and realized she was nearly kissing close. 
She'd never felt tenderness toward anyone like this. Her tongue went dry, her palms damp. A strong, unbidden longing roared through her. What would it feel like to lay her hand there, along the line of his jaw? For the first time in her life, she wondered what it would be like to be kissed.
"I'm determined to be one of those spinsters," she explained. "You know, the kind who takes better care of herself than any man can do."
"That's too bad. I'm sure many hearts will be broken over the years."
"Are you trying to get on my good side by flattering me?"
"You mean I'm not already there?"
They shared a smile. Coolish wind made her shiver, even in full sun. It took her a moment to realize thunderheads were building in the southwestern sky, huge white mammoths overtaking the blue.
She snatched up his shirt, glad for the chance to put some distance between them. "Put this on. Get a little more rest. I'll bring you a supper plate."
"Now you think you can give me orders?" 
"Someone has to." She ignored the powerful image he made—tough renegade, charming grin, crinkly eyes. Bare chested, his sun-browned skin showed every delineation of muscle, every ridge, the bandage a white slash on his thick upper arm. 
If only she could ignore the tenderness she felt as she scurried away.
 * * *

The storm struck before nightfall. The wind changed direction, carrying the smell of rain. The palomino mare climbed to her feet, tugging at her tether, feet dancing and skin crawling.
"You afraid of storms, girl?" Dakota kept his voice calm and easy, letting her see he wasn't afraid, so she wouldn't be. "Bet you're missing your herd right now. They were your family."
Pleading brown eyes watched him, as if begging him not to leave her alone. 
"Well, we're your family now." He moved his injured arm, bit back a grimace and loosened the knot in the rope holding her. "Let's get you inside."
The first spark of lightning stabbed through the charcoal clouds far to the south. He got her into the soddy before the first roll of thunder echoed across the sky. He calmed her and locked her in the farthest stall. Rain came down in an explosion, hitting the ground like a thousand bullets.
"That's a girl. It'll be all right." He stroked her nose, kept his heart open, letting her know she was safe. He'd make sure she was safe. She pressed her muzzle into the palm of his hand, as if she understood.
At least it looked as if they were making a connection.
"Dakota." Fred burst into the soddy, dripping wet, gripping the gelding's lead with both hands. The big bay gave a grateful sigh when he spotted his open stall. "Glad you got that mare in. I couldn't have done it."
"Where's Kit?"
"Chasin' Blue. He got away. He pulled his lead right out of her hands." The boy closed the stall door, trapping the gelding inside. "He sure don't like storms." 
"I'll give her a hand." Dakota tugged down his hat, patted the kid's shoulder and ducked into the storm. 
The wind hit like a hammer, slamming rain into him as he charged across the sodden prairie. He splashed through pooling water, searching through the gray veil for any sign of Kit. In the far meadow he caught a hint of blue, there and then gone. He headed out toward her.
Lightning arced across the sky in a white-hot flash. He saw Kit with her blond hair damp to her back, her dress wet and clinging to her curves as she raced in Blue's direction. The terrified horse was in mid-rear, front hooves slashing the air. His lead rope dangled free.
"Blue!" Kit's call carried on the harsh wind. "Blue! C'mon, buddy, let's get—"
Thunder cannoned, rattling the earth at his feet, and even though he was running full out, he couldn't get there in time to stop the stallion from taking off. Blue launched into a full run, charging blindly into the storm.
That spelled trouble. Ignoring the danger of running into an open field, Dakota went after him full speed. The horse calmed once the thunder clap silenced and circled closer. Blue skidded to a stop, standing forlorn, his ears pricked, shivering with fear and cold. 
Poor fella. Dakota grabbed the lead rope as lightning flared again, eerily bright. The bolt overhead sent the air crackling and every hair on his forearms stood straight up. Thunder fired instantly, blasting like the sounds of war.
The flashback came swiftly, ringing in his ears with the chaos of gunfire, screams of pain, the barking orders of his commanding officer. He fought to keep his mind on the present, on the rope burning against his palm, the faint scent of strawberries as Kit's warm body skimmed his, caught the rope, and they held the rearing stallion together. The horse's front hooves pawed the air wildly, eyes rimmed white with fear.
"Easy, sweetheart," Kit's gentle alto was meant to bring Blue to his senses.
But it worked on him too. Dakota swallowed, fighting against the memories of the scent of gunpowder and the sight of blood, of charging across a field as his comrades fell.
"Dakota?" Her voice penetrated the past. Her touch on his arm brought him back. "Are you all right?"
"Fine." It wasn't the truth, not really. Maybe in a different world, his life might have gone in a better direction, and he could be free to care for a woman like Kit. Maybe then he could think about courting, proposing, getting married. Spending his life providing for his beloved wife and family, spending evenings in their happy company. He'd be a man with everything.
Just dreams, that's all.
They battled the storm together, leading Blue to shelter. The moment the stallion stepped into the barn, his fear ebbed. He looked relieved and put himself in his stall.
"Where's Fred?" Dakota hung back, his guards down. He didn't know if it was the flashback or because of her.
"Probably helping Mindy at the tent. We have a few holes in the roof." Kit grabbed a towel and slipped into Blue's stall. "Don't worry, we're used to it. That canvas is all we used to have over our heads when we lived in the wagon. We have rainstorms down to a routine. Get out the buckets and the pots."
"Maybe you should forget about the horses and build a house first." He hung up his dripping hat, grabbed the last towel from the shelf and joined her in the stall. "Winter will be here before you know it."
"Are you starting to worry about me?"
"Not a chance. Just trying to be helpful." Not the truth, but she didn't need to know that. She didn't need to know that when he looked at her, he saw all that he had ever wanted once, when he'd been naive enough to dream.
Blue snuffled Kit's shoulder before pressing his face against the curve of her neck.
"It's all right, boy, I understand." She stopped to wrap her arms around her horse, and pressed her forehead against him. "I know you were scared. It's okay."
What an image they made, woman and stallion, best friends. Dakota's heart warmed, like a new flame burning. Kit was everything he'd ever wanted.
"That's my good boy." She laughed when the horse nibbled her cheek in a horsy kiss. "Looks like Dakota has finished rubbing you down. You'll be safe here. I'll be back, don't worry."
Blue's pleading eyes begged Kit to stay. Dakota took the damp towel from her and tossed it over a hook in the wall. He waited to latch the stall until Kit had torn herself away from Blue's side.
He hesitated in the doorway. Rain hurled to the ground like pellets, bouncing several inches. 
"Do we dare go out in that?" Kit asked, squeezing against him to look out at the downpour. "We're lucky that isn't hail."
"You spoke too soon." The drum of the rain changed pitch, and ice pellets bulleted to the ground. His arm slipped around her shoulders to keep her from charging into it anyway. "Looks like we're stuck here for a bit."
"Looks like it." She shivered. Her teeth chattered.
"You're freezing," he realized. No wonder. Her dress was plastered to her body like a second skin, her hair dripped. He pulled her against him, into his warmth. It amazed him that she didn't pull away.
Nothing had ever felt this right. He curved his body around her, protecting her from the worst of the wind. His lips brushed her temple. She pressed her cheek against his chest, burrowing into his warmth. Desire pulsed through him, heating his blood, and he held her tenderly until the storm ended. His tenderness for her was the one weakness he could not fight.



Chapter Nine

Dawn's light skimmed across the ocean of prairie, grass undulating for miles like the push and pull of tides. Kit splashed cool creek water over her face, unable to forget what happened last night. Birds chattered and flitted as they did every morning, as if nothing had changed.
But everything had changed. She'd let a man hold her—correct that, she'd held on tightly to him. That was not in her plan. She patted dry with a towel, hung it on a cottonwood limb and ran a comb through her hair. 
The ravages of last night's squall lay all around her, leaves torn from their branches, a few dead branches torn from their trees and creek water was high and fast-moving from the rain and hail. If she closed her eyes, she could remember Dakota's arms around her, protecting her from the chilly wind. His tenderness had burrowed into her, becoming a part of her. 
It couldn’t be undone.
The scent of wood smoke drew her away from the creek bank. The earth was still soggy in low places where water had pooled, and she padded around them on her bare feet. Her comb in hand, her hair cascading down her back, she spotted him kneeling in front of the fire pit, ringed by stones. He was in profile, his black Stetson at a jaunty angle to hide most of his face, all she could see was the whisker-rough line of his jaw. His big, capable hands fed kindling to the new flames.
"Where did you find anything dry enough?" she asked.
"I have my ways." Bits of twigs and mossy bark sizzled and snapped. "Were you able to get some sleep last night?"
"A little." The hail had turned back to rain after a bit, and Dakota had escorted her to the tent. "Although the sound of water dripping into pots and buckets woke me up a few times. How about you?"
"The thunder stopped in the wee hours, and the horses settled down to sleep. Which meant I could, too."
"The stable must have been crowded." 
"I had the aisle all to myself." He thumbed back his hat to peer up at her with his midnight gaze.
Her eyes met his. A quiver rocked through her, remembering the heated granite of his chest against her cheek. She wouldn't mind being held by him again. "I wish we had more to offer you, since you refuse to stay in the tent."
"I'm grateful for the stable. It's the best place I've slept in a long while."
"But it got chilly last night."
"I'm tougher than I look." 
"You look pretty tough, so that's saying something." She ran the comb through the ends of her hair, grabbed a ribbon from her dress pocket and tied her mess of golden hair into one thick ponytail. She'd deal with braiding it later. 
Did he feel like this, too? A little bashful, a little uncertain? Fearing that things had changed between them and could never go back?
"I'll get the coffee on." He added the last handful of kindling into the flames, where the metal spider held the battered ironware pot over the fire pit. "Then you and I can get to work."
"Work?" She couldn’t concentrate. Probably because she kept looking at his chest. Being held by him had been a powerful thing. She'd felt safe. For the first time in a long time. 
But she'd be smart to not get used to finding safety in his arms. He would be leaving, and besides, she wasn't the kind of woman to let herself count on a man. Not even Dakota Black.
Even if she wanted to. She wanted to very much. 
"Fred's awake," Dakota said as he climbed to his feet and headed back to the barn.
Kit blinked. Sure enough, her freckle-faced brother rushed over. She put him to work picking through the wood pile for the driest pieces he could find. Mindy quietly joined them to take charge of cooking oatmeal and frying salt pork.
"What's he doin'?" Fred asked as he dropped a small armload of wood by the stone ring of the pit.
"Looks like he's walking the fence line." She watched him inspect the corner post she and Fred had set, give it a shake. He walked on the line she'd marked in the meadow, where more posts would be. Blue, Jack and the palomino watched him, ears pricked and eyes curious.
"We're going for more lumber today." She grabbed a hot pad, lifted the coffeepot and poured two cups.
"But what about the laundry?" Mindy flipped slices of salt pork with a fork. "Half of everything we own is wet through from all that dripping last night."
"It can wait. We're going to buy new canvas, too." The sloping rise drew her gaze, the site she and Mindy had picked for their new house. How many times had the two of them sat in the grass picking daisies and talking about the home of their dreams? With big glass windows and spacious open rooms and a separate kitchen with a woodstove. Even an upstairs loft beneath the rafters for Fred.
"Do you mean—?" Mindy bit her bottom lip, as if afraid to say the words aloud.
"Yes. I've got enough money to start building." She had one mortgage payment down, and two to go. "It's a start."
"But what about the rest of it?" Mindy asked, worry crinkling her forehead.
"I'm thinking positively." What choice did she have? She had to make this work. Winter came early to Montana, and the cold could be brutal. She didn't want any of them living out of a wagon.
 * * *
That was the last post. Good thing, since his arm was throbbing like hell. He swiped sweat off his forehead, heading for the creek. The mare watched him as he splashed cool water over his face and neck and slurped some up from his cupped hand.
"Want some too, girl?" 
She didn't answer, merely watched him with patient eyes. 
"I imagine you're hot laying there in full sun." He crossed the creek on the path of boulders someone had positioned—likely Fred. Bent to untie her picket line, when a movement in the meadow caught his eye. 
Tannen? Adrenaline kicked through him, and he laid a hand on the walnut handle of his holstered Peacemaker. But when he looked again, he saw a dark shadow too large to be a man.
The black stallion.
The creature froze, peering over the crest of the rise, his ears visible above the tops of the seed-heavy grass. Dark, intelligent eyes watched as Dakota left the picket line alone, he wasn't anywhere close to his full strength. Had he been faster to untie her, he likely couldn't have held her.
The mare stumbled to her feet and tugged at her tether. She whinnied her frustration, sidestepping, scenting the wind. Good thing she was double tethered, so he didn't worry about her pulling loose.
"Easy, pretty girl," he drawled, wanting her to stay calm. "You don't want to tear open those claw marks and start bleeding again."
She didn't want to listen to him. Her ties were with her stallion and the herd. 
"Maybe you'll have some friends here soon enough," he told her and took a step toward the rise. Slow, because he didn't want to scare off the stallion. He wanted a better look.
"Hey, there." He kept talking, holding his hands out and down, non-threatening, and met the animal's direct gaze. "I've been taking good care of her. Looks like there's no infection in her wounds. She got lucky. That mountain lion was likely hungry."
The stallion froze, caught between curiosity and experience. 
"How long have you been up here watching?" He took another slow step. "Since I started setting the posts? Or earlier? Did you see me water and feed her? See she isn't scared of me?"
One more step, and the stallion lunged back, whinnied a hard warning deep in his throat. His black mane rippling in the wind, his black coat gleaming in the sun. Magnificent, he swung away, galloping full out, his tail flying out behind him.
Amazing. Dakota held his breath. The Montana plains stretched out as far as the eye could see in a glory of green and amber beneath a sky as blue as dreams. He tipped his hat to better see the stallion join his grazing herd. One command from him and the mares and foals burst into flight, streaking across the prairie. They made his heart stand still. 
The crack of gunfire thundered across the prairie. The herd raced on, too far away to be hit, but then the rider on the big white horse seemed to know that. He pulled to a stop, lifted his hat and waved.
Tannen. On Kit's land. Protective anger roared through him, but before he could take a step the white horse turned tail and galloped down a draw, out of sight.
It was a warning. Dakota felt it as surely as the sun on his back. Tannen was a man used to getting what he wanted and when he didn't get it, he took it. 
Dakota stood guard until the white mare was a faint blur in the endless meadows. This land must belly up to the Sinclair ranch. He couldn’t see fencing, but that didn't mean it wasn't there. Exactly how big of a ranch did Kit own? How was he going to defend it for her?
Troubled now, Dakota hiked back to the mare. She had given up on pulling at her picket, and she whickered her impatience at him.
"Sorry, pretty girl. This is for your own good." He figured it was safe to move, loosened both ropes and led her toward the dappled shade.
The mare walked painfully. The raw red claw marks that marred her perfect, golden back reminded him of what could happen to beautiful, innocent things on these rough, merciless plains.
 * * *
When they spotted the road home, Blue and Jack lunged forward eagerly. Kit didn't want to admit it, but her pulse picked up too. Not that she'd missed spending the day with Dakota—it was more like she was worried about his health. Yes, that was it. That was a perfectly reasonable explanation for why she leaned forward on the edge of her seat, searching through the swaying grasses for the first sight of him.
He stood shirtless, tanned skin burnished by the mid-afternoon sun. Muscles rippling, dark hair tangling in the wind. The man looked as elemental as the earth at his feet, as invincible as the mountains rimming the far western horizon, as commanding as the blue sky stretching above him. He dug into the ground with his shovel, looking up at the sound of the wagon.
"Look! We got a lot more fence posts." Fred leaped off the moving wagon and hit the ground running. "Kit argued and argued until we got more for the money. You shoulda seen her."
"I'm sure the lumber fellow was dazzled." Dakota leaned on his shovel, his mouth upturned. "Do you want to help me set the posts?"
"Sure! I helped Kit. I know what I'm doin'. I'm gettin' really good at it." The wind kicked up, stealing his words, but the way he beamed up at Dakota said it all.
"Maybe he isn't as scary as I first thought," Mindy whispered as she climbed down from the wagon. "He's really big and rough looking, but he's nice to Fred. The horses sure like him."
And I do too. How could she feel anything else, she wondered as she hopped to the ground. Any woman in her right mind would be affected by that man glistening in the sun. It simply wasn't her fault for liking him.
She knelt to loosen the rigging. If he wasn't so well-built, then she wouldn't be attracted. There was nothing wrong with her, obviously. His muscles were to blame.
And if a little voice in the back of her mind scoffed at her, then she could simply ignore it. 
"I'll go put this away." Mindy clutched the burlap sack in both hands. "It feels good to have this much food on hand."
"I promised you things were going to get better. Count on it."
"You took a big risk dressing up and pretending to be Uncle Howie. I know you did it for Fred and me."
"It's what a big sister does." She released the last buckle and stood, caught hold of the reins and gave them a tug until they slipped off the wagon's wooden dashboard. "It might not look like it, but I've got this all figured out. All we have to do is stick to the plan."
"You didn't have to keep Fred and me. I know it's a lot of responsibility for you. Right now you could be somewhere else, in some nicer town, finding something you really want to do."
"This is all I've ever wanted to do. Honest." She wanted Mindy's worries to be over. They'd had enough of that living hand to mouth with Pa, never knowing next where they would sleep or if they would eat. "And there's a surprise for you at the bottom of the bag. Go inside and unpack and you'll find it."
"A surprise for me?" Mindy lit up.
"Fred got all that candy. You deserved something, too." She couldn't wait for Mindy to find the snowy white crochet thread. Crocheting lace was one of Mindy's favorite activities. She liked pretty things.
"Fred wasn't kidding." A resonate, deep voice spoke behind her. "You did get a lot of timbers. No wonder the horses look tired."
"It was a heavy load, but I got my money's worth."
"That poor lumber man. He didn't stand a chance." 
"What does that mean? I'm not that hard of a negotiator."
"Look at you, standing there with the flowers blooming at your feet, the sun at your back. You're gorgeous. You likely struck him mute and senseless."
"Do you need spectacles or something?"
"No, just telling the truth." He watched the slow blush tint her face. Gorgeous? That didn't come close to describing her, sunny ponytail whipping in the wind. She made him want things he had no right desiring. 
After what he'd been through, who would want him in return? It wasn't easy to force his gaze from her, but he did it. He caught Jack's bridle bit and led him to the creek.
"Did you find my pack and gun?" he asked.
"Right where you said it was. Your things are in the back, too."
"That was nice of you, Kit."
"It was nice of you to set all those posts while we were away."
"And I dug more post holes. I saw where you'd marked them in the grass."
"You've been busy while we've been gone." She trailed after him with Blue. "Did you rest at all?"
"Now and then. Don't worry. I'm tougher than—"
"You look," she interrupted him. "I know."
Blue lifted his head from the creek, water dripping from his muzzle. 
"That's enough for now, you." She turned him around. "C'mon, Handsome. Let's get you in the shade. I need to rub you down."
The big red stallion trailed along after her, nibbling the bright ribbon tying up her golden hair. 
"Stop that, you funny guy. Do I nibble on you?" Her sweet laughter rang merrily as she ambled away. Blue hooked his head over her shoulder, keeping pace. Animals adored her.
And he did, too. Dakota gently tugged on the bridle, bringing Jack's head up from the water. There was no chance a woman would want him, especially not one as innocent and sparkling as Kit. The darkness of his past reached out and grabbed him, stealing the brightness from the day.
"The mare looks better." Kit handed him a soft towel when he caught up to her and Blue. "She's more alert and moving around."
"She'll make a good saddle horse." He took the towel and slung it over his shoulder. Jack lowered his head, eager to be rid of his heavy rigging. Dakota obliged, wincing as he lifted the thick leather collar from the gelding's neck.
"Do you think it will take much to tame her again?" Kit deftly unbuckled Blue's bridle.
"No, she's very gentle. I think all she needs is a little work." He set aside the sweaty horse collar and unbuckled Jack's bridle straps. "It's too bad we can't find her owner."
"I agree, but we'll give her a good home." 
"Yes, we will." He tossed the bridle to the ground and caught hold of Blue's heavy collar before she could lift it. "The stallion came back for her today."
"Did he? Did you get close to him?" She stole the collar from him the moment he'd lifted it from Blue's neck. 
"Closer than I expected to get."
"And he has beautiful mares. I can't wait to capture a few of them." She leaned the horse collars against the barn door. She returned with two rope halters and handed him one. "With your help, it won't take long to get the corral finished. As soon as we do, we can start catching them."
"You want to get them before they start moving south to better pastures."
"Exactly." The big stallion lowered his head for her, courteous as always. "I went with ten foot timbers. That should give me a tall enough fence to keep the mustangs in. Don't you think?"
"It will hold them." He tightened Jack's halter and tied him to a picket line. "How many mares were you hoping to get?"
"As many as I can lasso before the herd leaves. As soon as colder weather hits, they'll be gone."
"Lassoing takes time. The stallion is going to figure out to stay away from the pretty girl with the rope." He bent to snap off a daisy by its stem. "Now that you have a hired hand, you have options. We could round them up and drive them here."
"There are only three of us, counting Fred. Mindy doesn't like riding horses. Do you think we could manage it?"
"Maybe." He handed the flower to her, snow white satin petals, sunny silken center. "Did I mention I'm a wrangler by trade?"
"No, but I knew when I first saw you with Blue." She tucked the flower into the brim of her hat. "The day we met."
"A fateful day. Can't help feeling like I'm meant to be here." As if he'd said too much he turned away to unload the wagon, and she hurried to help him.
Destiny. She'd never felt the brush of it so close.



Chapter Ten

The rhythmic bam, bam, bam of steel against nail echoed across the barnyard. The workers hammered feverishly, grimly, heads bent, ignoring the sweat beading on their foreheads and staining their muslin work shirts. Dakota couldn't see much through the crack between the grain shed's door—just a slash of sky, the corner of the barn where they were jury-rigging a place to hang him.
Horror sat in the back of his throat, metallic and thick. He felt numb, not quite able to believe this was real and no dream. He carefully pushed off the wall he leaned on, shuffled with a slow, uneven gait from the door in the make-shift ankle chains and cautiously eased down onto a pile of grain sacks.
They were going to kill him. String him up, no questions asked. He gingerly swiped his face with his hands, they came away wet with sweat and sticky with blood. At nineteen, he was a man and couldn't cry, although he felt like it. He'd been hauled out of his bunk, yanked to his knees in front of his boss, beaten with the butt of a rifle with no explanation. The beating had only stopped because they thought he was dead.
Not dead, unconscious, as it turned out. Dakota bit back a groan. Pain beat thickly in his scalp, raced through his skull to his spine and wrapped around his body. 
The hammering silenced. 
This was it. He braced himself, trying to gather his courage. Boots thudded closer. A key scraped in a lock and the door slammed open. A posse of enraged men stormed in, grabbed him by the boots and dragged him off the grain sacks. 
He hit the ground hard, bounced over the threshold and across the dirt yard. Every rock scraped his bare back. Folks shouted threats and hate at him, the crowd a living monster beyond reason and control. A face blurred above him as a noose slipped around his neck. Pulled tight. 
"Okay, boys!" His boss, the man he trusted, the man he looked up to, gave the order. "String him up."
Hemp burned his skin, cutting deep into muscle as he was jerked onto his feet by the rope, cutting off all air—
Dakota bolted awake, torn from his nightmare that was no dream at all. He sat up in his bedroll, hands at this throat. No noose, although he could still feel the bite of it. Adrenaline beat through him in thick, powerful thuds.
You're safe, he told himself, and realized the eastern horizon was lit with pinks and golds. A new day was beginning. That meant the past was another day behind him.
What if it could stay there? The small hope took root. He couldn’t seem to stop it. He rolled out of his blankets and caught sight of a slim silhouette moving his way.
"Good morning." She wore pink calico today, the dress skimming her curves. She looked like a summer rose. "I like a man who's an early riser."
"Have the last of the posts to set and then we need more posts." He climbed to his feet, ran his hand through his hair, reached for his shirt. Three days had passed since Kit had returned with the load of lumber. "In the meantime, we'll get started with the house. Did you speak with your neighbor?"
"He promised to come after breakfast." She opened the latch on the barn door. "Let's get the horses taken care of."
He caught the door and opened it for her. "You're good at giving orders."
"Thanks. I think I'm going to like being the boss." She disappeared into the dim interior, her soft alto floating back to him. "Rise and shine, everyone."
Straw rustled as horses blinked themselves awake.
"Oh, good morning, Blue." Dulcet, loving, she had become part of the shadows, but the warmth in her, the goodness in her shone bright. "Yes, I love you, too."
She enchanted him. He tried not to give in to it, but he was helpless. She laughed as the stallion nibbled her collar, tickling her as she opened his gate. She was like a dream, he realized, the long ago dream he'd once held as a young man before tragedy had struck.
Funny how he was starting to dream again. It couldn't be wise, to start wishing. He led Jack from his stall into the dawn-lit world and picketed him by the stream. She breezed over, laughing and talking with Blue. The morning's light seemed to cling to her, as if it adored her too.
And he stood in the shadows, with the tendrils of the nightmare clutching him. He felt unworthy of her, but he'd never wanted anything more in his life.
 * * *
Kit squinted in the early evening sunlight as she carried the water pail up the rise. It had been a long day, but a productive one. Work kept her too busy to worry about the identity of the men who'd been watching in the field, or about the nightmares that pulled her awake, heart beating, reliving the moment Tannen had yanked her out of Blue's saddle. And worst of all, the way it had felt to be held by Dakota.
There he was, sitting on top of the beams crossing from corner post to corner post, driving nails into the rafter Mr. Mason held steady for him. The bandage snowy white against his arm was a reminder of all that he'd done for her. He'd risked getting shot to protect her.
"Looks good on this end!" Mason hollered above the noise of the hammer, nodding his satisfaction at a job well done.
"Guess it's time for a break." Dakota caught the movement of her shadow on the ground and tossed her a silent nod of recognition. He drove in a final nail. "That water is darn welcome."
"I thought you all might be thirsty." Best not to look at his bare chest, damp with sweat and bronzed by the sun. Muscles rippled as he reached down for the bucket.
It was impossible to forget the way he held her. The male-hot comfort of his body, the protective band of his arms, and the tender brush of his lips to her temple were all sensations that haunted her now. Why couldn't he put his shirt back on? Then she wouldn't be as mesmerized by him.
At least, that's what she told herself. She went up on tiptoe and handed up the bucket. "Looks like you are ready for the canvas."
"I'd say yes." His fingers grasped the lip of the pail on the far side of the bucket. He, too, was careful to keep distance. "Tomorrow we'll get the rest of the canvas up as walls. It's not as solid as wood."
"But it's cheaper." 
"For now, until autumn brings cold nights and you'll want wooden walls lickety-split." Mr. Mason stretched across a honey-gold two-by-four to accept the bucket from Dakota. His bushy eyebrows knit together. "Kit, I'm glad you had the good sense to hire a man like Dakota here. I'm concerned about you kids here all alone. Anyone thinkin' of mischief'll think twice when they see him."
No doubt about that, she thought. Dakota was intimidating. "Would you like to stay for supper? Since you brought us all that bear meat, Mindy put it to good use."
"I can smell the stew, and I'm sure it's good and tasty, but the wife'll skin my hide if I leave her waitin' a meal on me." He drank from the dipper and swiped his mouth with his shirt sleeve. "After forty-seven years of marriage, I've learned a few things. One is never to make the wife unhappy." 
His good-natured wink made her smile.
"Why don't you hand up that canvas, missy." Mason handed the bucket down. "Before I head out of here, we'll get this roof covered for the night. Does that sound good, Black?"
"I was hoping you'd say that." His voice came iron-tough, but she remembered the tenderness he'd shown her and she shivered.
At least he was too busy to notice the shiver. He'd been quiet and stoic since this morning. Maybe he felt uncertain about their growing closeness, too.
She fetched the heavy canvas, still wrapped up from the store and hefted it up to Dakota. This was exciting. They would sleep in their new house tonight—well, the frame of their house, to be exact—but it was theirs. For as long as she held onto the land and could make a living, they would never have to pack up, never have to leave, never be homeless.
"I can help." Fred put down his hammer, where he was nailing a door frame Dakota had started for him. "Can I climb up?"
"Sure, kid." Dakota tore off the brown paper, which sailed to the grassy floor of the house. "Come on up, but stay right there in the corner. I need you to hold this end tight until Mason and I can nail it down."
Fred bounded up Mr. Mason's ladder as fast as a squirrel dashing up a tree. She felt Dakota's gaze, a brush to the side of her face, but when she looked he'd turned his back.
Maybe she'd imagined it.
"I can't believe it. It's really happening." Mindy padded up beside her, the spatula in hand, and an apron over her red calico dress. "It seemed impossible."
"I told you, things are changing for the better."
"I'm really sorry, Kit." Mindy hung her head. "All the nay saying I've done. But I really didn't think you could do it. Not that you couldn't, I mean, just that something bad would happen."
"I know. When Pa was here, bad things always did. We couldn’t escape them." Kit's gaze slid far across to the small patch of blackened ruins of their original cabin, which stood in painful reminder. Their hopes had been destroyed before.
But not this time.
"I miss him." Mindy's eyes filled with tears that didn't fall. 
"Me, too." Kit cleared her throat and looked away. Pa had his troubles, but he'd loved them. He'd given them love and kindness. She missed him something fierce.
This is what happens when you let your emotions surface. She blinked away tears. For the last nine years she'd been the one keeping their family together. She'd learned exactly how to do it—keep your feelings buried, concentrate on the tasks needing to be done and get to work.
And whatever her unexamined feelings were for Dakota Black, she needed to do the same with them. Bury them so far and deep that she never had to look at them. She had Fred and Mindy to provide for. She wanted to give them a home and stability. Help them put the wounds of their childhood behind them.
"I've decided to head to town tonight," she said to her sister. "We've used up the last of the lumber, and we need more. I need money to do that."
"Do you think you can win enough?" Worry crinkled Mindy's forehead.
"I'm going to give it a try. But first I'm going to work on my mustache. I don't think it's bushy enough." That would give her something to focus on. Inside the tent with her needle and thread, she wouldn't be exposed to the sight of Dakota straddling the rafters, muscles rippling beneath sun-bronzed skin.
 * * *
Dakota coiled Jack's reins around the hitching post. Dusty Creek was busy tonight, the long line of saloons dominated Main Street. Only two stores were within eye sight—a gunsmith and a mercantile, both of which had closed well before sunset. "Kit, that was pretty good. You dismounted like a real man."
"Hey, I'm trying." She flashed him a smile that was entirely feminine beneath the pasted-on mustache that looked like an ogre's eyebrow. She gave her gun belt a hitch, squared her slender shoulders and adjusted the bandana at her throat. "I've made up my mind to imitate you. Think that will work?"
"The thought scares me." He stole Blue's reins from her and wound them tight around the post. "The world doesn't need two of me."
"Well, I need to learn to look tough." She jutted out her chin and set her jaw.
It didn't help. All he could see was her. The disguise didn't work on him. He could see the real Kit Chapman, who'd been sweet and soft in his arms. His blood thickened, remembering. 
He tamped down a deeper wanting for her, desire that he could not give in to, and eyed the row of saloons. "Let's try another one this time."
"Exactly my thought. Tannen is the last man I want to run into tonight." Kit drew her hat brim down to hide half her face. "I don't think he likes Uncle Howie much."
"Agreed. Tannen might hold a grudge. He's the type. C'mon, Howie. Let's try Moe's."
"Good choice." She led the way down the boardwalk. 
It was hard not to watch her. At least she no longer swung her hips. It was an enormous improvement.
"Keep a low profile." He caught the batwing door for her, holding it open. "Head straight to the bar."
"Hey, I've done this before." She sailed past him, smelling faintly of strawberries.
The place was crowded, full of ranch hands and cowboys come to spend their wages. Only one empty stool at the bar—he steered Kit to it. He stood beside her and signaled the barkeep. "Two. Whatever you've got."
"Comin' up," the barman hollered over the noise, slamming two tankards down and sliding them their way.
He caught both handily, and shoved Kit's in front of her. Counted out a few coins and tossed it down.
"I've never drank alcohol," she leaned in, her shoulder pressing against his arm. "I shouldn't start now. Not when I need to be sharp-witted."
"Carry it with you, don't drink it. You'll never get in a game with a sarsaparilla." He took a swig of foam and brew, winced at the bitterness. "Looking around, I don't see Tannen or any of his men." 
"That's a promising sign." She swirled around on her stool, studying the crowd. "We can go forward with the plan."
"I'll join a game. Give it a few hands, then come over." He took his tankard with him. "Don't get into any trouble between now and then. Think you can manage that?"
"Absolutely. I'll sit here and not drink my alcohol. How hard can that be?"
"I guess we'll see." He'd known her long enough to know she was trouble. Look what she'd done to him already. He stalked around crowded tables to the one he'd targeted. A mixed group, some old, some young, low stakes, a few empty chairs. He grabbed one of them. "Mind if I join in?"
A bald man smelling faintly of skunk looked him up and down. "Sure, why not. As long as you got the gold."
He nodded, hunkered down and waited to be dealt in. 
"I spotted you a while ago moseying into Louie's saloon." The bald fella's friend returned the deck to the table. "We had a wager going on how long it'd take you to shoot up the place or hold it up. We all lost that bet."
"Sorry. I'm not an outlaw." He checked his cards before laying them face down on the scarred table. 
"Me, either." The old, bald guy signaled for two more cards, tossed two away. "I prefer the cards. Never saw the draw of shooting folks for a living."
"Me, either," agreed a man with a missing front tooth. "I believe in the integrity of the law."
"Yer a lawyer, Vince." A tall cowboy knuckled back his Stetson, his cards tucked in one hand. "That's sort of being a legal outlaw."
"It can be," Vince agreed. "I've known lawyers like that."
Dakota arched a brow. On second thought, maybe this wasn't the best table, but at least the stakes were low. He'd like to avoid any gun battles if "Howie" started on a winning streak. Most folks didn't get too worked up over a nickel ante. 
When it was his turn, he tossed five pennies in the pot and added a nickel. Still in the game, he waited while the bald fellow bailed out and the plump guy debated. Dakota slid his gaze across the bar to check on Kit.
Looked like trouble had found her. Why wasn't he surprised? When his turn came, he shook his head, tossed his cards on the table and pushed back his chair. 
"No, Moe, I'm sorry. I wasn't aware of the unpaid tab." Kit slumped on her bar stool, a sign of resignation. "How much did he owe you?"
"Twenty-two dollars and twelve cents." The burly, saloon owner loomed over her, fists clenched, jaw bunched, radiating anger. "I tole Hubert he wasn't welcome here until he paid his bill. That I'd take it outta his hide if I had to. You're his kin, the same goes for you."
"I don't have that much money right now." Kit reached in her trouser pocket, fished around and produced a silver dollar. "Here's your first payment. Now I owe you twenty dollars and twelve cents."
"Are you joking?" The man bristled, looking ready to throw a punch. "I don't tolerate that kind of smart mouthed attitude in my establishment."
"I was only trying to make a payment." She plunked the coin onto the bar. "Any reasonable businessman would be happy with something rather than nothing."
"City boy, I didn't say I was reasonable."
Kit opened her mouth as if she was trying to come up with a retort, but nothing happened. 
Dakota grasped Kit's elbow, nearly lifting her from the bar stool. "You'll get your money, barkeep. Just not now."
The owner sized him up and decided he was outmatched, and his face reddened. "Now I'm watching you, Outlaw. I won't forget this."
"Neither will I." He steered Kit protectively in the direction of the table, aware the entire room had silenced. Gamblers, cowpokes, wanted men and business men all watched as Dakota pulled out a chair for the city boy.
Force of habit, since she was a woman. He dropped into his chair. "Hope you don't mind if Howie joins us."
"Howie?" The bald guy knocked back a swallow from his whiskey bottle. "I heard ya was in town. Must've missed ya at Louie's place the other night. That's a damn shame. Me and Hubert played cards all the time."
"Is that right?" Kit, her voice deep, plopped her tankard down on the table and swaggered into the empty chair.
"Hubert was a true cardsharp, no doubt." The skinny dealer shuffled the cards, once, twice, three times. "When he was on a streak, I'd never seen the like."
"That's Hubert." Kit counted out five pennies and tossed them into the center of the table.
Dakota dug out a nickel and did the same.
"Your brother was a good man." The man short a tooth tipped his hat. "It's a helluva pleasure to meet ya, Howie. I'm Vince."
"I'm Baldy." The bald old man tossed in his ante.
"Zeb." The tall cowboy nodded once in greeting.
"Skinny." The dealer flicked cards across the table in a fast, practiced blur. "Word has it you beat Tannen fair and square. It's been all over town."
"I got a lucky hand." She tucked her final card into place. "Tannen got all het up over nothing."
"He does that." Vince grimaced when he looked at his cards. "Happens with him all the time. It's why I don't play him."
"That's right. We ain't high enough stakes fer Tannen." Baldy reached for his bottle. "Even if we was, we wouldn't want nuthin' to do with 'im."
"That's the plain truth." Skinny took a long swig on his bottle, too. "Tannen don't play fair."
As the game progressed, Dakota kept an eye on Kit. He had to admit she knew what she was doing. Careful bets, guarded expression, no tells, at least none that he could spot right off. 
"Call." Baldy slapped down his cards, slurring a bit. "A pair a tens." 
"A lousy pair of threes." Zeb reached for his empty tankard. "Whatcha got, Howie?"
"Ah, sorry." Reluctant, she spread her winning cards on the table for all to see, a royal flush, the winning hand. "Just luck."
"Hey, no need to apologize." Baldy gave a nod of respect. "You got Hubert's luck with cards. It's a gift."
"I grew up playing with him." She reached for the pot. "He couldn't spend a night at home without breaking out a deck of cards."
"I learnt a few things playing with him." Zeb pushed away from the table and grabbed his empty tankard. "I'm goin' for a refill. You boys want anything?"
"Ssend over another bottle," Baldy slurred. "Skinny's lookin' like he's in need of one, too."
"I surely am."
"How about you, Howie? You ain't touched yer tankard." Zeb eyed her thoughtfully, as if she didn't quite measure up to manly standards. "I've been watchin'."
Hadn't Dakota told her to pretend to drink? "Sorry, I forgot."
"Well, drink up, City Boy. Outlaw, how about you?"
"No, and I'm out." His elbow bumped hers when he pushed his chair back. His impressive six feet only made him look more rugged. Not one man—outlaw or not—could compare. Only she knew how tender he could be. What had happened in his life to make him tough? When he retreated to the bar, men moved out of his way.
"Didn't Hubert teach you how to drink, too?" Skinny asked, dealing another hand. "Zeb's right. You ain't touched that tankard. I can't trust a man who don't drink."
"Well, luckily I'm not one of those men." She grabbed the tankard, pressed her top lip against the rim and tipped. Warm froth bathed her upper lip. She pretended to swallow and plunked the glass back on the table.
"That's more like it!" Vince slapped her back, man-style, nearly knocking her into the table. "You'll fit in with us real fine, Howie."
"A toast to Howie!" Baldy roared, held up his bottle and drained the last few inches of whiskey in one long pull.
"To Howie!" Skinny toasted her and polished off his bottle. He burped, lurching in his chair. 
"The serving gal will be right over," Zeb informed then as he dropped into his chair. "Yer gettin' too drunk, Skinny. I'd better deal. Now ante up, men."
She dug through her pile of money for a nickel and threw it in. Her upper lip itched. 
"Howdy there, you handsome fellas." A woman about Kit's age sidled up to the table with a tray balanced on one hand. She wore a bright red chemise. Her cleavage spilled up generously.
I could be doing that for a living, Kit thought. "Hello, Penelope." Baldy smiled. "Yer a sight for sore eyes bringin' me that whiskey."
"Like I could forget." The woman's smile was politely friendly, but her eyes looked sad. "Here's yours, Vince. Saw you were getting low."
"Mighty kind of you." Vince nodded, dropping a handful of coins as a tip on her tray.
"This tankard must be yours." After setting down Zeb's tankard, Penelope circled the table toward Kit. "I hear you're Hubert's brother."
"Yes—" Kit cleared her throat. What did she call a saloon girl? "Ma'am?"
"And as polite as Hubert, too." The shadows in her eyes vanished as she set down the drink. "Hubert was always kind to me. He said I was his daughter's age, and always treated me right."
"He was that way." An arrow of loss pierced her deep. She grabbed a few coins from her winnings and dropped them on the tray. "Good to meet you."
"You boys holler if you need anything. It's a busy night, and we're a server short, but I'll come as soon as I can." The woman's gaze narrowed, traveled down Kit's face and lingered on her upper lip. She discreetly patted her own lip.
Come to think of it, the right half of her mustache wasn't itching. Probably because it had come loose.
Oops.



Chapter Eleven

She clapped her hand to her mouth. Good thing no one else had noticed, or she'd never be able to play in this town again. She'd be laughed out of the saloon.
"Are ya chokin' there, Howie?" Vince pounded her on the back. "Not much of a drinker, are ya?"
"Nope, not me." If she pressed hard enough, would the mustache stay stuck? There was only one way to find out.
"That'z okay, young man." Baldy wobbled in his chair. "Ain't no shame in it. Not ever' man kin hold his licker."
"It takes yearsa practice." Skinny bobbed his head, his eyelids drooping. "Lotza hard work."
"That's it," Zeb agreed. "Here's to hard work."
"I'll drrrink to that," Baldy agreed, upending his bottle.
While the men drank, she gave her mustache a test. It seemed to be holding up. She let out a breath of relief and caught Dakota at the bar, biting his lower lip, trying not to laugh. Why did the man have to look that good? For once, the shadows had left his eyes, shadows that he'd likely never tell her about. She couldn’t imagine him opening up to her that much.
"Howie." Vince cut into her thoughts. "Aren't you gonna look at your cards?"
"What? Right." How had she let Dakota invade her mind completely? He'd blocked out every sound in the saloon and even the game in front of her. She glanced at her cards, tossed one out, tucked a new one in. It was a terrible hand. Couldn't be worse.
She dropped coins in the pot, the focus of her attention on the man at the bar. She wanted to brush away the tangle of his dark hair and see his eyes, so she could try to read him more easily. His face was hard, set tough, emphasizing the high slash of his cheekbones and the unyielding angle of his jaw. His presence radiated nobility and strength. 
A longing rose within her. How foolish was that? In spite of what she knew about most men, and even with what she'd been through with her pa and all the men who'd been like him, still her heart quickened. 
"Howie, are ya in or out?" Skinny interrupted. "Lookit the poor fella."
"Two swallows 'n he'z drrrunk." Baldy's bottle hit the table with a clunk. "Yer bad fer our reputation, son."
"I, uh, don't like the taste." That was true enough. She tossed in a nickel and dime.
"Thatz all right, young fella." Skinny looked at her with compassion. "We'll still be friendz with ya. As long as ya don't start drinkin' sarsaparilla." 
She caught Dakota's smirk. Fine, he'd heard that, had he? Was he enjoying himself? Was she entertaining him? A spark of humor softened his proud features, making him look almost young. Emotion yanked in her chest, and she turned her attention to the game in time to toss in two quarters.
"Too rich for me," Vince commented, tossing his cards down.
"Me, too." Baldy conceded. "Look at Howie. Mussst have a great hand."
Kit shrugged. She could no longer pretend she didn't know what she felt for Dakota. It had become too bright, too overwhelming. Something nudged her arm, intruding into her thoughts. "What?"
"Seventy-five cents." Skinny gestured toward the pot glinting in the lamplight. "Are you still in?"
"I'm in." She counted out the coins and an extra quarter. "I'll raise you twenty-five."
"A buck." Zeb apparently was the only one in the game now, his face stone, and his eyes glinting with excitement.
"A buck and a quarter." She plunked down the money, Dakota centered in her line of sight. If any man had to get through her defenses, why did it have to be him?
"A buck fifty," Zeb called out.
"A buck seventy-five." A memory welled up, against her will, of Dakota's lips brushing her temple, a tender kiss she could not forget. Did he remember, too?
"Two bucks and I call." Zeb laid down his cards. He had a pair of queens.
She showed her hand. Nothing. She'd lost because she hadn't been paying attention. 
She hung her head. That's what a man did to a woman—distracted her, made her think that he was important and before you knew it he'd become her entire world. But men were an unstable foundation to build your future on. She was too smart for that.
Now she had to make her heart understand it.
 * * *
"No, fellas, sorry. I've got to call it a night." Kit's voice, low and deep, lifted above the grumbling din of the saloon. Dakota watched as she whipped a clean white handkerchief out of her pocket, dumped her winnings into it and neatly tied up the ends. 
"Hey, you cain't leave with all our money." Skinny winked, slumped in his chair.
"I didn't take all of it." She swaggered out of her chair—she was getting better at moving like a man—but he could see the woman in her. It was all he could see. "Zeb and Baldy, you both had good winning streaks."
"I'm on a rrrroll," Baldy agreed, anteing up for the next hand. 
"We'll save a spot for you next time." Vince nodded a farewell. "Good to have Hubert's brother playing with us."
"It is," Zeb agreed.
"G'night, young fella." Skinny waved. "Don't ferget ta come Saturday."
"There'll be a big tournament with some folks from Gold Dust City," Vince explained. "You could win big."
Kit said her farewells in a manly fashion and headed his way through the saloon. A curl escaped from beneath her Stetson, slipping across her ivory forehead. He fought his instinct to brush it back, kept his hands to himself and watched it fall against her cheek.
"Time to go, Howie." He pushed away from the bar, landed on his feet and tried to look at the cracks between the floorboards and not her. "Let's get you home before anything goes wrong. Calamity tends to find you."
"It's not my fault." She dropped another dollar on the scarred wood. "Barkeep. Payment on the Chapman tab."
"Thanks, sonny." The bar owner reached for a thick ledger to mark down the amount.
"Looks like you picked the right time to leave." Dakota protected her from the crowd as they wove through the saloon. In the corner, an argument started. Baldy had been bumped by a drunken man and the two were exchanging heated insults. 
"I've been a witness to the aftereffects of Baldy's arguments before," Kit confided. Her presence behind him made it hard to notice anything else. "The last thing I need is to be near a saloon fight. My mustache is barely staying on as it is."
"I saw it almost come off earlier." He held a swinging door for her. "You're lucky your poker buddies didn't notice."
"Luck was with me tonight in all ways." She patted her bulging pocket. "Twenty-seven dollars."
"You didn't take advantage of them, did you?" 
"Hardly. The drunker they got, the better they got." She strode down the sidewalk, lifting her face to the fresh air. "That breeze feels good. It was hot in there."
"Yes." Hot. That was the word. His blood heated a few more degrees every time he looked at her.
"Hi, Jack. Hi, Blue." She waved at her horse. 
The stallion was hard to see, tethered on the far side of Jack, but Jack looked restless. Something was wrong. He spotted a shadow beside the horses and laid his hand on his revolver. 
Looked like there would be trouble after all, he thought, recognizing the shadow. "Sinclair."
"Outlaw." Tannen had his hand on the walnut grip of his Peacemaker, ready to draw, too. "This is a fine horse."
"Step away from him."
"Merely looking. No harm in that." His tone implied something different.
"Blue doesn't like strangers. Step away from him." Kit stepped up, feet braced, looking ready for a fight. It took every bit of his will not to turn toward her, not to let the weakness he felt for her flood him.
He cleared his throat. "You heard Howie, Tannen. This is your last warning."
"Sure. Will do. Couldn't help but notice the fencing and the house."
"I've been keeping my eye on that rise." Dakota ambled closer, shooting close. "Guess you found another one."
A smirk twisted the man's features. His only answer. "It's a shame about horses. They're vulnerable, mostly helpless when you get down to it. Sickness, old age, accidents. We have a lot of trouble with wildfires around here. I'd hate to see a fine horse like this get caught in one."
"Are you threatening my horse?" Kit surged into the street, fists balled up, facing the man who'd assaulted her. Fearless, standing between him and Blue. 
Dakota really liked that about her. The woman twisted him up inside. He stepped in front of her, shielding her from Sinclair's view. He drew his Colt. "Move on, Tannen, or you and I are gonna have problems."
"My man shot you once. Do you want him to do it again?" Tannen pulled a folded piece of paper from his trouser pocket. "Your new terms, Howie. The next payment is due in five days. I thought it was generous to give you five whole days. Here, served nice and legal."
"But we paid you." She stared at the paper, as if she didn't want to touch it. "Nothing's due for another month."
"Yes, but it seems I can change the terms. You can thank your brother for that." Tannen tipped his hat. "Outlaw, good luck coming to the rescue this time."
"I don't need luck." Protective rage made him feel ten feet tall. 
"Hey, what's going on here?" The sheriff marched down the boardwalk. "Sinclair? I shoulda guessed. You're mostly at the center of trouble in this town."
"Howdy, Beauregard. I'm admiring Howie's horse, is all." Sinclair held up his hands, innocent. 
"I've got my eye on you, get back to your poker game." The lawman leaned against the railing, crossed his hands over his chest as he waited for Tannen to oblige. "And you, newcomer. I don't like guns drawn in my town."
"Just protecting Howie and his horse." Dakota holstered his gun. "I don't want any trouble."
"Then we're in agreement." The lawman turned to Kit and stuck out his hand. "You're Hubert's brother, right? Glad you got my letter."
"Letter?" Kit stopped talking to her horse and arched both brows. "Uh, sure. Good to meet you, Sheriff."
"Beauregard." The sheriff shook hands. He had a weathered face, a sparse gray beard and matching gray hair sticking out from beneath his hat. "Those three Chapman kids shouldn't to be out here on their own. The oldest girl is stubborn. I advised her to leave, that this country is no place for a young lady unprotected. She doesn't seem to have the best judgment."
"What? I wouldn't say that." She bit her lip, as if she were doing her best not to argue. Blue leaned in to tug at her bandana.
"The girl's young, that's all." The sheriff wasn't studying Kit hard, if he did he might notice a few things, like the slender column of her newly exposed neck. "You keep a sharp eye out. I don't like to think of Tannen anywhere near those girls." 
"Will do," Kit answered.
Dakota untied Blue's reins, eager to get going. Lawmen made him nervous, reminding him of his past. Beauregard unsettled him particularly, and he didn't know why. "C'mon, Howie. Let's go home."
The sheriff's footsteps closed in. "And you, they call you Outlaw around here. You look familiar to me. Why is that?"
"Don't know." That was the pure truth. He held Blue by the bridle while Kit mounted up. "I'm new to town."
"Curious. I never forget a face, although the old memory ain't what it used to be." The sheriff scratched his head, shrugged it off, like it was no matter.
Dakota would believe that if he could stop the skittle of foreboding on the back of his neck. He stuck his foot in Jack's stirrup and swung into the saddle.
"I had problems with Tannen the last time I was in town," Kit said from her saddle as she wheeled Blue toward the street. "He scared my horse, dragged me from my saddle and held me to the ground. He would have robbed me, maybe worse, until Outlaw here stopped him."
"Are you saying you want to press charges?" Surprised, the lawman tipped his hat to study Kit more closely, and the gesture sparked something. 
Dakota saw in memory a flash from cannon fire backlighting the meadow and illuminating a lieutenant colonel with the same hook nose, same profile, same stance.
No, it couldn't be. Dakota sucked in air, reeling, and gripped the pommel to steady himself. 
"There aren't many who'd go up against the Sinclairs," the sheriff cautioned. "This isn't St. Louis. You think it over, and if you still want to press charges, come to my office."
"Thanks, Sheriff." Kit tipped her hat in a manly fashion and reined Blue down the street.
Jack hurried to catch up with them. Good thing, too, because Dakota couldn't seem to make his hands function.
"Vince is a lawyer," Kit was saying, her voice distant and tinny.
He swallowed, struggling to listen through the thudding in his ears. 
"I'm going to have him take a look at the contract, likely after tomorrow's trip to the lumber yard. And thanks for helping with Tannen, standing between him and me like you did." Kit leaned forward to stroke Blue's neck soothingly. "This time around, he might not have been fooled by my disguise, since he'd seen the real me up close. Not that I was thinking of that. Only getting between him and Blue."
"Anyone who's seen the real you won't forget, believe me." He lifted his face, let the wind wash over him, wishing the bad feeling in his stomach would go away. 
What were the chances? Montana Territory was a big place. Why did he run into someone from his past here?
"Hey, another compliment." She relaxed into her saddle as they cantered through town. Piano music and noise spilled into the street, fading as they headed out into the black prairie. "I like it. It's good to be the boss." The stars illuminated her in silver, and she could have been a pure beam of light, precious beyond imagining.
No woman had ever affected him like this. Normally he was forged steel. Immoveable. Unyielding. But she melted him like butter, leaving him wanting more than just simple sexual desire. What he felt for her went far deeper than that.
 Now that they were on the open road, she took off her hat and unpinned her coiled hair. A long braid tumbled down her back. "That's more like it. My head gets hot with all that hair up there."
That's how she charmed him, he thought. How she'd roped him more surely than any lasso could. Her dimpled grin, a tilt of her head, that alluring cheerfulness in her voice. 
"Why did the sheriff think you looked familiar?" She hooked her hat over her saddle horn. "Do you know him from somewhere?"
"I'm not saying." There it was, the past nosing its way in. He'd learned long ago you couldn't hide from your past, you could never escape who you were. No matter how far you traveled or how fast you ran. Why had he hoped this time he could? "My history is not up for discussion."
"Is it too painful?" The note in her voice had changed from cheer to curiosity to compassion.
Compassion. He locked his jaw, fighting against the truth he could not escape. One day she'd likely look at him and regret the compassion she'd shown him. That was a day he hoped never came. But the longer he stayed, the greater the chance it would.
"I like being a mystery," he said, trying to be light, although he knew the gruff tone gave him away.
She reached across the few feet separating them, her saddle creaking, and laid her gloved hand on his. A river of sensation rose within him with the speed of a flash flood, threatening to drown him completely. He desired her with a power and a tenderness he'd never felt before. 
In the star shine, her beauty shone iridescent, as if ethereal, something out of his reach. But the warmth of her touch penetrated the leather, making it seem as if they were skin to skin.
He wanted to draw her into his arms and kiss her until she clung to him, begging for more. He wanted to hold her forever.
"Fine, no more discussing the past," she said. "We'll leave the past behind us. The here and now is all that matters. It's all we ever really have." 
Her fingers tightened around his own. "Agreed?"
"Agreed," he choked out. 
"Oh, look." The starlight seemed to follow her as she withdrew her hand, standing up in her stirrups. "The mustangs."
He stood too, straining to see across the ghostly prairie where distant horses thundered. Bathed in silver and platinum, they chased the night. "It's the same herd." 
"There's the black stallion." The night breeze rippled through the loose tendrils escaped from her braid. "They are stunning."
"Yes, they are." He'd only seen one thing more exquisite.
Her.
"Do you think I'm wrong for wanting to capture them?" she asked.
"No. They are fighting to survive. One day soon these prairies will all be settled and farmed." He sidled Jack up next to her, took a thoughtful moment, and spoke again. "I've been without a home for a long time. If I had a chance at one, I'd do what it took and hold on with both hands."
"Good, 'cause that's what I'm doing." She eased back into her saddle, watching the mustangs move like poetry across the far reaches of her land. "I'll be kind to them. I won't let any mountain lions hurt them."
"I know you will." His arm came around her, rock-hard and hot. "If their lives have to change, then they'll be lucky to have you."
"You sound like you mean that."
"I do."
Being this near to him made her yearn to be closer. She turned to him, instinct guiding her and the whisper of an unrealized dream. She laid her palm flat in the center of his chest and let her gaze sink into his and simply be. To feel the man within.
It was his wounds she saw first. The scars he tried to hide and the old loneliness burrowed into his soul. Something had hurt him, but it wasn't what drove him, it wasn't what made up his heart. He could no longer hide from her, because she could feel him right here, lodged in her heart. When he leaned closer and gently tugged off her mustache, her breath caught. When his pulse skipped a beat, hers did, too.
The world silenced around them, fading away as if they were the only living things on earth. His pupils dilated, and his lips hovered above hers for a whole minute as if waiting for her to stop him. 
How could she? She waited, held enchanted until his mouth slanted and covered hers, like magic, soft as a feather's brush.
She surrendered on a sigh, overwhelmed by the heated satin of his kiss. She fisted his shirt in her hands, forgetting everything except for the heat and caress of his kiss. He kissed her as if she were the last woman on earth, as if he could not bear for it to end. 
When he pulled away, longing glazed his eyes and he folded her against his chest as if she were precious above all things. His heartbeat thudded wildly beneath her ear and she closed her eyes, realizing she was trembling. She did not want to let go.
As if he understood, he held her. Her entire life, she'd never experienced anything like this. The closeness, the passion, the safety of his protective arms. It was too late to deny her feelings for the man, even to herself. 





Chapter Twelve

"Okay, boys!" Deter, his boss, the man he trusted, the man he looked up to, gave the order. "String him up."
"No. Please." He focused on those hatred-filled eyes, remembering the man who'd given a kid a chance, who'd hired Dakota without a single reference. He'd worked his way from stall mucker to top wrangler, and he'd done it with integrity and hard work. "I didn't do this. You know me, Deter, you—"
"No, I don't." Brutal, those words. More cutting than any knife. The older man spat his fury and kicked dirt in Dakota's face. "Hang, you bastard."
The noose snapped tight around his neck, cutting off air. The rope hauled him up by the neck along the ground. First his head lifted up, then his shoulders, his body. His boot heels skidded in the dirt, dragging. The rope serrated his skin, pressing against his windpipe, his lungs already bursting with the need to breathe. His neck bones screamed against the strain.
"What are you boys doin'?" Steeled horse shoes drummed, echoing against the side of the barn. "You'll kill him."
"That's the idea." Deter's words faded into nothing as the entire world drained of light and color, became shadows and darkness. Agony rocked his body as his feet left the ground and he was swinging. Swinging. 
"What are you doin', sheriff?" Deter's fury sounded distant, as if from a different world. 
Dakota felt a yank on the rope and he hit the ground with bone-bruising force. Flat on his back, he gasped for breath. Desperate, he yanked the noose looser. Couldn't seem to draw in anything more than a trickle of air.
"He's gonna die for what he done to my girl." Deter's grief blended with blind rage, his voice joining with others. Men shouting with fists raised, and a gun fired toward the sky.
"We do this right." The lawman's rough grip hauled Dakota onto his feet. "The judge hasn't left with his regiment yet. I'll haul him to town, lock him up and the boy'll get his hanging come morning."
"That ain't right." Deter raged. "He doesn't deserve to live another minute. I want him to suffer before he dies."
"He will. Believe me." The sheriff dragged him up and gave him a shove. Dakota stumbled forward, hit the ground, felt the lawman's boot in his side. "I'll make sure he pays."
"Monster," a woman's voice, half insane with grief, shrieked from the front yard.
Monster. Dakota bolted awake with the heart of the nineteen-year-old boy he'd been beating in his chest. Only a memory remained of that young man. Soft, trusting, naive. He'd spent days in a dank block cell certain folks would calm down and realize they had the wrong man. He could never commit such a heinous act, he who could not raise his voice much less a hand to a horse. How could they think he had committed such an atrocity?
Yet the label had stuck. Monster, they'd whispered in the tiny county courtroom. Monster, they'd chanted when he'd been led in shackles from the jail. Monster, they'd screamed, throwing rocks and spitting at him. He'd been sentenced to prison instead of death, the judge had been merciful, while somewhere in that crowd lurked the man who really was a beast. 
Some things scarred you, made a wound that never fully healed. Dakota rolled onto his side, punched the feather pillow Kit had lent him his first night here, and closed his eyes.
Instead of sleep, all he saw was the image of a sleepy Tennessee town where he'd settled after the war, and the disgust lining the faces of the family who'd given him a job in their dairy. When rumors of his past reached their ears, they felt betrayed. They'd shared meals with him with their youngest daughter, only thirteen, in the home. Monster, they'd raged at him. They'd fired him and he'd been chased from town, the sheriff in the lead.
The sheriff. Dakota opened his eyes. No use trying to sleep. He grabbed his belt and holster, strapped it on and slipped outside. Cool night air met him. He stared up at the stars, grateful for the wide open space, his freedom and the peace surrounding him. Somewhere an owl hooted. The wind sang through the grass. No sign of predators or trespassing humans near, but he ought to check. He rubbed his eyes, crossed the creek, scanned the landscape.
Quiet everywhere, the house was asleep. The canvas walls and roof puffed gently in and out with the night breeze—Mindy and Fred had nailed up the canvas after supper. He thought of Kit sleeping, her dark gold eyelashes curled against her cheek, tucked on her side, dreaming dreams of wild mustangs.
He'd kissed her. Big mistake. There was no other way to look at it. She hadn't looked at him since she'd left his arms.
And he couldn't blame her. He made his way along the shadows of the cottonwood grove, remembering how she'd broken the embrace. They'd ridden in silence the rest of the way home, stopping only to watch a small band of ragtag mustangs as they bounded across the road.
He rubbed the back of his neck. The nightmares were coming back, a sign he couldn’t ignore. If he wanted to escape his past one day, then he couldn’t stay here and risk Beauregard recognizing him.
After all this time being on his own, he didn't know if he could let anyone in. He'd been shutting everyone out for so long.
He made a circuit through the neighboring meadow, stopping to watch the rise with the tracks, but he found no one watching. He wasn't surprised. It was probably Tannen, and he'd likely already figured out what he needed to know. Dakota sat on the crest, taking in the view of the tent on one side of the yard and the new holding corral on the other. Pretty easy to guess what she was planning for the land.
Too bad he didn't have the two hundred she needed to pay off Tannen and be done with it. As long as there was a threat, Dakota had to stay. Considering he'd kissed her, he couldn't imagine staying would be easy.
Darkness bled from the sky. Birds were waking, a deer and her twins froze and watched him fearfully until he turned away. An owl winged by on her last flight of the night with a field mouse gripped in her talons. When he looked up, Kit stood down below staring at him, hands on hips, her blond hair cascading over her shoulders, watching him with the same wary look the mama deer had given him.
He stared down at the ground between his feet and tried to brace himself. Sounded like she was headed his way.
"You're up early." Her light yellow calico skirt swirled into view. "Couldn't sleep?"
"No." If he met her gaze, then likely he would see something he couldn't bear to. "Have a lot on my mind."
"Me, too." She eased onto the grass beside him and pulled a hair ribbon from her pocket. "I've been having nightmares since the fire. I keep reliving it. The smoke, the fear. I'm afraid of losing everything again."
"Understandable." He wanted to put his arm around her, but didn't. He wanted to comfort her, but he'd done enough with that kiss.
"I have nightmares about Tannen, too." She blew out a sigh and tied back her hair in a single ponytail. "After last night, I have another reason why I'm not getting sleep."
"The mortgage payment?"
"No. You."
"Me?" He knew this was coming. He broke off a stem of grass and stripped the seeds from it, let them go in the wind. "How mad are you?"
"That's a difficult question to answer." She snapped off a blade of grass too, swirled it in her hands. "I've never been kissed before."
"It's not fair that I was your first." He swallowed hard, head bowed, cords standing out in his neck.
"Why did you do it?"
"Carried away by the moment." He shrugged, fell silent for a beat and brushed a daisy's petals with a knuckle. "Maybe I was carried away by feeling, too."
"Was it from seeing the horses?" she asked, afraid of his answer. The only men who'd ever been interested in her were poker buddies of her father's. Some much older, some close to her age, but none of them could ever interest her. She'd seen too much of her mother's life struggling to hold the family together, and doing the same herself for the last nine years. A man you couldn't count on, a man who lost grocery money on what he was certain was a sure bet, no, that wasn't the life she wanted. She'd seen so much of it, she'd forgotten that decent men existed. Strong men, responsible men.
But why would Dakota be interested in a girl like her? She picked off a few more grass seeds from the stem, aware of her hands callused from wielding a hammer and saw. 
"It wasn't from seeing the horses," he said quietly, barely audible.
The backs of her eyes stung. "Then I guess I'm not mad."
"I apologize for being carried away." He sounded choked, maybe embarrassed. "Your first kiss ought to be with someone important to you. Someone you're sweet on."
"That's the problem." She dropped the bare grass stem and watched it fall to the ground. Heart pounding, she didn't know if she had the courage to open up.
"I'm sorry, Kit." He sounded tortured. "I shouldn't have done it, especially since I feel for you, and I—"
"I am sweet on you," she interrupted. There. The truth was out.
"You are?" Shock made his voice gruff and his eyes as dark as night.
"Believe me, I'm as appalled as you are." She tried to shrug it away, making light of it was easier, and she hoped he could hear what she didn't say.
"That's what I am, appalled." His tone warmed, as tender as his kiss had been. "There are things you don't know about me, things I can't talk about."
"You're not alone. There are a lot of men like that around here." Maybe most men were running from something or another, trying to forget, trying to hide, trying to start fresh. "But you're a good man, Dakota, and I'm a hard judge."
"I know, but you don't have all the facts." He stared at the horizon. "That's why it can't happen again."
"Right, well, that's smart." Disappointing, but smart. "We have a working relationship."
"We have more than that." He turned to her, midnight eyes unguarded, all shields down. "I trust you, Kit. Really trust you. That's something I haven't done in a very long time."
"I know how that feels, because I trust you, too. I never thought I'd actually ever say that to a man."
"I saw that quiver of fear. You can put your trust in me. It's okay." He plucked the daisy bobbing in the grass in front of him and handed it to her. "I won't hurt you. Ever."
"I believe that." She took the flower from him, her faith in him shining in her gaze, unwavering. It meant so much, he had to look away.
The prairie stretched out all around him, silent and waiting. No wind tussled the miles of wild grasses. Wildflowers hung their heads as if in prayer. The first hint of light clung to the eastern rim of the world in a soft haze of gold. Birds stopped their singing and fell silent, as if in reverence. The last, tenacious stars struggled, winking out one by one. 
Even the stray band of mustangs stood to watch the coming sun. Finally, the golden ball burst above the horizon, giving light and warmth and color. Green and gold fields, brilliant wildflowers, mellow blue sky. He felt the first cheerful beams of sun on his face and felt a light inside him dawn.
Hope.
"It's gonna be hard not to kiss you again," he confessed.
"Very hard." The corners of her mouth tilted upward, like a dare. "Good thing we'll be too busy to think about it."
"Right. Lots of work to do." He leaned in, captivated by her mouth, the way her lips moved. "There'll be no time."
"Exactly."
"You wouldn't want to kiss me anyway," he said.
"That's right." She looked as sweet as the daisy she held. He'd never wanted anything more. 
"Maybe one more, for old time's sake." He gave her satin ribbon a tug, and her hair fell free, bouncing over her shoulders and breasts. 
He should stop while he could. He should walk away and tend to the horses. But he threaded his fingers into her hair and cradled her head. Her mouth parted just a hint, in an invitation he could not deny. He covered her lips with his and this time kissed her the way a woman should be kissed. Deeply and passionately, so she would feel how he burned for her. Tenderly, so she would know his heart.
Her fingers curled into his shirt, holding on. A tiny moan escaped from her throat, and she opened up to him. A slow sweep of his tongue was all it took for him to moan, too. When he tore his mouth from hers, he was breathing hard, desire strummed through his veins and he leaned his forehead to hers, lost in her. He didn't know where he ended and she began.
"Not bad for a second kiss." She smiled up at him. "That one will be memorable, too."
She was his undoing. He should pull away, but instead he took her hand in his. Hold her now, he thought, while he could. "You don't want to get tangled up with me, pretty lady. I'm not the kind of man who's good for you."
"I'll keep that in mind." She hopped to her feet, her dress shivering around her willowy form. "The sun's up, the horses need to be picketed."
"That's my job." He climbed to his feet, too. About a dozen mustangs were grazing in the distant corner of Kit's land. He wondered where the black stallion and his herd were. He wanted to be ready when they came back this way.
"Then I'll get breakfast. I'll bring a cup of coffee out to you." Kit didn't take a step. Her feet didn't move. "Blue likes you to hold his bucket for him when he eats his grain. He doesn't like it on the ground."
"I noticed. Don't worry, I'll take good care of him."
"Kit!" Fred's boyish voice echoed across the yard. "There you are! Whatcha doin' up there?"
"I'd better go." At least they hadn't been caught kissing. It was their last kiss, after all, for old time's sake. It wasn't as if it would become a habit. Especially with Dakota warning her off.
"Hey," his deep voice called. "After breakfast, meet me at the corral."
"I'm afraid to ask why." She turned around, walking backward. 
"I want to see how good you are with a lasso." He towered above her on the ridge with the rising sun at his back. "It's time for the next step in your plan."
"Great." Her plan. She'd momentarily forgotten it. Thanks to him. She headed down the slope, wondering what was wrong with her. This was not the time in her life to be distracted by a handsome wrangler. Too much was at stake. 
Even when she tried, she couldn't focus on anything but the man behind her. She felt his presence like the sun on her back. No matter how much distance she put between them, his closeness remained. A place in her heart had filled with him, glowing with a brightness that outshone everything.
 * * *
"That's better," Dakota called to her in the midmorning sun. "Good job."
"I'm finally doing it." Kit coiled up the rope, walking her way to the post caught by her noose. "You're right. It's in the wrist. Thanks for the tip."
"Sure, but you are pretty good all on your own."
"I've been practicing."
"Now try it on something moving." He took off his hat, squinting at her through the merry sunshine. "What we need is a good target."
"Me! I'll do it." Fred leaped down from the fence rail he was sitting on, landing with a two-footed thump. "I'm really hard to catch, too."
"Perfect. I've been wanting to hog-tie you for years, little brother." She couldn't help teasing. Her spirit felt light as a cloud, and Dakota was the reason. He'd been working with her since breakfast to coach her lassoing skills. Standing behind her, his presence was hot against her back, his touch branded her skin. The rich, low timbre of his voice rang intimately, encouraging her.
"I'm a horse, not a hog, Kit." Fred swept off his hat, tossed it to Mindy who was watching in the nearby grass, and gave a wide grin. "There's a difference."
"Not when it comes to you." She shook out her noose the way Dakota had shown her. It worked better than the way she'd been practicing and swung the lasso, concentrating. "Okay, little pony, start running."
"Hey, I'm not a pony." Fred protested.
"You're a pony cuz you're short." Mindy teased, needlework in hand. A pretty length of lace dangled from her crochet hook. 
"I'm the black stallion." Fred took off at a run. "You can't catch me, Kit."
"Wanna bet?" She took off after him, running across the yard. Blue lifted his head from grazing, a dandelion hanging from between his lips. Jack snuffled out a commentary, dark eyes following the action. The palomino mare dashed the length of her picket line, intent on staying far away.
"Give her a challenge, kid." Dakota relaxed against the fence rails, watching the show. "Try and make it hard for her."
"Okay. How about this?" Fred raced right, swerved left, took off at a dead run.
She swung her lasso, and on the third revolution she let it fly. The top of the lasso sailed over Fred's head. She waited a beat, pulled tight, and he gently tumbled onto a patch of clover.
"Look what I caught. It's not a horse." She pounced on him before he could get up and tickled him along his ribcage. He wriggled and wiggled, head back, squealing with laughter. 
"He's not a pony, either." Mindy set down her crochet work and rushed over to join in on the tickling. "He looks like a little a bear."
"Why, yes he does," Kit agreed. "Let's ask Mr. Mason to smoke him. He might make a good stew."
"No!" Fred squealed, squirming away from them. He sat up, laughing hard, eyes shining. "I'm too young to smoke."
"Oh, that's a terrible pun." Kit ruffled his hair, her funny little brother. "Want to give it another try?"
"Do I! Catch me again." He hopped to his knees, stepped out of the noose and took off at a run.
Kit scooped up her lasso and caught sight of Dakota. Alone by the fence, he was always alone, but this time he was laughing.



Chapter Thirteen

Kit drew Blue to a halt alongside Dakota and Jack. The prairie surrounded them. Birds chattered, a jackrabbit hopped away, and a grazing elk lifted his head, antlers high, to watch curiously. 
"Are you ready?" Dakota leaned in. The last time he'd been this close, they'd been kissing.
"Yes." She tightened her grip on her lasso. "This is going to be different from catching Fred."
"Only a little. For one thing, the horses can't talk back to you," he quipped.
It was good to see him light-hearted. "A bonus."
"They don't giggle when you catch them." His midnight eyes twinkled. "We're downwind, and they haven't noticed us yet. The heat of the day is getting to them. I circle right, you circle left, we meet in the middle."
"Right." She'd memorized his strategy. Her palms went damp against the leather of her gloves. This was it. If she made a mistake, then they'd lose their element of surprise and she'd go home empty-handed. "Which horse do we try for?"
"You choose."
A hard decision. She made out five females in the group. She wanted all of them. How could she not? They were beautiful, every one of them. Her gaze lingered on a red and white mare with an identical foal by her side. "How about the paint?"
Dakota nodded approval. "She's the smallest mare. She'll be easier to handle. Are you ready?"
"Ready." She gathered her reins. She'd never been more ready for anything.
"You get into trouble, I'll be right there," he promised as he pressed Jack into an easy lope.
"C'mon, Blue." She urged him to go. With the wind in her hair, the sun at her back, she felt as if they were flying. Just her and her horse, rising and falling in perfect rhythm, hardly touching the ground. The only thing nicer was Dakota riding close to her side. 
With his hat in place and dark hair whipping behind him, he was every inch a horseman. Leaning forward in his saddle, his attention focused on the mares, there was something noble in him that shone through when his guards were down. It was that something in him she couldn’t resist.
Or his kiss. She couldn't erase the memory or the way he'd made her feel. She'd never known anything as tender as Dakota's kiss. If only she didn't want it again.
The young stallion spotted them, neighed a warning to his small herd. The mares scrambled awake and scattered, running hard. Blue raced to catch them, head down, neck out, ears pressed flat to his head. 
"She's a fast one!" Dakota stood in his stirrups, lasso coiled in one hand, the racing mare between them. "You throw first. Give it a try."
The world blurred at the speed, Kit kept her eyes on the red and white paint, gripped her rope and let the lasso fly. It sailed through the air, slapped against the mare's neck and tumbled slack to the ground.
"Reel it in, try again!" Dakota called above the chaos of noise, whinnies and the drum of escaping horses. "I'll block her on this side. You can do it."
Don't notice the man, she thought. Concentrate. But it wasn't easy. She swung the rope, establishing a rhythm, barely aware of Blue galloping beneath her, nearly parallel to the mare. She sighted and threw. Up the rope went, hissing through the air and then down, looping over the pinto's head.
"Keep with her, move her from the herd," Dakota called as his lasso whipped through the air like a blur, cinching the mare's neck. "Let's take her your way, keep her between us. Taut rope."
"She's beautiful." Up close, she was breath-stealing. With a soft snowy coat marked with rich red markings. 
"She is," he agreed. "She just doesn't like being caught."
"I've noticed."
She did as Dakota instructed, countering any movement the paint made. When the animal reared, Kit sent Blue sidestepping, shortening the rope. When the mare tried to bolt, the ropes anchored to the saddle horns stopped her. When the mare tried to bite Blue, Dakota hauled Jack forward to haul her away. The mare whinnied to her disappearing herd until there was nothing but dust.
Together, they led the mare a quarter mile home, but it felt like a hundred miles. By the time they'd reached the corral, sweat sluiced down Kit's face and dampened her shirt. She flicked the noose free as the little red and white filly hurried in after her mama. Fred and Mindy shoved the gate closed.
"We did it." Fred clapped his hands, hopping up and down on the bottom rung of the gate. "Our first real round-up. We're horse ranchers now, Kit."
"Yes, we are, buddy." The thrill she felt was nothing compared to the one that telegraphed through her at the sight of the man astride the big bay gelding. 
"You look thirsty." He handed her the canteen.
"No," she rasped, not sure what it was she wanted, but she doubted it was water. 
Hat in one hand, hair tousled and sweaty, he stood in silhouette, lifting his canteen. The sunlight bathed him as he guzzled water, lowered the canteen. Her fingers itched to trace the imposing silhouette he made—carved granite profile, mile-wide shoulders, imposing masculinity. 
He was a dangerous man, the kind a girl like her should stay far away from. He looked like a heartbreaker, a man without a tame instinct in him, who was sure to leave when the mood suited him. After all, he'd warned her not to get tangled up with him. He wouldn't be good for her.
She believed him. It was her foolish heart that didn't want to listen.
"What are we going to name her?" Mindy hopped down from the rail. "Her baby needs a name, too."
"Why don't you name the baby?" Kit suggested. "Fred gets to name the mare."
"I'm namin' her Renegade." Fred must have had that one saved up ahead of time.
"How about Cookie for the baby, because she's sweet." Mindy gave a little sigh. "I really like the baby horse."
"Me, too." Kit dismounted, gave Blue a grateful pat. "After we get the horses rubbed down, why don't we start on supper? I want to eat early. Howie's going to town."
"Not again." Dakota shook his head, rolled his eyes. "Is there anything I can say to stop you?"
"I've got a payment to make. Howie is going to have to go to town." She felt shy suddenly, vulnerable. Everything between them was changing again. "Besides I want to try out my new and improved mustache." 
That made everybody laugh.
 * * *
He didn't think it was a good idea to go to town. It was a big gambling night, and Tannen was sure to be there. But Kit was right. She had a payment to make. This wild piece of prairie and all it represented was worth fighting for. He intended to help her with that fight. Dakota heaved the last ten-gallon bucket over the rails. Water splashed into the tub, sloshing over.
"There you go, Renegade." He tried to make eye contact with the red and white mare, but she wouldn't acknowledge him. "You've got water to see you through the night and then some. If you calm down a bit, you might notice the grain I brought. It's in the trough."
One ear twitched, the only sign she was listening.
The curious filly stood on splayed legs, watching him with doe eyes. She had long curly lashes, a mane like a broom, short and coarse. She pranced forward on her long, graceful legs and halted when her mama nickered a low warning.
"Hey, there, pretty girl." He smiled at her, determined to win her over. He glanced over his shoulder, checking on Kit. No sign of her. The last he'd seen of her, she'd been by the campfire, boiling water to wash supper dishes. Water he'd carried for her.
He was going to have to do something about the affection taking root. Liking her was one thing, being fond of her was another. But the last time he'd beaued anyone, he'd been nineteen, smitten with the seamstress's daughter, Ella. He'd been too shy to do more than sit beside her on her mother's front porch.
That was the extent of his beauing experience. Deter's daughter had been found strangled and mutilated, one week later. That past had followed him around ever since, getting in the way of any chance at a normal life.
What if it was different this time? Maybe the sheriff wouldn't place him. Beauregard had admitted his memory wasn't as good as it used to be. Maybe this was his chance to leave the past behind. Was he a fool to hope?
Or was his luck finally changing?
"Hey, Jack. You were incredible today." He held out his hands to the gelding that ambled over, dragging his picket line behind him. He rubbed the old fellow's gray muzzle. "You must have been lightning in your prime. You're a good guy."
Jack nickered, nudging him.
"Thanks, boy." He gave a soft laugh when someone stole his hat, whipping it right off his head. "Is that you, Blue?"
The stallion pawed his front hoof on the ground, nodding his head in delight. He held the Stetson by its brim, clamped lightly in his teeth. 
"Do you steal Kit's hat, too?"
Mischief danced in horsy eyes. Amused with himself, Blue handed over the Stetson, obviously expecting a pat or two.
Dakota gave him three. "You did a fine job today, too. No wonder Kit's in love with you."
Blue lowered his head, pressed his forehead against Dakota's chest. It had been a long time since he'd felt this way about a horse. Seemed Kit wasn't the only one bringing his heart to life. 
"Hey, girl." The palomino mare watched him with lonely eyes. She missed her herd, and he reckoned she'd been close to a person at one time in her life. She held her head out, as if hoping for the same affection the other horses got. He didn't want to disappoint her.
"Looks like you're healing up fine." The skin was red and raw, but healing. He rubbed her nose and ears until she closed her eyes at the comfort.
"Seems like you're dazzling all the ladies." Kit strolled up, dressed for town. She gave her suspenders a hitch. "Good thing I know better."
"Most ladies do," he quipped. "Only lady horses are charmed by me."
"Maybe because you feed them grain?" She gestured toward the empty pail against the barn. "Are you going to stable her tonight, or leave her in the corral with Renegade?"
"Inside. I'll take her in, and then we're ready to ride." He took the mare by her lead. She followed him willingly.
Kit knew exactly how she felt. She couldn't take her eyes off the man until he disappeared into the barn. Her feelings were more serious than she felt comfortable with, but her stomach went weak remembering how tender he could be.
The ride to town was uneventful. They spoke easily of the new mares. Dakota reckoned the palomino mare was well enough to start training. He thought Renegade would test the fence for them and find any weaknesses before they tried for the black stallion and his herd. She hadn't planned on so many horses to start, but it opened possibilities, and if Dakota stayed long enough to help break and train them all, well, that would be fine with her. She wanted him to stay for as long as he felt comfortable. She liked having him around. In truth, she more than liked it.
"You go on in, I'll see to the horses." He dismounted in front of Moe's saloon and held Blue's reins for her. "I don't see Tannen's horse. You won't need me yet."
"Don't be too sure about that." She swung down, her skin prickling with awareness as their gloves touched. "Trouble finds me."
"That it does." Tenderness glinted in his dark eyes. "Try to avoid it tonight, will you?"
"I'll do my best." Which might be impossible, since she headed next door to Left-Hand Louie's. She gathered her fortitude, straightened her spine and strode through the swinging doors. She needed higher stakes. She wanted to make her payment and hand it over to Tannen tonight. Then she would only have one more for him to hold over her head.
"Got a payment for me?" the burly barman hollered out when he spotted her. "I won't let ya in here otherwise."
In answer, she strode up to the bar and slapped a silver eagle on the scarred oak counter. Since she wanted her mustache to stay firmly in place, there was only one thing she could order. "A sarsaparilla."
"City Boy." Louie shook his head and slid a bottle across the counter.
She caught it and took a sip. Games were in full swing, the piano player pounding out a tune and cigar smoke tainted the air and obscured the overhead lanterns. She studied faces, looking for the same men she'd played with last time she was here. No such luck.
She knew the moment Dakota walked in. His presence moved through her like moonlight through the night sky, setting everything aglow. 
"Thought you'd need a few friends, Howie." Dakota's dark eyes chastised her. He didn't approve of her in this rougher saloon, but he stood by her. She liked that about him, too.
"Outlaw told us what Tannen did." Baldy yanked out a chair at a nearby table, gesturing for the other men playing a penny ante game to leave. "Ain't right what he's doing."
"He pushes everyone around in this town." Vince took a newly vacated seat. "He wants his land back, that's all. He's playing with you right now, but likely he'll get meaner."
Meaner? Kit couldn't seem to hop off the bar stool. Probably because her heart had stopped beating. Tannen was playing with her? Did that mean the worst was yet to come?
"I advised your brother not to sign that document." Vince gave an apologetic shrug. "Hubert had four aces and was in no mood to listen to me."
"That was P—Hubert," she corrected herself.
"Don't you worry a bit, young man. We'll help ya out." Skinny reassured her as he stopped by the bar to gather up two bottles of whiskey—one for him and one for Baldy. "We'll call over some of our buddies. We won't tell 'em you kin play as good as you do."
"You'll make that payment in no time. Everyone here thinks the city boy is an easy win." Zeb waved at someone across the saloon. "Hey, One Eye! C'mon over and meet Howie."
"Guess you're not as alone as you think." Dakota's arm nudged her. 
"I guess not." It felt good, even though they thought she was Howie. One Eye came over, a robust cowboy with an eye patch who worked at a ranch west of town. 
"I've been playin' since I was knee high, so I'll go easy on you, City Boy." One Eye took the chair next to Zeb. "Had the pleasure of playin' against your brother. He had a magic touch."
"He surely did." She couldn't seem to move away from Dakota.
"Go on," he said. "I'll keep watch over you."
The old Kit wouldn't have wanted any man watching out for her. But Dakota had lowered her defenses, and she was no longer the same.
Luck was with her. The table filled up fast, and soon there were ten players crammed elbow to elbow, all invited in by her friends. The competition was tough, but she won more hands than she lost. Next thing she knew, Vince had cashed out and his chair was taken by another eager to get in on the fast moving game. The ante grew along with the size of the pot, and she had sixty dollars in winnings stacked on the table in front of her. Counting the money in her pocket, she had twenty more to go.
"Outlaw!" Dewayne called from the doorway. "Got to see you for a minute. Come outside."
"I'll be back." Dakota touched her shoulder, and left. She tried not to watch him. She tried to keep her attention on the game.
"Too rich for me," One Eye said, pushing away from the table. "Anyone want to take my place?"
"I'll take a shot." 
At the sound of that familiar voice a chill snaked down her spine. Tannen bellied up to the table and set down his drink. "Howie. Remember the last time we met?"
"Nope. Not memorable enough to recall." 
"You landed on your back and tasted the dirt on my boot." Tannen dropped a handful of silver eagles and greenbacks on the table. "Can't see how this is gonna turn out any different this time."
"You mean with me holding a gun to you?" 
Guffaws rang out around the table. Tannen's face went red. He tossed ten dollars in the pot, studying her across the table, brows furrowed, eyes narrowed with a message. He intended to destroy her tonight. Well, she intended not to let him. 
"Too rich for me." She winced at the tinny sound of her voice. "I'm out."
She went to push away from the table and gather what remained of her winnings.
Tannen stopped her. "You'll play. Sit down and ante up."
"I'm not going to play you." The noise in the saloon crescendoed, something was happening in the corner. A fight of some kind, hard to tell what through the haze of smoke but it snagged everyone's attention.
Tannen's hand snaked around her wrist. He leaned over the table until they were nose to nose, until only she could hear. "You'll sit down and you'll play with me, or something will happen to that outlaw. You don't want to be responsible for that, Kit."
So, Tannen had figured it out.
"It was the hat that tipped me off," he said.
The one thing she hadn't changed about her appearance. She touched the brim and sank back into her chair.
"Let's play." Tannen tossed a fifty into the center of the table. "It'll be just me and the city boy. Start dealing, Skinny."
Even before she saw her cards, she knew it was an unlucky hand. All low cards, different suits. She kept the highest card and signaled Skinny for new ones. No better. The pit in her stomach widened. She barely glanced at them. A pair of fives. A small improvement.
"It's my guess you've got an unlucky hand." Tannen knocked back a swallow of whiskey. "Take my advice. It might be tempting, but don't fold."
Her gut told her she was in trouble either way. "This is a free country. I can fold if I want to."
"All it takes is a signal from me." Tannen gestured with his whiskey glass toward the front window, giving a plain view of the street where Dakota stood, hands out, calling Blue to him. Someone must have untied his reins and frightened the horse away. "That wound to his arm looks like it's nearly healed up. He might not be as lucky next time. Then again, someone might miss him and get the horse."
She counted out two tens and added them to the money pile. Sweat popped out everywhere as she watched Blue step up to Dakota. The big man held him gently, rubbed his nose, seized hold of the reins.
"I'm going to get a lot of pleasure tossing you off my property." Tannen added a twenty to the pot. "Hubert cheated me out of my land, he pulled a fast one on me."
"You mean he beat you fair and square?"
"I never got my satisfaction from him, but I'll get it from you. Someone's gotta pay for all my aggravation." Tannen paused to drain his glass. "Go ahead, raise me. That'll be all your money."
"This ain't right, Tannen," Skinny spoke up. "I've seen ya do this before. Howie ain't done you wrong."
Tannen's fist shot out, hit the old man in the jaw and he went down like a sack of flour.
"He'll be fine." Tannen snared her wrist with bruising force, keeping her in her chair. "I'm raising you one hundred dollars."
He shoved the bills across the table with his free hand. "All you've got is that land. Toss in the deed."
"No."
"Maybe this'll change your mind. I've been keeping tabs on you. Don't think I didn't hear you talking over plans to catch mustangs with your brother and sister. She's awful pretty. I like my women feisty like you. I like it when they fight, but I could go for a sweet one this time 'round. They've got no fight, but there's nuthin' like sweet and young."
Her jaw dropped, not quite able to process the words. "You'd hurt my sister?"
"If I'm in a bad mood. Winning that deed back could put me in a better mood." His gaze went flat and she looked into the soul of the real Tannen Sinclair.
"I-I don't have the deed with me."
"I'll take an I-owe-you." He reached in his vest pocket and threw down a pencil stub and a piece of paper. "Write it down."
Her hand shook as she reached for the pencil. She couldn’t do this, she couldn't bet her land. But it wasn't worth anyone's life. No dream was worth that. She cut her gaze to the window, framing Dakota, tying up Blue. The stallion nibbled his rescuer's shirt affectionately and then tried to steal his hat.
That told her everything she needed to know about Dakota Black. Blue adored him. 
She did, too.



Chapter Fourteen

"All right." Her hand was too numb to hold the pencil. She tried again. What choice did she have? Everything she'd worked for was lost, but she could save the people she cared about. 
That was something a man like Tannen didn't understand, but he knew to use it like a weapon to get what he wanted. He had the money to pay for the men at his side, the ones who were silently circling the table with hands resting on their holstered revolvers. Others could be outside watching Dakota. Or at the ranch sitting on that rise, watching Mindy.
She set the pencil point to the paper and began to write.
"Not so fast." Dakota broke into the ring around the table, his face was set for a fight. "Don't do it, Kit."
"I have to." She loved the fierce fire snapping in his midnight eyes. "This is for the best."
"No it isn't. How much are you short?" He reached into his pocket.
"Ten dollars." The words felt torn from her. What if they hurt him now? Tannen's gunman had shot him in plain view on the street that night. She knew it could happen here.
Ten dollars landed on the table. "She calls."
"That might not be wise, Outlaw." Tannen leaned his chair back. "You're outgunned."
"I don't care. Show your cards."
The saloon silenced as Tannen spread out his hand. A pair of aces. 
"Sorry, Howie." Tannen's tone mocked, it laughed, it dripped with superiority. "You can't beat that. Looks like you lose."
The lights went out in the room, the floor gave way beneath her feet. It wasn’t the game or the ranch. It was Dakota. And Mindy. Would they be safe? She squeezed her eyes shut as the silence exploded all around her. Some gamblers cheered Tannen's win, others booed it. Shouts of consolation rose up, rumbles of conservation discussing the game. She went cold from head to toe.
"Skinny, are you okay? Stand up here and tell me something." Dakota's words cannoned above the noise. "Are these your cards?"
"Yessir. It's my lucky deck."
"Would you go through it?" Dakota stood, rising up above the crowd. "Make sure there aren't any extra aces."
"Will do." Skinny rubbed his bruised jaw and pulled out his chair.
"What are you up to, Outlaw?" Tannen drew his colt.
But not quick enough. Dakota's hand was a blur, but not the Colt cocked and aimed at Tannen's chest. The other men had drawn, but it didn't seem to concern him. "Leave it in the holster, Tannen. If you don't want to get shot, tell your men to do the same. We're going to verify you won fair and square. Howdy, Sheriff."
"Howdy." Beauregard ambled into the saloon, his weathered face inscrutable, his eyes assessing beneath bushy brows. Folks made way for him. "Keep going, Skinny. Let's see how this plays out."
Looked like Dewayne had come through. The tailor stepped in, met Dakota's gaze and nodded. Getting the law had been the right thing, even if it came with a risk. What if Beauregard remembered? Well, it was a chance he had to take. He holstered his revolver, trying to hide the fact that his hand was quaking. He swallowed and his mouth felt full of sand. 
"You'll pay for this, Outlaw," Tannen whispered.
"Fine by me." He didn't know what Sinclair had said to Kit to get her to bet her land, but he had a guess. Someone had scared and untied Blue for a reason. 
"I got a duplicate card." Skinny shook his head, as if not believing what he was seeing. "An ace of hearts."
He set the card on the table for all to see. The same card that was in Tannen's winning hand.
"They set me up!" Tannen punched his fist to the table, blocking the dealer from counting his cards. "Makin' me look bad."
"Seems like you're doing that all by yourself." Beauregard planted his hands on his hips, shouting to be heard above the ruckus. "You know the house rules. Cheaters forfeit the pot." 
"I'd be careful if I was you, Sheriff." Tannen eased back, his glare threatening. "Election time is coming up soon."
"I'm well aware. That doesn't change the facts." Beauregard stood firm. "Want to roll up your sleeves? Go on, prove you weren't cheating."
"I don't want to be in this filthy saloon anyway." Tannen smashed his glass to the floor. "Do you want me to tell them your secret, Howie?"
"Go ahead." She stood up, refusing to be afraid of him. There were worse things than her secret getting out. "Skinny, I'm curious. Would I have won?"
"I have another ace here. An ace of spades," he chimed in. "Guessing you would have. Good going, City Boy."
"The pot is yours, Howie," the sheriff said. "Move along, Tannen."
"Wait." She counted out one hundred dollars from the table and shoved it across to him. "That's your next payment."
"You still owe me another hundred," Tannen said from between clenched teeth. "This ain't over yet."
"Yes, it is." Dakota reached into his pocket. "Here's fifty-one dollars. It's all I have."
"Here's ten," Skinny said, adding to the pile.
"Another ten." Vince leaned in to slap a greenback onto the table.
"I got five," Baldy said, tossing in five silver eagles.
"I have five, too," Zeb called out.
The tears in her eyes made it hard to count out the rest of her winnings. "That's too much. I can't accept—"
"Sure ya can. It's our gift, Howie," Skinny said. "You fit right in, young man. We're fond of ya."
"I'm fond of you, too." A lump lodged in her throat. It had been a long time since she felt as if she belonged somewhere. Now she had friends, a home and Dakota. 
Dakota. An incredible tenderness rolled through her like a fast moving summer storm, leaving her weak from the power of it.
Her hand shook as she added a few more greenbacks to the stack. "Tannen, this is the balance due. Two hundred dollars. Hubert's debt is paid."
"You won this one." A sick smile twisted Tannen's mouth as he grabbed the stack of money. "But you and I have a score to settle, Howie. No one crosses me."
The threat was drown out by her friends moving in, talking about the match and the discovery of Tannen's cheating. Dakota stayed back, keeping an eye on the unwelcome men heading out the door. He followed them. She did her best to focus on the conversation, but her gaze wouldn't leave him. He stood on the boardwalk in front of the window, keeping an eye on Blue, just in case. He was always there for her. It wasn't only tenderness she felt. It wasn't only gratitude. 
He'd given her everything he had. This man, who'd told her he wasn't good for her. No one could be better.
She pocketed her winnings and thanked everyone again. Skinny's jaw was slightly swollen, but it didn't stop him from sitting down to shuffle his cards. Baldy patted her on the back on his way to the bar to ask the owner for another deck of cards. 
The night air breezed across her over-heated face when her boots hit the boardwalk. Dakota turned toward her and smiled. She wished they were alone. She wished she could tell him how grateful she was and how she yearned to be close to him. To never let him go.
"I thought Tannen was gonna win." Dewayne stepped out of the shadows. "I'm glad he didn't. 
"Thanks, Dewayne." She remembered the way he'd helped her when Dakota had been shot. "You saw the man scaring Blue, didn't you?"
"I was strolling down the boardwalk and minding my own business." He shrugged. "I couldn’t get them to stop, so I ran and fetched Outlaw."
"Dewayne fetched the sheriff, too." Dakota's voice sounded gruff, and he didn't look at her. He untied Blue, held out the reins to her. "I'd better get you home before anything else happens."
"It was an eventful night. Maybe next time I come—"
"Next time?" He arched one eyebrow.
"I can have fun and play with friends." After the round-up, she thought. Baldy and the gang had come to mean a lot to her.
"The new mustache is an improvement," Dewayne said, lowering his voice. "What? You didn't think you fooled me, did you?"
"I was hoping I had." Did everyone know? Was she wearing this itchy mustache for nothing?
"You've gotten a lot better since we first met," he informed her. "You're moving more like a man. Besides, most folks in the saloon are too drunk to notice. Most of us usually see what we expect to. Don't worry, your secret is safe with me."
"Thanks, Dewayne. Good night."
"'Night." He ambled into the saloon. He'd helped her tonight, he'd been there when Dakota had been shot. Dewayne was a good guy. Maybe there were more trustworthy men in this world than she'd first thought.
"How did you know Tannen was cheating?" she asked, mounting up.
"I suspected it the first night we were here, when he was upping the stakes on you. I've seen that technique before." Dakota untied Jack's reins from the hitching post and swung into the saddle. "Tonight, when I realized his men had distracted me to get me away from you, I watched him carefully. I saw him make the switch. He's good, I'll give him that. If I had blinked, I would have missed him sliding the cards from beneath his sleeve."
"He threatened me by saying he would hurt you." She kept alert, watching the shadows along the boardwalk and between buildings, in case Tannen was out there. "Blue and Mindy, too. I had no choice, but then you stepped in. You saved everything."
"Hey, you're my boss. It's my job to help you out." He was cloaked in the night shadows, but the tone in his voice revealed feelings he might think were hidden.
They were not.
Affection filled her up. There was no need for words. They rode in silence beneath a sky strewn with a thousand stars—white, blue, yellow, red. The faint pinpricks of color and light sparkled overhead, as they did every night. Nothing had changed, but her.
Because of Dakota, she was never going to be the same.
 * * *
He was starting to think of this place as home, he realized as they crested the slope that brought the yard, barn and house into sight. That was always risky, in the past that feeling had never lasted. But tonight, the sheriff hardly looked at him. There had been no long, curious looks trying to place him, no head-scratching, nothing. 
Maybe his luck really was changing. Finally.
"I'll put the horses up." He dismounted and reached for Blue's reins. "You go in and get some sleep. Tomorrow's a big day."
"I owe you forty-one dollars." She swung down, landing in the dark beside him. "I'll pay you back."
"I'm not worried about it. I've seen you play poker."
"I won't forget what you did for me tonight." 
He wanted to believe in the affection he heard in her voice. He wanted her with a need he couldn’t rationalize or explain. "It was nothing you didn't deserve, Kit. I've never met anyone like you."
"Good thing, too." She might be teasing, but he heard what she didn't say. Maybe what she couldn’t. It was hard to open up when you've been guarded for so long.
He knew exactly what that was like. It was why he didn't reach for her when he wanted to. 
Blue whickered low in his throat, an affectionate sound, and tried to examine Kit's mustache with his lips. She laughed. "I forget I left it on. No wonder my lip is hot."
She said her goodbyes, leaving him alone. He watered and curried the horses, stabled them with the palomino mare. When he was done, he grabbed his bedroll, pillow and Winchester and dropped them in the grass within eyesight of the corral. With the wild life around, he had to keep an eye on Renegade and her filly. Not to mention possible trouble from the two-legged variety of predators.
"Hey, girl." He leaned his forearms against the corral rails, peering in between the slats. The mare flinched, fear radiated from her. Her nostrils flared as she scented the air, poised to break into a run should he move. She was beautiful, this wild thing. She watched him, taking him in, but her spirit wasn't open to his. Not close to trusting, but curious. She lifted her head, as if she were debating stepping closer, but her ears swiveled and she broke into a hard run to the far reaches of the pen.
"Sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt the spell you were putting on her." Kit traipsed closer. "Is there anything you can't do?"
"Sure. Lots of things."
"You tame wild animals. Handle Tannen with ease. You've even made me think that having a man around isn't such a bad thing." Her long hair shimmered, luminescent in the star shine, cascading freely over her breasts, which swayed slightly. She wore no corset beneath her nightgown, and his physical reaction was immediate and strident.
She wasn't making this easy on him. He cleared his throat and kept to the shadows. "Didn't you once say you could take better care of yourself than any man could?"
"I do remember making that statement." She flashed him a sweet smile with dimples, coming ever closer. "But I could have been slightly wrong."
"Only slightly?"
"Slightly is all I'm admitting to." She swayed closer, carting the folded blanket she carried. "I sort of like having you around."
Her soft smile gave her away.
"Sort of, huh?" He felt his mouth twist up in the corners, and he wanted her. Desire surged through him. Yes, he wanted her. He wanted to believe she could always be his. He wanted to be the man she looked up to—just like this. "Why are you out here?"
"It was lonely in the tent. Everyone was asleep." She shook out the blanket and spread it on the grass next to his bedroll. "After everything that happened tonight, I can't settle down and sleep. I thought we could talk until I start to get sleepy."
"Talk." That wasn't what he wanted to do with her. He swallowed hard, trying not to shatter with need. 
"I know you like being a mystery, but where did you come from, Dakota Black?" She sat down and patted the blanket beside her.
"I was born and raised in Virginia." That one truth felt torn out of him. He didn't want to admit that much. He didn't want the past to find him, the way it always had, destroying anything he'd tried to build. He had to believe it might be different now.
Maybe because he cared about her. Maybe this time the sheriff wouldn't remember. There would be no one visiting from his hometown or no one who recognized him from the newspaper long ago. Maybe this time around he wouldn't talk during a nightmare and be overheard. He had to hope. Hope was all he had left. Losing her would be to lose everything.
"Virginia? That explains it." She sparkled up at him. "Your gentlemanly charm."
"I have charm?" He settled down next to her.
"More than you realize." 
Her tender words teased his poor lonely heart, making him wish, making him dream. Heck, he had no more will. She shattered it, cracked it into little pieces. 
"I don't know what happened to you." She framed his face with both hands. "I can see someone hurt you once."
"Hurt me?" Muscles worked in his jaw, a struggle between holding in and letting go. "Worse. Someone couldn’t see the man I was. The man I am."
"I can." Her gaze turned luminous, unprotected, as if she were opening to him completely. "I don't know much about you, but I see the good in you. It's all I see."
She defeated him. Her words touched him where he was most vulnerable. Emotion shot through him and he hauled her against him. His mouth covered hers with an urgency he couldn't control. She clutched his shirt, clinging to him. She kissed him with a matching need, the satin heat of her lips caressing his own. 
This had to be a dream. He deepened the kiss, and she opened to him with a soft moan. The sound fractured him, and he lifted his lips from hers, pressing her back onto the blanket with him.
"I've never been like this—" she whispered. Although it was too dark to see, he could hear the shyness in her voice.
"Me, either." His lips brushed hers, speaking instead of kissing. He ran a hand along her face, brushing her hair out of her eyes. "I've never let anyone this close."
"Or me." Her hand trailed up his throat to rest against the line of his jaw. Comforting and claiming and tender all at once. "I'm glad it's you."
He brushed soft tendrils from her face, searching her eyes to make sure she wanted more. Her answer, silent and sure, came as her lips found his, her free hand resting on his shirt.
Nothing he'd known had ever compared with kissing her in the night. Her fingers twining in his hair, pulling him closer to her and he covered her more completely with his body. There was no way to hide his rock-hard shaft pressing into her stomach. He felt her intake of breath, perhaps startled by the feel of it but her kiss became a smile.
And he smiled, too.
There was no need for words as they kissed under the stars. Every stroke, every kiss, every sigh deepened the connection he felt for her. He went slow, his lips stroking and nipping hers with excruciating pleasure along the curve of her chin, the line of her throat and the hollow between her collarbones.
"Maybe this is as far as you want to go." He eased up on one elbow, breathing hard. "I want to make you promises, Kit. Swear to you I'll never leave. But I can't."
"That's okay. One day you will trust me enough to tell me why." She pressed her mouth against his neck, tasting salt and hot male skin. "Right now there's only one promise I need."
"What's that?"
"To be gentle with me."
"You can count on that." He slipped one hand beneath her nightshirt. His breathing hitched, proof of how much he wanted her as his hand swept slowly across her belly, rising higher with each half-circle. 
 It was the dark flash of caring in his eyes that held her captive, more than his touch, more than the addictive pleasure as his fingertips feathered over her breasts. She held her hand to his whiskered jaw, locked in his gaze. When he lowered his mouth to hers, she shivered, soul deep. 
Her pulse skipped two beats when she felt her buttons give. He pushed the fabric away, exposing her breasts to the night air. He studied her, drinking in the sight as if she were the most awe-inspiring thing he'd ever seen. She shivered in anticipation as he lowered his mouth to her nipple. The first tug of sensation coiled tight from breast to womb. She wound her fingers through his hair, holding him to her. She wanted more of this, more of him. As if of its own accord, her body strained, arching against the press of his arousal. She parted her thighs, bringing that part of him against her. A moan tore from her throat at the contact. Sharp, spiraling pleasure throbbed through her.
He rose up to shuck off his shirt and trousers. Wow, she thought, mesmerized by the impressive sight. Not sure how that was going to fit, but she decided not to worry about it. She had other things on her mind. Like the way he skimmed her drawers over her hips and down her legs. She quivered, naked before him. She'd always thought she would be too embarrassed to lay like this before anyone, but with Dakota it felt natural, comfortable, utterly safe.
He stretched over her, between her thighs, to press a soft kiss to her stomach. His hands stroked over her hips and then oh, lower. Her toes curled at the exquisite caress, there, where she'd gone wet for him. His fingers parted her, and with each stroke, a fire began burning inside her. Her hips rose from the ground, her hands fisted in the blanket and she cried out for him. She needed that part of him, she needed his weight over her, pressing her down.
"Please," she begged, and suddenly she was in his arms, burying her face in the crook of his naked shoulder. His bare body covered hers, the tip of his shaft bumping her where his fingers had been.
"I'm the one who should be saying please." He kissed the side of her head above her ear, waiting to join them together until she met his gaze. His loving gaze. 
"I've never wanted anything in my life more," he confessed.
"I know exactly how you feel."
They melted together slowly. She wrapped her legs around him, open to him. To the unhurried press of his body penetrating hers, stretching her. Pain snapped as he inched deeper and he kissed in sympathy until the discomfort passed. And still they were melting into each other, his thickness filling her until she could take no more and he was buried hilt-deep. He brushed the hair from her eyes, breathless, and began to rock her.
She moved with him, with each delicious, wonderful thrust and wrapped her arms tight around him. Whispering her name, he buried his face in her shoulder, as if overcome by emotion, too. They moved together in the darkness, lost in their love, two hearts beating as one. She surrendered to him completely, the fire within her building until the heat became unbearable. She shattered into a million pieces. Love burst within her so great it brought tears to her eyes and blurred the stars above. She held him as he came, too, burying his face in her neck and shoulder, whispering her name on a broken sigh. 
What a sweet man. 





Chapter Fifteen

His boots kicked up dust as he hiked down the rural West Virginia road. Sweat broke out on the back of his neck at the hot kiss of the late day sun. He'd been walking for days. Thirst tickled in his throat. Hunger gurgled in his stomach.
Maybe he should have stayed in the army. At least he would have had meals and a job, even if it was fighting Indians. His conscription had ended a week ago, and he'd been glad to leave the violence behind. With his time served, he didn't know what his future held. He hoped more than anything to earn a second chance with his parents.
He heard the town before he saw it. The clatter of horses, the creak and rattle of wagons and the thump of lumber being offloaded at the lumberyard. Shady trees lined the streets of the genteel shops, struggling to hide their shabbiness from the hardship the war had brought. 
He turned up the street where houses sat surrounded by grass and leafy trees. He was nervous, meeting his parents. It wasn't easy knowing he'd be facing them for the first time since the end of his trial. 
He tried to remember the good things. His father's strictness, how he smoked cigars and smelled of the grease he used at his wagon repair business. His mother liked to bake, liked pretty breakable things to collect for her what-not shelves, who always scolded him to take his boots off when he came into the house.
There it was. The little yellow cottage with the white trim. Fear trickled through him as he hesitated at the gate, trying to figure out what to say. A lot of time had passed. Maybe they'd regretted their decision.
Might as well do it, he thought. He'd come all this way, no sense in turning back now. 
His boots tapped on the stone walkway. He hadn't been this scared since he'd been dumped on the front line with the other convicts, given a gun and told to start marching into battle. His knees wobbled a bit as he stood in front of the door and knocked, his pulse drumming in his ears.
The door swung open. Ma stood there, her sweet face rimmed by gray curls. Time had made its mark, but her apple cheeks were still the same, her eyes still bright. Until she recognized him. 
"Hi, Ma." He felt awkward. Too big. Too tall. Like he was still wearing prison garb. 
Her face crinkled with dismay. "What— What—" She seemed too upset to say anything more.
Whatever hope he had, it died. Her dismay turned to disgust. Disgust to revulsion. 
There would be no reunion, no forgiveness, no mercy.
"Who's at the door, Marta?" Pa came into view. He stood in the threshold, weathered, wizened and smaller than the man Dakota remembered. John Black drew himself up like an affronted bear. "What are you doin' here?"
"I thought—" He swallowed, uncertain. "I missed you. I thought maybe you missed me, too."
"We haven't thought of you in years. You're dead to us. Dead and buried." Pa's face hardened. "After what you did to that girl? The man who did that couldn't have been my son."
His mother broke into a sob. She spun away and disappeared into the house. Dakota swallowed hard, his Adam's apple sticking in his throat.
"Never show your face around here again. Do you understand?" Cold, midnight blue eyes fastened on his own. Pa had always been a hard man with little forgiveness in him, but Dakota had hoped. He had nothing else in this world but hope.
Now it was gone, too.
A bruising hand grasped his shoulder from behind like an iron cuff. A lawman stood on the step. "You aren't welcome in this town, boy."
He supposed it was only a matter of time before the law showed up. He'd been asking directions in town. Lawmen always had a way of finding him. 
"Don't worry, Deputy." He met the lawman's gaze. A tin badge and the assumed mantle of authority didn't intimidate him. He'd survived brutal prison cellmates, war, and when it was over, Indian battles. "I'll be gone by sundown."
"You'll be gone now." The lawman escorted him down the steps. "You've caused those nice people in there enough hurt. They moved here to get away from their lives in Green Bluff. They couldn't walk down the street for the shame you caused them. I don’t want that happening here."
"Neither do I." He couldn't get the sound of his mother's sobs out of his head. He stumbled down the walk and into the street, breaking the lawman's grip on him.
"Monster." The sheriff spat. "They should have hung you like you deserved. Keep going and don't look back. You should never be able to touch another girl again."
Dakota woke with a start in the twilight before dawn. Kit lay tucked against his side, her hand on his chest, her legs tangled with his. Still asleep. 
Good. He hadn't disturbed her. He ran a hand over his sweaty face and let the crisp morning air cool him. The tangle of emotions took a while to dissipate. He watched the last stars fight against the coming day, fiercely twinkling in the gray sky. Kit slept on, breathing quietly, her thick gold hair tumbling across her shoulders and hiding the swell of her bare breasts.
Last night. He squinched his eyes shut, not wanting to face what he'd done. Loving her had been perfect. The highlight of his life.
But he had regrets. What had felt right in the dark looked differently in the morning. He'd wanted her mightily, and he still did. But what if he were wrong about his luck? The nightmare haunted him as he carefully untangled himself from her, slid out from beneath the blankets and stepped into his clothes, pulled on his boots. 
She made the prettiest image sleeping in his bedroll, her hand on his pillow, bathed in pre-dawn light. He never wanted to leave. He'd give anything to marry her, raise a family with her, do his best to make her happy for the rest of her days. If it were a different world—if he were a different man—he could promise her those things beyond a doubt.
But he couldn't. He hung his head, made himself walk away from her. The memory of that day with his parents stole the joy he'd found last night in Kit's arms. 
Birds began to awaken, singing their morning songs as he stood hands on hips at the corral. The mare slept heavily, but her foal lifted her perfect little head, ears up, bushy mane and bright eyes watching him above the grass tips.
"Hey, good girl," he crooned, determined to win her over.
She blinked her long curly lashes.
The eastern horizon changed from gray to hints of gold. Birds everywhere sang in a crescendo—the trill of larks, the tweet of sparrows, the caw of bluebirds, heralding in the dawn. Last night couldn't be undone, and he wouldn't want it to. Kit was the best thing that had ever happened to him.
 * * *
She woke in the muted glow of dawn, tucked warmly in blankets, the wool coarse against her bare skin. A hint of Dakota's warmth remained, although she was alone. He must be with the horses. She stretched, her body sated and relaxed and wonderfully alive. Memories of last night drifted through her mind, of how he'd clung to her, her name on his lips during his release. How he'd held her and kissed her tenderly afterward. How they'd made love again until late in the night, making time stand still.
She grabbed her nightshirt and drawers, yanked them on and rolled out of bed. The gray, pre-dawn light held hints of gold and pink as she hurried to the house. Mindy and Fred were both sound asleep. She was able to grab her clothes and boots without waking them. On her way out the door, she caught her reflection in their only mirror. Hair tousled, rosy-cheeked and smiling ear to ear. Yes, it was a new day. A whole new life, she thought, stepping into the beautiful world.
Wildflowers lazed and the grasses were silent. No winds blew to accompany her as she headed across the yard, tying back her hair as she went. The faint murmur of his voice carried to her. She spotted him at the corral fence, one hand braced on a rail, leaning in toward the foal in the long shadows before sunrise. Head down, kind tone, quiet strength.
Little Cookie gazed up at him trustingly. Kit knew how the filly felt. She'd never met a man like Dakota either. He was genuine, the real thing. She looked up to him, too. How was it possible to love a man so much? 
"Are you sweet talkin' some other girl already?" Kit strode through the tall grasses to his side.
"Sorry, couldn’t help myself. Those big eyes got to me."
They smiled together, both bashful of what was easiest done in the dark. She pressed her palms against a wooden rail, trying to pretend her heart wasn't skipping beats because of him. 
"Good morning." He caught Kit by the collar and pulled her into him. 
"Good morning?" She simply could not stop smiling. "Yes it is." 
His kiss claimed her mouth, reminding her that she was his. She grew warm in secret places, remembering last night and their surrender to each other. As Dakota hauled her into his arms, pressing her against his long, hard body, sunrise began to color the world, casting great long beams of gold across the prairie and onto them. 
Hope was a frightening thing, like suddenly being lifted off your feet and into the air. At first all you can think about is falling, or fearing how long the wind could keep you airborne before you surely came crashing down. 
But maybe falling wasn't inevitable. She tightened her fingers around Dakota's thicker, much bigger ones. Maybe, if it was the right wind, it would always hold you up. 
"Come on." She tugged him by the hand. "I want to show you something."
"I've already seen it," he quipped.
"Yes, you have." Her long mane of hair trailed down her back, emphasizing her straight, lean back and small waist. "I wasn't talking about that. Sorry to disappoint you. This has to do with my plan."
"Not the plan again," he teased, surprised humor came easily. It was because of her, of what she'd given him.
As they passed by the gate, Renegade woke with a start, nickered sharply to her baby. Little Cookie galloped over to her mama. At least he'd made progress with her.
He held the barn door for Kit, following her in. Straw rustled as horses stood. Jack poked his nose over his gate, ears up, hoping for grain. The palomino mare nickered a shy greeting. Blue gave a deep-throated nicker as Kit opened a gate.
"Hey, handsome." Unguarded and open like this, the warmth and goodness in her shone bright. "Do you feel like a little morning stroll?"
His steeled horse shoes thudded on hard packed earth in answer. 
Dakota whipped open Jack's stall, felt the bay's warm breath scatter his hair, and caught hold of the rope halter. "C'mon, fella."
"Hurry up, we've got to hurry." Kit handed him a bridle and buckled Blue's onto him. 
"What about the mare?" he asked, as he eased the metal bit into Jack's mouth. The golden girl watched them with hopeful eyes.
"Fred will picket her and feed her grain. He'll be thrilled." She scrabbled onto Blue's bare back, her calico dress hitching up to show her slim calves. "Let's go!"
She was out the door before he could hop onto Jack's back. The gelding snorted, as if telling him to hurry up. He winced at the ache in his arm as he threw a leg over Jack's broad back and grabbed a handful of mane. It had been a while since he'd ridden bareback, but the horseman in him would never forget. He leaned forward, gripping with his knees, and touched his heels to the gelding's side. The big guy shot forward into a smooth lope, following Kit and Blue into the bright shafts of sunlight.
They rode beyond the corral and followed the winding creek. Cottonwoods stood still, as if sleeping. In the tall grasses a deer bedded down in the cool shade watched them, frozen, until they passed.
"I can't remember a more beautiful morning." Kit stopped Blue to admire the view and tossed her ponytail over her shoulder. "Can you?"
"You're smiling awful wide for a woman who's been ruined."
"Ruined? I wouldn't call it that. Not even close. Loved, definitely."
"I can't argue with that." He nudged Jack closer so he could push a lock of hair out of her eyes and fold it behind her ear. Just to touch her. Last night he'd lost all control, his love for her had been too great. "You didn't make things easy for me last night coming to me the way you did. You stripped my willpower down to nothing."
"That wasn't all that you stripped." Mischief twinkled like chips of sapphire in her eyes.
"Can't argue with that, either." Images of her naked beneath him in the moonlight haunted him. It probably would for the rest of his life. "I just wanted you too much."
"Are you sorry we—?" She bit her lip, as if she couldn’t bear to say the words.
"No," he corrected her quickly. He couldn't stand for her to think that even for a second. "Not sorry. I don't have the words to say what last night meant to me."
"But you sound sorry."
"Part of me is." He fisted his hands. "I just don't want this to end."
"Neither do I." She settled her hand on his chest, directly over his heart. "I know there's something in your past that hurt you, and you've kept on the move ever since. I don't need to know what it is. I do need you to feel safe here. As safe with me as I am with you."
Her words touched him in a way nothing had. He did feel safe with her. Safe from the past, safe from hurt. Safe to love her.
The honorable thing would be to tell her the truth. He even opened his mouth to do it, but the words stuck in his throat, refusing to be spoken. He wasn't sure he could take it if the love slipped from her eyes. Didn't know how he would survive if she pushed him away.
"Here's where we stop," she whispered, slipping from Blue's back. She dropped the reins and padded through the grass. She went down on all fours and stretched out on the crest of a bluff. When he lay down beside her, he saw why.
The black stallion's herd. He didn't dare speak. Down below the horses were drowsing in the mellow sunshine, sheltered by the creek and cottonwoods on one side and the bluff on the other. Foals frolicked, yearlings played in the cool water, and mares napped or grazed or nursed their young. Horses of every color—lustrous reds, satiny blacks, polished browns and honeyed golds. The stallion watched over them all, head up, neck arched, mane flying.
Kit sighed, with wonder and longing. He draped an arm around her. He needed to touch her. To make sure something this rare and precious was really his.
They watched the herd for awhile, until Kit touched his arm and eased back away from the ridge.
"The herd spends most nights here," she explained as she hopped up onto Blue. "It's a good protected place."
"And you figured it would be the best spot to try to catch them." He gathered Jack's reins and swung up. "You're right. It's protected, and if we're downwind, we could surprise them. The trees and bluff naturally block them. It will require fewer riders."
"That's good because there's only the three of us—you, me and Fred." She wheeled Blue toward home. "Four if I ask Mr. Mason to help."
"I'm sure he will." He gave his hat a hitch to scan the horizon, squinting in the sun. 
Dressed in all black, he still looked like an outlaw, but she could see the change in him. He'd relaxed, his features had softened, he was no longer distant. She figured the folks in town would still call him Outlaw, but she called him hers. 
Remembering how close they'd been last night made her blush. The liquid desire she'd felt for him returned, stirring in her, making her want that closeness with him again.
"So you're thinking of driving them, not roping them?" she asked, instead of saying what was on her mind.
"We'll get more of the herd driving them. They are here, and there's no telling how long they will stay in these parts. August is almost over. I say we get as many mares as we can at a time."
"You've done this before?"
"Not wild horses, no, but I worked for a horse ranch out in Wyoming. Have a few annual round-ups under my belt."
"I'm not surprised." She patted Blue's neck as he strolled along. "Is there anything you haven't done?"
"Mining. I've never been interested in climbing into a hole in the ground and shoveling in the dark all day long." 
"It's good to know there's one thing you can't do." They shared a smile, her heart lurched, unable to ban the sensation of his kiss and his caresses from her thoughts.
"Won't do," he corrected. "There's a difference. I could mine, if I wanted to. I don't."
"Right." She rolled her eyes, liking his soft bark of laughter. He leaned across the small distance between their horses and kissed her. The velvet-warm contact sent a pulse of liquid-heat rushing through her even as home came into sight. "I don't pay you to kiss me."
"Guess we're off the clock, then." Crinkles dug deep around his eyes when he grinned. Happiness snapped in those dark blue depths.
She liked seeing him happy. She liked how it felt, too.
"Hey, Kit! Dakota!" Fred waved, setting aside his pitchfork. "Did you see 'em?"
"They're still there. The whole herd." She slid off Blue, landing in the soft grass. All the barn work was done, the palomino mare was picketed, and fresh water glinted in the corral's trough. "You did a good job, kid."
"I'm not a kid, I'm a real rancher now." He flashed a lopsided grin. "I got the palomino picketed. She let me come right up to her."
"You have a way with horses." Dakota dismounted.
"I do. Besides, she really likes me. I named her Honey. Hope that's okay. She's real sweet and her coat is that color." Fred looked happy, too. No worries, no shadows or strain. Being settled on this land, with a real home had been good for him. "I'll take care of Blue and Jack. Blue, stop that."
He laughed as the horse lipped his hair, as if trying to eat it. "That's not straw."
Blue gave what sounded like a horsy laugh and tried again. Fred giggled, so Jack joined in. The boy led the horses away, leaving laughter in their wake.
"Guess there's nothing left for me to do," Dakota quipped. "Fred can manage it. You might not even need me for the round-up tomorrow."
"You read my mind."
"You mean, about me leaving?"
"No, going after the horses tomorrow morning." She caught his hand in her smaller one and held on tight. 
He pressed a kiss to her cheek, still not believing she was holding him. The past felt a lifetime away, banished by her affection. He hoped it would stay that way forever.
"Is that your stomach growling?" She tipped her head back to peer up at him from beneath the brim of her gray hat. "I thought it was another bear attacking."
"I worked up an appetite last night." He waggled his brows.
"Yes, you did." Her wide smile said it all. "I'd better go help Mindy with breakfast. After we eat, we can head to town. We have supplies to buy. Lassos, feed, more water tubs."
"And you expect me to help with this?" He gestured toward the red and white mare, racing the wide perimeter of her corral. "I have horses to train."
"Not this morning, you don't." Affection warmed her blue eyes, proof of her feelings for him, and that sustained him, filled up the places in him he'd thought would always be empty.
"Come on." She laced her fingers between his, tugging him along. "And don't worry, it won't take long. I'm a quick shopper. I like to get the job done, in the store and back out, no lingering."
"No wonder I sort of like you." The closest he could come to confessing the truth.
"I sort of like you, too." She tossed a smile at him, her silence saying more. "And to prove it, I'll let you carry my packages."
He let out a chuckle. "It would be my pleasure." 



Chapter Sixteen

Sweat gathered behind his neck as he hauled the final grain sack out of the ramshackle excuse for a feed store and plopped it with the others in the back of Kit's wagon. The hot breeze puffed on and off today, skidding tiny dust devils down the dusty main street every now and again. He swept off his hat, rubbed sweat off his neck and cast his gaze to the mercantile across the way.
He spotted Kit through the grimy front window. She was like a sunbeam from her hair to the bottom of her skirt ruffle. She held up a length of fabric, shook her head, and tried another. Mindy ambled over to give her comment.
"I got a new halter for Honey." Fred clamored out of the door and tumbled down the boardwalk steps. "It was real good priced, too. The storekeeper said he'd throw it in free 'cuz we bought so much."
"Good negotiating, kid." He fanned himself with his hat.
"I'm a rancher, now. I gotta be a smart businessman, too." The boy dropped his purchase in the back with coils of lariat. "I saw you and Kit kissin'."
"You did." He put on his hat. "What do you think about that?"
"I dunno." Fred looked like he couldn't imagine kissing anyone. He wrinkled his nose. "Are you gonna marry her?"
"That's in my plan. I can't say for sure if it's in hers." He leaned against the wagon bed and crossed his arms over his chest. 
That was the knell of doom. He'd said his wish out loud for the Fates to hear. Maybe it was possible. In the light of day, with the nightmares forgotten, he could almost believe. "Would you hate it if I stuck around?"
"No." Fred leaned against the wagon bed, too, and crossed his arms over his chest. Took a minute to think things through. "You'd be around to take care of things, so Kit wouldn't have to try so hard."
"That's right. I'd always help her out."
"That'd be good for her. Plus, you can help with the horses. You know a lot about horses." Fred bit his bottom lip as he considered things further. "It's almost like having a brother around, one who can do stuff. Like shoe horses and build a roof. You could show me."
"I'd be happy to."
"Then you can marry her." Fred gave an emphatic nod, his hat brim bobbing. "As long as she says yes."
"Well, I appreciate that. When I feel the time is right, I might ask her." 
"Hey, Outlaw." A familiar voice shouted from down the boardwalk.
Dakota glanced over his shoulder. Baldy strolled into sight, his hat askew on his head. "I spotted ya through the window of the boarding house. What are ya doin' in town this time a day?"
"Escorting Kit. She's at the mercantile." He gestured across the street. 
"That's Hubert's daughter, if'n I remember right." Baldy scuffled close, pulled a red handkerchief from his back pocket and swiped the sweat from his grizzled face. "And, sonny, you must be Hubert's boy. Let me think what yer name is."
"It's Fred."
"Howdy-do. That's a lot of grain. You and Howie must be planning something big for that ranch."
"We're rounding up some mustangs late tonight. We're gonna catch 'em when they're sleepin'," Fred explained. "There's four of us, because Mr. Mason is gonna help."
"Only four riders? That ain't enough fer a round-up, sonny."
"That's all we got." Fred adjusted his hat, unable to stand still from the excitement. "Kit has it all planned out. We're gonna catch as many mares as we can."
"Ooh, ho! A woman with plans? That there's a sure trail to disaster." Baldy refolded his handkerchief and dabbed his throat with it. "Hubert didn't talk much about his girls. Not a good idea 'round here. Purty young ladies are a rarity in these parts. Best to protect 'em. Glad Howie hired you and your gun."
"I'm no gunslinger." Dakota patted his holstered Colt. "But I'll do in a pinch."
"I'll say. Saw the way you handled Tannen. The whole town's talkin' about it. About time someone stood up to him. And here we thought he was just real good at cards." Baldy uncapped his flask and tipped it back, swallowing hard.
"He's real good at cheating." Dakota studied the town street. Quiet. Most folks working or tucked in a saloon drinking this time of day. A dust devil swirled down the center of the street, the only activity. 
"Think he'll want revenge?" Baldy asked.
"Men like him often do." He said nothing more, aware of Fred listening in. He didn't want to scare the boy.
"The Sinclairs are the biggest landowners in the county." Baldy capped his flask and tucked it fondly into his pocket. "Land is money here. Power. Brings out the worst in some folks. You best watch yer back, young man."
"Will do." He didn't need reminding. 
"Well, nice meetin' ya, sonny. Good luck with yer round-up." Baldy stumbled back a few paces. "Maybe I'll come lend a hand. I used ta be a cowboy in my day. A helluva good one. Be sure and tell Howie he can come play with us any time."
"I will." Dakota watched the old man disappear into the dim interior of the neighboring building.
"Do you really think he'll come help?" Fred asked.
"Hard to say. Let's go see if your sisters need help carrying any packages." He pushed away from the wagon bed. "Are you up to the job?"
"Yessir." Fred darted ahead of him into the empty street, chasing a dust devil across.
Kit. There she was, chatting with someone inside the store, someone out of his sight. Her gray brimmed man's hat framed her heart-shaped face, and her cheery yellow calico dress skimmed a body he knew by memory.
"Howdy, Outlaw." A booming tenor shattered his thoughts.
"Sheriff." He'd been watching the mercantile with so much intensity he hadn't noticed the lawman heading down the boardwalk. He nodded in greeting, pushing his hat brim low to shield more of his face. Not that the man had remembered him, but it didn't hurt to be cautious.
"Folks are still talking about what you did last night." Beauregard's badge caught the late morning sun. 
"It was nothing. Just doing right by K— Howie." He caught himself in time, his gaze trailing back to the woman at the front counter. He'd lay down his life for her. 
"Too bad you and Howie left when you did. You would have witnessed Left-Hand Louie tossing him out of the saloon. A lot of tempers are flying now that folks know Tannen's been cheating. 'Course that doesn't mean he always wins. He might not be welcome in this town like he used to be."
"I find it hard to believe he was welcome at all."
"True enough." Beauregard cracked a smile.
"Are you the sheriff?" Fred hopped up to ask. "That's a real nice badge."
"Thanks, kid. Do you want to be a lawman when you grow up?"
"No. I'm gonna be a wrangler like Dakota. I'm gonna tame all the wild horses."
"Is that so?" The sheriff was interrupted by the mercantile door swinging open and the lovely woman standing there.
"There you two are, gabbing when you could be making yourself useful." Kit crossed the threshold, a package in hand and laughter lighting her up. "Here, carry this for me, kid. Dakota, bring the wagon around back. That's the easier way to load up the water tubs."
"Will do." He tipped his hat to her, captivated. There was no other word for it. She spun around, her braid swinging down her back as she marched back into the store. For a moment she was all he could see—just her.
"Good luck with that, Outlaw." The sheriff's voice came as if from far, far away.
"Thanks." He shook his head, trying to break the spell. The lawman clomped away, his spurs jangling with his gait. Dakota let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.
Didn't look like the sheriff would ever remember him. A lot of details from the war had faded, those details too painful to want to remember. Maybe it was like that for Beauregard. 
Relieved, Dakota turned on his heels, heading for the wagon. They'd load up and go home.
"Wait a minute there, Outlaw." Beauregard had turned around and was coming his way. "You do look familiar, like I've seen you before. For the life of me, I can't place you."
Dakota stopped, closed his eyes, and hung his head. It took all his courage to face the man. "I hear that a lot."
"You're not a wanted man, are you?"
"No, I promise you that." He'd served his time, had his sentence commuted for his military service. He was a free man. "You won't find me on a wanted poster hanging in your office."
"Not that I've met a man who would admit it, if he was." Beauregard shrugged in an oh, well gesture. "It wasn't the army, was it?"
A knife to his heart. Dakota fumbled with the reins. He didn't have it in him to outright lie. "Maybe."
"Those were hard times. I can't place you, young man. I feel like I should. Guess it doesn't matter." Friendly now, acceptance in that hard-as-stone voice.
Dakota stared at the hitching post trying to free the tangle the reins had become. Blue leaned over and nibbled his neck, like a show of sympathy. He handed the leather straps up to Fred, hunkered down on the wagon seat. 
"Losing the war was tough." Beauregard's throat worked. "Came west to get away from it all. Only to find a different sort of war. See you around, Outlaw."
Dakota nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He climbed up beside Fred, watching the lawman disappear between buildings. Yes, he suspected Beauregard, like him, just wanted to forget. 
Maybe that's the way it would stay.
He took the reins from Fred and released the brake. The horses lunged, pulling them forward down the street and into the shadowed alley.
Kit waved to them from the back of the mercantile, standing beside a stack of water tubs and holding an envelope in her hand. "Fred, I have a surprise for you. Guess what this is."
"A letter from Pa?" Fred hopped to his feet before the wagon was stopped. "Oh, boy. When's he comin' back to visit?"
"In a few weeks," she answered, handing him the letter to read. "And he sent money. Guess this means you can pick out a new hat. I think it's time you have a real Stetson." 
Dakota set the brake, rising from the seat. She made him reel. The flutter of her dress, the bounce of her braids, the sheer sunny glory of her—breathtaking. He'd seen enough of the dark side of humanity, of war and injustice and prejudice. That wounded part of him hungered for peace and beauty and goodness. 
No wonder he yearned for her. He had no doubt he always would.
 * * *
"I can't wait to get started." Mindy held up the length of fabric. The yards and yards of sky blue calico matched her eyes perfectly. "It's going to be so pretty."
"Are you kidding? It's going to be beautiful on you." Kit unwrapped the flannel she'd picked out for shirts. Blue for Fred, black for Dakota. She rubbed her thumb across the material, letting herself dream a little.
Maybe a lot.
"I know the mustangs are important, but maybe after the round-up...?" Mindy left the last part of her question unspoken.
"We'll start sewing the day after tomorrow. I promise." She still needed to worry about shoes, but prices were better in Gold Dust City. That would have to wait until they made a trip for more lumber. This house would need a roof and walls before the cold weather came. "We have Dakota to help with the horses, so I'll have more time to do things like sew."
"Fred saw you kissing him." Mindy pulled matching spools of blue thread from the package. "Are you sure you like him enough to kiss him?"
"Very sure." Her face heated. She didn't know how to talk about vulnerable feelings. 
Maybe Mindy understood the silence. "He's really good to horses. He's always patient with them. And look how nice he is to Fred. That takes doing."
"Yes, it does." They laughed together at their inside joke. Their affection for their baby brother went unspoken, too, but not unfelt.
She spotted him through the frame where a glass window would one day go, his new black Stetson matching the same angle as Dakota's hat. Fred adored the horseman.
She did, too. Shirt off, sun gleaming on his chiseled chest and shoulders, he held a long line in one hand. He chirruped to Honey, and she walked forward confidently, watching him with her dark eyes. 
"That's a good girl," his deep voice soothed, signaling to her. "Get up, now. Let's see your trot."
Honey obeyed, moving in a big circle, head up, beauty in motion. 
"Fred, come on over here," Dakota called. "Come take the line."
"Me? Really! Oh, golly." Fred ran to him, vibrating with excitement. "What if I do it wrong and she gets away?"
"You won't. I'm right here." Dakota kept hold of the rope, Fred seized it, too, and they stood together, man and boy, training the mare.
If she didn't already love him, that would have won her heart.
A new set of horse hooves echoed in the yard. Kit poked her head out the door for a better view. A man about her age rode up on a little spotted gelding and dismounted.
"Uh, howdy Miss." He tipped his hat, revealing red hair, looking nervous. "I don't mean to barge in, but I live at the same boardinghouse as Baldy, and over our noon meal he said Howie was gonna be roundin' up some mustangs."
"We are." She saw Dakota secure Honey's line and head her way. "We could use some help. What kind of experience do you have?"
"I've worked for two ranches in these parts. I've done real well, mostly stable and field work. Tannen fired me a few weeks back when I wouldn't shoot at the wild mustangs. They were gettin' into the cut hay." He paled when Dakota strolled up. "Hi there, Mr. Outlaw."
"What's your name?" Dakota asked, hands in his pockets, sizing up the newcomer.
"Folks call me Red. I was hopin' I could lend a hand with the round-up, and after you see how hard I work, you might hire me. Tannen refused to pay what was due me, and I'm in a bad way. I work hard, got my own horse, and I'm good with critters. You wouldn't have to pay me much."
"Let's see how it goes." Dakota nodded. "In the mean time, we can feed you three meals a day. What do you say, Kit?"
"How can I say no? Why don't you water your horse, Fred will show you the way."
"Thank you, Miss. I appreciate it, Mr. Outlaw. You won't be sorry." Red led his horse across the yard. Fred bounded up to ask the horse's name and the three of them arrowed toward the shady creek.
"Since when are you in charge of hiring?" She arched a brow, playful, retreating to the side of the house in shadow.
"Since I noticed how hungry that kid looked. He's probably getting by on one meal a day." It took one to know one. He'd been short on cash more times in his life than he cared to count. He knew what it was like to go long stretches between meals. "We can use another rider. Keep Mindy in the house. We don't know Red, and I want her to be safe."
"I'll tell her. Where do you think you're going? I want to change your bandage."
"It's nearly healed. I hardly feel it anymore."
"Come here, Mr. Outlaw." Her coy smile overrode any resistance he could make.
Since no one could directly see them, he wrapped his arms around her, curved her body to his and dropped a kiss on her mouth. He felt her melt, giving herself up to his kiss. Her mouth went tender. Her hands clutched his shirt. He kissed her with all the gentleness he was capable of. 
He had to believe that he'd never have to let her go. 
The plodding gait of more horses ambled up the driveway and he pulled apart from her. Dewayne on a meek little buckskin rode into view. Alongside him was a man with an eye patch on a fine black and white pinto.
"We heard about the round-up." Dewayne stopped his buckskin and dismounted with a creak of fine leather. "Me and One Eye came to help."
"Have you been on a round-up before?" Dakota asked. 
"No, but I'm good at following directions."
"I've been on one," One Eye answered. "How about you, Outlaw? What qualifications does an outlaw have?"
"I'm a wrangler. I've ramrodded several in my day, and rode in a handful more." 
"Can't do better than that." One Eye adjusted his patch. "Outlaw fits you better."
"We aren't the only ones coming to help." Dewayne gestured toward the road. "Baldy, Skinny and Zeb are right behind us. We all wanted to help Howie and his family get a good start here."
That meant more than she could say.
She wasn't alone with Dakota until long after dark. There were horses to tend, supper to fix for a crowd and campfire songs to sing. After coffee and apple cobbler, Skinny brought out his deck of cards and a few of the men played in the light of the fire, making penny bets. It looked like fun, but she had dishes to wash and dry. 
Mindy was the first to yawn, and Kit ushered her and Fred off to bed in the house. The little boy couldn't settle down to sleep, but he agreed to listen quietly from his bed until she came to get him to leave for the round-up. She sat with him until he drifted off, then she bolted the wood door Dakota had made out of scrap lumber, and went to check on Blue.
"I've stabled him for the night." Dakota moved out of the shadows. A frog's ribbit sang out from the creek bed. 
"Thanks. I noticed you put Honey in her stall earlier."
"She was nervous around so many people." He hooked an arm over her shoulder, drawing her close. "So is Renegade. At least she's stopped trying to tear down the fence."
"She'll have company tomorrow." 
"And they'll all try to tear down the fence." He smiled into her hair. "We've gone over the plan for tomorrow. Are you ready to ride with me?"
"I've been waiting forever." She pressed against him, soft curves and womanly heat. Before he could act on it, more guests rode into sight. The Masons.
"Effie is going to stay with Mindy. I want to get her settled," Kit explained as she dashed away.
He wanted her in his bed tonight. He wanted her naked and vulnerable against him, to caress and taste every inch of her creamy flesh until she was breathless with need for him. He couldn’t wait to ease his way inside her, to join them as one, and love her until the dawn's light found them.
He craved that joining with such force, his vision blurred. He felt ready to shatter. It wasn't physical desire alone that threatened to undo him. It was his love for her.



Chapter Seventeen

With Mrs. Mason camped out in her bed, Kit found the floor uncomfortable. She rolled over one more time, stared up at the ceiling, frustrated, because she knew what her problem was. Dakota. She wanted to be in his arms. Judging by the moonlight moving across the canvas, it was two, maybe three in the morning. With her body burning, how on earth was she going to get any more sleep?
Maybe a trip to the creek would help. A little cold water might cool her down. As long as she didn't wake up the nearly dozen men bedded down by the dark campfire. Already dressed, she tiptoed across the floor, opened the door and stepped into moonlight. 
The nearly full moon smiled down at her, casting a path of wan light across the yard. Men snored, deep in sleep, and the sheriff, who'd come late, woke up as she crept by and settled back to sleep. She looked for Dakota, but didn't see him. Maybe he'd stayed closer to the corral to make sure the lone mare and foal were safe from any hungry predators.
 She felt watched as she knelt by the stream and splashed water on her face. It didn't help. There was a fire of need inside her, burning for him.
She felt the brush of his presence and turned instinctively toward him. He looked good in moonlight, wide shoulders braced, a Winchester in one hand, his Stetson crowning his head. He was everything she'd never believed a man could be. Everything a man ought to be. 
They met in the field, just the two of them and an owl swooping by. Shivers trickled down her spine and settled deep inside her. She'd never been more aware of him as a man. 
"The mustangs are by the spring." He fisted his hands in the loose cloth of her flannel shirt and pulled her into him. "Isn't everyone going to think of Howie when they see you dressed like this?"
"I didn't want a dress to slow me down."
"One day, luck will be against you and your secret will be out."
"Not unless Tannen tells, and I don't think he will. He'll have to admit a girl beat him at a game of cards. Besides, I really like Baldy and the guys." 
And maybe she felt a little closer to her father when she was with them, he figured. 
"I like them, too. They tried to help you out with Tannen, and they're here tonight. Good friends do that."
"Yes, they do." She cut her gaze sideways to him. "Does that make you a good friend?"
"After last night, I think it makes me more. What do you say?"
"Possibly." 
"Just possibly? Not surely?"
"I'm definitely not certain about you, Mr. Black."
He kissed her like he meant it. A mild breeze sang through the dried grasses like a lover's song.
She sighed when their kiss ended. "I wish we were truly alone."
"I wish a lot of things." He pressed a kiss against the side of her head, near her temple, breathing in her strawberry soap scent, pressing her against his heart. "Are you clear on the plan?"
"Absolutely. I'm excellent with plans." She tromped through the tall grasses toward the barn. "With so many riders, we'll have a better chance of getting most of the herd."
"It's enough to hope. Half of what we need, but as long as you and I have the stallion, it's likely the mares will follow."
"I can't believe this." She opened the barn door. "It's really happening. I feel like a horse rancher already."
"Wait until you're in the middle of the herd bringing them home." He knuckled back the brim of her hat.
A powerful heat flowed through her, quivering low in her belly as her gaze met his. His naked gaze was bared to her of all pretense or defense, and it felt as if he'd penetrated her, although that made no sense, as if they were flesh to flesh, joined as one. She didn't know intimacy could be emotional, too. She wanted him in all ways. 
She knew he wanted her, too. His rapid intake of breath. His pulse strumming at the base of his throat. The deep pools his eyes had become. 
"C'mon," he said. "Let's go catch your dreams."
 * * *
The mustangs slept in the protected draw, the stallion drowsing on all fours. They looked mythical in the moonlight, brushed with silver and shadows. Kit's heart swelled as she watched them, stretched out on her stomach. Dakota, beside her, held up his hat and waved it.
Far out on the prairie, careful not to make a sound, Red's hat waved back. He, Fred and Baldy were in place. 
Dakota crept back from the ridge and rose soundlessly to his feet. His hand caught hers and helped her up.
"We still have the advantage of surprise." He held Blue's reins for her. 
"That's a good sign." She shook out her lasso, tested the knot and coiled it up. Her palms were damp beneath the gloves. Excitement tripped through her.
"Let's ride." Dakota settled in his saddle, lasso in hand, reins tied together and resting on Jack's neck, and sent him flying.
He rode like a warrior, barely holding the reins, double lassos hanging from his saddle horn. He clung to the horse with his knees, sitting as if he'd been born to ride. Born for this. The exhilaration she felt galloping down the ridge with the wind in her face was nothing compared to him.
The stallion below bolted awake, spotting them charging down the grassy slope. His shrill neigh of alarm woke his slumbering herd. Mares jerked awake, called out to their young and lunged to life, running away from danger. But more riders appeared, with Fred in the middle, to block their way. Pop, pop, pop. Red sent a few harmless shots into the air to send them circling back to the draw.
Kit rode toward the swarm with Dakota at her side. The stallion and his herd raced closer in an all-out gallop. The moon lit the scene—the dark swarm of horses, the men riding behind them and the shadowed cottonwoods blocking a quick escape. 
"Stay left," Dakota shouted above the chaos. 
The black stallion swung away from them, trying to escape the trap they were setting, so she shot Blue forward at full-speed. The wind whipped her face as she stood in her stirrups, fighting to keep her balance on the uneven terrain. She swung her lasso, the rope pliable in her hand. As she sighted, Blue gained on the stallion. 
Dakota appeared out of nowhere, closing the gap, his noose snaking out in the darkness like a black cobra. It struck, sliding over the stallion's head and pulled tight. The animal reared in fury and fear, hooves slashing. Dakota spurred Jack back to a safe distance, never letting the rope go slack.
"You can do it, Kit." His steadfast voice should have been drown out by the noise of men and horses and shouted conversations, but it was the only sound she heard. "Just like last time."
As if time stood still, she swung the lasso, sighted and flicked her wrist. The rope slapped the black stallion in the ear, fell lopsided over the side of his head and slid down around his neck.
"Block the mares, Fred," Dakota shouted, his attention on holding the fighting stallion.
She could see why. The rope she held came alive as the animal thrashed and fought, bucked and reared, enraged at his capture. Sympathy cut deep as she maneuvered Blue to keep the lasso taut. She understood what the stallion was losing. She vowed to make sure that what he and his mares gained was worth it.
"Got 'im!" Zeb's rope sailed in, adding three lines to hold the powerful animal. The stallion neighed his rage and landed on all fours, eyeing his captors. He bared his teeth and focused on her, perhaps thinking she was the weakest link, and charged.
"Hold him!" Dakota shouted, drawing Jack back, expertly hauling the stallion back with him. "Keep the lines tight."
In concert, they surged forward, manhandling the stallion. Her every sense and all her concentration were focused on his movements. The instant his muscles coiled, his big powerful body ready to spring, she urged Blue sideways, Zeb and his horse pulled back, and Dakota wrestled the stallion down with the rope and the power in his arms. 
Every step felt like an eternity. The wild stallion tried again and again until he was lathered and wheezing from the effort. Still he fought as they hauled him through the draw onto the prairie. More riders appeared on both sides to keep the mares from escaping. A few got away, but the mostly inexperienced riders held the herd together until the stallion stopped fighting, finally exhausted, and hung his head. Mindy and Mrs. Mason were holding wide the double gates of the holding corral. 
Kit was the first to release her rope from her saddle horn when she reached the gate. She moved aside for Zeb and Dakota to do the same.
Skinny and Dewayne rode up to block the spaces between the barn and the corral. The sheriff shouted, spurring the frightened mares into the enclosure. The animals milled around, searching for a way out. With the tall posts and thick rails, they weren't going anywhere.
Vince rushed in to help Mindy and Effie swing the heavy gates closed.
"That's quite a herd," he said appreciatively. 
"Yes, it is." Kit dismounted and hardly felt her feet hit the ground. Every muscle she owned ached from exertion. She swiped sweat off her forehead with her shirtsleeve and leaned against the fence for support. She was so tired, little tremors rolled through her, but she didn't care. A whole new life spread out before her. She could make a real living here, one she'd always dreamed of. 
She could have done it on her own, but Dakota had made it easier. He'd made it better.
Her gaze found him against the rails, and her entire being stilled. Rapt, she watched as he met the stallion eye to eye. 
The big creature seemed to know Dakota was in charge, and stared at him with ears pinned back, teeth bared, ready to fight. The man met the animal's gaze. When the stallion moved away, he was calmer, anxious to check on his mares and offspring, nosing each one to make sure they were all right. 
"That man's a natural born horseman." Zeb leaned in, his admiration obvious. "You've got to respect that."
That was exactly how she felt. Dakota guided Jack along the corral rails, sitting tall in his saddle keeping an eye on the herd. The moonlight found him, showing every shadow and every strength. 
There was so much she didn't know about him—the painful history he couldn't talk about, the wounds she sensed and those she saw—but she knew everything she needed to. He was the man she loved. The only man she would ever love.
"That was some good riding you did, Zeb." Dakota swept off his hat, riding up. "You're a skilled horseman."
"It was nothing compared to you. Where did you learn to rope like that? The way you handled that stallion. It was like you knew what he was gonna do before he did it." 
"I've always had a knack." Dakota lifted one wide shoulder in an unassuming shrug, turning to Kit. Mountain hard, but everything softened when he spotted her. "You have a knack, too."
"Just doing what you told me to do. I learned from the best." She smiled at him. The absolute best.
Horse hooves drummed up. Red, Fred and Baldy trotted into sight with two mares and colts. Vince hauled open the gate, and Red drove the animals in.
"Golly, that was fun." Fred slipped off Mrs. Mason's gentle gelding. "We wrangled up those two mares. Did you see, Kit?"
"I saw. I'm proud of you, buddy." She hardly recognized him. Eyes beaming, a smile stretching his face, he set his shoulders and hitched his new hat, mimicking Dakota.
"If it wasn't for Fred, they woulda got away," Red piped up as he shifted in his saddle. "He's a real good horseman."
Fred beamed more brightly.
"That was one heck of a round-up." Baldy pulled a bottle from his saddle pack and opened it. "Outlaw, ya sure know how to run things. Is Howie gonna keep ya on?"
"That's the rumor." If he had his way, he'd stay forever. Judging by her smile, Kit felt the same way. It looked like his luck really had changed. 
Most of the men hauled tins out of their packs and held them up to Baldy, who filled each with a generous splash of whiskey. Folks drank up, tins winking in the moonlight. Fred clung to the fence, watching the horses, now winded and lathered, heads down, trying to catch their breath.
Dakota hooked an arm around Kit, pulling her against his side. Her sweet mouth went tender, as if she was thinking of kissing him, and desire kicked through him with blinding force. He ached for her in all ways. He kissed the top of her head lightly, tenderness filling him until he drowned.
"Everyone is packing up. I should go help." She twirled away from him. "But I'll be back."
"Lucky me."
"Tell Howie he missed one heck of a time." Skinny drained the last drop from his tin. "I don't mind that he's gone, but between you and me, Missy, when he shows up next time to play poker, leave off that mustache."
"You knew? The whole time?"
"You fooled us fer a while, but I'm not as drunk as I usually am tonight." He tipped his hat. "Yer welcome anytime, Missy."
It looked like her secret was out. Perhaps she shouldn't have worn trousers tonight, but riding well enough to capture the mustangs had been more important. Vince came up to say goodbye. A bunch of folks were packed up, waving farewell as they headed out. Baldy and Skinny sang a cowpoke song at the top of their lungs. They toasted her soundly before they rode away.
Kit was so absorbed in calling out thanks and farewells that she couldn’t say the exact moment when Dakota left her side. She looked for him in the crowd, but only caught the sheriff watching her.
She hustled Fred off to wash up for bed. She carried water for the morning's kitchen work for Mindy and in the house complimented her for all she'd done, cooking for and mingling with strangers.
"They don't feel like strangers anymore," Mindy admitted as she crawled back into bed. "They feel like neighbors."
"I know what you mean." This lonely piece of land that had once felt at the edge of the civilized world had become home. 
She wished Mindy good night. Fred was sound asleep, sprawled across the top of his bed, still in his clothes. She covered him with a quilt on her way to the door.
She found Dakota at the corral rails. When he turned to her a slow smile hung on the corners of his mouth. The mares and babies had settled down in soft grasses, exhausted from their flight and the anxiety of their imprisonment. But the stallion ran along the fence, disappearing in the shadows.
"He's trying to find a weak spot in the fence." His words fanned over the exposed skin on her nape.
She felt her body respond. "He'll wear himself out trying. That fence doesn't have a weak spot."
"Still, he has to try. Speaking of weak spots—" He hauled her against a fence post and pressed into her. "I have a weakness for you."
"Maybe I should exploit it."
"Maybe." He ran his thumb over her bottom lip, sending tiny trails of sensation along the sensitized flesh. Desire melted inside her, stirring and building.
Someone cleared his throat. She blushed and slipped away. "Hi, Red."
"Miss." He tipped his hat, looking firmly at the ground. "About the job?"
"I can't pay much, but you did a fine job tonight."
"Everyone speaks highly of you," Dakota added. "I did some asking around. Tomorrow you and I will take the wagon and get enough lumber to finish the house and build a bunkhouse for the two of us."
"I'm good with a hammer." Red's relief was palpable. "This means a lot. I won't let ya down. See ya bright and early?"
"Get a few hours of sleep and be back after sunrise. We'll have breakfast and head out." He leaned against the fence. It felt good to have that settled. 
Red said good night, hurrying off to his room in town. Only one of the volunteers remained, stepping out of the shadows.
"That's a fine herd you got there, little lady." Beauregard ambled closer, into the fall of waning moonlight. His gaze went cold and hard—lawman's eyes.
Dakota felt his stomach tumble. He had one brief hope—maybe it was a prayer—that Beauregard had come to talk about Tannen. That had to be it, he thought desperately, even as he knew. He felt the punch of it in his stomach and the ground give out beneath his feet.
"Seeing you with the horses tonight sparked a memory." The lawman moseyed closer, his hand on the butt of his holstered revolver. 
"Why don't we talk about this alone, just you and me." The words croaked out, full of strain. Of disbelief. He'd actually talked himself into thinking this wouldn't happen. 
"Guess you would be ashamed of what you did. Wouldn't want the little lady to know." His weathered face hardened.
Dakota shook his head. "No. I don't want to hurt her. It will be harder for her this way."
"I'm not going to let you hurt her a minute longer." Beauregard stopped, feet braced, looking like the lieutenant colonel he used to be. "I waited until everyone was gone. If I'd said something tonight after the mustangs were in, I'd have had a lynch mob on my hands. That might not have been a bad thing."
He hung his head, feeling Kit's confusion.
"What's going on?" she asked. "Dakota?"
He died inside, knowing what was to come.
"There's a lot you don't know about this man trying to charm you, young lady." Disgust rang hard in the lawman's tone. "Do you want to tell her, Outlaw?"
He opened his mouth. Couldn’t find the words.
"I can see you plain as day. Infantry, like a lot of men. I remember you wearing ankle shackles and mucking out after the horses."
"That's right." He stared down at the toes of his boots. He couldn't look at her. Couldn't watch Kit's love turn to hate, her respect to revulsion. 
He wasn't that strong.
"You were a conscripted prisoner. You fought in exchange for your freedom if you lived. A lot of men did, but you, I remember you." Distrust narrowed his gaze. "They kept you shackled. Always shackled. Like the monster you are."
He closed his eyes at that word, the word he hated. "I made it through the war, I earned my freedom."
"What about the girl you raped and murdered?" Beauregard barked in anger, nearly drowning the sound of Kit's shocked, strangled gasp. The lawman laid his hand on the butt of his holstered revolver. "What are you doing staying with this nice family? Innocent young ladies, an impressionable boy. There's no man to protect them from you."
"I mean no harm," he said, aware of Kit staring at him, open mouthed, eyes wide as saucers. She looked shocked, but soon enough that would change.
"Don't even try that on me," Beauregard boomed. "Hubert is a kindly man. Before he left town, I promised I'd keep an eye on his family, make sure his children were safe. That's a promise I aim to keep."
"I don't suppose you'd listen to my side of things?" He already knew the answer. It was a story no one wanted to hear.
"I don't care about you. Just the two young girls living here. We can do this the easy way or the hard way," Beauregard said, steel-hard. "It's up to you. You go, or I come back here with every man in town. That won't be pretty. I don't advocate vigilante justice, but I won't stop it either."
Dakota blew out a sigh, bowed his head, and felt the light go out in him. Everything went dark. 
"I'll get my things," he said, watching her first tear fall.
"You raped someone. Murdered her? You did that to a woman?" Her voice wavered. "Dakota?"
"I have to go, Kit."
"Why aren't you answering me?" She balled up her hands and shook her head. It just didn't add up. "No. I don't believe it."
"Goodbye, Kit." He said it flatly, as if he were emptied out. He cast his gaze to her, but her vision blurred too much to read what emotions lived there. 
"Wait." Her brain seemed stuck in place like a wheel in a muddy rut, going round and round without moving forward. Dakota? Rape and murder? No, that wasn't like him. "That can't be right. You wouldn't do those things."
When was he going to deny Beauregard's accusation? Why wasn't he explaining that it was a mix-up, or he'd never been in the army, that the sheriff had remembered the wrong man? But he didn't. He said nothing.
"Why aren't you answering me?" Her legs went weak and she leaned against the fence. Horror squeezed like a hand around her ribs, keeping her from breathing, holding her in place. 
"I'm sorry." He grimaced, his face lined with pain. "I never meant to hurt you."
Not denial. Not an explanation. No protestation of innocence. Just an apology. 
Which meant it was true. A murderer and a rapist? How could he be? She swiped her eyes, hating the tears that betrayed her. "This is what you couldn’t tell me?" 
He looked miserable, opened his mouth as if to say something and changed his mind. Maybe he was aware of the sheriff watching, the sheriff who knew the kind of man he really was.
The kind of man she couldn't see. Not in Dakota. What about his gentle touch and the tenderness he showed her? That was as real as the earth at her feet. She'd let down her guard with him, the one man she thought so good and true, above all others. How could she have been so wrong?
"Move along, Black," the sheriff ordered. "Don't make me draw this gun."
Something rent apart deep within her—the first blow of belief, the first crack of her heart.
Dakota turned his back to her. He was nothing but a smudge behind her tears, but the loving warmth in his voice said it all. "I'm sorry, Kit. Please forgive me. I should have told you before—"
His words caught, he fell silent, unable to finish his apology and walked away. 
"I'll keep an eye on Tannen, too," Beauregard told her, his voice showing hints of kindness to her. "I wish the real Howie had made it here. I wrote him and said it wasn't safe for you on your own. All kinds of lowlifes pass through towns like this, looking to hide, looking for trouble, even to take advantage."
Not Dakota, part of her wanted to argue. It wasn't like that. She shook her head, clinging to denial with all she had. Dakota had never hurt her. 
But he'd hurt someone else. 
No, she shook her head, fisted her hands, pushed away from the fence. There had to be an explanation. His twin brother, a relative who looked like him, desperate, she searched her brain for any alternative explanation. Something she could cling to. Anything to let her keep believing in him.
"Did he have his way with you?" the lawman asked gently.
She bit her lip, fighting off the memories of Dakota's gentle kisses and touches, of the sweet way he'd loved her. 
"I'm doin' this for your own good, little lady, you stay right here with me." The sheriff seemed to think mere words could stop her, but her feet were already moving, her heart breaking more with every frantic beat. 
Where had he gone? She searched the dark for him. He'd reappeared into the shadows, his rucksack, rifle and bedroll slung on his back.
"Tell me this is a mistake." Her chin went up, feet braced, hands fisted.
"What are you trying to do, will it not to be true?" His words broke, as if with pain.
"I'm waiting for you to tell me this is a mistake. The sheriff is wrong."
"It's no mistake." The words ripped through him. This was the most desolate pain he'd ever known. Worse than waiting for a trial of his peers to find him guilty. Worse than having his parents say he was dead to them. The years in prison, the toughness of war, none of it could compare to the agony that shattered him. Fractured him to the very core. He hung his head. "The sheriff is right."
"No." Her knees gave out and she dropped to the ground, landing on her knees in the soft grass.
He couldn't even reach out to catch her. He saw the lawman step in protectively, and so he was forced to loom over her, let her rock, overwhelmed by her heartbreak.
He'd hurt her and it was killing him. After the hope and kindness she'd given him, the brief span of happiness, he owed her more than he could repay. She deserved the truth—the truth he should have been strong enough to tell her in the first place.
He had to be strong enough now. "Beauregard is right. I was working off a life sentence in a hard labor prison when I was offered a deal. I could fight for the Confederacy as a front line soldier. Odds were I wouldn't live long, but if I was alive by the war's end, I was free."
"No, it's not true." She shook her head stubbornly, as if a part of her refused to comprehend the words. "I don't believe it. I won't."
"It's true. I'm a convict."
"No, you're making this up. It's a nightmare. I'm sleeping—we're asleep together, I'm in your arms and I'm dreaming."
"No, Kit." His dear Kit. "This isn't a dream. I wish to hell it was. When I was nineteen, I was found guilty and convicted of rape and murder. The girl was my boss's daughter."
"I heard she was fourteen years old." The sheriff towered over him, gun resting on his knee, eyes razor-edged. "I heard she was tortured, mutilated and raped before she died. Now, after seeing how close you got to Kit, maybe a little vigilante justice wouldn't be a bad thing."
This was it, Dakota thought. Her denial was over, and she would hate him now, hate him with a power that would destroy all they had shared. All the love, the happiness, the whispered pleasure they'd given each other in the night was gone, destroyed, as if it had never been. There was no saving it. 
It was kinder to her to walk away.
His feet didn't want to go, but he made them. His soul hammered with pain as he stumbled down the lane. His dreams faded with every step he took. He'd only been fooling himself. Dreams of breaking the mustangs together, of her as his wife, of little children running around underfoot, their laughter as merry as lark song.
Well, they were over now. He didn't know if he could live with the pain he'd caused Kit.
Maybe he couldn't.





Chapter Eighteen

A fourteen year-old. The sheriff's declaration haunted her with every breath, with every waking step through the day. Her heart had shattered watching Dakota walk down the road and out of sight, never to come back.
Good riddance, she should have thought. But nothing, not even common sense, could penetrate the tidal waves of grief and shock. She tended the horses with Fred and Red's help, she watched the mustangs mill around their enclosure scenting the wild winds. Blue knew what was wrong and nibbled at her collar and tried stealing her hat, but not even his love could give her solace.
She kept watching the road, wanting to wake up from the nightmare. But the waking day continued, proving once and for all it was no dream. Her heart hurt like an open wound when she and Red took the wagon to Gold Dust City for more lumber, when she'd returned home to catch Honey watching the road waiting for him to return, when she tried to explain to Fred that Dakota had to leave. Heaven knew, she could not bear to tell him why.
Tortured, mutilated and raped before she died, the sheriff had said.
The girl had been Mindy's age.
Denial roared through her hard enough to weaken her knees, and she grabbed the doorframe to keep from falling. The wind gently puffed the canvas sides of the house, and she remembered helping hold the end posts while Dakota hammered. Laughing, sun shining, he'd been six feet of solid masculinity, tempting her to love him.
Now she watched the sun slanting low through the window, casting evening shadows across her ranch, and tried to make the sun go down in her heart.
"You miss him, don't you?" Mindy swiped the last of the crumbs from the plank table Dakota and Fred had built one evening from lumber scraps.
"I miss him, but this is for the best." She remembered the care he'd taken to show the boy how to plan and measure, combine the pieces of wood and construct. It had been an insignificant moment in time, nothing incredibly special, just Dakota being himself. Kind, easy going, helpful. A moment in time, thirty minutes later the table was standing. 
Now the memory clung to her with importance. Dakota was all she could see. He'd been instrumental in the house construction, in laying the canvas roof, in cutting prairie grass for the mattress ticks.
"Whatever he did wrong, maybe you could forgive him." Mindy dowsed the rag in the dishpan and wrung it out. "He's devoted to you. He's worked hard here and never wanted a dime. You should see the way he looks at you. Like you're a great treasure."
"It's something that can't be fixed." When I was nineteen, I was found guilty, he'd said.
"I'm real sorry."
Her throat closed up, keeping her from speaking. She grabbed the dishpan and hauled it outside. She tossed the water into the field, watching it fall in a sparkling arc.
"Kit." Red waved to catch her attention. "Wanted to check and make sure it's still fine by you that I head to town?"
"You're off work for the day." She set the dishpan in front of the door. "Your time is your own." 
"It doesn't feel quite right leaving you by your lonesome to hold down the fort." Red ran a hand through his tangle of hair. "It feels unsettled out there. I don't know why Outlaw left, but he ought to have stayed. He had a way about him that let ya know he could handle anything that came his way."
A knife to her heart. She bit her lip to keep from agreeing. Dakota's confession rang through her head, ringing with truth. I'm a convict. I was found guilty.
It was the truth. He'd confirmed it, he hadn't denied it. He'd walked away like a man being found guilty of a crime, with his head down and grim acceptance. 
Why couldn’t she make her heart believe it?
"I have the Winchester." She shaded her eyes with one hand. "Tannen doesn't scare me anymore. We'll be fine."
"Okay, then. Guess I'll ride out." Red donned his hat. "My brother might be up with a fella from Gold Dust City. We all have a poker match every few weeks. I can't afford to play tonight, but I'd sure like to see him."
"Then you have to go. Have a nice time."
"Will do, but I'll be back late tonight. To keep an eye on things." Red tipped his hat and left.
The soft evening light clung to the land. The prairie shone like new gold for as far as the eye could see, the pearled blue sky shot with golden clouds. 
"Hey, Kit." Fred tromped up from playing in the creek. His bare feet were flecked with bits of mud and grass. "I made sure the water tubs were full."
"Looks like you had a fun time doing it." She tugged on his Stetson's brim. "I thought we could read more tonight. We need to find out what happens to Pip when he goes to London."
"We sure do. I wish Pa was here to read to us." Fred blew out a sigh, wrestling with his feelings. "Are you sure Dakota can't come back?"
"Yes." Those words pierced like a knife. "Dry off your feet before you go in the house, and we'll get started."
Fred obliged by wiping his feet in the grass. She stood a moment in the quiet of the yard. It seemed empty without a certain man. What was wrong with her that she couldn’t accept the truth?
A curious nicker penetrated her thoughts. Blue stared at her at the end of his picket line, head up, ears pricked with a question arching his horsy brows.
"I'll be out later, handsome," she promised. Tonight she would be putting him in the stable alone, feeding the saddle horses grain and shutting them up safe. It was a routine she was going to have to get used to again. There would be no Dakota to laugh with, talk with, to share tender intimacies in the night.
Blue's eyes stayed worried, but he lowered his head to graze. Honey stared down the road with longing in her eyes. Jack looked up, to watch, too.
The sight of them killed her. She squeezed her eyes shut and wrapped her arms around her middle. She suspected Dakota would leave one day, but she'd never guessed it would have been like this. With lies, disillusionment and betrayal. She'd thought he was a better man than that.
"Okay, my feet are cleaned off." Fred bounced into the house. "I'll go find the book!"
"I'll be right in." She was grateful they'd been able to save many possessions before the fire had engulfed the cabin. Their motley collection of used books had been some of the first items she'd rescued. Tonight she needed to get lost in the world of Dickens, to forget herself. Maybe then she could find a way to cope.
The horses nickered, heads up, and Honey danced in place. She heard it too, the patter of boot steps. Not Dakota, she pleaded, her eyes stinging. Watching him go had been tough enough. Having to send him away would be worse.
"That can't be you, can it, Little Katherine?" A quiet, mousy man headed toward her, dusty from a long walk. He wore tan trousers, a tan shirt, and a brown leather vest. He had a battered wide-brimmed hat, thin blonde hair and Pa's eyes.
"Uncle Howie." She blinked in surprise. She hadn't seen him in almost a decade. "What are you doing here? No, wait. The sheriff's letter."
"I came as soon as I got it." He set down his satchel in the shade of the house. "Never been out of St. Louis. Believe me, this has been an adventure. What Hubert was thinking leaving you behind, I can't say. You're just a little thing."
"Not anymore." She was a woman in her own right, a landowner and a rancher. Things she only used to dream of. "Pa felt hemmed in here, but we didn't want to leave. You know how he is."
"I do. That letter got me worried, but it looks as if you're doing fine."
"We are." She gave him a hug, her kind uncle. It was nice of him to come. 
"Is that Baby Fred?" Howie swept off his hat, his blue eyes welling with happiness. "Why, you're nearly grown. A real man."
"I'm a wrangler. I already know how to round-up horses and how to give 'em grain and friend 'em." Fred came running. "You really did look like Uncle Howie, Kit. Except he's taller. And except for the mustache."
"I know." She really was regretting the mustache. "It's a long story, Uncle. Fred, why don't you take his bag? I'll make you supper."
"Why I sure would appreciate that." Howie's face was pinched with exhaustion. "All the places to eat back in town looked a little wild, so I didn't risk it. I wasn't sure how they would take to a man like me."
"I'll make you a bear meat sandwich." Mindy appeared at the doorway, shy and pretty. "Hi, Uncle Howie. Have you ever had bear meat?"
"Can't say that I have. Look at you all grown up."
Mindy blushed prettily. "We've got some beans still warm from supper and a few buttermilk biscuits left. Sit down and let me get it for you."
"Why, that would be real nice, my dear." Howie waited for Kit to lead the way inside, but she shook her head.
"You go on in. I need a moment." 
"All right. I'd sure like to hear about how you did all this." Howie gestured to the house, half built, and the tall fencing holding in the mustang herd. He let Fred take his hand and haul him inside.
There was that feeling again, like she was being watched. Her stomach balled up. Unsettled, she itched for her revolver. With a Colt at her hip, she might not feel quite as vulnerable. The slanting light and the elongated shadows across the prairie could hide any number of dangers. But with the larks singing, the sparrows hopping and a deer grazing nearby while her spotted fawns frolicked, it wasn't a predator of the four-legged kind.
Was it Tannen? Nothing looked unusual on the distant rise where she and Dakota had found those tracks. Dakota. Her pulse stuttered over his name.
You're alone now, Kit, she told herself. He wasn't who you thought him to be. Accept it.
She'd given her heart and her virginity to the wrong sort of man. Sorrow and regret burned behind her eyes, but she blinked them away. Remembering Tannen's threat, she crossed the yard, intending to put Blue and the other two horses into the barn early. Better safe than sorry.
 * * *
Dakota sat watchful in the shadows, his Colt strapped to his thigh, his Winchester by his side. The heat of the day gave way to cool. He could feel autumn in the air. A quick wind whispered in the grasses and an owl hooted somewhere near the creek. His stomach rumbled, he'd barely moved since morning when he'd left Kit and her tears to settle here.
It was the right thing to do. He couldn't walk away, not until he knew she was safe. He took Tannen's threats seriously. Kit may hate him—she'd probably let go of her denial by now, but that wouldn't stop him from protecting her.
A faint blur of calico and blond braids caught his attention down below. Her gait subdued, her head down, she knelt to untie Blue's picket line. The big red stallion ambled over to her, lipping her hair, stealing her hat, likely trying to make her smile.
Dakota couldn't see her face, but he knew she wasn't smiling. He'd hurt her. He'd done the one thing he swore he wouldn’t. He'd held a dream, loving her, in his hand. For one moment, he'd wanted her so much he talked himself into thinking it could last.
Pain drilled through him like a thousand bullets. He was to blame. He was at fault. He'd lost everything before and it hadn't hurt like this. Seeing her blew apart the defenses he'd put up around his heart, and he hurt all over again.
He rubbed his neck, realizing it was tingling. He sat up straight, scanned the peaceful prairie. Larks lifted in sudden flight, rising from a faraway draw and into the sky painted with golds and purples. He trained his eyes there and waited.
A faint nicker of a horse sailed up from below. Blue blew out a breath of air and the clomp of his hooves echoed. Kit was too far away to hear her voice, but he knew she would be talking away to her horse, her hand on his neck, leading him into the stable. A little grain, some hay and a lot of love later, she'd be back out to bring in one of the other horses. He resisted the urge to move closer for a better look. 
There she was again. He sat unmoving, watching her breeze into view, charm Jack with a pat and a smile and lead the gelding to his stall. She returned to bring Honey in. Minutes passed. Maybe twenty. Did he see a shadow move in the shadowed draw? He couldn't be sure. 
A deer and her twin fawns bolted away, leaping into the tall grasses and disappearing in a blink. As if she'd sensed something there, too.
He grabbed his Winchester, checked the cartridge and moved in. The sun sank low behind him, scattering the last rays of daylight across the prairie in a crescendo of brightness that hurt the eye and when it waned left the darkness of dusk. 
The shadow moved, too. It separated from the twilight and slipped across the crest of the same rise he'd spotted the tracks on. The gusting wind rattled the tinder-dry grasses and hid the sound of his movements as he sprinted, crouched low, clinging to the shadows. Gun in hand, he kept going as low and as fast as he could, shielded by the last dregs of sunset. Three men stood on the rise ahead of him. All armed.
He was outgunned.
He had a partial view of the house down below, where lamplight shone through the windows. Kit must be inside with her family and the man she'd greeted with a hug. He had to be a relative, maybe even Howie, since the sheriff had written to him. At least she was safe indoors. He only wished he'd been able to get wood walls up before he left. 
Rifle loaded and ready, he moved forward. The twilight deepened as night took over the prairie. He used it to his advantage, moving in on the men silhouetted on the crest who passed something between them. Looked like a flask.
"Guess that does it." A man's voice—maybe Cliff the foreman's—sounded muffled, hard to hear as the wind snatched his words and carried them away.
"We did as you said, boss." Another hired hand. He took the flask—no, it was too big for a flask—and upended it in the grass. "This is all of it. Are you sure you want to do this?"
"I'm sure. Let's see her hold on after this." Tannen's voice. The scrape and flash of a match coming to life between his fingertips. The flame danced and writhed on the hard wind.
As he jogged closer, he smelled it. Kerosene. The gusts would carry flames down to the unsuspecting house. And Kit...fierce protective urges roared through him.
"You drop it, and you die." Feet braced, he aimed straight at Tannen's heart. "Go ahead, give me a reason to pull this trigger. I'd welcome it."
"Outlaw, is that you?" Tannen squinted into the dark. Judging by the set of his face he wanted nothing more than to go for the Colt holstered at his hip. "You and I have a score to settle." 
"Blow out the match, and we'll settle it." Dakota gritted his teeth, keeping his eye on the two hired men. "Cliff, don't even try. Draw, and I'll shoot your boss dead. If I go, then I'm taking him with me."
"At ease, Cliff," Tannen barked, moving his fingers back on the match stick. "Outlaw is sweet on little Kit. That always makes a man weak. Watch."
The match tumbled to the ground, hit the grass and ignited with a sudden flare. Fire snaked along the crest, fuel driving the flames higher in a sizzling whoosh and crackle. He saw Kit's dreams going up in smoke. He saw danger to her. His first instinct wasn't to shoot but to think of her.
Big mistake. He realized it the moment he saw Tannen draw. He pulled the trigger, knowing it was too late. Fire flashed from the muzzle in the dark, the gun's kick sent him back a step, and he felt the bullet tear through his ribcage. His vision went black, he willed it back. His knees buckled, but he stood firm and saw Tannen hit the ground, his Colt tumbling into the dark. Backlit by the fire, he lay on the ground, writhing. Blood gleamed black on his shirt.
"You're next." He stared down the barrel of Cliff's revolver. "It's your choice."
Cliff lowered his gun and holstered it. He knelt by his boss, who was cursing in pain and anger.
Dakota spotted the gleam of Tannen's gun, retrieved it, and was relieved to see both hired men take off in the dark. Guess they weren't a threat any longer.
A column of smoke rose black against the horizon, blotting out the first stars of the night. A furious tangle of red and orange flames slithered down the slope, driven by a fast wind. Red embers and glowing ash fell like snowflakes, mixing with smoke so thick he couldn't see the house. Wherever the embers landed, they ignited.
"Hurry!" Kit's voice rose up on the other side of the wildfire. "Mindy! Fred! Hurry!"
A piece of ash landed on the grass in front of him and he stomped it out. His legs were water. The front of his shirt was wet. Blood, he realized. He tossed down his rifle and stumbled toward the fire.
"I heard gunshots," Fred's shout sounded distant over the growing roar of the fire.
It fed, growing like a monster in the dark. Rising up to spew more flames and smoke, undulating down to feed and writhe across the grass.
"It doesn't matter," came Kit's answer. "Put out the fire. Like this."
"It's moving too fast," a man shouted. "We aren't going to be able to stop it."
"We don't have a choice." Whap, went the gunnysack as she beat it against the ground. Whap, whap, and the spot fire died, puffing ghostly smoke. She dunked the sack in a dishpan full of water and attacked a flame head on.
"Fred, help me clear this grass." Howie moved like a ghost in the thick smoke, a shovel in hand. "Hurry!"
More spot fires flared to life in the grassy yard. Red embers drifted up and rained down over her, biting her cheek and charring her hair, but it didn't stop her. She choked, her hands blistering but she kept working, beating at the fire with all her might. They weren't going to make it. There were only the four of them. The fire was moving too fast. 
"Kid, race down to the nearest part of the creek." A familiar baritone boomed out of the darkness and took the shovel from Fred. "Bring back a bucket of water. Go. Fast."
Dakota. He materialized out of the darkness like part of the night, outlined by black smoke and limned by devilish firelight. Feet braced apart, broad shoulders squared, hair tousled by the wind, he looked as wild as the prairie, as untamable as the sky. 
A sob choked her as he joined Howie at the front line, digging and shoveling dirt. Flames smothered and smoked, thrashing in protest. She raced to the next burning patch and beat it with all her might. Her lungs felt on fire, her throat raw. Wheezing from smoke and desperation, she wet her burlap sack and chased a flaming tumbleweed, striking it until it fell apart and its last flames died.
"Kit, you can stop now." Something touched her shoulder, claiming her like a brand. Dakota.
He loomed over her, streaked with soot, small burns on his cheek and arms, his shirt and trousers stained with sweat, burns and what looked like blood. A lot of blood. 
"Tannen started the fire." He sounded hollow, talking in that same matter-of-fact tone he'd used when he'd told her about his past. About being a convict. Sentenced for murder. "I've got him trussed up. I'll take him into the sheriff. Someone needs to stay up and keep an eye on this. Things are still hot and smoldering."
"I know that." She didn't mean to sound sharp, but how dare he stand there like he used to, coming to her rescue, trying to make her see the man she used to believe him to be?
That man was gone. He'd shattered her illusions, confessed to a terrible crime as if he'd been reporting on a rain storm, and walked away without looking back. And now he was here, tearing her bleeding heart open again. Anger tore through her with blinding force. Maybe her denial had worn off.
She turned her back on him, not meaning to be cruel. The pain ripping through her was too much to endure. Not even the anger she felt could diminish it. She coughed on smoke, watched Mindy race to slap her gunnysack on a smoking spot that was still glowing red.
She couldn’t thank him. She couldn't speak to him. She had to be strong.
"You're okay now. It's safe for me to go." His voice, his presence reached out, trying to reassure her. "Goodbye, Kit."
She didn't want him. She had to drive him from her heart. Her pulse thudded in her ears so loud she barely heard the pad of his retreat. Uncle Howie looked confused and concerned. Fred swiped at a tear.
"Who was that man?" Howie asked in a hushed tone.
"Folks call him Outlaw." Fred stared into the dark, where his hero had disappeared. "But he's not like that at all. He could walk right up to Blue. You don't know Blue, but he don't like strangers. And he tamed Honey, she'd been running wild for a long time. Horses judge the inside of a person, not the outside. He knew how to treat her wounds, and he taught me how to throw a lasso and build a house and talk to horses."
"Did he, now?" Uncle Howie sounded impressed. "The sheriff's letter said there were a lot of dangerous men around. Guess not all of them are dangerous."
She scrubbed at a burn on her cheek, staring into the darkness. She no longer felt Dakota's nearness, only the night without him in it.



Chapter Nineteen

At least that was behind him. Dakota followed the platinum trail the moonlight made on the country road. His feet dragged from pain and exhaustion, but the bullet wound the sheriff had patched up for him wasn't what hurt the most. There was no way to patch up the damage he'd done, no way to unbreak Kit's heart. He trudged down the road, glad the town was miles behind him.
He'd hauled Tannen in, bleeding and unconscious, not sure if Beauregard would believe him. It helped a few drops of kerosene had fallen on Tannen's pant legs and boots. The sheriff wasn't surprised, come to find out, that Tannen had tried to make good on his threat and threw him in jail. Beauregard's nod of thanks had meant a lot. 
Dakota stopped in the shadowed road. His heart may be smashed into a billion pieces, but he had to smile. This was where he'd seen Kit for the first time, going head over tail off her horse, standing up to a charging bear with clenched fists. Hell, he loved her. He sat down on the same boulder where he'd made her sit and recover from her ordeal with the bear, while he'd fetched Blue.
Kit. His chest hurt and healed at the same time thinking of her. He set his pack and rifle on the ground. He'd known he would fall for her. He'd known his heart would shatter in the end. But that didn't stop him. The torture of a broken heart, worse than all the wounds he'd endured combined, was because of her. Would he go back and change things if he could do it over?
No. Not a chance.
Loving her was the best thing that had happened to him. It had made his life. The fall had been worth it. He'd take this pain gladly for the chance to have been with her.
His only regret was that he'd harmed her. That was the last thing he would ever want.
He took a moment to breathe in the peace with the darkly pearled prairie all around him. He'd miss this place, too. Big, endless sky. Long ribbon of road cutting through the whispering grasses. A shadow of a horse and rider appeared from the nearby driveway.
"Kit." His body responded to her, fast and hard, but then he gained control. It was over. No sense torturing himself with what he couldn't have. He had to accept it. Take whatever she'd come to say to him like a man. After the way he'd hurt her, he deserved whatever she threw at him.
"Outlaw." She drew Blue to a stop. "What are you doing sitting by my road?"
"Resting. Don't worry, I'm moving on." He did his best to close up his heart and put the old walls around it. Impossible, as they were no longer there. "You won't have any problems from me."
He wanted her to be happy. He wanted everything good and precious in this world for her.
She stared down at him from Blue's back. The horse gave a welcoming nicker, and held out his nose for petting.
"Hey, buddy." He couldn't resist rubbing Blue one more time. "You're a good guy. Take care of Kit for me."
Blue blew out a horsy snort, as if that were a given.
"I don't like the way you've charmed my horse." She dismounted on the shadowed side, where he couldn’t see her. He didn't know how to read her tone. 
Likely she was gearing up to tell him exactly what she thought of him. He wished he could harden his heart to keep her words from torturing him less.
"Thank you for stopping Tannen." She stepped into the moonlight, beauty in the night. "Who knows what would have happened if you hadn't been there? I wouldn’t have heard the gunfire, we wouldn’t have spotted the fire and stopped it in time. It would have burned the house, maybe the horses. There's no telling if I could have gotten to them in time to set them free. Even Blue."
Blue arched his brows and nodded in agreement.
"It was the right thing to do." He stood slowly, hoping she wouldn't notice the blood dried on his shirt. "I had a feeling Tannen would make good on his threat. I couldn't leave until I stopped him."
"The sheriff must have been surprised to find you at his door." She wrapped her arms around her chest like a shield. "The last time he spoke to you, he threatened a lynching."
"Guess he changed his mind." He shrugged, as if he had no explanation. "Wouldn't be the first time I came close to a lynching."
"But the sheriff let you go." It would be easy to let her anger and hurt take her to an ugly place. A fourteen year old girl. She hurt for that child, for the tragedy, but did she really believe Dakota could commit such an atrocious, brutal act? Would a man with that dark, damaged soul be the same man who risked being hung in order to save her home and her dreams? Would a man be able to hide that kind of evil behind the sweetest tenderness she'd ever known?
"The sheriff and I came to an understanding." Dakota moved stiffly, hefting his belongings from the shadows. "I'm sorry, Kit. I know I hurt you."
"You did. You kept secrets from me."
"You told me the past didn't matter." A bittersweet smile tugged at the corners of his chiseled mouth as he took his first step away. "I knew better. The fault lies with me."
Blue shook his head back and forth and snorted out a nose full of air in protest. His sweet chocolate eyes filled with hurt. He caught Dakota's shirtsleeve with his teeth, careful to get only the sleeve, and bit down hard, holding on.
"Hey, I'll miss you too." Dakota stopped, winced. It looked like this was breaking him. He bowed his head, talking low to the stallion, but Blue refused to let go. Even when Dakota tickled his whiskers. "C'mon, Blue. Do it for your lady. Let me go." 
The stallion answered with a low-throated, stubborn-sounding nicker. 
"I can't believe he's doing this to you." She rubbed her horse's neck, trying to calm him. Dakota did look like a man outside of the law in his black Stetson, black clothes and fearless demeanor, mighty and strong. The moonlight clung to him, haloing him, as if hinting at the true nature of the man. 
"There's a first time for everything, I guess." He stared at the ground, not meeting her gaze.
"I guess he doesn't want you to leave." Her words sounded thick, gruff with emotion. Every inch of her tingled in recognition of his nearness and everything he'd meant to her. "Blue has never behaved like this with anyone, not even me."
"I have a way with horses." He shrugged. 
"Yes, you do." She took off her hat, hung it on her saddle horn and ran her fingers through her hair. The anger faded from her and she leaned back against Blue's side, staring down at her hands. "I've done a lot of thinking since you left with Tannen."
"Go ahead, say what you need to. Get it off your chest, so you don't carry it around with you." He steeled his spine, bracing himself for her worst. "Get it all out. It's the best way for you."
 "Fine. This is what I have to say, and I want you to listen. Since you met me on this road and saved my life from the bear, you helped me protect and provide for my brother and sister. You helped me build a corral and a house and capture a herd of mustangs. You gave me my dreams, Dakota. Without expecting anything in return."
He rubbed his forehead, not able to take it any longer. She was torturing him. Building him up for the fall. Emotion tangled into a coil in his chest, lassoing around his heart. Here it comes, he thought. Here was where she told him how disgusted she was. That she thought he was a monster.
"Unlike Tannen," she said, stepping closer. The moonlight fell behind her, shadowing her face. Leaving her in darkness. Perhaps it was for the best that he remember her this way, her face lost to him. He would never have to see the hate and revulsion on her face. He'd never see the love die forever in her eyes.
"He did everything to take my dreams, when he had no right to. He attacked me, he lusted after my sister and he tried to destroy everything I worked for because I'd crossed him, because he lost fair and square. I would have believed the story the sheriff told me if it had been about Tannen. But not you."
He blinked. Something was wrong with his ears. He hadn't heard her right. "What did you say?"
"It doesn't make sense. You said it was true, but I won't believe it until you tell me the whole story. Everything." Her voice cracked. "You owe me the truth, Dakota, the real truth."
He thought of the one night spent together locked in an embrace, their bodies joined, their souls touching and he swiped his hand over his face. No one had ever asked him for the whole story, not even his parents. She disarmed him, stripped him of whatever defenses had been holding him up. His knees gave out and he reached for the boulder. He sat, and Blue edged in closer, refusing to let go.
That horse got to him, too. His throat closed up and he leaned his forehead against the stallion's cheek. Overwhelmed. He swallowed down emotion, blinked back the surprising burn behind his eyes and struggled to collect himself.
Something warm and soft touched his arm. Kit's hand rested on his forearm. She'd knelt in the road in front of him, gazing up at him with caring in her eyes. It was as if she already knew what he would say.
"One night I woke to a ruckus outside the bunkhouse." He choked the words past the lump in his throat. "The boss's wife was screaming and wailing, angry voices, folks were shouting. The door flung open and Deter and the foreman hauled me out of my bunk. I was blinking, sleepy, not knowing what in blazes was going on. Next thing I know I was on the ground outside and my boss was beating the hell out of me."
He had to stop to clear his throat. Too much emotion in it. It had been a story locked within him, one he'd never thought he'd take out in the light. "He wanted to know why I'd done such a thing. I didn't know what he was talking about, but no one would believe me."
"Why would they think it was you?" Gentle that question, defeating him completely.
He squeezed his eyes shut so tight they hurt. Her hand on his arm soothed like the greatest comfort he'd known in almost nine years. Even after he'd kept the truth from her, she still treated him like this. He'd blown it. He could see now he should have told her the truth from the start. Maybe then they would have had a chance. He could have spent his life loving her.
"I was giving the boss's little girl riding lessons." Sorrow slammed into him. What happened to that child, dying like that, suffering...he couldn't endure it. "Patsy had gotten a horse for her fourteenth birthday. I never—" His throat closed up. He couldn't imagine violating a child that way. Tears scorched his eyes for that little girl. "Someone had taken her from her bedroom out the window and hauled her off into a field. Whoever did it left a boot print in the flowerbed and a trail of blood. That's how they found her."
"And you'd been asleep. What about the other hired men? Weren't they there, sleeping, too? They would have known if you'd been in and out of the bunkhouse."
"They'd been up in the barn that night with a difficult foaling. Since it was the boss's most prized mare, everyone had been helping. I left once the foal was born, and only one other hand was in the bunkhouse with me. Old Charlie, who snored like a lumberjack and slept deep enough that cannon fire wouldn't wake him. The boot print almost matched mine, was a bit larger, but not by much. That's the only reason the judge didn't have me executed." 
There, he'd said it. He'd gotten the entire thing out. Maybe now she wouldn’t hate him as much. Maybe the hurt he'd caused her would lessen, and she could go on with her life, find another man and trust him some day. It shattered him that whoever that man was, it couldn't be him. How could she trust him now?
"In blaming you, they never found the real murderer?" She gazed up at him, her long hair framing her heart-shaped face. Her dear face.
"I always figured it was one of the migrant workers. It was harvest season, and there was wheat to cut. That night was their last day on the farm, they moved on. Who knows where? Whoever that monster was, no one stopped him. I live with that every day."
"That wasn’t your fault." Kind, when she should be otherwise. In the end, he wasn't a man she would trust.
He pushed off the boulder. Blue still clung to him. 
"You have to let go, buddy." He was calm enough now that the story was told and he'd fixed what he could of the damage he'd done. He wedged a finger into Blue's mouth at the bit and freed his shirt. He held tight to the bridle strap, keeping Blue from clamping hold again. "Sorry. You're a good horse, Blue."
He wanted to say a lot of other things, like how highly he thought of Kit, how he'd always love her, how he'd never be able to thank her enough. Because of her, he'd found himself, the man he'd been meant to be. But he didn't say it. Somehow he managed to hold all of it inside, grab his pack, his bedroll and his gun and hoist them over his shoulder. 
"Be happy, Kit." That was all he needed in life. To know that she was happy.
"Hey, you can't leave yet." She swirled to her feet, graceful and lithe, as lovely as star shine. "I still owe you fifty-one dollars."
"Forget it." He wasn't going to accept her money.
"I pay my debts, Mister. You know that. Maybe you'd like to take Honey instead. You need a horse, and that way we'll be square."
"I can't afford a horse." Honey was worth a great deal more than fifty-one dollars. "Come winter, it will be too costly to board her."
"I have a solution for that." She came to him like a promise, like the first brush of dawn at the end of a long dark night. "You can keep her in my barn. Maybe you'd like to stay, too."
"I don't think I can." Her unexpected generosity touched him. "After what you've meant to me, I can't go back to working for you. I'll get a job somewhere. Don't you worry."
"I wasn't offering you a job." She laid the flat of her hand on his chest.
He went rigid, unable to believe. He couldn't make his mind accept what she was offering. If she didn't want him to work for her, it seemed impossible she could forgive him. But wasn't that what she was doing? "But I basically lied to you about who I really am."
"You omitted a few things, it's true, but you also showed me the truth. You let me know with every word and deed exactly the kind of man you are. I want you to stay with me."
"I want to stay, too." He pulled her into his arms, trapping her against his chest, clinging to her with all of his might. He buried his face in her hair, fighting the surge of emotion threatening to carry him away. "I love you, Kit. I feel as if I've loved you forever."
"What a coincidence. That's the way I love you." She rose up on tiptoe and her lips met his. Slow and sweet at first, then deeper and desperate. He kissed her with everything he had, all his love, all his tenderness. She still loved him. He could not believe his good luck.
His fortune had finally turned for the better. No, for the best. She was his very life. He held her against him, his sweet Kit, more grateful than there were words to say. "You said you wanted to be a spinster, but I'm hoping you'll put that one wish aside and marry me."
"Marry you?" She tipped back her head to meet his gaze. "Why, I think that's a very good idea. I would love to be your wife."
Blinding joy overpowered him. If he lived until he was one hundred, he would spend every day to come cherishing and honoring her. Love was too small of a word for what he felt. 
"Come with me." She took his hand. "Let's go home."
Home. There was no better word than that.




Epilogue

Nine months later

Kit gave the bow on the wrapped gift a final tug. There, just right. She set it on the lace tablecloth beside the other packages. May sunshine streamed through the glass panes of the wide windows that looked over the lush green prairie. Horses grazed in the meadow, newly planted saplings waved their leaves in the warm breeze and tried to shade the house. Kit spun the wedding ring on her fourth finger, looking for her husband.
There he was, in the paddock with Fred, holding a long line. He whistled, brought the red and white mare in and stroked her nose. Renegade tossed her head, pleased with herself, and tried to steal his hat. He laughed, his goodness shining through. The sun painted him in shades of gold and bronze, emphasizing his broad shoulders braced straight and strong.
Joy spiraled through her simply watching him. The last nine months had been perfect spent with him. Tannen was safely in jail, and Beauregard had kept Dakota's past secret, perhaps finally seeing in him the truth about his past, too. 
They'd married in September after completing the house and invited half the town. Pa had shown up in time to give her away, Skinny brought his guitar, and he and Baldy sang duets at the reception in the yard. She smiled remembering waltzing in her husband's arms, where she wanted to be for the rest of her life.
"Uncle Howie's comin'!" Fred dashed through the door, breathing hard. "I saw them from up on the ridge. Pa is in the wagon. He came, like he said he would."
"Are you going to—" meet them, she intended to ask, but Fred was already gone. He'd flourished here and was doing well in school, staying at the top of his class. He'd grown close to Dakota, who drove him and Mindy to school every day.
"I can't believe all of that is for me," Mindy breathed, emerging from her bedroom. She looked dear in her new pink calico dress, made special for the day. Her hair was pinned up; she was a young lady now. Today was her fifteenth birthday. "Oh, Kit, the cake looks beautiful, too. All that frosting. It's too pretty to eat. I've never had a birthday like this."
Mindy was right. They had found prosperity, a comfortable life and happiness. Things that had been dreams far out of reach only a year ago. It was amazing how things could change.
And how much difference one good man could make.
"Don't you even think about helping in the kitchen," she said, pointing to the door. "Go out and wait in the sunshine for Pa."
Mindy grabbed her crocheting and twirled out the door. The May breeze smelled like wildflowers and growing grass. Kit stepped through a patch of sunshine from the kitchen window, hoped her nausea wouldn't flare up and took the pan from the oven. Buttery dumplings and succulent chicken bobbed in pepper gravy. Mindy's favorite. She set the pot on the counter, put one hand on her stomach and headed for the door. Better safe than sorry. But the nausea faded as soon as she stepped into the fresh air.
Blue spotted her and whinnied from his pasture. Head up, ears pricked, red mane rippling in the wind, he was a welcome sight. She waved to him, intending to slip into the cellar and fetch him a carrot before Uncle Howie and Pa drove up.
But her husband stopped her. "Hello, gorgeous. Don't tell me you have eyes for another guy."
"Impossible." She laughed, letting him fold her into his arms. Cuddled against his chest, with the heat of his hard body pressed to hers, she couldn't think of a better place to be. Paradise. The future spread out like the dazzling prairie, full of brightness and hope. They would raise a family, train horses and grow old together as their devotion deepened day by day. It sounded like a good life to her. A very good life. 
"I think Pa's going to be happy with our news," she said.
"Not as happy as I am." He cupped her face with both hands, holding her tenderly. "Come Christmas we'll have the best gift of all."
"Our baby." She went up on tiptoes to meet his kiss. She melted, giving herself up to him. Places within her went tender, her heart filled with bliss. She kissed him with all the gentleness she was capable of, holding tight to this good man whose love had made every one of her dreams come true. 




An excerpt from Jillian's next western historical romance, coming soon:



Priority Male

Graham Brelin held back a moan as the train lurched to a stop at some little town along the way. The bullet wound he'd taken to the chest awhile back was healing up, but it still hurt if he moved or breathed too hard. He glanced around the crowded train compartment. Looked like no one had noticed. Likely the good and proper citizens surrounding him in the packed passenger car wouldn't be too pleased to know a rough man like him was within shooting distance. 
He couldn’t blame them.
"Are we there yet, Uncle?" A set of wide brown eyes peered over the back of the seat in front of him. 
"Yeah, we've been sitting forever." An identical pair of eyes peered up at him.
"No, this isn't our stop." Graham sighed, wincing in pain again. His twin nieces had matching black bangs and ringlet curls framing their button faces. Where their cuteness came from was a mystery, since the Brelins were normally a ragtag bunch. "I told you. Sit still until we get there."
Perhaps his tone boomed out far more harshly than he'd intended. 
As if she'd been struck, Katie gulped. "Yes, sir."
Krissy's wide eyes brimmed. "We'll stay sittin'."
Both girls turned around, bowed their heads and sat quietly. 
The woman across the aisle gave a gasp of disapproval and cast him a death glare.
Great. He felt like a horse's ass. He rubbed a hand over his face, aware of the woman across the aisle and her continued stare of judgment. 
Hell, he had no experience with children. He was one sorry caretaker, and he'd be the first to admit it. He'd spent the last decade wrangling outlaws and hunting down the most dangerous men in the territory, but he was the only one left in his family who could fetch the girls and take them on the journey north. He wasn't the right man for the job, but he was doing the best he could. 
"I didn't mean to bark at you." He wasn't good at apologies either. In his line of work there was no apology for what he had to do. He lived a hard life. That's the way it had to be. 
"It's all right." Krissy gripped the seat back with her small hands, gazing up at him with her caramel colored eyes. Everything about her was small. Fragile. Easy broken. "Ma told us all about you."
"Yeah, that you're about as cuddly as a piece of iron left outside in the winter." Katie rested her chin on the seat back. "Ma always said she loved you anyway and we was supposed to, too."
Krissy nodded in agreement.
He grimaced against the pain in his chest. Surely that twist he felt was from his bullet wound and not his heart. That had turned to steel long ago. Nothing was going to make it buckle, not even these two.
"Well, I only like you both because I have to. We're related by blood." He fidgeted in his seat, uncomfortable with saying anything emotional, even if he felt it, since this was more than he'd revealed of his feelings in two decades. 
The woman across the aisle made a strangled, censorious sound and clamped her lips tightly together. If looks were daggers, he'd be dead by now.
"We understand, Uncle Grim." The twins had made up a nickname for him. They shared a secret smile.
"Yeah, we know you don't wanna take us to Granny, but you have to." Krissy's round face crinkled sympathetically. "We gotta do things all the time that we don't wanna do."
"Yeah, like eat our vegetables." Katie's head bobbed, making her ringlets bounce.
"Vegetables. Bleck." Krissy made a face and the girls shivered together at the idea. "Do you think bein' with us is as bad as havin' to eat beets?" 
"Maybe." Katie scrunched her face while she considered it. "The orphanage lady said we were a trial."
"Then maybe we could be even worse than beets." Worry lines cut into Krissy's forehead. She trained her big baby-doll eyes on him. "Do you think we're that bad, Uncle Grim?"
"Well, I am partial to beets. But compared to radishes, I'd guess I'd choose you two. Maybe."
The woman across the aisle turned redder than a radish.
"We'll try and do better, honest." Little crinkles dug into Katie's forehead.
"We don't wanna hafta go back to the orphanage." Krissy blew out a little puff of air, a vulnerable sound.
His gut clenched up. He didn't like vulnerable. Perhaps his years as a lawman had hardened his steely nature even more, taking him beyond all hope. He didn't have a single domestic instinct in his body; it had been beaten out of him as a kid. But at least he'd learned something as that boy protecting his sister from their father's wrath: You make yourself as tough as you can. You don't let a single weakness show.
Those lessons saw him well through life, but right now he was a fish out of water.
"Listen up. You two just stop worrying and sit down proper." He tried to soften his voice, although he must not have done well enough since the woman across the aisle went ramrod straight, fisting her hands as if she were debating smacking him a good one. He likely deserved it. "You girls won't go back to that orphanage as long as I'm alive. That's a promise you can count on."
"Thank you, Uncle Grim." The creases furrowing Krissy's forehead eased. "I'll do my best not to worry."
"And I'll do my best to sit proper." Katie gave a small giggle.
He bit the inside of his lip to keep from smiling. Marshal Graham Brelin, the toughest Range Rider in Montana Territory, did not smile. No way, no how. He'd rather be shot dead.
 * * *
Look for Priority Male, book one in the You've Got Mail series, featuring hot dudes, fun heroines, humor, adventure, mail-order brides and heart-tugging endings. Coming in 2013. Love is the greatest adventure.
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