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Prologue
 
    
 
   That it might end badly for everyone involved never once crossed Garrett’s mind. He wasn’t the sort of man who liked to pause or calculate the odds or consider such minor details like consequences for one’s actions. Consequences happened whether a man acted or not. Life in the military chasing down renegade Indians and the occasional outlaw had taught him that. But in special cases, like this one, consequences had little to do with the choices he made. Right now his only consideration was making sure his brother fought out of… whatever he’d just battled his way into, because Cullen was all the family Garrett had and to Garrett, family was everything.
 
   Also, bar room brawls were fun. Especially those that involved as many beautiful combatants as this one.
 
   A few minutes ago, Garrett had been at the Singleton’s Mercantile, stacking up all the supplies he seriously hoped they’d be able to pay for on the wood-plank sidewalk, when he’d spotted Cullen running down the middle of the street. The last time he’d seen him run like that, they’d been in the middle of a shootout with fifteen hostile Sioux braves and their commanding officer had just fallen off his horse with bullet holes and more arrows in him than a porcupine had quills. All these years later, Garrett still remembered thinking that. Those memories had a lot to do with the jolt of adrenaline that shot up his spine and down his legs, forcing him to drop the canvas sacks of flour and beans he’d been carrying before he tore off running down the street after his brother.
 
   Garrett was too far back, however. He saw Cullen duck into a dusty side alley between the furrier and saddle shop, but by the time Garrett reached the far end, he’d lost sight of him. It was the scream that led him the rest of the way, straight down the street into the two-story white whore house with the bright red shutters: The Red Petticoat Saloon. He’d been meaning to pay this place a visit once he got up the cash, he just hadn’t known it would be under these circumstances.
 
   The brawl was well underway and Cullen smack in the middle of it when Garrett pushed through the Red Petticoat’s swinging doors. Tables were broken and chairs upturned. Shards of glass were scattered across the liquor-splattered floorboards, crunching under his feet as he took in the utter chaos. Beautiful combatants was right. Soiled doves they might well be, but this was one brothel not stocked with wilting wallflowers.
 
   Of the dozen or so scantily clad ladies poised in various states of shock and disbelief, only a handful of women had rushed to join in the fight. He saw Cullen, leaping over the bar in pursuit of a Mexican man trying his best to keep the fight clear of the ladies—none of whom were helping him reach that end. He saw Chinny—little Chinny, the China girl Cullen had rescued from drowning only one week earlier, standing no bigger than knee-high to a very injured cricket—limping around the bar as fast as her wounded knee would take her, to get between the two men. He saw the brothel’s blonde madam leap on his brother’s back, sparking Cullen’s involuntary defense reaction that ended with her being flipped through the air. He saw Cullen’s shock as, mid-flight, he recognized his assailant as female and, too late, tried to soften her landing. He broke a table with her, which in turn redoubled the Mexican’s rage. The wind knocked out of her, she lay gasping and sucking at air while the two men threw themselves at one another with renewed vigor.
 
   He saw the sheriff’s redheaded wife, still wearing her pink petticoats, swing a bottle at Cullen’s head, but Chinny caught her arm and shoved her back. The redhead fell, but she came up again, shouting at Chinny, “Are you crazy?” just before she grabbed a chair instead.
 
   Chinny grabbed the chair too, and the two wrestled, each woman hell-bent on wresting it from the other. Having spent a week in that headstrong little China girl’s company, it didn’t exactly surprise Garrett that she could (wounded or not) hold her own in a physical confrontation.
 
   “Stop this! Stop this right now!” Wooden spoon in hand, a dark-skinned woman stood blocking the kitchen doorway, the whites of her wide eyes visible all the way around as she alternated between yelling at Cullen and fighting to hold back the two small Indian boys who were equally intent on breaking free of her to get into the thick of the brawl.
 
   He saw the brunette throwing bottles from behind the bar, the two blondes—one armed with a chair and another with a billiard cue (really cute that one, hair all done up with pearl teardrops, bright red dress with the skirts tied up so high that he could see the ruffles of her drawers and neckline cut so low that each heaving breath gave him a sneak peek of pink rouged nipples)—watching Cullen beat the tar out of their Mexican friend and wondering if they really ought to join in or not.
 
   Loved the nipples. Absolutely loved them.
 
   And then Garrett saw her. The slender, brown haired, green eyed woman who let out that high-pitched Indian war cry just before she leapt—leapt!—from midway down the staircase onto the bar, and from there onto Cullen’s back. Hers was a state of fantastic undress: black corset loosely laced over the top of a thin-strapped camisole; bright red petticoat tied back to show off the ruffled drawers and stockings she wore as she wrapped her legs around Cullen’s waist. Almost like a lover, if only she hadn’t also latched an arm around his neck and hooked her fingers into his mouth, pulling as if she wanted to rip his cheek apart. Too pale to be a true Indian, too sun-bronzed to be the well-bred white woman her facial bone structure suggested, she yanked Cullen’s head back, clearing the way for either the Mexican or the redhead and her chair to get the upper hand.
 
   Blood, as they say, is always thicker, especially when it came to life or death, or even mismatched bar fights. Garrett had no idea what might have started this, but he tapped his hat down low so as not to lose it, planted his foot on the seat of the only chair in the saloon still standing upright, and launched himself into the fray. The target he fixed on was the little “savage” on his brother’s back. “Yeeeehaaah!”
 
   His war cry wasn’t half as elegant as hers, but he had her attention from the moment their eyes—and then their bodies—collided. He tackled her, ripping her hand out of Cullen’s mouth (if that hurt, he’d be sorry about it later). Wrapping his bigger body around hers to absorb as much impact as he could, when they hit the floor together, he rolled, crashing into the bar back first, not that she appreciated his chivalry. The minute they flopped to a stop and his arms closed around her, she became a wind-mill of dervish writhing unlike anything he’d ever experienced from any woman before. She kicked (he had no immediate plans to become a father, but he did so like the option; thankfully, she missed), her elbow thumped his gut hard enough to knock the wind from him, and all four of her limbs scrambled to roll him far enough for her to get on top.
 
   It became his new favorite position in an instant; she could get on top of him any time. The king of inappropriate thoughts, that was his first.
 
   That he might actually lose the fight to her was his second, because she was a heck of a lot stronger than she looked.
 
   Garrett lost track of Cullen after that. He lost track of Chinny, the redhead and her chair, the bellowing Mexican as he swung his fists in brutal meat-pounding blows, and the blonde madam as she gasped and wheezed and rolled onto her stomach, crawling to get back into the fight. He lost track of everything except how it felt to have that little savage’s luscious bottom pushing and pumping flush up against his groin as she bucked to evade his embrace. He rolled on top of her out of sheer self-preservation. He sat on her—all right, that was out of pure deviant delight—and one at a time, caught her slugging fists and pinned her wrists together to the floor above her head.
 
   “Behave,” he told her, pointing the sternest finger he could manage just off the tip of her cute little nose. There was no hiding his grin, however. “I mean it now. Behave.”
 
   Those green, green eyes of hers lit with a fury unequal to anything, except perhaps his amusement. 
 
   “Behave,” he warned again, as the pink bow of her painted lips peeled back from all her pearly white, savage little teeth. He yanked his finger back before she bit, the snap of all those pearlies clacking together like a spring-loaded fur-hunter’s trap. He was so startled, he laughed at her. That was when “behave” became the least of all her hostile intentions; she bit him. Hard. Sinking her teeth into the soft pad of his right palm, she gave savage a whole new vocabulary, growling and snarling and grinding her jaws to make the pain shoot straight up his arm. It lanced through him to land with a thump of unexpected interest all the way down into his groin. He hissed, but never quite lost his smile, not even when the pink of her lips turned dark with his blood.
 
   She tried to knee him again, but Garrett wedged his legs between hers, anchoring his hips into the cradle of hers while she arched and twisted, growled and ground, her teeth sinking in deeper, breaking more skin. Her wildly kicking feet thumped the floor. Her hips curled and rubbed, the hot core of her femininity grinding against the front of his trousers like a woman in the throes of the most seductive passion.
 
   He probably shouldn’t have found her growls half as cute as he did. He definitely should not have been this turned on, but it had been a long time since his last tussle between any woman’s sheets and this explosive little armful was nothing if not alluring as she squirmed and wriggled and fought to throw him off. 
 
   All right, her little teeth were really digging in now. He grinned, showing her his. She growled louder. He couldn’t help it; he laughed. That arching buck of her hips was too distracting; he bucked back, thrusting once before grinding down, letting her feel the full and unapologetic response that her primal savagery had aroused. Those lovely green eyes of hers widened, losing a degree of their earlier fire to swift-rising surprise. He thrust again, catching her leg when she kicked, hefting her thigh up over his hip and pinning it there while he cupped her bottom. Cupped and squeezed. A nice little handful.
 
   She spat his hand from her mouth, sucking a startled breath instead.
 
   Her nipples stiffened, twin peaks creating mouth-watering buds beneath the white cotton of her frilly camisole and above the lifting cup of her black corset. He wondered if she were aware of it. He wondered if she’d rouged them.
 
   His smile softened. He looked at her lips, flecked crimson at the corners with his blood. His hand throbbed. His cock throbbed harder.
 
   “Behave,” he purred one last time. He’d have loved to have said more, except that was when the sheriff showed up and stopped everything with a well-aimed and somewhat deafening shot fired into the ceiling.
 
   “Je-sus Christ,” Jeb Justice declared, the irritation in his voice carrying easily through the sudden quiet that filled the Red Petticoat bar. “What. The hell! Is going on in here?”
 
   The little savage lay tense and unmoving beneath him for all of only four or five cock-enticing seconds, then she began to squirm again. No longer fighting, now she wanted only to break away. Garrett let her go, but in slow degrees—captured wrists first, then all the rest of her temptress’s body. She rolled when he rose off her and scrambled out from under him. He gave her bottom a sharp smack, just a sting to remember him by before she found her feet.
 
   Somewhere in the struggle, she’d knocked his hat off. He found it, stepped on, behind the bar. Shaking off the splinters of broken glass, he replaced it on his head and repaired the unwanted crease in what was otherwise a well-trained brim. By the time he found his feet too, she had fled all the way to the kitchen door. She grabbed up one of the small boys, hugging him to her. She wasn’t exactly hiding, but she had tucked herself behind the wooden-spoon-wielding woman’s skirts before she looked back at him, but he knew he had unnerved her by the way she stared at him over her shoulder.
 
   Her nipples were still perked though, and his cock was still hard.
 
   Garrett saw her hands tighten on her little boy’s back and her whole body shudder when he smiled at her. He touched two fingers to the brim of his hat, not quite tipping it, but it was for her and her alone if only she hadn’t just ducked into the kitchen and out of his sight.
 
   Feisty—his hand and cock throbbed in unison—he liked that.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter One
 
    
 
   Four months later
 
    
 
   “He’s back,” Opal sang as she came up the stairs, her arm tucked into that of a young (considering the smell of him) cowhand. That it was his first time sampling the mysteries found only on the upper bedroom floor of a saloon like the Red Petticoat was as clear as the blush on his cheeks and the uncertainty in his still boyishly young eyes. Unfortunately for Lydia, she knew Opal wasn’t talking about the nervous young man hovering on her arm.
 
   “Thanks for the warning,” Lydia said, suppressing a grimace as she slipped past Opal and headed down the stairs. She brushed at her skirts, a nervous gesture and one that instantly annoyed her. She had nothing to be nervous about. She hadn’t done anything wrong and she certainly wasn’t interested; one of these days, Garrett would get the not-so-subtle message she kept sending him and stop coming.
 
   Today, however, was not that day.
 
   Her emerald gaze swept the lower floor as she descended the curving staircase. The lower bar area was packed tonight. It was packed most nights, but tonight it was damn near elbow to elbow and shoulder to shoulder. She spotted a very pregnant Ruby in her white blouse and black corset, skirts swept back to expose the bright pink petticoat that declared her off-limits and unavailable when it came to the pleasures of the boudoir. These days, that was a delight sampled only by her sheriff husband. That he allowed her to continue working here surprised everyone, but here she stayed, delivering drinks to thirsty patrons all through the crowd with her high, round belly leading the way.
 
   The night was early, with the setting sun still painting the skyline in shades of amber and apricot. Behind the bar, Amy was laughing and chatting and wiping the sweat from her brow as she hurried from one drink order to another and occasionally even took a shot when a particularly flirtatious regular bought her one. Charlie was also hard at work, banging out the lively strains of King Alcohol and The Ole Grey Goose. Somewhere behind the stage curtains, his wife, Silver, would be getting ready for her next show and no doubt half the grubby cowboys and miners packed in here tonight had come to hear her sing. The other half had come for Sunny, kicking up her heels on the stage, the ruffles and hems of her skirt well up above the hem of her drawers as she whooped and blushed and danced the Can-can to the delight of every man sitting in the front row.
 
   Tucked behind the far end of the bar, lingering in her office doorway, Jewel stood with arms folded and one ear tipped to something Gabe was whispering. She might be listening, but her sharp blue eyes never stopped scanning the swell of patrons clapping, stomping, drinking and dancing, gambling, flirting and in every way possible, spending the hard-won proceeds of their week’s labor in her place. They didn’t have enough girls, not enough by far, but Dottie was doing her best to entertain as many as possible as she danced within a circle of rowdy men, laughing and kicking up her feet as she gave each a skirt-twirling turn around the circle. Her cheeks were flushed and rosy, as if she were having the time of her life, and she probably was despite the stifling heat.
 
   And oh, was it hot. Every window had been pinned wide open, letting in as much fresh air as the California night saw fit to provide when it was mid-October and summer stubbornly refused to relinquish the temperature to fall. Everywhere she looked, she saw dirty cowpokes and dirtier miners, gamblers and town folk, the richest and poorest of Culpepper Cove’s citizenry with more than one public official with a wife waiting for him at home. Rupert Stowe, for instance; the manager at Culpepper’s Savings and Loan, he was the one person no gem from the Red Petticoat (or any woman from any profession, for that matter) wanted to run into while doing business at the local bank. His opinion of whores was clear in every dirty look he shot them… in the cool sanctity of his bank, at any rate. His look here was far, far warmer. As lecherous as any other man, fresh in off the plains or down from the mountain with a pocket full of gold dust, a body full of aches and strain, and the bone-deep thirst to lose himself in either mug after mug of warm beer and whiskey, or the equally warm flesh of a smiling woman.
 
   Lydia had more than one regular in tonight, and… oh God… there he was. Garrett Drake, youngest brother to the man who had only months ago stormed into the Red Petticoat Saloon with vengeance on his mind and two fists that would not be stopped before he’d exacted it. He had gone after Gabe as if the two men had been mortal enemies for years, and all because of Jade.
 
   Well, she was gone now. Most of the gems Lydia had known when she first started here were now gone.
 
   Lydia would be here until the day she died. Some days, she almost hoped that would come sooner rather than later.
 
   Her hand light on the rail, Lydia didn’t realize she had stopped two steps from the bottom of the staircase with her gaze frozen on that tall man waiting patiently across the saloon with his hat in his hands. Like a gentleman caller when she knew full well he was nothing but a hard-scrabble rancher, barely making ends meet. Or a soldier; her gut seized in trepidation, but there was no denying the way he stood by those swinging doors. As if they were a post and he the sentry assigned to guard them. He kept to himself. He often did when he came, but he was smiling. He was always smiling.
 
   And he’d brought flowers. Again.
 
   A yellow rose this time. Just the one. He had it tucked into the folds of the black wristband he wore, keeping it safe from having the fragile bud crushed or those sunshine-colored petals from accidentally being plucked. Last week he’d brought a pink one. The time before that, it was blue with a white and black center, though it wasn’t a rose. Where he kept getting them, she had no idea. But he was persistent, devilishly so. She had to give him that.
 
   He also hadn’t noticed her yet. He turned his hat between his hands, before combing back his light brown hair with his fingers. It was too long, the wisped ends a good inch below his collar line and in desperate need of a barber. They practically touched his shoulders when he turned his head to survey the room and twirled his hat around and around between his idle hands. He looked amused, but then, he always looked amused, even when he wasn’t eyeballing a couple of drunken miners do-si-doing one another in increasingly unbalanced circles. He laughed a little before his eyes were caught by Sunny, skirts held high for the Can-can she was dancing, her bare feet, shapely ankles and calves holding more than one man in the boisterous crowd spellbound. Garrett tipped her a wink and a nod before looking away. It was probably too much to hope that he’d fix his infatuation on her instead. Deputy Tey wouldn’t like it, but that would be his problem instead of hers.
 
   Frowning, Lydia picked up her black velvet skirts, showing off the bright red petticoat ruffles underneath but also ensuring she didn’t trip on the hem as she descended those last few steps into the midst of the crowd. The minute her shoe touched the main floor, she felt him. It was a trick of her imagination and she knew it, but she felt him all the same. His energy, crackling under and around all the many feet stomping, tromping and just plain standing between them on these whiskey-splattered floorboards until it found her. She felt that slow shiver of awareness fizzle up the back of her legs, sparking across the surface of her bottom, crawling up the ladder of her spine to raise every fine hair upon the nape of her neck. She didn’t go to Garrett—she never would—but it didn’t matter. Though she headed straight for Gabe and Jewel, her body reacted just as it had that night four months ago, while rolling on the floor under Garrett’s cloying embrace, tasting his blood in her mouth, feeling his skin on her lips even after he’d taken his hand away, hearing the amusement in his voice as he told her again and again with that light of seductive amusement dancing in his grey eyes: Behave.
 
   He’d all but sung it to her, the crooning allure of his voice setting her belly on fire. Her nipples had tightened and they tightened still, a maddening sensation that was amplified by the press and rub of her corset as she breathed and that refused to be ignored. Head held high, Lydia crossed the floor, feeling nothing but her own electric awareness of him and the erotic scouring of her breasts within the confines of her tightly-laced clothes.
 
   “Emerald, my girl!” came a boisterous shout to her right. 
 
   Her stomach clenched and spasmed. Lydia turned, but already she knew that voice. As if having Garrett in the bar weren’t bad enough, her number one regular (in his own mind, at least) was also here. Lewis “Colonel” Curbe, a man who, had he ever truly been in the military, likely never reached quite so high a rank. Still, that’s what everyone called him, including his wife. Like so many Red Petticoat patrons, the Colonel didn’t let a little thing like marriage get between him and the fun to be had behind the Red Petticoat’s swinging front doors. Lydia found it hard to hold that against him. If she had nothing but Abigail Curbe’s pinched, disapproving face to go home to night after night, she might opt to spend them at the Red Petticoat as well.
 
   Muscling his way through the crowd, the Colonel grabbed her up with a whoop and a toss into the air before catching her about the waist in a bear-hug that all but crushed his massive drink-reddened nose into her breasts.
 
   “Down!” Lydia bellowed, grabbing onto his shoulders for fear of being dropped. Her tone startled him almost as much as it did Lydia herself. She caught her balance when he immediately thunked her back on the floor, then quickly covered her upset with a laugh that was as shaky as it was false. “My!” She caressed his arm, pretending to be impressed by the ripple of biceps she barely felt. He might well have been military at one point in his youth, but he’d spent all that time since supervising his sons’ work on their mining claim from the comfort of his living room chair, and he had the belly now to prove it. “Y-you surprised me, Colonel.”
 
   He looked from her to the hand she caressed upon his upper arm. His frown eased back to smugness. “Scared you, did I?” He obligingly pumped a fist to make his lack of a bicep a little more noticeable. “You oughter know by now, Emmy girl, ‘virile’ is my middle name.”
 
   A less likely middle name, Lydia could not imagine. More like “pant, wheeze and pass out” or, as she preferred to think of him whenever she absolutely had to think of the Colonel, “twenty-dollars base fee with a five-dollar tip on the dresser if she let him do the kinky extras.”
 
   Lydia faked a broader smile and swallowed enough of her slow budding anger to bat her lashes at him. “How very strong you—”
 
   The room spun as Lydia was seized from behind, her arm only this time and only long enough for Garrett to step between her and the Colonel. A living, breathing, smiling wall of muscle that did not have to be pumped to be seen or felt.
 
   “Do that again,” Garrett said, “and I just might get upset with you.” He still had his hat in his hand, that flower tucked into his wristband, and that smile that never quite reached as far as the cool stone of his eyes.
 
   The Colonel was too drunk to be impressed. He stiffened, a bantam rooster on the verge of crowing. “Son…”
 
   “I am not your son.”
 
   The Colonel puffed up even more. “If you were, you’d know your place, by God! You’d also know not to go stickin’ your peter into matters that don’t concern you. Me and this lil’ gal, we have us an arrangement.”
 
   “Not tonight you don’t.”
 
   Recovering her own shock, Lydia grabbed Garrett’s arm—now those were biceps worth noting—and wrenched herself free. “You hold it right there, buster!” Trying to shove him back far enough to get between the men was like trying to uproot a mountain. Apart from raising his hand to halt her further objections, he didn’t budge.
 
   “Just a minute, sweetheart. The menfolk are talking.” When her jaw dropped, he tossed her a wink that suggested he might not be entirely serious. “You can cuss me out for saying so later.”
 
   That slow bud of anger became a blackberry bramble large enough to swallow the whole of the Red Petticoat within its thorny embrace in the time it took Lydia to snap her mouth shut again. Heat seared her cheeks. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Gabe pushing through the crowd, heading right for them with his interfering intent darkening his already black stare. Lydia could see Jewel, too. The madam was frowning, but while both of the Petticoat’s owners had forgiven Cullen Drake for the brawl that had disrupted their lives and destroyed their furniture once they understood he did so in defense of Jade, thinking it had been Gabe who had abused her, both Jewel and Gabe continued to worry about Chin. That no one had seen her since Cullen had taken her away was a constant source of worry and speculation. No one had seen much of Cullen either, but as Sheriff Jeb Justice so often liked to say, the Drake brothers had always kept pretty much to themselves.
 
   Until Garrett, that is. Over the last four months, they had seen a lot of Garrett and every time they did, he caused problems. Just like this one, those problems almost always involved her.
 
   “You got a lot of nerve,” the Colonel growled.
 
   “You ain’t seen half of what I’ve got,” Garrett assured him, “but I can appreciate how you must be feeling. You’ve worn your hide to a frazzle all week long. You got a little jingle in your pocket and you’ve probably thought of nothing but dipping your Little Man Johnson into an Emerald well of pure, unadulterated delight, but now—” Garrett raised both hands, halting not only her huff of affront, but the Colonel’s sputtering. “—now, that’s just not going to happen. Not in Emerald’s well, at any rate, not for at least a good hour.”
 
   The Colonel grew apoplectic, his face turning ruddy and his eyes bulging. 
 
   “I don’t know what other gems are available, but I’m sure if you asked, you might find you a Sapphire well—”
 
   “Sapphire doesn’t work here anymore,” Lydia said stiffly, knuckles grinding into her hips as the brambling vines of her anger seethed through her.
 
   “All right,” Garrett allowed. “An Amber well, then.”
 
   “Married.”
 
   “Pearl?”
 
   “The same.”
 
   Garrett snapped his fingers. “Ruby.”
 
   “She doesn’t work the upstairs.”
 
   “I’m not a worldly man, sweetheart. Can you help me out a little? I’m running out of stones. Ah, Mr. Gabriel,” Garrett announced as the Mexican reached them at last. “I believe I’ve discovered the reason for the Red Petticoat’s constant lack of female staffing. All your gems keep running off with other men.”
 
   The broad fingers of one hand flexed, but otherwise Gabe kept his temper. “Leave,” he said. “Now before I summon the sheriff and have you jailed for trespassing. I told you the last time you were here not to come back.”
 
   Waggling his finger under Gabe’s nose, Garrett said, “Chinny tells us each gem has the right to choose.”
 
   Every thistle on those blackberry vines pricked all at once and her tight grip on her own temper slipped. “If you think for one second that I would ever—” She stopped when Garrett abruptly held up both hands. He made a grand display out of showing her they were empty, then he waved them, snapped his fingers, and suddenly two ten-dollar gold coins appeared where none had been mere seconds before. She blinked, the heat of her temper faltering. “How did you do that?”
 
   “Sometimes what passes between two people can only be described as magic.” He offered her the coins. “Dance with me.” His smile never faltered as he held up a staying finger. “Just one dance, that’s all.”
 
   Lydia frowned, the mere thought of deliberate physical contact with this man raising all her fine hairs all over again. It awakened that dreadful pulsing now, too. The one that began in the tip of both already tense nipples and then spread, moving deep down into the pit of her belly until all she could feel was the distracting throb of it centering between her thighs. She stared at those twin coins, already finding it hard to think of anything beyond the alluring thrum of simply wanting to be touched. She’d hated him for doing that to her the night of the brawl. She didn’t harbor any more affection for him now for the same damn reason.
 
   She glared past the money to him. “One dance?”
 
   “Just one.” His smile turned smug in the way that men did when they knew they’d just won the argument. The arrogance intensified in the victorious look he shot the Colonel. “One dance all right by you, hoss, or you want to try outbidding me for a kick-up around the floor?”
 
   Red-faced and flustered, the Colonel glared from Garrett to Gabe, and then, fury darkening him further, at her.
 
   Her reaction was instantaneous. She flinched, jerking back to avoid the grab the Colonel hadn’t thrown, and crashed into the chair of the patron seated directly behind her. Beer sloshing into his lap, the man leapt up with a shout, swiping at his soaked crotch before whipping around. 
 
   “Hollis, what a mess.” Gabe quickly stepped in, shielding Lydia who shrank back from that fury too. She bumped into Garrett, who caught her shoulders and did not let go. Gabe moved again, keeping himself between them and his tone smooth and friendly. “Let me get you another beer and—” He quickly swept the crowd, snapping his fingers and gesturing. “—and some help getting cleaned up.”
 
   “Cleaned up?” The grizzled miner slammed his half-empty glass down on the table. “My britches is soaked through! I look like I pissed myself!”
 
   “Then let’s get those britches off you,” Dottie said with grin, appearing through the crowd as if by magic to take the startled miner’s arm. “Ooo!” she purred, pressing in so close that her breasts bumped his chest. In the dense crush of the crowd, no one noticed where her other hand had dipped down to until Hollis jumped. “One of us just hit the mother lode! You ain’t got gold ‘dust’ in your britches, honey. These here are half-pound nuggets if ever I’ve felt ‘em.”
 
   Clearing his throat, no trace of his earlier irritation anywhere about him now, Hollis said, “I wouldn’t say half pound, but… they are a might big.”
 
   “Let’s get your wet duds off,” Dottie coaxed, pulling his arm to lead him upstairs. “And you can tell me all about why you ain’t never come up to see me before this.”
 
   Shaken, the brambles of her anger having completely abandoned her, Lydia shot her a grateful, silent apology.
 
   Behind his back, Dottie pointed back at Garrett and mouthed, ‘Don’t do it’ before becoming all smiles again for Hollis’s benefit.
 
   “Well, now that that’s all taken care of.” Presenting his arm, Garrett tipping his hat as Gabe turned once more to glare at him. “I’m not promising to have her back before morning.”
 
   “You’re not taking her anywhere,” Gabe told him.
 
   “Gems get to choose,” Garrett reminded and held up the two gold coins for her to see again. “Isn’t that right, Emerald?”
 
   He coaxed her with the coins and her chest tightened.
 
   Yes, gems got to choose. Of course they got to choose, but what choice was there for her really? She was a mother without a husband, in a world that offered no means of gainful employment to women. Twenty dollars for a dance? She didn’t like Garrett. His brother had stolen away a fellow gem under highly suspicious circumstances and for the last few months it had been as if Jade had never existed in that town. But like him or not, he was willing to pay her as much for a dance as she would be paid to lie flat on her back upstairs, most likely beneath the sweating, rutting pumps of the Colonel. Or worse, bent her over the foot of the bed while his full weight pressed down upon her and the sour heat of his whiskey-laden breath fouled her breaths as he commanded, “Talk ‘savage’ for me. You like it rough, don’t you? Don’t you? Let’s see if a white man can’t tame the wild squaw.”
 
   Her whole body shuddered. 
 
   “It’s fine,” Lydia muttered. Gabe frowned, but he backed off. The Colonel frowned too; she knew that without looking at him. She could feel the weight of his displeasure pressing down on her worse than his belly would soon afterward. “One dance.”
 
   “Ah, now.” Taking her arm, Garrett winked at the Colonel before escorting her through the crowd to a less occupied section of the floor. “That’s the thing about dances, sweetheart. No one ever really knows where they might lead.”
 
   Seated at the piano, bobbing his head and tapping along to the swift melody, Charlie’s fingers moved fast and loose across the ivory keys. He always played as if he’d been born sitting on that bench. And who knows, he might have been. Certainly he switched seamlessly from Camptown Races to Paddy Whack while the tromping, stomping, half-drunk and whooping miners let out a cheer and Garrett took Lydia into his arms. In the six months since Jewel first named Lydia one of her gems, she had sold at least a hundred dances and been pulled into embraces like this a dozen times over on the nights she worked, but none had felt like this.
 
   Because she didn’t like him, Lydia told herself. But then, she didn’t like a lot of men. 
 
   Garrett’s hand came to rest light and respectable on her hip as he took her other in his right. The small section of floor he’d brought her to was open enough to allow the crush of dancers to move, just not by much. So when he began to move with her and she realized they were dancing along the outer edge of the others, one skip-turn-skip at a time taking her closer to that single step that led to the swinging outer doors, at first she saw nothing suspicious in it.
 
   “You look very pretty tonight,” Garrett told her.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, without much appreciation. Usually this was where he presented her with whatever flower he’d brought, but the yellow rose stayed in his wristband.
 
   “You’d look prettier if you smiled more.” He bounced once. Stomp, turn, stomp-stomp. Up on the step they went, her black skirts flying out around them as he spun her into another turn, and back down on the main floor, brushing up against the other dancers as they settled in amongst them again.
 
   “Like you do?” she countered. “Smiling all the time only makes a man seem foolish. Or insane.”
 
   “I see.” Amusement made his grey eyes sparkle. “Let me ask you a question. Is he watching us?”
 
   Not understanding why that should be important, Lydia blinked twice. “Who, Mr. Gabriel? Of course he is.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   Stomp, turn, back up on the step they went. Lydia spied Gabe, still standing where they’d left him, catching a grumbling earful from the Colonel. By the look of him, Gabe wasn’t giving the man much of his attention and he hadn’t taken his eyes off Lydia. Judging by that frown, he didn’t intend to any time soon.
 
   “He look fit to be tied yet?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, tapping her foot, heel-toe-heel, in anticipation of the next turn that would sweep them back down among the masses. 
 
   “Want to see him tied even tighter?” Garrett waggled his eyebrows.
 
   “What?” Lydia almost froze. “No!”
 
   But Garrett was a good dancer, a masterful lead, and when he spun, she followed. The next thing she knew, he’d swept her out through the swinging doors into the night beyond. As hot as it was outside, compared to the heat of the crowded Red Petticoat, the evening breeze brushed her cheeks and shoulders in a soothing, comfortable kiss. If she weren’t so upset, she would have enjoyed it.
 
   “I can’t be out here,” Lydia said stiffly.
 
   “Dancing in the streets is illegal,” Garrett replied without remorse. With plenty of room now to move and no more need for the tight, shallow movements of before, he kicked up his feet. Staid stomps gave way to hops, skips and wider, more exuberant spins and turns. He was a much better dancer than she was. It took all of Lydia’s concentration just to keep up, but like him or not, she refused to let it be said she ever cheated a paying customer. A dance was what he’d asked for; she gave him every penny’s worth. Up the sidewalk, down into the street, where moonlight and streetlamps were the only illumination. Two men dodged quickly out of their way or Garrett would have danced her right over the tops of them both.
 
   Faster and faster he moved, until her light and proper touch upon his arm became the tightest grip she could manage, both at his hand and his shoulder. She yelped when she stumbled, but he did not let her fall. His arm became a python’s grip about her waist and her feet completely left the ground as he swept her into a circle, smaller and smaller, faster and faster. Her yelp became a squeal and then an outright laugh. She didn’t mean to, but it was as involuntary as the spinning of the whole world around them.
 
   For just a few off-kilter seconds, they became as if the only two people in all of creation. For just a few seconds, she wasn’t who and what she was, and he wasn’t like every other white man she had met since her “rescue” from the “savages” one year before. For a moment, she was back in her village and Maska had just returned from the hunt. And it wasn’t Garrett’s arms that held her close like this, spinning her around and around. It was the father of her son, the light of her starry night, the owner of the first gentle touch she ever remembered back when she was three and he, no more than a horrified boy of ten, dragging her from the wreckage of the burning house he’d found her in. And then, more than a decade later when she barely remembered her days as Lydia and answered only to Mausi, her first gentle touch again as they came together as husband and wife.
 
   Then her feet found the ground again, and the hands that weren’t Maska’s let her go. They spun apart, Garrett out into the street and Lydia toward the Red Petticoat. She caught a support post, the only thing that kept her from falling as what few tickles of laughter startled out of her quickly choked themselves off again. Slowly, the world stopped spinning and her smile vanished. Even more reluctantly, she fixed on Garrett again.
 
   Bent, clasping his own knees, Garrett was grinning. His eyes seemed only for her, sparing little notice for the two stunned cowboys standing well back on the sidewalk or the dark silhouette of the sheriff walking towards them down the middle of the near empty street. At least not until Sheriff Justice called out in that easy-going, warm-as-summer’s-molasses voice, “We don’t allow those kinds of shenanigans in the streets, boy, and you know it.” 
 
   Slowly straightening, Garrett ignored Sheriff Justice’s warning. He inched towards her, his steps cautious and his tone soothing as he said, “Easy now.”
 
   As if she were a startled mare, all white-eyed and ready to bolt. Her heart racing, she barely realized she was doing it even as she shrank back against the support post.
 
   “Easy.” Garrett reached into his pocket. He took out the two ten-dollar coins, holding them up for her to see. “I’ve got four more just like these, and they’re yours for half an hour upstairs in your bed.”
 
   He sidled a few steps closer, stretching out the coins for her to take. It wasn’t until she snatched them from his hand that Lydia realized she was shaking. No gentle trembling, this. She was shaking so hard her legs barely supported her. If not for the post, she’d have fallen. Her chest ached. She wasn’t breathing right. She pressed the coins to her chest, needing that physical confirmation that her breasts were still rising and falling. Her lungs felt no relief, but she knew she must be getting air. 
 
   “Half an hour,” Garrett repeated, taking the yellow rose from his wristband and offering it to her. “I’ll never hurt you, I swear it.”
 
   No, he wouldn’t ever hurt her. Because she would never, ever again give another white man that chance.
 
   Using the post for support, her head still spinning, Lydia drew herself up stiff and straight. “I hate yellow flowers.”
 
   It took all she had not to weave as she stalked up the sidewalk steps. Head held high, she walked back into the Red Petticoat Saloon, past Gabe who was standing guard at the door. He allowed Lydia to pass, but stepped in to block Garrett should he try to follow.
 
   He didn’t. Garrett came only as close as the edge of the wooden sidewalk; Lydia knew because he was still standing there the one and only time she looked back, watching what he could see of her beneath the swinging doors. Smiling, without a hint of judgment, he touched two fingers to the brim of his hat.
 
   Her skin still sparked, electrified, sizzling everywhere he had touched her. She shuddered, hating the sensation, needing to get it off her and already knowing one way how. She pushed through the crowd until she found the Colonel standing at the faro table, two fingers of whiskey in his glass while he watched the game play, a sullen frown on his face. His frown did not lighten when she touched his arm.
 
   “Give me two minutes. I’ll put my buckskins on.” Without waiting for his reply, she headed for the stairs. She hoped Garrett was watching. She hoped he continued to watch long enough to see the Colonel being escorted up behind her. She hoped thoughts of what the Colonel and she would do in her room haunted him all the way back to his ranch, because more than anything else, Lydia hoped he never came back to see her again.
 
   But she already knew he would. He was nothing if not persistent. 
 
   He just kept coming back.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Garrett was whistling as he rode beneath the Circle-Bar-Bar sign that hung from the top of the Drake ranch gate. He was almost home, something he looked forward to with both dread and relief. Dread, because inevitably someone was going to ask him how it went; someone always did. Relief because it was a long way back and forth to town; this saddle was absolutely killing his butt and to be honest, that was kind of pathetic. It wasn’t so long ago that he couldn’t vividly recall the days when he’d all but lived on the back of his horse. Once upon a time, he could have ridden for days and nights on end—eating in his saddle; sleeping in it too, regardless of the weather—and if the situation arose, he was pretty sure he could do it again. If the situation arose. In the two years he’d spent building this ranch from the dust up alongside his brother Cullen, Garrett would be the first to admit he’d gotten awfully accustomed to the comforts of home, hearth and a bed up off the ground. Goose-tick mattress and pillows, Mama’s worn rag quilts, and sheets—honest to God, clean cotton sheets. 
 
   The first time he crawled between a set of those after he and Cullen gave up their uniforms… ah now, that was as close to heaven as he imagined he’d ever get while still alive. The only thing that might get a little bit closer would be the heaven of crawling between two crisp, clean cotton sheets and settling down next to Emerald.
 
   His horse sighed.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett commiserated, and patted the mare’s dusty neck. “I know.”
 
   Urging her on, he had no trouble following the twin paths left in the weeds and grass by their wagon’s weekly trips to and from Culpepper Cove. He didn’t know why, but this part of the ride always seemed longer when coming home than it did at the start. Lit only by moonlight, the paths wound through the rolling hills of the prairie for a good half mile before he crested the last gentle slope and came in sight of the house and barn. Pulling the reins up short, Garrett paused to drink in the sight. A ghostly pallor of moonlight lit up all four buildings, not just their cabin and barn, but the outhouse and well-house too. These buildings were as familiar to him as the stitch pattern of his own boots, and yet with each day that passed, it was getting harder and harder to recognize this as home.
 
   Home.
 
   Where a man was king. Where he and Cullen had been kings together, up until about four months ago. Where, his brother insisted, Garrett was still king, but a lot had changed since Chinny had moved in. Any more, the last thing Garrett had come to feel from the moment he awoke in the morning until he lay his head on his pillow each night, one arm tucked behind his neck and his gaze sightlessly glued to the ceiling until sleep finally claimed him, was kingly.
 
   He’d lost that position. Practically from the moment Cullen had pulled Chin from the flood waters and thereby saved her life, he’d lost it. Both would have been appalled to know that was how he felt, but Garrett was finding it harder and harder to remain in this house with them. Not because of any lack of authority; if Garrett had a strong enough position on an opinion to voice one, he had no doubt his brother would listen and Chin did nothing to make him feel unwelcome. No, what he felt was a decided lack of companionship.
 
   Thick as inkle weavers, as their mother had so often referred to Garrett and his older brother, whom he’d followed like a second shadow practically from the moment he could crawl. They’d grown up in one another’s pockets, hunted together, fished together, and joined the military together. After Briar Creek and the honorable discharge for actions that had been anything but, they’d buried their mother and moved out West together.
 
   The Circle-Bar-Bar was the culmination of all the money they’d pooled in that first disastrous attempt at reforming themselves from killers into ranchers. If it hadn’t been for Chin and the huge influx of money she’d given Cullen—just given him, as if people did that kind of thing all the time—they would not now still be the owners of this ranch. And yet, it wasn’t that kindness that left Garrett feeling displaced. Rather, it was the fact that she, as a woman, had been created to do all the things for and with Cullen that he, as a brother, couldn’t and wouldn’t do. A realization neither brother had discovered until Chin arrived.
 
   He was not a third wheel, Garrett knew. He still had a place both at the ranch and in Cullen’s life. It was just a smaller place, and that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It was simply the way family and life was meant to be. The way men and women aligning themselves into lovers and life partners should be. Standing on the outside of such a relationship, having spent the last four months looking in on it wistfully, all Garrett wanted was to feel what it was like to be a part of something like that. 
 
   Plus, it was awfully hard to ignore the sound of bed boards creaking and knocking all night damn-near every night. Even harder was ignoring how they’d spring apart each time he walked into the room to catch them with that guilty blush stealing up into their cheeks and the rosiness still visible on their kiss-swollen lips. And then that look would invariably pass between them, the one that promised a continuation of those stolen kisses just as soon as he was gone again. Garrett didn’t want them feeling guilty for the pleasure they took in one another’s company. He wanted someone with whom he also could inspire that kind of guilt. He wanted to be the one stealing blush-inducing kisses. He wanted someone with whom he could tell, with just a slow-eyed look, that there would be much, much more of that to come once night fell and they retired to his bed. And he’d be damned if the person his wayward lusts had settled on to share all that passion with was none other than the emerald-eyed beauty who had so fiercely sunk her teeth into him during that Red Petticoat bar fight.
 
   You’re crazy. Cullen was getting awfully fond of saying that.
 
   He wasn’t the only one, either.
 
   Smirking, Garrett rode his horse to the barn. Dismounting at the door, he led the mare inside to brush her down and put her to bed. He fed her a scoop of oats, filled her troughs with sweet grass and fresh water, and checked both his brother’s stallion and the yearling Nico had sired.
 
   What is it you see in her? Cullen was getting fond of saying that too, but Garrett had no answer for him. Emerald didn’t like him and she made no secret of that. But she was warming up to him and that dance tonight had proved it. Yes, he’d paid her twenty dollars for it, but the closeness with which he’d held her during that extremely dear purchase of time had yielded something infinitely more precious than money. For just one moment, little more than a flintlock flash in the pan, she had smiled. More than that, she had laughed. She had enjoyed herself in a way she was probably even now wishing she’d hidden better. 
 
   Oh yeah, Emerald didn’t yet like him, but she was warming up.
 
   He just had to keep at it.
 
   Heading for the house, he paused at the bottom of the steps to kick the dirt from his boots and listen. Outside, all he could hear were the chirping of late summer crickets and the rustle of the soft breeze swaying through the long grass. Inside the house, however, he heard nothing. Not even when he cracked the front door. They must have gone to bed. Two lamps had been left lit for him, one on the small table in front of the window in the formal room and one on the kitchen table next to a plate of whatever Chin had cooked for supper. A mix of vegetables and, judging by the whiteness of the meat, a spare rooster that hadn’t been quite quick enough to avoid her.
 
   He prodded a few vegetables around the plate, identifying most of it but not yet sure he wanted to risk a bite. Chin was an… interesting cook. On a good day, she could fry a chicken, mash a potato and bake bread with the best of them, but God help them all when she got nostalgic or homesick. That was when, visually, most of what she prepared didn’t seem like it ought to go together and five meals out of seven came with the same oddly flavored overtones. To be fair, when it came to taste even her culinary flops (including that truly spectacular one involving ducks’ tongues and congealed blood) were still more palatable than eggs, biscuits and beans day in and day out. So really, giving Chin full run of the kitchen had made as much sense as Garrett and Cullen’s unspoken decision to stockpile jerky in hidden stashes around the house. For emergency purposes. Just in case.
 
   Drawing the lamp closer, Garrett drew out a chair and sat. He tried a few bites of the stew, but only after making sure he could identify the meat. As it turned out, it wasn’t rooster after all. Not that he had anything against chicken, but when Chin cooked (and she was in that mood), she tended to use the whole bird—feet, beak, eyes and everything else he’d just as soon bury out in the discard pile. He didn’t see any feet and a beak floating in this though. His first tentative taste at the fleshy white bits revealed the meat to be trout over fowl. He checked carefully, but finding no eyeballs floating amongst the vegetables, he pulled his bowl in closer and ate. Halfway through, the quiet of the house yielded its first subtle distraction.
 
   A whisper of a moan drifted down through the floorboards. Oh God… they were at it again. Garrett slumped back in his chair, chewing and glaring at the ceiling and feeling supremely selfish because, hell, if he had a woman, she’d be moaning right now too. Moaning, sighing, arching her back and squirming her hips…
 
   The crisp smack of calloused hand bouncing off naked flesh rang out, eliciting a high-pitched squeak and then another moan. Oh, great. It was going to be one of those nights.
 
   Glaring at the patch of ceiling that doubled as his brother’s bedroom floor, Garrett left the table. The ladders that used to be the second floor’s only access were gone now. Just last week, he and Cullen had finished the final touches on the brand new staircase that bisected the formal room from the ranch office down the hall. As he climbed the steps, he resisted the urge to stomp, but irritated as he was, he could still recognize an ass-headed move when he made one. They weren’t doing it because they didn’t know he was home. They were doing it because they loved one another—another crisp smack and sharp cry—and obviously because Chin had done something she shouldn’t. Or maybe she was feeling scared again. Or flighty.
 
   It was probably flighty. Ever since that night a few months back, when Chin was showing them how to cheat at Three-Card Monte and they were showing her how much better lemonade was once a little whiskey was added, she slurringly confessed that she always felt better—safer—whenever Cullen put her across his knee. At the time, Cullen hadn’t said anything to that, but they had been doing a lot of—two swats now; followed by a high-pitched whine—that ever since.
 
   Garrett glared at their door when he passed it, but he didn’t stomp down the hallway either. He snuck. In his own house. Damn near tiptoeing past the extra rooms where little children might someday sleep to his bedroom on the other side of the house. The arrangement had been meant to give each brother the maximum amount of privacy and yet, even with the door closed he could still hear the slow, rather gentle-seeming spanking continuing down the hall. Judging by the urgency of Chin’s muffled cries, it probably didn’t feel gentle to her. But then, Cullen’s would-be bride was just a little slip of a woman with a very little bottom, and his brother had big hands.
 
   Pulling his shirt over his head, Garrett cast his clothes over the back of a nearby chair and threw himself down upon his bed. In the unlit blackness, he lay on his back, staring up at ceiling rafters that he could, thanks to the moonlight, only just make out while down the hall, the intimacy of Cullen and Chinny’s togetherness intensified. The spanks were growing in crispness and severity. Little Chin’s cries became abruptly less muffled. The low rumble of Cullen’s voice began to accompany the smacks, lifting this out of the realm of a fun little slap and tickle before bed. If his brother was scolding, then she must have done something. Idly counting swats, Garrett wondered what it could have been.
 
   Then he wondered why he cared. Knowing wouldn’t change the fact that Garrett was lying here alone, while his brother was lighting the fires of sweet marital bliss on the other side of the house.
 
   “Put your feet down,” Cullen said, muffled but clear enough to be heard through two closed doors. The sharp downward cracks of flesh on flesh paused. “What happens when you cover your bottom?”
 
   “No!” That was Chin, her normally calm voice now high-pitched and frantic. “Nonono no!” All of which culminated in a shrieky squeak of pain that perfectly accompanied the very next brisk smack. No longer skin on skin, this sounded sharper. Like wood, bringing to mind the hairbrush that lived on Cullen’s dresser.
 
   Which also brought to mind long brown hair and the very brief image of the domestic pleasure to be had simply sitting on one’s bedside with a certain emerald-eyed somebody perched upon his knee while he brushed out her hair before bed. He’d never brushed a woman’s hair before, but he did like to touch it. Garrett adjusted the lay of his arm behind his head, marveling at how intimate just the thought of running his fingers through the long, soft fall of a woman’s unpinned tresses would be. Soft, clean, lightly scented. Brown. A waterfall of chestnut waves rolling over his hand and down her back all the way to her waist.
 
   A low throb was blossoming in the pit of his belly, heating him through and through as the smacks grew sharper and fell faster, and Cullen’s low scolding once more softened beyond Garrett’s ability to hear clearly, and Chin broke into wailing sobs she couldn’t quite muffle in her bedding. His cock stirred, not because of what he was hearing but because of what he knew would be coming next. Nothing like a little bit of affection to help reassure a disciplined bride that she was still loved.
 
   Maybe that was why Emerald was so unhappy. Working where she did got a girl a lot of loving, just not the kind that counted. He could change that, if only she’d let him. Sure, maybe he was a little rough around the edges, but then so was she. A scrapper and a biter. A woman with a young Indian boy clinging to her skirts; he’d love to know the story behind that. The way their relationship was progressing, he’d probably have to borrow a page from his brother’s woman-keeping manual and spank it out of her.
 
   His cock wasn’t just stirring now, it was twitching. He could imagine Emerald, teary-eyed and sniffling, one hand reaching back to touch her bottom as she sat—discipline done—upon his knee. He could all but feel the warmth of her well-spanked bottom permeating through all the barriers of their clothes to seep into the flesh of his thigh. He could almost feel her in his arms, teary face buried in the side of his neck, cuddling to get as close to him as she could to soak up all the comfort he was inclined to give before rolling her down on the bed under him. Then they’d both indulge themselves in that other kind of sweet marital bliss.
 
   The spanking down the hall had stopped. He could hear nothing more, not from Chin or Cullen and his imagination ran wild. Not that he cared all that much about what Cullen and his soon-to-be bride were doing. It was just that he knew what he would be doing in this entirely too suggestive silence. With his left arm tucked behind his head, his right hand strayed down along his stomach and crept over the angle of his hip. He gripped his cock. A light touch at first, because he imagined even a sexually experienced woman like Emerald would be uncertain, with her feelings as bruised as her hotly chastened bottom.
 
   He let his fingers grip a little tighter, increasing the heady pleasure. If he closed his eyes, he could almost pretend it was Emerald gripping him like this. Her normally unsmiling face soft with submission as she lowered herself to kneel between his legs and opened her mouth to take him in.
 
   Down the hall, Cullen’s bed began its now quite familiar knock against the wall.
 
   Sighing, Garrett opened his eyes. Staring blindly once more up at the ceiling, he couldn’t help but wonder where Emerald was right now. And who she was doing.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The sunrise was little more than a stripe of orange along an otherwise gray horizon when Lydia startled awake. Everything was so quiet. Quiet like this always struck Lydia as something unnatural and frightening. Bad things happened when it was quiet.
 
   Maybe that was why she always awoke with her heart racing and her ears straining for hints of either danger or normalcy. From the comfort of her bed above the bar, none of the sounds that used to soothe her—the pop and crackle of a warm fire and the heavy slumbering breaths of her adopted family, the Muwekma, sleeping beside her. Of the family that had birthed her, Lydia had no memories. When she thought of her mother, she thought of Sihu with her gentle eyes and even gentler hands. When she spoke of her father, it was Kwahu’s broad face and ready smile that she talked about. The Muwekma were her people, no matter what the U.S. government and its harsh military said, not that telling them so had stopped anything the day the men in blue came riding through her village with that devilish proclamation, offering safe passage to the reservation… so long as they gave up their white “captives” first. Had Maska been alive, he never would have let her go. But then, no one had wanted to let her go. Her father had tried to stop it. Had her husband not already been dead, the U.S. army would have killed him alongside Kwahu the minute she had grabbed her son and the soldiers grabbed her.
 
   The well-used mattress was soft beneath her; the swaddling blankets, warm, but Lydia’s hand shook when she covered her eyes. She drew a deep breath, fighting to keep control of her weeping. Tears were a weakness, and they never solved anything.
 
   That was when she heard it—the same soft whimpering cries that still woke her three nights out of five since the soldiers had stolen them from her tribe and dragged them both away. All the way across the mountains, in fact, before abandoning her and her son in a horrible little place called Shady Springs. The military had left her in the “safe keeping” of a foster family, one supposedly intent on re-civilizing her wild, Indian ways. Millicent and Myron Crankshaw. Decent. Upstanding. Model citizens.
 
   Supposedly.
 
   Millicent Crankshaw. That woman had been pure cruelty wrapped in the garb of a good Christian. A good Christian who berated her adopted tribe. Who reviled her “savage” ways. Who condemned the love she still bore her departed husband and who, had Lydia not put herself between them, would have struck her son for no sin beyond that of his heritage. Leaving had been the best decision she had ever made, even if she had done it “like a thief in the night” as Millicent still liked to recount. “And with my best silver tucked into her pockets! Turn the other cheek, says the Good Book, and so I will. But don’t expect me to invite that wretched ingrate back into my home!”
 
   That she hadn’t taken anything beyond the clothes she and her son were wearing, didn’t matter. Just like it hadn’t mattered that she had no place else to go. She couldn’t stay with Millicent, for fear of what she would do to Paquah. She couldn’t go home for fear of what the army would do, and within twenty-four hours, the situation in Shady Springs had become so intolerable that she didn’t even question the traveling salesman who offered her a ride as far as the next town. Nor did she question it when he brought her right to the side door of the Red Petticoat, calling Jewel out onto the porch as if he were making a delivery of goods. Lydia would never forget the way Jewel’s blue eyes had flashed when the salesman held out his hand in bold suggestion of payment, or the incredibly unladylike bellow that had brought Mr. Gabriel out onto the porch—a dark-skinned, dark-eyed Mexican who had listened calmly and quietly to the salesman’s pitch before, still calm and still quiet, seizing him by the scruff of his shirt and the back of his pants and, quite literally, throwing him back into his wagon.
 
   They also took her in. It hadn’t mattered that her clothes were buckskins and beads, and it hadn’t mattered that her son was a half-breed, Jewel had still made her a gem. More than that, though, she had been kind. Unexpectedly kind to the bitterly angry young woman whom she had renamed Emerald.
 
   Rubbing her eyes, Lydia scrubbed away the tears she was too disgusted to cry and when she heard that whimper again, she gave up on sleep, banished the bad memories, and rolled out of bed.
 
   In the far corner of the room, Paquah’s bed was little more than a trundle mattress on the floor—easily rolled away and hidden during working hours. She bent over it, finding Paquah’s small shoulder. He rolled over, already reaching for her and she scooped him up to walk the floor, just as she had when he’d been little. He was four now. His legs dangled off her hips, his arms wrapped her neck, and he was twice the weight he used to be, but none of that mattered.
 
   “It’s all right,” she whispered, the way she did every time the nightmares woke him. Being ripped from all he’d known… it was too much for anyone. Too bad governments didn’t seem to know that.
 
   She rubbed his small back, her fingers toying in the softness of his black hair. It was getting long again, but she loathed to cut it just because the white folk—she ought to stop thinking of them that way since, technically, she was one of them—were prejudiced. No, that wasn’t quite true. Culpepper Cove wasn’t quite as bad as Shady Springs had been, but Lydia still cut his hair because the last thing she wanted was for people (like Millicent, who might live elsewhere, but who still came to Culpepper to shop and partake of weekly church services) to constantly see him as an Indian.
 
   Ugly and savage.
 
   Thieving.
 
   She was fortunate that Jewel and Gabe had still been willing to take her and Paquah in once Millicent realized where she was and opened her mouth.
 
   “Thief my ass,” Nettie had scoffed. “They been here four days and nothing’s gone missing yet.”
 
   “So long as nothing does, you’re more than welcome to stay,” Jewel added, and the warning had not been lost on Lydia. “We just need to find a place to put you.”
 
   “What makes the most money?” Lydia had coolly replied.
 
   “The upstairs,” Jewel answered without hesitation. “And I sure could use another girl there. However…”
 
   When her gaze flicked meaningfully to Paquah, it was Nettie who stepped in. “Oh, he won’t be one lick of trouble. He can stay in the kitchen with me during working hours and if things get too busy there, any gems not working, well, they can give me a hand. He’s not the first young’un to be brought up in a house like this.”
 
   Or her the first mother to condemn her child to seeing things no decent parent would allow. Nettie didn’t say that, of course. But that was what Lydia heard, and she felt the shame of it so deeply in her burning soul that some days it was all she could do to make herself get out of bed. But regrets didn’t put food in her baby’s belly, and pious civility sure hadn’t put a roof over his head. Whoring did both. Unlike starvation and exposure, no one had ever died of shame.
 
   Sometime during all her pacing, Paquah must have fallen back to sleep. She didn’t realize it until his small hand slipped from her shoulder. Combing her fingers through his black hair, she pressed a kiss to that special place near his temple where his sweet baby’s scent was still the strongest. If she lived to be a hundred, she’d never forget that smell. She hoped she never had reason to.
 
   A good mother, she supposed, would have put him back in his own bed, but Lydia hadn’t been one for months. She lay him in her own and then lay beside him to wrap him in the comfort of her one-armed embrace. He looked so much like his father—around the eyes, nose and chin. He had her mouth though and a faint lightness to his skin that was only obvious when he was with other Indians. He could almost pass for Mexican. In some places that could be considered a blessing. In no place she could think of was it ever a blessing to be Muwekma.
 
   She should have left him with his grandmother. He’d be on a reservation now, where she was forbidden to go, but at least he would grow up in love and tolerance with his own people. Not surrounded by people like Millicent.
 
   If Maska were alive, he’d have come for her no matter where she was or who stood between them. She’d have gone with him too. In a heartbeat.
 
   Lydia closed her eyes, fighting once more to keep her tears at bay and her breathing slow and even. She tried to match Paquah’s deep and relaxed breaths. She missed Maska so much—his companionship, the way he used to talk to her, the way he used to touch her.
 
   Her body warmed. Against her will, as if she only needed the thought of him in her head to once more feel the caress of his hand gliding up the outside of her thigh to cup her hip. Gliding up the inside her thigh, to cup her there as well.
 
   I’ll never hurt you, I swear.
 
   Lydia’s eyes snapped open even as her body thumped, a solid pulse of such wanting that it was at once breathtaking and unwelcome. She tried to keep Maska’s face in her mind, but he had been gone so long it was hard to remember it. She was as horrible a wife as she was a mother. She couldn’t bring him to mind. The exact shade of his eyes. The exact pitch of his voice.
 
   Wauna, that was what he used to call her. Singing bird. For the sounds that she made, he often teased, when he rose to cover her with the dark beauty of his body. The night they married had solidified that name for their neighbors, too. Lydia blushed, flushing so hot that she abruptly let go of her sleeping son and rolled away. Lying on her back, she combed her fingers through her bangs, staring straight up at a ceiling that was now easy to see. The morning sun had crested. Amber light infiltrated the room, chasing the shadows back beneath the sparse furniture.
 
   She could almost feel the light like a tangible caress upon her skin. Every fine hair was prickling, until she imagined fingertips crawling up her side, crossing her belly and her ribs, tickling just beneath the round cup of her breasts. She touched that spot, rubbing the sensation through her nightdress, but those ghostly fingertips refused to be dispelled.
 
   Sing for me, Wauna, Maska whispered, and with her eyes closed—oh!—how easy it was to remember how his lips had once felt as they engulfed the sensitive lobe of her ear. Sing for me. Now.
 
   Heat flushed her. It had been such a strange mixture of shame and excitement every time he’d given that command, back when he’d been alive. With nothing but his memory to comfort her now, Lydia felt none of the shame, only the empty ache for an obedience she dared not give with Paquah lying right next to her.
 
   Now.
 
   She squeezed her thighs together and locked her fists in the folds of her shift. Her nipples stiffened, scraping on fabric. The soft cotton of her shift felt more like rough sailcloth and every breath she took only made the scraping feel more… heady.
 
   Sing, little Wauna.
 
   His voice in her head didn’t sound right. It was pitched too deep, with subtle inflections on all the wrong words.
 
   Lydia turned her face away, trying hard to bring the memory of Maska’s voice back to where it truly had been. Not like this too-deep echo in her mind.
 
   Sing…
 
   Not like… Garrett. And just that fast, it became the seduction of Garrett’s low voice in her head, inviting her to open for him like the flowers he kept bringing her. Garrett, nibbling kisses along the shell of her ear as his fingers dipped into the Emerald well of her body, commanding in sensual whispers for her to yield her pleasure to him. Garrett rising over her, his weight held up on bracing arms while he moved to the undulating rhythm of her gasps and arches and sighs.
 
   Throwing her arm across her eyes, Lydia fought to banish him from her mind. She clutched the pillow and her own hair to keep her fingers from wandering down into places they had no business going, especially not with Paquah sleeping right here. She tried to slow her breathing. She tried to pretend as if her nipples weren’t pulsing to the heated pulls of a man’s attentive mouth and her sex wasn’t clutching repeatedly to hold something that simply wasn’t there.
 
   Four more, coaxed Garrett’s voice in the panic of her mind. I’ve got four more just like these, and they’re yours for half an hour upstairs in your bed.
 
   She was a traitor. A horrible traitor to the man she had once loved so much that she had laid down beside his lifeless body and refused to let anyone take him. Not for three days. In the full summer’s heat. Until finally, the smell of his decomposition forced the elders to physically restrain her while they attended to his funeral needs. A good wife would have seen him properly bathed and dressed for the journey ahead. A good mother would not have ignored her then infant son’s cries for nourishment for almost a full month, during which time she could only lie in her bed, wishing she were dead too. Eventually, her mother lost patience and slapped her out of that stupor. But by then, too much time and too little nourishment had taken its toll on her body. Her milk was gone and it had fallen to another to nurse her baby for her. 
 
   Bad wife. Bad mother. And when the soldiers came, bad Indian too for fighting her capture to the point that her own father had to be murdered in defense of her. And to top it all off, foisted upon the God-fearing graces of a foster family who didn’t want her, she discovered she made for just as horrible a white person.
 
   But she made a fairly decent whore, particularly when she put her buckskins on. White men, she’d very quickly learned, loved the idea of fucking a savage. Taming her with every pounding stroke of their cocks. Wrestling her down, pinning her in place. Teaching her civility with either pleasure or pain. If she fought them, so much the better. If she bit or drew blood, sometimes they’d back off, but sometimes they delighted in growing crueler still. She brought it on herself for fighting in the first place, and she knew it.
 
   That must mean she deserved it.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Candy!” Paquah cried, tearing his hand out of hers and running the last few feet across the street. He clambered up onto the wooden sidewalk, nearly tripping Mayor Rockwell who was on his way out of Singleton’s Mercantile with both arms fully laden in packages. A father himself, while he might not have been anticipating having to leap over a small child at that particular moment, he reacted quickly enough to avoid trampling the boy as he raced to press his hands to the mercantile window. 
 
   “Paquah!” Lydia scolded. She raced after him, but the mayor, recovering both his balance and his surprise, only laughed.
 
   “It’s all right,” he assured her. “All that tasty goodness is enough to make even the big boys, like us—” He tossed Paquah a wink and a smile. “—lose sight of our manners. Which is your favorite?”
 
   Small for his age, his customary shyness around people he didn’t know made Paquah look even younger as he pointed to a jar of black, red and white striped peppermint candies.
 
   “I like the humbugs too,” the mayor whispered, conspiratorially. “Here.” Shuffling his small mountain of packages to one arm, he dug into his pocket for a penny. “Have one for me.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you,” Lydia tried, “but we don’t need—”
 
   Grabbing the penny before it could be retracted, Paquah dashed into the store.
 
   “Paquah!” Abandoned on the sidewalk, Lydia blushed.
 
   “Boys will be boys,” Mayor Rockwell said with a grin, and didn’t even seem to mind that no gratitude had been acknowledged. 
 
   “Thank you,” Lydia conceded, trying hard to force her tense body to relax. It was an automatic reflex these days. Whenever she had to come out into public and she ran into customers, or even into those—like the mayor—who never had been, her back still stiffened and her jaw set so hard that it made her teeth hurt. Paquah was four years old. That gave him a good excuse for his rudeness; she had none at all, but knowing that didn’t make mingling with the townsfolk any easier. Flushing hotter, not knowing what to say and wanting even less to stand awkwardly in front of him while she floundered in the not saying of it, she tried to pass him. “Excuse me.”
 
   Mayor Rockwell didn’t exactly catch after her, but he stopped her nonetheless when he called out, “You should come by sometime. I know Louise, ah…Lapis would love to see you. Or any of the gems, for that matter.”
 
   Halfway through the mercantile’s front door, Lydia stiffened all over again. Reluctantly, she turned back to him.
 
   Mayor Rockwell was still smiling and friendliness still existed in his eyes, and yet both somehow seemed a little thinner. As if he’d said more than he knew he ought to have and now already regretted it. “She misses you all. It would genuinely brighten her day if any of the gems would come pay her a visit.”
 
   Jewel would. Nettie, Amy, Dottie, and even Opal too, if they knew the offer had been extended. None of the other gems would, however, and they both stared at one another knowing it. It wasn’t that the Red Petticoat gems wanted to shun her, but while Lapis might be married now and settled into respectability, for most of the women in Culpepper Cove, once a whore, always a whore. The more Lapis kept contact with her wanton past, the harder it would be for her to integrate herself with the other respectable wives and mothers.
 
   “Maybe I could come by,” Lydia said, but she knew she wouldn’t.
 
   The mayor knew it too. He kept his smile, but his eyes were already shuttering. Like a true politician, he kept his civility. “We look forward to seeing you.”
 
   Ducking, the lie already weighing heavily upon her, Lydia pushed into the store.
 
   Singleton’s Mercantile was long and narrow. A wide assortment of goods filled up the racks and shelves along both walls, while a large display of fabrics stacked up high on the tables that lined the middle. At a little past noon, the store was far from empty. Lydia recognized most of the other patrons. Ladies who turned their backs and pretended not to notice her from the moment she stepped inside. Good family men who never missed one of Pastor Black’s Sunday services and yet still found the money and the time to pay a gem a visit when they thought their wives didn’t know. Hypocrites, all of them. And then she spotted Myron Crankshaw and—oh God—her gaze settled on the pack of four women, all dressed in their modest gowns and respectable bonnets, clustered around Millicent Crankshaw, laughing and chatting and hanging on her every word like favored courtiers around their queen.
 
   Her stomach flipped and twisted. Dropping her gaze, Lydia moved quickly out of the doorway and into the far aisle before any of them noticed her.
 
   Finding Paquah wasn’t hard. Jumping up and down by the window, he excitedly watched as Sam Singleton lifted down the jar of striped humbug candies. When he held up his penny, Sam took the lid off the jar and let the little boy help himself.
 
   “Careful,” the shop keep said with a smile. “Don’t drop them.”
 
   Two candies disappeared into Paquah’s mouth just as fast as he got them into his hand. He grinned, lips working as he rolled them over his tongue from cheek to cheek.
 
   “Ma’am,” Sam said, shifting his smile to her as she drew closer. “How can I help you today?”
 
   “I’ve got a few things to pick up.” She dug a short list out of her reticule and passed it over.
 
   Adjusting his spectacles on his nose, he hummed and nodded as he read over the items. “I sold the last tin of Davis’s cold cream this morning, but I might have a tin or two of Goss’s Otto of Rose. Are you opposed to switching manufacturers?”
 
   “That would be fine.” Lydia hesitated. “I also need to order some shoes, if you can.”
 
   Sam hummed again, but nodded. It was well known that Burton Fidget, the town cobbler, didn’t cotton to Indians in his store. He leaned towards her slightly and lowered his voice. “I’ve got a nephew about his size. I tell you what. Bring me one of his shoes, we’ll take a measurement and I’ll go order a pair of shoes for my ‘nephew’.”
 
   That trip to the counter would take her right by Millicent, and the thought of bringing Paquah anywhere within her sniping range was enough to make her sick. She should leave. If she returned in an hour or so, the Crankshaws would be gone. But business at the Red Petticoat would be picking up soon. The longer she spent out running errands, the less money she would make and clothes, soap and especially shoes weren’t cheap. Particularly not for a child who outgrew them almost faster than she could afford to ship in new ones.
 
   Not to mention it grated unbearably to flee any place on account of that pinch-faced biddy.
 
   Her mouth flattened and she squared her shoulders. Catching Paquah by one arm, she steered him into the nearest corner between the candy display and a long rack of shelves, packed with boxes, tins and canvas sacks of coffee, grains and other essential food supplies. “Stay right here,” she told him firmly, untying his right shoe and slipping it off his foot. “Hands in your pockets. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Sucking his candy, he obediently slipped his hands into his coat pockets. There was so much that could go wrong with this, and Lydia knew it. But as much as she didn’t want to put her child within that viperous woman’s striking range, she didn’t want Millicent to think she could make her run either. 
 
   Palming the shoe, her spine broomstick straight almost to the point of pain, she followed Sam to the customer counter. She tried to stay as far from the other women as she could, but just as she dared to think she might have slipped by unnoticed, Millicent’s false-honey voice sang out, “Gracious, Lydia dear, is that you? You’ve put on weight!”
 
   One hand went to the trim waist of her corset before Lydia could catch herself. Heat scalded up through her chest, burning her face. “Good morning, Millicent.”
 
    Millicent Crankshaw smiled. Lydia had once heard Nettie tell Paquah a story about a crocodile who liked to do the same. She imagined that smile must have looked similar to this one—simpering and yet toothy all at once.
 
   “Closer to noon, really,” the older woman said, while her tight cluster of friends exchanged looks. “I imagine a woman in your profession must stay up and, therefore, sleep in to all kinds of lazy hours. So I can see how this might seem very much like morning to someone like you.”
 
   Abigail Curbe, first among her tight group of friends, tsked and turned away. Violet Peabody, the barber’s wife, tittered.
 
   “Here you are.” Sam lay a slip of paper and pen on the counter in front of Lydia, sympathy in his eyes. He said nothing to Millicent, though. He needed her business too much to ally himself with a whore, regardless of how badly she might be treated in his shop. Not a lot of people liked Millicent Crankshaw, but she did have social influence and when she spoke, everyone paid attention.
 
   Lydia grit her teeth, biting back any number of acidic comments. She had nothing to gain by antagonizing the woman. She would keep her mouth shut, her head down and just get through this as fast as possible. “Good afternoon, then.”
 
   “What brings you slithering out amongst the civilized folk?” Millicent asked, venturing close enough to peer over Lydia’s shoulder as she lay Paquah’s shoe on the page.
 
   “Shopping.” Lydia traced its outline. The faster she placed her order, the sooner she could get out of here. She resisted the urge to glance over her shoulder, not wanting to alert Millicent to Paquah’s presence, but she seemed to sense the direction Lydia’s thoughts had turned.
 
   “Where’s the mongrel?” she suddenly asked. “Did you leave him at home? On the one hand, I shudder to think what kind of education you’re giving that child and yet, being the son of a savage, such things must come quite naturally him.”
 
   Sam Singleton blanched while a low murmur circled amongst Millicent’s friends.
 
   From the narrow rear of the store, came a single voice of protest. “Hey, now…”
 
   Millicent barely took her eyes off Lydia, not even to acknowledge her husband’s objection. “Load the wagon, Myron.”
 
   Short, thin, on the back side of middle aged with more grey in his short hair than brown these days, Myron Crankshaw came down the aisle with a rare spark of embarrassed outrage reddening his face. “That’s uncalled for, Millie, and you know it.”
 
   “I said, load the wagon,” Millicent repeated, her tone dropping to frigid levels. Now she did look at Myron and kept on staring until, ducking his head, he stalked past her and out the door. “And don’t interrupt. I swear—” She checked her gathered friends to make sure everyone was still nodding along with her. “—sometimes your manners are worse than the Indians.” The door shut behind Myron hard enough to shudder the glass. Turning back to Lydia, she noticed Sam frowning at her behind the counter. “And you. What are you doing just standing idle? Get out there and help him! We don’t have all day.”
 
   Shoving the shoe into her reticule now that the trace was complete, Lydia pushed the page back to Sam with the instruction that he order shoes one size larger than Paquah needed. At the rate he was growing, if they didn’t fit by the time they arrived, they would soon enough.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Sam murmured as he quickly wrote her order down next to the trace.
 
   Lydia didn’t react. She hardly expected anyone here to speak out on her behalf anyway.
 
   “Why are you apologizing?” Millicent half-laughed and half-snapped. “She’s a whore. One need only take a look at that bastard son of hers—”
 
   Lydia rounded on her, hissing, “He’s not a bastard!” She should have bit her tongue, until it bled if necessary, anything to keep that look of vicious delight from lighting up Millicent’s face. 
 
   “Oh, but he is,” Millicent affirmed, stepping right up to Lydia. The bell of their skirts crushed together, forcing Lydia to step back. Millicent only stepped closer still, hunting her down the narrowness of that grocery aisle. A rabbit retreating from the sniffing muzzle of a hungry coyote. “Bastard son of a dirty, thieving, savage of a man… if a red-skin could even qualify as such. Never married, not in the sanctity of any decent church and certainly not before the eyes of God. Tell me, was it awful, the first time he spread your legs to rut himself in between? Or did you like it?”
 
   Lydia could have slapped her. Searing heat burned up her face and through her brain. She knotted her hands in her skirts, but already she was taking that single advancing step that brought her within ominous reach of Millicent. Her body turned sideways, diminishing Millicent’s chances of striking anything vital in return. She wanted to hit the other woman so much and so hard that she knocked that smirk right off Millicent’s smarmy face!
 
   But she didn’t.
 
   You’ll watch your manners in public, Gabe had told her the last time Millicent had trapped her outside the protection of the Red Petticoat. That episode had dissolved into a screaming fit from which Lydia had literally had to be picked up and dragged from. Struggling, kicking and swearing. All the way back to the Red Petticoat and up to her room, where Gabe immediately pinned her across the foot of her bed, bared her fanny and then blistered it.
 
   You’ll watch your manners in public, Gabe warned, or I’ll watch them for you.
 
   Staring at Millicent now, Lydia’s fists curled so tightly that the tension made her knuckles pop. The sheer physical pleasure of slugging her would almost be worth the inevitable consequences to follow. Unfortunately, she never got the chance.
 
   A sudden clatter of bumping glass and the scattering rain of marble-like candies bouncing across the floor stopped everything. From behind the displays that lined the center of the narrow shop, bright red and white-striped humbugs came rolling out in all directions with Paquah in crouched pursuit. That he hadn’t kept his hands in his pockets and now knew he was in trouble was all over the look he shot his horrified mother as he chased the candies down. His little hands unable to hold onto more than a few at a time, he began stuffing them in his pockets.
 
   “Thief!” Millicent shouted, recoiling flat up against the counter when he chased three candies right up to her feet. “There! Did you see? What have I been telling you?”
 
   Ducking past her, Lydia grabbed Paquah by his jacket before he could vanish under the woman’s dress in determined pursuit. “Stop it!” she spat at the venomous woman, her hands shaking as she took the candies from his hands and pockets. “He isn’t stealing anything. It’s an accident!”
 
   “He’s a savage!” Millicent spat back.
 
   “He’s four years old!”
 
   “It doesn’t matter his age!” The older woman’s chin hiked, her hazel eyes sparking with sadistic pleasure. “Four or forty, you can’t change his blood. Eventually, he’ll grow up and his fate will be exactly the same then as it is now. Shot or hanged, everybody knows there’s only one way to deal with a redskin!”
 
   Lydia gasped, but she never got the chance to respond. A hand clamped on her shoulder, startling both women, neither of whom had noticed when Garrett Drake had entered the store. They noticed him now, however. He was big and he was tense, and his grey eyes were as hard as flagstone marble on a face that held no expression whatsoever as he pushed Lydia aside and calmly stepped into her place.
 
   Millicent looked him up and down, hiking her chin higher. “What do you want?” she demanded. “No one was speaking to you.”
 
   Garrett smiled then, and for Lydia, that was almost worse than seeing him with no expression at all.
 
   “Used to be,” he began, quite conversationally, “there was only way to handle a scold, too. Vicious women, they were. Maligning. Complaining. Gossiping.” The look he sent her circle of friends caused two of the four to back away before stabbing the full ice of his smiling stare back on Millicent alone. “Women like that bring nothing but bitter discontent to a community. Back in the day, the only thing to be done—and everybody knew it—was to bridle them. Brank’s Bridles, they were called. Nothing fancy. Any blacksmith could make one. It was a metal cage that went around the face and head with a press inserted into the mouth to force the tongue flat. Sometimes the press had spikes. Hard to imagine how uncomfortable that could be. Maybe even painful.”
 
   A predator no longer, Millicent swallowed hard before, with only the faintest of tremors, she said, “How dare you threaten me. Who do you think you are?”
 
   “Aw, that wasn’t a threat,” Garrett scoffed. “If I ever hear you say something like that to Lydia again, I’m going to find me one of them bridles—now, that’s a threat. Be real glad I’m not Myron right now—that’s a threat too, albeit somewhat ambiguous. I don’t like ambiguous. I’m a direct kind of man. I like everything to be open, honest and clearly understood right from the very start. To that end, I think all I’d really like to say to you is this: From here on, every word you say to or about Lydia and her son, you’d best imagine you’re saying to me, because that’s exactly how I’m going to take them.” Garrett pretended to think about it. “Now that can be either a threat or not. It depends on you, what you decide to say, and what kind of mood I’m in when I receive the news.”
 
   Millicent’s face colored, turning rosy in the nose and cheeks first and then flushing deep red everywhere else, all the way down her throat. Her back stiffened. Her head rose as high as she could make it go. She opened her mouth, only to close it again without giving voice to any of the indignations that she visibly re-swallowed.
 
   Lydia was so far past “angry,” it was all she could feel. There was no gratitude in her for Garrett’s well-timed interference. She couldn’t think. She was shaking so badly all she could do was follow when Garrett took hold of her arm. He had her almost out the door when a kicking of the red candies across the floor reminded her of what Paquah had done. Opening her purse, she tried to go back and at least pay for the candies, but Garrett kept pushing. He also tossed a few coins on the counter.
 
   “Sam,” he called.
 
   “It’s fine,” the shopkeeper assured, though he did pick the money up. “I know an accident when I see it. And if you want to talk thievery…” He dropped his voice for Garrett’s benefit, though Lydia couldn’t help but hear it too as he muttered, “Elizabeth Crankshaw stole fistfuls of candy every time she came in this store all the way up until she was twelve. And her mother knows it.”
 
   “Bet you’ll never hear her mention that,” Garrett whispered back. Again, he had Lydia almost out the door before she felt a tug at her skirt and remembered her son.
 
   “I’m sorry, mama,” he said as she scooped him up.
 
   “Don’t you fret,” she said, but fretful was all she felt and Garrett wouldn’t stop pushing at her. She couldn’t evade his hand; he was steering her—a tap at her shoulder making her jerk one direction, a two-fingered touch at her elbow causing her to flee in the other. “Stop touching me!” she spat, whipping around to glare at him with Paquah clinging to her with candy-stained fingers and three humbug balls in his mouth. Oh lord, he must have picked one up off the floor. He really was a thief!
 
   “Hold on now.” Garrett snagged hold of her arm when she tried to shove past him. She turned in a full circle, breathing hard now, so distraught, she could barely see where she was going or remember which way the Red Petticoat lay from here: three blocks down and one street over. She caught sight of Millicent watching through the reflective glass of the mercantile’s display window. Millicent smirked; helpless anger exploded through Lydia’s chest. When she caught sight of her own reflection, however, all she could see was a woman on the verge of tears.
 
   She almost lost control of herself.
 
   “This way.” Garrett steered her away from the glass, and she was so busy blinking back the rush of hot bitter tears that she almost plowed head-on into the white shirt and red suspenders that suddenly appeared to block her path.
 
   “Myron,” Garrett greeted. Both hands on Lydia’s shoulders kept her from fleeing ahead of him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Myron said helpless. “You know what she’s like.” He tried to laugh, but it sounded as feeble as the rest of him. “What can you do, eh?”
 
   Tsking once, Garrett propelled Lydia straight past him. “I can think of one or two things.”
 
   Myron’s already weak smile faded. They left him standing on the sidewalk, looking supremely embarrassed. Lydia didn’t care. All she wanted now was to get away, from the store and everyone in it. She couldn’t see. Her eyes were full of tears. She bumped into the side of a wagon parked along the sidewalk. She started to go around it, but Garrett let her get as far as the front seat and then he stopped her again.
 
   “Here we go. Come here, buddy.”
 
   Sheer panic struck when he slid his hands under Paquah’s arms, lifting him straight out of hers.
 
   “What are you doing? Stop it!” She grabbed Paquah back again, but Garrett stopped her with an arched eyebrow. 
 
   “You’re fine,” he said, quite calmly, but Lydia didn’t feel fine. She felt frantic. That franticness burst into a wildfire of terrifying proportions right up until he caught her face, his huge fingers closing, gentle yet firm, upon her chin. He forced her gaze to his, holding her in every way a man could possibly hold a woman. It felt like more than just one hand. It felt like more than a simple stare. He was smiling when he did it. But then, he’d been smiling when he’d threatened Millicent, too. Garrett smiled a lot, even when he didn’t mean it. She had no idea what he meant right now, but it seemed so genuine when he said, “It’s all right, Emerald. I’ve got you now. You’re going to be just fine.”
 
   She opened her mouth, but the temptation to demand “what do you know about it’ died before it could leave her lips. He didn’t know anything. How could he? But she didn’t say it. She couldn’t. Maybe because in that moment, more than anything, she wanted to believe him when he said he had her and that she would be fine.
 
   She had been alone so long.
 
   More than anything in the world, in that moment she needed to believe him.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   When Garrett wrapped his hands around Emerald’s waist, boosting her up onto the first seat of the wagon, he had a moment of anger so stark and deep that it was all he could do not to march back into Singleton’s store and give Millicent a hurt as equal and stark. He didn’t slap women, but he wanted to slap her. She wasn’t his wife. Correcting her wasn’t his place, and while delivering a great roundhouse clap to her mean-speaking mouth might have been deeply satisfying for him, it wasn’t likely to teach her anything beyond the wisdom of learning to fear him.
 
   He might not have minded that. 
 
   Obviously, he hadn’t yet been a rancher long enough to counter all the killer instincts the military had drummed into him. He needed to work harder on that.
 
   He held onto Emerald, his hands at her waist a full minute longer than was necessary, and she didn’t even notice. She was shaking. She had her hands clutched so tight in her lap that her knuckles were white and her fingertips dark red, and still that didn’t stop her trembling. Her spring-green eyes were darker than normal. They still flashed, but the spirited anger he was used to was muted now. There was a lostness in her gaze he didn’t like the looks of. Short of walking back into the store and delivering that slap (to Millicent and her circle of friends—one after the other—because not one of them deserved to get away with this unscathed), he had no idea how to fix this.
 
   “I have to get out of here,” Emerald said suddenly, and not even to him. She was staring out over the top of the horses in a way that made him think she’d forgotten he was there. She must have forgotten her little boy, too. Standing up in the back of the wagon, when the child reached over the seat to pluck at her arm, she startled and ripped her arm out of his reach. The moment she recognized her son sent her straight back to panic. She grabbed him, pulling him tight onto her lap. Her face as pale as her knuckles, she both clung to and rocked him, as if expecting any minute to have him yanked away.
 
   There was a story there, Garrett recognized. Someday he was going to find out what it was.
 
   Reaching up, he patted her knee. “Settle yourself, sweetheart. I’ll take you home.”
 
   For the first time, she looked at him, recognized him, and a flash of that much-missed fire sparked in the depths of her green eyes. It was the little boy, however, who quietly lay his hand over Garrett’s and pushed until Garrett removed it from her knee.
 
   Solemn black eyes stared Garrett down as the child wrapped his mother in the protective embrace of both skinny arms. He rested his head upon her breasts, the soft creamy mounds providing quite the pillow above the black and crimson ruffle of her dress.
 
   Garrett smiled and winked, letting the boy know he understood. The child could have his way… for now, but that right there was a pillow he was going to have to learn to share.
 
   “I’ll take you home,” Garrett said again.
 
   “I can walk.” Emerald held her head high. She was pulling herself together again, looking around far enough to notice whose wagon she was in and taking stock of all the people on both sides of the street, some of whom were taking stock of them. One particularly prune-faced old woman wore a frown that clearly said it was bad enough to have to share a town with prostitutes without one of them drumming up business at the local store.
 
   Garrett frowned back, letting his just as clearly say, ‘Mind your own damn business.’
 
   Hmphing, she tipped her nose into the air. She snapped out her fan and stomped into the millinery. With any luck, she’d buy a larger bonnet. Her current size must be pinching somewhere.
 
   That look must also have put a spur under Emerald’s tail because she suddenly jumped up from her seat. “I can walk.”
 
   She sat back down every bit as abruptly when Garrett heaved himself up into the wagon and climbed right over the top of her. “I’ll drive you.”
 
   “Oaf!” she declared, clinging to both her boy and the seat as he maneuvered around her to drop onto the seat beside her. Under any other circumstance, he’d have gone around, but if it kept her where he wanted her…
 
   “Sorry,” he lied.
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “You did that on purpose!”
 
   “Naw, surely not. That’s something an uncouth man would do. Me?” Garrett gathered the reins and unlocked the brake. “I’m damn near civilized.”
 
   He snapped the reins and Emerald grabbed the seat again as the wagon jolted into motion. She missed, catching hold of his knee only to snatch her hand back almost at once. Her face underwent a rainbow array of lovely pink fluctuations. “You can grab my knee all you want to, sweetheart. I really don’t mind.”
 
   Stiff as a fence post beside him, she looked away. “No, thank you. In fact, I’d just as soon you stop this thing and let me down.”
 
   “A gentleman would never let a lady walk home in distress.”
 
   “As if you could ever be mistaken for a gentleman,” she scoffed.
 
   “That makes two of us.” He winked at her little boy again. “You’re not much of a gentleman either.”
 
   She snorted, a distinctly unladylike sound. “You’re impossible.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “What about your shopping?” she demanded, trying a different track. “You went there for something and left without it.”
 
   “Singleton’s has been there for years. It ain’t sprouted legs and walked away yet. I reckon it’ll still be there when I get back.”
 
   She frowned, patting the little boy’s back as if he were the one fussing even though he hadn’t made a sound. “We’re going the wrong way.”
 
   “Are we?” Garrett smiled and touched the brim of his hat as they passed two younger ladies, both of whom quickly looked the other way rather than make eye contact with Emerald.
 
   “You said you’re taking me home.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “The Red Petticoat is back behind us—four blocks now and one over. We’re going the opposite direction.”
 
   He made a leisurely right on the next street, steering the horses down a narrow alley, past a stack of wood crates and barrels, and back out into the sunshine on the other side.
 
   “Four blocks and two streets back,” she corrected. If she sat any straighter, the next bump of the wagon would snap her right in half.
 
   “You know, it’s just occurred to me. Barroom brawls aren’t exactly a formal introduction.” Adjusting his hat, Garrett shifted the reins to one hand and held his other out to her. “Name’s Garrett. Garrett Drake.”
 
   “I know who you are.” She glared at his hand first, then him. “And you know me.”
 
   Prickly.
 
   “I know your working name, but it’s not quite the same thing, is it?”
 
   “It’ll do.” She looked away.
 
   He turned the wagon left, taking them even further from the Red Petticoat.
 
   Her mouth flattened. Swiveling on the seat, she looked back as if she could see straight through the buildings behind them to where they ought to be going. “Five blocks.”
 
   “It’ll be six in a minute.”
 
   She snapped back around, her rising ire fairly crackling as she locked her fiery stare on him yet again. “Is your plan to take me farther and farther from the saloon the longer I refuse to give you my name?”
 
   He grinned. “Damn. I was hoping to get you all the way home before you noticed.”
 
   Emerald snapped to her feet, wobbling slightly, the child in her arms throwing her off balance.
 
   Garrett caught her arm just as she turned and probably before she pitched straight out over the side onto her nose. Even if she hadn’t lost her balance, he had no doubt she would have jumped—moving wagon or not—if he hadn’t grabbed her. “Set your butt back down.”
 
   “Or what?” she challenged, and would have yanked her wrist back had he given her the chance.
 
   Garrett tightened his grip. “I’ll put you over my knee right here and now—broad daylight, in front of all these lovely witnesses, and I do mean right now if you force me to it.”
 
   He’d have thought it physically impossible for the human body to tense any straighter. Somehow she managed it. “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   Garrett stopped the wagon in the middle of the street, and she abruptly sat. As he thought about it hours later, he’d have to wonder if she did it because she realized he might, in actuality, dare just fine, or maybe she’d simply lost her balance. As it was, for almost a full minute, they studied one another—Garrett steady and calm, Emerald as wary as a cougar in a cage.
 
   Running the reins through his fingers, Garrett clicked to the horses and gave them their head. They were all the way down the seventh block and headed into the intersection for the eighth before she grudgingly muttered, “Lydia.”
 
   A trickle of real amusement teased a genuine smile from his lips. “Nice to meet you, Lydia,” he said and turned the wagon left into the next alley, steering them back the way they’d come. “And this little man?”
 
   “Is none of your business.”
 
   Nine blocks it was.
 
   “Paquah,” she spat before he was halfway through the turn. “His name is Paquah.”
 
   “Nice to meet you too,” Garrett said cheerfully. As if anticipating the coming shake, the little boy lifted his head off her breasts and held out his hand. Garrett clasped it warmly, engulfing his small hand all the way up to his wrist. The next left took them to the same street as the Red Petticoat, although almost all the way through the small town of Culpepper Cove. By this junction, clustered businesses had given way to rows of rental and townhouses. Another few blocks and they’d be past the church and cemetery, and headed for the country.
 
   “How long have you been in town?”
 
   “Too long by half,” Lydia muttered, “and ten times longer still since I’ve known you!”
 
   That actually made him laugh, but he made an immediate right and now they were one street too far over going the other way.
 
   “A long time,” Paquah told him.
 
   Garrett winked at him. “Can’t have been too long. I’ve been living just outside of town for years and only just ran into your mama the first time the day of that infamous brawl.”
 
   “If only you were a Petticoat regular, you might have seen me sooner.”
 
   “I keep trying to be regular,” Garrett tsked. “Someone doesn’t seem all that interested in taking my money. Don’t yet know why that is, exactly. Maybe my money ain’t the right color, I don’t know.”
 
   “Find another gem.”
 
   “I like the one who bit me.”
 
   “Next time I’ll bite harder. Maybe you’ll stop coming around!”
 
   “Maybe next time I’ll bite back,” he said with a smile, though his eyes narrowed.
 
   That steady flush of pink stained her cheeks a little darker. Putting her back to him, Lydia looked everywhere but at him.
 
   “Oo, your mama’s a cactus,” Garrett mock whispered to Paquah.
 
   She shot him a dark look and shifted her son until the child was as far removed from Garrett as the narrow seat and her lap would allow.
 
   “Is it just me…” Garrett began.
 
   “Yes,” Lydia snapped.
 
   Garrett stopped the wagon again. Passing the reins through his left hand, he braced his feet on the buckboard and his elbows on his knees. Then he smiled, doing his best to stifle his own rising irritation. “I’m beginning to think there’s something I might ought to do to change that.”
 
   “So do I. Letting me get down the first time I ask would be a wonderful way to start!” She stood up again.
 
   Garrett caught her wrist. “Set your butt down, Lydia.” He said it calmly, quietly, in a well-practiced tone that never failed to shock the hell out of people who failed to recognize when he was this close to losing his patience. 
 
   Lydia remained standing just long enough to make it clear she would never cooperate willingly, and then she sat. “Let me guess,” she said frostily. “This isn’t going to end until I invite you up to my bedroom.”
 
   He pretended to think about that now, too. “Is that where you think this should end?”
 
   The look she gave him suggested she’d be happy if it ended with him floating facedown in an equine watering trough. She did not, however, say that out loud. “Isn’t that what you’re holding me hostage for?”
 
   He arched both eyebrows. “Holding you hostage?”
 
   She blushed, but didn’t back down. Annoyed as he was, he couldn’t help but find that somewhat endearing. Aggravating, but endearing.
 
   “Be honest,” she dared. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? For me to put my buckskins and war paint on, and prance around the bedroom so you can feel more like a man—” 
 
   His eyebrows arched higher as his amusement faded.
 
   “Yes, you heard me,” she sneered. “So you can feel more like a man when you bend me over the foot of it, slap my ass and pull my hair! I’m only half-savage, but I’ll do in a pinch, won’t I?”
 
   He tipped his head, loving the fiery fury of her rant, although not so much what she was saying. He especially didn’t like that she was saying all of it with a small child on her lap, listening to every word.
 
   She leapt up again, shifting her son to her hip and grabbing her skirts. Her color was high. He had no doubt at all, if he hadn’t hooked his arm around her waist right there, she’d have jumped to the ground. Mental images of twisted ankles and dropped children flooded his head, which only made him grab her tighter and which, in turn, made her lose her balance. She toppled. A well-timed pull on his part turned what could have been a nasty fall out of the wagon into a controlled landing upon his lap. She plopped down in a knot of twisted black and crimson skirts, an involuntary kick throwing one leg over the buckboard’s footrest. Paquah grabbed his mother. Eyes wide and breathing hard, she grabbed him back and Garrett held onto them both, strong legs sprawling to brace them wherever he could find security against the wooden seat. And he continued to hold them as tense seconds bled slowly by, each breath he took punctuated by the faintly floral scent of her hair—honeysuckle, he thought, turning his nose into her curls to better savor the smell—expecting any minute for her stiff little body to relax once she realized she wasn’t going to fall.
 
   Except that her body never did. Nor did her trembling abate. If anything, it grew that much more pronounced until, through gritted teeth, Lydia said, “You may let me go now, Mister Drake.”
 
   His whole body stirred. “Call me Garrett. After all, if you’re going to invite me to slap your ass and pull your hair, at the very least we should be on a first name basis.”
 
   She looked away from him, a soft breeze tugging through the stray brown wisps of her hair. The short fly-away ends tickled at the shell of her ear and the slope of her neck. They played everywhere he most wanted to, brushing kisses to skin he ached to nuzzle. Ached to taste. Desperately… desperately ached…
 
   Lydia turned back and their eyes met, the new spring green of hers locking on his just as cool and hard as… well, a prostitute’s, despite the heat of the hand she took from her son and slid down between hers and Garrett’s bodies. She touched him and his belly turned molten. His cock leapt and throbbed, glorifying in the caress of her fingers as she stroked the bulge of him right through his trousers.
 
   “Twenty dollars,” she said, in tones that did not match her glare. They were as dulcet as an angel and as seductive as the devil himself. “For twenty dollars, I’ll let you take me to my room and do anything you want.”
 
   Hearing those words come out of her mouth, watching as they fell from the rose-pink curl of her unpainted lips—it made the erotic fire lick up through his belly, burning into his chest, and down the molten ribbons growing hotter and tighter in the confines of his trousers.
 
   “Anything I want,” he echoed as she molded her palm to him and rubbed. Up. Down. Her fingers tightened, squeezing with just the right amount of pressure.
 
   “Anything,” she assured him. “Just take me home.”
 
   Where she would immediately change her mind, he suspected. Still, what man wouldn’t rise hopeful to such a promise? He let her return to the seat beside him and took them both back to the Red Petticoat. Gabe was waiting for them, standing on the front steps as dark as any disapproving father waiting for an errant daughter to be escorted home. 
 
   “Afternoon,” Garrett greeted with a grin as he locked the brakes and tied off the reins. If his step had an extra bounce as he hopped down and circled around to lift first Paquah and then Lydia to the ground, it was a bounce so familiar to the Red Petticoat’s co-owner that the glowering Mexican never made a comment. He and Lydia exchanged looks.
 
   Gabe’s frown said everything he didn’t as he took Paquah’s hand. “Nettie’s baking cakes. Let’s go see if she’ll give us a nibble.”
 
   Garrett watched them go, offering a wave the one time the little boy looked back just before the swinging kitchen door swallowed them from view. After that, his attention was all on Lydia and the pendulum swing of her hips as she led the way past the bar where Jewel and Amy were running through a checklist inventory of their liquor stocks, and then up the stairs.
 
   Anything he wanted, Garrett thought, mouth running dry at all the possibilities. It couldn’t have taken more than a minute, perhaps two, before they reached Lydia’s bedroom, but those were two of the most imaginative minutes of his life. He had no idea what he was going to do once he got her alone. Oh, he knew what he wanted to do. Twenty dollars wasn’t quite enough to do it all, and he could easily see himself going broke in the attempt. But this one time—this first time—giddy excitement rippled him like skipping stones hopping the surface of a cool pond. 
 
   He was just another customer and he knew it, he could tell by the way she avoided looking at him as she held the door to allow him entrance into the quiet of her very spartan bedroom. She didn’t have much of a feminine touch. As an ex-military officer, his knowledge of ladies and their boudoirs was as extensive as it was shameful. He’d been in more than his fair share of brothels, not to mention the homes of a widow or two (or twenty) and even the occasional wife. This was the first female bedroom he’d been in that didn’t look lived in.
 
   Oh, she had everything that bedrooms were supposed to have—one bed (as neatly made as any hotel), armoire, dressing table with a mirror and stool. The chamber pot was tucked up under the bed beside a trundle mattress. A washing pitcher was nestled in its matching bowl on the night side table beside an oil lamp, but there were no pictures on the wall. No jewelry or face paints on the dresser. No hairpins or ribbons, or stockings hanging out to dry over half-cocked open drawers. In fact, the only thing he saw that suggested anyone lived here or made regular use of the room was a small box of toys under the far window and a hairbrush, resting on a clean white handkerchief on the dressing table.
 
   “Tidy,” he said, looking around.
 
   Shutting the door, Lydia came to him and held out her hand.
 
   Garrett dug into his pocket, counted out two ten-dollar notes, fresh from the bank just that morning. “Anything I want,” he reminded before pressing them into her hand.
 
   She took the notes. “If you hurt me enough to leave marks, I’ll ring the alarm and you’ll be made to leave.”
 
   He blinked twice, those molten ribbons instantly losing some of their eroticism. “I have no intention of hurting you.”
 
   “You’re not much of a man then, are you?”
 
   His eyebrows arched all over again, but already she had turned her back. Dropping the money into her top dresser drawer, she headed for the bed.
 
   “How do you want me? Face up, face down, hands and knees?” She bent, gathering her skirts in her hands and bringing them up her thighs. She started to kneel on the edge of the mattress, as if no longer interested in giving him a choice, but intent simply to get it over with.
 
   “Stop.”
 
   Lydia did. She waited, her head bowed as she stared down at the stretch of blanket before her. A painted doll ready to be posed for his pleasure.
 
   Garrett studied her back. His smile was as automatic as it was disingenuous. Hurt her? His gut-reaction was to take her by the arm and walk her right back out of the Red Petticoat, perhaps even break the nose of the first customer he passed on his way out the door. But she wouldn’t go with him, and probably wouldn’t even recognize it as the half-baked rescue attempt it was.
 
   In the sudden quiet of the room, his footsteps seemed abnormally loud as he crossed the floor, walking as far as the dresser because he was afraid of what he might do if he went to her. Hurt her? He’d never do that, but he might take her by the arms, pull her to him, bury his face in the honeysuckle scent of her hair and draw her out of her clothes far enough to fill his arms and his hands with the softness of her flesh. 
 
   That fence-post stiffness of her back said she likely wouldn’t allow that either. She was in her cactus mood, ready to prick at him with every needle she had so as to keep him from prickling her. He almost took his money back, feeling absolutely no hint of that earlier desire. 
 
   He almost took it back. But, gazing at her reflection in the mirror, what he found himself picking up instead was the hairbrush. Long handled, oval head, made of light brown oak and milky white horse-hair bristles. He turned it over in his hand, looking at it first and then the handkerchief.
 
   The stiffness of his smile melted, becoming soft and gentle again. “Close your eyes.”
 
   Suspicion made her even pricklier. “Why?” She turned and froze when she saw the brush in his hand.
 
   Shifting the stool out away from the dresser, he crooked his finger, beckoning her closer. “Anything I want,” he purred.
 
   She edged half a step toward the head of the bed and the bell pull that hung there from the ceiling. “I said no marks.”
 
   “And I said I have no interest in hurting you.” He beckoned again, then sat down on the floral-cushioned top of the stool. He patted his waiting knee. “Come on. Right here. Sit.”
 
   Her face was a mask, completely devoid of anything but mistrust. Her breasts, however, betrayed her true emotions. Her breaths had quickened, causing the creamy mounds to rise and fall much faster than normal. The fingers of her right hand, not quite hidden in the folds of her dress, tugged and twisted at the dark cloth.
 
   One reluctant step at a time, she approached him. As she neared, her gaze shifted from him to the brush until, by the time she stood at his knee, every inch of her reminded him of a guilt-ridden schoolgirl about to get her drawers dusted. She wouldn’t look at him. Her face pale, she stared only at the hairbrush.
 
   Turning her by her hips, Garrett drew her down to sit on his lap. “There’s a good girl,” he said soothingly, picking up the handkerchief and giving it a gentle shake. “Close your eyes.”
 
   Her voice quavered. “No.”
 
   “Anything I want.”
 
   “I’ve changed my mind.” She was statue-stiff, but she wasn’t fighting him and she made no move to get up.
 
   He folded the hanky diagonally and then over and over again, making as long a blindfold of it as could be managed. “Close your eyes,” he coaxed again, and then made the request obsolete by gently wrapping the handkerchief across her eyes. He tied the blindfold into place. “There. Did that hurt you?”
 
   “Yes,” she argued automatically.
 
   Garrett chuckled. “So sorry. I’ll try to be gentler.”
 
   She held herself so tense and straight, her buttocks and thighs betraying her unease as he pulled the pins from her hair and let her long, chestnut waves tumble down over the blindfold knot. He smoothed them down her back, loving how soft it all felt running through his fingers. She shuddered, but maybe that had less to do with his touch and more to do with how aware she was that he’d just picked up the hairbrush. He shifted it around in his hand to let the bristles do their work. 
 
   “Relax.” He found only a few tangles before the bristles ceased to catch and instead glided from just below the blindfold knot to the very bottom of her waist-length curls. Her back never relaxed. Neither did her hands. They remained tight-fingered fists, pressed together in her lap. He stroked his fingers lightly over her scalp, and then brushed it all over again. Long past the time that it became tangle-free, he continued to caress her and eventually he felt the first small twitch of relaxation leach through the tightness of her thighs. Her bottom softened next, and then her neck. Her head bowed, though only by the barest degrees, followed at last by her shoulders.
 
   “Good girl,” he praised her, the warmth of his tone and repeating softness of his touch rewarding her reluctant obedience. “Good girl.”
 
   She didn’t reply, and he didn’t stop brushing. Not until her hair passed well beyond smooth and silky and began to frizz. He didn’t care. It was still beautiful, still soft. Still smelled ever so faintly and sweetly like fresh morning honeysuckle twining up a garden trellis.
 
   A man could bury himself in a smell like that. In a woman like Lydia.
 
   It really was too bad she didn’t like him.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Lydia sat at the foot of her bed for almost an hour after Garrett left. The twenty dollars he’d paid her remained in the dresser, untouched. The money in the drawer might be out of sight, but it was far, far from out of her mind. The hairbrush and blindfold lay on the floor beside the stool, still positioned in the middle of the room where anyone—probably her—could trip over it. Her hair flowed down her back, curling wildly about her face and shoulder, free of all constraint.
 
   He’d brushed her hair.
 
   He could have done anything, but he hadn’t. He hadn’t even kissed her. Not really. Just before he’d left, he’d cupped the back of her neck to prevent her shrinking away as he pressed the warmth of his lips to the top of her forehead. As far as kisses went, that hardly seemed as if it should count.
 
   She’d been horrible to him, and he’d brushed her hair.
 
   He could have done anything.
 
   But he hadn’t.
 
   The trickle of a single tear spilled over her lashes and down her cheek. Lydia slapped it away, but others quickly rose up to take its place.
 
   He could have done anything. Not that she’d wanted him to. God knows he should be the last person she’d want to have touching her. So why was this icepick blade of disappointment stabbing away inside her chest?
 
   She drew a shaky breath, but halfway in it turned into a choke hard enough to jerk her shoulders. Gathering the excess of her skirts in both hands, she quickly smothered her face in the folds so no one would hear her weeping.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Garrett stayed with Lydia as long as he could justify it. Not that he wouldn’t have loved to touch her hair all night long, but his pulse kept quickening into a tempo he could feel in the low, insistent throb building back up between his legs. He could feel it in his fingertips each time his skin accidentally brushed her ear or the side of her neck. And then there was nothing accidental about it. He couldn’t keep himself from touching her, although it wasn’t how he wanted to. The soft slope of her shoulders were smooth and pale, with the tiniest little brown dot right at the base of her neck so that each downward stroke of the brush forced it into the most beguiling game of peek-a-boo that made his mouth hunger for a taste. Just one kiss. Would it really have been so terrible to steal just one?
 
   Then she sniffled and took a surreptitious swipe at her eyes with her thumb, then fixed her hands tight and unyielding in her lap again. She refused to look at him, but he could make out a partial profile of her lovely face in the mirror and what he saw was enough to—well, not kill his ardor, exactly, but it definitely banked the fires. She wasn’t crying yet, but he could glimpse the shine of tears gathering along her lashes. He twitched, the reflex to hold her leaping through the muscles of his back and down his arms. His fingers tingled with the urge, but would she allow it? He let his hands settle on her shoulders and she immediately leaned forward. Not far enough to break away, but still, plenty far enough.
 
   Nope. Not this time, but she wasn’t as frosty as she had been in the wagon. That gave him hope that she might yet warm a little further.
 
   A brisk knock at the door preceded an unfamiliar man’s voice calling out an all too familiar command. “Time’s up.”
 
   Lydia instantly stood and stepped out from between his knees, out of his reach before he could reach into his pocket and offer her another incentive to let him stay. So, he didn’t. He stood up too and, leaning in long enough to press the gentlest of kisses upon her forehead, he then let himself out of the room and retired all the way downstairs to the bar. His body was still humming, his mind still racing. The last thing he wanted to do was go home; he ordered a drink instead and wasn’t exactly surprised when the lady bartender, Amy, sniffed at him and made herself scarce. The only person who jumped to obey (and honestly, “jumped” was probably the wrong word) was Gabe. Almost from the moment Garrett opened his mouth, the glowering Mexican emerged from the back office to stare him down. Shaking his head, Garrett laughed at them both.
 
   “Beer,” he said again, and tapped the bar. “Please.”
 
   He half expected the brooding co-owner to throw him out. Instead, gathering every ounce of professionalism he could muster, Gabe stepped behind the bar.
 
   “How’s Chin?” he asked pointedly.
 
   “Just fine,” Garret replied. “You’re welcome to come out anytime and see for yourself.”
 
   “Be easier on us if you brought her into town once in a while.”
 
   “Not my decision,” Garrett told him. “Doesn’t make her any less fine, though.”
 
   Frowning, Gabe glared at him for a long moment in tight-jawed silence. Then, picking up a clean mug, he filled it to the brim and set it in front of Garrett. “One beer. Then I want you to leave.”
 
   Smiling, Garrett paid for the drink. “Your bumps and bruises have healed, I see.”
 
   “So have yours,” Gabe replied. “Unless you want another set, get out after this drink.”
 
   “I can do that.” Garrett cupped the beer between his hands, but didn’t drink right away. He brightened. “You know, I once made a beer last three full days.”
 
   Holding out his hand, Gabe waited until Garrett passed over payment, then dropped it in the till. Otherwise, he said nothing.
 
   “Jewel! Jewel!”
 
   Running feet dashed across the balcony directly over the bar, raising both their attentions to the ceiling. A minute later, a golden-haired gem came quickly down the stairs.
 
   Standing at the Faro tables with her ear tipped to whatever disgruntlement Amy was currently pouring into it, the madam of the Red Petticoat glanced up. “Dottie?”
 
   “Outside, quick!” the golden-haired Dottie exclaimed with a grin. “You have to see this!”
 
   “Why?” Unconvinced, Jewel did not immediately comply. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Soldiers!” Dottie cried with a hop and skip as she scampered across the saloon and out the swinging doors. It was hard to hear her excited squeal over the sudden thunder of running footsteps through the floorboards above them.
 
   “You got a herd of buffalo up there?” Garrett asked, a little surprised that the ceiling was holding.
 
   “Sounds about right,” Gabe muttered. For a change, his frown wasn’t on Garrett but on the ceiling as he followed the sound of the stampede with his eyes. “I keep telling them, and telling them…”
 
   “How many soldiers?” Charlie called from the piano where he was thumbing through papers, setting up music sheets for his show with Silver and Sunny later that night. “Might be a busy night if they stop in here.”
 
   Glancing at one another, Jewel and Amy abandoned the Faro tables and headed outside. After a moment, Gabe followed them and, curiosity pricked, so did Garrett. Soldiers rarely passed through town; Culpepper Cove wasn’t on anyone’s military map, so there was no reason for them to. And yet, the trifles of who, why and where mattered little when compared to the economic interests of the Red Petticoat as a whole. Soldiers were good business and too sweet an opportunity for anyone to pass up, so Garrett wasn’t surprised to find every gem in the establishment posed along the upper balcony outside. Vying for space at the rail, they fussed with their hair, rouged up their cheeks, lips and nipples, and nearly every one of them was dressed in only just enough to keep from being arrested for indecency. Garrett checked, but he didn’t see Lydia.
 
   Yet.
 
   Don’t be jealous, he told himself. He hadn’t yet won the right to tell her how she could or could not make a living. Knowing that, however, and ignoring that hot proprietary burr that had just taken root in his gut as he watched the cavalry of soldiers coming down the street, were two very different things. How many of these beardless boys and jaded soldiers would Lydia be taking upstairs tonight? How many were going to do a hell of a lot more than brush her hair?
 
   Folding his arms across his chest, Garrett braced himself to feel nothing as he watched them come. There were a lot of them. Twenty at least. God, she could do all of them in a single night, if she were dedicated enough—or stubborn enough—to try.
 
   “If you can’t handle it, you’d best go home,” Gabe said out of the corner of his mouth.
 
   “I can handle it,” Garrett assured. All the same, though, he might head himself home before Lydia started working tonight. He wasn’t sure he was up to seeing her approach any of those men, at least not without hurting someone.
 
   “Wonder what they’re doing here?” Jewel murmured, slender hands on hips as she watched the uniformed procession draw closer. They were coming straight down the street, a mere block away now from passing right in front of the brothel. A cavalry troop, meant for hard travel and covering long distances without rest, there were no marching soldiers trailing behind the mounted soldiers and provision wagons. This was no casual exercise then, Garrett realized and braced himself all over again. They were hunting someone.
 
   “I wonder how long they’ll be staying.” Amy fluffed her bosom and snapped out her fan. “Hey, handsome!” she called, striding right up to the end of the sidewalk to wave and, hopefully, catch a wandering eye or two… or ten. She let her bodice strap fall enticingly off one shoulder, and she wasn’t the only one. Every gem was on full display, flashing ankles and adjusting cleavages to their best advantage.
 
   Still no Lydia, though. Garrett checked again.
 
   “She can work if she wants to,” Gabe said, though his hard-eyed stare remained on the soldiers. His was a well-practiced look already picking out which of the passing cavalrymen would be customers, which would be drinkers, and which would be trouble.
 
   By the look of it, the Red Petticoat would be full of customers tonight, for as much as the girls were flashing, the soldiers were looking. Not one broke rank, but that didn’t stop some from smiling, winking or discretely waving back. At least three that Garrett saw had no reaction to the girls at all, and all three were the ranking officers who held the procession’s lead.
 
   “She probably won’t though,” Gabe added.
 
   “She won’t what?” Garrett asked, smile thinning as he studied the trio in charge.
 
   “Work tonight.” Gabe shot him a sideways glare. “She doesn’t like soldiers. And yes, she does know you once were one. As the saying goes: you, sir, are paddling upstream in a cracked canoe.”
 
   Garrett chuckled. “Never heard that one before.”
 
   “Probably because I just made it up. I like it though. I may have to say it more often.”
 
   “If I was witty enough to come up with sayings like that off the cuff, I would too.”
 
   They both watched the soldiers. They were at the tail of the cavalrymen now, with naught left to pass them by but the three supply wagons taking up the rear.
 
   “You’re not going to go away, are you?” Gabe suddenly asked.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “You’re going to stay right here?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “All night?”
 
   “If I have to.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Garrett cocked a wry smile, then shook his head. “Because I know something you don’t. I know what mistakes I’ve made in my life, and I know I’ve got nothing at all to say about anyone else’s. I also know, someday she’s going to warm to me and when she does—” Garrett turned that smile on Gabe and though he tried to soften his stare to match, he knew from the subtle shift in Gabe’s eyes that his own had to be hard enough to cut iron. “—When she does, I’m going to take her out of here. Her and her boy. If you need the time, I reckon you’d best start getting used to the idea now.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t ‘warm’ to you?” Gabe countered, dark eyes narrowing.
 
   “She will.” Garrett shifted, folding his arms that much tighter. “I’m an affable fellow. Women like me. Eventually, she will too. I’ve already decided.”
 
   Gabe blinked twice, but Garrett’s attention was back on the soldiers and in particular, on the three in the lead. The thin cloud of dust kicked up by the passing wagons had a taste that filled his mouth and nose, despite his attempts to wave the worst away, but it wasn’t so thick he couldn’t see where the procession turned slightly to continue on to the next street.
 
   “They’re heading for the sheriff’s office,” Garrett noted. He rubbed his chin once, then whapped Gabe on the shoulder with the back of his hand. “Come on. Let’s go see what they want.”
 
   Gabe scowled at his shoulder first, then Garrett. “Hit me again and I will break your hand. We did not just bond, we are not suddenly the best of friends, and I have absolutely no desire to accompany you anywhere.”
 
   “Sure, we did; why wouldn’t we be; and of course you do.” Stepping off the walk, Garrett beckoned him to follow. “You’re too damned curious not to come along.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Yes, you are.”
 
   “I couldn’t give two shits,” Gabe snapped after him.
 
   “Yes, you could,” Jewel suddenly hissed.
 
   Startled, Gabe frowned at her now, but she was already shooing at him with both hands and mouthing an insistent, “Go! Go!”
 
   Gabe glared, but she only glared back and shooed harder. Smothering curses under his breath, the look he shot her vowed a discussion on this later on, but he still stepped off the sidewalk.
 
   Garrett was already across the street and half a block down by then. The afternoon sun was hot across his back and the dust of the military passing was slow to settle. He ducked down an alley between the cobbler and barbershop, and came out the other side only two buildings down from the sheriff’s office. There was something to be said for knowing one’s town and taking shortcuts. He was circling around the jail and well within eavesdropping distance before the latter half of the procession arrived. Gabe caught up with him a few seconds later.
 
   Neither noticed that look Jewel and Amy had exchanged before picking up their skirts and following at an even more subtle distance.
 
   “I guess I know who wears the—” Garrett started to say, but Gabe cut him off.
 
   “It is so very important to your physical health that you not finish that sentence.”
 
   Chuckling, Garrett found a quiet spot along the shadowed edge of the jail. Propping his shoulder against the wall, he watched as both Sheriff Justice and Deputy Slade, having heard the commotion and seen the dust, stepped outside. Bringing the march directly to the steps, the lead military officer motioned a lieutenant, whose bellow halted the whole march.
 
   “I’m looking for Sheriff Jebidiah Justice,” he announced, once the chaos of shuffling hooves and rattling reins had quieted.
 
   “You’ve found him,” Justice replied. If he was curious at all as to why they’d come, he was a master at hiding it.
 
   Dismounting, the officer passed his horse into the holding of the young soldier who rushed up to take the reins. “Captain Nathaniel Everson,” he introduced, and then gestured to his two lesser ranked companions, both of whom remained in their saddles. “These are Lieutenants Davies and Buckabee. We’ve been sent from Fort Mervine to quell the Indian uprising.” He drew two sheets of folded paper from inside his jacket and presented them to the sheriff. “These are warrants for the arrests of both ringleaders. My orders are to remove them peacefully, if possible, to their appropriate reservations or, if they refuse to go, see them brought to a swift end.”
 
   “What Indian uprising?” Deputy Slade asked, eyes narrowing slightly.
 
   Accepting the warrants, Sheriff Justice opened the first and quietly read it. He frowned and unfolded the second warrant. The longer he read, the deeper his frown became until, finally reaching the end, he lowered both documents. “These warrants are for Stone and Paquah.”
 
   Garrett felt it when Gabe stiffened. He probably stiffened too, certainly his gut ran cold.
 
   “I see you are familiar with the renegades.” Cool and professional, Everson he took off his riding gloves.
 
   “Familiar enough, I suppose. I wouldn’t exactly call either a renegade.”
 
   “Be that as it may,” Captain Everson pressed, “you must know where I can find them.”
 
   Justice inclined his head in a guarded nod. “I have a good idea.”
 
   “Splendid. If you’ll lead the way, we can get this whole sordid business wrapped up quickly and all go happily home again.”
 
   Sheriff Justice tapped the warrants against his hand. “Something tells me that’s not going to happen, actually.”
 
   The lieutenants exchanged knowing looks. Captain Emerson heaved a deep breath, and already Garrett knew before he opened his mouth just how badly this conversation was about to go south. He’d been a military man. He’d been a party to troops like this, sent out to round up renegades. Right now his mind was a-whir with possible outcomes. He didn’t know who Stone was, but he did know Paquah. Boy or not, when a warrant was issued for an Indian’s arrest, the military did not stop until the arrest was made.
 
   “Sheriff…” Captain Everson drawled, smoothing the riding dust from first one dark eyebrow and then the other. “I can appreciate how nobody likes being told how to do his job. Had you done yours, however, I would not have been uprooted from my very comfortable home to march for three damned days, up mountains and across foothills, to ensure the safety and well-being of the citizens of your town. This was your job; now it is mine. Had you the efficiency to do it, I would not be standing here.”
 
   “I see.” Sheriff Justice folded his arms across his chest. “And you have evidence of my lack of efficiency… how?”
 
   “Through the many complaints my office has fielded over the last four months.”
 
   “Complaints? Made by whom?”
 
   “The grievances were filed by one Millicent Crankshaw.”
 
   Sheriff Justice rolled his eyes. “I see. And what are these ‘grievances’ exactly?”
 
   “That’s unimportant.” Everson waved them aside with a flick of his riding gloves. “What is important is that I have been assigned to see these savages removed from Culpepper Cove to their appropriate reservations, where they will no longer be a hindrance to the good people of this town. I take my assignments quite seriously, Sheriff. I suggest you take me equally as seriously.”
 
   “And the fact that these complaints are nothing but hogswallop…”
 
   “Makes no difference to me. The warrants have been issued. I have a job to do, and I’m not leaving until I see it done.”
 
   “I see,” the sheriff repeated, tapping the warrants against his hand again. “And if I told you that these particular ‘renegades’ are young…”
 
   “Young troublemakers grow up to become bigger troublemakers, Sheriff. Where can I find them?”
 
   “Stone doesn’t live in town, and I can’t say as I recall him ever being a ‘troublemaker’ when he is. His father would never allow it.”
 
   “So his father will need to be removed to the reservation as well, then.”
 
   “You might have a problem with that, being as his father is Culpepper Cove’s only doctor.”
 
   Captain Everson grew still. Even from twenty good feet away, Garrett could see the gears turning in the other man’s mind before, cautiously, he asked, “You allow yourselves to be treated by a savage?”
 
   “Doctor Anson Norwood is not an Indian.”
 
   “But his son is?”
 
   “His son is also five years old,” Sheriff Justice supplied, then thought about it. “Or four. Four or five, I think. I’m not sure.”
 
   Captain Everson shifted his weight, hands on his hips. “Four,” he echoed flatly.
 
   “Or five.” The sheriff tipped his head in a nod. “Somewhere around that age range.” He held his hand level about hip tall. “Knee high to a grasshopper. Should be starting school this fall, once the summer crops come in and schoolhouse opens up again.”
 
   The captain shifted all the way onto his other leg. “And the other redskin?”
 
   The sheriff thought about it. “About the same age. Maybe a little younger. I don’t rightly know. His mother’s a little more private.”
 
   “She would be the harlot,” Everson stated.
 
   “Also not an Indian, so none of your concern.” Garrett startled. He hadn’t meant to say that. He hadn’t meant to say anything at all, but there it was—all of it said in a hard, steely voice that had been loud enough to carry not just twenty feet, but probably all the way back around the corner to the Red Petticoat as well. Both the captain and his lieutenants turned to him. So did the sheriff and his deputy. So did damn near all the soldiers, all twenty of them, with every one of their faces streaked with dust and hardened with duty toward their military brothers, God and country—in that order. There was no place in that creed for Indians, four years old or not. There was no place in that creed for whores either and never mind that every one of them had been smirking, winking and jostling one another to point out the prettiest ones posed along the Red Petticoat’s balcony not five minutes before.
 
   “Is this Paquah your boy?” Captain Everson pointedly asked. 
 
   Both Deputy Slade and Sheriff Justice were looking at him with the same slightly perplexed expression.
 
   Garrett shuttered himself as abruptly as a door slamming over his emotions. He made himself smile. “Nope.”
 
   Everson drew himself stiffly upright. “Then kindly stay out of matters that don’t concern you.”
 
   “I’m beginning to think this particular matter might actually concern me,” came an older, grimmer voice from within the sheriff’s office.
 
   Captain Everson straightened, head lifting and frown deepening as a third man exited the sheriff’s office to stand beside the lawmen. He wore a grey pin-striped suit, still wrinkled from a long day of traveling by stagecoach, and he brought with him the cup of tea he’d been enjoying just inside. “And you are exactly who, sir?”
 
   “Henry Johnson,” the man replied, and took a pause to finish his tea before adding, “Circuit judge for these parts. I arrived a few hours ago with the intent of officiating a wedding and passing on through. But this—” He held out his hand expectantly. “—this sounds like something I ought to sit in on.”
 
   For several tense heartbeats, Everson did not move. He didn’t roll his eyes, either, although by the look of him, he wanted to. Especially when Sheriff Justice passed the warrants over.
 
   Judge Johnson studied each in turn. “Deputy Slade, kindly inform the good doctor that his son is being summoned to an immediate hearing or he must be placed under arrest. He is free, of course, to accompany his son to the meeting hall. He’ll likely want to. Jeb, find Millicent Crankshaw.”
 
   “With what intent?” Everson demanded, but stopped when the judge locked piercing blue eyes on him.
 
   “Don’t take that tone with me, sir.”
 
   “I’ll not allow the harassment of an innocent woman. My job—”
 
   “You’ve done your job, Captain. You delivered your warrants—”
 
   “I will make the arrests and see to it they are executed in an appropriate—”
 
   “Not in my jurisdiction you won’t. The military may be permitted a little latitude when it comes to upholding the law in territories too ill-established to have anything better, but in this town, you will yield to local authority or I will see you and every man jack one of those men behind you made extremely comfortable in our local cells. Now, have I made myself clear to you, Captain?”
 
   Shifting slightly, a leap of irritation tic-ing along his jawline, Captain Everson came to a formal and unrequired attention. “Crystal. Sir.”
 
   “Splendid. Seeing as you have delivered your warrants and they are now being dispatched, I suppose you’ll want to be on your way.”
 
   Garrett’s smile thinned in time with Everson’s. “No,” the captain demurred. “I believe I’ll stay long enough to make sure the warrants don’t mysteriously vanish the minute I ride out of town.”
 
   Judge Johnson smiled now too. He did not take his eyes off the captain. “Sheriff Justice?”
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “I want Stone and Paquah brought before me within the hour, if you would. Oh, and arrest Millicent Crankshaw. I want her high-falutin’ ass parked in one of my jail cells before nightfall.”
 
   “For what?” Captain Everson demanded.
 
   Judge Johnson held up both warrants. “Material witness,” he informed the man. “She started this brouhaha. By God, she’s going to be here—and as inconvenienced as I can possibly make her—for every minute of it!”
 
   “I think I saw her and her husband at the mercantile.” Deputy Slade looked to his boss. “Oh, please. Please let me do it.”
 
   “Sorry,” Sheriff Justice said, without the slightest hint of apology. He dropped his hat onto his head and tapped the badge on his chest. “With great responsibility comes those rare few moments when the performance of one’s job can be a real pleasure. For me, this is it, and I’m taking it.”
 
   A light tap at his arm was all the notice Gabe gave Garrett before he turned and started back around the jail. His long-legged steps were much quicker now than they had been when he’d been trailing in Garrett’s shadow. Now it was Garrett who had to jog to catch up.
 
   “We’ve got problems,” Garrett told him, as softly as he could, painstakingly aware of all the people drifting curiously out of their homes and businesses to watch the cavalry dismounting in front of the jail.
 
   “They’re bigger than you know,” Gabe replied.
 
   “Bigger than a military captain with delusions of grandeur?” Garrett shot back, eyebrows arching. “Because I’ve seen enough of those to recognize an overstuffed peacock when he starts to puff out his uniform. And that—” He pointed behind them. “—was one hell of a peacock.”
 
   “Yeah? How’s your experience with a brothel full of women about to take matters into their own hands?” Gabe indicated with a nod ahead of them, which was when Garrett suddenly noticed that both the street in front of the Red Petticoat and the entire upper balcony which had, just a few minutes before been chock-a-block full of laughing, flirting, and cheering ladies of the night was now completely void of anybody at all. The windows were closed, the curtains and shutters drawn, and there was now a closed sign hanging on the swinging saloon doors.
 
   “Oh…” Garrett said. “Oh hell.”
 
   Gabe nodded grimly. “You have no idea.”
 
   But he was about to, and they both knew it.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “Does Lydia know?” Gabe demanded as he pushed past the closed sign hanging on the main doors, but one look at the situation unfolding along the bar and Garrett knew she had to know. Neither John nor Charlie could be seen, but of the five gems who were present, the women were in such a state of frenzy that it was obvious everybody knew.
 
   “Ain’t nobody taking my baby’s babies,” Nettie said hotly, loading shots into one of the oldest rifles Garrett had ever seen. The way she cocked it gave him no reason to believe it wasn’t every bit as lethal as it sounded. Three very somber gems spread out along the bar to either side of her. They were also loading rifles.
 
   “The windows and doors are already locked,” one told Gabe.
 
   “This is horse shit!” another declared.
 
   “Forget shooting soldiers,” the only red-head among them suggested. “We ought to shoot Millicent.” She looked to her sisters for support. “This whole thing’ll blow over then, right?”
 
   “Put the rifles down,” Gabe told all of them. He snapped his fingers at the now frowning red-head. “I mean it, Ruby. If any of you fires so much as a warning shot, no one will be sitting before Christmas. That’s a promise!”
 
   The faint creak of a floorboard above them caught Garrett’s ear. He barely glimpsed the curl of a few stray chestnut wisps curling around a familiar pale face and the widening of startled green eyes before Lydia ducked back behind the upper-floor railing, into the shadows and out of sight.
 
   Garrett ran for the stairs even as the stampede of her footsteps tore across the ceiling and down the hall. “Lydia!”
 
   He took the stairs two at a time, noting which door Lydia ducked behind just before the blonde madam slammed it shut.
 
   “Aw, Gabe…” whined one of the women in the saloon below.
 
   “Guns on the bar, Dottie,” Gabe ordered. His voice promptly dropped to a deeper level of authority as he warned, “Nettie, I swear to God. Amy, pistols too. Where’s Jewel?”
 
   “Upstairs. Helping Lydia pack. We have to get her out of here before the soldiers arrest Paquah!”
 
   “What good will that do?” Gabe countered, just before erupting into a long string of spat out Spanish, followed by, “Nobody bolts faster than a gem, I swear!”
 
   Very much aware that behind any of these bedroom doors there might lurk a well-meaning dove packing iron, Garrett made his way cautiously down the hall. 
 
   “Jewel!” Gabe called as he came up the stairs, also two at a time. “Querida…” But his dark eyes were flashing and that endearment held all kinds of warning.
 
   Garrett flattened himself against the wall to let the fuming Mexican pass by, but the door at the end of the hall did not open. Quite the opposite. They both heard the very distinctive clatter of the bolt lock being shoved into place.
 
   Gabe stalked the length of the hallway, swearing under his breath as he went, and he didn’t stop until he reached that bolted bedroom door. He braced his hands to either side of the jamb, leaning heavily against it, the heat of his stare boring into the unyielding wood. The air in the hall grew heavy and in the strained silence that followed, Garrett heard two things. He heard the knuckles in Gabe’s thumb pop as he flexed one hand, and on the other side of the door, he heard a nervous young woman whisper, “Is th-that Mr. Gabriel? D-Did Mr. Gabriel come upstairs?”
 
   When Gabe turned to look back at him over his shoulder, Garrett made sure he wasn’t smiling. He nodded instead. This was a matter of man-to-man solidarity. He was all about that sort of thing. He gestured for Gabe to proceed.
 
   “I’m not going to count to three,” Gabe warned as he fixed his dark gaze once more on the door, “I’m not even going to count to one…”
 
   A scramble of shadows blocked the light from under the threshold as three different women jumped for the lock. As soon as it opened, Gabe pushed inside and Garrett followed, a quirk of amusement pulling at his lips.
 
   “I like this place,” he told Jewel as he slipped past her. “Amazing, the things you can learn just by watching other people.”
 
   Jewel blushed, her blue eyes sparking just a bit. That faint trace of anger vanished, however, the instant Gabe turned on her. 
 
   “Guns?” he growled. “Really?”
 
   Jewel’s eyes sparked all over again, this time locking full on Gabe. “Nobody hurts my girls,” she said, soft but fierce.
 
   “Who are you going to point those guns at?” he demanded, closing the distance far enough to loom over her. “The soldiers? What happens then, eh?” All dark skin and dark eyes and the kind of rapidly darkening temper that made his hands close fast on her arms, he gave her a stern shake. Jewel gasped, her eyes widening, and she was definitely paying attention when he spat an answer to his own question. “They point guns back at you, that’s what happens! And maybe then they shoot, did you think of that? This isn’t a game! Those aren’t let’s pretend cavalrymen! Those are the real thing and they will pull the triggers!”
 
   “They’re going to take my son,” Lydia said, for the first time since the men had come into the room.
 
   She was huddled near the window, an open carpetbag on a short table, already hurriedly half packed. Stockings hung out of one end, while the leg trouser of a small boy’s pants hung over the other. She’d emptied her chest of drawers and she’d done it in a panic. That much was evident in the way three of the four drawers now lay scattered and empty on the floor all around her. Her ladies’ trousseau was also empty, the hairbrush and handkerchief now absent from the dressing table where they had been earlier. A bottle of perfume lay broken on the floor under the stool where he had brushed her hair.
 
   Lydia herself wasn’t much more put together. Her voice was deep, falsely calm with a faint tremble underlying her words as she said, “You heard them. You heard what they said. Over my dead body, Gabriel. Over my dead body.”
 
   “What good will that do?” Garrett softly countered. “Would you really leave your son without a father and a mother?”
 
   She locked her burning gaze on him next. When he took a step towards her, she instantly took a step back. It wasn’t until he saw her skirts moving that he noticed the small hands that clutched her from behind. Paquah peeked at him from around her hip, his too-young face somber rather than scared. She quickly shifted to block him from Garrett’s view. Her head was lowered now. A matador’s bull, angry and wounded, pricked by one too many swords, and he was the only red cape in view. Painting on a smile, Garrett stepped forward far enough to let her know he would be her willing target, if that was what she needed.
 
   She retreated, pressing her son protectively into the corner between herself and her table. She remained angry, though. She remained wary too.
 
   His heart ached to see it. If only she’d let him close enough to touch her, perhaps even hold her. Soon. She would warm to him soon. His smile gentled, and it was not lost on him that gentleness seemed to unnerve her. Her wariness intensified.
 
   “I want everyone downstairs,” Gabe said, releasing his grip on Jewel. “Where’s Charlie?”
 
   Subdued, not quite sullen but not far from it either, Jewel said, “He caught Silver loading rifles with us. He didn’t like it. They’re having… a word.”
 
   “He should have had a ‘word’ with every one of you,” Gabe told all the women. Only a few had the grace to look chastened by the threat. “When he gets back, I want you to give him all the guns. If it can fire a bullet, it better not be in the Red Petticoat by the time Deputy Slade gets here. Also, I expect every single gem to be on her best behavior or I’ll know the reason why! Now, move!”
 
   The women jumped to obey, all but Lydia, who retreated another half a step, backing her son all the way up against the wall and the window, with its fluttering drapes reaching out to catch at them and all the sounds of the soldiers being ordered to dismount, put up the horses, and locate suitable lodgings filtering inside. By nightfall, the hotel would be full and so would the Bentley’s Inn.
 
   “They can’t have him,” Lydia said fiercely.
 
   “We’re not going to let them take him, either,” Gabe replied.
 
   “Not without a fight,” Garrett added. “But when you’re fighting soldiers, you have to do it in a very specific way if you want to win with your life. Crawling out a back window with a suitcase in one hand and your boy in the other, that ain’t the smartest way.”
 
   “How would you know?” she countered, lifting her chin. “If I’m gone before the deputy gets here…”
 
   “They will follow you,” Garrett finished for her.
 
   “I’ll disappear!”
 
   “They’ll find you.”
 
   “How could you possibly know—”
 
   “Because I was one of them once,” Garrett told her, the sharpness of his tone cutting off her objection just as fast as it seized her attention. “I was a soldier for more years than I’m proud to admit. I know exactly what they’re going to do.”
 
   “Get out,” she hissed and snapped around, picking up Paquah and clutching him fiercely close. Her eyes shone as she spun to the window, clinging to her child as she stared helplessly out through the fluttering drapes. “Just get out.”
 
   Garrett advanced on her. Gabe did as well, but Garrett’s attention was focused entirely on her and the trembling he could see in her hands as she ran them up and down Paquah’s back, alternately soothing and clinging. “You can’t run from this, Lydia.”
 
   “I said, get out!”
 
   “Not until you listen to—”
 
   She rounded on him so fast, he actually took a step back. He expected her attack, but he wasn’t prepared for her to do it with her son still in her arms. She flung her bag, spilling its contents in a wide arc all over the room and sending the bag itself flying into the far wall. It bounced off and hit a lamp, sending both tumbling to the floor. The lamp broke, spilling oil everywhere, but that didn’t stop her from swinging at Gabe next.
 
   “I don’t have to listen!” she spat. “I don’t have to—”
 
   She stopped with a squeak when Gabe caught her wrist. Gabe stopped just as fast when Garrett clamped his large hand onto the Mexican’s wrist. The two men looked at one another.
 
   “Nobody hurts my girls,” Gabe warned, echoing his partner’s earlier sentiment, but this time for different reasons. 
 
   “I was just starting to like you, too,” Garrett warned back, and smiled. “I won’t hurt her if I don’t have to. If I do have to, it’ll be only what she asks for and only as much as I know for a fact you yourself have already done. Chin lives with me, remember.”
 
   Gabe studied him, silent, eyes narrowing.
 
   Lydia twisted to free her arm, but neither man let go. They stared one another down, entire conversations passing between them without a single spoken word. Eventually, the hard line of his mouth thinning, Gabe switched his grip from Lydia’s wrist to Paquah.
 
   Her eyes widened and she tightened her hold. “No!” She shook her head, a whole new kind of desperation taking hold of her. “No, no!”
 
   “Come on,” Gabe said to the little boy rather than to her, refusing to use him as a tug-o-war toy but gently drawing upward until she reluctantly allowed him to be lifted away. “I’ll bet Nettie has some molasses cake hidden in the kitchen somewhere. Let’s go see if we can snag a piece while your mama talks to this nice man.”
 
   The look Paquah shot Garrett as he was carried out the door said he clearly harbored doubts regarding Gabe’s assessment of Garrett’s character. It was a look Lydia echoed. Still, Garrett couldn’t resist.
 
   “He must be warming to me too,” he said with a grin. “He called me nice.”
 
   Lydia didn’t even crack a smile. “He said the same thing about me once.”
 
   “Aw, now you’re just fishing for compliments.” He narrowed the distance between them, although there wasn’t much space to begin with. “If only you’d started out that way instead of throwing things, then I could right now be making an absolute fool of myself telling you how pretty you are. How your eyes are green as sweet clover and new spring grass. How I wake up every morning wondering if today’ll be the day you let me run my fingers through all that long, beautiful hair of yours.”
 
   The mounds of her breasts rose high above the constraining line of her tightly corseted dress as she breathed in. Hiking her chin, she took a defiant step back. “You had your chance.”
 
   “I reckon you think I wasted it.” He followed, matching her step with a slightly longer one of his own. She had to retreat two more to get the same measure of distance back between them.
 
   Her chin rose higher, as high as she dared let it go without looking ridiculous. “You could have done anything you wanted, and what did you do? You paid me twenty dollars and played with a silly hairbrush.”
 
   “You keep throwing tantrums and I might just have to play with it some more.”
 
   Nearly tripping over a discarded shoe, Lydia maneuvered to the other side of the small table and promptly put a chair between them. “Lay one hand on me and I swear I’ll gnaw it off at the shoulder.”
 
   “Sweetheart—” Taking hold of the chair, he removed the obstacle from between them, spinning it from back to front, and thunked it firmly down beside him. “—anything you chose to give me, I will treasure forever. Including love-battle scars.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “I don’t love you!”
 
   “Ah, but you are warming to me. I’ll take my successes where I can get them.”
 
   Her whole body stiffened. She wasn’t aware that he’d closed those last few inches between them until his fingers glided over her hand to fasten firmly upon her wrist. She jerked her arm up, but he didn’t let her pull away very far.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Talking to you.” He pulled her to him as if her arm were a ribbon and she, the most expensive and fragile porcelain doll that ribbon was attached to.
 
   She tried to pull back, but it was a feeble effort. All the anger she had swaddled herself in just moments before, she could feel it draining out of her and that scared her. Nobody ever thought of women as strong and that was what she most needed to be. She had to be strong, because if she wasn’t—if she weakened—they would take Paquah and who knew what would happen to him then! So why couldn’t she stay angry when she needed to be most? Why couldn’t she lash out—physically or verbally—at least enough to knock him back and break free?
 
   “I don’t have time for this.” Her voice shook.
 
   “No, we don’t,” he agreed. “We’d get a lot more accomplished if you were willing to cooperate.”
 
   She had no trouble getting mad then.
 
   “Get your hand off me!” She wrenched her wrist out of his grip and then struck. Her fist bounced back off his shoulder with all the effectiveness of a pillow punching a bed. Only this particular “bed” damn near broke her “pillow.” The pain made her leap back more than it did him. She jerked sideways, trying her best to shake out her smarting hand behind her skirts so he wouldn’t notice. That split second of distraction was all he needed to reclose the distance. This time, he wasn’t smiling.
 
   “Don’t do that again,” he warned. “I can take a lot, Lydia. I know in my heart, if ever I were to marry someone that someone would be you. I knew it the first time you sank your teeth into me. But, while there’s a lot I will tolerate, disrespect isn’t one of them.”
 
   “Marry?” Lydia’s jaw dropped all over again. “Have you lost your ever-lovin’ mind? My four-year-old baby is about to be arrested for nothing he can help, and here you stand, telling me… what? You love me? You want to marry me? You don’t even know me!”
 
   He shrugged, both with shoulders and eyebrows. “I know enough.”
 
   “You know enough?” Her green eyes narrowed, first on him and then on his grip on her wrist. She tugged, but he wasn’t about to let go. Maneuvering in front of the chair, he sat down instead.
 
   “I can see you’re building up for another explosion.”
 
   He was right too. The pressure was bubbling up inside her, like home-brew bottled too soon. Any minute now she was going to pop her cork and splatter everything within reach, including Garrett.
 
   “Let it not be said I can’t take lessons from my brother’s page,” he said, drawing her to his right side. He winked at her. “Just don’t tell him that.”
 
   It was a tossup whether it was the wink that unraveled her or the flat of his lap, presented in front of her in a threat no gem who ever worked at the Red Petticoat could begin to ignore. Lydia had worked here longer than most and she had taken more than one tumble across the foot of the bed for a dose of Gabe’s belt—mostly for losing her temper. Or biting a customer. She’d done both with Garrett. A tickle of dread moved up the backs of her legs. It crawled across the surface of her bottom, as if her prickling skin somehow knew she deserved to be standing here, one wrist trapped in a man’s firm hand, staring down at a lap more than capable of holding her in position until the rise and fall of his strong right arm was done.
 
   “You’re not spanking me,” she breathed, hating how it came out of her low and trembling. As if she were afraid. She wasn’t. She wasn’t afraid of anyone, much less Garrett.
 
   Garrett both nodded and winced. “I am hoping I won’t have to, but you’re kind of backing me into a corner. Let’s see if we can avoid it.” He patted his knee. “Sit.”
 
   She’d sooner sit on a cactus. Her look must have said as much, because his look also changed. Only his eyebrows moved, and yet that feeling of ominous warning began to grow heavy all throughout the room.
 
   “One,” he said, in a tone that was no less menacing for all that it held notes of amusement. 
 
   “One, what?” she countered, honestly unsure what she was more: confused over why he should think counting numbers worse than simply spanking her, or annoyed that he had to sound so damned paternal while he did it. She had a father. Hell, she’d had two. They were both dead now, and she wasn’t in any mood to be adopted by a third.
 
    He pointed to his knee and with even softer authority said, “Sit down, Lydia. Right here.”
 
   Sit, not bend over? If not for his grip on her arm, she would have recoiled. It was a trap, it had to be. Lydia shook her head. “You don’t have any right to—”
 
   “Two,” Garrett said, cutting off her protest mid-sputter.
 
   She floundered, blinking rapidly, at a total loss for how to proceed. “H-how many do I have?”
 
   “Not nearly enough, I promise. Your hairbrush fell out of your bag when you threw it at me. It’s there on the floor behind you. Would you mind handing it to me?”
 
   Startled, Lydia twisted far enough to—sure enough—see the hairbrush lying bristles-down on the floor practically under her skirts. Just as startled, she looked back at him. “Yes, I do. I think I mind very much. If I hand you that hairbrush, you’ll use it on me!”
 
   “Would you like to sit on my knee instead?”
 
   Indignation, embarrassment, anger—the heated flames of all licked up behind her cheeks, flushing them hot as a sunburn. “If you think I’m just going to let you spank me like—like—like some errant farm girl dancing to the tune of your hickory switch—”
 
   “Nice imagery,” he complimented, a spark of interest in his eyes even suggesting that compliment was sincere. “Hairbrush, though. There aren’t any good switches here in town.” He brightened. “All the best ones grow out behind my house. Don’t ask me how I know. A man should never reveal the secrets behind his brother’s harmonious household.”
 
   “—you can think again!” Lydia stubbornly continued, her voice rising in volume and shrillness. “I do not accept your authority over me!”
 
   His smile turned wry. “I’ve noticed.”
 
   “And I will not lie meek as a rag while you batter me at your leisure!”
 
   “I was intending to spank rather than to batter and so far, you’ve yet to say anything to convince me it’s not long overdue. Or well-deserved.”
 
   Too angry for caution, Lydia abruptly switched directions. Instead of leaning away, she took a sudden step toward him, looming as she glared hot into Drake grey eyes that seemed only to soften the longer he gazed back at her. “Try it,” she seethed. “See what happens, I dare you.”
 
   “Damn.” Clicking his tongue against his teeth, Garrett shook his head. “I never was one to look past a dare.” He tsked again. “Just remember, sweetheart, how many chances I gave you to avoid this and how you refused each and every one of them.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “I will never forgive you.”
 
   “Probably not.” He offered his sunniest beam, though the feigned good humor never once touched his eyes. “But I haven’t given up hope that you might yet warm to me. Hopefully sooner rather than later, since I truly do plan to marry you. Sorry to have to say this, sweetheart: Three.”
 
   He wasn’t the first customer to try to wrestle her into position across his lap, or even to attempt it without first paying for the privilege. For some reason, when it was paid for, it was easier for her to submit. It became a game then. An adult version of every child’s fondest let’s pretend fantasy: House. She could almost put herself into that role, that of a naughty Mommy made to stand before disapproving Daddy, first for a stern talking to and then for the even sterner comeuppance that invariably followed. She put a high price on her submission, so when a “Daddy” was willing to pay, she always took what she was given. She’d fuss, she’d pout, she’d rub her bottom when it was done and pretend to be submissive as hell once discipline was done and Daddy was randy enough to take the after-comfort to a whole different realm of sensual depravity. But for those would-be “Daddies” who dared to play House without first paying the price, the word “submission” was nowhere in Lydia’s extensive vocabulary. Not in Muwekma and certainly not in English.
 
   Garrett was about to find out how very un-submissive she really was. Or so she thought. The instant he counted “three” she attacked, wrenching her captured wrist and swinging her knee into his side. What she wasn’t prepared for was how quickly he countered both actions, yanking her arm in the direction she wrenched instead of resisting and turning her knee to the ribs into an off-balanced kick. He arrested her fall when he reversed direction and pulled. She didn’t sit gracefully, but landed in a sprawling heap of flailing limbs and kicked out skirts, face down across the lap she’d so stubbornly tried to avoid.
 
   She lashed backward, blindly clawing to grab his ear. He caught her wrist and promptly pinned it to the small of her back. Lydia shouted, a wordless caw of surprise when his arm wrapped her waist, lifting and hauling her so off-kilter across his thighs that her scrambling feet lost contact with the floor. That rather dubious privilege was very nearly usurped by her nose. Had she not slapped her free hand against the hardwood slats directly beneath her, she was certain she’d have planted face-first into floor.
 
   Or maybe not. In the split second it took her to recover her surprise, Lydia realized two things: One, Garrett had her in a pretty solid hold, with his sturdy lap keeping her up off the floor far enough both not to smack her forehead or her nose (despite her initial fear) and his hand pressing down on the small of her back, pinning her in place; and two, she had lost all leverage with which to continue the fight. There was no direction in which she could pull, twist or push to escape the firmness of his grip on her wrist. The longer she tried, the more pressure he applied until it began to feel self-defeating. It wasn’t his hand alone keeping her pinned down, it was her own arm!
 
   She tried to roll off his knee, but that desperate fish-flop attempt ended when he grabbed her by the hips and then scissored her between his legs, using his own thighs as a vise both beneath and behind her own. Now she couldn’t kick, couldn’t move, and couldn’t defend herself. She was caught.
 
   And he was going to spank her now because of it.
 
   Lydia grit her teeth, her face burning with the humiliation of her predicament. Well, she wasn’t the first woman and certainly not the first gem to suffer this fate, and she doubted she’d be the first to die of it. Garrett, on the other hand, would be extremely lucky if he survived long enough to escape the room once he was done.
 
   Her whole body jostled as she felt the first undignified tug at the back of her skirts. Caught between her legs and his, it took effort for him to work the excess cloth up and out of his way. She did everything she could not to make it easy for him, but in the end, he reduced all her struggles to little more than muscle clenches and impotent wiggles. In less than a minute, he had her skirts tossed up over her back and shoulders, and now was using her own hand to pin those out of his way too.
 
   “Bastard!” she hissed.
 
   “That’s my girl.” He chuckled, making short work of the ribbon that kept the back halves of her drawers together. “Never apologize if you can dig yourself a deeper hole.”
 
   She kicked with all her might, but her legs were so deftly trapped that it was all reduced to little more than a flex of her knee and swipe of her foot and a lot of thrashing from the shoulders up, but fat lot of good that did her. She fumed, the searing fury of her stare all but burning holes in the floor as he undressed her upon his knee. He did it like a lover—plucking at her ties as if she were a Christmas present to be unwrapped and parting the halves of her drawers to lay her bottom bare.
 
   “Isn’t this a peach,” he mused, and even dared to let the barest tips of his hated fingers trace the curve of her right buttock, following the roundness of her flesh from hip all the way to crack.
 
   She was going to kill him.
 
   “Do it if you’re going to,” she snarled through gritted teeth. “If not, let. Me! Up!”
 
   The broad width of his huge hand positively flattened the entire right side of her bottom. It struck like a thunderclap and stung like she’d just pressed her butt into a nest of vengeful hornets. Lydia sucked a startled breath, eyes and mouth both rounding wide. She snapped her mouth shut again barely in time to muffle an involuntary yelp.
 
   Oh, shit. That was his hand? How could that possibly be his hand? It was almost worse than Gabe’s belt, and that was appalling. How could anything made of human flesh be worse than Gabe’s belt?
 
   “You know,” Garrett began as if they were naught but talking about the weather. “My Pa used to say: When the ears don’t listen, sometimes you can open them again by working the problem from the bottom up.”
 
   His hand caught her left side and this time there was no biting back that yelp. It burst out of her at the same high-speed velocity that the hornets used as they crawled the whole of her bottom now, stinging her repeatedly.
 
   “I used to hate it when he said that,” Garrett continued. “Because you always knew what was coming next when he did.”
 
   Four swats fell, hard and fast, and all of them caught her square on the right buttock, stirring up the hornets’ beyond all calming and igniting a bloom of slow throbbing fire deep in the punished flesh.
 
   Lydia bucked. Her toes scraped the floor, but no matter how she flexed and strained, she couldn’t break her imprisoned hand out of his hold and she could not roll over. Not even far enough to tuck her bottom out of his reach. She gasped and mewed, clamped her lips tight to stifle any further sounds, and tried to pretend she couldn’t feel a thing when he switched his attentions to the left of her bottom, peppering that side with twice as many as its smarting twin. “Ow, ow, ow!” she squeaked.
 
   “Not that we didn’t deserve it when we pushed him to that point. We always did.” Back and forth now, Garrett’s hand began a rapid swatting dance. No longer inciting the hornets to greater degrees of painful vengeance; now he was killing them out with pain and fire. “But my old man, he was a wiry old devil with an arm that took forever to tucker out.”
 
   Oh God… Lydia squeaked again.
 
   “I like to think I take after him.”
 
   Abandoning the floor, her free hand snapped back, palm up and fingers wildly splayed to protect as much of her flaming bottom as she could. In the brief pause that followed, as he took unyielding hold of that wrist too, pinning it across its twin and pressing both her hands to the small of her back, the surging hornets returned. The stings were hotter now; the throb, impossible to bear.
 
   “I like to think—” His iron-hard hand resumed its punishing torment as if he’d never stopped. “—that I can tackle any problem. Especially from the bottom up.”
 
   Lydia broke. She arched as high as she could, throwing her head back, the chestnut wave of her hair flying all around as she bucked and thrashed, and lost her composure to her first shrill wail of pain and surrender.
 
    “But when you need those ears to open up, I have to agree Pa’s logic was absolute. Sometimes this really is the only way.”
 
   “No!” Her feet snapped up, but hit his restraining thigh without ever getting high enough to protect her blistering skin. “Stop! Wait, please!”
 
   “I need your ears to open, Lydia.” He pushed her feet back down. In some of her struggles, the open halves of her drawers must have fallen into his way, because he paused long enough to caress each thin barrier back off her flushed and aching bottom flesh, tucking them in around her hips, tugging the lower parts wider open to give himself as much new, pale, and previously unpunished bottom flesh to work with before starting all over again.
 
   Instead of helping alleviate the stinging pain, it rejuvenated it. The hornets were regrouping. The fire flared, hotter and hotter with each new heartbeat-like throb. This was worse than Gabe’s belt ever had been and for a moment, Lydia didn’t know why. But then Garrett spanked faster, the flat of his hand slapping down in a brisk rhythm of unabating hurt that not all her struggles or whimpers or teeth-gritted cries could prevent, and suddenly it hit her what was making this so bad.
 
   It wasn’t that Garrett’s hand hit harder, it didn’t. Truth be told, as bad as this felt, he wasn’t putting much strength behind each downward slap. He was spanking faster than Gabe did, and the unbroken closeness of the accumulating spanks made the hurt build hotter and faster than the belt, so much so that it was making it impossible for Lydia to think much less to breathe. But, she probably could have managed to grit her teeth and overcome that, were it only that alone. It wasn’t.
 
   It wasn’t even the length and breadth of Garrett’s hand. After so many months of riding herd on the often misbehaving gems of the Red Petticoat, Gabe had become something of a self-proclaimed master at the art of belt whippings. He could make that wide strip of well-worn leather wrap and hug the whole of a girl’s behind and, in a matter of three strokes, cover every inch of spankable surface. On the rare few occasions when he decided something “more” was required, he’d employ a four-stroke method that didn’t just whip the whole bottom, but took his discipline down onto the thighs. When a gem took a four-stroker, she knew right from the sobbing start there would be no sitting later on.
 
   So far, Garrett hadn’t smacked her thighs. Apparently, he didn’t know that trick and Lydia wasn’t about to educate him on how much more sensitive that flesh could be. But even without him spanking below the bum, Lydia would cheerfully have taken Gabe’s worst four-stroke whipping—a hundred of them; a thousand, even!—rather than have to do this. Because Gabe was a friend. He was a fearsome protector. In many cases, he was more of a father figure to the Red Petticoat’s gems than their own paternal parent had been. But the one thing he never was, was intimate.
 
   When Gabe unbuckled his belt and ordered a gem to assume the position, the woman in question knew exactly what was expected of her. She faced the bed, pulled up her skirts and pulled down her unders, and then bent herself over and held onto whatever she had to in order to stay in position until it was done. Too much squirming or kicking or standing up altogether was a sure-fire way to turn a three-stroker into the much-feared four. But there was no intimacy in bending over a bed, and there was a whole mountain of it in being held pinioned across a man’s knee, with his belt buckle digging into her side and the press of his cock under her stomach and the flat of his hard, bare hand raining down again and again on her equally bare behind.
 
   That was what was making this worse. Being held across the knee was vulnerability, and Lydia couldn’t stand being vulnerable. It was comfort and discipline wrapped into one when the very last thing she wanted from Garrett was comfort of any kind. And worst of all, it was revealing—physically because with her drawers open and bent as she was with her legs so firmly trapped between his, she knew he couldn’t help but see every shadowy feminine part of her; and emotionally because by the time he’d swatted out the last of the angry hornets, at the same time stoking that burning throb into a raging bonfire of heat and pain, she was a teary-eyed mess. Her anger having long abandoned her, all Lydia could feel was the fear and sorrow now, and ever increasing levels of distress and regret because he just kept spanking. He wasn’t stopping. At this rate, what if he never stopped, and why couldn’t she ever learn to keep her silly mouth shut?
 
   How much more could she take? She didn’t know, but the hopelessness of it was growing inside her. Growing and growing until it filled every burning, fiery, hurting part of her. It broke her, just a little bit. Cracking her right down through the middle like the brittle glass of a window pane smacked too hard by heavy hail. She splintered. She could feel it. Her determination not to give Garrett the satisfaction of thinking he’d won simply because he was walloping her bottom, making her brittle inner self fracture outward in a spider-web of fine shards all barely held together by sheer force of will. She wasn’t an unruly child. She was a woman grown, and grown women didn’t fall sobbing upon any man’s knees no matter how much her bottom hurt or how many oceans’ worth of tears kept filling up her eyes. Blinding her. Overflowing her already damp lashes and she couldn’t even slap them away because her hands were being held behind her in the manacle-fast grip of his.
 
   “I can’t!” she burst, and that ocean’s worth of traitorous tears suddenly broke free. “I can’t!”
 
   “Yes, you can,” he replied, but he had no idea what she truly meant because what he added next made no sense to her at all. “You just don’t have to do it alone. And that right there, sweetheart, is what you need to listen to.”
 
   How wrong he was. She was alone. She had been for three years now. Her husband was dead, and she’d been ripped from the only family she knew and loved. And none of that was ever going to change.
 
   Lydia broke completely. She draped over his knee, sobbing. Unable to keep back the cries that keened out of her, forced through gritted teeth, or that vast sea of tears, just as forced out no matter how hard she squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t breathe. She sucked and coughed on air, but every hard inhale was broken up by the hiccups she just couldn’t make herself stop.
 
   Although Garrett had. By the time she became aware that his spanking had ceased, it had been over for some time. Long enough for him to pull together the two halves of her underwear and tuck them over one another, though he didn’t retie the ribbon. He let go of her hands and opened the vise of his thighs to gently smooth her skirts down off her back, over her hips, letting her legs be modestly concealed once more.
 
   He drew her upright and she was too broken, too sad, too miserable to offer any resistance at all when he sat her on his lap. Not even when he folded her in his arms, pulling her snug against his chest, and rocked her.
 
   “It’s all right,” he murmured, one hand caressing the hair out of her face before stroking softly down her back. “I have you, honey. I’ll always have you.”
 
   He didn’t know the first damn thing about her. It made her cry all over again.
 
   “I’ll never forgive you,” she wept.
 
   She thought she felt him smile in the kiss he pressed upon her forehead. For some reason, that felt just as lost and as weary as she did.
 
   “I know,” he whispered, and for the longest time simply held her, and rocked her.
 
   And never once did he let her go.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Citrine looked good as she walked into the town meeting hall with Stone holding onto her right hand and herself holding onto the good doctor’s arm. Having spent most of her time at the Red Petticoat chronically ill, Lydia couldn’t remember her ever seeming quite so healthy. Marriage, especially to Doctor Anson Norwood, had done her good.
 
   They came down the aisle of hastily assembled chairs toward the makeshift podium where Judge Johnson was already seated at the table on the dais. Mayor Rockwell and Sheriff Justice were seated at a smaller table to his right. All three military officers—Captain Everson and his lieutenants—had been given front row seats to his left, near the windows that already stood wide open to let in as much breeze as possible. It wasn’t much. The only time Lydia felt that breeze was when the doors had opened to admit the doc and his family. Once they drifted shut again, the only air movement she could feel was that generated by the handheld fans each lady present sat waving for her own benefit. And there were a lot of ladies present.
 
   Just about every gem who worked the Red Petticoat—both in the past and present—occupied a seat. So was Millicent. So were her steady supply of minions and even a few of the more respectable ladies of Culpepper Cove. But for every lady there, at least three times as many men stood packed together along the walls and sat upon what few chairs the women had not commandeered.
 
   And then there were the soldiers. They guarded the door and the porch beyond in neatly assembled lines that trailed all the way out of the town meeting hall. Just walking into the place made Lydia nervous, almost beyond her ability to conceal. She felt as if she were facing down the whole of the U.S. army, on the verge of an enormous battle for which the only prize was a child. Her child. Perhaps that wasn’t fair to Stone, because he was in every bit as much as Paquah. Perhaps it wasn’t even true, but despite all the gems who’d abandoned work to be there with her today, Gabe and Jewel included, and even Garrett who waited beside Charlie and John with the other men who crowded behind her back row chair, she’d never felt so alone in her life.
 
   “Everyone concerned is now present, I see,” Judge Johnson said, the deep boom of his voice carrying easily through the room and ending what little hush of whispered conversation had been taking place. “Listen up, because I don’t like repeating myself. This is not a trial.” He looked at the military officers over his glasses when he said that, and eventually swept the rest of the room with the same stern frown. “This is a hearing meant to validate the charges and decide whether or not they hold merit enough to warrant an arrest. Nevertheless, should the accused desire representation from a qualified attorney, Mr. Adam Barlow—” He waved his hand to indicate the slender lawyer in a dark suit, already seated to one side and deep in the perusal of the imposingly thick law book in his lap. “—has offered his services, free of charge, for the duration of this hearing only. Now, unless there are any objections, let’s begin.”
 
   “I actually do have an objection,” Millicent said. Seated beside her husband in the front row opposite of the soldiers, with the support of her grown daughter Elizabeth—pretty, young Beth, with all that curly brown hair piled princess high beneath the lace and ruffle bonnet she wore—directly behind her, Millicent stood up. “I object to being arrested as if I were some common criminal. I was dragged out of my house—and I have the marks upon my arm where that beast of a sheriff—”
 
   Sheriff Justice rolled his eyes.
 
   “Sit down,” Judge Johnson said, interrupting her tirade before she could truly get it started and pinning her to silence with the absolute coolness of his stare. “You’re the reason we’re all here. As my only material witness to the complaints brought forth by these warrants, you will reside in your cell for every minute that we are not in this room until both hearings are completed. And you will consider yourself extremely fortunate, should I find the evidence that brought us here lacking, if you do not find yourself a long-standing resident of that cell when and if I find you in contempt.”
 
   Millicent stared at him, her mouth agape.
 
   “I said sit down,” he reminded.
 
   Too stunned at first to respond, eventually she sat.
 
   “Now then.” Setting his spectacles on his nose, Judge Johnson unfolded the first warrant. “We’ll begin with the first boy, Stone Norwood.” In a deep clear monotone, he read out the entire paper, most of which was so twisted in legalese that Lydia couldn’t keep up with it. She rubbed her forehead, close on to tears for the second time that day. How could she possibly combat this if she couldn’t understand the charges being read?
 
   She glanced at Mr. Barlow, but disregarded that option before it could fully materialize in her brain. Lawyers were only one step removed from soldiers, as far as she was concerned. They both worked for the government. That meant they did what ultimately the government wanted, and in this case, the government wanted her son. There was nothing he could do for her that she would be able to trust. And free of charge? Nobody did anything free of charge.
 
   Lydia shielded the glare she shot him behind her fan and watched as Doctor Norwood ousted a willing gentleman from his seat near the front and gave it to Citrine. Stone climbed as far into her lap when she sat as her pregnant belly would allow, causing something of a whispered stir from the pinch-mouthed ladies surrounding Millicent, who promptly turned and laughingly whispered something back at them. Lydia couldn’t help wondering which “outrage” had earned the focus of their spite—the little Indian boy seeking affection and reassurance from the good doctor’s now-retired and properly wedded whore, or the fact that that whore was flaunting her pregnant belly in public.
 
   Citrine hiked her chin, enduring the gossip with a coolness of composure that Lydia envied. She folded her arms around Stone, her stare unforgiving, practically daring any of those prim and decent “ladies” to say something directly to her. Just one thing. Anything. Citrine wasn’t as sickly as she used to be, and she’d always been a fighter.
 
   Rapping the wooden gavel of his office upon the table, Judge Johnson commanded those malevolent whispers back to silence. “Unless you are a part of this hearing and I have asked you a question, you will remain quiet. One more whisper and I will clear this room, is that understood?”
 
   He looked at Millicent when he said that. Facing forward again, she frowned, but folded her hands in her lap. The absolute picture of matronly decorum.
 
   Approaching the judge, Doctor Norwood stood alone before him, feet slightly splayed, arms folded across his chest. He looked as if he’d been freshly rousted from bed. While most here had hurriedly changed into their Sunday best, he was dressed in nothing more than his casual working clothes. His white shirt was stained by dust in the front and the sleeves were rolled up past his elbows. His tan pants were rumpled, as if he’d slept in them all morning (and if he’d been out all night tending a remote patient, he just might have), and held up by black suspenders. He stared down the judge, his normally handsome, smiling face grim and frowning, and completely void of welcome. It was the first time Lydia had ever seen him wear such a look. The fingers of his right hand were drumming upon his bicep as he waited for the first question.
 
   Indicating Citrine and the boy on her lap, Judge Johnson wasted no time in asking one. “Is that Stone Norwood?”
 
   Doctor Anson inclined his head in a very cool nod. “He is.”
 
   “I take it by your stance, you have come to represent him?”
 
   Ominous muscle leapt the chiseled length of the doctor’s tense jaw. His fingers drummed his bicep again. “I have.”
 
   “Who are you to the accused, sir?”
 
   “I am his father.”
 
   “And that young lady with you, is that his mother?”
 
   “She is—”
 
   “That’s a lie!” Millicent vaulted to her feet, head high, her face shining with vicious glee as she pointed at Citrine. “That woman is a harlot! One only has to look at her to know she couldn’t possibly have given birth to that creature. She’s white as white can be, albeit by no means pure!”
 
   The crack of the judge’s gavel slamming twice on his desk made everyone jump and Millicent shut her mouth. He pointed at her. “Five days jail time, one day community service, one hundred dollar fine, and you sit your butt in that chair. Don’t open your mouth again unless I ask you a question, is that clear?”
 
   Millicent flushed. She fumed, but she also sat back down, squirming from side to side as if the effort to keep quiet were pricking at her right up through the seat of her chair. Myron reached over and lay his hand on hers. Jerking her arm away, she never looked at him.
 
   “Please finish what you were saying,” Judge Johnson said to Doctor Norwood. “Although I will caution you to keep in mind that this hearing will determine whether or not your boy goes to trial. If I find you’ve lied to me, sir, I guarantee I will find the merits of this warrant sound, I will have him arrested, and he will go to trial.”
 
   Culpepper Cove’s doctor grit his teeth once, but the aggravation that tightened his own grip upon his arm never touched his voice. His tone remained low and even as he said, “As I was saying, Della is his mother. She has been since the day she became my wife and, if you don’t mind my adding, I must say I find the entire premise of this hearing to be highly insulting.”
 
   “So noted.” Johnson opened the warrant and laid it on his desk. From the briefcase leaning against the table leg at his side, he removed a thin sheaf of blank paper, a bottle of black ink and a steel nib pen. “Mrs. Crankshaw,” he said, dipping the pen in the ink and daubing it against the side of the bottle. “State your full name for the record.”
 
   “Why?” Millicent replied, just as frostily. Folding her arms now too, she remained seated. “It’s obvious you made up your mind before you ever started this ‘hearing’. You may as well dismiss the little redskin. It’s become more than clear to everyone by now, I should think, where your loyalties lie. Tell me, Mr. Johnson, life as a circuit judge in a territory as vast as this one must get so lonely at nights. Have you your own assortment of squaw wives to keep warm company with and half-breed children cheering your return and calling you ‘Pa’? Do you buss your wife’s cheek with a kiss before joining the other degenerates down at the Red Petticoat, vying for Emerald’s savage attentions? Does she put on her animal skins and do her special da—”
 
   “Ten days jail time,” Judge Johnson interrupted, his tone as frosty as his stare. “Five hundred dollars fine and three months community service, all added to what you’ve already earned.” Even Lydia jumped when he banged his gavel against the table. Everything in that room had fallen still—every person, sitting or standing; every newspaper and fan. Nothing moved except Everett Jackson’s frantic pen as the judge folded his hands before him, leaning forward as he pinned Millicent with the unforgiving hardness of his stare. “Do you or do you not have anything pertinent to add to this hearing? You thought you did. Apparently, you had plenty to say when you issued whatever complaints and grievances required the issuances of this warrant!”
 
   He shook Stone’s arrest warrant at her, and Millicent’s face reddened. Her mouth flattened.
 
   “Well?” he thundered. “What have you to say for yourself?”
 
   Eyes flying open, she jumped from her seat. “For myself?!”
 
   “What has this boy done for which he should be arrested?”
 
   “He’s a menace to this town, that’s what!”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “Look at him!” She flung both hands in Stone’s direction. Though she didn’t move much, Citrine’s arms tightened about him, instinctively seeking to protect in the same way Doctor Anson so obviously did when he took those two ominous sideways steps, planting himself, head slightly down, a hard, angry, glaring rock braced between her and his family. Millicent didn’t even notice. She was too busy shouting back at the judge. “He’s a savage! Bred from murderous stock! They rape, torture and kill with little to no provocation!”
 
   A low murmur of agreement rippled her tight cluster of supporters, though Elizabeth did glance nervously about her as they did so. 
 
   The judge was less than impressed. “Are you saying that boy is a rapist who has tortured and killed?”
 
   Millicent scoffed. Lydia felt so sick it was all she could do not to leap up after that venomous woman and claw her eyes out. Either that or lean over and vomit, right here on Everett Jackson’s shoes while he hungrily wrote this all down. His pen scribbled every ugly word for the evening print.
 
   “Little Indians grow into big ones,” she declared loudly enough for it to carry through the whole of the room.
 
   “The law is not concerned with what he might do someday when he grows up. The law is only concerned with what he has done. Now, have you any actual transgressions to report or have we all been summoned to listen to nothing more than gossip and conjecture?”
 
   Millicent knuckled fists to hips. “He’s a thief!”
 
   “Splendid.” Dipping quill into inkwell, Judge Johnson scraped off the excess and made a note on the first page before him. “On what day did this occur?”
 
   Huffing, Millicent rolled her eyes. “Oh, just pick a day. They’re all thieves. Everybody knows it!”
 
   Closing his eyes, Judge Johnson ever so briefly let his head hang before laying his quill aside. He drew a deep and calming breath before pinning Millicent with another look. “Once more, the law is not concerned with gossip or conjecture, only actual fact. Now have you or have you not borne actual witness to an act of theft?”
 
   “This very morning!” Turning, Millicent stabbed her finger back at Lydia and in that moment Lydia very nearly lost her gut. Chairs creaked as people turned and looked at her. It had been the best and greatest decision of her life to leave Paquah at the Red Petticoat so he wouldn’t have to witness this. “At Singleton’s Mercantile, her brat threw merchandise all over the store and stole candy—”
 
   “We aren’t talking about her boy; we’re talking about that one!” Turning to the doctor, Judge Johnson asked, “Sir, I expect the truth now. Has your son been the instigator of thievery?”
 
   “Not that I am aware of,” Anson replied.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Chairs creaked again as people turned around, craning their necks to see over and through the tightly gathered crowd to the very back of the room, where a familiar shop keep was squeezing through far enough to be seen and heard.
 
   The judge narrowed his eyes. “I have not addressed you, sir.”
 
   “No, I know that, your honor. But my name is Sam Singleton and I own the general goods store here in Culpepper Cove. I would like to say for the record that there has never been one occasion that Stone Norwood stole, not from me nor any other shop keep that I’ve ever heard. And since store owners talk, sir, had he done so, I would have heard. That’s a fact.”
 
   “Well, let’s just get this done with, shall we?” Clearing his throat, the judge addressed the room. “Has Stone Norwood stolen from any man or woman present here today?”
 
   There were murmurs, but no one came forward or spoke up louder.
 
   Frowning at Millicent, he called out loudly, “Has anyone here been raped by the boy?”
 
   A smattering of appalled chuckles broke out, but those were quickly shushed.
 
   “Has he killed anyone?” the judge continued.
 
   No one said a word.
 
   Beginning to lose his patience, Judge Johnson swiveled in his seat. “Sheriff Justice, how many times has Stone Norwood been a resident of your jail?”
 
   “Never,” Justice answered, calmly and for all to hear.
 
   “How many times have you been called to answer a complaint charged against him?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “How many times has this boy been out rabble-rousing, whoopin’ and hollerin’, riding rough through the streets of town and stirrin’ unrest among the Natives on the Reservations?”
 
   “He’s riled the chickens a time or two,” his father answered wryly. “Mostly though, I do try to have him in bed by eight. Between that, his schooling and his chores, he doesn’t have a lot of time for rabble-rousing.”
 
   Swiveling the other way now, Judge Johnson pinned Captain Everson with the same half-irritated, half-exasperated look. “Does the government have anything to add before I close this hearing?”
 
   Ankle crossed over his knee, arms folded across his chest, the captain stared fixed upon his boot. He shook his head.
 
   “I find the warrant against Stone Norwood to be without merit, based on prejudice and, therefore, unprosecutable. All charges are to be dropped. Let the defendant be returned to his father, let the witness be returned to jail, and let the judge be excused to the nearest bar because he damn well needs a drink!” More than a few men laughed as Judge Johnson slammed his gavel on the table. “We’ll deal with the second hearing first thing tomorrow morning.” He started to turn from his table, but just as quickly snapped back around and pointed at Myron. “You, sir!” he announced over Millicent’s squawk of outrage, the squeal of chairs being jostled and shoved back and the shuffle of many, many feet filing back out of the meeting hall. 
 
   Myron glanced up, but by the look on his face, he already knew what censure was coming.
 
   For a moment, the judge only shook his head. “Son, I don’t know how you can live with it.”
 
   Still seated where he’d been throughout the hearing, Myron wilted. He bent, running his hands through his short hair before looking up. “Don’t see where I’ve got a whole lot of choice at this point.”
 
   In the act of ripping her arm out of Sheriff Justice’s arresting grasp, Millicent turned on him with an open-mouthed gasp. She might have scolded, but the sheriff distracted her by catching an even firmer hold on her arm. “I will not be manhandled! Myron, what’s wrong with you? Put a stop to this!”
 
   “Yes, son,” Judge Johnson agreed. “Put a stop to this. I’ve got a whole grove of hickories growing out behind my rental house. Feel free to help yourself anytime, day or night.”
 
   “Oh!” Millicent scowled, but Sheriff Justice had her firmly and he was already dragging her toward the door. Almost everyone had filed out by then, all except Lydia who would have loved to have left but for the weight of the firm hand on her shoulder. Without looking up, she already knew whose it was. She shifted in her seat, fighting desperately not to leap up just as Millicent was dragged past. She wanted to hit her so badly her whole body shook with the need. She shook harder still when Millicent spotted her.
 
   Millicent’s eyes narrowed. “Whore!” she hissed.
 
   Bitch. Lydia grit her teeth, rolling her lips as tightly as she could to keep from hissing back. She swallowed the word, but the effort left her mouth filled with a bitterness that tasted suspiciously like cowardice and defeat.
 
   On her shoulder, Garrett’s hand tightened just a little more. “Enjoy your night in jail,” he told Millicent with a grin. As the sheriff dragged her from the hall, his grip on her shoulder became a commiserating pat. “Good girl,” he congratulated. “Well handled.”
 
   Lydia almost laughed at him. She really was going to throw up now.
 
   The only lady left in the room now, she jumped up from her chair, ducking out of his reach and shoving past Deputy Slade to get ahead of the military officers. Her temper got the best of her. She turned on them, her back so stiff and her fists clenched so tightly that they hurt. Oh, the things she would have loved to say to them! But already Garrett was climbing over the row of chairs that stood between them, and she just didn’t have the time. Not if she wanted to get out of here without his laying hands on her again.
 
   Her bottom stung in phantom remembrance of the spanking he’d given her just before this ridiculous hearing had been called. She didn’t want another one, and another was just what she would earn if she said any of the things eating her up from within. Maybe Garrett would only have caught her by the arm again and perhaps pulled her off to one side while the room emptied of its last remaining gawkers. He’d likely have caught her chin then and tilted her face to his, forcing her to meet the steady grey of his eyes in that way that had haunted her during all the long hours of this morning’s pre-dawn, when her loneliness was at its zenith.
 
   Good girl, he’d probably say, but she didn’t feel good. She felt awful. Sullied, defiled. And now instead of it being over, she was going to have to come back and endure it all over again tomorrow. Oh God, and with Paquah at her side! Because of this man—her accusing stare locked on Captain Everson—and his cronies. Because of Millicent. Because she’d once dared to love a redskin, heart, body and soul, and because she’d had the nerve to bear his child before the whole of her world came crashing down like the charred remains of a prairie cabin on fire.
 
   She couldn’t breathe.
 
   Lydia fought to draw air into her too tight chest. Don’t react. Don’t let them see you react. She knew better. They really would know her weaknesses then, but she’d already been pushed so far and all she could feel was the force of all the pushing yet to come.
 
   Garrett was coming for her. He was over the back of the chairs that brought him into the same aisle as herself, and his hand was even now reaching out to nudge between Deputy Tey and Slade when Lydia lost control of herself. She’d be ashamed about it later. For now, nothing felt as good as seeing Captain Everson flinch back in surprise when she stepped right up to him, cleared her throat, and spat. Her spittle hit him square on the cheek.
 
   “Go to hell,” she said as evenly as she could for all the rage that shook her. 
 
   “Emerald, Jesus!” Tey snapped. He started to pull her back, but quickly switched targets when Lieutenant Davies started around Captain Everson to interfere. He hit shoulders with Deputy Slade as the two lawmen blocked the soldiers from getting at her. Just as quickly, Garrett planted himself directly in front of Captain Everson.
 
   “Don’t do it,” he warned with a smile. It wasn’t necessary. Captain Everson’s staying hand was already raised, ending the advance before either of his subordinates could make one. Only when he was sure they would obey did he lower his hand to wipe the spit from his cheek.
 
   “Spirited,” he commented, cleaning his hand on the handkerchief he pulled from within his uniform jacket. “Yours?”
 
   Lydia backed away, feeling no disloyalty at all for leaving Garrett to stare them down. For some reason, he looked very much like Doctor Norwood had during that moment in the hearing when he’d put himself like a wall between Millicent and his own family. He’d been frowning, but Garrett wouldn’t be. She couldn’t see his face, but she already knew he would be smiling. She wondered if Captain Everson knew just how dangerous Garrett could be when he did that.
 
   “Does that scare you?” Garrett asked, as if he truly were curious.
 
   “Not even a little,” Captain Everson replied.
 
   It was hard to tell judging from the back of his head, but she had a feeling Garrett’s smile was growing, widening. Becoming all teeth. “It should. Men like you and me, we always protect what’s ours. Don’t we?”
 
   Lydia didn’t stay to hear the rest of it. She turned, fleeing the meeting hall with the most dreadful prickle crawling up her back.
 
   Men like you and me… we always protect what’s ours.
 
   Except she wasn’t his. She wasn’t! She wasn’t anybody’s; she hadn’t been for a very long time and never wanted to be again. It was just too painful.
 
   The heat outside the meeting hall seemed so much more stifling when she shoved through the heavy double doors and stumbled out into the full of the failing afternoon sun. Men were clustered on the steps, staring out into the street. It took Lydia a few seconds before the high-pitched female shouts and jeering registered.
 
   “Enough!” Sheriff Justice bellowed. “I mean it! Jewel, damn it! Ruby! Enough, I said!”
 
   Lydia pushed to get through this crowd now too, shoving past view-blocking shoulders until, stumbling down the steps, she stood, stunned at the battle taking place in the middle of the street. 
 
   That Sheriff Justice and Millicent had been ambushed was as plain as the dung splatters all over Millicent’s face, protectively thrown up arms and even her dress. She was screeching, twisting this way and that as she sought refuge behind Sheriff Justice. The only problem was that her assailants—every Red Petticoat gem that had attended the trial, including Citrine, Silver and even Ruby (who would no doubt get an earful from her sheriff husband later on)—were lined up on both sides of the street, pelting Millicent with some of the freshest horse apples Lydia had ever seen hold together in mid-flight like that.
 
   “Beasts!” Millicent screeched, trying to shield her face. “I’ll see you all arrested for—” She stopped with a hacking cough when Amy grabbed a clump out of the bucket Opal was carrying, reared back her arm and let fly with unerring accuracy. She hit Millicent’s open mouth, stopping the other’s tirade mid-bellow. “Ugh!”
 
   The Petticoat ladies threw up their arms, whooping in victory.
 
   “You get what you give, ain’t that right?” Amy hollered with a gleeful clap of her filthy hands. “God, I wish Coral were here to see this!”
 
   Wearing almost as much as she was throwing, Sunny let fly with a wad that missed Millicent and hit the sheriff instead. He cursed, but she laughed anyway, calling, “That’s what you get for being an evil, mean-spirited, cantankerous, old bitch!”
 
   Laughing, Jewel bellowed across the road, “This’ll be the last time you mess with my gems!”
 
   “And if you think this is bad, missy, then you’re going to love what we do to you tomorrow!” Nettie cried from the opposite side of the street where she and four other gems had delighted in catching Millicent in the cross-fire. She shook a dung-covered finger at their weeping, spitting target. “Ain’t nobody hurts my babies!”
 
   Lydia could have cried. The gems had done this for Citrine, for Stone and for Paquah… and for her. They were riled, tempers rising high in all their cheeks and manure on their hands, skirts and halfway up their arms, and they had done this for her. Just like any real family would have.
 
   Only maybe without quite so much shit.
 
   It was everywhere—not just on the Petticoat gems, but on Millicent, the sheriff and the street. From start to finish, the assault likely hadn’t lasted more than a minute, but still… it must have been glorious. And she had missed all but the end.
 
   She felt so… so touched and so robbed all at once.
 
   Spitting to clear his own mouth, slapping manure off the front of his coat, Sheriff Justice leveled all of them—his pregnant wife and Jewel, included—a warning glare. “Get your girls, and you get them back home. Now, Jewel!”
 
   He was distracted and Lydia’s feet were moving before she quite knew she was going to do anything at all. The heat of the sun, the day’s humiliation and the injustice burning at her shoulders and back, Lydia stalked out into the street. Had the sheriff not had his back to her, she never would have got as close to Millicent as she did. But his back was turned and his attention was scattered, and the next thing Lydia knew, her hand had clamped onto Millicent’s shoulder every bit as heavy as Garrett’s had been on her own. She spun the other woman and the two stood face to dung-splattered face.
 
   Funny, how quickly Millicent’s tears stopped flowing and she underwent that rapid shift from piteous weeping to vicious sneers. “Get away from me, you filthy whore!”
 
   Lydia said nothing at all. Snapping back her fist, she slugged Millicent as hard as she could. It was clumsy, but her knuckles connected with Millicent’s shit-stained mouth and chin. At least two popped, sending shocks of pain up her thumb, through her hand and well up into her arm. It almost doubled her over, but it knocked Millicent flat on her back in the filth on the ground. 
 
   She rolled, clutching her mouth with both hands and wailing. At least those tears, Lydia was certain, were genuine. She shook her wounded hand, the satisfaction she felt as every one of the Petticoat gems (and a few spectators) erupted into cheers worth every bit of the pain.
 
   Sheriff Justice wasn’t quite as happy about it. He’d also had enough. He grabbed her arm even as he spun about, pointing at those men closest to him. “I deputize you, you, you and you. Round ‘em up. Jewel, you and all your gems are under arrest!”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “I’ve got to be the first damned sheriff of anywhere to arrest his own wife,” Jeb Justice grumbled as he stuffed the last of the gems, Dottie, into the second cell and locked the door. Millicent was in the first, closest to the door, lying on her back and groaning loudly while Dr. Norwood tended her rather minor injuries; Lydia, Jewel and all her gems, both past and present—Opal, Dottie, Amy, Ruby, Rose, Lapis, Citrine, Amber, Sapphire, Sunny, and Silver—were crowded together in the other. It was standing room only, something they would no doubt all be grateful for once Gabe realized where they were or worse, got them out of jail.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re complaining about,” Slade grumbled back. “I’m just a deputy. I don’t get half the respect you do in this town. How in hell am I supposed to keep the rowdies, cowboys and miners in line when, by morning, everybody’ll know my wife got arrested for brawling in the streets?”
 
   “I’m just a part time deputy,” Deputy Tey said, shooting his wife, Sunny, a look that had her face heating yet her eyes snapping. “I simply cannot understand how it got so damned out of hand.”
 
   “Seems we have the same problem,” Pastor Lawrence Black said dryly. Sitting on the corner of Sheriff Justice’s desk, he had his wallet in his hand, his arms folded across his chest, a look that said clearly he had a few things he was going to say about this just as soon as he got Amber home. His meaning was not lost on Amber, either. She was surreptitiously slinking back through the other gems as if she thought there were some magic corner in the rear of the cell capable of hiding her. Lydia would have sympathized more if only she didn’t already know she and the other gems, and most likely Jewel herself, would find themselves lining up for a dance with Gabe and his disciplinary belt sometime before bed. Hugging her sore and throbbing wrist to her chest, she tried not to think about it or to feel that awful creeping once more prickling its insidious fingers across her bottom and thighs. She couldn’t remember another time in all her life that she’d felt it so many times in a single day.
 
   She blamed Garrett.
 
   That almost cheered her up… almost. She might be getting the belt tonight, but at least Garrett wouldn’t be delivering it.
 
   “Oh, knock it off already!” Jewel snapped, throwing up both hands in “get out of here” shooing motion before scrubbing one worriedly across her forehead. Something about the way the madam began to pace left Lydia wondering if she might not be the only one suffering the prickling fingers of dread moving across her nethers.
 
   “I beg your pardon,” the sheriff intoned, unamused.
 
   But then, neither was Jewel. She rounded on him. “We’ve measured your little Man Johnsons, all right. They’re all very impressive. Can we not just let it go now, please? We made a mistake.”
 
   “Most satisfying mistake of my life,” Opal interjected.
 
   Standing in the corner near the door of the first small cell, John chuckled darkly. “You are not helping yourself, sweetheart.”
 
   Opal blushed, folded her arms defensively, but dropped her gaze to the floor when John shot his own authoritative stare through the bars of her cage.
 
   What was it about the gems that made all of them congenitally incapable of finding a mate who didn’t spank?
 
   “We have horrible taste in men,” Lydia told Jewel, who huffed and rolled her eyes, but didn’t quite go so far as to agree.
 
   The door banged open, accidentally hitting Charlie in the shoulder and bumping him into John, who fell against Deputy Tey, who collapsed against the first cell door just as Doctor Norwood was trying to exit it. The door slammed shut back on him.
 
   “Hey, now,” he exclaimed, but there wasn’t much for it. There were eight men now clustered in a room built only for the sheriff. It was cozy enough as it was when occupied only by Jeb and both deputies. It was now every bit as crowded outside the cells as it was in them, and the appearance of an irate Mayor Rockwell with his frowning brother, Thomas, following at his heels, only added to the closeness of the increasing confines.
 
   “You arrested my wife?” the mayor demanded. Tall enough to see over the top of just about everyone there, he spotted Lapis sneaking unsuccessfully into the rear of the gems to join Amber in her hiding place. “Louise!” She cringed, but already Rockwell was shoving through the crowd toward the sheriff. “You put her in jail!”
 
   “I gave them every opportunity to disperse—” Justice replied, face flushing as his own temper sparked and began to burn.
 
   “Disperse,” the mayor scoffed. “Disperse from what?”
 
   “The assault they were willfully committing against me and the prisoner under my charge!”
 
   Rockwell scoffed even louder. “Assault my ass.”
 
   “They can’t assault anyone.” Thomas added his own hard bark of disbelief. “What harm could they possibly do? They’re women!”
 
   The room got silent as every man in it (including his brother) turned to stare at him.
 
   “They’re not women,” Sheriff Justice told him, disbelief temporarily winning out over his new-budding anger. “They’re gems!”
 
   “You call yourself married,” his brother added, shaking his head.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Thomas said. “I didn’t realize how stupid that was until I said it out loud.”
 
   “I forgive you,” Rose spoke up from inside the tightly packed jail cell.
 
   “Thank you, baby, but that doesn’t change the fact that you won’t be sitting for a month, at the very earliest.” Reaching into his jacket pocket, he withdrew his billfold. “What’s the fine to get her out?”
 
   “I haven’t logged the arrests or had a chance to tally the sums,” Sheriff Justice grumbled. “Hell, I can’t even find my desk!”
 
   “It’s here,” Deputy Slade called and helpfully raised a hand high enough to be seen over the curtain of people surrounding him. “I’m sitting on it.”
 
   “Log the prisoners and note they’ve been dismissed with a reprimand and a fine.”
 
   “A reprimand?” Millicent echoed, just startled enough to stop her insistent complaining. 
 
   Still trapped in the cell with her, Doctor Norwood drawled, “Can somebody please back up so I can get out?”
 
   “What do you mean a ‘reprimand?’” Millicent demanded as men shuffled, squeezing together to make room enough to open the cell door.
 
   “And a fine,” Sheriff Justice repeated. Shaking his head, he added, “You know, about half of you could try getting out.”
 
   “Not without my wife,” the mayor and his brother replied in unison. 
 
   “How much, boss?” Slade called over the others’ grumbling chorus of agreement.
 
   Pulling out his own wallet, Sheriff Justice thumbed through what he had. “How about…” He winced a little. “Ten dollars sound about right?”
 
   Having lain as if at death’s door all throughout the doctor’s examination, Millicent now snapped bolt upright on her bunk, screeching, “Ten dollars?! After what they’ve done, that’s an outrage! Just look at me!” She pointed at her swollen, bruised mouth, still stained around the edges in that faint manure-shade of unappealing green. Her outrage died beneath a surge of self-pity and watery-eyes. “I got it in my mouth! I think I might even have swallowed some.”
 
   “I’ll fetch you a bar of soap,” the sheriff icily replied. “Considering all the trouble you’ve caused, a mouth full of suds is the least you deserve.”
 
   “Can I please get out of here?” Doctor Norwood asked again. A chorus of sighs mixed with wry snorts, but everyone obligingly shuffled closer together again, this time squeezing in tight enough for the cell door to swing open far enough for the doctor to try wriggling out. He had one leg, one arm and most of his chest through when the door suddenly flew inward again, crashing into Charlie, John and Tey and sending a wide ripple of men colliding off-balancing into his neighbor.
 
   “All right,” Garrett cheerfully called. “What’d she do?”
 
   “Upff!” the doctor gasped, suddenly pinned between the door and the cell.
 
   “Anson!” Citrine shoved through her sister gems to get as close as she could to him.
 
   “Back up!” John shouted, grabbing the bars. Grunting, Pastor Black and Deputy Slade both climbed onto the sheriff’s desk to make enough room for the men to pry the cell door off Norwood.
 
   “Is he hurt?” Citrine begged, squeezing along the bars, nudging past her fellow gems to try and get a better look. She coughed. “Anson? Anson!”
 
   “I’m fine.” Wincing, the doctor straightened slowly. He ran a hand over his ribs, checking them. When she coughed again, he turned enough to lock eyes with her through the bars. “I’m fine, Della. Calm down now. Deep breaths.”
 
   Though she didn’t look as if she believed him, Citrine made a visible effort to obey.
 
   “Wow, stop to talk to a soldier and look who misses all the fun,” Garrett mused, a corner of his mouth quirking as he took in the crowd. “What’d you do, Sheriff? Lock up the whole town?”
 
   “Near enough,” Justice replied, unamused. “Ten dollars, I said. Pay up and get out. Who’s first?”
 
   “Me,” Pastor Black said, opening his billfold. Standing on the sheriff’s desk made it easy to hand Slade payment for his wife’s fine. Getting down and out was more difficult.
 
   “I’ll send her to you once we can open the cell,” Sheriff Justice promised.
 
   “I’ll be waiting on the porch—” the pastor agreed, and then leveled a Look at Amber. “—just thinking about all the decent ‘rods of correction’ growing up between here and home.”
 
   Lydia could hear Amber’s hard swallow from halfway across the cell.
 
   “This is a miscarriage of justice, that’s what this is,” Millicent grumbled. “The fees for living sinfully are so much lighter when a whore is married to you, or one of your dear associates!”
 
   “Millie,” Myron censured.
 
   “Shut up,” she snapped, petulantly. “You haven’t defended me once today! You don’t care at all, or you’d have had the pluck to say as much yourself!”
 
   If there’d been room enough, Myron might have recoiled from her jail cell. As it was, all he could do was stand there, eyes wounded and face flushed with misery.
 
   The sheriff also flushed, although the reason for it seemed a great deal darker than mere misery. “Fifty dollars,” he said grimly. “I’ll write a damn check, which can be cashed first thing in the morning,” he added for Millicent’s haughty approval. “Wouldn’t want it said I was taking advantage of my position.”
 
   “Ain’t nobody paid any attention to that from a resident of your fine establishment,” Garrett told him, casting Millicent only the most glancing perusal before making way for Pastor Black to squeeze out past him. “You got Lydia locked up amongst the rest of these colorful doves?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got her.” Sheriff Justice said with a nod to the Mayor and his brother, both of whom handed over their money. “I’ll send them out when I can,” he promised.
 
   “And we’ll be waiting,” Thomas replied, giving his bride a Look from across the room. It was the best he could do considering everyone lurking between them, but it took.
 
   Rose cringed. “Can I opt not to be bailed out?”
 
   “No,” every man in the room answered, including the sheriff who added, “You may not. Nobody evades justice in this town.”
 
   Huddled near the rear of the cell, Ruby rolled her eyes. “He likes to say that in bed, too,” she muttered, not quite under her breath. The gems weren’t the only ones who laughed.
 
   “Your mouth is writing checks your hind end can’t cover,” Sheriff Justice warned.
 
   Her already thin smile vanished. “I think I just felt a contraction,” she deadpanned.
 
   “Nothing hurries childbirth along like a good ol’ fashioned whipping,” he returned.
 
   Eyes widening, the redhead turned to Jewel. “Really?”
 
   Jewel shook her head. “He’s bluffing you, honey. Still, I wouldn’t push it if I were you.”
 
   Amazing how much easier it was to move once three men cleared out. Both the deputies and sheriff logged their fines, though everybody knew they’d be the last to leave and it was highly unlikely that either Ruby, Sunny, or Sapphire would be allowed to walk themselves home under the promise of good behavior.
 
   “Here’s my part.” Doctor Norwood passed Della’s fine through the crowd. “Just let me take a look at Emerald and I’ll be out of your hair.”
 
   Arching up onto tiptoes, Garrett jumped to see over the top of John and Charlie. “Why do you need to look at Lydia? What happened?” He hopped, then pushed between the two to get closer to the bars. Her hand was already in the doctor’s by the time he got there, and Lydia wasn’t sure what she felt most keenly as the amusement melted from his face and he took in the sight of her swollen wrist. 
 
   “How and when the hell did that happen?” he demanded.
 
   “She punched Mrs. Crankshaw,” the sheriff announced in the same low tone Lydia knew authoritative men liked to use when tattling on each other’s wives. She’d heard Gabe and Charlie and sometimes even John speak to one another like that and it was always right before Jewel got taken into her office or, in the case of Opal or Silver, taken upstairs. It irked her to hear him use that tone with Garrett, as if he were her keeper. 
 
   “Make a fist,” the doctor said, and her irritation promptly died behind a wince and a hiss as she did was she was told. “Open your hand. Tell me when it starts to hurt.” He tested her range of motion, cautiously bending her wrist up and down and then side to side.
 
   “Ow,” Lydia whispered under her breath, then repeated it louder when he rolled her hand in a gentle circle. “Ow!” She almost yanked her arm back through the bars, but Doctor Norwood tightened his grip at the same time Garrett caught her elbow.
 
   Tingling heat burst up through her arm at his touch. It was the most unwelcome and yet alluring sensation and it spread quickly down into her fingertips and up into her shoulder. She could feel it in the wanton tips of her nipples as the dress she’d been wearing without a second thought all day long now began to make itself felt in the most distracting ways. The whole inside of her bodice suddenly felt as if it were made of sackcloth. Every breath made her nipples scrape the fabric, tightening them, abrading them. He tsked and she looked at his mouth, at his lips. The fullness of them. The hidden heat they promised teased at her imagination and left her appalled—at least, she was trying her damnedest to be appalled while he continued to hold her, drawing her right up to the bars so her medical torturer could continue his interrogation of her injured joint.
 
   “Serves you right,” Millicent sniffed, startling her just enough to at last tear her eyes from Garrett’s way too tempting mouth. Was she trembling? Had he noticed where she was staring? He must have. His gaze had sharpened on her like a hawk on a cornfield mouse. 
 
   “Come closer,” Lydia shot back to her, more shaken than she was irritated. “I don’t care how much it hurts, I will hit you again!”
 
   “No, you won’t,” Garrett corrected, and Millicent hiked her chin, smiling. Her smugness vanished, however, when he pointed a stern finger at Lydia and laid down the law. “Not until you prove to me you know how to throw a punch without ever causing this kind of injury again.” He made a fist. “Tuck your thumb; don’t bend your wrist. Keep your hand level and your arm straight. Look at your knuckles! What, did you hit her in the mouth? Never do that. Go for the nose; her eyes will water and she won’t be able to see. Then two quick punches—boom, boom!” He jabbed the air and though he never came close to hitting the bars much less her, Lydia jumped. “Go for the jaw. You’ll lay her out like a log.”
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” Sheriff Justice asked, appalled. The real kind of appalled. The kind Lydia wished she could be, if only she didn’t find Garrett so incredibly handsome right now. “That little hellion assaulted another woman.”
 
   “Like there ain’t a man in this room who hasn’t dreamed of hitting her once or twice himself,” Garrett scoffed. “That woman could use a good smack. She’s needed it for years.”
 
   “Hey!” Myron blustered, the hopelessness in his tone at war with the indignity he couldn’t quite muster. “Come on, now. I don’t go about saying things like that about your wives.”
 
   “That’s because when our wives misbehave, we do something about it,” Charlie told him. It was so rare that Charlie ever let his temper get the best of him, but right now, he wore the same look Doctor Norwood was, just before he let go of Lydia’s wrist and gestured for the Sheriff to open the other cell.
 
   “I’ll take my wife now,” he said, at the same time Millicent said, “Myron would never strike a lady! He’s a true gentleman. Not some lowbrow n’er-do-well masquerading like decent, upstanding citizens, or sheriff—” She shot Sheriff Justice a withering glare, before aiming her next insult at the wide open door where Rockwell and his brother, were no doubt still waiting on the porch. “—or mayor! Ladies, ha! You’ve all lain yourselves with dogs. Enjoy the feeding ticks and fleas!”
 
   Furious as they seemed, not one gem said a word. Not even Lydia, though she thought plenty. It was obvious that she hadn’t hit Millicent anywhere near hard enough. She’d have loved the opportunity to try again, not that the sheriff would have allowed it.
 
   Charlie laughed, a slow, dark chuckle that held all the nuances of threats better left unsaid. He pulled his wallet from his vest and paid Silver’s fine. “Come on, Emelie. Time to get you home.”
 
   “Tails tucked firmly between your legs,” Millicent sneered.
 
   “You stop that nonsense, and I mean right now!” Sheriff Justice snapped, at the end of his patience. With the room cleared out enough now to open the other cell door, he let Silver and Citrine out first, and once Charlie and the doctor had escorted their wives from the jailhouse, he beckoned to the other wives.
 
   Shoulders slumped, shaking his head, Myron turned from the cage. For the briefest moment, his eyes found Lydia’s. He seemed about to apologize, but as if he knew it would do no good, stopped himself. “She hasn’t always been like this,” he said, shaking his head, as if perplexed. “I don’t know what to do with her. I really don’t.”
 
   “Don’t apologize for me!” Millicent barked at him.
 
   “Somebody ought to.”
 
   Everybody turned when Gabe walked into the jail. The look he gave Millicent was only half as dark as the one he shot Jewel, Nettie, and each of the other gems in turn. An icy shiver danced up Lydia’s spine when that dark-eyed censure fell on her. Her bottom tensed—sheer reflex. That moment she had known was coming ever since they’d been arrested—hell, even from the moment she’d seen the others hurling shit at Millicent in the street—had just arrived. And it was going to be bad. Every bit as bad as she’d dreaded. Gabe’s thumbs were hooked in his belt, one finger restlessly caressing his buckle as his gaze moved from Dottie, to Amy, lingered on Nettie, skipped to Lydia, and finally settled on Jewel. He drew a slow and measured breath, and let it out the same way.
 
   “I’ve already paid for Opal,” John told him as the sheriff beckoned the reluctant gem through the open cell door. “I’ll take care of this myself once I get her back to the Petticoat.”
 
   Without taking his eyes off Jewel, Gabe nodded his agreement. “What’s the fine?”
 
   “Fifty dollars.”
 
   Gabe didn’t exhale now so much as his breath seemed ripped from him. He shook his head at the floor once, then nodded, and finally raised his hard gaze back to Jewel again. This time, she flinched. Her hands clutched at one another, wrung at her fingers, then clutched again. She lifted her chin, her mask one of shaky defiance. She was trying to be brave, but even Lydia could see that false bravado was faltering before the sternness of Gabe’s dark stare. If she was thinking about the part she’d played in their group misbehavior, it must not be sitting as well with her now that he was standing here.
 
   It wasn’t sitting well with any of them. Heads were bowed, stances were shuffling and uneasy. Even Nettie wore a guilty expression as she smoothed restless hands down the front of her summer-yellow dress.
 
   “What do you think, querida, my love?” Gabe finally asked, coming to the mouth of the open cell. “Brawling in the street. Assault; not just of—” The sideways glare he shot Millicent was neither forgiving nor kind. “—that woman, but of a friend and a lawman. Deliberate actions that ended in arrest and jail. What do you suppose would be a fair penance for all of that?”
 
   “Time served?” Ruby offered. The sassiness of the comment was offset by her distinctly nervous wince. She ducked her head, falling silent when her sheriff husband gave her a pointed frown.
 
   Far from sassy herself, the lovely madam lowered her head. Her mask of defiance faltered as she glanced over her gems, most of whom were staring either wide-eyed back at her or down at the ground. Deliberately avoiding her deputy husband’s steady eye, Sapphire’s fingers were pressed to her mouth. That, Lydia could understand. She was feeling a little sick right now herself.
 
   “Well?” Gabe pressed when no one spoke. “Does one stroke per dollar seem a fair price to you?”
 
   Cold shock fizzled through Lydia, up her spine, down her legs, zipping through her flesh to rock her core. Fifty? With his belt? Her legs weakened under her and she nearly collapsed there at the bars where she stood. She’d never survive it, not fifty. They’d be four-strokers too, she was sure of it. One look at her sisters let her know she wasn’t alone in such an assessment. Opal and Amy had both paled. Sagging, Dottie grabbed the bars before her knees gave out beneath her. Hands pressed flat over her stomach, Nettie stared at Jewel, who swallowed again, this time hard enough to be heard throughout the heavy silence of the room. She agreed to his price with the barest of nods, a faint dip of her chin that Lydia almost missed when she blinked.
 
   “I-I’m very sorry, Gabriel,” she said softly, either ignoring it when Millicent snorted or much too concerned with the impending consequences even to have heard the other woman’s rude laugh.
 
   “Don’t worry, querida,” he solemnly promised in reply. “We’ll all get to sorry soon enough.” Taking out his wallet, Gabe slipped past Garrett, Tey, Charlie and John until he stood before Deputy Slade at the sheriff’s desk. He didn’t look back at any of them, but it was to the gems that he spoke when he said, “When I call your name, you may answer ‘yes, sir’ or ‘no, sir’ in regards to my paying your fine. If you answer ‘no, sir’, I’ll leave you here to spend the night and you can decide come morning whether you want to remain at the Red Petticoat and obey our rules or take your earnings and leave. If you answer ‘yes, sir’, you’ll be working tonight with a butt hotter than the coals in Hell. If you wait until morning to agree, you’ll get an additional ten for forcing me to come back and deal with this again. Jewel,” he announced, giving no pause for them to consider their options before holding up the first set of bills.
 
   Again, Jewel swallowed hard, but no one was surprised when she answered, “Yes, sir.”
 
   He lay the money in front of the grim deputy, who marked the fine paid in the sheriff’s ledger. Counting out another set of bills, Gabe held it up. “Amy.”
 
   “Y-yes, sir.”
 
   Another fine paid. Licking his thumb, Gabe counted out another set. “Dottie.”
 
   Fidgeting with the folds of her dress, Dottie picked at the ruffles without seeing them. She opened and closed her mouth twice before finally managing a nod. “Yes, sir.” It came out breathless and shaky.
 
   “Nettie,” Gabe continued, visibly startling the black woman as he held up another count of fifty. For the first time, he turned to pin her with the full force of his disapproval. “Say yes and you will not be on your customary side of the spoon,” he warned. “You. Knew. Better.”
 
   “You’re right. I did.” Hands folded tight across her abdomen, Nettie flexed her fingers once before answering, “I-I… I agree to the terms.” Her knees seemed to give out under her then. She collapsed onto the edge of the bunk beside Ruby, who caught her hand and gave it a commiserating squeeze. “I can do this,” the cook whispered to herself. “Won’t be my first lickin’.”
 
   Flashing a weak smile, Ruby playfully bumped shoulders with her. “Probably not your last, either, right?”
 
   Startling all over again, Nettie stared at Ruby as if the former gem had just sprouted horns and a halo. “The hell it won’t, girl! Now this right here, this is why I’ve got to take after you with the spoon so much. You never learn!”
 
   Turning back to Deputy Slade, Gabe counted the last fine out of his wallet. He held up the folded bills, tucked between two fingers. “Emerald.”
 
   Her stomach flipped and dropped, as if she’d fallen from an incredible height when in actuality she hadn’t moved. She could barely feel herself breathing. Her chest was too tight for it. She hated Gabe’s belt. Hated it with the same measure of ferocity that he used whenever he felt the need to wield it, lighting a disciplinary fire that always seemed to burn the hottest after he stopped and then took hours to extinguish. Not even ice helped. She knew because, like most gems at one time or another, she’d tried it.
 
   There was no help for it, though. She had lost her temper. Again. She’d physically attacked another person. Again. And now she was in jail because of it. She had to admit, even if only to herself—well-deserved though Millicent’s treatment had been—she had earned tonight’s dance with the belt.
 
   But, fifty? She couldn’t stop herself from trembling, not even her voice as she too lifted her chin and gave her answer. “Yes, sir.”
 
   Except that Gabe did not hand the money to the waiting deputy. Instead, hesitating, he just stood there. He was motionless for so long, a real-life duplicate to the wooden statue standing just outside Brownstone’s Tobacco Shop, all painted up to look like an Indian brave offering up his pipe to passersby. When Gabe finally did lower the money, it was only by a few inches. He didn’t give it to Deputy Slade, nor did he put it away in his wallet.
 
   “I-I said, yes, sir,” Lydia tried again a little louder. Her heart thundered in her breast, a rib-shattering pulse made harder and faster by the absolute certainty taking root inside her. He was hesitating because he didn’t want to take her back to the Red Petticoat. He was hesitating because he was going to let her go. She had caused too much trouble for too long.
 
   She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t feel herself moving, not even when she saw her own hands reach out and grab the bars. Maybe he hadn’t heard her. She tried again, but when she opened her mouth, the words got lost. Sound beyond the rasp of her shaky exhale refused to come, and yet that Gabe seemed to hear.
 
   He turned, slowly glancing back at her over his shoulder. No, not her; at Garrett.
 
   Who smiled.
 
   “You got enough on your plate with this lot,” Garrett said, nodding to the cell. “You go on. I’ll bring her home in a minute. Maybe two or three, depending.”
 
   “Depending?” Lydia echoed, shaking even harder now. Her legs weren’t going to hold her. She staggered, gripping the bars so tightly that her fingers ached from the force and her wounded wrist screamed. Her gaze bounced from the sheriff, to Gabe and finally back to Garrett again. “B-but I said, yes, sir. Don’t leave me! What do I have to do? I’ll be good!” Her voice broke. “I-I said, yes!”
 
   But he was already putting his money back in his wallet, and the other gems were leaving her, filing out the cell past her when the sheriff beckoned them out the door. Jewel touched a hand to her shoulder as she passed Lydia. In shock, Lydia tried to follow, but Sheriff Justice forced her back into the cell.
 
   “You two,” he said, beckoning to Ruby and Sapphire as well.
 
   “But I said yes!” Lydia cried, already finding herself close to tears at the thought of being left behind. Not that she was really being left behind. Garrett was, even now, paying her fine out of his own billfold so she knew she wasn’t going to have to spend the night in a jail cell next to Millicent. But still, why Garrett? How could Gabe do that to her? Twice! In the same day!
 
   “I said, yes,” she cried, her voice breaking again as her shoulders slumped. Her hands fell limp at her sides as all the gems who were her family and friends filed outside. Gabe was the last to go and before he did, he paused at the mouth of her cell.
 
   “I know you did,” he finally said. “And if it were that simple, I would take you home right now and line you up with the others. The problem is, Emerald, mi pequeña, something tells me I no longer have that right.”
 
   “Of course you do,” she stammered, horrified to be standing here, fighting so hard to convince him to take her home and whip her. With his belt, no less—she had to be insane, but she didn’t care so long as he took her home! Her panic climbed higher when Gabe only shook his head.
 
   “No, mi amiga. I don’t.” He reached through the bars to lightly pinch her chin between his big fingers. “I’ll see you when you get home.” He looked at Garrett. “Tonight.”
 
   Garrett acknowledged that command with a two fingered tap to the brim of his hat. “Sure thing, boss.”
 
   Gabe frowned, shaking his head once, but the end was the same. He let his heavy hand come to rest on Garrett’s shoulder and then he left her there—just left her, with no other home to fall back on. No friends, no family. No tribe. Nothing.
 
   Absolutely nothing.
 
   For one perfect second, Lydia felt her heart stumble and stop in her chest. In the utter stillness of that moment, she panicked.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Gabe patted Garrett once on the shoulder, his heavy hand delivering something of a warning squeeze right before he left. The pain won a grunt from him, but Garrett managed to keep his smile and he wasn’t even all that offended. After all, Gabe was just giving him a friendly warning. Like the “tonight” comment, it was the kind of warning one man might give another, when the welfare of a deeply cared for woman was involved. Especially when a little butt busting was about to come into play. Gabe’s warning said: Take it too far and you’ll answer to me.
 
   He hoped Lydia realized how lucky she was to have friends like that.
 
   “One minute,” Garrett reaffirmed, letting Gabe know his warning had been received. “Maybe five. Not more than twenty. I’m reasonably sure I’ll have her home by dawn.”
 
   It wouldn’t do to let the man think he was in control of too much, after all.
 
   He waved when Gabe looked back from the door, but then the Mexican’s attention was on herding his misbehaving gems home and they all took their leave.
 
   “You want me to stay?” Deputy Slade asked, but Sheriff Justice shook his head.
 
   “You both go on home,” he told him and Tey. “Take care of what you need to and come back when you’re done. I’ll wait that long.”
 
   “I could use some supper,” Millicent said pointedly. “Unless your plan is to ensure my “cooperation” by starving me all night.”
 
   “I’m sure your husband would love to get you something,” the sheriff said.
 
   “Like a gag,” Ruby muttered not quite quietly enough. 
 
   “Be nice,” Sheriff Justice warned.
 
   “You’re right, I’m sorry.” Turning back to the smirking Millicent, Ruby schooled her features before offering the sunniest smile anyone could possibly force. In her most cheerful voice, she repeated, “Like a gag!”
 
   Smile crashing into an instant scowl, she caught up her skirts and waddled out of the building as fast as her pregnant hips would allow.
 
   “Now, hold it right there, Red,” Justice called after her. He chased her down, catching up with her before Ruby could negotiate the two steps down onto the dirt street.
 
   “Well, she’s a bitch!” Ruby snapped.
 
   “That is one fiery temper,” Garrett admired, then caught Myron’s arm when the other man started past him. “Hold up now. Where are you off to?”
 
   “To fetch Millie’s supper.”
 
   “How about we have us a word first?” Catching the back of a nearby chair, Garrett swept it out from the desk it was tucked up to and thunked it down heavily in the center of the room. “Here. Sit down.”
 
   “I’m hungry now,” Millicent ordered, but when Garrett ignored her, as if seeking approval, Myron did too.
 
   “Please, sit down,” Garrett repeated, and after a slight hesitation, Myron did. “Good man.” Garrett whapped him once, a warming pat on the back that nearly pitched the smaller man face-first onto the floor. “Wait right here.”
 
   Leaving Myron rubbing his shoulder, he hurried to catch up with Sheriff Justice. The lawman was still on the porch, clutching the fiery and very pregnant Ruby by her narrow shoulders. His tone was low and stern, but it was clear Culpepper’s tough sheriff loved his wife. It showed in the softening lines of his grim face in the same way that hers was even now softening with guilty regret.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she admitted. “And I mean it this time. I—” She stopped when she spied Garrett listening from the doorway, and her face flushed. It was his gentlemanly side that made him want to minimize her embarrassment, so Garrett kept his gaze off her and on her frowning husband instead.
 
   “Why don’t you two head on home?” Garrett offered. “I’ll stick around until one of the deputies gets back.” He held up both hands when Sheriff Justice drew himself suspiciously upright. “Now, I swear I won’t let Mrs. Crankshaw out of her cage and I promise like hell not to let anyone in with her. Not even if they beg or cry. Or pay me.”
 
   The sheriff’s frown and suspicions deepened. “You’ve already paid your fine. Why would you stay?”
 
   Garrett shrugged. “So you and the missus can go have your talk in private, and me and my missus can do that same.”
 
   “She’s not your missus,” Ruby said, hands on hips.
 
   “Not yet.” Garrett pointed a staying finger at her. “But she’s warming to me. Yes, sirree, those polar icecaps are a-melting. In a month, maybe two… definitely before the year’s first snowfall blankets the mountain peaks, mark my words, there will be all kinds of matrimonial heat filling up the cabin out on the Circle-Bar-Bar. I promise, I won’t leave until Deputy Slade or Deputy Tey returns, and I seriously doubt we’ll see any lynch party coming for Mrs. Crankshaw tonight.” He thought about it. “Unless, of course, Mr. Crankshaw wants to start one. In which case, I think the man has earned the right.”
 
   Sheriff Justice frowned.
 
   “Aw, come on,” Garrett said. “That was funny.”
 
   Humorless, the sheriff pointed at him. “Make no mistake, I will not be forgiving if I come back and find you’ve lied to me.”
 
   “I am many things,” Garrett assured him. “A liar has never been among them. At least not often.”
 
   “If you let that woman escape that cell—”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “If you let Emerald go in—”
 
   Garrett snorted. “Not until she learns how to throw a punch. Have you seen her wrist?”
 
   “I’m serious.” Sheriff Justice loomed a step closer. “You think I’m playing with you? The last thing I need is an accusation that I let my wife’s friends beat up a material witness.”
 
   Completely somber for a change, Garrett surrendered both hands. “Lydia doesn’t need it either. You don’t have to trust what I say, but you can bank on the fact that I’ll never let anything bad happen to her. Not if I can help it.”
 
   Staring him down, Sheriff Justice hesitated. Garrett held his glare, waiting until the slightly taller lawman reached his eventual decision. Some level of sincerity must have shown through because in the end the sheriff took his wife’s arm and led her down the street.
 
   “You can trust me,” Garrett promised with a wave. Honestly, one would think he and his brother were outlaws judging by the way this town was acting. What had they done—well, apart from that one brawl a few months back where they’d smashed up the Red Petticoat, beat on Gabe, thrown Jewel over a table (purely by accident; thought she was a man; things like that happened in brawls)—to earn such suspicion?
 
   Shaking his head, Sheriff Justice escorted his pregnant wife home.
 
   “Can we trust him?” Ruby whispered, her voice carrying back to Garrett’s eagle-sharp ears.
 
   “Hell if I know,” Justice muttered. “But let’s not worry about that right now. How about instead, we concentrate on you and whatever excuse you might have for joining in with your ex-fellow gems to lob horseshit at me?”
 
   Garrett continued waving just in case one or both glanced back at him, but neither did. His arm dropped as soon as they rounded the far street corner. Lovely couple. She probably wouldn’t sit for a week, which reminded him… Strolling back into the jail, Garrett flashed Myron a smile and calmly closed the door behind him.
 
   “I’m really, really hungry,” Millicent complained as he stole one of the deputies’ chairs. “I could use some food right now.”
 
   “You could really use something, all right,” Garrett agreed, bringing it back to where Myron was still waiting. By the very looks of him, the man had been beleaguered all day. He was embarrassed and miserable, and probably just wanted to go home so he could forget for one night that he was irrevocably attached to the biggest shrew that ever walked these California streets. It was hard to blame the poor man, but maybe—just maybe—Garrett could help him.
 
   Sprawling onto the chair next to Myron, long legs stretched out and arms folded across his chest, for a while Garrett contented himself with watching the prisoners. Millicent was sulking. Lydia was harder to read. She was standing exactly as she’d been left, near the mouth of the cell with the door swung wide open. Her face was pale, but that might have been the piss-poor lighting. The sun was going down and no one had yet bothered to light any of the room’s six lamps. That left her cast mostly in shadow, all but her left shoulder and arm; and although he could see her face, he couldn’t quite pin down that expression.
 
   Rattled, maybe. But then, she was in jail and faced with a whipping; rattled was a good thing to be when that happened.
 
   Might have been anger, he mused as he studied her. Might have been sullen irritation too, much like Millicent’s impotent glare. Free as Lydia was to simply shove the cell door open wide and step out, he wasn’t sure why she didn’t leave. The sheriff wasn’t here to stop her anymore. Myron certainly wasn’t going to, either. He would, of course; Garrett smiled, idly rubbing his middle finger around the pad of his thumb where he sometimes thought he could still feel the points of her sharp teeth. Ah, the whirlwind courtships of sweet, sweet romance.
 
   And yet, Lydia just stood there, the shadows of her unreadable eyes locked in his direction. Her fists were clenched in the folds of her black and crimson soiled dove’s dress, one that covered all the necessary parts of her that needed covering, and yet that left a little too much exposed for the delicate comforts of most the ladies of Culpepper Cove.
 
   Maybe it was indecision, he thought, tipping his head to regard her more closely. But then, it might just as easily have been defiance. Her stubborn way of telling him how displeased she was that he had dared to pay her fine and thereby prevented her return to the Red Petticoat with her other sisters in disgrace. As if he’d allow any man—Gabe, included—to raise a hand to her and most certainly not for the wrong reason. He smirked. Pigheaded as she was, she might not acknowledge the favor he’d just done her. Not until tomorrow when all the other gems stood comparing their stripes. Hell, knowing Lydia, she might not acknowledge it even then.
 
   Feisty, Garrett mused, loving every gloriously affronted inch of her. He did so adore spirited women.
 
   “I know what you want me to do,” Myron said, distracting Garrett from his thoughts. “I just can’t.” Head bowed, he spread his hands in a helpless shrug. “I can’t beat my wife.”
 
   “Nobody’s asking you to beat her,” Garrett soothed. “Just… rein her in a little.”
 
   “I am not a horse,” Millicent snipped from her cell.
 
   They both ignored her.
 
   “How?” Myron challenged. “Do you have any idea what she would do if I raised so much as an eyebrow at her?”
 
   “Don’t tolerate it,” Garrett replied.
 
   Millicent barked a hard laugh. “I could tell your ‘wife’ the same thing!”
 
   “Millie, please,” her husband begged, patting the air at her. “Just… stop.”
 
   Garrett moved his chair. Instead of side by side, he repositioned himself directly in front of Myron. “Pay her no mind, just for a minute. Look at me.”
 
   Sighing, Myron did.
 
   “Don’t beat her,” he repeated, low and hushed, the steady grey of his stare boring into the other man in a way that refused to let him be distracted. “Discipline doesn’t have to be abuse. Look at me.” Garrett spread his hands, sitting back in his seat with an expansive shrug. “I don’t have a cruel bone in my body—”
 
   “That’s not what I heard,” Myron interrupted, causing Garrett’s smile to fade.
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “You and your brother both rode in the cavalry, didn’t you? I remember a few years back, when the Indians were first being uprooted onto the Reservations, scattered groups of them used to come through here all the time, looking for food or trade. They used to tell stories about being hunted and harassed by—”
 
   Garrett’s hand shot up. His smile was gone. He had to look away, finding it suddenly very uncomfortable to hold eye contact. He’d done more than one or two things during his stint in the army that he was far from proud of, but he’d left those days well behind him. He and Cullen both had. Or so he’d thought. Seems they hadn’t outrun the stories, after all. 
 
   “Let’s not—” With effort, he reclaimed his smile, but his face felt numb and judging by the wariness that suddenly flittered over Myron as he too leaned back, he couldn’t help but wonder if his eyes now looked as dead as he felt. “We’re not talking about that, right now. We’re talking about women. We’re talking about the loves of our lives. The sweeter—”
 
   Myron snorted.
 
   “—softer,” Garrett persisted, “and sometimes, yes, more emotional better half of every man born into this world. Sometimes all that emotion can get the best of a body. Sometimes it can distort the thinking, cloud a person’s judgment.”
 
   “Makes them spread vile gossip about others, or attack four-year-old children who never did a thing to her?” Myron glumly asked.
 
   Garrett spread his hands again, letting them slap down upon his own thighs. “Makes them throw horse dung at the sheriff and punch a material witness.”
 
   Myron looked away, his face melting from grimaces of disgust into reservation. “Ah, she didn’t see nothing,” he finally admitted.
 
   “The hell I didn’t!” Millicent vaulted off her bed and stomped to the bars. “Benedict Arnold! What kind of husband are you?”
 
   “One who knows when you’re lying,” Myron snapped back, a rare show of temper that dropped his wife’s jaw, but tickled Garrett no end.
 
   “How dare you talk to me like that?” she gasped, hurt.
 
   “You go right ahead,” Garrett encouraged. “Talk to her exactly like that, and you know why? Because deep down inside that’s exactly what some people need. You think your wife doesn’t know how out of control she is? You think she’s happy being this way?”
 
   Myron blinked twice. “Yes.”
 
   “She’s not.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure she is. In fact, I’m posi—”
 
   “Mr. Crankshaw…” Clearing his throat, Garrett shifted with the effort it took not to either laugh or lose his patience. “Nobody can be happy being that nasty to everybody around her. Unhappy as she is, though, she’s stuck in a pattern of behavior that she can’t make herself change. So she won’t. Not until she’s given a good reason to, and that’s where you come in.”
 
   “And beat her,” Myron guessed.
 
   “Discipline,” Garrett countered. “Gentle, loving correction applied to the very seat of the county’s biggest—” He censured himself. “—problem. She’ll thank you for it.”
 
   Myron blinked again. “No, she won’t.”
 
   “Yes, she will.” Garrett’s grin was back. “May take a time or two, but be consistent and eventually she’ll come around.”
 
   “Or clobber me upside the head with a shovel and bury me in the backyard.”
 
   Now it was Millicent who snorted. She folded her arms across her chest. “And don’t you dare forget it.” 
 
   “Not if you do it right,” Garrett argued, resisting the urge to frown at her.
 
   Puffing out a hopeless breath, Myron started to shake his head, thought about it, then shook his head with greater finality. “I’m sorry, Mr. Drake. While you make it sound simple enough, truth be told, I just wouldn’t know how. Hell, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
 
   Hands resting lightly on his thighs, Garrett studied him a moment, then nodded once himself. “All right.” He stood up. “Pay close attention, because it’s not likely I’ll ever volunteer this kind of show again.”
 
   Whether Myron paid attention or not, Garrett didn’t know. Once he faced the cells, all his attention redirected onto Lydia.
 
   “D-don’t you dare!” Millicent hissed, dashing as far from him as the narrow cell allowed. She tucked herself into the farthest possible corner between the foot of the bed and the window. 
 
   As if he would ever presume to lay hand on another man’s problem. Especially when he had his own and, Garrett realized right from the moment he stepped into the mouth of that second cell and got his first close-up look at Lydia, he did have a problem. She was pale. She was shaking too, a rabid trembling that rattled up through the center of her. He could barely see it in her fingertips; it wasn’t until he was within steps of her that he saw it at all.
 
   He touched her shoulder and his concern grew exponentially when she neither flinched nor jerked away. “Lydia?”
 
   She did not react. Staring at his feet, she refused to meet his gaze even when he hooked a finger under her chin. He tried to center himself in her sights, but she only breathed faster, shook harder, and locked her gaze on something off to the far right of him.
 
   “Hey?” He moved into that something’s visual space, and she jerked left far enough to temporarily free her chin. He caught her again, but now she was staring off to his left. Her nostrils flared. Her chest rose and fell, shallow breaths that were coming much too fast for his comfort.
 
   She was frightened, he suddenly realized. She was panicking, bringing to mind a memory he’d thought he’d long ago buried—that of a screaming mare bolting across a field of combat, with the battle cries, the wounded screaming and the gunfire going off all around as she desperately sought a safe direction in which to run. Any direction. He’d been young and stupid back then, and more than a little traumatized himself. That she was the mount of some fallen Indian was as clear as the war paint on her flanks, but that hadn’t seemed to matter much at the time. He’d still run right into her path. She nearly trampled him twice before he caught her, held her, calmed her. Led her by her simple bridle back to his hiding place in the trees and spent the rest of the fight soothing her with gentle strokes and a soft voice. His commanding officer would have had him shot for deserting the fight, but Cullen had managed to stop that from happening. Still, after that, Garrett had learned to harden himself.
 
   And he still had that mare. She’d had to harden herself, too.
 
   “Hey,” he said again, and this time Lydia looked at him, the whites of her eyes showing all around. Her pupils were pinpricks, showing way too much stormy green. “Shh,” he soothed, his touch turning feather-soft upon her cheek. “It’s all right, baby. You’re all right.”
 
   Her eyebrows twitched, beetling together. Otherwise, she didn’t move, not even when he tried to move her. She felt stiff, wooden when he drew her in closer. It wasn’t that he forgot about the Crankshaws—Millicent, creeping out of her corner in the cell beside them; Myron, watching from his chair. Garrett dismissed them both as easily as he shut out all other potential distractions, and he could hear many of them.
 
   The sun was setting, bringing the day to a close. People were passing the jailhouse windows—hardworking husbands on their way home; laughing families heading to the Culpepper Café (or Miss Patty’s… or Miss Velma’s… or whatever it was now called by whoever now owned it) for a hot meal served in a warm home-style atmosphere; exhausted miners heading to the bars or the Red Petticoat.
 
   Lydia could hear them too. She was flinching, not melting into his touch. Garrett drew her closer. He turned her, putting her back to both Crankshaws and the single window. She wasn’t short, really, but she was shorter than he was and that helped him control what she could see. He tried to make sure it was only him. He tried to make sure his arms and the hard breadth of his body was all she could feel, and that his voice was all she heard while he whispered low words of comfort into her ear. “It’s all right. Shh. Shh, I’ve got you.”
 
   Her body shuddered.
 
   “It’s all right,” he murmured again, combing his fingers through her hair to follow the silken chestnut waves down her small back. The ends almost reached her waist. A man could lose himself in hair like that, tie himself up in it and never want to break free. A man could lose himself in the smell of her, the faint femininity of her perfume and the underlying musk of her. Her shoulders hitched as her breath caught; Garrett held her tighter. His heart beat faster. His breaths betrayed him, turning just as shallow as her own but for very different reasons. Shallow breaths meant more breaths, all of them tainted with the heady scent of her.
 
   Go slow, he told himself as his hands returned to her shoulders and she twitched, for just a second, seeming about to tuck her face into his neck before she abruptly looked away. “Shh,” he whispered, and his hands followed the waves of her hair all the way down to her waist again. Go real slow.
 
   Her shaking intensified, though she didn’t pull away. She didn’t even try.
 
   “I c-can’t,” she whispered.
 
   “What can’t you do?” He bowed his head, touching his cheek to hers. She still did not pull away, and he was scruffy too. He hadn’t shaved that morning. He’d have to remember to do that tomorrow, before his whiskers abraded her soft, delicate skin.
 
   Lydia caught a hard breath, and that was his first indication that all her shaking had suddenly turned into breaking. She was crying. It was so quiet, like a secret shame that had to be hidden at all costs. His arms tightened when her body bent. She was hiding her “shame” against his chest, letting her tears soak into his shirt and her now keening cries be muffled. “I… c-can’t…”
 
   “Then don’t.” Garrett pulled her closer, held her tighter. “Let me do it for you.”
 
   She shook her head against his shoulder; he nodded against her cheek, and ever so slightly began to rock her. A tender side to side motion that somehow turned into dancing without his realizing it. Not that he knew many who would call such minor movement as this “dancing.” Still, it was chest-to-chest and heart-to-heart, and even, God help him, hip-to-hip. And she was crying in a way that no decent man could have endured with erection still intact, and yet, here he was. The crotch of his pants bulging hard as the devil’s right horn, pretty much cementing in his mind just how indecent he really was. 
 
   “I’ll do it for you,” he promised anyway. His saving redemption lay in his absolute determination to keep that promise. No matter what, he’d always keep it.
 
   She sucked another breath, despite the hiccups that broke it into three shaky gasps. “You c-can’t either.”
 
   The hell he couldn’t. “Try me. Haven’t I kept every promise I’ve made you so far? I mean, truly. Look how far we’ve come.”
 
   Lifting her head from his shoulder, she flashed him an annoyed and tearful glare. “You mean, jail?”
 
   “Progress is progress.”
 
   Her incredulous stare became a snort.
 
   “Oh, but it is,” he insisted. “Remember what you said to me the first time we met?”
 
   Her face was still wet with tears, but at least no more new ones were falling. No more were forming, either. “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “Sure, you did.”
 
   “Are you talking about the first day you came to the Red Petticoat asking for me? You told me your name and I told you to go to hell.”
 
   “Our foreplay has always been interesting,” he allowed, “but I’m not talking about then. I meant the first first time we ever met.”
 
   “The brawl?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. The brawl.”
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” she insisted.
 
   “But, you did.”
 
   Her brow furrowed. “No…”
 
   “You spoke with your eyes.”
 
   Her frown deepened now too. “I did not,” she said, insulted.
 
   She had no idea how cute she was when she glared like that.
 
   “You did,” Garrett promised. “You gazed up at me, pouring all that new-green loveliness deep into my eyes, and I distinctly heard it when they said, ‘Help me.’ ”
 
   Lydia stiffened. “They never said that.”
 
   “‘Love me,’” Garrett persisted.
 
   “They absolutely never said that.”
 
   “‘Take me,’ they cried, ‘and make me your own.’ ”
 
   “You’re a lunatic,” she huffed, unable even to look at him now. Probably because the corners of her mouth were fighting not to twitch into something that might have been the beginnings of a smile. She squelched it before facing him again. “Would you like to know what I remember about that day?”
 
   He waited, still moving with her in that intoxicating side-to-side motion that kept their hips brushing back and forth together, a constant pendulum of growing awareness. His feet never fully left the floor, but they were turning now too in the barest of circles.
 
   “I remember the taste of your blood in every corner of my mouth,” she told him, her sadness shuttering as her eyes hardened right before his. It was all very mare-like—still desperate, still running—even as she fiercely added, “I bit the hell out of you.”
 
   “And sank your needle-sharp teeth into every facet of my soul,” Garrett agreed.
 
   “Oh. My. God.” She laughed, a hard and bitter sound. She also tried to disentangle herself from his loving grip and shoved back in an effort to escape.
 
   Garrett turned as she walked around him, his fingertips trailed down her arm only to fasten upon her wrist.
 
   “Ugh.” Her head fell back on her shoulders; she rolled her eyes. But as all the slack came out of their outstretched arms and he gave a tug, she came back to him. He twirled her, capturing her now with her back to his chest and his arm around her waist. He rocked her, their side-to-side motion much more visible, the swing of her soft bottom concealed beneath all her skirts flush up against his pelvis. If she could feel his body’s natural response to such seduction, she didn’t say anything, and on they continued in an age-old dance to which the only music was that set by their hearts. He wasn’t sure what hers was doing, but his was pounding brutally hard, thundering against his ribs and throbbing low down in the confines of his trousers.
 
   “Your teeth have been in me ever since,” he confessed.
 
   “Please don’t tell me you love me,” she begged, but there was something about that plea that sounded… insincere.
 
   “Would that be so bad?”
 
   She looked away without answering, and that right there was an answer in and of itself.
 
   Chuckling, he threw her out again, letting her escape as far as their outstretched arms would allow before he brought her back to him again. This time, face-to-face once more.
 
   “You’re warming to me,” he said with a grin. “Admit it. I’ve got my teeth in you now too.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. We barely know one another.”
 
   “We know the important things.”
 
   “I’d kill you as soon as look at you,” she lied.
 
   Lied. An outright fabrication of the truth; in direct opposition to what she actually felt; he could see it in her face. His silly brutal, thundering heart soared.
 
   Take it slow, his head cautioned. But when Garrett opened his mouth, what came out next was anything but. “Marry me.”
 
   Emerald green eyes snapped back to stare at him. Then she laughed, a hard and bitter sound that barely lasted a second before she again stared at him in disbelief. “You really are crazy!”
 
   “You could do a whole lot worse.” He fed her his most beguiling smile. 
 
   She tried again to disengage herself from his arms. “I’m going home now.”
 
   He tsked as she turned away, and this time without his pull on her captured wrist, she immediately whipped around and of her own accord, came back to him.
 
   “What?” she demanded, her mouth flattening in a frown even as he took her back into his arms. “What does that sound mean?”
 
   “I can’t let you do that.”
 
   Her tiny left hand was in his, his right was on her waist, her hips were once more swaying in seductive time with his and their feet were moving—slow, small steps—he was leading and she was following, even as she squared herself against him. “Why? Because you haven’t made your example out of me yet?”
 
   “Ah well. I said I would, so I suppose I will. You’ve got to admit though, you have earned a little something for your part in tonight’s misbehavior.”
 
   Her nostrils flared as her green eyes flashed. “If you expect me to say I’m sorry for hitting that old, pinch-faced—”
 
   “Jezebel,” Millicent immediately spat.
 
   “Prune-sucking—”
 
   “Pinch-prick!”
 
   “—cow!” Lydia snarled back at her around Garrett’s shoulder.
 
   “All right, enough,” Garrett said, holding up a silencing hand, which they both ignored.
 
   “Then you’ve got a long night ahead of you,” Lydia finished hotly.
 
   “And if you expect me to spank you for that, then you don’t know me half as well as I’d hoped you would by now,” Garrett replied. Just like he wasn’t sure when the dancing had started, he wasn’t sure he could pinpoint the exact moment when they both stopped moving. They stared at one another: her, fuming; him, striving for patience. “Your friend Gabriel would have, and yes, that is one of the least of my reasons for paying your fine. I didn’t want him punishing you for something I don’t feel warranted that kind of discipline.”
 
   Her frown deepened. “Y-you… aren’t going to spank me for hitting her?”
 
   “I’m not going to pin a medal on you either, but no. I’m not.”
 
   “I didn’t take part in throwing shit at her, so if you think you’re going to—”
 
   “If I’d been there, I’d have been hard-pressed not to throw an apple or two myself,” Garrett said, ignoring Millicent’s indignant squawk.
 
   Visibly thrown off-balance, Lydia studied him. She was trying to harden herself, but something about that didn’t seem genuine either. He could see the reluctant confusion deep inside her every time she tried so hard to look away and yet couldn’t. “So, you’re going to spank me for no reason?”
 
   “No,” he countered. “I’m going to spank you because you didn’t think. You let your temper lead you without considering the consequences.”
 
   Her body stiffened beneath his hands. “You’re going to spank me for losing my temper, then.”
 
   “Yes, I am.” His smile softened. “But only after you agree with me that you deserve it.”
 
   She startled. “Only after I agree…”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re a couple cows short of a stampede if you think I’d ever agree to let you spank me.”
 
   “You’re not only going to agree to let me, but—” he added, halting her instant refusal before she could do more than open her mouth, “you’re going to agree you deserve it.”
 
   “Ha!” she barked, more defiance than genuine laughter. It also didn’t last long before her involuntary smile faded back into wary confusion. She studied him, searching for the trap but unable to imagine much less see it. “All right,” she grudgingly conceded. “Go on, then. Tell me. How are you going to convince me to agree to a punishment I don’t think I deserve, am not sorry about, and won’t apologize for?”
 
   Garrett stopped dancing, though he wasn’t about to let her go. Lydia stopped too, one eyebrow arched as she waited. She obviously didn’t think he had a reason (much less a good one). He wasn’t exactly happy about the ease with which he was about to win this battle of wills, but still he smiled.
 
   “Where is your son?” he softly asked her. If words were physical jabs and she a man, that would have been a nut shot. 
 
   Lydia went statue still. He felt the wave of her affront shoot straight through her, flushing her suddenly pale features to a dull pink. “What do you mean? He’s home.”
 
   “With whom?” Garrett pressed. “Was there anybody left at the Red Petticoat while you… and Nettie… and Jewel, and all her other gems were locked up here in jail?”
 
   She stared at him, silent. “I left him in my room. He was…” She hesitated, faltered, and then insisted, “He was perfectly safe.”
 
   “In a town filled with soldiers?” Garrett grimly continued. “Every one of whom is here under orders to take him into custody?”
 
   Horror crept in, slowly wiping away all lingering traces of anger and defiance in her expression. She opened her mouth. Again, nothing came out. Knowing his point was made, he abandoned that reason and went on to the next one.
 
   “It wasn’t that you struck Mrs. Crankshaw,” he said, once more cupping her chin and locking her in the unwavering intensity of his stare when she tried to look away. “The problem is, you attacked the only material witness scheduled to testify in your son’s hearing tomorrow morning. Even if he wants to, Judge Johnson won’t be able to overlook what, on the outside, appears like an attempt to force her—under threat of personal harm—to change her testimony. Because of your actions, you may well have turned Paquah’s hearing into a trial.”
 
   Her mouth wasn’t just hanging open now, she had also stopped breathing. As if she’d suddenly forgotten how. “Th-that’s not what—”
 
   “I know it’s not,” he agreed. “Judge Johnson doesn’t know that, though. He could take your son away from you,” Garrett deliberately repeated, “because you lost your temper. Because you didn’t stop to think.”
 
   She was thinking now, though. He saw the deep collapse of her breasts as what air she’d been hoarding now abandoned her. She covered her mouth, breathing in sharply through her fingers. Her eyes were huge and filled with terror. He hated himself for putting it there, but she was in too precarious a position not to think.
 
   “So.” Garrett let go of her hand. Stepping away from her was hard, but he did it and didn’t stop backing up until he had reached the only bunk in her small cell. With a tug at the leggings of his trousers, he sat down and let his hands come to rest upon his thighs. “Lydia.”
 
   Her eyes, already fixed on him, sharpened and grew focused.
 
   “In my opinion, you deserve to be spanked. If you agree, I want you to come stand beside me. You will lift your skirts. You will lower your drawers. You will keep your hands and feet firmly upon the floor, and you will accept what I believe to be the full measure of the punishment your actions have earned you. What do you think?”
 
   Twin spots of color flushed the very apples of her cheeks. Her hands remained over her mouth as, for the longest time, she didn’t move. She started to. Twice, she seemed right on the verge of taking that first retreating step, but both times she stopped and stilled again. He was just beginning to wonder whether he might have to chase after her if she bolted, when she dropped her gaze to stare at his lap. Taking her hands from her mouth, she dropped them into fists at her sides. She gulped a hasty breath and then visibly steeled herself.
 
   She came to him. She did not tell him she had been wrong or that she deserved to be disciplined, but it was there, a ghastly haunt of regret that etched lines of worry all over her too young face. She stared at his lap with such foreboding, but when he patted his knee, she bent to gather the hem of her skirt and dragged it upward. Past her knees. Past her thighs. Her hands trembled, but she still reached in under her own skirts and around her back to unfasten her undergarment ties. They sagged, but she was standing too tensely and her legs were squeezed too tightly together for them to fall. That was all right. He was prepared to help with that part.
 
   Garrett patted his knee again and, clinging to the crumpled roll of skirt bunched up around her waist, Lydia dropped her stare to his hand. Her knees buckled in and out; her eyes were bewildered. As if she couldn’t believe she was doing it, she bent to lay herself bottom-up across his lap.
 
   “Good girl,” Garrett said, and he meant it. Every word.
 
   She whimpered, though whether because of what he’d said or because his hand had just settled hot in the small of her back, ready to pin her down if it hurt too much to endure, he couldn’t tell. She repeated the sound as his other fingertips skimmed across the round swells of her vulnerable bottom, parting the open halves of her white ruffled drawers to bare her backside for the second time that day.
 
   There were no visible reminders of his earlier spanking, but she still flinched when he cupped her buttocks. Small wonder his brother took after Chin as often as he did. There was no pleasure quite like the sight he glimpsed as his fingers gripped and squeezed, parting the plumpness of her flesh and inadvertently exposing the dusky moon of her back passage, tucked so secretively within that deep crease. Below that, the even more secretive furrow of her nether folds were full with just the tips of slender vaginal petals peeking out from between them. His mouth ran dry. He stopped squeezing before the temptation to boldly cup and fondle between her thighs overwhelmed all his other intentions.
 
   “Very good girl,” he said again, his voice huskier than before.
 
   Lydia bowed her head. That sobered him. Here she was in the grips of her remorse and guilt—both of which, right or wrong, he’d instilled—and here he was, behaving like a lecherous fool.
 
   That helped center him. So did the fact that both Crankshaws were watching: Myron looked uncomfortable; so did Millicent. Her face was every bit as pale as Lydia’s; her breathing, every bit as shallow and rapid as she shrank from the bars.
 
   “Don’t,” she croaked, seeming unable to tear her gaze from the scene unfolding before her.
 
   It was a plea Lydia did not echo. Not when he took his hand off her bottom. Not even when he brought it cracking back down to catch the fullest part of her right cheek, flattening all that beautiful round flesh beneath the hard callouses of his work-rough palm. He made it quick but fierce and before he’d laid the first dozen swats, he had her arching and dancing upon his knee. One hand kept snapping back behind her, but each time it did, she caught herself and grabbed for the floor once more. Her feet kicked up too, but she caught herself then as well and each time snapped her legs back down. The tips of her black shoes dug and scraped against the floor as she bit her lip. She squeaked and mewed, tossing her hips while his open palm turned all that soft, pale flesh a bright, hot pink, but she never once cried out for him to stop. He was proud of her for that, especially since he did not spare her and he knew it had to hurt. It had to, because it was absolutely killing his hand and by the end, Lydia was gasping and sucking for air. She was also fighting herself both to stay in position as well as not to spill loose the wailing cries he could hear her biting back. He left no trace of white anywhere on her backside. It was all a mottled shade of hot, fiery pink, so full of burning pain that he could feel it throbbing right through her battered flesh and into his palm. Or maybe that was his palm. It was hard to tell. He flexed his hand, holding her in position until she had calmed enough to realize he was done.
 
   “You’re a monster,” Millicent whispered. Once more, she had plastered herself into the corner of her cell between her bunk and the black-barred window. “A monster!”
 
   Garrett couldn’t have cared less what she thought of him. He rubbed Lydia’s bottom, soothing that fiery pulse until her squeaks dissolved into ragged pants. Only once her writhing had dwindled back to stillness did he pull her drawers up and quietly tie them into place.
 
   Lydia lay gulping for air while he smoothed down her skirts and gently helped her up. If she’d pushed away from him then, if she’d bolted for the door, he’d have let her go. He’d have followed to make sure she got back to the Red Petticoat safely, but he wouldn’t have forced her to endure any further contact between them if that wasn’t what she wanted. Not tonight, anyway. But Lydia didn’t bolt and she didn’t push him away. She didn’t even stand up. Instead, she remained sitting on his lap, one hand pressed to the seat of her skirts while she gasped and shook and scrubbed her other wrist across eyes that fairly shone with all the unshed tears she refused to let go of.
 
   “I’m a horrible mother,” she whispered.
 
   “Naw,” he corrected. “You made a mistake.”
 
   “I’ve p-put m-my baby at risk!” She looked at him, her eyes so huge and lost. “I c-can’t lose him t-too! I c-can’t!” The first tear spilled past her lashes and she slapped it away so hard it turned her cheek pink within seconds. Garrett caught her wrist before she could do that again because once that first tear escaped, it released the unstaunchable tide of all the rest. Her face crumpled and her voice failed, forcing her to whisper, “What am I going to do?”
 
   Garrett couldn’t help himself. Though she initially tried to bat away his hand, he touched the backs of his fingers to her flushed cheeks, catching the tears as they fell. “You,” he told her so softly that no one else in that room would hear it, “are going to go home now. You are going to hug your son. You are going to put him to bed. And in the morning, you are going to walk into that hearing with your head held high and all that beautiful fire that I love so much wrapped up tight inside you. Because you may need to fall back on some of that fire tomorrow, but before you do or say anything, I expect you first to think.”
 
   Lydia stayed as she was, her face cupped in his hand until he chucked her lightly under the chin and let her go. She sniffled once. Starting to stand, she hesitated, then looked at him again. The uncertainty made her sound so much smaller than he knew her to be when she asked, “Will I see you?”
 
   He knew she meant at the hearing, but he wasn’t the kind of man to be bound by such restrictions.
 
   “Yes, you will,” Garrett promised. And if she didn’t yet know him well enough to realize that he meant every minute of every hour in between… well, she would soon enough.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Lydia stood at the window of her room, serenaded by the sounds of Charlie pounding out a cheerful tune on his piano, kept in time by the clapping of dirty hands and the stomping of even dirtier boots. Whatever Silver was singing had many men laughing. Others were gambling or drinking up the courage to flirt, and God alone knew the traffic up and down the hall outside was steady enough. She should have been downstairs with the other gems, mingling with cowboys, inviting miners back into the bathhouse, doing whatever she had to to make the money she and Paquah needed to survive in a world that catered only to men, but she just couldn’t bear the thought of it. Not in a saloon half-filled with the very soldiers who might well steal her child away in the morning, and definitely not with Garrett looming in the background, never more than a dozen steps from her side.
 
   Not even now. Currently, he was lounging on her bed. No man had ever lounged in her room before. They did tons of other things, but none had ever stayed long enough afterward to do more than put their clothes back on and get out again. She had never wanted them to.
 
   Chewing at her fingernail, Lydia alternated between staring out the window and studying Garrett’s reflection in the windowpane. He wasn’t alone on that bed. Paquah was stretched out at his side, listening skeptically as Garrett read to him from the newspaper. Well… “read” was one way to interpret what he was doing. If half the stories he was telling were true, then Culpepper Cove had had a very interesting day.
 
   Being completely landlocked, Culpepper Cove had no docks, so she had no idea how pirates could come swashbuckling their way up Main Street. Having been out most of the day, she was pretty sure she’d have noticed if they had, but to hear Garrett tell it, they had made front page news by robbing the Savings and Loan. No mean feat, considering page two’s story consisted of roving gypsies who had taken two children for refusing to eat their green beans (riding in swift pursuit, neither Sheriff Justice nor any of his posse of twelve could be reached for comment).
 
   Also on page two was the mysterious sighting of two galumphing beasts spotted at the Circle-Bar-Bar ranch. The reporter was cautious enough to specify the beasts might have been cows, but as the sighting had occurred at night, it had been too dark for anyone to be sure. That Paquah had reservations as to Garrett’s credibility was as clear as the look he kept giving the man. But he listened nonetheless—looking up at Garrett, then down at the newspaper, and then back up again—and kept his doubts to himself. For her part, Lydia tried not to, but she was finding it very, very hard not to like the homey visage they made cuddled up together like that, all stretched out side-by-side, with their backs to the pillows propped along her headboard and one of Garrett’s arms tucking Paquah up against him.
 
   Licking his thumb, he turned the page and with all due seriousness began to spin a complete yarn about two miners who, while panning for gold, were very nearly devoured alive by a massive crocodile, now nicknamed Old Toothy. She ought to protest. He had no business lying to her son like that, but Lydia said nothing. She couldn’t. For all intents and purposes, Garrett was acting as if… well, as if he were Paquah’s father.
 
   It wasn’t real and she knew that every bit as much as she knew Maska would not, could not, rise from the dead and take up that mantle of responsibility. It wasn’t real, but that didn’t make her want to bring this intimate moment to its inevitable end. She’d had her chance for this—the whole husband and wife and sweet little boy, all abiding together thing. Paquah never had, but she did and she’d lost it. She could never have this back again and she shouldn’t want it so much. Not now. Not when she’d become this… this shell of a woman, swaddled in anger so prickly that it could be worn like a barbed wire shawl. Most of all, she shouldn’t want it with Garrett. She could barely stand to look at him and yet she couldn’t look away for fear she might miss some part of this.
 
   It was an act. It had to be. Garrett wasn’t usually this parental or… normal. He actually didn’t seem to mind that Paquah was lying against him. Or that he was a half-breed.
 
   Or that she was a whore. Why was he chasing her so hard?
 
   “You don’t have to do that, you know,” she said, interrupting the tale just as Old Toothy was disappearing back beneath the surface of a creek that had never known a turtle, much less a voracious crocodile. 
 
   Taking advantage of the pause, Paquah peered more closely at the newspaper. He tipped his head, but he couldn’t read any more than she could.
 
   Giving the boy time to look his fill, Garrett licked his thumb to turn the page again. “Do what?”
 
   “Pretend to want to be with him because you think it’ll improve your chances of fucking me.” She was used to being blunt, to saying things exactly as she saw them. What she wasn’t used to, was the sharp pang she felt thump inside her chest once she’d said it out loud.
 
   Garrett lowered the newspaper until it lay flat across his lap. “Beg your pardon?”
 
   Still tasting the bitterness of having said it once, Lydia folded her arms tight across her chest so that pang couldn’t get in at her again. “I said…”
 
   “I heard what you said,” he interrupted, his tone mild but his stare hard as stone. “Let me make you a promise, one I swear I will keep from now until the day I die, but which I aim never to voice again. That promise is this: I don’t care how often or hard I’ve had to bust your butt today, or any other day for that matter, the next time you say anything like that again, I’ll give you the granddaddy of all whuppings. You won’t sit for a week. Do you understand me?”
 
   For a change, he wasn’t smiling when he said it.
 
   Lydia looked at Paquah, then dropped her eyes. She hadn’t known it was possible to feel any pricklier or any more ashamed of herself than she already did. Hugging herself tighter, she spun back to the window. Her eyes refused to focus on anything outside, but when they finally did, it was in time to see four soldiers striding across the street, heading straight for the Red Petticoat. They were laughing and jostling one another, and completely relaxed, so she knew they were coming for pleasure rather than the dispensation of business. She wished she could relax, but already the anxiety was plucking the strings of anger inside her, building them back up again.
 
   “Tell me that story,” Paquah ordered suspiciously, pointing at part of the newspaper lying forgotten across Garrett’s lap.
 
   “Naw, that’s enough for tonight, I think.”
 
   “You can’t read any more than I can,” the little boy decided. “You’ve been making it all up.”
 
   “Paquah!” Her anxiety made Lydia’s tone sharper than she intended. “He said enough. Go ask Nettie for a cup of milk and honey. It’s time for bed.”
 
   The heaviness of his sigh was Paquah’s only voiced complaint. “Yes, Mama.” He climbed over Garrett and scooted off the bed.
 
   “You let him go walking downstairs alone?” Garrett asked, sitting up on the edge of the bed to watch as Paquah let himself out of Lydia’s bedroom.
 
   “He’ll be all right.” Lydia turned her attention back to the window. “He knows to use the back stair. It goes straight to the kitchen. No one in the saloon will see him.”
 
   Grunting, Garrett folded the newspaper down to size and set it aside. Even if she couldn’t see his reflection in the glass, she still would have felt his approach. Big as he was, almost twice her size, boots and all, his steps were very quiet, and yet they trembled her. She could feel him in the slight movement of air shifting between them and in the faintest vibrations of the floorboards under her own feet as he came to stand directly behind her. Her hands lost their grip around her own waist to clutch at her shoulders instead.
 
   “Why do you do that?” he asked, and her whole body felt it—a shiver that sparkled through every vein inside her. He twined a lock of her hair around his finger, winding twice before letting the strand slip back out of his gentle grip. “Why do you wrap yourself in so much anger? Do you think it somehow makes you less desirable?”
 
   “Do you think smiling so much makes you friendly?” she shot back, hating how easily he affected her like this.
 
   His eyebrows arched. He placed a hand over his heart, affecting a wounded stance. “I’m incredibly friendly.”
 
   “Happy then.” She confronted him full on. That was perhaps a mistake. Facing him now meant they were chest to chest again, just like in the jail when he’d pulled her into his arms and danced with her. They’d been dancing ever since. Hell, they’d been dancing for months, it seemed. First in nervousness, now in seduction thinly-veiled to appear like an argument. Her heart knew the difference, though. It beat so fast as he shifted closer and she pressed back against the window. He braced his hands upon the sill and made himself comfortable leaning into her. 
 
   She had the most absurd urge to put her hand on his chest. Not to shove him back; she honestly didn’t think she had strength or will enough for that. Not necessarily to pull him closer either, although she already knew she’d never be able to trust herself to do something as self-preserving and sensible as that. No, she was losing her barbed wire shawl. Little by little, smile by smile, one teasing touch at a time—he was slipping it from her shoulders. She could feel herself losing control. She could feel every intangible thorn she had ever used to keep others at bay now being turned against her, raking her hide from head to toe and leaving her marred by all the furrows. He should have been the balm to soothe those illusionary wounds, but he wasn’t. He was salt and vinegar being scoured into them, and still she couldn’t make herself push him away. The only benefit to his overwhelming closeness was that now when he smiled, it was a whole lot easier to see just how completely that lie on his lips was not reflected in the stone-grey of his eyes.
 
   “Self-defense,” Garrett finally answered. “Sometimes men do things they’re not proud of. Sometimes they think they have no other choice, and sometimes they just… raise their head up one morning with the smell of gunpowder still burning their nose, still feeling the… stickiness of blood on their face and their hands, even after they’d washed in the creek a dozen—a hundred times. Sometimes they realize they’d rather put their own gun in their mouth and pull the damned trigger than to keep doing what they had been. I’m not perfect, Lydia.” His fading smile turned lopsided. “I’ve done things I don’t want to talk about, that I won’t ever talk about. I left that part of me buried out in the wilderness in an unmarked grave I don’t want to honor, not with words. Not even with excuses. That man is gone. That’s not who I am anymore.”
 
   “Who are you, then?” she heard herself ask, quavering and soft.
 
   He shrugged with his mouth and the faintest tip of one broad shoulder. “I’m making that part up as I go along. Offhand, I’d like to think I’m the kind of man who wouldn’t hold another’s past mistakes against them.”
 
   Prickles of that old, familiar anger built at the unspoken implication. She kept her hand where it was, feeling the heat of his body burning through his shirt and into her fingertips. The slow, steady beat of his heart pulsed within her palm. Her own was pounding much harder, much faster, and so was her temper as she coolly lashed out. “Exactly how many mistakes do you think I’ve made?”
 
   A spark of something she couldn’t quite read ignited in his eyes. Smile growing even more lopsided, Garrett held up one finger. “You keep refusing when I ask you to marry me.” He waggled his eyebrows. “We could rectify that. Tonight. Right now, in fact. Word is, the gems have got an ‘in’ with the local preacher.”
 
   Lydia snorted. “Be serious.”
 
   “I’ve rarely been more serious in my life.”
 
   “Some catch I’d be,” she said bitterly. “A whore and her half—” She caught herself, but Garrett had already tipped his head. His smile never twitched, but his eyes hardened.
 
   “Go on,” he dared.
 
   Now she did try to push him away. Not that he went. She might as well have been shoving on a mountain boulder. She gave up and ducked around him instead, to walk away and get enough space back between them so she could think straight. Unfortunately, he adjusted his arms against the sill to keep her trapped between them.
 
   “What?” she snapped, her voice cracking. “What do you want, Garrett?”
 
   “Quiet,” he answered without hesitation. “A nice spread of land and enough cattle to make a good living. A house with a roof that doesn’t leak, a floor that isn’t dirt, and a larder properly stocked so there’s never any lack of a dinner on the table. A warm fire in the winter; cool breeze in the summer.” He reached for a lock of her hair again, giving it a light tug. “A woman to stand at my side for all the days of our lives. Babies, maybe. One in the cradle, another bouncing on my knee, and sweetheart, if the first of them doesn’t look a thing like me, I really don’t care.”
 
   Snatching her hand from his chest at last, Lydia folded her arms tight across her stomach. She hugged herself, digging her fingernails into her ribs as if she could claw hard enough to bring her barbed wire shawl back by sheer will alone. The pain was slight, but she welcomed it, so long as it continued to distract her from the sheer raw appeal of the vision his words were spinning.
 
   “You think I haven’t heard those words before,” she sneered. “You think you’re the only man in the whole of this godforsaken town capable of saying what you think I want to hear?” For the first time, she leaned into him. She made her eyes go soft. She tempered her tone, hiding the anger beneath the sultry voice of a well-practiced vixen. “Dozens of men have said this to me, Garrett.”
 
   Close as she was, there was no missing or mistaking the spark that flared in his returning stare. Not amusement this time. No, she’d just pricked his temper. Digging her fingernails deeper into her ribs, she pressed closer and continued attacking.
 
   “Hundreds,” she emphasized, “have said this to me. They say it every month. At least one a night, every night I work.”
 
   He tipped his head, a tic of muscle leaping when he grit his teeth. He kept his breathing slow and steady, and his temper tightly contained. It was hard not to admire his ability to do that.
 
   “But you know what I’ve learned.” Lydia lay her hand upon his cheek, caressing the tension from his clenched jaw. “Nobody ever really means it when they say they want you. It’s just what most figure they’ve got to say for fifteen minutes of heaven between Emerald the Half-Savage’s sheets.”
 
   She tried to push him back again, still sultry, still seductive this time. Sometimes that worked with men when nothing else did, but not Garrett. Apart from another bunching clench in his jaw, he did not move.
 
   “Fifteen minutes?” he echoed.
 
   She took her hand from his face and stared defiantly back at him. “Fifteen very expensive minutes.” 
 
   “You forgot shameful.”
 
   He could have slapped her and been kinder, and she honestly didn’t know why it should hurt. Wasn’t he just parroting back the very truth she had just told him? “Whore,” she reminded.
 
   Again that warning flash in his eyes. “I meant them,” he informed her, his tone all kinds of grim warning. “A real man ought to know a woman like you needs a good hour, at least.”
 
   Lydia stared at him, shaken as much by how he could make such a thing sound like a threat and even more astounded by the responding “thump” of heat that pulsed through her womb. It struck so hard that at first she thought it was the whole of the building shifting around her. Heat followed, a raw bloom of lust that unfurled in waves no matter how tightly she clenched her legs to halt the spread.
 
   She flattened against the window only to have him shift a half step closer. It took everything she had not to stammer. “Not many men can afford that kind of time.”
 
   Taking his hand from the window, he traced a single fingertip across her forehead, sweeping a lock of hair back behind her ear and, with a flick of his wrist, produced a ten-dollar coin.
 
   Lydia clapped a hand to her ear. “How do you do that?”
 
   “You meet a lot of interesting people in the cavalry,” Garrett replied. And with that, he dropped the coin into her bodice between her breasts. She tried to track its fall with her eyes, but he caught her chin in his palm and then the gasp that burst from her mouth with his lips.
 
   No.
 
   It was the first thing she thought when his kiss took command of her and the last thing she remembered before her mouth yielded to him, opened and welcomed him in. Her back arched. She never meant for it too, but the sensation was nothing short of exhilaration as the peaks of her breasts sought the touch of him. She ought to pull away, but her knees dipped weakly as his hand slid from her jaw to the back of her neck, preventing her retreat as his kiss advanced, attacked, retreated half a pace only to advance again. 
 
   Her knees really did buckle then, but she didn’t fall. His other arm had already snaked around her waist, holding her fast to him. She had bit men for taking lesser liberties without permission. Lydia opened wider, allowing him deeper. She had a knife tucked between her mattress and headboard for those who did more than they paid for, or who refused to listen when she said no. She had absolutely no desire to reach for it now.
 
   Lydia shivered, drawing a shaky breath when his mouth abandoned hers and began a downward assault along the slope of her neck to the mounds of her breasts. Hot, wet heat latched onto nothing more than the creamy flesh above her heart. He suckled, raising an instant mark and slowly killing her with a slew of unrequited sensations that could have burned a whole lot hotter if only he would shift where he was touching her by just a little bit.
 
   With a tug at the laces weaving up the front of her bodice, he could have freed her breasts. He wasn’t getting to it fast enough, so she did it for him and, oh, how it stole her breath when he rewarded her unthinking impatience by taking the newly bared tip of her nipple into the searing embrace of his lips and nibbling teeth.
 
   She accidentally banged her head against the window sash. Glass rattled, but didn’t break.
 
   “No!” she gasped, but his mouth and hands had already released her. He ducked, swooping down far enough to get his hands under the hem of her skirt. He stood, raising all those yards of cloth out from between them. The tips of his wandering fingers trailed fire and need as they skimmed up her legs to her thighs, stopping only when he caught hold of her ass. He lifted her right off her feet, encouraging her to wrap her legs about him as if it were the most natural thing in the world for a man to want to bounce a girl upon his cock while he was standing like this. All fully dressed and inaccessible.
 
   She tried to get her hands inside his clothes. She needed that skin on skin contact that under any other circumstance and with any other cu—no, ten-coin or not, she didn’t want to think of him as a customer—was the one part she abhorred the most.
 
   He tore her drawers trying to get the ribbon undone and then his hands were under that cloth too, gripping her buttocks. She dug her nails into his shoulders, swallowing a long-shuddering moan as he unapologetically rediscovered every tender place he’d paddled into her earlier that night, molding the swells of her flesh in his palms. The entire front of his trousers was an abrasive tent bulging out in search of her. She ground upon it, needing in ways women like her weren’t supposed to feel and which she’d never thought she would again.
 
   He laughed breathlessly. His mouth attacked hers again, biting kisses that offered only passion, not pain. Again and again. Bite by bite, he consumed her. And she wasn’t even in her buckskins and paints. He hadn’t even asked her to speak “savage” to him.
 
   Her back hit the wall. The clatter of the chair Garrett knocked over when he shoved it out of his way jarred her out of those thoughts. It tumbled to the floor and everything else was immediately forgotten as his fingers delved under her bottom and between her legs in his search for molten wetness.
 
   “Gawd,” he groaned when he found it. Then groaned again, this time because she’d raked her claws down his back in a desperate grab for his ass. She’d have pulled him into her if she could have, but her arms weren’t long enough to get over or under his and his hips were just out of reach. All she could do was grind, and rubbing was a grossly ineffectual substitute for what her body so eagerly craved.
 
   In a backwards way, however, it did work.
 
   “Bed,” Garrett growled, both swatting the side of her hip and then yanking her back off the wall. He spun them both, spotted his new destination and was two steps towards it when he suddenly stiffened… just not in the right way. Grinding on him still, it took Lydia several seconds more before she realized he’d stopped, and then why.
 
   Paquah stood in the open door, his half-full glass of milk in both hands and his small face somber as he watched them.
 
   “Uh… I was just…” Garrett hesitated. Seemingly unable to think of any way to end that sentence, he put her down instead. “Thwarted.”
 
   Stuffing her breasts back in her bodice and shaking out her skirt before she turned around, Lydia went to her son. “Ready for bed?” she asked, forcing enough cheerfulness to cover the unsteadiness. Her legs were trembling just as wildly as her voice. “Do you want help using the necessary?”
 
   That won her a withering frown. “Mr. Gabriel took me outside already.”
 
   “Oh.” She encouraged him to come all the way in, glancing up and down the empty hall outside before closing the door. “Come on then. Um, you get your nightshirt and I’ll get your bed ready.”
 
   “I want Garrett to help me.”
 
   Embarrassment forgotten, Lydia lost every last sense of comfort she had with the situation. It hadn’t been much to start with, but as her wide eyes found Garrett’s she realized just how ill-prepared she was for the kind of vulnerability involved when it came to sharing one’s child with a… with a… she had no idea what he was.
 
   Garrett shrugged. “Yeah, all right.”
 
   Lydia shook her head. “No.”
 
   “Naw, it’s fine. I’ll do it. Where’s your nightshirt?”
 
   “Mama packed it.”
 
   Unnamed panic sparked in her chest. “I’ll get it,” Lydia said, turning in a full circle because she’d forgotten where she’d put the half-packed carpetbag she’d thrown together earlier that morning. She found it still lying on its side in the far corner because she’d also forgotten she’d thrown it at Garrett.
 
   “Lydia.” In two steps, he had her, stopping her from chasing that silly bag down. “I said I’d do it. Get his bed ready.”
 
   He didn’t give her a chance to argue. Turning her by the arm, he gave her a swat to get her walking and went to retrieve the carpetbag himself, and still Lydia couldn’t make herself move until Paquah added his own censure, “Get my bed, Mama.”
 
   Slipping out of his jacket, he lowered his suspenders and dropped to sit on the floor. 
 
   “Need help with your shoes?” Garrett asked as he set the bag on the small table by the window.
 
   “I can do it.” Paquah tugged without untying each brown shoe until he’d pulled them off.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett drawled. “You don’t get that from your mother at all.”
 
   He flashed her a wink; Lydia met it with a frown.
 
   “Bed,” he told her, pointing and winking again.
 
   Her frown deepened, but she bent to wrestle the trundle bed out from under hers. She dragged it to her son’s regular corner and set it up. By the time she got the sheets and blankets straightened and the pillow fluffed, Garrett was balanced on one knee with Paquah standing before him in nothing but his underwear.
 
   “Hands up.”
 
   Paquah raised both arms, cooperating while Garrett pulled the pale garment down over his arms and, eventually, his head.
 
   “There you go.” Garrett tweaked the very tip of his nose.
 
   Angling his head, Paquah waited expectantly.
 
   “What?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Aren’t you going to check my ears for money?”
 
   Garrett came as close to chagrined as she’d yet seen him. “You saw that, did you?”
 
   Lydia covered her eyes. Oh lord, he’d been watching all that time?
 
   “If you check my ears, I’ll check yours.” The little boy quickly held up a staying hand. “I don’t want the kisses. I just want the money.”
 
   Lydia straightened, appalled. “Paquah!”
 
   Garrett snorted, then chuckled, then laughed. “Yeah, that doesn’t sound like your mother at all, either.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The piano stopped playing around 2:00 am. The traffic of the gems and their male visitors trailed away after that. By 4:00 am, the saloon was silent as a tomb and dark. Garrett knew this, because he was still awake at that hour, trying to make himself comfortable first in an armless chair propped against one wall and then lying on his back on the floor, with his hands folded behind his head and his ankles crossed. He could see out the window, but funny thing about the night sky in town. The glow from the lamps lit along the streets was just bright enough to obscure all but the whitest stars. He missed his house. He missed his bed. He had no doubt in his mind that if he left to go home, or hell, left to go downstairs, neither Lydia nor Paquah would still be here by the time morning dawned.
 
   Yeah, all right. That might be the reason he was currently sleeping on the floor, but it wasn’t the reason he’d stayed. He’d stayed because for a good two hours after Paquah went to bed, he’d harbored hope that as soon as the child was asleep, he and Lydia might pick up where they’d been interrupted. Sadly, even with his newly ear-plucked penny clutched in his hand, sleep did not come to Paquah easily. Either that, or whatever sound made each time he clapped lascivious eyes on Lydia was enough to keep waking the boy. He sat up on his trundle bed each time Lydia moved or Garrett rose from his chair, utterly dashing any chance that an intoxicatingly mortal sin might be committed in this room tonight.
 
   Lydia gave up around midnight. He knew because her breathing changed, deepening and evening out. That was all right, he didn’t mind letting her rest. She was going to need all the strength she could muster just to keep up with him once he got into bed with her. Plus, it gave him plenty of quiet time to correct the one serious design flaw he’d just realized he and Cullen had built into their home. Currently the two bedrooms designated for their future children lay on the second floor between Cullen’s room and his. Clearly that was going to have to move. He’d brainstorm it with his brother, but at this point he was inclined to put them in the barn. He’d practically grown up in a barn, something his mother oft lamented of, but look at them now. He and his brother were both fine—
 
   Well, all right. They both had their issues, but neither he nor Cullen had turned out half bad—
 
   They weren’t completely—
 
   Neither he nor his brother robbed banks. Being raised in a barn had a lot to do with that, he was sure. Plus, both Drake brothers were really good with horses and that was a life skill everyone should pass on to their kids, especially around canoodling time.
 
   He really needed to get some sleep.
 
   Sighing, Garrett closed his eyes and even dozed for a time, but this felt so much like his army days (the sleeping on the floor part, not so much the bedding down in a woman’s bedroom, although…) and he’d never sleep well then either. Sleeping soldiers were easy to sneak up on, even with the watches on patrol and competent at their posts. He and Garrett had always taken turns watching each other’s back. He probably should send word out to Cullen in the morning, let him know what was going on. He didn’t often spend nights away from the ranch, particularly not when he had only gone to town for a handful of supplies.
 
   And to pester Emerald, as Cullen liked to call it. Well, a man who’d already caught his lady love couldn’t be expected to remember all the finer points involved in hunting down the romantic beast. Maybe he was “pestering” just a bit, but by golly, she was warming to him. No way was he about to back down so she could grow all tepid on him again.
 
   Paquah whimpered, then kicked.
 
   Lifting his head, Garrett studied the shadow of him in the overall darkness of the room, but he had fallen still and quiet once more. Laying back down, Garrett made himself comfortable, but it didn’t last. Suddenly it occurred to him that he’d just moved and the boy was still asleep, opening all kinds of avenues that started with him crawling under the blanket with Lydia and ended with him cuddling up to something warm, soft and willing.
 
   Another whimper and this time the kicks were more violent. Paquah thrashed, shoving his pillow all the way off his small trundle bed. Sitting up again, Garrett balanced his arms on his knees. Eyes narrowing, he studied the shadow of the sleeping child.
 
   The next sound wasn’t more than a suck for air, but he got up. Lydia was still fast asleep when he hunkered down beside Paquah. Just enough light fell in through the window for him to make out the straining lines of the small boy’s face before he threw his head all the way to one side, his arms flinging stiffly out in the opposite direction.
 
   Garrett put his hand on the young boy’s chest. “Shh,” he whispered, alternately rocking and rubbing his small body until the gasps and whimpers stopped. Gradually, the tension ebbed from him and the slamming heartbeat beneath Garrett’s palm calmed. He brushed dark strands of hair back from his face. Resting his hand on Paquah’s forehead, he bent down and for the little boy’s ears alone, said, “No more nightmares, son.”
 
   Soft as he had spoken, Garrett startled when he sat back on his heels to find Paquah’s dark eyes open. Surely that had to be a trick of the shadows. Garrett leaned down. Nope. No, the boy really had his eyes open.
 
   “You awake?” Garrett whispered.
 
   Paquah nodded and whispered back, “I had a scary dream.”
 
   “Ah.” Hands clasped loose between his knees, he settled back on his heels, unsure what to say. “Well, to tell the truth, sometimes I do too. Know what I do when it happens to me?”
 
   Shaking his head, Paquah waited.
 
   “I get up. I go to the bathroom. Sometimes I get me a shot or three of—” He censured himself. “—uh, milk, and then I crawl back into bed and I say to myself, ‘Tonight, I’m going to have good dreams and only good dreams all night long.’”
 
   Paquah’s fingers picked at the front of his nightshirt. “Does that help?”
 
   Garrett rubbed the boy’s chest. His hand was almost large enough to cover it completely. “You’d be surprised just how often it does.”
 
   And if the phrase didn’t work, the whiskey usually did. He kept that part to himself, though.
 
   Paquah picked at his nightshirt some more. Garrett waited, but when the child made no move to yawn or roll over and try to sleep again, he realized the boy was waiting too.
 
   “Do you need to use the necessary?”
 
   Paquah nodded.
 
   They both looked at one another, waiting.
 
   “Do you want me to get it?” Garrett finally asked.
 
   Paquah frowned. “The pot is for babies and mamas in nightgowns.”
 
   “Oh. Oh, right.” Garrett glanced toward Lydia again, but her breathing hadn’t changed. She was still asleep. “All right. Nobody broke my legs, I guess. Come on.” He peeled the boy out of his tossed bedding. “Don’t wake your ma.”
 
   Paquah promptly stubbed his toe on his own bed’s box frame. Garrett caught him before he fell and to the child’s credit, while his mouth did open, he didn’t yell or cry. He did, however, hop and bounce in a limping dance of pain. Swooping him up, Garrett tiptoed him out of Lydia’s room as quick as he could.
 
   “Good job,” Garrett whispered, more than a little surprised at the boy’s dedication to silence. “I don’t think I would have been half that quiet.”
 
   “Ooowwwww!” Paquah whisper-wailed back, flopping over in Garrett’s arms far enough to catch hold of his aching toes. “That really hurt!”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll bet.” Feeling the phantom pangs of every toe he’d ever stubbed, Garrett held onto Paquah’s foot too. He didn’t rub. He just added his own commiseration while the little boy folded over again, this time to bury his face against Garrett’s shoulder, breathing through the pain and thumping him twice on the arm until at last he pulled himself under control. There was a shimmer in his eyes, but he scrubbed his arm across them, sniffed once, and never shed a tear. “Good man,” Garrett praised again. “Ready?”
 
   Paquah nodded.
 
   Garrett looked up and down the long, dark hallway. Not a single lamp had been left lit and the only form of light came in the ghostly glow of relative paleness stringing through the curtains of the window that opened onto the alley at the end of the hall. He wasn’t sure if they were catching starlight or the distant streetlamps. It didn’t matter, it was still dark.
 
   “How about if I carry you?” he suggested.
 
   Paquah looked down at his feet. “Good idea. You’re still wearing shoes.”
 
   That he was, and it took effort to tiptoe in them past all those sleeping gems.
 
   “I’m not supposed to go down this way. I’m supposed to use the other stairs.”
 
   As quietly as he could, Garrett changed directions and followed the line of doors back the way he’d come, past Lydia’s room and on toward the window. The opening for a very narrow and unornamented staircase melded so completely with the shadows that he didn’t see it until he was even with it. Softly as he tried to be, his steps still echoed as he descended to the kitchen. It felt strange being here when it was this empty.
 
   “We go out that way.” Paquah pointed, and Garrett promptly opened the wrong of his two door options. Another set of stairs, skeletal bare-bone planks, led down into the cold cellar. He closed that door and tried again, and this time opened onto the cool night air that swept through the back alley.
 
   He found the outhouse secluded around back and set Paquah down just inside. He closed the door, only to re-open it when the little boy squawked in protest—
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   —and then took up a sentinel’s position that faced the unlit surveyor’s office that faced the street directly behind the saloon. 
 
   “Nice night,” he commented, trying not to listen in.
 
   “I can’t do this when you’re talking.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said again.
 
   “That’s still talking.”
 
   It sure was. Garrett tsked. Arms folded across his chest, he watched the stars and waited. Out back like this, he could see them a little better now than he’d been able to from the floor in Lydia’s bedroom.
 
   “Do you think Old Toothy’s down there?” Paquah suddenly asked, sounding uncertain.
 
   “I don’t think the river runs beneath this particular shitter,” Garrett assured.
 
   “It might.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t.”
 
   Paquah was quiet for a while longer. Too quiet. Garrett shifted, waiting for the telltale tinkle of passing water. It didn’t come.
 
   “It’s awful wet down there. I’ll bet he’s down there.”
 
   “If he is,” Garrett tsked, “he’d best not show his hide. I could use me a new pair of boots this winter. How about it? You need you some good croc-o-gator boots?”
 
   “Aren’t you scared?”
 
   “Not of Old Toothy.”
 
   “What are you scared of?”
 
   A corner of his mouth lifted. “Not of Old Toothy,” he repeated.
 
   “Spiders?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Soldiers?”
 
   He half-glanced behind him towards the dark of the gaping outhouse doorway. “None I’ve yet met.”
 
   “Monsters?”
 
   “Only the ones I’ve yet to kill.”
 
   “Have you killed a lot?”
 
   “Didn’t you say you had to pee?”
 
   A few minutes of silence passed before a thin trickling sound joined the sounds of crickets in the night.
 
   “Give a shake,” Garrett reminded, probably unnecessarily.
 
   “I’m shakin’, I’m shakin’.” Paquah emerged from the dark, wiping his hands down the front of his nightshirt before holding out his arms.
 
   “Upsie-daisy.” Garrett hefted him up and back into the Red Petticoat they went. He started up the steps, but only advanced two before stopping. “Thirsty?”
 
   When Paquah nodded, Garrett set him on the floor.
 
   “Don’t move from that spot,” he warned as he lit a lamp, then ventured down into the cold cellar and past the ice in search of milk. Nettie had provided the boy with warm milk and honey, but this wasn’t his kitchen and Garrett wasn’t about to fire up the stove, so he did the next best thing. With Paquah following like a duckling at his heels, he led the way from the kitchen out into the empty saloon. Lifting him up to sit on the bar, Garrett set up two shot glasses.
 
   “So.” He poured them both a drink, handing the boy one milk shot and taking the other for himself. “That nightmare you had. Want to tell me about it?”
 
   He wasn’t particularly surprised when Paquah shook his head.
 
   “Was it about Old Toothy?” Garrett pressed anyway.
 
   Again, Paquah shook his head. He held his milk in both hands, studying Garrett in the flickering amber of the oil lamp.
 
   “Was it about spiders?” Garrett already knew full well it wasn’t.
 
   Paquah looked at his milk.
 
   Garrett swirled the milk in his shot glass. “Was it about soldiers?”
 
   “I don’t like when they come.” The little boy raised his dark eyes to Garrett’s. “They make everybody go away.”
 
   “Is that what you think is going to happen here? Do you think they’re going to make you go away?”
 
   Paquah shrugged. Then looked at him again, and nodded.
 
   “Do you think your ma would let them take you?”
 
   “She couldn’t stop them before,” he said solemnly.
 
   “Maybe not,” Garrett agreed. “But your ma has something now that she didn’t have before. Do you know what that something is?” When Paquah only looked at him, Garrett lifted his shot glass in a kind of salute. “Me, and I’m not going to let that happen either.”
 
   Gently, he tapped his glass to Paquah’s and knocked back the milk. Gah! There was a reason he’d given this stuff up for beer. Rapping the shot glass down on the bar, he grimaced as he swallowed.
 
   It must have been impressive. After a minute, Paquah followed suit. He downed his glass in three swallows and rapped his glass down on the bar next to Garrett’s with a grimace and a gasp, and even a tentative smile as he rubbed his hands over his tummy and waited for whatever Garrett was going to do next.
 
   “What do you think? Is this a two-shot night?” Garrett asked, gesturing to the empty glasses. When Paquah nodded, Garrett obligingly poured another round. Gah, he thought again, but downed it.
 
   It was probably a good twenty minutes after that that he got Paquah back into bed. He tucked the little boy in, ruffled his hair, whispered one last good night and then went back to his place on the floor. He made himself comfortable again, hands behind his head, staring up at the stars through the window. Paquah squirmed once, rolled over onto his stomach and soon his breathing had leveled back out into sleep, leaving Garrett’s mind free to wander back over the exchange.
 
   That hadn’t been so bad. Kinda easy, in fact. He’d never considered himself much of a children person, but maybe that was only because up until now he hadn’t had much contact with them, apart from dodging one or two whenever he drove the wagon into town for supplies. No, that hadn’t been hard at all. He probably ought to tone down the sort of stories he spun, until the boy got old enough to recognize a yarn when he heard it, but other than that…
 
   Another whimper.
 
   Garrett uncrossed his ankles and sat up again, peering through the dark at Paquah, but the dark little lump on the trundle bed hadn’t moved. He watched a moment, but when all remained quiet and the child’s soft breaths even, he lay back down. 
 
   Definitely no more Old Toothy stories.
 
   He was just pillowing his hands back under his head when he heard it again. This time, he didn’t just sit up. He stood up, creeping halfway to the trundle bed when Lydia suddenly tossed over onto her back with a whimper that ended in a sob. He changed directions, circling to the far side of her bed. Just enough light from the stars allowed him to see the shadowed contours of her face. The hollow of her eyes looked positively sunken. Her lips were parted. She arched, her hands flying up onto her pillow to either side of her head as she tossed, twisting her face again. A shimmer of moisture showed the tracks of her silent tears.
 
   “Hey,” he whispered, easing onto the bed beside her.
 
   She snapped awake, bolting upright with both fists clenched and one already cocked back to deliver the kind of blow that only a woman who lived, slept and worked in a brothel would need to deliver.
 
   And if he ever caught a man making that need a necessity where Lydia was concerned, Garrett knew as he caught her by the wrist, stopping the wild blow before it could be thrown (her thumb was tucked just like he’d taught her; good girl), he’d kill the bastard.
 
   “Hey,” he whispered again.
 
   Lydia sucked a shaky breath. The whole of her strong body was shaking. She stared at him, wide-eyed and panicked.
 
   “It’s me.” He gradually released his hold on her wrist once he was sure she’d recognized him. “You’re safe, sweetheart.”
 
   Her whole body shuddered. She snapped around, searching for Paquah until she spied the trundle bed.
 
   “He’s safe too,” Garrett assured. His fingertips only just grazed her cheek before she jerked, spasming to knock his hand away. It was panicked reflex. He reached again. This time she flinched, but he persisted. She shuddered again, but at the first soft caress of his fingers sliding up into her hair, the warm cup of his palm on her cheek, the gentle brush of his thumb as he smoothed away the wet of her tears, she weakened for him. Just for him, and only just a little. “Shh, sweetheart. It’s all right.”
 
   She dissolved in upon herself. Drawing her knees up to her chest, she climbed her pillows. She’d have retreated from him if he’d let her, but she was warming to him, by God, and he wasn’t about to allow any kind of backward steps from that. He moved closer, chasing her up those damn pillows, pulling her whole body onto his lap and into his embrace as she shook and cracked, and in a series of sucking gasps for air, finally broke into pieces. She collapsed against his chest, clutching at his clothes before latching onto him.
 
   He caught all of her, hugging her with all the fierceness she required and rocking her as she wept. She made almost no sound, just the gasping and then the sniffling, and the creaking of the bedsprings beneath them.
 
   He didn’t tell her it was all right. Words were cheap, and it would take time before a woman as wounded as she would come to believe them anyway. He let the rocking comfort of his body tell her instead. He smoothed his hands over her hair and down her back. She clung tighter, so he pulled her closer, kissing her forehead, cheeks, and both the bridge and the end of her nose. His heart quickened and pure, unadulterated heat shot straight through his belly and into his groin when she, her soft breath catching, lifted her face to his.
 
   Her lips tasted of heaven and tears. Her whole body trembled, but her lips parted. That she might bite never once entered his mind. He swept in, intent on taking only what she was willing to give, but she was rising up, not just meeting the hunger of his kiss but matching it. She tried to climb him now, the same way she had climbed those pillows, all hot frantic kisses and clutching hands that couldn’t seem to hold enough of him.
 
   He rolled her onto her back, pinning her to the bed, not just for the scintillating thrill of finally having her beneath him, but because it was what she seemed to need just then. Not merely want, but need. To feel him, all of him, pressing up hard against all the fragile and trembling parts of her. It must have worked too, because it wasn’t until he had her head pillowed at the foot of the bed and the scramble of their feet kicking her pillows off onto the floor at the head of it that she at last seemed to ease. She caught his shoulders and for the first time, instead of clutching and pulling at him, just held on.
 
   Her thighs were a cradle for his hips, one that would have been more comfortable for both of them if only he’d bothered to hike the skirt of her nightgown the hell out of the way first. The way he was lying on her now had turned the excess fabric into a tent around both her legs, not just concealing but constraining her, and making it awkward for her to get her legs around him. And she was trying.
 
   God, he loved that.
 
   Garrett rose up far enough to catch the front of her nightgown. Two hard yanks had the cloth ripped right down the middle. Because, yeah, he was a problem solver that way.
 
   Other than to catch her breath, Lydia made no sound. She arched her back and he’d be damned if the full perfection of her high breasts didn’t practically leap up to fill his grasping hand. He squeezed, feeling out all that feminine softness with a lot more eagerness and a lot less finesse than a man his age could be forgiven for. He wasn’t milking a cow, for God’s sake.
 
   He tried to slow down. Take his time. Show her that he was something more than just another man in the faceless dark of her bedroom. He wanted so badly to prove that he could be there for her, provide for all her needs, not just those husbandly duties like food and clothes and a roof to keep her warm and safe, but the carnal ones as well. The womanly ones that so deeply called to every cell and sinew and fiber of his being. Those same needs that made her nipples tighten like new-budding spring flowers. The needs that turned the folds and furrow of her sex into a hot, wet, mouthwatering oasis that just begged to be touched, stroked… tasted.
 
   She scraped her fingers through his hair, gripping his head and chasing his mouth when he broke from her. She could pull all she wanted—his fierce, sultry, stubborn, emerald-eyed temptress—but he was intent now on delivering kisses of a different sort and down he went.
 
   He loved the scent of her, found stronger deep in the valley between her breasts as well as the shadowy curve underneath them. He loved the flinching spasms of her belly as he let his lips wander from ribs to waist. He licked at her navel, tasted the very curve of her hip, left deep suckling marks that no one but he would see come the morning, and only when the steadiness of her breaths had become fast and shaky and every bit as frantic as the fingers digging into his scalp, did he spread her legs wide.
 
   She caught her breath when he scooped her up by her hips, slinging her thighs over his shoulders, and the heat of his breath touched most sensitive flesh. She covered her mouth with her own hand. He covered his mouth with her.
 
   Her knees hooked him, her legs tightening as her hips bucked up into that exhilaratingly intimate kiss. He drank her in, the salty-sweet oils of her body an aphrodisiac more arousing and addictive than any woman he’d ever sampled in his life. Lord knew, he was no saint. Not then, and certainly not now when the only thing that mattered to him was her next undulating movement.
 
   Garrett shifted his grip, wrapping his arm around her left thigh so he could open her folds to the nibbling of his lips and the lashing of his tongue. Her slickness was a need he couldn’t stop himself from savoring. He sank the fingers of his other hand into her core—first one, then a tighter fitting two—just so he could feel those deep, milking spasms as he took her clit into his mouth and loved her.
 
   She made no sound, but in the tenseness of her trembling body, he knew how much she wanted to. He made no sounds either, although it tested every ounce of self-control he had as she rode his mouth and fingers. The greedy well of her body wept for him. He could hear his unspoken name in each shaky breath she exhaled through her nose and in the pulling draw of her body as she begged him to take her properly. To fill her deep and hard. To make her his in every way a man possibly could.
 
   Oh yeah, Paquah and all their future kids were definitely getting moved out to the barn, because this would be the last time he felt her whole being seize upon his thrusting fingers and suckling mouth when he did not also hear her cry his name. He bent her legs back almost to her chest and rose above her, determined to make this the last time he tore himself from the unbearable confines of his britches only to sink into her with this same measure of agonizing slowness, borne of the necessity for quiet. And it absolutely, positively would never happen again that he claimed her for his own with this same brutal civility when all he really wanted to do was ride fit to bust the saddle.
 
   She lost control first, the clenching, milking spasms of her body bringing his own end much, much too soon. His balls tightened, the sheer pleasure of it shooting straight through his core, ravaging the length of his cock and spurting in fiery jets deep inside her. She came with a gasp; he, with a tight-lipped grunt not all the self-control in the world could have muffled. And in the minor eternity that followed, they both held themselves silent and still, bathed in sweat, colored in shadow and the early morning glow of pre-dawn light in which all they could see of one another was the most basic of silhouettes. 
 
   It would be the last time that ever happened too. He didn’t tell her so, but Lydia was far from a stupid woman. Somehow, she must have known the depth of his determination. Maybe it scared her a little. Maybe it scared her a lot. All Garrett really knew was, despite how good it felt to tuck her lithesome little body in next to his under the blankets of her bed—a bed that might comfortably hold two for fucking, but sure wasn’t meant to sleep them that way—when he awoke the next morning, he awoke alone. The soft bump of her bedroom door closing startled his head up off the pillow, but finding the room empty—no Paquah, no Lydia, no carpetbag—that startled him even more.
 
   She had left him. Without so much as a fare-thee-well, thanks for the memories, or even a trembling kiss goodbye.
 
   She was running.
 
   He groaned. Damn it.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Lydia backed towards her door, giving the room that had been her home for the last four months a final once over without being able to concentrate a single thought on anything except the man snoring blissfully away in her bed.
 
   Paquah was trying to go back to sleep against her shoulder. Her carpetbag was in her hand, though she couldn’t for the life of her recall what she’d put into it. A change of clothes maybe, she hoped. A few toys, some toiletries. How could she leave? She didn’t want to leave, but how could she possibly stay?
 
   Garrett drew another deep rattling breath, and her whole body responded in a flood of unbearable warmth and longing. His hand on her pillow, suntanned and work-rough, twitched and so did that traitor’s space between her legs. Twitched and pulsed, feeling the ripples of last night’s pleasure still radiating out of his thrusting fingers and up into her womb, up into her breasts, all the way up into her claustrophobically tight chest, making it impossible for her heart to beat or her lungs to breathe.
 
   She was supposed to be a wife. She was supposed to be a whore. She was never supposed to fall in love. Not again and definitely not with Garrett, of all men. A soldier, a rancher, a brawler. Quick to smile, even when he was mad. Dangerous. Generous. Handsome, fun, funny… quite possibly crazy. Lydia retreated another step toward the door, but the near rhythmic pull of him kept tempting her back to bed. One step wasn’t enough to banish that awful, scintillating, confusing sensation. It didn’t weaken with five. Maybe it would never weaken, no matter how much distance she put between them. Tears flooded her. What the hell was wrong with her?
 
   She rolled her shoulders, squared her back, did her best to ignore the rough canvas-like scrape of her silk chemise against the rawness of nipples that still felt as sensitive as they had last night, when his mouth had nibbled and pulled at them. It was as if his lips had never left. The heat of fierce suckling kisses still drew upon the tips. His fingers still plucked and tweaked, and her nipples responded, swelling on the memory of how good it had felt to have those big hands of his molding her flesh for both their pleasure.
 
   And for the first time in a long time, she hadn’t counted the thrusts until it was over. She hadn’t faked a moan or done things to quicken him along. She hadn’t rolled instantly out of bed to scrub away all evidence of his spending.
 
   And she couldn’t recall even a ghost of what Maska had looked like. His features kept morphing into Garrett’s.
 
   Because she was in love with him, and that was never supposed to happen.
 
   How could she let that happen? How could she still feel him inside her? Not the thrusting or the fullness, but the fluttering. Liquid longing trickling through her folds like the lashing of his tongue and lips the night before. Her clit throbbed, heady and hot, her sex trying so hard to convince her that he was still down there. Still devouring one languid kiss at a time. Still driving every erotic nerve in her body on toward yet another orgasm.
 
   Definitely never supposed to happen.
 
   Lydia retreated, stopping only when her hip bumped the door latch. She clung to Paquah. She wrung at the handle of her carpetbag, twisting it in her sweat-dampened palm. Her legs ached to run. Her hips ached from having her thighs pinned back on her chest while he used the very tip of his cock to nudge and tease and test how devastatingly ready she was.
 
   Her pussy spasmed, desperate to feel once more the incredible fullness as he’d pierced her by slow inches.
 
   A heartbeat pulse thumped through her clit as she heard again that breathless chuckle of his when her body had arched under the strings of pleasure as he pulled them.
 
   That stark cold panic again washed over her, not replacing all those other sensations but overriding them. Muting and shocking her with the memory of opening her eyes this morning when, just for half a second, as she lay cradled in Garrett’s strong arms, the heat of his chest burning into her back and each rumbling breath stirring the top of her hair, for just a half-second, she felt… so normal. So safe. Tricking her into believing she had magically gone back in time to those days before she had learned to be afraid. Convincing her, in that moment of sleepy confusion that spanned the void between waking and dreaming, that she would never again be anything but held, safe and loved.
 
   And then she’d recognized she was in the Red Petticoat and reality crashed in.
 
   And it just kept crashing, filling her with anxiousness and dread.
 
   And she just couldn’t keep standing here like some lovelorn idiot until he woke up, because if he looked at her, smiled at her, held out his arms and beckoned her into them… she was terrified she might not be strong enough not to flee straight into them.
 
   It was daylight now. The other Red Petticoat gems—not to mention the rest of Culpepper Cove—would be stirring themselves out of bed by now. She had to get out of here. Now. Before it was too late.
 
   And go… where?
 
   Rattled as she was, it wasn’t until she’d wrestled the door open and slipped out into the hall that that particular unwelcome bit of reality reared up to consume her. She had taken work at the Red Petticoat because she’d had no place else to go. That hadn’t changed. With a half-Indian child and a military squadron sure to be on her trail just as soon as she failed to show up to Paquah’s hearing today, where could she possibly go where no one would notice her passing? How could she hide? How could she even leave town? She needed money, but the bank wouldn’t open for hours yet. Even if she had money, the stagecoach office wasn’t open yet either and who knew when the next stage would roll through town anyway. It could be three, four… nine days late before anyone thought to wonder why. She couldn’t wait three hours, much less three days. But what else was she to do, walk? Maybe if she were only going back to Shady Springs, sure. But though she'd rather walk to hell than a town that was home to a woman such as Millicent, Shady Springs wasn't even big enough to disappear into. She had to go somewhere else. Someplace big enough for regular transportation options like trains or ships, and how was she going to do that with her child on her hip and her suitcase in her hand?
 
   Hopelessness swelled, growing thicker. Heavier. At this point, she wasn’t sure if she could catch a ride or hire a horse because by now everybody in Culpepper Cove had to know about the hearing. If she tried, then they would know she was running, the gossip wheels would begin to turn, someone would inform the sheriff and then, again, the military would be fast on her trail. Or Sheriff Justice, himself, would be and in the back of her mind, came an echo of Gabe’s oft lamented: Nobody bolts faster than a gem.
 
   Funny, how right over the top of that imagined chiding came the soothing balm of Garrett’s voice: I’m the kind of man who wouldn’t hold another’s past mistakes against them.
 
   A rustle of movement issued from the room across the hall. Lydia heard the low rumble of John’s sleepy voice followed by a brisk smack and giggles from Opal. People were waking up. She was running out of time, and yet her feet felt tied to the floor. She had to force that first step and, like every other part of her life, she fumbled it. She caught her foot on something—maybe a crack in the floorboards or nothing at all—and stumbled, falling back into her own doorway before blinding tears washed all the stability out of her legs.
 
   She dropped her bag. She almost dropped her child, too, but she caught him. Paquah raised his head, looking sleepily around as she collapsed with him against the wall.
 
   “Mama?”
 
   Gasps turning to bitter sobs, she sagged all the way down to sit on the floor.
 
   A door opened. Blinded by tears, Lydia couldn’t see whose it was. She couldn’t see anything but the fabric of Paquah’s soft shift as she rocked him, so distraught she didn’t even realize she was touching him in all the same comforting ways that Garrett liked to touch her—his cheek, his head, his hair.
 
   What was she going to do? What could she do?
 
   Nothing!
 
   Let me do it for you…
 
   Covering her eyes, Lydia pressed her lips as tight as she could, rolling them together so she would make no sound. She was so tired of crying. Not since Maska had she ever been so unbearably weak.
 
   “Mama?” Small hands caught at her face. “Mama, what’s wrong?”
 
   “L-Lydia?” Frozen in her bedroom doorway, dressed in naught but a nightgown and shawl, with her long hair still twisted in its bedtime braid, Opal stared at her in open shock and her water pitcher forgotten in her hand.
 
   Another door opened. Maybe two more; the sounds came too close together and Lydia never uncovered her eyes to check. She was afraid of what she would see—the other gems gawking at her, marveling at her stupid fragility. As if she were the only woman ever to know sorrow, here in a place that had only ever known the uselessness of wasted tears.
 
   Paquah wrapped himself around her, hugging as tight as his thin arms could. “It’s all right.” His small hands patted her neck as another touched her hair, settling warm and much larger than she knew her boy’s hands could possibly be on top of her head.
 
   She uncovered her eyes, reaching for that hand as if to ward it away, but the familiarity of that caress continued its gentle path from the top of her head down onto her back anyway.
 
   Lips keening back from tight-gritted teeth, Lydia covered her face with both hands now as her shoulders shook. “D-don’t!”
 
   “Shhh…”
 
   “We’ve got you, Mama,” Paquah added, his small hand joined Garrett’s, mimicking its tender descent down her shaking back.
 
   Her head hurt; her chest was tight. She had to breathe, but if she did there was no way she’d be able to do it soundlessly. She rolled her lips tighter, squeezed her eyes harder, and held her breath longer.
 
    “Lydia?” Opal whispered again, but her hesitant step forward was halted. “B-but…”
 
   “No,” John firmly replied, drawing her back into their room. He closed the door. Leaving her alone.
 
   She’d never felt so abandoned and alone. Even knowing with all her heart that she wasn’t either.
 
   “It’s all right,” Paquah told her. “We won’t let anything happen to you, will we?”
 
   “No,” Garrett rumbled, the heat of his body settling against her as he sank down the wall to sit beside her. His arm wrapped her shoulder, applying ever increasing degrees of pressure until she gave up and let herself be drawn against him. Stupid, stupid, foolish woman. She burrowed into his embrace anyway, burying her wet face into the side of his neck while he dispensed his comfort until the raggedness of her sobs began to soften, turning to hiccups, then sniffles and miserable sighs. She’d fallen apart so many times these last few days, it was a wonder he hadn’t given up by now.
 
   She should have known better. Garrett never gave up.
 
   Alternating between stroking her hair and massaging her scalp, he let her lean against him without complaint. Her one chance to flee was well and truly gone long before he finally asked, “Do me a favor, son?”
 
   Paquah raised his head. “What?”
 
   “Run on down to the kitchen and fetch your ma a shot. I think she needs one.”
 
   “Me too.” Patting her head again, Paquah crawled out of her loosening arms. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Thank you.” Garrett landed a light pat on the butt as he trotted off down the hall. They both watched until he vanished down the private stairs that led to the back kitchen. It gave Lydia enough time to pull herself together, or at least enough to remember how to breathe without snorting, hiccupping, sniffling or coughing. She felt disgusting. Her eyes hurt. Her nose was still running; without anything handy, she had no choice but to wipe it on her sleeve.
 
   “Why haven’t you left yet?” she grumbled, rubbing at her swollen eyes.
 
   “Give me forty or so years, and then ask me again.”
 
   “No.” She tried to pull away but he kept his arm wrapped tight around her and refused to let her retreat. Lacking the strength to keep fighting, she gave up and lay her head back on his chest instead. “You’re crazy,” she said, but it came out sounding every bit as listless as she felt.
 
   “So I’ve been told.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head.
 
   Crazy or not, that felt good. So good, in fact, that she actually shifted against him and lifted her head so his kisses could more easily reach her. He chuckled and did it again. It had been so long. She’d missed this kind of closeness. This intimacy. This view. She watched the tic of his pulse leaping under the skin at the base of his neck before, as if against her will, she said, “I used to be married.”
 
   Garrett said nothing. His hand rested on her arm, his thumb making lazy back and forth passes along the curve of her shoulder.
 
   “His name was Maska. He was… my best friend. Paquah was only months old when Maska got hurt, then sick. Then he died.” That Lydia was able to say the words out loud without that rising tide of anger and grief washing through her, surprised her. She’d never been able to do that before. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Back and forth, his thumb continued to trace its lazy caress.
 
   Lydia glanced up at him through her lashes. His face could be hard to read sometimes, but he actually did both look and sound sincere. It wasn’t even his fault. She lowered her eyes again, fixing on one of his shirt buttons in order to get through the rest, which was a whole different kind of crazy since this she had never shared with anyone before. “It was barely dawn the day the soldiers came. We didn’t even know they were there until the dogs started barking and suddenly, they were all through the camp. They told us we had to move, right then, that day. That our home wasn’t ours anymore, but that they were giving us a new home across the mountains. They said they wanted peace, but the whole time they were talking, they did it with their guns in their hands. And then one of them saw me.”
 
   She must have tensed, because Garrett’s arm had tightened around her. He didn’t say anything though and his thumb was still moving. Still caressing. It gave her courage to continue.
 
   “They killed my father when he tried to stop them from taking me. Then they lined everyone up and said they had to give up their captive whites if they wanted safe passage to the reservation. But I was never a captive.”
 
   “No,” he said softly. “I know you weren’t.”
 
   Lifting her head from his shoulder, she looked at him again. “How do you know?”
 
   A ghost of his usual smile curved his mouth. Again, it was not reflected anywhere else upon his face. “I don’t reckon you’d stay anywhere long if you didn’t want to be there. Especially not long enough to have a husband and a baby.”
 
   Oh. She blinked twice, looking at him a little deeper now. He was right. She wouldn’t have stayed under those conditions.
 
   “They sound like decent people.”
 
   “They were.” She didn’t mean for that to come out as defensively as it did. “Very decent, and I didn’t want them killed. So I took Paquah and I went with them. All the way to Shady Springs where they left me with my new foster family. Myron and—” She hesitated, disliking even having to say that woman’s name. “Millicent Crankshaw.”
 
   “Lovely people.” Sarcasm dripped from every syllable.
 
   “She was horrible,” Lydia agreed. “That’s how I came to be here. Jewel and Mr. Gabriel took me in.” She shook her head, her stomach pulling tight. “I have nowhere else to go. What am I going to do?”
 
   She was back to picking at his shirt button and she didn’t raise her head to see it, but she could hear the smile in his voice just before he gave her shoulder a squeeze.
 
   “You’re going to do what you always do.”
 
   “And what’s that?” No matter how she looked at it, she just could not see how the day would end well.
 
   Garrett pressed another kiss to her brow. “You, Lydia, are gonna walk into that hearing today and, no matter what, you’re going to go down biting. That’s what you’re gonna do.”
 
   She was so tired of biting.
 
   Weakening against him, Lydia let him comfort her a while longer before her needy curiosity got the best of her. “What are you going to do?”
 
   The warmth of his chuckle was like sweet, summer’s molasses. It stole some of the tension and ice out of her belly when he said, “I’m going to be right there beside you, of course.”
 
   She picked at her sleeve, swallowing back the rise of shame crawling up the back of her throat. “I wasn’t going to stay for you,” she whispered, feeling even worse now that she’d heard it out loud. It was true though. Her carpetbag lay on its side in the middle of the hall where she’d dropped it, proof of her unreliability.
 
   “Why are you still here then?” he countered, still smiling.
 
   She’d have thought that obvious. “I can’t leave. The stage office isn’t open yet.”
 
   “You could’ve taken my horse. I’m hardly the sort to report you for theft. Chase you down, yes. Blister your backside for it, absolutely. But have you arrested? I’m not that man.”
 
   “The bank’s not open either.” She ignored his snort. “I can’t leave without money.”
 
   “The banks in San Fran would have cashed your check, and you know it. Ol’ Stowe’s got to be on a first name basis with all those managers by now, as often as they all wire back and forth about account holders. Admit it, you didn’t leave because you didn’t want to run.” His tone turned smug. “You’re warming to me.”
 
   Hers turned sullen. “More like you’re wearing me down.”
 
   “Six of one, half a dozen of the other.” Garrett dropped his hand from her shoulder to her waist. “Marry me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fine, don’t marry me. Follow me home like a feral puppy off the range. We’ll live happily in sin for the rest of our lives.”
 
   She sat upright, shrugging out from under his arm. “You think of me as a dog?”
 
   “I said puppy,” he defended. “You know, the little lost kind. Slightly underfed. A might mangy around the ears.”
 
   “I’m mangy now too?!”
 
   “Pluck the thistles from its paws, feed it up a little,” Garrett mused, “that’s the kind of dog you want to find. Love on it a little and they become loyal for life.”
 
   Shoving away from him, Lydia punched him in the shoulder. “Is that supposed to be romantic?” She scrambled to her feet, snatching up her carpetbag. At the far end of the hall, Paquah had just appeared at the topmost step of the kitchen stairs, a small glass of milk carefully cupped between his hands. When he saw her face, he stopped where he was. His gaze darted uncertainly from her to Garrett and back again. Lydia immediately bit her tongue, censuring herself in front of her son before seething, “I am no one’s dog!”
 
   Not trusting herself to remain this close to the man without doing something mutually dreadful, vengefully satisfying, and which could—potentially—get her either spanked or kissed (with Garrett, sometimes it was a tossup), Lydia slammed back into her room. She threw her bag at her rumpled bed. Fists clenched, she hissed every curse word she knew under her breath. So Paquah wouldn’t hear her, she told herself. She didn’t care what Garrett heard. And he must have heard something, because he was chuckling.
 
   The bastard.
 
   She stabbed her fingers through her unbrushed hair, the minute pain of catching all the tangles helping to center herself. She was out of time and out of options, and she knew it.
 
   You’re gonna walk into that hearing today and, no matter what, you’re going to go down biting.
 
   As if that would do her any good at all, Lydia thought angrily. And yet, when she at last started moving again, she went straight to her bag and yanked it open, dumping out the contents to grab her hairbrush and a fresh dress. The way she felt right now, she didn’t think she had a whole lot of teeth left, but maybe it was time this town—and Millicent Crankshaw, in particular—found out just how sharp they still could be.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Sitting in the hallway, leaning up against the wall, Garrett listened to the angry stomp of Lydia’s feet passing back and forth as she readied herself for the trial of the day. When he heard that muffled string of curses, he couldn’t help grinning. When she started banging things, he laughed.
 
   Coming down the hallway, Paquah stopped beside him to stare at her door. “Is Mama mad at you?” he asked when the banging intensified within.
 
   Grinning, Garrett shook his head. “Naw, son. She’s just being feisty, that’s all.”
 
   He loved it.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The meeting hall was packed even tighter today than it had been yesterday. Every seat but the one directly in front of Judge Johnson had been taken and every space of open floorboard available for standing on, was. The crowd was shoulder to shoulder, both in the meeting hall, on the porch outside it and crowded around every open window. The whole damn town had turned out, barring those die-hard miners still working their claims in the fevered hunt for gold.
 
   Gabe, Jewel and her gems were here. So was the military, most of whom stood guard outside and all of whom turned their heads to watch as Lydia crossed the street with Garrett at her side and Paquah’s hand held tight in her already sweating palm. Millicent was here too, as were her tight group of cronies. They wore their finest go-to-meeting clothes and unified frowns of disapproval, which they aimed at her right from the moment she squeezed through the door. She didn’t look at Captain Everson or his lieutenants, but pushed through the hastily assembled aisles to the front of the room. She didn’t look at the judge either, but took her chair, pulled Paquah onto her lap, and waited to be vilified. It was going to be bad. She had no doubt of that, but Judge Johnson had dismissed the charges against Stone and sent him home with Citrine and the doctor, so that gave her a little hope.
 
   “Good morning.” Sorting the thin stack of papers before him into some semblance of relevance, Judge Johnson rapped them against the table before setting them aside. He barely looked at her. “Shall we get started?”
 
   It was a rhetorical question no one got the chance to answer before he knocked his gavel once to bring the room to silence.
 
   “I expect order and quiet for the duration of this proceeding,” he announced, casting his steely look over the crowd, starting with Everson and landing the longest on Millicent, who hiked her chin in defiance. “The rules are the same today as they were yesterday. We’ll begin with the charges.”
 
   Lydia did her best to listen as he read the warrant that had been issued for Paquah’s arrest, but the legalese was just as incomprehensible as it had been the day before. Some loyal dog she was. How could anyone expect her to put her teeth into something when she couldn’t understand what any of it meant?
 
   Where was Garrett?
 
   She glanced back over her shoulder, startling because she expected to find him standing as he had been yesterday, crammed in with all the other voyeurs at the very back of the room. She hadn’t realized he was right behind her, arms folded across his chest, head cocked and sharp eyes narrowed as he listened to every word the Judge spoke. Her heart fluttered; Lydia faced forward again, though she honestly didn’t know what she felt more—nervous or safe.
 
   “Is this Paquah?” Judge Johnson asked as he turned the warrant over on the table.
 
   Held on her lap, Paquah raised his hand and waved.
 
   “I see you, young man,” the judge said with a nod. “Thank you.” He turned his attention to Lydia. “And you, young lady. Is your husband present in this room today?”
 
   Millicent snorted.
 
   Lydia glared at her. “My husband is dead.”
 
   “Every other man in this town has been her husband,” Millicent returned, glaring back at her. “She’s a Red Petticoat whore.” She turned that look on the judge. “Something his Honor knows perfectly well.”
 
   Covering his eyes with his hand, Myron stifled a sigh.
 
   “Insinuate that again,” Judge Johnson dared her. “See what happens.”
 
   “Oh, this is a farce!” Millicent spat. “Everyone in this town knows it. Every last one of you cavorts with sinners. The sheriff married one. The mayor married one. Even your pastor has fallen to temptation, so why not the circuit court judge! Circuit,” she scoffed, then laughed—an angry, pinch-lipped titter that raked up Lydia’s back so hard and fast that the only thing that stopped her from leaping out of her seat and slapping the other woman was knowing she sat too far away. Someone would stop her before she got halfway there. “Circus is closer to the truth,” Millicent continued. “So go ahead. Knock your ringmaster’s gavel as long as you like. I know the truth when I see it, and you’ll not silence me from speaking my—”
 
   “Millicent,” Myron interrupted wearily. “Shut up.” Both Millicent and the judge gave him the same startled look, but before she could say anything, Myron hardened both his stare and his tone. “I mean it. Shut. Up.”
 
   Blinking rapidly, Millicent closed her mouth.
 
   No one in the whole of that room said a word.
 
   Clearing his throat, seeming to be hiding a startled smile, Judge Johnson recovered first. “Neither this woman nor the town is on trial here, Mrs. Crankshaw. For that matter, neither is Paquah. Once more, since we seem to have forgotten, this is merely a hearing to determine the merits of the charges stated in the warrant. Now, if I recall an accusation of theft was made, so I would like to hear from any and all aggrieved parties as to the nature of that specific crime.”
 
   That pricked at Lydia’s temper. “There was no crime.”
 
   “Oh, wasn’t there!” Millicent laughed, a tight, mean sound. She leaned around her husband, stabbing Paquah with an accusatory finger. “Just yesterday morning, that little monster—”
 
   “He is not a monster!” Lydia snapped back, her grip tightening around her son.
 
   “No, he’s a redskin!”
 
   A cautioning hand settled on her shoulder. She shrugged it off. “He’s a boy!”
 
   “He will grow into his cruelty,” Millicent hissed.
 
   “You certainly have!” Lydia hissed back.
 
   “Mama, you’re hurting me.” Paquah squirmed and Lydia—flustered, furious, ashamed—immediately loosened her grip. Garrett caught her shoulder again, this time squeezing. She honestly couldn’t tell if he was trying to comfort her right now or warn her not to rise to the other woman’s vindictive baiting.
 
   Millicent laughed again, eyes a-glow with malicious delight. “Poor child.”
 
   Lydia turned away, thrilling Millicent even more. She threw out her arms, showing Lydia with all her flaws to the whole of the room. “Burdened with such a mother, he never really had a chance, did he?”
 
   Her stomach tied into knots, all of them igniting at once in smoldering hellfire. The heat licked all the way up into her chest.
 
   “Perhaps were he fostered in a decent, God-fearing household, we might yet have time enough to beat the savage out of him. I would cheerfully volun—” She stopped abruptly, a cloud of wariness erasing her glee as Garrett stalked around Lydia’s chair to position himself between the women. He stared at Millicent, his head slightly canted. Lydia couldn’t see his face, but she could see the tension drawing up his back and across his shoulders. She honestly couldn’t tell right now if he was smiling or not.
 
   “Don’t stop on my account,” he dared. “By all means, dig yourself a deeper hole.”
 
   “I think I’ve heard enough,” the judge said much louder than the pin-drop silence of the room required. For as many people as now filled it, it was amazing how quiet it had become. “This hearing is not about the Red Petticoat. It’s not about the ladies who work there, or about this lady in particular. This is about Paquah. So, let’s get back to that. Where did this theft occur?”
 
   “Singleton’s Mercantile,” Millicent supplied, then slid Lydia a knowing smirk. It got as far as Garrett before she remembered he was there, a wall of unyielding disapproval. Unlike Everett Jackson who was standing in the front row as near to the judge’s table as he could get, notepad out and pen already flying, Garrett wasn’t writing any of this down and yet he seemed to be recording every word she said. Rattled, trying to recover and failing, Millicent folded her arms across her chest. “As I said, I have witnesses this time. So don’t bother lying for him.”
 
   “He never—” Lydia began, but the judge cut her off.
 
   “Is Mr. Singleton present?” Judge Johnson aimed a censuring frown at them both.
 
   From the crowd beyond the only door, a hat waved. “I can’t get in!”
 
   “Unless you’ve got something meaningful to contribute,” Johnson boomed, “get out of the way! Move on now! Shoo!”
 
   “Excuse me… Sorry… Ow! Was that your foot or mine? Sorry… Coming through…” Singleton pushed his way to the front of the crowd. Straightening his clothes, he started to put his hat back on, but then remembered the judge and took it off again. “Sorry.” He combed his fingers through his short brown hair instead. He barely glanced to either Lydia or her son, but surreptitiously behind his hat, he waved three fingers.
 
   Lydia caught Paquah’s hand before he could wave back. Her stomach churned. Sam Singleton had never once stood up for her against Millicent in his store. She couldn’t blame him for that; he had a business to run. Of course, he would choose whatever was best for his store and all working girls could expect things to be said whenever they left the safety of the brothel. That was just the way the world was. Knowing that, a whore either learned to develop a thicker skin or got her feelings hurt on a regular basis.
 
   Holding Paquah’s hand, Lydia did her best to thicken her skin as much as possible.
 
   “Can you recount for us the details of this young man’s theft in your store?” Judge Johnson asked. 
 
   On the other side of Sam, out of the corner of her eye, Lydia spied Captain Everson abruptly shift in his chair. His hands were on his thighs, his eyes on his military hat as he tapped it twice against his knee. One foot jiggled out a melody of silent aggravation, the only hint of what he was feeling that escaped the stony mask he wore as he stared past everyone and straight at Millicent Crankshaw.
 
   “I wish I could,” Sam replied, answering the judge’s question loud and clear. For the benefit of everyone listening, Lydia realized with a start. “But to be perfectly honest, I can’t recall a single instance in which Paquah took anything from my store that he didn’t first pay for.”
 
   Millicent squawked. “That’s a lie! He had it in his mouth!” She threw out her arm, gesturing to her friends. “We all saw it!”
 
   They looked at one another. Both Abigail and Violet grimaced, but when one stood up, the others reluctantly followed.
 
   Hands folded across her midriff, Abigail said, “We did see him steal.”
 
   “And he made a mess,” Violet affirmed.
 
   “I’m not interested in messes,” Judge Johnson told her. “All little boys make messes. It’s part of the whole ‘snips of snails and puppy tails’ package. This hearing is only interested in possible criminal mischief.”
 
   “He paid for the candy,” Sam provided, again his voice carrying easily throughout the meeting hall. “It was penny candy and he passed his penny right into my hand.”
 
   “And where did he get that penny?” Millicent countered.
 
   “So, your claim is that he stole the penny, not the candy?” the judge clarified, making a note on the paper before him.
 
   Everett Jackson flipped the page of his notepad and continued writing as well.
 
   “We all know he stole something,” Millicent snipped. “He’s an Indian.”
 
   Captain Everson shifted again. His foot jiggled faster. A leap of clenching muscle pulsed along his chiseled jawline as rapid as a heartbeat.
 
   “If we’re talking about yesterday morning, he got it from me,” Mayor Rockwell stated from his seat beside the sheriff to the right of the judge’s table. He didn’t stand up, but his voice too carried easily throughout the room. “I gave it to him when I paused to speak with Emerald.”
 
   “Oh, you would say that,” Millicent scoffed. “You’re hardly impartial.”
 
   “And you are?” the mayor countered.
 
   “So neither the penny nor the candy were stolen,” Judge Johnson stated, doggedly drawing everyone’s attention back to the matter at hand.
 
   “He still made a mess!”
 
   “A mess isn’t theft,” Judge Johnson replied.
 
   “It had to be thrown out, didn’t it?” Millicent replied. “All that candy spilled across the floor, or was that paid for as well?”
 
   “I clean up messes all the time,” Sam told her. “Accidents happen. It’s part of running a store.”
 
   “The only accident came when he spilled the jar trying to get the candies into his pockets!”
 
   “At least he tried to clean it up, which is more than I can say for most customers.” Sam shrugged. “For instance, I have a particularly quarrelsome group that comes through my store once a month. They unravel every bolt of cloth they touch, often leaving the ends trailing on the floor to be trampled. On their last visit, I had to cut the ruined ends off three bolts—including one very expensive length of violet taffeta that came all the way from France. That’s also wasteful.” He looked at Millicent. “And unpaid for. And it cost me significantly more than a penny.”
 
   Millicent snapped her mouth shut. Twin spots of color rose to her cheeks. “Well…” she floundered. “Well, I never!”
 
   Uncovering his eyes, Myron said, “Sit down, Millie. That’s enough.”
 
   “Enough?” she echoed, her flush deepening to a bright shade of pink. “Why won’t anyone listen to me? We’ve an Indian in our midst! Can no one see the danger this represents to our community? To our very lives? If left unchecked, we’ll all be murdered in our sleep!”
 
   “By a four-year-old?” Judge Johnson drawled.
 
   “I’ve heard enough,” Captain Everson said, slapping his hat against his thigh.
 
   “Children grow!” Millicent fisted her hands and stomped her foot. “Certain children grow up to become monsters!”
 
   “You certainly have,” a man in the crowd behind them—Lydia had no idea who—muttered.
 
   Millicent whipped around, glaring at everyone now. “I heard that!”
 
   “Sit down!” Myron told her, his voice raising over the swell of muttering that began to ripple through the meeting hall. Like a small pebble tossed into calm waters only to be followed by a boulder when Millicent turned on him, drew back her hand and slapped him as hard as she could. She might have been aiming for his face, but his involuntary flinch back ensured she hit his arm instead.
 
   “I will not sit down! I will not be quiet!” she shouted at him. “I will speak my mind and you are going to listen to me!”
 
   Myron exploded out of his chair. The sound his boots made when his feet hit the floor silenced the entire room. Shorter than his wife by almost three inches, he still managed to tower over her. His face darkened with all the anger he somehow managed to hold onto. His reaction took Lydia back. By the look that came over Millicent, it must have taken her back as well.
 
   “Sit,” he breathed, pointing at her forgotten chair. “Right goddamn now.”
 
   The room was once more perfectly silent. For the longest time, no one moved apart from Millicent. Stumbling slightly, she sat down.
 
   For almost a full minute, no one said a word, which made Captain Everson easy to hear when he muttered, “Yeah, I’ve heard enough as well.” Slapping his hat against his knee again, he stood up and faced the judge. “The United States would like to withdraw its petition to arrest this boy,” he said grimly. “I am returning to Fort Mervine. At that time, it will be my recommendation that all charges be dropped.”
 
   Leaning back in his chair, his countenance lightening, Judge Johnson nodded. “Thank you, son. That will be fine.”
 
   Summoning his lieutenants with a glance, Captain Everson motioned for those in the aisle to make way, but as he started into the crowd, he stopped long enough to face Millicent. “Two weeks ago, I ordered my regiment to dig proper graves for the victims of a real Indian attack—an old man and his wife, their son and his wife, and their three grandchildren, one no older than that boy there.” He glanced at Lydia, who did everything she could not to hug Paquah closer, as if she could shield him from the soldier’s hard gaze before it again returned to Millicent. “Two weeks from now, I’m set to marry the love of my life and I will spend every day until I die making sure she never has to witness what I did the day I buried those people. Don’t you ever waste my time again.”
 
   Tapping his hat back on his head, the captain gave Paquah, then Lydia another long, assessing stare. Too late Garrett moved to reposition himself, between her and the Captain now. His head was canted; his stone-grey eyes wary.
 
   “I’m not going to touch her,” Captain Everson said as he stepped around Garrett. Still, her stomach lurched when Lydia again found herself trapped in the full judgment of his stare. “If you want to make your living in a house of sin, Ms. Emerald, that’s on you. But that is no place for children.” He swept the room, glaring at everyone in turn. “Leaving this little boy to grow up knowing nothing but vice and degradation…” That look stopped on Judge Johnson last of all. “Now, that’s on all of you.”
 
   Lydia’s heart hit her stomach. Her stomach hit the floor. And all the weight that seemed to have lifted from the judge’s shoulders just seconds ago came crashing back down upon him as the soldiers walked out of the meeting hall.
 
   Lydia heard Captain Everson’s order to pack up and be ready to move out within the hour. It sounded as if he were calling his orders from the far end of a very long tunnel. It was the same way she heard Judge Johnson order, “Sheriff Justice, take the boy into custody.”
 
   “Aw, horse shit!” Garrett snapped, grabbing Lydia’s shoulder as if to stop her from bolting for the door. As if she could have bolted anywhere when her legs had no strength at all. She couldn’t have stood then, no matter how much her brain was screaming for her to run. “You going to take Stone into custody too?”
 
   “This office isn’t in the business of taking children from their fathers,” the judge snapped back, anger flushing his face a dull red.
 
   “But you’ll take one from his mother?” Garrett demanded.
 
   When his mother was a whore? In a heartbeat if he was forced to; Lydia could see the resolve as clear as daylight on Judge Johnson’s face. And he’d just been forced to. Not all the biting in the world could stop it now. Because a woman had no rights, not even to her own children.
 
   And a whore had even less.
 
   Lydia began to shake.
 
   “Sheriff,” Judge Johnson said again, because the lawman was still sitting where he had been the entire hearing long, the full weight of his office bearing down on him as cold as the star upon his chest and all kinds of apology taking root in the dark of his eyes.
 
   He stood up.
 
   “I’m his father,” Gabe announced from the back of the room, where Jewel had latched onto his arm. Her other hand was covering her mouth and her blue eyes shone bright with all the same tears that were even now burning their way up the back of Lydia’s throat, suffocating her.
 
   “Much as I admire the sentiment,” Judge Johnson said heavily, “that still puts him back in the Red Petticoat. Do your duty, Sheriff.”
 
   Mayor Rockwell stood up. “I’m his father.” He turned to Lydia. “You will always be welcome in my home. You can see him anytime.”
 
   “I’m his father.” Pushing through crowd, Doctor Norwood had to raise his voice to be heard and his arm to be seen above the now-quite vocal crowd. It wasn’t even his own hearing. Both he and Citrine had come anyway. She hadn’t known that until now.
 
   The first hot tears spilled over Lydia’s lashes as Citrine leaned over the row of chairs between them to beckon her closer. “Come on, honey. Let’s get you both out of here.”
 
   They weren’t the only ones pushing to the front of the room, either. John was there, so was Charlie. Both their hands were raised and that same challenge belted from their lips, “I’m his father!”
 
   Judge Johnson stood up now too. “This is still a lawful court proceeding,” he told them, and rapped the table for quiet. “The truth and only the truth will be spoken here!”
 
   “I’m his father,” Pastor Black declared, shoving through the crowd. “Call me a liar,” he dared the judge, mouth grim and eyes flashing hot.
 
   He’d lost control of the hearing and he knew it. Judge Johnson stabbed his fingers back through his hair, perhaps for the first time in his professional life at a complete loss for how to proceed. At last, he threw his hands up. “Is there anyone in this room who is not this child’s father?” he bit out in frustration.
 
   In the quiet that followed, with half the town staring either at the judge or one another, Garrett softly said, “I’m not.”
 
   Lydia couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She could barely see Garrett turn to her through the shimmer of tears that refused to be cried though. God knew, in the last few days she’d bawled her eyes out for lesser reasons than this.
 
   “I’m not,” he said again, a little helplessly. He came to her, lowering himself to one knee. The smile he gave Paquah was shaky comfort at best. He didn’t even try to fake one for her. “I’m not his father,” he said to Lydia alone, but then his stone-grey eyes softened. “But I want to be, and I will be. You just have to let me.”
 
   The first salty drops spilled over her lashes and slipped hot down her cheeks to her chin. “I don’t have much of a choice now, do I?”
 
   “You have a room full of choices,” he corrected. “I’m just hoping like hell you don’t take them.”
 
   “Why?” she whispered, feeling every bit as broken as that word came out.
 
   “Because,” he whispered back. “I’m the one who loves you. Temper, teeth and all.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Lydia signed the bottom of that marriage document the way she had learned to back when Jewel and Gabe had first taken her in and she’d confessed she couldn’t read or write.
 
   “A woman doesn’t need to know much in this world,” Jewel had told her then. “But writing her own name is one of them. There’s freedom in not being consigned to an ‘x’.”
 
   As she watched Garrett bend to put his name beside hers, Lydia supposed Jewel was right. It looked awfully natural, the swoops and curls of her signature next to the swoops and curls of his. Still, she wasn’t sure she knew how to feel about this. Any of this. Right now, all she felt was empty and cold.
 
   “This is a farce,” Millicent muttered, still sitting exactly where her husband had commanded her to. “This whole town is going straight to hell.”
 
   “You don’t even live here,” Jewel sniffed.
 
   “Thank God,” Gabe muttered under his breath.
 
   “Whether it does or not, you’ll still be the first to feel the burn,” Myron said grimly. “Sheriff Justice, I believe my wife has another thirty days in jail for contempt.”
 
   “I believe you’re right,” Judge Johnson agreed, bending to take the pen from Garrett and adding his signature to the document as well. “Sheriff?”
 
   That aspect of his duty, Sheriff Justice was only too happy to fulfill. Millicent tried to yank her arm out of his when he caught hold of her, but he tightened his grip and marched her out of the meeting hall.
 
   “I meant what I said,” Judge Johnson added, just before Myron took his leave. “The best damn copse of hickory switches grows right out behind my house. Help yourself. Anytime.”
 
   Nodding once, Myron walked out of the meeting hall with his head held high. He only made it halfway across the street before suddenly changing directions, but nobody said a word about that. Nor did they say anything when someone saw him duck behind the judge’s rental house only to appear a few minutes later with three fresh-cut switches in one hand and purpose to the long-legged strides that carried him straight across town to the jailhouse.
 
   “About damn time,” was all Gabe said as the caterwauling began to the age-old accompaniment of the ‘swish-thwhick!’of the switches. Lydia felt absolutely no sympathy for the participants of that particular dance. She was too busy packing up everything she owned—what little of it there was—to care about Millicent’s comeuppance.
 
   One trunk and one carpetbag, that was what she had to load into the back of the wagon Mayor Rockwell loaned Garrett.
 
   “I’ll have it back to you by morning,” Garrett promised.
 
   “Take your time,” the mayor replied as he helped to load the trunk. “And congratulations. Truth be told, I’m just glad the day ended this well.”
 
   A statement that shook Lydia so badly that she faltered in the act of lifting herself up into the front of the wagon. This was well? What of any of the last few days could anybody consider as “well?” The soldiers coming to town had been awful. The hearings, both of them, had been worse. The resolution…
 
   That stopped her.
 
   Never had Lydia ever thought she would marry again. Not to Garrett. Not to anyone. Not to keep her son.
 
   But even as she thought it, that stopped her all over again.
 
   You have a room full of choices, he’d said, as he’d knelt before her. Terrible choices. Choices no woman should ever have to make, but choices nonetheless. I hope like hell you don’t choose any of them.
 
   A little hand patted her hip. Lydia looked down as Paquah held up a covered basket.
 
   “Nettie gave it to us.”
 
   No doubt it was filled to the brim with some of her famous world-class cooking. Lydia’s heart tightened and as she took it, she looked up at the windows of Red Petticoat. Jewel, Gabe, Opal and Amy—they were gathered on the porch to watch her go. Everyone else was watching her through the upper floor windows. Almost all were smiling, that sad kind of smile that said they hoped she was heading out for bigger and better things but, if not, that she would be welcome back any time. Any time at all.
 
   They might only be whores, but they were—every last one of them—some of the best family she’d ever had. She was ashamed not to have realized that until now.
 
   What was she doing?
 
   She put the basket in the back of the wagon, then lifted Paquah up and deposited him into the back alongside it. He settled himself to ride on top of their trunk, one arm slung over the back of the seat she climbed up to sit on. She took her time arranging her skirts around her legs, wondering with every smoothing brush of her hands if she might not be making the biggest mistake of her life.
 
   Hold your head high…
 
   Lydia did. She also folded her hands tight in her lap so no one would know how scared she really was.
 
   Go down biting…
 
   She’d probably do that too, because when she made mistakes, by God, she took them to the farthest of all possible ends.
 
   Because I’m the one who loves you…
 
   Unbidden, her gaze slid to Garrett, just now shaking hands with the sheriff, who thumped he on the back in fond farewell before tipping his hat to her and walking away. When Garrett caught her watching, he winked, and damn if the smallest blossom of wanton warmth didn’t unfurl in the pit of her tightly knotted stomach. She quickly faced forward again, but Garrett was already on his way to the head of the wagon. Coming down off the porch, Gabe stopped him before he could climb onboard.
 
   “Reckon we got everything,” Garrett announced cheerfully.
 
   “I expect so.” Gabe nodded. “Mind taking a message to your brother for me?”
 
   “Be happy to.”
 
   Gabe hit him, a roundhouse clock to the jaw that made Lydia jump and knocked Garrett backwards into the wagon.
 
   On the porch, Jewel groaned and covered her eyes.
 
   Feeling out the damage done his jaw, Garrett pushed back off the wagon, chuckling. “Mind if I use a little less fist when I tell him?”
 
   Tsking, Gabe shook his head. “Might lose something in the translation.”
 
   After a moment, Gabe held out his hand.
 
   Garrett shook it. “I was just starting to like you,” he said.
 
   “I was just starting to like you too.” Gabe smiled. He looked up at Lydia, then Paquah, then back to Garrett again. “Take care of them,” he warned.
 
   “For all the days of my life,” Garrett promised.
 
   The wagon rocked as he climbed up to take his seat beside her. He gathered the reins and unlocked the brakes. Lydia reached back to steady Paquah when the wagon gave a soft lurch forward.
 
   “Mama,” Paquah grumbled. 
 
   “Hold on,” Garrett told him, giving the reins a light slap.
 
   “I am.”
 
   Never would she have thought she would have been sad to leave Culpepper Cove in the kind of dust kicked up by the wagon wheels as they followed the road out of town. It was probably the nervousness. The great unknown. Leaving felt like a door slamming shut on a part of her life that she could—no, would—never go back to. For better or worse. That was what scared her.
 
   “You all right?” Garrett asked the third time Lydia glanced behind them. The last of the buildings had disappeared behind the gently rolling hills and the leafy, multicolored autumn curtain of dogwoods, red maples and old spruce trees. Ahead of them lay nothing more than wide open plains, more rolling hills, and a great vast empty unknown.
 
   “Yes,” Lydia said. For the life of her, she honestly didn’t know if she had just lied or not.
 
   Because I’m the one who loves you…
 
   She managed to bite her tongue for almost half a mile before she couldn’t bear another wheel-rattling, rut-bumping minute of silence more.
 
   “What if—” She stopped herself, unsure how to ask the question that had been burning inside her hotter than the California sun.
 
   “What if?” Garrett coaxed.
 
   Lydia glanced at him sideways, painfully aware of little ears listening in the back of the wagon. “What if I can never say it back to you?”
 
   “Then I’ll say it often enough for the both of us.” Garrett’s smile softened. “Until you can.”
 
   He sounded so sure. Anything but, Lydia insisted, “But what if I can’t?”
 
   “Not possible.”
 
   “But how do you know?”
 
   “Because.” Reaching into her lap, Garrett took one of her hands. Raising it to his lips, he kissed the back. “You’re warming to me. You’ve been warming since the day we met.” He grinned. “Mrs. Lydia Drake.”
 
   Her heart fluttered and that budding warmth in her belly grew bigger, spreading its heat all the way up into her cheeks.
 
   “You’re crazy,” she said, looking away so he wouldn’t see how easily he could make her aware of her own out of control feelings.
 
   “So I’ve been told.”
 
   A little hand patted her shoulder and Lydia turned part way around.
 
   “Where are we going?” Paquah asked, kneeling up on the trunk so he could watch the way ahead.
 
   Garrett’s grin only broadened as she slid him another glance before turning back to all that open land, that endless stretch of grass bowing down in gentle waves beneath the sun and air. That scary unknown.
 
   “Home,” she said softly, almost marveling. “We’re going home, baby.”
 
   With her hand held warm in his and his kiss still tingling upon her skin, in spite of herself for the first time in a very, very long time Lydia relaxed.
 
    
 
   The End
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