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Prologue
 
    
 
   She always wondered, had Madame Jewel known the kind of trouble that followed her, would she still have taken Chin in the night Nettie found her huddled in the back kitchen doorway, soaked to the skin in the cold monsoon-like rain of winter and shaking as she clung to her bundle of belongings.
 
   Thin notes piped from reed flutes were Chin’s only accompaniment as she turned and twirled, ten feet of pink ribbon flying in the air all around her as she danced for an audience enraptured by the sight of her in the elaborate silk gown of her ancestors—pale blue and pink fabric trimmed in pearl white, with sleeves every bit as long as the rippling ribbons she danced with and every inch embroidered with the depictions of seasonal flowers, swooping long-tailed birds and butterflies. It was standing room only tonight, as so often it was when Chin danced, but she wasn’t thinking about the audience. Comprised mostly of rough and dirty miners, a few cowpokes, and at least three upstanding citizens of Culpepper Cove—every one of them watched her movements with the same hungering attentiveness of half-starved lions and yet, she knew, not one would spare so much as a kind word for her, Madame Jewel or any of the other gems once Sunday rolled around.
 
   So no, Chin didn’t think about the audience. Instead, she let the music of her homeland move her and she thought back to that first night when the cook, Nettie, had flung open the back kitchen door to cast out a pot of dirty water only to have Chin tumble in, literally, at her feet.
 
   Although months beyond the anniversary of her twentieth birthday, both the colored cook and the brothel madame did as most in America had when taking in her foreign features and diminutive height—they mistook her for a child. Clucking like hens over a new-hatched chick, they wrapped her in a blanket and swept her in to sit beside the fire. They gave her hot soup and even hotter coffee. They stripped her down to her shift, where the tiny buds of her small breasts, the dip of her waist and curves of her womanly hips went completely unnoticed under the bulk of the blanket they wrapped her in. They asked repeatedly where her family was, how she had come to be there, lost and dripping and ill—because by then the fever she had contracted on the stagecoach west had sunk its fearsome claws in so deep that, nearly a full week afterward, she was still alternating between baking hot sweats and chills so violent that the sound of her chattering teeth could be heard rooms away. 
 
   They’d called a doctor for her. It was only when the kindly Dr. Norwood ordered an ice bath and stripped her to nothing to put her in it, that they all discovered the truth—or at least, the only part of Chin’s truth that she was ever so careless to let slip: Chin was not a child.
 
   The bells on Chin’s silk slippers and in the coiffure of her jet black hair—the waist long tresses pinned up into a fan of gold combs that dripped with pearl-teardrops and more bells—jingled as light and airy as the steps that moved her into another swooping turn.
 
   “Oh, child,” Madame Jewel had sighed, as she sank down to sit on the edge of her bed the morning after Chin’s fever had finally broke. Her gowns had been luxuriously soft and the same sapphire blue of her eyes, which had gazed into Chin’s in both sympathy and concern. “Do you know where you are? I’ve sworn my gems to secrecy, but if anyone saw you enter here…” Pausing, she’d shaken her head. The elegant coiffure of curls tumbling like golden sunshine down over her shoulders. “Tell me where your family is. I will try to get you back to them.”
 
   “Work,” Chin had croaked back, her broken English garbled by the dryness of a throat still parched from fever. “Please, I need to work.”
 
   “We’ll talk about that later,” the madame had said, patting her hand. “When you’re well enough to know what you’re saying, and if you still want to stay.”
 
   But Chin had been in America for four years and on her own in her native China for two more beyond that. She knew better than anyone that “later” offered no promises, and for the next six hours, she’d pushed her worth every chance she could. She shown her hands, calloused by years of needlework.
 
   “We’ll talk about it,” Madame Jewel had promised, giving her arm a reassuring squeeze.
 
   She’d fallen out of bed in order to make it and then fallen again on the stairs, trying to empty her own chamber pot in order to prove that she could and would do anything asked of her. Women on the run could not afford to be too prideful. That was when she met Mr. Gabe. Half a dozen people came charging up the stairs when she collapsed on them; Gabe had reached her first.
 
   It had been the most amazing and confusing sensation, when he scooped her into his arms and carried her back to her convalescing room. His brown hands as he’d tucked her back into bed had felt almost fatherly. So had the stern look he’d leveled at her, her still fever-addled brain turning his Mexican features into comforting Chinese ones as he’d pulled the sheet extra tight and in no uncertain terms said, “If you get out of this bed again, I will bust your butt. Understand?”
 
   That threat had felt almost fatherly, too. It stayed with her, for all of the three hours in which she, exhausted by her efforts, slept. When she awoke, however, she tried again and again, she made it halfway down the stairs before he met her coming up them. Though she didn’t fall, he still picked her up. He carried her back upstairs and put her to bed…though not before laying her stomach-down across his lap and paddling the seat of her undershift until it was all Chin could do to endure in silent compliance.
 
   “I need work,” she’d begged, once more tucked back into a roll of warm blankets.
 
   “Rest,” he’d replied, and calmly walked from the room. “You do not want me to put you back in bed again.”
 
   It was almost midnight before Chin gained the strength and determination enough to try again. This time, opening her bundle of meager belongings (all so carefully tied into the folds of a plain brown blanket), she’d donned her great-grandmother’s silk dancing dress. Hands shaking as badly as her legs, she’d brushed out her long hair and pinned it up in combs and jade beads. She even pulled out her paints, powdering her face milky-white and coloring the bow of her upper lip a brilliant red. Donning her pearl beaded and embroidered slippers, she’d made her way back to the stairs.
 
   Despite the late hour, business at the Red Petticoat was only just beginning to boom. Boisterous music pounded from the piano. Gems worked the crowd, playfully dodging pinching fingers and equally playful slaps to the bottom from potential customers only too eager to spend their hard-earned pebbles of gold for a half-hour of pleasure between the coveted thighs of a favored whore. Gamblers, drinkers, singers, dancers—every square foot of that lower floor was a bustle of brothel activity…and every square foot of it fell motionless and silent within minutes of the first man noticing her.
 
   If Gabe wasn’t the second, it was close enough not to matter. She tried not to shake as he came out from behind the bar where he’d been quietly talking to Madame Jewel and headed unerringly for the stairs. She could feel the look he gave her in every nervous and desperate twist that writhed inside her like a belly full of snakes. She tried to be calm, to exude nothing but peace and tranquility as she spread her arms before all those silent, staring men, and then she began to dance.
 
   Sick for too long, she only managed two twirls before she collapsed, falling to her knee on the first dipping swoop. Gabe reached her before she mustered the strength to stand.
 
   “Work,” she’d pleaded.
 
   He clenched his teeth, sending a tic of muscle leaping along his strong jaw just before offering a hand to help her rise. He did not carry her this time, but walked her back to her room as if she were still the grand lady her mother had raised her to be. He was every bit as gentle as before when he stripped her from her gown, wiped the paints from her face with a cool cloth, plucked the combs from her hair one by one until her long, straight locks came spilling down in a waterfall of blackness around her shoulders and waist. And when she was at last reduced to nothing but her shift, he took the wooden hairbrush from the dressing table by her bed and pinned her firmly facedown across his capable thigh. Shift up, bottom bared, with her legs trapped in the masculine vise of his own and nothing but empty air to protect her flesh from the bite of that awful brush, what he’d done then had reduced her quite shamefully to anything but lady-like silence.
 
   She hadn’t just wept, she’d wailed. She’d sobbed. She’d danced upon his knee in ways her father and his so-rarely-cut bamboo rod never had, and when it was over, once more tucked back into bed, he’d moved the dressing table’s chair to her bedside and sat on it. Burly arms folded across his chest, he’d watched her. Waiting for that inevitable moment when at last her wounded tears dried and the throbbing that had so fiercely consumed her backside in the most miserable of bonfires subsided enough for her to once more give in to stubborn desperation and rise.
 
   That moment never came. Hiccupping and gasping, still very much a teary-eyed, runny-nosed mess, Chin hadn’t yet recovered when Madame Jewel walked into her bedroom. She never gave Chin a chance to beg for employment.
 
   “If you get out of this bed again before I allow it,” she’d said, quite sternly, “I will fire you before you can begin working.”
 
   It was all Chin wanted. She stayed in bed after that, but she also kept her secrets hidden and her past unspoken. She improved her English, immersing herself in the will to lose all trace of her accent, only to forget every American word she knew whenever someone got too close or asked her where she was from. Or why she had immigrated. Or what a woman as lovely and delicate as she—with skin so soft and refined, hands that had never known a field plow, and face that had never been kissed by the harsh reality of daily weather working a farm—what a woman like her was doing in a place as rough as the mining boom-town of Culpepper Cove. She ignored the marriage proposals and the other gems’ tentative offers of friendship. She kept herself apart. She ate alone. She stayed alone. And every penny she earned she withdrew from the bank just as fast as Madame Jewel deposited it in her weekly account.
 
   If Madame Jewel knew that, she never said anything. And so, once more, for the seventeenth time in six years, Chin started her life anew. That had been four months ago, but it bothered her, and every now and then she couldn’t help but wonder: Had Madame Jewel known the kind of trouble that followed in Chin’s silk-slippered footsteps, had she known the circumstances that had forced her to flee her beloved homeland, would she ever have offered Chin a room, a bed, a wage and the name of Jade in her employ of coveted gems?
 
   Would she have rescued Chin from her back kitchen stoop, instead of leaving her outside to die?
 
   Somehow, Chin didn’t think so. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter One
 
    
 
   “There’s more cock out there than in every henhouse, chicken ranch and farmyard in the county combined.” Peeking through the stage curtain, blonde-haired and blue-eyed Rose eyed the noisy crowd. Turning, she cast Sapphire a somewhat cynical laugh. “Listen to that racket.”
 
   Charlie had been at the piano for hours already, pounding out the liveliest tunes—Turkey in the Straw, Camptown Races, Molly Do You Love Me?—for the pleasure of all the Red Petticoat’s hardworking patrons. The saloon was crowded, with every inch of danceable floor space occupied. The romping stomp of more than sixty pairs of boots kept up the tinny beat and could be felt through the floorboards. Without enough women on the floor, miners ready for fun had taken to dancing with each other.
 
   “That, my dear,” Sapphire answered, “is the sound of money.” She flicked the ringlets of her black hair over her bare shoulder. She wore what most of the gems wore on working nights: a thin white shift (unlaced just enough to coax the straps to fall off her shoulders), a tight, underbust corset and the bright red petticoat that had made this particular brothel infamously famous in the few short months since it had opened. “We need to get some of that before it’s all gone.”
 
   Smirking, Rose didn’t move. “It’s not going anywhere. Not yet, anyway. Not until she’s done with them.”
 
   Turning, both women gave Chin identical looks of good-natured amusement. Though she couldn’t help overhearing, Chin said nothing. She leaned in closer to the backstage mirror all the gems shared and continued applying the finishing touches on her makeup—white rice powder from neck to hairline gave her face a ghostly paleness and amplified the peach pinkness that striped across her eyes from one temple to the other. Her black painted eyebrows stood out starkly against such a palette. So did the blood-red of her paint, applied only to her upper lip and only upon the curves of the bow itself. To Chin, it was a look passed down through the centuries to all noble women in her country; to the men of Culpepper Cove, it was an exoticness never seen anywhere before. On nights when Chin danced, it was this look that packed the house. 
 
   “What do you say, Jade?” Rose called. “How many “pockets” you feel up to draining tonight?”
 
   Putting the cap back on her bottle of lip paint, Chin set her brush aside. Though she knew they were only teasing, she did not smile as she stood and quietly moved to join them. Though neither woman was particularly tall, at less than five feet herself, both towered over Chin as she slipped between them to part the curtain with her fingertips.
 
   It was standing room only tonight. Cowboys were dancing with grizzled miners, raising thick clouds of dust because very few ever bothered to hit the washhouse before coming here. At the bar, Amethyst looked both frazzled and fantastic. It was amazing how effortlessly she did that. Her eyes were bright and her color high as she rushed to fill order after drink order, flashing tantalizing glimpses of both bosom and ankle as she worked, climbing up and down the ladders behind the bar, reaching for the upper-shelf liquors even though there were easier bottles within reach. It was those “stolen” glimpses of calf that kept the tips rolling in. And for every coin or grain or pebble of gold dust they offered, she always did the same teasing gesture, leaning over the bar, offering not her hand to accept, but the valley of her mostly bared breasts for them to drop their money in. By the end of the evening, she jingled with every flouncing step that took her on up to bed.
 
   Chin envied that. She envied that look. Even with a face shining with perspiration, Amy always looked fresh and sweet and beautiful. When Chin’s face grew shiny with sweat, her makeup ran. Very early on, she had learned that while Jade the Dancer had the power to draw the crowds, it was her small, delicate, China-doll features that the miners and cowboys wanted. Without her makeup, Chin was nothing more than another immigrant. She might as well be working at any one of now thirteen laundries that had sprung up in Culpepper Cove or out of her own tent.
 
   “I see some regulars,” Rose murmured, widening the crack in the curtain so she could see out too. “There’s your Mr. Jackson. He’s brought flowers again.”
 
   Probably because he meant to propose again; Chin withered at the thought. Not that Jackson wasn’t a nice man. He was—kind, gentle, courteous, with weathered hands that knew how to play a woman’s body in those small hours of the night when he left his sleeping children (all seven of them under the age of ten) to find comfort in arms that, when he closed his eyes, she couldn’t help but think he imagined were his dead wife’s. That he needed a helpmate was clear, but that helpmate wasn’t Chin. Once upon a time, swearing her love and loyalty to a man had been her favorite dream, one carefully cultivated by her mother. These days, Chin was her father’s daughter. She was practical. She could not—would not—make vows of forever when she knew she could not honor them. Too many ghosts haunted her past. Even if they didn’t, in places like the Red Petticoat, dreams of hearth and home, husbands and families, did not exist for women like her.
 
   Except for the rare few exceptions. Ruby, for instance. Automatically, Chin located the vibrant redhead as she dashed between tables and dancers, distributing food from Nettie’s kitchen and drink from the bar, all while dodging pinches and pats as only the wife of the sheriff could. But then, Ruby was the only one of Jewel’s gems not wearing the red petticoat of a whore and she never had. Hers was pink. She was untouchable.
 
   Lapis had worn the red, though. Not only had she also found a husband, but she’d married the mayor, of all people.
 
   And then there was Crystal, now the traveling bride of the wealthiest gambler Culpepper had ever known. And Amber, and Citrine. But, Chin’s stubborn mind insisted, these were the exceptions, not the rule. These were the fairytale endings that she knew better than to believe she’d ever find for herself. No, she’d gotten out of China. She still had her life when no one else—not her grandparents, her aunts, uncles, parents, cousins, and certainly not any of her brothers, their wives or their children—none of them could say the same. That was her fairytale ending. It would never get any better than that, and Chin knew it even if Mr. Everett Jackson, Editor-in-Chief at the Culpepper Daily with his weekly visitations, flowers and hat in hand, did not.
 
   “Ladies.”
 
   Sapphire and Rose jumped, and all three spun to stare at Gabe. His frown was as impressive as the unspoken threat he made when he hooked his thumb in the wide black leather of his belt. Though it wasn’t directed at her, it was a threat Chin felt shiver straight up the back of her legs before shimmering across the surface of her bottom, like the softest summer breeze slipping beneath her bloomers.
 
   “Why do we have men dancing with men out there when there are two ladies, both of whom are, I believe, scheduled to work but who are instead—” He gave the blushing gems a stern look. “—standing idle back here?”
 
   “Sorry, Mr. Gabe,” Rose stammered. A woman normally quick with a smart retort, it was amazing how quickly looks like his could reduce her—or Sapphire, or any of them, for that matter—to flushes, stammers, and a prompt about-face in behavior, especially when he stood, as he was now, with his thumbs hooked in the belt he rarely used as anything but a visual reminder for how it could be employed. “We were just on our way out now.”
 
   “Long, hard night ahead of us,” Sapphire cheekily agreed. Dipping in close to Chin’s ear, she mock whispered, “Only profession in the world where that’s a good thing.”
 
   Giggling, Rose grabbed Sapphire’s arm and both ducked through the curtains, disappearing down the stairs that flanked either side of the stage.
 
   “Oops,” Sapphire apologized, accidentally bumping into the trio of Chinese musicians coming up the stairs. Lin Wei tipped his head, long ponytail falling over his shoulder as he shouldered his pipa lute, and he and his two sons made way for the ladies to pass. Without a word, they then continued to the stage, taking their usual place in the rear to provide Chin with as much room as possible to dance while they played.
 
   With nothing left to do herself now but wait until they were ready, Chin lingered at the curtain, alternating between watching as they tuned the strings on both pipa and erhu, and Xi, the youngest boy, practiced silent notes on his flute, and noting who in the rough-stock crowd were already taking notice of them. Men began to cluster around the stage, jostling one another in their eagerness to claim the best vantage spots.
 
   “Busy night,” Gabe commented, and for the second time Chin jumped a little. It was amazing how cat-like a man that big could move. She hadn’t realized he had crept in to stand right behind her until he reached past her shoulder to part the curtains for himself.
 
   “No more so than any other night,” Chin replied. How true that was, too. They were all busy nights these days. The cool of spring had faded into the heat of summer and gold fever only made the lonely hours of darkness feel hotter. And the influx of miners just kept coming, arriving by the dozens every day, overflowing the hills and streambeds with claim stakes—the vast majority of which never yielded more than a poke’s worth of dust for all the blood, sweat and tears poured into the back-breaking hope of finding more.
 
   Chin wouldn’t be a miner, not for all the gold in the world. Subconsciously, her fingers trailed along the red stitching of her silk gown. It was the same color red as the petticoat she normally wore, the one this place was named for.
 
   “They look about ready,” Gabe said, glancing to the musicians next.
 
   That, too, was a statement that required no answer, which made her suspicious of what Gabe wasn’t saying.
 
   “Almost,” she agreed, checking Wei’s progress for herself. He and his sons, Ling and Xi were almost set up. Gold miners by day, twice a week the Lins offered their musical skills so Chin could dance to proper music, the way her mother and grandmother had. Chin always paid Wei for their time—two dollars a night, of which he always gave her one dollar back when he took his place as her first customer. Because she reminded him of his daughter, he’d once told her. He never once acted anything but fatherly, and so she never charged him what her time was worth. Instead, she always let him lead her into the bathing room for a hot bath, and then sat silent and still while he used a pearl-backed comb to painstakingly brush out her long black hair.
 
   Chin didn’t know the smallest details about Wei’s daughter—whether she was young or grown, living or gone—all she did know was how the old man’s hands held a complete lack of lust as he washed, then dried and then spent the remaining allotment of his purchased time caressing her hair. To the best of her recollections, Chin couldn’t remember her own father ever doing that. But in the shadows of the bathing room, with the piano music pounding out “Old Folks At Home” to the accompanying stomp of all these boots keeping lively time, sometimes it was hard not to place Wei’s hands (if not his face) in her own father’s stead. 
 
   Drawing a deep breath, Gabe let the curtain fall. “You’ve got a full dance card.”
 
   They both knew dancing was not what she would be doing once she came down off the stage. Even as she felt it, Chin disregarded her instinctive pang of regret. It was the most useless emotion of all, and she knew it. The fortunes of men are as variable as the winds, as her father used to say. He would not have encouraged her to wallow in regrets.
 
   “Jade?” Gabe asked, startling her back to herself. Had he asked her something? She hadn’t heard.
 
   She turned from the curtain, giving him all her dark-eyed attention. “I’m sorry?”
 
   “Your first assignment after the dance,” Gabe repeated. “You have the right to choose, you always will, but the gentleman who approached Jewel has offered a hundred dollars if you’ll consider allowing him to be the first.”
 
   One hundred dollars? Chin held herself frozen, at first too startled to do anything but fixate on so princely a sum. It was a joke. It had to be. Nobody paid that much for sex, not with one woman. Not when such a price could have bought the favors of every gem in the Red Petticoat!
 
   Suspicion, like a heavy boulder, crashed down through the middle of her. Her eyes narrowed. As her temper flared, the accent she worked so hard to banish came popping out. “He wants to put his fingers in my ass,” she accused.
 
   “If you get completely tore up in temper, are you going to start yelling at me in Chinese?” A faint glint of amusement lit Gabe’s teasing smile. “The client has already assured both Jewel and me that he wants nothing out of the ordinary.”
 
   Nobody paid a hundred dollars for “ordinary.” Chin’s eyes narrowed further. “He wants me to put mine in his!”
 
   That spark of amusement very nearly became a smile, but Gabe knew better than that, especially with her. He bit it back even as he reached for her, closing his warm hands on her shoulders and giving her a gentle attention-snaring shake. “He said nothing out of the ordinary. Just a half-hour of quiet time with a woman from his own country, that’s all he wants.” 
 
   A woman from his own country. Chin would have shied back a step except that Gabe continued to hold her.
 
   “I know,” he said, anticipating her withdrawal, albeit an understanding that was lined with threads of hardened resolve. “I’ll support your decision if you want to say no; we all will, and you know that. But—”
 
   Chin flattened her mouth. She could hear that “but” coming long before he’d said it.
 
   “—one hundred dollars,” Gabe reminded her. “That’s a lot of money to dismiss without so much as a second thought.”
 
   And with Chin it was always money first. Always. Because nothing had scared her so deeply as that long voyage across the ocean, with only the clothes on her back and her bundle of family heirlooms in her arms, and nothing—no security of any kind; financial, familial, or cultural—to help support her once she got here. Though she’d been running for two years, it was the first time in her life that she’d truly been alone. Four years had passed since that boat had landed at American soil, but she could still taste the fear. Worse were those mornings when she awoke with not just the taste of it in her mouth, but the chill knots once more tangling up her guts. She’d hoarded her money ever since. That Gabe mentioned it now meant he probably knew. Which meant Jewel knew it too. Maybe the others as well. She wanted to cringe.
 
   Offstage, the piano music came to a boisterous end to the whooping cheers of more than fifty dusty patrons showing their appreciation.
 
   “Think about it,” Gabe said as he let go of her shoulders.
 
   But she didn’t want to. Her mind was a whirlwind, without any discernible thoughts; just feelings. Like dread, a giant weight of which she could already feel settling into the folds of her silk gown. It made her legs feel odd. She couldn’t afford that right before her performance.
 
   “Wei is first,” she said, too abruptly. Gabe’s fading smile vanished and disapproval took its place. Because of her tone, she knew, rather than her choice. Chin did not apologize. Just then, the first plucking of lute strings sang out from the stage and only too grateful for the chance to escape, she stepped through the curtain, leaving the frowning Gabe behind her.
 
   A great whooping cheer followed her to the center of the stage. It was deafening, vibrating. She could feel it through her pale silk slippers, shaking the smooth stage floor. That roar didn’t begin to die until Chin took her place, and then the Red Petticoat became eerily quiet. All talking grew soft, and then ceased altogether.
 
   From the inner folds of each sleeve, she withdrew her fans, white silk stretched over fragile bamboo sticks engraved with peacocks—the white silk colorfully painted to show a flowering countryside with red-wall and yellow-tile buildings that, if she didn’t look too closely, could almost have been her own family’s home. She posed, a demure woman striving for peace and serenity though internally she was having a hard time finding a rooting place in either. Somewhere in this room was a man from her own country. Someone willing to pay a princely sum for the pleasure of being her first for the night. Apart from Wei, Chin had no Chinese regulars. Very, very few of her homeland people came to this country with money. Even fewer became wealthy once they got here. So, who was he?
 
   Where was he?
 
   Chin kept her eyes on the floor, waiting while the quiet turned heavy. She stretched out her arms, letting the fans become extensions of her hands. For almost a full minute, silence reigned, broken only by the creak of chairs, the shuffle of cards, and the clink of chips tossed upon the gambling tables far across the room. Amethyst and Ruby never stopped moving. They rushed behind the bar and through the dense crowd, respectively, filling food and drink orders. The sound their shoes made seemed obscenely loud in the quiet.
 
   Then the reed-thin notes of a flute piped one warbling stanza before Wei and his eldest son followed on both lutes. It was an age-old melody, one she remembered her mother dancing to in those shadowy years of her childhood, back when life was perfect. Closing her eyes, the graceful shadow of her mother in her mind, Chin snapped out both fans and let the melody move her.
 
   Her knees felt weak. So weak that when she took that first step, she almost went down. She disguised that wobble with a spinning turn and a fluttering swoop of one fan, and used the opportunity to steal her first peek out over the sea of watching men. Charlie was still sitting at his piano, flipping through his music sheets to pick out the next set while she kept the patrons occupied. Everett Jackson had vaulted to his feet already. He was standing, flowers in hand, checking his tie, smoothing down his hair, trying to smile and yet looking as if she were already telling him no. Again. Turn complete, she dropped her gaze to the floor once more and pulled herself into the next regal pose.
 
   The fan dance was best when done in a group of carefully choreographed women, but nobody here knew that, so Chin didn’t bother with perfection. Her mother was surely looking down from the back of the shen of the Dragon King, shaking her head with her mouth held in that pinched, disapproving way. Still, not caring allowed Chin the freedom to direct her thoughts not to the lack of other fans snapping open and fluttering in flawless synchronization with her own, but to who in the crowd might have one hundred American dollars to waste on an extravagant half-hour with one woman. Her gaze went to the gamblers at the far tables, but none of those were looking her way.
 
   Dip…step, toe, step…turn. She snapped out her fans, fluttering to make the silk shimmer as she brought them in close, drawing the hungry eyes of every lonely patron in the room: cowboys with pay burning holes in their pockets; miners with a little gold to show for a week or more of hard panning in cold mountain streams. She drew their eager stares to the curves of her breasts, the flare of her hips. She turned again, letting her fans snap shut… and that was when she saw him: the only Chinese man aside from Wei and his sons in the Red Petticoat. He was leaning up against the bar, dressed in a dark suit and a top hat, with two men standing expressionless in the long black robes of royal bodyguards at the bar behind him. The bodyguards weren’t looking at her. They weren’t looking with all the practiced determination of men who wanted to, but who knew better.
 
   The man in the suit, however, was watching. He was equally without expression. His mouth did not smile. His white-gloved hands tightened imperceptibly atop the ivory head of his ornamental walking cane. His almond eyes followed her every move, sharp with interest, though not with desire
 
   She knew those eyes; she’d seen them before, although the face that bore them now was far younger than that of the man who’d rode onto her family’s estate six long years ago, a company of armed palace guards following in his wake. She knew those hands; the way they held that cane was the same relaxed grip she’d seen that other man use back when he’d drawn his imperial scroll and proclaimed, by order of the Great Dragon himself, her entire household to be that of traitors. Not for anything her father or brothers had done, or his father and his brothers, but for an unforgiveable crime committed by a relation so distant, Chin did not even know his name. For that, her family’s rank and property were forfeit, their honor was stripped from them, and her entire household condemned to death. That was when the imperial guard had dismounted. Her father and her brothers had simply stood there, but her mother had grabbed her, yanking her back into the house.
 
   Chin stood frozen on the stage, trapped in the dark of that man’s unwavering stare, hearing again the cries of their servants as swords were drawn and the slaughter began. Chin didn’t know if her father tried to defend himself. His honor may not have allowed it. All Chin knew was the confusion and panic that had gripped her from the inside as her mother fled with her through the house, grabbing all that was sacred or of value, wrapping silk around jade and ivory heirlooms, and bundling all into a blanket before tying the corners securely. She’d grabbed Chin’s hand, racing with her out the back screen door just as the heavy stomp of boots invaded through the front of their home.
 
   The flute and lutes continued to play, but Chin had stopped dancing. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t do anything but hear the escalating screams—of people, horses, pigs; nothing that was theirs was spared. Her chest tight and beginning to ache, she sucked a hard breath and smelled again the smoke as the buildings were torched. Her heart raced, thundering beneath her breast exactly as it had as she and her mother raced through the temple, across the courtyard, past the gardens and the fence, scattering chickens and not stopping to catch their breath until the cool shade of the forest enclosed them. That forest had been her childhood playground, but it offered no sanctuary for they had been seen and imperial pursuers were already closing ground fast behind them.
 
   Hands shaking and numb, Chin dropped her fans when the man stepped away from the bar.
 
   Run, she heard, soft as a whisper in her mother’s long-gone voice. It was the last thing she had told Chin, although she had not said it very softly back then. No, back then she’d hissed it, panic and fear turning her beloved sing-song voice to a growl as she’d shoved that bundle of precious heirlooms into Chin’s arms. Run and don’t look back, no matter what you hear!
 
   Six years ago, Chin had looked back, watching in horror as her mother ran back toward the soldiers, veering away at the last in an effort to draw them from her own daughter. Six years ago, they had caught her mother anyway and they had killed her, just not right away. Six years ago, at barely more than fourteen, a girl-child who had never in all her obedient life been anywhere without a proper escort, Chin turned her back on her family and fled.
 
   Here and now, in the crowded confines of the Red Petticoat, with miners and cowboys shifting restlessly and beginning to boo the lack of entertainment, that man from her homeland beckoned to her with the pale fingers of his finely gloved hand. She felt the closure that gesture signified, like lightning bolting up through the stage floor and into her badly shaking legs. Oh yes, she knew that man. His name was Quan Ji and he was the son of the man who had murdered her entire family. And that cane he brought with him as he pushed toward her through the dense crowd, it was no innocent walking aid; it was a sword, thin but masterfully crafted for sharpness. And he was not here to pay her a hundred dollars. Not for a poke, ordinary or not. He was here to finish what his father had begun in the bloodstained courtyard of her ancestors’ home all those years ago.
 
   Run, her mother whispered, soft as a Shaanxi breeze in Chin’s mind. Don’t look back, no matter what you hear.
 
   Abandoning her fans on the stage where they had fallen, to her ever-lasting shame, Chin did as she was told. Once more, she ran.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Shouts of disappointment rippled the crowd as Chin dashed for the side-stage exit. Dozens of chair legs scraped the floor, startled men leaping to their feet to watch her go. It was an odd thing, to be so scared and so aware all at once. Everett Jackson was staring after her with concern and bewilderment. So was Madame Jewel. Standing up from the piano, Charlie had put down his music sheets and was now turning, dark brown eyes sweeping the hall for whatever danger had sent her scurrying through the side stage curtains.
 
   Clear across the room from him, Ji had stopped advancing. Still without expression on his face, or the faces of the black-garbed bodyguards who flanked him, his cool gaze followed Chin until she couldn’t see him anymore. She almost plowed right into Gabe, but he caught her by the shoulders instead.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he demanded, her own momentum helping to swing her around and tuck her up amongst the excess curtain at the corner of the wall. “Are you all right?”
 
   She never had been very good at masking her fear. What Gabe read in her must have given him the only answer he needed.
 
   “Get to your room,” he ordered, giving her a shove. “Shove something heavy up against it and don’t open the door for anyone until I get there.”
 
   Chin’s half second of relief vanished along with Gabe when he stepped through the curtain. Mr. Gabe was a good man, and he knew how to keep the peace in a brothel where fights among rough clients occurred damn near on a nightly basis. But he didn’t know Quan Ji or his father, Quan Jiao-Long; she did. She also knew, best intentions aside, Gabe would not be able to stop Ji or his bodyguards from following.
 
   Hiking her silk skirts, Chin fled past the bathing room and the kitchen to the gems’ private stairs. She took them two at a time until her momentum ran out, but already the commotion in the main room was escalating. Patrons were stomping the floor, irritably chanting—“Jade! Jade! Jade!”—though it died down quickly enough once Charlie’s piano banged out the beginning strain of the lively tune, “Take Your Time, Miss Lucy.” Every half-drunk to all-the-way soused patron below began to sing along, belting out, “When young my heart was bent, sir, upon a nice young beau…” in various keys (the majority of which were off), and just like that, “Jade” was forgotten.
 
   Reaching her room, Chin fumbled the latch with unsteady hands. At last it opened and she spilled inside, slamming the door behind her. She pressed against it with all her weight, listening intently for the slightest hint of pursuit. 
 
   Block it, Gabe had told her. Legs still shaking, she ran to the dressing table, the heaviest thing in the room next to the bed. She threw herself against it, shoving, pushing and pulling, all four wooden feet anything but quiet as she slid the bulky furniture across the floor. Door now blocked, Chin stumbled back, hands pressed hard over the wild fluttering that consumed her stomach.
 
   Run.
 
   Chin dove for the wardrobe, throwing open both doors and dropping to her knees long enough to wrestle the false bottom out onto the floor. Her bundle was right where she kept it, packed with only three remaining heirlooms. The others she’d had to sell to survive in the years since she’d stepped off the ship that had brought her out of China. All her money was tucked in there too, carefully hoarded through four months of working as a gem. Just in case. Because in the back of her mind, she’d always known “just in case” was fated to happen, and this was it.
 
   Hugging her precious bundle, Chin grabbed a spare dress—the white one, decent enough to be worn outside the Red Petticoat, with its pattern of tiny blue flowers. Normally, it was her “go to the bank and withdraw all the funds Jewel had just deposited for her” dress. Tonight it was her “get out of town with as few people noticing as possible” clothing. She changed quickly, rolling her mother’s silk dancing dress into a hasty bundle before stuffing it into the folds of the blanket, concealing it with the rest of her things before rolling and wrapping all four corners down tight. Chin was still securing it with a length of rope when a knock at the door made her jump.
 
   Softly, Dottie called, “Jade? Honey, are you all right? What’s happened?”
 
   Clutching her bundle to her chest, Chin backed from the door. Not because Gabe had told her not to open for anyone other than himself, or because Dottie was obviously not on that selectively short list, but because she was terrified who might be coming down that long hall of bedrooms behind the other gem.
 
   Without answering, Chin abandoned the door and ran to the window instead. Unlike some gems, she only had one and the view, overlooking the alley between the Red Petticoat and the wholesale liquor dealer next door, was anything but spectacular. Dropping her bundle, she had to shove with both hands to get the heavy sash up, the rope pulleys squealing in protest between the glass and frame over every inch she gained. Outside, it was a dark and cloudy night, without moon or stars to lighten the darkness. Lamps that had been lit along the street cast enough of their faint amber glow back into the barren alleyway for her to see just how long of a drop it was to the dirt below. Far off in the distance, a blue-white flicker of lightning announced the coming storm. It had been months since the last rain. Miners both loved and hated weather like this. Swollen waterways brought a chance that gold might be swept down from newly eroded banks into their own claims, but some fool almost always got himself killed in the torrents of swift-flowing mud and water.
 
   Thunder, soft as a stomach’s growl, rolled down out of the hills, but that wasn’t what made Chin jump. Her door rattled under a heavy-fisted knock.
 
   “It’s me,” Gabe said from the other side. “Open up.”
 
   Chin’s whole body shuddered, the need to flee at instant war with the inevitable consequences of the plan rapidly unfurling within her brain.
 
   Stay in her room, Gabe had told her. Open for no one but him. That she should drop everything now and obey, she knew, but that wasn’t her only reason. Leaving the safety of the Red Petticoat after dark and without escort was never allowed. Not to do so invited the kind of punishment Gabe was best known for, by Madame Jewel and her gems.
 
   Another knock, louder this time.
 
   “Chin,” Gabe called in a tone that said clearly he was in no mood to be ignored. “Open the door.”
 
   Grabbing her bundle off the floor and hugging it again, Chin cast the door a last, fearful glance before throwing her leg over the sill and ducking under the window sash. She clung to the rough-board-siding of the building, scared of the inevitable jump.
 
   “Chin!” Gabe said, his tone sharpening.
 
   Looking right, then left, afraid someone would see no matter what she did, Chin waited only long enough to assure herself that the alley was empty. Pulling her skirts up around her thighs, she did her best to let her bundle drop gently into the dirt.
 
   “Chin!” Gabe hammered the door hard enough to rattle the dressing table. “Open, right now, or I will kick this door in. One…”
 
   Strangling in her corset, her chest consumed by ever-tightening knots of dread, Chin rolled onto her hip. She lowered herself to dangle by her arms. The distance left between her and the street was still longer than she was tall.
 
   “Two…” Gabe warned.
 
   Closing her eyes, she let go of the windowsill. She landed hard, pain shooting up her calf as her right ankle twisted and she went all the way down, landing on her fanny in a billow of blue-flowered skirts.
 
   Grabbing her ankle, Chin rocked, too hurt to hold back instant tears, but too scared to do more than gasp when she heard the splintering crash as Gabe kicked his way into the room.
 
   Run.
 
   Chin grabbed her bundle, the pain on standing nowhere near as intense as her fear. She ran, limping down the alley toward the main through street of town. Ducking around the corner, she looked back just as Gabe stuck his head out the window. He glanced toward the busy front street. If he turned her way next, Chin didn’t see it; clinging to the shadows, she hobbled as fast as she could down the less busy business district.
 
   Where she could go, she had no idea. The stage office had closed hours ago and wouldn’t reopen until morning. It might be days before the next stage stopped in Culpepper Cove anyway, and at best guess, she had ten minutes—twenty at most—before Gabe raised the alarm and someone sent a runner to find the sheriff. Without friends or family to hide her—apart from the one she’d just left behind; Chin scrubbed her wrist across eyes she never expected to well up with tears—Jebidiah Justice and his deputies would have her tracked down within the hour. She had to get out of town, and she had to go now.
 
   The night lit up to the blue-white flicker of another burst of lightning. Thunder followed right on the heels of it and was anything but stomach-rumble soft. When another flash lit up the street, Chin found herself staring at the livery stable at the far end of the street. The stables were owned by Bo Magnusson, a hulking giant of a Swede and the town’s only blacksmith. Neither the cracks around the door nor the windows or loft showed any illumination, which meant Bo was either working late at the smithy or perhaps enjoying a late supper at the café down the street. Had the situation been less dire, Chin never would have considered the plan of action now forming among her otherwise scattered thoughts. Clutching her bundle close, she limped across the road to the stable.
 
   Every step sent shocks of hurt radiating up from her ankle, but knowing who waited behind her, she dared not stop to check her injury. She made herself hurry faster, and by the time she neared the livery door, the first few drops of cool rain were splashing off her cheek and arms.
 
   Her heart a battering ram, Chin pressed her ear to the livery door before building up courage enough to crack it open. The air inside was black as pitch. It felt warm, scented with the smell of horses, sweet hay, and saddle leather. A faint undertone of fresh manure caught her nose as she slipped inside. Heavy breathing and a nervous whicker raised the fine hairs of her neck. The horses, she told herself. Nothing more dangerous than just horses.
 
   Another flash of lightning (with thunder booming hard enough for her to feel through the ground) briefly lit the livery interior. Although Bo’s was the only place in town where stalls could be rented, only one horse was stabled here tonight—a dappled mare who snorted and shied when Chin approached her stall.
 
   “Shh,” she whispered, already looking around for the nearest saddle. She’d never saddled a horse in her life, but she’d seen it done often enough to figure out the basics. The hard part was trying to figure it out with only the erratic flash of lightning to guide her.
 
   It was the wrong horse to try to ride out on during a storm. Each flash of blue-white light made the mare shy; each crack of thunder, growing louder and angrier by the second, had the animal tossing her head, the whites of her eyes showing as she stamped and snorted.
 
   “Shh,” Chin soothed, but when she slipped into the stall to throw a saddle blanket over its back, the mare nearly knocked her over in its haste to push out the door past her. It darted nervously as far as the closed livery door, turning what was already a difficult chore for someone trying to heft a saddle half her own size, into something much harder. But Chin persevered. She was too scared not to, and although at one particularly violent crack of thunder, the skittish mare shoved her against the stalls and very nearly crushed her there, Chin got the saddle on her and pulled the cinches tight.
 
   “It’s all right,” she whispered, petting the velvet softness of the mare’s neck before gathering her bundle and the reins together. She led the mare to the stable doors. The street outside would have been empty if not for one staggering drunk, currently using the hitching post across the street to brace himself while he pissed into the rain. No mere drizzle now, a swift fury of drops had turned the streets into a long puddle. Fastening himself back into his trousers, the drunk swept his hat off his head and spread his arms, welcoming the wet. It was, Chin frowned, likely all the Saturday night bath he thought he needed.
 
   Whooping once, the man executed a stumbling jig, which lasted only until the next boom of thunder.
 
   “Som’bitch!” he exclaimed, and staggered up onto the wooden sidewalk. “Som’bitch,” he marveled again, eyeing the sky. Wiping his face with both hands, almost falling over as he shook the water from his hair, he staggered off down the same alley that had brought Chin here.
 
   Not seeing anyone else, Chin pushed open the door and led the mare out into the rain. The cool pelting drops quickly saturated both her hair and her clothes as she circled the side of the livery, giving herself as much cover as possible to negotiate her way onto the skittish mare’s back. She used a neat stack of wood for the extra height needed to get her foot in the stirrup, caught her skirt hem twice on the saddle itself, and dropped her bundle once. By the time she finally managed it, both she and the mare were drenched.
 
   “Chin!”
 
   Water dripping off the end of her nose, Chin nudged the mare to back far enough to see around the livery wall, through the storm and the dark. It was a search party, five men with lanterns, all spreading out to walk Culpepper street by street and alley by alley, calling her name.
 
   “Chin, dammit!” Deputy Silas bellowed again, more than a little irritation seeping into his voice. Lawman by profession, a gambler at the Red Petticoat in his spare time, she had no idea what Gabe must have said to him to get him away from the faro tables and out into this. He hated getting wet almost as much as he hated getting dirty. “Chin!”
 
   “Seen anything yet?”
 
   Chin swiveled as far in the saddle as she could, leaning back until she could see not only Silas but Sheriff Justice as well, stepping out of the alley and onto the sidewalk. Not more than thirty feet away from where she was hiding, he stomped the mud from his boots while Silas snapped back, “Naw, nothing. I tell you this right now, Sheriff, that little Celestial gal had better’ve been took if she knows what’s good for her. If I’m out here getting soaked to the bone because she decided to take her a long walk, I don’t give a damn, I’ll bust her ass myself! Gabe can have what’s left when I’m done!”
 
   “We’ve got to find her first,” Sheriff Justice reasoned. “The rest we can figure out once she’s back home safe.”
 
   “Safe from whom?” Silas muttered. In a show of supreme irritation, he whipped his black hat off his head, sending accumulated rain water flying from the brim in a wide arc. He shook his hat at the sheriff. “Look at this! Ruined!”
 
   Justice snorted, amused. “Well, I reckon that’ll learn you to buy a proper hat instead of that velvet dandified crap.”
 
   Muttering and slicking his wet hair back, the deputy slapped his hat back on. “Chin!” he bellowed and stomped off down the sidewalk.
 
   Chin craned her neck. She couldn’t see many alleys from where she was hiding, but every one that she could see was glowing yellow from the lanterns of other searching men. That didn’t scare her as much as the sheriff, however. Standing where the deputy had left him, Justice tipped his head as if he were staring right at her. Dark as it was and obscured by the heavy rain, she knew it far more likely that he was contemplating the stables, but the pit of her stomach still grew heavy, cold and tight.
 
   It wasn’t too late, a little voice whispered inside her. She didn’t know Sheriff Jebidiah Justice well, but he’d done a lot of things most lawmen wouldn’t have bothered to for the whores of the Red Petticoat. Ruby said he was a good man. If she waved right now, he might see her, especially if she waited to do it when the next flash of lightning lit up the street. Maybe if she went to him, he would help her. 
 
   Yeah, sure he would. She was an immigrant, a whore, and she was sitting on a stolen horse.
 
   And even if she weren’t two of those damning three, he was much more likely to take her back to the Red Petticoat, where Quan Ji might still be waiting. 
 
   Her arms tightened around her bundle. No. No, there would be no going back. Not for her; not in this town.
 
   Chewing at the bit, the mare eased three steps forward, tucking them well out of the sheriff’s accidental sight just as another flash of static light fractured the sky. The cracking boom that followed was deafening and spooked the horse. Chin barely kept the mare under control, but she knew a sign when the gods chose to give one.
 
   Run, her mother had said.
 
   Hugging her belongings tight, Chin did as she’d been told.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   It was his prize bull. Unable to see clearly through the hard-driving rain, Cullen recognized the animal from the span of its crooked horns. He also recognized the signs of illness. Coughing and limping, the bull huddled at the base of a lone coral tree in a useless attempt to get out of the rain. The lightning helped some, sporadic though it was. It lit up the grassy mountain foothills enough for Cullen to get a better look at the hunched bovine back and skin-and-bones skeletal structure of an animal that had been, only three weeks ago, as fat and happy as a bull in his prime ought to be. The moment the flashing light retreated, however, the wind and the rain made seeing anything but the whip of his own brown hair across his face difficult.
 
   He needed a haircut. Had needed one for months. But right now, he needed to figure out how to stop the spread of the lung plague that had decimated his herd even more. Of the two hundred head he had started with when he and his brother first settled this homestead, less than twenty cattle remained and his options were abysmally few.
 
   “Easy, Nico.” Cullen pulled his reins tighter, giving his horse a comforting pat as the wind kicked up a gust and distant lightning sent another boom of sky-splitting thunder rolling down out of the mountains and across the open prairie. He hated to do it. He’d gone all the way to Texas for this bull and had paid more money for it than any four bulls combined. Its bloodlines were exemplary, not that any of that mattered now.
 
   Dismounting, Cullen drew his horse to a low-hanging branch and tied him there. “Easy,” he repeated, as he approached the wheezing bull. The animal barely lifted its massive head. Its labored breathing could be heard above the whip of the wind and the down-pouring rain. As he drew nearer, that breathing changed to a lowing cough. It was as heart-wrenching to hear as it was to pull the pistol from his holster.
 
   “Easy,” Cullen said one final time, but there was nothing easy about this, not for either of them.
 
   As if it sensed the coming end, the bull made a stumbling effort to stand. One attempt was all it had the strength for. Legs giving out, it collapsed, first to one knee and then to all four. Cullen rested his hand on the wet crest of its head, something he never would have been able to do had the bull not been so ill. Somewhere off to his left, the report of a single rifle shot told him all he needed to know about how his brother was faring in his search for the rest of their missing herd. It also gave him the strength he needed. He stepped back, aimed and felt a part of himself die too when he pulled the trigger. It wasn’t just the life of his most coveted bull that he was taking; this was the death of their farmstead and the dream he had convinced both himself and his younger brother, Garrett, they both wanted enough to pack up everything they owned and move from the east coast to the west in an effort to obtain. What the hell was he supposed to do now?
 
   Rain poured from the brim of his hat as Cullen bowed his head. He could have cried in that moment, he felt so damned lost. Except that older brothers didn’t get that luxury. Neither did soldiers turned ranchers. Not even when everything they bloodied their hands on went to shit.
 
   The storm raged both inside and out as he made his way back to his horse. He palmed the reins and grabbed the saddle horn, but something stopped him before he could mount. Through the wet black of this miserable night, he caught sight of movement along a distant ridge. Indians was his first thought, and his gut tightened even as common sense snapped back that not even the angriest of Sioux or Crow war parties would attack on a night like this.
 
   Another flicker of ghostly light gave him a glimpse of horse and rider, tearing across the uneven terrain of that distant hill. Whoever it was, not only were they trespassing on his property, but they were riding full-out, a speed no sensible man would have dared risk at night, much less in this kind of storm. The god-fearing crack of thunder that followed made the ground shake and his gut tighten all over again when that barely glimpsed horse reared and he heard its scream as it went over onto its back.
 
   The night went black, but not for long, and when the next cut of lightning lit up the far ridge, it was enough for Cullen to catch sight of the now-riderless horse, tearing wildly back up to the top of the ridge before vanishing back the way it had come. Of the rider he saw no hint of movement, but a half second later, he heard the unmistakable sound of a female cry.
 
   Cullen mounted, the seat of his denims soaking up the rain that had accumulated on his saddle. Nico stamped an unruly circle before responding to Cullen’s familiar weight and command.
 
   “Hey!” he heard his brother shout some hundred yards behind him. “What the hell was that?”
 
   Cullen didn’t answer. There simply wasn’t time. He rode as fast as he dared toward that far rise, searching in every new burst of sky light for the fallen rider, listening for any other cries and hearing with dread only that old familiar roar that made this section of his property a damned dangerous place to be in a storm. Unless a man knew what he was looking at, the wash that cut through this pastureland was all but invisible in the daytime. At night, the fury of floodwaters gushing down out of the hills, squeezed narrower and narrower into trenches of dirt and rock, was nothing but blackness carving a deadly river through his cattle’s best grazing land.
 
   Whoever this rider was, whatever her reasons for being out here, on his land in the middle of a storm like this, if she’d fallen into that wash, then his chances of finding her in time, he knew, were as slim as his prize bull recovering from a bullet to the brain. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Chin knew she was hurt. Her ankle and wrist had taken the brunt of the initial impact when the mare threw her, but she’d landed on a mountain of a small rock and now her back ached because of it. All she could do now was lie in the wet grass, the rain pelting her face like a storm of pebbles while she tried to catch her breath. She hadn’t meant to scream, but it was hard to find shame in so badly losing her composure. She imagined even her stoic father would have said something while flying backwards through the air.
 
   Forks of bright lightning filled the black heavens. Groaning, she closed her mouth so she wouldn’t drown on intensifying rain. It was going up her nose now. She forced herself to roll, the rough prairie grass floating in a soup of mud and wet as she crawled onto hands and knees. Her back and hip protested each painful movement, but she stumbled to her feet, tripping on skirt hems by now so saturated with water that they felt twenty pounds heavier than she was used to.
 
   Where was her bundle? Chin panicked. Fumbling in the dark, she searched in blind circles, but it wasn’t until the next flash of brightness that she spotted it—a black lump of brown cloth that barely stood out against the whipping sway of wind-blown grass not twenty feet away. It had fallen into the bottom of a wide ravine.
 
   A boom of thunder rolled across the sky as she tramped through the tall grass, walking the edge in hopes of finding an easy way down. She lost her footing almost straight away and fell, sliding down the steep embankment on her butt and landing with a splash in a puddle at the bottom. The ground was a quagmire of oozing blackness that clung to her hands and legs, making her skirts heavier still when she stood. It was slick too. She flailed for balance, her feet trying to slide out from under her in opposite directions, and then sinking in ankle deep the further toward the middle of the ravine that she went.  Wet, sucking earth robbed her of her slippers, forcing her to dig them out of the muck. Ruined slippers in hand, she continued slogging the rest of the way in only her stockings.
 
   Once she reached it, she picked up her bundle and for a moment simply stood, catching her breath and feeling along the muddy folds until she was sure it was still tied tight and she hadn’t lost anything. Swiping a wrist across her cheek left a cold slick of mud on her face, but it did help get the straggles of her wet hair out of her eyes. She had mud on her lashes too. Even when the lightning flashed, she could barely see.
 
   A thin stick riding on top of the water flowed between her legs. She felt it bump into the back of her shin and quickly swiped at her eyes again, peering down in the darkness. Another flash illuminated the ravine enough for her to see, instead of a puddle now, the rain had filled it enough to create a moving streambed—dark swirls of black water broken by a wave of grass chunks, tumbleweeds and sticks. No longer ankle-deep now, it was rising fast and already halfway to her calves.
 
   Floating cactus scratched her as she turned, searching the shadowed edges of the ravine, looking for a low spot where she might climb out. Another deafening boom of thunder upon thunder upon grumbling roll of thunder deafened her, shaking the ground under her feet and continuing to shake it long after the light was gone. And then the sound was gone too, but the vibrations still shivered up the backs of her legs and somehow she could still hear the roar. But no… the roar wasn’t quite the same angry thunder that had just gone before. It wasn’t until the next static cut of electricity lit its jagged line from clouds to distant mountain peak that she realized what she was hearing. It was a wall—black mud and water thick with prairie debris, rushing down the ravine straight toward her.
 
   Chin screamed again. It was all she had time to do before that rushing wall hit her, and it hit exactly like that—a wall. No more than thigh-deep, it knocked her off her feet and took her under. Sticks scratched her face; mud and water swept into her mouth, nose, ears and eyes. She lost her slippers all over again, grabbing and flailing in a cold panic as she was tumbled like a rag doll beneath the muddy wave. Until she slammed into the rocky side of the ravine. Her fingers tangled in a web of roots, and she fought her way back up to the waiting air.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   Whether she actually heard that or imagined it, Chin didn’t know, but her answering scream was a wordless warble of panic. She clawed for something solid to grab hold of, but every mud, rock and grass handful she latched onto came loose in her hands as she was swept downstream. The rough, jagged bark of an uprooted tree slammed into her back, knocking her under and rolling right over the top of her, tearing dress and skin and ripping at her hair with broken stick hands in a crushing effort to grab her and bury her in the mud. For all its weight, the buoyancy of the raging water tumbled it over the top of her. Broken tangles of the root ball scrubbed her cheek like a wire bristle-brush as it whipped past. Her reflex was to grab just as the far end of the broken trunk crashed into the opposite side of the ravine, lodging it in place and smashing her face-first into the root ball. Suddenly, the sheer weight of all that rushing water hit her back, crushing her into the roots with more force than she had strength, even just to move her arms.
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “I can’t see her!”
 
   “There! Over there!”
 
   Spitting mud, Chin clung to roots she could already feel snapping under the pressure of the mud and water weight beating at her back, filling up her dress, slowly dragging her under again. She grabbed blindly, her lashes thick with liquid mud, but everything she clung to bent and snapped under the pull of the violent wash. It was stronger than she was. Already her arms were shaking, losing the fight to keep her head up where the air was. Her elbows unbent, her arms slowly unfurling as the water pulled at her, sinking her deeper into the muddy swirls.
 
   Run, her mother whispered.
 
   But she couldn’t. She couldn’t even stand and she could feel the ground. If not for the current, she could have knelt and been easily shoulders above the water.
 
   The roots she clung to were bending, snapping, dipping her lower until she was submerged to her chin. Her ears went under, muting everything but the rush of the hungry current. Cold rain battered her face, washing the mud into her eyes, blinding her further. Making her see odd shapes—man-like shapes—leaping from the security of the upper ravine onto the uprooted tree above her. How like a foolish woman, to want such visions to be real to the point that she imagined she could feel his boots landing on the trunk beyond the root ball.
 
   Her grip slipped, her strength at an end. She caught one last ragged gasp of air just as the roots gave way. She went under, grabbing desperately… and being seized in turn by a rough, hard, huge hand. Pain squeezed her fingers, jolting up her arm and radiating out from her shoulder as the water and the grip on her pulled in opposite directions. The grip was stronger. Chin broke the surface once more. Coughing and sputtering, she was hauled up over the tangle of broken, scratching roots.
 
   “I’ve got you,” a man said, shouting to be heard above the raging floodwaters, the thunder and the storm. He hauled her up onto the tree, wrapping his arm around her ribs to secure his hold just as quick as he was able. She flailed to grab something more solid as well, but all she could reach was him. She clung to his neck and one arm that felt as thick and hard as the tree beneath her scrambling feet.
 
   “Hang on!” called another man from the bank. He threw something, and a length of rope whipped Chin and her rescuer both across the head and shoulders. Her rescuer caught it and tied them both together.
 
   “Pull!” he bellowed, just as another tree in the dark waters smashed into the root ball where Chin had been mere moments before. Knocked free, the first tree rolled and they fell into the rushing water.
 
   Her instinctive grab caught nothing more substantial than wet flannel and the stiff wrap of the leather belt around his waist. But in the next instant, she felt the jerk as the rope yanked them tightly together. They broke the surface, went under, hit the side of the rock-studded ravine. Her limbs tangled with his, turning their mad-grab for survival into a writhe of simulated passion that rivaled anything she’d ever experienced from her customers at the Red Petticoat. And then, suddenly, they broke the water’s surface. They were dragged up. Hard. Scraped raw together against the rocky ravine until, like a tangle of freshly caught trout, they were hauled up over the grassy lip of the much more stable bank.
 
   “Whoa,” the other man said, stopping the horse their rope was tied to. He came running back to them, already pulling a knife from his belt sheath to cut through their binds. “Cullen! You all right?”
 
   “Yeah,” her rescuer croaked, coughing and spitting to get the mud and water out of his mouth. There was no modesty in the way they were twisted around one another. His hands were on her arms, her legs, her hip as he tried to pick himself up before the rope was loose enough to allow his escape. The heat of his chest burned into hers. For just a moment, she could not tell if the thundering she could feel beating at her ribs was her heart or his. Then the rope went slack around them and he picked himself up. All she could see now was the great shadow of him, peering down at her through the night rain before the next shock of lightning lit up his features. Chiseled cheeks and a strong chin, kissed in the center by a dimple. His mop of dirty brown hair dripped on her. The rest of him was layered in the same mud and muck that made her every bit as indistinguishable a mess.
 
   “You all right, kid?” he asked, husky and low.
 
   Chin lay on her back beneath him, too shaken to do anything more than tremble. She nodded, the taste of leaves and fear and the drowning force of the rain beating down on her making it impossible to speak.
 
   A second head leaned over her, spilling rain from the brim of his hat directly into her face. If it weren’t for the lightning, she never would have seen the grin that cut widely across his handsome face.
 
   “Well,” he said, grin widening as he turned to his brother, “who says you can’t go fishing with a lasso? Looks a might small, though. Reckon we oughta toss her back?”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   By the time Cullen got the horses put up in the barn for the night and made it back through that god-awful storm to the ranch house he shared with his brother, Garrett had a warm fire going in the hearth, the kitchen stove fired up, coffee brewing, clean water set in a bucket to boil, and the girl they’d rescued from the flood wrapped in a blanket and seated at the kitchen table. What he was supposed to do with her now, he had no idea. Nothing even close to this had ever happened to him before. By the look of her, on that front, they were likely on even footing.
 
   “She said anything yet?” he asked, coming to the table.
 
   “Not a word,” Garrett good-naturedly replied. “Get her warm and clean, though, with a belly full of bacon and flapjacks—she’ll come around. Won’t you, honey?” He winked and then pulled a pan and plates off the shelf above the stove.
 
   Unlike his brother, near-death experiences tended to make Cullen less jovial and he had a mountain of questions building in his head. Pulling out a chair, he sat down near the girl.
 
   She couldn’t have been more than twelve; that was his first thought. Maybe younger, considering how small she was—skinny, too; damn near scrawny, in fact; no bigger than knee-high to a grasshopper, as his Daddy used to say—but he’d happily eat his hat (were it not currently floating in the mud somewhere around the ass-end of his property) if she were any older than that. That she had to be scared was his second thought. If she was though, she kept it well shuttered in the depths of her shadow-black eyes. No, the longer Cullen studied her, the less that look of hers seemed like fear, and the more he could have sworn it was caged wariness.
 
   He sniffed, tapping his fingers on the table, unsure how to proceed. When in doubt, he supposed, begin at the beginning. “Cullen Drake,” he said, then indicated his brother. “That’s my little brother, Garrett.”
 
   “I’m two inches taller than he is,” Garrett corrected, winking again as he mixed up the pancake batter. “Technically, he’s the little one.”
 
   Looking from Garrett back to Cullen, the girl said nothing.
 
   Fingers tapping steadily now, Cullen tried again. “What’s your name, kid?”
 
   Her little jaw clenched once, but just as he was beginning to think she might not understand English, very softly, she said, “Chen Chin.”
 
   “Worse storm I’ve seen in ten years,” Garrett said, laying several strips of bacon into the pan to sizzle. “What brings you out in it, Chinny?”
 
   “Riding the way you were,” Cullen interrupted, bringing matters more sternly to the point. “You could have killed yourself, or your horse. Did you get separated from your folks or are you running away?”
 
   The press of her lips grew thin. Only the spit and sizzle of the cooking bacon and the whisk of Garrett’s fork whipping eggs into the flapjack batter cut the silence.
 
   “Little girl,” Cullen said, very calmly and very evenly. He managed to stifle his impatience and even avoided growling at her. “I reckon tonight probably hasn’t gone the way you imagined it would, and frankly, it hasn’t been a chalk-line walk for me, either. I was every bit down in that water with you. Now, I’m a patient man—”
 
   Garrett caught himself mid-snort, switching to a cough to cover the sound.
 
   “—but,” Cullen continued, giving her the glare he’d have loved just then to shoot his brother dead with, “when I ask you a question, I expect a proper answer.”
 
   Those midnight black eyes—fringed by lashes so thick, long and dark, that they’d have been the envy of every woman who saw them… were they not also flecked with mud—looked from Garrett back to him again. Her lips tightened, pursed and, finally, a glimmer of reluctance flittered across her face. Like a wisp of smoke, it was there and gone again so fast he couldn’t be sure if he’d really seen it or not. “I’m not running away.”
 
   Most liars looked down or away, or twitched or did something to betray their dishonesty. Chin did none of that. She held his stare, and yet, sure as they were both sitting at his kitchen table, Cullen knew she was lying. He didn’t know how he knew it, but the certainty of it settled in the pit of his belly like a lump of hot, burning coal.
 
   Cullen hated liars. He hadn’t always been what most would consider a good man, but he’d always strived for honesty. A man was nothing in this world without the strength and conviction of his word. 
 
   His chair creaked as he shifted, swiveling on his rain-soaked and muddy butt to face her head-on. His broad hands came to rest on his wet thighs. If she thought that not being his kid would save her, she had one hell of a surprise (and whupping, if she continued to test him) coming. Already his palm itched.
 
   “One,” he told her in a measured tone.
 
   Another wisp of emotion flittered across her muddy features, there and gone again before she asked, “One, what?”
 
   “Lie to me again,” he clarified. “I dare you.”
 
   The smell of crisping bacon, like hot summer’s comfort, wafted through the house. A log in the stove popped. Chin and Cullen stared at one another, neither blinking.
 
   “I’m going to ask you only once more,” he said, keeping a tight grip on his patience. “This time, I expect the truth. Are you a runaway, girl, or do I need to get back on my horse and go searching for your kin before they fall in the same wash that almost killed you?”
 
   Her tiny fingers tightened in the folds of her blanket, twisting the homespun before drawing it in close around her. She shuddered, for the first time dropping her gaze to her lap as if searching for her answer among the filthy wrinkles of her skirt. “My family died years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cullen said without softening. “Where you headed?”
 
   Black eyes rose and locked with his again. He knew professional gamblers with more revealing stares than hers. “San Francisco.”
 
   Cullen’s chair creaked as he shifted again, that coal burning hotter. At the stove, Garrett stopped stirring long enough to tsk. His laugh came out as a rueful chuckle. “Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” he said, shaking his head.
 
   “Two,” Cullen breathed, flexing his hand to the accompanying pop of two tense knuckles. His palm was itching so he could hardly stand it. “San Fran is in the ass-opposite direction. Try again.”
 
   Stiffening, the girl hiked her chin and a snap of real fire lit the depths of her dark eyes. “I’m not lyin—”
 
   And that was three.
 
   He moved so fast, in the time she had to react only her eyes widened. After that, he had her, seizing her by one arm and a good handful of blanket at the scruff of her neck. He stripped it off her even as he yanked her out of her seat, leaving the blanket cast to the floor in disgrace and herself sprawled facedown across his lap.
 
   He didn’t toss her skirt up. The way it clung, so wet and thin to her already tensing backside, he had a good visual of his target. And, as he’d already noted, she wasn’t his kid. Some barriers weren’t meant to be crossed, but, he thought as she snapped a hand back, grabbing blindly to stay his arm, nobody looked him dead in the eye and lied to him—not once or twice, and sure as hell not three damned times—in his own house. 
 
   Her whole body went stiff as a board when the flat of his hand caught the seat of her skirts. Water splashed in all directions, flying out from that meaty “SPLAT!”, as well as for the next four that followed it. He got mud in his eye, making her far from the only victim of her dishonesty. When he was done, he picked her up (this time by the scruff of her dress) and dumped her back on her chair. Then they sat there, once more squared off and staring at one another. From first swat to last, he hadn’t said one word. Eyes flashing angrily, apart from her own heavy breathing, she didn’t make a sound either.
 
   “So, Chinny,” Garrett said cheerfully. “You want one flapjack or do you think you’re hungry enough for two?”
 
   Cullen had only swatted her five times, but he’d made each of them count. From any other kid, he’d have expected some sniffling, maybe even tears. At the very least, his efforts deserved a rueful bottom rub, but Chin did none of those telling things. She trembled. From the looks of her, she was too mad not to.
 
   “Try again,” he said, even less inclined toward sympathy than before. “Where were you running?”
 
   “San Fran—” She broke off with a squeak when he grabbed her arm again and back across his knees she went. Her squeak became a yelp when the full displeasure of his arm came crashing down on her upturned rump. This time he gave her ten swats and his hand was feeling the sting by the time he heaved her back up again. He could dance this dance all night, if that was what she wanted, and he’d happily ensure there wouldn’t be a lick of mud left anywhere on the seat of her skirts when he was done. He let his stare tell her as much and this time, instead of dropping her back onto her seat, he left her standing beside him, ready to go back over unless she mended her deceiving ways.
 
   Grabbing her backside, Chin tried to duck out of his reach, but again, he moved faster. He caught her wrist, forcing her to stay right at the end of his knee where all she had to look at was his lap and see how ready, willing and capable of continuing this spanking his hand yet was.
 
   “One more lie,” he growled. “Just one more, and my belt comes off and your unders come down. That’s a promise.”
 
   Almond eyes burning muted fury, Chin’s mouth snapped open, but then she caught herself. She glared at him before taking her hands away from what had to be a tender butt, if his hand was anything by which to judge. Smoothing her wet skirts, she twisted her fingers tight in the folds before slowly, reluctantly, making herself let go. It was hard not to admire the self-control it must have taken her to smooth her features the way she did. To kill all hint of the anger that left her trembling still, and resume that cool, damn near serene stare once more.
 
   “Away,” she finally said. Short and without elaboration. “You have no right to ask me any more questions and I don’t have to answer them if you do.”
 
   “I disagree,” Cullen replied. “Any day a man risks his life to help a little girl trespassing on his grazing land, well, I say he’s entitled to a few answers. Nobody decides to up and travel in a storm like this without so much as a proper coat or a change of clothes. Judging from the direction you were riding, I’d say Culpepper Cove is where you started running. How about you tell me why?”
 
   At the mention of Culpepper Cove, a flash of fear cut through the serenity. Just like all the other wisps of smoke, it was there and gone before he could catch a good whiff of it. She was a cagey one, he’d give her that.
 
   “I am not a little girl,” she spat. “I can go where I will, when I will and owe no answers to the likes of you, you… you cow poker!”
 
   “Cow poker?” Garrett and Cullen said in unison, the former surprised at her vehemence while the later growled, low and dangerous.
 
   “I do believe the term is cowpoke,” Garrett tried helpfully, but she cut him off.
 
   “Poke by profession; poker by habit!”
 
   “You little—” Cullen started to rise, but for the first time, it was she who moved faster. Exactly where she pulled that ivory-handled dagger from, he had no idea, but he only just caught a glint of light off the blade before he felt the sharp tip tuck right up under his chin. Cullen discovered two things then: one, her knife was as tiny as the rest of her, but it was sharp as hell; and two, she was a whole lot better at hiding her anger than she was at hiding the smug pleasure with which she lorded this win over him.
 
   “I may be small,” she told him, sing-song soft as she dug the tip into the soft skin of his neck, “but even a small woman can carve the guts from a gwailo!”
 
   “Oh, honey,” Garrett breathed, not smiling now though he did chuckle. “That was not very smart.”
 
   Cullen didn’t bother saying even that much. “Now it’s the belt.”
 
   Her black eyes narrowed, but that was all the time he allowed her to react. He grabbed her wrist, but not before he felt the nick of her blade drawing blood. He yanked back, clamping fingers over the sting. They came away tinged in crimson, but the smear wasn’t heavy. Anger held under very tight control, he wiped his fingers on his pants and checked again. Fortunately, the bleeding wasn’t anywhere near as bad as the cut felt.
 
   Relieved, Cullen forgot about his neck and turned his full attention onto the slip of a girl tugging and yanking to free her arm from his grip. “Poker, am I?” he countered.
 
   “Moo,” she lowed, her black eyes sparking pure defiance.
 
   It was a very close approximation to a cow in heat. Cullen acknowledged that with a dry smile and a tsk of regret on her bottom’s behalf. Then he disarmed her, throwing the knife onto the table well out of both their reaches. She dug in with both feet when he grabbed his belt, the clank of the buckle preceding the leathery hiss as he whipped it out of pants loops.
 
   “No!” She braced her legs, her butt going nearly all the way to the floor as she fought his pull. But he was bigger, he was stronger, and he was right. And right always triumphed, particularly over tiny slips of misbehaving young ladies in desperate need of what daddy so obviously didn’t give them enough of.
 
   One hard yank pulled her right up onto her tiptoes and, with a shout, down she went again. There was nothing stoic or subdued about her now. She put up a better fight than most adult women he knew, but Cullen still wrestled her over his thighs. This time, he grabbed the back of her skirts. She grabbed at them too, but he wrenched and tugged until he won. Up they came. He dumped the whole sopping mess over her head, muffling her shouts in yards of muddy fabric and effectively trapping her flailing left hand to prevent its further interference. 
 
   What she shouted wasn’t in any language he understood as she grunted, panted, bucked and thrashed. She elbowed him in the ribs trying to free her arm, and then again, kicking furiously and twisting her hips to keep him from hooking her sagging bloomers. He ripped them down anyway, baring her before he doubled his belt in his hand, palmed the buckle and adjusted the length to compensate for holding her across his lap.
 
   “Come on, Cull,” Garrett cajoled. “She’s had a tough day.”
 
   “Mind your flapjacks,” Cullen shot back. “She’s also had three chances and she’s got this coming.”
 
   It was all the scolding he intended to deliver and having given it, he let the belt do the rest of his talking. 
 
   There was no teacher quite like the supple length of leather. He and Garrett had learned that at their father’s hand, the way their father had learned it from Grandpappy. In specific, it was the bane of their father’s childhood (Grandpappy’s old razor strop) that had, for all the days of Cullen’s, hung on the back porch post until such times as he’d been sent to fetch it down. Well, he didn’t have an old and weathered razor strop handy, but right from the very start he suspected little Miss Chinny wasn’t missing out on any of the subtle differences. 
 
   She stiffened, sucking a loud gasp at the first stroke that wrapped the lower curves of her buttocks, hugging them in its painful embrace. After that, however, eyes squeezed tightly shut and fists braced against his thigh, she locked her lips to endure in silence. That resolve lasted only until that sixth whipping stroke. What she gasped out then was bleated under her breath and, again, in a language he didn’t know. She could have been swearing at him, but considering the mix of shock and smart in that single mewling phrase, he rather suspected she might be praying. He understood that kind of prayer. Heaven alone knew how many times as a boy he’d dropped his trousers and done the exact same damn thing.
 
   Not that he softened his arm for her now. Nope, for the little knife-wielding hellion firmly pinned across his knee, he had every intention of dispensing the full measure of what he thought she deserved. And what she deserved, was a hell of a lot more than six leathery thwapps across her now blushing and tender sitter.
 
   Two more and her stiff-armed and stiff-lipped endurance broke. With renewed franticness, she began to fight, but he only pinned her down tighter, giving her no leverage to break free. No matter how she twisted, kicked her feet or slapped uselessly back with her one free hand, he kept the rise and snapping downward fall of his belt as stern and as steady as the metronome on his Mama’s piano, lying forgotten on the westward trail somewhere between here and the east coast because it had bogged down the wagon beyond his ability to justify keeping it. 
 
   Chin was stubborn, he’d give her that. Somewhere around the thirteenth strike of his belt against the now quite rosy flesh of her bottom, he heard her first high-pitched squeak of a plea: “S-Stop! W-Wait, please stop!” And then in the very next breath, in a fit of anger hot enough to scorch his ears, “You sadistic, bullying, sick son of a bitch! I’ll see you hanged for this! Let… Let me go! Ow! Ow!”
 
   Flipping pancakes and prodding bacon, Garrett shook his head, but Cullen only hoisted her more fully across his knee and redoubled his effort. It took another four strokes before that half-pint of stubbornness finally broke for good. She wasn’t his kid, and he was conscious of that. He stopped just as soon as she began to cry. Dropping his belt on the floor by his chair (just in case he wasn’t done needing it), he let her scramble loose.
 
   Shoving backwards off his knee, Chin nearly tripped over her own fallen drawers before she caught her balance. She dropped, grabbing to haul them up her legs while keeping the shield of her skirts to protect her belated modesty.
 
   Hands once more braced on his thighs, Cullen waited until she’d put her clothes to rights. Keeping his tone soft, authoritative and as far from smug as he could make it, he said, “Well, kid? You got anything more you want to say?”
 
   It was in those next few seconds that Cullen received three of the biggest shocks of the night, if not his life. Chin swiped at her face, scrubbing at her tears with the backs of both muddy hands. Hiccupping and gasping, she might be. Bawling with a bottom on fire, she absolutely was, but fury lit her eyes. That was his first surprise.
 
   The second came fast on the heels of the first when, grabbing the front of her dress, she ripped it open, scattering a rain of tiny pearl buttons all over the kitchen floor as she exposed to him the twin mounds of her breasts. They were small, round, fully and perfectly-formed, elegantly packaged in a mud-stained lace chemise cut so low as to expose the slightly darker crescents of each areola, and they completely destroyed his earlier estimation of how old she really was.
 
   “Whoa!” Garrett fumbled both his pan and spatula, and something fell off the stove. Exactly what, Cullen had no idea because he was still staring open-mouthed, the slow flush of a very real and unwelcome heat beginning to steal up through his face. It matched the equally unwelcome heat wending through his belly, twisting lower and lower, filling his groin and tightening his balls. Something, he supposed, no one could blame him for. He hadn’t indulged in a woman in well over a year. It was hard to justify the expense of visiting a brothel when he needed every penny he had to keep his farm from sinking deeper into debt.
 
   The third shock he’d pretty much figured out for himself, but drawing a deep hiss in through tightly-clenched teeth, Chin gave it to him anyway.
 
   “I,” she seethed, “am not a kid! In specific, I am not your kid! If you ever do that to me again—” She took a single step and loomed over him, a feat that never would have been possible were he not already sitting down. “—I will geld you in your sleep!” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Chin awoke the next morning in what she at first thought was her own bed back at the Red Petticoat. She nestled down in sleepy comfort, swaddled in crisp white linens on an old but comfortable four-poster bed. The folds of a worn patchwork quilt were tucked up over her shoulder and under her chin. Her quilt back home was quite different, but even that irregularity wasn’t enough to bring her back to wakefulness.
 
   It was still raining. A steady plinking struck the windows, light and fragile compared to the heavier patter beating against the shingle roof. Both were overshadowed by the loud run of water streaming off a nearby corner and falling into puddles two stories below. She was too sleepy and comfortable to get up and check, but by now that puddle probably made up the entire width of the alley between her and the liquor store next door.
 
   It was Friday, Chin thought. Madame Jewel would need to be extra careful not to dip her skirt hem, wading through that swamp on her way to the bank. She might ought to wait a day, give the rain time to stop and the ground a chance to soak up the excess water, before making her usual deposits. Chin was half-tempted to say something over breakfast but she already knew, when it came to Madame Jewel and certain routines, saying something rarely did any good. She hadn’t worked the Red Petticoat as long as gems like Opal or Dottie, but the four months she had worked were plenty long enough to know Madame Jewel did so love her routines. 
 
   But no… that wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t the routines that she loved; it was the relationship those routines gave her with her girls that she loved. When it came to the gems’ weekly deposits, no matter what, she always made those deposits on time. Without exception. Including the very next Friday after the bandit Joaquin Murrieta and his outlaws robbed the city bank. While everyone else was contemplating the wisdom of burying their wealth in pots around their yards, Jewel put on her most madamely dress, propped her white-lace parasol on her shoulder, and strolled into the bank like it was any other Friday. She’d done it not because she wanted to guard their hard-earned money, but because she was guarding something much more valuable: The trust of her gems. That was what Jewel loved. In a profession where trust never came blind or easy, she loved being able to connect with her girls. She loved being the kind of woman that they could turn to, no matter what the problem. Madame Jewel would do anything for her gems, and everybody knew it.
 
   Even Chin. Except that she hadn’t turned to Madame Jewel for help, had she?
 
   That was when Chin remembered where she was. She was in the dragon’s bedroom and, in specific, in his bed. The eldest Drake’s bed. Cullen. That was why her bedroom had two windows now instead of one and a view of wet prairie grass and empty cattle corrals instead of bare plank-wood siding. That was why her dressing table was gone and a plain box of a clothes chest stood in its place. That was why the only fripperies atop it consisted of a wash bowl and pitcher, and men’s necessities. A razor, mixing bowl and brush, and a tin of shaving compound rested neatly to one side atop an old but clean lace doily. A well-used razor strop hung on a nail beside a small oval mirror. It was positioned so high on the wall she wouldn’t be able to see her forehead in it.
 
   Rising out of her nest of quilt and pillows, Chin propped herself up on her elbow and took full stock of the near-empty bedroom. It was grim and void of personality, as much as the eldest Drake himself. And yet, he had saved her life, springing from the darkness like Da-Yu, the river god, to wrest her from the flood.
 
   And then he’d spanked her, thinking her nothing more than a spoiled and uncooperative child. Child, of all things!
 
   Mouth tight and unsmiling, Chin rose to sit, but halfway up her bottom made contact with the goose-tick mattress and she froze, hissing as she reached back to explore all the still tender places. Last night, she’d tucked herself into this bed with a blazing inferno under her cotton shift. The fire might be gone now, but that wounded throbbing had returned, a pale echo of last night’s pain, but still very much felt. She winced as she rubbed. 
 
   Oh, that man knew how to spank. Not that Chin was any kind of connoisseur in such matters, but one didn’t work her profession among the gwailo for long without collecting at least one deviant. And of course there was Gabe, who nursed a very particular methodology when it came to keeping both Jewel and her gems walking in line behind him. Not many Red Petticoat girls could boast of never finding themselves on the wrong side of Gabe’s dedication to discipline and order. Chin had landed there three times during her turn as “Jade”—two by hand and one by hairbrush. Gabe wielded one truly wicked hairbrush, but even those “morning after” effects paled in comparison to Cullen’s belt.
 
   Fortunately for her, she wasn’t staying here. All she had to do was get up, get dressed and get out. Then she would never have to see either Drake again. Except, perhaps, long enough to ask permission to recover her precious belongings… If they could be recovered. Considering the swift-running flood she’d lost them in, her family’s heirlooms might be buried in the mud two feet from where she’d dropped them or halfway to Mexico by now. Her great grandmother’s dancing dress. Her mother’s hat and hair combs, her face paints. And of course, the jade dragon the emperor had given her grandfather in recognition of his strategic abilities as Great Commander during the White Lotus Rebellion.
 
   Oh, the jade dragon. Chin blinked hard to keep back the tears. She couldn’t lose that. She couldn’t lose any of it! Not when they were all she had.
 
   That got Chin moving. She had to get her family’s heirlooms back. Today, if possible, and then she had to get out of here. Because the longer she delayed, the better Quan Ji’s chances of catching up with her again. He’d found her once. She had no doubt that he could—and would—find her again.
 
   Casting the quilt aside, she scrambled out of bed. Between the height of the mattress and the shortness of her legs, her drop to the floor was more than a foot. After that, she paid better attention to how quietly she moved as she gathered her clothes. Having spent the night hanging over the foot rail, her dress was still damp and still quite filthy, but her options were few. Her only change of clothes was wrapped around everything else she’d lost. Plus, now she had no horse. Or shoes. She couldn’t remember if she’d dropped them before or after that giant wall of water had swept into her, but it didn’t matter. While perfect for work at the Red Petticoat, those had been her mother’s best silk slippers. They wouldn’t last half a mile’s walk across a wild prairie. With them or without, how was she to walk all the way to San Francisco from here?
 
   As if she even knew where here was.
 
   Maybe she could borrow a horse. If she could find her bundle, she’d have the money to pay the Drake brothers. If not, she’d have to go all the way back to Culpepper Cove and the bank where, as soon as it was open, Jewel would be depositing all her earnings from this past week. It wouldn’t be a lot, but it would be better than nothing at all. Unless Quan Ji was still there, in which case, Culpepper was the last place she wanted to be.
 
   Her chest knotted, tightening harder and faster than Nettie cinching her into one of those wasp-waisted cancan corsets. Just the thought of running into Quan Ji was making it hard for her to breathe. She’d gotten away pretty easily last night. What chance did she have of that ever happening again? 
 
   She shivered, already feeling those dead black eyes of his locking on her the way they had last night. No, if he caught up with her again, she would not get away easily at all.  She had to get as much distance between her and Ji as possible, and she had to do it now while the weather was still too horrible for traveling.
 
   She didn’t have time to ask the Drakes for help and couldn’t afford it if they told her no. She was going to have to steal another horse.
 
   Jaw stubbornly set, Chin looked to the window and the barn beyond the empty cattle corrals. The sun was already up, not that she could see it behind the dark of the drizzling clouds. She couldn’t tell what time it was, but if the Drake brothers weren’t awake yet, they would be soon. She had to hurry.
 
   Painstakingly aware of each creaking floorboard, Chin washed up as best she could via the pitcher and basin. The top of her head barely came up as high as the lowest curve of that mirror. She had to arch onto tiptoes before she could be sure she didn’t have streaks of dirt on her face. For some reason, each time she arched up to steal another peek, she found herself staring at the strap hanging on the wall beside it instead. A strange prickling kept crawling up the backs of her thighs and across the tender flesh of her bottom. Something that was only natural, she supposed, considering the thrashing Cullen had delivered last night. She supposed she didn’t have to worry about that, though, if she got caught today. Horse thieving wasn’t a spanking offense. At best it was one that could get her shot, and at worst, hanged.
 
   While last night’s bucket bath had washed off the worst of the mud, as meticulous as she had tried to be, she still found flecks of dirt and leaves stuck in her hair, behind and in her ears, and all up into the hairline on the back of her neck. Her fingernails were a tragedy. Lined with black, every one of those well-manicured tips were split and torn. She could already hear Nettie tsking and clucking: “Child, you ain’t going to sexy-kitten scratch-up no man’s back with those talons. You’re going to claw him half to pieces!”
 
   Chin tried to clean up. Though not a vain woman, the last thing she wanted was to attract too much attention while traveling. But she could only clean up so much. No matter what she did now, she was going to raise the eyebrows of the first people she ran into. Well, raised eyebrows were fine so long as she didn’t raise suspicions.
 
   She ran her fingers through her hair and only belatedly noticed the hairbrush lying on the dresser behind the shaving compound. She stopped just short of reaching for it, her fingertips unwilling to touch the handle. There was something so very intimate about using a man’s hairbrush. The last thing she wanted was to be intimate with Cullen, particularly when she was about to steal his horse. She looked fine, she abruptly decided. She was only wasting time at this point, and she didn’t have enough of it as it was.
 
   Crawling headfirst into her damp dress, Chin put herself to rights as quickly and as quietly as she could, but any hope she had of stealing a horse before the Drake brothers awoke vanished the instant she eased the loft hatch up on its squeaky hinges and the wafting aroma of fresh coffee rose up to fill the bedroom. Someone was already awake. As if to reinforce that realization, booted footsteps clumped across the kitchen floor, heading straight for the bottom of the loft’s ladder. Far from prepared, she almost slammed the hatch shut again. But then Cullen’s unsmiling face popped into view just below her and her chance to escape today was gone.
 
   They stared at one another. Unlike last night, he didn’t seem angry so much as guarded against the potential of an attack. That he would be just as leery of her as she was of him surprised her and she hesitated. It was Cullen who extended the first offer of peace.
 
   “I’m making breakfast,” he said. “You hungry?”
 
   The last time she’d sat at his table, she’d gotten spanked. The last thing she wanted to do now was linger there over bread and coffee.
 
   Chin started to shake her head, but her stomach, already clenched from the strain of fraying nerves, chose that inopportune moment to rumble. Loudly. Because they were staring silently at one another, it was a sound that carried easily all the way to the bottom of the ladder.
 
   Cullen didn’t smile exactly, but a corner of his mouth did quirk. He beckoned. “Come on down. It ain’t grand—”
 
   “You can say that again,” Garrett called from some unseen section of the kitchen. “He’s a horrible cook.”
 
   “—but it’s filling,” Cullen doggedly finished. Without waiting for her, he turned and tromped back across the lower room toward the cook stove. A brief scramble of heavy feet ended with something getting thrown.
 
   “Ow!” Garrett yelped with a laugh.
 
   Trapped, with more reservations than she had options, Chin looked about the tiny bedroom loft. She should have gone out a window. Too late now. Gathering her skirts, Chin cautiously descended the ladder. She was just stepping off the final rung when, seated at the kitchen table, Garrett let out a whistle.
 
   “Whoa,” he said. “You do not clean up well.”
 
   Cullen whipped around from the stove and snapped his brother in the back of the head with a dish towel, sending his worn hat flying. “Shut your mouth. What the hell’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Hey!” Ducking under the table after his tumbling hat, Garrett sat up again. He glared at Cullen, brushing off the brim and readjusting all the dents and curves until they were once more to his liking. “I’m only making an observation.”
 
   Chin’s hand was to her hair before she could stop it. Heat flooded her face, but she only hiked her chin higher. “Next time I’m about to get swept up in a flood, I’ll be sure to set a brush and change of clothes aside for later.”
 
   “Aw, now.” Garrett came up out of his chair like he’d been catapulted out, catching her arm before she could flee back up into the loft. “I didn’t mean nothing by it. Only that, while we might be a little shy on dresses, I’m pretty sure we can scrounge you up something to wear long enough to clean what you do have.”
 
   Panic stabbed straight up through the middle of her. “I’m not staying that long.”
 
   “Well, you’re not leaving,” Cullen said, pulling dishes down off the two shelves that constituted the kitchen part of their small cabin. “Not in this storm, anyway.” Bringing bowl and fork back to the table, he set them down next to the bowl of eggs already waiting for him there. “Gar, see if you can find her some britches. Won’t be decent, but who’s out here to care, right?”
 
   Decent? Chin almost recoiled at the word. Had he never been to the Red Petticoat on the nights when she worked? Chin startled all over again as she looked down at herself. Her dress, albeit dirty and missing a few buttons, had been the most respectable one she’d owned. Getting caught up in that flood had torn it up some. Both sleeves had rips and the lace was completely gone from around the neck hem, but even so, nothing in the design screamed “whore.” If neither Garrett nor Cullen frequented the Red Petticoat, then it was possible they had no idea she was a lady of ill-repute.
 
   “You’re also welcome to use my hairbrush,” Cullen added, gesturing upstairs before picking out a handful of eggs. He palmed four; his hands were so huge. She couldn’t have balanced two without dropping or breaking one.
 
   She forced her gaze back to his, the heat in her cheeks scalding hotter. She had no idea why the size of his hands was even worth noticing. “Thank you, but I think I’ll wait until I have my own things back again.”
 
   Cracking two eggs at once, Cullen looked at her before dumping them into his bowl. A slow leap of muscle bunched along the chiseled line of his jaw.
 
   Garrett snorted first. “Chinny girl, your luggage is buried under at least a foot of mud, tree limbs, uprooted cacti, pissed off snakes and God only knows what else. You are never going to find your sh—stuff,” Garrett caught and censured himself, glancing once at Cullen before adding, “Sorry, sweetheart. Your things are gone.”
 
   Cullen’s response wasn’t much gentler and delivered without the softening effects of a smile. “If you’re still sore about last night, that’s one thing. But refusing to accept a man’s hospitality just to spite him is hardly a grownup way to behave.” His cool grey eyes locked with hers. “Little girl.”
 
   “I am not a little girl,” Chin said stiffly. She stiffened even more before defensively adding, “And I am not sore!”
 
   The corners of his mouth twitched again. “I wasn’t referring to your sit-upon, though it wouldn’t bother me if you were tender. You pulled a knife on me.” He pointed at her with the last two eggs before cracking them into his bowl. “You’re lucky I didn’t put you straight back over my knee once I realized how old you really are. An unruly kid’s one thing, but when a woman misbehaves, she deserves—and can take—a great deal more than the few paltry licks I gave you.”
 
   She looked at his hands again and that scorching heat began to travel out of her face, down through her chest and into her stomach, then lower still. It became a pulse of an unwelcome fire, one she’d felt before—in her bed at the Red Petticoat, whenever she got careless enough with a customer to feel something, even if only physically. It didn’t happen very often. Experience was a hard taskmaster and all of her experiences had taught her that life was cut short when care was forgotten.
 
   Swallowing back the heady pulse, she willed herself not to feel it. It didn’t work, but she liked to pretend. It gave her something to do other than just stand there, humiliated by the tingling need to rub her bottom like the child he had named her. “And when a man misbehaves?”
 
   Whisking the eggs with his fork, Cullen shook his head once. “Real men don’t misbehave.”
 
   She snorted.
 
   Cullen glanced up, the dark lines of his eyebrows arching. “All right,” he allowed. “The men in this household don’t.”
 
   “Ha!” She folded her arms across her chest, resenting him for saying so. Resenting having to be here. Resenting like hell the continuing patter of the rain that kept her trapped less than a few hours ride from a man who was so discontented by his father’s attempts to destroy everything she’d ever had that he’d actually followed her all the way to America just to finish the job. Tasting bitter, all those resentments came bubbling up together, making her careless with what she said. “Says the man with the cut on his neck!”
 
   Cullen stopped whisking. 
 
   Clearing his throat, Garrett pushed out of his chair. He avoided looking at either of them. “I reckon someone ought to go see to the horses.” Touching his hat brim, he edged past her on the way to the front door.
 
   Lingering humiliation nipped at her back. Refusing to be defenseless, Chin stood stiffly and at her fullest height, refusing to let the darkness of Cullen’s frown cow her.
 
   Waiting until they were alone, Cullen said, “You really must be sore.” Eggs beaten, he carried the bowl back to the cast iron stove and hunkered down to add more wood and prod the flames hotter. “I understand being mad. I do. Just remember, I warned you three times and gave you every chance to avoid the whuppin’ you got. Be angry if you want, but you’ve only yourself to blame. I hope you like your eggs scrambled. That’s about how I know to cook ‘em.”
 
   She didn’t want his eggs. She didn’t want anything but to leave. Frustration bubbled up alongside the resentment.
 
   “I’d sooner choke than eat from the hand of a gwailo!” Skirts snapping out behind her, she stormed from the kitchen, out of the house, and was almost to the porch before Cullen gave chase. His heavier footsteps sounded like low rumbles of thunder. A good two feet taller than she, with a leg-span to match, she hadn’t yet reached the porch steps when he caught her arm. Cool drops of rain pelted her cheek and back as she whipped around to confront him. He inclined his head, seemingly more curious than angry, but Chin wasn’t in any mood for either. She slapped a hand against his chest, ready to shove, twist, yank, whatever she had to do to free herself, but he stopped everything with little more than his finger pointing sternly just off the tip of her nose.
 
   “That’s the second time you’ve called me that,” he said, head cocked, no smile anywhere about his lips and only the slightest hint warning in the depths of his storm-cloud eyes. “Now, I don’t know what that means—”
 
   Her shoulders squared. “White devil!” she spat.
 
   He pursed his lips, as if he were tasting the word. “Didn’t much care for it when I didn’t know what it meant. Can’t say as I’ve warmed to the word now that I do. What I will say is this: I’ve been a decent—”
 
   She snorted.
 
   “—and courteous—”
 
   She barked another hard laugh directly into his face.
 
   “—host since you’ve been here,” Cullen continued through gritted teeth. “But you’re pushing your luck faster than green grass shoots through a goose, and I’m not going to take much more of it. So, unless you’re wanting a reminder on how exactly it felt to have to eat standing up, I suggest you get your butt back in the house and stop being such a pain in my ass.”
 
   The top of her head only came up to the middle of his chest, but that didn’t stop her from almost stepping on his toes when she squared off against him. She leaned in, putting her face directly into his. “You can’t keep me here against my will.”
 
   “Lady, you ain’t pleasant enough for me to want to keep, period. But since you mentioned it, the hell I can’t.”
 
   She twisted her wrist and yanked, winning her freedom for all of the two seconds it took him to seize her by both arms now. With both his hands. They were so big, his fingers overlapped and the width of their span was almost even with the whole of her upper arms.
 
   “Now I see it.” His frown deepened. “You weren’t being reckless last night. You’re always bat-shit crazy.”
 
   “Let. Go,” Chin said through gritted teeth. She twisted, but he kept his grip.
 
   “In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s one hell of a storm goin’ on.”
 
   She stared out into the rain, through a veritable waterfall pouring off all edges of the roof. It was with both surprise and shame that she suddenly realized she was trembling. She told herself it was because she was so angry, but deep inside her, an icy kernel of desperation had taken root and it was growing fast. For just a moment, she forgot she was standing on the Drakes’s porch. Instead, she was on the rail of the ship that had brought her out of China, staring out over that vast stretch of ocean—not ahead, like the other passengers were, but behind—terrified any minute that she would see the sails of another ship in pursuit of hers. Quan Ji’s ship. The puddles filling up the yard seemed every bit as vast and unnavigable as the sea had been. They were slowing her down.  Ji would find her again, it was only a matter of time.
 
   “I have things.” She fought to control her trembling, to stamp it down deep and hide it away before Cullen noticed it. “I have to get them.”
 
   “Your things,” he emphasized, “are gone. Hard and bitter as it may be, that’s a fact. Here’s another one: If you think you’re gonna walk out of here in that—” He stabbed an accusatory finger at the uncaring weather. “—you should know that wash that nearly killed us last night will continue to run for as long as it rains, not just here, but in the mountains too. Right now it’s a fast-running river of mud and debris. In a storm like this, you could trail it twenty miles without finding a safe place to cross. You can’t go back to Culpepper and you sure ain’t going to San Fran, because there’s at least two more washes that I know about cutting the prairie between us and them.”
 
   Cold unlike anything she’d ever felt sank its needle-like teeth into her gut. He was lying. He had to be.
 
   “There’s a bridge,” she argued.
 
   “Where?” he demanded.
 
   “Somewhere. There has to be at least one!” She tried again to twist out of his grip, but stopped with a gasp when he gave her a not-so-gentle shake. Just one, and once he had her attention, he stopped.
 
   “Ain’t nobody built a bridge over those washes, because it does no good. Every time it storms, they carve new directions to run in. Do you understand me? You can’t bridge something that doesn’t stay put. I guarantee, until this rain stops and the water recedes, there ain’t nobody going to Culpepper Cove or San Francisco, or anywhere else. Not from this direction, and ain’t nobody from anyplace else gonna be making their way out as far as here, neither.” Whether it was because he could feel her trembling or perhaps because he saw through her to the desperation she was trying so hard to hide, his tone softened. So did his hold on her arms. Letting her go, he stepped back a pace. “Come inside. Have some eggs.” He gestured at the house. “It ain’t much, but it’s warm and dry. And like it or not, you’re my guest until the storm passes. Once it does, I promise I’ll make sure you get back to Culpepper Cove. It ain’t San Fran—” The look he gave her suggested he still wasn’t buying that part of her story and, though she told herself she didn’t care what he believed, that stung because, really, it was the only part of her story that had been the truth. “—but seeing as you have no horse, no shoes and no luggage, that seems a might out of reach now anyway.”
 
   That stung even worse, because that was true too. Not only was San Francisco out of her reach, everywhere was out of her reach. But so was Culpepper Cove. She couldn’t go forward; she absolutely could not go back. Try though she did to hold onto it, her anger and frustration both just… slipped away. She deflated, which made her trembling all the more obvious, especially in her hands. She clenched her fists, tucking them into the folds of her skirt to hide her weakness, but she knew Cullen had already seen when she met his steady grey stare once more.
 
   In a blink, his gaze returned to hers. She held her head a little higher, all but daring him, but he wasn’t willing to be baited. Stepping back, he pushed open the front door, holding it for her. “Come inside,” he said again, once more cool, calm and civil. “Maybe, if you know your way around a kitchen and are feeling up to it, you could help by making the biscuits.”
 
   For a long time, Chin stood on the porch, sporadic raindrops still tapping at the back of her head, the back of her dress. Already the weight of the water was building in the back of her skirts. If he thought she was considering his offer, she didn’t correct him, but eggs and biscuits were the farthest from her mind. She was thinking about the traversability of washes that changed directions with each storm and about which side of the one that had nearly killed her Quan Ji might even now be riding on. She could all but see him, wet in his saddle with raindrops falling off the end of his nose and cold black gaze searching for signs of her passing in the waterlogged ground and through the gray haziness of the hard-falling rain. She was thinking about nightfall and how long it would be before Cullen and Garrett took themselves to bed. She wondered how many horses they had in their barn and whether she could find her way back to the wash. If she waited to leave until right before dawn, she’d have a better chance at possibly spotting her things without anyone spotting her. She even thought about the other washes, the ones supposedly blocking her way to San Francisco, but what she kept thinking was: No flood went on forever. If she followed it far enough and if she was careful, eventually, she would find a way across.
 
   By the time the rains stopped and Ji picked up her trail, she could potentially be in San Francisco and from there, boats and coaches went literally everywhere. Mexico, Canada, Alaska, New York… If she could get to San Fran, she could disappear. Once again—if only for a little while—she would be safe.
 
   Still holding the door, Cullen asked, “You coming?”
 
   Oh yes. Chin thought about a lot of things, none of which had anything to do with breakfast. And yet, when she finally could move, all she did was pick up her skirts and sweep past him into the house. She had a plan in mind and no regrets at all about what she knew she had to do.
 
   As soon as she reached San Francisco, maybe she’d be able to send Cullen his horse back. Maybe, she’d send him a little money too. Then it wouldn’t be as if she’d stolen from him. Not really.
 
   She wondered if Cullen would see the difference.
 
   She wondered why she cared. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Seated at the kitchen table with his head in his hand, Cullen tapped the open ledger with the tip of his pencil. He’d long since run the numbers, but he wasn’t thinking about them anymore. He should have been, but no matter how hard he tried to apply himself, his thoughts kept returning time and again to the problem of Chin. Not that she in and of herself was a problem, but her breasts certainly were. They wouldn’t get out of his mind. Pert, rounding gently over the top of her corset, barely covered by her chemise; a proper little mouthful. His watered. He swallowed, his lips tingling in an attempt to feel the tightening buds of her nipples already tightening for his hungry kiss.
 
   He’d been cooped up on this ranch too long, which was part of his problem. That Chin had ripped her dress open to prove how grown up she was, was his second.
 
   God, those breasts. He rubbed his mouth, his palm rasping over a day’s whisker-growth. Shaking his head, as if he could throw off his thoughts as easily as a dog shaking off water, he tried to focus on his work. He touched the ledger, but he already knew the tally by heart. Seventeen. Out of two hundred head, seventeen was all the cattle he had left. How many of those were healthy? That was the next question, not that it mattered. The answer staring back at him remained the same: Seventeen was not a self-sustaining breeding population and he’d sunk every extra penny they’d had into that prize bull. They had nothing left. Nothing. Except, perhaps the house and land, and that was already mortgaged.
 
   A quiet step creaked the floorboards of his bedroom upstairs. Cullen looked up, tracking Chin’s movements as she crept from the bed to the window directly over his head.
 
   She really was creeping, too. He didn’t need to see her to know the difference between normal, carefree footsteps and the tiptoe of someone trying not to be heard. It was the fourth time since he’d been sitting here that she’d gone to that particular window. She had two to choose from; having gazed out it often enough himself, Cullen knew the view she kept returning to. It was the road back to Culpepper Cove. He wondered who she was looking for.
 
   He wondered who she was running from.
 
   “How bad is it?”
 
   Cullen jumped, snapping his gaze off the ceiling to the doorway where his brother had, as if by magic, silently appeared. Hoping he didn’t look as guilty as he felt, Cullen closed the ledger. He shrugged, more a gesture of helplessness than uncertainty.
 
   “We’re done,” he said simply. “Unless you’ve got money I don’t know about squirreled away, I don’t see how we’re going to come back from this.”
 
   Stepping out of the doorway, Garrett took the chair opposite of Cullen at the table. As he sat, he pulled the ledger to him and opened it again. “I’ve fifteen dollars hidden in my socks. You’re welcome to it if you think it’ll help.”
 
   “It won’t.” He didn’t need to say that. He knew by Garrett’s face as he reviewed each neat line of entries that his brother already knew. Ever the optimist, however, Garrett didn’t give up any easier than Cullen (driven more by sheer stubbornness than hope) did.
 
   “You said the same thing at Briar Creek.”
 
   “I was right about Briar Creek,” Cullen told him. “A straight fuck-up from start to finish.”
 
   “But we lived through it,” Garrett reminded. “You were sure we wouldn’t, but we did and we can make it through this too.”
 
   “This isn’t Briar Creek,” Cullen said stiffly.
 
   “No, it’s not,” his brother agreed. “And that’s good. It means there’s a helluva lot less Indians. Before we flat give up, let’s talk to the bank again. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   Flopping back in his chair, Cullen rubbed his face with both hands. “We still owe four hundred dollars from the last loan.”
 
   “This place is worth more than four hundred dollars,” Garrett interrupted. For once, he wasn’t smiling. “You know that, and so do they.”
 
   “You want me to walk in there with my hat in my hands—”
 
   “We’ll lose this place just as fast by doing nothing.”
 
   “We got no cattle—”
 
   “We’ve got some. It’s enough to—”
 
   “The ones we’ve got are sick,” Cullen snapped, more harshly than he’d intended, though it did stop Garrett’s protests. Another creak from upstairs made both men look up. Unwilling to share this conversation with their guest, Cullen lowered his voice. “We’ve only got us a limited number of facts and none of them are open for debate. We’ve got seventeen head left and we’re going to have to put them all down.”
 
   “Ah, they ain’t all sick,” Garrett scoffed, flopping back in his seat, hands dropping to his lap in disgust.
 
   “But those that are, are dying, and those that aren’t showing signs or coughing could still be carrying. We can’t even consider re-mortgaging this place or buying another hundred head, if that many, until we make damn sure we’re not bringing them here just to watch them die! That means, we’ve got to put down our herd—every one of them; don’t shake your head at me—we’ve got to burn the bodies and everything in and around the barn, and we’ve got to fire the ground. And that’s all before we go begging another thousand dollars from the bank so we can ride down to Texas and drive us back a fresh start!”
 
   “If that’s even possible,” Garrett muttered in agreement. He sighed, rubbing his face with both hands. Another creak of floorboards. They followed Chin’s path back to the bed. Lowering his voice now too, Garrett gestured to the ceiling. “What do we do about…” He let the sentence hang.
 
   “She’d leave right now if I let her.” Cullen shook his head. “I’m not turning her out in this.”
 
   “There’s going to be talk.”
 
   “I know it.”
 
   “Unchaperoned woman. Staying all alone out in the middle of nowhere with two unmarried men.”
 
   “If she were worried about appearances,” Cullen said, “she wouldn’t have ridden out in the middle of the night, without a chaperone, without luggage. Hell, without even a proper coat.”
 
   “Think she’s running?”
 
   For the first time, Cullen cracked the smallest of smiles. “Oh, I know she is. God knows, I’ve been running long enough to recognize it when I see it in someone else.”
 
   “What from, do you think?” his younger brother softly asked.
 
   Shaking his head again, Cullen watched the ceiling, tapping his fingers on the table. “I have no idea. But if it’s trouble following her, let’s hope it doesn’t decide she’s worth chasing all the way out here.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Dinner that night was beef and beans, served alongside a hell of a lot of awkward silence. Halfway through cooking, Chin came down out of her voluntary seclusion in the loft. Without a word, she put herself to work first making cornbread, then sweeping the floor, and finally, setting the table for three. It was Cullen’s day to cook and so he spent the entire time she was there, unable to leave the stove and, because he couldn’t get away from her, unable to stop himself from staring.
 
   He tried not to be obvious about it. He tried even harder to banish the haunting image of her ripping her dress open to show him those damn-near perfect breasts. Up until yesterday, he’d always considered this house to be plenty big enough. He and Garrett had built it knowing they would both be living here, possibly each with his own family sometime further down the road, and they’d designed the place with that in mind. It was two story and it was large, with the lower floor arranged with all the common areas—kitchen, both formal and private sitting rooms, a study for each of them—and the upper floor divided in half between Cullen’s and Garrett’s bedrooms, with two extra bonus rooms for babies, when and if the time ever came. All that would have to come later, however. They’d run out of both money and lumber before they could put in a decent staircase, but since each bedroom was accessed through a ladder and hatch anyway, that hadn’t bothered either brother much. Cullen’s was in the formal sitting room; Garrett’s was located in his study. Even after they put in the staircase, those hatches were built to remain. After so many years of fighting, the need to always have two avenues of escape had become permanently ingrained in both men.
 
   Roomy as it was, especially compared with some of the other ranches in the county, with Chin tripping quietly around underfoot, somehow the house seemed smaller. The kitchen, especially.
 
   He could smell her. It wasn’t even her, really, that he could smell. Rather, it was the soap she’d used to wash up before coming down. His soap. He knew that smell very well, but on her it was a completely different aroma. It was maddening. Frankly, he couldn’t decide which was worse. Her in that torn, dirty dress, with the two missing buttons down the front to serve as his constant reminder of—he really, really had to stop thinking about “the incident.” Or her as she was dressed right now, in a pair of Garrett’s castoff trousers, the tan fabric both loose and yet alluringly contoured to the curves of her very shapely backside, and a simple white shirt that did nothing whatsoever to hide the bounce of those mouthwatering breasts.
 
   “You keep staring at me,” Chin noted at one point while she was sweeping.
 
   “Sorry.” Cullen forced his gaze back to the bacon and onion he was chopping while the beans simmered on the stove. “I guess my kitchen’s not used to having a woman working in it.”
 
   She snorted. “Tell your kitchen to stop staring at my tits.”
 
   His knife wavered mid-slice, then Cullen cleared his throat. “The kitchen has been so advised,” he said with a small and self-depreciating grin. “The kitchen also apologizes for its ungentlemanly behavior.”
 
   “The kitchen is forgiven.” Chin opened the front door long enough to sweep her small dust pile out onto the porch and then all the way off the steps into the rain. As she came back inside and shut the door, however, the look she gave him was both inscrutable and oddly censuring. “You I’ll hold to higher standards.”
 
   Why that struck him as funny as it did, he couldn’t say, but dumping the onions into the beans gave him a good reason to put his back to her, which in turn meant he didn’t have to work quite so hard at hiding his smile. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Gwailo,” she muttered, not quite low enough under her breath to prevent his hearing it. And maybe that was her intention, a parting shot so to speak, because as she did it—floor swept and table set, and her head held as high as somebody that short could possibly do it—she stalked back out the front door. She didn’t go far, only to the steps. Arms folded across her small chest and back as stiff as an old broom handle, she stared out through the drizzling curtain of rain. At the road again, he thought. Stealing peeks at her through the kitchen window, it was hard for him to tell exactly what held her attention.
 
   “What did she call you?” Garrett asked, coming out of the back office, still carrying the book he’d been reading, wedged open with a finger to mark his page.
 
   “White devil,” Cullen said with a chuckle.
 
   Mouthing the slur in feigned horror, Garrett stuck his head out the front door. “Hey, Chinny, sweetheart. How you doing?” If she replied, Cullen couldn’t hear it, but a minute later, Garrett pulled back inside and shut the door again. He threw Cullen a smug grin. “Must just be you. She called me Garrett.”
 
   That killed Cullen’s smile, and that was only what happened before dinner was called. During the meal was when the room got really small. He sat at one end of the table while Chin squared herself on a chair directly opposite of him. Marooned in the middle, surrounded by the ever-increasing tension, Garrett stared back and forth between them with equal parts puzzlement and amusement. Chin ignored every attempt at drawing her into polite conversation, and after a while, the only sounds heard were the clink and clatter of utensils on platter-bowls. That six-foot slab of burled mahogany may as well have run the length and breadth of the swift-running wash he’d pulled her out of. Short of an apology Cullen didn’t think he owed her and wasn’t about to give, he couldn’t for the life of him think how to bridge the canyon-like gap.
 
   “With any luck, the rain will stop tomorrow,” Garrett said, hours later as they lay side by side in Garrett’s bed, hands folded behind their heads, staring aimlessly up at a ceiling they could barely see. The only light in the room was the faint amber glow of the fire in the hearth of his study below, filtered through the cracks in the floorboards around the bed. “We’ll take her back to town and, I guess, figure out what we’ll do from there.”
 
   “Yeah,” Cullen said, but that wasn’t where his thoughts kept drifting. A smart man would have spent the night figuring out how to keep his ranch, recover his herd and not lose everything he and his brother owned to the bank. Including the blankets off the beds, the curtains off the windows and the shirts off both their backs. And yet, his thoughts kept wandering time and again back to the soft, short limbs that were, even now, curled up in the comfort of his bed. He thought about her black hair, splayed out across his pillow like a fan, and black, accusing eyes closed. He scratched his chest, unable to stop himself from picturing her twin and perfect breasts rising and gently falling as she slept.
 
   It was inevitable, he guessed, that Garrett should start snoring long before Cullen’s thoughts settled. Outside the rain continued to fall, with another bout of lightning that moved in somewhere around midnight. The storm was a pale shadow of what it had been the night before, but now and then he could still see the flashes and hear the distant grumbles of heavenly discontent. The wind kicked up too, bringing with it the otherworldly groan that swept down the chimney and stovepipe flue, and the creak of shingle nails straining under the gusts rushing through the rafters. His thoughts kept him awake for the longest time, but eventually those noises combined into a drone of white-noise that turned oddly soothing, drifting him off to sleep.
 
   Until something bumped in the night. Not hard. Not even very loud. More like the stubbing of a toe against a chair leg or the bump of a hip against a corner of the table. Whatever it was, it startled Cullen out of his doze. Eyes he hadn’t realized he’d closed, snapped open again and he found himself staring up at the ceiling again.
 
   The fire in the hearth downstairs must have burned down to coals, because while the room was still lit in a soft glow of amber light, it was much fainter than he remembered it. It was probably a trick of the wind and his cautious nature that made him sit up and pay attention. So far, he hadn’t heard anything that couldn’t be explained away by the wind and yet, every fine-tuned instinct has him listening hard. A floorboard creaked. Exactly what made him think it was the floor instead of a loose shingle, he had no idea, but it had Cullen reaching for his pants before he quite realized he’d kicked the blankets aside. He pulled on his boots without bothering to don his socks and then grabbed his pocket watch off the nightstand. Though it hadn’t felt as if he’d slept, he must have. Night was almost over; it was nearly five.
 
   The preferred Sioux raiding hour.
 
   Were it not still raining, the sky and Garrett’s room would both have been lit purplish grey with the pre-dawn light, making it easier for Cullen to see as he turned his ear, tracking a sound he could no longer hear. Rain pattered, a constant drum upon the roof, the walls and the glass windowpanes. Wind whipped against the house, pushing at the eaves and the walls. Now and then, he swore he could hear the dull pop and crackle of what coals still burned down below, but that was it. No moccasin-muted footsteps as the house was surrounded. No creaking hinges as windows and doors were tested.
 
   Cullen took his gun out from under his pillow anyway. Leaving Garrett to sleep, he crept to the window, pausing only long enough to slip the lock in the hatch, preventing it from being opened by anyone below. Outside, the wind moved everything, making it impossible to spot the subtle sway and bend of tall grass being crawled through, rather than blown over. He was jumping at shadows again. God knows he’d done it often enough, especially in that first year after he’d left the army; by now he ought to know the steps of this dance by heart.
 
   Still, he kept his gun in hand, loaded, cocked and ready as he searched the shadows directly below each window in turn. Everything was moving outside. Nothing was moving downstairs. Every fine hair on his nape was standing at attention, straining for an action he didn’t think was necessary yet. And still, too unnerved to be satisfied, he slipped out of Garrett’s room and crept down the hall. He stopped again with his hand upon the latch of his bedroom. His gut tightened. His fingers itched to open it.
 
   Just a peek, he thought. He’d tiptoe in long enough to lock the hatch and make sure she was all right.
 
   Which, of course, she would be, his conscience argued. He was jumping at shadows. Nothing more.
 
   But if he wasn’t…
 
   Which he was, he already knew that. The Sioux hadn’t raided this far south in years. Using that was no kind of excuse when stealing peeks at unmarried women in the middle of the night. That kind of deviancy could get a man horsewhipped if he was caught.
 
   If he was caught, his brain argued.
 
   His hand still itched, his palm actually sweating. His heart kicked up half a beat faster, as if every nerve in him were already tightening in anticipation of witnessing something he shouldn’t.
 
   He wasn’t going to see anything, he told himself sternly. He was going to sneak in, lock the hatch (just in case), and sneak back out again. And if he did happen—just happen, mind you, not that he was planning on it—look towards the bed, all he was going to see was a lump. Just the pale sheet-covered lump of her sound asleep and swaddled in blankets. With maybe a foot sticking out at the bottom. With a well-turned ankle attached to it. Maybe she’d stretch some, showing the long slender curve of her calf, but that was it. As soon as he knew she was fine, he was going to turn right around and leave again. No harm. No foul. No horsewhip.
 
   And no perfect, tan-tipped nipples thrusting up against the barrier of her nightshift in desperate yearning for the heat of a man’s suckling mouth upon them.
 
   Cullen almost turned on his heel and marched his peeping-Tom ass back to Garrett’s bed. Except that he couldn’t make himself go.
 
   He really was a white devil. 
 
   “Fuck it,” he growled, and opened the door. He did it fast—ducking in fast and quiet, slipping the latch on the hatch to lock it shut, and on his way back out the door, he did it. It was the fastest gander any man ever stole at a woman’s bed in the history of all time. Then he was back out the door, slipping it just as firmly shut again. Head bowed, he leaned against it, a part of him instantly ashamed for having given in to his baser and sinful urges. Some proper host he was. It took almost three perfect seconds before he realized he was wallowing in the shame of having peeped at an empty bed.
 
   Not possible.
 
   Cullen cracked the door again, then opened it all the way, staring first at the neatly made bed and then at the curtains billowing in around the only open window in his entire house. A half-moon of wetness on the floor showed it had been open for at least an hour. And then he heard it—the soft “thump thum-thump” similar to the bumping noise that had first awakened him. Nearing the window, he parted the curtains with two fingers.
 
   Lightning obligingly lit the shadowy darkness of early morning just as the wind tugged at his barn door. Bumping it open, bouncing it closed again. It should have been latched. He knew that because he’d latched it after bedding down the horses for the night.
 
   He ran from the house, without bothering even to put on a coat or shoes. His underjohns and jeans were halfway to soaked by the time he reached the barn, but he already knew what he was going to find. All three horses were gone and he was short one saddle. Indians didn’t leave good saddles behind.
 
   And of Chin, there was absolutely no trace at all. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Self-preservation was something Chin had gotten good at these last few years, but for some reason, what she had done this morning she was finding hard to reconcile herself to. The sun was just coming up now, not that it could be seen through the storm clouds. The normally arid California earth had long since reached its saturation point. She had slogged through swamps with less standing water than this and it was still too dark for her to risk riding. So she walked, leading the horse she’d stolen from the Drakes so as not to make the risk of a broken leg any worse than it already was.
 
   There were holes everywhere. The horse had stumbled once and she’d fallen twice as it was. Her skirts were heavy, water-logged even though she had tucked the hems up into her waist. It was a fight to keep going, and that fight was made worse by the disagreeableness of the horse itself. It kept wanting to turn back. Bigger than she was and every bit as stubborn, every few feet she had to dig in her legs, all but sitting down in the wet grass to prevent it from dragging her back to its barn. She wished she’d chosen a different horse, instead of walking the other two equines out far enough from the ranch to be out of sight of the house and then releasing them. They’d probably wandered their way back to the barn by now. All Chin could hope was that the deception had bought enough time for her to find the wash, recover her things and get off his land before Cullen or his brother discovered what she had done, fixed the strap she’d deliberately cut on their remaining saddle, and then tracked her down. With any luck, she’d be well on her way to San Francisco before they even woke up.
 
   Not likely, her suspicious nature argued. Dragons knew when they were being deceived. Dragons knew everything.
 
   Cullen wasn’t a dragon. She frowned at her own foolishness. He was a gwailo, that was all. People took the names of things they weren’t all the time. The Red Petticoat was full of prime examples. Ruby wasn’t a ruby. Pearl wasn’t a Pearl. Emerald didn’t have an emerald thing about her, apart from the color of her eyes, and she certainly was no piece of jade. And Cullen Drake was not a dragon god in the guise of a man.
 
   Nearly ripping the wet reins out of her hands, the huge horse tried again to turn around. Chin had to hang all her weight on the bridle to keep him with her and the pointed the way she wanted to go. This was impossible. Had she left the horses alone altogether, she could have been there and gone by now. She should just let him go. And then what? Walk all the way to San Fran? In a stolen pair of boots which, even with rags packed into the toes, made her feel like a little girl playing dress up in Daddy’s shoes. Daddy’s very wet shoes. She could feel the blisters forming on the tops of her toes and the backs of both heels as she slid and sloshed with every step she took in these boots. This was miserable.
 
   If Quan Ji were out in this, he would be just as miserable, just as lost, and hopefully still on the other side of the wash. She couldn’t afford to linger. She had to leave. Today. Had she not accidentally fallen asleep, she’d have left hours ago.
 
   Head down, water dripping from her hair and face, Chin pressed on, stumbling, swearing and heaving at the reins each time the horse jerked its head and tried to turn back. She was willing to bet this was the gwailo’s horse. The devil deserved no better mount that this to ride. She should have picked one of the smaller mares.
 
   In the next instant, the horse reaffirmed that thought when it jerked and the wet reins ripped right out of Chin’s hands. She felt the burn of the worn edges tearing into the soft tissue of her palms, but Chin still grabbed, just not fast enough. Tail raised, the stallion broke first into a trot and then a run. Aiming itself for home, it very quickly left her far behind.
 
   “Oh!” Chin shrieked after it, smacking her aching fists into her own thighs. She swallowed back a long string of curses, turning her face into the rain in frustration, but in weather like this a woman could drown like that. Shoving her wet hair back from her face, knowing she had no other choice, she slogged on. Without a mount. Nothing between her and a chance to disappear safely into the wilds of San Francisco except a long stretch of really wet ground, at least one more wash, and a complete lack of anything resembling respectability or funds, or well-fitting boots. Her feet would be bleeding soon, if they weren’t already.
 
   She should go back to Culpepper Cove. Madame Jewel would take her back. If Chin explained, she might even be moved to help her.
 
   Quan Ji and his father had waded right through Chin’s entire family. He could wade through the Red Petticoat—indeed, through the whole of Culpepper Cove—just as easily.
 
   Her feet hurt.
 
   They were going to hurt a whole lot more by the time she reached San Fran.
 
   At which point she stepped into a drowned out gopher hole, twisting the very ankle she had hurt in her fall two nights ago.
 
   Shouting in pain, Chin fell to aching hands and knees in a six-inch puddle of murky water and floating grass and hidden cactus. Her right hand was punctured and her left knee cracked on the jagged edge of an unseen rock, sending shocks of pain radiating all the way up to her hip. She stumbled to get up, only to fall again, both injured legs refusing to cooperate. This time, she landed with a splash in nothing worse than a puddle of mud and grass.
 
   Gasping and rocking, she cradled her injured hand. Dozens of broken cactus spines (some two inches long and thicker than sewing needles) punctured her fingers, thumb and palm. Her knee didn’t hurt half as much, but already she could see the dark stain of blood soaking through her skirt where it clung wet to the whole wounded, throbbing area. Her dress was torn there, but not the undershift. Hands shaking, even the one not currently playing pincushion to cactus thorns, she worked her muddy, tangled shift up far enough to see the damage. Though the pre-morning darkness, she could just make out the ragged gash just below her kneecap. Blood flowed like a red river down her shin as she prodded all around it. Every touch hurt like hell, no matter how gentle her fingers, but not so much as to suspect she’d broken a bone. That didn’t automatically make the situation better, she knew. Depending on how heavy this area was in fecal matter—both cattle and otherwise—torn flesh and contaminated water was bad enough, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it now.
 
   Sucking a pained breath, she turned her injured hand over. Part of the cactus had broken when she’d landed on it. A fleshy portion of the plant, clumped together with needles, was pinned to her palm. Wincing, teeth gritted, she gingerly pried it away. Even more gingerly, she began to work the biggest spines free. That was when she heard it—the shrill, sharp whistle coming from only a ridge or two behind her.
 
   Her whole body jolted. She jerked around, first in shock and then in horror when she spotted Cullen, sitting stiff in the saddle of the horse she had tried to steal, no further away than a mere few hundred yards. He’d already seen her and he’d changed directions, heading straight for her.
 
   Chin leapt up, but neither her ankle nor her knee could take her weight and down she went again. Needles from another submerged cactus (the same cactus?) now stabbed her thigh. Yelping, she kicked off it, one-legged, hugging her wounded hand to her chest and flopping to get out of the puddle like a fresh-caught trout in the bottom of a fisherman’s boat.
 
   Had she the ability to run, she had no doubt he’d have ridden down on her like the avenging devil she had already named him. But she couldn’t run. All she could do was sit there, hip deep in floating grass, bleeding from her hand, thigh and her knee, hardly able to see him coming toward her for the tangles of her own wet hair in her face and the rainwater falling into her eyes. Rainwater, not tears, because Chin refused to cry. She refused to be defeated and she would not look away. That was what guilty people did; Chin would not be that, no matter what she had done because what choice had she had? What choice? None, that’s what.
 
   She glared, furious and uncowed, her chin hiking higher and higher, and her hand and knee hurting more and more the closer Cullen came. The closer he came, the angrier he seemed to be, until he was right there, almost standing on top of her before he reined his perfectly obedient horse to a stop. He glared down at her, the shadow of his eyes so dark that she could barely make them out. She glared back, only looking away when he dismounted and only because of the splash.
 
   Spitting water from her mouth and swiping it out of her eyes, she glared even harder. “Oaf!” she snapped.
 
   Without letting go of the reins, Cullen waded in closer. He looked at her knee, and then her hand. His mouth remained hard and flat. His expression never wavered or softened. Turning only his head, he looked off the way she was headed, then back the way he’d come.
 
   “I’ve half a mind to leave you here,” he finally said, anger hardening him by the syllable.
 
   “I never asked you to save me,” she spat back.
 
   “I reckon we’re both going to suffer for this, then.” He reached for her, and for a moment Chin was overwhelmed by the most churlish impulse to kick at him; fling water, grass, rocks, whatever floated into her hand and knock that hat of his right off into the mud. She wanted to do it even knowing it would only make him madder and the situation worse. Maybe that was why she wanted it so badly, because she knew it would make it worse. Possibly even drive him to that same intolerant state that he had been in when he’d grabbed her out of her chair at his kitchen table and thrown her like a recalcitrant child across his knee.
 
   For the first time, Chin couldn’t make herself hold his stare. She looked away just as he slid his arm under her knees and around her back. His hands on her didn’t feel angry and yet the pressure of his grip just above her knee made her grab his shoulder and suck air. She bit back a yelp and then another when he heaved her up into his saddle, but only just.
 
   The devil’s beast didn’t like her sitting on its back any more than it liked her leading it. It shifted, ears swiveling back and dancing a sideways step before Cullen caught the reins again, soothing its aggravation with a low and gentle voice. The horse responded, relaxing under his touch and, stepping into the stirrup, Cullen heaved himself up behind Chin.
 
   His body settled in behind hers, warm the way men were supposed to be, but hard too, his chest bumping into her back as solid as well-worked steel. Chin stiffened when he caught her around the middle, adjusting her so that he sat more firmly in the saddle while she was reduced to a more precarious perch on his thighs, with the bulge of the saddle pommel digging into the back of hers. His arm around her waist became the anchor that kept her secure as he turned his horse for home. It was insane, but in that awful moment when everything hurt and she knew she was trapped, instead of worse, the grip of his arm around her waist actually made her feel… not safe, exactly, but better.
 
   Offering neither conversation nor rebuke, Cullen said nothing to her the entire way back. To Chin, it was a journey that seemed to take hours. And the sun was well up before they crested that final rise in the near endless rolls of rain-logged hills and swamp-puddled valleys that made up his property. As any homecoming under such circumstances should be, the rain picked up and fell harder. They were both thoroughly drenched by the time Cullen rode his horse into the barn.
 
   Garrett was already there. So were the two horses she had released before making her ill-fated getaway. Warm, dry and back in their stalls, Chin could barely make herself look at either them or Cullen’s younger brother, currently perched on a stool over the saddle she had sabotaged to prevent their inevitable pursuit. He didn’t look up from his work, not until Cullen pulled up beside the last empty stall and swung down out of the saddle.
 
   “Have a nice ride in the rain?” he asked, deliberately avoiding looking at her. For the first time since she’d met him, he wasn’t smiling.
 
   “Nice as can be expected.”
 
   “Glad you got Nico back.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Chin didn’t need to look at either man to hear the thinly-veiled censure in their words.
 
   Cullen reached for Chin. One-armed and one-legged, she struggled to keep her balance when he set her down at the mouth of the stall, then left her there. Her ankle throbbed at having to hold her weight, but that pain was nothing compared to her knee. Clinging to the side of the stall, Chin managed to stay upright while Cullen went to his brother.
 
   “You’ll take care of Nico?” he asked, hands braced on lean hips.
 
   “Yup.” Garrett held up a length of the tie strap she’d cut before she’d left. “You gonna take care of her?”
 
   “Oh yeah.” Two inches wide, not quite two feet in length, Cullen took the sabotaged strap and tucked it into his back pocket. Coming back to Chin, he took firm hold of her arm just above the elbow. “Come on, Chinny girl. Start walking.”
 
   Every step was an agony that fueled the fathomless wells of both her anger and despair. She wished he’d drag her alongside him, force her to move at his pace, faster and faster, from barn to house, up the front porch steps and into the kitchen so he could beat her and be done with it. That was what he so obviously intended. And yes, maybe she did deserve it. But—more rainwater stung her eyes—what choice did she have? She’d told him she needed to leave, but he’d refused to hear her. So maybe that didn’t give her the right to steal his horse or cut his saddle strap, but she’d known—known!—he would chase her down just as soon as he found her gone. 
 
   And that was exactly what he’d done. He’d chased her down.
 
   What he didn’t do, however, was force her to move faster than her knee or ankle allowed. His hand on her elbow was as firm and no-nonsense as it was supportive. He shortened his steps to accommodate her limping ones. He neither mocked nor commiserated when she winced or sucked a gasp when she stepped in a way that made the constant pain that much worse. He did not soften, but he was not cruel and that made it hard for her to hate him. She wanted to. Right then, she wanted to hate him more than she had ever wanted anything else in all her life.
 
   Except perhaps to have her family back again.
 
   Once inside the house, he took her to the kitchen table, pulling out the exact same chair she’d sat in that first night when he had so sternly questioned her. She’d been wet and dripping then too, and just as inclined not to acknowledge a damn thing that he had to say. And yet, when Cullen pointed and told her, “Sit,” Chin didn’t argue.
 
   She more collapsed than lowered herself onto that hard seat. Catching her breath, she shifted the unforgiving angle her knee had folded into, straightening her wounded leg to ease the burning throb in both her punctured thigh and ankle. Beyond the relief of just getting off them, there wasn’t much she could do for either. She hurt no matter how she sat, and her hand… Cradling it to her breasts, she swore she could feel each and every cactus needle sticking from her fingers and palms. Her flesh was red, polka-dotted in tiny rings of dried blood and mud. It would get infected, but she couldn’t stop and think about that now. Wary gaze locked on Cullen, she couldn’t stop herself from trembling as he took that cut segment of strap from his back pocket, tossed it onto the table just out of her reach and then pulled out a chair to sit directly in front of her.
 
   He didn’t look at the strap; she couldn’t make herself stop staring at it. She shivered all over.
 
   Far gentler than she had a right to expect him to be, he tackled the injury on her knee first. Folding back the layers of torn skirt and petticoats, he brushed around the edges to wipe away the worst of the mud and grass seeds and better see the wound. Still without a word, he got up and disappeared into a back room.
 
   Wincing, Chin covered the wound with a tender hand. It didn’t exactly feel good when she pressed down and what exactly she was pressing into the bloody flesh didn’t bear thinking on, but for a few sparse seconds it did feel better.
 
   The clump of Cullen’s big boots signaled his return and Chin straightened in her seat, schooling her features into cool impassivity. She did not look at the strap again, but him she dared not take her eyes off of as he hooked a bucket of cool water off the unlit stove and sat back down. Draping a clean white rag across his knee, he set a small glass bottle of brown liquid on the table and began to clean her leg. Scooping water in his hand, he let it dribble over the wound, washing what he could down her leg before picking up the cloth and dipping it in the bucket.
 
   His direct touch was as gentle as anyone could have been, but it was all Chin could do not to grab the table and twist away as he cleaned the wound until the blood flowed heavy enough to clear all foreign debris from the gash. When he was done, it looked more like a hole than a gash, round in appearance and larger than a dollar coin.
 
   “Doesn’t look broken,” he finally decided, prodding all around the bruising edges. “You’re lucky.” He glanced at her hand when he said it, and the corners of his mouth flexed into a deeper frown. When he picked up the small bottle and plucked out the stopper, the smell of alcohol and something else—powerful and acidic—hit her nose. Folding the cloth to find a clean spot, he doused it in brown liquid and then, without mercy, placed it right over her cut. “It’s going to sting,” he said, but Chin had already grabbed the sides of her chair to keep from climbing backwards out of it. Sting was a gross understatement for the kind of pain chewing through her knee. Adding insult to injury, Cullen took hold of her uninjured hand and pressed it down over the cloth, forcing her to hold it in place.
 
   Teeth gritted, Chin did. She blinked hard, looking everywhere but at him so he wouldn’t see the sudden rush of tears that flooded her eyes. She would not cry. Nobody could make her cry. Only Gabe and only that one time.
 
   Specks of blood at her hip turned his attention next to her injured thigh. Neither one of them looked at the other as he rolled her skirt and petticoats up far enough to better see the wound. He cleared his throat, twice, but his hand as it slid up her leg to press the cloth back far enough to see was as coolly professional as any doctor.
 
   “I don’t feel anything,” he said, rubbing his thumb over twin pin-prick sized punctures in her skin. “It wasn’t a snake, was it?”
 
   Her resolve not to give in to his interrogation wavered. Not only was it beginning with quite a bit less accusation than she’d been braced for, but the heat of his hand against her naked thigh felt anything but unpleasant. “I fell on a cactus.”
 
   He turned his attention to her skirt and petticoat and the handful of broken needles he pulled from her clothes, dropping them in a neat pile on the table. He only found seven. Shoving back his chair, Cullen disappeared into the back room again. He returned with a short stack of clean rags, all seemingly cut from different clothes. Draping those over his knee, he soaked another cloth in that hated brown liquid before pressing it to her thigh. The sting was instant, but far, far less intense than her knee had been.
 
   Knowing what was coming, she tried to pull her hand away, but he caught her wrist anyway. She resisted and his grip tightened. Increasing the pressure to match each degree of defiance she offered, he pulled until she had no choice but to give him her hand. She would have closed her fist to keep him from witnessing the full extent of her foolishness, but the needles were too long and there were too many of them.
 
   Cullen’s mouth flattened as he studied the damage. His look said everything his mouth didn’t. Taking his hat off, he dropped it on the table behind him before he bent and began plucking needles. He tackled the longest ones first, doing his best to pull each one straight out, without breaking the tip. They all bled and he had to stop often to dip fresh water from the bucket and pour it over her hand, clearing away the obscuring flow of crimson so he could see to the smaller, finer thistles.
 
   It hurt. Chin put on her best imitation of her father’s infamously stoic face, but with each quill that Cullen plucked, the pain grew worse and impossible to ignore. It mounted, never easing no matter how tightly she clenched or relaxed, or how hard she grit her teeth or closed her eyes, or held her breath or let it out again, or squirmed in her chair or held perfectly still, or any combination of the aforementioned, for as the minutes dragged into an hour and then longer still, she tried them all.
 
   “Almost done,” Cullen said, but he lied. He wasn’t yet half finished. He’d pulled all the needles from her thumb and the red-raw flesh of her palm, but everywhere else all she saw were quills.
 
   It was her own fault, but knowing that didn’t make it hurt any less or Chin less inclined to take her pain and anger out on the person currently making it all feel worse.
 
   “Sadistic bastard,” she hissed as he went to work on a particularly long and deeply-imbedded quill.
 
   “Yeah.” Cullen didn’t look up from his work. “This is my fault, all right.”
 
   She glared at him, then bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying out when the tip of the next needle broke inside her index finger.
 
   Sighing, Cullen got up to fetch a knife smaller than the one he carried on his hip. Wiping it on a rag soaked in more of the awful brown liquid, he had to cut into her finger to get that one out. Chin lost her composure to two tears and a lot of hissing, gasps and squirming mews.
 
   “You know there’s nothing left, right?” Cullen said, grim and unsmiling as he cleaned the blood off her hand in search of the next pale quill. “Whatever you dropped out there, it’s long gone.”
 
   “You don’t know that.” Her whole body was so tense, she couldn’t have tightened anymore, no matter how much it hurt when he picked up his knife again to dig out another broken tip. She couldn’t bear to watch and yet somehow looking away made it hurt worse. She grit her teeth when she felt the cut, hissing, “You can’t know that unless you look.”
 
   “Must be something mighty important for you to go risking your life like this. Maybe the cost is worth it to you, but you didn’t keep it just to you. No, ma’am. You involved me, my horses, my saddle, and my livelihood, and off the top of my head I can’t think of one damned thing worth all that.”
 
   “If you think I’m going to feel bad about being held captive here, think again.” It simply wasn’t possible for her to feel worse than she already did.
 
   “I’ve been nothing if not a decent host.”
 
   “Refusing to let me leave is not—”
 
   Cullen slapped his knife down on the table so suddenly and so startlingly hard, Chin jumped. She also snapped her mouth shut.
 
   “You’ve got no shoes,” he said, grey eyes flashing, tone deceptively calm, “except the ones you stole from me. You’ve got no coat, no clothes—except the ones you’re wearing and they’re damn near falling apart at the seams. You got no luggage—”
 
   “It’s out there!” she shouted. She didn’t mean to, but she just couldn’t hold it in anymore. Tears burned at her eyes. “Everything I have! It’s out there!”
 
   “It’s gone,” he said flatly.
 
   She hit him. She hadn’t meant to do that either, but once she had, it was as if floodgates inside her suddenly broke under the pressure of a mountain’s worth of guilt, tears, fear and unhappiness. And none of it could be satisfied with one insignificant balled-up fist blow to something as inconsequential as Cullen’s shoulder. Especially since he just sat there, taking it. So she hit him again. And then again and again, her good hand bashing at the tempered steel of his shoulders until it wasn’t just her knee and ankle that hurt, but her wrist and knuckles too, and she couldn’t breathe. She sucked huge gulps of air that she couldn’t feel filling up her empty, aching chest, and hit him again. Both hands now, and she didn’t care at all about the blood and cactus needles, because that pain was infinitely preferable to all those teeth eating her up inside.
 
   That was when he stopped taking it.
 
   Chin screamed when he reached for her. Not because she was scared; she was so far beyond scared that she doubted she’d ever find her way back to that again. No, she raged. She threw her whole body into it, punching and kicking, punishing him with a battery of her strongest blows which his stronger hand deflected with ridiculous ease. But he was the only one she could punish and it wasn’t right, but once started, she couldn’t make herself stop. Not even when he caught her by the back of the head, clutching her long black hair so close to the scalp that she had no way to stop him from taking control of her. Not that she didn’t try. She clawed at his wrist with her bad hand, driving cactus needles deeper into them both, but she still fought—kicking, bucking and twisting.
 
   And still, he pulled her onto his lap, holding her there with his hand locked in her hair and his other arm tight like a band of iron around her waist. She lost her leverage to fight, and so she stopped. Stiff as a fireiron, she perched on his thighs, breathing hard. Every inch of her was wounded and throbbing, but she was fine. She was fine.
 
   She was mad as hell, but she was fine.
 
   Right up until he drew her back into his embrace, tucking her head under his chin as he began to rock her.
 
   “Shh,” he soothed, his lips moving soft upon the top of her head. As if he were going to kiss her.
 
   As if he had any right to do that. Not after what she’d done.
 
   “Let go!” she spat.
 
   “Shh,” he murmured again. His grip on her hair relaxed. He stroked her instead, all the way down her stiff back to her hip, where he found more needles in the folds of her dress. They dug into her, but only once; he avoided them after that. “Shh. It’s all right.”
 
   His gentleness was worse than the cactus pins. She shoved against his chest, but her own rage was her worst undoing. All too soon it abandoned her, leaving her wallowing in nothing but the most overwhelming despair. It broke her; he broke her. She’d been just fine right up until he had to hug her. Now she had nothing, not even anger, and no way to stop the tide of tears or the keening wail sweeping up the back of her throat to pour from her. She couldn’t blink fast enough to stave them back or grit her teeth hard enough to silence the keening wail. And no matter how she fought to untangle herself—twisting, elbowing, kicking and squirming—he held her fast, murmuring his comfort of lies into her ear until exhaustion finally overtook everything else.
 
   And still Cullen held her and rocked her, his work-rough hand nothing but gentle as he caressed the tangles of her long black hair. She never wanted it to happen, but she simply wasn’t strong enough to keep her head up. Somehow, it came to rest upon the rock of his shoulder.
 
   “It’s all right,” was all he said, but he had no way of understanding how wrong he was and she was just so tired. She hadn’t the strength to stop him from turning her wounded hand over upon her knee, picking up his knife, and continuing once more to pluck the cactus needles until they were gone. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Cullen was standing at the stove when Garrett eventually came back to the house. He heard the front door open, heard the shift in volume of the rain pattering against the porch and felt the gust of cooler air brushing over the back of his neck. “Where you been?” he asked, without turning around.
 
   “Takes time to mend a saddle,” Garrett replied, kicking mud off his boots. Coming all the way inside, he closed the door. “Rode out to check the cattle, too.”
 
   “Yeah?” A fork in one hand and towel in the other, Cullen stared into the pan of spitting and popping eggs.
 
   “Found two more with the cough, so I put ‘em down.”
 
   Cullen acknowledged him with a grunt, mentally adjusting the ranch’s tally even as he continued to cook their supper. The reduction in their herd, however, was no longer his top priority. 
 
   “You planning to serve those eggs?” Garrett finally asked, startling Cullen because he hadn’t realized his brother had snuck all the way up to his elbow.
 
   Attention snapping back to the stove, Cullen grabbed the pan off the heat, shaking by way of stirring, but it was well past too late to save the eggs. Swearing, he turned in a full circle looking for a plate only to realize his brother had picked it up.
 
   “Move,” Garrett said, usurping control of the pan, the fork and the stove.
 
   “It’s my turn to cook,” Cullen grumbled. “I’m cooking.”
 
   “You’re burning,” Garrett corrected. “I’m hungry, but I ain’t eating char two nights in a row. There ought to be a law against that kind of abuse.” Scraping the burnt eggs onto a plate, he sniffed the pan, and then bent to check each of the four oven doors before he found the biscuits Cullen had also forgotten. He dashed the smoking pan outside and left it on the front porch for the rain to extinguish. “Where is she?” he asked on his way back to the stove.
 
   “Uh…” Cullen had to think about it. “Bed, I think.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “She started feeling poorly about noon, so I put her to bed.”
 
   Garrett snorted. “Feeling poorly,” he echoed. “Never heard a hot butt referred to quite like that.”
 
   Frowning, Cullen did not correct Garrett’s mistaken assumption. Chin should have been whipped. He’d had every intention of doing it. That had been Garrett’s saddle she’d cut, his mare and their colt she’d set loose for anyone to steal, and no matter how he looked at it, it felt just and right that Chin should pay for her misbehaviors with, at the very least, a sore sitter. And yet, if he had it to do a hundred times over again, he just didn’t think he could make himself ignore what he’d seen on her face as she’d broken down before him. He’d never seen another human being quite so defeated, and during his run in the military he had seen many a defeated man. White men. Indian men… renegades and warriors all, staring back at him down the length of his rifle with the same hollow emptiness inside them.
 
   He knew that emptiness. It was a feeling he’d thought he’d left far, far in his past and yet, seeing it rise up to replace everything else in Chin’s eyes had brought it all rushing back. Her anger he could handle. Her rage, he could take it. The beating fury of her fists drumming hard against him were nothing to him but the fluttering of moth’s wings against a wall. But in that split second when her breathing had changed and her eyes had widened and her pupils had dilated smaller than pinheads in the panicked blackness of her stare—that was when he’d seen it: despair. Absolute hopelessness. And God forgive them both, but he knew that feeling too. Knew it like the weight of a gun in his hand, fired powder in his nose, the cries of the damned and the dying echoing in his ears, memories and dreams.
 
   For just that split second when she looked at him, really looked at him, for just that fraction in time, Cullen could have sworn her eyes spoke to him. Help me.
 
   Help me.
 
   Every stretch of nerve, muscle and sinew had ached to respond. He couldn’t stop himself. He’d had to reach for her, touch and hold her, try his damnedest to soothe away that despair, though God knew he’d yet to soothe away his own. And when she’d suddenly gone limp against him, her head on his shoulder, her injured hand so small and bloody and unmoving in his, that was when he’d known. It wasn’t some coincidence that brought him to that particular part of his land, to stand in just the right place at just the right moment for him to save her from the flood. It had been fate. Pure cosmic miracle. Sure as she was running, as sure as someone bad was chasing her, he’d been meant to do it. Not because of who he was, but because of what he was: just another struggling rancher to the people of Culpepper Cove, a military-honed killer of rebel savages so far beyond redemption that he couldn’t even begin to repent, but under the sun-browned skin of him, still bigger, meaner and infinitely badder than whatever was haunting Chin’s tiny bare footsteps.
 
   “We need to lock down tonight,” Cullen said quietly. “Best keep our guns close too.”
 
   Still trying to scrape burnt egg out of the bottom of the pan, Garrett smirked. “Mad as I am about the horses and the saddle—and I am; mad, I mean; madder than a boiled hen, in fact—but I’m not so convinced shooting her is the way we oughta handle this.” Garrett gradually lost his smirk when Cullen didn’t react. “All right, you either need to dust off your sense of humor or you need to tell me what you think’s going on.”
 
   “I don’t know. Yet.” Cullen stared out the nearest kitchen window at a night that was black as black could be, without moon or stars peeking through the clouds. The constant drum of the rain mingled with the snap and crackle of logs both in the stove and in the hearth of the formal sitting room.
 
   “What do you suspect then?” Garrett turned his attention to the same window. For a moment, he was silent, listening to nothing more threatening than the pattering of the rain. “You think someone’s going to come visiting? In this?”
 
   Cullen didn’t know. He might be overreacting; it had been years since he’d left military service behind and he was still jumping at shadows.
 
   Yeah, his subconscious whispered, but sometimes those shadows were real. Like that night way back when he and Garrett had first claimed this homestead and were still building this house, when he’d awakened to find five Indian braves in full battle dress sitting—just sitting—opposite of his and Garrett’s bedrolls. That had been a very tense good morning cup of coffee, but that was what this felt like. It felt like facing down a big, black unknown. He felt tight all the way down into his gut. The only difference between then and now was his certainty that this particular unknown would not be as peacefully satisfied with gifts of maple-smoked bacon and four or five blankets.
 
   “One of us needs to be awake at all times,” Cullen said, disregarding his brother’s question.
 
   All done pretending to cook now, Garrett set everything aside. He faced Cullen slowly, wiping his hands on the towel, with no trace of a smile anywhere about his normally jovial face. “What exactly did she tell you? Because you know she might have been spinning yarns to keep from getting whupped.”
 
   Cullen shook his head, just once. “I didn’t whip her.”
 
   Garrett stared at him, and for a moment didn’t move. “You didn’t?” he echoed.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Not yet,” Garrett said, in the same flat tone.
 
   It was the tone that eventually caught Cullen’s attention, dragging it out of the dark of his suspicions and back into the here and now. “Strap’s hanging on the wall by my bed. She’s got it coming and she knows it. I just haven’t done it yet.”
 
   Hands on his hips, obviously struggling to hold on to his calm, Garrett asked, “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Cullen shot back. “Maybe because I figured she’d hurt herself enough for one night, I didn’t need to be an ass by adding on.”
 
   For the first time in a very long time, Cullen watched as Garrett’s temper flared. “Then she started getting sick, so you put her in your room.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How do you know she hasn’t escaped again? Maybe this time, she’ll cut both our saddles, starting with the strap you left hanging right there in her reach.”
 
   “She can’t get out of bed to get at it.”
 
   Garrett snorted. “You could break both her legs, and I’ll bet that one would find a way.”
 
   “No,” Cullen said, frowning. “I mean she can’t get out of bed.”
 
   He snorted again, even more derisively, but then stopped. He looked at Cullen, head cocked to one side before dropping the towel on the table. Stepping past Cullen, Garrett dropped the loft ladder into the middle of the sitting room and then climbed it. He raised the hatch far enough to stick his head through. He was laughing when he came back down. “You tied her to your bed? Mom would be so disappointed in you.”
 
   Cullen frowned. “She’d have said a helluva lot more if I’d let her run off in this. Or shit, left her where I found her.”
 
   Garrett raised both hands, both chuckling and surrendering as he returned to the stove. “Go. Deal with it. I’ll make dinner.”
 
   Deal with it. Cullen’s frown deepened. He had only the vaguest idea of what to do at this point. That was the problem. Casting the loft ladder a fearsome glare, he went to the study and instead of staring aimlessly out the kitchen window, he found himself staring out a different one. Bigger and meaner he might be, but wasn’t military any more. He didn’t have troops to support either an advance, entrap or withstand a siege. He felt unprepared.
 
   He wasn’t even sure he believed in fate. The one thing he did believe, though, was that leaving her in the condition he’d found her would have been tantamount to putting his pistol to her temple and pulling the trigger. This was a countryside full of promise and potential, but it was not forgiving of even the smallest mistake. Chin could fight him and deny it all she wanted, but she would never have made it to San Francisco. She never would have survived the Indians, the outlaws, or the terrain.
 
   Bringing her back had been the decent thing to do. An act of kindness, really. The only act of kindness he’d been inclined to offer, particularly given what she’d done to his property. No, kindness had been the farthest thing from his mind from the moment he’d found his horses gone. He’d gone after her for no reason other than vengeance at that point—right up until he’d seen her sitting in the muddy water, nursing a bloody hand and an even bloodier knee. Seeing her hurt hadn’t softened him. Rather, it had felt justified. Every bit as justified as the whipping he would have given her… If only she hadn’t fallen apart.
 
   She’d felt good in his arms. 
 
   He really shouldn’t think about that, but he could no more stop those memories from coming than he could stop himself from pulling her tiny body onto his lap. Chin had triggered him in ways Cullen never knew he was vulnerable to. He didn’t want to, but he could still feel the way it had felt to rock her in his lap. He could still feel the dampness of her tears, though they’d long since dried from his shirt and the side of his neck. Standing at the window in his study, he could still smell the way she had smelled—the earthy, muddy, bloody, wet-horse smell that had almost completely overwhelmed the softer, fainter scent of her hair and skin, and heaven help him, but his lips still tingled from the damn-near brotherly kiss he’d pressed on the top of her head.
 
   And then he’d taken her straight upstairs to his bed and, with a length of coarse rope, tied her wrists to the bedposts.
 
   Whatever softening she’d experienced after having been held, rocked, and comforted by him, had dissipated out of the dark pools of her eyes as if it had never existed.
 
   “Because I can’t trust you to stay where I put you,” he’d said, and at the time, he’d felt entirely justified in both word and deed. She hadn’t fought him, not the slightest little bit, but the look she’d given him… He’d fired six-irons less lethal than that glare.
 
   Good thing she was tied up. Hands to opposite bedposts, far enough apart that she couldn’t lean over and use her teeth to loosen the knots. He’d been very careful about that.
 
   Almost as careful as he’d been not to let her see how it had affected him to see her like that, back propped up on a small mountain of his pillows, dressed in one of his shirts because it was the driest thing he could find to cover her with. It hadn’t fit well. Buttoned all the way up, it still hung off her tiny caramel-colored shoulder, and how a woman so small could have legs that went all the way up like that… hell, he just didn’t know. He’d covered her with a blanket, tucking it in all around just as fast as he could, but already that image had burned into his brain along with that of her small but perfect breasts.
 
   Haunted? Hell, at this point he was all but possessed! Perfect breasts. Perfect legs. Perfect body tied to his bed. Beneath him. The curves of her soft, brown bottom filling up his hands as he spread her open and settled himself between, his hips rocking into the cradle of hers, dipping into the hot wet readiness of a woman’s most yielding flesh.
 
   “Eggs are ready,” Garrett said, appearing in the open doorway. How long he’d been there, Cullen wasn’t sure, but the narrow-eyed and slightly bemused smirk he wore said it had been long enough to suspect the direction of Cullen’s misbehaving thoughts. “You want me to take some up to…” He gestured with a look toward the ceiling.
 
   “No.” Hoping Garrett wouldn’t notice the swiftness of that refusal, Cullen pulled his scattered self together. “No, I’ll do it.”
 
   His smirk grew; he’d noticed. “I’ll load the rifles, then. Just in case.” Pushing out of the doorway, Garrett moved out of the way. “Oh, and Cul? You might want to take care of that before you head upstairs.”
 
   Following the direction of his brother’s meaningful nod, Cullen looked down. The front of his jeans was a tent of visible deprivation no well-bred young lady should ever have to confront outside her loving husband’s company. 
 
   Cullen swore.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   For all that it was a prison, the bed was soft and warm. Mad as she was, Chin couldn’t deny that he’d done his best to make sure she was comfortable. Bored half out of her mind, maybe. Regretting every decision she’d made from the moment she’d followed her mother’s command to run right up until this moment, absolutely. She hurt, too… everywhere. Her ankle was killing her; her knee was only marginally better. Her thigh felt the best of all and her hand, the worst. The bandages (although fine when he’d first wrapped) were now so tight that her fingers throbbed. It felt on fire. Her whole arm burned, all the way up to her shoulder.
 
   But, at least the bed was comfortable.
 
   Chin stared at the ceiling, listening to the rain and the sound of heavy footsteps clumping back and forth across the lower floor. Earlier she had heard the low indecipherable rumbling of Cullen and his brother talking, but that had stopped. How much of what they’d had to say had been about her, she didn’t know, but she suspected she’d find out just as soon as someone came up the loft ladder. She wasn’t looking forward to it. She already knew what was coming. Her gaze drifted to the cut length of saddle strap Cullen had hung on the wall just above her. When a man did that, a girl pretty well knew exactly how her night was bound to go. Chin couldn’t even argue with her impending sentence. She deserved it. She had been so stupid, but worst of all, she knew if given the chance, she would be just that stupid all over again.
 
   And again and again, if she had to. She couldn’t stay here. Every minute she lay staring at the unchanging ceiling, all she could feel—apart from the minor agonies of her wounded body—was the imminence of Quan Ji coming closer.
 
   Run, her mother had said. But the fact was, she couldn’t even crawl. At this point, she could barely roll over without help and without crying out. She was done. She had found her limit, and what a bitter, painful pill that was to swallow. She was as helpless as a newborn and there was nothing she could do about it.
 
   Hell, she couldn’t even squat over the chamber pot by herself.
 
   Great. Now she had to pee.
 
   Chin closed her eyes, her throat tightening against all the most impossible of choices: Either she would need to call out and beg someone to come untie and then help her, or she was going to have to wet the bed. She was still trying to decide which would be the least humiliating when heavy steps began to climb the ladder.
 
   As if she were a guest, he paused to knock on the hatch before pushing it all the way open.
 
   “Evening,” Cullen said as he bent to accept the glass and plate Garrett must have been waiting to hand him. Setting the glass on the floor beside him and juggling the plate one-handed, he climbed the rest of the way up into the room. Then he stood there, staring at her the way he tended to, with no discernible expression on an otherwise grim face. 
 
   As if she somehow embarrassed him, he dropped his gaze and cleared his throat. Dropping the hatch to give them privacy, he picked up the glass and ventured close enough to sit down beside her. “Thirsty?”
 
   “A little,” Chin confessed. It came out sounding every bit as irritated as she felt. Even knowing such acidic temperament would not help the situation, she simply did not have it in her to sweeten her tone. Head leaning against the bars of the headrail, she stared up at the ceiling again, but almost immediately she found herself eyeing the strap instead. That didn’t help sweeten her any, either.
 
   “I wouldn’t have to tie you if I could trust you to stay put,” Cullen said, a little irritated now himself.
 
   He was right, too. Knowing that sweetened her even less.
 
   She twisted her good arm, needing to feel the bite of the rope squeezing her wrist before she could trust herself to be civil. “Don’t worry. It’s hardly my first time tied to a bed.”
 
   It was, however, the cheapest. Normally, she’d have charged thirty dollars for this. At least she wasn’t ass up with a pillow propped under her hips; that was forty dollars, minimum. Fifty if he had a big cock. She avoided glaring at Cullen. Big as he was everywhere else, the gwailo was definitely a fifty.
 
   Now, not only did she need to pee, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how much starting-over money she’d lost to the California mud.
 
   She made the rope bite harder.
 
   Cullen noticed. “If I untie you, are you going to behave yourself?”
 
   “Doubtful.”
 
   They both sighed.
 
   Setting the plate on the bedside table, Cullen swiveled on his hip to confront her. He offered the glass first, bringing it to her lips. “Drink,” he said, tipping it only a little until he was sure she would comply.
 
   The water was fresh, but lukewarm. She drank, missing the Red Petticoat’s ice cellar but grateful for the ease the moisture gave her parched throat. She honestly hadn’t realized how dry she was until then. Her head hurt a little too. Being mad often gave her a headache, but everything else already hurt, so why not her head?
 
   After only a few swallows, he lowered the glass. “More?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered, hating herself for being so needy with a man who most likely was going to feed her and then beat her.
 
   He tipped the glass again. This time, Chin did her best to drink it all. He only let her have a few swallows more, however, before he took the glass away. “You look flushed. Hot?”
 
   Sulking because he’d stolen her water, she lay her head against the bars again. “A little.”
 
   Standing, Cullen removed the blanket, though he was careful to leave the sheet tucked in modestly around her hips. Was it a trick of her imagination, or did his gaze really linger overlong on her breasts. She looked down at herself. Apart from the sheet covering her from the waist down, all she had on was a man’s old shirt. Much too big for her small frame, she was swimming in the off-white fabric. By the time she looked up again, his attention was fixed on the scrambled eggs he was prodding back from the edges of the plate.
 
   “Hungry?” he gruffly asked. His voice had dipped, sounding almost angry, except that wasn’t anger she could see putting a blush on his weathered cheeks.
 
   “You look flushed,” she noted, an unexpected thought beginning to snake its way through her. “Why, Mr. Drake, are you hot?”
 
   He prodded the eggs into a higher mound, then dropped the fork altogether. It clattered loudly against the plate and nearly bounced off the side. “You hungry or not?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed on the uncompromising lines of his frowning mouth and eyes. That he had been looking, she was sure of now and that meant she had an advantage if she chose to make good use of it. For a woman who made her living off men who liked looking at her body, she suddenly found herself strangely reluctant to manipulate him that way. Besides, where could she go? Like this—she’d wager, right back upon his knee. Either face down or, worse…
 
   Chin abruptly shut that thought down before she had to relive how it had felt to have him just sit there while she raged at him with her fists. Or when he pulled her onto his lap, into the unexpected comfort of his embrace when comfort and gentleness had been the absolute last things she’d wanted to feel from anyone, much less this man.
 
   “Try some. It’s not my cooking, so you can actually eat it.” He scooped a fluffy forkful of egg and extended it.
 
   Were she not already leaning against the bedrail, she’d have recoiled. “I can feed myself.”
 
   “Not tied up, you can’t.”
 
   “Untie me,” she ordered.
 
   “You going to behave?” he countered again.
 
   That they both knew she wouldn’t was as easily read in her frown as it was in his arched eyebrow. The forkful of egg rose to her mouth level.
 
   “And the train goes into the mountain tunnel,” he said with a complete lack of humor. “Chugga-chugga, choo choo.”
 
   Chin startled. “What?” she would have asked, but the minute she opened her mouth he stuffed the food into her. She (choo?) chewed, growing increasingly disgruntled the longer it took to swallow. “Gwailo,” she muttered.
 
   Cullen refilled the fork, cracking the smallest of smiles which he tried to stifle behind another attempt to clear his throat.
 
   “How did you get so big eating nothing but eggs, biscuits and beans?” she grumbled.
 
   “Gwailo come from fine breeding stock.” He offered the next bite. “Eat.”
 
   She did, but unlike the water, the egg wasn’t settling in her stomach well. She turned her face away when he tried to feed her another. “I need the necessary.”
 
   “You just want me to untie you.” He held the fork steady. “Open, or does the train have to go back into the tunnel?”
 
   She scowled. “In about three seconds, you’ll find out whether I’m lying or not.”
 
   Cullen held her unwavering stare for five before apparently deciding he really didn’t want to have to change the bed. He set the plate on the bedside table. “Try anything and you’ll get the strap tonight, hurt or not.”
 
   Since she already knew she’d be getting it eventually anyway, that wasn’t much of a threat. Physically, however, she wasn’t well enough to try another escape. She lay still, watching as he worked the knots loose and pulled the ropes free from both her and the bed.
 
   “I mean it,” he warned one last time as she shifted around far enough to slide her legs over the edge of the mattress. The pain was almost more than she could bear. There was simply no way she could manage the ladder, much less another drop out the second story window, as she’d done that morning. And worse, Cullen didn’t leave. He only walked as far as the hatch before turning his back. If that was all the privacy he intended to give her, it was as mortifying as bending her knee was painful.
 
   “I promise to behave,” she said through gritted teeth. Her hand shook as she held the sheet around her middle. She hugged the sheet tighter, forcing her hand to still against her own body. She didn’t know why she was shaking like that. She wasn’t happy, but she wasn’t that angry, either. Nor was she nervous or even scared. She wasn’t naked. Far from it, but though the hem of the nightshirt came down to her thighs, beneath that her legs were bare. With Cullen in the room, it made her a little uncomfortable to be so exposed, but a little nudity had never left her this shaken before.
 
   Few customers at the Red Petticoat cared whether she shucked down to less than corset and undershift. Only a handful ever bothered to wait for her to get her bloomers down, much less off. Fewer still paid for the privilege of seeing her entirely nude, but upon occasion she had done it and stripped off all. Sometimes even with all her lights burning bright. After that first time, she’d done it without hardly batting an eye. It was a job. It was what she’d had to do, but she wasn’t working now and Cullen wasn’t paying.
 
   He wasn’t even looking at her. She stared at his back, at his hands braced upon his hips and his strong legs planted somewhat apart. She didn’t for a second believe he’d do anything more than just stand there while she did the necessary, but just the thought of doing it where he could listen while she emptied her bladder… She didn’t think she could.
 
   He cocked an ear. “Need help?”
 
   “No!” she snapped, more horrified than upset. That he should be within hearing range at all was bad enough, but she’d sooner let Quan Ji take her, than to have Cullen hold her over the chamber pot.
 
   “Get to it, then,” he said gruffly, squaring his stance. “The longer you take, the more convinced I might get that what you’re really looking for is something to whack me over the head.”
 
   “Don’t tempt me.” She threw the sheet back only to have one corner snag her toe, sending shocks of heat and pain stabbing up through her bad ankle. Chin grabbed her leg, sucking air until the spasm had passed and she could move again without screaming. Wincing, she bent and gently uncovered both legs. “Oh,” she groaned.
 
   “What?” Cullen asked.
 
   Shaking her head, Chin said the only thing she could. “Nothing.”
 
   It was anything but nothing. Her ankle was twice its normal size and almost as darkly bruised as her knee, which was the size of a small melon. Both refused to bend and neither would take her weight.
 
   Softer, perhaps even sympathetically, he asked, “Need help?”
 
   “I’m fine.” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep her voice from quavering, and then bit it hard to keep from making any more noise at all.
 
   Unable to stand because of her ankle and unable to kneel because of her knee, Chin wedged herself between the bed and the small table at its side. She used her arms to hold herself up as best she could. She couldn’t pee that way. She couldn’t even fish the chamber pot out from under the bed, and after less than a minute of trying, she was on her butt on the floor, legs sprawled straight out because that hurt so much less than trying to bend them.
 
   Flush with humiliation, she shot a glare at Cullen’s back. His head was bowed. His shoulders had tensed, but he hadn’t moved. Fighting to keep her breathing soft and steady and completely void of the groans, huffs and grunts that kept climbing up the back of her throat, Chin fished the necessary out from under the bed.
 
   Now what? She couldn’t sit on it this way, fanny over the hole and uncooperative legs splayed out like a turkey wishbone. Her arms simply didn’t have the strength and squatting would be impossible. No matter how much it hurt, she had to kneel; there was simply no other way. And if she didn’t figure it out soon, she was going to piss herself right here.
 
   She bent, hands braced against the floor as she struggled to bend the better of her two legs. Her breathing turned ragged and she buried her face in her hands to muffle the sound, but the tiniest whimper still escaped as she dragged her good knee under her. No matter how she balanced, she couldn’t find any way to hold her foot that did not send radiating agony shooting through her leg. As much as it hurt, that was nothing compared to the pain of sliding her other leg into position. A knee was just a knee… until it no longer functioned. The slightest movement was excruciating. She couldn’t bend it, but she couldn’t hold herself up with it stretched out before her either. Trying to shift it around to her side or even behind her was a lesson in agony that left her shaking, sweating, and—try though she did to stay silent—panting.
 
   “I’m coming back,” Cullen said grimly.
 
   “No. N-No.” Forehead pressed to the hard floorboards, eyes squeezed shut, Chin felt for the chamber pot. Her searching fingertips bumped the cool side and instead of bringing it closer, pushed it out of reach. Damn it.
 
   It hurt so bad. She reached again, each straining inch she managed accompanied by such a pulse of pain that she barely heard him come up beside her. He pushed the chamber pot back within her reach.
 
   “Don’t,” she groaned, but he got down on the floor between her and the bed, carefully maneuvering his much larger body and longer legs around her without touching either of hers. “Please… don’t.”
 
   He hooked his arm around her waist anyway. When he lifted, she cracked her head against his shoulder, shouting out a hoarse cough of pain that brought Garrett back to the ladder.
 
   “Everything’s all right,” Cullen called out, stopping him before he ascended more than that first rung. “Stay out.”
 
   “Let me go,” Chin begged. Her body shook, sweat beading up on her forehead and tickling down the small of her back. “Please.”
 
   He didn’t. Braced on his knees, he swept the hem of her nightshirt out of the way and positioned her over the pot.
 
   “I can’t,” she wept.
 
   “Yes, you can.” His arm tight around her waist, he held her in place as he caressed the tangles of her long hair back from her hot face. “It’s all right,” he said, easing not just the pain but the overwhelming embarrassment. “You can hold me while I piss tomorrow.”
 
   Chin couldn’t help it. She laughed. Eventually, she also peed, and then she wept. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Cullen put his hand on Chin’s forehead, but the fever that had begun to sink in around sunset was now raging hotter than hell. Her body was wracked with pain and sweat. When he’d unwrapped her hand to check the puncture wounds, about half were oozing pus. So was her knee. A sheen of sweat now glistened her skin and she was shaking, teeth-chattering as only someone in the grips of an icy fever could be.
 
   “I could ride out and get Doc Norwood,” Garrett said the third time Cullen descended the loft, but they both knew better.
 
   “No,” Cullen said, his tone flat and not open for further argument. Until the rain stopped and the water receded, nobody would be crossing that wash, and he wasn’t any more willing to lose a brother than he was a perfect stranger.
 
   Rifling the kitchen shelves, Cullen gathered anything that might help. Medicine cost money; he didn’t have much of either, so he laced a cup of willow-bark tea with honey and laudanum and, as often as he could get her to swallow it, poured it down Chin’s throat. Apart from that, all he had was a rather dubious bottle that he’d bought off a traveling salesman who had stopped in Culpepper Cove last spring to sell his wares. When the good Doc boxed his ears for a charlatan and sent him packing off again, part of Cullen suspected Norwood was right and what he held in his hand now was nothing more than snake oil. On the other hand, Culpepper Cove wasn’t quite big enough for two town doctors; so maybe Doc Norwood simply hadn’t wanted to share his hard-won customers. Still, beggars couldn’t be choosy and he’d popped the stopper to sniff the contents. His nose told him what medicine there might be in that little glass bottle was heavily laced with whiskey, but by midnight when Chin’s fever crested and the soft tan of her skin flushed a bright and worrisome red, Cullen grew just worried enough to pour some of that into her too.
 
   “Get some sleep,” he told Garrett. “No sense in both of us staying awake.”
 
   “Want me to keep watch downstairs?” Garrett asked, his gaze following Cullen through the kitchen as he gathered fresh cloths for bandages and another bucket of clean water.
 
   Cullen shook his head. “I’ve got windows. I can hold both vigils. We won’t be worth our spit if neither of us is sleeping.”
 
   Seeming reluctant to leave, Garrett followed as far as the ladder. He held what he could while Cullen climbed up. As he passed the bucket and medicine, he said, “Wake me if you need me.”
 
   Nodding, Cullen closed the hatch.
 
   Chin had cast off the blankets again. She lay on her back, her black eyes open, glazed with pain and fever. He had no idea if she truly knew he was in the room with her. She barely blinked when he lit the bedside lamp; she gasped, her back arching when he accidentally jostled the mattress, but after a few seconds, her tense body eased back down again. At least she wasn’t crying anymore. She wasn’t talking anymore either, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. Starting perhaps an hour ago, most of what she’d said had been in her own language. What bits and pieces she’d muttered in English, though, were anything but soothing. Not just because of what she said, but because she seemed never to know him. Each time their eyes met, it was like the first time all over again. She was still drowning, he knew, it just wasn’t in water.
 
   “Gwailo,” she’d inevitably whisper.
 
   He just agreed with her. “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “Don’t touch me.”
 
   But he did anyway. Despite the dangers of it, he wished he had laudanum enough to knock her out completely. Not just because she needed the rest, but because it wasn’t her agony alone whenever she clawed her way onto her side and tried to drag herself away. He didn’t want to have to tie her to the bed again, but he couldn’t bear to watch as that mask of utter agony swept over her again and again each time she forgot her wounds only to move that blasted knee. 
 
   “I know,” he said as he bathed the sweat and tears from her face, and that was just as gut-wrenching. Whenever he did so, it was as if his gentle touch were the first she’d ever known. She always fought it at first, but by the end, she always turned her cheek into the soft, cool comfort of his washrag with that same look of wonder and relief shining in the tears of her eyes. But inevitably, he would have to take the cool cloth away. In the few seconds it took him to rinse away the sweat and refill the fibers with fresh, clean water, she always forgot him again and the hostilities would begin anew.
 
   “Don’t touch me.”
 
   He was coming to hate those words. He was coming to hate the mistrust he read in eyes that would have looked so much more beautiful filled with softness, warmth and welcome. He was coming to hate—sight unseen, name unknown—whoever had done whatever had been done to make her this way.
 
   According to his pocket watch, shortly before 2:00 a.m. the rain stopped. For a brief time, he held hope that when morning came he might be able to ride out to the wash and see if a crossing could be found. Within the hour, however, the storm returned and with a vengeance. Rolling booms of thunder like cannon fire shook the house and Chin’s delusions grew worse. Her sweat drenched the bed and now, when he leaned over her, constantly bathing whatever limbs of her he could catch and hold, instead of “Don’t touch me” what she said was worse.
 
   “Work,” she croaked. “Please, I can dance. I can still dance.”
 
   Holding onto her bad wrist while he wiped the cooling water over her sweat-covered skin, Cullen looked at her knee. “Maybe tomorrow,” he assured her.
 
   “I need work.”
 
   “You need rest.”
 
   She pulled at her captured arm, but even that feeble resistance exhausted her. “Work…”
 
   “Go to sleep.”
 
   She twisted her face away and her gaze must have fallen on the strap. “No more spanking.” She burst into tears. “Please, Gabe… No more…”
 
   And just like that, Cullen had a name and focus for all the anger that had been building up in him with every tear she’d shed and every moan her writhing had pulled from her. He stood, ripping the strap off the wall where he’d hung it. Stalking across the floor, he threw it down the hatch, getting it as far from her as he could. Chin was struggling her way out of bed before he returned to it. He caught her before she fell, the heat of her small, overheating body burning through his shirt and jeans.
 
   “Twenty dollars,” she told him when he lay her back into bed. She pulled the hem of her nightshirt up around her hips, laying herself completely bare to him. As if he didn’t have enough of her already burned into his mind’s eye.
 
   He quickly pulled it down again, covering her but the damage, if such it could even be called, was done. Up until that moment, he’d been able to bottle up what he was doing. She was sick; he was doing the best he could to help, but now… She was small, but she was exquisite and his body responded to hers like… well, like any man who hadn’t known the comfort of a good woman in years.
 
   “Twenty dollars,” she said again. “Pony up, cowboy. Let’s ride.”
 
   Those would be the words that haunted him until the day he died, he knew it even before she followed them by cupping her good hand to his cheek. She tried to kiss him. Had she the strength to get all the way up off the pillow, she might have succeeded, because Lord knew, he hadn’t tried very hard to evade it.
 
   “Lie still.” Belatedly, he gripped her shoulders and forced her down again, but putting her back under the sheet was like trying to stuff a weasel in a gunny sack. Prying her hand off his face, he pressed her arm down over her stomach only to have her hook her other over his shoulder. When he bent over her to catch the sheet, she leaned up to nip the lobe of his ear and suckle it in the heat of her mouth. Lightning split the sky and may as well have split him too. A near electric current cut him through and through. His whole body shuddered.
 
   “Stop,” he said, more harshly than he’d intended, but he was done. Tired, exhausted, worried, and now aroused in ways he knew he ought to be ashamed of and probably would be, just as soon as he got her tucked safely back beneath the sheet and into the role of a sick woman instead of a seductive one. He pointed a stern finger at her. “Do that again, and I’m going to tie you to the bed.”
 
   “That’ll cost you extra,” she purred, her alluring tone at complete odds with the weary resignation on her face. “What can I do for you, gwailo?”
 
   “I don’t suppose lying still would be too much to ask?” He had to pull the sheet back over again; she was already trying to pry it off.
 
   “Thirty dollars to play dead. Thirty-five if you want me to bathe in ice so I’m cold.”
 
   He almost laughed, but it wasn’t funny. Not even close. “This Gabe fellow makes you bathe in ice?” He hoped he never met the man. It had been two years since he’d last killed a man, and he was awfully proud of that, but he might just have to make an exception the day he met Gabe. And not just because he’d dared to raise a hand to Chin—hell, Cullen had known her two short days and already she’d pulled a knife on him, cut up his saddle and stole his horses. Some women just weren’t comfortable unless they knew they had a lickin’ coming, and he was willing to allow Chin might be one of them. But sure as she was lying here, Cullen knew any man warped enough to make a woman bathe in ice so he could pretend to fuck a corpse had to be man enough to put the fear he could see in her eyes when he asked, “Chin… Chinny girl, look at me. Is he the one you’re running from?”
 
   Her reaction was instant. She recoiled, snatching back her hands and twisting her head away. She would have rolled over, but he grabbed her arms and leaned on her, keeping her on her back before the pain in her legs flared enough for her to remember them. He didn’t know if it was the fever or the laudanum-laced tea he’d been feeding her that had her eyes so dazed and confused.
 
   “Is he here?” she whispered. “I wasn’t supposed to leave, but I had to. I had to! Gabe… he’s going to kill me…”
 
   “He’ll have to get through me first,” Cullen vowed. Why he said it, he didn’t know. Why he meant it, he knew even less, but a man was nothing if he could not honor his word. Cullen had done a lot of wrong in his life, but that was one sin—perhaps the only one—he’d never have to apologize for. Holding her arms over her chest to still her weak struggles, he brushed a stray lock of midnight black hair back from her sweaty brow. “Lie still. I’ve got you, Chinny girl. You’re safe with me.”
 
   “No. You don’t understand.” She shook her head, but then, she was shaking everywhere now. The flush of her fever never left her skin and yet she seemed to pale before his eyes. “He’ll kill everybody. He’s done it before.”
 
   He caressed the honey-bronzed softness of her cheek. “So have I,” he told her, a confession he’d once told himself he’d never breathe word of again. “He’ll have a helluva time getting past me.”
 
   “My mother…” Chin began to cry. “My father and my brothers…” she wailed.
 
   “Shh.” But she was too far gone—the fever, the tea, and whatever demons haunted her past, they had her in a grip her weak struggles could not tear free of. Perhaps being a gwailo had its benefits. Sometimes it took one demon to fight off others.
 
   He shouldn’t do it. He knew he shouldn’t. It felt too much like taking advantage when she was in no condition at all to tell him to stop, but Cullen could bear anything but that look of fear and her tears.
 
   “Shh,” he whispered again, shifting to lay down beside her. She was under the sheet; he stayed on top of it, keeping at least that thin barrier of decency between them. “Shh, you’re going to be fine.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around her, holding her as tight as he could without hurting her. He let her cry, because sometimes that was what a body needed to purge the darkness and find some ease. Somewhere between the hiccups and groans, the weariness took her over and she finally fell asleep, but Cullen never did. He stayed awake, one ear turned toward the window, listening for anything that didn’t sound like thunder or rain.
 
   Just before dawn, Chin awoke, but only long enough to take notice of him and how close he lay. “Twenty dollars,” she mumbled.
 
   “I know.” He coaxed her to drink more tea and then lay down beside her again. “Thirty if I tied you to the bed. Thirty-five if I make you bathe in ice. Don’t worry, Chinny honey. I paid at the door.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   She was burning.
 
   She was drowning, the air so thick and hot and wet that it hurt just to breathe.
 
   Chin tossed, unable to escape the constant mugginess. Unable, no matter how she twisted or turned, to escape the agony of every spasm and twitch that her restless muscles forced her to bend to. And the pain… she moaned; she wept.
 
   Sometimes the brush of a cool cloth came, wiping at her face, her chest and her legs, easing the constant misery for a short time. But the relief never lasted for long because, while the cloth did manage to chase away the fire, after it was gone, in swept the cold and then she froze. The shivering hurt far, far more than the twitching did. She tried to tell her mother that and beg for a blanket, and never mind that she knew—knew—her mother had been dead for years, she could see her, hovering over the bed with that cool cloth that eased the fire and brought on the shakes clutched in her soft, elegant hand.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she croaked, reaching for her. “So sorry for what I’ve become.”
 
   But her mother passed no judgments. She did, however, press a cup to her lips, lifting Chin’s head so that she could drink. She’d expected hot Gan Cao tea, but what flooded her mouth tasted nothing like the licorice drink her mother had always sworn by. It was cold and so cloyingly sweet that it left a bitter, rancid taste in her mouth. It made her head swim too, even more than it already was. She fought the effects, but her eyes grew heavy anyway, too heavy to keep open.
 
   Despite her best efforts, Chin slept and when next she awoke, her mother was gone and Cullen had taken her place. Not just beside her bed, but stretched out beside her and fast asleep with his heavy arm across her waist and his other hand holding fast onto the wrist of her bad hand. It was throbbing, hot pulses that radiated all the way up her arm. His grip made it hurt worse, and she tried to pull back, but he woke the minute she moved and then he was on her, a massive weight more than twice her size, pinning her down into the hot sweltering softness of the bed.
 
   “Shh, it’s all right, Chinny honey,” he said, climbing on top of her to still her struggles.
 
   The agony made her scream. She blacked out.
 
   When next she awoke, she was five years old, crying over the small, still body of a white puppy, the only one in a litter of four that hadn’t survived beyond birth. Her father’s hand felt so warm, so real upon her shoulder as he said, “All of life is a dream walking, all of death is a going home. Do not weep. The Mighty Dragon protects us all.”
 
   He stroked her hair, his long-fingered hand becoming thicker, broader, the light brown hue growing darker right before her eyes. His features wavered, melting into a face she didn’t recognize. So wizened and wrinkled and…foreign that it barely seemed human to her much less like her father. No longer tied up in the bun of a noble lord, his long black hair hung loose about his shoulder and was pinned with long feathers. His royal silk robe became buckskin, decorated in beads and bone, and he wasn’t alone. There were others like him prancing at her bedside, chanting words she didn’t understand, smudging the air over her with smoking bundles of tightly bound herbs.
 
   Cullen knelt behind her head, one hand firm upon her burning forehead and the other pressing down on her chest. She didn’t do groups. She opened her mouth to tell him so, but he stopped her.
 
   “Twenty dollars,” he said grimly. “I know, honey. I know. You’re going to be all right. It’ll be over soon, and you’re going to be fine.”
 
   The old Indian shifted at her side, taking hold of her bad hand as a companion passed him a knife. As one, they moved in to hold her, but it wasn’t until she felt that first cut that she saw Quan Ji. His royal guard holding her down, Ji’s face held neither malice nor regret as he sliced down the length of her grossly swollen fingers, lancing her whole arm in hellfire and releasing a spurt of pus and blood.
 
   She screamed, scream after scream, cut after cut, bucking and fighting to get out from under their hold, but she hadn’t the strength or the leverage, and Quan Ji’s work never faltered. He tortured her the way she deserved to be tortured, punishing her for having escaped him, for having fled while all the rest of her family died.
 
   Run, her mother whispered.
 
   “Help me!” she wailed back, and perhaps it was her cowardice that won her ancestors’ contempt. No one came, no one helped, and Quan Ji cut her over and over, opening up her hand to let the fire out before turning his attention to her knee.
 
   “No!” she begged Cullen, but he refused even to look at her. That restless muscle leapt and bunched along the hard line of his jaw as he fixed his almost angry stare on some obscure thing across the room, away from her so he would not have to see. But he could feel, she knew he could feel, and he was not unaffected. Each time she cried out, his body grew tenser above hers. His hands on her forehead and chest did not weaken, but his lips pulled away from tightly gritted teeth, teeth that grew longer and sharper, and fanged. His eyes turned red and the heat in the room swelled until it became impossible that her flesh could endure without burning all the way to her bones.
 
   “Enough!” he roared, releasing her chest to lash out, knocking Quan Ji back.
 
   The royal guard tried to stop him, but Cullen was changing. Rippling in the sweltering waves of heat searing her from the inside out. He became a dragon. The Mighty Dragon, filling the room with his heat and his fury, crawling practically on top of her as he batted at them with his fists.
 
   The darkness rose, flowing over her like a warm ocean wave, lapping at her consciousness and beckoning her to come drown beneath it.
 
   Cullen looked down at her and for just a moment, as their eyes met, she saw him. Just him. The white devil. The man.
 
   But that was all right, because she’d also seen the other part of him; the dragon part. And as her father had already told her, the Mighty Dragon protected them all. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “Well,” Garrett said from the window. One of the Indian healers must have looked back then, because he nodded and raised his hand by way of a fare-thee-well wave. “That was a pig well-spent. What we’re going to eat come winter, I have no idea.”
 
   “If you think we’ll still be here for winter, you’re as delusional as Chin,” Cullen countered without rancor. He was too tired for rancor. Sitting on the edge of her bed, he ran both hands through his hair. He was too tired for a lot of things, including a bath and he desperately needed one.
 
   It had been three days. Three of the longest of his life, but although the Indians’ ministrations had been nothing short of barbaric, something in their medicine must have worked because sometime during the wee hours of the morning, Chin’s fever finally broke. Her hand and knee looked better too, despite the old healer’s cuts, and so after two days of non-stop chanting, smudging and sweating, the Indians had packed their herbs and left.
 
   “I can’t believe you took a swing at their medicine man,” Garrett said, after a short pause. “I can’t believe they didn’t kill you for riding right into the middle of their camp like that. It’s not like they’ve got a whole lot of fondness for crazy white people to begin with.”
 
   No, they didn’t, Cullen privately agreed. They didn’t have a lot of reasons to like them, but also, Cullen hadn’t had a lot of options. The night Chin’s fever and delusions hit their pinnacle, the rain had finally ceased. He’d tried, but the flood waters had been raging and no matter what way he rode, driving Nico to the fullest of the stallion’s capabilities, he could find no place to cross that would not guarantee either his death or the horse’s, or both. It had been pure dumb luck that he’d stumbled upon the migrating tribe in the midst of sitting down around a supper of stolen cow—Cullen did another mental deduction. That they hadn’t immediately shot him off his horse had been dumb luck too.
 
   Garrett was quiet again. “I hope she doesn’t get worse again. Pig or not, I doubt they’ll come back if she does. Smacking at a medicine man seems a might offensive.”
 
   “Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?” Elbows braced on his knees, Cullen rubbed his face.
 
   “Maybe we should have given them the chickens too. One less thing to have to pack, and all that.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out,” Cullen said wearily.
 
   Turning from the window, for the first time in days, Garrett grinned. It looked as thin and tired as Cullen felt. “You’re right,” his brother said. “We will figure it out. Only thing I’m curious about is, are we figuring it out for two people… or is it three now, do you think?”
 
   Raising his head, Cullen stared at him. “You think I’m going to run off in the middle of the night and not tell you?”
 
   “Oh no.” Shaking his head, Garrett came away from the window. He stopped at the foot of the bed, his gaze drifting to Chin. “We’ve been thick as inkle weavers, as Ma was so fond of saying, practically from birth. Remember how she’d tell folks I used to follow you like a lost chick? Hell.” He laughed, soft and rueful. “I followed you all the way into the military and, damn, if I didn’t look good in that uniform.”
 
   “How would you know?” Snorting, Cullen half-smiled now too. “You were never in it longer than it took some pretty girl to bat her eyelashes…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Garrett drawled. “Control your jealousy. If you’d smiled once in a while, it would have been you they’d have gathered round and we both know it. The thing is…” Though Garrett never lost his smile, somehow it seemed thinner. “Short of this country going to war—I mean, a real war; not that bullshit we waged against the Indians—I’ll never put on a uniform again. That part of my life is over. I’m not saying I regret it exactly, but I’ll never repeat it. So, if pulling up stakes here is what we’ve got to do, I’m with you. I don’t care where we go—Texas, New York. Hell, I saw an ad in the Culpepper Daily a few months back calling men to Australia. I’d even go there. But I’ll never pick up a gun, point it at a man just trying to defend his home and his family, and pull that trigger again. God and me… we squared ourselves to what I’ve done a long time ago. I know you ain’t never found that peace, and I hope one day you do. But last week when you were cooking and you laughed at what Chinny called you—” Garrett tsked, giving his head a shake. “That was the first time I’ve heard you laugh in almost three years. Since she’s been here, trouble that she is, you done smiled twice. Do you know that?”
 
   Uncomfortable awareness itched up Cullen’s back. Try though he did, he couldn’t see where this was going. “I didn’t realize you were keeping track.”
 
   “Well, after so long, it just sort of catches the eye,” Garrett said with an easy shrug. He looked at Chin, sleeping peacefully for the first time since her injuries. When his gaze found his brother’s again, his smile dimmed a little. “We both know what she is,” he said, then raised a hand to stop Cullen before he could do more than open his mouth in her defense. “I don’t care. Really, I don’t. Like I got any right to judge the sins of another with the ghosts I’ve got riding my coattails. If she makes you smile, then as far as I’m concerned, when she gets up out of that bed I got no problem kissing her cheek and calling her little sister. My only point is, that two men can pull up stakes and move a whole lot easier than two men and a woman.”
 
   “Who said anything about Chin moving with us?” Cullen said, astounded. “She can’t stand me!”
 
   Garrett gave him a Look. “Right,” he drawled, and then held up his hand again. Wordless surrender; he wasn’t going to argue. “I’ve said my piece, and that was all I wanted. Whatever you do from here is up to you, pretty much as it was to begin with. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll heat up a bucket of water.” He turned toward the hatch, though he did cast a smirk back over his shoulder before he descended it. “Not sure which of us needs it most, but someone up here really stinks.”
 
   It was probably both of them. Cullen waited just long enough for Garrett to disappear down the ladder before plucking his shirt out enough for a cautious sniff. He was pretty bad, all right. Pushing off the bed, he rummaged through his chest of drawers for fresh clothes. He paused, looking at the clean shirt in one hand and trousers in his other, and then he looked to the window.
 
   It was ridiculous to even think it, and yet what possible harm could it do just to ride out for a look. It had been two days since the rain finally stopped. By now, it was entirely possible the flood waters would have receded. He might not find all of Chin’s things—personally, he doubted he find any of it—but at the very least, he might find a place to cross and of all the things his brother had said that morning, one part rang more true than all the rest: Women didn’t pull up stakes and move anywhere near as easily as men could. Women needed things. They needed homes—flowers in vases on the kitchen table, soft beds and quilt comforters, and Cullen could give her that. For now, anyway. It might not do any good at all to walk into that bank (hat in hand, as he’d said) and ask for another loan. If they said no, he wouldn’t be any worse off than he was now, and if they said yes, he’d have to work twice as hard to pay it off, but at least he’d have something to offer her.
 
   As if she’d take him. At least not without her uttering that blasted twenty-dollar bit before he bedded her down each night.
 
   Twenty dollars. He did the math. Damn. Well, maybe he could work it into the bank loan somehow. Just a month’s worth of proper man and wife affectionating, perhaps two. Then he could take his time, court her properly. The way women liked to be courted. Picnics and whatnot. Watching the sunset from the front porch swing, a cool glass of lemonade in his hand while he considered how best to steal a kiss.
 
   “Water,” Chin croaked, startling him. 
 
   Dropping his clothes, Cullen returned to her side, dropping to sit at her hip and clasp the bandaged hand she was reaching with before she knocked the glass off the table. 
 
   “How you feeling?” he asked, pouring fresh water into it. He bent over her, helping to lift her head so she could drink. “Just a few sips,” he cautioned.
 
   He should have known she’d ignore him. It probably served her right that she choked after the first swallow, but it still hurt to watch her face scrunch up and her tiny body wrack under the spasm.
 
   “How bad is the pain? I’m out of laudanum, but I can brew you some willow bark tea.”
 
   Her face screwed up all over again, this time in stark distaste. “I think I’d rather die.”
 
   “You almost got your wish.” Cullen set the glass aside and switched instead to stuffing pillows behind her when she began to struggle upright. “Garrett’s heating bathwater, if you think you’re up for it.”
 
   “I think so.” She looked down and then quickly got her nose back up again. Her third grimace was the most expressive of all. “Gah, is that me? I smell horrible.”
 
   Mouth twitching, Cullen said, “I wasn’t going to say anything.”
 
   She looked at him, almost accusingly. “You smell horrible too.”
 
   “That was why I wasn’t going to say anything.” His twitch became a full-blown smile.
 
   She edged away from him, as if she mistrusted his laugh. That was when she noticed the bandage mummifying her hand. She stared at it.
 
   “Do you remember anything?” he asked.
 
   Chin looked at him sideways, mistrusting him even more. He had a hard time imagining that was possible. 
 
   “I… remember you turned into a dragon,” she finally hedged.
 
   Cullen arched both eyebrows. His bark of laughter must have caught Garrett’s ear. “Laudanum will do that, I guess.”
 
   “Is she awake?” his brother called up the hatch.
 
   “Yeah,” Cullen answered.
 
   “Good. You both can come down then, because this here workhorse ain’t about to cart all this water up there.”
 
   “She’s not in any condition—” Cullen began, but already Chin had pushed the sheet aside.
 
   “I’ll go down,” she said, not looking at him. “I—” She stopped when she saw her knee. “I-I’m fine,” she finished haltingly.
 
   But she wasn’t and they both knew it. Her knee looked awful and yet so much better than before the medicine man cut it open. The swelling was almost gone, and although the bruising was extensive, the coloring had turned from blue-black to the brownish-yellow hues that signified healing. Her ankle was almost back to normal too, although the bruising there was somewhat darker.
 
   Frowning, he began again, “She’s not in any—”
 
   “Stop babying me,” Chin snapped.
 
   “Stop snapping at me,” he bit back. “I don’t deserve it, and I’ll be damned if I take it more than once.”
 
   She turned her face away, but if she was ashamed, he could find no trace of it in the stiff set of her shoulders.
 
   He breathed in, striving for calm and patience. “Chin…”
 
   She turned her face even more away, but he was all done accepting her sullen silences and sulky glares. He caught her chin with nothing more than the end of one finger. She made no effort to fight as he turned her back to face him. He lowered himself, squatting on haunches so he could look into her eyes. He was surprised to find, instead of dark and sullen, they were flooded. His scrutiny must have made her uncomfortable. She tried only once to escape his finger, but it was a minor revolt and one he effectively killed when he changed his grip and cupped her chin instead.
 
   She sounded heart-achingly broken when she said, “You don’t know what I’ve…”
 
   “Done?” he countered gruffly. “No, I don’t. But I know what I’ve done, and I know there are no comparisons.”
 
   “I ran away.” It was a whole new wash that overflowed the dark pools of her eyes and flooded down her face. She sucked a ragged breath, catching hold of the front of her nightshirt as if she were struggling just to breathe. “I ran away. I’m a coward! They all died while I ran! And it didn’t do any good because he found me anyway. I lost everything. He took it all and still he’s following me. Why is he following me?”
 
   Cullen dipped his head in the slightest of shakes. “Doesn’t matter. The running stops here.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t. He’ll find me.”
 
   “He’ll find me first,” he said grimly. “I made you a promise, Chinny honey, whether you remember it or not and I intend to keep it. If he wants to follow you here—” He caught her arm when she shrank back, shaking her head harder, trembling now every bit as badly as she had in the worst throes of her fever. “No, let him come,” Cullen said when she clapped a hand over her eyes and twisted sideways to break away. He pulled her back, forcing her to look at him and see that he was serious. That he wasn’t afraid. That he could and would protect her against whatever rode up to his front porch, because he knew without a doubt that he was bigger, tougher and meaner than Gabe—this unknown man who made a living off hurting women. “Let him come.  He’s not going to find you, honey, he’s going to find me. I want him to find me.”
 
   “You don’t know him…what he’s like…”
 
   “You don’t know me,” he countered. In that moment, he’d have given anything not to have to tell her, either.
 
   She laughed, a soft and bitter sound. “If you knew what I was, you wouldn’t be trying so hard to make me feel better. You wouldn’t have pulled me from the river. You wouldn’t want me anywhere near your house.”
 
   “Why? Because you sold yourself to men?” He was sorry he said it from the moment the words crossed his lips and yet she never flinched. Her gaze hardened instead and the stubborn tilt of her chin lifted higher. “I ain’t passing judgment, and I ain’t preaching hellfire and damnation. You act like I’m fixing any minute to drag you to church or jail, but I’m not. I’m not that guy. I ain’t putting twenty dollars on your bureau, either.” He tried to pretend his skin didn’t tingle at the thought. Or that his hand didn’t tremble a bit as he brushed his thumb across her cheek, not because she was looking away now but because he couldn’t stop himself from touching her. “If you’re thinking you’re a ruined woman, I don’t agree. There ain’t a man or woman in Culpepper Cove—or hell, in all California—who ain’t haunted by at least one thing they regret. This here is a territory built on blood, land, gold, sweat and second chances. Maybe some of us are needing that second chance more than others, but there isn’t a one of us here who ain’t ruined in one way or another. Me and you, we’re the same side. We’re just two different coins, is all.”
 
   Still damp with tears, her face hardened. “Whoring was my second chance. Nobody gets a third.”
 
   “Ranching was mine,” he argued. “As soon as the wash can be crossed, I’ll be heading to the bank for a loan and I’m going to try again. My third chance. If I can do it, so can you. Not there,” he said, when she recoiled. “Here.” His chest tightened. He hadn’t realized how sharp the edge of impending disappointment could be until he was perched on it. He expected her to say no. Any sane woman would, and yet, he pressed on. “I want you to stay here…with me. I know I’m not perfect. There’s things about me, things I’ve done, that would make anyone want to run the other way. But I promise, those days are behind me. I ain’t asking you to say you love me. I know it’s too soon for that, but give me a year. I’ll take good care of you, Chin. I’ll provide for you. I’ll be affectionate. I’ll prove I can be a good man and a good husband. I promise, I’ll do everything I can to make sure you never regret staying. But if, after trying, you find you can’t reconcile yourself to a man like me, just tell me where you want to go and I’ll do everything I can to see you get there. Safe. As protected as I can make you.”
 
   She stared at him, the somber set of her features slowly melting into pure disbelief. “Why?”
 
   She may as well have asked why it had rained for a solid week straight. He shrugged, at a loss how to answer. “Because that’s what men like me do. When we care about someone.”
 
   The disbelief melted into horror next. “You are a dragon.”
 
   Laughing softly, he shook his head. “That was just the laudanum. Besides, I thought I was a gwailo.”
 
   He probably should have left the jokes to Garrett. Chin didn’t so much as crack a smile. “Why me?” she whispered. “Why would you come to me?”
 
   Cullen felt his heart catch, stumble. How could any man look up into eyes like hers and answer so simple a question when the answer itself felt so damned profound. How could he tell her he couldn’t stop thinking about her? That when she left his sight, all he wanted was for her to be back in it. Because touching her made his flesh tingle and his blood burn. Because as stubborn as she was and as crazy as that had the potential to make him, he couldn’t help admiring her strength and her will. She was a survivor. So was he, but they were both also broken and had been now for so long that maybe neither one of them knew how to be anything else.
 
   “Chin, honey.” He shrugged again, helplessly. “I ain’t no dragon. I’m just a man, that’s all.”
 
   A man who had been alone too long. Even living in this house with Garrett, Cullen had been alone, though it was only looking back on it now that he could see it. How could he begin to tell her that being with her didn’t make him feel like that? That for the first time in years, he felt less hollow and more whole.
 
   Of its own accord, his hand moved, rising to cup her soft cheek. It was comforting that she didn’t flinch from the closeness. When his thumb brushed a caress along the fragile pink bow of her lips, they parted. The need to steal a gentle taste from them made his mouth run dry and a bloom of warmth unfurl in his abdomen. A low throb built beneath it.
 
   He didn’t know how to tell her that, either. He’d never been a coward before, but he was now. He picked his way through that explosive field of cannon fire and chose the safest of all possible words. “Like I said, we’re—”
 
   “The same,” Chin finished with him, still whispering, still staring. As though if only she looked hard enough, she might see beneath the cover of his skin to whatever half-remembered hallucination still colored her perception of him.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked. “Can two people as broken as we are mend one another, or will we only make the pieces smaller?”
 
   She clapped a hand over his mouth, silencing him. She stared at the back of her hand for a long time, quiet. She was trembling; he could feel it in her fingers, pressing lightly upon his cheek just before she haltingly took her hand away. She looked at his mouth the same way she’d looked at her own hand. Reluctant, half-fearful, as if she wanted to but couldn’t quite bring herself to turn away.
 
   Cullen held himself still, that unfolding bloom of warmth becoming a veritable tangle of burning vines, each one extending out through him until his wanting for her pulsed in even the smallest parts of him. His blood quickened—thrumming in his veins, his temples. His pants. Growing and intensifying as she rolled her lips together, then licked them.
 
   He reached for her then and his fingertips sparked at the softness of her cheek. She didn’t flinch, but she did close her eyes. Perhaps feeling sparks of her own. Whatever it was, it made her trembling worse. Cullen drew encouragement from that.
 
   He let his fingers wander, tracing up the high curve of her cheekbone into the long black tangles of her waist-length hair. It needed to be brushed. Hell, it needed to be washed. He could not have cared less on either front. Just touching it felt sinful.
 
   He tucked a long lock behind the shell of her small ear. He was trembling now too, but from the restraint it took not to let his arm snake around her tiny waist and pull her to him, to bring her right up to the very edge of the mattress so he could bask in the sensation of all of her pressed up against as much of him as he could manage. His shirt had never looked better on anyone, ever. How he had confused her for a child, he couldn’t begin to remember.
 
   Careful of her legs—so very, very careful—he lay his hand upon her good knee, loving the smoothness as he caressed the outside of her thigh. He stopped when he reached the shirt hem and Chin, of her own trembling accord, allowed her knees to part. The button-down halves of his shirt fell between her thighs, keeping her covered, but that was all right. He remembered everything—every dip, curve and shadow that she had laid bare three nights ago when, in the grip of her fever, she had exposed herself to him.
 
   Cullen knelt between her thighs, a modern-day Samson laid low by the world’s most exquisite Delilah. The heat of her hips burned into his hands as he circled her waist—so small and slender that his fingers all but overlapped. He’d have to be careful with his weight and his size and her injuries. Still, he brought her closer. Any more and she would have fallen off the bed and onto his lap. He could already feel her weight as she straddled him and his whole body hummed, sending zings of pure erotic awareness shooting straight through to his groin. The vibrations made his swollen cock strain, eager to gain freedom from the prison his pants had become.
 
   Her lips parted and Cullen stilled. If she said “twenty dollars” to him now, every part of him was going to wither.
 
   But Chin didn’t. She drew a shaky breath instead and finally opened her eyes. Her hands at her sides had fisted in the folds of rumpled bedding; her knuckles had whitened. Damn. He’d gone too far, too fast. He didn’t want her to be afraid of him.
 
   “I’ll push no further,” he opened his mouth to tell her, but never got the chance.
 
   Leaning forward, Chin hesitated only once before touching his lips with the most trembling of kisses. The caress ignited an explosion of heat and desire. It ripped through him, tore him open, left him bared and exposed in ways he hadn’t let himself be since ‘44, when Elle-May Watson stomped his heart flat right in the middle of the Yoder’s barn-raising dance. Granted, they’d both been fourteen at the time and she’d only gone with him to make her beau’s wandering eye a little more fixed, but still… Fourteen-year-old hearts flattened easily. Thirty-year-old hearts should have been hardier, but the way Chin kissed him, with her timid lips so tentatively sampling his, it left his racing, stumbling, and racing again. She opened her mouth, the tip of her bedeviling tongue tapping at his, begging for entry and the last thing Cullen found himself braced for was the stomp of rejection.
 
   His hand found the nape of her slender neck as he opened for her, encouraging her to take the taste she so desired before his resolve not to move too far or too fast killed him. She moved with such uncertainty, as if this were the first time she had ever given herself to a man when money was not involved. He didn’t know if that was true or not, and he planned never to ask, but Cullen liked that thought. He liked believing he was the first to ever kiss her for free. To touch her like this, with nothing to be gained apart from the pure wanting for more. Her body became the whole of his world, with all his heightened awareness starting and ending with all the places he touched her and all the places he could feel pressing up against him in turn.
 
   At least until Garrett yelled up the hatch, “So help me, if I have to come up there, I will draw you both a map to the kitchen and nail it to your foreheads! Bath water’s getting cold!” His heavy bootfalls retreated back across the lower floor, and so did his not-so-cheerfully muttered, “I am not going to be the only person in this house without a canoodling partner, I’ll tell you that right now.”
 
   Riding herd on stampeding cattle would have been easier than trying to rein in his wild-running lust. That Chin looked just as dazed did wonders for his masculine pride and Cullen couldn’t quite bite back the crooked smile that tickled at the corners of his mouth.
 
   “I’ll get him laid, don’t worry,” he promised her, then teased, “I don’t suppose you have a sister back at that bawdy house of yours, do you?”
 
   It wasn’t until well after nightfall that he finally figured out exactly what he’d said to make her eyes shutter the way they did. By then, he could have kicked his own ass for being that stupid.
 
   From here on, he really ought to leave the joking to Garrett. He just wasn’t any good at it. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Scooping water into her palms, Chin let it dribble out again over her discolored knee. It looked awful. Not just bruised now, but sliced in three places, the wound had been packed with a mixture of herbs that looked like dirt and stank like witch hazel. She wrinkled her nose. Her mother would be appalled. But then, her mother would have been appalled by a good many things she’d done these last few years. Looking back on it all now, she could barely stand to be in her own skin.
 
   “Ready for a refill?” Garrett asked, coming out of his study. He came through the kitchen to remove a tin bucket of steaming water from the stovetop and replace it with another cooler one, before sidling up beside the tub to carefully pour the heated water in around her.
 
   Tub… ha! What she was sitting in was little more than a tin bucket itself and, small as she was, she only managed it with her knees drawn up and hugged in tight. How the brothers bathed, she had no idea.
 
   “How’s that feel?” Garrett asked, once half the hot water had been dispensed.
 
   Chin nodded and scooped up another handful of water, dribbling it over her knee again. Back when this had first started, she’d been a little embarrassed about bathing in front of him. They had no modesty screen, but being as it was only the two of them, she supposed they hadn’t needed one until now. And anyway, Garrett only wandered through the kitchen now and again to check the water’s temperature and ask if she was ready for him to help her out again. She wasn’t. She hadn’t even washed her hair yet. She was just… sitting here, hugging her knees and occasionally picking at her wounds. She poked the tender scabs on her hand, wishing for the umpteenth time now that she had that little pouch of mint herbs currently languishing in the mud with everything else she owned.
 
   “I’d leave that be, if I were you,” Garrett said, dipping his hand in the water to check the temperature near her feet. “If we have to ask the Indians back again, we’ll probably have to bribe them with something more valuable than a hog. Since you are the only thing we have that’s more valuable, well, unless you’re curious to know how a squaw lives, I suggest you let all that wacky medicine stuff do whatever it’s going to.”
 
   “I’m going to get infected,” Chin grumbled, poking at her hand. It looked worse than her knee as far as the bruising went, but with more cuts—eighteen, in all. Her knuckles felt stiff when she flexed her fingers and yet, despite the “dirtiness” of the herbs, the punctures did look to be healing. A wrap in bah zhi lian-soaked bandages and a belly full of turtle broth would have healed her faster, she was sure, but penniless women on the run could hardly afford to be picky. The look Garrett gave her said as much, too. 
 
   “No, you were infected,” he said with an easy cheerfulness that didn’t seem forced, despite the steely glint creeping into his blue eyes. “Trust me, you are a helluva lot better off now and we both know who you can thank for that, don’t we? And yet, here we are and where is he?” Garrett shrugged, his smile unwavering as he answered his own question. Yet his eyes still stabbed at her, all that unspoken accusation hitting like a board stuck through with nails. “I don’t know what he said to piss you off and I really don’t care what you said to make him storm out the way he did, but my brother saved your life. He saved it when he pulled you out of the wash. He saved it again when he went after your stubborn ass. After, I might add, you stole his horse, set the rest of our horses to running loose, and destroyed a perfectly good and rather costly saddle. And when he found you hurt, what did he do? Why, he brought you home again, saving your life repeatedly over a period of days in which he barely slept because he was too worried you were going to die if he closed his eyes more than a second or two. But you know what, Chinny girl?” Hunkering down beside her, Garrett leveled that hard-eyed smile directly on her. “He didn’t just save your life; he risked his own. I could have lost my brother because of you. You may not care about that, oh but I do. I don’t rightly know what’s chasing you, but I know you’re scared and I am more than willing to stand at Cullen’s side between you and whatever’s dogging your trail. But I promise you this, Chen Chin, if what you do costs me my brother, the only one you’ll ever have to worry about chasing you after that… will be me. How’s that dog hunt for you?”
 
   Unable to hold his stare, Chin dropped her gaze to her knees. She locked her teeth together when burst after microburst of frustration made her want to snap back and tell him exactly what was chasing her and why he could make all the veiled threats he wanted to. She had looked death in the eyes. She had been touched by it, tasted it, stayed one step ahead of it for so long that she was incapable of being afraid of anything as…as…as small as him! Yes, that was exactly what she’d tell him. She’d tell him he was small!
 
   Except, she couldn’t make herself say it. Already the insult tasted like ash in her mouth, because he was right. He was justified in everything he’d said and not only was she wrong, but she was ashamed. It grew weighted in her chest. Like a lump of hard coal, impossible to breathe or swallow around. Unable even to speak, Chin nodded instead. “I understand.”
 
   “Wonderful!” His eyes remained hard, but his smile broadened into a grin. It might even have been genuine. With Garrett it was hard to tell. “So glad we could have this little chat. Are you pruned enough, or would you like more hot water?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she meant to say, but when she opened her mouth, what came out instead was, “I didn’t mean to shout at him. Seems all I’m capable of doing anymore are things I don’t mean to.”
 
   For the first time all morning, that hard glint in the depths of his blue eyes softened. Still hunkered beside her, he folded his hands between his knees. He sighed through his nose. “I know it.” He studied her while she stared fixed at the loose herbs floating in the water around her. “So, what are you gonna do about it?”
 
   “He wants me to stay,” she offered, not knowing why she bothered to say so out loud. It made her sound vulnerable, and she hated that. She hated that she felt that way even more.
 
   Garrett nodded. “I know it. And for the record, I’m not opposed. In the few days you’ve been here, he’s smiled twice. I ain’t gonna tell you how long it’s been since he’s had cause to be happy, but none of that makes no never mind if you don’t like him back.”
 
   Apart from a mountain of regret, Chin didn’t know what she felt. No, that wasn’t true. She felt tired. Tired of running; tired of being scared. She wanted to say no one had done for her the kind of kindness that Cullen (and even Garrett) had, but that wasn’t exactly true. Madame Jewel had been kind. So had Nettie, Gabe and the other gems, not that she had trusted it. She hadn’t trusted anything in so long, she felt hollow now because of it. She was tired of being alone and scared, and tired. She was tired of looking over her shoulder, of jumping at every unknown sound in the dark at night. Of laying with legs splayed between the sweating, humping bodies of men whose faces she never looked at and didn’t want to remember.
 
   “He doesn’t know anything about me,” she said, staring hard at a dark spot on the side of the tub.
 
   “You don’t know anything about him,” Garrett countered. “That’s what courtings for and long Sunday suppers full of laughing, talking and fried chicken. And even longer winter nights, cuddled up together, sharing a quilt and body heat. And I do mean the two of you. I wake up once more gettin’ spooned by him, and either he’s sleeping on the floor from here on or one of us is getting gelded. Just saying.”
 
   Chin laughed, though honestly, she felt more like crying. “But what if I stay—”
 
   “And it doesn’t work?” he finished for her. He shrugged. “Then you’ll know you gave it a shot, but it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe what you ought to be wondering is what if you leave and spend the rest of your life never knowing if both your budding affections might not have grown into something stronger, if only you’d let it.”
 
    A long lock of straight black hair fell over her shoulder, brushing her cheek as it slipped down to dip in the water. Without thinking, Chin tucked it back behind her ear. It was hard not to feel Cullen’s touch when she did that. Her skin wanted to make it his. She hugged her knees tighter, hiding from Garrett how her nipples stiffened into peaks, begging for kisses she shouldn’t have wanted, didn’t deserve, and had never felt from Cullen anyway.
 
   Garrett was right about one thing, though: his brother was a decent man. What’s more, when she looked around this place, she could almost see herself here. Cooking dinners at that stove, sitting at the table with them, sweeping the floor… Sleeping in Cullen’s bed, beside him… Not sleeping in Cullen’s bed, beneath him. With his hands touching her face and combing through her hair. The heat of his belly pressed to hers. The solid muscle of his thighs braced between hers as his hips moved in cadence with hers. 
 
   His was the only face she could imagine herself ever wanting to look at, hovered over her in the darkness.
 
   But fast on the heels of that fantasy came a less pleasant one. One of her standing on the front porch, watching Cullen and Garrett as they stepped out to meet Quan Ji, just before he cut them open with his sword. Like his father had done to hers.
 
   If she left, maybe Garrett was right, maybe she would always wonder what might have been. But if she stayed, and Cullen died for it, what was she going to do then?
 
   Her stomach churned, a sickly sensation that tasted like bile in the back of her throat. She couldn’t do that. She wouldn’t. Never again. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   He was such an idiot. Cullen urged his horse up the next hilly rise, so irritated with himself that he could hardly sit still in the saddle. He should have kept his mouth shut. If he had, who knew where that kiss could have ended up? Instead of clopping along on the back of Nico, maybe he’d right now be helping Chin in her bath. Soaping up her small, smooth back. Losing the soap in the water so he’d have no choice but to go fishing about for the slippery thing. Oh, he’d try to be a gentleman about it, but the devil in him couldn’t help imagining all the things he could have brushed up against in his quest to find it. The curve of her hip. The flush swell of her bottom. He shifted in his saddle to ease the pressure of his stiffening cock and his horse, already reading too much into his agitation, tried to turn for home.
 
   Cullen steered the impatient stallion back toward the wash. He couldn’t see it yet, but he could hear it, and by that, mostly what he could hear were the chorus of frogs and crickets making ample use of the unexpected bounty of water. It was a cacophony of chirping and croaking that told him long before he crested the next grassy hill that finding a crossing place over the flood would be difficult, if not still impossible. The thick mud that he’d pulled Chin out of had settled, leaving what anyone unfamiliar with the topography might see as a river—twenty feet across at its narrowest, but only a foot or two lower than the plateau of either bank. If forced to guess, it was probably deeper than he was tall and still so swift in current that nothing short of suicidal tendencies would have him risking a swim across. Especially considering the debris field that lined both banks at least three feet wide. Everywhere he looked, he saw sticks, tree branches, the massive trunks of trees felled from further up in the mountains, and cactus bumps poking out of thick blankets of dead grass that also hid god only knew what else underneath.
 
    No. No way was he going to risk crossing here, but from past floods he knew if he followed the wash about six miles, the relatively narrow trench became a wide, flat plateau. The water there would be less than two feet and more like a lake than a stream. If he avoided the mouth of the wash, there would be little current and he might cross there with much less risk.
 
   Tomorrow, Cullen decided, frowning at the swift running water. Tomorrow he would go to Culpepper and talk to the bank.
 
   Drawing the reins through his gloved hands, Cullen was about to turn Nico for home when he heard a distant shout. Shifting in his saddle, he stared out over the wash, one hand automatically finding the grip of his pistol when he saw the riders spurring their horses in his direction. They couldn’t cross here any more than he could, but the speed at which they were coming toward him, he wasn’t sure if they knew the dangerous wash was there. He threw up a warning hand, but even as he did so, the lead rider drew his horse up along the far grassy edge. His men followed suit, with only one pacing so recklessly near the bank’s sharp drop that Cullen, hand still on his gun, called out, “Watch that edge, friend!”
 
   But the man, an Asian like Chin but dressed in a fine grey suit that probably cost more than all of Cullen’s clothes put together, had already noticed and was nudging his horse to retreat.
 
   “Who are you?” the lead rider shouted across the water.
 
   “Who are you?” Cullen shot back, fingers flexing on the revolver’s grip.
 
   Taking his hat off, the leader swiped his coat sleeve across his forehead before shifting his coat far enough aside to expose the silvery glint of a lawman’s badge. “Jeb Justice, Sheriff out of Culpepper Cove. This here is Gabe Vasquez, part owner at the Red Petticoat.” He gestured to the dark-skinned man on the horse nearest to his. 
 
   Cullen locked on him. Gabe: the source of Chin’s nightmares, faceless no longer. Cullen burned every discernable feature of the Mexican man’s face into his memory.
 
   “Is this Masterson property we’re on?” the sheriff asked.
 
   “Drake,” Cullen corrected. It took every ounce of will he had to force his gaze back to the sheriff’s. “Masterson’s two miles further north.”
 
   Turning in his saddle, the sheriff and Gabe conferred. What they said, Cullen was too far away to hear, but he could tell by the way Gabe kept shifting in his saddle that he was itching to do something. He nodded once, and Sheriff Justice turned back to him.
 
   “We’re searching for a woman,” he called out. “A China girl, went missing a couple nights back. Now, we don’t think it was foul play, but she’s got lots of folk worried about her.”
 
   Gabe looked at him. Cullen stared back.
 
   “Have you seen her?” Jeb waved his hand in a kind of fluttering shrug before it slapped down against his travel-dusty thigh. “She maybe pass this way?”
 
   Cullen indicated to the wash. “Nobody’s passing this way. Not unless she walks on water.”
 
   It wasn’t a lie. Not exactly. It was just an avoidance of the whole truth, not that Cullen had to work very hard at salving his non-protesting conscience.
 
   The well-dressed Oriental turned to say something to two other foreigners, albeit men dressed in black. All three separated from the main group of riders to trail along the wash’s edge, staring intently over at his side.
 
   “Maybe she passed through a few days back?” the sheriff continued. “It was the first night of the storm that she disappeared. Maybe you saw her then?”
 
   “Sheriff,” Cullen said, keeping one eye on the Orientals and trying his best not to sound irritated. “This wash started flooding the minute it started raining in the mountains, and that was long before the storm hit us here.” The first Oriental pointed across the water and Cullen felt his temper fray. “You try crossing,” he snapped at them, “and you’re gonna die! Now, that’s a fact.”
 
   Both Sheriff Justice and Gabe swiveled around far enough to follow Cullen’s frown. They looked across the wash to where the man was pointing. When the whole group of riders turned to follow their lead, Cullen shifted his frowning attention. What were they looking at? All he saw were trees, brush, and thick mats of dead and rotting grass tangled among the cactus and sticks. The foreigner kept pointing, seemingly indicating a fallen tree—one of half a dozen wedged into the muddy back, stuck fast despite the constant pressure of the current rushing against and over it. That alone should have shown them how dangerous it was to cross. Why were they still staring?
 
   “What is that?” The sheriff shielded his eyes from the sun with both hands.
 
   “It’s hers,” Gabe finally answered. That Cullen could hear him at all as softly as he’d said it was only half as shocking as what he actually said.
 
   Cullen got off his horse. He approached the partially submerged trunk, searching but seeing nothing but water, mud and flood debris.
 
   “There,” the sheriff directed. “Tangled in the root ball.”
 
   Damn. Was this the same tree he’d plucked Chin off of? The similarities in the length and jutting position of each broken branch tickled at the back of Cullen’s memory. Trusting Nico to stay put, he walked along the bank, but the tree was jutting out at such an angle that he simply could not see anything hidden in the jumble of twisted, broken roots.
 
   One cautious step at a time, he lowered himself down the steep embankment, sliding in the mud and slipping the last eight inches or so until his boots hit the unyielding tree trunk. This was the part that was submerged, only by about an inch but it was enough for him to feel the strength of the water rushing over his boots.
 
   “Careful,” Gabe called.
 
   “Yeah, fuck you,” Cullen muttered under his breath. Finding his balance and the best footing possible, he crept down the trunk, finding better traction once he was out of the water and onto dryer portions of the tree. It took him eight feet out toward the center of the wash, but even when he reached the tangle of broken roots, it wasn’t until he braced himself against securer handholds and leaned well out that he saw it—knotted folds of dark cloth sticking partially out of the water. Chin’s bundle. Her belongings.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” he said wonderingly. Against all odds, he’d found them. Maybe now she’d calm down about it.
 
   Yeah, right up until he told her about the search party. He was going to have to tie her to the bed again.
 
   His cock twitched.
 
   “Is she down there?” Sheriff Justice asked, snatching Cullen’s attention back to the present.
 
   He made a show out of looking all around the root ball. “No,” he called back. He scratched his head, adjusted his hat, and pretended to consider the situation. “That don’t mean anything, though. If she crossed, it might have happened anywhere between here and ten miles up the mountains.” He didn’t have to add that finding her was hopeless. He could already tell by the looks on their faces, and Gabe’s in particular, that everybody there knew if she went into this wash, she wasn’t likely to be found.
 
   Gabe looked upstream first, then down, the severity of his expression disintegrating as he began to realize Chin was lost to him. It was the best of all possible outcomes, and one in which Cullen felt little pity for the man.
 
   “We’ll split up,” the sheriff told the group. “Tom, Bill, Charlie—you’re with me. We’ll go two miles upstream. Gabe, you take the Chinamen and go two miles down. Fire in the air if you find…anything.”
 
   Cullen knew by his tone, he didn’t expect any of them to. The sheer regret on Gabe’s face echoed that.
 
   No, Cullen didn’t pity him in the slightest. Whatever mental anguish he was feeling for what he’d done to Chin, Cullen hoped he enjoyed the reprieve of it. Because this would be a fucking holiday compared to what Cullen was going to do physically, just as soon as he ran into Gabe again.
 
   “Drake!”
 
   Tearing his hard gaze from Gabe, Cullen locked on the sheriff instead.
 
   “Would you mind hanging onto that for me?” Jeb called over.
 
   Cullen held up the knotted bundle. “I’ll bring it by your office just as soon as I get to town. Give me a day.” He looked down at the water all around him. “Maybe two.”
 
   “That’d be fine.” Casting Gabe a sympathetic nod, the sheriff split the group and they began their searches in opposite directions.
 
   Gabe was slower to leave. He stared at Cullen, and more specifically, at the bundle he held onto the entire cautious trip back down the log until he’d once more scaled the steep bank and had solid earth under his boots. It was a funny trick of the water that Cullen heard it so clearly when he said, “How the hell am I going to tell Jewel?”
 
   Nico was grazing not far from where Cullen had left him, making it easy to reclaim the reins and mount up again. With Chin’s wet bundle soaking into the denim of his pants and saddle, and all over the front of his horse, Cullen watched until both Gabe and the Orientals (all three of whom stared stoically back at him) moved on. They made their way downstream, picking a careful path and searching the brush and debris thoroughly. Only Cullen knew they were searching for a body that wasn’t there to be found.
 
   If he had any say in the matter, not one of them would ever know differently. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   She couldn’t get comfortable. Everything ached. Her hand, her knee. The small of her back, for some weird reason and she couldn’t remember hurting that. Sitting on the edge of Cullen’s bed, she was alternating between rubbing her knee and gently extending her leg to stretch it, when she heard Cullen come home. She felt every one of his heavy footsteps reverberating in the pit of her stomach and it accompanied her near overwhelming urge to jump up and close the hatch so he wouldn’t be tempted to climb up and talk to her. If she moved, though, then he was bound to hear it and he would come up. Absolutely he would. Her inane cowardice got the best of her. Rolling onto her hip, she scrambled to the head of the bed, pulled the blankets over her and pretended to be asleep.
 
   “Uh…” Garrett said, his low voice slightly muted through the floorboards. “What the hell is that?”
 
   What Cullen replied was too soft for her to make out. That he probably did that on purpose was not lost on her, either.
 
   Tucking her good hand under her cheek, Chin refused to let herself feel one way or the other about that. She didn’t care what he was hiding from her. People had secrets; that was simply the nature of things and she knew that better than most. Let him keep all the secrets he wanted, so long as he did it downstairs. She didn’t think she could bear to be near him just yet. She felt too brittle, too broken.
 
   “Upstairs,” Garrett said. The clatter of a chair sliding back from the table let her know they were in the kitchen. “Has been since supper. Why? Is that—” He broke off with a somewhat less than manly scream. “Jesus!”
 
   The crash of kitchen chairs falling over jerked Chin up in bed. She seized the blanket in both hands when the crack of an impossibly loud gunshot followed the commotion.
 
   “It’s all right!” Cullen shouted, beating her to the ladder by only a few limping steps. Hurrying had hurt worse than anything and so much for pretending to be asleep, but Chin only stopped shy of descending the ladder because Cullen kept patting at the air for her to stay put. “It’s all right, I swear.”
 
   “The hell it is!” his brother snapped, from somewhere unseen.
 
   “It was just a snake,” Cullen assured her.
 
   “A big motherfucking snake!”
 
   Cullen shot him a dark look, then patted the air at her one last time. “It’s dead now.”
 
   “It’s still wriggling… and bleeding… all over thunderation… fuck this ringy shit!”
 
   Another gunshot made Chin jump and Cullen jerk around. “You put one more hole in my floor—” he thundered, stalking back to the kitchen and out of her sight.
 
   “You bring another of them legless lizards in here and I’ll shoot you!” Garrett thundered back.
 
   There was a clatter of kindling and then Cullen headed for the front door, the dead snake cautiously gripped between two pieces of wood. Gripping the hatch for balance, Chin bent down far enough to see his legs and the still wriggling serpent’s tail just before he flung it out into the yard.
 
   “It’s gone,” he grumbled, shutting the door and stomping back to the kitchen to throw the kindling back in the wood box. “Big baby.”
 
   Down below, everything became suddenly very still and quiet. So quiet that Chin had no trouble hearing Garrett’s softly hissed, “Sowbugs.”
 
   For a long time, nothing moved. Then Garrett began to angrily pick up the scattered chairs and Cullen, somewhat chagrined, returned to the bottom of the ladder. Glaring at his brother, he cleared his throat before facing her again. “I… I brought you something.” Extending a hand to help her down, he beckoned. “Come on. Let me show you.”
 
   She ought to go back to bed and she knew it. Accepting gifts would only invite further closeness with the man and she couldn’t afford that, not when she already knew what she had to do. And yet, when he beckoned again, offering a tentative smile, Chin tucked the long hem of her nightshirt around her bare legs and quite painfully stepped onto the first rung. After three, she was able to take his hand. Halfway down, Cullen stepped in to wrap his big hands around her waist.
 
   “I’ve got you,” he said as he lifted her off the ladder.
 
   She caught his shoulders, his closeness overwhelming now. His muscles tensed beneath her hands. The heat of his body invaded every part of her as he pulled her to him, holding her flush against him before allowing her feet once more to touch the floor. He released her gradually, as if he had to fight himself to let her go at all. And it was awful, because as much as she did not want to be so close to him, she could not make herself push him away.
 
   She looked past him, desperate for any measure of separation. That was when she saw her bundle, lying partially untied with Garrett warily prodding through the contents with the end of his gun. She shrieked. She also ran to it, stiff and limping, her uncooperative knee holding up for only a few steps before it buckled. Barely close enough, she grabbed the table. Otherwise, she’d have collapsed to the floor and been forced to crawl. 
 
   Hands up, Garrett got out of her way, but all she wanted was her bundle. Leaving dirt, wet and leaves smeared across the table, she yanked it into her arms even as she fell backwards onto the chair Cullen just managed to tuck in behind her.
 
   “Thank you.” She hugged it fiercely close, every hard edge of the precious things still within digging into her arms and chest. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “I was going to try and clean it up a little before you came down,” Cullen offered, the heat of his hand coming to rest on her shoulder.
 
   The rope was partially untied, leaving half of the bundle flaps open and the contents vulnerable. Unsure if he had done that or the flood, Chin jerked at the remaining knots until the rope came free. Muddy glops of fermenting leaves and bugs oozed out into her lap and dripped onto the floor. None of that was as important compared to her grandmother’s dancing dress. Having marinated in flood waters for days, the silk was ruined. She touched the crumpled folds, the bright blue and pink color muted under a stain of greenish-brown. Loving fingers traced the intricate embroidery—the once familiar lotus flowers and cherry blossoms, and the long, swoop-tailed birds now barely recognizable. The damage was darker along the outer folds, but no part of the once beautiful gown had escaped unblemished.
 
   Chin didn’t care. Clumps of leaves and grass dropped off her knees to the floor and water dripped through her fingers as she touched the hem of one sleeve to her cheek. Her eyes closed against a rush of stinging tears. She breathed, just breathed. Forcing herself to keep it slow and steady. She was her mother’s daughter; she was elegant. She was her father’s daughter; she was determined. No matter how devastated, she refused to cry.
 
   Gently folding the filthy sleeve back into place, Chin dug into the wet bundle. She pulled out twigs, small rocks, some kind of beetle that clung gratefully to the pad of her finger until she shook it off. She found her mother’s hair needles, the inlaid mother-of-pearl and fiery gemstones half obscured by moldering vegetation. She wiped them clean as best she could with only her hand, then set them aside to search out the other hair combs, the ruined headdress, and her father’s ivory handled knife—gifted to her family line by a distant emperor and passed down to him through many generations of noble warriors. Her father had always kept it in a place of honor within their home. She caressed the carvings in the handle and sheath, hating the sight of all the dirt packed into the claws and scales of the dragons depicted there. She would clean it later. Hopefully the greenish stain was not permanent.
 
   She set the dagger aside now too and rummaged in deeper. She felt the dragon before she saw it and her hand closed tight upon the curling tail, dragging the noble figurine out of the dirt in which it lay. She quickly wiped the face, flicking wet leaves and bits of bark to the floor before hugging it tight. The Mighty Dragon. She closed her eyes and didn’t open them again until she felt something brush her leg.
 
   Too big for a bug, she jerked back, fully expecting to see another snake, only to find Cullen on his knees beside her, picking through the muck that had dropped out of her bag. Picking coins out of the debris, as well as moldering bills so coated in slime that she had mistaken them for rotting leaves. 
 
   Cold gripped her gut. She didn’t move. The urge to snatch her money back from him prickled up and down her spine, but her hands locked in so tight around the jade dragon that she could feel the pain of every hard line biting into the inner creases of her knuckles. In her haste to reclaim the important things, she’d forgotten how loosely she’d stuffed her money into her dress before bolting out the Red Petticoat’s window.
 
   “Here.” Cullen’s fingers on her wrist were as warm as they were gentle as he pried her hand from the dragon. Turning it palm up, he lay the money he’d collected into it and folded her fingers securely around them. He looked at her, seeing far more than she wanted to show. “Wouldn’t want you to lose this, now would we?”
 
   When he let go of her hand, she hugged the dragon tighter. What could she possibly say in return? She’d already thanked him, but how pale those words were in comparison to the gift he’d just returned to her. And he didn’t even know it. How could he? He had just given her everything she needed in order to leave. The dress she’d worn the night he’d found her was still hanging over the back of a chair in the loft, dirty but dry. She didn’t have shoes; her slippers were long gone and there would be no getting those back, but she would make do. She was an expert at making do. But sitting there, in that chair with Cullen kneeling at her feet, all she could see now was how dangerous she was to him. All she could see was the certainty of that coming day when Quan Ji would finish her. She could feel it coming just as clearly as she could feel the cool weight of the jade dragon in her hand. She felt it all the way into her smallest bones. Right now, sitting here, she almost looked forward to it. But when that day happened, neither Cullen nor his brother would end with her. Not if she could stop it, and leaving would do that.
 
   Leaving was going to hurt, but nowhere near as badly as it would if she stayed long enough for him to truly, honestly fall in love with her. Or her with him.
 
   For both their sakes—whether Cullen could see it now or not—she had to leave.
 
   She lay her hand upon his cheek. Her fingers were dirty; he didn’t pull away and didn’t even seem to mind. “I will never forget what you have done for me today,” she whispered. It was the most honest thing she’d said to anyone in years.
 
   And it didn’t make any difference, because tonight she was going to hurt them both.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Lying in bed next to his snoring brother, Cullen stared sightlessly up at the ceiling. It was a cool night. The window was open, allowing the entry of a subtle breeze. It teased the part in the curtains and each time they waved gently open, it let in enough moon and starlight that he could see the rafters along the ceiling. Not that he was looking at them, or anything else in the room for that matter. He was thinking and all of his thoughts were centered on what was happening down the short hallway that stretched from Garrett’s bedroom door to his.
 
   Was Chin awake or asleep, he wondered. Probably asleep. It was late, after all. He could almost see her lying there, one small hand tucked up under her cheek. He touched his own, feeling again the way she had cupped and caressed him all those hours ago. His skin still tingled, hungry for more of that gentle contact. He could still see the sadness and the gratitude in the black, black pools of her almond-shaped eyes. He’d wanted so badly to kiss that sadness out of her. His cock still throbbed with that need to get closer, to steal taste after taste from lips that softened and parted beneath him, begging him without words to enter, conquer and consume. He touched the tip of his tongue to the backs of his teeth, imagining the feel of her own trembling as it made love to his.
 
   His cock throbbed harder. Harder? Ha. Harder wasn’t possible anymore; he had a damned oak branch sprouting out between his legs. Thank God Garrett was sleeping or he’d probably be hearing about this non-stop for days… weeks… the rest of his life…
 
   Maybe he should check on her. Make sure she was (still in the room) all right, considering all she’d been through today. He hadn’t yet told her about the search party or Gabe leaving under the assumption she was dead. That should make her happy. Or, if not happy, at least she might feel a little more relaxed.
 
   She was probably sound asleep. He hadn’t heard a sound from his room, not in hours. At least, it felt like hours. Of course, any amount of time with an oak-hard itch he couldn’t begin to scratch (while lying in bed next to his brother?  Yeah…no) could feel like hours.
 
   He’d do it. He’d check on her. If she was sound asleep, she’d never know he was there. If she wasn’t, then she was going to catch him, and then what in hell was he supposed to do? Explain himself? How? Oh sure, he could try saying something witty and charming, and not at all debauched, like: “So sorry. I didn’t know you were awake.”
 
   And then she’d probably say something like, “I can’t sleep.”
 
   And he’d say, “Me, either.”
 
   And she’d say, “Will you come inside and talk with me?”
 
   And he’d say, “Sure.” And then step into her room with a full-on erection leading the way, because that was what gentlemen did whenever they walked into a lady’s room in the middle of the night. God, what was wrong with him? Yanking his pillow out from under his head, Cullen did his best to smother himself with it, then sighed.
 
   This was insane. He wasn’t going to get a lick of sleep tonight, not if he didn’t do something. Like go outside, exhaust his innate gwailo-ness and then (check on her) get some damn sleep.
 
   He peeked at the shadowy lump of his brother from under a corner of the pillow. Garrett snored on, blissfully unaware of the throbbing, tight-balled hell Cullen was in.
 
   Rolling onto his side, Cullen returned his head to the top of his pillow, punched it twice and lay down. He tried to close his eyes, but they were open again within minutes. He could feel her, that was the problem. He could physically feel her—those light brown limbs of hers lying in his bed, caressing his sheets as she moved in her sleep. Or maybe she was wide awake too and restless, thinking about him.
 
   Were her nipples pebbled up, like they had been earlier when he’d kissed her, before he’d said that damn-fool stupid thing? Pebbled up like new spring buds on the pussy willows that grew up around the ponds that watered his cattle all year round. Yeah, that was romantic. He should try to remember to tell her that the next time she started to let him get cuddlesome. Then maybe instead of getting yelled at, he could get slapped too.
 
   Pushing the blankets back, Cullen swung his legs onto the floor and sat up. He rubbed his face, palms rasping on whiskers he should have shaved a week ago. Except his razor and soap were in his room where he couldn’t exactly get at it—not that he’d asked—and when he could get at it, he’d been too worried about whether she was going to die or not to even think about something as mundane as whisker stubble. Lord. He felt along his jaw. He’d bumped into cacti less prickly than he was.
 
   If she was asleep, he could sneak into her room right now, quietly gather up his things (check on her), shave out of the rain barrel off the back porch and by morning, be so damned presentable that if she touched him again, laying that tiny tender hand of hers along his cheek, she’d be so enamored of his smoothness than she’d… what? Invite him back to bed so she could feel up the rest of him?
 
   He was pathetic.
 
   It was also worth a shot, but with his luck, he’d be gathering his necessaries off the dresser when she woke up and there he’d be, standing where he shouldn’t, caught. With a full-on erection standing high as the noonday sun where it couldn’t help but be noticed, and she’d say something gentle and understanding, like: “What the hell are you doing in my room?”
 
   And he’d say, “I wanted to shave my face for you.”
 
   And she’d say, “Get the hell out, you whore-mongering bastard.”
 
   And she would know.
 
   Hellfire and thunderation! How was he supposed to make the conversation come out right in the moment, if he couldn’t even make it go right in his own head?
 
   The creak of a floorboard in the hall just outside Garrett’s bedroom pricked Cullen’s ear, stopping everything. Every inch of him tensed as he listened. She was running again. He knew it just as surely as he knew if she really wanted to run, she’d have gone down the ladder, not come out into the short hall between their bedrooms where there was no lower floor access.
 
   His chest caught as the latch of Garrett’s door lifted, and then opened. Just a crack and no more. Neither the moonlight nor the stars were quite bright enough for him to make out her face, but he could see the shadow of her and he knew she could see the shadow of him, sitting upright on his side of the bed. He hadn’t done anything, but for some reason, he still felt caught red-handed.
 
   He saw the pale sleeve of his shirt more than he did her arm as she reached in through the cracked door and beckoned him. Cullen was on his feet before he knew he wanted to move. Cock leading the way—because, hell, why stop now?—he went to her.
 
   “You all right?” he started to ask, but got no further than “you” before she lay her fingers on his lips. That she could do it at all without arching onto tiptoes left him almost as amazed as the sheer flush of heat that shot through him at the touch. He was a bonfire and she’d just tossed a rock in it, sending spark showers flying out into all the darkest corners of his crackling body. He didn’t try to speak again. When she took his hand, he simply let her lead him back to his own bedroom, with its single lamp lit on the bedside table, casting its shadow-driving illumination across the walls.
 
   She drew him in and closed the door. When she looked up at him with those beautiful black eyes of hers, he became guilty of nothing more than standing there while her hands wandered down the front of the shirt she wore. Button by button, without a word, she opened it. It slid off her shoulders first, laying bare all the caramel-colored flesh his mouth ached to kiss and his fingers tightened to touch. When it got to her breasts, she paused. Her own brow beetled, as if she didn’t understand her own sudden shyness, but he did. He knew it the instant he saw it, and as surely as he knew what she’d done for a living before she met him, he knew the cause. She might well have taken her clothes off for paying men—dozens; maybe even hundreds—but never once had any of those other men mattered. Not like he did.
 
   Gathering the fabric and her courage, she let the nightshirt fall, becoming a forgotten puddle of pale cloth around her feet. And there she was. Beauty personified. In the sweet caramel flesh and within his reach, if only he would, in fact, reach for her. 
 
   Unable to move, Cullen drank her in. Never in his life had he ever seen a full-grown woman without any clothes on at all. Oh, he’d seen bits and pieces. Naked breasts popped out above corset ruffles and creamy white bottoms shed fast of drawers, but always with stockings still on. He wasn’t a saint. Not by any stretch of anyone’s imagination. He’d been a soldier. Soldiers lived payout to payout, bar to saloon, and brothel to whorehouse. Half-drunken soldiers with two bits to spend on fifteen minutes of heaven rarely bothered to shuck all their clothes, and he’d certainly never bothered to ask for less from the women whose company he’d paid to keep. This sort of sight—he marveled at the exquisiteness of her—this, was something special, reserved only for husbands and wives.
 
   Cullen moved to touch her then. Her breast called to him and his palm ached to answer, to cup and hold, kneading soft flesh and plucking at each beguiling nipple until they tightened with her own body’s heightening need. But that wasn’t what he reached for first. He touched her lips instead, tracing the bow of her mouth with his thumb as his fingers smoothed up her cheek. Uncertainty mirrored in her eyes as she pressed her face into his palm, as if she needed to steal courage from him before she could meet his eyes more boldly.
 
   “I won’t hurt you,” he promised, and no one knew like he did how a man was only as good as his word.
 
   Taking her by the hand—her good hand—he drew her to the bed. She lay back when he bade her to, her long black hair a temptress’s entangling snare upon his pillows. He buried his hands in the softness as he kissed her.
 
   He tried to be gentle. He tried to make it last. He touched her everywhere, and where his fingers played his mouth invariably followed. The scent of her within the valley of her small breasts was more intoxicating than the finest whiskey. He breathed it in, but even that was nothing compared to the womanly scent that beckoned as he burned his trail of kisses down her belly, past the indent of her navel and lower still to the dusky tufts that so closely guarded all the molten secrets of her core. 
 
   If his whiskers scratched her thighs, she didn’t protest. She bit the back of her finger even as she opened her thighs and gripped the pillow tight with her other hand the instant the heat of his mouth quested for, discovered and devoured the fast-responding nub hidden within those silken folds. She was hot and wet, and he drank that wetness in. He made her gasp, again and again. It was the only sound she made, but it was a sound she would never again make for any other man but him and that knowledge shot him through with such a sense of power and pride.
 
   Her hand was locked in his hair when he finally rose above her. Her legs were shaking, that deep involuntary kind of trembling that her small body would never again suffer for anyone else. Her cry as he entered her, his jutting cock sinking into her slow but deep, would never again be heard by anyone else’s ears. He savored every quivering spasm as she gripped him, trying so hard to be gentle, but he was unravelling now, every bit as much a prisoner to his own thundering pulse and the demands of his passion as he was to the insistent pull of her hands as she clung to his shoulders and arms. Her legs locked around his hips, urging him to move, to take her, deeper still. Harder still. More and more.
 
   And fuck, but she was so hot. Small as she was, big as he was, her body took him as if they’d been made—each only for the other. She clenched around him as tight as a fist, and he made her whole body arch and writhe, her whole trembling body strain in the grip of his. And when she cried out, that was another coup he took pleasure in counting, because when she came, she did it looking up at him with such wide and frightened, horrified and wondering eyes that he knew—knew—he’d just given her something that in all her time as a lady of the night, no one had ever done. That was for him, too. Him and him alone.
 
   Just like he was now only for her.
 
   “I think I love you,” he breathed into her hair as he lay panting and exhausted, a hot and sated mess in the sweat-soaked sheets beside her. His blood still pounded like a storm in his chest, temple and groin. Still twitching with latent shocks of pleasure and dripping his seed on her thigh, his cock was dwindling and his eyes were growing heavy. “I think I love you,” he said again, his heavy arm sliding around her waist, hugging her back against him one last time.
 
   He eventually fell asleep and because of that, he never felt it when she covered her eyes and then her mouth and then began to cry. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Chin waited, listening to the rhythmic rumbles of Cullen snoring for a good half-hour before slipping out from under his arm and off the bed. The lamp had died down, so she gathered her bundle and dressed in the dark, stepping into her gown and pulling it up over her shoulders, but not bothering with the fastenings until she got downstairs. Cullen had taken away the filthy blanket that she’d used to bundle her things into, but he’d given her a buckskin pouch in trade. Once she was properly buttoned up, she slung the strap over her neck and one shoulder and crept as quietly out the front door as the squeaky hinges would allow.
 
   She made it as far as the front porch before she had her first breakdown. Collapsing on the steps, she cried into her skirts to muffle the sound. Only when the tears had abated and she could see clearly again, was she able to pull herself to her feet and limp out to the barn.
 
   She couldn’t stay. It was the mantra that kept her walking, one foot in front of the other when everything inside her continued to cry. He wasn’t going to understand. He would hate her for this. Love and hate were two sides of the same spoon, after all, but it was better that he live to hate her than to die because she couldn’t bring herself to do what she knew was right.
 
   Her second breakdown came in the barn after she got the lantern lit and as she was heaving a saddle off the rail it was draped over. She’d made a mistake the last time. Cullen’s horse was too big and headstrong for her to manage; she knew that now, so she chose the smaller of the two remaining horses: a pretty blonde-colored mare that snuffled at her hair and offered no resistance to being led out of her stall so late at night.
 
   Getting the saddle on her back was the hardest thing she’d ever done. Not because the animal fought her—it didn’t. The mare stood as placid as a cow and never made a sound. No, it was hard because all Chin could feel was this ache like she’d been kicked in her stomach and all she could hear was Cullen whispering over and over again, I think I love you.
 
   Why did he have to say that? Why?
 
   Why did she care? Men said all kinds of things in the throes of a good rough and tumble. They’d said it as they lay huffing and panting in the sweaty aftermath too. But it hadn’t felt like that. It hadn’t felt disgusting. It hadn’t felt like a chore, or a job, and it sure hadn’t felt like a free one. Instead, it had felt like something she’d never thought she would ever have. It had felt real.
 
   It felt like what she saw on Madame Jewel’s face each time she looked at Gabe. Or like the shine that came over Opal each time someone dropped by the Petticoat to say they’d just spotted John riding into town for a visit. It felt like what Citrine had found, and Ruby with her sheriff, and Lapis, now the mayor’s wife. Other gems had found it, but Chin had always, always known she never would.
 
   But here it was, dropped in her lap like a giant splat of bird droppings, and she shouldn’t want it.
 
   Oh, but she did. She pressed her hands to her chest. As if that alone could smother the pain. It was worse than her hand and knee over this last week of hell combined. She couldn’t just stand here. She forced herself to move and made it as far as the mouth of the next stall before collapsing again. Sliding down the post, she sat in the dirt and straw and wept. She hadn’t thought she had any tears left in her, but they came pouring out as though she’d been saving them up for years.
 
   “You’re running again.”
 
   Chin jerked her head up and there, standing in the open barn doorway, was Cullen, dressed in nothing but his pants. His feet were bare. He hadn’t even bothered to put his boots on.
 
   “Why?” he demanded.
 
   Gulping air, she covered her eyes with both hands so she wouldn’t have to see him looking at her like that. She fought to control it, but the tears refused to stop coming. “Go… away,” she said between gasps.
 
   “Go away,” he echoed flatly. “Go away?” He shook his head, then nodded. “Fine.” He snapped around on his heel and stalked back out into the blackness.
 
   For some reason, that hurt even worse. Chin grabbed her chest, rocking as she fought not to cry out for him to wait, but then suddenly he was back. Storming back out of the night into the barn’s gentle light. At least something was gentle, because Cullen, grabbing her by the arms and hauling her to her feet, was anything but.
 
   “You know what?” he snapped, giving her a shake. “It’s not at all ‘fine’.” If he was confused at all, she couldn’t see it. All she saw was the storm of hurt and anger flashing in his eyes. “Talk to me!”
 
   “I can’t!” She twisted, but there was no breaking free of him.
 
   “Did I do something?” he demanded. “Did I not do something?” He stopped so suddenly and it was the most awful and yet subtle shift in his angry frown when an inkling of the truth suddenly occurred to him. “You never had any intention of staying, did you? Coming to get me… what we did… you did it all knowing you were going to leave anyway.”
 
   And he’d had the gall to tell her he loved her. Chin stiffened her spine. She made herself grow cold and hard. She made herself hate him, because it was the only way she’d ever be able to hurt him like this and survive. “Whore, remember?”
 
   He jerked back as though she’d slapped him. “I never treated you that way.”
 
   Hoarse, hating herself for every word, she said, “That doesn’t make me any less of what I am.”
 
   That was true too, and he deserved better. So much better. Whether he knew it yet or not.
 
   “Don’t got my money on me,” he said finally, his face as cold as she now felt. “Twenty dollars, right?”
 
   She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her throat had seized up, tightening beyond her ability to swallow or speak.
 
   With a final nod of agreement to whatever thoughts he now kept private, Cullen walked away again. This time, he didn’t make it out the door before he snapped around and came charging back at her.
 
   Had Chin known he was going to grab her again, she might have put up more of a fight. Had she known he was going to drag her to the stool where Garrett had been working to repair the saddle she’d cut, she might have done something to resist. Certainly had she known he was going to throw her face down across one knee, she’d have done more than dig in her good leg and shout, “No!”
 
   But she didn’t know. Or maybe she did. Maybe in some small part of her, she thought she deserved it, because, though she fought him with all she had, it almost felt calming. For all her twisting, flailing and kicking, she wasn’t any better at breaking free of him now than she had been the first night they’d met. And she was glad. She could have cried—angry, bitter tears of relief—when he wrestled her down into place, pinning her good arm under her hip and yanking her skirt out of his way, before his hand came raining down in a storm as violent as it was swift. He let her feel his fury and his hurt, and she let it wash over her. Baptize her in the fire and the sting, without the soothing balm of forgiveness found in the end. As quick as it had begun, it was over.
 
   Angry as he was, he wasn’t so callous that he didn’t help her up again and hold her arms while she got her balance. He waited until her bad knee was steady under her before he let her go.
 
   “You be sure to let me know how much extra that’ll be,” he said through gritted teeth. “We’ll square up in the morning before I take you back to town.”
 
   He left her then, gulping at air and holding her fiery bottom in her hands. This time, he didn’t come back, though Chin waited for him to. And waited and waited, until her shoulders began to shake and the tears to flow anew. She sank back down into the dirt, with all the smells of old leather and the barnyard tainting every ragged breath she sucked into her too-tight chest. One last time, she broke down.
 
   For the rest of the night, she stayed in the barn, and she wept.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The sun rose the next morning, painting the sky a bright orange and pink, promising a beautiful day. What clouds Cullen saw as the front door slammed shut behind him, were as white as tufts of cotton. Dew sprinkled the grass and dampened his boots as he trudged through the weeds to the barn. He honestly didn’t expect Chin to still be there when he pushed back the heavy door, but there she was, lying in a short stack of dry grass, one hand tucked behind her, just above her bottom. She might have been sleeping, except that she wasn’t. Judging by the rim of red all around her eyes and nose, she hadn’t all night.
 
   Hers was a look that cut him every bit as sharply as a physical knife. He never should have done what he did last night. Not because she hadn’t deserved a hot butt, because she did. But he wished he could go back and do it over again. Mad as he was, he never should have touched her. He should have waited, calmed down, got her to tell him what fears were dogging at her, and then he could have dealt with it the smart way. The right way. By talking to her, soothing and reassuring her that he could and would take care of her. And then, only when they were both back to being like-minded adults, would he then tell her what it had done to him to awaken to find her side of the bed empty, her things gone from the table, and the barn door standing wide open just like the first time she’d run away. He wished he’d thought to tell her how it had felt to know the one night—apparently, the only night—he was ever going to have with her hadn’t meant as much to her as it had to him. Above all, he’d wished he’d held her afterward, because he already knew she was going to haunt him for the rest of his life. The last thing he wanted to relive was their last touch when it hadn’t been a gentle one.
 
   Chin hadn’t had enough gentleness in her life. Cullen could see that—standing over her, staring down at her profile, knowing she knew he was there but wouldn’t look at him. No, that look she wore said plainly that she hadn’t had anywhere near as much gentle holding as a woman ought to get. With all his being, he wished he could go back and do things over again, but time only knew one direction to move and it was far too late to change things now.
 
   Please stay. It was the only thought in his whole head worth saying, and yet Cullen didn’t say it any more than Chin rolled over to acknowledge his presence. Maybe because he’d already said it how many times before this, and it hadn’t done one lick of good. Her mind, it seemed, was locked on leaving. At this point, every attempt he made to change the unchangeable only made him that much more a fool.
 
   So he didn’t say it. He didn’t say anything. He left her lying in the straw and instead began the laborious process of hitching up the wagon for the trip to town. He was only half done when Garrett finally found his way to the barn.
 
   “Why?” he’d asked earlier that morning, back when they’d both been sitting at the kitchen table, eating burnt eggs, and Cullen had asked to borrow his brother’s last fifteen dollars.
 
   “So I can buy Chin a stagecoach ticket to San Francisco,” he’d replied. His face must have looked a lot like Chin’s, because Garrett didn’t say not one thing more. And now, staring from Cullen to her, he still didn’t say anything. When she sat up though, he did offer her a hand up. Then he followed his brother’s lead and readied two of the horses.
 
   “Mind if I tag along?” was the only thing he asked once everything was set. “There’s a couple things we could stand to get at the mercantile while we’re there. If our credit’s still good, that is.”
 
   “May as well,” Cullen replied, and that was it.
 
   They loaded up. Cullen sat to the right of the buckboard, holding the reins while Chin sat on the left and Garrett hopped voluntarily into the back, although the seat was plenty big enough for three. It was the longest, unhappiest eleven mile ride into Culpepper Cove that he’d ever taken, full of bumps and jostles and one tense stretch of field where the ground was still so waterlogged that he was sure the wheels were going to get stuck. Through it all, nobody said one word. Not one.
 
   Please stay. It was his only thought, repeating in every sound he heard—whispered upon the breeze that rustled the grass and leaves, the plodding of the horses’ hooves, and in the constant knock and rattle of the wagon as it rolled along. Please stay.
 
   The closer to town they got, the harder Cullen had to grit his teeth to keep from shouting it. His knuckles were white. The reins bit into his fingers from the tenseness with which he gripped them, but he couldn’t for the life of him make himself yank everything to a stop and just say it. Maybe one more time was all it would take.
 
   Until the next time she got that bee stuck in her tail to up and run off, the devil on his shoulder spat. How much of his life did he really want to spend chasing after her? A man had to have pride, after all. A man had to have pride.
 
   So he kept going. And the reins kept cutting into his hands, leaving red-raw creases in the calluses of his fingers. And his jaw and teeth began to ache, and the miles rolled by, and the outlying buildings of town came into view, and then it was too late.
 
   He hated everything he saw. The buildings and people both: the men going about their daily business, each with coins jingling in his pocket, money in the bank, and a family of his own; the women in their full skirts and bonnets, trailed by kids he’d never thought twice about until now and which he’d likely never have now himself—everybody. He couldn’t make himself look at Chin. It felt too much like getting mule-kicked in the chest. His heart was never going to recover from this.
 
   He pulled up in front of the bank and set the wagon brake. The whole thing jostled as Garrett hopped out of the back.
 
   “I’ll get what we need,” he said, falsely cheerful. 
 
   Cullen nodded, but didn’t turn around or even wave to see him off. As miserable a drive as it had been coming into town, going home without Chin—he already knew—was going to be a thousand times worse. He just wanted the day to be over.
 
   Elbows on knees, reins still in his hands, he waited until Garrett was gone. Sitting just as stiffly beside him, Chin stared straight ahead. She made no more move to get down than Cullen. Did that mean something? Or did he just want it to badly enough that he read more into it than was there?
 
   Cullen tied the reins off. He sat there a moment more, staring at his empty hands. Please stay. He drew an unsteady breath. Suddenly, unable to remain with his elbow bare inches from hers and the hips he’d held onto while he’d buried his face between her caramel-colored thighs on the buckboard beside him, he had to get down. Taking all the money he had in his pocket, he slapped it down where he’d been sitting—Garrett’s fifteen dollars and his own portion, a ten-dollar coin that was everything he had left. 
 
   “If you’re still here when I get back,” he said gruffly, still unable to look at her, “we can go home. We can start again… like it never happened. And I swear to you—I swear—I won’t ever lay a hand on you when it ain’t justified or I’m not calm enough to be fair. Not that I’m apologizing. I’m not, but nor am I asking you to either. All I’m asking is, if you can’t promise me you won’t run—” He gripped the side of the wagon hard enough to hurt where the reins had already chewed his hands raw. The pain of it gave him the strength at last to look at her. “—if you can’t promise me that, then don’t still be here when I come back.”
 
   She turned her face away rather than meet his eyes, not even to say goodbye. Walking away then was among the hardest of all the things he’d ever done in his life. He did it already knowing she wouldn’t be there when he returned. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Chin turned her face away. If he saw her crying now, it would only make things worse, although how anything could be worse than this awful pain ripping her open from the inside out, she couldn’t begin to fathom. She waited, tense, unable to blink or breathe until she heard his footsteps climb the wooden sidewalk and carrying him into the bank. The door shut, and life in the picture-perfect town of Culpepper Cove carried on all around her like it was any other beautiful, sunny day.
 
   She wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t.
 
   Chin bit the inside of her cheek, focusing on that much more preferable pain until the other eased enough for her to finally be able to function. People were looking at her. Some she recognized. Most she didn’t. Some must have recognized her too, because across the street already a man in rough clothes was pointing her way, making whatever ribald comment suddenly made his companion grin. They both laughed.
 
   She hiked her chin and refused to look at them, either. Sunshine lay across her shoulders like the arm of a comforting friend, but she barely felt it as she found herself staring at the business placard just beyond those two men. A white sign trimmed in black, it read: Adam Barlow, Attorney at Law. Her arms tightened around the pouch that held her belongings—the dress, the dragon, all the money she had earned in her time at the Red Petticoat. She wasn’t sure how much she had anymore, or even if what she had was salvageable. That there should be enough to start over somewhere else was all she cared about… Or so she tried to tell herself. Already that felt like such a hollow sentiment.
 
   She was so tired of running. So tired of having to start over.
 
   She looked down at the coins Cullen had left on the seat beside her, her fingers itching to pick it up. Twenty-three…twenty-four…twenty-five, her eye counted. The stagecoach office was at the end of the street, not far from the livery and Bo’s blacksmithy. Twenty-five dollars wouldn’t get her very far, but in her bag she had—or at least, she did have back before the flood—enough to get her wherever in the world she wanted to go. She found herself looking at the sign again, thinking. At long last, she stood up and climbed down out of the wagon.
 
   Her knee protesting every limping step, her bare feet hidden beneath the hem of her skirt, she ignored the two laughing men as well as the sun-bonneted mother who swept her child protectively behind her as if Chin passed by on the waves of some sort of contagion. Head held high, Chin ignored all of it and walked into that lawyer’s office with her head held high.
 
   She never once touched Cullen’s money. He would be her one time, her only time, she decided. The only man who would ever touch her without first paying for the privilege.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “Now, let’s see what we have here,” Rupert Stowe said, as he assumed his chair. Humming, the bank manager centered the open ledger book before him. Adjusting his spectacles on his nose, he reviewed the columns of numbers and hummed twice more “I see… I see…” He cleared his throat and then looked at Cullen over the top of his glasses. “There’s still an outstanding balance here on the last loan which, if I remember, was a sizeable sum of two thousand dollars at the time.”
 
   If Cullen grit his teeth any harder, they were going to break. His hat was in his hands, just like he’d known it would be. He hated having to beg. It was all he could do to stay firmly planted in his chair, pretending to be relaxed when he felt anything but. “All of which I’ve paid back,” he replied, “apart from the last four hundred or so.”
 
   “Four hundred twenty-seven dollars and fourteen cents,” Stowe corrected. He took his glasses off. “Why, may I ask, do you need it? The second loan, I mean.”
 
   “My cattle caught the cough. I’m looking to replace them. Start again.”
 
   “Mm hm. And for collateral you’re wanting to use…”
 
   “The ranch.” Cullen ground into his chair, fighting hard not to fidget like some recalcitrant schoolboy under the teacher’s switch. Or worse, lose his temper.
 
   “But the ranch is already collateral for the first loan.”
 
   Cullen’s temper slipped. He tightened his grip on the leash. “My spread is worth far more than four hundred and twenty-seven dollars.”
 
   “And fourteen cents,” Stowe clarified. Folding his glasses, he lay them on the open ledger. “Mr. Drake, what you don’t realize is this—”
 
   “My spread is worth more than I’m asking for,” Cullen repeated, his tone rising over the top of the bank manager’s. “I’ve never been late on a payment—”
 
   Snatching up his glasses again, Stowe popped them back on his nose. “Except for that once—”
 
   “Two years ago!” Cullen exploded. “When we were under half a foot of water!”
 
   “Which makes a house on a spread such as yours a very difficult sell,” he spat back. “I’m sure you can see my problem. We at Culpepper Savings and Loan cannot operate effectively if we allow ourselves to fall into the habit of granting charity loans to—”
 
   Cullen hit his feet. “I don’t want your damned charity, and I ain’t asking for it, damn it!”
 
   “—and washes are fickle things!” Stowe stubbornly concluded.
 
   “So are women and bank managers.” Planting his hands on the desk between them, Cullen leaned over him. “Tell me, Mr. Stowe, should I come back when you aren’t on your menses?”
 
   Eyes bulging, the bank manager stood up too. “Now see here—”
 
   A brisk knock snapped his mouth shut before the door to his office swung open and in walked a tall, reedy man in a tan suit. Brown leather briefcase in his hand, he cast both frowning men a bright smile. “Excuse me. Pardon the intrusion. Adam Barlow, attorney for one Mr. Cu—”
 
   “If you don’t mind,” Stowe snapped, color rising fast to his cheeks. “We are in a meeting, sir.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been made aware,” Barlow replied, waving the objection aside as he came in anyway. “Or rather, if you’ll forgive the correction, you were in a meeting. Now we are in conference, because, as I was about to say, I represent one Mr. Cullen Drake.” Turning from the bank manager, the lawyer stuck out his hand. “I take it that’s you.”
 
   By sheer habit of good manners, Cullen shook his hand. “I don’t recall hiring a solicitor.”
 
   “You didn’t.” The lawyer gave him a brisk pat on the arm, set his briefcase on the desk and unbuckled the clasp. “I was retained on your behalf by one Miss Chen Chin. Lovely young woman. No shoes, very dirty feet. Lovely nonetheless.” He withdrew an envelope. “Here. This is yours.”
 
   Cullen’s startlement at hearing Chin’s name was replaced by dread the minute that envelope was pressed into his hand. No writing on either the front or the back gave hint to the contents within. The urge to simply hand it back itched up his spine, spreading across his shoulders. Developing a will all their own, his rebel fingers opened and removed the deposit slip from the envelope.
 
   “What is this?” he asked, not at all comprehending what he was reading.
 
   “Your new account balance,” Barlow said. “At first I thought simply to give it to you, as she did me, but most of the bills she presented me were…quite… filthy, actually. Forgive my presumption, I decided to let the bank clean them.”
 
   Cullen stared at the sum totaled at the far right of the slip. “This here says fourteen thousand dollars.” He looked at the lawyer, waiting for the punchline, though he couldn’t quite figure out the joke.
 
   “Yes, it does,” Barlow agreed. “It was a little more than that, but my services aren’t entirely free.” Cullen’s expression must have darkened, because the attorney promptly surrendered his hand and declared, “Five dollars. That was all I charged to draft the proper paperwork and trot myself first to the tellers and then dutifully in to stand before you. I’d have been here, what?” He consulted with his waistcoat watch. “Eleven minutes sooner, but there was a line. Oh!” Tucking the watch back into its pocket, he withdrew another folded slip of paper from his inner coat pocket. “Here. She also asked me to give you this.”
 
   Cullen all but snatched that paper from Barlow’s outstretched hand. It unfolded into a full page, with the lawyer’s official letterhead across the top and only two words written in a flourish of black ink: Thank you.
 
   “Excellent penmanship, isn’t it?” the lawyer asked, peering over his shoulder. “I wrote that. She doesn’t seem able to read or write English. Had quite a bit of difficulty finding just the right thing to say, too,” he added when Cullen finally pried his gaze from the note to stare at him again. “It was her third attempt, to be honest.” Eyes narrowing in thought, he reached back into his briefcase for two more crumpled balls of paper. “I seriously debated whether I should give you these or not.”
 
   Cullen took them. Snatched came closer to describing it, and he accidentally tore the first page trying to unfurl it enough to read. Again, two words: I’m sorry.
 
   The stomach fell out of his world. 
 
   He turned his back on both the lawyer and the sputtering bank manager. He managed not to tear the second paper, although he opened it with less care than the first. I want to
 
   It was incomplete, but his mind had no trouble finishing the sentence for her: Stay. 
 
   His stomach fell out of him.
 
   Cullen stood frozen, reading it over and over far more times than any three words required. She wanted to stay.
 
   “Where is she?” he asked, barely recognizing that hoarse choke as his own voice.
 
   “Last I saw?” Snapping his briefcase shut, Barlow pretended to think about it. “Still in my office, but I do believe she said something about the afternoon stage. If I were you, dear fellow, I would hurry.”
 
   “Now hold on just a minute,” the bank manager blustered, but Cullen was at the door before he could finish and all the way out of the bank before he realized he didn’t have his hat.
 
   Wadded up crumples of legal letterhead clutched in each hand, he ran up the sidewalk, boots clumping heavily against the weathered boards. He found the law office, but none of the three people leaping up from their desks at his violent entry was Chin.
 
   “Chinny!” He checked both the water closet and the second floor loft, lined with bookcases and more law books than he imagined any one business required, and that included Congress. By the time he got downstairs again, one of the lawyers had recovered enough to point out the window. Toward the stage office.
 
   Shit.
 
   The door hit the wall in his burst back out onto the street. Cullen ran, off the walkway and down the middle of the street. He dodged two wagons and a cowboy on horseback, and was almost to the stage office when he heard the scream.
 
   Two women coming out of the mercantile—Garrett walking behind them with two burlap sacks of grain slung over his shoulder, making his way to a pillar post where he’d stacked up a small pile of the same—had just been seized by an exuberant blonde. Had he not been a soldier, he likely would never have known their profession by the state of their dress. Brightly colored, all three wore gowns that were at once modest enough to walk down a public street and yet which showed more cleavage, ruffles and underskirt lace than any decent woman would have been caught dead wearing out about town.
 
   “She’s alive!” the blonde woman shrieked, jumping up and down and laughing. “Gabe’s got her back at the Red Petticoat. Oh, Madame Jewel, she’s alive!”
 
   All three broke into a run, dashing straight past Cullen and across the street. They narrowly missed two miners on horseback and ducked into a narrow side alley that led to the next street over.
 
   Gabe had Chin at the Red Petticoat? Changing direction, Cullen raced after them. He was very nearly run over by the same two riders, one of whom almost lost control of his mount.
 
   Gabe had her. Cullen couldn’t think anything else. Gabe…
 
   He overtook all three women and passed them, aware of nothing but the thundering beat of his temper as it came unleashed. Pure burning heat lit the blood in his veins, beat at his temples, crackled up under the back of his skull and exploded there. He hit the swinging saloon doors, a place he’d never been in before, knowing somewhere in this den of drink and philandering that Chin was standing undefended against the very man who had filled her fevered delirium with nightmares.
 
   Except that she wasn’t here, not anywhere that he could see. Standing in the doorway, unwilling to shout lest he alert Gabe and somehow make whatever situation she might be in worse, he searched the organized chaos of the saloon. Though early morning, the Red Petticoat was still a busy place. Half a dozen patrons were bellied-up to the bar or relaxing at individual tables. One of the gambling tables was in use, with a lady faro dealer calling the hands, smiling at winners and losers alike, and keeping the easy money flowing. Everywhere he looked, women in scanty states of dress were mingling, all seemingly in such a state of excitement that no one noticed him.
 
   At one end of the bar, almost tucked behind it, a door suddenly swung open and the growl of a familiar voice caught Cullen’s attention.
 
   “She knew the rules, John.” Gabe came out of that side office, pushing Chin ahead of him and talking back over his shoulder to a tall, thin, frowning man. In Gabe’s other hand, he carried a long strap.
 
   Funny, the things Cullen locked in on in that blood-boiling moment. Like Chin’s too pale face. Her head was bowed and her cheeks were wet with tears. He saw Gabe’s hand on her arm, his fingers blockish and huge in comparison. That he would even dare to touch her sent a jolt of sheer violent intent sizzling up his back and down his arms into his clenched fists.
 
   “So yeah,” Gabe continued, unaware that Cullen had stepped out of the doorway and was now heading straight for him. “I’m glad she’s back, and yeah, I’m glad she’s safe. But this place has been through hell and my chiquita cried, John—cried—to think she was dead.”
 
   Cullen was halfway across the floor before Chin raised her head. Surprise rounded both her eyes and mouth when she saw him.
 
   “If she wants to leave?” Gabe tightened his grip to prevent her struggles, not noticing that she wasn’t fighting him, but rather throwing her hands up in a belated attempt to block Cullen’s advance. “She can go anytime she wants. If she wants to come back, that’s fine too, but there’s a price to be paid for what she did. And I won’t take anything less than one lick for each of my precious Jewel’s tears.”
 
   Gabe jumped when Cullen clamped onto his wrist, catching the arm that held Chin in a fearsome grip. Surprised, Gabe let her go. 
 
   “Wait!” Chin gasped. “Cullen, no!”
 
   But he was beyond listening. This was the man who had controlled Chin through fear. This was the man she had cried to, begging at the height of her fevered dreams for him not to hurt her, and here he now stood, with no flooded wash between them to keep him safe. And he had a strap in his hand.
 
   “Big mistake,” Cullen told him.
 
   “What?” Gabe replied, confusion melting as recognition set in. “Drake?”
 
   “You know the thing about big, mean, bad men?” Cullen asked.
 
   “You want to let go of my arm, amigo,” Gabe growled back.
 
   Deliberately, Cullen tightened his grip. “There’s always someone bigger, meaner, and more dangerous coming along. That someone’s me. Drop the fucking strap.”
 
   “Cullen…” Chin pushed to get between them. This time it was Gabe who nudged her back. Whether he used a bit too much strength or whether her bad knee gave out mid-step, Cullen wouldn’t consider until much later. She fell. Gabe grabbed at her, and Cullen’s temper snapped its last restraining tether. He punched Gabe square in the mouth, snapping the other man’s head back and knocking him into the tall man, John.
 
   Chin screamed. So did half a dozen others, and both Gabe and John fell. They sprawled in a tangle of arms and legs in the open office doorway.
 
   “Cullen!” Struggling onto her knees, Chin grabbed after his hand. To him, it sounded as if she were crying out to him from another town. That she had to cry at all was enough to rile his temper all over again.
 
   He felt her clutch at his pants as he stepped over both men’s legs to grab Gabe—stunned; shaking his head as if to clear it—by his shirt. John caught his arm, but Cullen yanked Gabe to his feet anyway. Heaving him out of the office and into the open brawling space of the Red Petticoat’s bar, he punched Gabe again. A chorus of horrified females cried out. The skin of his knuckles split, an old and familiar pain. The hurt was tempered by the immense satisfaction of cartilage crunching under them.
 
   “Charlie!” a woman screamed. From somewhere in the bedrooms upstairs a thunder of footsteps came running.
 
   Gabe fell along the bar’s interior edge, arms flailing to catch himself, sending trays of glasses and bottles crashing to the floor. Blood gushed from his nose into his mouth. Swiping at his face, Gabe looked at the smear of crimson on his fingers. Spitting to clear his mouth, he looked at Cullen next. “That, mi hermano, was a mistake.”
 
   “Hermano. Gwailo.” Cullen shrugged out of his coat, tossing it aside. “Sometimes even dragon.” He smiled, thin and grim. “Yours was laying a hand on her.”
 
   “Don’t! No!” Small hands grabbed at Cullen’s arm, but he shrugged out of it.
 
   “Get back,” he ordered, stalking Gabe down the length of the bar. Gabe was retreating, but there was a glint in the dark of his eyes that said he had no intention of retreating forever. It tickled at the back of his mind that Gabe was doing it perhaps to distance Cullen from Chin. A protective move that, had he been a bit calmer, he might have stopped to wonder at. But he wasn’t calm, and when Gabe bumped into the rear of the bar, Cullen charged.
 
   Gabe leapt over the top of the bar, getting even more space between Cullen and Chin as well as the freedom to move. Cullen scrambled after him, but no sooner did his feet touch floor than his back was hit by a warm, aggressive weight. Charlie, Cullen thought, hooking the thin pale arm that had locked around his throat and grabbing a fistful of long blonde hair. Woman, his brain identified, but his body, running on adrenaline and instinct, had already bucked her, flinging her forward over his shoulder. 
 
   “Jewel!” Gabe shouted, as Cullen threw her.
 
   When he saw all that golden hair, the brightly colored skirts, the shocked and angry blue eyes of the madame from the mercantile, Cullen tried to stop it. To soften the inevitable impact, but he still broke a table with her. A back-aching landing that left her gasping breathlessly upon the splintered table’s remains.
 
   “Pendejo!” Gabe tackled him. They broke another table as they went down, grappling, punching, kicking and rolling. Each swearing. Each fighting to get on top of the other.
 
   Gabe landed three gut punches in swift succession before Cullen pinned him down. He drew back his fist just as another woman landed on his back. The trill of an Indian war-cry deafened his ear. That Gabe immediately switched from assault to defense, grabbing at Cullen’s arms to prevent him from throwing her off was something no bad man in Cullen’s experience had ever bothered with, and it surprised him, but only until the screeching banshee on his back locked her legs around his waist, her arm around his neck and fish-hooked him. Her clawing fingers hooked into his mouth and yanked. Cullen reared back, lessening the pain and the risk that she’d split his mouth, just in time to see the chair a redhead in pink petticoats swung at him.
 
   Chin caught the legs before the other woman hit him face-first. “Stop!” she begged. “Please stop!”
 
   Nobody listened. Jewel was rolling onto her stomach, still choking to get her lungs working again. A dark woman stood in the kitchen doorway, startled confusion and aggression at war upon her face as she alternately yelled for the other gems to get back and brandished her wooden spoon in defense of the two small children she tucked protectively behind her yellow skirts. The sun-bronzed fingers digging into the corner of his mouth felt like they were going to split right through his cheek, and Gabe was a dervish of bucking, swearing muscle arching to throw them both off so he could get his hands on Cullen again.
 
   That was when Cullen heard it—above all the screams and the shouts and the wild Indian battle cry fixing to bust his eardrum—the much more familiar and welcome shout of his brother as he came leaping into the fray. “Yeeeehaaaa!”
 
   Garrett tackled the woman off Cullen’s back, ripping her clawing fingers out of his mouth and freeing Cullen to fight again.
 
   Right up until the gunshot that stopped it all.
 
   “Je-sus Christ!” Sheriff Jeb Justice announced, six-iron still pointed at the ceiling. A thin line of smoke wisped from the muzzle, rising up to the hole he’d just created. “What. The hell. Is going on in here? Red.” He pointed to the redhead in the pink petticoat, snapping his fingers once to make her put down the chair she and Chin were wrestling over and then again as he pointed to a spot behind him. Ruby looked from him to Jewel to Gabe, and finally to Cullen. For a moment, it seemed she might not obey. Making a face, she put the chair down and went to stand where she’d been told, well out of the fray near the wall.
 
   “Jewel, honey.” Lowering his revolver but not holstering it, Justice went to help the breathless madame off the floor. 
 
   “Thank you,” she wheezed, holding her side, brushing at her dress when she thought about it. Mostly though, she glared at Cullen.
 
   Patting her on the shoulder to get her moving out of the way, the sheriff ventured closer. He came to stand almost directly over Gabe and Cullen, motioning at them with his gun. Grudgingly, the two men disentangled. Eyeing one another, they stood.
 
   “Well now.” Justice looked around. “Isn’t this a mess?” He turned both gun and eyes on Cullen. “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Ask him,” Cullen spat, wiping the blood from his mouth. His lip was split in two places and he could feel his right eye swelling shut. “He’s the damn killer.”
 
   Breathing heavily, every bit as battered, Gabe’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The family you murdered!” Cullen snapped, fists balled to hit him again if only the sheriff weren’t standing right there, pistol pointed at the wrong man. “Chin’s parents. Her brothers.”
 
   Behind him, Chin made a sound, something strangled, not quite a gasp or a cry.
 
   Gabe’s eyes stayed hard, but a tickle of that confusion was etching back into the lines around his eyes. Tight lipped, he said, “I never met Jade’s family.”
 
   “The hell you say!”
 
   “The hell I don’t!”
 
   Sheriff present or not, Cullen was about to hit him again. He took a single ominous step toward Gabe, who did not back away. “Three days,” he breathed, dangerous and low. “Three days she was sick with fever. Three days where I didn’t know if she was going to live or die, and all I could do was sit there, listening while she cried your name and relived the horror of watching you kill everyone she ever loved!”
 
   “No,” Chin moaned. He felt her hand on his back before she wedged herself between him and Gabe. She pushed him back, shaking her head. “No. Not Gabe. It wasn’t him.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t,” added a calm voice from behind them all.
 
   Startled, everyone turned to stare at the three Oriental men standing just inside the swinging saloon doors. Dressed impeccably in a grey suit and tie, the man in the middle stepped forward, leaving the other two, dressed all in black, behind him. He removed his hat, holding it loose at his side while he walked as far as the center of the room. He was within ten feet of Chin when he stopped again. His dark eyes never left her face as softly, without expression, he confessed, “It was me.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Quan Ji had to pick up his own chair before he could sit. He placed it near the table Jewel was putting back to rights before she pulled two other chairs for both the sheriff and Gabe. Cullen preferred to stand and he did it in front of Chin, with one of her small hands tucked protectively into his own. He squeezed gently, letting her know he was there for her. Giving her the strength she didn’t think she had just to stand here, this close to the most terrifying person she had ever known in her life. This was the man she had feared since she was fourteen, when he and his father rode in to her family’s courtyard with the Emperor’s soldiers at their back.
 
   He was smaller than she remembered him being. He looked refined in his expensive clothes, but beneath that, he looked every bit as weary as she also felt. Crossing his legs, he folded his hands upon his knee. In plain sight. A benefit he no doubt offered for the armed men surrounding him. It was the only benefit. Beyond that, however, he didn’t so much as give them his slightest glance.
 
   The Red Petticoat was closed. Garrett had been sent outside to guard the swinging doors and ensure they weren’t disturbed. All around them, people were cleaning up the mess. Quan Ji didn’t look at them either. His steady, unassuming gaze was fixed on her and her alone. It made her knees weak. Even the one that wasn’t hurt had to fight not to buckle.
 
   “This is one of the most civilized murder confessions I do believe I’ve ever been a part of,” Justice noted as he took one of the beers Ruby brought to the table. She glared at Cullen, snubbing him to pass out drinks to Gabe and even to Quan Ji. He didn’t touch it, but she still flounced away with her head held high.
 
   “His name was Tang Kun,” Ji began. “He was…” He dipped his head in pardon. “A man of too much drink and an ill-placed acceptance of his own self-worth. One night, after finding the bottom of too many empty cups, he began to speak of things all in China know best to leave alone. He did it loudly and he did it in the Emperor’s city, mere streets from the gates of the Forbidden Palace, the most holy of holy places, built long centuries ago by the hands of nothing less than the sons of dragons. Perhaps, had Tang done his boasting in his own squalid village tavern none of his troublesome words would have reached the Great Dragon’s ear, but he did not. And they did. He was arrested. They brought him before the Emperor and he was yet drunk enough to utter the same treason. For this, he was condemned to Ling-chi, the death of a thousand cuts. A traitor’s death and… a most unpleasant thing to endure.”
 
   “They usually are,” Cullen said flatly.
 
   “For many long months after the silencing of his treacherous tongue, the words he spoke haunted the Great Dragon. He summoned a counsel of advisors and put to them a single question: What should be done? My father was a member of that counsel and with him that day attended his only son, a foolish boy of fifteen years.”
 
   “You?” Gabe guessed.
 
   Ji bowed his head. “Each in that counsel gave the answer he thought fair, but none could be made to agree with his fellow advisor. The answers they gave ranged wildly from the forgiving: Even the most noble tree has but one worm-ridden branch; to zhū lián jiǔ zú.”
 
   The sheriff cocked his ear. “What in hell does that mean?”
 
   “Family execution,” Ji replied, as easily as if he were ordering coffee. “The sanctioned execution of nine relations and their families, following the bloodline as far back as necessary to assure the removal of all potential traitors.”
 
   The sheriff tapped his finger on the table. “And this Tang Kun was…”
 
   “My uncle,” Chin quavered. She swallowed hard, hating that she could no more stop her trembling voice than she could any part of the rest of her. 
 
   “By marriage,” Ji agreed with a nod. “Nine relations were chosen. Their lineage was traced back three patriarchs; Tung, his father, grandfather, and great grandfather, all men of honorable standing. Eventually, their bloodline was connected to that of your own, the noble house of Chen.”
 
   “And you’re the one who suggested the execution,” Cullen said, his grip on her hand tightening. Maybe that was because Chin’s trembling had grown more pronounced. It was hard to pay attention to what was being said. In her mind, she could hear the screaming of the servants, horses and pigs as everything went before the sword.
 
   “It was my father’s suggestion,” Ji said softly. “But, because there was no unity among the answers, or perhaps for reasons only another emperor would know, the Great Dragon turned to me, a boy who until that moment had lived the whole of his life centered only upon what would make his father proud. When he asked me the question, I echoed my father’s answer. It is because of me that the Chen family, along with eight others, was wiped from China’s history.”
 
   Chin felt her legs give way. Cullen shifted his grip to her elbow and somehow she stayed standing. The whole room began to swim. She blinked, hard and fast, fighting to keep from crying. Not now. Not in front of him.
 
   “I was there,” Ji said, once more looking only at her. “I was there for the slaughter of all. I rode with the soldiers behind my father into your father’s courtyard. I watched him come out to meet us. I watched the proclamation as it was read and the sentence delivered. And I was there, watching while your father unbuckled his sword and offered it up with courage and humility to the Emperor. Do you know what his last words were?”
 
   Mute, Chin shook her head. That slight motion was all it took for the first tear to escape. It trickled down her cheek, making it halfway to her chin before she swiped it away on the back of her hand.
 
   “I have lived my life for the Emperor,” Ji told her. “Gladly would I give to him my death.”
 
   Chin opened her mouth, struggling to breathe slow and even. Her nose was starting to run. She’d lived too long among the gwailo. Surreptitiously, she wiped it on her sleeve.
 
   Polite enough to pretend he didn’t notice, Ji turned his head and spoke to his bodyguard, who vanished out the doorway, returning but a moment later with a sword encased in an ivory sheath. It was a perfect match to the dagger Chin already had.
 
   “Hold it right there.” Sheriff Justice found his feet when the bodyguard neared enough to present the sword to Ji. “I don’t think I’m comfortable with you being armed at this particular juncture.”
 
   “It is not mine,” Ji told him. “It is the sword her father presented to mine before he was executed. My father gave it to the Great Dragon, who presented it back to him in royal gratitude. My father, in turn, gave it to me the day I left China. He did so not because I made him proud, but so that I would always be reminded of the courage and honor I lacked for leaving.” The sword balanced between his hands, Ji turned to Cullen. “May I approach?”
 
   “Only if you want to eat my gun,” Cullen replied, but already Chin was slipping her hand from his. It took everything she had to come out from behind him. She managed one step, just one. It was all her watery legs could support, and even then she had to hold on to the back of Gabe’s chair or she never would have remained standing.
 
   “Give it to me,” she ordered, but it came out sounding more as if she were begging.
 
   Gabe stood now too as, cautiously, Ji closed the distance between himself and Chin. He did not offer her the sword. Not at first.
 
   “Do you know why I am here?” he asked. When Chin only waited, he said, “It is because China must change. China must become like the West. It must have democracy. No man, dragon born or not, should have the power to wipe nine families from all living memory. It is for this traitor’s belief that my father no longer acknowledges his son, though I have not given up hope that one day he might see things as I now do.”
 
   Chin gazed on her father’s sword, held just out of reach unless she was so uncouth as to grab for it. She really had been among the gwailo too long. The temptation was almost more than she could bear.
 
   “One week ago, through nothing more than sheer happenchance,” Ji confided, “I arrived in Culpepper Cove. I came to the Red Petticoat to have a drink and perhaps share a few minutes’ company with a woman from my own country. There was such a woman here, I had been told. A dancer of beauty and incomparable grace. When I saw you upon the stage and I saw your eyes—your father’s eyes—I recognized you, as you did me. Your fear shamed me. When you fled, I realized I could not leave until you knew you had nothing to fear from me. I mean the last remaining survivor of the Chen family line no harm.”
 
   He held out the sword, balanced upon open palms for her to take.
 
   The minute she clutched it to her, Cullen’s hand was on her shoulder and he was once more before her. And just him now, a veritable wall moved to protectively block her—Cullen, Gabe and the sheriff, standing shoulder to shoulder between her and Ji.
 
   “Just so you know,” Cullen told him. “If I ever see you again, I mean you every harm.”
 
   Inclining his head, one final and sad bow, Ji motioned to his bodyguard and all three left the Red Petticoat.
 
   “We’re just letting them go?” Garrett asked, stepping back inside now that they were gone. Chin didn’t know how much of the story he had heard, considering how softly Ji had spoken, but by the look on his unsmiling face, it must have been enough.
 
   “I don’t think my jurisdiction extends to murders committed in China,” the sheriff frowned at him. “Especially not murders sanctioned by their Emperor. I’m more than happy to escort him to the edge of town and to give him a strongly worded suggestion that he not come back this way again. Beyond that, there’s not a whole lot I can do. I can, however, do something about the two of you and what you’ve done to this place.”
 
   “We weren’t the ones who put a bullet in the ceiling,” Garrett pointed out.
 
   “Son,” Justice turned on him with an arched eyebrow. “That is not the tone you’re gonna want to take with me. What you boys did is called disturbing the peace. How badly do you want to spend the night in jail?”
 
   “I’m not pressing charges,” Gabe grumbled, running his hands through his short, dark hair and across the back of his neck. He had a cut there. He looked at the blood he found on his fingers, frowning, and touched the cut again.
 
   “You’re not?” Jewel and the sheriff echoed in equal disbelief.
 
   “Don’t do me any favors,” Cullen scowled.
 
   Gabe stiffened. “I’m not. I’m doing it for Jade. You came in here, fixed for bear, for her. After hearing what I just did, I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the exact same thing—” He glanced at Jewel, the severity of his expression softening. “—if it had been me.” He shot Cullen a dirty glance. “Not that I wouldn’t happily kick your ass for lesser reasons.”
 
   Cullen beckoned. “Whenever you’re ready, little man.”
 
   “Pendejo.” Gabe bristled.
 
   Jewel stepped in between them, one hand caressing Gabe’s check and the other pointing to the door. “I think you need to leave now,” she told Cullen. “I don’t think you need to come back, either.”
 
   “As if I’d ever need to come back here.” Cullen reached for Chin. “Come on, honey.”
 
   Jewel visibly startled, her blue eyes widening a half second before she laughed. Hard, a little too shrill. It was more a bark than a real laugh and one that held only notes of disbelief.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous!” She slapped his hand off Chin’s arm, ducking around him to put herself between Chin and the frowning Cullen. “She’s not going with you! That’s absurd! As if I would ever stand by and let someone like y-you…you….you!” She gestured, a fluttering wave of her hand meant to encompass all of him in a way that suggested every part had been found laughably lacking. “Just look what you’ve done to my place!”
 
   When Cullen gave the floor around his feet a cursory, uninterested glance, Madame Jewel snapped around to catch Chin by the shoulders, dropping down to her eye level, sympathy and urgency at war in her voice as she whispered, “You don’t have to go with him, Jade honey. You don’t have to leave. You don’t have to stay. Y-you don’t have to do anything. Just let us know what you do want and we’ll do whatever we can to make it happen. Just… Just don’t feel like you have to go with him!”
 
   Feel?
 
   Fingers tight on the carved ivory sheath of her father’s sword, Chin clutched it to her chest and didn’t move. She couldn’t, and it was funny because one week ago she hadn’t thought twice about leaving. She’d torn from that stage as if pursued by a horde of demons, dove out of the upper-floor window and rode out into the worst night imaginable. All without so much as a second thought to the fact that she’d never had any intention of coming back here. Yet now, looking into Jewel’s eyes, somehow this felt more final. 
 
   There were two broken tables and a chair that would never be useful for anything but kindling at this point. The floor was covered in glass. Every breath she took stunk of spilled liquor. Both Gabe and Cullen looked like…well, like they’d been in a fight. The wounds and cuts they bore on their lips and noses, cheeks and eyes, told plainly that each had given as good as he’d received. But feel? If anything, she felt intensely sorry. She looked at Ruby, who had been about to break a chair across Garrett’s back before her sheriff husband had stopped her. She looked at Emerald, who hadn’t worn her Indian beads and buckskins in months now, and yet who had been completely “savage” when she’d thrown herself on Cullen. She looked to Jewel, who had risked herself to join the fight. For her. For Gabe. For each other, because maybe they were only whores, but they were family too. A family Chin had never allowed herself to recognize or be a part of the whole time she’d worked here. Now, standing in the aftermath of both the brawl and Quan Ji’s leaving, faced with the prospects of walking out the door forever, all she could feel… was loss.
 
   Turning back to Jewel, Chin knew Jewel knew what she was going to say by the grim resignation that crept into her blue eyes.
 
   “Thank you,” Chin whispered.
 
   Slowly straightening, Jewel did her best to put on a smile. “Oh honey, anytime. You’ll always have a place here, if you need it.”
 
   “She won’t,” Cullen promised, touching two fingers to Chin’s elbow. “I guarantee it.”
 
   Gabe snorted.
 
   So did Jewel. “You can’t even put shoes on her feet!”
 
   Everyone looked at her feet. Embarrassed, Chin bent her knees enough to hide them under her skirt.
 
   “I can,” Cullen said stiffly, and took Chin’s elbow more firmly. “I just choose to wait until I’m sure she’s done running, is all.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett added with a grin. “He can barely keep up with her as it is.”
 
   Gabe laughed.
 
   “Like you did any better,” Cullen shot back and took her out the door, back into the bright sunlight. More than a dozen people walked the street, all of them going about their day as if nothing out of the normal had just occurred. To Chin, it seemed her whole life had just been shredded and quietly pieced back together again.
 
   “I left the wagon in front of the bank. If you want to wait here, I can bring it around so you don’t have to walk.”
 
   Chin shook her head. “I’ll go with you.” Having made up her mind, there was no reason to linger. The Red Petticoat had been, in reflection, one of the best things to have happened to her. But despite Jewel’s offer, it was also in her past. She was ready to leave it there and try something new. Something scary. She was ready to stop running somewhere safe where she could put down roots.
 
   She was ready to stay.
 
   Slipping her elbow out of his grip, she linked their arms instead, wanting to walk with him instead of being led. And yet, even as they took that first step together toward a life she still wasn’t fully convinced she’d earned or deserved, she couldn’t quite stop herself from looking back. She wasn’t the only one either.
 
   Lingering in the saloon doorway, Garrett was looking back too. Unlike her, though, he was smiling. Not his usual smile of habit, this one seemed to be directed at someone in particular. Just who that might be, Chin wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t until after she and Cullen had turned the corner and were halfway down the alley toward the next street of town that Garrett caught up with them. Falling into quiet step beside his brother, he studied the palm of his hand.
 
   “What?” Cullen asked when he noticed Garrett rubbing it.
 
   “Oh… nothing.” Garrett flexed his fingers. “Silly, really.”
 
   “What is?” Cullen asked again.
 
   Shrugging, Garrett held up his hand, showing off a half-moon of reddened indentions. “She bit me.”
 
   Chin and Cullen looked at one another. “Emerald?” Chin asked, cautiously.
 
   “Yup.” Garrett flexed his hand again.
 
   She probably shouldn’t say anything. Chin eyed them both. “Be glad it was only your hand. She once tried to rip the throat out of a customer.”
 
   Both Drake brothers gave her the same wide-eyed stare.
 
   “What the hell kind of brothel is the Red Petticoat again?” Cullen asked, incredulously.
 
   “He tried to hold her down,” Chin defended. “He wouldn’t let go, so she bit him on the neck. He wasn’t hurt, but he was bleeding some when he came running down the stairs. She told him she didn’t like being pinned.”
 
   “Did she now?” Rubbing the teeth marks one last time, Garrett let his hand drop. Hooking thumbs in his back pockets, he cast them both another grin. “She’s feisty.” He sauntered. “I like that.”
 
   “God,” Cullen said and grabbed Garrett by the hat, shoving it down over his head and eyes. “Go get the wagon, Romeo.”
 
   Fixing his hat, Garrett waggled his eyebrows before he jogged off ahead of them.
 
   Cullen watched him go, shaking his head. “That boy never has been right.”
 
   “Must run in the family,” Chin said without thinking. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t want to be with me.”
 
   They both stopped walking at the same time.
 
   Standing in the shadows of the buildings that marked the end of the alley, Chin couldn’t quite bring herself to look at him after that. Not when he stepped out into the sunshine and planted himself directly before her. Not even when he stood there, as if he were waiting for her to acknowledge him. Staring at his feet felt so much safer. It felt prophetic: He was the sunlight he stood in; she was and always had been cool shadow.
 
   Hooking a finger under her chin, Cullen raised her face until she had no choice but to meet his eyes. “Same side of two different coins, remember? My offer stands. Give me one year, one month; I don’t care. Just give me a chance. If it doesn’t work, anywhere you want to go, I’ll make sure you get there. I’m also going to make sure I repay you every penny you gave me.”
 
   “No…” She started to shake her head, but he held up a staying hand.
 
   “Fourteen thousand.” He whistled, then looked at her. There was no judgment in his eyes, only quiet, curious acceptance. “You went back to the Red Petticoat because you gave me all the money you had, didn’t you?”
 
   Chin turned her face away, unable to hold his knowing stare.
 
   “You didn’t have to, you know.”
 
   “Cullen…” 
 
   “No more running,” he told her. “No more whoring. There’s no reason for either, anymore. All you’ve got to do now is talk to me.”
 
   She tried to laugh. Only one corner of her mouth managed an upward twitch. “I’m not very good at that.”
 
   “Neither am I,” he admitted. “Sometimes I say the wrong things and I don’t always do things the right way, either. I ain’t perfect. I reckon that’s something we can work on together.”
 
   He offered her his hand, golden sunlight spilling across his palm, fingertips dipping into shadow while he waited for her to take it.
 
    She felt like such a fool for wanting so badly to do just that. And for what? She didn’t love him. Oh, but the potential was there. She could feel it, tickling as it began to bud deep down inside her. It felt warm, the way new-growing affection for one’s dragon should feel.
 
   The straight line of the building’s shadow divided the dirt between them as surely as if it were a line of decision drawn just for the two of them.
 
   “You’re going to look back on this moment,” she predicted, “and you’re going to regret it.”
 
   Cullen considered it, nodded once, then shook his head. “Probably nowhere near as much as you will the next time you say anything like that to me again.”
 
   His hand never wavered. It remained, like his offer, open before her. The hand of her dragon.
 
   A dragon who spanked.
 
   Well, she reasoned, so long as they both knew what they were getting into.
 
   Slipping her hand into Cullen’s, she let him lead her out into the sunlight. It bathed her face, warm as summer’s kiss and together, they went home.
 
    
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
   Author’s Note:
 
   I was so thrilled when I was picked to participate in the Red Petticoat Saloon story. It’s been a wonderful experience although a little different from anything I’ve done before. Not just for what I wrote, but how we wrote it. I had a vision for Jade’s Dragon early on, right from the moment when I was asked what gem I wanted. As I ran down the list of what stones were still available, Jade evoked an immediate story.
 
   The 1850s saw a phenomenal amount of change for the development of our country. The land/gold rush was in full swing. The railroad wars were just beginning. The gloves had come off between outlaws and lawmen, the Native American Indians who had been pushed about as far as they intended to be without pushing back, and the military who took part in some of the most shameful actions that nevertheless helped us expand and build our country into what it is today.  But in addition to all of that, we also saw a massive influx of Chinese immigration into California. The 1880s would see this as a negative thing, but there was just enough tolerance towards immigrants in the 1850s that I decided to take the plunge and attempt my first (and probably only) interracial romance. After all, when one thinks of Jade, doesn’t one automatically think of things Asian?
 
   The idea of tackling a subject matter that combines prostitution with a spanking romance was an immediate draw. I like different. I like doing stories that you (or I, at least) don’t see very often. The Red Petticoat Saloon was one of these. I like the idea of a lady of the night getting out of her tough situation and finding a HEA no matter what life throws at her. Face it, these ladies were tough. They had to be in order to survive what, where and when they were living. Not just in the wilds of the Wild, Wild West, but the harshness of the land and the men who populated the west ahead of them. The idea of being a foreign immigrant, a woman alone in a place without family or money or help, is something I don’t think I would be brave enough to tackle half as well as Chin did. And as her story unraveled before me, I couldn’t help but want for her to find someone big enough, strong enough—and mean enough, in his own unforgiving eyes at least—to take her from the life of a gem and give her something better. 
 
   Cullen was that man. A man with a past at least as bad as the one chasing Chin, I was glad to see that beneath that initially suspicious and crusty nature, Cullen was a good man with a gentle soul and a hugely protective streak. He was exactly what Chin needed, whether she wanted it or not.
 
   So, settle back with something to nibble and something wonderful to drink, and please enjoy the next in the Red Petticoat Saloon series. We have a girl on the run, a villain in hot pursuit, and a man who’d do anything to keep the woman he’s falling in love with.
 
   And, if possible, even keep her safe.
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