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SHE HAD NO INTENTION OF BOWING TO ETHAN BODINE’S ORDERS.

Wilhemina walked up to Ethan Bodine, unmindful that she was still in a state of undress, and stared him right in the eye. “I will not be dictated to, Ranger Bodine, not by you or any man. I have no intention of giving up my pursuit of your brother. I will not be bullied, nor do I need you for a protector. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself, thank you.”

Ethan listened to every word Wilhemina spewed forth. But he was having a heck of a time concentrating, for his eyes had a mind of their own and were roaming over every delectable inch of her body.

The sunlight streaming through the window bathed Wilhemina’s body in a warm glow. Desire filled every inch of him, overpowering his common sense and good judgment. Shocking not only Wilhemina but himself, Ethan grabbed her, pulled her to his chest, and proceeded to kiss her senseless.

 

Please see below for praise of Millie Criswell’s other outstanding romances. . . .
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RESOUNDING ACCLAIM FOR “ONE OF THE BEST IN THE WESTERN ROMANCE GENRE”*

MILLIE CRISWELL

 

*Literary Times

 

“Nobody does a better Western romance with style and panache than Millie Criswell. As the Bard would have said: ‘All’s well with a Criswell.’ ”

—Harriet Klausner, Affaire de Coeur

 

“Millie spins an absolutely delightful yarn.”

—Janelle Taylor, author of Destiny Mine

 

. . . AND HER WONDERFUL PREVIOUS NOVEL DESPERATE

 

“Tightly plotted. . . . Readers will be hooked the moment Rafe addresses Emmaline as ‘little lady,’ and images of John Wayne at his most gallant come to mind.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Five stars! This warm-hearted, gritty Western simply steals its way into your heart. . . . Millie Criswell’s sweet sense of humor, combined with poignancy and an unforgettable cast of characters, touches you and brings you a smile and a sigh.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Four stars! This Western runs the full gamut of emotions, with ample doses of humor and heroism.”

—Affaire de Coeur

 

“A handsome ex-ranger on the run, a socialite with five orphan children—Ms. Criswell delivers another fast-paced, rollicking Wild West adventure. Enjoy!”

—Kat Martin, author of Innocence Undone

 

“A riveting, tender tale that leads readers on an absorbing Wild West adventure. Full of spellbinding action and vibrant passion. A wonderful romantic treasure.”

—Rendezvous

 

“Packed with emotion and tender humor, a wonderful page-turner you should not miss.”

—Patricia Potter, author of The Marshall and The Heiress

 

“Five bells! Fantastic!”

—Bell, Book & Candle

 

“A touching, emotional, fast-paced story that will leave readers thirsty for more. The story will stick with you long after you’ve read the last page. Fans will not want to miss the continuing adventures of the Bodine brothers.”

—Writers & Readers Romance Group (Web site magazine)

 

“This book is going right into my ‘keeper’ pile. I never wanted this book to end. Criswell has created characters throughout this book that are memorable and leave you wanting more.”

—Gayle Fine, Under the Covers (Web site magazine)
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Prologue

Justiceburg, Texas, Autumn 1879

 

SLAMMING THE DOOR TO THE SHERIFF’S OFFICE BEHIND him so hard the windows shook, Texas Ranger Ethan Bodine stepped onto the wooden sidewalk, puffing his cigar with agitation. Staring out at the driving rain, he tried to control his fury with Elmo Scruggs.

The man was a fool to think Ethan’s brother, Rafe Bodine, had shot Bobby Slaughter in cold blood. Ethan had let him know in no uncertain terms what he’d thought of both his misguided opinion and that damned Wanted poster Elmo had printed.

Both Ethan and Rafe had ridden with the Texas Rangers for years, but Rafe had resigned a few months back—against Ethan’s wishes—to marry their neighbor Ellie Masters, a lovely young woman they’d known most of their lives. Rafe’s wife and unborn child had been brutally murdered by Hank Slaughter’s gang, the ruthless criminals who held Rafe responsible for putting Hank in prison five years before for robbing the bank in Misery, Texas. Now Rafe was on the outlaw trail himself, seeking revenge against the four men.

Ethan couldn’t blame Rafe for wanting to avenge his wife’s murder. He might have been tempted to do the same if he’d been married—a situation not likely to happen in his lifetime. But he also couldn’t allow Rafe to take the law into his own hands. The day Rafe decided to go after Hank Slaughter was the day he became an outlaw in the eyes of the law. And it was the same day Ethan had been forced to ride down his brother like a common criminal—the saddest day of his career as a Texas Ranger.

He hadn’t taken a full step toward the street when two elderly white-haired ladies accosted him. One was as thin as a rail, with skin so parchmentlike that he could see tiny veins beneath the surface of her cheeks; the other was plump as a peacock and almost as colorful.

“Mister,” they called out in unison, waving frantically to gain his attention.

Drawing to a halt, Ethan touched his hat brim in greeting to the two women, flicked the ash off the end of his cigar, and deposited it in the pocket of his sheepskin jacket.

“Afternoon, ladies. What brings you out on such a dreary day?” The rain was pouring down with no end in sight, but Ethan knew he had to leave anyway before Rafe got too far ahead or some crazy bounty hunter caught up with him.

“Something terrible has happened, sir, and we need your immediate assistance,” explained the plump one with the god-awful hat. Flowers, bows, and feathers in every imaginable color decorated the crown. Ethan tried to keep a safe distance.

“Isn’t that right, Birdy?” the peacock asked.

The other lady twittered, fluttering her thin arms in the air as if she couldn’t quite decide what she should do, then nodding, reminding Ethan of a hummingbird. It wasn’t difficult for him to understand why she’d earned such a nickname. Birds of a feather and all that.

The last thing Ethan needed right now was to play knight in shining armor to a couple of elderly damsels in distress.

“I ain’t the law in these parts, ladies. ’Fraid you’ll have to speak to Elmo Scruggs if you’ve got a problem.” He started to leave, but the next question stopped him in midstride, and he turned back.

“Aren’t you the Texas Ranger who’s following that murderer?”

“Eunice! Don’t be so blunt.” Birdy smiled apologetically. “Eunice isn’t known for her tact, so you’ll have to forgive her.”

Ethan didn’t intend to remain in town long enough to forgive anyone, but he sure as hell didn’t like these ladies calling his brother a murderer. “Whether or not a man’s found to be a murderer is decided by a jury, ma’am. But yes, to answer your question, I’m going after him.”

“We’re the Granville sisters. I’m Eunice, and this is Bernadette. But we call her Birdy, Mister . . .”

“Bodine, ma’am.”

“Mr. Bodine, we need your help,” Eunice Granville stated. “Our niece has gone and done something rash, and we fear for her life.”

“Her life,” Birdy parroted, nodding in agreement.

“I’m sorry to hear that, ladies, but you’ll have to inform the sheriff. I don’t—”

“Wilhemina has gone off to hunt down the man you’re looking for, Mr. Bodine. She has become a bounty hunter.” Both women stared at each other, wringing their gloved hands nervously.

“What?” Incredulity punctuated his words. “You’re joking, right?” A woman bounty hunter? He’d never heard of such a thing.

“It’s true,” Birdy assured him. “We’ve been experiencing some financial difficulty of late, and, well . . .”

“And our niece decided to take matters into her own hands,” Eunice finished, clutching his arm with surprising strength for such an elderly woman. “Wilhemina’s always been a bit impulsive, but she’s never done anything quite as drastic as this. You’ve got to help us, Mr. Bodine. Wilhemina could be in grave danger.”

“Of all the harebrained, stupid things I’ve heard of in my lifetime, this takes the cake.” Women didn’t have a lick of sense about them as far as he was concerned, and this Wilhemina Granville sounded more empty-headed than most. “How experienced is your niece at tracking?”

Eunice swallowed. “Not very. You see, Wilhemina is a horticulturist by profession. And—”

“A what?”

“She studies plants, things like that,” Birdy said. “And she’s very good at what she does.”

“Wilhemina has always been a tad headstrong. She gets that from me, I’m afraid,” Eunice confessed. “And from our brother, her father, God rest his soul. And when that horrible man at the bank, Mr. Bowers, threatened to foreclose on our home . . .”

Birdy dabbed at her eyes with a frilly lace handkerchief. “Well, I’m sure you can understand why she felt compelled to go after this criminal. The price on his head is awfully appealing.” Pointing at the Wanted poster of Rafe now hanging in front of the sheriff’s office, which offered a reward of five hundred dollars, dead or alive, she dabbed at her eyes once again, as if the sight of him were just too much to bear.

“What if he tries to kill our Wilhemina?” Eunice clutched Ethan’s arm tighter. “She’s so young, so full of life. I just couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her.”

Ethan’s voice chilled to arctic proportions, and he extricated himself from her hold. “My brother isn’t a murderer.”

He heaved a frustrated sigh, for he wanted to put Justiceburg behind him and be on his way to find Rafe. He’d been on his brother’s trail for over a week. But he’d been stuck in the two-bit town for days. He’d come here to talk to the prostitute who’d sworn that Rafe had shot down Bobby Slaughter in cold blood. Ethan needed to interrogate Judy DeBerry, Bobby Slaughter’s former lover, before he could depart, but the woman hadn’t been the least bit cooperative in making herself available to him, and her stubbornness had cost him precious time.

Now it seemed these little old ladies would cause more of a delay.

Both women gaped at Ethan, then mined to stare at the likeness on the poster, noticing for the first time the name printed there. “Why, we didn’t notice that he has the same name as you do, Mr. Bodine,” Birdy pointed out. “How silly of us.”

Ethan sighed at the understatement. “Yes, ma’am. Rafe is my younger brother.”

The woman’s blue eyes brightened, even as they reflected and calculated the possibilities. “Why, that’s wonderful, Mr. Bodine! Now you and Wilhemina will have a common goal.”

His forehead wrinkled at the woman’s convoluted logic. “I’m not following your drift, ma’am.”

“You obviously want to find your brother and bring him back safely”—Eunice took up where Birdy left off—“before someone else does. So it only stands to reason that since our niece is going after your brother to collect the price on his head, it’s in your best interest to find her first.”

“Wilhemina’s not a crack shot,” Birdy interjected, piping up for her sister, “but she’s proficient enough with a gun to hit what she aims at. And she’ll be aiming at your brother, Mr. Bodine. We’re sure you’ll want to stop her from hitting her mark.”

The two women smiled in complete satisfaction, nodding at one another as if they had just solved their immense problem.

Ethan frowned, wondering if the two women were touched in the head. Because there was no way in hell that he was going after some errant horticulturist when his brother’s life was in jeopardy. And he doubted very much that this Wilhemina Granville could sneak up on Rafe and shoot him anyway. He was a Texas Ranger, after all—ex–Texas Ranger, Ethan amended. It wasn’t likely that Rafe would allow some fool woman to get the drop on him.

“Sorry to disappoint you, ladies, but I’m going after my brother and no one else. It’s my sworn duty to bring him back to Misery to stand trial, and that’s just what I intend to do.” Judge Barkley had already issued a writ of habeas corpus giving Ethan the right to bring him back to Misery, though the murder took place in Justiceburg. And he wasn’t about to get sidetracked by some mindless female.

“It’s doubtful your niece will get very far. She’ll probably come home this evening. Women don’t like being out in inclement weather. It tends to muss their hair.”

Eunice’s double chins quivered in indignation. “I think you may have misunderstood us, Mr. Bodine. Just because Wilhemina isn’t an experienced tracker doesn’t mean that she isn’t the most stubborn young woman on the face of this earth. Once she sets her mind to doing something, she does it. And she’s an excellent horsewoman. Why, she’s won several blue ribbons for her equestrian abilities at the county fair.”

“Is that a fact? Well, she’ll just have to ride back here on her own, then, because I don’t have the time to find her. Now, if you ladies will excuse me?” He stepped into the street to where his horse was hitched to the post.

“But, Mr. Bodine,” Birdy implored with a shake of her head, “what about our niece? Wilhemina is all we have left in this world. If she were to perish . . .”

Tears rolled down both women’s cheeks, and Ethan wished to God he had Wilhemina the horticulturist in his clutches so he could strangle the inconsiderate woman.

What kind of person would ride off and leave two old ladies to fend for themselves?

He mounted the large black stallion. “If I come across your niece in my travels, I’ll be sure to let her know that you’re worried about her.”

“And you’ll send her straight home?” Birdy looped her arm through Eunice’s, and both women smiled bravely.

“You can be sure of it, ladies.”

Tipping his hat, Ethan rode away, wondering how many more strange encounters he would have before finding his brother and thinking that Rafe had a lot more to atone for than the alleged murder of Bobby Slaughter.

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

Chapter One

On the Trail, Texas, Autumn 1879

 

CAMPED NEAR THE NORTH FORK OF THE DOUBLE mountain River, Wilhemina Granville shivered uncontrollably in her bedroll, despite the fact that her campfire still blazed brightly under the trickle of falling rain. She wondered again at the wisdom of her decision to hunt down the outlaw Rafe Bodine, though she knew she had little choice.

The man was wanted for murder. Though she was proficient in the use of a firearm, she was out of her element in dealing with a vicious outlaw. Calling oneself a bounty hunter was a lot more impressive than actually being one. And circumstances being what they were, she needed the five-hundred-dollar reward to pay her aunts’ debt. She needed to bring the outlaw back to Justiceburg or her aunts would lose their home.

She tossed another stick onto the fire; it hissed, caught, and burst into flame. In the distance a coyote howled, seemingly as unhappy with his surroundings as Wilhemina was at the moment. She cursed aloud the banker Rufus Bowers, whom she held responsible for her present set of circumstances.

If it hadn’t been for the lecherous coot, she’d still be safe and warm back in Justiceburg, savoring one of her aunt’s delicious sweet-potato pies before she retired to her own comfy feather bed, instead of shivering her behind off out here in the middle of nowhere.

Three days ago she had gone to the bank officer at the Justiceburg Savings and Loan, asking him to extend the repayment period on her aunts’ mortgage.

Money was tight. Her father’s death a year ago had revealed the sad state of his financial affairs. She had come home to Texas disillusioned in any case by the lack of career opportunities in Boston. After attending college north of Boston, she had secured a position as a horticulturist at the renowned Boston Horticultural Society. But she’d soon discovered that women weren’t welcomed into a man’s domain.

Employment prospects weren’t any better in Justiceburg. There wasn’t a need for a horticulturist in the small provincial town. Her inability to find a job had only added to her family’s monetary woes.

Wilhemina felt it was her responsibility to render her aunts’ only domicile safe and secure. Eunice and Bernadette Granville had raised Wilhemina after her mother died in childbirth and had provided comfort after her father succumbed to a lingering illness last year. They’d been kind and caring, supporting her decision to pursue a career in horticulture though it was thought of as an unconventional choice for a woman. She wasn’t about to repay those two dear souls by abandoning them to the likes of Rufus Bowers.

Wilhemina had tried her best to deal civilly with the bank officer, but the man had been anything but business-like. Mr. Bowers’s suggestions had been lewd and revolting. Even now, as she recalled his improper advances, the memory of his flaccid face and puffy lips nauseated her.

“What type of collateral do you offer to secure the mortgage, Miss Granville? The mortgage money is due and payable on the first of every month, and your aunts are now several months behind in their payments. We are not a charitable institution, as you well know.”

Wilhemina stiffened, doing her best not to lash out at the man’s arrogance, for she knew it would not accomplish her goal. “I’m not asking for charity, Mr. Bowers. I’m merely asking for an extension on the loan. Surely you wouldn’t consider putting a couple of elderly women out on the street. My aunts’ home is all they have in this world.” And they were all she had left.

He stood and came around to the front of the impressive mahogany desk, then perched on the edge of it, his knee precariously close to Wilhemina’s. He was sweating profusely, and she could detect the distinctive scent of sensen on his person. She would never again be able to eat a piece of licorice without thinking of him.

“You’re an attractive woman, Miss Granville, and I am not a heartless man. I’m sure we can find some mutually satisfying solution to this problem.” His leering gaze made her skin crawl, as did the way he rubbed his chubby thighs.

Knowing a proposition when she heard one, Wilhemina rose. She fought to keep her voice impassive, which was extremely difficult considering how angry she felt. “The only solution to this problem, Mr. Bowers, is an extension on my aunts’ loan. Anything else you may be suggesting is out of the question.”

He tsked several times, shaking his head. “That’s a pity, my dear.” Reaching out, he attempted to caress her cheek, but she stiffened and pulled back. “A little cooperation from you and I could tear up the Granville mortgage altogether. Your aunts would never have to worry about losing their home. And you, my dear, look old enough to know the ways of the world.”

At twenty-eight Wilhemina was definitely old enough to know which way the wind blew. And this was an ill wind blowing at best. She had already made a foolish mistake back in Boston with a colleague, a man whom she’d trusted and admired. That mistake had cost her her virginity, not to mention her faith in men. And she had no intention of allowing some corpulent banker she had no tender feelings for whatsoever to place her in a similar circumstance.

Moving toward the desk, she smiled deceptively as her hand crept closer to the flower-filled vase. “I’m indeed old enough to know the ways of the world, Mr. Bowers. I’m also old enough to know a lecher when I see one, and I’m not stupid enough to be taken in by the likes of you.”

Anger stiffened his spine. “Really? Well, since you’re so smart, Miss Granville, I hope you’ll be able to come up with the money to save your aunts’ home. Perhaps you should consider going after that outlaw who has a price on his head. I hear bounty hunting is a very lucrative profession.” His malicious laughter filled the room, and her hand stilled.

“I’d rather become a bounty hunter than allow a man like you near me.”

“In that case, that is exactly what you must do.” With a feral smile, he reached into a stack of papers and extracted one, handing it to her. “In order to pay off your aunts’ debt, you must bring this outlaw back to Justiceburg to stand trial.”

Staring at the Wanted poster of Rafe Bodine, she gasped in outrage, but he ignored her and continued. “If you are unable to do so, I will evict your aunts and toss them out on the street. And it will give me great pleasure to do so.”

“But you can’t do that!”

With a shrug, he held up the mortgage to her aunts’ home, taunting her with it. “I assure you, Miss Granville, that I can. And it’s perfectly legal. When your aunts signed the loan papers they agreed to abide by the terms and conditions that I set forth, should they ever become delinquent or default on their loan.

“I’ve hereby decided that one of the conditions to satisfy their delinquency and repayment of the loan is that you bring back this ruthless criminal. If you can. Otherwise . . .”

Picking up the vase, she noted that it was a cheap Meissen reproduction. Not allowing herself time to reconsider, she poured the contents—water and yellow sunflowers—over the banker’s balding head. “I accept your terms, Mr. Bowers,” she stated before marching out the door and slamming it behind her.

Wilhemina’s only regret now, as she stared into the dancing flames of the campfire, was that she hadn’t turned around to see the outrage on his face. No doubt he had turned three shades of red. She could still hear his gasps of outrage, and the memory filled her with satisfaction.

She rarely lost her temper and was inordinately proud of the fact that she held tight rein on her emotions, but this was one time she was glad she’d let herself go. Though it was a pity about the flowers. They had been too lovely to waste on a scoundrel like Mr. Bowers.

Ah well, she told herself, she would make it up to the lovely Helianthus annus next time she crossed its path.

 

*    *    *

 

The little town of Santa Rosa, New Mexico Territory, was too much like Nogales, Mexico, to make Ethan feel any too comfortable. Lorna Mae Murray, the woman who’d deceived him, the woman he’d fancied himself in love with, had been from Nogales. And anything or anywhere that reminded him of Lorna Mae was something to avoid.

Licking the salt from the web of his hand, he tipped back the glass of tequila and downed it in one gulp, squinting his eyes as the pungent liquor went down hard; then he sucked the lime and tossed it into the empty glass.

He’d ridden hard since leaving Justiceburg a week ago. He and his horse needed a good night’s rest, and Ethan knew he could find it in Juan Campos’s cantina. He’d known Juan for many years and could count on the man for a hot meal and warm bed—provided, of course, he had the money to pay. Juan never did anyone a favor for free.

“You would like another tequila, Señor Bodine?” Juan’s weathered face held a hopeful expression, and Ethan could almost hear the pesos being calculated inside the man’s head.

“Might as well give me the whole damn bottle, amigo. I’m feeling kinda melancholy, and shooters always lift my spirits.”

“Sí, señor,” Juan agreed with a nod, his grin knowing. “And they will also lift you off the floor after you drink too many and pass out, no? But you no worry. Juan will cart you to the back room like the last time.”

Ethan had a vague memory of the “last time.” If he recalled correctly, his head had pounded for three days straight and had swelled so big, it wouldn’t have fit into a horse corral.

“Grácias, amigo.” He grasped the neck of the bottle and sauntered off to the table at the rear of the adobe building, where he could keep an eye on things and still have his back to the wall. A man couldn’t be too careful these days.

Rumor had it that Texas outlaw Clay Allison, a deranged son of a bitch who liked beheading his victims, had started up a cattle ranch in Colfax County. If the gunfighter was in the territory, Ethan would watch his back, for Clay had a score to settle, like so many others Ethan had hunted during his career.

Shootists, as some gunmen referred to themselves, didn’t have any rules when it came to killing. And shooting a man in the back was a hell of a lot easier than looking him in the eye and pulling the trigger.

A man couldn’t be too careful. That creed had kept Ethan alive longer than most in his profession.

Near the entrance to the cantina, Juan’s brother, Carlos, sat on a stool and strummed his guitar. The Spanish love song he played brought back memories best forgotten.

To think he’d allowed a woman like Lorna Mae, with her sweet smiles and seductive laughter, to dupe him. She’d passed herself off as virtuous, but Ethan discovered soon enough that Lorna Mae was no virgin. Far from it. The lying hussy had tried dragging him to the altar by claiming he’d stolen her innocence to hide the fact she was carrying another man’s child.

“Sweet Jesus!” He belted back another shot of liquor and shook his head, wondering how a man who prided himself on having excellent judgment and common sense had been taken in by such a conniving female.

Was it any wonder these past two months that he felt not the slightest bit of desire where women were concerned? Lorna Mae had taken his pride, his manhood, and smashed it beneath her dainty slipper, and now he had no use for women, in any way, shape, or form. If he never laid eyes on another member of the female sex, it wouldn’t bother him in the least. He was through with women once and for all. Lorna Mae had buried his manly urges under a mountain of lies and deceit.

Sucking on his cigar, Ethan blew smoke rings at the ceiling. After summoning Juan to the table, he ordered a plate of frijoles to accompany his bottle of tequila, then settled back in his chair to enjoy the rest of the evening and get drunk. There was nothing like a dose of snake poison to take a man’s mind off his troubles, and tequila had a deadlier bite than most.

The Texas Ranger had just eaten the last of his tortilla when the cantina door swung open and four men entered. Armed and covered with sweat and trail dust, they looked as though they’d been riding hard and fast. Hinges creaked, spurs jingled against the wooden floorboards, and the few patrons in the small restaurant became immediately wary of their presence.

Through glazed eyes Ethan stared at the tall forms, then blinked several times, hoping he was having some kind of alcohol-induced hallucination. He was surely having a nightmare of gigantic proportions.

The sinking feeling that formed quickly in the pit of his stomach had nothing to do with the refried beans he’d just eaten, but rather with the realization that Lorna Mae’s brothers, who’d vowed to avenge their sister’s so-called honor, had found him.

The oldest, Jacob, was the first to realize their good fortune. “Bodine, you rotten, no good, egg-sucking dog! We’ve been looking all over for you.” He turned to his brothers and grinned, indicating with a nod of his head where Bodine was seated. “Looks like our search is over, boys.

“We’d heard from a whore over in Justiceburg that you was headed this way, but we never figured on catching up to you so soon. Guess we owe her one.”

As a reflex, Ethan’s hand went to the Colt .45 Peacemaker at his hip. It was the weapon of choice for the Texas Rangers, who had a saying: “God didn’t make men equal, Colonel Colt did.”

Ethan wasn’t afraid of much, but common sense dictated that only a fool would relish these odds; he didn’t withdraw the gun from his holster.

“Howdy, Jacob.” He nodded in greeting at the other three brothers—Joseph, Jedediah, and Jeremiah. Obviously their mama had thought there was something spiritual about her sons when she’d named them. Ethan thought Lucifer or Beelzebub would have been more fitting for the no-good sons of bitches.

He tried to keep his tone casual. “Heard you were looking for me. What’s on your mind?”

The stockily built Joseph stepped forward and sneered. “As if you didn’t know, Bodine. You dirtied our little sister, and we aim to get our revenge agin you. You shouldn’ta done what you did to Lorna Mae. Now she’s in a family way and we aim to make you pay.”

“She was that way before I ever laid with her, boys,” Ethan explained, shaking his head, mostly to clear the cobwebs from it. “Lorna Mae lied to you, and she lied to me, too.” Jedediah, the youngest at nineteen, looking like he had a great deal to prove to his older brothers, stepped toward Ethan with murderous intent flashing in his dark eyes.

“You calling my sister a lying whore, Bodine? Ain’t no way I’m gonna let no Texas Ranger who screwed my sister get away with calling her a lying whore.”

By this time Carlos had ceased strumming his guitar and was making his way to the door, while Juan moved tables out of the way, hoping to avoid breakage.

Ethan pushed back his chair and stood, his hand resting on the ivory butt of his gun. “Lorna Mae was no innocent when I bedded her, is all I’m saying. And seeing as how I’m the one who’d know, you’ll just have to take my word on it.”

A stiff wind could have toppled Jeremiah’s rangy frame, and he spat a wad of tobacco on the floor before saying, “That’s just plain bullshit, Bodine. Lorna Mae told us how you promised to marry her and all. She cried her eyes out the whole time she was tellin’ the tale. Our sister’s a brokenhearted, fallen woman, that’s what she is, and we aim to see that you pay for what you done.”

All hell broke loose just then as the brothers rushed Ethan and knocked him to the floor. Somebody’s fist landed in Ethan’s left eye, blinding him momentarily. He lashed out and caught Jedediah’s chin with a right uppercut.

“He knocked my tooth out,” the disgruntled man yelled as blood poured from his mouth. A yellowed tooth bounced unceremoniously against the floorboard and out of sight.

Ethan knew that his only chance was to get to his feet and to his horse. He was outnumbered, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out that he was going to get the crap beat out of him if he stuck around much longer.

He managed to get to his feet, but someone—Joseph, he thought—broke a chair over his back, knocking him to his knees. He grunted in pain but managed to tackle Jeremiah on his way down.

“Señors! Por favor!” Juan shouted, raising joined hands imploringly to the ceiling. “Take your fight outside. I am a poor man and cannot afford to have you break more of my furniture.”

A few moments later Juan got his wish as Ethan was hauled to his feet by two of the brothers and thrown bodily through the front door and into the street. He landed with a thud in the dirt.

Fights in Santa Rosa were as commonplace as fleas on a mangy mutt. Despite the angry shouts and curses from the Murray brothers, and Ethan’s loud protests of innocence between bouts of spitting dirt out of his bloodied mouth, no one in the town paid any attention to the ruckus going on.

No one, that was, except the apparition coming toward him.

Through swollen eyes, Ethan could barely discern the form of a horse and rider. The figure was shrouded in darkness. No street lights illuminated the area, and though the moon shone half-full, it was still difficult to see who it was.

As the heel of Joseph’s boot came down hard on his side, Ethan prayed that his rescue was at hand.

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

Chapter Two

OUTRAGED BY THE SIGHT BEFORE HER, WILHEMINA nudged her heels into the side of her mount and urged the mare into a gallop. In front of the cantina, a large man was being brutally beaten by four equally large men, and it was clear that he was not only outnumbered, but bearing the brunt of the altercation. Her sense of fair play and justice could not abide the uneven odds.

“Stop! Stop this at once!” she shouted, reining her mare near the fighting men. But she might as well have been talking to the wind, for no one paid her the least bit of attention.

She dismounted hastily and pulled her umbrella from the rifle scabbard. Rushing forward into the melee, she brandished it enthusiastically, as if it were the shiniest silver saber. “Stop beating that man!” she screamed again, hitting one of the attackers on the back of his legs.

Jacob paused, fist in midair, and turned to stare at the stranger who’d struck him. Then he grinned. “Lookee here, Bodine. Looks like you got yourself a champion. And a purty one at that.”

The other brothers turned, then Jeremiah laughed aloud that Bodine’s champion was a woman. “Whoooeee! Look at that fancy lace umbrella. I’m quaking in my boots.”

The cowboy’s laughter halted abruptly when Wilhemina jabbed the point of her weapon straight into his midsection; he grunted in pain. “You should be ashamed of yourself! You should all be ashamed. This isn’t a fair fight.”

“Yeah? Well, it weren’t fair when Bodine dishonored our sister, neither,” Joseph pointed out, making Wilhemina blush to the tips of her sturdy boots.

She glanced at the man sprawled on the ground. There was nothing in his swollen, discolored face that spoke of handsomeness or cadlike behavior, although the mustache he wore made him look a tad sinister. But there was nothing that indicated the man giving the beating was telling the truth, either.

When the tip of the man’s boot plowed into the injured man’s stomach, Wilhemina decided that she’d had enough and swung her umbrella wildly at Joseph, catching him in the eye and making him curse loudly.

“You’ll pay for that, you hellcat. You hear me?” Joseph stepped forward, flashing her a threatening look, and Wilhemina reached inside her reticule to withdraw the derringer hidden there. Aiming it near the man’s feet, she fired.

Wilhemina had never actually fired a gun at an animate object before and was breathing hard. At her father’s insistence, she’d learned to shoot to protect herself, but her targets had been empty bottles and tin cans, never a human being.

Joseph jumped higher than a cockroach on a hot skillet. “Hey, lady! Watch it. You almost hit my foot.”

“I would have hit your foot, mister, if I’d been aiming at it. Let me assure you that I’m a very good shot.”

The men stopped what they were doing and eyed her warily—except the youngest, Jedediah, who took umbrage at being bested by a woman and shook his fist at her, screaming, “You shouldn’t get involved in something you know nothing about, lady. We owe Bodine a beating. Now run home and attend to your knitting.” A cocky grin split his face.

“I’m already involved. And I don’t knit. So why don’t you boys call it a night. This man has been injured enough, and I’d hardly call this an equitable fight.”

“Yeah. But what he did to Lorna Mae wasn’t eq . . . eq . . . fair, neither. She’s in the family way now, and this no-good varmint is to blame.”

Shocked by the unexpected revelation, Wilhemina’s eyes widened, but she held firmly on to her gun and her convictions. “I’ll count to three. If you’re not gone from here, I’m going to start shooting, and I’m going to start with the baby-faced boy over there.” She aimed at Jedediah, who started toward her but was held back by his brother.

Joseph snatched his hat from the ground and swatted it against his pant leg; a billow of dust rose in the air. “We’ll leave, lady, but this ain’t over. Not by a long shot. Only now we’ll have the two of you to get even with instead of just Bodine.”

Watching them stalk off down the street, Wilhemina breathed in deeply and thanked the Almighty that they were gone. Replacing the small gun in her reticule, she approached the man on the ground.

Ethan coaxed one cautious eye open and stared up at his rescuer. He would have opened two, but the other was swollen shut tighter than a corset on a two-hundred-pound whore, and it smarted like the dickens.

The woman, for all her ferocity, wasn’t much bigger than a minute. But she was definitely so well rounded in all the right places that even a blind man would have noticed. And he wasn’t quite blind, just slightly impaired. Ethan had always prided himself on having a discerning eye when it came to women.

Not that he cared a whit about that sort of thing at the moment, he reminded himself.

Dressed in a white shirtwaist—still spotless despite the altercation—and navy skirt, with her chestnut brown hair peeking from beneath the crown of a felt hat, she appeared to be a no-nonsense kind of woman. She’d certainly been zealous in her defense of him—something he hadn’t expected from a member of the opposite sex.

Most females of his acquaintance were helpless creatures, more concerned about their appearance than with helping a fellow human being. None of them would have lifted a manicured finger to aid in his defense. Apparently this woman was different.

In many ways she reminded Ethan of his mother: headstrong, unafraid, taking on more than she could possibly handle, doing for others without a thought for herself. Patsy Bodine had been a tree helpmate to his father before her death. In fact, in a rare display of emotion on the first anniversary of his mother’s death, Ethan’s father had actually credited his wife with the success of the Bodine ranch, saying that all he had accomplished had been because of her love, support, and physical labor. For Ben Bodine, a man of few words and even fewer compliments, to have made such a statement was nothing short of extraordinary.

Wilhemina blushed under the scrutiny. “Perhaps you’ll allow me to assist you to your feet. The way you’re staring at me, I feel like I’ve just grown two heads.”

“I can barely see your one head, ma’am, as swollen as my eye is. And if I’m staring, it’s only because I’m not used to having a woman help me.”

She wrapped her arm gently around his middle and assisted him to his feet. “I can’t abide an unfair fight.”

Wincing in pain, Ethan finally managed to stand. His brow was sweating so profusely, his ears ringing so loudly in his head, he thought surely he’d embarrass himself by passing out cold, puking, or both.

“I think some of my ribs might be broken.”

“If you’ll allow me to assist you, I know a place where we can get help. I’ll be able to tend your wounds there.”

Though it picked at his pride to be rescued by a woman, and twice in the same day, Ethan decided to take her up on her offer. His pride was bruised all to hell, but his body was in much worse condition.

“I don’t think I can ride.”

“And I wouldn’t allow it even if you could,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Just hang on to me. I’ll lead the horses and guide you to the convent. The sisters of the Sacred Heart aren’t that far away.”

Ethan attempted to widen his one good eye at the mention of the convent, then thought better of it after pain shot through it like a hot arrow.

He and God had been on pretty shaky footing these last few years, and Ellie Bodine’s murder hadn’t helped matters much. Ethan wasn’t at all comfortable about holing up with a bunch of pious nuns. Not even for a night.

Wilhemina was all too conscious of the warm body pressed against her side. The man was leaning heavily against her, and she could smell sweat and stale cigars, the leather of his sheepskin jacket mingling with the spicy scent of his cologne. For some reason she couldn’t quite understand, the manly odors were not only reeking the night air, they were wreaking havoc on her composure.

“It’s not much farther.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw him nod, and the pained look on his face indicated that it had cost him to make even that tiny movement.

His face was as discolored and puffy as his eye, but she thought there lurked the possibility of handsomeness beneath all the bruises, now that she’d had a closer look. The one good eye he’d flashed at her was the most startling shade of blue. She hadn’t quite been able to put her finger on the exact flower it reminded her of, but she would. If there was one thing she possessed, it was an excellent memory.

Wilhemina had put her memory to good use while in Boston, impressing many of her colleagues during the formulation of the herbarium at the Boston Horticultural Society’s Botanical Garden, where various specimens of flowers and plants had been collected for study and comparison. It was during the collection and drying of plants for the herbarium that she’d come into close contact with Thomas Fullerton, her mentor and former lover.

Studying the man next to her, she could see he was nothing like the urbane, fussy Thomas, who would never have engaged in anything so common as a brawl or dirtied a pair of neatly pressed trousers to the degree this man had.

The color of the stranger’s pants was nearly obliterated by dirt. His dark hair was mussed beneath the Stetson he wore, giving him a rumpled appearance. But if it weren’t for the roguish mustache, he would look almost approachable. His boots and jacket were scuffed and well-worn, and she knew both, as well as the man himself, had seen rough use over the years.

Not at all comfortable with her thoughts, she was grateful when the convent came into view. The white, baked-clay structure shone like a welcoming beacon in the moonlight, and she knew that she and the injured stranger would be welcomed there.

Wilhemina had visited the Sisters of the Sacred Heart on many occasions since her return from Boston, advising them on their fruit orchards and vegetable gardens. Though it was a two-day trip on horseback, she relished the time spent there and had grown friendly with many of the nuns, especially Sister Theresa, a pretty novitiate who had yet to take her final vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience.

Wilhemina had decided long ago that she was not cut out to be a nun. Obedience had never been part of her vocabulary.

 

*    *    *

 

Ethan opened his one good eye to find a group of nuns hovering over him, whispering and shaking their heads. His shirt was off, and a white bandage had been wrapped securely around his midsection, which made his injured ribs feel slightly better. He was covered to his neck with a wool blanket, mostly for their modesty, not his, he suspected.

“You passed out,” his pretty rescuer said, bathing his brow with a damp cloth. Her soothing drawl stamped her a Texan. “I think it was for the best. You wouldn’t have been able to stand the pain otherwise.”

“What happened to the herd of buffalo that trampled me?” His attempt at humor was met with confused looks by the nuns, who slipped out of the room silently, leaving Ethan and the woman alone.

The corners of her mouth tipped up slightly, indicating that she, at least, had a sense of humor. “I’m sure you’ll be stiff and sore for a few days. You took quite a vicious beating, so that’s to be expected. It’ll take a while for the swelling to go down on your face, and your eye will no doubt be black and blue by tomorrow. And, as I’m sure you already realize, several of your ribs are cracked.”

The woman’s warm brown eyes were filled with kindness, and the intentness of her gaze sent shivers of awareness darting through him. She was truly lovely. Not beautiful and flashy, perhaps, like Lorna Mae. But lovely and serene, like the calm waters of a sun-dappled pond.

Her lavender scent drifted down to tease Ethan’s senses. When she bent over, her long brown braid brushed across his chest, and he feared that the swelling on his face wasn’t the only swelling he was going to have to contend with.

Damn the contrariness of my maleness! Hasn’t it learned a dad-blamed thing?

He grabbed her wrist before she decided to bathe more than his forehead and awaken “the beast,” which was how he and Rafe had jokingly referred to their male members when they were kids. She had a disturbing effect on him that wasn’t purely sexual, and that scared him far more than the prospect of meeting up with the Murray brothers again. “I think you’ve washed enough dirt off my hide for now.”

She set aside the washcloth and basin of water, saying, “I’ll leave you to rest. I’m sure that will be the best restorative for the time being.” She turned to leave.

“Wait!” he said almost as an afterthought. “I forgot to ask your name. My manners usually aren’t this bad, but under the circumstances . . .”

Her smile was unexpected, kind, and blinding as the rays of the sun, which would be up in just a few short hours. Ethan felt as if he’d just been gut shot. But that reaction was nothing compared to the one he experienced when she calmly announced, “It’s Wilhemina . . . Wilhemina Granville.”

He recognized the name instantly, grimacing at the realization that this was the woman bounty hunter—the one the old ladies had told him about—the one they’d cried over. The one who was hunting his brother—dead or alive.

“You’re Wilhemina Granville!” She didn’t look like any bounty hunter he’d ever seen. But she could shoot. He’d witnessed that firsthand. And she didn’t have the sense to be afraid. He’d witnessed that, too.

“Why, yes. Have we met? You act as if we know each other.”

“You could say that, Miss Granville. I had the pleasure of meeting your elderly aunts a few days back. They’re worried to death over your welfare.”

“My aunts? You know my aunts?” She shook her head, confused by the censure in his voice. “I’m afraid I don’t—”

“It wasn’t very considerate of you to ride off and leave them alone and afraid. I thought that birdlike woman was going to expire right on the sidewalk in front of me.”

Wilhemina smiled inwardly at the reference to Birdy. Everyone thought Bernadette would topple over in a heavy wind. “My aunt may appear frail because of her slight build, but let me assure you that she’s as tough as nails. Both my aunts are, in fact. But I do appreciate your letting me know about their concern.” What she didn’t appreciate was his rude manner. For someone whose life she’d just saved, he was extremely ungrateful. She had half a mind to tell him so.

“Hand me my vest, will you, Miss Granville? I need a smoke.”

“I don’t think you—”

Ethan’s fierce look, which he’d used quite effectively to make more than one criminal comply, made short work of Wilhemina’s protestation.

She reached for the pile of clothes on the chair, and it was then she noticed the shiny silver Texas Ranger badge attached to his vest.

To protect her modesty, Wilhemina hadn’t been allowed in the room when the sisters had removed the stranger’s shirt and vest, or she would have understood immediately his new-found hostility. Lawmen didn’t like bounty hunters. And her aunts had no doubt informed him about her present occupation and the subject of her search.

“Bodine’s the name, Miss Granville. Ethan Bodine. Does the name sound familiar to you?”

She swallowed, handing him the garment. “I’ve heard the name before.”

“I venture you have, as it’s the same last name as on that Wanted poster back in Justiceburg.” He pulled a cigar out of his vest pocket.

Wilhemina felt heat creep up her neck, but she wasn’t about to let the lawman intimidate her. She had every right to hunt down a criminal, even if that criminal shared the last name of the man before her. And she had responsibilities to her aunts—the same aunts this man was so incensed over her leaving behind.

“I know the name, Mr. Bodine. I assume my aunts told you of my decision to turn bounty hunter and collect the five-hundred-dollar reward.”

He scoffed. “They did. It’s the most ridiculous, dad-blamed, foolish thing I’ve ever heard, and I told them as much. You’ve got no experience hunting animals, Miss Granville, let alone the two-legged variety. You’re bound to get yourself hurt if you don’t put aside this crazy notion of yours and ride back to Justiceburg. Your aunts need you. And there’s not much your horticulturist learning will gain you on the trail. Unless you got a hankering to be pushing up daisies.”

She felt her face flush redder than a claret cup cactus flower. “I’m well aware of my limitations, Ranger Bodine. And I appreciate your concern, but I’m quite capable of taking care of myself, whether in a botanical laboratory or on the trail.” She’d battled male prejudice before. The Ranger’s chauvinistic attitude toward women was nothing new. It was the main reason her relationship with Thomas had soured: she had refused to allow her career to take a backseat to his.

“I’ve never known a woman who wasn’t a stubborn, mule-headed—” He shook his head and drew a breath, then lit his cigar to calm himself. The Granville woman was going to be a problem, he could already tell that.

“Look, Miss Granville, I appreciate your help tonight with the Murray brothers and all, and I owe you for that. But I can’t allow you to interfere in a criminal investigation. I won’t allow it, Miss Granville. Do I make myself clear?”

Finding it easier to stare at the smoke rings curling toward the ceiling than at him, she nodded. “Perfectly, Ranger Bodine. Now I think you should rest. We can discuss this further tomorrow, when we’ve both had time to sleep on it. I always think clearer in the morning.”

Maybe she could be reasoned with, Ethan thought, pleased he’d been able to talk sense into her. “You can be sure we’ll take this up in the morning, Miss Granville. I’m not a man who allows himself to be sidetracked. Even by a pretty woman.”

His compliment was unexpected, and she felt an unwelcome surge of pleasure. She doubted Ethan Bodine was a man given to making compliments. But he was definitely all man. Even injured and lying flat on his back, he exuded virility. And though she’d done her best to ignore his rugged good looks, doing so was as difficult and formidable as his disposition.

“I understand totally,” she said finally. “I shall see you in the morning.”

 

*    *    *

 

But when morning came, Wilhemina Granville was nowhere to be found, and Ethan was stark raving mad and cursing loud enough to wake the dead.

Sister Theresa stood in the doorway, looking distraught and embarrassed, covering her ears against the man’s profanities. “You must not take the Lord’s name in vain, Mr. Bodine. Mother Superior will be very upset and ask you to leave if she hears you.”

He looked at the nun as if she’d lost her mind. “Do you think I care about that? Where’s Miss Granville? How long ago did she leave?” He should have known better than to trust the woman—any woman.

The novitiate twisted the material of her dark habit nervously. “Willy left last night. She sensed that you would not be happy with her this morning and made the decision to ride out ahead of you. I fear she was right about your being upset. Willy’s not in trouble, is she?”

Willy. Cute, he thought disgustedly.

The tears in the young woman’s dark eyes gave him pause. He’d been bellowing like a two-day-old calf and had probably frightened her out of her wits. “She’s not in trouble with the law, if that’s what you’re asking, ma’am. Now, if you’ll do me the kindness of fetching the rest of my clothes, I’ll be out of your way.”

She looked horrified by his request. “I must report this to Mother Superior right away, Mr. Bodine. You are injured badly. It would not be good for you to leave so soon. Your ribs are not yet healed, and you could hurt yourself more seriously if you attempt to mount your horse.”

“Well, I guess I’ll have Wilhemina Granville to thank for that if I do, Sister. The woman out-and-out lied to me.” But then, there was nothing new about that when it came to dealing with women.

Sister Theresa’s face filled with regret. “Yes. Willy said as much last night and confessed her transgression. She’s usually very honest and forthright, and not given to such behavior.

“Please don’t be too hard on her when you catch up to her, Mr. Bodine. Willy has been very good to us here at the convent. If it wasn’t for her assistance, we wouldn’t have apples in our orchard, or half the amount of vegetables in our garden to sustain us. She knows everything there is to know about plants.”

And nothing about being a bounty hunter.

And there was still the matter of the Murray brothers, who’d vowed their revenge, not only on him, but on Wilhemina as well. He couldn’t live with that on his conscience, not after she’d risked her neck to save him.

“I’m sure Miss Granville’s attributes are legion, Sister Theresa,” he said. “But the woman doesn’t have the sense God gave her. Now, if you’ll leave me be, I’ll dress and go find her, before she gets herself into more trouble.” If that was at all possible.

Unfortunately, it was.

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

Chapter Three

STRUGGLING AGAINST THE BONDS THAT HELD HER hands and feet tied securely to the chair, Wilhemina stared up at the water-stained ceiling of the dingy hotel room and inwardly cursed her stupidity at riding into a trap.

She’d allowed her frustration at Ethan Bodine to overrule her good judgment. And because of that lapse she was now at the mercy of the Murray brothers, who had vowed their revenge.

Her unceremonious entry into Los Alamos, New Mexico, had been on the rear end of a horse. And not just any horse, but one belonging to none other than Joseph Murray. The same Joseph Murray who now sported a black eye patch because of her overzealous umbrella assault.

To add insult to injury, the leering men had bound her roughly to this chair, taking great delight in passing the last ten minutes describing to her the hideous acts they would perform upon her body.

The only reason she’d been spared till now was that Jacob, the eldest, had gone to the telegraph office to send a wire. No doubt to his vengeful sister, Lorna Mae. But when he returned . . .

Wilhemina shivered at the thought of what would happen when he returned. She had tried to reason with the brothers, to apologize, but they would not listen. But knowing the alternative, she had to try one more time.

“Please, Mr. Murray”—she directed her comments to Jeremiah, who seemed a bit more civilized than the others—“I never meant you any harm. I was merely coming to the aid of an injured man.”

Spittle ran down Jeremiah’s chin as he moved closer to the chair. He smelled of whiskey and stale cigars and didn’t appear to be entirely sober, driving Wilhemina back to despair. “You ain’t so high and mighty now, without that peashooter and that fancy stick of yours, lady.

“Jed done told you to mind your own business. You shoulda listened to him.”

“Yeah,” interjected the youngest Murray. “And you shouldn’t have threatened me with a gun. Now I’m gonna have to give tit for tat.” He laughed at his own joke, staring at her breasts and licking his lips, then elbowed his brother in the arm. “Get it, Jeremiah: tit for tat?”

“Yeah. I get it.”

“Wish we didn’t have to wait for Jacob,” Jed complained. “It don’t seem fair to me.”

Panic filled her as the threat became imminent, and she struggled harder; the chair creaked and moaned in protest to her frantic movements. “Please! Please, let me go. I promise never to bother any of you again.”

Why, oh why had she interfered? Why hadn’t she minded her own business, as they had suggested? Her aunts were forever cautioning her that her impetuous ways would one day be her ruination. But how in good conscience could she have stood by and watched an injured man being brutally beaten, possibly to death?

She couldn’t have. Not and live with herself. If she had it to do over again, even knowing the horrible circumstances she would face, she would assist Ethan Bodine without hesitation.

Seated in a chair by the window, Joseph fingered his eye patch and snorted. “We ain’t gonna kill you, if that’s what you’re worried about. We’re just gonna have us a little fun. Sort of payback for what Bodine did to Lorna Mae.”

Tears clouded her vision. “But I don’t even know Mr. Bodine, or what he did to your sister. You shouldn’t revenge yourself on me because of him. It wouldn’t be fair.” But life wasn’t fair, or her father wouldn’t have died. She would have been able to remain in Boston, a well-respected horticulturist, honored for her knowledge and her worth, not chastised and ridiculed for being the wrong sex.

If life were fair, Thomas would have loved her, accepted who she was, and treated her as equal in all respects.

But life wasn’t fair, which was why she was in the predicament she was in.

“A man don’t think much about fairness when he’s got a hankerin’ for a little female companionship, little lady,” Jedediah said. “But don’t worry. We’re going to show you a real good time. I give you my word on it.”

 

*    *    *

 

Ethan fought against the stabbing pain in his chest as he rode into Los Alamos. He’d ridden hard and fast, following Wilhemina Granville’s tracks to about ten miles outside of town. There her tracks had joined up with four other mounts at that point, and he suspected that the woman was in a great deal of danger.

The Murrays had revenge on their mind. And men being men, he had a good idea how they would plan to get even. Wilhemina Granville was an attractive woman.

He entered the dilapidated building that passed for a saloon and ordered a whiskey to dull the pain in his ribs. It was approaching noon, and he was the only patron in the seedy establishment, so the barkeep seemed pleased to have his business and his company.

“New in town, stranger?” The man’s red eyebrows lifted as he recognized the silver badge on Ethan’s chest. “Or should I say ‘Ranger’?”

“It’s Bodine. And I’m looking for some information about a friend of mine.” He tipped back the whiskey, welcoming the burning liquid into his belly, hoping it would ease the searing pain. He remembered Sister Theresa’s admonitions about not riding and knew he had only himself to blame. And Wilhemina Granville.

“Bodine. I heard that name before. Ain’t you that Texas Ranger who’s tracking his brother? The one they say killed Bobby Slaughter in cold blood over Justiceburg way?” He swatted at a pesky fly that buzzed near his head, but he missed.

Ethan held out his glass for a refill. “One and the same. But it ain’t my brother I’m looking for at the moment. It’s a woman.”

The barkeep smiled knowingly, indicating the curtained partition at the back of the room. “Well, hell, why didn’t you say so? If it’s a whore you’re needing—”

“I ain’t lookin’ for a whore. I’m looking for a woman—a decent woman—who may have been in the company of four cowboys. They probably rode in early this morning.”

“I seen her—the woman you’re talking about.” He indicated the grimy window with a nod of his head. “They got her in a hotel room across the street. The youngest one came in a while ago to buy a bottle of whiskey, bragging about how they was going to have them a poke for free. I didn’t pay him no mind. Thought he was bragging.”

Rage filled Ethan, though he tried to appear nonchalant. There was nothing worse in his opinion than a man who would take a woman by force. It was the ultimate act of cowardice.

“That’s probably just as well.”

“What’s this woman to you? You sweet on her or something?”

Ethan shook his head. “She’s nothing to me but someone who helped me once when I needed it. Now I’m returning the favor.” He checked his gun to make sure it was fully loaded, and the barkeep’s eyes widened.

“You aim to do some killing Bodine? I heard you Texas Rangers were a ruthless bunch. Los Tejanos Diablos, the Mexicans call you—the Texas Devils.”

Ethan was aware of the nickname, and he supposed the Mexican bandits who’d suffered at the Rangers’ hands had good cause to fear them. But they’d deserved everything they’d gotten. A Ranger didn’t dispense justice without good reason.

“I won’t be doing any killing unless my hand’s forced. Who’s the local authority in town? I want to inform him of the situation.” And it would help to even up the odds if the Murrays decided to get trigger-happy.

“That’ll be Marshal Bob Heggan. He’s over at the café getting hisself a bite to eat. Marshal likes to have hisself a big meal in the middle of the day. Says if he eats too much too late in the day, it gives him gas.”

Ethan thanked the bartender and headed toward the café, wondering how pleased the marshal would be to know that his stomach problems were the topic of conversation at the saloon.

It was tough keeping a secret in a small town. Ethan and his brothers had learned that lesson well while growing up. Every time the Bodine boys would get into a scrape, let “the beast” loose at the whorehouse when they should have been working, or have a drink of whiskey with the undertaker, Sammy Willits, who was usually more embalmed than his customers, their pa would know of it before they got home. And crossing Ben Bodine was not a smart thing to do.

Ethan had inherited not only his pa’s wisdom, but his orneriness as well. He guessed the Murrays would find that out soon enough.

 

*    *    *

 

Wilhemina’s eyes widened in fear as Jacob Murray entered the room, having just returned and given his brothers permission to proceed.

She wanted to scream, to cry out in protest, but they’d stuffed a dirty rag in her moth, rendering her powerless to resist even that much.

“Time for some fun, little lady,” Joseph said, and his younger brother laughed.

Suddenly the door burst open, startling the two men. With gun drawn, Ethan Bodine stepped across the threshold, and Wilhemina released the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.

Ranger Bodine looked mad enough to bend nails with his teeth, and she couldn’t remember a more welcome sight.

“Freeze!” Ethan gave a quick glance at the men standing statuelike in place. Joseph and Jedediah were near the bed in various stages of undress. Jacob was seated near the window, looking concerned but not overly surprised that they’d been found out. Jeremiah was in the midst of relieving himself in the corner.

“You’re all under arrest for the kidnapping and violation of Wilhemina Granville.”

“But we ain’t done nothing to her,” Joseph protested, pulling up his pants. “You didn’t give us time to poke her.”

“Yeah. We ain’t done a thing.” Jed reached for the ceiling, looking as cowardly as a green bronc in a thunderstorm.

“You think that gets you off the hook?” Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “I should shoot you all now and get it over with.” He cocked his gun to make good on his threat, and the click of the revolver sounded ominous and loud in the ensuing silence.

As if on cue, the marshal entered, took one look at the disheveled woman tied to the chair, and shook his head in regret.

Pointing his rifle at the Murray brothers, the lawman said in a voice as cold as steel, “You boys are under arrest. I don’t hold with this kind of uncivilized behavior in my town. Tie ’em up, Captain Bodine, and I’ll escort them to jail. They’re gonna have a long wait for the circuit judge to come to town. Old Judge Willoughby just died, and they ain’t appointed a new one yet. Yep, it’s going to be a right good while till these boys have their cases heard.”

When the door closed behind the marshal and the Murrays, Ethan moved to the chair. Untying the bonds at Wilhemina’s feet, he tried not to notice the trimness of her ankles, bruised slightly by the rope.

She made a muffled sound, and Ethan realized the gag was still in place. He moved to untie it. And that’s when his gaze zeroed in on her lush breasts. With her hands tied behind the chair, her chest was thrust forward. His hands faltered momentarily, as if they had minds of their own and would rather attend to her perfectly formed mounds than to removing the gag in her moth.

“Goddamn it!” He cursed his lack of control. For a man who had sworn off women, he was doing a piss-poor job of ignoring this one.

Wilhemina bolted upright as soon as her bonds were released and draped her arms around Ethan’s neck. “Oh, thank you, Ranger Bodine! I’m so grateful you came when you did.”

“Are you all right?”

She blushed as his meaning became clear. “They told the truth when they said there hadn’t been time to—” She blushed even deeper.

The firm little body pressing against his chest was playing havoc with Ethan’s composure. Instinct had him wrapping his arms about her small waist and pulling her into him. He inhaled deeply of her lavender scent and felt the wetness of her tears on his neck. Only his extreme self-control, and the knowledge of what she’d just gone through, prevented his hands from creeping up to explore those tempting breasts and capture her mouth beneath his.

Extricating himself abruptly from her stranglehold, he pushed her gently down on the bed. “Get hold of yourself, woman!” His tone was brusque and filled with the tension of unfulfilled desire.

“Oh, dear! I’m so sorry, Ranger Bodine. I forgot all about your injured ribs. I was just so grateful. I don’t know how I can ever repay you. I—”

“Forget it.” He scowled. “We’re even as far as I’m concerned.” He turned his back on her and stalked to the window, trying to get his mind on something other than how good Wilhemina Granville looked. Even the pain in his ribs couldn’t obliterate the anguish that settled much lower.

“As soon as you’re ready, Miss Granville, I want you to get on your horse and get yourself back to Justiceburg. You’ve got no business being on the trail by yourself. Your recent encounter with the Murrays should prove how totally incapable you are of defending yourself against ruthless individuals.

“Leave the finding of Rafe to me. It’s my job to bring him back to stand trial.”

Cheeks flushed hot in indignation, Wilhemina stared at him, unable to believe the man’s high-handedness in ordering her home as if she were a mere child, incapable of taking care of herself.

She may have been momentarily upset, even stunned, by what had happened, but she was in full control of her faculties now and had no intention of bowing to Ethan Bodine’s orders. No matter how fierce and determined he looked.

Deciding that the arrogant Ranger needed to be taken down a peg or two, Wilhemina walked up to Ethan Bodine and stared him right in the eye. “I will not be dictated to, Mr. Bodine, not by you or any man. I have no intention of giving up my pursuit of your brother. I will not be bullied under any circumstances, nor do I need you for a protector. And despite what just happened, I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Which I’ve been doing for years, quite successfully, thank you.”

Ethan listened to every word Wilhemina spewed forth. But he was having a heck of a time concentrating on what she was saying, for his eyes had a mind of their own and they were roaming over every delectable inch of her body.

The sunlight streaming through the window bathed her body in a warm glow. Her shapely form stood out in stark silhouette. Desire filled every inch of him, overpowering his common sense and good judgment. Shocking not only Wilhemina, but himself, Ethan pulled her to his chest and proceeded to kiss her senseless.

The kiss was wet, warm, and masterful, and Wilhemina felt its power clear down to the tips of her toes. Ethan tasted of tobacco and whiskey, and she found the combination heady. His soft mustache felt good against her face, and when his thrusting tongue sought entry into her mouth, she parted her lips slightly, allowing her dormant passions to be brought to life.

Wilhemina was powerless to stop the hunger within from spreading. From her hard, throbbing nipples to the moistness between her thighs, her body craved, lusted, on a purely physical level. And all her years of learning, all the studies she’d conducted of the sex life of plants, all her sorry experience of lovemaking with Thomas Fullerton, couldn’t explain why.

Her soft moan of surrender brought Ethan back to his senses, and he set Wilhemina away from him. Her mouth was swollen and red from his kisses, her eyes glazed with passion and confusion, and he knew in that instant that he could take her, make love to her if he wanted to, and she wouldn’t resist.

The stinging slap to his cheek shocked him to his senses.

“How dare you take such liberties! You are as vile as the Murrays. Only you hide behind a badge, Ranger Bodine.”

The insult to his profession enraged Ethan. A Ranger was honorable above all else, and this self-proclaimed female bounty hunter wasn’t going to tell him any differently.

“You’re the one who wrapped yourself around me like a morning glory vine, Miss Granville.”

She gasped, her cheeks turning as red as his where she’d slapped him. “I did no such thing! How dare you say I did.” But despite her protests, she knew there was a kernel of truth in his statement. Her outrage had completely overshadowed her modesty and common sense. It struck Wilhemina suddenly that for a woman who rarely lost her temper, she’d been in a foul mood and a state of turmoil since meeting the Texas Ranger.

Inhaling deeply, she said, “I may have put temptation before you, Ranger Bodine, but I assure you it was not intentional. And I would have thought that a man such as yourself would have greater control over your base instincts.”

No one was more disgusted with his behavior than Ethan, not even Wilhemina Granville. He’d lost control, allowed himself to be taken in again. And by a woman.

He patted his burning cheek, decided that this snip of a woman packed quite a wallop, and wondered what the hell he was going to do with the horticulturist.

The apology he knew she expected stuck in his throat like dried beef jerky. “Guess we were just caught up in the moment.”

Her eyes flashed fire, but she said nothing more on the subject.

“You won’t catch Rafe, you know,” Ethan told her. “He’s an ex–Texas Ranger, and almost as good as me at tracking and all. He’ll evade your attempts to bring him in”

She picked her hat up off the floor. “You’ll not dissuade me, Ranger Bodine. I’m determined to go after your brother and bring him in for the reward money.”

His sigh was full of frustration. “You’ll get yourself killed if you do. If a snake or a mountain lion doesn’t get you, the elements surely will.”

She shrugged. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” One that was necessary to protect her aunts, thanks to Rufus Bowers’s unreasonable and ridiculous demands.

Ethan cursed, plowing agitated fingers through his hair. It wasn’t a risk he was willing to take. And he couldn’t stand the thought of having the woman’s death on his conscience, especially after she’d saved his hide. There was only one solution to the problem. And though it galled him to say it, he did.

“I think it would be best if you threw in with me, Miss Granville. There’s safety in numbers.” He could keep an eye on her and at the same time prevent her from shooting Rafe should she find him. Which would be nothing short of a miracle in his opinion. But miracles had been known to happen.

She shook her head, her chin jutting out stubbornly. “I don’t have any intention of throwing in with you, Ranger. You’re a bully. And I like doing things my own way.”

“Now listen here—” He bit back his words, knowing from the mutinous glint in her dark eyes that she wouldn’t respond to threats. He tried reason instead.

“You have to admit, Miss Granville, that I’m much better at tracking and outdoor survival than you. Would you know what to do if a blue norther suddenly came upon you, or a mountain lion attacked? And what if you were taken ill, or became snakebit? Would you know what to do then? Because I can assure you, Miss Granville, I do.”

Wilhemina chewed upon the indisputable facts that Ethan presented. And rather than choke on his wisdom, she accepted it for what it was: common sense and the truth.

She was out of her element, and he knew it. They both knew it. And to deny it was just plain foolish. Besides, she’d already had a taste of what being a defenseless woman was like. Being logical in the extreme, Wilhemina knew that there was only one thing to do.

“All right, Captain Bodine. I will agree to accompany you. But I want it understood from the onset that I will be treated like an equal partner and not one of the men under your command. Do you agree?”

Wilhemina Granville should have been turned over somebody’s knee years ago and spanked soundly on her curvaceous little rump, Ethan thought. But since that obviously hadn’t been done, and since he wasn’t a man to administer corporal punishment to a woman, he was stuck.

He held out his hand to seal their uneasy alliance. “Agreed.”

Fortunately she couldn’t see that the fingers of his other hand were crossed behind his back.

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

Chapter Four

LEAVING LOS ALAMOS AND THE UNPLEASANT MEMORIES behind them, Wilhemina and Ethan made camp the first night beneath a stand of cottonwoods near a small, fast-running stream.

Ethan had just started to a campfire when the pain in his broken ribs he’d been fighting all day overcame him. He clutched his side and slumped to the ground with a moan.

“Mr. Bodine!” Wilhemina dropped the tin coffeepot and rushed to his side, alarmed by the chalkiness of his complexion and erratic breathing.

“My . . . my saddlebag. There’s whiskey. Get it.”

She rummaged through his gear until she found the amber bottle of liquor, then handed it to him.

It was her fault that he was in such a state. If he hadn’t been forced to come after her, if they’d stayed put at the convent and his ribs had had adequate time to heal, he wouldn’t be suffering so now.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Bodine. This is all my fault.”

He tried to nod in agreement, but the effort cost him dearly and he cursed aloud, clutching his injured side. “Jesus! I’d like to shoot Joseph Murray straight between his beady eyes.” Holding the bottle, he took a healthy swig. The whiskey made his eyes water. “There’s nothing worse than cracked ribs, except being gut shot.” His ribs would heal eventually, if he could stay off his horse for a few days.

And therein lay the problem. If Wilhemina suspected he was incapacitated, she might ride off and leave him again. Unless he could convince her not to.

“There’s a storm brewing. It’s likely we’ll be camped here a day or two,” he lied.

Wilhemina glanced up at the cloudless sky, her brow wrinkled in confusion. “I think you must be mistaken, Ranger. I see no indication of rain.”

“I believe I know a bit more about reading nature’s signs than you do, Miss Granville. I say we’re in for a storm. We’ll stay put until I say otherwise.”

“Are you sure? I just don’t—”

Used to command, Ethan hated having his authority questioned by anyone, even if he was lying. His voice hardened. “Of course I’m sure. I’ve been riding trail a lot longer than you. And if you think I’m not anxious to be on my way, you’re dead wrong, Miss Granville. There’s more at stake here than a measly five-hundred-dollar reward. I have my brother’s life to think about.”

Her cheeks heated at his words, but, noting the anguish in his eyes, the paleness of his complexion, she refrained from retorting. The Ranger was obviously still in a great deal of pain, and she had no intention of adding to it.

“I’m sure a slight delay won’t hamper our efforts to find your brother, Captain.”

She obviously didn’t know Rafe if she thought that, Ethan decided, but he was grateful that she’d chosen not to argue the point.

His brother was savvy and trailwise. He’d use their every delay to his best advantage. Rafe’s trail would be much more difficult to find the longer they stayed, but it couldn’t be helped. A broken rib could puncture his lung and do some permanent damage. Then he’d be good to no one, least of all Rafe.

“I’m glad you’ve decided to be sensible, Miss Granville.”

“I pride myself on being sensible, Ranger Bodine. Though I’m sure you must think otherwise, due to my recent actions.”

He thought she was headstrong, foolish, impulsive, and very brave, but he refrained from uttering any of his opinions. If they were going to be riding together, then they needed to get along. “You might as well call me Ethan. Looks like we’ll be spending some time together.”
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